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I’d also like to acknowledge the difficult and complicated subject matter that appears in this story, including physical violence, suicidal ideation, and abuse. Reader discretion is advised.



Part One: O’ children
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Aron, at only six years old, had been sent away from his home in the Lyrus Palace of Oksall, the seat of the royal family, and left in an ugly, dirty town far south-west called Garni.

He could not understand why he had been taken away from his siblings and parents and staff. All he knew was that Garni produced the most famous of the dragon-slaying knights in the realm—and he was expected train with them.

Aron would never forget the looks of the villagers and knights. How much they stared at him, whispering behind their hands, his face going hot and cold and his stomach feeling bottomless. Eventually, his head was so dizzy that every time Aron noticed someone staring at him, it made him want to hurl.

He didn’t want to be near any of those grubby, snarling people anymore.

Aron spotted the edge of the forest and ran for the tree line, tears smearing the landscape into blobs of colour.

He huddled up against the biggest oak tree he stumbled across and wailed until his voice finally gave out and he could only give quiet, gasping sobs.

“Are you injured?”

Aron looked up through teary eyes. The child before him looked nothing like any other person Aron had ever seen before. He had dark- brown skin and a tightly shorn head, a wide nose, and thick lips. The other boy cocked his head like a fancy songbird and chewed the inside of his mouth. He was dressed like an Imran nun—a pale- blue shirt with no sleeves or back, just some string that was tied behind the neck, and long, loose pants. No shoes either.

Aron hid his face in his arms and knees.

“Does that mean you are injured?” the boy asked. Aron’s face felt hot, and his eyes were beginning to itch.

“Go away!” Aron shouted into his knees. “I don’t want to talk to any of you!”

“Oh,” the other boy said. There was a long silence before he spoke up again: “If you don’t want to talk, do you want to see my chickens?”

Aron lifted his head in confusion. His throat felt hardened and closed up, but his sobs had finally stopped. The nun-boy smiled and nodded.

“Chickens don’t talk,” the boy said, “and they’re really cute.”

Aron stood up slowly, looking around in case there were other children pointing and laughing at him, but it was just him and the nun-boy. The boy was taller by a bit, and in his hand was a small straw basket full of blackberries and crab apples.

“Who are you? You’re dressed like a nun,” Aron frowned.

“I’m Caysa, and I’m not dressed like a nun—we all wear the same clothes.” The boy grinned brightly; his skin gleamed in the patches where sunlight managed to drizzle through the branches and leaves. He held out his hand and Aron glared down at it, a long smooth hand with a lighter palm. The boy, Caysa, quickly put his hand away when Aron didn’t shake it.

“Aron,” he mumbled, looking at the ground. His brothers and sisters had always made fun of him for not looking at other people; his father called him churlish and stubborn.

“Aron? I like your name,” Caysa said. He had a bouncy voice, like a kitten batting at a loose string. Aron’s throat tightened up again; he missed his kittens. “We can feed them blackberries, but we have to leave the apples because Sola likes apples.”

“What?” Aron said dazedly as Caysa began to walk off.

Caysa turned back and smiled again—different this time, with a soft, fae-like tilt to the lips. “Sola is my brother; he’s really mean but really kind as well. Let’s go. The chickens must be starving.” Caysa started skipping every few steps, humming a soldiers’ marching tune all out of order.

Aron stepped away from tree trunk and ran to catch up with Caysa until he was no more than seven steps behind his exposed, dark shoulders, which shimmered as the sunrays hit them. He followed this strange child who was dressed like a nun but also wasn’t, who invited people to see his chickens, and out of carelessness or airiness didn’t notice the occasional blackberry bounce out of his basket.

Aron stooped down to collect those lost berries.

***
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“ARGH!” KILLIAN SHOUTED as he pounced on Caysa’s back while he was inspecting the shallots and onions in the vegetable patch, as was the current routine. “I am Sir Killian, and I will slay you!” Killian’s voice cut clean through the springtime air, shrill and boyish. Caysa stood up to his full height, laughing along to Killian’s loud hollering.

Caysa grabbed Killian’s leg from where it gripped his waist, swinging the wriggling seven-year-old off his back and holding him upside down in the air. Killian frowned, his ruddy cheeks puffed out and little brow furrowed in agitation.

“Evil monster! Unhand me! This is an indignity!” Killian continued to shout., Caysa laughed and bopped Killian’s nose, which made Killian squirm ever harder. Caysa swung Killian through the air like a sack of beans and caught the precocious little disturbance in a tight hug.

“A knight? But Killian, don’t you wish to be a humble monk like me?” Caysa squeezed Killian to his chest. Killian only replied with an enraged splutter. A new entity attached itself to Caysa’s right leg.

“I want to be carried too.,” Lulu hugged Caysa’s pant leg tighter as he looked down into her tanned little face.

“No! I’m being carried right now!” Killian glared down at Lulu. She, in turn hid her face in Caysa’s leg. Caysa sighed and wondered yet again if he had been this clingy and energetic when he was a young child. Sola would say yes, probably.

Caysa loosened his arms and let Killian slide down to the ground., “Killian, we talked before about not being rude. Say sorry to Lulu for scaring her.”

Killian pouted up at Caysa before awkwardly mumbling out a reluctant sorry. Caysa nudged him.

“Sorry, Lulu,” Killian said after an intense staring contest with the dirt at his feet.

“I accept your apology,” Lulu said bravely, although she slunk further behind Caysa’s leg when Killian didn’t reply. Caysa smiled to himself, a weird, enigmatic smile that straddled the line between condescending and kindly—the one that Sister Mae and the Grand Monk had used on Caysa all the time (he had taken to perfecting it in the mirror during bathing time). Caysa ruffled Killian’s downy soft-brown hair.

In the early almost-mid-morning hush, a loud roar cut through the air. “Welcome! Sirs, you make our humble town proud!” This was followed by cheers and shrieks. Caysa felt his face go slack and his stomach swoop excitedly.

“What is that, brother? A festival?” Lulu said, eyes shimmering hopefully.

“Better than that,” Caysa said. Killian and Lulu both looked up at him expectantly. “The Knights of Aradia have come to town.”

Lulu gasped, and Killian’s face morphed into an innocently awed grin. 

“Can we go see them? Can we throw flowers for them?” Lulu grabbed Caysa’s hand, giving it a squeeze.

“Let’s see them—I bet they have amazing swords and horses and armour!” Killian said, grabbing Caysa’s other hand and shaking it with enthusiasm.

Caysa looked towards the main building. Mae was inside preparing breakfast, but it was still early. He looked back down at the two little trolls who had taken his hands prisoner.

“Okay, fine, but be back by breakfast—and don’t let go of each other’s hands. I don’t want either of you getting trampled.”

Lulu and Killian nodded, their little heads bobbing around with the sheer energy they were holding in their bodies. They let go of his hands and ran towards the fence, ignoring the gate altogether to duck underneath.

“Hold hands!” Caysa called after them, laughing to himself as Killian reached behind to grab Lulu’s hand while still running towards the town square, practically dragging the poor girl along. Caysa definitely remembered acting like that at some point.

In the breezy silence, Caysa saw Aron and Marko in his mind’s eye again. It had already been two long years without them. How much had they changed from the fifteen-year-old boys Caysa had known? They were accomplished now; a few great monsters had been slain by their swords. Hopefully neither of them had grown taller than Caysa—it had been a point of pride that he’d been able to see over their heads.

Caysa strolled up to the fence, facing the rear of the crowd. He let the gentle wind flow across his bare back and face. There was some bite to it, a lingering memory of the winter.

The clop of horses broke Caysa’s reverie as two handsome steeds trotted forward, following the path to the monastery that avoided the main road and snuck behind and around the homes and shops clustered around Garni-main. Two knights trying to avoid the excitement. Caysa smiled big and bright, and the horses’ trotting sped up by the barest bit.

“Sorry, Sir Knights!” Caysa called out as they got closer. “You’ve completely missed the party—it’s back that way.”

As the horses approached the fence, one knight in shining steel armour hopped off his chestnut stallion, his great sword strapped to his back. He took off his helmet, revealing lidded eyes of intense green, like fresh foliage, and curling blond hair, which was stuck to his temples and forehead with sweat.

Aron.

“As far as I’m aware, all the fun is right here,” Aron said. He was tall now—he rose high and straight like a pine tree, voracious in the space he took up. “I’m back, Caysa.” His voice was smooth and deep; gone was the awkward cracking that had plagued Aron when Caysa had last seen him.

“Welcome back, Aron,” Caysa smiled up at him.

“Hello?” Marko flipped up his face plate and hopped off his own dapple-grey horse. “I’m also back,” Marko said sarcastically. Caysa looked over and gave Marko an exaggerated wink, taking in his irreverent sloe-eyes, sun-freckled skin, crooked nose and big, lopsided smile, akin to a sculptor finalising a clay statue. Marko had grown into his face and limbs masterfully.

“Good to see you too, bellyacher,” Caysa said. Marko strode forward to give Caysa a crushing, uncomfortable hug, crushing him between his plate armour and the wooden fence.

“I see you haven’t grown any taller,” Caysa wheezed into Marko’s neck. Marko crushed Caysa even more.

“I missed you so much, hermit.” Marko gave Caysa one last pat on the back before releasing him. “So ...” Marko took off his helmet so Caysa could see the full extent of his ridiculous eyebrow waggle, made all the more absurd by his mussed eyebrow hairs. No time for grooming on the road, Caysa mused.

“You want to be congratulated for killing the minotaur?” Caysa laughed when Marko gave an exaggerated nod.

“And I only cried once.” Marko stood up proudly, his stubbly chin jutting out.

“Even after getting gored by it?” Caysa said with a theatrical gasp.

“I cried during, actually.” Marko relaxed his stance again and sniffed the air. The smell of the breakfast Mae was cooking wafted through on the breeze, like a kiss to their senses. Fresh bread hit their noses. “Ah, breakfast! I’m famished. This is great.” Marko stiffly hop-climbed over the fence, prompting the metal to clang like a warning bell. He sped past Caysa with a single-minded focus—sourdough and eggs—akin to a kite swooping down for a shrew.

“Lose the armour—that’s a holy house!” Caysa called to Marko’s back. Turning back to face Aron’s blank face, a quirk to his eyebrow revealing the underlying amusement, he said, “Let’s bring the horses to the stable and then you can help me restrain Marko before he decimates my humble pantry.”

Aron grunted in reply and guided the horses around to the gate.

“Do they have names?” Caysa asked, patting the rump of Aron’s handsome chestnut horse.

“Beans and Catnip,” Aron replied with a huff of laughter at Caysa’s unamused face. “Marko chose them.”

“Oh, fuck off,” Caysa said with a pointed eyeroll, apologetically patting the horses for the slight that had been made against them.

***
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CAYSA SERVED HIS STEW with a flourish and a bow. Four spots at a table originally meant to host many more. He dropped a kiss on the cheek of the Grandmaster and dashed towards the back door.

“Oi, Cay!” Mae slammed her spoon to the table, accusatory finger pointed towards him. “Where are you going?”

“Yeah, Caysa. I wanna have dinner with you,” Lulu whimpered as her big brown eyes turned to him. It was very cute.

“Sorry, I have an appointment I really must get to,” Caysa said, giving his most apologetic smile to the table.

“Just because they’re back in town does not mean they need to see you every minute of every day,” Mae grouched.

“Oh, those nice boys have returned from the capital. You should go see your friends,” the Grand Monk said, already getting ready to start spooning stew into his mouth. Mae’s eyebrow twitched as she stared Caysa down with an unamused frown. Caysa grinned back and darted the rest of the way to the exit as Lulu started whimpering and Killian’s mouth opened to protest the obvious favouritism.

“I’ll see you later tonight!” Caysa called out to the tune of Mae scoffing and shaking her head.

Caysa ran out of the back door of the monastery, where Aron waited by the fence, head tilted back, eyes closed. He dropped his head back down as Caysa approached, a mellow smile painting his aristocratic face. Caysa hopped over the fence to land next to him.

“I thought they would never let you out.” Aron said, bumping his shoulder.

He laughed, reaching up to muss Aron’s blond curls. They wandered forward together, trying to find their way back onto the overgrown path they themselves had stomped into dirt and weeds.

“No one asked you to come early,” Caysa said. Aron’s hair had grown out and was now brushing below his reddish-pink ear lobes. He must’ve got sunburnt recently.

“Sorry. I thought you’d finally be good enough at cooking to be done on time,” Aron smirked. Caysa gave a dramatised gasp. His sweet Aron, making snide little asides?

“My poor little prince. I knew Marko would corrupt you—you were so cute before,” Caysa bemoaned as the pair of them made their way into the woods that stood sentry outside the town. The dusk light barely penetrated the foliage, and the space between ancient trunks forced Caysa a little in front of Aron.

“What are you talking about? I’m still cute.” Aron finally dropped his arm and instead held onto Caysa’s wrist like they were boys again, sniffing around for excitement. Caysa chuckled. They let their chatter wane as they walked through the woods, all remainders of the daylight gone and only silvery moonlight guiding the way when the gaps in the trees allowed it.

“So,” Caysa started, twisting his wrist out of Aron’s grip so his hand could grab Aron’s properly. Palms rough and calloused from sword play pressed against Caysa’s well-manicured hands. There was a lone callous on his middle finger from days and nights perfecting calligraphy.

“So?” Aron urged.

“Why did you come back so early? I thought you were going to stay in the capital until your eighteenth.” Caysa turned his head to catch Aron’s eye.

“There was a sighting of a dragon just south of Mount Verity,” Aron said, half to Caysa and half to himself. Caysa’s eyes widened. Dragons hadn’t been seen around Garni in many years, and the last time they’d been seen so close, it had ended in tragedy.

“The dragon from the prophecy?”

“We don’t know. A self-proclaimed oracle claimed to see that the dragons are going to gather at the summit of Mount Verity soon,” Aron sighed. He sounded as though he was stretched thin. The moonlight carved out the hollows of his cheeks and the exhaustion under his eyes. The phantom weight of the dragon-slaying two-hander had long since settled on Aron’s shoulders, but this was the first time Caysa thought he could see Aron physically slouch under the iron and blood-rust. Caysa offered a gentle smile and brushed his thumb over Aron’s knuckles. Aron alone was permitted to carry that honour.

“Well, why then? Some kind of ritual?” Caysa hummed.

“Why?”

“Yes, why.” Caysa stifled a chuckle at Aron’s bemused expression. “How awkward for the dragons if they’re just having a family reunion and you suddenly jump out of nowhere to start slaughtering them all.”

Aron rolled his eyes and gave an annoyed tick of his tongue, turning away from Caysa and shaking his hand loose.

“Aron,” Caysa whined, grabbing Aron’s arm to his chest. “Apologies. I meant it in jest.”

“It’s not that, it’s ——”

A rustle from a bush halted Aron’s words and Caysa swung back around to face the direction the sound. Aron pulled Caysa closer, unsheathing a mean-looking dagger from somewhere on his belt.

“What was that?” Caysa said with a hushed voice. Aron gripped him tighter. There was a drawn-out moment before a second rustle joined the first and a black-and-white rabbit hopped out from the undergrowth.

Caysa slipped out of Aron’s hold and knelt, hand outstretched, palm up. The rabbit approached Caysa without any of the pre-requisite caution of a wild rabbit and hopped right up to his hand. Its sweet pink nose bumped against his dark-brown skin, and with no restraint, it hopped into Caysa’s palm.

Caysa stood back up to face Aron, bunny held gently in his hands.

“Its ears are floppy, so it’s domestic. I’m sure some poor child is probably missing their lost pet.”

“Looks like it needs the exercise.”

“Don’t be rude!” Caysa gave Aron a light elbow to the sternum. “I don’t think it would even last the night in these woods.” Caysa held the little bunny to eye level and it licked his finger in response, dark eyes glittering imploringly at him.

“You’re going to take it home,” Aron sighed down at the bunny.

Caysa let the silence answer the question before offering up a rote excuse for propriety’s sake. “But the kids will think it is so darling.”

“Sola would take one look at that thing and kick it out a window.” Aron gave an amused huff, coloured by years of Sola’s overprotective, hawkish glare.

Caysa laughed and held the rabbit to his chest, admiring its smooth, soft fur and little snuffling nose. “He absolutely would.”

“Let’s go back. Come on.” Aron placed his arm back around Caysa’s shoulder to steer them back through the dark forest.
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When Caysa was six, he had been playing near the river. The safe part of the river, where the water didn’t rush too fast and the forest was so thin that calls of distress could be heard even in town. Luella Abalain—light-brown hair, harsh blue eyes and ten years older with a mean throwing arm—had seen him alone. The Abalains, like most of the people of Garni, had never liked Caysa. To them, he was a “sinister child of preternatural origin” and the Abalains were crueller about it than others, hurling curses and foul language. Master Uris had called them “ignorant and cowardly”. Sola had called them “inbred pig fuckers”.

Luella was not different to the other Abalains, and Caysa knew this as fact after that day when he was six and Luella had hurled a grey stone right at him. It was through luck or some divine intervention that such an aggressive throw, which had hit him just above his right eye, hadn’t knocked him out, though the skin had still split open and the blood had still dripped into his eye.

“It’s what you deserve for polluting the water, demon!” Luella shouted, stooping down to pick up another stone from the riverbank. Caysa turned and fled into the tree line. Luella called something out after him, but Caysa was already too far away to hear whatever curse she had intended for him.

At some point, Caysa had to stop. The blood was dribbling into his eye, and even though he hadn’t stopped crying, his eye still burnt. Sinking down on exhausted legs, Caysa drew his knees up under his chin and squinted around him. This area of the forest was dark, and Caysa didn’t know how to retrace his steps back to where he had come from. Nor could he hear the river.

Caysa let the sobs take over his body now that he realised he really was completely alone. Not long after the sobs had wracked him, heavy footsteps began approaching. For a moment, Caysa almost let his hope get ahead of him. He opened his mouth to call out Sola’s name before he shrunk back down and pressed himself further into the tree trunk.

A tall figure dressed in dark-red and black marched out of the darkness, carrying a dead deer over his shoulders. Caysa pressed himself even further into the tree. The huge man stopped in his tracks, his shadowed eyes wide with surprise. The rest of his face was covered by some type of scarf. Kneeling to drop the deer from his shoulders, the man leaned towards Caysa.

“What happened to your eye?” he said in a deep, clear voice.

“Fell out of a tree.” Caysa’s voice felt very small in the dark of the forest and in the shadow of this mysterious man.

“Right ... This part of the forest is quite deep. Do you know how to get back home?”

“No.”

“Come here. That injury looks painful. You should get that fixed up as soon as possible.”

“How do I know if I can trust you?”

“I once met the Grand Monk of the Imran Monastery, Master Uris.”

“You know the Grandmaster?” Caysa whispered. Master Uris was well-travelled. He probably had many friends from all across the lands.

The man nodded, lifting the sleeve of his undershirt to show a wooden bracelet—the kind worn by Imran devotees. Caysa swallowed nothing. His mouth was dry from fear and exhaustion, but he slowly stood up to take the man’s wrist in his hands. With undue gentleness for such a great man, he lifted Caysa into his arms. “Your deer!” Caysa gasped.

The man just shrugged and started walking. “The wolves need it more than I do,” was all he said.

Caysa figured a man who didn’t seem like a talker probably would live in the deep woods. “Are you sure?” Caysa looked up with his good eye, trying to catch more details of the man’s face. The overwhelming presence of the forest lay over him and the man as they navigated through the undergrowth, and he lay close the man’s torso and tried to fill the heavy but vigilant silence. “I’m Caysa.”

“Caysa? That’s a pretty name.” The man’s voice stayed level as though he hadn’t used it in so long that the usual swooping up and down of emotion now lay flat, producing just a deep, clean voice.

“Really? Uh, what’s your name?” Caysa perked up a little. Actually, no one aside from Master Uris had ever said Caysa’s name was nice or pretty—not even Aron, though Aron didn’t have any other friends to compare names with anyway.

“Just call me Albin,” the man said.

“Alright, Sir Albin,” Caysa smiled up at the man. Sir Albin looked down at Caysa with a confused look. Caysa didn’t even need him to ask before he offered up: “It’s because you saved me, like a knight is supposed to!”

Caysa fell asleep on the way back, tucked into Albin’s neck. When he awoke in his own bed, the blood had been wiped away and his forehead bandaged. Master Uris had given him a long lecture about not running off deep into the forest and about not blindly trusting strangers, regardless of the situation. This was finished off with a warning not to go looking for trouble that deep in the woods again.

Caysa had agreed and then proceeded to diligently scour the woods for Sir Albin—until Albin finally gave in and found Caysa instead.

***
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CAYSA AWOKE FROM HIS dream with a start. He was fully intent on falling back to sleep until he heard it again: a light tak on his window shutters, and then a second later, another. Caysa smiled to himself and sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

He pulled his blanket around his shoulders and trudged to his window as another tak sounded impatiently. Pushing open the shutters, Caysa silently laughed to himself. Aron and Marco stood just outside his window. Marco was leaning down, looking for pebbles on the ground solely by feel, and Aron was holding several dark bottles in his arms, no doubt ale or whisky.

Marco quickly stood to attention and whisper-shouted: “Hurry up, sleepy head.”

Caysa sighed and tilted his head. “But it’s cold, and I’m tired.” He pulled his blankets tighter around his shoulders. Marko scoffed and gave playful glare.

“Caysa,” Aron said. Caysa could scarcely make out his face in the moonlight. “Come.”

It was said so straightforwardly that Caysa couldn’t stop the chuckle that rose out of his throat. He pulled the blanket from around his shoulders and threw it down to Marko, who spluttered as the blanket landed on his face before bundling it up in his arms. Caysa climbed out the window shakily. It had been a while since he had had a reason to crawl out of his window.

Jumping down, Caysa grabbed his blanket back off Marko, gladly huddling into it and shielding himself from the crisp coldness of the night. Caysa walked close to Marko as Aron led them to the old bench that they had stolen from the knight’s hall when they were 13 and sequestered by the forest’s edge, underneath the large oak tree. Although it was weathered, it still stood to this day. The wood itself was discoloured and cracking, but when Aron and Marko sat down, the bench held fast.

Caysa pushed himself in between them, happily absorbing the warmth that radiated from them. Marko grabbed the whisky and popped the cork out. Caysa stared in awe as he took a long swig from it before offering it to him. Caysa took his turn far more reservedly, trying not to gag at the taste before passing it down the line to Aron, who took a decent swig to match pace with Marko. Oskall had certainly put these two through their trials.

“Ah, I forgot what a bore this overgrown market stall was,” Marko said, leaning hard into Caysa’s side, head pillowed on Caysa’s sharp shoulder.

“I didn’t.” Caysa knocked Marko’s head lightly with his chin.

“You should’ve come with us, Cay. Buildings as tall as trees, more books then even you could read in a lifetime—the food, too.” Marko grabbed the bottle from Aron.

Caysa sighed. “Well, I don’t mind.” He tilted his head to see the sky. The River of Stars glittered distantly above them. It was a new moon today, and there was no competition for it in the dark night sky. “I’ll be going on my pilgrimage soon.”

Aron, who had been quiet thus far, sat up.

“When?” Aron asked. Caysa tried to place the tone of his question. Somewhere between excited and upset.

“Next year, definitely before the next harvest,” Caysa hummed airily. He hadn’t really thought about it that hard—or rather, he had never thought about any other option. Caysa had grown up being sure of only one thing: he could not and would not stay in Garni.

“That is ... soon,” Aron mumbled, opening another of the bottles he’d brought. From the yeasty smell, it was ale.

“Like Marko said, what’s waiting for me in this hole of a town?” Caysa laughed, taking a swig of whisky and then coughing. Caysa could feel Marko’s silent chuckling.

“Nonsense. We have tons of happy memories here,” Marko said, snatching back his whisky, which Caysa was glad to relinquish.

“Ooh, yes, I love to remember that time my arm was almost mauled off.” Caysa bumped Marko as he was drinking, causing him to almost spill it.

“Yes, yes,” Marko sighed this time. “I get it.”

Aron finally spoke up again. “You might not be here when I kill the dragons.”

Caysa looked over to him and smiled. “I’ll make a round trip, just for you.” He reached up and pushed Aron’s hair from his eyes.

“Just for him? What about me?” Marko said.

“What about you?” Caysa looked over and stuck his tongue out. Marko lunged, grabbing Caysa in an aggressive bear hug. Caysa tried to shrug Marko off, but the bastard was too strong.

“Ah, Aron don’t pinch me!” Marko quickly let go to nurse his wrist.

“Don’t worry, darling Marko. I’ll even bring you some flowers.” Caysa blew Marko a kiss, at which Marko retched and threw up his middle finger in return.

They continued talking and drinking until the sky began lightening in the east and Aron was so red-faced that Marko had to help him stand up. They made their march back to the Imran Monastery, giggling and tripping over their feet in the long grass.

Caysa moved the clay pot with the dying lemon tree planted in it and pulled out the rusty butter knife he used to jig open the lock on the back door. Marko was quietly laughing at something that kept making Caysa break out into intermittent giggles as well. Aron was practically asleep on his feet. Caysa tried to push the door open silently, but the ancient hinges betrayed him with a high-pitched squeal.

Marko broke out into more laughter and Caysa shushed him ineffectively.

As Caysa stepped over the threshold, Sister Mae turned the corner as well. Marko and Aron immediately darted to the side, shushing each other loudly.

“Uhm, I thought I heard a noise outside, so I came to check,” Caysa said to her. He gave his best straight face, but he could feel his eyes welling up with tears of humour.

“Were the noises named Marko and Aron?” Sister Mae said, giving him a long once-over and stopping at his dirty feet.

“No, it was definitely a fox.” Caysa closed the door fully, and it gave another squeal, as if to laugh at him.

“Get to bed.” Mae shook her head, but she had an amused smile floating on her lips. Caysa nodded and ran out of the kitchen back to his room, all too happy to be reunited with his bed.
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Youth (Coincidence)
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When Caysa was young, he had avoided the town. The people didn’t like him very much, and Caysa didn’t like them very much either. He would make an exception if Sola or Master Uris were with him. Aron too. People in Garni tended to give Aron a wide berth, whether out of respect or fear of the prince of the realm, which had suited both Caysa and Aron just fine. Aron always said he didn’t need any other friends anyway.

When he was eight, Caysa had gone into town with Sola, that week’s food money in hand. While Sola had aggressed the local merchants and vendors for a better deal on turnips and cabbage, Caysa had wandered over to the where the knights trained in the hope of seeing Aron practising.

Instead, he found Aron sniffling, far from the crowd in a dusty alleyway. Fine dirt was smudged on his face. Tear tracks ran from his eyes, carving twin trails on his pale skin.

“Aron?” Caysa ran over, pulling his scarf from his neck to wipe away the dirt sticking to Aron’s face. “What happened?”

Aron sniffled harder. Although Caysa wouldn’t have said that Aron crying was a particularly rare occurrence, Aron showing so much emotion in public was. He shook his head, hiding his face in Caysa’s scarf.

“You can just point them out,” Caysa said. Aron shoved his face into Caysa’s shoulder, still weeping into the scarf.

“It was Marko Beratta,” Aron whispered. Caysa could barely make out what Aron was saying. Marko Beratta, Marko Beratta ... The Berattas were the original wardens of Mount Verity and Garni. Their family had produced Knights of Aradia every generation since the day Aradia was named. Master Uris had told Caysa that down this far west, they were second in respect only to the actual royal family.

Well, it didn’t much seem like the Berattas respected the royal family if Marko Beratta was throwing dirt in Aron’s face. Caysa patted Aron’s curly blond head and sat him up against the building.

“Stay here. I will go talk to him.” Caysa stood up. Aron finally lifted his face, but the dirt was no less smudged. Big, wet green eyes looked up at Caysa, and Caysa smiled down confidently.

Caysa pushed through the legs of the knights and local officials. Some moved out of the way, most didn’t, but that was fine because Caysa’s anger wasn’t with them. In the ring, however, did stand the object of his ire. Marko Beratta looked very much like his father: floppy brown hair and freckles across his nose and cheeks. Beratta was tall for his age, with a big loud laugh, much like the overhead honks of the migrating geese. He showed off his quick footwork as he danced around with his practice partner.

Caysa ducked under the fence. The nearest knight stifled a snort but didn’t stop Caysa from striding forwards.

“You! Beratta!” Caysa strode forward, and Beratta and the other trainee stopped what they were doing.

Beratta scoffed as Caysa approached: “What do you want, stray rat?”

This was a poor decision, because in that moment Caysa had decided to forgo talking altogether and instead pulled back his arm to give Beratta a hard slap to the cheek. The silence of the crowd was broken by a few suppressed snickers. Beratta’s sparring partner spluttered a bit while Beratta himself gave a confused stare.

“What is wrong with you?” Beratta shouted. When he let go of his cheek, it was a bright pinkish red.

“You threw dirt into Aron’s face, you snake,” Caysa said.

Beratta spat at Caysa’s feet before tackling him to the ground. Beratta was taller—but not by enough that it disadvantaged Caysa. A few hits and kicks were shared between them, dust and dirt kicked up by the squabbling. Caysa grabbed a handful of loose dirt before he was lifted back up by the scruff, along with Beratta, as the two continued to spit and swear at one another.

Sola had an arm across Caysa’s chest and was pulling him back from Beratta. “Caysa, in whose god’s name are you doing this?” Caysa squirmed out of Sola’s hold. His lip stung; he hadn’t noticed that Beratta had managed to bust it open.

“Crying little shit deserved it; that’s just how real fights are,” Beratta, who was also being held back by two older knights (or maybe squires), spat. Unlike Caysa, he was still attempting to lunge forwards. The two older boys looked rather annoyed by the whole thing. One of them rolled his eyes.

“Oh, so you won’t mind this then?” Caysa said, throwing his fistful of dirt straight into Beratta’s eyes. Sola pulled him back as Beratta shouted in pain and one person in the crowd shouted for the elder Sir Beratta.

Sir Beratta jumped the fence, big, bearded and face livid as he looked between the two boys. “Alright, which one of you wants to explain this?” he shouted, his voice deep and raspy. Beratta was angry-crying, and Sola’s grip on Caysa’s arm was getting tighter by the second.

Five minutes later, and the silence in Sir Beratta’s office was unbearable as Caysa, Aron and Marko Beratta stood in a row before him. Sola’s seething energy was permeating the room from where he stood in the back corner, staring at Caysa’s head.

“I am still waiting,” Sir Beratta said, anger sitting stormy on his face as he looked at each boy in succession.

“He kicked dirt into Aron’s eye during practice. He deserved it,” Caysa mumbled angrily. He could feel Sola’s radiating frustration quickly turning sourer. Caysa shut his mouth and side-eyed both Aron and Beratta.

“Shut up, dolt,” Beratta hissed, face muddy from dirt and tears. Aron’s eyes began glistening with nearly-there tears again.

“I’m really sorry, Sir. This my fault,” Aron started whimpering, barely able to get the words out. Sir Beratta harshly shushed Aron, his dark eyes turning to Beratta.

“What is this, huh? Kicking dirt into eyes?” Sir Beratta said. His voice was as level as his gaze, a cat right before it pounced on the mouse.

There was an extended silence, then Beratta broke. “I was just showing him how real men fight—all he does is whine ‘n’ cry! Everyone acts like he’s so important, but he’s jus’ an idiot and a coward!”

“You want to go ahead and make up your own rules for how practice should be conducted? You know better than me now how to train men? You’re a man now?” Sir Beratta stood up from his chair. In that moment, he seemed to block all the light coming in from the windows—a giant towering over them, preparing to grind their bones into dust. Aron cringed as Caysa stared at the floor. Sir Beratta’s huge shadow undulated as he moved around his desk to stand right in front of his son. “Boy, you want to start throwing stones, by all means, you are free to, but don’t you ever come crying when someone starts throwing stones back. Now forget what little dignity you didn’t shit out all over that ring and apologise.” Sir Beratta grabbed his son’s quivering shoulder and spun him around to face Caysa and Aron.

“They’re waiting,” Sir Beratta said.

“I’m s-sorry for doing a-all tha-that.” Beratta was freely crying now. The words were struggling to escape his mouth, like his very throat was gripping them and refusing to let them go.

Caysa squared his shoulders and cleared his throat. “I also apologise for acting out in anger. It was irresponsible and immature,” he said, trying to keep his voice as stable as possible.

“How nice—the brother accepted your apology,” Sir Beratta said, still gripping his son’s shoulder. Sir Beratta levelled his horrid gaze to Caysa, and all at once he understood why this man’s family had been tasked with ridding Aradia of monsters and dragons.

“Now, get out of my office,” Sir Beratta grunted, and Caysa jumped as Sola gripped his hand and started dragging him out of the building. Aron followed, but Caysa could only wave goodbye as Sola dragged him away. The last he saw was Aron’s sad little face, his small hands still clutching Caysa’s scarf.

The morning after, eyes glued together by last night’s tears after two separate verbal thrashings from Master Uris and Sister Mae, Caysa sat up to the rooster’s call. As the sun rose, so too did Caysa make his despondent march to the hen house to collect the eggs. The air was frigid, and Caysa shivered as he remembered he had left his scarf with Aron the day before. Basket in hand, Caysa squatted down to collect the eggs the hens had laid, some of which were still warm. The youngest hen clucked unhappily when Caysa had to nudge her out of the way, and when all possible eggs had been collected, Caysa shuffled back out of the roost, closing the gate behind him.

Turning around, Caysa made direct eye contact with Marko Beratta, who was trying to silently sneak towards the monastery doors. Beratta’s big eyes bulged when he spotted Caysa. His body froze awkwardly, arms holding a basket of steaming bread. He had an awful multi-coloured bruise on his cheek that made Caysa’s stomach twist up.

“Ah ... this isn’t what it looks like,” Beratta said.

“It looks like you’re sneaking into the monastery with an armful of bread,” Caysa said, walking up to Beratta to give him the full extent of his glare.

“So, it’s exactly what it looks like ...” Beratta trailed off slightly before perking up again. “But actually, the bread is an apology.” He presented the breadbasket to Caysa. A little note was pinned to the handle of the basket, and scratchy handwriting spelt out, I am Sorry, please forgive me. From Marko Beratta.

Caysa looked at Marko with bewilderment “Uh, what?”

The awkward silence that followed made Caysa’s skin prickle hot and cold, and he blurted out: “That’s too much bread for me to eat—why don’t I make us some breakfast?”

Marko’s face lit up and the embarrassment and misery slid off his shoulders. “Yes, please! I didn’t get to eat anything last night.”

Caysa shushed him and led him around to the back door.
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Despite his best attempts, Caysa had always found himself with an affinity for those in unfortunate circumstances—although, in hindsight, he might have considered it an affinity for knights and hunters, who themselves tended to make extraordinary circumstances of the world around them.

Caysa was fourteen when an instance such as this occurred. It was a humid summer morning, and the local crabapples were finally ripe; hopefully, the wild mint and rosemary hadn’t been plucked to death. Baskets in hand, Caysa closed the monastery doors behind him and looked up to find Aron lurking unhappily by the chicken coop.

“Aron, don’t you have somewhere to be?” Caysa called out as he walked up to him. Aron turned, brows furrowed against the mid-morning sun. Caysa smiled, “Well, come on then, before they start looking for you.”

Caysa and Aron walked to the forest’s edge in silence, their footsteps punctuated by the drone of cicadas and the twittering of birds. Like every spring and summer, Caysa followed the best path to forage in the woods, stopping every now and then to pluck whatever herbs and leaves caught his attention and mindlessly talking about the illustrations he had been working on, which were based on the drawings of another monk’s writings he had been studying. Aron grunted and hummed at the appropriate times, lagging behind Caysa.

The best clearing for apples was quiet; the breeze stirred up little more than the scent of fruit and the freshness of the understory. Caysa placed the baskets on the ground, reaching up to pluck the heftiest, rosiest of the fruits. Aron followed suit, picking randomly from the trees with little interest in ripeness or size until each basket was brimming with produce. Caysa and Aron lay down under the shade of the trees just as the early afternoon sun was rising to take her place in the centre of the sky.

The silence broke with the sound of twigs and branches snapping nearby. Both Aron and Caysa sat up. Aron’s body tensed as he readied himself. There was something bounding and twisting through the trees. Caysa only just registered the dark green glinting in the sunlight, careening towards him with its small, sharp teeth snapping at his face, before he shoved Aron out of the way. Caysa blocked the dragon’s attack with his arm. Although it looked thin and small for a dragon, its narrow teeth pierced Caysa’s skin easily, grinding down on his bone with the intent of breaking it.

Its jaw stilled, hot air blasting from its nostrils as it stopped moving altogether. Caysa’s heart fluttered as he held his breath, keeping his body as still as possible. The moment felt like it lasted an eternity, with his heart about to give out from how hard it was beating.

Aron’s golden head reared up behind the small dragon. A sharply snapped branch was clenched in his fist. Caysa shut his eyes as Aron swung the end of the stick towards the dragon’s eye. Immediately, with a hellish screech, the dragon let go of Caysa’s arm, its sharp claws ripping into skin and clothes as it withdrew and darted back into the forest thicket, its cries echoing through the trees.

His green eyes wild with fear, Aron yanked off his vest, stifling the blood flow from the bite wound. With wiry strength, Aron pulled Caysa up, clambering through the thicket of the forest to get back to the town, dragging a senseless Caysa along with him. All Caysa knew was the stinging pain, Aron’s harsh breaths, the cracking of twigs underfoot, the light as they broke through the tree line. Between one blink and the next, the village centre grew closer until Sir Beratta was marching towards them, face thunderous.

The haze over Caysa broke away as Sir Beratta grabbed his shoulder, kneeling on the ground in front of Caysa. It was like his arm had been shattered. Piercing pain shot up and down Caysa’s body and he doubled over, heaving just to breathe through the infernal agony.

“It was a juvenile; it came out of nowhere.” Aron’s voice was far away, muffled by the blood rushing through his body as Caysa struggled to think about something other than the pain. Sir Beratta bundled Caysa into his arms.

“Get a medic, now!” Sir Beratta shouted at someone, gripping Caysa so tight that he wouldn’t have been jostled if a hurricane passed through. The rising clamour passed by Caysa unnoticed, his every sense getting number by the second as he battled the persistent screeching fire in his arm.

The abbey brother of Hirresh was a tight-faced man, thin-lipped with sharp, wide cheekbones. He stood over Caysa as Sir Beratta lay him down on the rough medical cot. Without the warm, firm pressure from Sir Beratta, Caysa could only keep his eyes shut tightly. The brother cleaned and wrapped the injuries quickly and quietly with the restricted disposition of all Hirreshian brothers. No bedside manner.

Caysa groaned as he rolled out of the threadbare cot, his right arm firmly wrapped up in bandages and a sling. His eyes were blurred over, but he managed to stumble towards the door, intent on going home and hiding in Sola’s room.

The sky outside was pink and lilac, the sun now hidden under the tree line. A mass of knights was condensed at the gate of the compound. Caysa shuffled over, rubbing his eyes clear. Part of his mind told him that he had had enough of this day; it was time to go home. No doubt Sister Mae and Master Uris were worried sick, and it was nearly dinner time and Caysa was starving. He pushed through the crowd. Most of the knights had confused expressions, some looked furious.

At the gate lay the prone, lifeless body of the dragon, scales a dull green, fat pink tongue lolling out of its mouth. As Sir Beratta leaned over it, inspecting it, the dragon looked tiny. Aron was next to Sir Beratta, mouth pulled tight.

“There’s no doubt, the Warbow made the killing blow. We need to find whoever did this,” Aron said as Sir Beratta hummed in agreement. Caysa couldn’t look away from the dragon’s glassy, grey eye, staring up sightless into the pink sky.

Caysa already knew who had done this, and his heart tangled with so many conflicting emotions that he didn’t even know where to start unravelling them. The night fell with little more fanfare. As Caysa stepped into the clearing, Albin’s broad back was turned to him. The silence between them was thick as pale smoke floated high into the air. The campfire crackled intermittently.

“Why did you have to kill it? It was only a baby,” Caysa said, the memory of the dragon’s fallen body seared into his mind’s eye. It had looked so small—it was just a scared animal, in the end.

“Leaving it alive would have been more trouble than it’s worth; it was due for death regardless, with no parents to look after it.” Sir Albin didn’t turn around. “Show me your arm.”

Caysa approached, sitting next to him. Staring into the orange of the fire, Caysa could see the bloody gloaming sky reflected in the still eye of the little dragon, a ghost staring back. The warmth was stifling, and each blink became longer and longer until he could no longer keep his eyes open.

Caysa woke up in his bed to the cold air.

The day after, a letter from Sir Beratta arrived at the monastery, formally requesting permission for Caysa to be brought to Oskall and tested for magical affinity due to the extraordinary circumstances of the juvenile dragon attack. Caysa scarcely got a word out before Master Uris left the atrium to ruminate about it on a walk. Three hours later, Master Uris returned, face resolute. He wrote back, giving the letter to Sola to deliver.

The answer was clear: Caysa would not be allowed to go to the capital. Caysa himself didn’t quite know what he was supposed to feel about that.

A month later, Aron was formerly recalled to Oskall, an invitation that extended to Marko as well as a thank you to Sir Beratta for training Aron. It was gratefully accepted. Marko had excitedly begged Caysa to ask the Grand Monk if he could study in Oskall too.  Caysa never asked; Sir Albin would say no, so Master Uris would also say no. By the time Aron and Marko and a few other young men and women were packed and ready, the mood between the three of them had soured considerably.

Marko’s goodbye was curt as he mounted his horse and trotted to the front, desperate to hide his disappointment that Caysa was staying behind. To Caysa’s surprise, Aron had held his hand delicately.

“I’ll see you soon,” he said. At this point, Aron had still been shorter than Caysa, and the image of the weepy, sensitive child that Aron had been made his heart quiver. Caysa couldn’t help but throw his arms around Aron’s shoulders.

“Write to me, please?” Caysa whispered. Aron’s hands came up to awkwardly to pat his back.

When they separated, Aron gave Caysa a firm nod before mounting his own horse. Caysa stood by the town gates until they were specks on the horizon and Caysa couldn’t have distinguished Aron’s pale blond from Marko’s earthy brown.

The loneliness seeped back in to Caysa’s everyday life after only a week, but when the first letter came from Oskall, it was as if life was breathed back into him, and for the minutes it took to read Aron’s succinct but rich descriptions, and the hour it took Caysa to write back, the relief and delight gave Caysa a reprieve like no other. A week later, another letter from Oskall arrived, far longer and chaotic than any letter Aron would write. Caysa smiled to himself as he tried to decode Marko’s horrendous penmanship, so different to Aron’s sharp lettering, and craft his own ludicrously long reply.

He’d never tell them, but after Sola left on his pilgrimage, their letters were the sometimes the only reason he could find to drag himself out of bed.

A year later, Caysa had sunk into his new routine. When Mae couldn’t, Caysa would go to town for supplies and groceries. Most people politely nodded to Caysa and let him be; some knights would shout out to him, which Caysa would aggressively ignore. Younger squires would stare, and Caysa would ignore this even harder. This was the routine, the players and sets Caysa knew and saw almost every monotonous time he went.

So, when a sky of black smoke blotted out the sun one autumn afternoon, Caysa already knew what the round, apple-cheeked squire was going to say before the young boy managed to sob out a single word.

Caysa dragged him into the atrium, sitting him on the cushions while Mae ran through the monastery collecting every item, herb and grain that could conceivably be used for burns and injuries. The Grand Monk took it upon himself to comfort the boy while Mae and Caysa ran about. The winds had blown the smoke over Garni, colouring the day a filthy, bloody red. The horrid sight of the town main and the Hirreshian Abbey imbedded itself deep in Caysa’s heart and mind: over two hundred men, women and children covered in soot and charcoal, many lying on the ground nursing hideous raw burns all over their bodies or broken limbs from falling debris. Some prone, near lifeless.

Mae rushed in, to the town main and Caysa followed suit.

Three or four hours had melted together, cramping his neck and numbing his hands. When Caysa finally stood up, it was like waking up from a nightmare only to realise one was still dreaming.

“Dragon fire is a curse,” Caysa whispered to himself. His eyes stung from kicked up dirt and the foul smell of burnt meat—there were too many still lying prone from injuries sustained. Whoever didn’t succumb to the injuries themselves would have to suffer through infection and immense pain. Aron had once told Caysa that dragon fire burned so hot it decimated all in its path. Iron, stone and wood all met the same fate: ash and smoke. What hope did flesh have against such a power? He made his way towards the Hirreshian church, bucket of dirtied water in hand. One of the brothers of Hirresh gave Caysa a slow once-over before nodding. Caysa returned it; they looked as haggard as he felt. Sir Aleardo sat at a table, sorting through distraught villagers’ title and property claims. He was about two years older than Caysa, although—smudged with soot and head held in his hands—he looked much older.

Caysa lay a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Are you alright? Do you need some water?”

Aleardo shrugged, “I was about to ask you the same thing.” He looked even worse up close; Caysa could see how bloodshot his eyes were. There were miniscule cuts across the left side of his face. His left arm was limp on the table, acting as little more than a paperweight. It was small cuts like these that were prone to infection. Left untreated, they would inflame painfully and, in the worst scenario, cause putrefaction.

Resources were limited, but Aleardo had pulled out this table, sat down and started working before Caysa and Mae had even reached the town main. Caysa started on Aleardo’s hand, figuring that a knight would probably prioritise their limbs above anything else.

“It was an accident. We were hunting a pair of dragons—they flew away from us.” Aleardo’s voice was muffled, rough from smoke and tears.

“And a whole village became collateral?” Caysa looked down at Aleardo and then back out at the sea of injured and displaced. “That’s—how could that happen?”

“It wasn’t our decision.” Aleardo’s voice suddenly cracked. “We wouldn’t have otherwise. We would never hunt a dragon so close to a township, let alone two of them.”

Caysa watched as Aleardo stared out with wide, angry eyes before exhaustion and professionality sank back into his body. He took in a deep breath, letting it out through his nose slowly.

“There’s something else. The priory is out of space—do you lot mind taking some? Just the lost children, until someone claims them.” Aleardo pointed over to the awning of the stable, where pairs and trios were huddled together, separate from the rest. Squashed to the side were a pair of young children, a boy no older than eight and a girl, younger again, sleeping on his shoulder. Caysa’s heart broke.

Caysa approached the pair slowly. The boy watched him approach, unblinking. When Caysa crouched down in front of him, the boy finally said, “You’re one of those blue ghouls.”

Caysa smiled and shook his head, “I’m no ghoul—would you like to check my pulse?” Caysa held up his left wrist, the one without scars.

The boy warily poked Caysa before quickly pulling his hand back. Caysa smiled. He was cute in that precocious, stubborn way that reminded Caysa so much of Aron.

“A kind knight asked me to give you and your sister a place to stay tonight because the priory is already full. Since I’m not a ghoul, what do you think?”

“She’s not my sister; she’s my cousin.” He said it with dead seriousness, as if Caysa had wronged his family name by assuming otherwise.

“Alright. My name’s Caysa. Can I ask what you and your cousin’s names are?”

“Caysa? That’s a funny name ... I’m Killian, and this is Lulu.”

“Would you like to come with me? There won’t be much space for you tonight in the priory.”

“No! My papa and mam will be able to find us if we stay here.”

“My monastery isn’t far from here. Your mam and papa will be able to find you there when they come looking for you.”

“No, I’m staying here.”

“Alright, then. I guess I’ll go home and have a nice hot dinner and a nice long bath.” Caysa stood up and exaggeratedly stretched his arms up, yawning.

Killian’s face perked up at the mention of hot food.

“Ah, but there’s not many of us at the monastery, so I suppose I’ll have to go for seconds and thirds.” Caysa stifled a giggle as Killian’s stomach grumbled loudly.

“Mmm ...” Killian hid his blush in the collar of his shirt. “Just for tonight then.”

Killian shook Lulu awake. She yawned and then buried her face back into his shoulder anyway. Killian clicked his tongue, annoyed, and tried again. Caysa felt for the little girl—she was probably extremely exhausted and confused, considering her age and the unending day this had been.

“Alright. Just wait here for me. I have few others to pick up.” Caysa smiled as Killian nodded bravely.

By the time Caysa had spoken to the other adrift children, Mae had found him. She was sweaty, dirty and annoyed, but she was glad for an opportunity to go home and eat some food and to converse with the living instead of the dying. She rounded up the children like a shepherdess and got them marching back to the monastery. Caysa made his way back to Killian and Lulu. Lulu had awoken and was rubbing her eyes sleepily but only making them redder from the dirt and ash on her little hand. Caysa knelt down and picked her up carefully.

“You don’t seem all that strong,” Killian said, grabbing Caysa’s tunic as they stared walking.

“Oh, I’m plenty strong. When I was your age, I used to spar with knights and till fields.”

“Bah! Liar! Monks don’t do all that. They sit and write all day.”

The walk was quiet and dark, broken intermittently by Caysa asking Killian questions—his age (six but basically seven), his favourite food (roast-duck stew) and his favourite colour (red, obviously)—until they got the monastery.

After a hot dinner and a bath, Killian seemed to have reached his limit. He crawled into the cot provided and lay down next to Lulu with a long, heavy sigh.

“Caysa, will my mam and papa come for us?”

“Of course, they will,” Caysa smiled as Killian traced over the bite scars on his arm. A couple of seconds passed before Killian finally went limp and exhaustion gave way to sleep at last.

Over the course of the next week, the other children were claimed by thankful relatives until only Killian and Lulu remained. The deathly silence that filled the monastery as the days continued to roll by and as refugees fled Garni to find a new life was impossible to ignore, and Killian was just old enough to understand what it meant. The crying was awful—enough to make even Sister Mae soundlessly weep and force Caysa to take brisk walks outside to compose himself and let the tears dry from his face. The children’s grieving continued sporadically over the next few months, and Caysa thanked Palo and Lady Imra that he could not understand the inconsolable grief of losing one’s parents.

Aleardo stopped by sometimes during those days, to drop off flour or other such supplies. Caysa assumed it was out of some kind of misguided guilt, but he took the chance to socialise gladly.

“Most have moved on—gone east towards Chadiero for work. Some have stayed though,” Aleardo said as he peeled an apple on the monastery steps. Caysa wondered where he had picked up such a habit.

“Did any go back?” Caysa asked. He couldn’t imagine how a place could be simply eradicated like that.

“A few have, but it’s worthless.” He cut off a wedge and popped it into his mouth. Caysa looked down and cocked his head—the ash could be good for plant growth, if anything. Aleardo swallowed his apple piece and gave a short, bitter cackle. “You know, the shrine to Narsa was burnt away completely; nothing will ever grow there again.”

The wind blew, and the long grass swished in response. Caysa’s skin prickled.
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Caysa stretched as he unwound after slouching over the writing desk for so long, taking a quick survey out the window to readjust his eyes to the light. Smoke from a campfire tunnelled up through the canopy of the forest right where the clearing near the river was. Without a second thought, Caysa dashed out of the library and through the monastery.

Running through the woods was a lesson in repetition: the jump over the fallen log that was disintegrating under the pressure of fungi and termites, the turn by the out-of-place magnolia tree and the ducks under low-hanging branches. Caysa knew it all by heart—the path to Sir Albin.

As he approached, he found the clearing empty of any human man. Just the lone campfire crackling away. Caysa partially hid behind a tree nearby, watching the clearing intently for any signs of movement. Across the clearing, a black rabbit hopped out and jumped over to where Caysa was half-heartedly concealing himself.

Caysa bent down to inspect the glossy fur of this new rabbit. It had the same relaxed countenance of the one from the other night, approaching Caysa with reckless abandon. Caysa picked it up. It was a little heftier than the first but no less spoiled from whatever domestic upbring it had.

“Do you like him?”

Caysa bolted upright in shock, hugging the lethargic rabbit to his chest. As the melodic voice floated towards him, out from the shadows stepped a figure with long, straight pale-blond hair and smooth skin that had a coldness simmering beneath the surface. They were dressed in a blue ground-length fur-trimmed coat that wrapped around the body and was held fast by a brown belt—expensive clothes so clownishly out of season that Caysa’s first question was whether they were sweating underneath all that material.

“Please do not be afraid. I am an acquaintance of the man you know as Albin.” The figure smiled, a strange expression that barely shifted any of the features on his face, like he had only recently realised he could move his mouth in such a way. A sincere attempt gone awry, perhaps.

Caysa stepped out from behind his tree, squaring his shoulders. The figure kept smiling.

“Where is he, then?” Caysa said with the same tone Sola used whenever spoke to someone older and was trying to prove to them that he was just as smart and mature as them, if not more so. Now that he was closer, Caysa could see they there was nary a spot of colour to the figure’s cheeks, let alone sweat forming on his brow from all the clothes he was wearing.

“I don’t know. Where is he?” he said, giving Caysa a nod tinged with humour. Caysa swore under his breath and said nothing, conceding the ground to this stranger. “My name is Galanta, and you are Caysa.”

“You seem very sure of that,” Caysa said, keeping his voice as Sola-like as possible—somewhat confident, suspicious and snippy. He stepped forward a little bit, leaning down just enough to drop the rabbit in his hands to the ground, eyes never leaving Galanta’s face.

“A sweet-faced dark-skinned Imran monk who never wears his headscarf?” Galanta smiled wider when Caysa’s startled hand flew to his neck. His face heated up when he realised that he was essentially spiritually blaspheming in front of this stranger. “The poacher said I’d know you at first look.”

“So, you know Albin? That doesn’t explain why you’re here though.” Caysa dropped the persona and relaxed his posture. Galanta reached into his sleeve, pulling out an envelope and holding it out to Caysa.

“A message from our mutual friend,” Galanta said.

Caysa eyed it warily but took it from Galanta’s loose hold regardless. Sharp but neat letters spelled out Caysa’s name, comforting in their familiarity. Caysa opened the letter and began reading the message inside.

Dearest Caysa,

Apologies for my absence. I’ve missed you greatly, and I’m sure you the same. Unfortunately, when this letter meets you at last, I will be far from the borders of Aradia. You will be reaching the dawn of your adulthood, Caysa, and I must ask you to continue your learning and training far from Garni and the monastery you have lived in your whole life.

Caysa, you will soon outgrow that place, and your youth will only serve to hold you back from your true potential. The truth is: your family’s acquaintances are going to be waiting at Mount Verity for a sign. I ask that you do not let this opportunity pass you by—that you go to Mount Verity and hear these people out, for they, like me, only wish the best for you.

We shall see each other again, Caysa.

My heart to yours,

Your Knight.

Caysa looked up from the letter to ask Galanta whether he knew why Sir Albin’s letter insisted so hard on Caysa going to Mount Verity. The words bubbling up in his throat demanded to know if Galanta had known his family, if he was the acquaintance, but when he looked up, Galanta was already walking back into the shadows of the woods.

“Wait! This letter—” Caysa started but was cut off.

“Keep the rabbit,” Galanta shouted back, turning his head just enough for Caysa to catch his wink before the dark maw of the forest swallowed him up. Caysa blinked down at the black rabbit. Scooping it up, Caysa looked into the rabbit’s vague eyes.

“It seems I’ve been misled,” Caysa said to the rabbit as he kicked some rocks and dirt into the campfire to put it out before Garni’s infamous luck caught up with it and set the forest alight.

The following night found Caysa reading and re-reading Albin’s letter—every sharp, jagged letter. It was the first contact Caysa had had with Sir Albin in nearly a year, and it was as vague and frustrating a message as ever. The whole thing contradicted years of Albin’s relentless paranoia. Strangers meeting at Mt Verity sounded like the last thing Sir Albin wanted Caysa to be involved in, and now ... Caysa frowned. The letter was obviously fake. It was the only thing that made sense. He had never even seen Albin’s handwriting before, so how could Caysa possibly trust it?
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ARON SIGHED, STARING around the milling crowds as Marko and Sir Beratta’s strategies passed through one ear and out the other. He yawned once and then once again when Sir Beratta turned to him and said, “Aron, listen.”

Aron hummed and turned to look at the map of the Tisgani River and Tisgan Alps. It looked small when condensed to a flat sheet, but it was wild lands out there. Only hunters and poachers would bother with the forested, mountainous expanse of far-west Aradia. Merchants took to water as did travellers.

There was little out there but the wild game and the wild game, but poaching had suffered an uptick over the last few years, and dragon sightings had followed suit. Not the juvenile-sized dragons either—fully grown adults had been seen for the first time in nearly twenty years. They said in the white north that dragons could see the future; thus, they had foreseen the recent famine that had begun affecting Sevani and migrated southwards. Aron personally thought such mysticism did nothing but encourage mass fear. For all he knew, they, like all animals with their natural senses, would have known the famine was approaching regardless of magic.

There had been sightings by a party stationed towards the north edge of the river. The great white dragon one day and then a smaller slate-grey one another day. Aron scoffed to himself.

“Something you want to share, Sir Aron?” Sir Beratta said with an incredulous raise of an eyebrow.

“The mountains are the dragon’s domain; would it not be preferable to wait for their move? Should they not hurt anyone, I’d rather not waste manpower suffering the climate of the Alps.” Aron leaned over the map and moved the stone dragon further into the alps.

Sir Beratta pushed the stone dragon back towards the riverbank, much to Aron’s annoyance. Aside from Garni, the furthest western settlements were no bigger than hamlets that functioned largely as stopgaps for hunters and poachers. The human population here hadn’t seen a fully grown dragon in many years, and senselessly approaching a dragon first almost always ended in human casualties. The Warden of Garni should know better, considering his own history with dragon attacks.

“Our orders are to confirm the existence of adult dragons in the area and proceed,” Sir Beratta said, pushing the wolf figurine further towards the Tisgan Alps, “with due caution, to capture the dragon.”

Aron couldn’t help laughing at that.

“When has a living dragon been more valuable than a dead one?” Aron asked, finally sitting up.

“Take that up with Oskall.” Sir Beratta eyed Aron with an annoyed look. The rest of the table looked over to Aron or around the town main.

“So, that’s it,” Aron sighed. Oskall—everything tied back to Oskall and their horseshit policy. If that was the case, likely his sister, Alia, and General Zangar wanted to try out their new war weapon out before they lugged it up to the northern border. That sounded like the kind of stupid nonsense that the Crown Prince would allow to pass forward.
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A lifetime of introspection couldn’t steady an idle heart, and Caysa found himself regularly looking at the letter or staring out across the forest to the faded blue line cut by the Tisgan Alps over course of the next day. There was a thrumming in his body, energy that needed somewhere to go that he couldn’t study or distract away.

It couldn’t hurt, Caysa figured, to just check Albin’s usual spot again, just to sate the ceaseless curiosity.

The late afternoon was cool. A crisp breeze ruffled the canopy leaves lazily. Caysa felt only his heart beating; his arms and legs were little more than phantom sensations that barely prompted his senses. When the clearing came into view, Caysa’s heart sank. The beating slowed again, reaching a tired crawl. The river was bubbling cheerfully and Caysa sat himself on the bank. Now that he had slowed down, he found that the forest was strangely quiet, the birdsong muted and distant—as though this patch of forest was holding its breath in anticipation.

Caysa sat back up, turning his head to scan the tree line. The sound of crashing water had Caysa whirling around to see a great white dragon rising out of the depths, clawing its way onto the riverbank. Caysa slapped his hand over his mouth before he could let out a scream and alert the dragon to its next meal. As he pushed himself backwards across grass and dirt, the white dragon shook water from its head, enough to practically drench Caysa. Caysa swore at himself. Worse than some elaborate trap, he had run ass-over-head into pure misfortune.

Ah, Caysa thought to himself as he nearly clawed his face off holding his scream in, no doubt Aron will avenge me.

“Galanta, love,” came a voice like a well-stoked fire, “You are scaring him.”

Caysa whipped his head around—wait, Galanta?

Dressed in foreign garb that looked reminiscent of the clothes worn by the people of the Oza Continent stood a woman, average in height with black-brown hair worn half-up half-down and secured by an elaborate hairpin depicting a metal sparrow landing on a twig of small pink flowers. She smiled down at Caysa with soft, wide lips, as he took in her rounded nose and narrow, dark eyes. She looked rich in her white-grey skirt and the loose, silky jacket that was laid over her shoulders—rich and kind and familiar. Familiar in the way that other Imran devotees were all familiar to each other.

The white dragon huffed out a long sigh, relaxing into a sitting position like a massive hound. A slim, brown hand appeared next to Caysa’s head and he jumped, his heart leaping frantically against his throat. Caysa scrambled upright. He was taller than the Oza woman. She seemed phantasmal in a way, her hair and dress barely swaying in the breeze. Caysa felt positively bedraggled as she gave him a quick up-down look then raised her hand to her mouth to cover a small laugh.

“Caysa, my child,” she said, with an intensely earnest quaver to her voice. “How you’ve grown.”

“Uhm ...” was all Caysa could force out.

“Ah, foolish I. I should introduce myself first.” She gave a wide smile, hand over her heart. “My name is Danrho, I am—was—a close friend of your mother.”

“That...” Caysa took a deep breath, trying to find the correct words to respond. “How can I trust you?”

Danrho laughed into her hand, “Very wise. Please, put out your hand.”

Caysa looked at the space between them, measuring the likelihood that they meant him harm.

“Caysa, I assure you, if either of us wanted you dead, we could have killed you already. Take this as reassurance,” Danrho said, her voice clipped. Caysa stuck his left arm out towards her. The sensation of seeing without feeling lurched Caysa’s stomach. Though her hand lay on top of his, no warmth or pressure radiated from her. Caysa blinked in shock, and between closing his eyes and opening them again, the world shifted sickeningly.

Instead of gurgling river and heavy woodland, Caysa was standing atop a rocky plateau. The night sky was overcast. A beautiful dragon cried out; black scales were like a canvas in which glittering iridescence refracted as the dragon squirmed. Its cries were mournful, sad groans loud and heavy in contrast to the shouts and screams of the humans surrounding it. Their armour gleamed in the torchlight. Every groan was matched by another, far away but no less pained.

Another blink, and Caysa saw a woman with skin as dark as his, her hair pulled into many long, tight braids. She smiled at Caysa, a sunny grin that lifted her whole face. When she spoke, her voice ripped the air from Caysa’s lungs. “Danrho, how have you been?”

Another blink, and standing in front of Caysa was Albin—young this time, with something dark smeared across his forehead, his dark scarf hiding the bottom half of his face. The dawn sun was creeping past the horizon. What he was saying was muffled, but Caysa knew that deep, clean timbre without question.

Caysa gasped. His whole body shook as his knees landed painfully on the ground. What was that? That woman? And Sir Albin?

“This is memory, the pillar of the dragon’s knowledge. What you saw, Caysa, were my memories of the last night I saw your mother.” Danrho crouched in front of him. Caysa felt tears streaming down his face, cutting hot lines down clammy skin.

“Dragon? But I’m not a dragon.” Caysa’s throat shuddered as he forced the words out.

“Yes and no,” Danrho said. Caysa gasped as Galanta’s glossy snout pressed against his temple. In a blink, he was transported to snow and ice. Long, black pine trunks rose into a sky of white fog.

“What I mean to say is, you are human, Caysa, but soon you will not be.” Caysa shuddered, coming back to humid, evening heat. “This current form is not the natural magic of a dragon but a curse laid upon you by a human witch. Shourna. Your mother’s plan to keep you safe. But curses placed upon the body only last if the practitioner who applied them re-applies them.”

“You couldn’t find the witch?” Caysa said, but he couldn’t really feel the words coming out.

“I tried, but they took the payment and fled the continent—not that I blame them. For such a thorough curse to be placed upon a mystical being, whoever they were, they were not only talented but no doubt knew that their magical talents are rarely welcome in Asaneel.”

Caysa nodded in response, though everything was muffled and distant.

“I can neither break your curse nor ensure its reliability; over time it will fade by itself, and when it does you must be prepared.” Danrho was still talking as Caysa absently rubbed Galanta’s snout like he was some oversized dog.

“So, you came to tell me this now? Why not before?” Caysa’s head was turning, endlessly running questions over and over.

“Hmm.” She crouched down to catch Caysa’s eye and gave a cryptic smile. “That may be a question to ask your protector—I was merely following his request,”

Caysa groaned, Albin that slippery bastard, never answering his questions, never being around when Caysa needed him to be. Danrho sighed, a ghostly hand passed over Caysa cheek and Caysa could swear this time a light pressure could be felt like butterfly kisses over his skin.

“You should take time to process this information, would you like Galanta to escort you back home? In ten days, Verity’s summit, we’ll be able to talk more then,” Danrho said, Caysa looked over Galanta who was still allowing Caysa to rub and pat his massive jaw and snout. Now that Caysa wasn’t nearly vomiting in fear, he could take in just how beautiful Galanta was as a dragon, the scales had an opalescent translucency to them, His horns, which were curled around like a ram’s, were tipped in a charcoal black, as were his tail and wings. His face was less sculpted and jagged than the illustrations Caysa had seen of dragons. Instead, it was almost serpent-like. He was very pretty, but Caysa doubted that would stop a battalion of knights.

Caysa stood up with shaky legs and shook his head, “No, thank you, I’ll be alright.”

Danrho nodded, and again, between one blink and another, she disappeared, leaving no sign that anybody had been standing in front of him. Caysa turned back to Galanta. Insofar as Caysa could read the emotions on a dragon’s face, Galanta looked as if he may have found Caysa’s shock and confusion hilarious.

“Galanta, what’s with the rabbits?” Caysa asked.

Galanta cocked his great white head like a bird before bumping his nose against Caysa’s temple. A flash of Galanta patiently feeding and cleaning a hutch full of rabbits with a great slate-grey mountain in the back answered Caysa. The implication was obvious: everyone needs a hobby.

The long trudge back to the monastery had Caysa thinking over and over as he froze in the night air. Every time he blinked, that face, that dark skin, that voice pushed every other thought out of his head. He’d wondered when he was younger what his parents looked like; he had never thought that his mother had been so ... so beautiful. Caysa reached the back door, where he jigged open the ancient lock, turning the doorknob as quietly as possible. Sister Mae was probably going to be pissed at him tomorrow for missing dinner.

As he laid in bed, Caysa sleeplessly stared up at the ceiling and thought, Am I supposed to believe that? This time, he was serious. He was going to strangle Albin when they met again.

––––––––
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Caysa searched high and low through the monastery library for any recent writings on the Tisgan Alps and Mount Verity, but aside from small references in sparse paragraphs, the histories recorded by the monks of the Garni Monastery focused primarily on the history of human movement or the unique plants of the area, and very rarely was any sort of dragon or other mystic beast mentioned. Caysa supposed he couldn’t blame his spiritual ancestors for minding their own business and sticking to what they knew, but it did mean Caysa had to walk awkwardly around the town centre trying to see if Marko or Aron were around to smuggle him into the Hirreshian Abbey with as few questions as possible. The whispers of Caysa’s irrationality were afraid that if too many people saw him, they might see what Danrho had seen, and they would know.

Well, largely he was looking out for Aron, who rarely bothered with questions for situations that didn’t directly concern him. Marko was a different story, depending on the day. And behold, the gods had listened, but only with one ear, because there across the town square was Marko, big smile, and even bigger laugh. Caysa peeked above the heads of the other townspeople milling about, trying to catch Marko’s eye, and he succeeded. Marko moved through the crowd with the focus of a hunting dog, stopping in front of Caysa with an exaggerated pout.

“Look at that—you’ve managed to find yourself outside. Was that on purpose, or ...?” Marko smirked as Caysa gave him a light slap to the arm for his cheek.

“I actually came to see you.”

Caysa started walking towards the grand oak doors of the Hirreshian Abbey. The stonework of the abbey was far beyond what any Imran Monastery could commission. Caysa’s eyes couldn’t help but trace the motifs and reliefs every time he passed that grand entrance.

“Me? I’m blushing,” Marko swooned, leaning heavily on Caysa.

“Oh, shut it. I’d like to get into the library. I need to find a book.”

“So, you were just using me? Caysa, you dog!”

“Marko, please?” Caysa looked to Marko with big eyes, hands clasped in front as though in prayer. “Please?”

Marko loudly clicked his tongue and then broke into a big smile. “Fine, but you’ll owe me,” he said with a wink.

“I have never felt so threatened. Never mind.”

Marko laughed, grabbing Caysa by the arm and dragging him through the open doors of the abbey.

Two brothers performing rites of some kind looked over with matching severe glares, robes heavy and dark as storm clouds. Marko was laughing as he put up a hand and said, “Sorry, sorry, just passing through.”

The library of Hirresh was bigger but worse-kept. Dust lined the shelves and books in the darker corners, but on the central dais sat a beautiful copy of the Ottrisus, the poetry of the gods, each page gilded and painted with vibrant illustrations to match the poems. The page it was turned to concerned the Judgement of the Four Sangui by Palo. There sat Imra, with nothing in front of her, detailed as little more than a pale blue blob. Next to her was Narsa, God of Agriculture, with his bounty of grain and fruit, then Aral, Goddess of Order, with her scales and gold money, and presenting his bounty of fallen enemies to the feet of Palo was Hirresh of War and Victory. Adorned in steel and blood-red, he was by far the most detailed character on the page, fashioned as the glowing leader and casting the other three in his shadow. Caysa couldn’t help but laugh.

“Lovely colours,” Marko said, hand drifting over the pages. Caysa slapped his hand away with an amused glare.

“Ahem.”

Caysa turned around to see another brother. He was older than the other two and did not seem at all happy to see Caysa loitering around. “What are you doing here?”

“Sorry. He’s here to help me read,” Marko said.

“Yes, he’s quite bad at it.” Caysa tried not to laugh at the brother’s unimpressed face. “Beautiful book, by the way,” Caysa said, absentmindedly waving his hand over the Ottrisus’ open page.

“Indeed, it is an original,” the brother said, whatever that meant.

“Oh my, I’ll make sure not to breathe near it.” Caysa pulled his hand back to his chest, looking at the brother with a watery, apologetic smile. The brother scoffed.

“See to it that you don’t.”

He walked out with a flourish to the sound of Marko’s poorly muffled giggles. When Caysa turned around, Marko had already flipped the page to a painting of Hirresh beheading Imra. They both stared at it, open mouthed, before Marko coughed and flipped the page back.

“I am so sorry. I did not think that would be the next page.”

Caysa couldn’t help the loud guffaw that came out of his mouth. “Come on, where do you keep the local histories?”

“I don’t know,” Marko shrugged.

Caysa could only sigh loudly and start reading the spines of the closest bookshelf. Nearly an hour later—and following several complaints from Marko that he was bored—Caysa’s eyes nearly fell out of his head in relief when he saw the words: A Cultural History of Mt Verity, Years 750 to 850. It was very recent. The gold inlay was still vibrant. Caysa flipped through, landing on a page detailing a bloody battle fought near Garni. The Havriki had led forces headed by Sir Valli and the Erucardo loyalists for one last bitter stand in Standard Era 755. Caysa recalled Master Uris telling him about this. He had said that Garni’s land was fertile because of the bodies of fallen soldiers, and thus great sacrifice bore great fruit. Caysa sighed. Like most Hirreshian traditions, the book largely followed conflicts in the area, including that between beasts and men. Caysa decided that while this encyclopedia’s name was something of a misnomer, it was accurate in terms of dates, and that’s what mattered.

“Caysa, it has been so long, and I am hungry,” Marko moaned, head popping around the corner. Caysa smiled at him from over the book. Caysa cocked his head towards the exit and Marko started walking away with a bounce in his step.

“Wait!” Caysa grabbed Marko’s sleeve, shoving the cultural history of Mt Verity into Marko’s arms. “Smuggle this out for me.”

“That’s rebellious,” Marko smirked. “Which part do you need?”

“Just the last few chapters, probably. Why?” Caysa leaned back as Marko flipped open the encyclopedia to the last fifth. Quick as lightening, he whipped out a dagger and cut the pages out of the book before Caysa could react. Marko proudly held the stack of vandalised pages out to Caysa.

“Marko!” Caysa covered his mouth in shock.

“Now you won’t have to return the book!”

Marko rolled the pages up and started walking out of the library. Caysa could only follow dumbly. Forget execution for being a dragon—the Hirreshian brothers were going to draw and quarter him just for that.

“What if they find out?” Caysa whispered, looking around just in case one of the brothers jumped out.

“Nah, they won’t. I used to do shit like this all the time,” Marko said, waving to a passing knight as they exited the building. Caysa couldn’t help but laugh and pinch Marko’s arm hard as they made their way out of the town main.

Marko broke the calm silence that had settled between them. “Aron’s been busy recently. Just figured you were wondering.”

Caysa jumped at Aron’s name. When Caysa looked over to Marko, he had a strange look on his face, somewhere between pensive and searching.

“I thought as much—and what about you? Shouldn’t you be busy as well?” Caysa asked. Maybe he was transparent sometimes, but a part of him would probably always worry about Aron.

“Nothing worth mentioning.”

Caysa would argue otherwise, but arguing with Marko only ever ended in long, bitter periods of silence.

“Alright, well tell Aron to take care. Last I saw him he seemed tired, over-worked really,” Caysa sighed.

“Ah, there it is!” Marko knocked Caysa’s shoulder, laughing loudly.

“There is what?”

“Your need to coddle Aron!”

“What? I don’t coddle Aron. He is my friend.”

“That’s how you treat your friends? What am I, your donkey?” Marko’s laugh seemed strained. Caysa didn’t know what reaction was expected from him, so he settled on a short, breathless chuckle.

“That’s not it. He just ... just needs to be treated differently to you,” Caysa said.

“But it’s been two years, Cay. He can look after himself now. We both can,” Marko said.

Caysa wondered why his heartbeat was so loud and heavy right now. Was it the walk? It wasn’t a far walk by any means; he’d done it his whole life at this point.

“I’m happy.” Caysa looked over to Marko, not expecting him to be looking at him so intensely in return. Like the instinct to jump away from a burning fire, Caysa whipped his head around to look forward. “That trip to Oskall was good for you.”

“And you?”

“I didn’t go to Oskall.”

“No, you stayed here in this hole.” They were reaching the wooden gate of the monastery now.

“Well, not for long.”

“It’s a big world out there, Cay. Are you sure you want to face it alone?”

“That is our tradition, the way it has always been,” Caysa sighed.

“It doesn’t have to be.”

Marko stopped at the gate as Caysa walked on. His face was hot and his skin tight and ill-fitting. He wanted to do nothing more than lie down on his bed.

“Seriously, Cay. It’s alright if this isn’t what you want.”

Caysa breathed out suddenly, eyes burning. He clenched his jaw and turned to face Marko. He had a sad, wandering look in his eyes. His whole body was still like he was approaching a stray animal he was afraid of spooking. Caysa at once felt vexed and moved.

“You’ve grown up a lot, Marko.” Caysa summoned up the best and most convincing smile he could. Not convincing enough, if the annoyed furrow between Marko’s brows were an indicator, but Caysa grabbed the roll of stolen papers from Marko’s loose grip and turned away before he could say anything more, walking quickly towards the ancient doors of the monastery.

That night, in candlelight and moonlight, Caysa read through every conflict between man and dragon that the encyclopedia pages mentioned. None of them mentioned a black dragon. The only battle that Caysa found with any relevance to his search was a battle between Lady Lucia Beratta, Marko’s great-great-great aunt, and a great yellow dragon. By the end of the tome, Caysa could swear his eyes were going to roll out of his head to escape the relentless dry burning. The last and most recent entry was comparatively tame. An account of an attack in the year 855, wherein the knights had pushed back against the territory of the dragons with the intent to control the majority of the central Tisgani River. Caysa yawned until his eyes traced over the words:

A large, black dragon, the most uncommon of known scale patterns, was spotted multiple times. Such dragons are notable for their rarity and the manner in which other drakes defer to their authority. The takeover of central Tisgani River was a simple and cheap affair, due in part to the non-combative nature of this dragon. Over the years, many excursions have been sent into the Tisgan Alps in the hopes of hunting the black dragon, none to any avail.

Caysa sat up. He came to the monastery in 875—there had been a twenty-year gap between each event. Perhaps that corroborated at least some of Danrho’s story. Perhaps that explained why dragons hadn’t been seen it all that time.

He pressed his forehead to his desk and closed his eyes. They stung so much, and the relief of darkness was so sweet.

Behind his eyes, Caysa saw iridescent black scales and the wide, jagged expanse of the Tisgan Alps, stretching out like wings, Mt Verity at their centre.
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Caysa yawned. The skin on his face felt stretched, both too tight and too weighed down. His mind kept going back to Galanta’s shimmering translucent white scales, Danrho’s gentle but stoic presence opening his mind like a dam crashing open under the weight of flood water. His mother, skin dark-brown like his; a dragon, iridescent black in the moonlight.

Memories.

Family, power, place—Caysa had never had such things. Or rather, it had never occurred to him that he could want or need them. Not until now. His thoughts hadn’t stopped turning them around, like a pebble being weathered until the sides of it were worn smooth. What did the dragons want from him? What did they need him for? How long could he keep being human? How obvious was it that he was a dragon? Would they execute him? Was he even human anymore? His whole life, everything he knew of himself and his place in the world, was now false.

Caysa’s jaw clenched. Aron wouldn’t hurt him. Except that he would, because that was his oath to the king and the realm—the oath he had sworn to his dragon-slaying sword under the war-like gaze of Hirresh. Caysa was a dragon, and now he and Aron now stood on opposite sides. Mortal enemies by prophesy and instinct.

Caysa tried not the pick at his lips any more than he already had. They were rapidly drying out and becoming chapped. Already, all he had done since he had awoken was worriedly gaze towards Mt Verity and struggle to compose an increasingly absurd list of reasons to stay in Garni or travel towards Mt Verity and pray his face wasn’t eaten by monsters. It wasn’t very funny, but Caysa still chose to find humour in it. The reasons-to-stay-in-Garni list was rather lacking (crabapples, Aron and Marko, the uh ... books?). Caysa stared at the scattered pages on his desk. He wasn’t going anywhere if he stayed here.

Even several days’ hike away, Danrho’s ultimatum still filled Caysa’s vision as he stared at the mist-veiled peak of Mt Verity. He stood up and turned away; when all else failed, when no answers would reveal themselves to Caysa’s ignorant eyes, there was only one place to go.

“Grandmaster?” Caysa peeked his head into the prayer room, where Master Uris had spent most of his days recently.

“Oh, my boy. What’s wrong?” Master Uris turned to him, revealing milky white eyes and kind smile. Caysa’s lip wobbled a bit, haunted by the ghostly memory of a hundred similar scenes in the years gone by. Master Uris gestured to the ground next to him, and Caysa scurried over. Master Uris chuckled, “This brings back memories.”

“Master, I’m not sure how to say this,” Caysa stared up at the Lady Imra’s statuette, her figure covered head to toe in a blue veil, one arm holding an open book in front of her and the other hidden behind her back. Her three tenets rang through Caysa’s head: knowledge given without limits, the hand causes no harm, do not turn away and judge not. She had no visible eyes, nor even a face to make expressions with, yet somehow Caysa felt her knowing gaze upon him. All at once, the uncertainty and fear welled up.

“Caysa?” Master Uris frowned, wiping the endless tears from Caysa’s face as he let the sobs wrack his body, for the first time in so many years. Caysa pressed his face into Master Uris’ shoulder and cried like a child. In the hollow silence of the room, Caysa sniffed and sobbed as Master Uris rubbed Caysa’s back and shoulder. After Caysa had heaved up his last sob, Master Uris pushed Caysa’s face from his robes. “My poor child, what has disturbed you?”

“Ma-Master,” Caysa’s voice wobbled with each breath. His throat was closed up still. “I-I don’t thi-think I can stay here any longer.”

Master hummed consolingly. “That man told you.”

“Master?”

“Let’s not speak in riddles.” Master Uris held Caysa’s face in his hands, which had softened with age. “I know you are a dragon, Caysa.” Caysa gasped, instinctively trying to move away, but Master Uris held fast. “Listen to me now, Caysa. I have always known and would never have abandoned you, regardless of your origins. When you came into my care, I was wary of you and your protector, but I know you to be a gentle and honourable child.

“When I was your age, I was a vagrant and a thief. I saw opportunity at the expense of others and courted their anger and hatred as if it was game. It was only a matter of time before my arrogance got ahead of me. With a broken hand and rib, I was taken in by Lady Imra’s own and saw through her teachings that I had no right to cast judgement upon you for either fear or suspicion.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Caysa looked at Master Uris’s face, mapping the depth in his smile lines and crow’s feet, the pallid complexion of his skin in the onset of his advanced age, the cataracts that obscured the warm dark-brown of his eyes.

“Oh, there were many reasons, but truthfully it was because I wanted you to have as normal a childhood as I could provide,” Master Uris laughed. “Whatever the reason you have to leave, you have my blessing, Caysa.”

Master Uris brushed the remaining tears from Caysa’s eyes. “The Lady Imra’s words guide us, but we must walk our own paths.”

Master Uris dropped his hands from Caysa’s face and instead untied one of his devotional bracelets—the dark wooden one with red leather—and tied it on Caysa’s wrist. It sat with weight next to one Caysa had worn for all his life. The faded pine wood beads were chipped and dented in places; it looked painfully shabby next to Master Uris’s.

“I don’t want to go.” Caysa hugged the man who had raised him, trying to remember the weight and feel of Master Uris for the last time in his life. Where Master Uris used to feel solid, with muscle from farm work and picking up Caysa and Sola, he now felt fragile like the pages of an ancient book, the integrity of the paper atrophied by the passing years.

“Ahh, you have many years left, Caysa,” Master Uris said when Caysa finally brought himself to let go. “Let me give you your blessings.”

Caysa fixed his posture and closed his eyes. Master Uris kissed one eyelid and said, “May your path be straightforward.” And then, kissing the other, “May you find comfort and peace at the end.”

Caysa opened his eyes and gave Master Uris one last lingering look, until Master Uris laughed. “Do not dawdle, silly boy—time is not patient.”

Caysa stood up and bowed once to the Lady Imra and once to Master Uris. Where one fear had been lifted, another form of dread took its place. Saying goodbye was one thing, but actually leaving choked his heart and throat.

Caysa found himself standing in the room he had lived seventeen years of his life in, gazing around him: the bare stone walls, the cluttered desk piled with books from Aron, the closet filled with the most perfunctory clothing items, the narrow bed with its thin mattress that Caysa had secretly complained to Aron and Marko about countless times and the dark-blue winter cloak Marko had given him when they were fourteen under the pretence that it was “old” and he’d “outgrown it”, even though it was so obvious that it had been purchased new for Caysa’s birthday. With a wet laugh at his stupid friend, Caysa pushed his face into the soft yarn. There was no smell, except a faint trace of the incense that permeated the monastery at all times.

With a shuddering sigh, Caysa packed an ancient sling bag with the few possessions he could afford to carry: loose coins collected over years, a map of Southern Asaneel, one clothing change, an ink stone, a quill and a sketch book. It was sentimental, to think he would get any use of the last three items, but he’d trained his calligraphy and illustration for years. It was a part of him, as it had been a part of Master Uris and Sister Mae, as it was now a part of Sola.

It was hysterical, in a way, that he would go through the effort of securing his scarf to his head now. How many Imran monks and nuns had gone off to their pilgrimage secretly being dragons? And yet he was more than a dragon—he was the very dragon that his dearest friend had spent ten years training to kill.

Securing the cloak over his shoulders, Caysa thought that if he and Marko weren’t now mortal enemies, Marko would probably get a good laugh out of the whole situation. With one last look around, Caysa’s eyes strayed to a book Aron had lent him years ago, A Tale of the Knight Amongst Roses, a fantastical retelling of the first dragon-slaying knight. Caysa placed it among his belongings. It was a rather macabre story to suddenly feel sentimental about, all things considered. However, Caysa couldn’t help but smile at Aron’s aggressive notes and corrections in the margins.

Caysa didn’t turn around as he closed his door, lest his knees give out and he crawl right back into the familiar comfort of his bed. The long, stone halls were quiet as Caysa made his way to the kitchen door. Somehow, each step conjured a new memory: Sola and Caysa lying together on the floor in front of the fire during a particularly cold winter night, laughter and giggles in the hallways, Master Uris teaching Caysa the best way to assess damage to books, Mae and Caysa preparing seeds for sowing the next harvest. An endless trickle of realisations that Caysa would never be returning to this place and these people.

As he opened the back door, Caysa heard Mae: “Caysa? Where are you going?”

Turning around to face her was the height of idiocy. He was met with her warm brown face and light-brown eyes. The Imran blue had always complemented her, giving her countenance liveliness and vigour. Her thick dark brows were furrowed, and Caysa couldn’t help himself. He ran up and threw his arm around the woman who had helped raise him.

From their first meeting when Caysa was seven, covered in mud and bruises, Mae had stood tall before him. A worldly messenger come to tell Caysa stories about a world full of people who looked like him, who had shown him how to jig open a door lock so he would not get caught sneaking out anymore, who had sung lullabies in a rough, low voice as she let Caysa trace the dark-blue tattoos of her old life.

A piece of his own life faded into memory.

“I’m sorry, Mae,” Caysa mumbled into her shoulder. He was finally taller than her. His heart wavered when she placed her arm across his back and squeezed him tight in return.

“It’s alright, my dear.” She held his face in her calloused hands. “I’ve already taught you everything I can about surviving out there. Don’t go getting into trouble.” Caysa nodded, and she gave him another quick rough hug. “I’ll make something up to the kids.”

Caysa breathed in shakily and gave her his best approximation of a smile. If he opened his mouth he would start crying again, so instead he just nodded as he stepped out of the threshold of the monastery and towards the tree line.

***
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ARON LAY ON HIS BACK, staring up at the flickering light cast by the candle on his desk. If he opened his curtains, surely the dawn light would spill into this room. Nine years he had lived in this room, and just like when he was six, Aron hated it. The east-facing window, the bleating of goats and sheep, the clanging and crashing that travelled from the kitchens all the way to Aron’s room just to ensure he always woke up in a shit mood. Like so many days, the only reason Aron bothered getting up in the morning was to make sure nobody else could force him out of his room instead.

Aron heaved himself out of bed and ripped open the curtains to let in the rose-tinted sunlight. The sun and Aron had never got along. If it wasn’t burning his skin, it was heralding another dreadful day. Looking southward, he gazed upon the lonely Imran Monastery, which sat separate from Garni town-main, a grey stone relic of centuries previous.

Where Aron and the sun disagreed at all levels of being, Caysa revelled in the sun’s attention, awake by dawn, smooth dark skin shining in its rays. Caysa spent most of his free time lying in sun patches reading or studying. Aron used to liken Caysa to a cat, although Caysa typically slunk back to his bed before midnight, avoiding the cold and damp as best he could. Aron had hoped that he and Caysa could’ve spent more time together, but it seemed both were absorbed elsewhere, and when they weren’t, their leisure time never aligned. It had been a couple of days since and Aron had resolved to see Caysa today by any means available.

With a sigh and a stretch, Aron rolled out his stiff shoulder. Fortunately, the warmth and humidity that plagued Garni was helping the pain in his joints.

With the same clockwork efficiency he had always possessed, Marko burst into his room with much exuberance.

“Did you hear?” Marko said, panting like he had run several laps of the town before descending on Aron’s peace.

“I just woke up.” Aron turned away from the window, stripping off his night clothes.

“Oh, right.” Marko cleared his throat as Aron did up his breeches. “The Grand Monk fell ill last night.”

“What?” Aron shrugged on his shirt, grabbing his riding boots and shoving his feet into them in such a way that the material bunched irritatingly. He was rushing out of his room while Marko was still talking about how exactly he had acquired this information.

“Hey!” Marko shouted after him, jogging to catch up.

One of the stable boys jumped in surprise as Aron burst through. Catnip was getting brushed. Aron shouldered past Sir Cario’s new squire, swinging himself into the black stallion’s saddle. The squire squeaked as Aron manoeuvred the horse out of the stables.

“It’s not that serious, Aron!” Marko shouted after him as he pushed a different knight-in-training off his gelding. Hypocrite.

The Imran Monastery came into clear view. A transparent fog of silence loomed over it. Aron ran up to the door, Marko right behind. Knocking on the heavy wood, Aron and Marko waited for Caysa to answer the door. The stern face that answered them was that of Sister Mae, who gave them a short look.

“What do you want? The monastery isn’t open to the public right now,” she said.

“We heard—is Caysa in? We just wanted to check in on him,” Marko replied, rubbing the back of his head boyishly.

“Brother Caysa is fine.” Sister Mae shut the door with such finality that even Aron knew if he knocked again, he would go missing indefinitely. Turning to Marko, Aron shrugged.

“Well, that’s it then.” Aron walked back towards the horses, who were tied sloppily to the wooden fence.

“Absolutely not,” Marko scoffed, “recall the last time Caysa was ‘fine’.”

Aron stared at Marko. Marko sighed and began walking around the perimeter of the monastery until they got to Caysa’s window. Pushing the wood panel open, Marko hoisted himself into the open window. Aron followed.

Caysa’s room was small, half the size of Aron’s. It was also clean, with the bed properly made up and books stacked in order.

Marko picked up one of the books that were on the desk, flipping through it idly. Aron opened Caysa’s closet—a skinny, shallow thing with hinges that were always falling off no matter how many times it had been fixed. It was empty.

“He’s gone.” Aron kicked the door shut.

“Gone where? There’s no way he just up and left without telling us.” Marko was flipping through other books, messing up the neat pile.

Aron opened a large sketchbook. Calligraphic lettering, simple botanical sketches and small paragraphs detailing random minutia littered the yellowed pages. He flicked through until a series of loose papers fluttered out onto the floor. Aron picked one of them up. It was a new page cut from what looked to be a history book—a sketch of the Tisgan Alps, proud Mt Verity standing sentry in the middle.

“West.” Aron showed the page to Marko. A long period of silence followed as Aron and Marko took in the clean, empty room in the silent monastery.

“Ah, crap,” Marko finally said.
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Friends and Enemies
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A day on the road and Caysa had already started to wonder why exactly his predecessors ever bothered with foot travel through Western Aradia. Caysa had been conditioned into being something of a pessimist in the years he had been alive. He did not typically make a habit of acknowledging other’s’ glares and sneers when they were directed his way, and in the ten minutes since Caysa had stepped into this mercenary town’s single- lane free market, nearly every vagrant and hunter had stared or smiled at him in ways that were either implicitly or explicitly threatening.

Dead game, monstrous body parts and live animals were being bartered for or auctioned off with aggression and enough expletives that Caysa was surprised that no one had broken out in a fight. Caysa pulled his scarf more securely over his face as he passed a black-market seller with huge slabs of pinkish-red meat, the skin of which was coated in large, twinkling green scales. Butchered dragon. A lump formed in Caysa’s throat; he didn’t dare look any longer. Another sickly curious glance at the wares and Caysa’s heart jumped when he saw a girl sitting on the ground behind staring at him. It wasn’t that hungry glower of the others, it was knowing, she knew what Caysa was.

Caysa turned away to face a fruit seller whose wares plagued by fruit flies. Caysa took a chance to glance over at the girl again. She had long, dark-red hair, almost brown in the shade, and warm brown skin. Her eyes were a vibrant amber colour, framed by heavy dark eyelashes. Caysa looked away as the poacher waved down a woman in black leathers. They started a rapport, loudly laughing and swearing in the way old acquaintances were wont to do. Caysa looked over again. The girl on the ground moved her head enough that the light caught on her neck, where a collar of thick, tarnished metal connected to a chain. Caysa’s stomach dropped.

The fruit seller had started glaring at Caysa now too. “Pay or move it along, priest,” he grunted.

Caysa nodded quickly, stepping away from the stall. The poacher and the woman were bartering now, the woman pointing to the girl chained to the ground and the girl’s stare became harder when Caysa looked over again. Human or dragon, the implications of what would happen to her made Caysa’s stomach clench painfully, and like the fool Sola had always claimed he was, Caysa removed one of the pins that kept his scarf secure to his hair and clenched it in his fist. Slowly, Caysa mapped out the most covert path to get to the girl and avoid the poacher.

With excruciating poise, Caysa made his path around the other side of the market. The residential houses had most of their windows shut. Skinny children looked up as Caysa passed by and then looked away in disinterest when they saw the impoverished blue of an Imran devotee. Sliding through an alleyway that was blessedly person-free despite being piled with random detritus, Caysa spotted the back of the girl’s head. The woman and seller had started laughing again. A bag of coins and a slip of paper on the table between them let Caysa know that the girl was already running out of time.

“Psst,” Caysa hissed as quietly as possible. The girl scooted back agonisingly slowly, taking care not to rattle the chains. Caysa saw that her hands were bound in iron chains and padlocked at the small of her back and went straight in for the lock. It was heavy and well-made but not complex. One pin after the other, he calmly made his way through the padlock until the blessed snickt sound of the latch releasing the shackle confirmed the lock had opened. Two mean faces looked over to Caysa and the girl. The moment of stillness was quickly broken by the girl roaring to life, bringing her hands to her neck and bending the metal collar into disuse. Caysa fell back into the shadows of the alleyway.

“Now, what the fuc——”

Both the poacher and his customer moved to attack. The girl grabbed the wooden stake that she had been connected to and pulled it out of the ground.

She was inhumanly strong.

Caysa froze as his subconscious mind caught up with his conscious stupidity. Loud shouting had begun to fill the street, and as Caysa caught up with himself, he grabbed the girl’s arm, preventing her from finishing the job of beating the poacher’s head in, and dragged her through the alley. Sprinting like a demon was chasing him, Caysa could feel his lungs burning. The girl had already pulled ahead of him as they ran to the town exit.

“Let go, kid,” she shouted.

Caysa dropped her arm in embarrassment. With a sound like a thunderclap, the image of a human girl was rendered in half and a dark-red dragon gave a long flap of her huge wings, launching herself into the air. Confusion and fear echoed as her big forelimbs knocked people and wares and property over. Caysa sighed to himself as she left him behind. The shouts of angry men clashed with the screams of civilians. The dragon swooped down and grasped Caysa’s shoulders, her long, dark talons digging into flesh as his feet left the ground. Caysa knew better than to look down, lest he ruin even more of his day.

As blood began dripping down his arms from the pierced skin, the wind whipping his face and his scarf hanging by Imra’s barest blessing, Caysa employed every meditation technique he had ever learnt, willing himself not to be sick.

The feeling of earth beneath his feet was near euphoric. Slowly opening his eyes, Caysa turned away as the dragon became a girl again, naked. Caysa scrambled to pull off his cloak and hand it to her.

“Sorry about that, kid. Thought you were a dragon too, but I guess not.” She grabbed the cloak, and Caysa looked over her slowly. It wasn’t better, but at least it wasn’t indecent.

“Well, I am a dragon ... kind of. I just can’t actually use any magic.” Caysa gave a small smile as she pulled her long, maroon hair out from under the cloak, giving Caysa an intense up and down.

“How old are you?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. She had good eyebrows for it, too—long, dark and arched.

“Seventeen.”

“I meant chronologically.”

“... Seventeen?” Caysa picked at his lip. The air had grown thicker and denser.

“This has to be a joke.” The woman rolled her eyes to the sky as if daring the gods to throw her another mad-dash test of luck. When she dropped her gaze to look at Caysa again, her eyes were tired but still keen. “But I owe you, now.”

“Can you help me get out of Aradia?” Caysa said, maybe a little too desperately.

“Fine. I’ll be going that way myself now. I’m Tearn.” She held out her hand for a handshake and Caysa tried not to let his relief come across too obviously. A day of travelling the rough road alone was already bearing down on his spirit and mind. He shook her hand, the blessed feel of another person like a tincture to his nerves.

“Caysa,” he said, and Tearn gave him half a smile in return.
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THE VILLAGE SMELLED of rot, piss and drunkenness. Village though was something of an overstatement, indeed it was closer to being a poacher’s market that had permanently adhered itself to an ailing hamlet. The locals stared as Aron and Marko alighted their horses. The meaner stall-keepers and poachers glared hard, with no intention of stopping until Aron and Marko had left town. The village’s only tavern was a rundown shed at its nicest. The wood was dark from damp near the ground and then flaky and light higher up from an obvious termite infestation. The sign that hung over the door was so irreparably weather-beaten that Aron couldn’t have figured the name of the establishment if he tried. Marko pushed the door open, and a heavy whiff of alcohol and sweat had Aron wrinkling his nose as he followed Marko inside.

The stooped proprietor of the facility was practically falling apart at the joints, he nevertheless took one look at Aron and Marko and their spotless steel armour and gave a hefty groan.

“Gah, I’ve already renewed my permit to run this place,” he said, glaring over at them through bushy grey eyebrows. Marko laughed awkwardly, waltzing forward.

“No such quandary, sir.” The clanking of armour echoed, breaking the dead silence of the tavern patrons staring them down. “We are here on the news that a dragon attacked this lovely town a day ago.”

“A dragon?” A greasy man in bloodstained clothing spoke up, voice reedy and rough, “There were two dragons.”

“Describe them.” Aron stepped forward, past the shadow of Marko. The thin-voiced man shifted in his seat, leaning back to give Aron a hard glare before scoffing.

“A red drake and a pilgrim.” The poacher took a swig from his glass.

“That’s still only one dragon.” Marko pointed out, stepping in front of Aron.

“I know what I see.” The poacher also leaned forward, revealing piercing eyes of unnaturally bright hazel. “The little monk was a dragon.”

“What type of monk?” Aron asked. There were plenty of monks in Aradia. They were hardly rare—even a hole like this might see a scant few a year.

“Heh, a pretty blue colour. Must’ve snuck in from the south.” The poacher knocked back the rest of his drink. “So, I was surprised when they flew due west.”

Aron turned and left. There was no use following up with liars and madmen. He made the mistake of taking a deep breath in as he left, only to inhale shit and piss instead.

“I mean, the little-blue-monk population of Aradia is approximately one, but that doesn’t mean he’s a dragon, too,” Marko was grumbling, massaging the nape of his neck.

Aron hummed in agreement. It was impossible that Caysa was dragon. He had known Caysa since they were six, and he had always looked and grown like a human child did. Aron knew everything about Caysa. He’d watched him almost his whole life, and never once had that thought crossed his mind—never once when Caysa had pressed his ever-cool cheek into Aron’s shoulder during winter or come away with nary a scratch from branches and twigs that left Aron with red welts, and not even when a juvenile dragon had stopped mid-attack when anyone else would have lost their arm.

“We’ll meet up with the south patrol on the main route west.”

Aron mounted Beans and began the short journey out of the hamlet. The Tisgan Alps were a long trek if approached unprepared. If Caysa was still heading that way, resources-wise, Aron and Marko had time that Caysa did not.

“Wha——? Wait, you bastard.”  Marko moaned, “you are always doing this.”
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With Tearn wrapped up in only Caysa’s cloak, they had no other choice but to detour. Using some sense, Tearn had scoped out a straggler’s house: a small, wooden thing outside of the village limits that, from the squealing coming from inside the house (the shack, really), was currently being inhabited by a family. Land and housing taxes made it cheaper to live outside of a town or village. Poorer families that needed the space were forced to move out—that was one of the reasons the Imran Monastery sat so far from Garni’s town square. Tearn was eyeing out the clothesline, sparse as it was. Hose and shirts hung from wooden pegs, drifting limp in the wind.

Caysa almost pulled Tearn back as she snuck up to the clothesline. The dim cries of a baby hid the crunch of leaves underfoot. Caysa felt something awful slide down his spine at the thought of stealing from these people who had little to nothing. Even the sunlight was dim here, the canopy tall and obstructive. It must be awful here during the winter.

A clang sounded in the distance just as Tearn grabbed a pair of breeches and a men’s tunic in one smooth motion. Caysa swallowed his breath, hiding himself further behind a tree trunk and hissing at Tearn to hurry back. Tearn put her finger up to her lips and inched closer to the house, rounding the corner to the front of the house. Palo’s mercy, she was going to steal their shoes. Caysa swore under his breath. He opened his pack and dug out the loose coins from the bottom, enough tulurs to buy a few loaves of bread. Tearn made her way back, a ragged men’s pair of boots in her hand. She gave him a sharp look as she passed and Caysa shrugged in response. Caysa’s heart jumped as the baby from inside finally stopped crying. He dropped the handful of coins next to the doorstep before scampering back to Tearn by the forest’s edge.

She was halfway through lacing up the breeches, having already pulled the tunic over her head.

“How stupid, you are,” Tearn hissed. “Do you not think you may need that?”

“Not as much as they do.”

“Do they?” Tearn was hopping, trying to put the old boots on her feet. Caysa decided now wasn’t the time to warn her about foot infections.

“Yes,” Caysa bemoaned, maybe a little too loudly, as Tearn pulled his arm and hurried them further into the dark of the forest’s heart.

***
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“IT’S PROBABLY RUDE to ask, but why we can’t just fly there?”

Avoiding the main roads to and through the Tisgan Alps was a type of struggle that Caysa, in all his ignorance, had never even considered. The Aberre Forest that sat next to Garni was practically an apple orchard compared to this stretch of nature. Whatever wasn’t hilly was thick, overgrown forest. Caysa could feel the awful damp leaf litter through the bottom of his sandals. Swatting buzzing flies from his face, he thought how truly amazing it was that such a dense, lively habitat existed in such a small area. He just desperately wished that he wasn’t experiencing it firsthand.

The river they approached was not the one Caysa knew from Garni. Here, it was as massive as it was violent. The Tisgani River was the lifeblood of the alps and fields, and it didn’t stop for any man.

Tearn looked at Caysa with a glare so withering, Caysa immediately ducked his head down.

“If you want us to immediately get sighted and killed.”

Caysa gave an awkward laugh, but Tearn answered with unamused silence.

“Uhm, how did you know I was dragon back there?” Caysa asked. The question had been plaguing him for hours now. Was it the way he walked or something on his face? Tearn gave strange sigh.

“It’s complicated. I don’t really know how to explain it, but humans are like this,” Tearn held out her left hand horizontal, “and dragons are like this,” she said, layering her other hand over the top.

“So, it’s like dragons have layers?” Caysa rubbed his forehead a bit as he tried to decipher whatever Tearn was trying to tell him.

“Yes!” she said excitedly, pointing at Caysa with a grin. “Dragons come from a different world. Their nature is—I don’t really know the words—spread out, I guess. Humans only exist here.”

Caysa frowned down at his own hand. It looked the same as ever. “So you can see this ‘different nature’?”

“Don’t worry—it’s hard to see. It takes practice to see the spaces overlap.” Tearn gave Caysa a small smile, and Caysa smiled back. There was at least one relief.

“This is a strange question, but do you mind telling me more about dragons?” Caysa felt rather young and silly asking Tearn, but she just shrugged and nodded.

“What do you want to know?”

“How do dragons breathe fire and all that?”

“It’s also complicated. Dragons who call upon the elements have a gland.” Tearn pointed to a gnarled scar on the nape of her neck. Caysa swallowed and forced himself not to stare. “It allows them to communicate with the elements they are born to.”

Caysa nodded, pressing the same place Tearn had shown him. It didn’t feel any different to the other side. The rest of their stroll was quiet. The ambient sounds of the nature around them were loud enough to fill any awkward silence. Caysa spent that time staring at his hands, trying to see the ‘spaces overlap’, as Tearn had put it. He wasn’t quite sure how to tell whether the blurriness was from his eyes glazing over or whether he had successfully tapped into his dragon nature. For his own health, Caysa decided to take it as the latter. 

When they finally made it to the river, sweaty from the humidity, Tearn and Caysa gave each other long, tired looks. This truly was not the Tisgani River that Caysa knew—it rushed and roared savagely far below where grey and yellow stones had been carved away.

“The nearest bridges will be south, where the bandits and pirates are, or north, where the knights will be,” Tearn shouted over the rushing of the river. Caysa figured from his limited experience that he would sooner survive a bandit than a sword nearly as tall as he was.

“South,” Caysa shouted back.

Tearn laughed. “Good boy—you’re figuring it out.”

Tearn started walking, following the flow of the river southwards, Caysa’s face flushed hot. Figuring what out?

They followed the cacophonous river. The first bridge they came across, however, looked like it was not designed to carry any weight on it, let alone two people.

“This cannot be it.”

Caysa tried not to bemoan his luck, but there were limits to one person’s misfortune—there had to be!

“Probably an old smuggler’s bridge.” Tearn had no reservations on her luck and was already testing the give of the mildewed ropes. “Which makes it perfect for us.”

Caysa covered his mouth as she stepped onto the decaying planks. No, no, he could not—he would not survive if he went onto that bridge. Carefully gripping the rope, Tearn made her way down, testing the strength of each weather-beaten plank. She turned to him and shouted over the din, “Come quickly.”

Caysa approached the bridge. Each step Tearn took caused the ropes to shudder. Caysa thought he was going to faint. He’d seen pus wounds the size of his fist, seen a dragon get its eye gouged out, plied splinters so big they were practically sticks out of people’s legs—but this bridge ... Caysa swore all his blood had drained from his torso down to his feet, and now they were too heavy to lift. His heart was beating so fast he couldn’t even feel it. Tearn was well past the halfway point. As if on cue, she beckoned him again.

Caysa took one big, nauseating breath and thought very hard of the worst thing that would happen to him if he didn’t cross this bridge right now. Drawn and quartered or drowned in the river or burnt in a bonfire or decapitated by Aron swinging his shining two-hander down on his ne——

Caysa stepped onto the bridge. He cursed himself for being distracted. He should have paid attention to which planks Tearn had chosen. He had no option but to inch his own way across, feeling the weak wood beneath him for the ones that could carry his body weight.

Halfway across, Caysa stepped onto a plank that crumbled in half beneath him and gave a high-pitched gasp. His heart stopped, and Caysa swore his soul left his body—he could present this experience as empirical proof that the afterlife existed. Damn caution, Caysa thought. He wanted off this bridge. Tearn was waiting for him on the other side. By the time he stepped back onto solid land, Caysa was shaking, out of breath and even tearing up a little.

“That was a cute sound you made,” Tearn smirked. Caysa cursed Imra, Palo, Narsa and even Iphys, the god of wind, for good measure.
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The Mountains, like the Teeth of Monsters
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Aron was loath to thank the gods for anything, but he ought to send a prayer Narsa’s way for the easy weather and low river height allowing access to Perido’s Fort at the foot of the alps.

The soldiers and knights who manned the foothills were a scraggly lot. The young, the old and the apathetic greeted Aron and Marko at the gate with wariness. Suspicious folk believed dragons brought misfortune on their wings, and Aron’s presence no doubt confirmed their fears.

Sir Mattea, a gruff old man, greeted Aron and Marko first. Regardless of his age, however, he stood tall, with a permanent wrinkle between his brow giving him the air of a man who was perpetually concerned by something.

“We need a small group to escort a citizen back to safety,” Aron said. Sir Mattea raised an eyebrow.

“What he means is: a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Sir,” Marko laughed awkwardly, stepping in front of Aron, his hand outstretched. Mattea smirked and took Marko’s offered hand. The handshake itself could barely be called that.

“No issues., I prefer the straightforward type,” Mattea said. Aron made sure to look Marko in the eye. Marko’s eyebrow seemed to twitch again. Mattea nodded his head and lead them to the keep proper, not the type to waste his words.

Sir Mattea’s office was small, the sole window allowing only a square of light on the floor. A framed map of the North Tisgan that looked ancient hung behind his desk.

“Now, what’s this about a citizen?” Mattea sat down, groaning as he bent his knees.

Aron looked over to Marko, who cleared his throat: “There’s a monk who we believe has entered the Tisgan. Heading to, uh, Mount Verity.”

“Last I heard, there was no law against people entering the alps—only exiting them.” Mattea’s grey eyes flickered from Aron to Marko and then back again.

“We’re under the suspicion that he is not travelling by his own volition,” Aron said. Hirresh and Palo could forgive his lies later; his first priority was tracking down Caysa and bringing him back to safety. Mattea sat up, eyes intent on Aron. “He was spotted with a dragon being taken due west. Our understanding is that dragons have also been recently spotted here.”

“Well, it’s certainly not my place to be questioning the esteemed dragon-knight, but you can understand my reservations in giving you my men.” Mattea steepled his fingers, giving Aron a long look. Aron returned it.

“Any man you can spare who can guide us through the alps would be more than we could ask.” Marko placed his hand to his heart, the very image of the valiant knight pledging himself to honour and truth. Aron bit the inside of his cheek to prevent a sneer.

Mattea nodded, standing up and motioning for Aron and Marko to follow him back outside. As they entered a courtyard, Mattea waved down two young men, one of whom was rather scrawny and ill-looking. Aron wasn’t sure how he would manage to stay on the ground should a strong wind blow through. To the other man, Mattea said, “Skidarn, find Pardi and Resano and bring them here. Molino, you will guide these two through the alps. Confer with them on the best route.”

Molino nodded; Marko nodded enthusiastically back.

“Before we go anywhere, I should probably ask: have you seen an Imran monk pass on the bridge sometime in the last two days?”

“No.” Molino was looking more scared and confused as he looked between Marko’s overly friendly face and the two-hander strapped to Aron’s back, the Bleeding Heart.

“Oh, well, we’ll need a map then.” Marko clapped Molino on the back. The force of it almost caused the skinny man to crumple.

Nearly two hours—and Aron getting gradually more annoyed and Marko getting gradually more nervous about how annoyed Aron was getting—later, and the small team, preferable for entering the maw of the alps, finally left off to Marga’s Pass. Molino led, with Aron close behind. The air was clear, but the sun was glaringly hot. The conditions were decent for foot travel, with little snowfall over the past season and no sleet on the steep paths up. Caysa had speed if the weather didn’t turn, but the steep, narrow paths would significantly slow him down and drain his stamina fast. Aron pulled his shoulders back and straightened up. It would be better to catch up with Caysa before dusk, when the other residents of the Tisgan would awaken, hungry and opportunistic.

They were a decent way through when Aron caught the twang of an arrow loosening. He pulled the collar of the man in front of him, the skinny cartographer Molino, as a massive metal arrow wedged itself into clay and rock right in front of the man’s face. It was a war-bolt, designed for and only usable with the Aradian Warbow.

Aron turned as a tall man wreathed in black from head to toe jumped down from a nearby boulder pile. Aron knew who he was looking at. He was unarmoured—either he couldn’t afford leathers, or he didn’t believe he needed them.

“The Black Wraith,” Aron said. The man before Aron was taller than him, but only by a bare sliver. “Why are you here?”

“Same reason you are.” His voice was deeper than Aron’s too. He unsheathed his arming sword. His right shoulder was stiff, the joint probably overused, or he was too old to be playing mercenary. “Turn around, there’s nothing for you here.”

“No.”

“Aron, don’t be so fucking stubborn.” Marko ran up, pulling Aron’s arm back.

“Yes, Prince Aron, don’t be so fucking stubborn.” The Black Wraith looked down at them. Aron could hear the clear metal sound of other swords being drawn and looked over to Marko, who looked dumbfounded at the turn of events. Personally, Aron couldn’t wait to kill the man who had stolen Warbow from the Royal Vault fifteen years ago. Nevertheless, he had his duty to Caysa. Shrugging Marko off, Aron gave him a look: find Caysa, now. Marko gave an imperceptible nod, his jaw clenching in readiness.

Aron fixed his stature and aimed for the left leg. The Wraith was fast, but he clearly favoured his left side, and from the speed of his parry, he was well aware that Aron knew about his stiff shoulder. As Marko ran past, the Wraith tried to grab at his neck. Marko dodged his hand only to end up choked as the Wraith grabbed the back of his cuirass. He swung Marko around, slamming him into the ground. Aron grabbed Iron Tooth, his dagger, from his belt, digging it into the Wraith’s lower rib. He had to be careful—he did not want the Wraith to bleed out here when there were gallows waiting for him. With a roar, he turned back around to face Aron.

“Fuck, you’re a piece of shit,” he snarled.

“I’m going to need that dagger back,” Aron said, blocking an upward strike. It seemed neither of them were trying to kill each other just yet. Instead, the Wraith seemed intent on escaping in the direction Marko had tried to run. Aron slashed out his sword, trying to force the Wraith into a parry as Marko rolled over and attempted to get out from under their feet.

“Heed my warning: being here will endanger Caysa more.” The mercenary changed tactics, blocking one of Aron’s strikes. He kicked out hard, getting Aron right in his diaphragm, forcing the air from his lungs.

“How do you know that name?” Aron swallowed his gasp, lunging to rip out Iron Tooth. Fuck the gallows and fuck this man. In the space of a second, Aron looked down to where Marko had been. It seemed he had managed to get away. With a sweeping punch, the Wraith attempted to hit his temple which Aron ducked under only for the Wraith to bring his elbow down onto Aron’s neck. White hotness blinded Aron for just a moment until he blinked it away. He reached up for Bleeding Heart’s massive hilt as one of Mattea’s men loosed an arrow that missed.

It gave him just enough of an opening that Aron managed to bring Bleeding Heart over his shoulder, drawing it just far enough that its pommel smashed into the Wraith’s covered cheekbone. He kicked hard, right into Aron’s hip joint, before turning and running as Aron tried to regain feeling in his leg. Aron was going to kill that man; he swore on his oath to Hirresh.

“One of you, return to Perido’s. Alert them of the presence of the Black Wraith in the area.” Aron straightened up as one of the men, maybe Skidarn, helped him keep balance. The other three looked between each other in confusion. “Now!”

“Of course, Sir,” the bowman, maybe Resano, nodded. He gave a quick salute before turning around. If Aron didn’t know any better, he seemed rather grateful. Aron looked down at his hands; the fucker still had his dagger. With tender movements, Aron massaged the back of his neck. It felt as if his spine had been twisted—best not to test his luck.

Now the only thing left was to wait for Marko to return with Caysa.

***
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TEARN AND CAYSA SAT down and tried to rest their legs. Or Caysa did, at least. Tearn was tapping her fingers impatiently, eager to get going, but Caysa had barely rested last night. Head pillowed on his arm, which quickly went numb, and his shoulders still burning from the punctures, he had been plagued by the incessant fear that an attacker or poacher would appear. Caysa felt that the trek through the mountains towards the centre was quite literally impossible. Every step required all his concentration and energy.

Caysa’s heart dropped when he heard Marko shouting his name. He grabbed Tearn and pulled her further behind a rocky corner.

“Who the fuck is that?” Tearn said. Caysa shook his head.

“I need to talk to him,” Caysa said, picking at his bottom lip. What was Marko doing here?

“Why?”

“Just stay hidden; he may have reinforcements.” Caysa slid his knapsack off his shoulder and handed it to Tearn. “Just keep going towards Mount Verity. I’ll meet you there.”

“You sound pretty sure of that.” She gave him an intense look, like she didn’t believe him. Caysa couldn’t blame her; he didn’t exactly feel confident himself.

“He won’t hurt me.”

Caysa swallowed down the phlegm in his throat. The icy winds were causing his eyes to water as he pulled his arm from Tearn’s grasp, her long nails raking ashy lines down his wind-dry skin.

“Marko, I’m here.” Caysa hopped down over the fallen rocks separating them. Marko’s smile was big and relieved.

“Blessed Palo, at least you’re safe!” Marko grabbed Caysa for a stiff hug, the steel of his armour only making Caysa colder.

“What are you doing here?” Caysa asked, pushing away from Marko.

“I think I should be asking you that question first.”

Marko slung his arm around Caysa’s shoulders, leading him back down the mountain. If the path up was bad, the steepness and loose gravel on the path down was nausea-inducing. Caysa forced his eyes forward so he wouldn’t look back and give Tearn away.

“Why are you here, Cay?”

“It’s too hard to explain right now.”

“Bullshit.” Caysa looked at Marko’s face, his heart dropping through his empty stomach. “Seriously, running away without telling us, through the very dangerous, dragon-infested mountains?”

“Where’s Aron?” Caysa’s whole body felt cold, the wind and sweat were stripping him of any warmth.

“Funny, that. He got held up fighting some big poacher.” Marko stopped walking and faced Caysa with a strange look on his face. “I heard him say your name.”

Caysa’s body froze—Albin was here? He stepped away, heart beating hard against his ribs, he felt hot frustration well up from somewhere deep within him. “Marko, I need to go.”

“You’re going to tell me what’s going on.” Marko stepped forward. “Where’s the dragon?”

Caysa shook his head. “I can’t tell you; it’s dangerous.” He had to get back to Tearn, to make sure she was safe. He had never wanted Marko or Aron involved in this. This wasn’t their burden; they should not have to weather these dangers.

“All the more reason.”

Caysa shook his head.

“Don’t be stubborn,” Marko said, jaw clenched.

“If you knew ——” Caysa stopped himself. This part of the pathway was thin, designed to be big enough for one person to walk at a time. Marko was blocking the path. Caysa swallowed the saliva accumulating in the sides of his mouth. “It’s better this way. Please let me go, Marko.” He did not want them here. He wanted them safe and warm, not searching for him amidst dismal, grey rock.

“No, not this time,” Marko sighed.

Caysa ran at him, intending to do anything—bowl him over, push him to the side. Anything to get back to Tearn. Anything to get far away from Aron and Marko, to keep them safe. To spare their friendship while they still had it.

Marko grabbed at Caysa, pushing him into the wall of the mountain. His body was numb enough from cold that he barely felt his head knock against the stone, except for the fiery burst afterwards. Caysa kicked Marko’s left shin, once then twice, hard enough to force Marko to lose his footing on the loose dirt and gravel. Marko punched Caysa’s right shoulder, exactly where Tearn’s claws had dug in. The scab burst open, leaving blood to dribble out down his arm. On instinct, Caysa pushed Marko away with all his body weight.

Like a leaf being wrenched around by a wind current, the gravel and the narrow-hewn path pulled Marko over the edge. The loud ringing of steel plates against the rock was like a mourning bell tolling. Caysa dropped to the edge, trying to find purchase on Marko’s armour to pull him up, but the smooth, cold steel slipped through his hands, until Caysa was only able to clutch his wrist and shirt cuff. He was now lying on his stomach, with the sharp gravel beneath him trying to pierce his skin through linen. Caysa’s hands were sweaty and his fingers, desperately stiff, were cramping as he grasped Marko with all the strength he could muster. The blood pouring down his arm wasn’t helping, nor was the burning in his shoulders.

“You’ve got to let go, Caysa!” Marko shouted up. A nervous, fake laugh bubbled up from his throat.

Caysa’s eyes flung open—when had he closed them? He could feel tears welling in his eyes. There was no leverage to pull Marko up; he wasn’t strong enough on his own. Aron, Aron, Aron, please was the only thing Caysa could think. Marko smiled wide and bright.

“We’re both going to fall if you don’t,” Marko said. Caysa could hear the quiver in his voice, but he kept smiling, nonetheless. Caysa’s eyes were burning, but if he blinked then he would never see Marko’s smile again.

“No, no!” Whether he was whispering or shouting, Caysa couldn’t tell. The sound of blood rushing through his head was thunderous, mixing with the cacophony from Marko’s armoured body clanging against the mountain.

“C’mon, Cay! You owe me, remember?” Marko smiled. It was calmer this time; the waver in his voice had disappeared. Caysa sobbed. They were slipping further over the edge. A new hot wetness appeared on his abdomen as slate pieces cut through his skin. “I need you to close your eyes, Caysa.”

“Marko, please—no.” Caysa could barely see past the tears, but he could tell Marko’s free hand was grabbing something from his waist: a knife.

“Close your eyes right now,” Marko shouted. Caysa shook his head. If he closed his eyes, then Marko wouldn’t be there anymore; he’d fall if Caysa looked away. “Caysa! Right now!” Marko swung himself enough that he could cut through the material of his sleeve. “Caysa, please! Close your eyes now!”

Caysa’s eyes snapped closed as every awful thing happened at once. Marko was too heavy. Caysa’s grip with one hand was too weak. Marko’s wrist fell through Caysa’s grasp.

He stayed there. Shoulders burning.

The wind was ice-cold.

His whole face was numb. Tears froze as they formed.

Caysa didn’t open his eyes when he heard the distant wet thump.

He didn’t open his eyes as he pushed himself away from the edge. His whole body was shaking uncontrollably, fingers still painfully bent, grasping at Marko’s ripped sleeve cuff.

By the time Caysa willed his eyes open again, his lids were stuck together from dried tears. All he could do was stare down at his hands. They were shaking still, even though the rest of Caysa’s body had stopped. He didn’t even know if he was still breathing. He felt like there was no blood in him. Perhaps it would be better for him to stay like this, like a statue, no blood, no breathing, nothing left living.

He wouldn’t even move when the clang of metal alerted Caysa that finally the reinforcements were coming. Even if he could move, Caysa thought that he might just walk off the ledge and fall down, down, down, down into the maw of the valley and land right next to Marko.

He could barely feel his limbs as they were grabbed and wrangled, but when they began escorting him away, fear grasped him again.

“No, no, please, he’s still down there!”

Caysa could barely hear his own voice through his sobs. Marko was down there, because of him. They had to get his body—they had to. They had to return him his to father. They had to bury Marko at Garni with the rest of his family, with his grandparents and mother. They couldn’t leave him alone down there. Marko hated to be alone; he was always surrounded by people. Caysa couldn’t stop sobbing. Every step was like the very earth was shattering beneath him again and again and again.
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Flesh and Glass
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Aron entered the dungeon of Perido’s Fort. It was dank and musty, but the draught that ran through it was frosty. There was no warmth down here, expect for the pale flames of the lantern light. The gaol cell furthest from the door held Caysa, on his knees, facing the back wall. His hands were clasped in front of him, and Aron realised he was muttering quietly to the stale air. Aron was neither pious nor scholarly, but he recognised the grieving rites Caysa was tearfully whispering. The guard that had accompanied Aron banged against the metal bars with the hilt of his short sword. Aron looked over at the man—unassuming as he was—with a disgusted frown. The guard stepped back sheepishly as Caysa’s shoulders jumped with fright.

Caysa turned around and stood up, almost running to Aron.

“Aron.” He sounded breathless as Aron reached through the bars to hold his hand. “I thought ...” Caysa stopped himself as his eyes scanned Aron’s face and body, searching for injuries to fret over. Caysa looked a sight—eyes wild and bloodshot, lips chapped from weather and wear. His cheeks were glistening with relentless tears; even now he wept. The front of his shirt was bloody and dirt-stained. If anything, Aron should’ve been fretting over Caysa.

“I’m fine.” Aron held fast onto Caysa’s delicate hands. Dried blood cracked and flaked from the rivulets lining his right arm. His left shoulder was not much better, with painful-looking wounds weeping and the blackened stain of dried blood darkened his monks’ clothes. “But you ...” Aron licked his lips, unable to phrase what he wanted to say.

Caysa pulled his hands out of Aron’s grip. “It’s true, I am not human.”

“What? What are you saying?”

“What am I saying? Exactly what it sounds like: I am not who we thought I was.”

“That doesn’t matter, no. I mean, even if it did, then I’d ...” Aron reached further into the cell, but Caysa stepped back just enough that Aron couldn’t reach him. “I’d make an exception for you. You’re different. They would make an exception for you.”

Caysa gave a broken sob and Aron nearly turned around and stole the key to the cell from the guard just so he could finally hold Caysa. Another sob and Caysa was crying again, shaking his head.

“There’s no such thing as an exception, Aron! My livelihood would always be conditional. It’s not freedom, it’s servitude! That is not a life, Aron.”

“But dragons are dangerous and wild—you won’t be safe living amongst them,” Aron bargained. But I cannot protect you if you are not next to me.

“Humans are dangerous.” Caysa gestured to the dark, cold cell. “You should go now.”

“I suppose I should.” Aron swallowed down everything else he wanted to say and stiffly pushed away from the cell. Every step away, Aron had to fight his instinct to run back, but his mind and heart hurt. A sharp ache radiated out from somewhere in Aron’s body that he had never been conscious of before.

They had retrieved the body sometime after Aron had found Caysa and brought it back to the fort, where it was now on a table, draped in a white sheet. Aron did not dare lift it, not even for the small, desperate part of him that was convinced that it had all been some great misunderstanding, that it wasn’t really Marko lifeless and broken under there. Marko’s hand, which had slipped off the table and now hung over its edge, was the only part of his body visible. His skin had always been tanned, golden and warm, but now, in the lantern light, it was drained of colour and life. Aron looked at Marko’s limp hand, the thick strong fingers, blunt nails and raised callouses.

Humans are dangerous.

They were dangerous, to others and to themselves. They had the capacity to be incredibly cruel. Aron knew that perhaps in another life, were he not the dragon-slaying knight and instead a regular soldier, he’d have slaughtered as many men as he had monsters. He too had that capacity within him.

Marko, lifeless on a table. Caysa’s sad dark eyes. The silence of night.

Aron’s heart had been wholly dedicated to Caysa from the day they had met. Two years in Oskall had not dampened his yearning, but the heaviness in his chest was what Aron imagined was heartbreak. Caysa’s heart was broken, and Marko lay here, far from the both of them. And if Aron let Caysa stay in that vile cell, if Caysa was a dragon and it was Aron’s ordained purpose to kill him, if he were directed to kill Caysa ...

Caysa and Marko, the pair of them, affectionate and bold, had itched the periphery of his vision for many years. In his youth, Aron had seethed at Marko—his ease, how quickly and simply he became part of Caysa’s life. But now, there was nothing. Those memories were now stained by a sickly greyness. That simmering heat that had pushed Aron to his limits fizzled into a lukewarm stillness. Tainted by a mounting horror that those days would never be recovered, they stagnated, dim and filthy.

Aron knew already that there was no power in this world, nor any other, that could make him lay a hand upon Caysa. Marko, too, would never bring harm to Caysa, and here his body lay as final testament of that. Subject to his friend’s final will and his own heart, Aron knew he would sooner fall upon his sword and join Marko than let Caysa rot in a cell and then be slaughtered.

Aron stood up. He left his arming sword by Marko’s side. It was an immaculate sword, if over-decorated in places—the sword of a hero. Marko’s hand-and-a-half sword, Sun-singer, was comparatively modern. It wasn’t the type of side-arm Aron was trained in, but he would adapt. Bleeding Heart strapped to his back like a leech and Sun-singer fitted to his sword belt, Aron moved with furious intent towards the stables. No one stopped him.

It was simple to pack what was most important—money, maps and papers, for when all other options failed, Aron still had his family name to fall back on. What mattered was that they could move quickly with little interruption.

With frustration, he set out to remove his armour. It was hardly an inexpensive set, but Aron couldn’t carry it through mountainous terrain for an extended period of time. Cuirass, pauldrons, gauntlets, greaves and cuisse; each part removed was routine, except for the lack of assistance requiring him to painfully manoeuvre his head so that he could grab and loosen buckles with his mouth. He pulled his overcoat from the saddlebag and shrugged it over his shoulders, neck stiffening up from overuse. Shouldering his necessities, Aron let Beans and Catnip nuzzle his hands.

“Sorry for all of this,” Aron whispered to them. They huffed and whinnied then went back to their eating.

Aron made his way to the dungeons.

The guards looked surprised to see Aron back so soon. Before they could extend formal greetings, Aron slammed their heads into the wall behind them. There were benefits, he supposed, to such narrow hallways after all. The metal of their helmets rang like warning bells.

The guard patrolling the cells unsheathed his sword slowly, confusedly bringing it up to point at Aron. Aron followed suit, without the confusion of his opponent. Dashing forward, the guard stepped back, unsure of his footing. It was easy to disarm him with a parry. Aron dislodged his unprepared hold easily and then grasped the back of his neck and smacked his head into the iron bars of the cell.

In the cell, Caysa was staring at Aron with wide eyes. Aron bent down and pulled the keys from the guard’s belt. It was a small dungeon; there were only three keys to try. As the door swung open on rusted hinges, Caysa didn’t move.

“Caysa,” Aron said, holding his hand out. It was like Caysa’s soul had repossessed his body when Aron called his name, and he gave Aron an unhappy look of admonishment.

“Aron,” Caysa said, moving forward, “why would you—they’re going to punish you for breaking me out.”

“Not if they don’t find us.”

“Please, Aron. I don’t want you getting hurt because of me.” Caysa was almost begging now.

“I won’t. I’d rather live without them than live without you.”

Aron stepped into the cell, grabbing Caysa’s wrist and tugging him out with him. They climbed up the stairwell, Aron holding Caysa behind him. As they exited to the courtyard, the sounds of men shouting echoed in the night.

“What’s going on up there?” Caysa whispered. Aron shushed him, pulling Caysa along as he snuck round, keeping close to the wall of the keep. A small group of soldiers ran past, spears and swords readied as they ran out of the exit.

“Dragon sighted north!” someone shouted out. Caysa gasped, pulling his wrist from Aron’s grasp.

“Shit,” Caysa whispered, pinching his bottom lip. “I need to go.”

Aron sighed, “Come.”

He started inching through the courtyard, staying by the wall in the shadows. Caysa had taken to gripping the back of Aron’s coat. Aron smiled to himself. The fort was well protected, but unfortunately for those who did not know the layout, it made it difficult to exit without alerting the soldiers who manned the place.

It was a slow process, ensuring that Caysa would not be noticed. As they rounded the corner, the river was just in sight. Aron gritted his teeth. The bodies of eight soldiers lay prone on the ground; most were alive, groaning or shallowly breathing. Caysa ran to the nearest soldier, checking over his injuries, while Aron drew his sword, eyes scanning what little he could see through the night. This wasn’t the violence typical of a dragon or beast—a skilled human aggressor had done this. Aside from Aron, there was only one nearby with that level of skill and weaponry. Caysa gave a relieved sigh; it seemed the injuries sustained were not lethal.

Aron grabbed Caysa’s arm, guiding him to the entrance of the pass. He stopped short, bringing Marko’s sword up in front of him, as he spotted that tall silhouette, almost one with the lightless shadows of the mountainside.

“You? What is this?” Caysa stepped forward, teary eyes wide with shock. He moved nearer to the Wraith. “You are bleeding.”

Indeed, Aron could see the barest light reflect off fresh blood around his ribcage. Good.

“You know this man?”

“Caysa, it’s good to see you again.”

Aron and the Wraith spoke at the same time. Aron glared over Caysa’s head. This time, however, the Wraith had a two-hander with a wrapped handle on his back. Warbow was slung over his body. He was hunched over, pressing down on his abdomen to staunch the bleeding.

“Thank the heavens you’re still alive.” A tall, brown-skinned woman came up behind the hunter, an old leather satchel slung over her shoulder. Her long dark hair was dishevelled, the men’s undershirt and trousers she wore poorly fitted.

Aron rubbed his forehead, turning to Caysa before turning back on these two interlopers. “Give back my fucking dagger,” he growled.

“Shut up,” the Wraith said. “Caysa, go now and you will still have time to convene with the silver dragon. Follow the path up to the mesa and Galanta will find you.”

“Quickly, this way,” the tall woman said.

Where Caysa had found this one was as much of a mystery as how he knew the bastard in front of them, but he clearly didn’t fear her. She grabbed Caysa’s arm and began tugging him away. Aron made to follow before that deep, irritating voice called to him as he passed by.

“See that he stays safe, by any means,” the Wraith said.

“There are no means I would not go to,” Aron said, straightening to his full height. “See to it that you remember that.”

The Black Wraith spoke, but the wind took that time to pick up, leaving his reply to be lost in the night. Aron returned to following Caysa, heading back into the pass. He forced himself to unclench his jaw and re-sheathe Sun-singer. The night was not over, and he knew he’d best conserve his energy.

***
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THE LATE MORNING WAS beautiful, this day in Oskall. Sky clear, breeze gentle. Alia breathed in the botanical, floral scent of her tea, content to listen to her two ladies chatting. Silly Lady Ginabria was on her third retelling that week of the rumoured affair that had occurred between the Warden of Ritzia and Viscountess Elka while Lady Kasandra nodded like she’d never heard this story before. All was peaceful and sweet before General Zangar waltzed in, even though Alia had told him multiple times that she did not want to talk war or strategy in her tearoom.

Ginabria and Kasandra stopped talking immediately, looking to Alia for instruction.

“Sensitive, or no?” Alia asked as Zangar took his salute.

“It pertains to one of your brothers, Princess,” Zangar said. Alia looked back to her ladies and nodded her head. With the discipline of soldiers, they stood up from the table, curtsied to both Alia and Zangar, and left the room in efficient silence. Zangar, with his clanking and clinking, could learn a thing or two from them.

“Well, what has the problem child done this time?”

“It seems from Sir Mattea’s correspondence by pigeon that Sir Aron Havri has severely injured several soldiers and broken a man out of prison,” Zangar said. Alia covered her smile with her hand. It was certainly one way to act out, although Alia would never have thought Aron had it in him.

“What was he in prison for?” she asked.

“Publicly, for the alleged murder of Sir Marko Beratta.”

“And privately?”

“Allegedly, for being the prophesied black dragon.”

Alia sat up. Well, that was an interesting turn. A dragon and the murderer of his beloved friend?

“Aron is a violent fellow with a petty streak,” Alia thought out loud. “In a week, send a pigeon to Garni and correspond with the warden regarding Aron. Have bounties put up describing this dragon in the outposts, and into Abacia as well, just in case.” Alia dismissed Zangar with a wave. She should have known today was too good. Zangar saluted again and began to leave the tearoom.

“Oh, and General, let’s keep this between us—understood?”

Zangar nodded and left, his heavy boots scuffing her Chedoan grey marble. Alia sighed into her tea; it was now lukewarm.



Part Two: Animus of Gods
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Summit
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The early spring had always been Aron’s favourite time of the year. The breeze was temperate, and the sunlight did not pierce his eyes so harshly; the grass was soft with new growth. Once, when their free time aligned, Aron and Caysa had sat under the trees together, far enough away that Aron wouldn’t be distracted by the sounds of people in Garni. Caysa’s cool cheek was pressed against Arons’ shoulder as they read a book Aron had picked up the night before—a retelling of the first dragon knight and his collaboration with the legendary blacksmith who crafted the seven dragon-slaying weapons of Aradia. It was stylised with hyperbolic flourishes of romance and magic and immortality. 

It was ironic, actually, as none but two of the wielders of Bleeding Heart had survived past their twenties. 

Aron told Caysa that this book had clearly been written during the era of Sir Vardin, the only wielder of Bleeding Heart who had refurbished the hilt to hold a ruby in the pommel. Caysa hummed in response as Aron turned the page. The scene in the book continued, while the scene under the tree was broken by approaching stomping—Marko, probably (usually).

Caysa removed his cheek, and Aron could’ve sworn he had already read that line.

“You two acting all cute here while I suffer, sorting out administrative paperwork! I should disown you both, post-haste!” Aron didn’t bother looking up, but Caysa laughed aloud.

“Oh, but your father’s just preparing you to become the next Warden of Garni. Such an illustrious position requires skill and experience,” Caysa said.

Marko gave out a wail that evoked images of the local feral cats in heat. “What experience? He doesn’t have to sort out injury compensation requests—he has other people he hires to do that!” Marko was still wailing, and Aron had lost his position on the page again. 

“It’s character-building. Can’t you feel your character being built?” Caysa said. 

“I can feel my character breaking down.”

“Well, your character of being a whiny little bitch is certainly building,” Caysa laughed, earning a kick to his thigh. “That actually hurt, Marko! You’re wearing boots.” 

Marko lay down next to Caysa, grabbing him in a bear hug. “Poor little fawn; let me kiss you all better,” he said, making exaggerated smooching noises as Caysa laughed and hit Marko to get him off. 

Aron’s face twitched as the wind turned colder. The dappled sunlight on the pages of his book becoming overly bright and distracting, and the grass blades he was sitting on became serrated points, jabbing his legs through his trousers. Many times, Marko’s ability to easily encroach upon Caysa’s space had irritated Aron, where the touch of another’s skin (even Caysa’s, at times) had aggravated Aron’s senses. Marko had always been capable of monopolising Caysa’s attention in a way that Aron could never have mimicked. Aron had to confess; he had not been reading for the last few seconds.

“Augh, why is it so wet? You pig!” Caysa giggled.

Marko laughed in triumph. Aron didn’t like this book enough to care whether Marko coated the pages in saliva, so he shoved it in Marko’s face with enough force that Marko was sent backwards.

“Oh, Aron, you’ve finally joined the conversation.” Marko plucked the book off his face and dropped it unceremoniously on the grass. Not discouraged, Marko cuddled up to Caysa, oblivious to Aron’s glare. “Take me with you, Caysa. I’ll be your pack mule; I’ll carry all your boring books. I just don’t want to do this anymore.” Aron looked away while Caysa cooed.

“If you didn’t want to do all this work, you should’ve been born the second son,” Aron snorted to himself as Marko slapped Caysa’s arm. 

“I think I hate you so much.”

“I’m building your character.”

“Please, stop building it before he makes it my problem as well,” Aron finally said. 

***
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THE WIND RIPPED THROUGH Caysa as if he were linen hanging on a line. Any extremity had long since numbed as he struggled through the frosty mountain gales deep within the Tisgan. Tearn didn’t seem fazed at all, though she was wearing as little as Caysa, and Caysa mournfully wondered whether that was some other innate trait of dragon-hood that he had yet to develop. Aron, too, stood firm against the wind, wrapped up under a non-descript black coat, his shoulders carrying the weight of clothes and rations and weapons. Caysa had asked Aron if he needed a break shouldering all those bags, but Aron had just smiled and shrugged the straps higher up. 

The air was thinning and the path up narrowing. The small slate rubble underfoot was quickly becoming dangerous, and Caysa was beginning to fear the path up would soon reach steeper verticality and frost on the wind. 

His head was beginning to spin. With every step upwards, it felt like he was barely even breathing, even though he was sure with every laboured pant he was taking in air. Were the gusts of wind getting heavier?

A massive white body landed in front of them with a flap of the wings that almost knocked Caysa straight onto his ass. He blinked away his shock and shouted over the windy, thin air: “Galanta?”

From the corner of his eye, Caysa could see Aron begin to unsheathe his sword in preparation for an attack before slowly putting it back. Tearn had frozen, her body prepared to dart away at any moment. Caysa supposed that a larger dragon landing in front of a smaller one was typically unwelcome and largely threatening. 

Galanta’s big head levelled to meet Caysa’s gaze, his snout bumping Caysa’s forehead. n image of many large (very large, quite terrifyingly so), colourful dragons waiting around on a plateau flashed in his mind, as if to say, you’re late and you’ve held everyone else up. Caysa flushed hot.

“Ah, sorry, I didn’t realise we were that late.”

Caysa picked his dry lips. A crack had formed, and Caysa could taste the metallic tang as he licked it away. The wind stung his bottom lip. Galanta made a deep growl before launching himself back in the air, the flap of his massive forelimbs blowing Caysa’s scarf into his face.

The rest of the climb up was drastically steeper. Caysa tamped down the immense vertigo until Aron and Tearn finally pulled themselves over the ledge. Aron leaned down, hand extended for Caysa to grab, which he did gratefully. Aron made a strangled sound as he and Caysa finally turned around and saw their audience. Somehow, Galanta’s memories had not prepared Caysa for how infinitesimal he was in the presence of these huge beasts. 

This one finally makes their appearance, undisciplined and weak. Caysa covered his ears as a voice, heavy and loud, echoed through his head, leaving his mind feeling as though it had been squashed up against the weight of that voice. Caysa looked around, desperately searching for the perpetrator. The juvenile is conceited and dares to bring a human to our assembly. Caysa covered his ears again out of habit but the loud voice seemed to be echoing from his skull outwards; it felt invasive. 

Caysa continued looking around. Standing around were seven large dragons. The two greatest could’ve crushed Garni just by lying down in the town square. One was a striated grey with a white underbelly; it was looking around and seemed largely disinterested, like a lazy cat. The other huge dragon was a shiny yellow with several gnarled scars across its body. It was looking at Caysa with intense turquoise eyes. A few smaller house-sized dragons were waiting to the side, as well as a few humans, who Caysa assumed were dragons in disguise. He spotted the silvery silhouette of Danrho across from him. 

Caysa swallowed and looked down at his feet. 

This assembly is worthless, the voice from the yellow dragon rang clear again.

Show your respect to your ancestor, Arris. Caysa’s appearance now is auspicious. Caysa could see her mouth move, but she was not speaking—whatever magic Arris was performing, Danrho was too. 

The continued lineage of the black dragon is indeed lucky, but Arris’ observation is true, how can there be a human here? Not just a human but a dragon-knight? It seemed to be a tall woman this time, with skin darker than Caysa’s and her long, braided hair pulled into an elaborate beaded style. Caysa felt his forehead begin sweating. Somehow, Caysa had forgotten that Aron was a trained dragon-slayer. He shifted incrementally in front of Aron, as if he could stop one of those hill-sized dragons from snapping them up in one go. 

He’s no longer aligned with Aradia, Danrho answered. Caysa heard Aron breathe in sharply.

You can ensure that?

On my life, when have I ever been so wrong?

Enough inane chatter. This one demands answers! The yellow dragon made a high-pitched croon that had Tearn’s face twisting up. What purpose do you have to call us here, Silver Dragon?

Galanta and I are in agreement: it is time to abandon Mount Verity.”

Nonsense! Yrni, Shourna, dragons have always held this land!

“And where are the weak or young drakes supposed to go?”

Caysa and Aron looked over to where Tearn had shouted from. A man laughed, his hand covering his smile as Caysa looked over. He was tall, with a handsome fox-like face, long red hair and tanned skin, similar in shade and tone to Marko’s. His unnaturally turquoise eyes were lifted in mirth. He gave a small wink when he noticed Caysa looking over. Caysa cringed back before turning to look at Danrho instead. 

Silence! Not even a dragon, yet it demands a voice? Arris said, head whipping around to stare down Tearn.

That is a discussion that concerns the dragons who reside on this continent, Danrho said dismissively. Tearn cursed under her breath.

You embarrass our legacy and then you leave me the detritus? Arris returned to focussing solely on Danrho. 

Her small figure seemed huge as she gave the yellow dragon a withering look and said, our long-standing disagreements aside, Arris, the education and protection of the black dragon juvenile is most imperative to those of us who reside in Oza.

Worthless, selfish cowards! How many times has this one necessitated your assistance, but one only moves when she has something to gain. The voice of the yellow dragon, Arris, echoed through his head painfully. From the look of discomfort on Aron’s face, it must have affected him as well. I will not allow the silver dragon to abandon this land. The dragons of the Hold will protect these mountains.

“No, you won’t,” Aron said. Compared to the echoing voices of the dragons around him, his voice was practically a whisper, and yet every dragon stopped arguing to stare at Aron in various states of shock and disgust.

What? It wishes now to speak. Arris said.

Simultaneously, a guttural rumble came from his throat that gradually grew louder and more overbearing, rattling Caysa’s teeth in his skull. Tearn stepped further behind Caysa, hand reaching out to grip his arm, hard.

“Aradia—the humans are designing new weapons.”

Danrho’s posture straightened. Suddenly, she was observing Aron with a hard, unblinking stare. “Come here,” she beckoned him. “Show us.” 

Aron moved forward slowly. Caysa gripped Tearn’s wrist back to physically stop himself from grasping Aron and pulling him back to his side. Head held high, Aron walked to the centre of the mesa. A young woman of Ozani descent walked towards Aron. Too far away to hear, Caysa leaned closer to Tearn, too tired and too boneless to trust himself to stay upright. The Ozani woman held out her hands, and Aron lay his hands over hers. With a blink, hazy, discordant images flashed in Caysa’s mind: Blueprints of large, mounted crossbows and huge harpoon-like bolts. Long maps of the Tisgan Alps and Ehomes Ranges up north. Muffled voices, distant yet clear—“The original Warbow was unusable; this will put us on the level of the dragons.”

A shrill cry shocked Caysa out of Aron’s memories.

Arrogance and ignorance, human lies and foolishness will doom us all. Arris reared up on his hind-limbs, large golden wings blocking the light. With massive strength, Arris flapped his wings, launching himself into the air. The grey dragon followed suit, but not without giving a pitchy shriek.

Hubris shall be punished.

The grey dragon made a circle overhead, gliding close enough to graze the heads of the smaller dragons. The intense wind that followed almost tipped Caysa over. Immensely petty. The non-human dragons all quickly made their exits in turn. 

Caysa ran forward to Aron. 

“Aron?”

He turned around, face blank except the furrow between his brows. “That was ...” Aron started before looking over at Danrho’s emissary.

“Odd? I know.” Caysa tried to give a small smile before looking past Aron’s shoulders to give a small wave to the young woman. Closer up, she looked remarkably like Danrho, except for her height and her clothes. They might’ve been men’s clothes for all Caysa knew: a knee-length, dark-red robe wrapped around the body, loose dark pants and black boots. “Hello, my name is Caysa.”

“Caysa, I am Linha, Iron Dragon of the Wan Lun Sea and daughter of the venerable Silver dragon,” she said. Her voice was melodic, and she finished her introduction with a head tilt. Aron and Caysa returned the gesture as Tearn made her way to their side as well. 

Caysa approached Danrho cautiously; he swore he could feel stares burning into him from all directions. With Aron and Tearn at his back, Caysa swallowed his discomfort. However, when Danrho turned around to face Caysa, her face cracked a delicate smile.

“Ah, Caysa,” she said. Although her voice should’ve been stolen by the wind, Caysa could hear it with crystal clarity. “I must apologise that you had to observe that.”

“Uhm, that’s alright.” Caysa scratched a non-existent itch on his neck. “There is something I have to ask you. Do you mind if we go somewhere more private?”

“Of course, my child.” Danrho opened her arms. Walking like a phantom, she led him further across the plateau to a fairly steep, boulder-filled drop-off. Caysa started sweating; it seemed to him that dragons just really liked heights. “What is it that plagues your mind?”

“What is ——” Caysa pinched his bottom lip, thinking about how to phrase this so as to get the most concise answer. “What is it that you actually need from me?”

Danrho hummed, lifting her pointer finger to her chin like a statue of a great thinker. “Indeed, there is much history behind this. Perhaps I should start at the fundamentals: that the very essence of us is not that of this world.”

Caysa perked up. This was like what Tearn said—the nature of dragons was layered.

Danrho continued, airy voice mingling with the wind: “Many of us have been here for millennia; however, our ancestors originate elsewhere. There is no word in the language you know, but mayhap a ‘dimension’ or ‘another plane of existence’ will invoke my meaning. We are from another dimension, but the gateway to this dimension, and thus our original home, was locked. This lock can only be undone by the Black dragon—they who communicate with spaces.”

Caysa’s mind halted. Wait, they who what?

“There is little purpose in hurrying; however, the ideal time will come when the moon of Ulodi and this world align in their ascent and phase.”

Caysa’s body went hot and cold. Danrho seemed incredibly old. Not hurrying would probably mean a very, very long time for anyone else. “How long until that?”

“The Lunar Collusion will occur in exactly one hundred and fifty-eight years,” Danrho said. Caysa balked. One hundred and fifty-eight  years? That was absurd—would the dragons of Asaneel be able to weather another one hundred and fifty-eight more years of famine and reduced habitats and poaching?

“You heard Aron. They’re creating weapons that can kill dragons at a far greater rate than before,” Caysa said. He cleared his throat. The dry air was causing scratching and patchiness in his voice. “Will there even be dragons in one hundred and fifty-eight years?”

“You are young. You have many years yet.”

“But they don’t.” Caysa felt pulled thin. His skin, his hair, his clothes, even his voice was strained and weighed down; every part of him was strung up, twisted and knotted about.

“It is not your responsibility.”

“They are. If I have the power to aid them, then I must. There must be another way.” Caysa was pleading now. The hand causes no harm, but neither must he turn away. Waiting was simply unsustainable—so many dragons were going to end up butchered, or mutilated like Tearn, or ... or hunted, with towns burnt down as collateral.

“Just like Shourna, you are stubborn,” Danrho sighed. “Fine. There is another collusion—however, its time is most unfavourable. In six months, the two suns of Ulodi and the single sun will align as they descend the horizon. The time of alignment is shorter, but the connection between worlds will be stronger.”

Caysa rubbed his forehead. What were these options? Too soon or too late.

“Then I will do that.” Caysa looked into the black and unfathomable depths of Danrho’s eyes. He felt like he was staring into the night sky where it stretched out for eternity above him. “In six months, I will open this gate. There isn’t somewhere the gate is, is there?” His voice faltered as he suddenly remembered that nothing was simple or easy.

Danrho smiled strangely. Caysa immediately wished he could reverse time and take back what he’d said.

“I do not know the place, but yes, there will be a collision of energy during the Solar Collusion. You are the Black dragon. If there is a beast alive who can find such a place, it will be you. So, if that is your choice, then I can only support you. My only regret is that I cannot be here truly. I must depart now, but wherever you are in the world, Caysa, know that you may come to me if ever you need aid.”

In a blink, Danrho’s illusion disappeared and a small slate-grey dragon flew overhead, climbing higher into the sky until it was covered by the grey cloud blanket above.

Caysa walked back to where Tearn and Aron were waiting, awkwardly standing across from each other. It conjured up a memory of Aron and Marko when they were young; the way they eagerly postured to show how little they had to acknowledge each other. Caysa hid his smile behind his hand.

“You done?” Tearn asked. She looked as worn out as Caysa felt.

“Yes—well, I got one answer and even more questions,” Caysa sighed. “Do you know much about this Ulodi?”

“Some, but not much.” Tearn was walking ahead. “I’ve lived away from other dragons for a while now, and my parents were born here.”

Caysa pinched his lip. Part of him wanted to beg Danrho to tell him more; the other part, the one that knew Danrho was baiting him, wanting him to go back and ask for her help, was too stubborn. What did he know? He’d just discovered he was a dragon, and now he’d even more recently discovered he was supposed to control space. And open up gateways between worlds? He wished deeply that he could’ve just been a regular dragon that breathed fire.

The edge of the mesa dropped off and Caysa took a big breath. All the way up and then all the way down. Caysa braced himself for the steep edge, inching himself down until his feet landed on a minutely less-steep slope.

An hour down the mountainside, and aside from a few small hums in response to prodding questions from Tearn, Caysa had spent all his time in silence, observing the cloud-covered mass of sky above them. His head hurt, and he didn’t know what to think anymore. Do not turn away, do not turn away; the hand causes no harm, do not turn away. Caysa stared at the clouds as he turned Imra’s tenets over in his head. This was right, because saving the dragons sooner meant that they would not be poached and hunted. But it was logically wrong because Caysa did not know how to do anything. He would need a teacher—where could he find one? Tearn could help him, but what if she could not? That left Danrho, who wanted Caysa to go to her, who Caysa did not understand and who lived far away from what he knew.

His head was beginning to hurt. Caysa stumbled over a pebble and was brought back to the present by Aron’s hand catching his arm.

“Please, be careful,” Aron said as he righted Caysa. Caysa smiled at Aron.

“Thank you.”

The moon had taken its place above in the black sky, and rather than go on further through the alps, Tearn and Aron decided they would settle on a rocky outcropping. Caysa couldn’t settle; he needed a moment alone. Gripping Marko’s sleeve cuff, Caysa suffered, holding in his sobs. He stood in the dark, clenching his jaw in misery. Selfishly, he wished Marko were here so he could help. He looked up at the River of Stars, it was clear tonight with the clouds had dispersed. Caysa thought that, despite his eyes blurring from tears, he could see a new star twinkling right above him. He laughed bitterly at himself. How childish.

“Danrho must’ve lost her touch. I heard from my father that she was something of a tyrant a couple of hundred years ago.” The handsome dragon stepped out from behind a boulder, startling Caysa. He wiped his eyes hurriedly. “I would’ve thought the Silver dragon would be trying to dig her claws right into the heart of you about now.”

“What are you on about?” Caysa said.

“Well, I overheard Danrho and you talking about trying your hand during the Solar Collusion. Your conviction warmed my heart,” he said. He had a voice that matched his face: a little nasally and laidback but refined. There was a venomous quality to it though. Caysa glared up at him. He was most definitely mocking Caysa, whether he knew it or not. “Just looking at you though, it’s obvious how much learning you have yet to do. Hardly someone to entrust with opening the gate between planes.”

Caysa squared his shoulders, clenching his fists.

“I know. How about I teach you? As, quite frankly, the most qualified dragon here, consider it a gift,” he said, tucking a long piece of red hair behind his ear and twirling the end around his long, sharp finger.

Caysa sniffed and straightened his posture. The dragon’s smile widened incrementally. “So, you eavesdropped and then decided to join me when we’ve never met, and I know nothing about you? Sounds likely.”

One single short laugh, and he leaned down just a little further, pin-straight hair framing his handsome face. Caysa clenched his fists tighter, willing his body not to move away.

“My, aren’t you a suspicious one. Let me be clear: that human and that broken dragon you have following you around aren’t going to help you save anyone.” He brought his hand close to Caysa’s face, as if to caress his cheek. Caysa recoiled in disgust. Presumptuous, cruel and conceited—everything Caysa hated.

“I’m not being suspicious of you; you are suspicious. Now, let me make one thing clear: do not ever refer to Tearn as broken again, or you can fuck right off.” Caysa stood up and stepped back, staring him down, forcing himself to keep eye contact. Unlike Danrho’s endless eyes, his were shallow, as if there was a wall between him and the rest of the world.

“Well, if those are your terms,” he conceded with a small, mocking bow. Caysa turned away and walked fast, desperate to get back to Aron.

“I never said yes, and I’m not interested,” Caysa said loudly. He could still feel the other man’s glare on his neck, making it prickle hotly.

“And I was never going to let you run around unprotected regardless, as a prince among dragons, you should be prostrate towards me.” Caysa heard crunching of gravel behind him as the other man strode to catch up. “But, I shall allow you to call me Zavon.”

“Zavon,” Caysa repeated, hearing a content hum from Zavon behind him, “do not condescend me.”

Zavon laughed properly this time. Caysa’s jaw clenched so hard he was almost certain his teeth would break.
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Thought and Action
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Aron was fifteen when he got caught by another knight-in-training for looking at the naked chests, arms and legs of the other boys. He hadn’t been shy about it, truthfully. Hard muscle, soft fat or angular bone—it all caught his eye, it always had. So, when Kolmar Itvi came up to Aron one evening, pale-blue eyes batting girlishly, and said, “I saw you looking,” biting his thin lips nervously, Aron’s face didn’t shift in the slightest.

He waited for the laughter, and when it didn’t come, he finally replied, “Yes, I was.” Aron wasn’t coy about watching the bodies of the other knights because he never really felt anything about them. Knights didn’t have the long, delicate fingers that Aron liked or the willowy, graceful shoulders that Aron could stare at for hours, his eyes tracing the fine lines of the scapula and spine. 

Long, solid muscle was handsome, but it wasn’t what Aron liked. Kolmar, especially, was on the stockier side, and if Aron looked too hard, the similarity of their features made him cringe a bit. Aron and Kolmar were probably related some 200 years back—a realisation that curdled what little existed of Aron’s enthusiasm. 

Regardless, Aron had let Kolmar silently court him behind buildings and in the quiet of the night. Although Aron barely reciprocated, Kolmar seemed exalted just to be in his presence. Truthfully, Aron just wanted to know what it felt like, kissing and touching; it didn’t matter who he did it with.

The dormitories were empty. Kolmar had dragged Aron away from training and lay him on his bed, giggling. He seemed excited, so Aron let him go through all the motions, unlacing his drawers, tugging them down just far enough to release his genitals. Aron had planned on closing his eyes, but the weight on his legs and rough callouses drew him out of his fantasy before he could conjure it. 

Aron would have preferred a lighter weight—softer thighs, probably shorter hair too. Kolmar’s long, tawny fringe tickled Aron’s navel, and it was beginning piss him off, similar to how casually swatting a fly buzzing around his head gradually escalated into snappishness.

When he looked down his body to see Kolmar’s blue eyes looking up at him expectantly, Aron counted another thing that he would have preferred different: brown eyes were sweeter, in Aron’s opinion. The shape, too. Aron preferred clever cat-like eyes, kittenish and playful. Kolmar’s gaze was desperately searching Aron for something, almost puppy-like in its neediness. 

Aron sat up and pushed him off. He wasn’t the type of man who could lie to himself. Kolmar just wasn’t Caysa, and Aron would not do Caysa the disservice of comparing them. 

“Sorry. I just do not think we can be together,” Aron said, pulling his pants up and grabbing his arming sword from beside his bed. He would no doubt get a talking to for being late to training, but it was better than not showing up at all. Kolmar spluttered, but Aron ignored whatever it has he was saying in favour of smoothing out his hair and walking out of the dormitories.

Aron didn’t tell anyone about their affair—not even Marko, and especially not Caysa. A month later, however, Marko came up to him jokingly furious talking about how Kolmar had cornered him after a bath, demanding to know why Aron hadn’t liked him back. Apparently, Marko had decided to joke that Aron was madly obsessed with himself. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Marko demanded, nudging Aron’s shoulder incessantly. 

“Didn’t seem worth talking about,” Aron replied.

“Ouch.” Marko was laughing behind his hand. “Did you tell Caysa?” 

Aron gave Marko an impassive look and Marko gave one back, dark eyebrow raised.

“Why would Caysa need to know?”

“Not even to make him jealous?” Marko’s smile was replaced by an intense look. Aron wondered what Marko meant by that. Caysa wasn’t the greedy, jealous type; he was endlessly generous though. Case in point: he had offered friendship to Marko, of all people.

“Why would that make him jealous?” Aron frowned, and Marko balked, the colour draining from his tanned skin as if he had just witnessed some horrifying phenomena beyond mortal comprehension.

“Imra’s tits, Aron. You are so dense.” Marko held his head in his hands dramatically, groaning as if he had been stabbed. Aron thumped him on the head for being annoying and catching the attention of the people around them, who looked over in confusion. 
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CAYSA FROWNED. HE FELT dead on his feet, and Zavon was an awful, awful teacher who spent half his time getting indignant and the other half talking in absurd metaphors.

“I don’t understand what you want me to do,” Caysa groaned. After several minutes of staring at his hands trying to ‘hear the song of the universe’, he wanted to lie down and scream.

“Of course, you don’t you don’t want to understand,” Zavon groaned. He pinched the bridge of his nose and gave an absolutely gargantuan sigh. Caysa’s eye twitched; that should be him sighing.

“I am trying—I’m just failing!” Caysa could feel the shout that was bubbling up in his throat.

“You’re failing because you don’t want to be a dragon.” Zavon grabbed Caysa’s shoulders, his long fingernails aggravating his wounds. Caysa flinched, but Zavon’s hold was unbreakable.

“I found out I was a dragon barely a month ago!” Caysa pushed Zavon, but he continued to hold fast.

“Your failure does not stem from your unpreparedness; it stems from your fear.”

Caysa’s mind stuttered. Zavon stepped back, and Caysa’s heart spiked so hard he almost though he was going to pass out.

“See?” 

“See what? Being afraid of you has nothing to do with being a dragon.”

“Wrong again. It has everything to with being a dragon. The only person you should be truly scared of is the man swinging around a dragon-slaying sword.”

“I’ve known Aron my whole life. I’m not scared of him.”

“Oh, please.” Zavon rolled his eyes. Caysa’s face was heating up in indignation. “I’m sure he also spent his whole life telling you how malevolent dragons are.”

“He’s never done any of that.”

“Then you have no excuse.” Zavon’s voice went deep. An unnatural grumble rose up from his throat that a human couldn’t have mimicked if they tried. And then Zavon started untying his dark-red robe. Caysa yelped and spun around. “Playing at histrionics—nothing you’ve never seen before.”

Caysa stared resolutely forward, listening to the rustle of clothes. Zavon kicked the pile of brown and dark-red clothes to the side. Caysa frowned at the leaves and dirt getting caught between the layers and wrinkles of brocade.

Caysa jumped as a large, dry snout brushed up against his neck, leaving a puff of hot, moist breath across his shoulder. Caysa looked over his shoulder slowly, and Zavon moved his narrow, sharp face back. He was bigger than Tearn and barely smaller than Galanta, but he was far more colourful than either; the vibrant orange-red scales shone, exuding a lustrous green reflect in the sunlight. His large stomach scales were a pale, hazy blue-grey. The twist of his stocky brown horns reminded Caysa much more of traditional descriptions of dragons, and beneath his vibrant turquoise eyes were tiny delicate feathers. Sparse patches of those rosy feathers sat around his neck and spine, trailing down his body towards his tail. Zavon lay down, his big wings splaying out on the ground.

Caysa stroked a knuckle against the small rivulet of feathers beneath his eye. They were coarse. With a suddenness that belied his size, Zavon stood straight up again before leaning one wing on the ground. Caysa continued petting the side of his face gently until Zavon nipped his wrist impatiently. Caysa pulled his hand away, wiping saliva on his pants. Again, Zavon nipped Caysa’s hand, his heavy head pushing Caysa towards his shoulder.

“No, no, Zavon.” Caysa tried to move away, but Zavon was bigger and stronger. He stepped forward, jaw open, giving a high-pitched croon that caused the nearby birds to fly off. Zavon leaned down further, his displeasure obvious. Caysa did not want to sit on Zavon’s back. One flight with Tearn was enough to last him a lifetime. But Zavon wasn’t in an option-giving mood. Caysa fumbled the climb up Zavon’s back, too scared to use his feet as leverage in case it scratched Zavon’s hard, shiny scales. 

With little consideration, Zavon stood back up, shifting his wings to force Caysa to sit between Zavon’s bony scapulas, and launched himself into the air. Caysa shut his eyes and tightly circled his arms around Zavon’s neck. His rough scales scratched up Caysa’s cheek as the sharp wind whistled around his head. 

Eventually, Caysa felt Zavon’s body level out beneath him. He refused to open his eyes. He would most definitely vomit, if the thinness of the air he was breathing was any indication. A flash in his mind showed white clouds below and clear blue sky above. Caysa opened one eye, still gripping on to Zavon. He gasped, breath stolen out of his throat by the wind and speed. The sun’s rays sparkled on Zavon’s scales, which twinkled like thousands of precious stones—and the sky ... Caysa didn’t think he would ever see something so huge. The clouds beneath looked soft as cotton stuffing. The blue was delicately pale in the raw sunlight.

Caysa sat up slowly, unable to hold back his slack-mouthed awe. They stayed up above the clouds for the better part of ten minutes, until Caysa started coughing from his throat drying out. With far more grace and delicacy, Zavon made his descent, flying wide circles as he made his way back down to the ground. Caysa happily returned to his original position, body flat to Zavon’s shoulders with his arms holding his neck for dear life.

His landing was soft, with his hindlegs stabilising his wings. Caysa shakily and gratefully slid off Zavon’s back.

“Are you insane?” Tearn stormed up to them, Aron following suit.

“If someone saw you, all our lives are forfeit!” Aron shouted.

Caysa hissed in pain as Aron painfully gripped his shoulder and pulled him to his side. Zavon growled at Tearn and she stepped back before whacking his exposed upper gum with the back of her fist. With a strange whine, Zavon pulled his head back. 

“It’s my fault. I’m sorry,” Caysa said, lifting his hands up to Aron’s cheeks, trying to force him to look at him instead of eyeing Zavon as if he were a piece of meat to cleave up with his two-hander. Aron didn’t budge.

“Put your clothes on, idiot.” Tearn was picking up Zavon’s abandoned clothes and shoving them towards the dragon.

“See that he doesn’t pull such a stunt again.” Aron finally looked down at Caysa. His face was blank as ever, but the furious glow behind his eyes had Caysa letting go of his face in shock. Caysa couldn’t think of a time he had seen Aron so angry, let alone towards him. 
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THE NEXT DAY WAS SPENT in a painfully strained silence. Between Aron’s intense dislike of Zavon and Zavon’s relentless smugness towards everyone else and Tearn’s refusal to talk to either Zavon or Aron, Caysa wondered whether any of this was even worth it. 

Caysa approached Zavon first, a whole script rehearsed in his head.

“Ah, my little friend,” Zavon condescended happily. Caysa pursed his lips—never mind the script, actually.

“I’m not your little friend,” Caysa sighed. Zavon was sitting on a log, harassing a lizard by forcing the poor thing to run in circles over his hands. Caysa sat next to him and plucked the lizard from Zavon’s grasp, placing it on the ground. They both watched it scamper away into some tall, dry grass. 

“Well, you have a look on your face, so you might as well say what you wish to say,” Zavon said, leaning back on his hands with affected relaxation. 

“What are you doing this for? I mean, why would you choose to do this?” Caysa copied Zavon’s pose, trying to keep eye contact with him.

“I already told you.” 

“Zavon,” Caysa sighed deeply.

“Fine, fine.” Zavon looked away, turning his head to look at the sky. “The nature of dragons is layered. A parent and child can easily become rivals over resources. My father is one of the Storm-lords of the Dragonhold, the yellow dragon who sings with the lightning. If my father does not allow me into the Dragonhold, then I have nowhere to go unless I challenge another dragon for their land.”

“Well, if that’s the case, wouldn’t it be just as propitious to go north? There’s far fewer people and far more land,” Caysa said.

Zavon laughed. “I can see how little you’ve travelled,” he said. Caysa squared his shoulders in anticipation. “The north is empty of resources. Now more than ever, the dragons who find the white north their home are either far better adapted to their environment or of such great repute that none but the most foolish would dare challenge them.”

Caysa scanned the ground. sparse as it was, small pockets of hardy mountain grass still burst forth from the crevices in a spiky shower of muted greens. They were indeed well adapted to the harsh environment of the alps. But they were lonely, each clump far from others of its kind—not like the rolling fields of grasses on the plains, which had long root systems so entangled that even the furthest blade of grass was included. 

“Is that really it? You want to go home so you can find yourself some land?” Caysa asked.

He turned to look at Zavon. His unnaturally turquoise eye made Caysa think of seashells. There were some at the monastery: mother-of-pearl, and bright colours like orange and black, with stripes and ridges. There was something strange and alien about those creatures. Caysa wondered if Zavon would enjoy living by the ocean. 

“Yes,” Zavon said. He sat up so that he was taller than Caysa. “I am actually quite simple and quaint,” Caysa scoffed. What an ass—he really reminded Caysa of somebody. 

The late afternoons in the foothills of the alps were shockingly cold when Caysa finally steeled his resolve to talk to Aron. He wondered when he had become so weak-willed regarding Aron. Those two years they had been apart had been longer than he realised, he supposed. 

“Aron?” Caysa sat down next to him. “Do you mind if we talk?”

Tearn, who has nearby looking over a map, quickly stood up, startling Aron and Caysa. As Caysa was about to tell her she could stay, she mumbled something about fresh air and left.

“What is it?” Aron said.

“I am sorry about before. I should have stopped him; I knew it was stupid.” Caysa almost placed his hand over Aron’s but pulled it back to his lap instead.

“It wasn’t that. Well, it was, but ...” Aron inhaled deeply, rolling his right shoulder. “I do not trust him. I can’t trust him to keep you safe.”

Caysa smiled at Aron’s concern; he seemed more like a Knight of Aradia now than he ever had. 

Brushing a stray curl from Aron’s face, Caysa replied, “If it’s any comfort, I don’t think it’s in his best interests to hurt me.”

“That’s beside the point. I do not think he is capable of protecting you.” Aron leaned towards Caysa, so that their foreheads were almost bumping. “And if he ever hurt you, I would kill him.” His voice was quiet and deep. Caysa let a laugh bubble up. Hooking his arms over Aron’s neck and pulling him into a hug, Caysa felt a deep relief in his stomach as he hid his face in Aron’s shoulder. Ever the staunch rationalist. It took a moment for Aron to return the hug, which involved little more than a short press of his hands to Caysa’s back before he dropped them again. Caysa let go, pressing his palm to Aron’s cheek. When they were younger, it would squash Aron’s cheek cutely. Although it no longer had the same effect in that sense, it still allowed Caysa to keep Aron’s eyes on him.

“There is no need to fret. I will not let him hurt me,” Caysa smiled. Aron sighed through his nose and closed his eyes tiredly, pressing his cheek harder into Caysa’s palm.
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Zavon woke Caysa up with light kick to his shin. Hissing with pain, Caysa squinted up at the demon above him. Zavon cocked his head and kicked at Caysa’s shin again. Truly a demon.

With slow, quiet movements, Caysa sat up, stretching the unsatisfactory sleep from his shoulders and spine. It was barely dawn. The sky was only just brightening to that lovely, powdery blue. Zavon led him to an outcropping with a steep drop-off that had Caysa’s stomach roiling.

“Why are we here?” Caysa stood close to Zavon, cold and terrified he might push Caysa off the side.

“Relax. Now is the perfect time to close your eyes and listen to the song of the world,” Zavon said.

Caysa closed his eyes and sighed. Always this ‘song’ nonsense.

“Do not despair, my little friend, this time it is sure to be a success.”

Caysa pursed his lips and clenched his teeth. Zavon was stronger than Caysa; he would not be able to push him over the edge. Zavon stepped even closer, and Caysa tried to step back, but Zavon put one long, wiry arm around his shoulders so that Caysa’s cheek was pressed to Zavon’s clavicle. From a wholly neutral perspective, Caysa had probably been physically as close to Aron a hundred times over, but somehow, he could not help but feel uncomfortable at the prickling crawling across his body. 

Zavon held his other hand out, away from them, his long sleeve rolled up to show his tanned forearm. 

“Now watch and listen,” Zavon said quietly.

Caysa stared resolutely at Zavon’s arm. It was spectacular and impossible, seeing an orange flame flicker to life and climb upwards from the centre of Zavon’s palm. It shook and shuddered in the wind until finally it was big enough to stabilise itself. It was almost hypnotic as it swayed and flicked at the air.

“You’re distracted. Listen,” Zavon said, startling Caysa from where he’d begun to get lost in the magical flame. Zavon used his other hand to push Caysa’s head to his chest, right above his heart. Caysa closed his eyes and tried to find Zavon’s heartbeat under layers of clothes, skin, bone and muscle.

There it was, slow and assured—nothing like Caysa’s was right now. Each push of blood in perfect rhythm with the flame’s dance. Embarrassingly, Caysa tried to match his breathing to Zavon’s deep, slow intakes. At some point, the darkness of Caysa’s eyelids felt almost all consuming; there was no one next to him, no heartbeat against his ear, no wind or stone beneath him. Just the darkness behind Caysa’s eyes. He opened them slowly and saw he truly was alone, standing in a void of light. When Caysa looked down his mind stopped, unable to form a single coherent thought.

Before him was a wide, shallow river that barely came up to his thighs. Starlight flecks floated in the water. It was as if he were standing in the Sognima River—the River of Stars—itself. It stretched forwards and backwards in gentle eternity. Caysa bent down, trying to scoop up one of those little stars, but every time he tried, they slid between the gaps of his fingers, almost like the small fish that swam around the shallows of the Tisgani River, darting away from curious grasps. Caysa strode forward, looking around at the nothingness above him. He did not think there could ever be such a place in his imagination, unless ...

Caysa paused as he saw a flicker of a person appear, maybe around Caysa’s height with long grey or white hair. He squinted, trying to force his eyes to focus on the figure, who was looking about and running their hands through the water. Every time Caysa blinked, the inside of his eyelids were gradually brightening, as if the glare of the sun was behind his eyes. Heat and light seared away at the soft darkness. Caysa blinked, trying to escape the painful light. Standing upright with his head leaning on Zavon’s shoulder, Caysa took in a deep breath. The River of Stars. Caysa pulled back from Zavon, trying to commit every impossible detail to memory, blinking away pesky sunrays as the sun finally painted the sky in soft yellows and bright blues once more. 

Caysa looked up at Zavon. The planes of his face danced in perfect union with the sunrise, almost enough that Caysa would have been annoyed any other time, but right now, after basking in the water of the Sognima, Caysa could only admire him. Zavon had shown Caysa that. Caysa had heard the music, seen the song that Zavon wanted him to see. The life and breath and heartbeat of the universe. The eternal ebb and flow of the stars and seas.

Caysa lunged forwards, hugging Zavon tight. “Thank you, thank you,” he whispered.

“Only performing my duty to you.” Zavon placed a hand on the back of Caysa’s head, stroking down to his shoulder before kneading the muscle there. Caysa’s sense decided to re-enter his body at that exact moment and he pushed away from Zavon’s chest, clearing his throat at the sudden realisation of who he was so intimately holding.

“I—uhm ... I will meditate on this breakthrough.” Caysa turned around, face hot and hands shaking. Rushing back the way they came, Caysa’s heart almost made its grand and final escape when he walked face-first into Aron. Why was he so nearby? How much had he seen? Did he see that Caysa had embraced Zavon? Why wasn’t he saying anything?

“Did he harm you?” Aron finally said. He was unusually expressive, his eyebrows furrowed and his mouth stiff, like he was holding in something more he wanted to say. Caysa shook his head, unable to parse Aron’s mood. “Good.” Aron held out his hand for Caysa to take, presumably to guide Caysa back.

He swallowed down the tired sigh in his chest, Caysa truly did not want company at this moment; he wanted to sit somewhere quiet. “I’m alright, Aron. I’ll join you and Tearn soon; I just need a moment.” Caysa smiled, moving around Aron, but not before giving his solid bicep a gentle squeeze. As morose as he seemed, Caysa did not have time to be distracted. 
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ARON STOOD STILL, LISTENING to light footfalls fade. He clenched his jaw and then unclenched it, and then he thought of Caysa pressed tight to Zavon’s annoying fucking chest and clenched his jaw again. He took a deep breath in through his nose and forcefully separated his bottom teeth from his top teeth.

“Ah, the Dragon-knight. I wanted to have chat with you.”

Aron’s jaw clicked shut. Zavon’s smarmy face was coming towards him. He was tucking his long red hair behind his ear. He’d seen Zavon in his true from; he could surely slice his throat open if he were fast enough. 

“What could you possibly want?” Aron rolled his shoulder; he shouldn’t have left Bleeding Heart with Tearn.

“Nothing serious, so lose that sour expression.” Zavon stood in front of Aron, just a hair’s breadth taller. He was too ostentatious, Aron thought. If anyone was going to catch them, it would be because of this crimson peacock in front of him. “Regarding our mutual friend, or rather, my friend and your something.”

Aron’s eyebrow twitched.

“Just ... try not to distract him so much.” Zavon leaned forward, practically whispering, “He doesn’t need you to be so overbearing; in fact, he does not need you at all.”

“I’ve never said he needed me,” Aron glared, his face twisting into a snarl.

Zavon smirked, green-blue eyes twinkling like he was about to burst out laughing. “But he does need me, so try not to be so mistrustful, lest it dissuade him from coming to me.” Zavon walked past, checking Aron’s shoulder with his.

He could do it—strangle Zavon’s long neck or gut him ‘til his viscera spilled out, staining the alps red. He does not need you. Aron turned and followed the path back to camp, flexing his fingers to stop them from balling into fists. 

By the time he got back, Tearn and Zavon were glaring at each other and Caysa was nowhere to be found.

“The least you could do is actually keep an eye on him,” Zavon said.

“And the least you could do is fuck off,” Tearn replied snappishly, gripping the map she was holding even harder. Aron almost told her not to rip the sides, but he liked it more that she also hated Zavon. With great restraint, Aron picked up his two-hander and made to check the perimeter—not that there was much to check, aside from large rocks and sparse shrubs. Eventually, the bright sun began her daily assault on Aron’s skin, and he had to take cover in the shade of a boulder. Leaning against the rough grey stone, Aron closed his eyes.

Caysa embraced by Zavon’s arms.

Caysa embracing Zavon, obvious wonder and glee written all over his body and face.

That should’ve been him. Every bitter jealousy he didn’t know was still inside him welled up. Ten years ago, he would have sat and cried, waiting for Caysa to find him and comfort him, but they were different now, they had changed. Now it was Caysa who waited, enclosed in grey stone walls. 

Pushing the palms of his hands into his eyes until he saw white spots, Aron groaned. He was a knight; there should not be an obstacle in the realm that he could not cleave his way through. Zavon was right. Maybe Caysa did need him, but then where did that leave Aron?

Perhaps those two years in Oskall had made Aron arrogant. But if he couldn’t slay the dragon, then wasn’t his only other choice to fell the walls of the tower instead? Aron stood up, rotating the stiffness from his shoulder. The cold nights and hard ground weren’t doing it any favours. 
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Princes and Princesses 
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The first week back in Oskall was intense and overwhelming. Aron couldn’t imagine a life where he could miss Garni, but shoved in the barrack dormitories with hundreds of other boys and men had him suffering from frustration-induced headaches. Aron missed the green of Garni, definitely. Oskall had a few parks, but Aron hadn’t had the chance to enjoy those himself, and after six days of shoving, swearing and sweating, he finally had a day off.

Which of course meant a pair of servants sent by his mother and father appeared and swept Aron away to get a new tunic and trousers made to fit uncomfortably tight, as was the upper-class fashion. A dark-grey waistcoat the colour of the Havriki Clan and a heavy black woollen jacket with freshwater-pearl buttons and cuffs embroidered with dragons and wildflowers were selected and paid for. It felt obscene, and Aron already couldn’t wait to rip it all off and throw it into a fire. The day couldn’t just end at shoving Aron in the foulest costume imagined up by a demon, so the servants packed Aron into a glistening white carriage pulled by a pair of equally glistening white horses.

Aron scoffed to himself. Most definitely, the greatest of the Vanamiran Clans north of the Ehomes Ranges trotted around in gilded carriages. 

The silhouette of the Lyrus Palace at the easternmost edge of Oskall rose towards Aron like an avenging phantom. It was somehow unchanged and yet completely different from Aron’s memories. The sandstone reliefs unfurled as the carriage moved, revealing the white marble statue of Rukta Havri, Queen of the Havriki, where it stood sentinel in front of the main entrance, its harsh, wind-worn face staring down at all who would approach. 

The carriage stopped finally, and Aron gladly rushed out, already overheating in his layers. One of the servants cleared her throat loudly, and Aron tamped down the groan bubbling up in his throat. The front door opened up slowly, revealing his older sisters: two years older and twice as mean, Alia was dressed in a lush red velvet gown, her sharp cheekbones rouged and blonde curls hidden under ruby-beaded coif. Aron sneered. He wanted to tell her that the red washed her out, but before he could, Laila, only ten months older than Aron and practically his twin in terms of temperament when they were children, broke propriety and ran down the steps to embrace Aron in a tight hug. Her gown was green as new foliage, and her little pearl earrings tinkled by Aron’s ear. Like all younger girls, Laila was still allowed to keep her long rosy, blonde hair out, pulled out of her face by braids kept in place by opal encrusted pins.

The richest girls in Garni would have fainted if presented with even one of those pins as a courtly gift. 

“Brother, welcome back,” Laila said, a wide smile on her little face. In his memories, Laila looked a porcelain doll. Adults would comment on how similar they looked, although he was taller than her now, more steel and iron than pearls and silk.

“Indeed, sister,” Aron rasped out, not sure how to address her. Princess? Sister? Lady?

“Don’t choke him, Laila. Let’s try to give our brother a proper welcome,” Alia said from the top of the stairs. Laila looked down to her feet and awkwardly stepped back.

“Of course, you are right, sister,” Laila linked her arm with Aron’s and led him up the stairs where Alia was waiting to pounce.

The Alia from the past liked to terrorise anyone and everyone she could—man, woman, child, rat, cat, dog. Name it and Alia had chased it down the hallways with scissors in her hand, cackling loudly. She had particularly enjoyed dressing Aron and Laila up, regardless of how Laila cried or Aron ripped the satin bows from his hair. Closer now, Aron could see where he and Laila had diverged. He had instead converged into looking like Alia. What a way to make a bad day worse.

“Good evening, Alia.” Aron stood in front of her; she was still taller than him. 

“Evening, Aron.” Alia gave a dagger-sharp smile. She started walking, Aron and Laila following behind as she led them to one of many sitting rooms. Inside, it was stiflingly warm. The fireplace crackled as two young men played Fox and Geese with swearing and stifled laughs. 

The shorter of the two, dressed so lavishly that Aron almost prayed that his coat would catch on fire, was Albin, the Crown Prince of Aradia. His hair fell pin-straight, but it was blonder than Aron’s and snipped short to give his face some maturity. He was seven years older and looked as much a king as Aron looked a knight. And then, five years older and losing the game was Arnor, the spare. His outer layers were shucked off, thrown over the back of the far lounge, his dark-blond curls long enough to braided and tossed over his right shoulder, framing a pair of clever green eyes. 

“Oh, Aron, how you’ve grown!”

A woman stood up. She was tall and looked like an older Alia with all the jagged parts filed down. Queen Ina grasped Aron’s shoulders before hugging him painfully tight.

“Greetings, Mother,” Aron forced out. He thought he was about to pass out from how smothered he was. When she let him go, her dry, smooth hands holding his cheeks, eyes boring deep into his every feature, Aron took the chance to unbutton the monstrosity swaddling him. 

“You’re so handsome now. You are the spitting image of Albin when he was your age.” The Queen let go of his face, leading Aron by the hand to sit on the lounge.

“Hmm, I don’t see it.” Albin turned to look at Aron finally, giving a wink like he expected Aron to laugh.

“No, you definitely had that bee-stuck-up-your-arse look at fifteen.” Arnor flicked one of the flat wooden pieces at Albin. Aron made sure to chuckle loud enough that Albin would be able to hear it; it wasn’t even funny. 

“Arnor!” the Queen reprimanded. Aron finally shrugged off the outer coat, tossing it over the arm of the lounge. 

“Prick.” Albin tossed a piece at Arnor’s forehead, which he caught with a flourish. 

“Where’s the king?” Aron asked, looking around the room for any more surprise relatives, but it seemed the rest of his family were accounted for.

“We’ll see him in the dining room.” The Queen pet his hands, and Aron looked off to the far corner as he endured his mother and Laila fretting over him—asking him how his trip was, whether he was tired, if he needed anything—while Alia took over Arnor’s spot across from Albin and had her geese fencing in his fox with little struggle. 

After two other games where Albin and Laila somehow drew to a tie and Aron and Arnor ended prematurely while they were chasing each other across the board, a valet called them to follow him to the dining for dinner (finally).

This dining room was designed for small private affairs, offering dim lighting and servants so discrete it was as though they were not there at all. The long table was already set, with roast pheasant sitting in the centre. Already seated was King Ulrick, his heavy brow furrowed, dim blue eyes tracking them as they took their seats, the Queen to his right, Albin to his left, then Alia and Arnor, with Aron and Laila sequestered the furthest away from the King, sitting across from each other. Aron was thankful. He didn’t want to imagine how quickly this night would dissolve into shouting and stabbing if he were across from Alia.

“Kashour, Aron,” his father boomed from the head of the table. Aron began sweating as he watched portions being passed out. He’d forgotten most of his Vanamiran; no one spoke it south, and even if they did, they’d still default to Aradian Liorni. 

“Kashour, my King,” Aron said, tripping over the unfamiliar syllables. Arnor covered his mouth as he took a small mouthful of food.

The King laughed and then nattered off something in Vanamiran. The only thing Aron caught was jarnou, which might’ve meant ‘son’. Aron looked over to Laila, who subtly nodded, so Aron did as well. He looked at her hands, trying to see which utensils to pick up—the outermost ones. Aron took in a deep breath. He could do this; he could put up with this.

Aron painstakingly cut his pheasant into small pieces. The gravy and jam served alongside were tasteless, and Aron missed the barracks, where no one would look twice if he shoved these insubstantial portions straight into his mouth. 

“Nou Skavi.” Alia leaned over and whispered, “Why aren’t you eating? Are you not hungry?” She was smiling meanly. Nou Skavi was an insult that no grown Vanamiran should take without challenge—a failure or a reject, whose only hope to survive was to prostate themselves to someone greater, the very concept chafed against the pride of Vanamir. Laila stopped eating, and Arnor looked over. Aron stabbed his fork loudly into his plate, metal scraping against porcelain. The conversation that the Queen, King and Albin were having stopped. 

“Aron, I know you’ve been in Garni all these years, but I didn’t think you’d become so savage,” Alia gasped, sitting up straight.

“And what if I have?” Aron said through gritted teeth.

“It’s such a shame. No manners, and you’ve forgotten our language.” Alia shook her head like she was disappointed. Aron would be genuinely shocked to find out Alia spoke Vanamiran with anyone outside of the family.

“Alia, let’s not start ——” Arnor began before he was quickly cut off by the King.

“Indeed, your sister is right. I sent you to Garni in the hopes you’d return a proper knight, a young man of noble standing, but I am incredibly disappointed with how much you’ve forgotten in your time there and how lowly you carry yourself. I hear from Sir Lucio of your fondness for daydreaming and playing with peasants and I see how vulgar you dress and behave.” The King placed his silverware down, staring down Aron. Arnor and Laila ducked their heads, not willing to invite the ire of the King. Aron wasn’t a prince or a princess though; he’d abdicated his royal title because the Dragon-knights had such high mortality, it was easier to treat them as if they were already dead. So, Aron stared back, indignant green to incensed blue. “Are you not a son of the great and indomitable Havri?” 

Aron spotted Arnor’s half-full wine glass. Well, what was he going to do? Have Aron whipped? Aron grabbed Arnor’s glass and skulled the wine down in one go. When he slammed the glass down, Laila and the Queen were looking in open-mouthed shock while Alia covered her mouth to hide her smile.

“Clearly not,” Aron said as he stood up from the table and stormed off without looking back.

“Aron!” Albin shouted.

“Leave the fool to his sulking,” the King said.

Aron walked out the front door to servants giving him bland once-overs before returning to their work. He spotted the stables and walked over, checking each horse for whichever looked the most expensive. That one—the white mare with the pristine brushed coat. Judging by its easygoing nature, it was probably Albin’s. The Queen and King wouldn’t let him ride a horse that could injure him. Aron started on saddling it.

Leading the mare out, a man shouted as Aron started to mount the horse.

“Who are you? That’s the prince’s horse! Stop right now!” The man was running up now, eyes wild.

“I know!” Aron shouted back, closing his legs on the horse and directing it into a gallop. It darted like a white arrow through the gates and away from Lyrus Palace. 

Aron laughed as the speed and wind whipped up his hair. The cool air was the greatest relief after that smothering heat. People stared as he flew past. They probably thought he was a madman escaped from somewhere. He was, in many ways, exactly that. Riding up to the barracks, Aron didn’t know he could feel comforted by it until now. 

Marko was sitting outside, writing a letter with a copious amount of ink blotches and cross-outs by candlelight. He looked up in surprise as Aron dismounted and walked over to him. 

“Whose horse it that?” Marko scratched his head. Aron shrugged as he sat down. Marko laughed, shaking his head as he continued writing. 
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No Wise Youths 
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Aron watched as Caysa laughed at something Zavon said, his tanned hand pressed between Caysa’s dark shoulder blades. The wind carried the laughter away, like it was mocking Aron for wanting to hear Caysa’s clear, chiming voice. Aron looked back down at Bleeding Heart in his lap. He’d almost forgotten about it, but Zavon’s irritating presence reminded him that he should probably check it over before it rusted in its scabbard.

“Are you going to use that sword or just admire it?” Tearn said from somewhere behind him. Aron sneered into his reflection.

“I’m admiring it,” Aron said.

“Alright, well, Zavon’s right there if you want to test it out.”

“What?” Aron turned around to look at her as she stacked a series of pebbles on top of each other.

“I mean, if you keep staring at him like he’s prey, he’s probably going to do something about it.” Tearn gave him a look like he was some kind of interesting artefact she had stumbled across. One of her pebble towers tumbled over, and Aron turned back to face forward, only to catch Zavon staring at him in return. Aron spat a glob of saliva on the ground and Zavon smiled, fiddling with the strings at Caysa’s nape. Caysa reached up and slapped Zavon’s hand away without stopping whatever he was saying.

Aron re-sheathed the two-hander. He couldn’t kill Zavon. Aron held onto those words like a vow; he didn’t have to kill Zavon, he just had to be faster than him. 

Staring at a map of Asaneel and Northern Akensoya like it would somehow reveal to him the fundamentals of human nature, Aron waited for Caysa’s attention to be freed. He traced the roads that ran through Abacia, scars that cut the country into narrow ribbons, and thought of his slag of a brother, and then shoved Arnor to the side. Then he thought of Sir Vardin and his hometown love, Orsa. Three hundred and something years his predecessor, some people said that Vardin had taken his vows under Orsa’s name instead of Palo’s—it could be the reason he survived his encounter with the grey dragon of Ritzia. 

“You’ve been staring at that for a while. Do you want to talk about it?” Aron looked up to find Caysa standing above him, a gentle smile on his face. Aron let the map curl closed and stood up.

“I need to talk to you, Caysa,” Aron forced out. Caysa cocked his head to the side, curious eyes sparkling.

They walked away from the camp until Aron felt sufficiently safe, tucked between a mellow creek and the encroaching shadow of another mountain’s peak. He turned to face Caysa, grabbing his hand as he tried to convince himself that this was reality, not a dream or a story.

“Caysa, I cannot ... I must confess to you now.”

Aron was sweating, but Caysa couldn’t pull his hand from Aron’s tight hold to check his temperature, although he was no better, with his own heart lodged so high in his chest. “I have adored you for many years, and I will for many more. I don’t mean to ask for your hand, nor your attentions, but ——” Caysa didn’t think he had blinked since Aron had started; every sense had narrowed down only to Aron. “But to not tell you of my affections would be the greatest disrespect upon your name, that you may think that I do not revere you above all else is a failure upon my title, upon my honour. I require neither an answer nor acknowledgment, I just ... need you to understand from whence my dedication for you came.”

Aron squeezed Caysa’s hand before dropping it. The silence was thick as smoke as Aron walked away and left Caysa staring at nothing in front of him. If it were possible to take a knife and cut the disappointment out of him, then Caysa would be nothing but an empty ribcage on the ground.

His heart was heavy, sunk deep into the tissue of his lung, making it hard to breathe. But his eyes were hot with embarrassed tears. Whatever he had been anticipating, it was not that. It was not Aron leaving him here with no option or further interest. Caysa finally moved again. His eyes had begun to burn from how long he’d gone without blinking. He imagined that this was what a beast made of stone would move like—every joint stiff, each step harder and heavier than the next. 

When he got back to the others, Aron was sitting in front of the campfire, mouth covered by his hands as he stared unblinkingly into the flames. Caysa almost told him to sit back so he wouldn’t singe his eyebrows off but stopped himself. Instead, he chose to lie down near where Tearn was sitting, creating increasingly elaborate pebble structures. She should study to be an architect, honestly. 

“Uncomfortable?” Zavon appeared like a ghoul haunting Caysa.

Yes, Caysa thought, squinting at Aron through the opaque orange of the fire. “No,” he mumbled, closing his eyes.

He didn’t sleep. His mind kept running through Aron’s words, trying to sift out ... something. Love? Was it love that Aron did not wish Caysa to acknowledge? Judging from Aron’s slack posture the next morning, he hadn’t slept well either. Caysa chose to stumble behind, staring at Aron’s blond curls, limp with grime and grease. He wanted to wash the dirt out and give the hair its shine and life back. 

“You look more miserable than usual; do you want to talk about it?” Tearn came up next to him. Caysa frowned.

“I don’t look miserable.” He straightened up and Tearn scoffed “Do I?” Caysa deflated again. He really did feel miserable. Zavon had managed to crack a few smiles out of him, but then Caysa would catch sight of Aron and the muscles in his face would seize up again. 

“You’ve just got a sad-looking face; not your fault,” Tearn said, patting Caysa on the back. “But what’s really going on with you and Zavon’s best friend?”

Caysa gave Tearn an unimpressed look. She really ought to stop saying that before she incited a fight between them. 

“He confessed to me,” Caysa sighed, looking down at his feet. 

“You didn’t confess back?”

“What? That’s not what this is about.”

“This is exactly what it’s about! Do you want to fuck him?” Caysa face flushed burning hot as Tearn snickered. 

“Tha-that isn’t ... That is tangential to the point I’m trying to get to!” Caysa was stuttering now, a bit too loudly. Aron seemed to twitch as though Caysa’s embarrassed defence had caught his attention, which would be so much worse than any of this conversation with Tearn.

“What’s the point then?”

“The point was that it didn’t feel like a confession; it felt like he was taking an oath,” Caysa whispered. Tearn arched her brows and leaned back a bit.

“I’m not well-versed, but I thought most people would like that.”

“I’m not someone you make oaths to—I’m a peasant monk and an orphan with no last name. I don’t want people making oaths to me, let alone Aron.” Caysa couldn’t describe it, how disappointed he felt. How he felt more like a statuette than a man when Aron had said his vow. He didn’t know if Tearn would even understand something like that. Maybe dragons were smarter than this. 

“But you do want him to confess to you,” Tearn derailed. Caysa gave her a long look, which she returned.

“No! Well, not no. I mean, this isn’t what I’m talking about.” Caysa was getting frustrated again.

“Would you feel this way if you didn’t want him back? Don’t you think someone who didn’t care would just continue not caring? You said it yourself: it was an oath, not a confession. There’s no need to return any interest,” Tearn said with an aloof yawn. Caysa pinched his bottom lip. Was that true? If he didn’t love Aron, wouldn’t he just take the oath and be fine with it? Be happy that he didn’t need to give an answer or declare his love in return? He didn’t know—he didn’t know anything about love or romance, except that which he’d read in tales and books. 

“I don’t know, I just ...” He just what? What did he just want? He was no prince or lord worthy of that type of blind dedication. He was just another peasant in a kingdom full of them. When he thought of love confessions, he thought of a field of flowers and a sunset, he thought of some faceless person dressed like a farmer or a teacher. Sometimes, he would imagine a knight in old, tarnished armour, but if he imagined a love confession, he’d imagine that he would agree, that he would have the option to. Aron had not ... “I just wanted something different,” Caysa finally concluded. 

“You’ll figure it out,” Tearn said unhelpfully. 

“When?” 

“One of these days.” Tearn stretched, and a loud pop came from her back. She slung off Caysa’s knapsack and passed it over to him.

“Fuck, I hope so.” Caysa took it and groaned. He didn’t feel better. It was just more to think about. Caysa turned his head to look past Tearn. The sun was hanging low in the sky and staining the clouds with hearty pinks and moody reds. Up in the mountains, the dusk seemed to take forever to settle into night. All he could see was the endless horizon below and the endless sky above. 
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It had been two weeks since the summit of dragons and, finally, they had reached the last leg of the mountains before they entered the dense Zasha Woods of Abacia. They were likely littered with border spies and Abacian scouts, but that was honestly preferable to cold, dry wind and bare grey stone. Aron would sooner carve his eyes from their sockets than look at the Tisgan Alps ever again. Never mind Caysa’s woeful stares, which Aron could feel on himself every time he turned away, he felt so embarrassed by his own pathetic conduct that he couldn’t even approach Caysa.

It was better that way, more natural for Aron to stay the distant knight to Caysa’s young scholar. 

Aron grabbed Caysa, pausing to take in the quiet of the forest. He could hear all the typical wildlife, but there was also a rustling, like the dead leaves of the undergrowth were being shifted. Tearn and Zavon seemed to understand Aron’s stillness. A loud crunch sounded, and a man stepped out from the shadows of the trees. He had a rough face and wore dark, plain clothing.

“Well, I was hoping for a more dramatic entrance, but I suppose we’ve been made.” He had a south-western Aradian accent, dark facial hair and greying black hair. Around them, several other people stepped out. A mercenary group daylighting as poachers. Aron drew Sun-singer and pulled Caysa further behind him. “Ah, none of that, boy.”

A larger hand shot out towards Aron from the side, trying to grapple the sword from his hand. Aron pulled back, but that required letting go of Caysa. As he tried to re-adjust his one-handed grip, the leader came up behind and placed Aron in a stranglehold. Curse that hand-and-a-half sword.

“Someone really oversold your capabilities,” he whispered into Aron’s ear before kicking the back of his knee, forcing Aron to kneel on the forest floor. “Bring the Strycussian one to me.”

Aron growled as someone manhandled him, pulling his hair painfully hard—enough that Aron could feel a few strands get ripped out. The big man who had tried to disarm Aron gripped Caysa’s neck, pushing him forward to the leader.

“Oh, wow. Which monk did you have to kill for these clothes?”

Aron clenched his fists tight as his hands were bound in rough rope, designed to rip skin raw and cause pain if he tried to squeeze his hands out. The leader pinched the sides of Caysa’s neck hard enough that Caysa flinched.

“I didn’t have to kill anyone,” Caysa said through gritted teeth.

“Sure, kid.” The leader turned to a cleanly-dressed woman and loudly said, “No Cenubis gland,” before picking up Caysa’s arm and squeezing it. “Average human bone density. Read that description again.”

The woman pulled a letter from her pocket and said, “Young, Strycussian-looking male dressed as an Imran monk, above-average height, presumably in the company of a blond knight.”

The man held Caysa’s chin, turning his head left then right. Aron pulled against the ropes and several hands that were holding him down. Bastard. “Would have said Achintine, myself—and knight is a bit of an overstatement.” 

“Nazzaro, this one’s got her gland cut.” A young, squirrely faced boy was holding a serrated dagger to Tearn’s throat. She seemed to be deciding whether returning to her true form was worth the grief. Aron glared past her towards Zavon, who was impassively allowing himself to be manhandled into a set of iron cuffs. What a time to be a house-sized dragon.

Nazzaro pushed Caysa out of the way. It was a large group. Aron counted eight accomplices to Nazzaro altogether. At least three were from Akensoya. It was rare to get a poaching group this mixed and this well-trained. Aron was right then—they were probably a mercenary group based in Abacia or Chedoa, judging from the accents around. Whoever had hired them had money to burn.

“Now, this is a dragon.” Nazzaro stood in front of Zavon, looking him up and down with an exalted expression on his face. Aron sneered in disgust. “From the lustre and size, I’d say Dragonhold.”

Zavon smiled but didn’t struggle as Nazzro pulled him to stand next to Caysa. 

“Throw the mutilated runt with the, uh, blond one,” Nazzaro said before walking up behind Caysa and holding a small knife to his neck. Aron struggled, the rough rope tearing into the skin of his wrists. By now they were probably a raw pink. “We’re going on a nice short walk somewhere private, so don’t start struggling. The money on your head didn’t specify alive.” Nazzaro pushed Caysa forwards. Two other men were escorting Zavon, who looked for all the world like this was just a regular morning walk. The five remaining men pulled and pushed Aron and Tearn.

They walked them in the opposite direction of Caysa. Aron twisted his wrists, trying to force blood out so he could try to lubricate the ropes and slip his hand out. This was probably a bad idea, but aside from waiting until they had relaxed, which Aron had no patience for, he had very few options.

“Enough of that.” The same shifty-eyed kid from before nudged Aron with his foot. Aron looked over to Tearn from the corner of his eye. He exhaled through his nose. There was no purpose being bitter right now. He could be bitter after he’d beaten this lot into the ground.

The shifty-eyed kid behind him—he was young, maybe the same age as Aron. If he had training, then it concerned his speed not his strength. Aron was faster without armour and had a longer reach; taking the kid out first was easy.

Second, a stocky north-man, older but shorter than Aron, war hammer on his belt. Easy to take out but dangerous if he got any hits in. Third, a bronze-skinned Chedoan woman, tall and muscular with short, curved daggers; she seemed well-built for speed and force. He’d have to take her out early. Fourth, a muscular woman—Aradian, maybe—with a short sword by her side. She was the one carrying Sun-singer and Bleeding Heart, but aside from some fresh leather armour, she didn’t seem much more problematic than the others. That left the fifth boy. Definitely younger than Aron, also probably Aradian. The most timid and quiet. So if there was anyone who seemed like they would squeal under pressure, it would be him. 

Aron and Tearn walked in silence. Sooner or later, there’d be a gap for them to wrench open.
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CAYSA WAS SWEATING hard—enough that he thought he might pass out from dehydration before they could get wherever this man was taking them. He thought of Aron and Tearn, praying silently that they would be safe.

“Dragging your feet isn’t going to make this easier for you,” the poacher—Nazzaro, that other person had called him—said. He pushed Caysa forward forcefully with a rough hand between his shoulder blades. It made Caysa’s skin crawl; thousands of phantasmal centipede legs scuttering around his body. Caysa tried to shove Nazzaro’s hand off him.

“Take your foul hands off me,” Caysa hissed. Nazzaro dug his fingers into Caysa’s shoulder, pulling Caysa back towards him, forcing Caysa into a grapple. One hand gripping his chin, Nazzaro forced Caysa to look at him. Classic South Asaneel face, aquiline nose and strong, wide jaw, but his dark eyes glinted like obsidian chips. He was sneering at Caysa.

“You’ll touch fouler hands than mine, sanctimonious brat.” With little care, Nazzaro let go of Caysa, pushing him forward relentlessly, regardless of Caysa trying to rebalance himself. 

The building they approached was an old stone cottage. Its wooden ceiling had partially fallen in at some point in its long life. 

Nazzaro shoved Caysa into a wooden seat, more splinter than plank at this point in its life. It creaked horridly under his weight. Nazzaro walked around the table to stand next to a tall blonde woman whose wavy hair was pulled into a low ponytail. She had deep-set blue-green eyes. They sloped downwards, almost as if she was bored as she fiddled with the edge of a sheaf of paper. Caysa could recognise those eyes anywhere—she was probably Aron’s older sister, Princess Alia.

“You know me?” she finally looked up. Her eyes were startlingly sharp in the dim light. Caysa swallowed and nodded. “Have to say, you’re not exactly what I was thinking of when I heard ‘black dragon’.” 

Caysa didn’t say anything. Instead, he was looking between Nazzaro, who was fiddling with that deadly looking knife, and Princess Alia tearing the corner off the paper in front of her. 

“Well? Are you the black dragon?”

“Yes,” Caysa said quietly. Nazzaro stifled a chuckle.

“And you were travelling with my brother—did he agree to that on his own?” She had a sly, low-pitched voice that contrasted with her regal appearance. Caysa filled in the rest of her sentence: Or did you do something to him? Do you want him to be punished? 

Caysa swallowed and finally made proper eye contact with her. “I used wicked magics to force him to accompany me.” The Princess smiled—that proud teacher smile, used when a child correctly answers a question. Caysa’s heart rate spiked. She was far more terrifying than Aron, that was certain.
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ALVAR GROANED AS HE stood up, watching Nazzro’s men drag a tall dragon in. It was probably the tallest Alvar had seen in two decades, and all dressed up like a Roshian merchant at that. The dragon didn’t put up any fight as they sat him in the chair in the centre and chained his arms and legs tightly. He was getting too old for this, he thought as he dragged his seat over. In the dim light and with his ailing eyesight, Alvar would’ve missed the unnatural outline given off by such magical creatures, although this dragon was so obviously a dragon, Alvar was surprised it hadn’t already been hunted before this. 

“So, you’re the one digging out all our Cenubis glands?” the dragon spoke up, his voice perky like Alvar’s wife early in the morning. Alvar grunted.

“Not the only one, just the best,” Alvar said, wiping dust and sweat from his eyes. He fished out his obsidian scalpel from his tool belt—certainly not the type to use on any human—and a stick of charcoal. With practiced fingers, Alvar pinched out the dragon’s gland. It was big and hard, probably the biggest Alvar had ever felt. Marking out the length and width with charcoal, Alvar thought of his wife. He’d told her he was retired, but when Nazzaro came knocking, you just didn’t refuse, especially when he came with a promise of thirty gold tulurs. She’d give him the silent treatment, that was certain, but with thirty gold—well, he’d buy her something nice. That’d win her back.

“Oh my, you certainly don’t waste time.” The dragon actually tilted his head, allowing Alvar easier access. Alvar’s hand shook. Sweat was preventing him from getting a good hold on the scalpel. The room was hot. Alvar dropped the scalpel as an overwhelming wave of hotness washed over his body. “I probably should have warned you before, but you’d do well not to confuse me with the rest of the dross.”

Alvar gasped in fear, falling off his chair as the dragon became fire. As it stood up tall, it was like a demon, a human man wreathed in an inferno. Alvar couldn’t even scream as the demon leaned down and placed its burning hand to his face, so hot it ran cold. His wife.

His girls and boys.

His home.

He was too old for this. He was supposed to be retired.

He —— 
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“SO, YOU ARE CONFESSING to both being the black dragon,” as if that was something you could confess to, “but also to using dark magic to manipulate an Aradian knight and member of the royal family?”

“Yes, I confess under oath to Palo.”

Caysa could have sworn a heat wave had just passed over them. Alia looked him up and down with a confused expression, tapping her fingers impatiently on the table, her immaculate fingernails clicking loudly in the heavy silence. Nazzaro pushed himself from the wall he was leaning on, eyes trained on the adjacent wall. Caysa turned to look as well.

One thump and then another heavier thump, and the stone wall, weak from age, crumbled in. Dust and burning heat choked Caysa and he coughed through watering eyes. An entity made from pure fire stepped through. Caysa’s scream was lost in the smoke that was strangling him. Nazzaro grabbed the Princess as he ran to the door, forcing it open without pause. The entity followed swiftly.

“Stop!” Caysa screamed through plumes of dust and ash. “Stop!”

The burning entity stopped, turning slowly to Caysa. It was a tall human figure with long limbs and glowing eyes. As it approached, the heat emanating from it caused Caysa’s scarf to flutter. With slow movements, it reached behind Caysa, causing the skin on his ear and shoulder to singe painfully. With his hands finally free, Caysa moved away, trying not to grasp at his burning neck. The heat trapped in the room wasn’t helping. Staggering to his feet, Caysa rushed to the door, begging for fresh cool air.

The sky was overcast, but Caysa gulped desperately. The skin around his right shoulder was tight. If he could see it, he would probably find that it was blistering or weeping. He wished he had water, or just that a cold breeze would come through to soothe the stinging. Lying down on the forest floor, Caysa stared at the sky, which was now thick with smoke from the fire. Closing his eyes, Caysa prayed to whoever was listening that Aron and Tearn would be able to see the smoke billowing upwards.

Zavon grabbed the sides of Caysa’s halter, pulling him out of his repose.

“Why would you let them get away?” Zavon bellowed.

Caysa pulled back from Zavon’s furious face, squeezing his eyes shut. Caysa pushed his hands to Zavon’s chest, trying to force him to let go but Zavon held tight; his strength outstripped Caysa’s so much that he was little more than a ragdoll for Zavon to toss around.

“Don’t touch me!” Caysa struggled back. Finally, Zavon let go, allowing Caysa to drop to ground, heart thumping painfully against his ribs. Zavon stood above him, naked. Caysa turned away. This was just great. “Of course, you’re naked.”

Caysa stood up, brushing the leaves and dirt from his clothing. Now that he was really looking at himself, there probably wasn’t any use—dried blood patterned his front. Caysa drew a heaving sigh. 

“We need to wait here,” Caysa said into the smoke-choked ether. “Aron and Tearn will be able to find us.”

“They’ve scattered for now, but they’ll be back sooner rather than later,” Zavon said. Unlike Caysa, whose throat was wobbling, Zavon didn’t seem at all affected by any of what had happened. “Now, start walking.”

“No ——”

Caysa was cut short by Zavon’s hot hand on his neck, pressing painfully down on where his skin had been burnt. “I’m not in a very pleasant mood right now, but I’ll give you a choice: either you start walking, or when those poachers come back, I’m going set them and this whole fucking forest on fire.”

Zavon was pressing down oppressively on Caysa’s back. With a painful lump in his throat, Caysa said, “That’s not a choice.” He blinked back pained tears. The oppressive heat all around him was making Caysa lightheaded.

“Answer me.”

“I don’t want anyone to die.”

“Then you’d best start walking,” Zavon whispered into Caysa’s ear. Caysa looked up to the sun and tracked its descent down. He chose west ... that was probably the best direction. Tears made from smoke and fear silently trailed cool tracks down his face as he began to walk.
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When Aron was ten, Sir Lucio had forced him out of bed at dawn to hunt a pair of gryphons several towns over that had begun picking off cattle and sheep from the fields. Aron had sulked horribly while Marko seethed in jealousy as his father waved him goodbye. That made Aron feel a little better, but only until Sir Lucio called Aron to the front of a group consisting of only three other knights. Sir Lucio Beratta had been a huge man in those days, towering over his knights and squires, unhindered by rain or wind or sunlight. His horse had been huge as well. Aron, on his dun gelding, was practically invisible in his shadow. All the more reason, Aron thought, that he didn’t need to be here.

Sir Lucio had tried to force Aron into reciting everything he knew about hunting gryphons: Do not engage in close quarters, the front talons are sharp enough to claw through stomach and guts. Do aim for their wings and throat, they are weakest there. If one must approach from melee, then approach from the back where they are less manoeuvrable. Gryphons only hunt in the dusk or dawn; the afternoon is the best time to attack. Every theoretical fact. And then from there—what to do if, say the gryphon did fly away or you were caught by the gryphons’ claws? Aron said to himself bitterly: die, obviously. 

It was afternoon by the time they got to the unfortunate village, on the edge of the Garni-Aberre province. It produced largely meat and grain, so Aron supposed they probably really did need these gryphons gone. A short walk to a hilly, forested area and Sir Lucio pointed to a nest dug into a hilltop, surrounded by shrubs. 

Aron though was here only to observe. He was no archer, and he was also ten, so he really didn’t have much to do except sweat and stare as one of the archers aimed and shot one of the gryphons as it nested in the afternoon sun. The arrow struck true, lodged right into the eye of the gryphon. Aron looked away. Sir Lucio grabbed Aron’s head, forcing it forward.

“Do not ever take your eye off the enemy,” Sir Lucio growled. Aron flinched. Enemy? They were prey. A horrid screech sounded and the second gryphon reared up, hissing but not leaving the nest. Aron stared forward as the archer readied his second shot. It hit the centre of the gryphons’ chest, prompting crimson blood to stain its cream feathers. It launched itself up, crying out horridly. Aron covered his ears, unable to keep listening. Sir Lucio brought up his own bow this time. Aron watched unblinkingly as he readied his arrow and loosed it so that lodged itself deep in where the wing met torso. The gryphon had no other option except to fall. Aron gasped when Sir Lucio grabbed his arms, tugging him painfully to where the gryphon was gasping, wings and leg crushed by its fall.

Unsheathing his sword, Sir Lucio swiftly dug the blade straight down. Aron stepped back as blood spurted and then dribbled out.

“Sir!” one of the older knights shouted from up the hill. “Chicks!”

Sir Lucio grunted, “Collect the adults. Aron, with me.” 

Aron stepped around the dead gryphon, careful to avoid getting blood on his boots. Following Sir Lucio up, Aron flinched as two of the knights pulled the first gryphon from the nest and a kicked it down the hillside, letting it roll and skid through the grass. Aron looked away, but the only other place to look was into the nest. In the grass-lined nest were three gryphon chicks. They were ugly. Pink fleshy skin covered in sparse feathers; bulging, dark eyes that squinted about confusedly as they squawked. Aron was entranced by how small and fragile and pathetic they looked. With just as little hesitation, Sir Lucio stabbed his sword into the head of one of the chicks.

“Do the rest.” Sir Lucio pulled his sword out and handed it to Aron. The dead chick toppled into its siblings. Red blood slid down the tip of the blade.

“I ...” I don’t want to do that. Aron bit his tongue.

“Take the sword or I’ll make you wring their necks with your bare hands.” Sir Lucio shoved the sword into Aron’s hands. Aron knew the other knights were watching from below, and the threat of touching those frail necks made him gag. Aron stepped forward, carefully placing the sword over the body of the chick prone beneath its sibling’s deceased body. He plunged it down before doing the same to the last chick. With a sickly, oily feeling in his stomach, Aron handed the blade back to Sir Lucio. 

“Well done,” Sir Lucio said, placing a hand to Aron’s shoulder and guiding him down the hill. Aron forced himself not to shrug Sir Lucio off him. He looked down at his boots, frowning at the dark spot of blood that had stained the left boot. It must’ve dripped from Sir Lucio’s sword. 

Aron didn’t remember the rest of that day. By the time they had returned to Garni, it was dusk and Marko was excitedly asking Aron what had happened. Aron shrugged and just said, “Nothing interesting, it was boring.”

“You’re just saying that because my father lets you tag along all the time,” Marko sighed from where he was lying face-down on Aron’s bed.

I would do anything to swap places with you, Aron thought, but what came out was: “Get out of my room.”

“You’re so rude.” Marko rolled off Aron’s bed and walked to the door. “Goodnight.”

Aron grunted in response and Marko shut his door loudly. He didn’t want to sleep. Every time he closed his eyes, his mind would stray to the gryphon chicks, helpless in their nest. Aron sighed. Even something as ferocious as a gryphon could be killed with a well-aimed shot; even they started life as something so vulnerable. 

He didn’t want to be here. Quiet as a mouse, Aron tip-toed through the barracks. He didn’t want to alert anyone to where he was going. Aron took the long path that curved behind houses and shops, walking through untameable tall grasses until he came to the stone mass of the Imran Monastery. Aron traced the rough stone wall as he walked to Caysa’s window. The shutters were open, and Aron gripped the sill with his fingers and climbed up into the window. Caysa startled in his bed. He was lying on his stomach, feet kicked up.

“Aron? What are you doing here?” Caysa sat up as Aron dropped into his room. 

“I couldn’t sleep,” Aron said, sitting on the edge of Caysa’s bed. 

“Oh, did you want to talk about it?” Caysa sat next to him, knees hugged to his chest. Aron pressed his forehead to Caysa’s knee.

“Yeah,” Aron said. He started talking while Caysa silently listened to his grievances. At some point, they had migrated to lying face to face on Caysa’s bed. Aron’s boots were kicked off to the side somewhere and Caysa’s book stored away by their feet. Somewhere in Aron’s head, he could hear a voice telling him he was too old to be clinging to Caysa like this. But as he looked into Caysa’s midnight-dark eyes, his red-knuckled hands cradled softly in Caysa’s gentle, dark ones, Aron thought that he could be one hundred and he would still lie in bed with Caysa, talking one another to sleep. 

When Aron opened his eyes, the room was light. He covered his tired eyes with his arm and groaned. Sitting up and pulling his boots on, Aron frowned at the dark-brown spot. He’d almost forgotten yesterday.

Looking around, Aron realised that Caysa was already up and about. Aron stood over his desk, picking up the book Caysa had been reading the night before. Suitors of Heaven. Thetitle page held sprawling calligraphy. Aron scoffed. It was a tawdry romance featuring a wandering knight, a cursed king and their lady love. Aron flipped to a random page. He wished to press a blade to his eyes and carve them out, thus the last thing he would see was her naked beauty. Aron shut the book again. 

He turned and walked through the dark, dull hallway of the monastery, stretching his shoulders. The further down he walked, the louder the laughter sounded. Aron guessed that was where the kitchen was. Pushing the door open, he found Caysa and Sola laughing and flicking water at each other.

“Aron!” Caysa squealed as Sola attacked him with wet hands. Like a dragon descending on its prey, Sola turned to stare as Aron loitered by the door. Aron had always thought that Sola was the oldest-looking thirteen-year-old he’d ever seen: light-blue eyes that stared like they could see though skin to observe the muscle and organs within; thin, severe lips. Combined with his intense attitude, his appearance rendered Sola one of the few people Aron respected out of fear.

“You’re just in time. We just finished cooking breakfast; I made the eggs scrambled, the way you like them.”

“Why are you here?” Sola said, glaring at Aron as he set the table. Aron’s neck prickled with sweat.

“Sola, don’t be rude,” Caysa pouted.

Aron blinked. He’d rarely seen Caysa with Sola. He was ... babyish, flailing compared to the chatty, witty Caysa he knew. Sola reached over and pinched Caysa’s round cheeks, and Aron suddenly felt very out of place.

“I should get back. I’m probably in trouble.” Aron cleared his throat. Caysa stopped what he was doing, a disappointed look on his face. His sparkling brown eyes met Aron’s.

“Oh, if you’re sure,” Caysa smiled, cheeks lifting and round nose scrunching. “I’ll show you out.”

“No need,” Aron quickly stuttered out in a rush. His face felt hot as he turned around, momentarily discombobulated by Caysa’s smile. 

“Augh, you scared him off.” He heard Caysa’s loud voice echo behind him, as if it was chasing him out of the monastery. 

“He comes from the richest family in Aradia; he can afford not to eat our food,” Sola’s mocking voice followed, like a kick to the arse. 

***
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THE OPPORTUNITY CAME when black smoke began billowing from the canopy several kilometres away. The troupe escorting Aron and Tearn stopped to stare.

“Nazzaro?” the shifty-faced kid gawped from behind Aron.

With no hesitation, Aron threw himself back, slamming them both down into the ground. Aron knocked his head back, hopefully into the kid’s nose. He spluttered from below, winded and confused. Aron felt around, trying to grasp the handle of the dagger. As he grabbed it, the tall Chedoan woman kicked him off her colleague, hard enough to wind Aron. He shook his head as he pressed the dagger into the rope, nicking the skin on his abused wrists as he did so. The Chedoan was approaching fast, sharp daggers glinting. There was a sound not unlike a thunderclap and Aron dodged away as she took her first downward strike.

The small red drake screeched, whipping around to smack the hammer-wielder into a tree. Aron finally got free from the ropes, blocking another strike with the dagger. She had the advantage, looming over Aron. He leveraged his weight, tackling her centre as she recovered her position. With them both on the ground, Aron headbutted her (if he wasn’t careful, he’d break his own nose).

“Fuck, you’re a piece of shit,” she groaned, her nose bubbling with bloody snot.

Aron snorted. Grabbing one of her curved daggers from her slack grip, Aron punched down, knocking her out on the ground. Just as a sword curved towards him, without thinking, Aron threw himself back. He had to get off the ground, but the Aradian swordswoman had no intention of letting up, instead forcing Aron on the defensive to save his face from being carved up. Tearn’s pointed head reared up behind, snapping down on the swordswoman’s balance arm with a sickening crunch and an even more horrified scream as Tearn flung her away. 

The shuffling of a small animal. Aron looked up as he saw the young kid running back the way they’d come, feet tripping over in fear. Aron swore and got chasing after him. It wasn’t hard. Aron had only to reach to grab the kid’s shirt collar, choking him and practically pulling him off his feet. Dragging him back to his prone companions, Aron made his way to the unfortunate swordswoman, who was groaning faintly.

“Shut up. Do not scream, do not cry, do not run.” Aron shook the kid as he spoke.

The kid nodded and was almost crying when Aron let go of him. He began gingerly pulling off the straps of his bag and Bleeding Heart, grabbing Sun-singer and re-attaching it to his belt. Tearn had shifted back into human form. Naked, she was now scavenging amongst the remaining members for their clothing.

“W-what are you doing to them?” the kid squeaked, watching open mouthed as Tearn stole the trousers off Aron’s first victim and then stole his bag and coat for good measure. She then picked up the fallen hammer from the north-man—just in case, apparently.

“I get cold too.”

Aron rolled his eyes at the kid’s bemoaned stuttering. He kept his grip on the youngest kid, though there probably wasn’t any need considering how much the kid was shaking. Tearn was looking through the bag she’d stolen from the shifty-faced second-in-command and was soon pulling out a compass and a coin purse and jangling them around. 

“What’s your name?” she asked. Aron felt his eye begin twitching.

“Ludo?”

“Hi, Ludo. Who’s your boss?” Tearn said, pulling out a map and un-scrolling it. 

The kid muttered out something indiscernible, so Aron shook him. “Speak up, she asked you a question.”

“Uhm—Nazzaro Cento,” he said louder. Aron racked his brain; he’d never heard of a Cento in his life.

“Your little group got a name?” Tearn asked.

The kid squeaked, “Y-yes, we work under the Cobalt Cranes.”

Aron scoffed, with that naming sense, definitely based in Chedoa. “Who hired you out?”

“I don’t know, some Aradian lady found Nazzaro.”

“How long ago?”

“A-a couple weeks, I think.”

“What type of lady—what did she look like?” Aron squeezed the kid’s shoulder.

“I don’t know. Some posh Oskallian with brown hair.” Aron swore under his breath. It sounded like one of Alia’s spies that she had skulking around. 

The talk lapsed again, with silence filling the empty gaps until they happened upon the smouldering remains of an ancient house. Grey stone hewn from the alps made it practically an artefact from before the border had been properly drawn between ancient Aradia and Abacia—and now it was in cinders.

“Guess there’s no question that Zavon was here,” Tearn said, pulling the long hair from her face.

“Then where’s Caysa?” Aron instructed the kid to wait by a tree as Tearn approached the building. Kicking wood out of her way, she made a circle around the wreckage.

“There are tracks this way, but it looks like a lot of them,” Tearn shouted. Aron grabbed the kid and dragged him along. Aron stared at disturbed leaves; she was probably correct.

“Which way then?” Aron said.

“You tell me. Aren’t you the dragon-hunting knight?”

“It’s dragon-slaying. Someone else finds the dragons, I just kill them.” Aron’s eyebrow twitched.

“Are you going to kill me?” the kid squeaked.

“Keep talking and you might tempt me.”

“Well, Zavon and Caysa are both idiots, but I’m guessing they would probably go west,” Tearn said, looking over to where the sun was descending below the tree line.

“It’ll be night soon,” Aron frowned, hiking Bleeding Heart’s strap higher up.

“Then we’d best start walking,” Tearn said, immediately starting westwards. Aron sighed, taking the kid and sitting him down at a tree trunk.

“You’d best start praying your partners find you quick.”

“What are you going to do to me?”

“Nothing painful,” Aron lied before smacking the kid’s head against the trunk, knocking him out and leaving him slumped over in the leaf litter. Aron followed in the direction Tearn had gone. 
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Where Lies One’s Home?
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Caysa slept fitfully. He’d struggled with sleep before, but he’d rarely suffered nightmares. Now his mind kept drifting to every worst possible option. Would he ever see Aron again? Were Aron and Tearn safe? He had said before to Aron that he didn’t think Zavon would hurt him, but now Zavon’s presence gave Caysa goosebumps, made him fearful.

Caysa gripped onto Marko’s sleeve cuff, forcing his mind blank and trying to smooth the tenseness in his face. Caysa thought of Marko, trying to recall every quirk and strange habit that he had to him, his wide smile and loud honking laugh. He thought back on long summer afternoons on Garni, the way the brilliant sun would give Marko a golden glow and his brown hair would shine golden-red. He thought of playing by the riverbank, laughing loudly at Aron and Marko’s antics. How afterwards they’d dry off in the warm air and sunlight.

When Caysa opened his eyes, his face was wet, cold in the breeze. The sky above was clear, but there were very few stars visible. Caysa blinked again. Where was the forest canopy? He sat up, rubbing tears and sleep from his eyes. It was Garni: the grassy fields of Garni that Caysa had walked through thousands of times, back and forth. He turned his head. The town-main was dark, the occasional light window the only proof that people still lived there. Caysa stood up, looking the other way, and —— 

Caysa covered his mouth with his hands. This was—it must’ve been a nightmare. No dream Caysa could have would ever have him imagining the monastery in blackened, crumbling ruins. Caysa walked forwards. This was not true; it could not be true. He couldn’t help the panic he felt as he approached the ruins of his childhood.

The ancient grey stone was tarnished by ash and soot; the wooden doors were completely burnt away. Caysa flushed hot. How dare anyone destroy such an ancient house of veneration—but maybe this was all because of him? Walking through the doorway, he knew instantly that the inside was an image of death. The walls were smothered in soot and wood scaffolding collapsing in on themselves, creating a crushing, claustrophobic atmosphere. Caysa imagined that this heart-ripping suffocation was what it felt like to be buried alive. He almost went down the hallway to his bedroom, but he stopped himself; there were limits even to his nightmares. Instead, he went the other direction to the prayer room.

The door was collapsed and charred, and Caysa felt like he’d been stabbed as he walked up to Imra’s empty dais. She was gone. Caysa collapsed in front of where she used to stand in wise sentry above them. It seemed there really was no limit to the horrors he could conjure up. Somehow, this betrayal of the mind was more painful than anything else. This was not the place where he’d rested his heavy head, where he’d learnt to read and write—this was a mausoleum of his failure and lacking, of bodies that had piled up because of him. Covering his mouth, Caysa wept at Imra’s ghost and Palo’s indifference.

A shuffling sound, rats and mice. He continued his vigil over his own inadequacy.

“Caysa?” a man’s voice sounded.

Caysa’s shoulders froze. Had he ever heard a voice like that before? Caysa turned around slowly to find a knight, judging by the sword at his side. He stepped into the prayer room, face frozen in shocked recognition. This was not a dream. Caysa blinked in horror.

He gasped, opened his eyes and pressed a hand to his heart as it jack-rabbited against his ribs. As he sat up, the world around him was pitch-black. Caysa held his breath, forcing his blood to calm down. He heard the gurgling of the nearby creek they’d stopped at. Getting up blind, Caysa made his way over and sat down on the bank, feet submerged in freezing water. Caysa wondered whether leeches were common in this area and then quickly took his feet out, tucking his knees under his chin.

“Trying to freeze yourself to death?” Zavon came up next to Caysa, human form still naked. Caysa stared resolutely forward into the black depth of the forest. 

“I had a horrible vision,” Caysa sighed. “I almost wish I could freeze myself to death.”

“It’s unfortunate for you, then, that you are stuck with me.” Zavon’s skin was hot. Caysa wondered whether that was natural or if he was using magic. 

“Do you think I can do it?” Caysa didn’t actually mean to say that out loud, but Zavon’s breathing was so silent that Caysa could almost forget he was there if he tried hard enough. 

“You spend more time thinking about the things you can’t do than you spend thinking about the things you should,” Zavon said.

Caysa clenched his jaw. Talking with Zavon felt like asking a wall to budge. “Well, you’re so smart and experienced, what should I be thinking about then?” 

“I would like you to think about where the Solar Collusion is going to occur.”

“I’d love to, if only someone would give me a hint on how to do that!” Caysa stopped himself from getting too heated. Zavon really knew how to get under his skin.

“It’s the Solar Collusion—think of the sun,” Zavon groaned, like Caysa was the slowest child he’d ever met. Caysa rolled his eyes upwards. Sun, sun, suns. Danrho had said before that Ulodi had two suns. Caysa hadn’t really made the connection before, but Palo once had two suns in the sky as well.

“You know, we used to have two suns too, in this world,” Caysa said. Zavon looked over to him. Caysa could scarcely see a feature, but still he knew Zavon had that condescending, scrunched-up look on his face.

“No, that is not true.”

“I meant in the Otrissus.”

“Oh, that book of stories you lot love so much.” Zavon’s mouth was down-turned in some sort of pained disgust.

Caysa gasped, affronted to the core of his very being. “They’re not stories, they’re poetry... and it’s a holy book.” Maybe it was just dragons as a whole, but Caysa couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe Zavon alone was just truly godless.

“Well, whatever. What do your little stories have to do with anything?”

“Anyway, one of the poems explains why we have summer and winter. Once, Palo had two twins who he adored so much he wished all to be able to bask in their radiance, so he placed them in the sky as the suns. In those days there was no winter; it was always blooming with life, as if in a perpetual spring or summer. However, Palo’s son became obsessed with the exaltation humans gave to the suns, so he decided to stay high in the sky, day and night. In doing so, he stripped humans of sleep, dried up rivers and lakes, and set fire to fields and forests. Humans, desperate, begged Palo to do something, so Palo, saddened as he was, cut his son from the sky, killing him. Now only Palo’s daughter sun traverses the sky for six months in the summer and then during the winter sends a lantern in her stead while she rests. Well, the place the rebellious sun dropped is called Faha U Kan, or the Valley of the Sun. It’s in the middle of Akensoya. They say during the solstice when the sun is highest that no shadows are cast, the sun beams straight down.”

“Fascinating,” Zavon said, finger and thumb pinching his chin. “What do the other gods do during the year?”

What did that have to do with anything? “Work, I suppose?”

“But one of them gets a six-month break?” Zavon looked over with his unnaturally bright eyes.

Caysa smiled back. “He’s just a god—you can’t expect him to be perfect,” Caysa laughed.

Zavon cracked a good-humoured smile in response. 
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Caysa startled awake as he almost tipped over. The forest was barely lighter as the night ended. He looked over to check on Zavon, only to be greeted with his bare arse as he stood in the middle of the creek. Caysa blocked the view with his hand and said, “Can’t you turn back into a dragon?”

“That’s still naked, Caysa.”

“Yes, but it’s a better naked.”

With a heaving groan, as if Caysa was asking him to pull the moon out of the sky, Zavon turned back into a dragon, sending water everywhere and rustling branches and leaves. Caysa lowered his hand. Zavon’s big crimson body lying in the little creek looked rather ridiculous. Caysa stood up, walking up to Zavon and placing his hand on his rough side. He wondered if that’s what Nazzaro meant by density—shoving all of this dragon into a man shape probably did make the bones denser. 

“You’re cuter like this anyway.”

Zavon made some kind of pitchy chirrup. Caysa sighed and pressed his forehead to Zavon’s huge side. He had to find some clothes, he had to find some money. They had get to Pritta and get off the continent to Akensoya.

Clothes first. 

“Well, put those big wings to use and find us a way out,” Caysa said.

Zavon cocked his head and then bounded out of the creek, splashing water everywhere. Who needed baths when you had dragons determined to make sure you ended up drenched every time? Zavon began clawing his way up a large tree, Caysa cringing as the wood creaked and shuddered under Zavon’s weight. He looked ridiculous—a big, crimson feathered dragon perched amongst shuddering branches like a bird. It was not exactly what he had wanted Zavon to do, but whatever made him happy. After a few panic-inducing branch snaps, Zavon bounded back out of the tree canopy, nuzzling his big lizard face up to Caysa.

An image of a pair of people walking through the forest together, dark cloaks and simple bows. Zavon pointed his head in a vaguely northerly direction. Caysa took in a deep breath and promised himself this would be the last time he stole someone’s clothes, and may Palo behead him if he lied. With determination and Zavon’s pointy body behind him, Caysa began trekking through the undergrowth. If only dragons could also communicate distance. He pinched his bottom lip. Were Aron and Tearn safe? He hoped they were; he hoped they’d found the old house by now and would be able to follow them. Mae and the Grandmonk and the kids—he hoped they managed to get out of Garni in time. Mae certainly wasn’t the type of person to be imprisoned for something she didn’t do. She’d fight tooth and nail to escape, especially for Killian and Lulu. But with the Grandmonk’s ailing health, it truly wasn’t healthy for him to travel ... 

“Halt!” Caysa snapped back to reality, only to find an arrow pointed right at his face. “Who are you and what is your business?”

“I-I got separated from my party—from the party I was travelling with,” Caysa tried. Both of them were dressed nondescriptly, but the hawk brooch on their cloaks connected them with the Abacian military. They were scouts or border guards of some type.

“You from Aradia? How’d you get separated?” the other one spoke. He was taller than his companion, and he seemed surprised that Caysa was an Akensoyan-looking Imran devotee and Aradian. Well, it surprised him too sometimes.

“Yes, I’m from the south.” Everyone preferred the south to the north. “There was a dragon ...” Caysa trailed off, not sure where to go with his story.

The shorter one, still with an arrow pointed at Caysa, scoffed and fixed his hold. “A dragon? ‘Round these parts?” 

A loud growling sound came from behind Caysa, and he closed his eyes. Zavon certainly knew how to make an entrance. Caysa just wished there wasn’t an arrow in his face at the same time.

“What the fuck?” the shorter one blurted out. Zavon grabbed the arrow with his teeth and snapped it in half with a lazy bite. With a quick lunge, Zavon pounced on the scouts.

“Zavon! Don’t kill them!” Caysa shouted, worried that the hard landing on the ground might twist or break something. Zavon crawled off, allowing Caysa to check for bumps or cuts. The shorter one had a mean gash on his arm that Caysa bandaged, ripping a length from his own cloak, while Zavon turned back into a man and got to unceremoniously stripping the taller one. After Zavon was done ruining another man’s life, Caysa checked him over as well. A small bump—could be bruising or something worse—but there was no time for a more thorough check until he was awake. Caysa dragged him up and propped him against a tree in case he woke up with nausea. 

When Caysa stood back up, Zavon threw the scout’s cloak at him, as well as a waterskin.

“Happy now?” Zavon smirked, dressed in a plain long-sleeved tunic and brown trousers, feet shoved into well-worn brown boots. One could’ve mistaken him for regular man, if they had never seen a man up close before. Caysa took a grateful drink of fresh, not-dirty not-creek water and looked over at their poor victims.

“Sorry,” Caysa whispered before turning to follow Zavon’s tall back.

***
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ARON AND TEARN TRAVELLED westwards enough to stumble across one of the few visible roads in the woods. In reality, it was closer to a path trampled through by necessity, but it was large enough to ride a horse through. Aron had heard them before he saw them, talking quietly with their Oskallian accents. Aradian border spies—no doubt they already knew Aron was a wanted man. The smuggler’s trail they were taking was empty except for him, Tearn and their stalkers. There was no pretence to keep pretending they didn’t know they were there. Aron knocked Tearn’s hand with his knuckle. She looked up at him, frowning, her eyes tired.

“Behind us,” Aron said. He was about to continue on to tell her not to bother looking, but Tearn had already turned around, a furious sneer on her face. There were four, clumped in a frankly embarrassingly obvious group.

They stood across from each other, the four scouts frozen before one of them seemed to realise where he was and what he was supposed to be doing. Grabbing his arming sword, the first man darted forwards. Aron scoffed at his open posture and easily telegraphed action. He swung at Tearn, who gripped the hammer and swung it straight into his ribs. With a sickening crunch, he fell to the ground gripping his side, screaming with great ferocity.

He probably wouldn’t heal from that.

The other three had finally caught on to what was happening. They were young and hadn’t seen much of any combat outside of spars—they weren’t designed to, after all. Aron felt sorry for them the same way that he felt bad for horses with broken legs. It really was a shame.

With sweaty, nervous faces, two of them grabbed their weapons from their belts. Two arrows in succession, wooden, jammed into the back of their knees, effectively preventing them from moving. Aron groaned. Who was it going to be this time?

Dressed head to toe in black but this time with a leather chest guard was the Black Wraith. He stepped forward from the shadows, holding a normal short bow and leading a handsome black horse by the reins. Aron had to figure out where he was finding all his weapons—speaking of weapons ...

“Where’s my dagger?” Aron growled, ready to pull out Sun-singer.

“Shut up. Where’s Caysa?” The wraith ignored Aron, instead looking over to Tearn. Her brows were furrowed hard, like she was realising something too absurd to put into words. 

“Uh, we got split up. Some mercenary group called the Cobalt Cranes or something,” Tearn answered. The Wraith swore loudly.

“Fucking Cento. Shit,” he said, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“How did you find us?” Tearn was looking between Aron and the Black Wraith with an increasingly concerned look on her face.

“I followed the scent of an idiot.” The wraith stared pointedly at Aron with noxiously green eyes. “I saw the smoke, obviously. Keep walking south-west and you’ll come across a town. Try not to attract any more attention. I’ll find Caysa.”

“Why the fuck should we listen to you?” Aron stepped up. He didn’t know how the man knew Caysa, and he didn’t care—he had no right telling Aron what to do. Aron did not trust him; he was dangerous, more so than Aron, and how could Caysa defend himself from someone like the Black Wraith?

“Shut up.” He turned away from Aron as Tearn gave a shrug. Aron clicked his tongue, striding up to the Wraith.

“And where’s my fucking dagger?” Aron was close enough to get a stab in with Sun-singer. With a groan, the wraith Whipped around and flung a short dagger at a tree trunk, embedding it deep.

“There’s your fucking dagger.” He mounted his horse as Aron angrily tried to grab the dagger. Looking over to Tearn, he said, “And keep quiet about our acquaintance.”

Tearn nodded as Aron finally unjammed the dagger. It had the right size and weight and shape to be Iron Tooth. Aron glared over the dagger’s edge, watching the back of the Wraith’s head become enshrouded in shadows. He was already on the hunt, and Aron would wager that his history with Cento meant he already had an idea of where to look.

Inspecting Iron Tooth closely, it was almost correct only if it had somehow it had aged thirty years in the course of three weeks. The leather wrapping was smooth and shiny, where Aron’s Iron Tooth had been light, freshly re-wrapped in calf leather in Oskall. “He gave me a fake,” Aron concluded.

“Not so one-of-a-kind after all,” Tearn nodded. Aron sneered at her. She turned and started walking the path again, throwing her long brown-red hair over her shoulder. Aron followed, ignoring the instinct to follow the Wraith to his hauntings.

Aron weighed up, was it faster to follow Cento’s tracks or Caysa’s ... or rather, who was more dangerous, the man going after Caysa or the man going after the money?

***
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CAYSA TURNED AROUND. Any small crunch of leaves had him terrified that Nazzaro would jump out from behind a tree, madly brandishing a dagger.

“It’s a probably a rat,” Zavon said. “You’re scared of everything except the things you should be scared of.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Caysa tried to keep the whine from his voice as he walked next to Zavon, close enough to feel the warmth that simmered under his skin. 

“I told you before, what dragon would happily travel with a man destined to kill them?” Zavon raised an eyebrow.

“Aron wouldn’t hurt me ...” Caysa trailed off unconvincingly. Well, he’d made an oath to Caysa that he wouldn’t—did that trump the one he had made to Hirresh and Palo? Probably not. He ought not to think like that. Faith was an immeasurable essence; Caysa should have faith in Aron as he did in Palo and Imra.

“Is that why you keep him around?”

“Don’t talk of him like he’s some pet! He’s my closest friend. I’ve known him all my life.”

“Friend? Maybe you lot use that word differently to the Roshians, but ...”

“What?” Caysa frowned deeply as Zavon began giggling like a schoolchild over a secret. 

“Never mind. Friendship aside, you know you’re doomed to be apart.” He smoothed his face and stopped his irritating giggling. Caysa looked up at him. “Don’t give me that face. You’ll outlive him ten times over—if you were smart, you’d save yourself the suffering.”

“What do you mean by that?” Caysa knew, in a removed sense, that dragons lived hundreds of years, but part of him still saw himself as human, still a mortal who grew and aged like all magicless beasts. 

“Is playing obtuse your favourite game?”

“No, I just think what I choose to do with my attentions isn’t any business of yours,” Caysa sniffed. When did his whole life begin rotating around his relationship with Aron? Even Marko had been acting strange about Aron to Caysa.

“You’re saying that now, but in fifty, seventy years you might regret your rash obsession.” Obsession? Caysa looked up at Zavon, trying figure out if he was joking or not. Zavon smiled down at him. “Well, seventy years will go by like nothing. Lucky for you, you will have probably forgotten him by then.”

Caysa clenched his fist—who gave Zavon permission to be so condescending? It was as if he had been placed in Caysa’s path just to frustrate him. Caysa swallowed his aggravated reply and strode forward. It was better for his health to stay as far away from Zavon’s goading as possible. Caysa just wanted to get out of this forest, wanted Aron to find him, and wanted to get far, far away from Aradia’s greedy stare. 

Zavon sniffed the air, his narrow face pulling tight before smoothing over.

“What’s wrong?” Caysa nervously sniffed the air as well, disappointed when he only smelled leaf decay.

“Nothing pertinent, just thought I smelled a storm.”

Zavon shrugged like it was nothing worth a second thought, but Caysa couldn’t help the shiver that ran down his spine. Caysa scratched his arm, noticing his dry skin was ashy and flaking and absurdly itchy.
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Ghosts, the Form of Memory
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Lucio Beratta stared at the headstone that declared his son’s name. Grey granite sat next to the pale cream sandstone of his wife, Gisella. Like all fathers, Lucio had assumed that the lot next Gisella’s would be his, that Marko would be the one to place him there. Two deaths by hunting accident—well, officially, Marko had been murdered by that strange monk-boy, Caysa.

Lucio hadn’t known what to make of Caysa. For all the ways he had been good for Marko—how he riled his son up with wordplay was one of the few ways that got Marko to effectively study—he had been terrible for the prince. Caysa had often enabled Aron’s worst behaviours, his avoidant, spoiled nature. Indeed, Lucio hadn’t had it in him to separate them. Over time, he had begun to ... indulge Aron’s peculiarities too. Aron had always returned regardless, and it was better he was happy than upset. 

Caysa himself though, that blue-and-brown smudge that flitted in and out of Lucio’s vision, eye-catching but simultaneously unimposing. A small, pious ghost until he wasn’t. Lucio had been disappointed by the Imran Grandmonk’s refusal but hardly surprised; contrarian and reclusive was the way of Imra. In those days, Caysa had grown well, but he’d had the personality of a coenobite. Lucio still remembered the embarrassment of watching his nephew, Aleardo, flirt unsuccessfully before he’d been reassigned to the Ehomes. He’d wanted to say: never mind him, he’s carved from Imra’s own flesh. Aleardo was back in Garni now. He’d been horrified by the charred remnants of the monastery, but Lucio couldn’t bring himself to extend the same sympathies; whatever Lady Ginabria wanted done, she could do it. He no longer cared. 

“Uncle?” Aleardo came up behind to stand next to Lucio. He was a handsome lad in that very Aradian way, similar to Marko but wiser and less bright-eyed. 

“I’ll be there in a minute, Aleardo,” Lucio sighed. Every passing day the weight worsened. He felt indignant for his nephew, whose place was never to be tied down to Garni and the Tisgan, but now the gods had played their distasteful game and, yet again, cursed the already accursed Berattas. Aleardo nodded and made his way back to the barracks. Lucio stood there, with many minutes passing until the sun had sunk and the only light spilled orange from the barracks or crystal white from the stars above. 

In a blink, Lucio watched as a familiar ghost appeared, listless as the branches of a willow tree with skin dark as night. An apparition of Caysa stood in front of Marko’s headstone. Lucio almost wanted to walk up and shake the ghost—to strangle it, scream at it, demand why Marko was dead—but he was tired now, truthfully, and when the vision turned around, it looked at him with wide eyes, weeping freely. Every hate and every desperate grapple with his son’s loss disappeared. There was a recognition in grief, and Lucio nodded and turned away, emptily returning to his living grave. Marko, his darling Marko. Lucio closed his eyes, trying to remember his son as a young man, but every time he only ever saw him as an infant in his arms or as a vivacious child, loud as he was audacious. 

***
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CAYSA WATCHED AS SIR Beratta walked away into the warm light of the building. Turning back to Marko’s headstone, he sank to his knees, fingers and eyes tracing each letter of his name, desperate to remember it.

“Marko,” Caysa whispered, “are you well? Was your ascent to the Sognima easy?” The winds of Garni blew through Caysa’s illusory form; he hated whatever magic kept dragging him back here, but greedily coveted this moment—to be able to sit by Marko one last time. I miss you, Caysa almost said. “I’m sorry.” 

When he woke up again, Zavon was standing above him, looking up at the sky.

“You should sleep,” Zavon said.

“It’s hard for me,” Caysa sighed. His back ached, and coldness seeped deep into his bones, tensing his muscles and leaving his head empty and overtired. Zavon turned around, eyes like glass, and smiled.

“Keep trying.”

Caysa stared up at the dark, sparsely clouded sky, gradually lighting in the east. He felt infantile and stupid, wishing for a sign, for the constellations above to align and show him the way forwards. Surely the gods refused him because a true monk should not be selfish, should not desire others’ validation or desire selfishly for the past. Not even the gods could undo what had already been done, and here Caysa lay, wishing for such blasphemy. A good monk was what Caysa was supposed to be; he was supposed to be unselfish and un-cruel, and right now, he was the opposite of that. He was not a good anything. He was ignorant, a fool wandering in circles. Caysa stared up and wondered how many other boys’ goodness was predicated on how much flesh they could cut from the bone and give to others.

***
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THEY STUMBLED ACROSS the village towards the south-western edge. It was well kept—better than its counterpart in Aradia, that was for certain. Tearn chose to hide partially behind Aron as they entered the nearest tavern. Most of the people weren’t travellers or merchants. Instead, they were met with rough, weather-worn faces and people wearing clothes catering for everything from the frozen north to the hot, dry south. This was a place designed for poachers and hunters, which meant bounties.

Which meant there would be bounties if not on Aron, then definitely on Caysa. 

Most patrons gave Aron half a look-over before turning back to whatever they were doing. Aron walked over to the only semi-private table, next to a pair of Eskavirans having apparently the funniest conversation of their lives. Tearn sat facing the rest of the tavern, uncomfortably leaning her neck on her hand to hide the scarring. Aron leaned back in his chair as his body unwound itself from days of walking and sleeping on hard, cold ground. Every so often, he caught snippets of the conversation behind him. He hadn’t re-learnt Vanamiran during his time in Oskall. If anything, he had gone out of his way to forget more of it, with the exception of profanities, which he had used liberally to cuss his family. Judging by how much of the conversation was comprehensible to Aron, Eskavirans loved to curse everyone around them as much as Oskallians did.

A barmaid came up to their table. “Anything for the table, loves?” 

“Just a tankard of mead,” Tearn said from where she now had her head lying on the table. Aron rolled his eyes.

“A tankard of it?”

“We don’t need anything,” Aron reassured the barmaid.

“Speak for yourself.” Tearn sat up properly now. “I’ll have the mead, he can starve.” The barmaid nodded with a confused smile.

“You drink?” Aron couldn’t imagine a dragon high in the mountains brewing a rum. Tearn shrugged.

“Might as well enjoy what I can while living among you lot.”

The barmaid came back around with Tearn’s order. Aron snorted. The conversation behind him had lulled. The Eskavirans were talking more quietly now, in low, conspiratorial voices. Aron strained his ears, trying to catch any words they were saying. Face and cheap were the only words he could understand out of the many sentences they had spoken. Aron looked over to Tearn’s face and then around, taking in a slow sweep of the surrounding tables. He’d caught two other tables looking over at him and Tearn. Aron squinted at the bounty board, which was covered in pieces of paper, including one of a woman’s face. It was a rough sketch, but the intensity of the eyebrows and long hair were all the identifiers the Eskavirans needed.

“They’re talking about how similar you look to your wanted poster,” Aron said. Tearn looked over to the board and swore.

“Fuck, it was from before,” Tearn whispered, ducking her head too late to prevent recognition. 

“Before?”

“I didn’t start existing when I met Caysa, you know. I thought they would have taken ‘em down by now.”

Aron scoffed. “We’re not getting away without a fight,” he said. The Eskavirans had finally shut up and were probably trying to catch what Aron and Tearn’s plans were. Tearn shook her head.

“Do not. We’re in a bad enough situation as it is—we don’t need more attention.”

“Sorry,” Aron mouthed before loudly saying, “nou Skavi, you talk quite loud—do you mind shutting up?”

The squealing and scratching of a chair followed, and one of the Eskavirans said, “What did you fucking call me?”

Tearn was livid. She missed Caysa more and more every second. Aron stood up as well, sneering at the red-faced Eskaviran and his friend.

“Say that again,” the Eskaviran snarled. Tearn followed Aron’s example, preparing to fight or run as the situation called for as several other tables watched and calculated their own chances.

“Nou Skavi.”

Aron blocked a swing and grabbed his sword in one go, ramming his still-sheathed sword into the first man’s breastbone. The white-blond Eskaviran growled and then barked a laugh, like a hunting dog on the trail of its prey. Aron kept his swear in. Well, they did say the north-men were made of heartier stuff.

“Nou Oldou, you better hit me harder than that.”

The poacher tackled Aron. Instinct took over as his body confused the barrelling of an oversized north-man with a gryphon or a minotaur. Aron pulled out Iron Tooth, using it to divert his attackers’ momentum away. It was too cramped in here to pull out his heftier weapons. Aron had to get away from the table before he got pinned.

There was no fighting conservatively against this lot. Tearn, Aron and Caysa all came with attractive prices, and everyone here knew it. The Eskaviran he was facing off against picked up his axe as Aron unsheathed Sun-singer.

Unconscious from blood loss or a concussion—it was all the same to him.

The Eskaviran was even built like a minotaur. Aron lunged and his opponent parried. Strike downwards, dodge left, feint right. Stab down and incapacitate movement. The Eskaviran growled as Aron pulled Sun-singer out of his foot. It hadn’t penetrated deep enough to pierce all the way through, but small damage against a larger opponent could turn the tide. 

Or it would if the second Eskaviran hadn’t decided to intervene. The Eskaviran two-hander cleaved down towards Aron’s head. As he fell back, Aron felt steel nick his ear. Re-setting his position, Aron watched both his larger opponents. They had blue-black lines along their arms, making them Kresor or whatever the Eskaviran equivalent was: dragon-hunters. Which meant the Black Wraith had sent them this way knowing that there were trained dragon-poachers. Aron spat.

He was going to kill that man. Two Eskaviran Kresor attacked at the same time, aiming high and low. Foot or face, they were making Aron choose. They might have succeeded, if Tearn’s hammer hadn’t gone flying in the space of the axe-wielder. The crunch was disgusting as it smashed his nose in.

Stupid girl—only an idiot threw away their weapon.

It was only a matter of time before everyone else got involved. A bolt flew between Aron and the last Kresor, hitting a dark-haired woman in the arm, who proceeded to smash her keg over the head of the man next to her.

Aron took the moment to strike. He knew how clumsy and unwieldly two-handers were in a less-than-ideal space. Aron stabbed Sun-singer into his opponent’s stomach. A push past skin and clothes and it slid right into his viscera. Aron yanked his sword out.

The metallic smell of blood permeated out, and like a slab of meat being dangled in front of a starved wolf pack, the tavern heaved and then moved all at once.

There was clamouring and clinking as rivals and hunters got up and started scratching and biting each other. Tearn grabbed Aron’s shirt collar. Aron squirmed away from her, lurching to grab Bleeding Heart.

A bolt narrowly missed his nose. It seemed some people had forgone their table mates to cash in on Aron and Tearn.

The barmaids had already left, running out a back door. Aron followed suit, parrying a dagger and kicking another man between his legs. Tearn caught on quick and hoisted herself over the bar, hiding as another bolt imbedded itself in wood just a moment too late.

Aron also threw himself over the counter, searching for an escape route. The bar door opened onto the pantry, which was stacked with kegs and flour. The back door was through there. Aron dove towards it, trusting Tearn to follow. The crash of tables and chairs echoed out of the alleyway, along with shouts, screams and every swear word under Palo’s sun. They’d attract guards soon enough. The most desirable outcome would be for Tearn and Aron to get away, leave the local authorities and poachers tangled up with each other in confusion for a day or two. 

They made it out onto the street. Aron and Tearn raised their arms as the Warden’s Guard pointed their spears. Their commander tutted obnoxiously as he walked up to Aron. And here was the second most desirable outcome. 

“Oh, my, Lord Cyril is going to love this,” he said. He had a rodent-like face and a thin goose-like neck. Aron calculated his chances. He would’ve done it too if Tearn hadn’t caught his eye and given him an absolutely livid look. The guards tied Tearn’s and Aron’s hands behind their backs and walked them to a covered carriage with barred windows.

It seemed Aron had been correct—lots of criminals passed through here, clinging to the hunters. Enough to warrant extra eyes and hands by the Warden of Salersa. 

“Fantastic work, Aron,” Tearn said.

“The Warden of Salersa is more reasonable than all of those poachers back there. You should be thanking me.” 

The inside of the carriage was musty and stunk of old sweat and blood. The seats they were forced onto were little more than planks that dug into the meat of Aron’s buttocks, numbing it and his legs as the carriage rocked side to side on unpaved roads. It would have been a day’s journey if only Narsa hadn’t intervened and decimated the road with a thunderous rainstorm. The party transporting Aron and Tearn to Salersa stopped and wisely chose not to continue journeying through precariously thick rain. Aron and Tearn had to struggle through rain leaking from the roof of the carriage, flooding the floor and drenching their boots. 

It truly felt horrid, and Aron almost wished he hadn’t started that fight at the tavern as he listened to the insufferable plop of water onto the flooded floor. A layer of cold dampness adhered to his skin through his clothes. He stared so long into the ripples that his eyes began to imagine that they stuttered, as if the rhythm had been disturbed by a water bug before he blinked and the illusory ripples returned to normal. The air felt cooler for just a moment. 

A lack of sleep and food would do that to a man.

The storm raged throughout the night. Aron didn’t sleep, not that he would have anyway. Instead, he imagined several farmers would probably be awakening to flooded fields and destroyed yields. Tearn looked as bad as he felt, her eyes staring into the puddle at their feet, long hair frizzy and wet at the same time. Slowly, the party began moving again, stopping for squires to lay down planks of wood over particularly deep puddles. Aron knew this song and dance. Travelling by carriage always served to remind him how much easier travelling by saddle was. 

As always, the day after a storm was clear and sunny. In actuality, it was also disgustingly humid, making the dirt and grease sitting on Aron’s skin pointedly repulsive. 

“You never told me,” Aron said as he sweltered, damp and sweaty, “why you came with us.”

Tearn laughed. “That’s easy to answer: because I need protection and Caysa’s just about the most important a dragon can get ... Didn’t realise so many dragons and humans would be out to get him anyway.”

“What do you mean?” Aron frowned. The heat made him agitated.

“Don’t you know anything about dragons? Whatever. It’s become stylish among poachers to remove the gland in our necks—the thing that allows us to communicate with the elements we are born to. Without it, you are effectively helpless ... most dragons would not even consider me a dragon anymore.”

“Like I said, dragon-slayer, not dragon-scholar. I think, as far as humans are concerned, gland or not, if you look like a dragon then you are one,” Aron said. Tearn gave another humourless laugh.

“That’s kind, but you are not a dragon.”

The silence that settled back between them was stifled by how infuriating the heat was inside. Aron considered what Tearn had said. He couldn’t understand really, except that he was Havriki Vanamiran and raised Aradian, although there were very few Aradians who would claim he was unlike them these days and many a Vanamiran who would, rightly, call him a southerner. He supposed for dragons, their power was the source of their belonging.

“What do you mean that Caysa is the most important dragon?” Perhaps that explained Zavon’s ... pointed interest in Caysa. 

“The black and silver are the ancestral dragons. Their magic is more—I don’t know the term—deep, I suppose, than any other dragons’. More ...”

“Esoteric.”

Tearn gave him an annoyed look. “Yes, that.”

“What’s Zavon then? The element you are born to is more important than the family you have?”

Tearn smiled, “You’ll be happy to know that, yes, Zavon might be the son of Arris, but a fire dragon’s commonness makes him little more than a peasant. If he’d been born a lightning dragon like his father, he’d be held in higher regard.”

Aron hummed. Interesting. He knew dragons were classed by their scale patterns by humans—by and far, green and dark-red dragons were the most common. Their hide was the cheapest as well. Next were blue, crimson and orange. Judging by what Aron had seen of Zavon, the lustre desired was a consequence of age and environment. Yellow, grey and white were incredibly rare, and books spoke of black, silver and gold as if they were myths. Until Caysa, Aron had also believed them to be the mythic heralds of Eshfit’s hatred. Turns out humans had been closer to understanding the inner workings of dragons than they realised.

“Are there gold dragons, then?”

“We do not talk about the gold dragons. They haven’t been born in centuries.”

Aron nodded. Well, that answered that question. 

“I don’t have any family anymore. Protecting Caysa is truly all I have left of being a dragon,” Tearn said out of nowhere, quiet as the observances in a cemetery. Aron understood that. 
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Misfortune 
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The storm Zavon had smelled coagulated in sinister dark clouds and then broke in a heavily sheeted downpour that almost knocked Caysa’s ailing body off the track. It was impossible to see what was ahead of them—until the glow of windows caught Zavon’s eye. The stop-house inn was old. The original grey stone dated it to around the age of the monastery and made up the foundation of a wooden, draughty building—which, judging by the different colours, grains and weathering, was in a constant flux of expansions and renovations as trade and travel grew between nations and cities. Caysa didn’t think it was very wise to enter a place that was probably used by hunters and poachers, but the rain wouldn’t let up anytime soon and Zavon didn’t give Caysa a choice as he pushed the door open, letting heat and light illuminate their bodies.

Everyone turned and stared and then went back to whatever they were doing before. Caysa hadn’t realised how cold the rain had been until he was shivering. His cloak was as heavy as steel, weighing him down. He pulled it off as Zavon wrung out his hair on the doorstep.

“An Imran devotee? Been a while since I seen one of those.” A young man, beard well-kept and oiled, walked up from behind the bar. Caysa gave his best smile.

“Yes, I hope you don’t mind if my companion and I take shelter, just until the storm passes.”

“My house is yours. Travelling in this kind of weather is asking for misfortune,” the barkeep smiled. “Besides, one of your brothers saved my life once; I’ve always meant to repay you lot for that.”

“Oh, there’s no need. We don’t help with intent to be rewarded.” Caysa was still shivering. His toes and fingertips were numb to the point of worry. 

“Well, no need to tell anyone, if that’s the case,” the barkeep winked. “I’ve got a spare room, free of charge.”

“That’s too much,” Caysa placated. Indeed, travelling during a storm like this was just asking for trouble, but on the most technical of definitions, weren’t Caysa and Zavon still travelling? “I don’t know what my brother did for you, but I’m sure he’d agree.”

“He saved my life, brother. I’ve that Abacian pride, I can’t be seen not repaying my debts.”

“Then, we’ll take the room,” Zavon butted in. The barkeep raised an eyebrow but nodded slowly. He turned away to a cabinet on the back wall and pulled a cast-iron key from a hook.

“Upstairs, first room on the right. I’ll send you up some stew,” the keep said with a nod. Caysa took the key and returned the nod. Zavon led the way and Caysa followed as he looked around the tavern, counting heads, trying to account for as many people as possible. There was still something in Caysa warning him that danger could be lurking everywhere, but he could have been overthinking it. He counted thirteen people; only one was sitting by himself, nursing a tankard. 

“Why did you do that?” Caysa whispered as he opened the door to the room.

“Look at you, Caysa, you need it.”

The room was average, dusty and dim, with a double bed. A shelf above a writing desk memorialised past travellers’ forgotten books. Caysa opened one of the drawers of the writing desk. Long tapered candles rolled about. 

“I feel sorry for your face. It must be tired, showing every single thought you have,” Caysa frowned.

Zavon reached over, pressing his pointer finger right between Caysa’s brows. Caysa leaned back. Zavon’s long, sharp finger was ever more sinister in the dim room. “Come, lie here,” Zavon said, patting the space next to him.

Caysa looked at it and then looked back to Zavon. The worst he could do was kill Caysa in his sleep—which, well, at least he might actually get some sleep then. Caysa lay down next to Zavon’s legs, closing his eyes tight. He felt the ticklish feeling of light motions over his face: across his brow, under his eyes, around his mouth. For all of the discomfort, Zavon’s touch was nice. The exhausted pain that had imbedded itself in Caysa’s skin and muscles and sinew felt secondary to the gentle press of Zavon’s warm fingers.

Caysa woke with a start. Dry coldness seeped into his bones, and when he looked down, the River of Stars was gently running its unending course around him. Caysa breathed in deeply and started to walk further down the river. The weightless water seemed able to flow in both directions. If Caysa let his eyes blur, it seemed simultaneous. An impossible phenomenon. The further he walked, the stronger the current seemed to surge, pushing him along further. As if urging him somewhere. 

Caysa stood shocked against the current. Aron’s blond head was as luminous as the pinprick stars that danced around Caysa’s legs. He was sitting stiffly upright, staring into the river unblinkingly. Caysa stumbled forward, partly in shock and partly because the water suddenly became heavier around him. 

The principal dogma of reality was that opposing phenomena could not be true at once. Water could not flow in opposite directions at the same time; Aron could not be here and also elsewhere. So, by design, Caysa could only be dreaming. 

“Aron?” Caysa called. The Aron in front of him looked up, face tight and brows furrowing before blinking rapidly and turning away. Caysa scrambled to approach the shore and reach him. “Wait, Aron!” The dream river seemed to stretch endlessly between Caysa and the shoreline, even though he was sure he was walking forward. Aron paused and turned around, frowning like he couldn’t quite figure something out as he scanned the river. Caysa screamed through clenched teeth as Aron looked away and the current relentlessly tugged Caysa further downstream.

“He cannot hear you, although his sense for magic is quite sensitive for a non-shreevir.” Caysa spun around. The man from before was standing next to him, tall, with salt-and-pepper hair and dark skin. He had a kind face with deep brown eyes. Caysa turned back around, and where Aron had been, there was nothing but the black, nothingness of the sky stretched out and around. Aron may as well have been a hallucination. A moment of un-realness. 

“Who are you?” Caysa asked. The man stood unmoving, as if the water he was knee-deep in was little more than a light breeze. 

“Anzouth was a name I was called once.” He smiled down before walking off, looking around at the surrounding emptiness. Caysa ran to catch up. The river was weightless again, no longer dragging him around.

“Uh, I’m Caysa,” he said.

“What a lovely name—fascinating interpretation, by the way,” Anzouth hummed. Caysa cocked his head.

“What do you mean?”

“This is the space between spaces. By nature, it is both infinite and infinitesimal, both empty and simultaneously reflective of fullness; it is singular, yet it is common. To exist in it, one must fill it.” Anzouth ran his fingers through the water. Caysa followed suit, trying to understand what Anzouth was talking about—were they somewhere real, or were they in a dream?

“I don’t understand. The space between spaces?”

“Indeed, it is quite a complex concept. It took me many years to comprehend that what touches is eternally separate and what is separate is bridged.” Caysa’s head spun. That whatever touched was simultaneously separated by more space directly contradicted the point of two things touching. Anzouth laughed at Caysa as he puzzled out all the inconsistencies that had been presented to him. “You have many more years to unravel the ever-shifting mass of space; do not rush.”

“Right, uh, how was it that Aron was here then, if this is neither here nor there?” 

“You wanted to see him, so you bridged the gap using this space. He couldn’t hear you because you were not actually physically in front of him, sharing that space,” Anzouth said. Caysa’s face heated up; he hadn’t wanted to see Aron that badly, had he? “Filling this space with water is quite interesting—after all what connects all living entities but our need for water?” 

“Oh, well, I’m not sure about that. The Sognima River is the Eternal River. When humans die, their souls are placed in it, where they will flow in peaceful eternity.” Caysa scratched his cheek. The cosmology of Palo sounded rather silly compared to Anzouth’s revelations. 

“And what happens when the river runs out of space?” Anzouth asked. Caysa gawped. The Imran devotees were unpopular for their rather conceptual interpretations of the god’s poetry. He’d never come across someone who asked such a literal question about something that Caysa took as an explanation for the mass of stars that smeared the sky during clear nights. “Ha ha, just a silly joke. It overflows, of course.” 

Caysa laughed awkwardly. He couldn’t tell if Anzouth was making fun of him or not. “Anzouth, what do you fill the space with when you come here then?”

Anzouth hummed. He had a rumbly, musical voice, like thunder on the far horizon. 

“It’s quite hard the explain. Perhaps ‘absolute’ is the word?” Anzouth held out his hand. When Caysa placed his on top, he was shocked to find that it was real; he was not met with the nauseating weightlessness of Danrho’s illusions. When Caysa blinked, behind his eyelids he saw a mass of white light, like looking at the sun. However, the surrounding was not blue sky but rather a swirling, undulating darkness that seemed to be grasping the light rays before they could burn Caysa’s eyes. Anzouth smiled encouragingly as Caysa’s head reeled; however old Caysa had originally thought Anzouth might be, he mentally tacked on a few more zeroes. 

“You are very young, but your youth belies an adaptable mind,” Anzouth said. “I was surprised to meet you here, young as you are.” 

Caysa thanked him humbly, wondering whether it would be cheating if he asked Anzouth for the secret on the barrier between worlds. “Anzouth, the barrier between my world and yours is locked. Danrho, the silver dragon, told me that another black dragon locked it five hundred years ago.”

“Locked is a rather crude way of putting it.” Anzouth looked rather miffed. “It is closed, but not because it is locked. Rather, it is because the space has been bent so the entrance is the exit, although there is no entrance.” 

Caysa sighed. Was nothing ever easy? He held his hands up in a circle. “Like this?” 

Anzouth laughed silently into his hand. “It’s much more like this.” He lifted his hands to show Caysa. One set of fingers lightly touched the other set on top before Anzouth curled his hands up so they made a tight spiral. The blood rushed out of Caysa’s head.

“Of course, it is.” Caysa tried to keep his voice level. “Will we be able to meet here again? Can you tell me more?”

“I would love to bestow more knowledge upon you, although time will depend on destiny’s ordinance.” Oh, Caysa thought flatly, destiny. Anzouth sighed, “I do believe it is time for me to feed the fishes.” He dipped his hand into the water and flicked it at Caysa. A singular drop hit right between his brows, and Caysa flinched at the cold sensation. 

When Caysa blinked his eyes open, pale dawn light filtered through a thin curtain. Across from the bed sat Zavon.

“I think I figured something out.” Caysa parsed his one million thoughts. Space between spaces, that space and this space, the fishes, water. “I saw Aron, but before I was only going to Garni.” Caysa licked his dry lips. “I think it’s because I was using Garni as an anchor in space, but ... if it is possible, I could use a person as an anchor instead.” Caysa wished he knew more. If someone who moved around could be used as an anchor through space, he wondered how Danrho’s magic worked. Did she need an anchor through time? She probably used herself as an anchor then. 

“Don’t overthink yourself to death,” Zavon smiled. “I’m sure whatever epiphany you’ve just had will guide you in the coming months.”

Caysa lay back down and groaned. He just wanted to sleep—how did one underthink dreaming?
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Zavon practically had to drag Caysa down to the tavern to eat.

“While you have that unearned good faith, you might as well use it,” Zavon said.

Caysa made an affronted sound. The innkeeper’s good faith wasn’t unearned. Imra’s wandering monks did a lot of good wherever and whenever they could. Eventually, Caysa conceded that any food was better than no food and had to timidly ask the man behind the bar if there was anything he could do in return for stale bread and clean water. The innkeeper had waived him off with a jolly expression and said that Caysa’s satisfaction was repayment enough.

Caysa couldn’t help how his skin prickled with imaginary centipedes at that. Even in the monastery, doling out rations to those in need was a painful affair, measuring grain and pickles to the most excruciatingly exact level, for they would all go hungry and suffer if they did not limit themselves. Caysa wondered how good the harvest yields could be for a man to give so happily, or how rich his endeavour made him in the stop-house. 

Caysa was no accountant, but the heaviness in his gut told him it wasn’t as much as free board and food. The innkeeper placed a mushroom pie in front of Caysa and some charred lamb before Zavon. Caysa thanked him but prodded the pie, wondering whether the innkeeper thought Caysa was vegetarian. It was a common belief but misguided. The Imran devotees were poor and did not believe in pickiness. Caysa watched steam rise from the charred lamb—how was it that the innkeeper concluded that Zavon ate meat? 

Slowly, with the heaviness making it hard to be ravenous, Caysa ate half the pie.

Without warning, a man came up to their table and pulled out the other chair. Nazzaro sat across from Caysa, eyes never leaving his face. Zavon sat up, body tensed and at the ready.

“Send away your dog,” Nazzaro said. Caysa looked over to Zavon, noticing his face was frightfully blank.

“Why are you here?”

“Tell the puppy to wait outside and I’ll tell you.”

“Leave, Zavon,” Caysa said. Nazzaro’s face twitched like a fly had buzzed too close.

“To what end? And let this man continue walking?” Zavon stood up, his long shadow falling over Caysa.

“Please just leave. I’ll be fine,” Caysa said, looking around. The inn wasn’t full, but there were more than enough people milling around to dissuade even the rashest person from starting a fight. Zavon glared at Caysa and then Nazzaro before swiftly walking out of the tavern. The slam of the door echoed behind him. Caysa turned back to Nazzaro slowly. He had a predatory gaze, like he was trying to pinpoint every weakness Caysa had. He slowly brought out his knife. Caysa’s pulled his mouth taut; he’d seen enough of that knife to last him the rest of his life. Nazzaro slid it across the table, its point facing Caysa as it spun to a stop.

“Pick it up,” Nazzaro said.

“No.” Caysa didn’t spare the knife a second look, instead staring at Nazzaro’s blank face. 

“Dumber than you look, then,” Nazzaro leaned back in the seat as he gave him another once-over. Each one felt more and more invasive, but Caysa stopped himself from covering his torso with his arms. If he did that, it was proof to Nazzaro that Caysa should pick up the knife and attack. “Be a good monk and listen to what I’m going to tell you.”

Caysa nodded. He felt like that knife point was pressed against his chest, right above his heart. 

“When I was around your age, I used to live west of Chadiero. Miserable place, nothing there except grass and poverty. I lived in a shitty house on the outskirts with my family. My father was a farmer, always whining and moaning and drinking himself stupid. My mother was a cleaner at the butcher’s—you know, nobody likes working with butchers. Dirty work. My little sister was no good for working; my mother had hoped she would learn her letters and get us out of the outskirts, but school costs money, so I had to work with my father in the fields. I hated him. Loud, drunk arsehole. He’d beat my mother until she was unconscious and then he’d either pass out in his own piss and vomit or start beating me. We put up with it. It was for Sarra, so my mother and me, so we put up with it, but the thing is, I got too big for beatings after I turned sixteen. So, one day, after listening to one too many nights of my mother grieving, I went outside, grabbed the backhoe, and as my father stood over my mother and sister, I swung it straight into his head. I did that knowing I’d be arrested for murder. I didn’t care though. For the first time in my life, I was free. While my mother and sister cried, I just stood there, covered in my father’s blood, completely at peace.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” Caysa felt ... conflicted, not sure whether it was prudent to extend sympathy to a man who had terrorised him.

“Could you have done that, if you were in my position?” Nazzaro was looking off into the distance, like he hardly cared what Caysa thought. Caysa pinched his lip. Could he? Could he bring himself to kill someone, especially for something like that? He knew, though, where the desire to end it all came from.

“I don’t know,” Caysa said slowly, staring down at the frayed, browned edges of Marko’s shirt, “but I would want to.”

Nazzaro started laughing, pitchy and breathless. “You sure are not what I was expecting.”

“What happened after that?”

“Excuse me?” Nazzaro’s laughing stopped abruptly. Caysa swallowed his regret.

“What happened after—were you put on trial?”

“No. My mother helped me hide the body. We stopped talking after that. My mother continued cleaning, Sarra kept going to school, I kept farming. Fat lot of good it did for any of us; we still starved, and they both died of disease the following winter.” He said it nonchalantly, but Caysa felt like this was the part of the story where Nazzaro would finally cry. He clenched his hands in his lap to stop himself from reaching across the table to offer a hand of sympathy.

“I’m sorry that happened to you,” Caysa said. Nazzaro laughed again like he couldn’t believe what Caysa had said.

“Shit and bad luck return to dirt and misery; it’s just what happens,” Nazzaro said.

“Just because it happens doesn’t mean it should. No child should have to be forced to kill or starve.” There was a lump developing in Caysa’s throat now, choking out all the words he wanted to say. He could almost feel the deep anger and pain Nazzaro had suffered underneath his layers of indifference and violence.

“You sure know how to show a man a good time, kid. Wish someone had told me that.” Nazzaro put his elbows on the table, leaning forward to give Caysa his full attention.

“Someone should have.”

Nazzaro gave a forlorn sigh. “It’s a shame, you really are a good kid.” He lifted his hand and waved it. Caysa turned around and watched in horror as every man and woman got up and walked outside, dropping their utensils and mugs on the table without hesitation. Even the bartender dropped what he was doing and walked out the back. Caysa swung around to look at Nazzaro, heart thudding and breaths short.

“Why?”

“Thought you might be a clever shapeshifter, but you’re protecting that red dragon, aren’t you?”

“What madness?” Caysa stood up, Nazzaro followed suit. Caysa backed away, heart hammering as Nazzaro slowly moved around the table, grabbing his knife and twirling it.

“I wish I could’ve asked you why, but I don’t really care.” Caysa darted away, but Nazzaro lunged, ripping Caysa’s scarf from around his head. Caysa ran for the door, heedless of whatever Nazzaro was shouting at him. A strong hand grabbed Caysa’s right arm and slammed him onto a nearby table. Pain burst from Caysa’s head and face. “I’d rather not gut you, kid.”

Caysa felt around with his left hand to find the cold metal of a fork. He gripped it. The painful branding of a dagger dug into Caysa’s left side as Caysa grit his teeth and flailed away, catching some part of Nazzaro with the prongs of the fork. His grip gave way just enough for Caysa to twist his arm out. The pain shot up his sides; hot blood spread outwards and sluiced downwards. Caysa gasped, forcing himself to keep running. 

Caysa pulled off his scarf and pressed it to the deep cut. It hurt. Burning hot and then ice cold and then sharp and jagged. Every intake, step and press brought a new pain that Caysa couldn’t even comprehend. And he couldn’t—he was going to pass out, from blood loss or pain, it didn’t really change anything. 

All the world was narrowed to hot blood and sharp, stretching pain.

The night air was still, icier even than Caysa’s skin.

“Zavon!” Caysa’s eyes were hot with tears. The one time he needed Zavon, and he was gone. “Zavon!”

Caysa ran. He couldn’t see where he was going; he didn’t care.

A fool’s attempt. Nazzaro caught up (it couldn’t have been hard), grabbing Caysa and throwing him to the hard-packed ground. The rubble and dirt scratching skin felt like something that was happening to someone else. He was somewhere else, a clearing for apple picking, a humid summer day. Hot blood and blazing tears, and Nazzaro stood over him in the crescent moonlight like a pale nightmare, warped by shadows into unfathomable shapes. 

Just kill me. Just kill me. Just end the pain and kill me, Caysa thought over and over again, trying to keep his eyes open and trained on Nazzaro’s silver-gilded dagger. 

An arm wreathed in orange fire strangled Nazzaro. Caysa closed his eyes.

A cry like a fox being snared in a trap forced Caysa’s eyes open. He didn’t want to die; he didn’t want anyone to die. He had not been put here to cause death; his hands were not for killing. With so much pain it left him breathless, Caysa forced himself to sit up, still pushing his scarf, now a wet crimson into his open side. 

“Zavon, stop.” Caysa’s voice was weak, empty of air. He did. One arm in fire, he stood over Nazzaro, who was laughing on the ground even as the skin on his neck and chest bubbled grotesquely.

“To what end, Caysa? This man cares more for money than his own life.” Zavon hadn’t turned to face Caysa. He was still staring down at Nazzaro in his charred leathers, repulsed by his manic giggling. Some people fainted, some people laughed; Caysa did not fault him.

“I finally remember where I heard your name.” Nazzaro’s voice was cracked and wheezing. “You’re the Red Opal of Roshia. Never thought I’d see you travelling like a peasant through here.”

“See?” Zavon finally moved, head turning just enough for the light to catch his turquoise eye. “Even faced with death he’s imagining all the riches he could have by skinning me.”

“I don’t care. I already said I don’t want anyone to die.” Caysa finally summoned the strength to stand, moving slowly, afraid if he got his heart rate up the last drops of blood in his body would escape and he’d shrivel up, empty. His vision blacked out, leaving him with vertigo as he struggled to pull himself up next to Zavon. “I will make you a deal, Nazzaro. Take your people, leave Asaneel and stay out of my sight, or Zavon will burn this whole field and all of you with it.”

“That’d make me a traitor. I could run to the easternmost edge of Oza, and the bounty on my head would drag me right back to Aradia.” Nazzaro had given up on looking at them and was instead lying on the ground, staring up at the moon and stars. Caysa agreed. That would still be a death sentence. The heat from Zavon’s orange flame licked Caysa’s cold torso. What did he know about dragon fire, except that it was a curse, that it turned everything to ash—wood, metal, flesh. 

“There are ways to fake your death. They wouldn’t know either way,” Caysa finally wheezed out. He needed to sit down. Nazzaro started laughing again, and Zavon’s fingers twitched as his fire died out, leaving a human’s forearm, pale in the weak moonlight. 

A woman shouted something and ran up to Nazzaro. She was tall and brown-skinned with meanly curved swords on her belt. “Help me up, Nalika.”

“You are burnt half to death!” She slung his arm around her shoulders anyway, practically carrying his whole weight back to the rest house they’d fled from. With clenched teeth, Caysa allowed Zavon to do the same.

“You should’ve just let me kill him,” Zavon whispered into Caysa’s ear.

“What happened to the others?” The ones that had walked out on Nazzaro’s cue—how many of them were also poachers paid off by Nazzaro?

“Some people have a greater capacity for pain than others.” Zavon dropped Caysa into a chair. It hurt. Everything that didn’t hurt sharply was a sluggish, barely-there sensation. It was nauseating to oscillate between them. 

A young boy with a bandage covering his nose dropped a pile of supplies next to Caysa before backing away, hands up like Caysa was going to lunge at him, teeth first. Caysa could barely even see what supplies had been given to him, with his eyes blurring over then clearing. With one deep breath, Caysa lifted his left arm and untied the knot at his nape, letting the tunic fall away from his upper body. Gently, he pulled his hand away from the bloody gash, letting the ruined scarf fall to the ground in a putrid pile of red and brown. 

The wound was inflamed, with puffy skin surrounding it, but it was a clean slice, and for that Caysa was thankful. It was in an awkward area, on his lower rib, slicing upwards through skin and muscle, like Nazzaro had intended to push upwards into Caysa’s heart. He’d stabbed Nazzaro with the fork—maybe that was why. Caysa eyed the bottle of clear liquor amongst the pile and suffered his disgust. He had more pertinent problems than access to less-than-proper medical equipment. 

“Well? What’s the plan to fake our deaths?” Nazzaro said through hisses of pain.

Caysa had wet the least bloody parts of his shirt to dab on the cut. He looked up though his tears. Nazzaro was two tables away with his crew of seven surrounding him, Nalika placing strips of dull green leaves being rehydrated in a bowl of water. Kanwe white-root. Caysa recognised it from a description he’d read. It was cultivated near the Golden City of Wewar in southern Akensoya. Healing properties aside, apparently its once-in-a-decade blooms were more stunning than any other plant in existence. Caysa couldn’t help but wonder how different he’d be if he had known or met so many people from so many different places. All his knowledge was borne of books and others’ stories, and who could say how true or honest those were.

“Zavon could burn eight bodies. If the flames are hot enough, they’ll burn away any identifying features. There wouldn’t be any reason to doubt it was you.” Caysa closed his eyes tight as he pressed the inflamed skin with alcohol. “The pri-Aradian official you were with saw Zavon the first time.” The burning was enough to make him keel over if only the embarrassment would let him. 

“And where do you plan on finding eight free bodies?” Nazzaro looked grey. Sweat was crowning his brow. Even then, he was cracking a lopsided smile. 

“Oh, please—it’s easy to find bodies no one cares about,” Zavon, who was tucked away in the furthest, darkest corner, said, looking at his fingernails. 

Nalika snorted through her nose, “That’s true.”

Caysa looked between them all, brain playing catch-up as he doused a poorly kept needle in alcohol, not trusting it to do its intended job cleanly. The pieces slid into place viscously.

“What?” Caysa blurted out, aggravating his side “there are places to get bodies,” he tried again, slower and calmer this time.

Nazzaro raised an eyebrow, and everyone else in the room turned to look at Caysa with various degrees of confusion. “Are you asking me to desecrate a graveyard instead?” 

“Yes,” Caysa gasped. Why were they looking at him like he was insane? Stealing from a cemetery had to be better than killing people. Nazzaro stared laughing again; it was high-pitched and interspersed with coughs.

“You’re crazy, kid.” He huffed out. Nalika pinched his raw burn to stop him moving.

Caysa managed four stitches before the pain and the shaking of his hands had him reaching for the clear liquor and taking a long drink. It was a foul, noxious taste that resulted in a painful burning down his throat. Whatever that was, Caysa would do anything to ensure that this was the last and only time he would let this drink near him ... He was stalling. He really did not want to continue stitching. The needle was barely sharp enough, and the thread was fraying just from exposure to the air. 

Caysa took a deep, shuddering breath and continued. Pinch the skin. Needle in, needle out. Pull taut, repeat. Sometimes pain was necessary, Caysa knew that. Nevertheless, he silently begged the numbness of the alcohol to spread throughout his body so he could be done with this. By the time he ran out of thread, he’d managed another six stiches. It was horrendous work, sloppy and unevenly spaced, but it would have to be good enough. The real trial was whether Caysa could actually stand up and move. He wanted to, but the blood on his fingertips and staining his tunic made his throat choke up; he didn’t have the energy left to place that fouled material on his body and continue wearing it. Even his pants were stained brown from dried blood. 

“Leresse, Marna.” Nazzaro waved over two people, the boy around Caysa’s age with the sour expression on his face and a stocky, muscular woman. They both turned to Nazzaro with matching blank expressions. “Find us a graveyard, the people working there and distance from town. Also, get the monk some real clothes.”

Caysa looked over. The Leresse boy was looking at him with open-mouthed fury.

“All they do is steal our clothes, Nazzaro,” Nalika sighed.

Caysa ducked his head. At least he knew Tearn and Aron were safe and healthy—probably. Caysa closed his eyes. The weight of the darkness beneath his lids almost drew him under. It would be a wonderful sleep, long and heavy and still, but someone dropping a pile of clothing woke him up before he could sink straight through into the wood of the chair. 

“Thank ——” Caysa was cut short by Leresse walking out and slamming the door.

“Ah ha, don’t mind him; he was born with a stick up his ass,” Nazzaro said as Caysa unfolded the clothes in his lap. Basic stuff, no different to what a regular young man would wear. Brown trousers and a white tunic, a pair of worn boots that looked they might be a bit too small. “Go wash yourself before you catch an infection; the washroom is that way.” Nazzaro pointed to the door left of the bar, sequestered away. Caysa almost asked why he knew that, but he honestly didn’t want to know the answer. Clenching his teeth and breathing heavily through his nose, Caysa forced himself up, holding the clothing away from his body. Each slow step caused the skin on his torso to shift and tug against the stiches. With exhaustion, Caysa limped to the washroom and pushed open the door.

It was dark inside, with one paltry window letting the moonlight inside. The stone was cold, but Caysa didn’t mind. He preferred it here. He dropped the clothes on the stool nearest to the door before approaching a shallow washbasin. Stripping down, Caysa realised his garments were better suited for a fire; the signifiers of his faith were dirtied beyond restoration. Caysa stood naked in a body that felt older than it was, covered in cuts and bruises with mud caked beneath nails. He filled the bucket next to the basin with cold water and poured it over his head. He could feel dirt and soot flow free from his tight curls. He was happy for the darkness, that it hid the colour of the water as it loosened grime from his body. Every throw of water over his body he felt more alive, akin to a snake as it shed its old scales and came back to life again, the constricting remnants of last season shrugged away. 

His body was so shocked cold that Caysa wondered whether his soul had slipped out and away onto stone and grout. Slowly, with numb fingers, Caysa bent over the wash basin and dug his fingers into his hair. It was growing out now. All his life it had been kept short. Nobody at the monastery had known how to work with his hair, but Mae had told him of the beautiful ways they styled hair just like his in Akensoya. He wanted to see that—glass and precious stone beads and ornate golden clips. He’d make it to Pritta and then to Nousha, he promised himself. He’d see the splendour of Akensoya for himself. 

“You’ll freeze the death in the dark like this.” Zavon’s sly voice floated up from where he was standing by the door. Caysa gasped and spun around; he was naked. He picked up his abandoned old clothes, holding them in front of himself like a barrier. Zavon lit a lantern that hung on the wall, bathing the washroom in a weak yellow glow. It extended and warped the shadows of the room. 

“What are you doing in here?” Caysa pushed himself up against the basin.

“Came to make sure you’re still alive, that’s all,” Zavon shrugged. He was leaning against the door, arms folded across his chest. “Still standing, I see ...” Zavon trailed off. 

Caysa waited for him to say whatever nasty thing he had waiting on his lips.

“You still don’t understand, do you?” Zavon said. The lantern cast his narrow face with light and dark that blurred the humanness from his visage. “What your purpose is, is more important than them, than their paltry lives, yet you continue to endanger yourself.”

“I didn’t ask for any of this, and it is not my place to decide whether someone’s life is too paltry to be worth saving.”

“You are a child acting at being wiser than you are. I am your teacher and your elder.”

Caysa stood up straighter. The room had warmed up, steam lifted through the air in a fog— Zavon’s magic at play. “Why should I enable you? If you want someone to cleave to your desires, then you should go find him.”

Zavon scoffed, “You are incredibly irritating. One day, you’ll have to face the reality that your life isn’t only yours, that you represent something more.”

“Is that all you wanted to say?” Caysa sneered, energy returning as his body absorbed the warmth. He dropped his clothes again, striding up against the tugging pain on his side to the clean clothes. He pulled on the pants, buttoning them up as quickly as possible.

Zavon gripped Caysa’s bicep, pulling him close. “Whatever it takes, I will make you understand your place in this world.” Caysa took in a deep breath, and with all the resentment and shame in his body, he slapped Zavon’s face. He didn’t budge, but Caysa ripped his arm out of his hold.

“I know that if you had any power over me, you would have done something by now. So, maybe you’re the one who ought to know his place.” Caysa pushed him out of the way, throwing the door open. His palm was smarting, and his eyes were blurred by tears again.

He reached the steps back up to the rooms as Nazzaro called over, “What me to skin him for you?”

“Huh? No.” Caysa wiped the tears away; it was all he did recently. 

Nazzaro shrugged. “Suit yourself. Get over here before you rip open those stitches.”

Caysa looked down at his side. They were starting to look inflamed and puffy from the movement; they might really tear open. Caysa gave in. He didn’t want to, but the thought of his gash beginning to bleed out dismayed him. Nazzaro was still splayed out on a chair, relaxed as anything despite the layers of glistening white-root leaf plastered to his neck and chest, climbing up the left side of his face. Caysa picked up a long strip of gauze and tied it around his chest. There was a reason medics existed; the twisting and tightening required was frustratingly impossible to perform alone. Nazzaro pulled the gauze from Caysa’s hand as he passed it behind. He almost thanked Nazzaro before he remembered how he’d ended up like this anyway.

“Sorry for stabbing you with a fork,” Caysa said, looking down as layers of white strips bisected his chest.

“The blood loss make you delusional?”

Caysa rolled his eyes. Was everyone around these parts so ungrateful?

“Fine, I wish you’d bled out. Happy?” Caysa snapped. Nazzaro gave a breathless laugh. “What was with the knife?”

“I was testing your instincts. Dragons have a keen sense of challenge.” Nazzaro tightly knotted the loose end of the gauze. “Like your expensive companion. Although, to be quite honest, you have the worst instincts I have ever seen in a living creature.”

“I thought you were giving it to me,” Caysa confessed. His face was hot with embarrassment.

“You thought that and still didn’t pick it up to defend yourself?” Nazzaro laughed, Caysa’s face went even hotter. His eyes roamed, unable to settle anywhere. “Turn around. I’ll show you something even you can do.”

Caysa stepped away, pulling the shirt on. Even with it unbuttoned, Caysa felt immediately constricted by the long sleeves and cinched cuffs. Nazzaro grabbed his hands. He had strong, blunt fingers. His skin was a darker tan here compared to his pale stomach. A farmer’s tan, Caysa thought. Nazzaro brought Caysa’s hands to the sides of his face, gripping them hard enough that they folded like they were pinching Nazzaro’s ears. His silver earrings tickled Caysa’s palm. “Pinch and rip, and they come off like pulling leaves from a tree.”

The back of Caysa’s ear ached in response. The imagery of ripping Nazzaro’s ears off was enough to make him gag. Quickly letting go, Caysa pushed away from him, shaking his head. He turned and ran up the stairs to the room he and Zavon had inhabited only a night before. His own ears still throbbed with phantom pain, Caysa pressed his hands to the side of his head as if to double-check they were still attached. He lay down on the misshapen bed, back unnaturally straight, not wanting his body to confuse sleeping on his side as contortion and have him bleed out in the middle of the night, although it was probably long past midnight already. Caysa breathed out of his nose and then deeply in, repeating the motions to calm his heart rate until at some point the darkness of exhaustion overcame everything else. 
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The humid carriage finally rolled into Salersa, a city that looked like a squat village built around a stone castle that looked like a fort. Standing at the gates of Salersa was the sour Lordling Cyril Sabou, the son of the warden. He was a charming-faced young man, with youthful round cheeks and rosebud-coloured lips. He looked very much like his lady-mother, and it was the bane of his existence. Aron had met Lord Cyril once when he was sixteen. Aron had already been taller by far and had accidentally called Cyril a squire, not realising that Cyril was both a lord and also older than Aron by three years. 

Lord Cyril had never let that go, judging by his twisted-up expression as Aron and Tearn were pulled out from their humid torture, Tearn gladly gasping fresh air. Aron stood up straighter when he saw Cyril.

“Lord Cyril, you look ...” Aron looked Cyril up and down, “healthy.”

“Hello, Aron,” Lord Cyril said.

“Don’t you mean ‘Sir’? Have some manners, Lord Cyril,” Aron grunted as he was pushed forward.

Lord Cyril’s expression finally cracked, and he smiled like a stray cat that had stolen a farm dog’s treat for itself. “Oskallian Orders. Aron Havri has been suspended from his role and duty as a knight, and since you’re not a prince either ...”

Aron scoffed to himself. So his family had the gall to disown him on both fronts. Alia must be preening right about now. “Is that so, your excellency?”

Lord Cyril looked at Aron like he was shit he’d stepped on. “Why couldn’t it be one of the other brothers? Let’s interrogate them already. I do not want this to be rest of my day.”

Aron and Tearn were pushed along, pikes at their backs and armed knights by their sides.

“What’s going to happen to us?” Tearn whispered from the side of her mouth, so quiet Aron would have missed it if he were anyone else.

“I have a plan.”

“Your last plan got us arrested.”

“Better this than skinned.”

“Quiet down or I’ll gut you,” the knight next to Aron rumbled. The pikeman behind Aron emphasised this by poking the small of his back.

Aron looked around as they were led through to the lower barracks of the city. It was an old city, lined with short wooden houses with tall roofs reminiscent of Eskaviran architecture. But the stone castles were done in the red stucco style of Abacia. 

Aron and Tearn were crowded into an empty office in the barracks.

Lord Cyril turned around and groaned, “Alright, take the lady out and leave the prick. You, stay.” Lord Cyril pointed to a young, mousey woman who nodded nervously. Aron was shoved into a wooden seat, with his personal knight standing right behind him. The young woman grabbed a stack of papers and an ink well, dipping her pen with a shaky hand.

Another set of people shuffled in, weighed down by Bleeding Heart, Sun-singer and all the shit Tearn had stolen from Nazzaro’s people. They dumped everything in a pile, uncaring of what they were handling. Lord Cyril traced the massive handle of Bleeding Heart.

“You’d do well not to scuff that,” Aron said.

“It’s a big sword,” Lord Cyril said. They looked at each other, both knowing that Bleeding Heart wasn’t just a sword.

“Not many swords could buy out a nation’s coffers.”

“Then perhaps I should sell it back to your country,” Cyril sneered. Aron snorted. Aradia wouldn’t buy something when they could resort to murder and theft. “Enough nonsense. The reward for your successful return isn’t small, Havri, and I have no reason not to claim it.”

Aron squinted. If he were dealing with anyone else, he may have called a bluff, but the King and Crown Prince were already in a difficult situation in the north. The Vanamirans and the Havriki were demanding entrance southwards to hunt as the famine worsened. Aron running off with two of the Seven Great Weapons of Aradia probably put their reputation at further risk. If Aron were to be repatriated back to Aradia, he’d either be castrated and sent into monkhood or reinstated and placed up north. Both options he considered horrendous.

Aron had already lost his titles; he was not going to lose his life next ... or his cock.

“Except I have information more precious than me or that old sword.” Aron was no good at bargaining, but he knew how to gamble. Marko had always lamented Aron’s ability to keep a straight face.

“I don’t think you realise how big the money on your golden head is.”

“The money and time being invested into this would make even your fat balls shrivel up,” Aron said. Cyril looked down at him with disgust.

“Crass fuck,” he mumbled. “Well, get on with it then.”

“No, first I want my companion and I to be set free. Second, I want a horse. Third, I want a statement of passage through Abacia.”

Lord Cyril laughed, “I’ll give one, two or all of those things, depending on how good your information is.”

Aron rolled his stiff shoulders. His hands had been tied behind his back and his stomach was painfully empty. It was an annoying but not unexpected reaction. He conceded, only because he didn’t have it in him to continue fighting.

“Fine. There’s a new weapon of war. They’ve already started testing it out in the Ehomes Ranges against the looming Vanamiran insurgency. It’s called the dragon-bolt, based on the mechanical trigger bows used in Roshia and the Aradian Warbow’s steel arrows.”

“A weapon for killing dragons is of no use to me.”

“It’s not just for killing dragons. It’s powerful. It uses black powder imported from Yuan Set. The bolt can be heavier, stronger, and still have enough force behind it to pierce a dragon through the chest.”

Cyril was leaning forward, eyes trained on Aron’s eyes and lips, trying to catch him out in a lie. “Sounds expensive indeed. Still, not worth more than your head.”

“You think it can slay a dragon but it can’t sink a ship? The Ritzian isles are under Aradia’s control—they can stop and inspect any ship coming through the Nyrni and Cobalt seas.”

“Indeed, Palai and the shipping lanes are under Aradia’s control—for now—and that is exactly why Oskall was able to create such an audacious weapon.”

“It’s cheaper for them to import the black powder, but ships from Yuan Set and Oza always stop at Retola in Liorn. There’s nothing stopping Abacia from purchasing the black powder stock there and importing it back in.”

“Once again, Aron, the shipping lanes are ruled by Aradia.”

“Not everything has to be imported by boat. You could travel by road.”

“Do you have any idea how expensive it would be for us to pass through that many borders?”

“It’d be expensive for you because you’re Asaneelian. A Noushan wouldn’t have that problem, and both of you have a vested interest in grappling control of Ritzia—sorry, I mean Palai—back from Aradia.”

“Are you mad? You’re telling me you want me to buy out Yuan Set’s black powder, create my own version of this ludicrous weapon and wage maritime war on Aradia for Palai with Nousha?”

“You wanted information worth more than my head or sword. Here’s that information.”

“Right, so you’ve bought yourself a horse. And what does this magic weapon look like?” Lord Cyril quirked his eyebrow. The young scribe was writing at breakneck pace, face red and sweating.

“I’d draw you a sketch, but I’d need my hands for that,” Aron said. Lord Cyril rolled his eyes and motioned for one of the guards to finally untie Aron. With relief, Aron massaged his numb, scabbing wrists before turning to the scribe. “Miss, if I may?”

She looked at him like he was a snarling dog and very timidly handed over a sheaf of paper and her quill. Aron took them and started on his sketch. He was no artist, but he’d seen enough of the early stages of the dragon-bolt’s design to create a general idea. “Unfortunately, I’m no engineer, but I reckon a few clever spies could probably find a copy of the plans in Fort Surrun in the West Ehomes foothills. Watch out for Prince Arnor, of course.”

Cyril grabbed the paper from Aron and started laughing; the sound was high-pitched and breathless. Aron smoothed his greasy hair from his forehead. It was foul, the matte residue it left on his palm; his filthiness and dirtiness had never been so prominent until now.

“I’ve always thought of you as something of an asinine dolt, Havri, but you may be smarter than you look,” Cyril said, his fingers gliding over black lines.

“You’d be surprised how many times I’ve heard that.”

Cyril looked up, staring down Aron. “No, I wouldn’t. I will take the time to review this information with my councillors.”

“And how long will that take?”

Lord Cyril’s jaw clicked, and he motioned for the guards to pick up Aron. They roughly grabbed his shoulders, hauling Aron up. Cyril pulled open the door with a flourish he didn’t have before as Aron was squeezed through after.

“As long as I want it to. Let her go and show them to the baths. Get them some new clothes as well,” Lord Cyril said, making a face. “When they’re done, detain them in the east wing until you receive further instructions.”

The guard behind Tearn untied her arms and she groaned loudly as she stretched her shoulders. Cyril went back into his office, slamming the door shut with finality. Pushed and prodded, they were escorted through the grounds to a large outhouse. The inside was lined with buckets and a few ancient-looking hard faucets.

The guards stood by the door, spears at the ready, staring resolutely forward.

“D’you mind?” Tearn snapped. They looked at each other before slowly turning around. Tearn rolled her eyes to the ceiling before looking at Aron. “What did you do?” she whispered, so impressively low it could have been mistaken for a growl.

“Sold some information.”

Tearn gave Aron a confused look and then shook her head.

“What information?”

“The dragon-bolt.”

“The dragon-killing weapon? Ain’t it bad enough one lot of humans know about it?” One of the guards loudly shushed her, and she went back to unknotting her long hair. 

“They’ll be using it more for humans than dragons now,” Aron assured her, although she didn’t look very reassured. She actually looked rather more squeamish.

They gave themselves a cursory wash. There was no desire or will for deep scrubbing with two guards at their backs. The fine dirt that caked their bodies would not budge just by having water poured over it, but it was a relief, nonetheless.

Tearn wrung out her hair. Aron watched as the dirt washed free and knew his hair was not much better. He ought to cut it short like a soldier so he wouldn’t have to suffer knots as he did now. Placing his vanity aside would be the wiser choice, but even Aron could have bouts of sentimentality as any other man. He would ask Tearn to cut his hair later.

Aron shuddered. Blessed Palo, do not let him be ugly, or worse, look like Albin. 

“Enough dallying,” one of the guards shouted.

Tearn growled and rolled her eyes, unhappily shoving herself into dirty old clothes. It had never occurred to Aron before that dragons could be so attached to cleanliness, but with dripping hair, Tearn looked especially angry about her wash being cut short. She made sure to give the guard a sneering look, and Aron laughed to himself as the guard stepped back from her.

The walk to the east wing was short but filled with stares. It was unfortunate that Tearn and he were of such interest. It would make tracking their movements that much easier. The east wing was apparently for guests, a rather squat part of the castle where the inhabitants and workers of this wing, afraid of disturbing something or awakening a slumbering beast, spoke in quiet whispers. A fine layer of dust seemed to coat everything, even though the surfaces themselves were neat—as if, for the first time in months, the east wing had been cleaned out. Well, most people who visited Abacia did not do so with the intent of visiting Salersa. 

A room on the bottom floor had been laid out for them, and when Aron opened the curtain to see another pair of guards stationed there, he rolled his eyes. What purpose did Aron have in running away now that a statement of passage was on the horizon? Just like the rest of the wing, there was a general dustiness to this room, as though it had been reawakened from its stagnation. It was a modest room. The large bed sat on a dark-wood frame. Bear heads had been carved onto the posts, and textures like pinecones had been scored into it. It was Eskaviran in design. No doubt, being so far north, Salersa had absorbed some of its neighbouring nation, as Abacians, loose and all-loving were wont to do. Carved into the centre of the large headboard was the falcon herald of Abacia in flight, talons ready to grasp its prey with unforeseen efficiency. 

On the bed were two folded piles of clothes. Aron shook out one of the piles. They were decent quality but non-descript and out of fashion, if the ruffled cuffs on the sleeves were anything to go by. The Liorni had made tight, buttoned cuffs the preferred silhouette for men. The coat was long, at least to Aron’s mid-calves, Roshian-style. Aron hummed over the clothes: bits and pieces taken from the closets of those who could no longer wear them. At this point, however, any clothes were better than the rags they had on. 

Tearn lay on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. “Aron, if they choose to execute us, I’m flying away and finding Caysa on my own.”

“You can’t take me with you?” Aron lay out the trousers, measuring whether they would fit.

“I probably could, but I could also get further and fly faster without, so you’re going to have to forgive me from your gaol cell.”

Aron scoffed. Tearn stayed silent. Whether this was her attempt at humour or she meant it was of no concern to Aron; he hardly needed looking after or saving.

The rest of the night was spent in silence. Tearn lay on the bed, so still she may as well have been a cadaver. Aron took the time to look around the room. He doubted there would be anything particularly important in here, but it killed the time. Dusty books filled a shelf. Aron pulled one down: an old encyclopedia volume of Asaneel, dated over two hundred years ago. Aron flipped open the tome. This one concerned itself with Aradia and Ritzia. Its language was archaic, reading closer to traditional Liorni than Abacian or Aradian, but readable nonetheless. It would stave off the boredom, if only by replacing it with another type. Aron lay on the stiff settee, reading through the dry descriptions of Aradia, its agriculture of winter wheat in the north and grapes in the south, the two wolves adapted from the wolf herald bestowed by the Liorn Empire. He laughed as the volume reached the Ehomes Ranges and any mention of Oskall was nowhere to be found. 

The evening ended with dinner delivered. It looked like leftovers from a proper meal, but real food cold was better than hunger or more dried meat. Aron allowed Tearn to take the bed. He would twist his spine more on the settee; he was almost getting used to it. Aron silently comforted himself that at this point sleeping on a bed with a mattress would surely be more uncomfortable. 

He hardly slept, not with his dagger and swords so far from him, with his family threat hanging over his neck. He thought of Caysa and the poacher. His left hand clenched and unbleached until it was numb as he thought of how easily he had been disarmed. He should have trained with Sun-singer more or thrown rectitude aside and used Bleeding Heart and slit all their throats. Aron stared up at the ceiling, awaiting the day and whatever new object of dread she would drag up with her.
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Back to the South
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Three loud bangs on the door and Aron sat up, rubbing exhaustion from his eyes. Early daylight filtered in through gaps in the curtain and Tearn rolled out of the bed looking as unrested as Aron. She flung the door open and the guard behind it squeaked in his throat.

“Whenever you are ready, Lord Sabou has requested your audience,” the guard said. 

“Right,” Tearn said, closing the door in his face again. She walked over to the bed and stared down at the untouched clothing. “You any good at gambling?” Tearn asked. Aron laughed to himself. He followed her example and changed clothes. They did so from opposite sides of the room, facing away from each other like awkward boys too scared to see something naughty. 

The clothes were a decent fit—and warm, which would be a boon for sleeping outdoors at night. Despite Tearn’s unimpressed fiddling with the ruffled sleeves, Aron might have to thank Lord Cyril for his hospitality. They were escorted by a new team of guards back to Lord Cyril’s office. The sun beamed through a layer of clouds, promising a humid day or even rainfall. 

The building was quiet. Knights and soldiers weren’t known for their discretion, as far as Aron’s experience went, but everyone in the hallway slipped into silence as they passed. With shocking strength, Lord Cyril threw open the door to the door to his office, prompting the iron lock to shake in its wood frame. 

Ah, that explained it. 

Lord Cyril gave Aron a sharp look before smirking.

“Something funny, your excellency?” Aron said. Cyril dropped the smile.

“Nothing you would understand, Havri,” he said. Cyril handed him a sheet of paper, neatly folded and sealed by a hawk stamped in green wax. A statement of passage, personally penned by the hand of the Warden of Salersa, was rarer than the god-steel that the Vanamiran Kresor coveted for their weapons. Aron took it with a shallow nod of acknowledgement. “So, I’m sure your plans won’t include staying in my city any longer than you have to.”

“Preferably not,” Tearn replied before Aron could say anything back. “Many thanks for your hospitality, my lord, but we’re in a rush southward.”

“Pritta, huh? You’d better hurry on the Night Road it you want to avoid the crowds that’ll be congregating for Arita’s Reunion.” If Aron wasn’t mistaken, Lord Cyril seemed much more partial to Tearn than to him.

“Night Road?”

“Only road this far out with lamps all along it. It’ll be the one that leads out of Salersa due south-west.”

“Oh, thank you for all your help.” Tearn held her hands to her chest like a nun praying and then gestured vaguely to Aron. “I know he’s a struggle to deal with.”

Lord Cyril laughed, and Aron looked down at Tearn, who shrugged in response.

“Follow me. My men will have your equipment and horse ready.” He barged between Tearn and Aron without pause, with everyone else giving their lord ample space to strut through the hallway. It was shocking how little someone could change in a year and a bit. Lord Cyril was still a puffed-up little lordling, as if he and Aron had been swapped at birth—he was far closer in attitude to Alia and Albin than Aron was.

It was brightening significantly now. The eastern sun cast long shadows across the empty courtyard as the city awoke for the day. He and Tearn would be able to travel a decent few kilometres before nightfall and their own exhaustion caught up with them, but they were low on supplies for the road. However, with the certainty of a prophet, Aron knew Lord Cyril would try to kill him if he stayed in Salersa an hour longer. 

With the brutal efficiency of a people who did not like them, Lord Cyril’s servants shoved their bags and weapons into Aron’s arms without looking him in the face. He quickly checked the state of his swords—that they were genuine, and indeed, that Bleeding Heart was as long and heavy as it always had been. It seemed that, east or west of the alps, people still saw the dragon-knight’s presence as a harbinger of misfortune, although judging by the way Lord Cyril was picking invisible dust from his shoulders and cuffs, he believed himself to have stumbled into a great windfall. 

Well, it wasn’t by pure coincidence that Aron had ended up in his office.

“And, of course,” Lord Cyril said, leading a small bay horse saddled in worn and faded tack, “a horse, for the lady.” Judging by its little frame and tired walk, it was probably not used in any official capacity; it was likely too old or too small for any military procedures. Lord Cyril passed the reins to Tearn, and her face broke into a preening smile. Cyril made sure to give Aron one last sneer and Aron made sure to return it in kind. “Just follow the south road through the city until you see Iphys—that’s how you know you’ve reached the Night Road. Do not deviate from Iphys’ route though, unless you wish to end up in Monmarre.” Aron stifled a snort and Tearn shoved her elbow into his ribs, hard.

“Many thanks, my Lord,” Tearn replied. They shallowly bowed in acknowledgment while Aron rolled his eyes upwards. The longer this inane exchange continued, the more daylight they would lose.

“Best of luck on your journey—and you, Aron Havri, may Palo one day forgive you for what you’ve done.”

Aron smiled and shrugged. He had never much cared to appeal to Palo. He turned back to Tearn. The unfortunate horse seemed to dislike Tearn; its ears were laid back and its head turned away. It seemed to him that the horse could sense the carnivorous serpent underneath. Aron stole the reins from her and dropped the bags into her hands.

“What the fuck is an Iphys?” Tearn whispered.

“The God of Wind and Travel.” Aron soothed the horse, nudging it until it was comfortable walking behind him. “Stop looking at the horse like that—it’s not for you to eat.”

“Fuck off, Aron.”

Iphys’ floated on a wooden stake, fat-cheeked and smiling, with tiny pigeon wings on his back. Gleefully, he pointed down the long road, as if goading travellers to walk day and night to reach their destination. Aron forced Tearn to roll out one of her stolen maps. The lumpy mass of Abacia showed two potential areas to find the Black Wraith—small hamlets near the border where priories or stop-houses were nearby.

“Please, do not tell me you are going to hunt down that poacher fellow,” Tearn moaned. She was so dramatic.

“I don’t trust him.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s a very good idea ...”

Aron looked over at her. She was shifting and pulling on the satchel’s strap.

“Listen, I think he’s seriously going to kill you if you go after him.” Tearn pinched her bottom lip, the way Caysa did when he was nervous.

“Exactly. If he’s dangerous for me, what do you think he plans for Caysa?” If came to it, he’d take the horse and ride back west without her.

“I don’t think he’s going to hurt Caysa.”

“That may be so, but I will not rest until I know Caysa is safe.”

Tearn gave a heaving sigh, running her hand through long hair until it got caught on a knot. “Listen to me, we going to Pritta, and we are not stopping. Your plans might work for you, but I don’t plan on being skinned and eaten, so let me say it again: we go to Pritta, or I’m going to eat that fucking horse and leave you stranded.” She ripped through the small knot, letting the broken-off strands disappear into the wind. 

The humidity wasn’t helping their mood, but Tearn grabbed the horse’s reins like she really did plan to leave Aron. He held in his frustrated growl. Tearn was right. They were testing their luck—and worse, he was testing hers. It was only a matter of time before they stumbled across a Kresor pair or poacher who wasn’t so easily taken down, and it wasn’t Aron’s place to play with the lives of others, especially when they were his only allies in a foreign land without money or titles. 

He nodded and Tearn threw the reins back at him. 

It was a long, featureless walk from morning until late afternoon. The lamps, lit by a pair of haggard public servants and their mule, glowed a dim yellow that probably did very little to prevent theft but did very much to convince travellers it did light the way. Aron cursed his human body. As a day and a night’s exhaustion caught up, his eyes blurred over and his head became so light that the mere act of walking made him lose his balance.

“We need to stop, Aron. You’re going to kill yourself before I get to.” Tearn grabbed Aron’s shoulder roughly as he drifted sideways. He opened his mouth to retort that they had no time to waste, but he knew that she knew that he couldn’t go on any longer, and as desperately as he needed to see Caysa, forcing his body would only result in further suffering. A knight was defined by his body.

“Yes, I ... Let me keep watch for half the night.”

“Aron, I’m not like you. I don’t need as much sleep as you.”

“That doesn’t mean you don’t need to rest at all.”

They stared at each other. Tearn brushed away a grass fly that had buzzed to close before nodding. They settled between two lamps, far away enough that moths and bugs wouldn’t irritate Aron too much.

He settled down, head pillowed uncomfortably by a lumpy knapsack, the ambient buzzes and hisses and sighs of the animals and field around them whispering in Aron’s ears. Eyes tightly closed, even the exhaustion in his body couldn’t stop his mind from conjuring half-dream memories. Long grass poking his arms and pricking his neck felt the same whether he was in Abacia or Garni, but behind his eyelids were golden summer days underneath the shade of ancient trees, a tome of a book laid out on a rough-weaved blanket, a voice lilting as the owner read words verbatim from the page, long fingers fiddling with the worn, discoloured corners of a page.

Aron’s eyes snapped open. He couldn’t sleep.

“I need you to talk to me,” he said. Tearn looked down at him, a long blade of grass in her hands that she was tying knots into, and snorted.

“What?”

“I can’t sleep like this; I need you to talk to me until I fall asleep.”

She made a low snickering sound in the back of her mouth. She tossed the knotted grass blade into the field like she was throwing a dart.

“How cute. What do you want me to talk about?” She leaned back on her elbows, staring up at the cloud-spotted sky above.

“Anything. What you were doing before.” Aron closed his eyes again, focusing on Tearn’s voice—the rasp of it, the accent that was reminiscent of Aradian. Sometimes, on ‘o’ and ‘e’ sounds, she would elongate them like a Vanamiran.

Tearn sighed and started, “I was born on the northern side of the Ehomes Ranges. Both my parents were red dragons, like me. My father was killed in a Kresor ritual hunt, and my mother and I flew north to the white-woods and the Sarstoua plateau in northern Vanamir. 

I lived there for nearly ten years, but it is hard up there. Food is scarce, the dragons grow bigger, the weather is too harsh for most of us—so eventually, I left. I travelled to Roshia but strayed too close to the Serperntback and got chased off by the dragons living there. I was, I don’t know, maybe only fifty or so? I learnt how to change into a human from a witch that lived in Sevani after that. Apparently, she was saved by a dragon once when she was a child, but she never told me what they saved her from.”

Aron let his imagination draw up bright storybook illustrations to Tearn’s history. She wasn’t a very good storyteller, listing off incidents that happened without much detail, but still, Aron imagined a small dark-red dragon knocking on the door of a weathered cottage or white snow bluffs through dark pine trunks as two dragons huddled together for warmth. Eventually, her voice blended into the rest of the sounds around him, and at some point, Aron awoke to Tearn shaking his shoulder. It had always annoyed him how sleep could sneak up like that and blindside him, but he sat up, massaging the crick in his neck as Tearn sank down into the grass.

“Is it more comfortable to sleep as a dragon?” Aron asked.

“When you’re first learning, yes, but eventually changing shapes just becomes instinct, Alright, your turn.”

“Excuse me?”

“Start telling me your life story, obviously. I’m not a charity.” Tearn closed her eyes, wiggling her shoulders to get into a more comfortable position. Aron groaned and stopped himself from pinching her nose shut.

He wasn’t as well-travelled as Tearn, but he had his own share of absurd tales. Maybe she’d enjoy that time he punched the Crown Prince in the face. Aron had certainly enjoyed doing so.

He took a deep breath and started.
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By the time Caysa rolled out of bed, every part of him hurt, as if he’d been killed and brought back to life just to till fields for another few hours. The headache was indescribable, and Caysa thought it would have been better for him to bleed out rather than nauseously black out every time he moved, as his body low on blood, struggled to keep him in the land of reality. 

With great effort and strength of will, he brought himself upright, cold feet planted on the floor. His side ached, and the sunlight that streamed in ignited the dust motes brightly and made the backs of his eyes throb with pain. It was past mid-morning now, later than Caysa usually awoke. Half the day was already wasted, and with more will than he had left inside of him, Caysa stood up, almost fell back and then caught himself on the bed frame. The lurching almost brought up last night’s paltry meal. 

Just one step, just one step more, another step. Caysa turned his prayer over in his head as he slowly shuffled out of the room and down the stairs, careful not to move too fast lest he black out again.

As he suffered the last steps, all his concentration spent on not tumbling down, he heard laughter and chatter peter off. Caysa sighed. He deeply wished it had all been an awful dream, that the stabbing pain was from an accident—that there was no Nazzaro or Nalika or Lereese, just Zavon and a silent morning.

“You’ve finally awoken? The rooster’s long since ended his morning call,” Nalika said. Caysa ignored her in favour of sitting down, wincing against the tugging and pulling of inadequate stiches.

“You get stabbed, then,” Caysa mumbled towards to table. Nalika laughed behind him.

“I have been, though!” she said loudly, dropping a mug of water right in front of him. Some of it splashed over the edge and Caysa’s fingers twitched to wipe it up, but he moved to take a drink instead. It was ... a relief. Pain was exhausting to experience and even worse to wake up to.

“You look healthier.” Nazzaro was walking around. If it weren’t for the bandages around his neck, he would have appeared no worse than he was days before. Caysa didn’t say anything, just glared at him. “Much healthier.” 

“How did you know we’d be here? When we arrived, you had already paid off the stop-house owner.”

Nazzaro breathed through his nose with fake contemplation. “If I told you, you’d be offended.”

“I’m already offended; just tell me how you knew.”

“A smart hunter sets the least number of traps possible in the most probable places for their prey. Not to say I could foresee where you’d be, but ...” Nazzaro scratched the bandages and Caysa bit his tongue. If Nazzaro wanted to aggravate his wounds then Caysa ought to just let him; he wasn’t a patient to protect or coddle. 

“What? You paid off more stop-houses? How much money is that?” Caysa was offended. How absurd!

“Don’t know. I’m no bookkeeper, and it wasn’t my money,” Nazzaro laughed. Caysa scrunched his nose and looked away. “Hurry up and start packing. We’ve got bodies to burn and we’re out of tulurs.”

Caysa picked at his nails. He’d forgotten the deal he’d made. Imra and Palo forgive him for what he’d done, for what profanity he’d brought forth. 

With slow movements, Caysa collected up whatever was salvageable. It wasn’t much; his clothes were beyond disrepair and his headscarf was a stiff rusty mess on the floor. Caysa picked it up from where it had fallen the night before. There was once a time when these garments had been his whole life, and now they were little more than blood-stained scraps.

No, not everything. Caysa rubbed the pine of his old devotional bracelet. It looked worse than ever, as did Master Uris’ next to it. Caysa sighed. There was no use dwelling on such things at this moment. Later, there would be time to repent, but during the glare of the day was the time for action. 

Caysa followed Nazzaro and his group outside, where Zavon was standing, far from the building, eyes closed and face turned to the sun. Outside, a cart had been piled high with something pungent with decomposition. Caysa tried to hide his face, but he could help scrunching his nose. He hadn’t the right to be acting prudish now; he was the one who had suggested this. 

Next to Caysa stopped Nalika, who looked upon the cart of exhumed bodies with a deep sigh. “Honestly, I would have expected better from someone like you,” she said, holding her nose as a breeze wafted the stink towards them.

“Should you be saying that? Aren’t you a mercenary?” Caysa turned away finally, instead watching as Zavon made his approach, walking slowly, like he had all the time in the world. 

“Just because I do terrible things does not mean I cannot hope for good people in the world.” Nalika shook her head. She gave Caysa one last look and mumbled something under her breath before calling Lereese over. Caysa took that as his turn to leave. He took a moment to parse Nalika’s statement and laughed. Unlike Nazzaro and Zavon, who seemed strangely gleeful at Caysa’s grim and cruel suggestion, there was something freeing in Nalika’s judgement. 

“Theres a few good spots nearby, Nazzaro,” Lereese said. “Some old cottages.”

“No need. Just find us a spot to lay the bodies down; the ashes will do the rest.”

Nazzaro walked ahead, not giving the pile of desecrated bodies another look. Caysa didn’t know how he had the stomach for it, to just walk on like nothing was out of the ordinary. Caysa and Zavon walked behind the wagon, far enough away that the occasional waft of decomposition was bearable. 

Nazzaro didn’t lead them far, just to a clearing in the forest. a lump of charred leaves and dirt in the centre showed the remnants of a campfire, probably this was a well-used camping spot, but after today, it would be cursed. The misfortune would linger and adhere to whichever poor soul would pass through next. Caysa sent a prayer to Iphys and Narsa, that they would protect this land and its innocent travellers and calm the disturbed souls of these bodies. Lereese and Marna pulled the canvas from the bodies, and both Caysa and the boy with the broken nose gagged at the sight. Lumpy, misshapen and greyed, it was awful to see. Zavon and the others merely held their breath; Caysa couldn’t help but turn away. He had barely had the constitution to stomach death and injury before, but now, seeing partially decayed bodies placed around in a circle like a foul facsimile of a camping group was beyond his appetite for evil. 

“Thank you for your service, Red Opal.” Nazzaro stepped back, wiping his hands on his pants. Caysa turned back around and forced himself to watch; he had a duty to observe these strangers, even in death or fire.

“I’ve no need of your thanks.”

Zavon stepped forward. Without warning, a fire blazed to life in the middle. It was little more than a regular campfire, except that it grew and grew unnaturally fast, quickly consuming the feet and legs of the nearest corpses. The fire ate up their clothes first, before starting on their skin, creating horrid boils as it melted through to muscle and fully consumed the torso and head. It was a massive bonfire, only controllable by magic. Without Zavon, no doubt this whole section of forest would now be in the throes of a wildfire. Caysa finally managed to step forward and throw his old clothes in. They burnt up in seconds, as though they had never even existed. Finally, he added his scarf. Caysa could be many things, but he would never be a monk under Imra again—not with the colour of rust buried beneath his fingernails.

The heat of the flames, its searing brightness, made Caysa think of descriptions of Palo. The most famous translations of the Ottrisus called him ‘too glorious for mortal eyes’. How someone could hold faith in something that would sear their eyes out had been beyond Caysa when he was younger. In his mind, Palo was a warm figure, some wizened old man like Master Uris with a gentle, slow touch. But Caysa understood now, staring into the white, bright fire as it turned human flesh into ash and bones into nothing, how easily something warmth-giving could also blaze so brightly to infinitely destroy.

Like the gods, fire was a force beyond. The elements breathed and consumed, but unlike the living, they need not grow full.

“Stand too close and you’ll burn your face off.” Nazzaro stepped up next to Caysa. “What could you be thinking about this time?”

“The nature of gods,” Caysa said. His eyes were dry; they probably looked red and teary.

“Gods, huh? I know no gods—but demons ... demons I understand very much.”

Caysa scoffed, finally looking away from the flames. The man next to him was just flesh and bone. What did he know about demons?

“‘I looked to the face of evil and it was my face.’ Can’t recall where I heard that; never understood it until I was older,” Nazzaro said.

He had misquoted the poem of Dumit, the story of the Liorni king who travelled the length of the world for proof of the gods and divine purpose. Many people misquoted King Dumit’s final words. The great wisdom he had come across after his decades of travel. They warped his words to excuse their cruel actions, that it was something unavoidable in their nature.

“That’s not the quote. It’s: ‘He looked into the face of evil and saw a human’s face, he looked to the face of serendipity and knew it as a human’s face.’” Caysa looked at Nazzaro, whose profile was blurred by the overwhelming light. He did not have an evil face, though he perhaps looked like his father. At Nazzaro’s belt was the dagger he had been using to terrorise Caysa. Caysa pulled it free of its sheath, examining its glowing, undulating reflection, and suddenly it was just a knife. One that Sister Mae might use to fillet a fish, or a hunter would carry to cut ropes. “You’d do well to remember that.” 

Caysa looked at Nazzaro. They had similar eyes—so dark as to be almost black. Obsidian was called witch’s glass in the cold north. They said those who looked into it could see visions of other worlds or the future. Nazzaro’s eyes were engulfed in golden flames. Caysa lobbed the dagger to the very edge of the fire—no one would dare retrieve it until the flames ran out of fuel—and walked away back to Zavon, who was waiting in the shadows with his arms crossed. 

“If you ever get bored of that lizard of yours, come find me again,” Nazzaro shouted.

Caysa shook his head. He’d laugh if he had the energy for it, but there was no other response to give. His head was light, and the shadows were so dark they almost seemed stained blue after the searing of the light. 
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A Wild Stallion, More Dangerous than Wolves
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By the time Aron was sixteen in Oskall, he’d made a name for himself in the field as a decisive and direct hunter, although Aron was only decisive about finishing his job and getting back to his bed in as little time as possible. The people of Oskall gave him the nonsensical moniker of Silver Stallion, in honour of his silver armour and brusque approach. Marko laughed so hard when he found out that Aron nearly strangled him.

Most knights regarded their role with grave seriousness, but Aron would sooner liken himself to a soldier. He did the job he was paid to do and then didn’t think about it until he was called to action again. He was neither chivalrous nor charming, and in contrast to, say Marko, did not believe his ordained role as the dragon-knight made him any more suited to greatness.

This attitude was, of course, a great problem for his family and the Royal House as a whole. 

Tourneys were to be expected, and Aron had no interest in them. He did not want to endear himself to the people of Aradia, but his family and their estate had different ideas. The dragon-knight was an icon of Aradia, after all, and his family would be remiss not to force Aron to dance for them, if only to ingratiate themselves to the people.

It started with Arnor. Aron had returned from a ride, and Arnor had been waiting around the barracks, chatting up a pair of older knights with a big smile on his face. Aron groaned when Arnor waved him over. The two knights with him immediately lost interest and excused themselves. Aron knew deep in his heart that his parents bemoaned that of all his siblings, the haggard prophet who had dreamed of a golden royal slaying a great dragon had pointed to Aron instead of Arnor or Alia, or even Laila—all of whom had far more charisma and were far more agreeable than Aron was.

“Little brother,” Arnor said fakely with a quick and forced hug. “How good it is to see you,” Arnor lied as he caught a whiff of horse and sweat.

“Yes, what a joy, brother.” Aron stepped back from Arnor, body tensed. He was ready to run in anticipation of Arnor saying something that would upset Aron’s stomach.

“Oh, do not be so dour, Aron. I’ve just come to inform you of the upcoming tourney in honour of Ascendents’ Day, and as the current dragon-knight, it only makes sense that you make an appearance.” Arnor said everything with a stiffness, like he’d been given a script and had practised it once before making his way here.

“By ‘appearance’, you mean participate,” Aron said.

Arnor sighed, “Yes, brother, as a knight of the kingdom, it is your duty.” Aron didn’t say anything. As far as he was concerned, winning tourneys was not the premier thing the first dragon-knight had been worried about. “And consider the pride of your fellows—for many of them, this is their chance to prove themselves worthy of knighthood.” Arnor clasped Aron’s shoulder, fingers digging in.

Oh, so now it was Aron’s duty to assuage the wounded pride of his un-knighted cohort?

Aron gritted his teeth and shrugged off Arnor’s hand.

“Aron! I finally found you!” Marko shouted as he ran up from the barracks, brown hair wild. He was breathing heavily, like he had been running for a while now. Arnor moved away with a tight smile, ignoring Marko outright.

“Just consider it, brother,” Arnor said. He strode away without looking back.

Aron turned back to Marko. “What is it?”

At this time, Aron had finally started catching up to Marko’s height. They now stood eye to eye, much to Marko’s chagrin. 

“Oh, nothing. You just looked like you were about to vomit,” Marko said cheerfully.

Aron sighed. He stretched up and rolled out his shoulder. “I’m going to bed.”

“It’s the middle of the day. We have training to go to,” Marko called as Aron walked to the barracks, intent on penning a letter to Caysa.

He took three hours to write his letter. Ink stained his fingertips and his desk was eventually covered in wadded up papers from false starts that rambled about all the wrong things or moaned relentlessly about everything. These were words put to paper; he didn’t want to waste Caysa’s time with banalities. 

Eventually, Aron finished his letter and sent it off the next day, promptly forgetting both Ascendents’ Day and the tourney. 

Several days later, Caysa’s answer found its way to Aron with beautiful calligraphy on rough, yellow paper. He recounted his days in the monastery, his studies and commiserated Aron’s struggles.

I remember when we were young and you would comply with Sir Beratta’s requests by doing as little as possible—he would get so angry with you but would struggle to criticise. We were such carefree children in those days. It’s a shame I cannot see you; I would enjoy very much to see you act the chivalrous knight.

Aron re-read Caysa’s writing over and over again. Yes, if Caysa were there, he might find the will the enter the tourney, but instead, Aron considered Caysa’s answer to his conundrum. 

If he were to enter the tourney by force or voluntarily, perhaps there was a way to bend the rules to his family’s disadvantage. Aron hummed to himself, hugging the letter to his chest.

His own personal desire aside, his family had made the decision for him, and he was formally invited to the Ascendents’ Day tourney. Aron scoffed. He’d learn to joust when he died, but regardless, short of injury, his family was as determined to make Aron participate as Aron was determined not to. 

He had until next season, when the gates of Oskall would open to travellers and merchants and knights from the continent. The barracks were alit with gossip, naturally, which Marko took it upon himself to relate to Aron dutifully.

“Apparently there’s already a betting pool. Most of the money’s on you and Sir Oresto Tremen for the melee,” Marko said, lying on Aron’s bed as Aron sat on the floor, a book on tournament rules and etiquette open on his lap. “You know, I really thought you’d hate the idea of being forced to fight, but look at you, getting all ready for the tourney!”

Aron hummed. If he told Marko he was looking for a way to drop out of the competition, he’d most certainly get a talking to, so he kept his mouth shut but thanked Caysa for his wise response on his return letter. 

Ascendents’ Day, a day made five hundred years ago, wherein government and religious institutes joined hands and pretended to love each other in honour of the first dragon-knight, Sir Nicasio, and his marriage to Princess Erisa Erucardo. 

Aron sneered. What a farce of a day.

The Havris honouring the legacy of the dynasty they’d ended, the Priories of Hirresh reaping in donations from visitors. Visitors from both Abacia and Chadiero made sure their displeasure with the Havri dynasty exuded from every pore and frown. And the current dragon-knight of Aradia had hidden himself in the annex of one of the smaller Hirreshian churches, just off the high street. Aron held his head in his hands, willing the tourney to hurry up and start. His shoulder felt stiff, his body heavy. His eyes throbbed from the bright sunlight, and his knee was bouncing uncontrollably.

A gentle hand on his shoulder and even gentler voice shocked Aron out of his crisis. The young Hirreshian sister who had approached him looked nearly scared to death by how fast Aron had turned to glare at her.

“Apologies, Sir. It’s just that you requested I inform you when the tourney proper was going to start,” she said in that pious whisper holy people all did. Aron stood up from the bench, swallowing down the last of his tension and enveloping himself in the ideal of the dragon-knight. 

“Yes, thank you,” Aron said to the sister, who was covered head to toe in dour brown and blacks. She nodded.

“Good luck,” she said to his back as he made his way back to the bright city of Oskall. Aron shrugged. Luck was not necessary for a dragon-knight—fate had made them as such.

Aron stole his way into the tents, avoiding conversation at every accursed corner. And he probably would have stayed there until called if not for Marko.

“And where have you been?”

“Hiding from you,” Aron said. He stared at his dented, tarnished armour. It was no longer a pretty set, but no doubt this humble armour was all part of his family’s plan to endear him, make him out to be some modest knight who wanted very little ...

Aron decided then and there that his next purchase would be a gleaming new set that he would pay to have shined and polished every week.

“Nervous?” Marko said. He held his helmet in his hands, observing and double-checking it over and over again.

“Why should I be?” Aron said over a strap he was using his teeth to tighten. It was getting tight. He had begun putting on muscle at a much faster rate than before. His usual armour was already uncomfortable, but this was going to be much worse.

A loud clink sounded as Marko dropped his head onto his helmet, as if trying to enjoy an intimate moment with it. “Well, you’re already the dragon-slaying knight. Unlike the rest of us, you have nothing to prove.”

“Switch lives with me then,” Aron said. “Now, stop moaning and help me.”

“And inherit your family? I’d sooner till fields.” Marko made a short laugh but dropped his helmet next to him. In the silence between them, Aron closed his eyes and imagined a whole country away, Caysa sitting at his desk studying or reading a novel under the shade of a tree—although it was getting colder now. Likely he was lying in his bed instead. Aron breathed through his nose; there was no use in getting distracted now. “Have you seen the brackets for the melee?”

“No, that’s what I have you for,” Aron bluffed. He’d actually forgotten to look.

“Oh, darling Aron, what would you do without me?” Marko sing-songed.

“Die, obviously.”

Twenty young knights and squires had been divvied up for the brackets. Aron flew through his melee matches with little issue until Marko struck out on his fifth round against Sir Oresto. Marko gave a watery smile before gagging into the bucket on his lap. All around him, girls and boys were similarly hunched over from exhaustion. Aron preferred not to act as such and instead forced himself to take long deep breaths until his heart slowed back to a crawl.

“You’ll be up against Sir Oresto next,” Marko gagged as his over-tired body battled with itself.

“He’s the favourite?” Aron vaguely remembered Marko saying something about a betting pool.

“Yes, and he kicks fucking hard,” Marko wheezed.

Aron hummed—so this was the match-up that the city was waiting for, the one they’d all be watching. Aron checked the balance of his blunted sword, although a blunt edge hadn’t stopped several fighters from nursing raised welts on their skin or dents on their armour.

“Sir Aron,” said a squire Aron’s age, mousy and non-descript. “Ten minutes until your match. Follow me.” Aron grunted and waved to Marko.

The midday sun was hot for the season, and he was suffocating in the narrow view provided by his helmet. And yet he spotted a flash of golden-blond in the King’s box. Chattering and pointing were his family, eyes narrowed. Aron glared at Albin’s ornate dress and Alia’s rich purples. Even if they couldn’t see him do so, Aron cursed them.

Stepping into the ring, Aron saw that the crowd was alight with bets placed, won and lost and his family watching intently to make sure that Aron did not humiliate them. Arnor was watching the most intensely, nodding subtly when Aron drew his arming sword with a flourish. Sir Oresto was taller and older and much more the showman. He made sure to draw his own sword with a twirl that sent anticipatory roars through the crowd. They circled each other for a few tense seconds until Aron watched his opponent’s posture shift to his back foot, ready to pounce.

Aron stood up straight and pulled his helmet off. He placed his sword flat on the ground.

“I yield!” Aron called out.

Sir Oresto almost tripped, feet confused by Aron’s sudden surrender. The crowd couldn’t decide between frustration and bafflement. Aron turned and left the ring and his opponent and his family to meet the annoying, perplexed faces of his fellow knights. Aron shouldered passed them, waking faster when he heard Albin shouting after him.

“Aron! What is wrong with you?” Albin finally caught up, clamping his hand over Aron’s shoulder. Aron swung around and slammed his gauntleted fist into Albin’s cheek, sending his Crown Prince reeling, hand covering the torn skin of his face.

“Fuck off,” Aron sneered at his brother as several knights, Marko included, restrained him.

“You ungrateful piece of shit!” Albin spat a glob of blood out of his mouth. “Do you even know what you’ve done?” Aron spat at Albin’s feet in lieu of an answer. With a disgusted sound, Albin turned and stormed away.

Aron knew better. He always knew better. But he couldn’t help himself. “Oh, go run away and cry to father!” 

Albin turned around and stole a helmet from a knight’s hands. With an enraged scream, he lobbed it straight at Aron’s head. It would have collided with it, too, if Marko hadn’t let go of Aron. The helmet smashed into the ground, adorned with a new dent. Albin stormed away, aggressively brushing off the attempts of knights and squires to help him.

“What are you doing, Aron?” Marko said. His fists were balled up, almost shaking, like Marko wanted to punch Aron’s jaw clean off.

Aron shrugged, and Marko held back his punch only to turn around and slap Aron. The thunderclap sound echoed, and Aron could feel half his face numb up as the other side burned red hot.

“Are you finished?” Aron said, letting go of his face. His lip had broken open and there was blood leaking into his mouth. Marko looked ready to start on his own rant, so Aron left. Without stopping to remove the armour plates that were digging into him, Aron made his way back to the barracks, the watchful eyes of visitors and Oskallians alike staring at him as he stormed by.

The barracks were largely empty, and Aron took his time undoing his buckles and laces, letting metal clang loudly onto the stone floor. Lying on his cramped bed, devoid of armour, his face smarting, Aron felt strangely naked. He was seven or eight again, getting punished for his insolence or his recalcitrance and sent to his room with no supper. But back then, Aron could sneak away to Caysa, who in turn would feed and comfort him. 

In Oskall, he was trapped, alone. Aron pressed down on the swollen corner of his lip. No, entrapment aside, Aron had his own pride, and he would chew through the bars on this cage until they or he broke first.
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The Truth is Patient
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With every step Caysa took, he noted that he was the furthest he had ever been from Garni. His head felt empty and full at the same time. All his thoughts since last night travelled back to Aron or the monastery or the surrounding woodlands. Somehow, Garni felt like a folktale, and Caysa couldn’t help but reminisce on his long childhood there. His long, long childhood in Garni. Caysa pinched and picked at his bottom lip—did that not make sense? When he’d spoken to Danrho, he’d thought that she wanted Caysa to go with her to Oza. She’d seemed convinced of Caysa’s naivety when he had declared his intent to open the gateways now instead of later. She’d known him as an infant. Why not just take him with her before he had any memory? 

“Zavon, the ability to share memories—is it possible to lie?” Caysa stopped picking at his lip, clenching his fist at his side. It really was an unsightly habit.

“Yes, although it is rather looked down upon. Why?” Zavon turned his head so he could see Caysa from the corner of his eye. Was asking Zavon proper? Didn’t he have as much to gain by lying? No, Caysa decided, he hated his father too much for that. 

“If my mother—the black dragon preceding me—died by means other than human intervention, what do you think those means might be?” Caysa did want to assume Danrho would deceive him like that, but wasn’t it obvious now that Danrho had her own agenda?

“Could have been a number of things, most likely old age. If we’re using Danrho as a reference, then your mother may have been nearing her thousandth year or beyond,” Zavon hummed, shortening his steps so Caysa and him could walk side by side. 

“Rather mundane,” Caysa mumbled. 

“Dragons are long-living, not infallible, Caysa. One thousand is a rich and well-lived age,” Zavon laughed. He seemed healthier now, like he’d sucked all of Caysa’s will to live and absorbed it into himself. Caysa sighed. He needed to stop being so bitter. “Why start questioning this now?” 

“Well, I was just thinking, why was I left at Garni? Danrho obviously wanted me to go with her to Oza, and she still thinks I’m going to fail and go to her, but why wouldn’t she just take me with her in the first place?” his voice came out in a rush. He was tripping over his words. “And why would she agree to let me grow up around humans? As far as I’ve seen, most dragons either don’t have a passing thought about humans or hate them.” Caysa’s mind was running around in circles; every question led to more questions, with no answers in between. 

“Did you actually want me to reply, or is this more of a monologue?” 

“It seems she and Galanta both knew Albin in passing though, but why? He was a hunter and a poacher.” Caysa knew that Galanta had said as much, and Master Uris knew Albin as well. 

“Know a lot of those, don’t you.”

“Hush, Zavon. So, they all knew each other, and Albin was an Imran devotee, but what did Danrho get out of their partnership?” She was ancient, powerful, respected—and she had a partnership with Albin, of all people? 

“Ah, you are missing several perspectives.” Caysa jumped as Zavon’s cold, narrow hand landed on his shoulder. He had that strange, foxy expression on his face; the one that made ice slide down Caysa’s spine.

“Like what?” 

“Like, why would Danrho keep you there if not to have a presence in the Tisgan? The alps have been the domain of dragons since before your mother’s time, and your mother and Danrho were close companions.”

“She left me there out of some kind of loyalty?” Somehow, that still did not sound like enough of an excuse. 

“Yes, but largely it may stem from the presence of the Dragonhold and the Stormlords.” Zavon lifted a finger to his chin, as if imitating some famous political thinker. “A conniving dragon like Danrho is not above having more than one motive.”

“Land is really that important?” Caysa scratched his eyebrow. Zavon had mentioned land before, but Caysa had understood it as another name for politics. 

“Indeed, and as the oldest and most esteemed of our kind in this world, the Stormlords and the silver dragon find themselves at odds naturally,” Zavon continued.

“But then why concede the alps?”

“Hmm, because it places a strain upon the Stormlords. Arris, Lleda and Orenda are all reaching their waning years. They’ve protected the Dragonhold for near five hundred years; two of the three have no inheritors to their name. Or at least my father would never name me or any of my siblings as adequate. Orenda will probably fuck off into the ocean and disappear when her time comes. Only Lleda of the Wind has ever borne a wind dragon, but my father would sooner kill Sunkan than let Lleda have anything over him.” Zavon said it all with the detached interest one might use in observing rain clouds on the horizon.

“But then why not just let the alps go?” Caysa looked at Zavon again. He really was no politician or strategist, but even he could understand that maintaining the health and longevity of the Dragonhold was worth the Tisgan a hundred times over. 

“Pride, power, resources.” Zavon shrugged. “It keeps the hungry dragons in the north sequestered there.”

“Then it was all a set-up? The Stormlords are getting older, the Dragonhold is becoming less secure, and with the famine destroying resources in the north—it was just a ploy to weaken the Dragonhold and embolden the Wan Lun Sea? But that still leaves one question: Why leave me there as incentive to protect the Tisgan on her behalf? Surely, as the silver dragon she could have foreseen the famine.”

“Because if they had left too early, that would have alerted my father that something was coming and he could have prepared.” Zavon smirked and Caysa stomach’s clenched. “As you know, the silver dragon sees all as it happens.”

“That’s awful and so petty. She’s one thousand years old.” Caysa felt bowled over in disbelief. All that for some petty personal grudge? He could have opened a history encyclopedia and read the same story: nobility back-stabbing each other over money or plots of land or pride.

“My father is eight hundred and seventy; they only get pettier.” Zavon covered his mouth with his hand, coughing mockingly into his palm.

“I certainly hope not me,” Caysa said, cringing. 

“What do you mean? You’re already petty.”

“No, I am not.” Caysa felt affronted. He was hardly the type to let what effectively amounted to a whole country starve just to piss off another dragon. “Fucking prick,” Caysa huffed under his breath.

Zavon laughed loud and clear, enough to cause a flock of birds to launch themselves into the air in fright. Caysa smiled too, but quickly reverted to pinching his bottom lip. If those were Danrho’s motivations, then what were Albin’s?
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MARKO HAD BEEN NOMINATED for knighthood under Aradia six months before they returned to Garni. When his letter of acceptance arrived at the barracks, Marko had whooped and cheered and hugged Aron and the other soldiers in their cohort hard enough to squeeze the air from their lungs. 

Aron had clapped Marko on the back and congratulated him on finally catching up. The date for the induction ceremony was set, and Aron had pondered briefly whether or what he should bestow on Marko as a congratulatory gift. Who could say whether Marko would find it patronising or appropriate. Aron decided that either reaction would be welcome.

And then came choosing a present. Aron wandered the streets of Oskall, wanting for inspiration. He’d never really given a gift before. He’d given Caysa books, which he and Caysa would spend time discussing, sometimes fighting about, but something like this—he had no prior experience to draw on. Then, as he passed over the bridge, down below, he heard a group of stable hands and wranglers bartering and bleating over horses. Aron leaned on the bridge railing and considered, what was knight without a horse, after all?

Aron watched as the wranglers in the ring tried and failed to tame a spirited chestnut stallion. He dodged and pranced around his handlers with a proud whinny, almost gleeful at the vexation he was causing. Aron smiled to himself and turned to the stable man next to him.

“How much are they looking to auction that one for?”

“Nothing, if it keeps acting up,” the stable hand grunted. He was a big man with a husky voice. He scoffed as the horse refused to budge in spite of tugging and pulling. Its hooves dug in with an exaggerated stubbornness.

“It’s a handsome steed—seems a shame not to get anything for it,” Aron said.

“Indeed, a shame looks alone aren’t worth the tulurs I have to pay out when one of those boys gets their head cracked open.”

Aron watched the horse kick out, sending the wranglers sprawling, before shaking its head and stamping its hooves. Aron considered it: bad-tempered and fine-boned, a glossy red coat intense as rose petals. No horse was better for Sir Marko Beratta of Aradia. 

“One hundred and fifty gold tulurs if I tame that horse.” Aron nodded towards it, and the man looked over, unconvinced.

“One-fifty gold tulurs ... you must think me stupid to sell my wares at that price.”

“I’m not a betting man. If I can tame that horse, we both get something out of it. If I can’t—well, I don’t work for you, so there’s no need to pay me out for any injuries sustained.” Aron shrugged.

“You’re not even a man,” the stable hand said incredulously. Aron smiled and shrugged again before climbing over the fence and approaching the horse. Its ears were flat back on its head as it observed Aron, body stiff and ready to bolt.

It took three weeks and hours of Aron’s sparse time for the horse to allow him to saddle and bridle him after more hand-fed carrots and apples than was perhaps healthy. He seemed to grow used to Aron and seemingly enjoyed the frustration he singlehandedly caused everyone around him, and yet he only fussed briefly as Aron led him out and around, where together they would watch other horses feed or the river rush and gurgle. They seemed to get along in those moments, and the horse stopped seeing him as a looming threat. By the fourth week, the chestnut allowed Aron to ride it—much to the ire and shock of Alexio Valuzzio, the stable hand and animal trader who Aron had made the deal with. Aron brought the horse up to a stop in front of Valuzzio, and he looked up with a forlorn sigh. Aron pulled the bag of gold tulurs out from his shoulder pack and tossed it down.

“Who trained you, boy? If I had known that you were a talent at horses, I wouldn’t have let you make a deal nearly as cheap.”

Aron laughed and hopped down from the saddle. “I’m not.” Valuzzio made an unamused sound. “I mean it. I’d never seen an untamed horse in my life until his one.” Aron patted the horse’s chestnut coat, admiring the reticent horse in all its hard-worn trust. “The grey gelding—how much for it? I’ll pay the full amount, of course.”

“You couldn’t afford a horse like that even in your dreams, boy. One horse is more than enough for most people.”

“Of course I can afford him. Just send the invoice to the Knights of Aradia at the Oskall Barracks.”

As he returned to the barracks with two new horses in hand, much to the confusion of the stableboys, Aron was given a strict warning never to come round again. Valuzzio had no interest in doing business with the Aradian military ever. 

Ah, well, it was an affordable price to pay for a gelding and a young stallion.

After avoiding Marko’s inquisitive gaze about where he’d been, Aron had planned to take Marko drinking, so that he could enjoy his last night of freedom before the Church of Hirresh swore him into eternal servitude to the nation. He would then take him to the stables to meet the chestnut stallion, his gift. Unfortunately, when they started drinking together, they kept drinking, encouraging each other on to worser and more debauched lows until they passed out in a riverside tavern, pockets empty of change and the night rapidly changing to morn.

Aron awoke to sunlight beaming into his eyes as it crested over, slinking between houses and shops. He was slumped in a chair, legs propped up on a second. His head ached like a drummer boy was smacking his little sticks all around Aron’s skull. His legs and arse were numb, and his mouth was fuzzy and rank. Aron squinted into the sun, trying to remember how and why he’d ended up here.

Marko. Aron lurched awake and looked around for distinctive brown curls. As he stood up on weak legs, he immediately tripped over something. Aron kicked out blindly in frustration and got a grunt-snore back.

“Marko, get up!” Aron kicked his side again and Marko grunted. He sat up, only to smack his forehead on the chair he was lying under. If his head didn’t hurt so much, Aron would have laughed at him. As it was, he grabbed Marko and hauled him out from the table. “We’re going to be late.”

Marko rubbed his eyes and held his temples as Aron’s words wormed their way through his thick skull. With a jolt, Marko stood up straight. “Going to be? We are late, you twit!” Marko bolted past to the door of the tavern, swinging it open and allowing pale golden sunlight to stream in with mocking ease. Aron followed Marko, and they dashed through the bustling streets towards the barracks, fighting their headaches and their need to vomit and ignoring the protests of their still-exhausted bodies.

“Did you even pay for drinks?” Marko shouted as they made it to the stables, panting, barely able to get the words out.

“They can forward the bill to my father, for all I care. Move it,” Aron said as he tugged the door open, sprinting up the stairs, three at a time, barely able to breathe as he simultaneously unbuttoned his collar and tugged his ale-fumed shirt from his body. They burst into their shared dormitory to the confused looks of several of their cohort.

“Aren’t you two supposed to be at the church?” Bernard said from where he was lacing up his riding boots.

“We are,” Aron replied, since Marko looked like he was nearly in tears.

He walked over to his bunk, kicked open his trunk and pulled out whichever tunic was at the top before grabbing his black, high-collared doublet and black surcoat. Stylised Aradian wolves adorned it in gold and silver thread. When he turned back, Marko was already buttoning up his own doublet—dark red, a young boy’s colour—his own dark-red surcoat slung about his shoulders. Today, it would be cast off and replaced with the black and grey. Aron grabbed his arming sword and herded Marko out.

“I look like shit, Aron, and I smell like shit, too. Ah, fuck, my mother’s looking down on this,” Marko wailed despairingly.

“Don’t despair, Marko, you always look like shit,” Aron assured him. He looked around the front courtyard and spotted a squire fitting a horse with a bridle. “You!” Aron bellowed, running up to the kid, who started and thus startled the horse as well. Aron grabbed the reins from the squire and mounted the horse in one go. “I need to borrow this horse.” He led the horse away and stuck his hand out towards Marko.

“Seriously?” Marko groused, looking around for his own conveniently saddled horse.

“Name me a better option.”

Marko ticked his tongue before grabbing Aron’s hand and squeezing uncomfortably close behind Aron. Aron urged the horse into a gallop and took to the streets of Oskall, the same way he had a year and half before. As they came up to the Central Church of Hirresh, an oppressive building of sandstone and cold, empty atriums—except for today, of course, when rows and rows of squires-to-be-knights stood at the ready—Aron pulled the horse to an abrupt halt.

“Get in,” he ordered Marko. “I’ll follow after I find a place to stow the horse.”

“I’m going to vomit, Aron,” Marko said as he hopped off.

“Well, save it for the altar.”

Aron began walking the horse around the side of the church but stopped when Marko hissed at him. “I don’t have my sword—what the fuck am I going to do?” he wailed.

Aron groaned and un-belted his sword and sheath and tossed them to Marko, who caught them limply. “You don’t have time for whining. Get inside before they call your name.”

Aron led the horse to the wooden post and tied it off with a pat on the rump. He snuck in through the side door, pushing it open slowly so its ancient hinges wouldn’t expose his lateness any more than his absence already had. The Bishop of Oskall was loudly making his yearly proselytising. His cloth-swathed arms flung about as he reminded rows of future knights of their duty—not only to Aradia but also to Palo and the four Sangui’s holy tenets. Aron could feel the confused stares of the front row as he snuck in behind to stand next to Laila. She gave him a scathing side-eye that she only could have learnt from their father.

“Where have you been? You smell like alcohol,” she said in low whisper, the edges of it stained with disappointment. 

“You’re imagining things,” Aron whispered back, but she was most definitely right.

A small, fake clear of the throat came from further up the line. Aron peeked from the corner of his eye, only to catch Arnor giving him a look that could only be compared to the annoyed amusement one got when a puppy did something stupid but looked up with big eyes afterwards. Aron stood up straight, right shoulder uncomfortable with stiffness, but he resolved to stand and stare at the back wall for the rest of this affair, though only Palo knew how many hours that would be. 

His back hurt, his shoulder hurt, his eyes were glazing over. Aron could count how many knights-in-training he knew personally on both his hands, and Marko was admittedly at least three of those fingers. He was both dead on his feet and losing patience at how many names had been called up. How many swords held in hands, voices dedicating their lives to Aradia and the heavens—the exact same vow Aron had made a decade earlier—and standing to attentions did he have to endure? He’d seen Laila subtly balance back on her heels before going back to her toes to alleviate the pressure. Alia had outright yawned, and Arnor’s smile had become vaguer and flatter new knight after new knight. Albin looked almost as ready to fall asleep as Aron felt.

“Marko Beratta of Garni,” the steward to the bishop finally called out. His voice had begun to crack a bit, and Aron tried not to laugh. Aron finally woke up, watching the crowd intently as Marko made his way to the centre and walked up the low altar. He knelt and held Aron’s arming sword up, as if offering it for inspection.

The ragged old bishop placed his hands on the sword’s sheath.

“Child of the Wolves and Mountains, your blood is more ancient and honourable than all others in the land of Aradia. Blessed as you are, dignified above all, noble in body and mind, say your prayer to Palo and the King.”

“I, Marko Beratta, vow upon my life to uphold Aradia’s honour. To be Aradia’s strength, to protect Aradia and its people, on my life, on my soul. I vow, evermore, to be Blessed Palo’s pride, to embody his wisdom, his law, his power and his altruism.” Marko spoke clearly, his voice wavering only briefly before he righted himself. From what Aron could see, his ears were bright red.

“Indeed, child. Unsheathe your blade and rise now as a knight.”

The old bishop stepped back so Marko could stand up, hands gripping the sheath and hilt of Aron’s sword as he slipped it out gracefully and held it aloft. It glinted in the sunlight, under Palo’s discerning gaze, before being covered up again just as swiftly. Aron nodded to Marko as they made eye contact before Marko could get lost in the crowd of faces again. A small cough sounded, and Aron turned his head to find Arnor giving him an even more disappointed and unhappy side-eye.

Ah. Aron had forgotten about that. Arnor had the matching brother sword to Aron’s. It was named something stupid and overly proud, like Valiant, and Aron’s was named something equally embarrassing. Radiance, or something. Aron winked and went back to staring absently forward, waiting impatiently for this over-bloated ceremony to end. 

And when it did, Aron almost cried real tears. With no decorum and little consideration, he hopped off the dias to the sound of Laila’s scandalised gasp and was immediately swallowed up by the crowd. He pushed through, ignoring the occasional, “Apologies, my liege,” or “You stepped on my foot, fuckwit.” Aron grabbed Marko’s shoulder, startling him.

“Congratulations,” Aron wheezed out as Marko pulled him into a crushing hug—the first of their life.

“You saved my life, brother.” Marko let go and patted Aron on the shoulder as he handed back the sword.

“Whatever. Come on, I have something to show you.”

Aron didn’t wait for an answer before he pushed through the crowd again to get out of the door and back into the fresh air. Taking a deep breath in, Aron and Marko looked at each other and started laughing.

They made it to the barracks, sweaty and musty, with borrowed horse in hand (Aron ought to find the squire and apologise), and Aron dragged Marko to the stables—all the way to the back, where two of the best-kept secrets had been sequestered. The chestnut stallion and the grey gelding nuzzled Aron’s hands before turning away, disappointed, when it turned out he didn’t have any apples on him.

“This one’s for you. Congratulations again, Sir Marko.” Aron pointed to the chestnut horse, but Marko had already begun petting and cooing over the grey one.

“Oh, but I prefer this one,” Marko said.

“But this one’s for you. Do you know the trouble I went to for this horse?”

“But I’m the one who’s being congratulated, so I should get to choose,” Marko said, giving a wicked smile. “Go on, say it—you want the grey horse because you’re the Silver Stallion.” Marko laughed. Aron clenched his jaw as he glared and cursed Marko in his mind. 

“Enjoy your fucking horse, Marko,” Aron said. Marko bumped their shoulders together.

“Aww, do not pout so.”
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The path of the Night Road came to an end, converging with the northern tip of the Argenoul Highway. Aron stopped Tearn. Another Iphys pointed further south, gleefully smiling across from a sign pointing west, marked only with a hawk. So, Lord Cyril was not just prattling on for the sake of it. 

“I need you to do something for me.” He held out the fake Iron Tooth to her and she arched her brows.

“You want me to gut you?” she said.

“No, I need you to cut my hair.” Aron flicked her forehead. Tearn snickered and took the hilt of the dagger.

“Good luck,” Tearn said ominously as she pushed Aron’s shoulders down so he was kneeling on the ground. He closed his eyes; he didn’t want to know what Tearn was doing to his hair. He didn’t want to know what it looked like and whether he was going to be hideous. He didn’t consider himself vain by nature, and yet he’d once had a reputation. Aron felt Tearn tug at the locks and heard the hiss as the blade sliced through each one. It felt lighter, but that was little comfort when Tearn had a dagger to his head. 

“All done.” Tearn slapped Aron’s shoulder.

He opened his eyes to see locks of his hair strewn limp on the ground, like fallen leaves. So much hair. Aron bit his lip. He had brought this upon himself. He had nobody else to blame, not even Tearn—even though he deeply wanted to curse her. 

“Many thanks, Tearn,” Aron said through gritted teeth. He was a man; he could be mature about this.

“Is that the first time you’ve said my name?” Tearn was laughing behind her hand as she handed back the fake dagger. Aron sheathed it quickly. Better not tempt himself. He mounted the horse, leaving Tearn and his hair on the ground. “Oh, Aron, don’t be like that—it doesn’t even look bad.”

Aron closed his eyes again. So, it was true, he looked hideous. He swallowed his grief and kept following Iphys mocking direction, oh how he hated that smirking baby. He wondered how it was that the Liorni had accumulated such a vast domain with such a ridiculous god at the helm.

***
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THE ROADS OF RURAL Abacia condensed to the Argenoul Highway. The passengers of carriages, caravans and wagons nodded as Caysa and Zavon walked by. Every once and a while, a pair of guards would stop one of the carriages, checking over papers, probably inventory and passage papers. Caysa sweated. They hadn’t been given a passing glance yet. They were carrying barely anything, but it was only a matter of time. More than ever, Caysa missed his monks’ garb. Nobody blinked twice at an Imran monk or nun wandering between kingdoms on pilgrimage. Those clothes were practically a statement of passage all on their own.

They were practically pushed off the wide dirt highway by caravans, forced to walk through the tough and itchy wild grasses. A wooden figure of Iphys, nailed to a tall stake in the ground so as to look like he was floating in the breeze, pointed south-west. A sign hanging from his outstretched arm read Pritta: The City of Lovers in chipped red paint. Underneath, it cheerfully declared that they had another one hundred and fifty kilometres to go. In Iphys’ other hand was a shallow bowl filled with random coinage and small bags of herbs left by other travellers.

Caysa had heard of this. If you took something from Iphys’ bowl, you had to exchange it for something. If only Caysa had anything to give back. He held back a sigh. No, it was better to keep going with his head held high than to let these little things embitter him. He was close to Pritta and closer than ever to reuniting with Aron.

Zavon stopped abruptly. “I smell something familiar.”

Caysa made a face. Even on the brink of exhaustion, somehow, Zavon could always say something vague and strange. 

“Are you going to elaborate?” Caysa asked just as someone shouted far behind them. He turned to see a bay horse galloping towards him. Its blond rider hopped off smoothy. Aron ran up to Caysa, and without thinking, Caysa opened his arms.

Aron, oh, darling Aron. His face was rough from dirt and stubble and sun. His clothes were mismatched and road-worn, and he smelled distinctly of dust, horse and sweat, but still, Caysa relaxed deep into his strong hold. The weight had gone, the road had ended and he was home. Here, in Aron’s arms, he had found home again, and weariness was secondary to the sheer relief that left Caysa breathless. As they parted, Aron’s hands pressed on Caysa’s waist and Caysa couldn’t stop a pained squeal from bubbling up.

He was so numb to it that he’d all but forgotten the wound. 

“What’s wrong?” Aron’s eyes went wide as Caysa pulled away.

“It’s nothing, really nothing,” Caysa assured him.

“It’s nothing—really nothing, Aron—just a stab wound,” Zavon butted in. Unhelpful bastard. Aron lifted Caysa’s shirt, his mouth twisting into a sneer.

“Who did this to you?”

“Don’t waste your energy; he’s already dead.”

Zavon seemed to regain his usual teasing attitude, but Aron was more interested in assessing Caysa’s health—not that Caysa wasn’t also checking Aron for any hidden wounds, although there was something different about him. Mayhap just the distance making Caysa see things. Aron tugged Caysa towards the horse, which had begun snacking on the wild grasses.

“Get on,” he said. Caysa balked, and blood rushed out of his head. He had never ridden a horse, nor did he have any desire to learn now.

“No, no, it’s alright. I’ve been walking all this time and noth——”

Caysa was cut off by Aron firmly holding his shoulders, green eyes like the spring growth. Caysa had never been able to deny Aron anything.

“I won’t let you fall.”

Caysa smiled and conceded.

“Hey, Aron!” Tearn ran up to them, red-brown hair streaming behind her. She looked as bad as Aron and Caysa. “Don’t just fucking run off like that, Aron! Oh, hello, Caysa,” she panted.

“Hello, Tearn. I’m glad to see you survived,” Caysa laughed, happy to see them both alive and well enough. She nodded her head and Aron started trying to force Caysa into the horse’s saddle. It was a struggle. The climb up stretched and pulled on stitches that really ought to be treated delicately. 

“A dragon riding a horse? That’s not something you see every day,” Tearn mumbled. She walked a little ahead with Zavon, far at the front. The horse didn’t seem to like either of them and kept stopping suddenly and stubbornly if they strayed too close. Caysa wondered if the horse couldn’t sense that Caysa was a dragon too, or perhaps it was his size. A juvenile dragon was hardly a threat to an adult horse. Aron held the reins, guiding the horse along the road. It reminded Caysa of stories of knights and their lovers in romance tales. Caysa’s face flushed hot, and he threw those nonsense thoughts out. He wasn’t a lady love whose delicate silk slippers needed protection from mud and dirt; he was injured and not at all someone to be treated with such devotion. 

The journey was more comfortable with Aron guiding the horse. Caysa felt safe from all those stories he’d heard of people being dropped and trampled by a horse they couldn’t control. 

“You cut your hair?” Caysa said. It was shorter now and freed up Aron’s jawline from where it had brushed up against it before. Aron immediately brought a hand up to his head.

“It’s hideous, isn’t it?” 

Caysa laughed. He didn’t think Aron could ever look hideous, even if his hair was slightly uneven. “Not at all—a tad uneven, but I can fix that for you.” Aron’s shoulders dropped in relief. 

The rest of the day was quiet, until their merry band was stopped by a pair of soldiers. Caysa’s heart spiked. He was suddenly very aware of how bad it would be if anyone recognised Aron or questioned their intentions with no papers or identification or money.

“Purpose of travel?” one officer said. He looked over the strange group with a bored eye until he saw Zavon, whose bright-red hair and unnaturally green-blue eyes were neither normal nor expected.

Caysa opened his mouth, but before he could, Tearn blurted out, “We’re making our way to Nousha through the Nyrni.”

“For what purpose could you lot have in Nousha?” The second officer was looking them over twice as hard. He stared at Caysa, still sat upon his steed, with a bemused expression.

“The young master is preparing for his marriage.” Tearn gestured vaguely to Caysa. A strange silence descended on them all as Tearn’s bizarre lie fermented in the officers’ heads. Caysa nodded lightly, resigned to not speaking so his accent wouldn’t give him away. 

“Ah.” The first officer still seemed terrified of Zavon, who had begun smiling one of his wide, toothy smiles that evoked images of guard dogs snarling or a dragon about to breathe fire. “Papers?”

“Of course, of course—Svend ... could you get the statement of passage from the saddlebag?” Tearn turned to Aron. A strange energy passed between them, and Caysa would have giggled had he not been terrified of getting caught and extradited back to Aradia with his head missing from his neck. Aron stiffly acquiesced and reached into his leather satchel with slow deliberate movements so no one could mistake his intent. Caysa also watched, wondering whether this would end in a fight or somehow Aron and Tearn had found someone else’s passage papers. 

Like someone spotting the perfect, rosy apple unplucked within reaching distance, Aron pulled out of his bag a hawk-sealed roll of paper which he handed over to the first officer with a glare. Caysa held his breath as the second officer unfurled the official looking roll of paper, perhaps the apple had remained untouched for a reason and on the other side there would be that dreaded, decayed hole from a worm burrowing in?

The officer read it over, nodded and handed the paper back, Aron re-rolled it carefully. Caysa clenched his jaw even tighter so it wouldn’t fall open in shock, somehow Tearn and Aron had stumbled upon both a horse and an official enough statement of passage and now, despite how mismatched and confusing they all looked to together, they were just being let go? Abacia was a truly strange land. 

“Well, everything seems to be in order,” the second officer said with a salute. “Enjoy your travels through Abacia, Master La’Chatte.”

Caysa smiled and nodded, although he imagined it must’ve looked rather pained.

“What’s wrong with this one?” the first officer and current victim of Zavon’s intense stare asked. He looked like he was starting to sweat from nervousness.

“He’s from Sevani,” Tearn laughed harshly, giving a vague wave.

“Sevanish ... that’d be it,” he muttered and finally turned away, with a final salute that Tearn copied lazily as the pair went on with their jobs.

Caysa could finally breathe freely. Aron gripped the reins tight and continued. He grumbled something and Caysa laughed breathlessly. It all felt so silly—almost like a comedy play, where everything up till this point had been going wrong for the audience’s amusement and the joke this time was that nobody foresaw them succeeding at all. 

Aron finally spoke up. “Svend?”

“What? It’s a proud northern name,” Tearn said. She seemed relaxed and a little bit proud. Caysa had to admit, they would all be in a much worse position if it had been left up to Aron, Caysa or Zavon to lie their way to the City of Lovers. 

“La’Chatte, too—that little fucking prick.” Aron was grousing now, spewing out curses left and right, startling whichever poor soul had crossed his path.

“What does it mean, La’Chatte? It’s Abacian, right?” Caysa asked. Someone must’ve written up the statement for them, but who did Aron know who was Abacian? Yet another thing from Aron’s time in Oskall. 

“It’s a play on ...” Aron faltered.

“Just say what it is, Aron,” Caysa said.

“You know, a knight who chooses to get assigned north.” Aron’s ears were pinkish and Caysa laughed. What a dumb joke to play, and Aron all flustered trying to explain it. A man who lay with other men. Caysa had read as many euphemisms about it as there had been monks and nuns who ambiguously alluded to how they spent cold nights while on pilgrimage or expeditions in their writings.

“Well, they do say all the handsome men go north,” Caysa said. Aron turned to face him with a furrow between his brows, asking him to stop poking fun. Caysa would have leaned over to brush Aron’s now-short hair from his forehead if only his stiches didn’t make it so hard to bend down and he could be sure he wouldn’t topple right out of the saddle if he did so. 

***
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ARON SUPPOSED, WITH how fast they could travel, that it would take another day to spot the high, red stucco walls of Pritta, so they stopped as the sun dipped and the curtain of night descended, plunging the road ahead into darkness. Aron helped Caysa off the horse and revelled for just a second, enjoying the feeling of Caysa’s hands nervously gripping his shoulders. 

Caysa watched Zavon as he stood away from Aron, Tearn and Caysa, head tilted back and eyes closed. If Caysa didn’t know any better, he’d probably think Zavon was performing some kind of prayer, but instead he just wondered when Zavon would finally collapse from exhaustion. Caysa did not know of any beast, magical or mundane, that could go so long without proper slumber.

“What’s he doing?” Caysa whispered to Tearn. She squinted over and shrugged.

“Probably trying to conserve what little magic he’s got left.”

“You can run out of magic?” Caysa’s eyes widened; he’d made Zavon use so much!

“Calm down. It’s hard to say in words. It’s like, when humans are hungry, they get tired. And when you are tired, you get even tireder trying to stay awake. When you eat you feel better, but you have not cured the tiredness, but you can keep working anyway ... Alright? So he’s eating, or rather, there is energy in the world that he is eating.” Caysa and Tearn stared at each other. “So he can maintain his shape-change, some beasts that change can’t fall asleep or they change back to their true form,” she elaborated. Caysa looked back over to Zavon and wondered how long he could continue siphoning off ‘energy’ from the world to maintain his human shape before it became unsustainable. Surely, absorbing magic was just as exhausting over time. 

“You do not change back when you fall asleep,” Caysa pointed out. Tearn smirked.

“Of course not,” she said, preening. “Some of us are better at changing shape than others; I’m very practised after all.”

Caysa smiled at her and got up. He’d been ignoring Zavon before, but now it just felt cold-hearted. Zavon was here because of Caysa—at least, in part—and now he was suffering. As quietly as possible, Caysa walked over to Zavon, noticing his face was pale as paltry moonlight washed over him.

“Keep thinking so loud and you’ll wake even me,” Zavon said, one eye opening just a sliver.

“You weren’t sleeping,” Caysa frowned. Zavon looked gaunt. The white light of the moon cast harsh shadows into the hollows of his face. He did not look healthy, almost like a shadow of that condescending, fox-like dragon from the Tisgan.

“Ah, Tearn really cannot keep her mouth shut.”

“I wish you had told me.”

“So, you could do what? Endlessly fret over me? It gladdens me that I concern you, but I am hardly your responsibility. I know both my limits and my potential.” Zavon closed his eye again and heaved a deep sigh. Caysa’s brows furrowed; this didn’t feel right at all.

“But you are here because of me. Does that not make me responsible for your wellbeing? If you are suffering because you must accompany me ——”

“I am here of my own volition, and when the opportunity presents, I will slumber.” Zavon’s piercing gaze cut Caysa off. His stomach pulled tight, itching the sutures, but Caysa held fast.

“Promise me you’ll rest as soon as possible.” Caysa held his chin up and Zavon made a strange face, somewhere between amused and exasperated.

“Promise you?”

Caysa nodded as Zavon parsed the words, then his face broke out into a sharp smile. He looked around and then up before saying, “By the light of the stars, Caysa, I promise to rest and return to your side as soon the occasion calls.”

Caysa didn’t breathe out in relief; rather, a new fear burrowed into his mind. Whatever that smile suggested could be harmless or could be terrifying. Either way, Caysa didn’t want to push his luck. With a nod, he walked back to where Tearn and Aron were watching. 

“What did he want?” Aron demanded.

Caysa shrugged. It was all too complicated. The fear and gratefulness mixed awfully, and the only thing that came out of it was a mangled frustration not worth the energy of straightening out.

“I’m tired,” Caysa lied, but he lay down anyway, head pillowed on his arm until Aron offered his instead. Caysa took the chance. Aron’s arm was not more or less comfortable than his own, but it was less bony, for one, and it didn’t require careful positioning so his wounded side would not stretch too much. Caysa shut his eyes and found himself quickly lightheaded. Perhaps he had been tired after all ... No, it may be because he was finally with Aron again that his body relaxed quickly and easily this time, mind slipping under to wherever dreams occurred.

In his head, nonsense was conjured up. He was walking through dark forests, amongst trees whose gnarled trunks looked like screaming faces, then swimming across a rushing river. White-capped waves bashed against rocks and tried to dunk his head underwater, then he was paddling a ridiculously small boat across stormy waters until a tower on a tiny island appeared. When he opened the door to the tower, the walls were covered in books—old tomes and tawdry romances and a hundred and one different translations of the Ottrisus. Sitting in the middle was a familiar blond head, intently reading a new book as the fireplace crackled. Caysa slammed the door shut against winds so loud they sounded like a dragon roaring. He was dripping miserably, like a wet cat. Aron stood up and hugged Caysa, wrapping his drenched shoulders in a woollen blanket before leaning down ...

Caysa’s eyes flung open. It was early morning, the same time Caysa always woke up when he was at the monastery. He smiled to himself. He had dreamed, a silly nonsensical dream that followed its own strange logic. He hadn’t appeared in Garni or the space between spaces or anywhere else, even. He had lain next to Aron and fallen asleep, his mind, body and spirit finally home and able to rest.

“You seem happy.” Tearn was sitting up, keeping watch. “Good dream?”

“The best,” Caysa sighed, letting his head sink into the bulk of Aron’s bicep and closing his eyes again to the sound of Tearn’s stifled laughter. Let her have her dirty jokes. Caysa couldn’t care less right now.
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Be Born Anew in the City of Lovers 
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The Northern Gate of Pritta stood tall and wide open. A statue of unyielding Aral stared down at the milling crowds, daring them to break the law and incur the wrath of Abacia. Caysa gaped. He’d never seen so many people before, in so many colours of clothing and skin. The Aradians were immediately obvious by their preference for muted, earthy colours and the emphasised t sounds that Abacians preferred to say softly. 

“Arita’s reunion, the city is going to be impossible to navigate,” Aron said.

Caysa could barely comprehend anything, too taken aback by the sheer cacophony of hundreds of voices speaking over each other. Caysa only knew the story of Arita and Undossa as Sister Mae had recited it to him: god-defying lovers who felled the great sea-serpent and youngest son of tempestuous Alipse, the goddess of the seas and oceans. The serpent consumed everything it could, including sailors, and eventually, Arita felled a great oak planted by Palo and created a boat and oar, which she offered to Undossa. Together, they slew the sea-serpent, which choked on the oaken oar. In the end, even Palo was so overcome by Arita’s and Undossa’s bravery that, upon their deaths, Palo bound their souls together in the River of Stars. They became the Embracing Lovers constellation, and there they have stayed ever since. Arita was considered the Patron of Pritta and Undossa the Patron of Imoas in Nousha.

“I’ve never seen so many people,” Caysa gasped. He still couldn’t really believe what he was seeing. How could there be a city big enough or even a country big enough for all these sounds, languages and people? Tearn and Aron grunted at the same time and Zavon was deathly silent. Ah, his present company were far less enthused than Caysa. It was understandable; he should find them board somewhere before any of them passed out or caused a fight. If only they had money or had come a few days earlier. 

They pushed through the crowds at the gate. Stalls decorated in bright colours that Caysa didn’t even know fabric could be dyed in were manned by exuberant keepers who filled the sides of the road. People walked and shoved; horses whinnied and goats bleated. It was marvellous, it was awful, and Caysa could not for the life of him fathom how Pritta and Garni could even exist on the same continent. 

Tearn was holding onto Caysa’s arm tightly as Zavon, tall as he was, led. Aron pulled the horse along, glaring and sneering his way through the crowd.

“We are going to be sleeping on the streets, with all these people,” Tearn said. She pressed closer to Caysa as a group of people passed by. They were practically cheek to cheek now. “Let’s find somewhere to sit. We’ll think of something when we’re not being crushed.”

Caysa sighed. She was probably right—with all these people gathered, the innkeepers were probably doubling what they made for the rest of the year. It took a long minute before Zavon spotted some tables and chairs set out on the street. There was one chair free, and Tearn gladly grabbed it, leaving Aron, Caysa and Zavon to stand.

“Don’t sulk—my legs hurt,” Tearn said.

Caysa shook his head but smiled to himself. Time to think: what money did they have? If any, then it could hardly be enough for a room right now. He doubted Zavon and Tearn knew anybody in Pritta. Aron might, but it would be dangerous for him if it got out that Aron Havri was in Pritta with three strangers. Caysa hummed. A flash of blue crossed his periphery, and he looked up. He’d know that blue until the day he died—he was born to that blue. Abacia was not Aradia; it still revered Imra as an equal amidst her godly peers. Imra had a presence in Pritta. She had many followers, which meant there was likely to be a monastery or nunnery they could take temporary shelter in.

“Wait here,” Caysa said absently. He was already squirming through the crowd, trying to keep his eyes on the light blue of Imra. The devotee was young still, not gone of their pilgrimage, if their loose headscarf and open back were any indicator. “Wait, sibling! I wish to ask you something!” Caysa struggled through the endless wave of bodies. The devotee paused and turned around as Caysa caught up.

“Eh, a plain-clothed brother? Are you talking like an Aradian on purpose?” the young man asked. He was younger than Caysa maybe, with a round, tanned face.

“I ——” Caysa stopped himself. There weren’t many Imran devotees left in Aradia; if he let his history be known, anyone could find him. “My travelling companions are from Aradia.” The brother raised a brow but nodded. “Could you please tell me where Imra’s house of worship is in this city?”

“At the top of Zalio Hill is where the Hospice of Lady Imra resides—although, brother, if you are looking for shelter you may still find yourself sleeping on the atrium floor.” The brother smirked. Caysa shrugged; there was no helping it.

“Thank you, brother.”

“Rayan, and you?”

Caysa hesitated. “Ah, Solas,” he said finally. “Thank you again.”

Caysa ducked away as Rayan nodded and turned back. Immediately, the crowd swallowed him up and Caysa was adrift. It was far more uncomfortable to be in the crowd alone, and if he wasn’t careful, he feared it might sweep him far away from where Aron was. Caysa peeked over the crowd, trying to spot that beacon of blond hair. A large, gloved hand pulled Caysa’s bicep, and he would have screamed if Albin hadn’t covered Caysa’s mouth.

Albin, in the daylight—in Pritta. Caysa’s mind must’ve been conjuring up hallucinations from the stress. Albin pulled Caysa along, tall, huge and covered head to toe in black. He had people practically jumping out of the way. He shoved Caysa into the entrance of a conspicuously empty alleyway before engulfing him in a tight hug. 

“I thought I missed you on the road,” Albin said, letting go of Caysa and holding his face in one big palm.

“What do you mean?” Caysa said. Albin had been on the road too and hadn’t found Caysa? He bit his tongue; there was no time to act like a petulant child. No doubt Albin had been held up for some reason or been called away elsewhere. “Why are you here?”

“I came for you.” Albin shoved something hard into Caysa’s numb hands. “The Rose Dawn Inn, on the southside of Zalio Hill; there’s a room for you there,” he said quietly. It would’ve been lost to the bustle of the crowd nearby if Caysa hadn’t been so intent on trying to figure how and why Albin was here, and how he’d reserved a room for Caysa. Had he foreseen all this? Planned and not even bothered to tell Caysa beforehand?

“What about the others?”

“I do not have infinite resources, Caysa. Tell them to find their own board.” Albin immediately sounded annoyed again, and Caysa swallowed down the rest of his inane questions. “Later, I’ll inform you of my work later—but first, get to the inn and rest. You look ill with hunger.” Albin gently stroked Caysa’s cheek with his thumb, like Caysa was some petulant child to placate, before letting go and disappearing down the long alley.

Caysa pinched his lip as he looked down at the cast-iron key in his other hand. A wooden tag hung from it, the number 13 painted on. He did not like this; he did not like that Albin was here, that he’d given Caysa a room and then left without explaining anything. Caysa may have had no sense for danger, but somehow, he felt as if he were about to step into a trap. 

With his energy gone, Caysa pushed back through the crowd, trying to find Aron again. He didn’t have to try very hard before Aron appeared before him, already holding onto Caysa’s wrist with one sweaty hand. 

“Please, do not stray from my side again,” Aron said breathlessly. Caysa huffed and held Aron’s wrist back.

“Never again,” Caysa held up the key. “An old friend found us a room.”

Aron made a face. “Is this friend the Black Wraith, by any chance?”

“Even if he is, are we really in a position to reject his kindness?”

“Kindness comes freely, and that man is a poacher. Nothing he does is without a price,” Aron growled. Caysa looked around—for what, he didn’t know—but regardless, when he turned back to find Aron’s handsome face twisted up in concern, Caysa resolved himself.

“Then by all means, Sir Aron, slay him if his behaviour is unsavoury, but please, do not let us deny ourselves a warm bed tonight,” Caysa said. Aron looked at the key before grabbing it and pocketing it.

“Fine. Where is this inn, if it even exists?”

Aron pulled Caysa back through the crowd to where Tearn and Zavon were waiting, matching looks of disquiet on their faces. Ah, right. What would they do if someone had to go room-less?

If there was one thing that could be said about Abacians, it was that they were proud of their hospitable reputation. And so, despite their combined inexperience with Pritta, finding the Rose Dawn Inn was relatively easy, although it would have been more challenging to miss the hill that half of Pritta was built on before it sloped steeply towards the sea. The Rose Dawn itself was a wide, tall building, decorated with streamers and ribbons and well-pruned rose shrubs at the front. Caysa cocked his head. This looked rather lavish, and anything lavish and well-kept was typically expensive. Why would Albin have chosen this place to room Caysa? Even a single night would not be cheap.

“Your protector has costly taste,” Tearn said. Caysa silently agreed, and Aron grunted as well. Even amongst the people in Zalio Hill, which was quieter than the main road at the City Flat, they all looked rather shabby and under-dressed. Caysa took in a deep breath and pushed the door to the inn open. 

Inside was more damning than the outside: richly coloured dark wood made up the interior. Red stained-glass lamps washed everything in a rosy glow. The smell of rose incense exuded throughout the foyer, and Caysa would’ve laughed at the dedication the proprietors had to roses if he weren’t so confused. 

“How tasteless,” Aron muttered under his breath as the desk clerk sat up, wiping breadcrumbs from around her mouth. Her desk was littered with random paraphernalia from all over Southern Asaneel and Northern Akensoya. Small figures of hand-carved animals sat staring out, including a pair of wolves, one snarling and the other howling—the wolves of Aradia, protection and strength.

“How may I help you, sirs?” she said, pushing a few stray coils of hair from her face.

“Uhm, we had a room reserved for us? Room thirteen, I believe,” Caysa spoke up. The clerk looked at a massive book in front of her and hummed and hawed over it.

“Room number thirteen. Ah, yes, reserved for a week by Mister Tultivi for a Mister Garnizio. You have three days left!” the receptionist said happily. Aron scoffed at the names.

“Change of plan: our party will need another room and also a stable,” Aron said flatly. “The short notice is unfortunate, but Tultivi seems to have missed our correspondence informing him of our on-the-road troubles.”

The receptionist’s smile immediately lost its sincerity, such to give her the air that she was about to launch herself over the desk and bite Aron’s face off.

“Ah. No trouble, of course. If there is no room more room here, we can always figure out our own arrangement,” Caysa placated.

“But there is room here.” Aron indicated towards a singular set of keys on a key hook. The clerk’s face dropped, and she gave a subtle but scathing look at Aron. Caysa held his tongue. He’d never seen this side of Aron before—was this what Oskall had done to him?

“You’ll find that room rather unsuitable for habitation, sirs,” the clerk said.

“Why?”

The silence permeated the warm interior before the clerk gave in. “Someone died in there not a week ago. As I said, not suitable for a restful sleep.”

“Nothing to worry over, for our companions are practically half-animal. They will not mind,” Aron said. Caysa pinched his side. This was hardly the time to be joking about or revealing Tearn’s and Zavon’s true nature. “Besides, I’m sure the inn’s proprietors won’t mind providing Tultivi’s beneficiaries with a room. After all, both they and us can praise Palo for gifting a patron with both a rich heart and wallet.”

The clerk gave a tight, unhappy smile before turning around and plucking the key for room three from the hook and tossing it to Aron. “Have a good stay, sirs.”

“Many thanks for your co-operation.” Aron nodded to her. “Give the proprietor our regards.”

Caysa and Aron stepped back outside to where Tearn and the horse were staring at each other. Zavon had disappeared somewhere, although Caysa didn’t think there were many people who would harass Zavon, tall and strangely colourful as he was.

“How did you know that?” Caysa asked quietly. He felt blindsided yet again.

“Aradian wolves but no Abacian hawk—obviously the owner is Aradian,” Aron grunted. “And no inn this well-kept is having free rooms at this time unless something unsavoury occurs as a byproduct of dangerous dealings.”

“You think Albin owns this inn?” Caysa gasped. It just didn’t sound right, but it wasn’t as though Caysa really knew anything about Albin, and he did often leave for months at a time. 

“If not the owner, then he’s certainly cosy with them,” Aron said.

Caysa hummed to himself. “Doesn’t seem like the kind of place he’d own,” he mused to himself. Had he owned it for long? He must’ve—the clerk was at least familiar with him, and she seemed not much older than Caysa. Caysa didn’t know Albin’s fiscal status, but even then, he knew that someone had helped the monastery in Garni, and aside from Mae, Master Uris and Sola, the only other Imran devotee Caysa had known had been Albin himself.

“Well, I suppose I can’t say he’s got away with all he has by being fucking stupid,” Aron said. 

“Are you two done whispering? I want to lie down.” Tearn threw the reins of the horse to Aron, who caught them with an annoyed expression.

“What did you name the horse?” Caysa asked. He hadn’t really thought about it before now.

“It doesn——” 

“Aron,” Tearn said loudly, drowning out whatever Aron was about to say. Caysa held in a laugh as Aron groaned and tugged the horse around the building to find somewhere to place it for the time being.

“Handsome name,” Caysa said. Tearn laughed and shook her head.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Arita and Undossa
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Aron spent most of the first two days feeling vaguely annoyed at everything. Every pissant and drunkard that stumbled too close, every shouting stall owner set something in Aron off that had his knee bouncing and Iron Tooth’s handle being tightly gripped. He already knew he hated cities from living in Oskall, but the sheer weight of bodies in Pritta at this moment was bordering on nightmarish. In the quiet of their shared room, Aron finally took the time to force his jaw to unclench, took his time shedding days-old clothing, stretching his exhausted muscles out.

The sweaty, alcoholic press of bodies, dirt from the road and his limp, greasy hair—perhaps all he needed was a thorough bath. Resigned, Aron made to put his clothes on, except Caysa opened the door right then, a stack of books in his arms, no doubt an appeasement by the Black Wraith. The silence between them was cavernous.

“I was just ... going to get water for a bath,” Aron explained lamely. Caysa stifled a laugh, hiding his face behind a wide tome of a book.

“I’ve good timing then. I’ll let a maid know to bring up some hot water.” Caysa dropped the books on the writing desk, face turned away from Aron until he left the room again, and shut the door quietly. Aron groaned and fell back onto the bed. How humiliating—from a knight of the realm to naked as a babe, forcing Caysa to run errands for him, enjoying comforts bought by another man.

Aron laughed to himself. “Enjoying the show, Marko?” he said into the empty air, knowing that if Marko were here, he’d be having the laugh of a lifetime. A knock on the door alerted Aron to Caysa’s return. He sat and grabbed his pants, throwing them over his lap for a little modesty. It was too late to pretend he hadn’t been revelling in his nudity anyway. 

The maids diligently didn’t look as they poured water into the wooden tub and then shuffled out to Caysa thanking each of them.

“Well, don’t let the water go cold. It’s not easy carrying those buckets up,” Caysa said. He’d already claimed a seat at the writing desk, where he had a book open in front of him.

“Gladly.” Aron hauled himself up, his head momentarily light before it righted itself again. He closed the door behind him, leaving it unlocked, and then grabbed the small side tray and began scooping up some water and throwing it over his head.

It was hot. It was very fucking hot. Aron grunted as his body remembered that bathing hot was both normal and preferable to bathing cold with only a rag and a waterskin. Ah, how quickly times and circumstances could change, he thought as his exposed skin flared a blotchy red. Aron continued sloughing dirt off himself and out of his hair so he wouldn’t immediately foul up the bath.

It was a rough, soapy process, finally scrubbing the fine dust from the crevices of his body. At last, he would be free of the dirt that had been weighing him down. And when Aron lay in the cramped tub, water having reached a more appropriate temperature, he closed his eyes and let the sounds of Pritta’s cramped streets lull him into comfort. He may even say this was nice, even as the water turned lukewarm and Aron’s back and shoulders began to ache as they pressed against hard wood. 

The door to the bathroom burst open, and Aron turned, half-ready to launch himself out of the tub towards this intruder. Caysa stood there, eyes wide open, and Aron slowly lowered himself back into the water.

“You were in here so long, I thought you had drowned,” Caysa huffed, brows furrowed.

“I fell asleep.”

Caysa’s face twisted up more. “If you fall asleep in the tub, you drown.”

“Maybe for other people, but it’s yet to happen to me,” Aron said, relaxing his body. Caysa broke out into a short, amused laugh.

“That is not at all how it works—oh, Aron your hair.” Aron lifted a hand to his head. What was wrong with it? Caysa stared forward and Aron could feel his heart beating heavily. It was a concerted effort not to blush violently red. “I hate to see it poorly kept. Here, let me wash it. The dirt and grease are weighing it down.”

Aron leaned back. It was a shame the water was significantly cooler now; the steaming heat from before would have done well to hide his red ears. The first pull of clever fingers through his hair snagged on knots large and small. Caysa tutted behind him and then lathered more soap in his hands as he tried again. This, Aron could finally admit, was nice; the sound of water being lightly splashed, his beloved Caysa’s fingers deftly combing through his hair, massaging his scalp. How could he ever go back to washing his own hair after this? Aron stopped himself. His eyes (when had they closed?) opened. He was getting ahead of himself—it wasn’t his place to ask Caysa to do things for him, to dote on him. He had sworn himself to Caysa as a knight, a protector. They were not lovers; Caysa’s attentions were not his to covet. 

“That’s enough, Caysa.” Aron lifted his head. Caysa’s face was close, enough that Aron could barely move, because if he did his lips would brush over Caysa’s brown plump ones. Aron stopped himself again. One day in Pritta and he was already confusing fantasy for reality.

“Alright,” Caysa whispered back after a moment, his eyes wandering and distracted. “I wanted to see the festival, just for a little bit. Would you come with me?”

Aron wanted to say no, the crowds were disgusting, as was his only set of clothes, but more than ever, he wanted to say yes. To get lost in the one thousand faces around them, to be a random pair of visitors to Pritta rather than Caysa the Black Dragon and Aron the traitorous dragon-knight. 

“Yes,” Aron answered, and Caysa’s face broke out into a blinding smile, as beautiful as it was delighted. 

***
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ALL THAT HARD WORK in the bath, only for Aron’s tempestuous mood to fall again after putting his dirty clothes on. He’d been a spoiled demi-prince once, with a closet bursting with tunics and trousers and socks. Aron held in his glare as a pair of young lovers brushed too close past him. He wasn’t a prince or a knight anymore, and Caysa seemed perfectly content to put up with the less-than-ideal conditions of road-worn clothes, so there was no excuse for him anymore.

The crowds, the clothes and the sounds were bearable but, accursed Palo, the pairs of lovers everywhere were by and far the most frustrating part of this endeavour. Everywhere Aron turned, he saw them, taunting him as they held each other in their arms or giggled together obnoxiously. The City of Lovers indeed. Aron should have known he wouldn’t be welcome here. 

Caysa dragged him to a long stall, where massive swathes of fabric hung down so that Aron and Caysa were surrounded by flowing walls of colour. Aron took a closer look at a deep red; it was embroidered by thread in the same shade so that its motif of roses appeared and disappeared in the light. All the cloths were like this—subtle but luxurious—exactly the way the Liorni liked it. 

“The colour suits you,” Caysa said from where he’d pulled a rich green swathe over his right arm. Aron frowned. It was too overpowering a colour for Caysa, like it was battling with his skin to be more eye-catching. Aron spotted a light blue, almost Imra’s colour but a shade greyer, a little less sweet, a little more elegant. He pulled it over and held it to Caysa’s cheek. It immediately enriched his dark-brown skin, bringing a healthiness back to it.

“This one. Blue has always been your colour,” Aron said. Caysa looked up at him, his round-tapered eyes sparkling, and dropped the heavy green.

“Three hundred gold tulurs for that one,” the bored-looking stall owner drawled. They were almost as dark-skinned as Caysa, but they had heavy draping robes hiding their body, dyed the colours of a pink sunset. 

“Oops,” Caysa stifled a laugh. “Apologies for wasting your time.” He grabbed Aron’s wrist again and pulled him back into the tide of the crowd.

It went like that for the next hour or so. Something bright or shiny or novel would catch Caysa’s eyes as they wandered around Pritta’s main road that bisected the city from North Gate to Chantoia Wharf, where the huge statue of Arita stood in the Abacian waters, hand outstretched for Undossa’s statue in Imoas. Every time the stall owner would eventually name the price of whatever Caysa was holding to Aron’s face and the exorbitant price named would send them away. 

It would have annoyed Aron if Caysa didn’t seem like he was enjoying all the trinkets around them so much. There was another thing—Caysa was from an order of humble devotees, while Aron was born to greedy opulence and, even in Garni, had never truly wanted for anything material. Aron and Caysa had been, in so many ways, utterly incompatible and now ... things were different, the future was unknown. What was Aron without his titles and riches? Just another man? He may as well begin calling himself a sell-sword now, or a poacher. Aron quietly scoffed to himself. 

“I never thought I’d see such a huge tree in a city like this,” Caysa gasped in awe. Aron looked up from his brooding and there stood a massive oak, its leaves already large and richly green despite the recent turning seasons. At the base of its wide trunk, flower bouquets and letters littered the ground. Here rests the earthly body of Arita of Pritta, the indomitable soul who bent even the stars’ will. “Do you think she’s actually buried there?” Caysa said as they read a marble plaque nearby.

Aron stared into the branches. Hanging from the lowest ones were colourful ribbons: green for Abacia, purple for Nousha and white, whatever that stood for. Caysa stood next Aron, under the shade of one half of the Embracing Lovers’ supposed grave.

No,” Aron said honestly. “Grave robbers would have stolen her body in the night and sold her bones to collectors and witches.”

“Augh, you are so unromantic,” Caysa laughed. A cold wind blew through, rustling the leaves and ribbons. Caysa shuffled closer to Aron. “I think it’s beautiful; in a way, she will always be a part of the city she created as the tree uses her body as fertiliser, almost as if she’s been reborn.”

“You think I’m unromantic? That was gruesome.” Aron stared at the tree and tried to not imagine what its roots looked like, digging and squirming into human flesh. Caysa laughed again until it petered off, lost in the surrounding sounds. It seemed the heavy silence had returned to settle between them. Here they were, under the shade of Arita’s grave, ribbons and letters no doubt confessing love, flowers for a blessing. Caysa and Aron were completely out of place in this haven for lovers. “It seems I have made things between us difficult, and for that, I am dearly sorry.”

“No!” Caysa said loudly before he continued on in his usual voice, “I cannot be absolved either. Surely if I were ... more honest with my feelings, you would not have felt the need to protect yourself from rejection. If I were someone you could trust fully with your heart, we would not find ourselves in such a confusing predicament.”

“That ——” Aron stopped himself from denying what Caysa had said. He was cleverer than Aron in matters of the heart; it was inevitable that he would uncover even a partial truth. “It is true that I approached you in a cowardly way, but the fault is mine, Caysa, for disregarding your thoughts on the matter.”

Caysa chuckled quietly. “Will we stand here all night taking the blame for each other’s unease? I wish to say my piece. I think I can finally confess.” Caysa turned to face Aron’s profile. “I have never known a home. The monastery was never going to be so—it was never a place I could return to. Garni, too, was never a place I found I would want to rest my weary head. I thought myself unmoored, a leaf carried and tugged endlessly by the winds. I thought myself satisfied with that. But when I saw you again, after thinking I could lose you or be lost to you, I understood what it is to have a home, a place to keep my love. When I am with you, Aron. I am no longer unmoored, you have anchored me, given me stability, protected me—and for that I can only thank you and ... and love you.”

Aron’s chest hurt. His heart hammered on ribs. His stomach was tight as he turned to face Caysa fully, his face full of uncertainty. “But that is not the same as what I feel for you,” Aron said. There was chaste, undying love, but also something jealous and primal in Aron’s affections for Caysa. Something not so pure, not to be spoken aloud in public. Caysa lifted a hand to Aron’s face.

“I think it is. I think it is exactly as I feel for you.” It was almost a whisper, but standing so close together, it rang through Aron’s empty head as he lost himself in Caysa’s midnight eyes. Any closer and Aron would fall straight into Caysa’s lips, and whatever remained of his thoughts would be devoured. Aron hugged Caysa instead, pulling him into his chest. Caysa seemed to deflate. His hand fell limp to his side.

“Tomorrow,” Aron whispered, his lips pressed to Caysa’s ear. “Come here tomorrow morning, after the roosters’ hour, and I will give you the confession you deserve.” Caysa pushed away from Aron’s chest, his brows furrowed, eyes wide but focused on Aron intently. Aron couldn’t help himself—he was just another weak-willed man—and he planted a kiss on Caysa’s soft, smooth cheek and then turned away before he could be dragged right back in again.

He’d meant what he’d said. This time, he would not falter. 
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CAYSA STARED FROM UNDER Arita’s Tree as Aron’s imposing figure parted the crowd, a man who could not be stopped by Eshfit or Palo or any other god, living or future. He pressed his hand against the cheek Aron had kissed. He couldn’t help that his cheeks were red hot and intermittent giggles were bubbling up. Was this love? Fully realised and reciprocated? Was it natural for it to feel as if there was a lightness to him now? 

Caysa looked around the grassy knoll the tree was on. There was a spot of blue. A small cornflower was growing in the shade of this massive tree. Perhaps it had ended up here by accident, parted from its sibling seeds at the Imran Monastery, where they cultivated cornflower to dye their clothes. Caysa knelt down and plucked it. He approached the trunk and settled the lone cornflower amongst the piles of other presents for Arita’s spirit.

And then he laughed again. He couldn’t help himself; he just felt so ... so ... so very loved!

Caysa spent a little longer wandering around the festival and the colourful stalls. People who looked like him nodded his way if they made eye contact and Caysa returned them, lighter and more agreeable than ever. He felt that Pritta must have been a city after his own heart, brimming with romance and fancy and novel things to entertain him for days. 

Caysa had no money or jewels to his name and thus saw no purpose in keeping his eyes or ears out for anyone suspicious throughout his aimless and careless wandering—to his failing, for Albin was able to sneak up on him again.

He appeared like a ghoul behind Caysa and, with a gruff voice, told him to keep walking like nothing was wrong.

“What is this?” Caysa asked as he continued. He tried to turn his head, but Albin made a tutting sound like he was disciplining an overly curious kitten. Caysa frowned at the condescension but continued walking.

“Blessed Palo, I thought they would never leave your side. I must keep you here until at least the end of the week, until Arita’s Reunion finishes. Abacia and Nousha’s security is too high. Never mind lodgings or food, I’ll take care of that, but I need you to control your attendants.”

Caysa knew very well that Albin would take care of that, considering the amount of money his various ventures must’ve wrought him. “They are not my attendants,” Caysa hissed, “and they are not pets for me to put leashes on.”

“They will be if you want them to leave Abacia unharmed.”

Caysa’s stomach clenched. His whole was body stiff with the effort of not turning around and airing thirteen years of grievances that weren’t Albin’s to bear. “I’ll try, but I won’t chain them to me.”

Albin grunted. A large hand pressed against Caysa’s lower back, guiding him down a winding side street. The worn cobblestones here made it difficult to pull wagons and carts through, so this street was reserved for those walking. “Nazzaro Cento—I asked around, but no one has heard from him. The Red Wyvern killed him?”

“I ——” Caysa hesitated. “Yes, he did. His whole group died by dragon fire.” Caysa licked his lips. He was no good for lying and subterfuge, and Albin had known Caysa his whole life. If he were feeling kind today, he would not force the truth out. Instead, Albin’s hand pressed harder into Caysa’s back.

“Why are you lying to me?”

Another push down a narrower, quieter alley. Albin knew this city well. Had this been where he was while Caysa had been stuck, wasting away his youth in Garni? Caysa felt hot and cold and deeply bitter all at once.

“I helped him escape; I faked his death for him,” Caysa whispered. Albin’s hand left his back for his neck and the blood drained out of Caysa’s face. Albin wouldn’t hurt him, Caysa told himself, although Caysa couldn’t say whether it was a warning or an assurance.

“When did you become such a fool? How empty-headed have you become that you’d let a man who knows who you are—what you are— go? On what surety did you do that?” Albin pressed down on Caysa’s shoulders, right where they met his neck. He wanted to burst into tears, and he would have if not for Albin’s looming presence reminding him that he was not safe. Albin kept pressing down until a deep, animal fear broke through. Caysa darted forward, spinning around to face Albin to make sure it was him and not a demon in disguise about to cannibalise him. Albin stood across from, face still covered except for his intensely green eyes, but he was not dressed as he usually was. His black clothes had been replaced by Noushan clothes, dark red, with wide trousers tucked into leather boots. A thin white tunic with sleeves that ended at the forearm and a dark, fur-lined vest, embroidered with small, black, glass beads. Caysa bit the inside of his mouth. He knew very little about clothing, but he knew when something was difficult to make and expensive to produce, and Albin was wearing it while Caysa shivered in clothes handed to him in apology by a criminal who had stabbed him. 

“I do not want anyone to die, neither for me or because of me. That was my surety, and he agreed to my conditions.” Caysa stepped back. He wanted to cry again because this man in his rich clothing aggressing Caysa may as well have been a demon. It must’ve been obvious, because Albin hesitated to reach for him. With a deep sigh, he held out his arm to Caysa. Caysa looked at the calloused palm reaching for him, and suddenly he was a child again, seeking comfort from a lonely stranger. He must have been a very stupid child indeed.

“I understand your reservations, but know that I will not play with your life. If Cento—if anyone—strikes, he will be felled,” Albin said in soft voice, the one he had used when Caysa was very little. “Come here. We haven’t seen each other properly in months, and I do not wish to argue with you.” Caysa held in his bitterness. It was not Caysa who had left and stayed gone from Garni for nearly two years. He held in his distaste for it and stepped forward again, close enough for Albin to draw him into a tight hug. He stroked the back of Caysa’s head with one hand. It was not like being embraced by Aron, though they were almost of the same height and both more muscular than Caysa. This embrace felt threatening, not encompassing. Caysa did not feel protected from the world like this; he felt isolated from it, like at any moment Albin could squeeze the life out of Caysa and nobody would notice or care. Letting go, Albin held Caysa’s face in his hands. “Walk forward until you find Partrice Street and then head left. You’ll reach Zalio Hill and the inn soon enough.”

Caysa nodded. “Where are you going now?”

“Nowhere you should be near.” Albin avoided Caysa’s gaze and let go of his face. “Hurry, before night falls and the devils come out of hiding.”

Caysa stepped back and turned around. He wanted to ask if Aron was right, if the death in room three was because Albin had killed someone. He peeked behind as the alley curved around some buildings and noticed that Albin did not have his devotional bracelet. Caysa faced forward and gripped his. In truth, Caysa had never thought of demons as true, physical entities, but he could not help that his stomach dropped, perhaps he had finally met one after all. Blessed Palo, Caysa prayed hopelessly, protect me from Eshfit’s wrath.

By the time Caysa had made it to the inn, Aron was rushing out of the room, face and ears red. Caysa had asked whether he’d found himself ill, but Aron had declined and stated that he would stay in Tearn’s and Zavon’s room tonight. He’d been so flustered that it had almost brought Caysa’s dismal mood up, but then, left alone in a too big room, Caysa had no other choice but to stare up at the ceiling, wondering yet again who Albin was. When he closed his eyes, he saw green eyes that could have been Aron’s if only they were not so piercing, so stifling. 
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How Easily Beasts are Tamed 
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Caysa awoke early, just before the rooster would traditionally begin his call, and rolled out of bed feeling restless. There was something underneath his skin, wishing to burst forth. Questions that were demanding answers. Caysa sighed and wrinkled his nose. He wanted a bath, but it was too early to go bothering reception. Pritta was a big city, so surely it would have some public washhouses, and maybe the walk would clear his head. 

The air outside was awfully crisp, so much so that it had Caysa wrapping Aron’s coat around himself in the image of a hermit. Caysa’s only company as he shuffled through Zalio Hill were late-night or early-morning workers, yawning their way home or to work and nodding to Caysa as they did so. 

Made up of winding streets, Pritta hosted street signs at every corner, and so Caysa was able to find his way to a modest washhouse that housed a statue of Alipse. Her beautiful but stormy face demanded cleanliness of the mind and body and respect for the water of which she presided over. In truth, it just made Caysa feel awkward. Although marble couldn’t move, he felt distinctly judged as he abandoned his clothing on a bench to the side and slipped into the shallow water. It was cold, but Caysa steeled himself. Wiping the mind clean from worldly problems was also the purpose of bathing, and Caysa watched the water undulate and warp the tile mosaic of the bath. A sea serpent with red eyes coiled magnificently on one rare blue tile; it was alive, as Alipse’s statue above him was, and Caysa closed his eyes, held his breath and slipped under the water. 

The sounds of the city stopped, muffled by water gurling and rushing in his ears. It was like entering another world. If the space between spaces could have a sound, Caysa imagined it would be this. Caysa surfaced again, shivering as the cold air hit his skin. He had no soap, but much of the world made do with no soap, so he wiped his hands over his body. If it was ineffectual then he could always have another bath later, with hot water and for the sake of enjoyment instead of to clear his head. It could be then that he could have Aron with him. Alipse’s marble glare got harder and Caysa flushed hot. Blessed Alipse; he had time to be physically depraved later, but this was neither the time nor the place to think about Aron massaging Caysa’s head and hair, or shoulders or chest ——

Caysa stood up. He had to find to Aron and Arita’s Tree, and he had to have a hot, private bath afterwards. Caysa avoided the twin stares of Alipse and the sea serpent and turned back to his clothes. He hadn’t brought a towel. Caysa sat next to his clothes and held his head in his hands. His whole life felt like it had been switched with someone else’s. Where was the boy from Garni who never had such carnal desires or indulgences? Caysa stopped himself—had that boy ever existed? He’d always thought Aron was beautiful; he had never thought of it as a bad thing though. Aron just was, and Caysa had had his fair share of bruised knees and ale, of rum and dinners missed because he was sneaking out late or reading bawdy romantic novels. Caysa sat up. What was he so afraid of? Imra’s and Palo’s disapproval? Gods had more important things to do than fuss over one measly life. Of Albin? Who had only known Caysa as a little boy, clinging desperately to his every word, docile and dependent?

Caysa stood up and put his clothes back on, a toilsome as it clung to his wet skin, but Caysa was suddenly confused. He didn’t want to think about such things, but how could he not? He felt torn between himself and some imagined boy that never existed. He wanted Aron; he wanted someone who knew him better than perhaps he understood himself.

The day had broken. It washed the city in orange and pink as Caysa stepped back out of the washhouse, shivering as the wind hit him. He pulled Aron’s coat tight. If Pritta had roosters, they would have been crowing exuberantly and waking the rest of the city up. As it was, Pritta danced late into the night and rose again late into the morning, although Arita’s Reunion festivities certainly fostered such behaviour. Caysa smiled at the breeze, which carried sea salt upon it. It was a fascinating smell. Another thing that was so different from what Caysa knew: the sea, an ever-shifting mass of blues and greens and white waves full of strange creatures and ever more fantastical beasts. The bursting green foliage of the huge oak waved Caysa over as wind passed through, and at its base, a tall young man with blond hair stood straight and regal with a two-hander sword in his hands. Caysa’s face broke out into a smile—his darling Aron, waiting under the shade of Arita’s Tree, just as he had said.

Every problem was a speck in comparison to the levity Caysa felt. Aron turned as Caysa approached and offered his own small smile in return, and then as Caysa stood in front of him, he held the two-hander in front like a knight about to take the knee. Caysa’s heart thudded, and he remembered the last time Aron had stood in front of him with a confession on his lips. Caysa’s face dropped as a muddled fear began snaking its way up from his stomach.

“Caysa, my beloved, I have failed you. I have seen you not as my equal, deserving and worthy of all that I can and will give you, but as an idol to which I might be loyal and for whom I would die, someone to be held answerable to. I failed to see you, Caysa, and your desires, so blinded by my fear and ... beholden to tradition that I would rather have denied you love if it kept my esteem as a knight—and for that, you have my deepest apologies and deepest gratitude that you come to me now.” The furrow between Aron’s brows and the tension in his shoulders revealed his nervousness, though his voice was as clear and sure as ever. Caysa almost reached forward to comfort Aron, but he stopped himself; this was something Aron needed to say as much as Caysa needed to hear it. 

Aron dropped to one knee, the image of a knight taking a vow as he looked up to Caysa. “Caysa, I am a prince with no land or ownership to his name, a knight stripped of his title—a man with no wealth, no prospects and no future. I can make you no promises. I cannot lavish riches upon you or even provide steady food and water. I am a useless man who only has his body and sword, and yet there is nothing I desire more than to stay by your side, Caysa. Whether a prince or a humble man, I wish to give you everything and ... to take whatever it is you would give me. Your desires, your burdens and your fate I would gladly carry, and I would entrust you with every part of me: my heart, my body and my eternal soul. Allow me to stay by your side, Caysa, to revel in your voice, your laughter, your tears. And in turn, let me comfort you, hold you, be held by you and anchor you. 

“Allow me to declare my eternal love for you, Caysa, and ask on my knees for you to love me in return. Allow me to ask for your hand and to give you mine, allow me to witness and honour you until our dying days.”

Aron stayed on his knee, and Caysa’s eyes felt wet. That was more than Caysa deserved. Aron vowing to hold Caysa in equal regard under the blessing of the City of Lovers was more than Caysa—than anyone—could ever ask for. Were there words for what Caysa felt for Aron, now, in this moment? There couldn’t be, Caysa decided, and if there were, then they were safeguarded by the gods, because no love was truer or diviner than Aron’s.

“Oh, Aron,” Caysa breathed out. His body was devoid of air or blood, replaced solely with his dedication for Aron. He fell to his knees so they were eye to eye and Caysa held Aron’s cheek in his hand. “May I kiss you?”

Aron dropped his sword, letting it fall freely to the grassy ground beneath them as he placed his hand on Caysa’s waist and shoulder, mindful of Caysa’s wound, and whispered back, “Yes, Caysa.”

Assuredly here is where those words lay, in the warm, sturdy embrace of his beloved Aron—beloved of the gods, of a nation and of Caysa. As their lips touched, so too did their breath entwine. As their chests pressed together, so too did their hearts beat in synchronicity. Home lay here, on Aron’s lips; there was safety in his palms and devotion in his warmth. 

Caysa was crying freely, unable to stop his heart and soul from being overwhelmed. Aron pulled away from the kiss and brought his hands to Caysa’s face and hair.

“You are crying,” Aron said, and Caysa laughed at Aron’s concerned gaze.

“Yes, you have humbled me, Aron Havri. I have never known an affection so deep, nor foundations so indomitable.” Caysa stood up, pulling Aron up with him. “Aron, I have you, you have me. All of me.”

“Good,” Aron smiled, radiant and unforgettable. The intensity he carried in his body sluiced away, leaving a beautiful young man rather than a prince or knight. “Your hair is wet.”

“I had a bath. Your eyes look tired,” Caysa said, holding Aron’s relaxed face in his hands. Now, with the fear gone, he could see all of Aron.

“I did not sleep.”

“Why?”

“I was afraid if I slept, I would miss the hour and I would not be able to bear the shame of leaving you waiting,” Aron admitted. Caysa bent his head back and laughed.

“Then let us sleep now and waste the rest of this day in bed, in each other’s arms.” Caysa reached up and ran his fingers through Aron’s hair. He hadn’t known how to feel about it before, but his shorter hair gave his face a new maturity. Caysa liked it, although he would enjoy anything if it was Aron who wore it. Aron grabbed Caysa’s wandering hand and pressed a princely, chaste kiss to his knuckles.

“Then take me bed, darling Caysa,” Aron whispered, voice low and dark like a warm room lit only by a single candle. Caysa faked composure as he led Aron back to the inn, even though his cheeks were hotter than the summer sun. 
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ONCE THEY ENTERED THEIR room, Aron tossed Bleeding Heart onto the desk chair. It rattled unhappily at the lack of decorum, but Aron had more important things to do than worry about an old sword. He placed his hands on Caysa’s waist under the guise of helping him shed his clothes, although he was probably more of a hindrance, pressing his face into the nape of Caysa’s neck. No place in this world or the next was lovelier or more heavenly than Caysa’s sloping shoulders and long, smooth back. Caysa giggled as Aron’s hands ghosted up and down his sides. Caysa turned around in Aron’s arms to start unbuttoning Aron’s shirt as well.

“Isn’t it better that we do not get distracted?” Caysa was smiling, happier and more youthful than he had felt in months, and Aron couldn’t help his pride—that he had done that, that he’d brought Caysa that joy. He shrugged off his shirt as Caysa pressed a long hand on his sternum, palm smoothing over his sparse chest hair.

“We have all day. We can afford distractions,” Aron murmured, pressing a kiss to Caysa’s cheek and sliding his hands down Caysa’s torso in return. He was smooth. There was no hair on his chest or abdomen. Aron smiled to himself; it felt nice. A tug on his hand, and Caysa was leading Aron to the bed and then gently pushing him down. He fell like dead weight, looking up at Caysa. Aron didn’t know the word for what he saw. A man facing a revelation—Caysa, half-naked in front of him. Aron’s whole world narrowed into Caysa, softly caressing him by morning light. Aron sat up, desperate to touch, feel, know Caysa, every part of him.

“Have you ... ever done this before?” Caysa said quietly. He was bent over Aron’s slumped form, face pressed into his hair. 

Aron nodded. “A little, but nothing so intimate,” he confessed into Caysa’s stomach. He could see the stitches from here: a raised scar across Caysa’s side, disrupting the illusion of delicacy that Caysa carried in his fine, pointed bones. Caysa’s heart was loud, banging against his ribs and into Aron’s keen ears. The apprehension made itself known in Caysa’s body. 

“Oh,” Caysa said weakly. Aron was no good at understanding people’s fear sometimes; perhaps Caysa was shy about such things or something deeper prevented him from stepping forward. Regardless, Aron drew back, allowing him to look at Caysa’s face, to examine his wide eyes, his mouth as it pulled into an unsure line.

“There is no rush. We can just lay together,” Aron whispered. Caysa still looked unsure. Did he think Aron would disagree? Or be unhappy? 

“Are you sure?”

“I am always sure.”

Relief overcame the tension in Caysa’s face and body. He sat next to Aron and lay his head on his shoulder. “Thank you.”

Aron lifted Caysa’s hand to his lips and placed another kiss to his knuckles. Slowly, he pulled Caysa down onto the bed, so they were lying down, staring at each other as if in a half-awake, half-dream state as the world around them woke up to toil, sing and shout. Here, Caysa and Aron lay together, enshrouded in comfortable silence. They were children in the fat of their cheeks and their silly, stupid floundering, but they were also on the cusp of adulthood. Aron had shed his boyish skin in Oskall, shooting up tall and strong, rather unexpectedly. And Caysa, too, where the relentless romanticism and curiosity that had shone in his eyes before had been tempered into something tender and wise. 

“When did you know you loved me?” Caysa asked, lying on his side so that he could give Aron his whole attention. Aron also turned to face him.

“Always, I suppose,” Aron said. He didn’t know the answer. Should children have the capacity for such immense, layered love, then he had loved Caysa as a child. It was as simple and convoluted as that: there was the love of friends and then the love of romance, and neither could exist without the other. Caysa covered his wide smile behind his hand. “And you, when did you know?”

Caysa hummed, pinching his bottom lip in thought before dropping his hand back onto the bed limply. “Well, I suppose, always,” he giggled breathlessly. Aron reached over and pinched Caysa’s cheek.

“Get your own answer,” he said to the music of Caysa’s laughter.

“Alright.” Caysa sat up on his elbow, looking down at Aron with a secretive smile. “It’s like this: we have always known each other. When all others were confused or estranged to us, we could always find ourselves in each other. A complement and a contrast—we fill each other’s gaps so completely, I do not have to be aware of it to know it. So, yes, always. I do not think there is any life where you and I do not know each other wholly and definitively.” Caysa leaned closer still until all Aron had to do to kiss Caysa was lift his head the barest inch. Caysa was clumsy and unpractised, but Aron savoured it all the more; now became forevermore, boy became man and want became touch. 

They did indeed spend the day in bed. However, they moved to properly lay with their heads on the pillows. Their trousers, uncomfortable as they were, were kicked off somewhere to the side. Caysa rested his head on Aron’s bicep. He seemed partial to this position, and Aron didn’t mind the numbness. The room lightened and then began to dim when Caysa finally stopped drawing random shapes onto Aron’s skin.

“We should eat.” Caysa shifted.

Aron groaned, hunger be damned, he did not want to leave this bed.

“If only you could do as the greats do and simply project your voice to the clerk downstairs,” Aron groused. Caysa gave an annoyed little huff and pinched Aron’s cheek.

“Don’t give me that cheek,” Caysa said. He sat up, leaving Aron devoid of warmth and weight as he dressed perfunctorily. “I’ll be back soon—any requests?”

“Just whatever I can steal from your plate,” Aron said, prone in bed with a numb arm.

“Awful man,” Caysa jested as he left the room, closing the door behind him with care. Aron stayed staring up at the ceiling, too lazy to move. How easily, he thought, beasts are tamed by affection and food.
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Wisdoms’ Knowledge, a Parable 
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Caysa walked up the steps of the Imran Monastery of Pritta. Compared to the cold, grey stone of Garni, this monastery was massive, alive with the warm yellow of sandstone, the bleating of goats, and the laughter and chatter of devotees. A pair of young devotees passed by, arm in arm, talking animatedly. 

Caysa smiled to himself. It was a relief to see Imra’s devotees were thriving somewhere. 

This monastery doubled as a hospital, with a whole wing dedicated to medicine. Pilgrims, nuns and monks milled between rooms. They were dressed differently to how Caysa had been dressed. Well, Caysa had dressed like a child, with his back and shoulders out—but Sister Mae had worn loose over-clothes with her headscarf smartly tucked into them. These monks and nuns wore a long tunic-like apron, almost down to their heels, dark blue to mask dirt and probably even blood, with only one tie at the neck and the small of the back. It was an intelligent design for doctors and nurses, to protect the pale blue of Imra. 

“Business here? Visitor or patient?”

Caysa jumped as a voice snapped at him from nearby. Sitting at a desk were a pair of young nuns. The one who had spoken had a tall, pointed nose and sharp clavicles at her shoulders. Their head scarves were long and ended in braided tassels, which the other nun was playing with while she ignored the pile of papers in front of her. 

“Oh—visitor. I wanted to talk with the Grandmonk or-or nun, here.” Caysa tripped over his own words; he felt out of place, like some kind of rural village fool talking to these done-up city folks. The pointy nun arched an eyebrow and scoffed.

“You from east of the alps? That’s new.” She pinched her companion’s shoulder. “Go show him the Blessed Doctor.” 

“It’s always me,” the other nun whined loudly, rubbing her arm. Caysa looked around, trying to prove how calm and not-awkward he felt. “Well, follow me,” she drawled.

Even for the average devotee, the nun’s clothes were nicer, with a finer weave. The blue was softer than Caysa’s had been; his had looked sun-bleached and time-faded, theirs looked purposeful. The hallways were well lit by large open windows and balconies. The air flowed well here. Caysa felt like he’d stepped into a new world, so far from the one he had once known that he almost felt ... cheated? No, not quite, but a part of him definitely felt envious. 

They stopped in front of a closed door, dead-silent on the other side. She turned to face Caysa with a lazy smile. “Alright, my Aradian brother, knock three times and pray,” was all she said before she left, swinging the end of her long headscarf around with a hum. Caysa took a deep breath and knocked three times and waited. The bustle around him continued, but the wooden door stayed resolutely shut. Caysa looked around and raised his arm to knock thrice again, but before his knuckle could hit the door, it swung open to a short, sweaty monk with the bottom half of his face covered by his modified head-scarf.

“Business?” he rasped.

“Nothing important. I just wanted to speak with the Grand Doctor of the hospice.” Caysa trailed off as the monk across from him huffed loudly and pulled down his mask. He was older, with a thick greying beard. 

“Remani! You’ve a confessor!” he shouted over his shoulder. Caysa bit his tongue. He wanted to say he was not here to confess to anything, but in a way, that was exactly why he was here. 

A tall woman with warm-tanned skin peeked over the brother’s shoulder with heavy-lidded eyes and a nose that looked broken and poorly reset sometime in the past. “Woah, that’s an auspicious face if I’ve ever seen one,” Blessed Doctor Remani said. Caysa looked behind him. Were these people just particularly interesting, or this was the Abacian spirit in action? “Rege, clean up here, I’m going on break.”

Brother Rege mumbled something under his breath as Remani passed by and stood in front of Caysa. She had Sister Mae’s tall, muscular build, but her face was round. In her youth, she must’ve had fat, rosy cheeks that puffed up with her smile. With deft hands, she untied her long apron and hung it on a nearby hook, nodding to Caysa. 

They walked down the main street towards the piers at the bottom of Pritta. The road was bursting forth with colourful stalls and fragrant food; half the sellers nodded in deference to Remani as they passed. The Blessed Doctor was well-known.

“So, how may I help a fellow stray of Imra today?”

“I’ve caused a lot of suffering,” Caysa said. It was better to get to the core of his failings than to try and talk around it, he decided. 

“Have you? Can you quantify it? If not, then how do you know you’ve caused a lot of suffering?”

“Well, many people have ... died because of me.”

“Misfortune follows us all. There is no person as small as you capable of wreaking such havoc alone. As cruel as it is to say, they would have passed regardless should that be their luck.”

“That feels like a rather crass thing to say as a holy woman.”

“The lady I work under is a god, but I am a doctor, and I exist in a reality that is both crass and cruel.”

Caysa laughed. “It’s strange. It’s been so long since I’ve met another devotee that I’ve forgotten just what we must do ... I wonder how it is possible to uphold Imra’s doctrine and acknowledge the suffering in the world.”

“Religion is like suffering in some respects. Its effects are unquantifiable, yet it is constantly perpetuated in everything we do and are. We enjoy the spring because Narsa brings us harvest. We scream and cry at each other because we’ve had a hard day. This and that, both in a constant cycle. Perhaps that is why the gods are always ruling over some sufferance or another: God of medicine, God of love, God of war.”

“But there’s hope is those things—beauty, even. In healing, affection. Even in protecting.”

“You are already very wise. If you ask me, Imra does not wander this world to forgive. If you dedicate your life to experiencing and learning from every suffering, beauty and failing you can, then you have already done exactly what Imra has wanted of you. There is no one left who can forgive you but yourself. Not even the gods have that authority.”

“It’s simple when you say it like that.”

“Life itself is complex, until the day you realise it’s actually quite simple. Humans are beasts of ignorance. We are not like magical dragons who are born knowing all; we are born to our folly, so there is no shame in it, only in not learning when faced with it.” 

“Did you say that in a complicated way on purpose?”

“No. I love to hear myself talk, but no one in the monastery lets me. Unfortunately, my time is limited. I’d love to talk more, but I have work to do,” Remani said, looking out to the bustling harbour before turning around and beginning her walk back to the monastery. 

“Remani?” Caysa called to her. She half-turned to face him. “What do you think the point of the gods are, then?” She scrunched up her nose, looking upwards and around at the city before sighing.

“Have you ever seen a big dog, tied with rope? You might look at it and think, Why doesn’t it just bite off the leash and go free? It can, it is big enough. But the dog never will because it never thinks to.” Remani nodded and returned to her walk. Caysa’s eyes followed her pale blue back until it disappeared from sight. He sighed and then stared down at the ocean. It was a blue-green, capped with white foam, flowing to and fro to its own invisible melody. It reminded Caysa of the wild grass fields, the strong winds that would cause the grass to ripple and swell. Caysa sighed. Was he the dog? If so, then what was the leash? What was Remani’s leash? Carefree as she was, seemingly she’d already bitten through it. He looked down at his hands and wrists, adorned with simple wooden beads and a scrap of cotton. Pinch and rip ... something even he could do. 

Caysa sighed. He was tired of feeling stupid, of feeling like he was stumbling around while everybody else knew exactly what they were doing. He’d been fine with it before: running blindly off to the Tisgan, into the maws of ancient dragons, through a foreign country—and now he was here, stabbed and half-starved and still, still, still waiting for Albin, or even Danrho, to tell him what the next step was.

Something even he could do. 

Caysa had to know who Albin was, why he was doing what he was doing. Until now, Caysa hadn’t realised just how little he was, how little he knew, but he could pick locks, and he could talk. And maybe, if he tried, he could find out where Albin was hiding in this mass of bodies and buildings. 

If he was wrong, then he would be more knowledgeable for it, but Caysa couldn’t help but think that if there were a leash tying him to his destiny, then Albin was it.

***
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CAYSA WENT BACK TO the inn, head empty and overflowing at the same time. The receptionist, Valeria, had given up all pretence days ago and was contentedly eating fragrant meat, skewered and charred.

“You look miserable,” Valeria said with a sympathetic smile. Caysa almost asked her if she knew anything about the inn’s proprietor but thought better of it. He didn’t want to get her in trouble. Whether she knew anything or not, Albin always seemed to be in the habit of just knowing things.

Caysa gave a half-hearted smile. “Do you mind sending up some water for a bath?”

“You know, other guests have to pay a levy to have water heated and sent to their rooms,” she said over a mouthful of what was presumably lamb. Apparently, Noushans loved lamb, and so by virtue of loving Noushans, so did Abacians. Caysa shrugged as Valeria tutted and waved her hand. “I’ll get someone on it.”

Caysa walked up and entered the room to find it empty. Aron was probably grooming Aron (the horse) or had been dragged out by Tearn for some reason. She seemed to enjoy the invisible barrier Aron afforded by virtue of his intimidating height.

He was happy that Aron had someone else to poke and prod at him and Tearn had a human she could trust, even just a bit. Perhaps, with enough time, Zavon would stop avoiding Aron too. Caysa laughed to himself; he could hardly imagine it. 

A knock on the door and Caysa let the maids in with a thank-you. As they poured steaming hot water into the tub, Caysa took a deep breath. He’d never done this on purpose before. Each time he’d appeared in Garni had been an accident, his magic connecting with a yearning for home. But since being with Aron again, he had slept soundly. Caysa closed his eyes. Anzouth had said something about water before, that they were all connected by water, and if he thought of seeing Albin again, his magic would manifest him there. 

Caysa stripped and stepped into the tub. It was almost too hot, but Caysa didn’t mind. In truth, if he could always have baths this hot, then his life would be fulfilled. He sunk into the water and steam, eyes closed tightly and imagined Albin.

His oppressive height, the strength in his hands, the roughness of them, eyes green like spring growth but with the clarity of frost. A deep voice, short answers, the blaze of fire, a deer dead on the ground, the rushing of a river. Blood and shadows, black stains in the darkness of ancient canopies. 

Caysa wondered absently if he’d be naked if this worked. Every other time, he’d been wearing whatever rags he had on. He opened his eyes. He was standing in a breezy, open room. Caysa looked down and covered his mouth. Blessed Palo, he was naked. Strange spirit entity or not, this was humiliating. Caysa covered his nether regions with one hand and swallowed down the horror. He was here for a reason. If he’d thought of Albin and come here, then he ought to be close by. Caysa tread forward carefully. The wooden shutters were cast open, allowing Caysa a view of the city. He must’ve been in the upper level of a house or tenement. Caysa spotted the sandstone of the Imra’s Hospice to the north-east. The south-western corner by Zalio Hill was close to the docks. As far as Caysa knew, it was inhabited by working sailors, dockworkers, poachers and mercenaries—and apparently Albin as well. A creak sounded, and Caysa’s heart almost burst out of his chest. Albin could be home, for all he knew, or it could just be the sighs and aches of a tall, old building settling. It wasn’t exact, but Caysa reckoned that he could accurately guess the distance and angle Albin’s apartments sat from Imra’s Hospice and find his way here in the waking world. He wasn’t in the mood to test his luck. The rustle of parchment caught his ear and Caysa turned to a desk shoved over by the far wall. The design of these apartments meant that the sleeping quarters bled straight into a study. The desk sat opposite the open window. 

Caysa approached slowly, afraid any loose floorboards would squeak and echo throughout Pritta to wherever Albin was. The desk was messy, piled high with letters, bonds and property tax bills, but next to those sat a blank piece of parchment—expect for the top, which spelt out in familiar, sharp lettering: My beloved Alessandro. The rest of the letter sat empty. Caysa furrowed his brow. Alessandro. He’d never heard Albin mention such a name. Caysa placed a phantasmal hand on the letter, motioning to move it away. The parchment fluttered to the side, revealing another letter to Alessandro underneath. Completed, this time. Black ink carved through cream paper. I sometimes forget your eyes, my darling, but I cannot help but see in him yours and remember—the stamp of boots sounded upstairs and Caysa shot up from where he’d bent over, entranced by the familiarity of Albin’s writing and the emotion of it. Who was Alessandro? And whose eyes did he see Alessandro’s in? There was no time for answers, not when he was naked and snooping through letters as a spirit entity. Caysa closed his eyes and willed himself back to consciousness.

With a gasp, Caysa shot up in the now lukewarm tub of water. South-west of Zalio Hill, Alessandro, a clean if sparse apartment. Whoever Albin was, now Caysa had to know more than ever why he was doing what he was. Who was Alessandro, and who was Caysa to Albin? Caysa held his breath and placed his face into the water, the world muffling in the tub. He couldn’t wait here any longer; it wasn’t just Caysa in danger. It was Tearn, already weakened from one poacher attack. It was Aron, who had his whole life ahead of him. It was Zavon, whose reputation preceded him. Tomorrow, Caysa decided. Tomorrow, he’d find Albin’s home and confront him—find out the truth, or at least some answers on when they could leave Pritta and who Albin was. 

With a tired sigh, Caysa grabbed the soap bar and lathered it in the water. Bubbles sat on the water like the white froth that the waves churned up. His stomach and guts felt heavy, his skin too tight for his body—but his muscles were clenched tight. He wanted to move and run and scream. Caysa washed his body quickly. His fingers were shrivelling in the water, and he wanted to get out and dry off. With an efficiency not becoming of him, Caysa finished his lukewarm bath and got dressed. Caysa knew it was stupid to rush ahead; he should wait for tomorrow. The day was almost done—it would be foolish to go out into a foreign city to look for a man who most definitely cavorted with mercenaries and black-market merchants. 

But Caysa didn’t want to wait anymore. Albin had kept secrets from him for seventeen years, had hidden Caysa’s parentage from him. Information that Caysa was entitled to, whether Albin thought he deserved to know it or not. 
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All things were clearer in hindsight, but one could only look back if one moved forward. Caysa laced up his boots and left the room. He considered leaving a note for Aron or informing Zavon, but somehow, Caysa felt like those two would worsen any confrontation with Albin. The late afternoon was cold, and the streets were crowded by people coming home or enjoying a clear evening. Caysa slipped into the crowd, disappearing into the shadows of Pritta as naturally as he did the woods next to Garni.

He followed the circumference of Zalio Hill until he came to the south-western edge. The buildings and slope of the hill obscured the hospice, and Caysa would have cursed if he weren’t already busy rubbing the warmth back into his arms. If he had money, he’d buy a coat to offset the cold wind brought on by autumn, but instead, he walked silently past suspicious glares and tired frowns. Even in a city as glorious as this, Pritta had to build its wealth on the backs of someone’s hard labour. Caysa avoided looking too hard; he was a visitor here; it wasn’t his place to glare back or get defensive. With a huff, Caysa moved to the side of the path and closed his eyes. He imagined going up, standing on the roof of the house behind him and seeing the hospice up the hill. A bright flash came and went in his mind’s eye, just like when dragons shared memories with him. He was close—maybe another block and he’d find Albin’s apartments. Whether he was home or not was a question for later. Caysa could pick locks if he had to. 

The tall house Caysa came upon was old but well taken care of. Weeds grew in the cracks of the wall, and flowers and herbs grew in the flowerbeds. A pair of old women were talking and cackling as they played some kind of gambling game with cards. They had the bright, weather-worn faces of women who had worked hard labour during their youth and now spent their time resting their joints and sharing increasingly absurd stories.

“Hey, boy—you staring at my basil for a reason?” one of the women said, her grey and black ringlets tied away from her face with a head scarf. Caysa shook his head.

“Uh, no. By any chance, does a ——” Caysa bit his tongue. Albin had used a name at the inn. “Does a Tultivi live here?”

The woman and her friend howled with laughter. “That old man? I’ll warn you now, boy, that’s a dangerous fellow to go meeting at this time of day. You a debt collector?”

“No? I just mean to meet him.” Caysa wished Tearn was here to effortlessly lie way to an answer.

“Oh, a patron? Good luck. He lives on the fourth floor,” one of the women said ominously.

Caysa took the well-wishing; he needed it most days. Slowly, he entered the courtyard of the building. Each floor seemed to house its own family. Did Albin really live here? Alone with all that space? Climbing the steps two at a time, Caysa reached the highest floor and was met with an old wooden door with a clean, new lock. He reached up in instinct. But he didn’t wear his head scarf anymore, so he didn’t have any pins to pick the lock. Caysa groaned; he really was an idiot. Yet, there was still one option: that Albin was home.

Caysa knocked on the door tentatively, expecting it to be dead behind the door, the Black Wraith out haunting the streets as night descended. Instead, a loud stomping echoed through wood and Caysa immediately wished he had left or stayed at the inn and curled up in a sad ball instead of coming here alone. He wasn’t sure if he was shivering from cold or deep regret, probably both, as Albin, face covered, opened to door.

They stared at each other, and Caysa almost blurted out that he had the wrong house, but Albin beat him to it.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” he growled, stepping out of the doorway so he could properly loom over Caysa. Caysa didn’t have an answer; he’d come here with a hundred different questions on his lips, and now he was speechless. “No, actually, how did you find this place?”

“I ...” Caysa licked his lips, afraid of what would happen if he said the wrong thing. “I used magic, to find you; it took me here.”

Caysa shrunk back, hopelessly insignificant, from Albin’s furious green eyes. He wished that Aron was here, someone who would support Caysa unconditionally against Albin. “You little idiot, why would you come find me? How many times have I told you to wait for me?”

There. Caysa knew that condescension, always telling Caysa to sit and wait and not complain, even when sitting and waiting did nothing but endanger everyone more. It was infuriating. They were here because of Caysa, because Caysa had decided to open the gate between worlds during the Solar Collusion instead of waiting one-hundred and fuck-knows how many years for the Lunar Collusion.

“Because of exactly that. Did it escape your notice that everyone is here because of me? Don’t I, of all people, deserve to know what is going on—what you and Danrho are planning? All you ever do is tell me to keep waiting,” Caysa said. He was speaking loudly, but he couldn’t help it. That buzzing energy needed somewhere to go. 

Albin massaged one of his temples. “How sanctimoniously you cry, Caysa. You wouldn’t like to know the things I am doing to keep you safe, to ensure you have safe passage.” He avoided answering Caysa’s questions with an insult. Caysa clenched his jaw.

“Whether I like whatever illegal dealings you engage in is secondary to the argument, Albin. I deserve to know. I deserve to be informed of these things.” Caysa didn’t know whether that was true. Perhaps Albin was right to omit the truth. But Caysa knew if he gave any space at all, Albin would find all the more reason to evade honesty. 

With a cold laugh, Albin leaned back. “How quickly you’ve grown, Caysa. You want to know what I’m doing? Fine, I’ll show you. But do not cry when truth isn’t what you wish it was. Final chance to leave.”

Caysa squared his shoulders, feeling half the height he actually was, and nodded. Albin breathed through his nose loudly and moved out of the doorway, gesturing for Caysa to enter. With slow steps, Caysa squeezed past Albin only to stand awkwardly in his hallway.

“Wait here, and do not touch anything.” Albin walked down the hallway and into a room at the end—his study and bedroom, no doubt. Caysa looked around, his hands held tightly to his side as he observed bare walls and dust in the corners of the wooden floor. There was a lack of draught. This apartment seemed barely lived in, even compared to the simplicity of Imra’s monasteries. They seemed alive with their own breath and history; this house seemed a coffin. Albin threw open the door, rattling the apartment and causing Caysa’s stomach to drop into his guts. “Well, follow me.”

The streets were finally cast in shadow. Light from house windows and lanterns coloured the street orange while elongating and extending the shadows in alleys and around corners. Caysa walked behind Albin. His large back blocked half the street and created a wall between Caysa and the rest of Pritta. There was a time when such a feeling would be reassuring, but Caysa couldn’t help but feel discomforted by such an idea now. As evening coated the city with a blanket of stars and moonlight, Albin stopped in front of a shop. It looked old and dusty and abandoned. Caysa looked up to Albin, who faced forward, not even acknowledging Caysa next to him.

“I’m warning you now, Eriveira is a shreevir—he’s sensitive to magic, so try not to draw his attention and just let me do what I need to,” Albin said as he pushed open the shop door. Caysa frowned, there were easier ways to tell Caysa to not talk.

“Humans can’t wield magic,” Caysa pointed out. He’d never heard of a shreevir; it sounded like a Vanamiran word.

“I didn’t say wield; I said sensitive,” Albin said flatly as he pushed Caysa into the dimly lit store. Dusty shelves were piled with strange trinkets. Foul organs and small creatures sat in jars of embalming fluid, and Caysa tried not to make a face as he made eye contact with a long-since-passed rat. “And if humans can’t wield magic, then what is a witch.” Albin left Caysa by the shelf and walked further into the store.

Caysa looked around. The store seemed to be lit by two lamps and then the various reflections of glass and mirrors. A gem-like gleam caught Caysa’s eye, and he turned to squint at it, finding wide, flat, red gemstones that reflected the light in blueish-green spots. Caysa had seen gems like that before. No, not gems—dragon scales. Like dimmer versions of Zavon’s glittering scales. Caysa’s heart jumped into his throat, which made it all the more difficult to breathe through dust and dead animals.

“My friend, I didn’t realise you’d be coming today!” a hearty voice sounded. Caysa slowly approached the scales on the shelf and realised with horror that this shelf was made up of only the parts of magical beasts. Teeth and claws too big not to come from a dragon; large, sparkling scales, almost as magnificent as Zavon’s, in blue, green, red and white; a huge beak that must’ve been taken from a gryphon; and large eyes pickled in fluid. 

“I most definitely informed you,” Albin said. Caysa’s stomach sank heavy.

“Did you? I don’t think so, but I’d never turn away my favourite provider, so what can I do you for?” the man said. Eriveira, no doubt.

“Papers, legal in Northern Akensoya,” Albin said quietly. Caysa looked over to the back of the store where Albin and the proprietor were talking. A shockingly average-looking man was staring directly at Caysa. His face was exceedingly normal. Caysa couldn’t have picked it out in a crowd, but that only made his unblinking stare all the more frightening. His eyes seemed strangely alight with something; some internal glow made his grey eyes piercing, even in the dimness.

“Oh, you’ve brought me something good?”

Albin also turned around, and Caysa stopped breathing. He felt like a trapped animal. “Not to keep,” Albin said. He held out his arm to Caysa. “Come here, this is what you wanted, after all.”

Caysa’s whole body felt conflicted. He didn’t want to be here, but Albin ... was his protector. He’d keep Caysa safe—that is what he’d always said. Caysa approached the counter slowly. Albin shuffled to the side, giving Caysa the space to stand in front of Eriveira.

“My, aren’t you young. How old are you?” Eriveira said. He seemed excited, and Caysa swallowed the saliva that was accumulating in the sides of his mouth. 

“Seventeen.”

“Eighteen soon,” Albin butted in. Caysa bit his lip to stop himself swearing.

“Eighteen and already able to change shapes.” Eriveira whistled low, tapping one blunt fingernail on the wooden counter. “That’s not just impressive—that’s unheard of. Scale pattern?”

“Rare,” Albin butted in again as Caysa’s mouth dropped open. How did this man know he was a dragon? Was this the power of a shreevir? “And that’s all you need to know.”

“Don’t be so touchy, my friend. Just his magical ability alone makes him richer than God-steel!” Eriviera reached below the counter and then placed upon it a shallow glass tray with a narrow spout. In it was a thin, copper knife, almost like a surgical blade if not for its intimidating length. “I enjoy my shop interior unbroken, so unfortunately no plucking scales from you, but I know of several witches who’d enjoy playing magic with your blood.” He picked up the knife with a delicate hold, and Caysa pushed away from the counter, his body moving before his mind. All Caysa knew and had to know was that this man dealt with dragon pieces for a living and that Albin had brought him here. Albin’s large arms grabbed Caysa’s. He pushed Caysa’ left arm forward as he used his body and other arm to stifle Caysa’s struggling. 

Caysa watched the copper press against the underside of his forearm, from the middle almost down to his wrist, and tried not to gag at the searing pain of his skin being split open. So much blood welling up. Eriviera and Albin flipped Caysa’s arm around so his blood could drop viscously into the glass tray. Caysa closed his eyes and pressed his face into Albin’s shoulder, willing this awful act to end, for them to release him. His whole body felt cold. Goosebumps wracked his body. He wanted to cry, but he couldn’t. He could barely breathe, let alone begin sobbing. Eventually, maybe seconds or minutes or hours later, Eriviera let go of Caysa’s arm, and Albin’s hold on his body slackened. Caysa opened his eyes to a tray lined with blood and hot disgust flushed through his body. The puddle of blood was disgusting.

“Papers, boats? I’d bottle my soul and give it you for this. Many thanks, friend,” Eriviera said as he delicately placed Caysa’s blood back underneath the desk. Caysa pushed away and stormed out, clutching his left arm with his right hand, squeezing so hard he may very well cut off circulation. Out on the dark, empty street, Caysa finally found it in him to cry. So many feelings churned in his gut, bubbling up in his throat. He didn’t even have a name for some of them; vague sensations of wet sadness one second, then blazing anger, then seething fury, then cold, heavy betrayal. Why? Why would Albin do this? Let something like that be done to Caysa?

“Let me see your arm.” Albin’s heavy hand landed on Caysa’s shoulder. Caysa couldn’t help but jump away like a frightened cat, ready to hiss and spit and run if he had to. “Don’t be like that, Caysa. Let me see your arm.”

“No!” Caysa turned to face Albin and was struck by how much he wanted to hit him. Caysa couldn’t recall if there had ever been a time he wanted to make someone else bleed, but right now, he so badly wished he held a dagger so that he might gouge Albin’s patronising green eyes from his head. “How dare you! How dare you bring me here!”

“Watch yourself, Caysa. You wanted this. You wanted to be informed on what I’ve been doing.”

Caysa pulled his bleeding arm in close. “This is not being informed! This is being mocked; this is what it is to be condescended and taunted by you. You did not bring me here to treat me as an equal, worthy of honesty. You did that—you let that happen to teach me a lesson, so I wouldn’t question or pester you any longer! How dare you stand there, looking down on me, casting yourself as my protector, treating me as some stupid child who can’t even remember his own fucking age, just to hurt me and use me as a bargaining tool.” Caysa held out his bleeding arm. The smeared blood was staining his dark skin even darker as it dried in the air. “This wasn’t for my benefit, but all you care for is controlling me. You want me to be scared—well, I am! I fear you—that you can bring me here, let that happen to me just so you may lord your wisdom and strength over me and prove how much I need you!”

Caysa was panting now, lightheaded with all these previously unspoken sentiments. He kept his arm tight to his chest. He hadn’t meant to say all of that, but he couldn’t stop himself. Like a river rushing back to life after a blockage had been removed, he just could not stop.

“So do not worry, Black Wraith. I have no desire to approach you again. Felicitations. Enjoy your night. You’ve won me over; I am sufficiently cowed to your will!” Caysa turned and walked away. He couldn’t stand to be here anymore, couldn’t even look Albin in the eyes. Every part of him was shaking. His body could barely contain his emotions. His throat hurt from all his shouting. 

How he made it back to the inn was beyond him. It felt as if instinct had taken over. Caysa wandered dark streets, head stuffed full of an exhausted haze. He didn’t feel real. It didn’t feel like he was standing. It was as if a ghost had controlled him here but had since dropped his strings, so he stood limp as a puppet, unable to take a step forward. But he had to; he needed to suture and bandage his arm. Caysa pushed open the door and walked through. His arm had stopped bleeding, and his other hand cramped due to how tightly he was holding the slice shut. Caysa bounded up the steps and into his room. The door was unlocked: Aron was back. He sat up from where he was reclined, reading a book. Caysa ran past him. He couldn’t look at Aron right now—everything hurt too much, his corners were too sharp. He didn’t want Aron to be caught up in his spat with Albin. So, he hid in the bathroom, heavy door locked as he sank to the cold floor.

Caysa squeezed his eyes shut, willing the fog in his head and the roiling turmoil in his heart to dissipate. All his mind did was conjure Imra’s tenets like a mocking chant: knowledge given without limits, the hand causes no harm, do not turn away but judge not. Over and over again, Caysa stuttered at Lady Imra’s second tenet, the hand causes no harm. Caysa believed that—so why, then, was he so easily hurt. Why was he so easy for others to cut into?

A gentle knock on the door broke Caysa’s train of thought. “Caysa, please. What is wrong?”

Caysa laughed to himself. This was ridiculous, hiding in a dark bathroom, as if that would save him from Albin. 

“Caysa, you were bleeding. Do you mind if I see?” 

Aron, his darling Aron, as tender as he was sharp. Caysa wanted to tell him everything, to spill his bleeding guts out and let Aron sort through the viscera for something of value. So, he did. Caysa took a deep breath in.

“I met him when I was five. Someone had thrown a rock at me for playing by the river. I ran into the woods to hide and immediately got lost. The woods were dark and impossible to navigate, and I was scared and bleeding. I hid by a tree trunk. I suppose I had been hoping someone would just miraculously find me,” Caysa started. He felt calm again as he wove his and Albin’s story for Aron. The door between them enabled Caysa to get lost in his own tale, as if he were reciting a speech for no one. He kept going, took another deep breath in and let it all fall out. 

Eventually, Caysa did open the door to Aron’s tight, concerned face, and then he fell into his arms. Now, Caysa lay on his side, left arm splayed out as Aron knelt next to the bed and made his best attempt at stiches. It was a long cut but not deep, and Caysa supposed he should be thankful for that, but he mostly just felt hate. The needle pierced Caysa’s skin and he hissed. Aron frowned and whispered, “Sorry, sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

“I know, but I don’t enjoy seeing you in pain,” Aron said. Caysa smiled. “I wish I could have been there for you.”

“I didn’t even foresee this happening, so how could you have?” Caysa felt so tired now as his body released all the tension that had kept him upright and moving before. 

“I meant before. I wish I had been able to protect you so you wouldn’t have even had to meet him.” Aron frowned down at Caysa’s arm. It reminded Caysa of Aron’s childhood. A pouty, sensitive prince who Caysa had many times wished he could protect more.

“Unfortunately, I imagine our meeting was set in motion long before you or I knew each other,” Caysa hissed out as Aron, gently as he could, tugged the thread just tight enough. 

“That is no excuse for how he has treated you. You aren’t wrong for wanting answers from him. He knows more about you than even you do—it’s not his place to shelter you from a situation he enabled.” Aron knotted and snipped the stitch. One done. Caysa yawned. Aron’s sweet words and gentle care were lulling him to sleep.

“But I fear him ... I don’t think I can confront him again,” Caysa whispered, watching as Aron’s face became still and cold.

“You deserve those answers, even if I must cut them out of him myself.” Aron stroked Caysa’s face with a gentle hand. “When you are ready, take me with you.”

“Thank you, Aron.”

Caysa yawned and closed his eyes. Just like before, his head felt foggy. No thought could form before it dissipated into mist again and Caysa, warm as he was, did not care one bit. He drifted to sleep with Aron’s promise and his gentle, calloused hands caressing his arm and face. 
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Caysa forced himself to sit down at the writing desk and open his unused sketchbook to its first empty page. He had forgotten about it, in truth, until he’d spoken to Remani and memories of years of writing and drawing and reading had come back to him. Tearn had relinquished it and his inkwell back to him, battered and a little worse for wear.

Caysa took in a deep breath and placed his quill tip to the paper. Ink spread out and stained the paper, but he just stared at it, unable to move his pen. He had so many thoughts, but where one ended another started in a constant spiral. He looked around the room, willing for some kind of inspiration to appear, something to awaken the scholar inside. The dirtied, battered white of Marko’s shirt was, as always, a stark reminder of how much more alone Caysa and Aron were now. Caysa closed his eyes and took a deep breath in, as if filling his lungs with air would force up memories of Marko that had sunk beneath the litany of recent aches and pains. His smile, his honking-goose laugh, a jest, a kick, sunlight and cold nights spent whispering in the shadow of the ancient woods.

Caysa re-dipped his quill and wrote it down. Short, shaky nonsensical sentences, trying to remember something Marko had said, how Marko looked, the shape of Marko’s smile. Marko and Garni and childhood; Aron and play-fighting and real fighting and the river. Caysa could barely see through the tears welling up in his eyes, but he didn’t stop until his cursive flowed with the correct pressure and words looped and connected, just as Sola and Master Uris had taught him. Round and easy to read, unlike Marko’s aggressive chicken scratch with fat inkblots from holding his quill with too much pressure. Caysa smiled to himself as he memorialised all these strange, random quirks of Marko’s. 

Eventually, two pages were full and Caysa sat back. There was ease now. He could see the start and end of every question he had. He placed his quill to a new sheet and wrote out everything he knew of Albin. The colour of his eyes, his coming and goings, his gruff answers that never actually answered anything, his insistence that he was a nobody from nowhere, the Aradian Warbow and its metal arrows. There was a picture forming, but it was missing something crucial. Like a portrait being painted from memory, something had been lost—but what was it? Albin was made of secrets and Caysa was made of questions. He frowned down at the paper. There must’ve been something Caysa was not admitting to himself. Danrho. Albin knew Danrho ... Danrho who had strange, ancient magic, just like Caysa. Gripping his head in his hands, Caysa wished he knew more about Danrho’s magic—what she could do, what its limitations were. Time is not patient, Caysa wrote down absently. Time: future, present and past.

What if ... Albin came from the future? What if Danrho had sent Albin back to the past? Caysa grimaced down at the paper as he wrote that down. It sounded like such utter fairy-story nonsense. But even fairy stories and fables had honesty at their core: moral lies to teach children how to act and behave. Caysa almost crossed those questions out but stopped. Mayhap, as ridiculous as it sounded, that was what made the most sense. Dragons had strange and esoteric magic; they changed shapes, became fire, could speak with their minds. Some could even smell storms.

Caysa groaned. Fuck Albin and his stupid fucking secrets. He moved on to another sheet and began writing about Tearn, recalling all the things she had said and done. He recorded the things she’d told him about dragons: their layered existence and how they could see that. And apparently so could some humans, to an extent. Caysa’s bandaged arm ached as he wrote down the word shreevir. He would have to remember to ask whether Zavon or Tearn knew more about that.

He spread out his writings around him. They looked like deranged ramblings. Short, incomplete sentences followed by long paragraphs with neither punctuation nor a point. If Sola could see these now, no doubt he’d laugh and then take his own quill to correct all Caysa’s mistakes. The thought made him laugh. He could practically see the scene play out, every word and expression. 

“Impressive. What does ‘he has gone like the geese migrate’ imply?”

Caysa jumped in his seat. Where had Aron come from? 

Turning around, Caysa gently hit him in the stomach. “How can you be so big and yet so silent?”

“You’re writing again? That’s good,” Aron said.

“I was just trying to organise my thoughts.” Caysa looked up into his green eyes ... No. In no world could Caysa believe that Aron and Albin were the same person, but hiding from the truth only encouraged ignorance.

“Let me leave you to your mediations, then.” Aron moved to go to the bathroom. He smelled of horse.

“Wait, do you mind writing something for me? Anything—just my name?” Caysa gripped Aron’s sleeve. Aron made an amused face but plucked the quill from Caysa’s hand and, with a fast but well-balanced hold, wrote Caysa in sharp, clean lettering.

“Like that?”

“Yes, just like that,” Caysa said absently. “Thank you.”

Aron pressed a kiss to the side of Caysa’s face before moving along to wash the smell of stale hay from himself. Caysa bit his lip. It wasn’t exact, but it was similar. Sharp, familiar handwriting. Caysa took a deep, calming breath. Until he got the truth from Albin, there was no proof that Aron and Albin were the same person. Surely Aradia had more than one tall, green-eyed knight of Vanamiran heritage who had been trained to kill dragons and mystical beasts. Surely Aradia didn’t have more than one personally invested in Caysa’s wellbeing. 

Caysa pulled another sheaf of parchment towards himself and began writing down everything he had been told about space by Anzouth, drawing long horizontal lines with short vertical marks through them, trying to figure out the relationship between time and space. He was avoiding it. Whether he liked it or not, Caysa had to confront Albin. He and Aron needed to know the truth.

Caysa prayed silently to Imra. Lady of Wisdom, he thought. Please prove this ignorant, fanciful child wrong. 

***
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CAYSA SPENT THE NIGHT lying in bed staring up at the ceiling, bargaining with himself, listing all the reasons that Aron and Albin were not the same person, until his traitorous mind circled back to the same list of coincidences and he had to start again.

“I can hear you thinking.” Aron rolled over with a wide yawn. “What ails your mind this time?”

Caysa moved to lay on his side. In the dark, he and Aron were looking at each other, even though neither could make out a single feature on the other’s face.

“I don’t even know. It is as if my mind is not even my own anymore,” Caysa admitted. Aron moved closer so the heat of his body warmed Caysa’s.

“I am not the type to think, so I cannot help much, but it has always been in my nature to follow my instinct, even when I know the consequences would be ... unsatisfactory,” Aron whispered, his hand gentle on Caysa’s temple as his calloused thumb rubbed gentle circles. “Perhaps you merely need to follow where your mind takes you.”

“I’m scared. What if where it takes me is not ... not somewhere I wish to be.” Caysa closed his eyes.

“Then come back to me. I will protect you, as I said.”

Caysa nodded and let his thoughts grasp him like the currents of a river and pull him away to the rhythm of Aron’s thumb. When Caysa opened his eyes again, he looked around in confusion, expecting a dream landscape or even Garni. Instead, he was standing in a dark street. Light spilled from the windows of a small building. Laughter and jeers also echoed out. Caysa moved closer to the open window and peeked in. A bar. Onstage, a willowy, graceful performer danced to lilting music almost drowned out by the drunken revelry of their patrons.

Caysa squinted. Why had he appeared here? What purpose did coming here achieve? The dance ended, and the performer hopped off the raised platform with a flourish. They moved about the tables and held out a gauzy scarf that patrons threw coins into absently or enthusiastically. Caysa looked again. The dancer was brown-skinned—it shone in the warm lantern-light as the long-muscled torso swayed and hypnotised—with a tightly shorn head. They could have been a handsome woman or a girlish man with their large, long-lashed doe eyes and long limbs. If Caysa could think of an animal, he’d compare them to those Akensoyan deer—antelope, they were called—elegant and delicate. The final person they came across was a tall man, his lower face covered by a dark mask. Caysa pressed himself to the wall as he watched, rapt as the dancer and Albin spoke. Whatever Albin had said had the dancer tilting their head back and laughing. Caysa’s heart spiked as Albin placed a coin in the dancer’s scarf before he stood up and made his way through the crowd of patrons with unbidden ease. Caysa scrambled back, crouching down and hiding in the darkest shadows around the corner as Albin shouldered the door of the establishment open and held it open for the dancer as they followed. Together, in the dim light, all their features smudged and became dream-like. They looked perfect for each other; the dancer wreathed in Albin’s large arms as they walked through the dark streets.

Caysa followed, hiding in the shadows like a vengeful ghost stalking its murderer. He could never get quite close enough to hear what they were saying to each other, if they were talking at all—but Albin seemed at ease, allowing the dancer to hold onto his arm as they walked at a leisurely pace.

It was so beyond Caysa. He’d never seen Albin so relaxed, even when he affected it. There was a vigilant sharpness to him that was gone now. He may as well have been any other man with his lover.

That’s what they were: lovers. Albin had made a life in Pritta, of all cities. Was it because this dancer was here? Or had they met through serendipity, the City of Lovers calling them together?

Finally, a tenement by the piers was where they stopped. Caysa hid behind a pile of broken crates, holding breath that he wasn’t even sure this phantasmal body needed. Two dark silhouettes, entwined to the point they may as well have been one mass, kissed and embraced with heavy passion as they pushed open the door of the tenement and entered. Caysa stayed crouched long after the door had swung closed after them. Slowly, he stood up and looked around, unsure what he felt. Walking slowly towards the pier, Caysa spotted Iphys’ huge statue, turned into a giant of solid darkness against the dim stars, and towards the other side, a small wooden church—no doubt where sailors and merchants got their blessings.

Caysa closed his eyes tight, but all he could see was Albin making the beautiful dancer laugh in the golden glow. He felt sick. Something about seeing this made him feel sick, stomach roiling like he hadn’t eaten enough food. The lump in his throat made it hard to breathe. If he wanted to suck in a breath, he’d have to throw the lump up. He gagged, eyes squeezed shut, and then gagged again.

Caysa shot up in bed and threw his hand over his mouth, breathing hard through his nose, willing the sickly sensation down. He’d also woken Aron, who quickly started to rub Caysa’s back, soothing the churning sensation wracking his body.

“I found him,” Caysa gasped.

“You went to find him?” Aron said slowly, like he didn’t quite understand what Caysa meant.

“Not on purpose. The magic drew me to him. I saw where he is.”

“You want to go now?”

Caysa shook his head. He understood what his magic was telling him. Albin wouldn’t leave his lover—he’d be there tomorrow, the house by the pier and church. Where Caysa could find him and confront him on his own terms.

It didn’t make seeing Albin and the dancer any less shocking.

“Tomorrow. I want to see him tomorrow morning,” Caysa whispered though the beating of his heart. Aron held Caysa in a tight embrace, still smoothing his hand over Caysa’s back and shoulders. 

Caysa didn’t sleep, even held tight by Aron. He simply couldn’t drift off. By the time the sun opened the sky and ushered the stars to bed, all Caysa was doing was pacing the room and pinching his bottom lip—what to say, what to ask, how to keep his temper in check?—as Aron got ready for the day. Caysa was a coward. He’d been bold as a child, but that was because he’d been stupid and inexperienced and Caysa had experienced more in these two months and a bit than he had in seventeen years, and almost all of it had been horrid.

“Losing your nerve?” Aron asked as he stood up from lacing his boots, sword sheathed at his belt. Caysa frowned at it. He really had no luck with blades of any kind. 

“Must you?” Caysa looked at Aron. Aron shrugged.

“I told you I’d protect you, and no sword is better made for protecting you than Sun-singer, if he does anything untoward.” Aron walked across the room, snagging Caysa’s arm to pull him along. “It’s made for gutting men.”

“I’d rather no one dies, actually,” Caysa mumbled as they walked down the stairs.

“I’ll cut off his hand then. Left or right, which one do you think he uses more?”

Caysa hit Aron’s shoulder lightly. “Aron, don’t be crass,” he said with a laugh. Aron turned to give him a small smile.

They followed Caysa’s memory to Iphys’ Pier and then further west of that until Caysa spotted the same church, its doors now open to the public. Caysa looked around, trying to spot Albin. Instead, he spotted the dancer, smoking a pipe as they sat on a stool next to the door of their apartments. Caysa squared his shoulders and approached.

“I need to talk to Albin. Is he still here?” Up close, the dancer was less doe-eyed and more aloof, with tired, red-rimmed eyes and loose wide pants. They wore no tunic, so their flat but muscled torso was out. They were lighter in skin colour than Caysa, but from face to neck to arms, their skin was even and smooth. Though still beautiful, the ethereal androgynous beauty had become more grounded in the daylight. The dancer arched a long eyebrow as they looked over Caysa.

“Who says I know anybody of that name?” They had a surprisingly deep voice, with a soft rasp. They inhaled from their pipe and blew the smoke out, some of it incidentally blowing towards Caysa.

“I know you know him; I saw you with him last night.”

With another slow inhale and exhale, the dancer gave Caysa another uncomfortably long look before shrugging. “Alright. If you want to send him down the river, just make sure it is far away from my home.” They knocked out the ashes from their pipe and muttered something under their breath before effortlessly standing up and entering their apartments. Caysa held in a breath, willing himself to be prepared. 

It was quiet for a moment before Caysa heard a raised voice and the door opened again. “I told you, some Akensoyan kid with an Aradian accent ...” Both the dancer and Albin stood in the doorway, staring at Caysa as Caysa stared at them. “As I said: some little kid ... and your long-lost son?” the dancer said with a bemused expression.

Aron stepped up next to Caysa with a disgusted frown. “I’m not related to that man,” he said just as Albin blurted out, “I don’t have a fucking son.”

“Najah, get back inside. This won’t take long,” Albin said. He’d taken the time to affix his mask, even though the rest of him looked to be in just-awoken disarray. Najah shrugged and ruffled Albin’s hair. It made Caysa squirm, seeing such friendly intimacy. Albin turned to Caysa and Aron with furious eyes. “How did you find this place?”

“How do you think?” Caysa clenched his jaw. He felt Aron press a warm palm to his lower back, helping him stay upright. 

“Why are you here, of all places? Listen, this isn’t the time or the company. I’ll explain everything later, Caysa,” Albin said as he took a seat on the stool Najah had just been on, leaning calmly against the wall. But that intensity was back. Caysa bit his tongue before something agreeable, and appeasing blurted out, he didn’t want to find out in some nebulous, unknowable later time that may never come. He wanted to know now. He wanted to know here, where Albin couldn’t turn him away. His left arm itched underneath the white gauze, his stiches seemed to pull tight. 

“And when is later? What is so unspeakable that you refuse to tell me now? What is the purpose of talking down to me, keeping secrets from me, lying to me?”

“I think you already know what it is if you’re shouting at me like that,” Albin said, looking over at Caysa, green eyes familiar and different, like Caysa was looking at a faded portrait of Aron. With a shuddering breath, Caysa stepped forward until he was looming over Albin, casting him in shadow. He hooked his fingers in Albin’s mask and pulled it down.

He really did look like Aron. No, he was Aron, older and tireder and not the Aron that Caysa knew but an effigy of him, carved from exhaustion and pain. Aron pulled Caysa back towards him, unsheathing his sword.

“What demonic trick is this? Who are you?” 

Caysa covered his mouth with his hand, unable to hide his every confused emotion—anger, sadness, fear, maybe even relief.

“It’s no trick, Aron. I’m here to protect Caysa, from you. After all, I did kill the Black Dragon.” Albin smirked at Aron before quickly dropping it and staring down at the ground. Caysa picked at the thread of emotion he knew most strongly and unwound it, until there at the end sat seventeen years of loneliness, isolation and frustration. Caysa pulled his arm out of Aron’s grip and walked up to Albin, gripping his forearm and dragging him to the dingy church by the harbour.

It was empty and underwhelming. Sunlight streamed in and landed colourfully on the sandstone floor from the stained glass. Dust motes lit up and floated serenely. The four Sangui stood in a silent line, overlooking the wooden benches with hard, marble faces. Caysa pushed Albin onto one of the benches before taking the bench opposite the aisle. The silence was crushing. A faithful man might’ve confused it for some kind of divine penance.

“How did you find out?” Albin said.

“It wasn’t my first thought, but eventually it became the only explanation that made sense. Why did you leave me there?” was the only thing Caysa could verbalise—the only question that could encompass all the others he wanted to ask.

“Danrho wanted you close to the alps. It was part of our deal.”

“You lived nearby for most of my life, or you at least visited often ... so why didn’t you take me with you? Why did you let me be raised human?” Caysa looked over to Albin, his tall, strong body hunched over and staring resolutely forward, a man facing perdition.

“Because I couldn’t. I am a failure of man. I killed the one I love before; I could not bear to fail you as well, or to see you fail. It couldn’t be because of me again.”

“There were other dragons you could have given me to.” Caysa traced the lines of the stained-glass. The warping of the glass created beautiful undulations, coincidentally mimicking the ebb and flow of the ocean. The scene it depicted was the creation of the Sangui from Palo’s blood, each droplet, by virtue of the medium it was mixed with, birthing a new god with their own individual purpose.

“I know.”

Caysa also knew: I did not want you to be too different. I still wanted to be able to see you, affect you, matter to you. It was a ridiculous love, so deeply selfish, like a cruel cut to the arm in lieu of a painful truth.

He tried again; he wanted Albin to say it himself. “Did I seem happy to you?”

Albin finally moved, dropping his head heavy into his hands, running rough palms over his worn face. It had been handsome once. Of course it was—it was Aron’s—but the radiance had waned, tarnished over time and under the weight of Albin’s loyalty.

“No, you didn’t, but that was ... that is how I knew him. I do love you, Caysa. Everything I have done and will do is out of love for you, but I cannot help what I am or the limits of what I know.” Caysa looked back to the front, wondering how miserable this other Caysa must’ve been, what his story was and foolishly sent a grieving prayer for him.

“Am I anything like him?”

“No. Sometimes I see him in you, the shadow of him in your eyes. But, at your core, who you are, you two are not similar. The way you stand, talk, smile is all ... so simple, compared to him. He was a burdened man.” Albin turned to look at Caysa, and Caysa traced every unknown scar and wrinkle. A story lost to time was written into the defeated slump of this man. “Can you ever forgive me?” 

Caysa hid his unbidden smile with a sigh. Intense green eyes so emphatic—but no, Caysa did not have that grace within him right now. One day in the amorphous, later, he would find the capacity to have such benevolence.

“I suppose I will always forgive Aron,” Caysa settled with. Albin gave a humourless smile before nodding. He returned to his silent sentry with the statues as Caysa stood up and walked out of the narrow, dark church. 

In the bright morning light, Aron sat on the church steps, head held in his hands, gripping tightly to his luminous curls. Caysa smiled and crouched next to him.

“I think he will probably be inside for a while yet. Do you want to talk to him?”

“No,” Aron groaned.

“I’ll be waiting by Iphys’ Pier when you’re done.” Caysa patted Aron’s back. Standing up, he felt neither better nor worse, just wispier. A sullen lie had been lifted away only to reveal an equally sullen truth. 
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ARON SAT UP, WATCHING Caysa’s narrow form walk away. He’d promised before, to Marko’s spirit, taken up Sun-singer in honour of that promise, that he would not harm Caysa, or he would fall upon his own sword. He’d promised that, and yet in that building sat living proof that that wasn’t true. 

Aron drew his hand down his face. He was not that man.

He would go into that room and prove he was not anything like that man. Aron was not Caysa’s murderer, nor his ghost.

He strode into the atrium of the church, leaving Sun-singer by the door. He was no devotee, and this church may have been little more than a repurposed stable, but even he knew better than to bring weapons into a holy house. Aron stayed standing in the middle.

“You know you can sit down,” Aron’s miserable future said, hunched over and cowed.

“No.” Aron had no interest in pretending he and this man were equals by any measure.

“Fine.”

In the silence that fell, Aron caught Hirresh’s warlike countenance—ineffectual, as aggression usually was. Aron had come here with a purpose and question.

“Why did you kill Caysa?” 

“It was complicated. We fought. For him it was on purpose, for me it was an accident.”

You talk like every pathetic man trying to absolve himself, Aron almost said, but instead he took a deep breath. “So you don’t even know. Did you love him?”

“More than I knew what to do with.”

Aron huffed out a laugh, but he didn’t feel any humour, only disgust. All that love but not enough to spare Caysa—a selfish love. Aron sent out a prayer to the poor soul that had been the recipient of this man’s affections.

“What were his last words?”

“He told me he had always hated me, that I was the bane of his existence.”

Aron laughed to himself. All the way to the end, you tried to get him to save himself, Aron thought. What a miserable, loyal soul to be wasted on this flimsy laggard.

“Something funny?”

“Not at all.” Aron cleared his throat. One last prayer for the dead, and Aron moved to leave this empty hall.

“Where we are going is dangerous, especially for Caysa. You should learn archery, you may end up needing it in the end.” The failed wraith looked up at Aron. He had a fake smirk on, trying to mock him. At least Aron could die knowing he wasn’t going to look like his father. Aron scoffed. He’d avoided learning archery for over ten years, and he’d avoid learning it for another seventy. 

“The difference between you and I is that I still have my conviction. Pathetic,” Aron said, leaving and grabbing his sword on the way out. Even if Aron had to swim his way out of the Sognima, he would not abandon Caysa on his journey.

“Neither conviction nor love will save anyone,” Albin mumbled to Hirresh’s stone façade, but Aron had already left, taking the clatter with him. 

Aron made his way to the pier, unmissable by the way Iphys’ statue stood in front of it, blowing a stone kiss to the sailors, blessing them with fair winds and a smooth journey. He cut through the crowds easily, height and width intimidating people into moving around him. On the emptiest pier sat a lonely figure, boots lined up neatly next to him, with one knee tucked under his chin and the other leg dangling down, skimming the top of the waves. Aron paused, taking in the sight of Caysa, the sweeping curve of his nape and shoulders. He really was beautiful. Aron had always thought Caysa’s beauty was almost mystical. He could laugh at his younger self now for how close he was to the truth. He took a deep breath—salt and the shouts of dock workers on the wind—and sat next to Caysa.

“Enlightening?” Caysa asked, dark-brown eyes staring out into the distance. 

“Probably more for him than for me,” Aron confessed. He felt nothing for that man except the joy of distance. Caysa smiled and looked over. Aron’s eyes couldn’t help but trace the flow of Caysa’s face before looking back up to his eyes, upturned by his smile.

“What would you do,” Caysa licked his lips, “if I died?”

He frowned. “I would never let that happen, but I would not do that.” Aron looked up at the sky, intense blue only broken up by the presence of sparse white clouds floating along. “I would travel the world looking for the next Black dragon, and if I found it, I would protect it with my life.”

Caysa laughed, bright and clear. “Good.” He unfolded himself, letting go of his leg so he could turn to Aron fully, well-kept hands folded in his lap as he played with the bracelets on his wrist. “Yet I understand him a bit; if I could go back, say everything honestly, do everything right ...” He unknotted the white scrap from wrist, stark against his dark skin, so that it flapped in his grasp.

“There’s nothing back there,” Aron said aloud. He meant it, too. His sometimes-infantile feelings towards Marko aside, he didn’t think there was a world in which Marko would scorn Caysa for anything.

“I know, but it is hard to let go.” Caysa’s voice shook, so quiet it was almost swallowed up by the ambient sounds around them. He stood up, parchment-coloured shirt billowing, engulfing Caysa’s slim frame. Aron also stood up. He always forgot he was taller than Caysa now. His whole life before this, he’d hidden in Caysa’s longer shadow, and now, when he put his arms around Caysa and lowered his face to the back of Caysa’s neck, Aron was finally able to give his adoration to Caysa without limit. 

Aron layered Caysa’s arm with his, surrounding cold hands with his. Caysa’s body was shivering, maybe from the cold but probably from tears. “I love you,” Aron whispered into Caysa’s neck.

“I love you, too.” Caysa let go of Marko’s shirt cuff. It caught the wind quickly, fluttering away like a butterfly, bouncing in the wind. They stood like that, entangled on the pier and staring out at different things, until Caysa’s shoulders stopped shaking. Caysa turned around in Aron’s arms, brows furrowing as he lifted hands so soft and gentle to Aron’s face, swiping wetness from under his eyes. 

“If we were ever separated, I would swim the length and breadth of the Sognima to find you again.” Caysa held Aron’s face in his hands. Aron lifted his own hands up, grabbing onto Caysa’s and gently kissing each knuckle.

“If ever we could not find each other, I would break the banks of Sognima myself and wash the world anew so we may be reborn together,” Aron promised.

Caysa smiled wide, pulling Aron’s face down to meet his. Their lips found each other’s, Aron pressing Caysa’s body to his, Caysa’s hands upon Aron’s neck, close enough to feel his soaring pulse beneath his warm fingers.
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Fleetingness of Birds in Migration 
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Three days before they were set to head out west back to Garni, Marko—just healed from a near death by goring and still glowing from the praise lavished upon him—had taken it upon himself to treat their dormitory to a night out at one of the most expensive brothels in Oskall. And that unfortunately included Aron.

The brothel was loud with drunken and forced laugher alike. Aron’s eyes glazed over the women, some young and airy, others voluptuous with far more finesse than their girlish peers, soliciting his foolish compatriots of their money. It was of no comfort that when he sat down several women of all shapes and sizes flocked to him, earning Aron the aggravated stares of men shorter than him. Marko gave Aron a painfully obvious wink as a pale woman passed him a glass of wine, filled beyond what was traditionally appropriate. Aron tipped his head back and skulled the dry wine in one go. Marko made a choked sound in his throat.

“Can’t you at least act the gentleman?” Aron looked at him like he was an idiot. “Fine, just don’t scare the girls away.” Marko went back to his ineffectual flirting and Aron watched as his wine glass was refilled. 

It was headache-inducing, the laughter and the talking and the incense. He’d brought a book with him so nobody would try to start a conversation with him, though he was struggling against the paltry lantern-light to read it. It was an awful book, but Aron had told himself to endure it for the sake of finishing the series. Aron thanked Palo that Falio Deronda, the author of the current bane of his existence, was dead. Everything wrong with the first five volumes of Suitors of Heaven were glaringly so by volume ten. Aron struggled through another heaving of Mira’s breasts and Sir Arturo’s groans—clearly, Deronda had died of some kind of lack of blood to the rest of his body. 

“You don’t seem the type.” A woman sat next to Aron. A pretty, tanned brunette with a round, wide nose, dress straps falling off her shoulder. Aron looked at her dark-brown eyes with their thick, dark lashes. She smiled, “The book you’re reading, I wouldn’t have thought it was your thing.”

“I’m reading it for someone else,” Aron said. She gave a small ‘oh’ and then winked. 

“Lucrezia.” She held out her hand, Aron took it. She had a firm grip despite her soft skin.

“Aron.”

“Like, the Silver Stallion?” she asked excitedly, leaning towards him. Aron cringed. He wished every day that awful title would die and be forgotten.

“Unfortunately.”

She looked incredibly happy, and then she asked, “So, is it just like in the book? The courting and fighting?”

Aron dogeared the page he was on. “No, everything you’ve learnt from these books is nonsense,” he told her with dead seriousness. She giggled with a snort at the end and smacked his shoulder.

“You’re so serious. Go on, tell me what it’s like.” Lucrezia had bright, sparkling eyes. They reminded Aron of Caysa—almost. Aron sighed.

“It’s messy and sweaty.”

“Messy and sweaty, huh? I mean, they do say the handsome men all go north.” Lucrezia nodded down at the book in Aron’s hands. Evermore, he wished he owned it so he wouldn’t feel guilty if he threw into a fire. 

The conversation hit its lulls, and Aron let Lucrezia steer it wherever she wanted, answering her starry-eyed questions and smiling politely at her innuendos as they drank their way through the wine. Occasionally, Marko would make his presence known and Aron would ignore his suggestive brows and salacious smile.

Eventually, Lucrezia got up with a stretch.

“I’d love to gossip all night, but I’m still at work.” She leaned down towards Aron, smelling of rosewater. “The rumours are true—you are chivalrous.”

Aron watched as she walked away, called over by a pair of rowdy men. Aron looked back down to the Suitors of Heaven. He did not think so, deliberate chivalry was different to the utter disinterest he felt; his desires lay elsewhere. Aron snapped his book shut and stood up. The room tilted, but Aron blinked away his disorientation and made his way to the balcony. It was surprisingly empty out there. The frigid night air was sobering as it hit his flushed cheeks.

Leaning on the stone balustrade, Aron held his head in his hands, pressing his palms into his eyes until he saw spots. This night felt like it was taking forever, as if time itself was trying to stop Aron from reuniting with Caysa.

“Are you going to sulk all night? You may as well leave.” Marko came up next to Aron. Aron turned to look at Marko. He must’ve looked twisted up or teary, because Marko dropped his stern look and huddled closer. “What’s wrong?”

“I miss him,” Aron admitted. “I’m tired.” Of Oskall, of the distance, of the stupid epithets, of tourneys and parades and shining silver armour. Marko squeezed Aron’s shoulder. He’d never been good at comforting Aron when these moods struck. They were too different: one too embittered and the other too enamoured. 

“I do too. Go back and rest, Aron,” Marko said. “We’re going home tomorrow, and we’ll need all the energy we can summon.”



Part Three: Three Suns
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The few days after the encounter with Albin were quiet. Caysa didn’t know what to do about it. Leave it to fester until it was unavoidable was probably the only option, considering Aron’s and Albin’s personalities. Caysa didn’t like that. Waiting for wounds to become so large they could no longer be ignored often led to infections that could not be healed—or even if they could, the scars and residual pain would last a lifetime. It led to him writing, and occasionally attempting illustrations, though he had neither the practice nor the natural talent to make his renderings of Tearn’s true dragon form any less off-perspective or flat.

He wrote down random thoughts he had about space, but whenever he looked back on them, they just seemed juvenile or incomplete. Caysa pushed his palms into his eyes. How did one begin to unravel the whole of space around them? 

He was going to go insane, like those Imran monks who had been tried for treason and kept in the dungeons of Chadiero. Eventually, they had begun rambling about ghosts living in the walls before their hearts had stopped out of fear. Yes, just like those monks, Caysa had crossed the ire of a Havri, and now he was losing his tenuous sanity. With a laugh, Caysa stood up and stretched, it struck him that he ought to talk to Zavon, see if he had any more knowledge to impart onto Caysa. 

He found Zavon staring out the window of the inn from his room, gaze somewhere far away. He’d been like that recently, sequestering himself away. He must’ve hated being caged in like this: the high gates of Pritta and the squeezing and shunting of human bodies. Caysa stood over Zavon, who barely moved except to inhale and exhale shallowly.

“Zavon?” He didn’t react for a second before nodding his head in the barest acknowledgement. “Let us go for a stroll?”

Zavon breathed out deeply. “If that is what you wish.”

Caysa chose to take them to the coast, to the long beach that spread out from the west of Pritta. It offered a wide and flat expanse headed by huge dunes. The fine yellow sand was dotted with shells and bordered by the blue ocean. The sand dragged Caysa’s steps, making it difficult to walk until they got to the wet, hardpacked ground nearer to the breaking waves.

“Let’s not walk too far. I’d hate for your protector to blame me if you got lost,” Zavon said. He strolled just behind Caysa, and when Caysa turned his head to face him, he tucked his long red hair behind his ear. Streaks of crimson fluttered around his tanned face, and his gleaming seafoam eyes squinted out towards the horizon. 

“He doesn’t get an opinion on how I spend my time,” Caysa grouched. Even thinking about Albin made his face still and his hands ball into fists, but talking about that man wasn’t why Caysa had dragged Zavon out here.

“Oh, you and Aron finally had a fight?”

“What?”

“Never mind,” Zavon said quickly. Caysa sighed. It was worse than he thought—Zavon was losing the will to be petty.

“I wanted to talk to you.” Caysa fell back into step with Zavons whose footprints in the wet sand sunk deep revealing but a sliver of Zavon’s true size, “I am ... stuck. Whenever I try to understand space, it all seems to fall from my grasp.”

“How many times have I told you that just thinking is not going to yield you answers or power?”

Caysa’s face heated up. Well, true as it was, Caysa couldn’t just not think about it. “I do not understand where your relationship with fire comes from. You can explain it all you want, but it will never make sense to me. I am human.” Caysa stopped himself; he wasn’t human anymore. “I was human, before I was a dragon. It’s how I see the world.”

“Then haply our struggle comes from our different languages,” Zavon mused. He hadn’t turned to look at Caysa properly yet, eyes still stuck on some invisible thing on the horizon. “You enjoy talking, so you might as well say what you wish to say.”

Caysa gulped down the salty air. What he wanted to say, what he wanted to ask was whether Zavon had begun regretting his decision. He wanted to know if he wanted to shed his human skin and fly east to the Dragonhold, but Zavon didn’t answer questions that were too direct. Caysa would have to wheedle the truth out of him.

“Do you think it’s possible for me to do this? Don’t you think I’m too slow?” Caysa asked instead.

Zavon chuckled. “It’s better that you are slow at your own pace, Caysa, than inclined to rush ahead unduly.”

“Is that really true, or are you simply trying to console your slow student?”

Zavon finally turned his head. His red hair flickered around his unnaturally perfect face. “There’s no consolation needed. Take what I am about to say as both a warning and a wisdom: all dragons grow and die by whether they are master or conduit of their element. Those who rush ahead and attempt to harness what isn’t freely given will inevitably become consumed by the elements and see their physical and mental existences erased. Whatever path you take, Caysa, the answer cannot be found through force.”

In the shadow of Zavon, Caysa shuddered as the cold wind cut through him. “What are you then? Master or conduit?”

“I am but a conduit for the inferno that flows through me. I am a great conduit, and my power is greater still because the fire that extends forth from me is grateful of my form. Our dance is as true partners,” Zavon smiled. Caysa rolled his eyes.

“What a humble conduit,” Caysa laughed, but he dropped it again as he combed through Zavon’s words in his mind. He hadn’t dreamed of being in another place since seeing Aron again, and he hadn’t entered the space between spaces either; he had only used his magic to find Albin, and then only then for a short amount of time. Was this really the path he was meant to take?

“I need not be humble. It’s true, after all. I am a great boon to my element, as I am sure you will be too, one day. You are young, you’ve many years left.”

“Not if I die,” Caysa said. On all sides, it felt as if his life was hanging on by a fragile thread, and he had really wished to pass on, if only for a moment of respite. Zavon laughed; it echoed across the beach. Caysa smiled. It felt good to hear it again, to see Zavon’s marble-carved face open and reveal the personality within. 

“Live on, Caysa. I wish to see the endless glory of the stars above us harnessed and the veil between worlds shattered.”

Caysa breathed out with a hum. Perhaps Zavon was merely lonely in a city full of humans. There were only two dragons. His whole world had narrowed to Tearn and Caysa, where Caysa’s had expanded hugely from the grasses of Garni to the sandstone walls and musical feet of Pritta. In the end, both human and dragon were simply animals desperate for affection, and they sought it out, whether in others or in themselves. Caysa linked his arm with Zavon’s like he had Sola when they were little children, absorbing the warmth that radiated from Zavon’s body.

A conduit.

A master.

The veil between worlds shattered.

A boon for the glorious element of space.

And Zavon, a prince amongst dragons, inheritor of fiery will.

Fanciful, mythic, strange, unknowable. Caysa stared out at the horizon. Everything was simple when thought of in single words or condensed into ideas to be written down. But to truly know something so esoteric, so endless, to understand it and its intricacies—that required the dedication of one’s whole life.

“Stop thinking so much. Your greatest flaw as a student is you think out every action instead of practising it. Be wise, Caysa. Talent will only get you so far,” Zavon said. He jolted to a stop, almost tripping up Caysa, and untangled his arm to bend down and pick up an oblong green shell. He flipped in over to reveal its underside; blue, pink and white shone smoothly inside. Mother-of-pearl.

Zavon handed the shell to Caysa and said, “It is time. The new moon is finally upon us tonight, and I will be able to escape in the darkness to slumber in the islands west of here.”

“You will return?”

“In three days, I will have rested enough to regain my waning power. I promise under the expanse of the sky.”

Caysa smoothed his thumb over the mother-of-pearl and nodded. It sparkled and shone in the afternoon light, beautiful and unexpected.  

***
[image: ]


ARON APPROACHED THE young boy as Albin, emerging from the shadows of the forest, but not before waiting and observing him for a moment. The young boy had a delicate build, delicate wrists and fingers made for writing and weaving, as he was doing now. Sitting alone by the river’s edge, he was re-weaving an old basket. Head scarf abandoned by his side, halter tied loosely so as not to cause discomfort on the neck and mindlessly humming ‘the Mountain Heroes’ tune out of order. His sharp scapulas poked out from his back like wings about to take flight. Caysa was very much unlike Alessandro in that way. Alessandro had had that intense alertness about him—a skittishness that manifested in the stillness of his fawn-like frame and trembling dark eyes. He rarely wore fewer than two layers at a time, but that level of self-consciousness didn’t manifest in Caysa when he was alone. 

Aron swallowed his pride. This was what he wanted; he did not want Caysa to suffer as Alessandro had. He continued thinking that like a prayer. When Caysa turned around to face him when, Aron was already standing above him, dangerously close for an unknown.

“You’re so quiet,” Caysa said. “I almost thought you were a snake.”

“You should be afraid of snakes,” Aron said, sitting down next to Caysa.

“Oh? I don’t think so.” Caysa went back to weaving closed a hole in the old basket. Aron almost asked if he’d rather he just buy Caysa a new one, but he knew Caysa would diligently shake his head. Indeed, Aron thought, Caysa had taken to being a monk better than Aron had to being a knight. “If I just ignore the snake, then I am sure it will ignore me too.”

“Not always.” Aron plucked a blade of grass and tore it longways, letting the narrow slivers flutter into the breeze. “That’s why when you see a snake you must always run.” 

Caysa looked up at him. His big, dark eyes looked into his with the precision of daggers. Caysa had soft features. Each wide curve and hill effortlessly rolled into the others, but his gaze was hard as obsidian. There, Aron spotted the space between Caysa and Alessandro. 

“Hmm. If that is true, then I feel sorry for the snakes that don’t attack.”

“How do you mean?”

“They must be lonely ... everyone keeps running away from them.”

Aron smiled, face hidden behind a scarf. A holy fool indeed.

You’re such a fool, Aron.

“I try not to have remorse for snakes. I cannot tell the venomous ones from the kind ones,” Aron said. Caysa yawned, small fist rubbing his eyes.

“I shall learn the difference then,” he said.

***
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THE MIDNIGHT OF THE new moon came, and Caysa and Tearn followed Zavon to the cliffs of Pritta. It was dangerously dark with only starlight as their guide. If it weren’t for Tearn gripping his arm, Caysa was sure he’d tumble back down the rocky path that led to the top of the cliffs. 

They watched as Zavon shed his human clothes, spindly in the darkness, long hair buffeted by the wind. Caysa was reminded of descriptions of sea beasts that sung sailors to their deaths and cavorted with sea serpents. Strange beasts that looked human but whose mouths hid rows and rows of pointed teeth. With a loud pop of displaced air, the dragon stood in front of them, crushing hardy coastal grasses under his big talons. Caysa understood the need to fly as a dragon under the cover of the darkest night, but he almost wished it was daylight so could admire the rose gleam and blue-green effect of Zavon’s scales.

“Why did we come here? He could have done this on his own,” Tearn groused as Zavon’s large body caused some rocks at the edge to topple over and splash into the water. Caysa stifled a smile.

“Because otherwise he’d destroy his clothes again,” Caysa whispered back. Zavon opened his huge forelimbs, stretching them out. A low, undulating sound came from his throat before he dropped down. Tearn made an exaggerated frown.

“He’s laughing because we’re both small,” she said.

Zavon leaned forward, puffs of hot breath billowing over Caysa and Tearn’s faces. It was quite disgusting. Caysa turned his face into his shoulder as Tearn leaned back a bit.

Sleep well. In three days I will return.

Zavon’s voice echoed in their minds, loud but whisper-like, more like a passing thought than the thunderous headache that came with communicating with the older dragons.

“I will,” Tearn said with her nose upturned. She must’ve caught it from Aron. Zavon gave a short, pitchy chirp in reply.

Caysa put out his hand, letting Zavon’s large nose bump against it like he was a cat. “Enjoy your rest, Zavon.”

Zavon pulled back again. He turned around to the loose, dangerous edge of the cliff and launched himself off. He caught the updraft and glided up, practically soundless compared to the crashing of the waves, flying due west to the rocky, uninhabitable islets that were known to be the westernmost parts of Asaneel. He disappeared between the black spaces between stars as if he had never been there in the first place. 

“Good riddance. Let’s get something to eat—I am starved.” Tearn started dragging Caysa back down towards the dunes and beach. They laughed and giggled at each other as they slipped and tripped on loose pebbles, gripping onto each other’s arms. 
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Quest
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In the middle of the night, Zavon had disappeared, and Aron tried to keep the relief from his face. He clenched his jaw shut at breakfast so the let’s keep it that way that was dying to make its way out of his mouth wouldn’t emerge as Tearn bickered one-sidedly with Caysa about the Ottrisus.

“It doesn’t make any sense. If Palo made all the other gods and knows their hearts, why was he surprised when Imra didn’t do what he wanted, and why did he send another god to kill her?” Tearn gestured widely over torn-up bread crusts.

They were in the small courtyard of the inn, where grape vines tressed down in curling strands from a trellis above them. The inn certainly lived up to its name. Bushes of roses in various stages of blooming and fruiting surrounded them. The air stunk of flowers, decaying plant matter and toast. 

“It’s not supposed to make sense; it’s just a story to explain why pilgrimage and humility are central to Imra.”

“Yes, but the other god cuts off her head.”

They continued their back and forth, and Aron let himself relax to the oscillating of their argument. Aron had forgotten most of the Ottrisus; he remembered only the poem of the four Sangui and the last act of King Dumit’s journey. The middling bits, like the Judgement of the Sangui or the Song to Iphys and Alipse, escaped him.

“What do you think?” Tearn turned to Aron, frustrated that Caysa wouldn’t admit that the Judgment of the Sangui was a ridiculous story and, by virtue, so was the rest of the Ottrisus.

“I think Palo is a terrible ruler.” Aron leaned back in his chair, stretching to illustrate his disinterest. “He pit his children against each other for his own satisfaction, and when Imra refused to make her gifts into a glory of warfare, she was punished. War, gold, wheat and knowledge—surely Palo, who knows every crevice of this world, who is the continuous thoughts of all living things, has no need for these.”

“Exactly. Ridiculous,” Tearn agreed.

“It is the highest form of blasphemy to claim to understand the will of the gods, let alone Palo. Both humans and dragons are mortals, and the gods are eternal—we could never comprehend them as if they were our kin,” Caysa said, looking between Aron and Tearn.

“Exactly. The gods are eternal, so what use is wheat and fruit to them? They’re just greedy.” Aron leaned forward so he could get a clearer view of the smile about to break through on Caysa’s face as he failed to keep up the act of serious monk. 

Aron smiled and ate the last of his toast in one big bite and Tearn scoffed as she ripped the crust into smaller and smaller pieces. The desk girl, Valeria, walked out into the courtyard and approached Caysa carefully. In her hands, she held a folded piece of paper.

“For you. The boss asked me to give it to you last night.” She held out the note and Caysa took it timidly, his face flat.

“Thank you, Valeria.” Caysa nodded shallowly, giving her a pained smile. Valeria left with a skip in her step. Albin must’ve paid her a lot to keep her mouth shut. No wonder she always seemed so joyed. Caysa flipped the note over in his hands but didn’t open it. Instead, he looked down at it with furrowed brows, throat bobbing up and down. He pinched his bottom lip, and Aron reached over the table to pluck the note out of Caysa’s hands. Caysa relinquished it without a fight and pushed his plate away. Aron flipped open the note. It was short and to the point. Aron’s jaw clenched as he saw his own sharp lettering:

Caysa,

Remiss as I am to disturb you, we must begin plans to leave the continent promptly. At noon, please meet me at the port lodging to begin our discussions. 

Your Knight. 

Aron crushed the note in his hand as he read that last line. Your knight. Such a chivalrous title to give himself. 

“I understand,” Aron said. Caysa looked up through his lashes, dark eyes shiny with regret.

“You don’t have to—please don’t.” Caysa sat up straight, but Aron only shook his head. They could not stay in Pritta indefinitely. Eventually, they would have to leave, and Albin, for better or worse, was their cheapest way off Asaneel and into Akensoya. 

“Tearn will be with me. I’m sure we’ll have a very productive conversation.” Aron reached over and patted Tearn on the back. She looked at him with her face exaggeratedly twisted up in disgust. Caysa bit his lip and nodded.

Aron and Tearn showed up at Najah’s residence right after noon proper. The quaint wooden door opened to Najah’s dignified face. In a show of hospitality, he sat them down at his table and offered water or wine. Both Tearn and Aron refused, but Najah didn’t seem disturbed in the slightest by their lack of manners. Aron felt the wood of the chair he was sitting on squeak. Tearn sat next to him, looking around, eyes settling on anything that shone in the light before she looked away conspicuously.

“Don’t even think about it,” Najah said from where they were leaning back in their own seat, reading through a massive stack of paper.

“Wasn’t thinking about anything.” Tearn ducked her head. “What are you reading?” 

Aron rolled his eyes upwards. He found it difficult to look at Najah too long. He was too reminiscent of Caysa, which must not have been lost on Albin when he started a relationship with him. It made Aron’s skin prickle uncomfortably—made him want to punch something, or someone.

“I am a playwright, and half of writing is re-reading everything you have written.” Najah didn’t look up as he used a fingernail to cross something from the page he was on.

“I thought you were a dancer.” Aron arched an eyebrow. Najah finally looked up through his curled lashes, giving Aron a long, appraising look.

“You do know people can be more than one thing? Besides, every writer, poet and dramaturgist in Pritta has a second job.” Najah gave a salacious smile and Aron cringed a bit. “Or a sponsor willing to pay them to work. That’s the problem with this place; every bum in Pritta thinks they have a story worth listening to. City of Publishers, really.”

“And that’s your relationship with Albin? He’s your patron?” Aron asked as he looked around the room. He surveyed the cold, stone walls, noting the draught that blew through. Sounds from the port could be heard clearly. Albin was a fairly poor sponsor if this was what Najah was left to work with. 

Before Najah could speak, Albin entered the room and Aron clenched his teeth. The most unfortunate effect of him learning Albin’s relationship to Caysa and Aron had to be his abandonment of his mask. It was in equal measure revolting and frustrating to see himself as this ragged poacher, almost twenty years older and prancing around Asaneel with little regard for Caysa and his feelings—or Aron’s even, considering that was his face.

“Can you put your mask back on?” Aron sneered as Albin also sat, the chair squeaking under his weight.

“It’s my face too, Aron.”

“Yes. Well, I wear it better, so cover it up.”

Najah laughed. “Tell me, he’s your lost son, right? You’re identical in matters of appearance and preference.”

Aron held in his groan. It was already inexplicable, imagining himself as having twisted time around to save Caysa. If he were his own father, he’d most definitely have to kill himself and take Albin with him. He’d have to entrust Caysa with Tearn and Zavon, but he knew his love would understand his need to be released from such a bizarre Palo-given torture. 

“Do they have to be here?” Tearn asked. Blessed Tearn and her deep understanding of Aron’s sufferances. 

“Najah can be wherever they want,” Albin said. He rolled out a map almost as big as the table. Najah neatened up their own stack of papers and sat up.

“Well, Najah does not want to be here. Don’t steal anything.” They stood up and walked to the adjoining room, one delicate hand gliding over Albin’s neck and shoulders as they passed by. Albin watched them go, and Aron held his face in his hands. It would never stop being mortifying; he’d die of humiliation because of this man. 

“I also don’t want to be here,” Tearn mumbled under her breath. Aron concurred, but Caysa did not want to see Albin, and Zavon had disappeared somewhere—not that he was by any means trustworthy either. “Well, let us get on with it. How much longer do we have to stay here? All these humans are making my teeth itch.”

“Soon. Merchants and travellers are returning home now. The borders and ports will have higher security until the end of the month. Planning around them takes careful communication, and my money and contacts can only get us so far. Good will takes time to build up.”

“Then why didn’t you start building it before?” Aron asked. He studied the map. The Once-Liorn Empire was emblazoned at the centre and covered most of Ritzia. Islands worth a nation’s coffers and a knight’s honour, little more than an afterthought for the mapmakers. It would have been laughable if a simmering contrition hadn’t taken root in Aron’s gut. That may have been Caysa’s over-compassionate influence being entrenched in Aron’s soul.

“Shut up. Getting out from under of Aradia’s jurisdiction is the first and most vital step. Caysa has managed to hide in plain sight so far, but moving too quickly will alert them.”

“It’s too late. Alia has a long reach; she’s already tried to use the hunters and poachers on the outskirts to her advantage to dig up information. The only reason she hasn’t pushed further is because Aradia’s reputation is on the line, and they’ve already revealed too much internal strife by suspending my title.”

“You got your title suspended?” Albin smirked. “That’s impressive.”

In a hot flash, Aron imagined reaching over the tabletop and strangling the Black Wraith and dragging his body back over the border, but he tamped down his pettiness. He was doing this for Caysa—everything was for Caysa, including putting up with this man.

“So, how do we do that? Aren’t Nousha and Abacia close?” Tearn asked as she looked down at the map with a strange expression, finger tracing the Serpentback mountains that separated the Dragonhold from Roshia. 

“Imoas has close political ties to Pritta, but that doesn’t necessarily extend to Western Liorn or other cities like Kadas.” He pointed to a dot next to the Emara River, the greatest and widest of its kind in all the known world. “Kadas is closer related to Chedoa and is one of the few spots on the Emara that is safe to cross at any time of year.”

“Cross? We’re trying to go south, not east.” Tearn looked over to Albin, who looked up for a moment before he turned his attention to the map.

“There are few places safer for Caysa and you than the Achintine or Styracuss. Both are politically neutral and uphold the dignity of their citizens above all else.”

Tearn gave Aron a sidelong glance, both confused and concerned but unable to parse out why Albin’s rhetoric made her feel that way. Aron understood though. Albin had no intention of taking Caysa to the Valley of the Sun in time for the Solar Collusion. He was upholding his deal to the Silver dragon: he was going to take Caysa to East Oza and the Wan Lun Sea. 

“There’s no such thing as ‘politically neutral’. Do you think Caysa won’t see through what you’re doing?” Aron glared, waiting for Albin to look up, but he didn’t. He simply kept looking at the huge map, one finger tracing the Tisgan Alps absently. Aron slammed his hand down, covering the rest of Aradia, and Albin finally looked up, giving a scathing look almost reminiscent of Sir Lucio Beratta’s utter disdain for Aron when he was a whimpering princeling. But Aron had long since outgrown being cowed by mean looks sent his way by impotent old men. “Well?”

“Caysa’s smart. He’ll understand the necessity of all this.” Albin leaned back in his seat to give both Aron and Tearn a self-assured look. Tearn shifted in her seat and looked away. “Eventually.”

“You’re alive because Caysa asked for your life, but push too far, Black Wraith, and not even Caysa’s mercy will spare you.”

“You misunderstand me. What I should have said was that neither you nor Caysa have any other options, so he will, by necessity, have to accept this course of action.”

“Enough. All you have to do is get us out of Asaneel without getting us killed or hunted.” Tearn spoke over them both, pulling the map from under their hands and rolling it back up like that would entrap this conversation hide the light of day. 

“Sure. Let us stop here then. Now, get out of Najah’s house.” Albin stood up and ripped the rolled map out of Tearn’s hands. Tearn breathed in shakily before turning her nose up and storming out. 

Aron followed her out, running a hand through his hair. He felt greasy. Something awful coated his throat and skin. Albin—this feeling stemmed from the appearance of that man in Aron’s life. When? Why had he come here? How could he proclaim his intent to protect Caysa by trying to remove all Caysa’s choices from the equation? It was sickening to think about, that he might end up that way, that he could turn on his closest friend and greatest love and betray him with no regard. 

Aron took a deep breath in. I am different from that man, he told himself. Caysa was still alive, and until Aron’s dying day and beyond, Aron would protect him. He turned to Tearn. She herself seemed to affect an air of disregard when she saw that man, but now she looked shaken, unsure of herself. Before Aron had attributed it to the Black Wraith’s reputation, but now, he couldn’t help but wonder.

“Did you know?” Aron asked. Tearn’s head whipped around to him, her red-brown hair swirling like a bloody cloud around her wide-eyed face.

“No. Well, yes but no,” she stuttered. Aron did not feel surprised; whether it was a betrayal or not was a question for a later Aron who had less on his mind.

“Is that why you didn’t want to follow him?”

Tearn scrunched up her nose and sighed dramatically. “Alright, fine, I knew—but Aron, he threatened me, and I’m just a little dragon with no fire.” She looked at him with wide amber eyes. It probably would have worked on any other man, but all Aron saw was a seasoned liar, leveraging her injuries for his sympathies. He must have got hit on head recently, because he could not find it in him to fault her. Fine. So, she had figured it out beforehand and not told him; he wouldn’t have believed her anyway.

“Do not do that again.” Aron squeezed the bridge of his nose. When he looked over, Tearn was giving him a strange look. She shrugged.

“Oh, I thought—never mind.” She turned away and started walking. Aron followed behind, running through what he would say to Caysa, how he would assure Caysa that Aron would not allow Albin to entrap him..
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Sea of Legend
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The boat was shocking in its age, how such a thing could float across the Nyrni Sea, let alone hold people, was beyond Caysa. Except maybe as an act of intervention by Alipse. He’d never been on a boat before, but in his mind, they looked like those tall merchant vessels and not like this ... little thing.

“I am going to die,” Tearn whispered from next to him.

“You can fly. We’re the ones who are going to die,” Aron whispered back. Caysa agreed. He could swim, but probably not well enough to survive the tempestuous waters of the Nyrni.

“It’s a perfectly able vessel, and you are criminals, not aristocrats,” Albin said as he lugged a huge sack onto the boat. The single plank that connected the boat to the pier was tiny. It looked neither stable nor strong, and Caysa wondered whether it was arrogant to consider death by such a boat an indignity. “We’ll leave in two hours, so make sure you have everything you need.” Albin turned to them with an annoyed expression. “Well, get on with it.”

Caysa started when Aron grabbed his arm, pulling him along as they made their way back to the inn. Caysa took his time to take in Pritta for the last time. Who knew whether he’d be able to return one day, whether he’d be allowed to. He wanted to memorise it: the feel of it, the salt spray, the round wooden frames of the windows and doors, the metal of locks always in a state of replacement and renovation from the way the sea spray ate away at them. The looming height of the buildings. All of it. Caysa couldn’t help the fondness he’d developed for his first city. 

“I wish we could’ve spent longer here,” Caysa lamented as they passed Arita’s Tree. Its branches almost seemed bowed by the sheer number of leaves on it; it was unnaturally huge, even for a heathy old oak.

“Begrudgingly, I admit that it’s a beautiful city, on occasion,” Aron said, giving the tree a small look before facing forward.

“High praise from you.” Caysa bumped Aron’s shoulder with his and Aron gave an unamused look.

“The churches alone put Oskall’s to shame, though it’s surely not a difficult feat for a city almost as old as its country.”

“Alright, alright. Regardless, they certainly chose a beautiful spot to place it.” Caysa turned his head so he could see the flat horizon of the Nyrni loom past buildings. Aron made an assenting sound from the back of his throat. 

As they came upon the Rose Dawn Inn for the last time, Caysa saw that a figure in light and dark blue stood outside, holding something in their hands that was neatly folded at the small of their back.

“Doctor Remani?” Caysa asked. Remani turned around, tanned face set in the same passively interested expression.

“Just Remani is fine,” she drawled. “I had a dream you were leaving soon, so I asked around to find out where you were staying.”

“Uhm, yes, I’m leaving Pritta tonight. Did you only come by to wish me well?”

“Of course not. I came with a gift. When I was your age, I often travelled around. I learnt quickly that we all know to crave food and water on the road, and so we neglect the luxury of cleanliness.”

“I have no need for luxuries, Remani.” Caysa put his hands up in front of him, as if to block Remani’s gift.

“Ah, sure, you’ve got that Imran denial embedded in your bones. Just accept my gift. Who gives a fuck if you indulge in a little bit of luxury?” Remani brought her hands to the front and opened them. Sitting neatly inside was a small pouch made of patchwork blue scraps that seemed reused from some child’s suturing practice. Long silk strings tied it shut. Remani shoved it into Caysa’s face, so he had to grab it lest the pouch whack him in the nose. There was something thin and hard inside.

“You’ve done more than enough for me.” Caysa felt the coolness of metal through the cloth. “Besides, there are people who need this more than I.”

“So? I’ve done enough, but I can always do more.” Remani placed a hand on top of Caysa’s. “We help within our means, and this is something that is well within my means. Besides, I told you I had a dream you were going on a long journey. I’d hate for you to suffer ill fortune.”

“What does that mean? You had a dream?” Aron asked. He took the pouch from Caysa and held onto it tight, like it might be a dangerous hidden weapon. “Are you a witch?”

Caysa looked over to Remani, curious what she would say. She laughed brightly, “My mother said she was, but unfortunately, I never inherited any talent with magic, only the occasional very memorable dream. Goodbye. May Alipse and Iphys give you a smooth journey. May Narsa guide you to kind and generous strangers, and may you learn many fascinating things.” Remani waved and then immediately walked off before either Aron or Caysa could question her further.

“Imra’s tits, you’re all so strange,” Aron mumbled. Caysa looked affronted. When Aron caught his expression, he startled and quickly tacked on, “Not you, though.”

“Aron!” Caysa tried to keep his face stern and disapproving but chuckled. With a sigh, he dragged Aron forward, happy to let him carry the weight of all Remani’s help. Once they had returned to their room, Aron sat on the edge of the bed and unwound the ties holding the pouch shut. He tipped the contents out. Sitting on his palm was a thin silver rectangle of metal with an image of a sea serpent curled into an oval.

“Golden City kisi?” Aron said incredulously. Where had Remani come across something from the Golden City of Wewar, and why would she give it to Caysa?

“I wonder why she would give me that. Is it worth much?” Caysa asked as he packed loose sheets back into his sketchbook. 

“Worth? It is God steel!” Aron placed the kisi back into the pouch and tightly pulled the strings before knotting them into a taut square knot. Caysa looked over to Aron, trying to remember where he’d heard that term before. “The word in Liorni is ... platinum, I believe.”

“Platinum? Is that not rarer than gold?” Caysa gaped. Platinum money. He heard the Golden City was rich, but this was just too much—just what kind of trouble did Remani expect them to get into that they would need platinum money?

“Not so strange, after all. Quite pragmatic, actually,” Aron smirked, offering the pouch back. Caysa shook his head; somehow, the thought that he might lose it was all he could think about now, and he didn’t feel worthy of touching something worth so much. Aron winked and tied the strings around his neck before hiding the package properly in his shirt. Caysa smiled, the tension sliding out of his shoulders knowing Aron was looking after Remani’s gift, although he still couldn’t fathom how or why she had platinum currency to give away to strangers she’d only met once. Aron finally stood back up and helped Caysa pack whatever paltry items they had left between them.

From the writing desk, Caysa picked up A Knight Amongst Roses and smiled in spite of himself. What a silly thing, to pack this book and take it with him. He opened it up to the middle, where he knew there was an illustration of the blacksmith and the Lady E-dos labouring over the creation of the Dragon-slaying two-hander. In the corner, Aron had corrected the illustration, duly pointing out that Bleeding Heart had been smithed second to last, not first. The Nicasio in the book picked up the Bleeding Heart sword. The ruby glinted in the flames, and in the margins of the page, Aron had pointed out that this was anachronistic. Bleeding Heart only became associated with rubies in Sir Vardin’s time.

It was childish, but Caysa still clung to the stories of Sir Vardin and Sir Nicasio because they had survived. There were dozens of Dragon-slaying knights, but only two had survived actually slaying a full-sized dragon—and even then, it was known that Sir Vardin had lost an arm and leg in the incident. It was more a miracle that he had lived on at all. 

“You really were a precious child, Aron,” Caysa cooed as he flipped to another illustration of Sir Nicasio on his horse, riding through the abandoned town.

“Am I not still precious?” Aron plucked the book from Caysa’s grasp and sneered at it like it was personally offending him just by existing. “Did I ever tell you that the sword in this book is inaccurate?”

“Yes, you did, many times,” Caysa chuckled. “You know, I never did ask you why your sword no longer has a ruby in it.” He took the book back and gave it one last, long look. The faded green fabric cover and the long-since scratched-off gilding on the title. One last piece of innocence, for fanciful stories of knights and ladies and dragons, but Caysa could no longer find place for himself in these stories.

“The Havris refurbished the hilt after Sir Umberto killed himself and took the ruby out. Currently, it sits on my mother’s head as the Crown of Rukta.” Aron picked up the two-hander and observed the hilt with a keen eye. It had a larger steel pommel and a hilt wrapped in brown leather that looked half as ostentatious as every description of it. “Poor Sir Vardin, to have his sword and reputation stolen and smeared as such.”

Caysa brought the book over to the writing desk and opened the top drawer. He gently placed the Knight in there and closed it again. “Well, I would hate for any more people to smear Sir Vardin’s name. This ought to alleviate the distortion of his image.”

***
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THEY RETURNED TO THE pier, packs in hand, along with Aron the horse, who seemed despondent to be working again. Tearn and Caysa walked ahead. It must’ve been that animalistic other sense that made Aron (the horse) so put off by them, but Caysa didn’t mind, even if Tearn felt offended. As she pointed out, she did not even like horse meat, especially compared to veal. 

“Wait.” Tearn pulled up short, hand clenched on Caysa’s shirt. “What’s he doing here?”

“Who?” Caysa squinted, eventually spotting a limber figure with long brown limbs waiting ahead of them, foot tapping impatiently. “Oh, Najah.”

“It’s so strange. Just so odd.” Tearn shook her head, nose scrunched up.

“What is?”

“What do you mean? Of course, it’s odd: you and the poacher and then the poacher and that person?” Tearn looked Caysa up and down like he was an idiot. Caysa smiled lopsidedly. All things considered, he did not think it was weird in the grand scheme of strange things that had recently happened to him. Najah really didn’t look anything like Caysa. Before he could reply that Tearn was simply being dramatic, Najah spotted them too and waved them over languidly. Tearn made a disgusted sound in the back of her throat. Caysa disentangled his shirt from her grip and hushed her, walking up to Najah and the boat.

“Nephew, you’re finally leaving my city. How did you find it?” Najah asked. Their clothes were more casual this time. They could have been any other bookkeeper in the city. Caysa was about to answer when Albin reappeared, stomping down the plank back to the wooden pier.

“It’s nice ...” Caysa faltered. Najah snorted and patted Caysa on the shoulder.

“Only a visitor could say something like that.” Najah winked at Caysa. Caysa almost protested but decided that as someone who knew nothing about cities or Pritta, it wasn’t his place to fight Najah on their view of their own home. Besides, they were essentially his feelings on Garni.

“Are you packed? Don’t forget anything; we won’t be returning,” Albin said gruffly. He grunted when he saw Tearn and Aron approach with matching blank expressions. “There’s no space for a horse.”

“And what do you want me to do about that?” Aron sneered. Albin stood up to his full height.

“Let’s not start a fight in public,” Albin said, ignoring Aron’s deathly glare and turning to Najah. “What are you doing here?”

“What do you think? I’m here to bless your journey.” Najah gave a blinding smile, and Albin grunted as if unconvinced.

“Sure.” Albin dropped his hand into a small pouch at his side and pulled out an iron key. Najah’s eyes lit up. “No parties.”

Najah grabbed the key, fast as a cat batting at the end of a string. “I do not make promises I cannot keep, hunter. How long will you be gone?”

“Who knows,” Albin shrugged. Caysa’s brows scrunched; surely here to Faha U Kan and back wasn’t longer than a couple months.

“Well, I’ll be sure to have my current play finished by the time you return.” Najah lifted their hand and pinched Albin’s chin through his mask.

“Disgusting,” Aron murmured from behind Caysa.

“Get it published and I’ll be impressed.” Albin grabbed Najah’s hand and pushed it back into their chest; Najah scoffed and stepped back.

“Good luck on your journey, friends. If we never meet again, live long and joyously, and if we do meet again, remember to bring me back a keepsake.” Najah gave a half-hearted wave and walked away. The awkward heaviness they left behind was almost suffocating.

“You really struggle with being an insufferable prick, don’t you?” Aron said. Caysa pressed his lips tight together, trying not to laugh. Tearn didn’t bother hiding it. “The horse is coming with us.”

Albin closed his eyes for a long moment and pinched the bridge of his nose before opening his eyes and lifting his face to the sky, like he was asking for some kind of divine intervention. “Whatever gets you lot onto the boat faster.” He turned and walked up the plank to talk to a skinny, hunched man who was pointing to Aron the horse with an accusatory finger, as if to shame the horse for something it hadn’t even done yet. 

“Awaiting beyond the transience of spring, lies the ripening of summer.” Caysa quoted Sister Deana’s translation of Okiru Ojioke’s last-known poem as he gazed upon the boat, a heavy weight sinking into his gut. 

“Autumn fades to winter, and the memory of the heat lingers in the rot of fallen leaves,” Aron quoted back as he led the horse up the plank, which she took to reticently as the wood bent under her weight. Caysa bit his lip. He’d be fine.

Caysa was fine, to his own shock, but Aron was not. The boat rocked and heaved on small waves and had poor Aron clutching the railing, bent over and breathing through his nose while Caysa rubbed his back. 

“Would you rather lie down?” Caysa asked. Aron replied with a weak groan that sounded something like ‘no’, but Caysa chose to take it as a ‘yes’. With gentle prodding, Caysa pulled Aron away from the rail. Against the wobbling of the boat, Caysa walked Aron over and into the helm of the boat, a stuffy dark space that stunk of salt and mould, with a perpetual stickiness in the air. There was a hammock, which Caysa pushed Aron into with a heave and shaking arms. 

Aron rolled in the hammock with a groan. “Thank you.”

“Anything for you. Do you need anything else? Water?” Caysa asked, holding Aron’s hand like he was a bed-sick maiden.

Aron shook his head. “I need this boat stop.”

“Well, hold on, Aron. Eventually, the boat will stop,” Caysa promised with a squeeze to his hand. Aron cracked open an eye to give a half-hearted glare. 

“You are so amusing, Caysa,” he said, closing his eye again as the hammock swayed with the undulating waves. Caysa kissed Aron lightly on the forehead before he left. The darkness and stench of the helm were too overwhelming for him. Caysa was used to wide open spaces and billowing winds—it could be why he felt more at home on the sea than he expected. A particularly large wave must’ve hit the side of the boat, because Caysa lost his balance and stumbled through the door, only to be caught by Albin. Caysa shrugged his hand off and Albin relinquished, holding his hand held open in front of him, as if to show he was harmless, unarmed. Caysa stepped further away regardless.

“I have something to give you,” Albin said quietly.

“Why didn’t you give it before?” Caysa sniffed, affecting that hawkish condescension. 

“Because it’s only for you,” Albin grunted. He seemed tense, and Caysa watched his hand flex, the black leather of his glove growing smooth then wrinkled at the changing tensions.

“Fine. What is it?” Caysa didn’t have it in him to field a fight, and he didn’t want to disturb Aron when he was feeling so sick. Albin turned away, not bothering to check whether Caysa was following—not that Caysa had anywhere else to go, really. With steps that Caysa forced himself to keep light instead of heavy and sulky, he followed Albin up to the bow of the boat, where he pulled a light-blue parcel from the large bag he’d brought with him. Caysa stared at the material; it was almost Imra’s blue, a shade too high-quality, but something twisted in Caysa’s gut to have Albin handing him his childhood colours. 

“Well?” Albin said gruffly, his voice was laced tight, and Caysa grabbed the package on instinct, unfurling it to reveal a long, light-blue cloak lined in dark grey—so it could be reversed, Caysa realised dumbly. The light-blue side had a pattern of fish swimming sewn throughout in the exact same colour as the material. It was the same type of expensive cloth he and Aron had seen during Arita’s Reunion. Caysa frowned as he smoothed a palm over the shine and handled the heft of the cloak. He gripped it tight, stopping himself from handing back to Albin.

“Thank you, it’s beautiful,” Caysa said instead. It was beautiful, just not what Caysa wanted from Albin. Albin grunted, and Caysa took that as an opportunity to leave, slinking around to the western side of the boat to think himself to a headache. 

The captain of the ship did not light a single lantern, even as daylight became rapidly sparser, and Caysa shuddered to think why. Likely so as not to alert the Noushans that they were approaching or to hide from the things that lurked under the waves. So, Caysa spent that time staring at the horizon—fingers absently tracing the fish pattern—noticing that it was shockingly flat. If Caysa didn’t know any better, he would have thought the world stopped at that line and whatever existed beyond it was not of this world. The sun was descending. She heralded the night with purples and reds and gave way for the waxing crescent moon to gaze down upon the world.

Every dusk was the same, but Caysa still stared into the glare of her rays, eyes squinting. The edge of the sun touched the horizon. The sky was still blooming a myriad of colours. It was different to the way the sun had set when he was up in the mountains. There, the sun had taken far longer to sink below the horizon, and when it had, the sky was alight with stars. Here, however, the round body of the sun was already disappearing under the flat horizon line, but the sky was not yet that of night.

Every sunset is the same, then what is different about this one? Caysa pondered, the sun’s fiery rays piercing his eyes like divine spears until finally her lingering spikes dropped below the dark line of the horizon. The difference was where he was standing.

“Is this it?” Caysa gasped. The elusive nature of space and time! He had been perceiving everything wrong—he’d imagined time as a horizontal line and space as a vertical one intersecting it, but it was obvious now that he’d only been half-right. Time was flat. Every sunset was the same, so space must have shape, because where you were in relation to the sunset changed how one perceived the sunset. Caysa lurched up, ready to run to his pack and begin writing his epiphany down. But he stopped himself. He was getting too far ahead of himself in his excitement. First and foremost, he should corroborate his hypothesis, but with whom? Deflated, he wondered briefly whether Danrho’s lack of contact was on purpose, some kind of sick test of character or intelligence. Well, he didn’t have Danrho, and neither Zavon nor Tearn would know anything about that, which left Albin.

Albin had made a deal with Danrho before. Had she said something? Caysa didn’t have much, but he had faith. With a steadying breath, Caysa swallowed his unease and went to find Albin. He was standing at the front of the boat still, still as a statue, arms behind his back and feet shoulder width apart. He still had his mask on.

“What?” Albin said in the gruff, muffled voice that dotted Caysa’s sparse childhood memories.

“I need to ask you a few questions.” Caysa stood next to Albin, mimicking his empty stare. “About Danrho, when you made a deal with her, when she sent you here—did she say anything about it? About why it was done this way?”

Albin laughed mirthlessly. “Danrho said a lot of things; most of them were unintelligible nonsense.”

“But she said something. Tell me.”

“Like I said: nonsense. And it was nearly nineteen years ago already. I asked if I could go back, rectify my mistake with Alessandro. She denied me, said that time was stringent, something like it didn’t like being twisted around itself and that some things couldn’t be changed. Too important for the sequence.”

Caysa pinched his lip. It sounded to him like that was a sheet of paper, difficult to bend back a few millimetres and if one was careless, they’d bend the paper unevenly. There had to be more, something that would craft a truer image. 

“There’s more, right? Nineteen years, why not eighteen?” Caysa said frantically, turning to Albin. He continued facing forward, not returning Caysa’s gaze.

Albin gave a put-upon sigh, and Caysa almost told him not to sulk but held it in. “If I recall, when I asked why, she said that other beings cannot live at the same time as themselves, excluding herself, of course. I suppose that means that something drastic would happen if I met myself.”

“But you’ve met Aron. There must be more.” Caysa could feel the connections trying to bridge; just a little more and surely something would confirm his ideas.

“I am just a man, Caysa,” Albin snapped, turning to Caysa with a wild-eyed glare. “All I know is what I remember: she left me naked, with nothing but my sword and dagger—no money—in the Aberre Forest and said that someone wouldn’t be born because I had come to this time. I am not a dragon, let alone the Silver dragon, and I neither know nor understand their twisted magic.” Caysa leaned back a bit and Albin loomed over him, blocking out the light of the first stars. He clenched his fists, trying to hold in his natural instinct to flinch, but he must have failed because Albin quickly stepped back. “Apologies.”

“Don’t apologise,” Caysa said before composing himself. Albin shook his head and turned away again.

“Please do not be so naïve, Caysa. I mean it.” Albin pulled his mask down. Caysa looked away. He couldn’t stand the sight, probably wouldn’t be able to until his dying day. “I wish it had worked the way I wanted; I wish it was Alessandro. Everything I have done, everything I have thought is because of him, and even now, if only Palo would give me the chance, I would choose him over you without hesitation.”

Caysa clenched his jaw. “I understand. If ever it came to it, I would choose Aron over you in a heartbeat.”

Caysa swallowed the hard lump that had formed in his throat, turned away from Albin without another word and left to get his sketchbook. He had much to write down, and even more to deduce. What did that mean, that Albin coming here meant that someone wouldn’t be born? How could Danrho be sure that the person who wouldn’t be born wasn’t going to be Aron? Was that was the plan after all—some kind of convoluted assassination attempt on the dragon-knight?

Caysa wondered, if there were more things important for the sequence of time, doubtless Aron being born and becoming the dragon-knight seemed to be one of those things. Perchance, in that other life, the Black dragon dying was also one of those things. Then what did that mean for Caysa? He shook his head, clearing out those morbid thoughts; he had to focus on what mattered right now, not on what ifs and could-have-beens. Eventually, weak theories became deranged ramblings and Caysa gave up again. He leaned his head back and stared up at the stars. His eyes hurt so much that the stars blurred and splintered as Caysa watched them. No, it wasn’t his eyes failing from exhaustion. Tears dripped down his face. Caysa just sighed ... he was so tired of crying.  
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Hunt (Adoration)
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He killed a dragon in the north, at the edge of Aradia where wide fields of wild-grasses fell away to stony steps, where the winds blew bitterly cold through him. It was larger than the typical house-sized ones, but thin. Its thick ribs protruded and shuddered as it exhaled its death rattle. Aron withdrew his arming sword from the dragon’s fleshiest scales at the base of its throat. A pair of Kresor watched with twin stares. They stepped out of where they’d been watching and asked him something in an obscure dialect. Aron shrugged and walked away. One of them spoke again, this time in Havriki Vanamiran, thick with his own accent.

“Ki ban, ya?” he asked. They were both around Aron’s age, with long brown hair tied into single braids down their backs.

“No tribe—ekki,” Aron said back, wiping the blood off his sword and placing it back into its scabbard. The other Kresor turned to his partner and muttered something frantically. The first Kresor, the stabber with a long spear tied to his back, shushed him.

“You eat?” The stabber pointed to the dragon’s gaunt corpse. Though freshly killed, its starved appearance made it look half-decomposed. It would hardly be appetising even if he were a dragon-eater.

“I do not eat dragon meat.” Aron shook his head, and the Kresor burst out into a short but frenetic debate with each other as Aron pulled the comet out from where he’d hid him from the hungry lizard.

“We take?” the slasher said. On his waist hung an axe on the left and a short sword on the right. Aron nodded, and the two Kresor rushed to pull off ropes that were slung around their bodies. They began tying them around the limbs of the dragon, hands shaking as they did so. The Vanamiran tribes must have been in dire straits already if even their proudest, the Kresor, were willing to eat a southern man’s prey. Aron straddled the comet and then looked at the young men, surveying their hollowed cheeks. He unmounted the comet with a sigh, walking over to them and eyeing them darkly.

“Rope. I will help,” he said.

The stabber looked him up and down and then handed over another line of rough-hewn rope that Aron tied around the tail, rope snagging between the spines. With the comet tied to his arm, he and the Kresor dragged the dragon corpse to a small settlement, no bigger than a hamlet, where leaden-eyed people watched him warily. But their hunger had made them dull, and the children cheered as they ran up to the dragon. Aron had never been into a feasting hall before, and this one was far from the legendary oaken halls of the Havri, but the Yarl of the tribe cheered the Kresor and Aron as gaunt people ate through tough meat and mothers cooed over the children gorging themselves. Aron pushed away the portion given to him, his stomach tight with nausea, and left the feasting hall to return to cold and black night. He untied the comet and mounted him, riding due east in the shadow of the Ehomes. 

He asked in broken Vanamiran of a tall man with dark-brown skin and elegant bearing to a chorus of shaken heads and warnings that the further east he travelled, the closer he came to the land of witches. Children with gaunt cheeks and men with hollow eyes carried the weight of the famine. The icy winds blew through Vanamir, but Aron never stopped. He took bounties when his coin ran thin and his neck could no longer bear to lie restlessly on dirt. The horse waned, catching a sickness in the dry, northern air, his diet lacking. Under the gaze of the Ehomes, Aron crouched over his wheezing body, smoothing his hand over the once-pristine crystal-white hairs. Alessandro had called him the comet in awe of his speed and gleaming coat, and now here he lay. Aron gripped the hilt of his arming sword, and between one shuddering breath and another, he thrust the blade deep into the artery of his last companion. The comet shuddered and then lay limp, exposed eye staring upwards sightlessly, reflecting the blue sky back up at it. Aron did not weep, but he pressed his forehead to the comet’s torso until all the heat faded out of it and the comet was cold, tongue lolling out of his slack mouth. Aron stood up, picking up his packs and wiping his sword on his long-since-ruined pants he wore. He left, leaving the body to the wolves and bears of the ranges. 

He travelled to the Land of the Witches. Sevani was a collection of villages and ancient roads set on a world of dry plains, silver-tinted shrubbery and impenetrable pockets of dark forest. The local people looked at him with sly, assessing eyes until he spoke, and then their demeanour changed to that of curious country children. He came across an inn, still standing in spite of the famine, and the children inside prodded him with thickly accented questions as the inn owner, Ladiz, shooed them away to play outside. They grabbed cloaks embroidered with wolves or lions, embellished with tiny glass beads, and did as they were told.

“You’ve travelled a long path,” Ladiz said. He had a scruffy black beard, flecked with silver, and large brown eyes, downturned so he seemed perpetually worried. His accent was somewhere between Roshian and Sevanish, but the sticky vowels seemed distinctly Vanamiran.

“You have too,” Aron noted. He scoffed and nodded.

“Not a such a long path—just one that has intersected with many others. You said you were looking for someone?” the man said as a woman with long black hair and stark green eyes placed two tankards on the table. She caught Aron’s eye and turned away quickly, striding back to the small inn’s bar. “Don’t mind Katla; she’s shy.”

“She’s Vanamiran?”

“She’s Havriki, like you.” Aron tensed in his seat. “Calm down, man. Whatever your story is, the Sevanish are in the business of being discreet. I knew it from the moment I saw you.”

“Right,” Aron said cautiously. Ladiz grabbed his drink and tossed back half of it in one huge gulp.

“So, the person you are looking for, what did they look like?”

“His name is Alessandro; he is a man of ... unknown heritage, but from somewhere in Akensoya. Dark-brown skin, tall and handsome, well-read with an elegant bearing.” Aron took a long drink, the yeasty, dry ale washing down the bitter taste of Alessandro’s second disappearance. 

“What do his eyes look like?”

“His eyes?”

“Yes, we know each other by the eyes. Eyes are the traversable pages of a life, the mirror world only the other can see,” Ladiz said, leaning over the table. The irises of his own eyes were lined with hazel-green. His large pupils distorted and widened the world, morphing Aron’s face into something malevolent.

“Is that so.” Aron leaned forward in response so he and Ladiz were completely eye to eye. He closed his eyes, and Alessandro appeared from the shadows of his mind where he lived, always haunting him. “His eyes are dark, almost black, like purest obsidian. They shine even in the dimmest light, and the shape of them, kittenish and modest. When he looks down, his lashes hide his every thought, and when he looks up, he seems to be seeing the whole world in its absolution.” Aron opened his eyes again.

“You speak like a man in love.” Ladiz sat up again and turned in his seat to shout at Katla, “Did you hear that, Katla? Do you remember a man with eyes like that?”

The crockery in Katla’s hands clattered on the bar top and she glared over that them, pointing at Aron with a thick finger and rattling something off in Vanamiran so fast he thought for a moment she was cursing him. “All-seeing eyes must be drawn to the moon, the silver reflection,” she choked out in heavily accented Vanamiran before she looked down and resumed cleaning her plates and tankards.

Ladiz turned back to Aron. “You know the story of the Ohma?”

“Never heard of it.” Aron took a long drink.

“You might know the Lake of the Moon, then. ‘Ohma’ means ‘moon’ in Latnish. The story goes that a young warrior climbed to the top of a mountain, where he met Ohma. Ohma asked the warrior what the world was like, for they could not see, only reflect. The warrior told Ohma about a world drenched in blood—women and children dying of disease, water polluted by dead animals. Ohma was so horrified at the state of the world that they began to cry. Tears fell upon the mountain top until the mountain crumbled away and left only a lake. Ohma rose into the sky at night; though they couldn’t see, they hoped their silver reflection would help light the world at its darkest point.”

“What about moonless nights? Does Ohma have an excuse for that?”

Ladiz shrugged his shoulders. “Every Latnish tribe goes off on their own. A Latnish traveller from the south point of the island told me that Ohma is a living eyeball. At full moon, the eye is completely open, and as the month passes, the eyelid shuts and then opens again.”

“A giant eye that cannot see. I’ll drink to that,” Aron said, cheering the air and taking his last great gulp.

“Katla thinks the person you are after has been to the Lake of the Moon—the great lake of Latni. If you choose to go, be aware that the Latni is strange place, full of myths and unspeakable monsters.”

“Any stranger than Sevani?”

Ladiz gave a coy smile, “Perhaps not, stranger.”

Aron left the next morning to Ladiz’s well wishes. He passed over a thick black ribbon, at least as long as his arm, embroidered with a snake. Its eyes and scales were adorned with glass beads of red, black and green. Small copper bells weighed down each end of the ribbon. “Katla made this for you. She said you looked like a Kresor with no partner, a poor thing to be in a cruel world. The snake protects against trickery and lies.”

Aron accepted the ribbon, gripping it in his left hand. The little bells clinked dully. “Thank you for your hospitality, and many thanks to Katla, too.”

“Come again someday. I’d very much like to know the end of this story.”

Aron walked the last breadth of Sevani. As he stood at the eastern edge of Asaneel, he could see the island of Latni through the haze of fog. A huge plateau rose up from the ocean where the Great Lake sat, just underneath the clouds. Fishermen and traders shouted to each other, and their eyes washed over Aron, uncaring of the business of shabbily dressed nomads. A fisherman with keen silvery eyes hawked at Aron though, waving him over with a broad grin, revealing missing teeth and blackened gums. Aron walked over, and the fisherman gestured to Aron and then his boat and then pointed to the faded silhouette of Latni. 

“Yes, I aim to go to Latni. What is your price?”

The man’s face dropped, and he scratched his chin before stomping on the gangplanks loudly. A short, brown-skinned boy dressed head to toe in pale Imran blue sat up from where he was counting a bag of coins. He walked over next to the fisherman and pulled up his head scarf.

“Nenad is mute,” the boy said in elegant proper Liorni. He had a long face with black hair braided away from his face. “We can talk.”

“You’re an Imran devotee. Latni is quite far from the Achintine.”

The boy’s face stayed unreadable as a statue, and he said again, “We can talk.”

Aron bargained his way onto Nenad’s ramshackle boat. The Imran boy, Sima, stood next to him on the deck. Aron held his head in his hands, breathing in deeply as his stomach churned.

“How is it that a neat devotee like you ends up working with a half-retired fisherman?” Aron said in between deep gulps. 

“I came here on my pilgrimage. I read about the Ohma and the warrior in a book when I was younger and thought it was like the story of the Valley of the Sun. I became fascinated with Latni and its various myths; I plan to record them, as many as I can. Nenad picked me up. He has a knack for spotting travellers in desperate need, no matter how they carry themselves or how well-dressed they are. He always just knows they need passage,” Sima said, gently rubbing circles on Aron’s back, pushing the trapped air out of his gut.

“You’ve been? To the Great Lake, that is?”

“No. They say a great black-scaled serpent lives under the water. You’re not the first poacher or hunter to come this way. A pair of Eskaviran Kreshor came last year. They climbed the mountain and disappeared. I heard a rumour of a naked Eskviran man wandering about the Shifting Sands, half-delirious, and another one washed up on the shores of Sevani, half-drowned. I would like to go, but I have no interest in being eaten alive by a dragon.” Sima stared up at the looming plateau of the Great Lake, and Aron did too, his stomach roiling and heaving as waves battered the sides of Nenad’s boat. He pulled his hand down his face, wincing as the overgrown stubble rasped unpleasantly against his palm. 

He left Nenad and Sima with last of his tulurs and other assorted coins and faced the sheer carved steps that led to the Ohma. The stone of the mountain was slate-grey, and the worn ends of the steps had started falling away in thin sheets beneath his feet, but he climbed. Even as the air thinned out and the steps became indistinguishable from natural stone foot holds, Aron dragged himself to the rim of the plateau. He threw off his pack and stumbled to edge of the lake. The crystalline water shimmered even in the overcast day as Aron plunged his face into the freezing water. When he resurfaced, icy water droplets carved paths down his hot skin, past the collar of his clothes to stick rough, dirty cotton to his aching body. The shock of temperature cleared the film of exhaustion from his eyes, and he could finally see the enormity of the Great Lake. It looked like a sea at the edge of the world. The other side dropped off into nothingness below, and Aron stayed kneeling at the edge, breathing air so cold and thin. 

“You’re such a fool Aron,” Alessandro said. He had materialised behind Aron, stepped into existence like a ghost in a dream, once again dressed in simple clothes. “Why did you come here, exhausted with no money?”

“I want to know your answer: Alessandro, do you love me?” Aron said to the reflection in the lake, face obscured by tiny ripples. Bleeding Heart clattered in its sheath as Alessandro dropped it to ground next to him, looking as new as the last time he’d seen it, maybe even a little better.

“Pick up your sword, Aron. You owe me this.”

“I love you, Alessandro. Let’s not meet like this.”

“Pick up your sword, and should you win, I will tell you the truth.”

Aron closed his eyes and thought of the embroidered ribbon hidden in his pocket. He picked up Bleeding Heart and unsheathed it, it felt so foreign in his hands. He stood up and faced Alessandro, who still looked trapped in time, as unchanging as the mountain lake they stood at.

“You’re an underhanded fighter, Alessandro, choosing a man who has just climbed a mountain,” he said. Alessandro unsheathed his own long sword—the same basic one he’d used as a squire. 

“Consider it as evening the odds: you were always a more brilliant swordsman than I.” Alessandro neither smiled nor frowned. Instead, the furrow of his brows and the tiredness of his eyes made it seem like he was about cry. Aron gripped the hilt of Bleeding Heart instead of reaching out to trace the beautiful lines of Alessandro’s face. 

Aron had never swung Bleeding Heart against another man, but here, on the plateau of the Great Lake, he readied his stance, sword extended from his shoulder to keep Alessandro at a distance. His left hand was clammy as it held the pommel. Alessandro struck first with his long-sword, thrusting directly, and Aron was able to knock it away. Alessandro went in again. Aron knew the technique, to try and force him onto his back foot, but he continued to make short, quick parries. The twitch on Alessandro’s face gave away his impatience, and Aron made a right feint. He stepped forward, giving a feint to the left and forcing Alessandro on the defensive, pushing him even further back, but Alessandro caught Bleeding Heart and stepped forward, until he was close enough to kick, hooking Aron’s knee with his foot. Aron swung Bleeding Heart back down, slicing Alessandro’s thigh. He hissed as he broke stance, immediately lunging up, his elbow catching Aron across the chin. Aron stumbled back, swinging Bleeding Heart out to counter-balance himself. The ring of their swords continued as they disregarded stance and technique to throw feints and counters, to try and grapple each other’s swords, until Aron finally caught Alessandro’s blade and, with a downswing, slammed down onto the hilt. Alessandro flinched then grabbed Bleeding Heart’s blade, throwing the point away, blood streaming from his palm. 

“Enoug——” Aron pulled back, but Alessandro lunged forward again, point towards Aron’s face. Aron stepped back to the defence and swung Bleeding Heart in a wide parry that swung back around to catch Alessandro in his torso before he could recover from his far lunge. Alessandro threw down his sword and grabbed the blade again, forcing Bleeding Heart deeper into his side. Red bloomed violently on his greyed-white tunic. Aron let go of the hilt, hands shaking, as Bleeding Heart opened the wound wider as its heavy hilt fell. Alessandro fell to his knees, hands finally slack enough for Bleeding Heart to clatter to the ground. Aron caught Alessandro as he listed to the side, hand pressed hard against the hot wound. 

“The truth: I have always hated you, Aron Havri. Your very existence is the bane of mine. You are a curse,” Alessandro spat, blood bubbling on his lips. Aron held him on his lap, hand pressed to the gaping wound on Alessandro’s side. 

“Please, please no—this is not what I wanted.”

“It’s always what you want, Aron,” Alessandro rasped, weakly pushing Aron’s hand off his side, letting the bright-red blood gush out, mixing into mud and water on the banks of the lake. He let out one last shuddering breath before his eyes went dull and sightless, staring up at the sky like he was staring at nothing. Aron pressed his forehead to Alessandro’s chest, feeling that familiar coolness sink down into coldness. Blood ran like a river, and Aron wept. A scream bubbled up in his core—a sound like a bear dying, primal and savage. He screamed until he couldn’t anymore, till his throat felt full of blood. And then he stood back up, wiping tears from his eyes and replacing them with partially dried blood that stung his eyes.

He picked up a large stone and tied it into Alessandro’s shirt before lifting his limp body up. It was heavier than it seemed, even with half the blood from his body already one with the Ohma’s tears. He took off his boots and socks and waded out into the water, silt slipping and clouding up underneath his feet. His body shook as the icy water froze his overextended muscles and ligaments, until the water reached his chest and the small waves lapped at Alessandro’s face, like little hands grabbing him, desperate to drag Alessandro back down into the depths. Aron shifted his hold and pressed a last kiss to Alessandro’s cold lips.

“Alessandro, if I had loved you a little more or a little less, would it have come to this? I wish—maybe when the world is washed anew, we can meet again, as equals.” He walked further in, until his feet barely touched the bottom of the lake anymore and the silt shelf fell away to a dark centre where the lake reached impossible depths. He let Alessandro drop away, watching the way he floated serenely downward until the blackness and shadow at the bottom of the lake swallowed him. Aron swam back to shore, pulling himself onto the reeds at the bank to stare up at the sky. The clouds disappeared and revealed the blue sky, and he laughed as his body seized up and his lungs ached and the sun rained down white light onto the surface of the Great Lake, such that it looked like it was made out of silver leaf. Still laughing, he grabbed Alessandro’s fallen sword next to him. He had never considered it before, but who could stop him? His laughter petered out as he sat up, sword in his hands. There was no one to mourn him. Marko might’ve become Warden of Garni by now; he might even have a wife and children—and his siblings, Laila was probably married; Alia, too, if there was any man who could survive her; his older brothers ... Albin had been betrothed at birth, though Aron couldn’t have picked her name or face out of a crowd of high-born ladies, and Arnor ... well, he’d found his home in the shadows of the Ehomes.

Aron stared at his half-dead reflection in the sword. There really was no one left to mourn him. 

Do you mean to escape the punishment weaved for you?

Aron doubled over, his head throbbing as foreign thoughts not his pushed into his mind. He lifted the sword and caught sight of a house-sized dragon swooping down from the sky. Slate-coloured body and narrow, pointed head with branching antler-like horns; it was a long dragon, wiry and snake-like.

“Are you here to kill me?” Aron said to the mirror image. Would it be quicker or slower than doing it himself, he wondered. 

It is a type of death, and a rebirth. The slender head snaked behind Aron, bumping the back of his neck. 

“Alessandro was the black serpent under the Great Lake, so who are you?”

You have learnt the truth, and still you mourn Caysa, though you were his destined death. The dragon made a pitchy clicking sound. The Kresor associated that sound with some kind of curiosity or humour. 

“I never meant to kill him.”

And yet, he is dead. The dragon pushed its head next to Aron’s face. Its big, dark-yellow eyes blinked. And you how have slaughtered our hope; the Black dragon died for you. Aron felt hot tears build up in his eyes, the only spots of warmth on his cold face. I should like to kill you, for harming my friend, but another fate has been cultivated for you: a redemption.

“What do you mean?” Aron whispered. His vision was rapidly spotting and blurring over. 

The Silver dragon awaits your inevitable audience. The dragon threw its head back, so it stood behind him, wicked jaw open. Aron stood up and turned around, his body falling apart and his mind slow and viscous. He pointed Alessandro’s blade at the dragon, and it made a clicking sound again. Do you mean to kill me, crumbling knight?

“I have nothing left to kill with,” Aron said.

The sword fell out of his weak grip, and the clicking sound reached a higher pitch. Pick up your true sword and the last of your dignity. The Silver dragon awaits your inevitable audience.

And Aron did. He picked up Bleeding Heart and sheathed it, so heavy it now felt as if it would rip his arm from his shoulder, and he pulled the ribbon from his pocket. Still wet, it dropped into the reeds before sliding into the water. He climbed onto the back of the grey dragon, and it took off, dropping off the ledge of the plateau, soaring due east. Your rebirth awaits, the dragon said to him over and over again with the hiss of a curse.
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They docked at Imoas, or approximately west of it, well into the early morning when the black fabric of night was at its darkest and the stars their brightest and Aron could enjoy them all the more lying on his back on the pier as his body adjusted back to solid ground. He held his breath and then let it out, keeping down the sloshing sensation in his stomach. He would have jumped and swum to shore if he hadn’t had to force the horse off the boat over shaky, faded planks. The horse stomped and snorted when it finally alighted, and Aron agreed. He couldn’t help but kneel down, letting his head and stomach stop roiling. 

“Get up. That was barely sailing,” Albin said.

Aron groaned. He would have said something back if only he hadn’t felt so dazed. Instead, Caysa leant over him, offering his hand with an amused smile.

“You’ll be alright,” Caysa grunted as he pulled Aron up.

“I’m not so sure about that,” Aron admitted, holding gratefully onto Caysa’s shoulders as he uselessly and limply followed. He pressed his forehead to the back of Caysa’s neck, letting Caysa’s cool skin ground him. 

“It smells different here.” Tearn came up beside them. She had been tasked with bringing their packs and bags ashore.

“The Bwakei sea currents flow south and wash the kelp here,” Albin grunted as he waved to the boat captain, who waved back with a wide smile that showed off his missing teeth. His other hand was preoccupied, holding what was certainly too large a bag of tulurs considering the size of his boat and the length of the trip. “We’re west of Imoas; there’s a port nearby that we’ll rest at.”

“You have to be running out of money,” Tearn sniffed in Albin’s direction. Aron hoisted some bags onto his own shoulders, feeling the weight of the platinum kisi growing heavier on the nape of his neck.

“My money is my own problem. Hurry up.”

Albin strode forward without looking back to check that they were following. Aron quashed his pride again and moved through the sleepy port that would be waking up soon. From what little he could see, Aron noted this port was probably used by local fishermen. Rather than fight for space or pay the high fees for the convenience in the piers of Imoas, they came here to load and unload their merchandise and then travelled the short way to Imoas. The transient nature of this place was obvious by the many stacked tenements and numerous taverns and shut eating stalls. In many ways, that made it utterly boring compared to the overbearing variety of shops, inns and large houses hosted by Pritta, especially due to the dim lamps that only further served to illuminate the perpetual dampness of the buildings’ walls. Almost the maritime equivalent of Garni, in many ways.

Albin led them to a shed, or what used to be a shed before it had been abandoned and kicked open the door. Aron could feel the sneer consolidating on his face. He’d slept in dirt—he was hardly delicate—but for a man who’d flaunted his money all throughout their stay in Pritta, this was just so pathetic. 

He directed them to make themselves comfortable for whatever few hours of sleep they’d be able to eke out. Aron lay down and instinctually stretched out his right arm for Caysa to use as a pillow. Caysa just as instinctually lay down close to Aron’s chest so Aron could lift his arm and use his fingers to lightly trace the round shell of Caysa’s ear.

“Disgusting,” Tearn whispered from nearby. She sat with her back propped up on the wall and arms folded across her chest. Aron hushed her harshly and she stuck her tongue out.

With regret, Aron closed his eyes and wondered briefly if Albin might try to kill him in his sleep, and then he chuckled to himself—because which one? To the rhythm of Caysa’s shallow breaths, Aron, too, was quickly nudged towards that light floating sleep of short afternoon naps until the weight on his chest disappeared. He stopped himself from lurching up, waiting for the grounding heaviness of Caysa to reappear by his side. Instead, Caysa got further away, and cold air rushed to fill the gap that had appeared between them, tickling Aron awake. He cracked an eye open. The silhouette of Caysa quietly stood up, a bundle of cloth tucked under one arm, and slunk to the door of the shed, slipping through the crack of the door with the ease of a ghost. Aron followed, not particularly fussed whether he disturbed Tearn’s rest. 

Aron snuck up on Caysa. “Where are you going?”

Caysa jumped and turned around, giving Aron an unimpressed look. “To find Zavon.”

Aron sneered; he’d been having such a lovely time without him. “Must you?” Caysa smiled as he cocked his head, then he grabbed Aron’s arm to drag him along behind him.

“If you’re going to follow along then do be quiet,” Caysa said, humour in his voice. Aron rolled his eyes upwards in a timed reaction, even though Caysa couldn’t see him. “Don’t sulk, dear.”

He dragged them to the pier they had landed on. The boat had already gone, although Aron couldn’t imagine where to. Caysa sat at the edge, legs crossed like a student and closed his eyes. Aron sat behind him, watching the back of his head and the paltry crescent-moonlit sea further out. Aron had never imagined what magic would look like; story books would have magic as colourful smoke, the Ottrisus as divine omens or opportune strokes of luck, folk superstitions of pelt-swathed witches performing gruesome ceremonies. It probably made more sense that magic didn’t look like anything, really. As divine and natural as the wind or the comings and goings of birds.

Aron waited, watching Caysa.
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CAYSA FOUND HIMSELF atop the cliffs of a bulbous island. Underneath him, silver-tipped waves crashed against sand and rocks while wild winds carried the sparkling, thin mist of sea spray high into the air. He looked around and made eye contact with a small gryphon, when it opened its beak, its cry was high and croaky. Caysa covered his mouth with his hand to hide his shock. Never in his life had he ever thought he’d see a gryphon so close. Just as Caysa was about to approach the little bird-beast, a deep, rumbling snore sounded. The gryphon squawked again and hopped away down the other side of the boulders. Caysa smiled to himself. Despite its massive sharp beak and flesh-tearing talons, it was rather cute.

There came another rumble, and Caysa moved to follow the sound, hopping down until his phantasmal foot landed on a carpet of red opals. It was Zavon’s prone body, every deep breath in expanding it as if the ground itself was breathing. Caysa walked up Zavon’s back until he got to his neck and slid down the slope of Zavon’s shoulder.

Fascinating. A being that can be in two places at once. Why have you come, little friend? Ah, you must have missed me.

Zavon awoke, his voice rumbling like distant rolling thunder in Caysa’s mind. He lifted his narrow, horned head slowly. From underneath his jaw, two more little gryphons blearily stood up and squawked up at Zavon. He lowered his head again and snapped at the hind leg of one of them, sending it crying out and scampering away up the boulders. Caysa giggled to himself, watching a large dragon childminding a family of gryphon chicks. 

“Indeed, I did, my large friend,” Caysa said, wishing he could reach out and pet the little rosy feathers around his eyes. “I came to tell you that we’ve moved. I am currently near Imoas in Nousha.”

Finally, Zavon sighed. He stood up and sat on his haunches, spreading his wide wings and shaking them out, causing the rough, sparse grasses to shudder and rustle. How exhausting that hive of human defecation and depravity was.

“I rather liked it there,” Caysa admitted. Zavon landed on his forelimbs again and shook the sleep from the rest of his long body, making a low clicking sound in the back of his throat.

I’ll take you to the Dragonhold one day, and you will never be so awed by human architecture again. Zavon’s voice sounded amused and proud. Stay where you are. I’ll find your scent.

Caysa nodded and Zavon opened his wings again. With a powerful leap, he launched himself into the sky, catching the sea’s updraft effortlessly. Caysa heard a small chirp and looked around to catch one of the young gryphons nearby looking up to where Zavon had flown up. It followed the same movements, stretching a set of small, white-tipped wings out before stumbling over its own gawky talons. Caysa laughed at the poor little thing before he closed his eyes again, willing himself back to his true body, feeling the coldness in his limbs as he opened his eyes on the small pier.

Feeling a heaviness on his left shoulder, Caysa turned his head and ended up with a face full of curls. “Aron,” Caysa whispered, lightly shrugging his shoulder. Aron lifted his head from Caysa’s shoulder and yawned. “If you’re tired, you can go back to sleep.”

“I’d much rather do this.” Aron turned his head on Caysa’s shoulder, so he was directly facing Caysa with a gentle, sleepy smile.

He couldn’t help it. Caysa pecked Aron on his lips, enjoying the romance of this moment by the sea and under the starry sky. If he were any good at spotting constellations, then surely he would be able to point out the Embracing Lovers high above them.

They sat in comfortable silence, Caysa’s head tilted back, relaxed on Aron’s shoulder, while Aron spoke about Imoas he’d learnt from encyclopedias and history books. Undossa’s statue stood tall, facing Arita’s, Aron recalled. In his right hand, he was depicted as holding an oar in reference to his earliest incarnation as the Star Sailor, back when the known world was the Nyrni Triangle of city-states, and long before Palo and the Liorni Empire got their hands on the story. Caysa hummed along, wondering how many amazing experiences he’d find in Imoas, how different or similar it would be to Pritta. Mostly, Caysa just enjoyed the rumble that vibrated from Aron’s warm body and the low depths that his voice could gently sink to. Between Aron’s breaths as he moved on to a slow and gap-filled recollection of Nousha’s famous dyed-wool trade, Caysa could have sworn he heard the sharp slap of wind on large leathery wings, and then high whistling as those wings cut through the air. 

Caysa opened his eyes and squinted out at the mass of blue-black where he assumed the horizon was. The crescent moon gave off a paltry light, and Caysa’s own eyes filled the gaps with imaginary dots flitting across his vision. And soon it was no longer an illusion. Darker than dark, the silhouette of a dragon enlarged in their vision, gliding low over the sea.

In the dim light, Zavon swooped onto the small beachside, half landing in the breakers. Caysa and Aron stood up as Zavon folded his large, leathery forelimbs in. A second later, there he stood, waist deep in the waves: a man, red hair drenched maroon and sticking to his back and shoulders. Zavon waded up to the beach proper, and Caysa ran down the small pier to meet him. Moonlight glanced and glinted silver on his wet skin, and Caysa gently lay Zavon’s shirt over his shoulders. The cotton stuck to this skin.

“Welcome back,” Caysa smiled, pushing a lock of long hair out of Zavon’s right eye.

“No need. There was never a question of whether I’d return,” Zavon smiled back, eyes bright with that unfathomable internal glow before he looked up past Caysa’s head. “Such a sour expression, my good knight. At least pretend to wish me well.”

“I’d sooner skin you alive. Let’s go, before the sun rises and you get arrested for indecency.”

“Angry little man. I missed his banter,” Zavon fake-whispered loudly so Aron could most definitely hear him. Caysa gently hit Zavon in the stomach, throwing the rest of Zavon’s clothes at him.

They walked back to the town, the wind turning from brisk to balmy, heralding the beginning of the dawn and the wakening of fishermen. They hurried past the few bleary-eyed early-risers, who barely acknowledged Caysa but turned to look twice at Aron and Zavon before turning away, immediately deciding they were disinterested in the business of strangers. They stumbled to the shed, where Albin was already waiting outside, arms crossed and eyes incandescent as he leaned against the door frame, successfully feigning relaxation, except for how his gloved fingers dug into his biceps.

“Well, since you’re already awake, we might as well make off now,” Albin growled, looking down at Caysa for a long, awkward moment before he slunk back inside, quiet as a shadow. Caysa took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Pleasant as always,” Zavon said quietly. 

They packed in silence, Albin’s heavy, pointed tread letting everyone know annoyed he was. They left before the sun rose, taking the well-trodden road as the town began to bustle, ready for a long day out at sea under the hot sun.

The walk to Imoas was short and straightforward. The tall, grey rock of Undossa’s statue rose to the west. his stone braids tumbling down his back. He faced northwards, one hand outstretched for Arita and his other holding a massive oar like a spear at the ready. Caysa stared up at him in awe. Imoas’ gates unfurled in swooping lines and floral blubs, purple ribbons that were tied to the nearby olive trees danced in the wind, revealing architecture that was tall and hewn from a light-yellow sandstone that gleamed pale gold in the sun.

The buildings were perfectly symmetrical. Each side of the front-facing structures mirrored the others. No window or relief was out of place. The city centre rose up into the sky. The great churches of Palo and the other gods were unmistakable, while on the street level, little fountains for drinking water or washing hands were adorned with Alipse’s stern face looking down upon the spouts.

Other gods’ facades also popped up throughout the city. Over an inn was Narsa with a gentle smile and a sprig of wheat in his hand, and both Imra and Cipah stood sentry at the doors of a hospital. 

Imoas was clearly a rich city, but even as they walked through the market streets, people talked quietly and haggled primly without fervour or great emotion. Caysa wondered why—the Imoasean people almost seemed shy in comparison to the exuberance and slothfulness of Pritta.

“Quiet city,” Zavon said. Even when people wanted to stare at him, they did so discreetly through the corners of their eyes.

“Imoas prides itself on its clean reputation. They say Alipse brought herself from the depths of the ocean to wash the city clean after disease swept through it. They’re stringent on keeping noisiness to the port rather than throughout the city; anger and frustration spread between people like illness, or so goes the justification,” Albin said. He and Aron also attracted a few looks, although most people seemed disinterested in another set of Vanamiran warriors. 

“What caused the disease?” Caysa asked.

“Eshfit,” Albin scoffed, “or sewage, depending on who you ask.”

“Oh.” Caysa looked around. Indeed, on second look, the swooping patterns weren’t invoking leaves but instead waves; this truly was Alipse’s city. If they were beholden to strict, tempestuous Alipse, it was no wonder the people of Imoas were so intense themselves. 

“We won’t be staying long here; just enough to get our bearings,” Albin said. They all followed behind him, like ducks in a row as he cut through the streets up to a squat, rectangular building. Albin pushed the undecorated door open. It was a boarded-up house. Planks of wood nailed shut some windows, but others were still open, letting the light in and illuminating the layer of dust that covered the floors and furniture. Beyond, a courtyard was overgrown with wild grasses and a sickly neglected olive tree.

“You own this one as well?”

“Something like that,” Albin grunted as he pulled off a plank.

“How?” Tearn asked as she swiped a finger through the layer of dust on an empty bookshelf. “How do you own all these places?”

“People owe me. They pay me in money, and if they can’t, they pay through other means.” Albin kicked off the rest of the wood planks, kicking up dust and causing Caysa to sneeze.

“What did you do that’s worth a house?” Caysa asked. Albin looked back to him for just a second before turning away and walking into the courtyard.

“It’s probably better we don’t know,” Aron said. “He’s been poaching the human animal—that’s almost certain.”

Caysa breathed heavily out of his nose, his stomach squirming uncomfortably. A house bought in blood; a future bought by blood. Nineteen years. How long had Albin really been planning this—all these contingencies and shelters? Had he known this whole time exactly the path they would take? Had this all been planned by Danrho, or was this just fate?

Ice shot up Caysa’s spine. Was that one and the same? his mind wondered unbidden.

A loud jangle sounded, courtesy of Tearn, who had tried to open a gauze curtain only for the hooks holding the pole to disintegrate and send it clattering down.

“Oops,” Tearn shrugged. Albin took a sharp breath in but ignored her.

“Just piss off, all of you. Go find a room and do not leave the house without my permission!” Albin said as he walked up to the ailing olive tree. He crouched down and started surveying the ground around it.

“Piss off, find a room and do not leave the house—quite demanding, isn’t he?” Zavon said, stepping into the sunlight as he watched Albin with narrowed eyes.

“He’s looking for buried treasure,” Tearn said, squinting through the decorative motif carved into the window shutters. “Like a greedy, old dragon from the hold.” 

Zavon looked over to her from the corner of his eye and Tearn returned the look with a sneer. 

“Whatever.” Aron pushed past Zavon and entered the courtyard, making his way to the nearest door to the right. He yanked it open, almost taking the poor, old thing off its hinges.

“Well, pick a room,” Caysa sighed as he followed Aron into the room he’d begun rummaging through, leaving Tearn and Zavon to their not-so-subtle suspicions. 

The room itself was small, with a low bed made from fragile wood and a flat, lumpy mattress many years past usability. Aron pulled up the white sheets that covered the remaining furniture. Clouds of dust tickled their noses. Caysa opened the cupboard and wasn’t surprised to find it completely barren. It seemed like this house had been abandoned and left for Albin with little argument, and that struck Caysa as something deeply unnatural. A cold heaviness settled in his gut. He was uncomfortable here, in someone else’s lost memory.
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When night fell and the sensation of hunger couldn’t be helped, Albin sat them all (except for Zavon, who chose to avoid any such community) around a table, where they picked at tasteless, rationed food. Immediately, Caysa missed the variety of food there had been in Pritta: stalls and restaurants hawking specialities from all across the Once-Liorni empire.

Such a shame that they had found themselves in Nousha and they couldn’t even enjoy a genuine Imoasean dinner. Caysa stared at some desiccated meat and felt his appetite dry up, as shallow as a puddle in the mid-summer. The quiet table creaked, and as it echoed, Caysa pressed his tongue flat to the roof of his mouth, trying to keep his questions to himself.

His curiosity got the better of him.  “What was Alessandro like?” Caysa asked. All Albin had said was that he’d been a miserable fellow, but there surely had to be more to him. Caysa, at least, was sure that he had been more than his bouts of melancholy. Aron looked to Albin, eyes narrowed.

Albin gave a huff. “He was mine and Marko’s retainer.” Caysa pressed his tongue to his teeth—Marko. Albin had also known his own Marko. Of course. “He did what any good retainer did. He protected me, learnt with me and occasionally doted on me.”

“But that’s just what he did, not who he was,” Caysa tried again. Albin gave a withering green stare, the same one Aron had shot at other people many times, but never Caysa.

“Foolish of you to think we’re anything more than what people define us to be. He was self-sacrificing, polite, witty.” Albin tilted his drink to Caysa in a lazy salute. “Everything you are, that you were taught to be.” Aron stood up abruptly, storming away from the table, his long strides quickly taking him outside before Caysa could even call his name. “Go on, chase after him.”

“The way Alessandro did a hundred times after you?” Caysa snapped as he stood up as well.

“Yes, he’s an irate fool, and you’re a lamb being led to the slaughter when you follow after him. I can’t save you if you won’t save yourself,” Albin frowned, lines scored deep into his face made is all the harsher. Caysa sucked in a sharp breath as he turned and ran out. The street was practically empty, so it was easy to spot Aron, slinking away. Caysa ran to catch up, grabbing him by the arm. Aron turned to Caysa with a furious face, eyes bright and wild and brows deeply furrowed.

“What’s wrong?” Caysa asked. Aron shook his head and pulled his arm out of Caysa’s grasp violently.

“Never mind. Just go back.”

“Aron, please,” Caysa almost whined. It shook him to have Aron push him away; it was unnatural, like a puppeteer was controlling Aron, having him lash out like this.

“What do you want me say, Caysa?” Aron spun around, fists clenched to his side. Caysa cringed in shock at the aggression held tight in the line of Aron’s arms and shoulders. “I cannot stand him, I can’t stand to be him. Can you even imagine what it is like to hear him disregard you—his memory like that? And that is how he sees you, as a replacement that he can define and twist into a shape that will assuage his own fucking guilt!”

“He isn’t you ——”

“But he is! And what if he’s right? What if I’m nothing more than what everybody else says I am? A dragon-killer, your murderer? I am only standing here now because of some hag’s prophecy, because my family believed it. It’s fate, Caysa.” Aron’s face and shoulders slumped, and Caysa bit his lip to stop himself from interrupting. “What if it’s fate? What if he is my future? What if I am not who I think I am?” Aron’s voice cracked. He was just on the edge of tears now, and Caysa swallowed down all the empty platitudes he’d had ready. His Aron, how long and how deeply this had been eating at him, how these doubts had buried themselves in the core of him and Caysa hadn’t even noticed.

“Oh, Aron.” Caysa stepped up to Aron, hands naturally finding their way to Aron’s hair. He pulled Aron down to hide his face in Caysa’s neck, allowing him to cry without an audience. Aron’s hands grabbed onto Caysa’s shirt, his body deathly still, tears searing hot on Caysa’s shoulder. “I don’t know. I don’t know what to do,” Caysa admitted softly. “But I trust you; you’re more than what you were raised to be. Whatever name you take, whichever path you are taken on, whoever it is you wish to be, the truth remains: the only person who can guide your sword is yourself.”

“And if I choose wrong, if I raise my sword against the wrong opponent?” Aron mumbled. Caysa pet Aron’s hair and then down his neck to gently rub his back. It was almost like they were children again, when Caysa fancied himself Aron’s wise, worldly friend and Aron was a teary-eyed, delicate prince. But when Aron finally let go of Caysa’s shirt to hold Caysa to his body, it felt like there was nowhere safer in the world.

“Then we’ll deal with those consequences together,” Caysa said, feeling Aron’s strong arms press harder to his sides, like Aron would lock his arms into this position and keep Caysa there forever. He wouldn’t mind it, truly. “I do not fear you, Aron.” Aron lifted his head, eyes shining with tears. There was a blotchy redness to his cheeks and a barely perceptible pout that would have gone unnoticed if not for Caysa’s exceptional eye for it. One hand found its way to the back of Caysa’s head, fingers pressed into Caysa’s close-cropped coils.

“I understand,” Aron said, as his hand gently held Caysa, thumb massaging his scalp in small circular motions. “So, allow me to stay by your side.”

“There’s nowhere better for me,” Caysa confessed breathlessly, suddenly too aware of their intimate position. The heat rushed to his face, and he must’ve been transparent in his shyness, because the pout on Aron’s face cracked into a smile. He looked debauched, face shiny and hot but staring down at Caysa with sparkling green eyes. Caysa mourned their lack of privacy silently as Aron licked his lips and leaned down to press a kiss to the corner of Caysa’s mouth. A tease, a taste. Caysa wished he had the capacity for any violence at all so he might pinch Aron, but all he could do was fall into Aron’s flirting and kiss him back on the mouth, pulling his face down to meet him. He would be taller still, if Albin was any measure. “Soon,” Caysa promised as he pulled away from Aron’s lips, covering Aron’s mouth with his hands when he pushed forward just a bit.

It wasn’t a foreign feeling, the vulnerability or the intimacy, but something new simmered under the surface that made Caysa want Aron more, wanted every part of him. Love, and something more complicated. Caysa didn’t know, but he wanted to dig deep and unearth this heat. Aron licked Caysa’s hand and Caysa pulled it away with a disgusted smile. “I need you close to me, Cay,” Aron said, hands pressing and kneading wherever they roamed along Caysa’s body. He nodded, letting Aron untangle them and drag them back the way they had come, past the dining table where Albin still sat sentry, void green eyes watching them rush past. Caysa ignored him with ease, into their room, kicking the door shut behind them.

“Did you two bring me up some food?” Tearn asked from where she lay on the bed. She was flipping through Caysa’s sketchbook, too fast to read but just fast enough to catch the illustrations. Caysa felt the heated feeling slink away, replaced by embarrassment.

“Get out and get your own food,” Aron said with a frustrated growl. Tearn looked up with a cocked eyebrow before the other crept up to join it. Very slowly, her face broke into a lopsided grin, and she sat up from the bed.

“Alright. Took you lot long enough! Don’t worry, I’ll keep Zavon and uncle distracted while you’re busy,” she said as she shuffled past them. Caysa’s face was burning hot, and he hid it in Aron’s back. “While you’re busy,” Tearn reiterated with a hard slap to Caysa’s shoulder. If Caysa could curl up into himself, he absolutely would. No number of anatomical drawings or short, euphemistic passages could have prepared him for how mortifying this was in practice. How anybody got anything done at all in the shadow of the humiliation hanging over them was beyond him. 

Aron, however, was above lowly human emotions such as embarrassment and had no issue pulling Caysa in and shutting the door behind him with a slam. With a warm hand over Caysa’s heart, Aron pushed him towards the bed slowly. “You’re nervous,” Aron said. Caysa nodded. His heart was beating harder and faster then was natural, almost like he was on the edge of passing out. “Is it too much?”

Caysa shook his head as the backs of his legs hit the old, hard bed. “No, I want more.”

“Good,” Aron smiled, pushing Caysa flat on the bed, Aron’s knee between his legs. Gentle hands unbuttoned Caysa’s shirt. Callouses skimmed Caysa’s skin, skirting the edge of the cut on his side before landing on his hips. Aron’s fingertips were just dipping under the waist of his trousers. Caysa nodded, and Aron continued to unlace the drawstrings before dragging the trousers down and pulling Caysa’s socks and boots off until he was kneeling between Caysa’s naked legs, eyes watching Caysa’s face intently.

“Get that off.” Caysa used his head to motion towards Aron’s shirt, which was still obfuscating his body. With the smooth, practised motions of a man who didn’t respect his own clothes, Aron tugged and pulled his own tunic off, letting it crumple to the floor in a beige pile. He quickly tugged the pouch over his head next, and Caysa gave an unimpressed stare.

“I’ll pick it up, I promise.” Aron distracted Caysa with a series of kisses from his knee to his inner thigh, right where Caysa’s penis began to stand, erect and intent. He looked away; it was simply so ... awkward to think about. But Caysa’s bodily attentions didn’t deter Aron, who massaged circles into Caysa’s thighs. He closed his eyes, willing his heart to slow—and that’s when he felt it, a wet lick to his penis, then another. 

Caysa’s eyes opened in shock. Surely not! Caysa lurched up, “But it’s unclean,” he gasped, not quite ready for how Aron’s face so close to his most intimate parts would send his heart and mind reeling and crashing into each other. Aron looked up and smiled, kind and knowing, as Caysa blinked slowly and stupidly.

“I don’t really fucking care,” Aron said with a kiss to Caysa’s thigh. “Besides, legs, arms,” Aron pushed up, kissing Caysa’s stomach then chest before pushing him to again lay flat on the bed, “torso, skin,” Aron kissed Caysa’s neck then cheek, “eyes, nose, mouth,” a kiss, a kiss, a kiss. “Every part of you more sublime than the last. I am utterly devoted to you; there’s no part of you that is not my first and foremost desire.” Aron kissed Caysa’s mouth again, tongue prodding and intruding, and all Caysa could do was pant, unable to even return a compliment. How could he, when his rival poet was Aron Havri: a beauteous mind hidden behind such a divine exterior. “Lay back and allow me to indulge,” he whispered into Caysa’s mouth before slinking back down Caysa’s body. Hot air brushed Caysa’s penis before that wet, hot feeling of Aron’s mouth coated the tip. 

Heat gathered in Caysa’s core, tightening and intensifying with every suck of Aron’s mouth and with every centimetre further buried into Aron’s mouth. Caysa gasped and squirmed as the sharp edges of his teeth bumped the sensitive skin, and a long, hard-muscled arm reached up and held Caysa down, palm flat to the left side of Caysa’s chest, a warm weight above his heart. Caysa held on to Aron’s left arm, holding on for his dear short life as Aron continued sucking his cock. Wet sounds echoed throughout the room and Caysa’s mind conjured image after image of Aron: green eyes that saw only him, clever mouth bestowing praises. Caysa gasped at the heat in his stomach, the tightness in his testes. The image of Aron on his knees between Caysa’s legs had Caysa giving a startled groan. His thighs clamped together on instinct, legs squishing Aron’s head as he came, spending himself in Aron’s warm mouth. Caysa’s eyes shot open, and he scrambled up, hands immediately coming up to Aron’s mouth—and Blessed Palo was it a mouth, smeared with saliva and white spend, lips pinkish-red as he panted.

Caysa’s face, back and shoulders burnt. “Oh, I’m so sorry.” Caysa wiped his own spend from the corner of Aron’s lips before Aron unceremoniously spat out a mixed glob on the floor. Caysa’s lip curled in disgust at the swirled dollop of fluids.

“Don’t apologise for giving me what I want,” Aron said. Caysa looked down at him. His heart had only just begun to slow before the triangle in Aron’s trousers caught his eye and sent it jack-rabbiting back into empty-headed stupidity. Aron followed Caysa’s eyes down, and he cleared his throat, also suddenly awkward as he looked up at Caysa with big repentant eyes. “May I?”

Caysa nodded, the ability to speak having escaped him again. He licked his lips. It looked big—bigger than his own, at least—especially as Aron stood up and shucked off his own trousers and boots, kicking everything off to the side in one big pile that Caysa couldn’t even disapprove of, because if there were ever proof that the gods played favourites, then Aron was it. Caysa’s mouth gaped. Thick, long and elegantly curved with a pinkish-red hue. No wonder the Oskallians had taken to calling him the Silver Stallion. 

He reached out for it, strangely entranced to see an erect penis other than his own, but he stopped himself from getting lost in arbitrary anatomical differences. He was trying to distract himself, trying to avoid the situation. He looked up at Aron, who was looking down at him, face blank.

“Turn around, please.” Aron’s voice came out husky, and Caysa obliged without a single pause. To be taken from the back? That was impossible—that took time and ... oils and preparation, and Caysa was of course not at all prepared. On his knees, facing away from Aron, Caysa wondered what he was waiting for until one arm snaked around his chest and the other around his waist. “Keep your legs closed tight,” Aron whispered in his ear before the hard head of his cock nudged and pushed between Caysa’s thighs and slid against his scrotum.

Where had Aron learnt all this? Caysa flushed hot again as he imagined all the attention that had no doubt been showered upon Aron in Oskall. He hated it; hated the idea that another boy had lavished Aron with physical affection and taught him all these lustful tricks. In a long, hard sliding motion, Aron’s hips connected with Caysa’s backside. Caysa breathed in shallowly—or perhaps he should thank this person for all their hard work, allowing Caysa to reap the benefits. Aron was louder than Caysa, not shy with his deep grunts and moans in Caysa’s ear as his sharp hips connected with Caysa over and over until Caysa broke his vow of silence.

“Everything, give me every inch of you, Aron. I can bear the weight of it all,” Caysa rambled as he reached back and gripped Aron’s hair and neck, so the length of his back was pressed and moulded to Aron’s torso.

Aron tightened his own hold in response and chuckled meanly. “Finally found your lost voice?” he murmured, biting and licking Caysa’s neck.

“Shut—shut up, you snake bastard,” Caysa cursed as the strokes between his thighs got faster and harder. Aron laughed breathlessly through his own orgasm, hot wet spend smearing on Caysa’s thighs before he moaned deeply from behind clenched teeth.

Caysa stared at the mess between his legs. Clumps of white streaked against the dark brown of his skin. It slid down, and Caysa knew he should be disgusted, but he was simply too entranced. Aron’s arms finally loosened, and he rolled onto his side. His face and ears were bright red. Caysa copied him, so they were face to face, both trying not to look down and embarrass themselves with the sight of their own mess.

“Where did you learn all that?” Caysa asked, against his better judgement.

Aron groaned and covered his eyes with his hand before dragging it down his face, “Lay down and allow me to indulge, I’ll open you up, drink and consume you, sink into your blushing, youthful flesh, and when I resurface, the maiden will have become a woman,” Aron recited as he stared up at the ceiling. Caysa furrowed his brows; he could have sworn he’d read something similar years ago.

“Where is that from?” Caysa gave up. He simply couldn’t recall.

“Suitors of Heaven,” Aron said with a groan. Caysa’s mind conjured up the three silly, bawdy books he’d read as a young boy, full of derivative characters and over-dramatic monologues but fun to read nonetheless, and he let out a guffaw, much to Aron’s humiliation.

“You lie!” Caysa couldn’t believe it. “That sounds rather too good to be from Suitors of Heaven.”

“It is. That is why I remembered it.”

Caysa laughed, imagining Aron astutely studying the mechanics of love from Suitors of Heaven, of all books. To think Caysa had been ashamed of his anatomical studies. “Oh, that is actually quite adorable,” he wheezed. Aron reached over and pinched Caysa’s waist, causing Caysa to giggle and push him away. Aron smiled and lay back down on his back, staring up at the ceiling and giving a self-satisfied exhale as he closed his eyes.

“We should probably clean up,” Aron said with a yawn. Caysa watched the rise and fall of Aron’s chest, the long, muscular build of it. If only he were a sculptor or illustrator, so he could immortalise Aron in this relaxed glow.

“We?” Caysa asked, pinching Aron’s ear lobe lightly. “I think you mean I. Someone has to scrub the tiles, and it’s not going to be me,” Caysa hmphed. He hadn’t spat out a globule of spit and come on the floor. Aron cracked open an eye.

“Must you?”

“Yes,” Caysa smiled down, moving to pinch Aron’s cheek before lying down himself. Aron got up with a heaving groan, the mattress rising as he stood up.

“Just awful,” Aron muttered as he bent down and collected his and Caysa’s abandoned clothes. Caysa closed his eyes to the sound of Aron fussing on the stains they’d created, drifting off into an in-between slumber even as a wet cloth gently swiped between his legs.
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Hunt (Loathing) 
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Aron stared out the window, watching two swallows swoop each other for the attention of the female who, after a while, flew off on her own regardless. The two swallows landed on the sill, small heads cocked, and flittered around before the swallow on the right flittered away. A knock on the door sounded, and Aron looked over his shoulder to see Marko.

“It’s been a year. Are you going to rot away the rest of your life?” 

“Has it been that long already?” Aron stood up from the alcove bench, stretching the knots out of his tight back. “Well then, he’s had enough of a head start.” Aron walked over to the bed and pulled out the leather rucksack that had been packed a year ago, waiting for this exact day. It was perfunctory, packed with the essentials and a fuck-load of tulurs. He’d make do on the road by stop-houses and inns to collect what little information they had.

Marko shook his head from the doorway as he watched Aron button his boots and sling the rucksack over his shoulder. 

“If you disapprove, leave the letter to your father.” Aron grabbed the black cloak off the bed post and stuffed it in the top of the sack.

“Disapproval is far from what I am feeling. Alessandro really did treat you like a baby. Well, you two have always been honest with me, so I suppose I cannot say I did not know this would happen. He hates you, you know. Just give it up and do your sworn duty.” Marko stepped aside though, letting Aron leave with no further protest from him.

“I am doing my sworn duty; I’m hunting a dragon.”

“Is that the official story you want me to tell everyone?” Marko scoffed.

“Do whatever you want, Beratta.” Aron felt the cool day, the memories that had settled deep into his bones, the words unsaid that pulled and tensed the sinew of his arms. The stables had emptied out as soldiers and knights went and did their duties. Aron went over to the comet, gleaming silvery-white and lazily chewing hay. Aron almost felt sorry for him; this may very well be the last time in a long time that his stallion would enjoy the comforts of this stable, of its stable hands and groomers. He stepped into his stall and started equipping his tack as Marko cooed at the comet and pulled an apple out of his pocket, which the comet sniffed and took a grateful bite from.

“I think you wish for death, Havri. It really is a shame it came to this.”

“Still talking, are you?”

“And this why he left—you’re so cold and incapable of honesty.”

“I’m being honest right now. I wish you would stop involving yourself in my life.” Aron led the horse out of the stall, and Marko gave the comet one last pat.

“Your life?” Marko said with a raised brow. He suddenly looked so much like Lucio Beratta, sharing his classic expression of incredulous annoyance. “Blessed Palo, you just cannot be helped, Havri, but if you do find the dragon, tell him that I hope he’s found happiness—or something like it.”

“You could always come with me, and tell the dragon yourself,” Aron said, distracted by buckling the rucksack to the back of the saddle and leading the comet out of the stable.

Marko laughed. “Unfortunately, I imagine it wouldn’t be long before I’d cannibalise you. But good luck, if you’ll take it.”

“Goodbye, Marko Beratta, and good luck to you too.” Aron mounted his horse and nodded down to Marko, who gave a lopsided smirk and a small nod.

“And the dragon—remember to always aim for the heart.”

Aron pushed the comet to a trot, leaving the barracks and heading towards the east gate of Oskall, one last time.

***
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ARON WANDERED THROUGH the forest of his childhood, but where the dappled light of his memories seemed gentle and hazy, walking through the forest now, the silence naturally seemed to press down upon his ears and throat. The bird song was so distant, and the river crashing echoed endlessly. Aron could have been in the furthest point from human civilisation, as far as he could tell. He led his horse towards the sound of rushing water until it was all he could hear, sighing with relief when the white froth came into view. The Tisgani River never stopped—Aron knew that much. It was never-ending, always rushing with ice-cold water that carved itself through Aron’s most vivid memories. Memories that shone with Alessandro: next to him, behind him, feet in the water. He closed his eyes as his horse snuffled and nosed at the reeds on the bank.

“Hello, Aron.”

He jolted and whirled around, hand hovering over his arming sword’s hilt, eyes bulging out of his head. A vision—no, a delusion—how else could Alessandro, not a day over nineteen, be standing across from him? The delusion stepped forward, dressed in dark, simple colours in the Roshian fashion.

“How long has it been, two years already? You’ve grown more handsome yet.”

“Wh—How are you here?” Aron reached out, mouth slack, and Alessandro took his hand and bowed to it like a retainer back in Oskall.

“I heard you calling for me.” Alessandro looked up at Aron, dark eyes obscured by his straight black lashes. He rose back up. “Shall we me make camp and talk? It’ll be dusk soon.” 

“You look ...”

“The same as ever?” Alessandro smiled lopsidedly.

“Healthy,” Aron said. He looked at Alessandro’s bright eyes and simple clothes and straight shoulders. Maybe it was the rapidly softening light, but his cheeks might have looked fatter and the light in his eyes clearer. 

“Is that so?” Alessandro stepped forward and traced his knuckles over the stubble Aron had grown on the road for the last two weeks. A small frown tugged at Alessandro’s lips. “You really are so beautiful; even this looks handsome on you.”

They sat on a dry log on a small, sandy bank, a modest fire burning in front of them as the blanket of blue above them was superseded by sheer darkness and bright white stars. “How have you been?” Aron said awkwardly. He sat forward and stoked the fire with a long stick. Bright orange-gold flecks drifted into the air and fizzled out as Alessandro grabbed the stick from him and placed it on his other side.

“I’ve been ... free. It has been happy. Really, I feel as if I have seen half of Asaneel already.”

“How? Are you real?”

Alessandro looked at Aron from the corner of his dark eyes. “There are ways. Esoteric paths and some such, and of course I am real—how else could we be talking, otherwise?”

“That isn’t an answer.”

Alessandro laughed silently to himself. “You really never change.” He sat up, leaning towards Aron, and Aron leaned back awkwardly. It had been so long since he’d seen Alessandro’s dark eyes and gentle lovely face levelled only at him. “That’s a relief.”

“Is it? Marko sends his regards, by the way.”

“He would. I never thought you would chase me all the way back here. I was surprised to see it was really you.”

“I know. I wanted to follow sooner, but I know I have hurt you. I thought I should give you your space. I’ve been looking for you for so long. Coming back here ... I felt every stupid thing I’ve said, every disservice I’ve done you.” The sparkle in Alessandro’s eyes dimmed, and Aron cursed himself again.

“Aron ...” Alessandro placed his hand on Aron’s shoulder, sliding it along his back, pulling Aron closer to him, his green eyes frozen somewhere to Alessandro’s left. “Do you love me?”

Green eyes, fearful, flickered up. “Why else would I be here?”

“Good.” Alessandro guided Aron’s face downward, pressing his lips to Aron’s, feeling the scratching of cracking skin. Aron barely returned the kiss, mouth half-slack until he suddenly gripped Alessandro’s arms, pushing him away.

“Alessandro.” Aron licked his lips, looking up into Alessandro’s dark, impassive eyes. “This isn’t ——”

“Do not say anything more,” Alessandro said. He shook off Aron’s hold and reached out again for his face. His hands were calloused, but the hollows of his palms were smooth and cool. “Just say nothing, Aron,” he whispered against Aron’s lips. He nodded, and Alessandro kissed him again, one hand combing through his greasy hair. 

Aron moved his arms, gripping Alessandro’s back and waist, pulling him closer so silhouetted against the small fire they could have looked like a bulbous monster, writhing and shifting. Aron closed his eyes to the feel of nimble fingers unbuttoning his shirt, of soft lips pressed to his neck. Long-fingered hands slid his tunic off his shoulders. They kneaded the tension in his shoulders, traced lightly over the scars on his torso, smoothing the hair of his chest and abdomen, down past the waistband of his breeches. He opened his eyes and pulled up Alessandro’s own shirt, pushing his coat off his shoulders, running his hands over his long, wiry torso, pressing into the notches of his spine, following it like a trail down, down, down.

Alessandro opened his eyes. He looked up at the sky, framed by the spindly fingers of dark tree branches. The moon sat far away in the centre of the sky, and he sat up. Aron slept in front of him. Both of them had been lying on his coat, remaining clothes abandoned off to the side in the fine dirt. He stood up. Aron stayed slumbering, wide shoulders rising and falling, hair dark with grime and grease. Alessandro slowly walked over to the comet, where he was tied to a tree. The beautiful horse snuffled the grass and weeds, pulling away from Alessandro’s outstretched hand.

“Hush.” Alessandro smoothed a hand over the comet’s neck, greyed and dusty from its time on the road. It snuffled again but pushed its head up into Alessandro’s shoulder. “Hello, again,” he whispered. The horse stopped pulling away, the tension draining from its taut body. Alessandro pulled the great sword from the saddle pack. Aron must have been exhausted, to be so slack with the Bleeding Heart. Alessandro partially unsheathed it, revealing half his face in the reflection before he re-sheathed it with a scoff. 

He walked back over to Aron, crouched down and whispered, “Goodbye, Aron, for the last time. If we see each other again, it will be to kill one another.” He stood up and looked up at tonight’s moon, waning like a white-toothed smile. “Tell Marko I really do miss him and that I hope he’s doing well.” Then he walked into the dark of the forest and disappeared from Garni. 

Aron woke with a start. Sweat had stuck his skin to a simple dark cloak—the one Alessandro had been wearing last night. He sat up, pushing his palms into his eyes to force out the bleary exhaustion. He looked around. It was the same clearing they had barely spoken in. The fire had long since spluttered out of fuel. Charred sticks had crumbled into charcoal, and Aron stumbled up to his horse, smoothing his hand over his neck and spine. He looked him over, but he was unharmed. Then he saw, Bleeding Heart was missing.

“Fuck.”

He looked around again. Alessandro was long gone; he very well might not have been there at all, except for the dark cloak he had left behind. “So that’s how it is,” Aron said flatly. The trees shook as a breeze passed through. Alessandro had left him again, but this time he’d taken something irreplaceable from Aron and then cruelly left him. Aron cursed himself. Had seeing Alessandro’s face, as faultless and mysterious as the day he’d left Oskall, made him mad? Would he bare his belly to any beast now? How could he have just accepted that the person he’d seen, sat next to, held in his arms, had been Alessandro at all? He closed his eyes, remembering the feel of Alessandro’s delicate hands, his clever fingers and tough callouses.

He was mad. Alessandro had driven him mad. Aron untied his horse from the branch and led him back into the forest—because only a madman would take this abandonment as an invitation to chase. But it seemed Alessandro had forgotten: the best way to catch a predator was to hunt with bait. 
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The Secrets Hidden and the Secrets Spoken
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Aron awoke to Caysa buried into his side, trying to avoid the pale sunlight streaming in through the window, igniting Caysa’s skin in golden hues. He gently traced down Caysa’s arm with the back of his knuckles. He’d never woken up before Caysa before, never got to see Caysa like this in the soft morning light, looking fresh and unburdened like he couldn’t be when he was fully awake and cognisant. 

Aron watched his dark, straight lashes flutter, the movement beneath his eyelids indicating he was finally awake. His hazy eyes opened, squinted a bit and then closed in a long blink before opening again. Aron laughed to himself. It really did remind him of the way street cats who would startle awake would look around suspiciously before slowly deciding whether to move along or go back to napping. It was nothing less than absolutely darling, and Aron rolled over, hugging Caysa underneath his body and squeezing a husky squawk from him. 

“It’s too early for this,” Caysa huffed, snaking his arms around Aron and ineffectively squashing him back. 

“Wrong. It’s so early that there’s no better time for it,” Aron’s own voice came out in a grumble, the sleep sticking to it. He let up regardless, keeping his weight on his forearms so he could gaze down upon Caysa. “You really are so lovely.”

Caysa’s eyes widened, and he turned his head into the lumpy pillow. “I am not so sure that is true.”

“That is because you have no refined discernment; if so, there’d be no such humility.” Aron pressed his face into Caysa’s neck, landing a feather-light kiss to his shoulder.

“And yet, I think you very beautiful,” Caysa said, muffled by the pillow.

“Beauty is nothing in the face of true loveliness—after all, flowers wither, but it is great trees that flower forever.”

Caysa turned over, eyebrow cocked. “They should have had you writing romantic histories rather than slaying dragons. You are wasted with a sword in your hand. Ugh. It is so warm here; I need to bathe.” Caysa pushed Aron up, and he acquiesced with a sigh, even though the weather here was far balmier than in Garni, or indeed, even Pritta. He still felt cold when Caysa moved away from him. Caysa sat up and stretched out his shoulders and then stood up, picking through the pile of clothes that Aron had left on the chair last night. He shook out his pants and slipped them on, throwing on his shirt. He shuddered as he remembered Aron’s shirt being thrown on the floor the night before. 

Caysa stretched as he walked towards the courtyard, enjoying the warm breeze made bearable by the cool morning temperature. Albin sat at a small, vibrant table, a metal tea pot with a long swan-like spout and a small glass cup in front of him. Caysa pursed his lips and turned around. He’d find another way to get food or beg Tearn to brave the courtyard for him.

“You won’t even greet me anymore?” Albin called out. Caysa bit his lip and cursed Albin under his breath before turning around and walking the rest of the way around the corner.

“I just didn’t think you’d want to be disturbed,” Caysa replied, keeping a distance. Albin leisurely lifted his cup of tea to his mouth and took a delicate sip. He lifted his eyes to Caysa’s with a small, mean smile.

“Is that so?” Albin leaned back from the table and gestured to the seat across from him. “Don’t be shy, take a seat.” Caysa looked at the seat and then back to Albin, unsure of whether he had it in him to deal with Albin right now. Taking a deep breath, Caysa perched on the edge of the seat, ready to dart off at any moment. Albin arched his brow and then took another sip. “Tea?”

“No, thank you.” Caysa watched Albin warily. A terse silence followed, with both Albin and Caysa refusing to breach their impasse.

“So, you’ve decided to be together with him,” Albin said suddenly, and Caysa was glad he wasn’t drinking tea, because he most definitely would’ve spat it out everywhere.

Caysa flushed hot. “What? What has that got to do with anything?”

“Nothing. Just thought I’d do you the favour of letting you know about your own ... unsubtlety.” Albin poured himself another cup of tea. Steam billowed up gently, and Caysa’s face and arm prickled even hotter. 

“Well, what of it? Every day, people decide to take lovers, and it certainly doesn’t make it any of your business.”

“Sure, those people aren’t my business, but you are,” Albin gestured to Caysa. “I’m trying to stop you from getting hurt. Having relations with him goes deeper than your own personal enjoyment.” Caysa clenched his teeth and rolled his eyes. He should have followed his instinct and gone back to the room rather than have this mortifying conversation with Albin.

“Not every relationship amounts to personal enjoyment,” Caysa half-said to himself, as if trying to forcefully dispel the embarrassment from his body. Albin placed the teacup back on the table with a pointed clink that rang clear throughout the courtyard. “You are being hypocritical. Besides, I have no intention of talking about this with you, whether or not I feel personally endangered.”

“And why is that?”

“Do not act obtuse, Albin! You are perfectly aware of the reasons I do not wish to discuss such matters with you!” His face flushed hot. Caysa was pushing and pushing against Albin, but Albin simply wouldn’t budge in his awful, overbearing attitude. Or had he no self-awareness. How could he think Caysa comfortable to talk of such things with him, a man who had functioned as nearly a teacher to him.

“Shout and protest all you want; it won’t stop me from protecting you from him. He’ll disappoint you eventually.”

“The way you did? Aron isn’t you,” Caysa said, his teeth hurting from how tight his jaw was. All this nonsense about protecting Caysa, about keeping him from harm’s way, but all Albin seemed to do recently was hurt him. The raised lump of scar tissue on his arm itched.

“Of course, he is. He can’t run from his blood any more than you can,” Albin scoffed. His bright eyes raked up and down Caysa’s body like he was sizing up a lamb to butcher. Caysa turned away, his whole body flushed with gooseflesh, instincts begging him to run away from the predator that was hunting him down. Caysa didn’t ignore them this time. He stood up, knocking the table, and made to walk away. It felt wrong to turn his back on Albin, but he didn’t know what he would see if he looked back.

“Where is the water for a bath?” Caysa snapped over his shoulder.

“Across the street, there is a public fountain. Do not wander or dawdle.”

***
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CAYSA HAD RETURNED to the bedroom, slightly damp and very disgruntled, and was now prone on the bed, staring blankly at the wall.

“What ails you?” Aron asked, sitting down next to him.

“He is very exhausting to deal with. I don’t know what to do.”

“Has he done something to you?”

“I don’t know,” Caysa said in a small, unsure voice.

“Do you ...” Aron bit his tongue, not sure what to say.

“I can handle it. I just want to think.” Caysa placed his hand over Aron’s, stroking the back of his hand gently. Aron swallowed any words he wanted to say, suddenly aware of how ill-equipped he was for circumstances where Caysa did not want him around.

“Alright. Come for me when you are ready,” Aron said, swapping the positions of their hands and returning the soft caress. He stood up and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him with care. As he turned around, he saw Albin affixing his mask over his nose.

“Where do you think you are going?” Aron asked, walking forward. Albin closed his eyes and sighed.

“You could just shut up,” Albin retorted, glaring at Aron. 

Aron frowned. No, he did not really feel like shutting up, but the thought of letting Albin out of his sight for too long made him uneasy, especially when he could not be with Caysa. During their stay in Pritta, it had been Aron’s disinterest that had led to Caysa being hurt. Fully aware of this man’s capabilities, Aron kept his eye solidly on his black-clad back. Zavon had been instructed to accompany Albin already. Apparently two ‘north-men’ was better than one for squeezing information or good deals out of reluctant merchants and traders. Tearn had watched them go with a hard squint. She had little love for the three of them, but her tendency for subterfuge would have made her a welcome companion for Aron.

Three tall North-Asaneelians was suspicious, judging by the double-takes they attracted as they walked through the city towards the harbour. Aron knew that Eskaviran kresor travelled in twos: one to stab and one to spear, they said. The prefect partners for dragon-killing. 

Imaos’ uptight nature unlaced itself at the harbour. Fishmongers and fishwives bartered loudly, and Noushan officials dressed in purple appraised the values of wares with a keen eye and a triplet of bodyguards at their back warning pissed mongers and merchants not to retaliate. Even in the tight bustle, Imoas still found a way to implement order against any odds. Why it was Alipse’s face that sneered down and not Aral’s was a mystery. 

“Oi, boy, you have something sinister on your face, would you like me to read your future?” The speaker was an old man dressed like an Imoasean but gaudier, more eye-searing. His blue and purple robes clashed against each other and then clashed further with a set of gold chains with rubies and emeralds dangling from them. Pearl pins kept his clothes on his gaunt frame.

“Didn’t know there were charlatans in Imoas,” Albin said absently, not even looking down at the old man.

“I’m no charlatan. My father was from Sevani; witch’s blood is my blood,” he cackled, winking up at Aron.

“Sevanish—even worse,” Zavon mumbled.

“What do you mean, something sinister?” Aron asked, eyeing the strange man. Stranger still, for the city they were in.

“Don’t encourage him,” Albin sighed.

“Green eyes, green eyes—do you know what they mean in Vanamir?” the man barrelled over Albin anyway.

“There’s no such place as Vanamir to a Vanamiran,” Aron said. Truly a charlatan fortune teller; the types who went to the royal family and claimed to have had dreams about the future.

The old man just laughed, undeterred as he pointed up at Aron with a gnarled finger. “Clever boys who know their history grow up to be wise men. Tell me what clan you hail from.”

“I don’t.”

“Wrong. Your accent may be southern, but your clan name is in your blood.” The old man was still giggling.

“The Havriki is where my family is from,” Aron said, and the old charlatan started laughing raucously, slapping his knee like Aron had just told him the funniest joke in the world.

“The Havriki, of course. The Havri are so handsome because they do not let brother kiss sister, not like those clans up and up north.” The old man’s giggles petered off until he looked up to Aron directly with bright-blue eyes. A ring of silvery paleness surrounded the pupils with a strange luminosity. “To the Havri, green eyes are dragon eyes; those with dragon eyes can kill ghosts and demi-gods, they say, and sometimes they can even see through lies. But they are cursed to become dragons in death.”

“Silence your rambling, shreevir,” Albin said, standing next to Aron and casting a tall shadow over the fortune teller.

“Oh, shreevir. That’s a word I haven’t heard in many years.” The old man’s smile turned into an open mouth guffaw looked up at Albin with a sharp squint. 

“Move it, old man.” Aron pushed Albin away with a hard shove and then dug into his pockets and pulled out an Aradian bronze tulurs—useless currency, but it was what he had. “What is your name?” Aron tossed the coin into the old man’s begging bowl.

“Aaman-Irim,” he said with a small incline of his head. Aron hummed and thanked him, pushing through the bustling crowd to reach Zavon and Albin. 

Green eyes. Dragon eyes. Aron laughed to himself. The Vanamiran clans were full of superstitions and quaint folktales. The seven great tribes alone hosted hundreds each. But green-eyed men killing ghosts was a true first.

Killing ghosts and demi-gods and seeing through lies. 

Hilarious, except the part where Aron hadn’t said he was a Havri, merely that his family were from the Havriki tribe.

Aron turned around, trying to catch the fortune teller, but the crowd had already covered him. It was too late to turn back. For his own sake, Aron decided that the old man was hard of hearing or, more realistically, he’d just made up some nonsense legend for coin. 

Aron and Zavon had the honourable job of standing behind Albin and letting him do all the talking to suspicious-looking people who handed over small pouches or small slips of paper. Aron had tried to hear, but the quietude of their whispers and the distance were just enough to render any conversations inaudible. 

“What are they saying?” Aron whispered to Zavon, finally surrendering his pride.

Zavon looked at Aron from the corner of his eye, brow shooting up before dropping to a neutral position.

“This one is talking about the quickest route through to the eastern coast,” Zavon yawned, his eyes closed and his face placid as he faced the sunlight. But Aron saw the way his hands drifted from his sides to fold neatly at his front, only to return to his sides a moment later. 

“He’s going along with his plan then.”

“He hasn’t told Caysa. If you don’t ... it’ll cause an indelible rift.” Zavon opened one eye and then quickly closed it again.

“I didn’t realise you cared so much about me.” Aron glared at the back of Albin’s head, weighing up all the problems that could arise from their continued acquaintance with Albin, and how far that man would go to keep Caysa by his side. 

“I’ve reconciled myself to the fact that I must wait for your passing to enjoy my time with Caysa. Human life is but a passing season, and I can learn to be patient.”

“How enlightened of you,” Aron grimaced. He turned his gaze back to Albin quickly though, just in time to see Albin pass a small bag into the long-nailed hands of the merchant. Aron’s hand hovered over the hilt of Iron Tooth, his jaw reflexively clenching and unclenching as he sized up Albin. They’d only had one fight so far—one that Aron had been woefully underprepared for. Albin must have sensed Aron’s glare, because he turned his head and glared back from the corner of his eye as the seller scribbled something on a slip of paper and slid it over to Albin. He picked up the paper and slid it into a fold of his sleeve. 

“Move it along, idiots,” Albin said, pushing past Aron and Zavon. Aron stiffly followed, against his usual obstinacy, with Zavon leisurely bringing up the rear. He kept his eyes trained on Albin’s left sleeve. His hands and finger flexed with how deeply he wished to break those arms, to take Bleeding Heart to them and cleave them off, or crush each filthy finger with the pommel. 

As they came back to the house, the sun stared directly down, Palo’s witness who illuminated evil, except that which hid in the shadows. Aron lunged forward, grabbing Albin’s wrist in a tight hold, hearing the paper crinkle under his fingers. Within a blink, Albin also gripped his wrist, so tight all the tiny bones felt as if they were being ground together. Aron pulled Albin to face him, eye to eye. Without a face, he could have been Arnor or his father—they all looked to be statues made to commemorate some great false history. 

“You keep saying I’m like you, but I know you and I are fundamentally unalike. I see those ghosts following you. They grip to your soul, and you’d be alone if you let them go, so you want them to haunt you. But I’m not like that. I don’t need ghosts who don’t even recognise me anymore to define what I am.” Aron pulled Albin closer, almost intimately close, enough for a dagger to reach his heart true and straight. Under his fingers, the paper slips became more and more crumpled. “Or worse, perhaps they do still recognise you.” Aron watched Albin’s eyes twitch in the corner before his expression—what little could be seen of it—fell flat.

“Are you done proselytising me? This righteous act does not suit you.” Albin tried to prise Aron’s hand off him dispassionately, lest his wrist sustain any damage. 

“Everything wrong with me was wrong with you first,” Aron reminded Albin, digging in deeper just for sake of it. Aron breathed heavily out of his nose and stepped away, his distended veins throbbing. Albin also let go, flexing his hand to get the blood flowing again.

“What’s going on?” Caysa stepped out of the house, watching Albin, then Zavon. 

“You think you’re clever, but the past catches up to us all.” Albin turned away and kept walking towards the house. As he passed, he gripped Caysa’s arm. “You ought to leash your dogs, before someone chooses to do it for you.”

He strode into the house, shadows immediately engulfing his back. Caysa looked back at Aron.

“Are you going to tell me what you were doing?” 

“... Never mind it, for now.” Aron clenched his fist, rolling his wrist against the smarting of his joints. 
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One Hundred Long Nights
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Albin packed them up the day after the harbour trip. Not that there was much to pack. Aron strapped their packs to the horse and followed Albin the south of the city. He handed over a handful of coin to a cameleer who nodded and allowed them to trail behind the caravan. Several well-dressed individuals sat atop the humps of camels, so high up they seemed like kings. Caysa sighed. It felt as if he’d walked half the world already. He kept the hood of the cloak up, its light-blue lining facing the sun, but even that did not prevent the sweat accumulating on his brows and upper lip or dripping down his spine, leaving a sticky feeling across his limbs. He looked over at Albin, who kept his spine straight, stride large and consistent. However, shiny patches of his black cotton clothing stuck to his back, attested to his humanity. Caysa looked over his shoulder, to his poor Aron, wilting in the overwhelming heat, his hair damp with sweat as he glared forward, his ears, nose and cheeks reddened by exertion and sunburn.

Caysa stopped walking just long enough for Aron to come up next to him.

“What’s wrong?” Aron asked, wiping drops of sweat off his brow. Caysa untied the cloak and swung it over Aron’s shoulders, pulling the hood up to protect his skin from further burning. “What are you doing? You need this.” He held Caysa’s hands to stop him from tying the laces.

“Unfortunately, you do not get a choice this time.” Caysa pulled his wrists out of Aron’s sweaty hold and tied a little bow, casting Aron’s face and body into shadow.

“I feel ridiculous,” Aron mumbled.

“You will live,” Caysa smile. He squinted against the sunlight that was blazing down onto his head without the protection of the hood. They kept walking in silence. It was too hot to talk anyway, and Caysa had to keep his gaze down lest the brightness of the world sear out his eyes.

It was a day’s walk, through the hottest part of the day. The sun was high in the sky as Kadas came into view beyond a huge, wide gate, decorated with geometric tile reliefs in crisp lazuli blue and shining white and spring green. On a backdrop of dry grass plains and the Emara’s brown silt-stirred waters, the city opened itself to travellers like a glittering jewel. Houses and shops lined the streets, filled with peoples from the coast to the desert centre. They bustled with hawkers and mongers. Value-appraisers dressed in the official purple of Nousha were getting into heated fights over lower-than-desired estimates for merchants’ products. If Imoas had been almost shy of its place as a centre of trade and commerce, then Kadas stood in proud opposition, almost buzzing with excitement to talk money and business. If anything, they had made an artform of it, shouting over each other as they bartered skilfully. Caysa watched in awe as two women were getting progressively heated over sacks of wheat. The numbers they were offering were practically unintelligible until finally the seller said amuteeq to agree to the deal and both women began laughing, clapping each other on the back, congratulating each other on a good show. Caysa cocked his head, fascinated by the zeal and verve that ran through the people of Kadas. 

Tearn grabbed his arm and pulled him along as Caysa stared up and admired the colourful tile patterns that decorated the windows and doorways of the buildings. Some he recognised as sea serpents or dragons, red eyes glinting in the sunlight, warding off malicious intent and invoking protection.

“Dragon scale,” Tearn murmured.

“What? All of them?” Caysa asked, looking again in shock, trying to spot the same multi-coloured flashing that Zavon’s scales had.

“Not all of them, but some of them,” Tearn frowned, reaching up to rub the scar on her neck underneath the shirt collar. Caysa switched positions, throwing his arm over her shoulder. She was tucked up to his cheek. “Thanks, but between the two of us, you’re the one with rare scales.”

“I think between the three of us, Zavon’s got the most scales,” Caysa said. Zavon turned his head slightly to let them know he was eavesdropping on their conversation. Tearn gave a fake laughed before sighing and rubbing a hand down her face. 

“Yes, but it is hard to get away from,” Tearn said softly. “It’s everywhere we go.”

Caysa squeezed her into his side tighter. It really was everywhere; wherever there were people, there were sure to be the ghosts of dragons hunted. Caysa wondered how far back it went. They said in southern Akensoya, in the Kingdom of Wewar, humans and dragons lived and fought together. Their capital city was even called the Golden City of Dragons. Surely, somewhere, harmony between dragons and humans could be found. They walked through the streets of Kadas, ignoring the looks from Noushans, Liorni, Abacians and Eskavirans alike, until they came to a short, wide building made of pale-yellow sandstone that sat towards the outer edge of Kadas near the river. Horses and camels waited in a pen outside, lazily eating their weight in hay.

“A caravanserai. We’ll stay here for now and move on when the dam closes,” Albin said, shouldering the door open. Aron turned his head and looked directly at Tearn. Caysa dropped his arm from her shoulder and pinched his bottom lip. Nobody was saying anything. In fact, everyone else seemed to not want to mention that crossing the river seemed counter-intuitive to their original plan. Everyone followed Albin through, but Caysa waited outside for just a moment more, looking at the tile sea serpent above the door, which gazed down at the travellers with a piercing blue eye like it was hypnotising them to abandon the outside world and cross the threshold into its stomach. 

Caysa’s own stomach roiled. He was scaring himself out of worry over Albin. He took a deep breath in and squared his shoulders when a sharp psst sounded from nearby. Caysa stood still for a moment, trying to guess where exactly it had come from. Likely some kids were playing and Caysa had just stumbled upon their game. Caysa turned away and another louder, more urgent psst came from the same direction, just behind the stables. Caysa wouldn’t consider himself particularly wise or inclined towards forethought, but even he could admit wandering off to somewhere no one could see him was a good way to get killed. He backed away and slowly moved towards the entrance as the voice angrily whispered, “Oh, blessed Palo, you little idiot,” and Sola half stepped out from the hidden side of the stables. Caysa stared at him. Sola stared back as Caysa’s mind tried and failed to conceive that Sola was in Kadas right at this moment. Sola stepped out fully and opened his arms until something in Caysa’s head slotted perfectly into place, and suddenly he was running into Sola’s arms. 

Real, bony arms that ended with cold fingers that dug into the meat of Caysa’s shoulders as Caysa buried his face into Sola’s neck, feeling the roughness of the headscarf’s linen, hearing the thumping of his pulse in Caysa’s ear as short nails dug into his back through the large scarf that covering it. They stayed there for a long moment, squeezing each other, chest to chest, hearts racing and matching pace while Caysa’s slow mind caught up with reality.

Sola and Caysa were reunited—a moment Caysa never could have conceived of until it was happening. Sola let go and pulled back, arms still gripping Caysa’s shoulders, pale-blue eyes wide as his gaze roamed all over Caysa. Caysa did the same back.

It was Sola: the same hawk-like face, made up of sharp, narrow features, straight brown hair and freckles scattered across his nose and the highest points of his cheeks, proof of the contentious relationship with he had with the sun, which either kissed or burnt him, depending on her mood. His narrow lips curved into a wide smile with dagger-point corners. “Look at that little face,” Sola said, pinching Caysa’s cheek before he pulled Caysa in for another hug, fingernails less desperate this time as he placed his cheek on Caysa’s temple and whispered with an intense freneticism, “It’s all been set up.”

Caysa pulled back, watching Sola’s suddenly stony face. “What do you mean?”

Sola took in a shallow intake, his blank visage cracking a bit.

“Cay! Caysa?” Aron shouted, Caysa turned around, and Sola turned his face to the side. Aron made eye contact with Caysa, his tense body relaxing as he spotted Caysa, before his face twisted up in confusion.

“Sola?” Aron gawped. Sola’s head swung around like an owl spotting a mouse in the grass.

“Who said you could call me that?” Sola said. Caysa bit his bottom lip to stop his smile as Aron stood up straight and cleared his throat.

“Sorry, uh Solas. W-what are you doing here?”

“Hmm, better. I need to speak with you and Caysa in private.” Sola stepped forward. “Later though. This is where you’re staying?”

“How did you know we were here?” Aron frowned, a furrow forming between his brows. Caysa watched Sola’s profile from the corner of his eyes, watching for a twitch or a shiver, but ice-cold eyes reflected Aron’s blazing green. Two stubborn, intense men sizing each other up.

“I’ll explain that soon. We need to get inside.” Sola grabbed Caysa’s wrist, pulling him forward, and Caysa looked at Aron too, watching the way his whole body turned subtly rigid, as if ready to strike at any provocation. From Sola’s clammy palm, he seemed to know it too. Long gone were the days of two little boys hanging off any older person’s word. 

Aron followed Sola and Caysa inside, casting a shadow over Sola from the stained-glass lamps hanging from the ceiling. Albin, Tearn and Zavon waited by a wide, tall archway that led into a courtyard. All around the arch lay a matching twin serpent, although this one writhed in a nest of spiky leaves. Sola’s grip tightened incrementally as Albin arched an eyebrow.

“An Imran monk, huh?” Albin drawled, affecting a thicker Aradian accent. Sola’s nose almost began to wrinkle before his face tensed up, jaw visibly tight. “Must be a sign.”

“Interesting group you’ve found.” Sola turned to Caysa, smile fake, corners barely uplifted.

Caysa gave a small, closed-lipped smile in response. “Rather the other way around, really.”

Sola grunted. “I’m shocked the other one isn’t here,” he said absentmindedly. Caysa’s heart dropped, squeezing the air from his lungs. He pulled his hand out of Sola’s grip. Sola’s head swung around, and Caysa looked down at the floor, trying to avoid his brothers’ prying eyes. Sola ran a cool hand down Caysa’s bicep, realising his error. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Caysa shook his head, giving his best attempt at a placating look. Everything suddenly did feel real. How long had it been since he’d seen Sola? Nearly two years, at this point. As it was supposed to be. A pilgrimage was meant to take one far and wide, away from the comfort of their childhood. Those who had completed their pilgrimages were never supposed to return to their original monastery, were never supposed to see their fellow monks and nuns again. But Sola was here, breaking his vow to Imra. “Sola, what are you doing here?” Caysa asked. He’d finally become jaded, but every coincidence eventually revealed its true face.

“Lady Kasandra caught up with me in Ritzia and Palai, told me some interesting things.” Sola pulled Caysa closer, but his glare was squarely on Aron. Aron’s hands balled up, veins popping out.

“Alia’s people are here,” Aron said. Sola nodded. “We can’t stay; we need to go now.”

“She told me it’s you,” Sola spat out at Aron. “Or you,” he looked at Caysa, eyes incredibly fragile and tired.

“You can’t really believe them,” Caysa gasped. If they already knew they were in Kadas, there was no chance they’d let either Caysa or Aron leave.

“So that’s her play—looks like she’s not sure where we are. Where’s General Zangar, or Ginabria?” Aron flexed his hands open and closed.

“I don’t know. I didn’t meet the Princess, if that’s what you’re asking,” Sola snapped. Caysa looked at Aron from over Sola’s head and watched Albin from behind him, arms crossed and fingers tapping rhythmically on his other arm.

“How’d you find Caysa?” Tearn piped up, walking up next to Aron, amber eyes watching with hunting precision.

“Oh, fuck. I’m not an idiot—you can dress him up in all the fancy clothes you want, but I can stand at the gates of Kadas for three days waiting for a chance to escape!” Sola turned his head with a tired glare.

“Enough. You two don’t need to be here.” Albin stepped up, pointing at Zavon and Tearn. “Caysa, you two, come with me, now.”

Sola looked at Caysa, who shrugged. Like or dislike were irrelevant; there was probably no one better for dealing with this. If they weren’t careful, anything from extradition back to Aradia to murder in the streets of Kadas was possible. “Pushy prick,” Sola muttered under his breath as Albin walked past, snagging Sola’s shoulder and tugging him along. Caysa watched, almost worried that Sola was going to bite Albin’s hand off.

“If we leave them, maybe they’ll sort each other out,” Aron said. Caysa stifled his laugh.

“Don’t wish that upon Albin,” Caysa said, taking in a deep, steadying breath. He followed behind to a room, where there was a large bed and a table with two stools. Natural light flowed in from the large window. The gauze curtain fluttered with a sighing grace.

“Sit.” Albin shoved Sola into a chair. Caysa was about to protest but, as always, Albin’s deep voice boomed over him. “Tell me everything, starting from the beginning.”

Caysa sat on the edge of the bed, eyes trained on Sola’s face, trying to read any minute twitch or tell, but Sola wasn’t like Caysa. He was a natural born liar; he had neither guilt over it nor issue with obfuscating the truth or omitting it altogether. It was probably why he was such a good monk. Caysa bit his lip. He shouldn’t think like that, should not slander the followers of Palo and Lady Imra with such baseless libel. 

Sola took a shaky breath in, his whole-body tense with annoyance. Aron, who was standing sentry at the door, stood straighter. He was well-versed in Sola’s aggravation. Sola said, “Fine,” and started talking.

It started in Ritzia. Sola had been teaching the children of a fisherman for a season for free food and board when two strangers with northern accents had asked for him. They’d claimed to be looking for a talented translator, but Sola had denied that the person they could be looking for was him and had tried to leave Ritzia that night. He hadn’t even made it to the port before the two strangers caught him. Zangar and Miss Kasandra, he’d discovered to be their names—although, to a humble monk from Garni, those names meant nothing. The three of them travelled south to Chedoa, wherein the local monastery had a letter for Sola, left by Mae months ago, informing him that they were travelling south-east to the Achintine. They were running from the Aradian authorities. Fearful of Zangar and Kasandra finding this out, Sola lied to them and assured them that Caysa was sure to pass through Kadas on his way to the Achintine too.

“Of course, I didn’t actually expect you to come to Kadas, of all places. I chose here because it has the easiest route back east or south.” Sola finished his tale with a sniff. “At this time of year, even a child could swim across the river.”

“Or you could drown,” Caysa pointed out. Rivers were untameable, and rushing water could burst forth at any time.

Sola sniffed again, beak-like nose in the air. “I’d rather drown than serve the Aradian Kingdom.”

Aron and Albin snorted humourlessly. Caysa didn’t see the humour in it; Imran devotees had a bad habit of betraying Aradia and ending up imprisoned or dead for it. 

“Well, it’s unfortunate that Alia has eyes on the Achintine now,” Aron said, arms crossed. He was looking at Albin with a smug glint in his eyes.

“Yes, well, that’s a problem for the future. First, we must get rid of the pests currently bothering us,” Albin said.

“And what’s your plan for that?” Sola asked. Albin turned on his stool to face Caysa, green eyes watching him in return.

“Do you know how to catch a predator? You hunt with bait,” Albin said. The breath of the room itself seemed to still; white gauze fluttered to motionlessness.

“I’m the bait?” Caysa asked, his voice shaking.

“You are too precious to be bait, Caysa.” Albin shook his head as he jabbed his thumb in Aron’s direction. “He’s the bait.” 
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The Perspective of Distance 
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Albin had sent Sola off with specific instructions, telling him to persuade Kasandra and Zangar that Sola could successfully lure Aron to a specific point, where they would intercept him. Of course, Albin would be there to ensure they couldn’t, and Aron was hardly concerned with being kidnapped and shipped back to Aradia by the likes of Lady Kasandra, although Zangar could make himself troublesome.

Sola agreed to the plan. Caysa had been offended on Aron’s behalf, and much to his frustration, Albin had countered each impassioned request not to send Aron into danger with a demand for a better plan. And Aron agreed, it was Caysa, or it was Lady Kasandra against Alia’s wrath. The answer was never so clear. Albin commanded them with the clear intention of a man who was well-versed in hunting human prey. It made Aron sick, but it was necessary. 

“You cannot treat me like this.” Caysa’s face was twisted up in anger like Aron had never seen before, every word emphasised with a repressed scream. “I am a legal adult in Aradia,” he reminded Albin.

“Yes, in Aradia, but you’re not much of an adult whilst you’re suckling on me for my money and contacts.” Albin pulled Aron’s collar and practically tossed him into the room before following, slamming the door shut before Aron and Caysa could get their bearings. Aron righted himself and immediately made for the door, only to be blocked and shoved back further into the room, where he almost stumbled over the bed post. 

“You’re a piece of fucking shit,” Aron spat. His hands flexed as he imagined crushing that man’s throat. The crunch of it would sound like a lullaby.

“Insults only work when they come from someone with standards,” Albin said, pulling his mask down so now Aron only had himself to look at. “Now, save your whining and go to sleep.” 

Aron sat down and kept his boots on as he stretched his legs out on the bed. Albin sneered but returned the energy by pulling the small wooden chair in front of the door and sitting down so that he was facing Aron and blocking the door. Short of killing him or jumping out the window, there was no way around. With one raised eyebrow, Albin snorted, “You’re smarter than this. You should sleep.”

“No, I won’t, on the grounds that I don’t trust you,” Aron replied, sinking back into the pillows, arms crossed tightly. Albin scoffed and shook his head. “And you—you also need sleep.”

“No, on the grounds that I do not trust you.” Albin bent over a large leather case by the door. From it, he pulled a huge steel bow. The Aradian Warbow, in all its finger-breaking beauty. Aron had never even seen it properly until now. By the time he became the dragon-knight, it had long since been stolen. Aron watched cautiously as Albin measured out waxed linen strings, testing the tension was correct on his hard callouses. Low twangs sang throughout the room. Look at him, Aron thought to himself. Clinging onto the past, to being the dragon-knight. Against his better judgement, Aron kept his hands to himself, instead of reaching for Bleeding Heart or Iron Tooth, proving to Albin that he wasn’t intimidated by him. 

He could’ve sworn he’d been glaring at Albin for hours before he closed his eyes for just a little too long and his body betrayed him. He awoke again to see Albin sprawled in his chair, probably twisting his spine, as he read a book.

“It’s morning. Let me out,” Aron rasped as he dragged a hand down his face, trying to loosen the unsatisfactory sleep from his tight skin and itchy eyes. Albin glared but stood up and dragged his stool aside.

He knocked on the door of Caysa’s room, but only Tearn appeared at the door, running her hands through sleep-mussed hair, ripping knots out as she did so. “Caysa’s in the washroom,” Tearn said, her voice rough. Aron grunted and made a note to buy her a comb one day. With a heaviness in his heart, Aron resolved to see Caysa.

The washroom was an open room. High windows let in natural light but dissuaded perverts. Unlike the dark wooden affair in Salersa, which had high cubicles lest more nervous men leave their delicates exposed, this washroom functioned with openness to the naked body, and Caysa stood at the far wall, washing his face roughly. Aron silently stripped, leaving his clothes to wrinkle in a basket near the door. He slowly approached Caysa from behind. He wasn’t quiet, but still Caysa kept his back turned to Aron. 

Aron pressed his cheek to the nape of Caysa’s neck, arms wound around him and chest pressed to his back, feeling those birdcage ribs expand and compress with every breath beneath his hands, and still Caysa didn’t turn to acknowledge him. “I keep thinking how much I hate him, and I keep thinking that if there were ever a man who no one would miss if he died, it would be him. Who would be left to mourn him? Najah will move on; they’re young and beautiful, and it’s not as if they don’t know the risks. Me, I ... don’t even know what I feel for him anymore. I used to admire him and envy his freedom; now, I feel as if my gaze passes straight through him. He really is a wraith, but once I thought that it just made it all the more saddening.”

“I can’t give you a fair answer, Caysa. I wish I could,” Aron whispered, kissing Caysa’s damp temple. 

Caysa gave a heaving sigh, tilting his head back so his elegant neck was extended. “I wasn’t expecting you to have one. I think one must be mad to have an answer to a circumstance such as the one we find ourselves in now.” Aron huffed a laugh into Caysa’s hair and Caysa gave a forlorn frown in return. “He is right, though. We need his resources.”

Aron hummed in response, not ready to break this moment and pull away. This was as private as things were going to get for a while, if Albin had his way. Resources. If Aron could re-do their whole journey, then perhaps he’d start by going to Chadiero and travelling through Ritzia to Chedoa, where Laila currently resided with her husband, the venerable Third Prince of Chedoa, Kasim. Though Laila probably wouldn’t want to see him—he hadn’t even made it to her wedding proper. He had been too caught up doing ... a hunt, or something; he couldn’t even remember anymore. No. It would be within Laila’s rights to sell him out to Alia at first sight. 

“We’ll figure a way out of this, but first we need to focus on what’s most imperative,” Aron finally said, unable to make definitive promises anymore. He let go of Caysa, and finally his beloved turned to face him. Aron watched the way his dark-brown eyes moved around his face, searching and searching until finally they seemed to give up. Caysa nodded shallowly. Aron tried to keep the shame from bubbling up. He had accepted his own limitations before, but once Caysa turned away again to grab the bucket of water, Aron felt his gut grow heavier and his chest effervesce with the same kind of sickly simmering that preceded vomiting. Their wash was perfunctory, devoid of closeness as Caysa sat on the wash stool and stared off into the distance, his mind somewhere far away.

“The Grandmonk is dead,” Caysa suddenly said. Aron’s eyes widened as Caysa continued in spite of his wet, wavering voice. “Sola left me the letter. I didn’t read it until later. They—Mae didn’t even have time to give him a burial.” Caysa’s shoulders shook as a heavy sob cut him off. “All that’s left is ashes,” Caysa wailed, and Aron held his shaking body, feeling the way Caysa struggled to even breathe through endless full-body sobs. “How can you do this to me? How can you leave me? There is already so much death; I have already felt so much of it.”

“I’m sorry,” Aron whispered into Caysa’s temple. He shut his eyes, but the feel of him, the sounds of him shattering apart in Aron’s arms, crushed Aron’s heart and lungs. All he could say was sorry, over and over again. I am sorry, I am sorry. I love you, I won’t leave you. I am sorry.

In the washroom, this hollow, discordant song echoed until Caysa’s body finally went limp. A weak hand continued to hold on to Aron’s arm as an even weaker voice trembled, “Must you do this?”

Aron almost cracked. He wanted to grab Caysa’s shoulders and say, no, no I won’t—you want me to live, I’ll live. You want me to hide, I’ll hide. But he couldn’t. He had to do it, because if he didn’t, then there would be no end to the running.

“It is what’s necessary,” Aron answered as best he could. Caysa pushed himself upright and looked up with shining, red-rimmed eyes.

“Then I suppose I cannot dissuade you.”

“I will return. I won’t leave you alone.”

***
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ARON, ALBIN AND SOLA poured over a map of Kadas, Sola pointing to where Kasandra and Zangar had stationed themselves at the edge of the main street where it leaked into the northern business district. It was a mildly clever place to set themselves up, although that was all the credit Aron was willing to give. 

“You’ll draw them out of hiding and lure them to this intersection. I will hide down this end, ready to intervene and take them out.” Albin pointed out where the street the building they were staying in sat. Further down towards the left was a narrow alley, designed for getting exports in and out of storage—not for people to stay and linger. 

“And people? If there are witnesses ——” Aron started.

“There won’t be witnesses,” Albin said hurriedly. Sola and Aron looked at each other from the corners of their eyes. “We’ll do this before the dawn, when there is the least amount of people around.”

“That doesn’t prevent the chance of someone seeing this happen,” Aron refuted.

“I already told you: there won’t be any witnesses. Don’t let Caysa dull your blade.” Albin stood up to his full height. Neither Sola nor Aron flinched, if that was Albin’s desired goal. Unfazed, Albin rolled up the map and left the room.

A thick silence enveloped the room’s two remaining occupants, until Sola cleared his throat and sent Aron a glare that bore to his soul.

“Who is he?”

“He’s the Black Wraith, a somewhat notorious mercenary and poacher.”

“I don’t give a fuck about that. I mean, who is he?” Sola’s face was like ice. He’d always been that way, exacting and over-protective. “How does he know Caysa?”

Aron swallowed down the absurd truth. Sola would either laugh in his face or strangle him, and Aron wouldn’t even be able to fault him for it. “He said he was Caysa’s protector; someone sent him on this mission to protect Caysa.”

“Who is this someone? Spit it out, Aron.” Sola was fully turned towards Aron now, using his piercing eyes to read every expression that twitched in the muscles of Aron’s jaw.

“A great dragon of Oza,” Aron choked out. Talking to Solas was akin to standing in front of a target while an archer shot arrows around him. Sola moved closer now—close enough that Aron felt each exhale.

“What does a dragon in Oza want with Caysa?” Sola demanded. It was a stupid sentence, coming from his mouth, but neither of them laughed.

Aron cracked. “Ask Caysa.” He pushed away from Sola. Sweat had started forming on his temple. “Prepare yourself. I do not plan for any deaths tonight.” He started walking out of the parlour as well, suddenly aware of how fast his heart was beating.

“Is Caysa what I think he is?” Sola said before Aron could make it out the door. It was like a mace had slammed into his stomach, the way it left him reeling and winded. Aron turned to Sola, his right hand flexed at his hip, but Iron Tooth was not there. Sola, however, was. His face had less expression than a statue.

“Caysa’s exactly who he’s always been,” Aron spat out, striding out of the room and into the courtyard, where Tearn was lying on her back in the sun. Aron’s hands twitched. Frenetic energy was building in his gut; he wanted to fight something, stab something.

He retrieved Sun-singer from his room, ignoring Caysa’s wide, brown gaze, and went to stand in the courtyard with Tearn’s half-open eye and the half-dead olive tree as his witness. He looked at himself in the reflection of the blade and started on stance drills that had been carved into every muscle and ligament of his body.

“It’s not good to wear yourself out,” Tearn yawned like a farm cat.

Aron just grunted as his stiff body fought against its own memory. He moved through drills until his shoulder began burning, his bones feeling as if they were grinding against each other. He dropped his form and massaged his right shoulder, pressing into the weary muscle. It was getting worse; in another ten years, it might even be unusable. He looked at Sun-singer still held in his right hand and tossed it into his left. It felt wrong, holding it like this, his whole body felt like it was listing leftwards. He gave Sun-singer back over to his right.

Aron sighed. All knights knew there’d come a day when they must put down their weapons, but he had always thought it would be in death. He looked over to Tearn, who was still lounging in the sunlight. One day he could put it down by choice and listen to Caysa when he had said Aron was wasted on the sword, then he could one day pick up the pen instead. Aron snorted out a half-amused breath and rolled his shoulder, listening to the rhythmic clicks; Tearn was right, he ought to save his energy. 
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Once the hour hit midnight, Aron, Albin and Sola left the caravanserai, strolling into the depths of Kadas, where Albin had dictated their fate. It was freezing, despite the heat of the day. The world here was stuck between two extremes.

Lone orange glows from homes were the only human light, and it seemed like most people went home early, before the sun disappeared behind the horizon and took all the warmth with her. Albin split off down the shadowed end of an alley, and Aron let Sola lead him to the empty building that Kasandra and Zangar were supposed to be hiding in, waiting to pounce on their bait. 

The door to a small, abandoned study was open. There was a table in the centre, two chairs either side of it, and a haze of dust as moonlight lit the scene. Lady Kasandra looked the same as she always had. Her brown hair fell in tumbling curls and her round hazel eyes belied a falcon-quick dagger draw. She stood facing Aron with a lopsided smile that she’d adapted from Alia’s cruel smirk. Sola stood behind him, back pressed into the wall.

“My Lady,” Aron acknowledged, his bottom periphery focusing on her right hand, in case she drew her dagger.

“Aron,” she nodded.

“Still doing Alia’s bidding? You’re above that, you know,” Aron made a jab, but Kasandra’s face stayed unmoving.

“I hardly want my value appraised by the Havri’s stray dog.” Kasandra’s right pointer finger twitched, and Aron’s right hand tensed in reaction. It was a tight space; Sun-singer would be at a disadvantage in here. Best to try and lead the fight outside.

“Lashing out at me won’t make you Ginabria,” Aron said.

Kasandra huffed a fake little laugh. Right there. Alia loved to play favourites: among her siblings, parents, generals and admirals, and even her closest companions. A cruel woman playing cruel games. Kasandra dropped the act as quickly as Aron could blink. She unsheathed her dagger and was launching herself at him from across the room. With no time to think, Aron pushed Sola out of the way, using the momentum to dodge Kasandra’s arcing slash. He pulled Sun-singer free just in time to block another slash.

Sola wisely crawled away, and Aron focused all his attention on Kasandra.

“You’re a dog, Aron,” Kasandra snarled as Aron used his weight to push her away, “and you should’ve just rolled over and shown your stomach like one. You’re nothing but common scum without your family, and I’ll put you down with the respect you deserve.” Aron advanced on her with a swing of his sword; she blocked it quickly.

“Woof,” Aron replied. Kasandra’s face contorted to fury. The Obregios always were too quick to defend the Havris—and what had it gained them, except a few queen-consorts? Aron put up as good a show of parrying Kasandra’s slashes as he could, waiting for the real problem to arrive. 

Heavy footsteps were all the warning Aron got before one thick, calloused hand gripped him around the neck and threw him backwards across the room. Aron coughed at the sudden pressure. Marcello Zangar, Wolf of the Ehomes. Kasandra was quick, but Zangar had better swordplay and a reach almost as long as Aron’s. If there were ever a dog amongst the present company, then Zangar would be it.

“Prince Aron,” Zangar said, starchy, weather-worn voice rumbling. Aron laughed as he righted himself.

“General,” Aron acknowledged him. From the corner of his eye, he watched the pale-blue blur of Sola. Aron tightened his grip on Sun-singer. He had to draw the fight away from Sola or risk the monk getting his head cut off in the conflict. Slowly, Aron circled to the right and Zangar stayed still, eyes never leaving Aron’s sword arm. 

Aron lunged forward, and Zangar didn’t waste time parrying. Aron gritted his teeth and tried again, not trying to actually hit, only testing how far Zangar was able to go. Metal clanged, echoing throughout the room, but Zangar did little more than parry the blows with little embellishment. He wasn’t baiting either. Just waiting for Aron to tire himself out, taking conservative steps out of the way, giving Aron the illusion of taking ground. 

Well, that was no good. Actually, it was worse.

Aron snarled and disengaged, sliding on his back foot so Zangar was back out of range. Quickly, Zangar changed forms, from defensive across his body to active. He didn’t give Aron time to even scope the room for his position, darting forward with a thrust that caught on Aron’s guard. With a feint, Zangar slashed towards Aron’s stomach, pushing him back towards the wall where he’d be trapped. Aron rolled left, towards the window and back out of slashing range.

“We will be here all night, my Prince,” Zangar said with a small nod of his head.

“Enough!” Kasandra gripped Sola, left hand choking him and the other pressed to his gut, wicked sharp blade causing blood to bloom on the Imran blue. “Stop, Aron, or he’s the one who gets punished,” Kasandra dug the blade in deeper, and Sola looked at Aron with wild eyes.

Aron pressed his tongue to his teeth, forcing his shout down. He had to draw Kasandra and Zangar away from here, give Sola space to flee to safety. “That is a sacrifice I can bear to make,” Aron said. Sola scowled at him.

“Fuck you, A-ron,” Sola wheezed.

Aron shrugged and dodged Zangar’s grapple the only way he had left, throwing himself out the window. Frail glass shattered over him as Aron slammed into the hard-packed ground. The air was forcefully expelled from his body as his ribs and spine were squashed by opposing forces. He threw his forearm up to protect his eyes. Everything was reduced to a blindingly bright sensation—there was no pain—as Aron rolled himself up. The pain was for later. Aron ran towards the avenue where Albin was supposed to perched, arrow nocked and waiting. And if he wasn’t—well, the fight itself was sure to be spectacular. 

A shame there was not going to be anyone around to record it.

Zangar’s large hand ripped into Aron’s shirt, throwing his shoulder into the rough wall. Thin grazes heated with rushing blood. Aron hissed and lashed out, nails scratching Zangar’s cheek. As instinct took over and Zangar pulled back, Aron’s hand slipped and instead gripped his shirt collar. Swiftly, Aron swapped their places, swinging Zangar into the wall instead, hand still clenched around him tightly. With a heaving push that had glancing pains dancing up his spine, Aron slammed Zangar face first into the sandstone bricks. And again, throwing all his weight into where his other hand gripped Zangar’s face.

There was a dull crack, and Zangar groaned. Aron let go. He had no intention of killing him; a broken cheekbone or jaw was enough. 

Aron could feel his lungs, the burn as they took in air. It’d been a while since he’d fought, and he’d already forgotten the effort it took. Zangar leaned back on the wall as he pressed his fingers to the left side of his face, which was a bloody red and already swelling. Aron winced in sympathy; the vessels in his eye had probably burst.

Aron stumbled away, catching himself on walls as he went into the avenue where Albin was waiting, if he was even there.

“Stop, Aron!”

Aron groaned to himself. Oh, Kasandra. Kasandra who just couldn’t give up.

“What?” He turned around. Kasandra stood at the alley entrance, Sola still gripped painfully around the neck, dagger tip pressed deeper still into his skin. Red bloomed like flowers on the once-pristine Imran blue. Aron stood up straight.

“Don’t do anything rash,” Aron said, but the quaver at the end of his voice made it sound closer to begging.

“Shut the fuck up.” Kasandra’s face was blotchy with anger. Her grip on the hilt stiffened, causing the point to dig into Sola’s abdomen further. “I’m not giving you a choice; either he dies, or you come with me, now.” She squeezed Sola’s throat hard, forcing a barely perceptible wheeze out.

Fuck was the only thought Aron could conjure. He could take her, but not before she’d have Sola’s guts spilling out of his body. He’d have to be deliberate or risk a casualty he wasn’t willing to create. 

Slowly, Aron dropped Sun-singer to the ground, eyes watching Kasandra’s face and dagger. Her right hand loosened minutely, allowing Sola to suck in a breath. Crouched on the ground, Aron saw the glint of a large arrow before it fully registered why he was seeing it. Albin had switched sides. He was supposed to be waiting down this end, but he’d switched and perched himself in the shadows of the other end.

The low twang of Warbow warbled as Aron threw himself flat on the ground. The bolt hit its target with the prefect miss as one edge of the huge point ripped clean through Kasandra’s side. Had it hit dead-on, then Kasandra and Sola’s corpses would have been left with a matching hole through them. Her body seized in shock. Aron watched the silver of her dagger pierce up into Sola as both of them dropped to the ground.

“Milady!” Zangar had caught up. Part of his shirt had been ripped up and converted to a bandage, fully covering his right eye. He ran towards Kasandra, pulling of his coat off and pressing the dark wool to her side as she writhed in pain. Aron stood up, holding Sun-singer to the ready as he approached Sola, who was quieter but no less bloody. Zangar glared at Aron but didn’t move from Kasandra’s side, even as she weakly hit his arm.

“Get him. Don’t worry about me,” she whimpered bravely.

“I cannot abide by that request, Lady Kasandra,” Zangar said, gently pulling her closer as Aron also pulled Sola to his side, to the tune of Sola’s whispered prayers, intermingled with obscenities.

“Oh, why not?” Albin had walked up silently and now stood behind Zangar, the long blade of Bleeding Heart pressed to the right side of his neck. Slowly, deliberately, he moved it to Zangar’s left side so he could see the blade from his periphery. “Marcello, it’s good to see you again.” Zangar stiffened.

“We know each other? I’m sure I’d remember a blade so fabulous,” Zangar stalled, surely trying to figure out if he’d ever met Albin before. Aron took the distraction for what it was and focused solely on Sola. His knowledge of medicine was arbitrary at best, made up of tricks he’d accrued from his own injuries, although he was yet to be stabbed in the gut. Aron didn’t move the dagger stuck in Sola—that was better left to Caysa. Instead, he held Sola’s body close and snaked his arms under Sola’s limp legs to hoist him up.

“That’s a large wound. You’d best get Miss Obregio to a hospice ... unless you’re not supposed to be here. That’ll be an awkward conversation.” Albin pressed Bleeding Heart’s blade to Zangar’s neck harder. Any more pressure, and it’d slice through skin. Bleeding Heart was heavy; it could certainly lop a head off if the wielder truly wished it. Aron slowly stood up, stopping as the vertigo hit, threatening to topple him over. His right shoulder ached holding the weight of Sola, whose face was pale and clammy.

“Enough,” Aron grunted to Albin. “They know.” Zangar looked up at Aron through dark lashes. Kasandra looked worse than Sola; her wound threatened to bleed out faster and Zangar knew he couldn’t fight off two assailants and save her. 

“We won’t disturb you. We’ll leave Kadas as soon as possible,” Zangar said as Albin lifted Bleeding Heart from his neck. Kasandra was silent, passed out on the ground, her breaths getting weaker by the second. Zangar wasted no more time. He picked up Kasandra, large hand pressed to her side tightly, trying not to jostle her further as he walked quickly away. Where they could go, Aron wasn’t sure, but he could be assured that if Kasandra died, then Alia’s next attack was sure to be lethal in response.

“Giving up so soon?” Albin said.

“It would be worrisome news if the world knew what had happened to our dragon-knight,” Zangar said carefully. “It is only sensible that we do not make any loud disturbances.”

“Such a non-event this turned out to be,” Albin tutted. Aron felt his eyelid twitch. 

“Move it,” Aron grunted, kicking Sun-singer towards Albin. Albin picked it up regardless after sheathing Bleeding Heart. He didn’t care to waste more time. Aron quickly walked back the way they’d initially come, dodging any light when possible as he counted the beats of Sola’s pulse. His right shoulder was throbbing with internal swelling. It almost felt like it was going to fall off. Sweat spread on Aron’s brow, threatening to drip into his dry eyes.
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A Living River Must Run
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Caysa ran outside. The dark, warped silhouette approaching the inn slowly resolved into Aron carrying Sola in his arms. Caysa’s heart jumped to his throat. He could scarcely breathe, even as he approached Aron and saw Sola taking in shallow breaths.

Blood, red and black and brown and stinking of iron and meat. Caysa held his breath, both to avoid the stench and also to force his heart and lungs to slow lest he also pass out.

Caysa watched Sola’s face, the weak flutter of his eyelids, his tiny breaths, the sweat covering his entire body. The red blood that dripped from him and stained everything.

It was a wound. Caysa took a took a deep breath in; it was a wound, and Caysa knew those.

“Follow me,” Caysa said, quickly walking back to his room in the caravanserai. Aron followed, his ragged coughs letting Caysa know that he wasn’t far behind. Quickly, Caysa opened the door, letting Aron in. Tearn jumped up from where she was lying on the bed.

“W-what?” Tearn stuttered but Caysa ignored her. He had to get Sola into bed.

“Lay him down here. Get me something to elevate his feet,” Caysa said blindly, not really in control of himself even as he issued orders to Tearn and Aron, who scrambled to do as he said. “Get me bandages and garlic or thousand leaf, or whatever you can find. A bucket of water too, and soap—go now,” Caysa snapped. It didn’t even sound like his own voice, and his hands didn’t even look like his own as he poked and prodded the wound before ripping apart Sola’s blue tunic to get a better look at it.

Caysa slowly pulled the small dagger out of the wound, not blinking, as if that would make this step any safer. Blood bubbled up foully, but Caysa kept his eyes trained only on the hilt of the dagger until it slipped from his slack grip and clattered to the floor.

Tearn burst into the room, water-filled bucket in hand, but Caysa barely heard her as he washed his hands. The soapy lather quickly turned pink, but Caysa kept staring at the wound. It was easier that way. Caysa went on to prod and poke the wound, trying to discern how deep it went, whether it the weapon had hit any organs. It was fine enough but too deep to simply suture the skin and hope for the best. Caysa eventually decided the bleeding would staunch itself and it was better to keep the wound clean before resorting to stitches. If putrefaction occurred in the body, Sola would most definitely die.

Caysa straightened up. “Did you bring bandages?” He turned around. Tearn was sitting behind him, knees tucked under her chin as she stared off into the corner. She pointed to a pile of white material sitting on the floor in ribbons next to a small tub. Caysa leaned over to grab the materials. He opened a small wooden pot of thick salve. It was a greenish-white colour with an intense, herbaceous smell. It had already been much used. There was a concave dip that almost touched the bottom of the pot.

“The poacher brought it. You didn’t notice?” Tearn said. She yawned, and Caysa shook his head. He hadn’t realised anyone else had come in.

Caysa washed his hands again, probably ineffectually, in the blood-stained water and then used the top of his nail to dig some salve from the corners. With a shaking hand, he dabbed it gently on the red, swollen edges of the injury.

Caysa rolled the bandages into a wad and carefully inserted them into the wound. The excess stuck out from Sola’s side like a white rose. It was gruesome to see it bloom from Sola’s pale torso, and Caysa turned away, catching Tearn’s bright eye. She stood up and began cleaning up the debris as Caysa sat back and looked at his own hands. The room had that vile metallic waft that brought Caysa back to the worst moments of his childhood. He closed his eyes and remembered the endless stare of Nazzaro. His head and body felt exhausted. A low, heavy thrumming ran through his body, causing his temples to throb painfully.

“He’s lucky to have you,” Tearn said. She sat next to Caysa and rubbed his neck. He hadn’t even realised how stiff it was, how hard he was still grinding his teeth. “I’ll watch over this one; go wash up and rest.”

“You don’t even know him.” Caysa massaged his cheeks, pressing his fingers into where the jaw met the skull, almost painfully hard.

“I know he’s important to you,” Tearn said. Caysa looked over to her and caught her amber eyes wet with sympathy. He nodded, but it had been a long while since he’d felt lucky to anyone by any definition.

Stretching his body loose, Caysa walked to the washroom, hoping it would be mostly empty. There was blood under his nails, and water had run down his arms and left a tacky trail that coagulated in the valley of his elbow. He sighed as he stared down at his hands and arms, eyes following the raised line on his left, puffy and shiny with new skin. He prayed to whichever god was listening that Sola would make it through the night.

Caysa tiptoed through the washroom, to the furthest corner as he divested himself of his clothes. He examined the sleeves of his shirt. Even rolled up to the elbow, pink stains burst through the cotton like hands reaching out. Caysa shook his head. He was beginning to understand why Imran devotees chose to go sleeveless year-round. It meant having less to clean.

He sat down, naked, on a stool and held his head in his hands. He was so tired, suddenly. Everything was so heavy.

He didn’t know how long he sat like that, but he was startled when a hand touched his shoulder. Caysa looked up to see Aron standing over him. His face was smudgy, his expression cowed. Slowly, Aron sank down next to Caysa on his knees, pressing his forehead to Caysa’s thigh.

“I’m sorry. Please tell me he’ll live,” Aron whispered. Caysa pressed a hand to Aron’s head, where the tacky blood was catching to his fine hair.

“All we can do is pray,” Caysa confessed. There was only so much he could do, only so much he knew how to do. “Please do not be sorry—none of this is your fault.”

“I should have done more, protected him better.” Aron held onto Caysa’s calf. His hands were shaking. Caysa leaned over Aron’s still form, rubbing circles over his lower back like he was soothing a child.

“You’ve done more than anyone could ever ask of you,” Caysa whispered as he ran his hand over Aron’s back. He felt the heat radiating from Aron’s right shoulder. Had it jammed during the fight? Caysa rubbed over it harder, testing its swollen stiffness. Aron grunted as Caysa’s fingertips dug into the edge of the scapula. He must’ve been in so much pain, and still he came to apologise to Caysa for not doing more. Aron’s shoulder had bothered him for a while now; it would be even worse if they let this injury heal ineffectually on its own. “Let me see your shoulder,” Caysa said, waiting for Aron to nod. He did, after a long moment, and Caysa lifted Aron’s shirt, revealing red swelling and blue bruises.

Caysa bit his tongue. A sling would have to do for now, but swinging around his two-hander was not an option. Good, Caysa thought. I hate that sword and the burden it has forced onto you.
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ARON LAY IN THE BED as Caysa fussed over him. It ached and spiked in pain, but still he could barely keep his eyes open to the cool, gentle presses of Caysa’s hands. It felt divine in contrast to the hot, pulsing under the skin and through the muscles of his right shoulder.

“I really can’t do much more for it than tell you to rest it,” Caysa whispered. Aron groaned.

He knew it was a matter of time before his shoulder gave out, although Aron had always imagined such an occurrence happening midway through a battle with a dragon, not because of a lousy, misjudged landing.

“It was my own fault,” Aron admitted.

Caysa shushed him. “No, it wasn’t. Are you alright, though? You did just meet your sister’s people.” Caysa trailed off like he wasn’t quite sure if what he was saying was correct.

“I’m fine. I think they were more shocked than me. The Black Wraith is more ruthless than I imagined,” Aron said. It sounded silly in hindsight. Of course he was merciless—that’s how he’d made his way in the world without all the reputation and money that Aron had flouted back in Asaneel.

“Yes, he is.” The silence that followed was heavy and suffocating as Aron and Caysa avoided voicing the rest of their thoughts. “Would you mind sitting up? I’ll wrap your shoulder for you.”

Aron pushed himself up with his left arm to kneel on the bed with Caysa behind him. The remaining strips of cotton were tightly wound around his shoulder and armpit with a delicate touch. He flattened each bandage so it wouldn’t bunch or pinch his skin, until it was clear that Caysa was stalling.

“Check on Sola. I know you want to.”

“I’ll be back soon,” Caysa sighed, and Aron almost asked why he was nervous but instead chose to keep his mouth shut. Slowly, he lay back down, feeling the dip and rise of the mattress as Caysa got up and left, shutting the door as quiet as a ghost.

Aron shut his eyes, all his consciousness homing in on the heat of his shoulder and the heaviness in his body.

***
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CAYSA WENT BACK TO Tearn and Zavon’s room, where Sola was lying deathly still. Tearn herself was sitting, squashed into a far corner, staring at Sola with a pointed gaze, lizard-like in how she scarcely blinked. 

“You can rest in the other room,” Caysa whispered from the doorway. Tearn looked at him with wide eyes but nodded. She brushed her trousers of invisible dust as she stood up.

“Nothing’s changed really,” she said. Caysa gave his best attempt at a smile; he hadn’t expected anything more, to be honest. He’d seen people on the edge of death—their ice-cold visage, whole-body sweats wracking their bodies as if they’d already been dipped in the freezing waters of the Sognima.

“Thank you.”

Caysa closed the door behind her and took his place, kneeling next to Sola’s bed and holding his cold wrist, two fingers pressed to his sluggish pulse. Caysa studied Sola’s face. He was already paler than most Aradians; now, he looked as if even the pink of his cheeks had been siphoned away, along with the blood he’d lost. Caysa turned away. He could scarcely imagine it, that Sola’s eyes may not open again. Caysa closed his eyes and lowered his forehead to Sola’s arm, praying for any gods’ grace: Palo, Imra, Alipse, Cipah—anyone—please, if you must, punish me. Punish me, but let Sola live. He’s a good man who has only ever wanted what is best for me; please do not let him be punished for my failings. Repeatedly, he bargained for Sola’s life, listing off gods both contemporary and ancient, begging local patrons from back home as if the spirits of Garni could or would want to hear from him. Marko, Master Uris, watch over us. Turn Sola’s soul away; do not let him settle in the waters of the Sognima River. Send him back to me.

“Same as ever, sneaking into my room without saying anything.” Sola’s voice was quiet, almost a whisper and horribly scratchy. Caysa lifted his head, feeling the minute uptick of the pulse beneath his fingertips. 

“Sola ... I’m sorry,” Caysa’s voice wobbled. He could feel the tears sitting heavy in his eyes, ready to drip down at any moment.

“Darling Caysa.” It was almost the same patronising word choice, but Sola just couldn’t insert the condescending tone in. “What’s wrong now?”

“You almost died because of me,” Caysa said frantically. He wanted to launch himself into his brother’s arms and stay there like he was child again, but he couldn’t. He’d make Sola’s injury worse.

“Alright, well, I forgive you,” Sola said with a weak wave of his hand. Caysa frowned. “What’s that face for?”

“It’s not funny, Sola.”

“If I lived, I may jest of it,” Sola slowly blinked. Lethargy exuded from every part of his body. “You didn’t stab me, Caysa. You’re not at fault for any of this, and even if you were, I still wouldn’t hold it against you.”

“I don’t know how you can say that.” Caysa shook his head and hunched over, trying to stop himself from breathing too hard.

“Look at me, Caysa,” Sola sighed. He sounded so tired and weak, nothing like the spirited, infallible Sola that shone in Caysa’s memories. Caysa looked over from the corner of his eye. Sola gave another deep sigh. “I could climb up to the sky, grip the sun with my own two hands and shake her for all the secrets of the gods she has, and doing that would still pale in comparison to being your brother. I love you, Caysa—do you understand me?” Caysa bit his lip. If he said anything, then he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from wailing. He nodded slowly, and Sola gave a small, smug smile back before closing his eyes and relaxing back into his pillow. “Good.”

Caysa watched him doze off for a few more minutes before standing up and taking a deep breath. Part of him felt frozen in horror, as he had been when he’d let go of Marko, but Sola was alive, and he was going to be alright. Caysa would ensure it. 

He left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

“My, you truly do love humans. They are such frail creatures, that to love them seems to be akin to loving a mayfly,” Zavon said. He stood in the hallway, wreathed in shadows.

“They are, but can the same not be said of dragons?” Caysa stood in front of the door, his heart beating heavy and slow.

“Not at all. Humans will only ever break your heart. Their bodies, their minds, even their lies are so fragile, they shatter under any pressure.”

“I know already.”

“Do you? Shall I tell you the truth that sticks in the throat of your beloved knight?”

“Albin has never meant to take me to the Valley of the Sun, and Danrho has never meant for me to see the Solar Collusion.” Caysa looked down at his feet, his neck bowed. “I suppose I knew the both of them had their own agendas.”

“And yet you allowed yourself to be led astray? You are a strange creature, Caysa.” Zavon stepped forward, and Caysa looked up into his eye. How could it be possible that the only person on his side was this one?

“Perhaps I am just a fool.”

“Perhaps? That is rather an understatement,” Zavon laughed. “Take some heart, Caysa. I have no interest in betraying your trust and even less in living my remaining days under my father’s rule.”

Caysa sighed, “I am very tired, Zavon.”

“You ought to rest, then. The nights here are cold and difficult for weak humans, so I will watch over your friend while you find a comfortable place to find repose.” Zavon walked up to Caysa and Caysa moved out of the way, allowing Zavon to enter the room Sola was in. With one deep breath in, he closed his eyes and forced the air out of his body, feeling the stiffness and heaviness that seemed to have become a part of his very bones. He really was so, so tired. 

He had said something before, about not wanting anyone to die, not wanting dragons to be killed by the weapons Aradia was creating. Was he ready to let that ideal go just because he was tired? Caysa pinched his bottom lip, standing in the dark, alone. The choice was up to him now: let himself be led along in ignorance and comfort or, as Imra had, face the painful light of Palo’s blessings and take the difficult road in spite of himself? Out of necessity, we do what must be done or else die, Caysa thought to himself. Ignorance is stagnation, and stagnation is death.
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ARON OPENED AN EYE as the door squealed opened. The room was cast in black shadows now. The only light came from the moon as it hung high in the sky tonight. The light tread was Caysa; nobody else in their party was half as considerate. The bed dipped as Caysa lay down next to Aron, squashed to the edge of mattress.

“I’m going to ask you something awful, but you don’t have to answer,” Caysa whispered. Aron turned his head against the stiffness of his upper body, giving a sleepy nod. Caysa breathed in shakily. “Albin never listens to me; he casts me as an irresponsible child in every argument, and I don’t know how I can make him respect me as a being independent to him.”

“You wish to know the inner workings of his mind? They are foreign to me as well,” Aron slurred, his voice sleep-heavy.

Caysa bit his lip, gazing at the shadows on the ceiling. “I think he’s afraid of me becoming like Alessandro, and yet I think, perhaps, Alessandro is the only person he will listen to now.”

“But he’s long dead.”

“I know, but he lives on in me.”

“You would become his ghost to spur him to action? The Black Wraith is haunted by his failures, and everything he has done since Alessandro’s death until now has been in the name of assuaging his own guilt,” Aron said. He couldn’t say how true this was, but that was the only way he could understand that he and Albin were the same man.

“I believe you are right, but I think he needs to believe he can be forgiven. I think he lives like this because it is the only path he knows anymore. That is how I can drive him away. Do you agree?” Caysa finally looked at Aron’s face. 

“I do, but is this your attempt to overcome him, or is it your attempt to redeem him?” Aron asked. Caysa brought his hand over and softly stroked Aron’s cheek. It was lovingly tender; he was avoiding the question. Too kind, too soft-hearted. If only he would say, Albin would be dead: stabbed or immolated and out of the way. Caysa slipped back out of the bed again, and Aron didn’t bother beckoning him back. His faith was in Caysa. The door opened and closed with a squeak of the hinges.

“Are you just going to let him go?” Tearn said from the corner she was curled up in.

“What can I do? I’m powerless against him.”

“And they call you a knight,” Tearn groused. 
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The Unknowns Inherent to Others
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Caysa laced his boots and left. The morning was icy cold, and he shuddered as a cutting breeze blew through him. He closed his eyes and envisioned Albin. He’d wandered off at some point and had stayed gone. With each centring breath in, the image of Albin became clearer, like the ripples in a lake stilling to leave behind a distinct reflection. Albin standing by a river. To the north, dark, square shadows were cut out from the midnight horizon, and Caysa opened his eyes and started walking next to the river, southwards. 

Caysa slowly walked up to Albin, waiting for him to acknowledge Caysa, but all he got was a small quirk of the head. Caysa approached, only stopping when Albin finally said something, his deep voice barely louder than the rushing of the Emara River. “Magic again?”

“No, I thought you’d be here. The river reminds me of home, too,” Caysa said, his voice stilted. Albin didn’t say anything, so Caysa moved to stand next to him. They endured unspoken words together at the low banks of the Emara. Under the awakening sky, it didn’t seem near as terrifying as the Tisgani. It felt tame in comparison to the frantic rushing and crashing of the Tisgani River, where the mountain snows melted and urged the river higher and faster. The first ferrymen and fishers were already up and about, shouting and laughing. 

“The Emara comes from the Valley of the Sun. Underground water and rain is caught by the valley and travels northwards to the Cobalt Sea. This river was the spine of the Liorni Empire. Chedoa provided most of the empire’s food and grain, though even if one followed it, they’d still find themselves lost, as the river disappears below the sand,” Albin explained dispassionately. Caysa didn’t say anything. “What do you want?”

Caysa turned to Albin and reached up, pulling his scarf down so his face was exposed. Even though he was unable to see properly, Caysa could feel the way Albin froze as he tried to figure out what Caysa was doing. Hands on Albin’s face, his palms against the rough stubble, Caysa said, “You need to take Sola to the Achintine. He’ll be hunted and executed without protection.”

Albin grabbed Caysa’s wrists and pulled his hands down. “Do not talk nonsense—you are my first and foremost responsibility.”

“Aron,” Caysa said quietly. Albin’s grip turned harder, and Caysa forced himself not to flinch. Instead, he took a step closer. “I cannot lose another person, and you are the only one I can entrust with this.”

“Don’t play games with me, Caysa.”

“I’m not. Please, Aron.” Caysa stepped forward again. Even against Albin’s tight grip, Caysa could place his palms on Albin’s chest in a facsimile of intimacy. “I need you to do this for me. I will not be able to live with myself if Sola dies.”

“Then let him.”

“No!” Caysa bit the inside of his cheek, trying to ground himself “This is the last thing I will ever ask of you. If Solas dies here, then I won’t be able to live with it; I could not forgive you.”

Albin let go of Caysa’s wrists, taking hold of Caysa’s face, forcefully turning his gaze upwards. Even without visibility, Caysa knew the wild-eyed expression on Albin’s face. “Is this your play? Will it make you happy, make you love me again? My heart cannot take it, A——” Albin pushed close, his forehead almost touching Caysa’s. “Caysa,” he breathed. He placed a large, rough hand on the back of Caysa’s head, then he surged forward and kissed Caysa, hard. It was aggressive. The rough of Albin’s stubble scratched against Caysa’s face, and Caysa pushed against him, biting on Albin’s lip to force him away.

“Aron,” Caysa whispered. He stepped away from Albin, wiping his mouth with the back of his hands to get rid of the disgusting feeling of Albin’s lips. The silence between them was filled by the sounds of the Emara running its long course and humans living their short, bright lives. But it only served to make the moment between them more oppressive. “Aron,” Caysa whispered again, and Albin’s hands fell to his shoulders as his huge body hunched down, cowed under the weight of whatever overwhelming memories were washing over him. 

Like it was physically painful for him, Albin said through clenched teeth, “If I do this, it will be your last request of me.”

“Yes, I will only ask this of you. You must take Solas westwards to the Achintine Coast when he’s healthy enough to be moved.” Caysa kept his voice as steady as possible, as Albin’s body enshrouded his in a desperate hug, gloved fingers digging into Caysa’s shoulder like he might disappear at any moment. “This is my last and only request of you. You and I must split paths now.”

“Why? Haven’t I made my vows? Had to suffer your foolishness and naivety?” Albin choked out. He pressed his face into Caysa’s neck. Hot tears dripped onto his shoulder like a brand. Caysa breathed out shakily as he rubbed Albin’s back, sending another tearful shudder through his body. He seemed like a child—just like Aron when he was younger—and Caysa held him loosely, lightly patting his back. It was the only thing he could do now; this was the last unforgivable act his and Albin’s relationship could weather before its foundations crumbled. Perchance they were equals now, yet it only made Caysa more repulsed. He desperately wanted to wash out his mouth with soap and water and then pray to Imra and Palo.

“Because you love me,” Caysa answered. Albin shuddered and held Caysa tighter.

“I vow to you, on your memory, that Solas will live.”

Albin would wake up tomorrow hating Caysa, and Caysa would wake up tomorrow with another man gone out of his life—although this time, it would be a relief. Caysa cruelly wondered whether this was the better choice. Maybe he and Albin were never meant to meet. Albin, with his life and lover in Pritta—surely he was happier living like that than seeing ghosts in Caysa. And Caysa, the boy from Garni, had to grow up eventually and take up his mantle of the Black dragon. He had long outgrown Albin’s artificial nest.

Albin finally let go and stood upright. He dragged a hand down the side of his face, and Caysa was struck once more by how much he looked like Aron, with the still-dim light obscuring the fine details of his face, his large, calloused hand still resting gently on his shoulder, the deep rhythmic rumble of his voice and his poetic vocabulary.

Caysa smiled as he reached up and held Albin’s chin the way he’d seen Najah do. Ah, it’s sad I couldn’t understand you until now, Caysa thought before he turned and walked away, trusting Albin to return and fulfil the vow he’d made.

I vow, on your memory.

Caysa couldn’t guess whose memory he was talking about. He breathed out against the cold air that had accumulated around the riverbank. Looking up, Caysa stopped walking to admire the breadth of the River of Stars. It cut across the sky, and Caysa wondered whether Marko and Master Uris were watching him now. He was sure they’d be disappointed in him. With slow steps forward, Caysa thought that maybe if his mother was there as well, she might be proud of him for carving his own way. 

He sighed and curled into a crouch, holding his head in his hands. The cycle of living and dying and observing and accepting and mourning and surviving again. Caysa thought the gods must truly be spectacular, to watch all life in the world continue this cycle with no end. Humans, at least, had a final end, and Caysa’s stomach roiled, nauseated to be a part of it.

With another groan, Caysa stood up and stretched. The mundanity of stiff muscles and sore joints immediately after an exchange like that was so absurd that he laughed humourlessly for a short second before continuing back to the caravanserai.

With quiet footsteps, Caysa opened the door to the room Sola was in, listening for his shallow breathing. It was warm in the room, and Caysa spotted Zavon, sitting by the window and staring out with that same wistfulness the stars and night sky always brought out in him. Caysa would thank him for keeping Sola warm tomorrow.

Instead, Caysa tread slowly over to the other room and slid inside. With a new exhaustion washing over him, Caysa climbed into the left side of the bed, pressing his cold cheek to Aron’s warm arm. 
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ARON AWOKE AGAIN TO a warm weight on his left side. He looked down and saw Caysa, arm tucked close, but only enough that Caysa’s hand wouldn’t move from over his heart. Caysa’s dark, cat eyes looked at him imploringly, searching his face for something; otherwise, he looked haggard and sleepless.

“I did something horrible,” Caysa whispered. His voice was so tired, a whisper was the loudest it could currently go.

Aron laughed to himself. “Is that so? Do you feel free now?” Aron asked, his own voice rough with a long day and even longer night. 

Caysa scrunched up his face and pinched Aron’s chest ineffectually. It was cute. “Do not jest; it makes me feel further confused,” Caysa huffed. 

“Well, you and I are equal,” Aron said. Caysa looked up him with that same inquisitive, bright-eyed look from before.

“How do you mean?”

“Alia and her company aren’t after me for no reason.” Aron looked away and stared up at the ceiling. “I’ve made myself a bigger target for Aradia’s ire. Do you remember the dragon-bolt?” He felt the movement of Caysa’s cheek as he nodded. Aron licked his dry lips, his voice suddenly trapped beneath something. Aron cleared his throat. “I ... sold the information to an Abacian official, to save Tearn and I.”

Caysa froze, and the weight on the bed shifted as Caysa sat up slowly, face frozen in alarm. “You sold the information for the statement of passage?” Caysa blinked fast, eyes bloodshot.

“Abacians aren’t dragon-killers, but it will be used to further certain—exacerbate—Aradia and Abacia’s tense relationship,” Aron said. He stared up at the square tiles above him. Whatever Caysa had done or said to Albin paled in comparison to Aron’s actions.

“Oh, Aron,” Caysa cried. He lowered himself to hug Aron. He didn’t know whether the churning in his stomach right now was innate or because he finally saw the repercussions of what he’d done in clarity. Was this what he’d been avoiding? No, but the hatred he’d inspired in King Ulrick, Alia and Aradia was going to be well-earned, and there was no point negotiating with himself over it. Aron pressed a hand to Caysa’ back, feeling that delicate ribcage expand with deep breaths. 

“Can I ever be forgiven?” Aron asked, more to the ceiling than to Caysa, or to whatever god might happen to pass by.

Caysa sat up and smiled lopsidedly down at him. “Only history will tell.”

“Was that supposed to make me feel better?” Aron raised an eyebrow.

“No.” Caysa pushed hair from Aron’s brow soothingly. “I convinced Albin to look after Sola here and then take him east when he’s able, but I didn’t tell him I’m going to leave soon.”

“You think that promise will stop him from pursuing you?”

“Not me—Alessandro.” Caysa’s eyes shone with regret, and Aron chuckled quietly. Must’ve been quite a shock for a relic like that to see his lost love come back to life just to haunt him. “That was the last thing I could think of. I suppose he would never let me grow up because the older I get, the more he sees Alessandro in me.” Caysa flopped on his back and stared up at the ceiling with vague, flitting eyes. “But even then, he respects Alessandro in a way he doesn’t anyone else.”

“Indeed, he’s trapped in the past, always running and yearning for it.”

“And you’re not?”

Aron turned to face Caysa. Their shoulders were crushed up against one another. It was almost like how they were when they were children. They’d lie on their backs like this, facing each other as tall, dry grass poked and itched their cheeks and the ancient trees bathed them in shaded reprieve, but back then the insects and birds screeched tirelessly and would sink into the spaces between Aron and Caysa’s conversations. Here, the silence was only accentuated by the muted flowing of the Emara River.

“I am only human.”
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The All-Consuming Piety Reserved for Gods
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Aron stumbled through Oskall. The world tilted in dark smudges as he held onto the wall for dear life. He’d been drinking, but why he had drunk so much was beyond him. Alessandro hadn’t been there to stop him from being swept away by the other knights, so Aron and Marko had skulled tankard after tankard.

Oh, Alessandro. Aron crawled through the streets to the barracks, his gut and head heavy with intoxication. It was solely by force of habit that Aron made it back to the barracks, falling through the door and stumbling against the churning of his bilious gut to Alessandro’s room. He had left the dormitory to take up residence as the accountant of the barracks. Aron smacked his palm against the oak door. His head rested heavily on the frame, and every blink became longer and longer until the door swung open and Aron’s whole body lurched forward.

“Aron? What are you doing here? You are supposed to be with Marko,” Alessandro said. Aron hunched over as his stomach heaved ominously.

“Alessandro, I ——” Aron said in a quick breath just as all the ale and whiskey caught up with him. Alessandro stepped back just in time to avoid the worst of Aron’s night as it splattered yellow and white on the floor. Alessandro sighed and patted Aron’s back gently.

“There, there, you poor thing,” he whispered, pulling Aron upright and guiding him around the stinking puddle of vomit. Aron collapsed onto Alessandro’s narrow bed, and the wood creaked and settled underneath him. Alessandro stood over Aron’s prone, groaning body until the stench became unbearable, rotten, sour and bitter mingled in the air, and he left the room to fetch a bucket of water and a mop.

Aron moaned roughly his eyes squinted against orange candlelight. He saw Alessandro’s narrow back turned away from him, writing in the dim light.

“Why are you over there?” Aron called out. His voice sounded distant and congested, with the remaining sick making his mouth taste sour and feel stuffed with cotton.

“I was working,” Alessandro said, his abdomen tight, the tension in his body so strung up it felt like it was crushing his spine and ribs. 

“Come here.” Aron closed his eyes again, his head was spiralling.

“Where? You’re taking up the whole bed,” Alessandro said, bemused.

“We used to.” Aron swallowed down the saliva building up in the corner of his mouth. “Do you remember? We used to sleep next to each other.”

“Such things never occurred. The drink has made you confused, I fear.”

“Under the stars, during hunting parties, we held hands and slept under the stars. I remember you knew the constellations and drew them out for me—you knew all of them. You loved Arita and Undossa the most. I am most sure you said so,” Aron slurred, his memories swirling and spiralling into a mass of nothing and everything.

“I love all the stars. I could never have picked favourites.” Alessandro stood up from the desk and walked to the bed. Aron’s body took up all of it, even with his feet stuck out the end. “Move over to the wall.” Aron did, rolling onto his side and pressing up against the cold stone wall. Alessandro lay down so that they were body to body, close set like a pair of scissor blades. Aron was warm, burning almost, against the coldness of Alessandro’s body.

“How can that be? How does one love the stars when they are so distant? Admiration, I understand, but love is for that which you can touch,” Aron slurred, eyes closed.

The shadow on his lids flickered and rolled as exhaustion and nausea fought him. Alessandro breathed silently, watching the sweat sheen on Aron’s face and neck shimmer as he swallowed and sighed. He reached out his free hand and pushed the blond curls off Aron’s face, feeling the heat of his scalp and the soft knots untangle over his fingers.

“It is easy. You do so profoundly,” Alessandro whispered to Aron’s even breaths and the lone candle as it burnt down to end of wick and tossed the room into darkness. “And silently.”

Aron awoke to a cold, quiet room, the bed next to him empty. But he discovered his side had lingering warmth as he pressed his hand into the mattress. It was early enough to be dark out, but the sky that peeked through the curtains was a dark blue. Soon it would be true sunrise.

With a groan, Aron sat up and pressed the palms of his hands into his eye sockets. His body was slow, but he forced himself up, eyes bleary and unfocused. He stumbled around the room, holding himself upright against the walls.

With one last sigh, Aron pulled his boots on, stretched and looked back over the room. It seemed emptier than it had before, stripped of something. Aron went over to the cupboard and opened it. It was full, mostly, except for Alessandro’s riding leathers and his woollen surcoat—the plain brown one, not the squire-red one that swayed on its hook in front of Aron’s face.

The clothes that someone would take if they were going on a long journey and couldn’t take much.

Aron darted out of the room, door banging open with a heart-stopping clatter. He ran through the deathly silent halls of the barracks to the stables. He counted down the seconds in his head—how many to pack a rucksack and then how many to creep silently through a building of sleeping soldiers and then how many to saddle a horse and leave the gates of Oskall.

Aron burst through the main door of the barracks, almost sliding on the dirt that coated the front courtyard as he took the corner too quick, dashing to the stables. How many seconds had he wasted lying in bed? He ran into the stable, down to the end, to where Sheena stayed. The same mare Alessandro had ridden for years now—a slow thing, but loyal. The stable was empty. They’d already ridden out. Aron swore to himself, disturbing the stallion dozing next to him.

“Sorry,” Aron said to his stallion, a quick bright-white gift from his brother, fast as a comet and good-natured. Aron rushed to prepare the tack as the white stallion stamped its foot and fussed at the early morning. After all, Aron never rode before sunrise if he could help it. Aron rushed the stallion out and mounted him in one swift motion. With a snap of the reins, the comet darted to the eastern gates of Oskall, silver-white mane streaming in a flow of starlight as the sun broke the horizon and sent her golden rays through the city. 

Through the gates of Oskall, onto the Western Road, the one that linked the capital city to the remote town of Garni. Aron’s heart was racing to the pace of the comet’s gallop, eyes trained only on the horizon, looking for a black speck.

There, a horse and its rider, walking leisurely in the distance, until the rider turned around to the thumping and clattering of another horse quickly gaining on him.

Alessandro spotted the distinctive golden head of Aron and his arrow-fast silver stallion, like twin deities of light. He swore and snapped his reins, pushing Sheena to a trot then a canter, and then, with a whinny, she started her own gallop.

Alessandro looked behind him. Aron hadn’t been swayed; he was still gaining on them, even as the comet exhausted himself. They had the benefit of riding without packs or water rations, and Sheena had never been made for going the distance—not against a horse of royal pedigree. Still, he hoped Aron would give up if Alessandro didn’t stop, though he wouldn’t. Alessandro knew how stubborn Aron was, how single-minded he could be.

The comet dashed past, and Aron reached over, ripping the reins from Alessandro’s hands. Sheena bucked at the surprise stop, and Alessandro gripped onto her mane. Both riders and horses panted as they circled each other.

“What are you doing here?” Alessandro said, soothing Sheena, patting her neck gently as he glared into Aron’s blazing green eyes. 

“I should be asking you that.” Aron pulled Sheena closer. “Where do you intend to go?”

“Ah, fuck, Aron.” Alessandro pinched the bridge of his nose. “Does it matter? Why must you care so much?”

“Because I ——” Love you, he almost said, but he held his tongue tight, nearly choking on the words. 

“Because you what? Will you die without me?”

“Because you belong to me! What right do you have to abandon your duties?”

“I abandoned them months ago. I put in my resignation, and yesterday I was officially dismissed from my duties.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“You didn’t need to know.”

“Did Marko know?” Alessandro only blinked in teary silence as Aron gripped Sheena’s reins hard, causing her to whinny in a panic. “Well?” he shouted.

“Yes, he knows.”

“But not me ... you ... you’re leaving me?”

“Don’t be a child, Aron. This was the inevitable choice.”

“But I can’t do anything without you.”

“Learn, then. Go home, Aron.” Alessandro pulled Sheena’s reins back from Aron’s now-slack grip. “It’s waiting for you back there, not with me.” Alessandro pulled Sheena back onto the path and pushed her into a trot, kicking up dust as Aron stared after him blankly.

Alessandro couldn’t remember a time in his life so quiet as those weeks on the road. He had grown so used to the clatter of the barracks and the lulling sound of others’ captivating conversations. And he missed Marko’s silly wit as he scratched and pawed at Aron’s exacting veneer. He missed their fights and their jokes and their awful table manners. The road home was cold, and Alessandro kept quiet in answer.

“These days are dull, huh?” he said to Sheena as she grazed. She said nothing back, and the road echoed the sentiment. The breeze brushed by like the laughter of Iphys, mocking Alessandro with all the delight of the God of Jesters and Travellers. 

When Alessandro returned to Garni, the weather was turning. The days were cold, and the tailwinds had begun nipping at him, but the sun was bright and hot. Three years had not changed Garni in the slightest. The grass was still long and untamed, the townsfolk still laughed and gossiped between jobs and chores, and the barracks still housed knights and squires by the handful.

Looking at it, compared to Oskall, which was built by Chedoan stonemasons, it was an ugly town shadowed by cruel memories. Alessandro alighted his horse and tied her to the wooden fence of the sparring ring, walking up to the barracks where all his childhood had been spent. Townspeople stopped and stared at the first foreigner they’d seen in years, though Alessandro was as used to Garni as the rest of them. He ignored them and kept walking.

He stepped into the worn-down barracks that haunted his childhood memories. Inside, the stone walls and deep shadows engulfed Alessandro as he walked to Aron and Marko’s childhood bedroom, which he found bathed in light provided by a large window that Alessandro had been desperately envious of in his past life. Dust had settled on every uncovered surface, casting a hazy greyness over the room. On the window sill stood two wooden horses, painted dappled grey and chestnut bay. Lying on its side was the black horse that Alessandro had been given to play with. One leg had snapped off and disappeared so it could no longer stand on its own. Alessandro picked it up and tried to balance it, standing, so that it was facing its whole companions.

“You’re back.”

Alessandro jumped and turned around. The black horse toppled onto its side again. Sir Lucio stood at the doorway. Alessandro squinted a bit. There was something different about him; he looked smaller and more tired. There was a slouch to his shoulders that Alessandro swore hadn’t been there before. 

“Only for a minute. I just wanted to see this place again.”

“Did you? Even Aron sends more letters than you. I had thought you too good for Garni now.”

“I have never thought that.”

“How good to know that the unclaimed boy I raised is still humble enough to grace me with his presence. You look like shit, you know.”

“I know. I cannot sleep these days.”

“You were like that as a babe, too, always fussing and crying. And then one day you simply stopped.”

“I was? I keep having dreams—vivid dreams, where I am flying over mountain tops and then I plummet into an abyss. I’ve asked holy men and devotees, but they don’t understand my dreams either.”

“Mountains ... I found you in the mountains, in the foothills. You were there, swaddled in bloodstained blankets, as we hunted down a dragons’ nest. I had no plans to keep you, but nobody else dared take you. Superstition is what keeps us alive this far west; strange children born under stranger circumstances aren’t to be trusted.”

“You told me once that when I was baby, you watched over my manger with a blade in your hand.”

“Aye. You thought it was a mere threat, but I meant to kill you if you ever showed your true nature ... Not that you ever did, in the end.”

“There’s nothing else? I simply came to you because you found me in the mountains?”

“You were obedient and quiet. There was nothing to you; just a blank puppet for Marko and Prince Aron to play with. And you’re still alive because of it. Palo must have blessed you, Alessandro.”

“Palo has never looked down on me with anything but contempt.”

“Watch your blasphemous tongue, Alessandro, lest you lose it.”

“Thank you, Warden of Garni, for all that you have done for me. It is with despondency that I inform you of my resignation.”

“Useless. I should have put you out tending to goats instead of princes.”

Alessandro snorted. “Yes, I think I would have enjoyed that.”

Alessandro stormed out of the barracks, numb again. He had always known that Sir Lucio did not like him, but the contempt that man held for him, after everything Alessandro had done, the work he’d put into taking care of Marko and Aron, the wasted youth, the near deaths. He stood in front of his horse and sighed. To the Tisgan Alps, then. Perhaps there he’d find someone who would know the truth. 
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They waited only another two days by Aron’s request to keep Caysa’s health up. It was clear to him how wearied he looked, two days nary any sleep and weighted down by grief. Caysa spent his time looking back through his sketchbook, sifting through the pages. He traced the lines of ink illustrations—ears of wheat or an unripe crabapple, the plants of Garni and then Tearn’s face or Galanta’s elegant neck and head—that had been abandoned over and over again as Caysa failed to make them resemble their real-life counterparts.

The day they left, Caysa had asked Albin to see him in the room Sola continued his recovery in. The dawn light lit up the room with a baby softness, evocative in the way pleasant, faded memories seemed after years of reminiscing upon them. Lacking the harsh shadows of the night he was injured, Sola looked aged but more alive than before, the colour having returned to his cheeks in splotches.

Albin and Sola considered each other with sour expressions. Caysa watched them watch each other and tried not to imagine them trying to wring each other’s necks when they inevitably annoyed each other to the brink of insanity.

The air was becoming stifling, the way the smell of thunder and lightning cloyed gentle days.

“You know how to dress his wounds, right? In a few more days, you can take out the gauze and have it sutured shut, but only ——”

“I’ve had stab wounds. I know what to do,” Albin snarled. In his hands, he turned the knife that had stabbed Sola over and over, the reflections glancing off it and creating spots of light on the wall above Sola’s head.

Caysa stood up straight, trying his hardest to keep his face blank. “Good.” He turned away from Albin and went to sit next to Sola, who looked ready to start ranting. His clear, pointed gaze softened when Caysa hugged him gently. Caysa cradled Sola’s head and pressed a peck to his right eyelid, saying, “I pray you live a long and fruitful life,” and then his left eyelid, “I pray we meet again, under happier circumstances.”

“It should me doing that,” Sola whispered. “And your blessings are too selfish.”

Caysa shrugged and got off the bed, clenching his fist to stop himself from reaching out. He opened the door of the room. The hallway outside was dark.

“Caysa, wait,” Albin said. Caysa turned just in time to catch the heavy, leather pouch, jangling with metal. Caysa opened it. Inside was coin—long, thin gold pieces stamped with a sun and mountain motif on one side and an effigy of a woman and dragon on the other. “Wewar kisi will get you further south than tulurs. You won’t get far through the desert with a horse, and your enemies will be watching the skies. Find a South Kashmannese trader and offer them good money to let you trail behind them.” Caysa held the pouch to his chest, heart hammering as he looked into Albin’s eyes.

“I understand. Thank you.” Caysa nodded his head as he stepped over the threshold and closed the door, locking the hazy light away.

***
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“SO, YOU’LL BE ESCORTING me to the Achintine?” Sola drawled once Caysa was out of sight. “I’ve never been, have you?”

“No.”

“Alright, so where have you been?” A moment passed, and Sola’s curiosity broke the heavy silence. “You’re Caysa’s protector, huh? Not exactly what I imagined.”

“You know me?” Albin turned away, staring out the window, haloed by dust flecks catching the light.

“Do I look like stupid? Of course, I knew you existed—the unreasonable donor of our monastery.” Sola was sneering; it could be heard in the elongating of his vowels.

“And what’s that supposed to mean? I did what I did to keep Caysa safe.”

A sharp, almost too-loud laugh. “Please, you must be obtuse. What you did kept him caged. He could’ve gone to Oskall to study. It would have given him the experience he needed for all this. More importantly, it kept us trapped in Garni and indebted to you.”

“That was your home.” Albin looked over his shoulder to the half-dead monk who had bled all over his sheets and used all his medical gauze.

“It was a dying monastery witnessing its last generation of devotees. We would have left that place if you hadn’t artificially extended its shambling lifespan,” Sola hissed, recalling memories of a simple childhood cut deep by the horror of long, hard winters where the Grandmonk and Sister Mae would halve their own tasteless meals to give the two growing children under their care what they needed, and then it was Sola doing it for Caysa.

“Are you done?”

“No, I’ve many grievances. Caysa’s a darling child, but he’s a holy fool who hands out forgiveness with an open heart. I am not like that—I neither trust you nor consider you an ally to anyone other than yourself. Believe me, Black Wraith, when I say that I have no qualms getting rid of you if I think that is what will keep Caysa safe. Both you and I are expendable in the eyes of kings, and I am not above exploiting that,” Sola said. The exaggerated sneer was gone. Left behind was a careful toneless diction, void of emotion. Albin scoffed and turned back to the window to watch streams of red sand blow about, giving the far-off horizon a bloody aura. Imra’s sect sure attracted the strange and suicidal; seeking wisdom seemed to make them mad.

“Not very monk-like of you,” Albin replied flatly. Sola laughed with derision.

“You think a religion survives one thousand years and the fall of an empire because all of its followers are monk-like?”

Albin grunted, and silence descended between them again. Sola mulled over his anger. He’d had it for so long that it had begun fermenting into pure bitterness. It coated his tongue and flavoured his words when he spoke. He had watched the world pass through a haze of ugly greens and dull yellows; the Imran blue he wore had always been faded and stained with dirt and grass. The world Sola knew was impure, with the exception of Caysa, who shone bright. And even then, his younger brother could not escape the sullies of this world and had become someone camouflaged with the blasphemous masses. His guileless gaze had sharpened and cut straight to suspicion.

There was no one to blame for this except this man—the Black Wraith, who haunted Garni and trapped them all in an ancient, sinking monastery. Sola knew his ghosts: his parents, powerless against the law and nature; Uris, who stood strong against his acolytes and weak against humanity; the prince, who scorned his own name but wilted without attention; the warden, who made his misery the misery of the people; and the Black Wraith, who was cursed to drag all those around him down into the darkness. Sola knew them well. Haunted as he was, he’d made it his role to protect Caysa, even if the protection let his brother wander into the heart of an unforgiving desert. Better the wrathful demons there than the demons that nursed on the man across from him.

“You are very discerning, Solas of Garni, though not very discreet,” Albin said, fingers tapping the hilt of Lady Kasandra’s dagger.
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CAYSA MET TEARN AND Aron outside. Zavon looked up to the bright blue sky with a frown. Caysa looked around at the groups of caravans that were packed, ready to leave today. Most looked to be family businesses. Fathers, mothers and older children packed whatever belongings they had after selling their wares. He spotted her, from afar. She stood in the wind, eyes closed with great serenity, before a young girl ran up and gripped onto her legs. The woman in the wind opened her eyes, and Caysa’s heart dropped. They had that clarity in them that the shop keeper had, even as she picked up the child and put her on her shoulders. The tall beasts behind them, single-humped and the colour of sand, kneeled in the dusty ground, the bags and supplies already strapped to them.

“It’s dry enough to burn the world here,” Zavon said flicking hair over his shoulder.

“Lucky thing all the whole world isn’t right here,” Tearn mumbled. Zavon shot her a look.

“Be quiet, Tearn,” Zavon said.

Caysa tuned them out, handing the pouch of money to Aron, who pulled one of the coins out and began turning it around in his hands, running a thumb over the obverse side.

“Albin gave them to me. Said to leave the horse behind and pay a Kashmannese trader to take us through the desert.”

“Kashmanna is big. Depending on where they’re from, they might not even traverse the desert.” Aron dropped the coin back into the pouch and drew the strings to close it.

“Those from Mesanjo will have to.”

“Finding someone from Mesanjo here is asking a lot.” Aron squinted up at the sky. The hot, dry weather and bright blazing sun had started giving him harsh dry spots around his nose and between his brows. Any time he was in the sun at all, his skin reddened and dried out. “But whatever happens, this changes things. Enough money, and they may be willing to change their route for us.”

“Can’t we just follow the river. It leads south, doesn’t it?” Tearn asked.

“Only this half of it is above ground. Even if we followed it southwards, we wouldn’t be able to drink from it,” Caysa said. Tearn groaned and slumped over.

“Couldn’t we just fly and be done with it?” Zavon said.

“Not with you. You’re too well known, and the further south we go, the more active dragons get. Although if you are willing to die fighting off half the dragons of the Golden City, I’d be loath to stop you.” Aron held his hand up to the sun, trying to block the glare in his eyes.

Zavon snorted, “I suppose you aren’t as stupid as you look.” 

“Ask around. Even people willing to let us travel behind is fine. Zavon, come with me,” Caysa said.

“Why me?”

“Because I do not trust you. Come along now.”

Caysa did not look behind him as he approached the small family of the woman in the wind. Four faces looked at him with curiosity and uncertainty, but Caysa could only catch the eyes of the shreevir. She had black hair, tied into long braids. Her face was brown and weathered. The deep smile lines around her mouth showed a life filled with joy, but her eyes were bright with that internal luminosity that saw the world in strange ways.

“We aren’t interested in taking on any more burdens,” the other woman said. Her skin was almost the same colour as Sister Mae’s. Her brown eyes were sharp and suspicious.

“We have the money to pay you ——”

“Still no.”

“Alright, but you are a shreevir, right?” Caysa said, looking past her. The shreevir woman stopped and turned to look at him.

“How do you know that word? Are you?”

“Something like that. Can you ... see things that others cannot?” Caysa asked cautiously. Both women stared as Zavon came up behind him.

She shook her head. “No, but I feel the wind as if it speaks to me. I hear the messages it carries from far afield.” She put down the little girl, who clung to her legs, peeking out from behind with big hazel eyes. “I am Samia of the Xekki.” She placed her hand over her heart and bowed her head gently, looking up at him through long lashes with her all-seeing stare.

“Caysa of Garni,” he said, bowing his head in return.

“For our people, the turning away of a kahbi or a witch when they petition you is considered a grave sin. You shouldn’t have asked about that in the first place,” the other woman spat out.

“Oh, I am deeply sorry. I did not know.” Caysa covered his mouth.

“These beliefs are widespread. It is thought that dragons and spirits that take human form often come in the disguise of kahbi—or, as the far north say, shreevir—and bless the children of those who show good grace. It is not ideal, but we extend you our hospitality for as long as you require it.”

“How close to the Valley of the Sun do you typically travel?” Caysa asked. Samia looked to her companion, who only looked away in annoyance, flicking her blue-back braid over her shoulder.

“Not so close, but we can change our path to take you towards the western-most edge of the valley. The rest will be up to you, however.”

“But will that put you out by many days?” Caysa asked. His eyes flicked down to the little girl, who was only a year or so younger than Lulu, and he imagined how difficult it must have been for her and Killian to travel with Mae into the unknown, the only life they’d known burnt to ashes. 

“It matters not. It is well within our means,” Samia said. 

“You said you could pay?”

“Ellana, do not ... it is not proper.” Samia whipped her head around, voice sharp under her breath.

“Think of it as a form of hospitality, from our people to yours,” Zavon said. “It would be poor form on our part not to take care of our hosts—after all, paying you for the trouble is well within our means.”

Ellana shot a smug look at Samia, who turned back and bit her lip nervously. “Is it just the two of you?”

“There are two others.”

“That’s quite a large party to travel through the Shifting Sands with, but we can work around it,” Ellana sighed. “Bring your companions over. We’ll figure out the cost of necessities first.”

Both Caysa and Zavon bowed their heads and waved Tearn and Aron over from where they were bartering with another merchant, who looked very reluctant to take them on. 

Another two hours passed as Aron, Ellana and Samia set about discussing the absolute bare minimum of water and rations to bring with them, and then another two hours after for Tearn and Aron to accompany Samia back into Kadas to procure said items. Half the kisi had been emptied out of pouch by the time they got to loading a barrel of fresh water onto the back of the last of five camels. They bleated as they chewed on their hay, and Samia shushed them gently. 

The little girl stared at Zavon’s long hair in awe, and the little boy stared at Aron’s swords with bright curiosity. Caysa could help but see Killian and Lulu in them.

“Your children, what are their names?” Caysa asked Samia. She smiled to herself. They watched the children try to help Ellana by picking up sacks they could only drag across the ground until someone helped them by hoisting them up and placing them carefully on the pack saddles, tying them down tightly.

“Nia and Faisal. They’re twins—just turned six in the summer,” she said.

“Yours?”

“Ellana’s, from a previous marriage.” Samia looked away awkwardly and then back to Caysa with a small smile. He merely smiled and nodded back, hoping it came off as sincere and non-judgemental; he would not know anything about what a regular family was supposed to be like. 

“Do they speak any Liorni dialects?”

Samia chuckled quietly to herself. “They fancy themselves uprising rebels, so they will not answer back if you ask something, but they can understand it mostly fine.” 

“Ah,” Caysa said dumbly. He did not even know the pre-Empire language of Aradia, nor where any pockets of it still existed. He remembered learning from Mae that the Kashmannese Uprising was considered the second strike against the Liorni Empire. After all, an empire built on slaves was just a raft sitting in the ocean, waiting to be capsized by furious waves. “It is good of them to maintain their language.”

“It is, but if they are to inherit our trade, they will have to submit to speaking it eventually. The camels are ready, and it seems everything in the back is set. It is a lot of walking if you are really committing to going to Faha U Kan.”

“I think I was born to walk this world, whether I like it or not,” Caysa answered honestly.

Samia cocked her head slightly. “You remind me of many pilgrims I have met; an interesting lot, those blue ghouls, always chasing the sun, always complaining about it,” she said as she stepped over and straddled the camel’s saddle. The camel blinked its long-lashed eyes and groaned, but it stood up with little trouble, and suddenly Samia was sitting in the cradle of the sky, back straight like a princess on her prized steed. It was if she were born for it. She maintained a relaxed disposition as the other camels followed the lead of the first one, all standing up in a line. The second camel in the caravan held Nia and Faisal, white scarves already wrapped over their heads and faces to keep out sun and sand. Ellana strode to the front and took the long rope dangling to the ground from the bridle of Samia’s steed. 

“We will walk until sunset, then rest for the night. Let us go—we have much ground to cover,” she said, gently coaxing the camels into a walk

It was almost midday when they finally set off, long after the others, and the sun was set high in the sky. They passed the boundary of Kadas, where a dry wooden sign swung in the hot wind, depicting a chubby-faced baby blowing a kiss, carved beneath the words Shifting Sands. Subtitled beneath it in harsh dagger-scored letters was Sea of Unloved Souls. Caysa felt the wind become icy over his sweaty limbs, but Iphys blew them their kisses as they passed with careless cheek regardless. 

And they kept walking, heads down as the world turned into a rolling ocean of mountain-sized dunes. Sand streamed through the wind into Caysa’s nose and mouth, and he greatly missed his head scarf as he covered his nose and mouth with his elbow. It whipped his legs and collected in his boots and pants. The line of camels in front became warped in the heat of the sand, wilting and undulating in the hot air. As the sun finally sank down, the world was cast in a gloaming red that peeked from the horizon and then disappeared quickly, leaving the desert in impenetrable darkness.

The night was cold—the coldest Caysa had felt since the Tisgan Alps and their cloth-cutting winds. But the desert’s change from oppressive heat to bone-chilling cold was never something he could get used to. Caysa had read passingly about such a phenomenon, but to experience it was like stepping into a magical, desolate world with massive black dunes blotting out swathes of a bright star-painted sky. The Sognima River hung heavy in the sky, its banks were ready to break and flood the world anew. 

Samia rolled out mats of tight, woven wool, dyed in bright colours. The children squealed as they play-fought until Samia hushed them, and they turned quiet with sombre giggles whenever they made eye contact from the corner of their eyes. Ellana pulled a round copper bowl from the back of one of the resting camels, from which she pulled a roll of dry twigs and grass that she lit with flint. With a couple of sharp clacks, there was the crackle of kindling coming to life as sparks caught on the dry grass.

“Don’t most travel through the night when it’s cold?” Aron said, pulling off the cloak and folding it over his arms.

“Not here, the dune wyrms sleep in the day and move at night,” Ellana said.

“Dune wyrms?”

“Blind dragons that hide under the sand. They hunt by feeling movement.”

Caysa looked over to Tearn, but she just yawned, stretched and lay down in the sand, letting the grains of sand tangle in her hair. He nudged her with his foot, and she rolled over.

“Have you ever heard of those?” He imagined they must look something like giant centipedes, but with hard brown scales instead of chitin and white pin-prick eyes.

“Sounds like a mountain wyrm.” She opened one eye and peeked up at him. “The largest dragons that have ever lived were wyrms. They dig under the ground and create mountain ranges.”

“Yrmungar was the greatest mountain wyrm to ever live. They created the Serpentback five hundred years ago and raised the Dragonhold archipelago from the ocean; the superstitious types still believe he slumbers down there, waiting to resurface and render this world inhospitable.” Zavon said, wandering up and smiling down magnanimously at them.

“Was?” Caysa looked up at him.

“My father said that Yrmungar was near nine hundred when the Dragonhold was created; thye likely died quietly under the Serpentback. No dragon has seen or heard from them in many, many years.” 

“There you have it. We just need to wait for the dune wyrms to all die under the sand.” Tearn closed her eyes again and shuffled into the sand to make herself a nest. Caysa cringed at the thought of sand particulates sticking to every corner of his body.

“What is the difference between wyrms and dragons? I thought the element we’re aligned with is random?” Caysa looked at Zavon, who looked down at him with a flat, disappointed face.

“Wyrms and serpents do not breed with other dragons; they are intrinsic to their element in a way that goes beyond mere alignment. Although there are dragons who are born to water, iron or earth, that is not the same as a being born to traverse the depths of the ocean or the heart of mountains.”

“Sounds complicated,” Caysa sighed.

“Does it? You just need more time to understand the world beyond your limited human vision.”

Dinner was simple: a porridge made from a grain-like durum pasta and couscous steamed in a layered pot over the controlled fire with root vegetables simmering beneath. It was novel. Caysa helped Ellana fan the flames and serve the porridge-like food. Aron picked up his spoon and let the couscous splat back into his bowl with a blank look on his face.

“That’s a sour face, boy. You’d better get used to it—this’ll be your dinner for the next two weeks,” Samia said, smiling as she blew on Nia’s hot food for her. Reluctantly, Aron took a bite and swallowed it.

They slept in groups. The fire had been smothered by handfuls of sand, so the only light came from the moon and River of Stars. Caysa lay his head on a mound of sand beneath his head, his cloak covering his body and lower face as he squirmed and shifted, trying to find a position that felt comfortable. 
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The Shifting Sands
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Caysa sighed and sat up. He could not sleep, but there was no one around him, just desert, and a sky so bright it looked to be bursting with pigment. He stood up from the nest of sand he’d sunk into and wandered aimlessly, somehow moving but so viscously he felt like he was sinking deeper and deeper into the sand with every step, until he was wrenching his feet out with heavy grunts. Caysa trudged through, feet barely able to get unstuck from the red sand. Eventually, he fell onto the side of a massive dune, sand running over his hands were.

A flood of red crumbled away, pooling around his body and dragging him down as the wall of sand revealed a giant eye. With a yellow iris and slit pupil, it stared down at Caysa as the sand dragged him downwards, filling his nose and mouth, cutting off the scream in his throat. Caysa’s eyes shot open, and he sat up panting. He was shaking, the freezing wind and sweat cutting through him. Even without any light, Caysa could imagine them sleeping, surrounded by hill-sized dunes, ever-shifting in the perpetual winds brought by the oceans. He placed his face on the sand and closed his eyes, feeling the overwhelming vastness of the Shifting Sands, feeling granules hit and bump each other, how when they did so they became smaller and smaller. Dust made from sand made from stones made from mountains. On and on. All the living things that crawled and slithered through the dunes—small things with tiny heartbeats, and something massive, well below where the small things roamed.

Caysa gasped and sat up. The dune wyrms, hunting as the rest of the desert awoke, away from the relentless blaze of the sun. Did they know that Caysa was here, or was it merely his overactive imagination? 

He pressed his dry, fuzzy tongue to the roof of his mouth and lay back down, facing the Sognima River. Like the desert, it looked to go on forever, the granules of sand as countless as the stars, both monotonous. Caysa could not sleep any more. He just stared at the stars, wondering which ones were the important ones and which ones made up the bodies of constellations. He drew his own, from the tiny stars that sat far from the centre of the river. He drew a line between the dull stars in the shape of snake or a wyrm; he drew a hundred from the tiny outer stars. A hundred wyrms, burrowing through the banks of Sognima. 

“You did not sleep?” Aron asked as Caysa gave him the cloak to cover himself with. Caysa shook his head.

“I am just unused to the environment.” He ran his hand through Aron’s hair, feeling the grains against his fingertips. His own hair was probably just as full, and he’d be glad to have a long and thorough bath when the next opportunity arose.

“Alright, as long as you are still healthy.” Aron held Caysa’s wrist, thumb pressed on top of his pulse, hot against the coldness of Caysa’s skin. 

“We’ve had longer nights.” Caysa pulled his hand back, and Aron let it go with an unconvinced frown. Caysa stood up and walked to the edge of the camp where Zavon stood sentry, eyes trained out towards the horizon as if he was waiting for storm clouds to coalesce.

“Do you think they know we are here?” Caysa asked. Zavon’s eyes did not shift from the horizon.

“Danrho or the storm lords? Either way, they must have little hope in our odds here, if they are so quiet about it.”

“The dune wyrms, I thought I dreamt of them.”

“Ah, well, if they are, you cannot blame them. After all, the flesh here is supple and young.” The corner of Zavon’s mouth twitched and Caysa sighed. “There is no need to fear the appetites of trifling wyrms; they are beasts of little consequence and even littler power.”

***
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RED SAND.

Blue sky.

White sun.

Red sand.

Blue sky.

White sun.

A sip of water. 

Red sand.

Blue sky.

White sun.

Unloved souls.

Shifting dunes.

Iphys’ kiss.

Palo’s daughter.

His mouth was dry. Another sip of water; it dribbled down his chin. 

Red sand.

Blue sky.

White sun.

Red sand.

Red sky.

Red sun.

The blanket of night came as a sweet reprieve from the monotony of walking through the day. And like the days before, they lit the tightly controlled fire and had pudding and slept on lumpy sand, dust trying to find its way into their noses and throats. Caysa and Aron took first watch and said nothing to each other; there was nothing really to say. It was the same thing every day. Red sand. Blue sky. White sun. Rashes here, chafing there, the humiliation of pissing behind dunes, the layer of dust that had caked into the crevices of their bodies and could not be brushed away because there was never a moment where they were not sweaty. Ellana and Tearn took over, and as Caysa lay down facing Aron, he heard Tearn telling Ellana about the wide, floral plains of Sevani and the local stories of how the rare medicinal herbs that grew there came to be. 

“Silvermint, they call it. They say that a silver dragon died there as a sacrifice to heal a plague, and from its body sprouted silvermint—although it is not a type of mint, and no dragon remains have ever been found,” Tearn said.

“Huh, sounds familiar. There seems to be many stories about special things sprouting forth from the bodies of dragons.”

“I think humans are just not very creative. They hear one fancy story and start using it for everything,” Tearn hmphed. Ellana laughed genuinely and Caysa heard the sound echo between the sand dunes.

“We had better quiet down; wouldn’t want to attract the wyrms.” Ellana’s laugh petered off, and Tearn gave a quiet grunt of assent. Caysa closed his eyes and felt his body sink into the sand. 
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RED SAND.

Blue sky.

Wisp of cloud.

White heat.

Red sand.

Blue sky.

Wisp of cloud disappeared.

White heat.

Red sand.

Blue sky.

Goosebumps on his scalp. 

Prickle of heat.

Red sand. 

Red sand.

Red sand dune.

Large sand dune. 

White heat.

Cold ice in his veins.

The air behind him turned heavy. Pressing his ribs and spine, he felt squeezed, trapped. The skin on his head prickled, and he turned around to see a large dune. Red sand streamed off the top of it as hot wind blew past. For all Caysa could tell, it was a regular sand dune, as innocuous and massive as the rest of them. And yet, that oppressive heaviness bowed Caysa’s neck, his skin hot but prickling like it was cold, just like in the dream, the sand falling away into a humid, stinking maw. Patient eyes blinking at him. 

“What’s wrong? You’ve been staring at that sand dune for minutes now.” Ellana gripped Caysa’s shoulder with a rough, strong hand.

“Ellana, are dune wyrms intelligent?” Caysa asked. He couldn’t remember if that pile of sand had been there before, if they had passed it or how big it had been. This whole landscape was red: shifting mass after red, shifting mass, like it was living and breathing ... and hunting.

Ellana’s face dropped. “Yes, very.”

And sand poured away. The heaving dust-coloured body revealed itself. A round, snake-like body with a blunt, pointed snout shot out. It was long—longer still if the undulating body buried underneath the ground still was any measure.

Ellana bolted, low to the ground to stop loose sand from tripping her over. Caysa followed as the wyrm’s head reared to face him. It had no eyes to see with, just small pearlescent beads where they should be, and yet it shot out towards them, wide, cylindrical body winding sideways like a massive snake.

“Wryms, underneath us!” Ellana shouted.

Samia whipped the camels to move, but in the face of the lead cow another sand wyrm burst out of a smaller dune. The camels reared away, loudly bleating as the caravan line fell into terrified disorder. Samia was dislodged and sprawled on the sand, breaking her fall as the wyrm opened its wide mouth and snapped down on the long neck of the lead camel. Aron, who had been at the front, rolled out of the way. Caysa watched the red blood, stark and hideous, arc through the sky and splattered against the sand. The other wyrm ripped the camel’s limp body from the reins, snapping its hemp rope like nothing as the remaining camels snorted and cried. Aron held Samia upright as they ran to the caravan. Nia and Faisal screamed.

“Let go, fall off!” Samia shouted, and Faisal did. Grabbing his sister, he threw them off the back of their camel into the arms of Samia and Aron.

“Move!” Ellana rammed into Caysa as the massive head of the wyrm chased them, slamming them into the ground. Red dust billowed out as the wyrm lifted its head and shook sand out of its mouth, its many-toothed jaw clamping over nothing. Ellana drew her scimitar and sighed. A third wrym burrowed out of the sand several metres west of them. It didn’t seem to be part of the original hunting pair but had been attracted by the dunes violently shifting and caving in.

“Fuck,” Caysa whispered emphatically. It was only a matter of time until there was a fourth, a fifth, until this place was crawling with them.

A sharp thunderclap sounded and Zavon’s red body shot upwards, wings spread so wide as to block out the sun. Caysa took the chance to pull Ellana towards the scrambling, bleating caravan as she stared up at Zavon with wide eyes, her mouth loosely hanging open as she took in his bejewelled body. Caysa tugged her as the third wyrm, redder and slimmer than the other two, began slithering its way across the sand. Zavon harshly turned mid-air, swooping down like a blazing arrow towards the head of the first and largest wyrm. He quickly changed posture so that his talons were stretched out in front, the huge dive giving him enough force to drive them into the back of a wyrm that was almost as big as Zavon himself.

“Blessed Palo,” Ellana whispered to herself as Zavon’s massive down-stroke sent dust and sand blanketing the surrounding area, including around Caysa and Ellana. Caysa covered his mouth and coughed into his elbow as he squinted, trying to make out Zavon and the wyrm’s shape. With another massive flap of his wings, Zavon successfully took to the air, the wrym’s winding body thrashing in his talons as it was pulled up, nearly throwing Zavon off course and down into the ground.

“Blessed Palo, indeed. Samia needs us.”

Caysa pulled her up again as the writhing mid-air form of two dragons blotted out the sun like a divine omen. She finally stood up, coughing as the red dust settled, only to spot the quickly approaching form of the third wyrm. The ground rumbled as it approached, sand particles squeaking beneath it. Before they knew it, they were being squeezed together under the body of the wyrm. From in front of them, Caysa could make out the shape of Aron, two-hander sword drawn, and Tearn, her red, lithe form snapping at the wyrm, trying to distract it from Samia and the children’s cowering forms.

In the sky, where the air had turned clear, Zavon loosened his claws and let the writhing wyrm drop. Its twisting, wing-less body plummeted. Tearn heard the whistling of air rushing past its body first, and she curled around Aron, shielding him from the impact as the wyrm smashed into the body of its fellow, fat tail slamming into the remains of the camels and caravan, causing an explosion of blood and plunging the remaining two camels into the unknown. The sand kicked up was so thick it was like being engulfed. Everything in front of Caysa and Ellana was obscured.

“Samia!” Ellana dashed forward into the dust cloud.

The wyrm chasing them had stopped for a moment, processing the shock of Zavon, large as he was, circling above them. And then it started moving again. Caysa glanced up, but he couldn’t see Zavon’s form anywhere, and behind him were the children. Caysa dashed to the side, purposefully leaning down to slap the sand, hoping the dune wyrm would follow him. He checked over his shoulder. The wyrm tentatively changed its course, following the new rhythm Caysa was creating until it picked up speed, deciding to cut its losses and head for the lone prey.

He had no weapon, and even if he had, he would have had no way of using it. He had nothing but that heavy oppressive feeling squeezing his ribs again. Caysa stopped in his tracks, facing the red wyrm head on. He kept his eyes on its blunt snout as he dug into the squeezing feeling, willing his heart back down. It felt like rushing water, like a whirlpool sucking inwards—down, down, somewhere else, until it was tranquil, ebbing and flowing between his organs. Caysa focused only on that feeling, every sound becoming muted, except the sound of the sand underneath the dune wyrm’s body. He heard the rhythmic heartbeat of the desert, imagined the sensation in his body mimicking the movement of the shifting dunes, growing and eroding, rising and falling. The wyrm reared up to strike down, and Caysa saw of the whole world shrinking, bending, kneading.

Red sand.

Water falling from between his fingers. Sand flowing, swirling, amassing, dissolving in the wind. 

Caysa saw the whole world. 

Aron waved his hand in his face, coughing up sand that was trying to settle into his burning lungs. He pushed Tearn’s wing away from him so he could squint through the dust cloud. As he saw Caysa, he ran forward. The blurry silhouette of another dune wyrm was rapidly approaching, but his feet were slipping and sinking into the sand. Aron gripped Bleeding Heart even harder, feeling the grains of sand coagulate with his sweat in every crevice of his hand, the friction rubbing callouses raw, blisters bursting hotly. Aron dashed forward, holding his breath as he intercepted the path of the wyrm. It opened its stupid mouth, revealing yellowed, pin-point teeth as it moved to strike. Aron held Bleeding Heart at the ready, two hands prepared to ram the two-hander into the roof the dragon’s mouth—the second-weakest part of a dragon and the hardest to reach unscathed. 

The wyrm struck and Aron thrust Bleeding Heart up, left hand looser to give himself time to roll away and try to keep both hands if the gods were so kind. Caysa saw the brown-red of the wyrm, the red of the sand and blood, and the sunset on the ocean. One hand forward, prayer beads clacking against each other, mahogany and pine, Caysa felt the push and pull of the wind. He felt the sunlight beam down. Rainbow shards cut his vision as Caysa saw the sun in his mind. The wyrm grew more and more distant. He saw the red dust cloud become a smudge of fog, become nothing, and he felt the ground become solid as his knees hit it, pebbles digging into his legs like giant grains of sand. Caysa closed his eyes, heart racing faster than he ever knew it could. He fell on his back, prone on the ground, body both light and heavy. Caysa saw the sun, then he closed his eyes to the darkest black he’d ever seen.
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Cruel Consequences 
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There was a time when they were seventeen and eighteen that Aron noticed that Alessandro would disappear for hours at a time. He’d asked Marko, but that oaf hadn’t a clue, and after searching around the barracks after supper, Aron had sighed and decided to wander the streets and then around the city gates as the sun sank and the world was cast in extending shadows. The river here was far less imposing than at Garni, but the bank was made up of large, round grey stones that wobbled underfoot, unlike the sandy banks or long rock shelves of the Tisgani.

It felt fated that Aron finally found Alessandro there, sitting on pale rocks as the sky went dark. He meant to walk away and leave his friend be, but as he turned, he tapped a small pebble that loudly clattered.

“You come here to?” Alessandro asked from where he was sitting. His voice cut over the sounds of early night, the pitchy chirping of crickets.

“Not usually—just tonight,” Aron replied, hoping the waver in his throat wouldn’t be heard. He watched Alessandro’s silhouette straighten up.

“Come, there’s no need to stay so far away.” Alessandro beckoned him over, but Aron stayed standing where he was, suddenly embarrassed to have stumbled here. The silence drifted in and out to the push and pull of the water. “Why aren’t you coming over?”

Aron swallowed the lump in his throat, but rather than budge, it seemed to jam itself even harder in his throat. Regardless, he finally walked over wobbling stones to sit an arm’s length away from Alessandro.

They let the silence settle for a long moment as the full moon hung in the sky, casting the world in silver light.

“There was a time when I could not wait to grow up, but now, I really can’t remember why I felt that way,” Alessandro said in quiet voice.

“It’s not so bad—there are some things that make it worth it.”

“Like what?”

Aron turned to Alessandro. He had his knees pulled up to his chest, leans arms hugging them close and his cheek resting in his kneecaps. “We have each other; we can spend our days together.”

“You’re sweet, Aron, when you want to be.” Alessandro smiled softly, and Aron found himself smiling back until he caught himself and turned back to the dark river.

“In a few days, I will be eighteen too,” Aron said to the air but mostly to Alessandro. “Somehow it feels like I will never be like this again.”

“I assure you, you will wake up in three days and feel exactly the same,” Alessandro said with all the wisdom of someone a few months older. “Many blessings for your birthday, nevertheless. The stars are harder to see here—I wonder why.” The wind blew through, rustling dry leaves and pushing the hair out of Aron’s face. He turned to look over to Alessandro again, hoping he would be facing away, but instead caught Alessandro’s dark, dark eyes again.

Too late. He was caught like a rat in the paws of the cat.

Aron could only stare back, enjoying the sliver lines the moonlight cast onto Alessandro’s genteel features. With his deep skin, he seemed almost one with the night landscape, a natural phenomenon unto himself—something fae and beyond the knowable and beyond the clumsy, mortal touch of Aron. He would know if only he could reach out, and he wanted to catch Alessandro between his palms, with the curiosity and sentimentality of a child trying to catch a butterfly. A clatter of pebbles behind them, and they both broke out of their strange reverie. Aron dropped his hand, which had, without his knowledge, been hovering mid-air. Alessandro untwisted himself, peering over his shoulder towards the forest line.

“What was that? A wolf?”

“A hind, more likely. I suppose we spooked her.” Aron stood up. “We should get back to the barracks; it’s quite late.” Aron held his hand out to Alessandro, who took it gently as he stood up. Aron tried not to make it obvious that he pressed his fingers together after Alessandro let go to try and savour the feeling of his soft skin and dry callouses.

Both Aron and Alessandro had forgotten that evening at the river by the time the next Ascendents’ Day came on the tail of the seasonal changes. Aron, Alessandro and Marko began their individual training—or rather, Marko and Alessandro went to training together while Aron dejectedly continued hunting dragons and unfortunate gryphons that crossed his path until the bells of Oskall tolled and the Havris pretended to care about Aradians and Aradians pretended to like their royal family in a day-long extended sham that Aron thought mortifying and Alessandro thought delightful.

Aron didn’t bother reading the brackets for the melee. Marko or Alessandro would be sure to inform him when his matches were due. At the same time, Alessandro and Marko stared at the bracket board as names were scored off and switched around according to wins and losses. 

“Look at you—I think you’re doing better than last year,” Marko said, nudging Alessandro’s shoulder. These days, Alessandro was just a hair taller, and Marko, having grown into his father’s blood, was broadening out in the shoulders.

“I have to. I cannot stand another year as a squire while you and Aron run around in the Aradian black,” Alessandro said with affected lightness as he nudged Marko back. Marko laughed and patted Alessandro’s back with a heavy hand.

“Alessandro? Cousin?” someone called from nearby. Both boys turned their heads to see Marko’s handsome older cousin, Aleardo, pushing through the crowd of waiting knights and squires. Alessandro peeled away from Marko and ran to Aleardo, who opened his arms and caught Alessandro around the shoulders.

“Aleardo! You’re back from the north? You should have sent a letter,” Alessandro squealed as he clung to Aleardo’s neck, fingers digging into his knightly black surcoat. They let go and Aleardo held Alessandro, looking him up and down with a proud smile.

“It’s only for a short while. I barely managed to find the time to see you lot.” Aleardo rubbed Alessandro’s shoulders and moved in for another long hug before Marko intervened, his usually easygoing smile stiff.

“It must be important. You had time to visit us today but didn’t have time to visit when I became a knight,” Marko said.

“Marko ...” Alessandro looked over to Marko with a disappointed scrunch of his eyebrows.

“No, he’s right. The north is not for weak-willed men; they rarely offer reprieve. Even now, I am here for work.” Aleardo smiled, his shoulders tense under both Marko and Alessandro’s enquiring gazes. “Give Prince Aron my well wishes. And best of luck, darling Alessandro.” He quickly turned around, swept up in the crowd.

Alessandro turned to Marko with a raised brow. “And what do you know?”

Marko just shrugged. He’d been thinking of Aron, and his cousin who had gone from responsible but still playful to overshadowed by the secrets that accumulated in the darkness of the Ehomes Ranges. 

Sir Aleardo need not have asked for his well-wishes to be passed on, as he met with Prince Arnor on the Royal Vaults to be given a sample arrow from the Warbow. The Royal Vaults were deep in the bowels of the Lyrus Palace, built before anything else in Oskall, when the Havri Dynasty spirited the dragon-slaying pride of the Aradians. 

There, in the dim-gold firelight, Aleardo Beratta found Prince Arnor, handsomest of his siblings and most dangerous with a sword, second only to Aradia’s current dragon-knight. He had his back turned, hands clasped at the small of his back as he stared at the two spears: Funeral, with her burnt and blackened shaft, and Erisa’s Grace, the very spear wielded by his own ancestor, Lady Lucia. 

“Took you long enough.” Arnor looked over his shoulder, his blond hair and lashes made into a golden lion’s mane by the firelight. His Grace was refined and yet no different from those Vanamiran beasts beyond the ranges—at least, that was what Aleardo thought. 

“Apologies, your Grace, I did not mean to be so distracted,” Aleardo bowed, hinged at the hips, eyes staring at the black tiles that made up the ground.

“Never mind that. Come here,” Arnor ordered, so Aleardo did. Standing next to the Prince, Aleardo stood in front of a short podium where the Warbow sat, unstrung and never used, for it was too heavy for any average man to draw—let alone with the added weight of the Warbolts, which sat in a drawer underneath the podium top. Arnor grabbed the hidden ledge and pulled it open. It squealed, heavy and massive as it was, revealing the bolts inside. Massive steel arrows, with a deadly sharp three-bladed broad-point arrowhead, made for killing and ripping wings to shreds. Iron gold like its siblings, the rarest weapons in Asaneel, even the world. 

The prince pulled off his own half-cape, making a bed in which to place two of the bolts before wrapping it up carefully. He pulled the swaddle tight and handed it to Aleardo.

“Do not be distracted, and do not stop riding until you reach Perido’s Fort—do you understand me, Beratta?” Prince Arnor said as Aleardo tucked the package under his arm.

“I understand, your Grace.” Aleardo bowed once again and turned, leaving quietly, afraid to make a sound louder than the tap of his boots on the granite flooring. Had he turned his head on his exit, he may have seen the ever-golden hair of Sir Aron, hiding in the shadows of the wall, where the lit sconces did not touch. 

Aron watched the figure of Aleardo Beratta spirit himself expeditiously back to the Tisgan Alps with a glare. He pushed himself out of his shadowed alcove and walked into the vault.

“So, it is true. The famine worsens, and the Vanamiran tribes look southwards.” Aron stood behind Arnor.

“Certainly, the Havri that remain have demanded permission to hunt in our mountains, to take from our farmers next and then surely to settle here permanently,” Arnor said.

“And so, we create weapons fouler than warfare to drive them back? Waste the precious money our people pay us to provide for them to instead slaughter enemies that do not yet exist? Have we forgotten where our own family comes from?” Aron sneered. “Where will we be when the famine comes south of the ranges? Our money spent on worthless weapons.”

“Aron, you are an insulated fool, a relic of the past—and this is a crisis of the present.”

“And that gives you the right to create this shit and lie to the people that this is a weapon to protect them from dragons? Before we even consider preparing for famine?”

“Yes, it does. Dragon or human, we are all just meat. We may have descended from the Havri, but we are no longer quaint tribesmen—we are royalty, and it’s our duty to protect our lands.” Arnor turned to Aron. They were of the same height now, but the unwieldiness of Bleeding Heart made Aron stronger still. 

“Do you even believe that?”

“I don’t need to believe it; I only need to dispense it as the truth. We are strong enough to defeat those northern savages, and we will protect Aradia. Our people have nothing to fear, neither from the Havri nor from the famine—nor from any future enemy.” Arnor walked past Aron, leaving the dragon-knight with the remaining weapons. Silent as they were, their history was loud, etched into scored hilts or cracked metal blades. Aron reached out and traced the steel and yew arc, almost completely flat and as tall as a man, and he scowled. He’d promised himself once he’d learn to joust before he learnt to shoot an arrow.

Aron left. He had one last match.

The final match of the day was between Sir Aron Havri, the dragon-slaying knight, and the squire-servant Alessandro of Garni, they entered the ring, scratched and dented armour against scintillating silver, newly polished for the event. 

The two fighters unsheathed their swords with little flourish, similarly utilitarian in their approach, which told the more seasoned warriors and soldiers that these two had been taught to fight in the same tradition. Some sat forward in their seats, eager to see how this would turn out between two such taciturn foes. 

They didn’t have to wait long, as Sir Aron dropped his sword and pulled off his helmet, also allowing it to fall and clang dully on the ground.

“I concede!” Aron said to the moans and cries of disappointment in the crowd. He turned to his family in their private stands and made sure his brothers could see his belligerent expression. Taxes better used on anything other than a weapon designed to wage an extended war that nobody needed and would no doubt, once the weapon was proven successful, be used to wage another in the east and another in the south. Arnor shook his head, and Albin glared down at Aron. Next to them, Alia covered her laughter with a delicate gloved hand. the King glared at Aron, unimpressed. 

“You fucking bastard!” Aron turned back to Alessandro, who had taken off his own helmet and was blinking through angry tears. Alessandro threw his sword down and marched out of the ring, avoiding the stares of other squires and knights who looked to him with either amusement or pity. A future so near, stolen by someone he was meant to be singularly loyal to. 

Alessandro stormed forward until Marko stopped him, throwing an arm around his shaking shoulders. Alessandro pressed his face into Marko’s neck, hiding his useless tears.

“Alessandro.” Aron ran up, stopping short at Marko’s heavy glare. “Alessandro, please let me explain myself.”

“Explain yourself? Explain what? What could you say that is worth my attention?”

“Alessandro, it was—what this is, it is something bigger than either of us,” Aron offered, holding out his hand towards Alessandro. “My family and their ——” 

“I don’t care. You can act like this—you can throw your honour away because you were born a prince. What do I have if not this? I have struggled my whole life to be seriously considered for knighthood, and every year it gets further and further out of my grasp,” Alessandro strode up and slapped Aron’s hand away. “I already know how small I am; it is you who does not know what you are.”

Alessandro looked deep into Aron’ green eyes, searching for some understanding, but Aron, concerned with things greater, only looked upset at having Alessandro shout at him. How maligned he was, that unwanted son of Garni. Alessandro pitied even himself. 

So, Alessandro walked away.

Aron and Marko watched him go. His dim armour did not shine in the fading light.

“He must hate me,” Aron said.

“Name someone who doesn’t,” Marko replied.  
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The Valley of the Sun
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Aron watched the wyrm almost engulf the point of Bleeding Heart, blade true to the fleshy back of the dragons’ mouth, ready to slash the thin veins, and then it was rapidly shrinking away, smaller and smaller, until he was standing—Bleeding Heart still in position—in a dry, hard plain, nothing like the loose terrain of the Shifting Sands, except for two patches right underneath his feet. Blinking dumbly, Aron dropped his stance. He heard a soft thump and turned around to see Caysa had fallen on the hard-packed ground, limp. He dropped Bleeding Heart and ran over, knees hitting the ground hard as he leaned over Caysa, saw his small, dark face stained with bloody rivulets that streamed from his eyes and nose.

“Caysa.”

Aron wiped the blood with a corner of Caysa’s own cloak. His body was heavy, almost like a cadaver, but Aron felt his pulse. It was so fast, it seemed like it was barely there at all. Pressing his ear to Caysa’s chest was the same: a heart racing so fast Aron wondered if it would grow tired and stop beating all together. Hoisting Caysa into his arms, Aron stood up, feeling his left shoulder tug uncomfortably.

“Tearn, Tearn!”

Tearn replied with a low chittering, and Aron looked over to her. Her dark-red body was fully contracted and ready to pounce on Ellana, who was threatening her, sword out front, eyes wide and terrified for both herself and her family, who were cowering behind her.

Ellana looked over to him from the corner of her eye. “What the fuck is this?” she sobbed angrily.

“Tearn, come here. It’s Caysa,” Aron shouted. Tearn chittered again before skirting delicately away from Ellana’s sword and bounding over to Aron and Caysa.

“I asked: what the fuck just happened?” Ellana was striding over now. Samia and the children were shaken, brushing sand off their bodies and following behind on weak legs.

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know how your travel party turned out to be dragons?” Ellana shouted. Aron turned his head as spittle flew from her tense mouth.

“Those dragons saved your lives.” Aron held Caysa closer against the pain in his shoulder.

“And I’ll skin both of them—and you—for how close we got to being crushed.” Ellana reached out to grab his shoulder, but Tearn intercepted, putting her narrow head in front Ellana with a low growl. “Control your lizard.”

“Ellana?” Samia called from where she was standing away from them. Her face was turned southwards, dark eyes wide and sparkling. “Is that what I think it is?”

Aron, Ellana and Tearn all turned as well. Aron braced himself for another wyrm, larger and even more aggressive, but instead a golden-red plateau rose out of the ground. It seemed, from this angle, like a giant natural wall. 

“Faha U Kan,” Ellana whispered, voice suddenly pious and cowed.

The Valley of the Sun.

Had Caysa somehow brought them here? Was this the cause of his strange slumber? A cold silence descended upon them in the face of the valley, the holiest place in this world and the most impossible for them to be in the presence of.

“What of it? We have lost our supplies, our livelihood—we cannot traverse the desert like this.” Ellana snapped out of her awe as Aron looked down at Caysa, following the trails of blood that stained his face. The blazing heat of the sun scorched his neck. They were dead, all of them. The children cried in Samia’s arms, and Ellana grabbed Aron’s shoulder. He bit the tip of his tongue as his skin began to sting under her sharp nails. “Well?”

“It could have happened to anyone; you do understand that, right?” Aron looked up into her tight face, the deep furrow of her dark brows and her curled upper lip. She gripped harder, but Aron was stronger.

“You are all bastards and liars. I knew not to trust you.” Ellana let him go, and Aron slumped even closer to Caysa, enough that his soft breaths fluttered Aron’s fringe. “Samia, we need to take them into the Valley. We need water.” Her shadow disappeared, and Aron looked back over his shoulder to the wall. It loomed like the palisades of a siege castle. It seemed impenetrable, that to do so would be stepping into the realm of the gods.

Aron clenched his jaw, looking up at Tearn. “Get my sword.” He hoisted up Caysa, limp in his arms. “We have no other choice.”

Tearn growled and then chittered. Hesitantly, she opened her thin wings and glided over to Bleeding Heart, where it had been abandoned on the dust, and scooped it up with one flexible talon. With a large flap, she caught a hot wind and flew overhead to the bowl of the Valley of the Sun. 

Aron stumbled forward. The sun beat down on his scalp, and fine sand caught in his throat and nose as the natural fortress in front of him waved and shuddered in his exhausted eyeline. Following behind Samia and Ellana, Aron walked to the valley in tense silence, through a deep rocky gap in the wall, wet with collected water that no doubt became the Emara up north. It was the damp-cooled wind that invigorated Aron. Finally, he was able to hide from the harsh sun.

Tearn was already perched at the far edge of the valley’s natural pool, taking long drinks from clear water. Aron watched his haggard reflection in the pool. it may have been the type of rock or the presence of the Awha Mountains just south, but the water was clean-looking. Small fish darted away at the presence of the looming shadows, so it was not stagnant.

It was a place of divine blessing, Aron felt. In the shade of the great wall, Caysa’s hot skin quickly cooled back down, and with water came relief from the dry winds. The sand on the bank was fine, silty rather than granular, as they walked into the cradle of the valley proper. Green-grey plants bloomed between large boulders and stacks of golden rocks. Hardy shrubs grew tall and round; spiky trees grew stoutly.

“I don’t know how to help your friend, but there’s freshwater here. The Sacred Emara originates from below Faha U Kan.”

Samia walked back over as Aron grunted. Then he imagined Caysa’s disappointed face, so he offered a close-mouthed smile that split a crack in his lip, the bright stinging further proof of how isolated they were now. “Thank you. I am sorry this happened,” Aron said as he waded through the shallows to the back. Short trees with rounded canopies cast shadows, and Aron pulled off Caysa’s cloak and lay it on the sand, struggling to keep Caysa up as he did so. Samia reached out and pulled the cloak flat.

“I am too. Ellana and I have known many loved ones who have not survived the journey through the Shifting Sands. Some are lucky, and some are not,” she said as Aron lay Caysa down. “Whatever happened, I believe he will be fine, for he saved our lives.”

“Thank you, but I am not sure that is the truth. Caysa is rarely physically ill, and I have never seen him like this before. What happened ... was beyond human comprehension.” Aron pressed a hand to Caysa’s cold forehead. It was not feverish nor clammy. This was not a human disease; in fact, it was closest to death itself.

“But this place is not for humans, and I believe in spiritual providence. I feel it here now. He will be safe,” Samia said gently. She pressed her hand over Caysa’s heart and closed her eyes. Aron just watched. How long had it been since someone had prayed over Caysa?

Aron closed his eyes too, feeling the damp air and the water splashing and trickling through the rocks. He felt it here: the overwhelming power of the world, how small he was, how beholden he was to its will. His neck and shoulders no longer stung with sunburn. Instead, the weight that bowed his neck slid away. Aron’s eyes shot open. The platinum kisi wrapped in its patchwork blue cloth had unknotted from his neck and now sat in the sand between his knees. He looked over at Samia’s serene face. Wrinkles from worry scored her brows, and the lines around her mouth chronicled many joyous years. Hearing the splashing of water, Aron turned to watch Ellana wrangle the children, cleaning the caked dirt from their faces as the kids giggled and splashed each other with water. 

“Samia,” Aron said urgently. She opened her dark, brown eyes. “I think I can get you and your family to safety.”

“You seem unsure.” Samia lifted her hand from Caysa and placed it into her lap.

“I would forgive you if you thought it mad.”

“Go on and speak clearly.”
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CAYSA OPENED HIS EYES slowly, blinking away the sheer exhaustion that had overtaken his body. Slowly, he stood up and looked around properly. This was not a vision Caysa had seen before. Above and around him was sheer darkness, but beneath his feet was a swirling white and gold cloud, stretching on and on to endlessness. Branches of it were coalescing into bright white pinpoints. Caysa took one tentative step and then another. When he didn’t start plummeting down into this bizarre yet mesmerising cloud, the back of his mind prickled, like he was forgetting something he’d meant to do.

Stopping again, Caysa closed his eyes and tried to remember what he’d been doing. There was a sea of red, then the bodies of three intertwined serpents and a golden sun swathed in a gentle blue sky.

No, white sun, burning sun and eye-searingly blue sky. There was nothing gentle about it. 

“Aron!” Caysa gasped out loud, eyes flying open. The Shifting Sands was where he’d been, then dune wyrms had ambushed them and Caysa had done something—he’d felt the world distort and bend because he’d wanted to escape the wyrms ... Caysa stared down at his hands. His light-brown palms were dry as the desert itself, yet his hands had forced space between them and the wyrms, or rather, they had brought a new destination closer before space had snapped back into place.

Caysa imagined himself, imagined waking up and being back in his body, the same way he had tens of times before now. When he opened his eyes, he was still in the space between spaces. In fact, he hadn’t even moved or appeared somewhere more familiar. Caysa hummed to himself. How interesting, he pretended to think as his heart started picking up. He needed to get back to the real world. Except now there was a figure, standing with his hands held regally behind his back, eyes unblinkingly watching the star-filled cloud. Caysa ran forward, glad to see Anzouth again.

“Ah, Caysa,” Anzouth suddenly appeared directly in front of Caysa, and Caysa almost toppled over in an attempt not to ram into him.

“Anzouth, how good to see you,” Caysa sighed. He was saved; Anzouth would save him.

“Not at all, these are quite dire circumstances for us to meet under.”

“What do you mean?” Caysa stood up straight, trying to read the emotions hidden in Anzouth’s dark eyes.

“It seems you have over-wrought the magic within you. You took too much, and now you and space are attempting to seek a new harmony.” Anzouth returned to looking down at the cloud with a concerned expression. Caysa’s head started tickling again. He was being reminded of something, but he also felt like he’d forgotten yet another thing.

“Zavon said something about that. Those that harness what isn’t freely given are doomed to be consumed by their element ... is this that?” Caysa begged Imra for mercy.

“Yes,” Anzouth said with finality. Caysa stepped back, hand covering his mouth. He was going to die. He had performed great magic, and now he was going to die. What a waste it had all been. “It is too early yet to start mourning, Caysa. Your mind is still intact, and your body is yet to start decaying.”

“Please tell me you’re going to tell me how to get out of here,” Caysa said through tears that were welling up in his eyes. His heart was back to thumping loudly in his chest. 

“Something like that,” Anzouth winked, giving a sly smile as he held out his hand. Caysa apprehensively placed his own palm onto Anzouth’s. “The pull of space down here is too strong; you are too weak to leave by elevating yourself out, so your only other option is to carve a new path down and through.”

“You want me dig a hole through space?” Caysa cringed. It seemed like a rather tall order.

“That is a rather crude understanding of it but yes, that is what I said.”

“And how do I know I’m going the right way?” Caysa looked down at the cloud, but this time it looked more like the terrifying body of a giant sea serpent.

“You already know the path if you trust yourself to know better.” Anzouth gripped Caysa’s hand hard, pulling Caysa in close so they were almost nose to nose. “But I must warn you now: there are entities down there that not even I know. Do not let yourself be swayed from your path.”

“Or what?”

“Or die.”

Caysa’s stomach dropped, and Anzouth let go of Caysa’s hand. The silence of the vastness finally hit Caysa, and Anzouth placed a hand over Caysa’s heart and pushed hard. The invisible ground disappeared under Caysa’s feet and suddenly he was falling, watching Anzouth’s impassive face above him as he was engulfed in white and yellow clouds and bright star-like aggregates.

The sensation was unlike any other. First, he was falling slowly, and then as he was submerged in the cloud, he started to fall faster and faster, almost like his body was being pulled down by some other force, dragging him relentlessly. His eyes were watering as wind and bright dust hit his face. The cloud was as deep as it was wide, even as it became a glittering white blur in front of Caysa. As his clothes fluttered into his face, Caysa closed his eyes tight and held his breath, as if doing those two things would stop his body from shattering when it inevitably hit the ground.
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Centre of the World
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Aron swallowed down the half-dry mucus in his throat. “Directly south of here is the Golden City. I have money that will buy your family passage to anywhere in Akensoya from there.”

“Over the mountains? That could take months, let alone the dragons,” Samia said, her eyes wide.

“I know. Tearn and I will fly over the Awha and ask for leniency.” Aron clenched the kisi wrapped in his hand. “The dragons of the Golden City will listen to us.”

“You are trying escape,” Ellana said.

“Why would they listen to you?” Samia said. She looked over to Tearn, who was perched on the edge of the valley, snapping at birds that flew overhead as they tried to reach the oasis. Aron sighed.

“She and I have news that the dragons will find pertinent.” Aron, Samia and Ellana watched Tearn catch a small twittering bird with a snap before almost losing her balance.

“And what is that ‘news’?” Ellana turned back to Aron.

“They’ll acquiesce for the Black dragon.”

“That dragon is red,” Samia pointed out kindly, as if Aron did not know. He said nothing.

“That boy, too?” Ellana looked over to Caysa, who was still asleep under the shade behind Aron, face in blank shock. “You too?”

“I am assuredly human.”

“What is the Black dragon? Some kind of king?” Samia bit her lip.

Aron looked over his shoulder and then back to Ellana and Samia. “The black dragon is the way home for many of them. They will move to his will. You saw it yourself: he has power that they can only dream of.”

“We owe them, Ellana. He saved our lives.” Samia placed her hand on Ellana’s shoulder, voice pleading.

“You don’t know that.”

“Who did then? And do you see any other recourse?” Samia leaned over and took Ellana’s face into her hands. “We have to do what is best for the children. Besides, he cannot run away.” She turned to face Aron with a hard stare. “We will be taking the other boy hostage.”

Aron ground his teeth together. He looked over to Tearn still perched on the valley shelf, but this time she was staring down at them, head cocked like a great bird of prey. With a leap, she glided down next to Caysa, making low clicking sounds as she stared at Aron. “We have a deal.” Aron nodded to Samia and tossed the wrapped kisi to her. She caught it with both hands. “This is yours.” He stood up and walked over to Tearn. She hissed, head low to the ground.

“Stop it.” Aron pushed her advancing head down, pressing on her snout.

They’ll steal him! Her voice echoed painfully in his head. And they’ll kill me.

“Tearn, they are not from Asaneel. They do not want him for either his power or for refuge,” Aron said. “All you have to do is get me there. I will take any sword meant for you.”

Stupid, stupid, Tearn chattered. Her low clicks turned into high chitters. Fine, but you owe me—again.

“Fine. You seem well rested. We’ll go tonight when the great dragons are asleep.” Aron stroked her snout with the back of his hand, and she partially nuzzled it before jolting away. She lay down next to Caysa, huffing out a breath as she closed her amber eyes. Aron pressed his palms into his eyes and walked away to the edge of the water instead of kicking her. At least Zavon was not here, Aron reminded himself. Sometimes the gods did listen, even if it was only with one ear. 

Once the dusk came, Aron gave care of Caysa over to Ellana and Samia as he climbed to the edge of the valley where Tearn was perched. He mounted her as he would a horse, sitting on her back just behind her shoulders, her rough scales catching his pants as he dug his knees into the barrel of her ribs. Tearn growled low as she shifted uncomfortably. Aron gripped one of the spines along her back.

Lie flat, Tearn said. And do not fall off.

“Get on with it,” Aron said as he pressed his chest down to Tearn’s back and closed his eyes. She shifted up and fell off the valley, wings catching hot air from the sand. She flew up fast, and Aron held on with all his strength as the wind whipped his hair and clothes.

He felt the pull and slack of every muscle as she flew. Even the gliding required minute changes, he felt them in the twitches of her sinewy muscles. Aron would have opened his eyes, but he could feel by how thin and cold the air was that they were high up, very high—enough that Aron would probably vomit if he looked. He dug his legs in harder, and Tearn made a low sound that was immediately swallowed up by the high wind.
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TEARN FLEW OVER THE mountains, higher than she usually would. Dragons lived there—large ones, and meaner than the Dragonhold dragons. She blinked against the exhaustion, using the moon to guide her path, but Aron was too heavy. Her shoulders and wings burnt with exertion and her ribs ached where Aron’s legs squeezed her. She wanted to shake him off, but she continued flying. She did not really want him to die; she might have even said she was fond of him. Except for right now, while he was weighing her down, dragging her to the Golden City.

She breached the end of the mountain ranges and felt Aron’s grip loosen slowly. Stay up, she said. Aron jolted and held tightly onto her again, if you fell off now, there’d be nothing left of you once you hit the ground.

“Thank you for that,” he shouted over the wind, though she barely caught it. “How long until we arrive?”

Right before dawn, Tearn panted, and so hungry. Little passerine birds did not a satisfying lunch make, and Zavon, the greedy bastard, was probably feasting on those fat dune wyrms as Tearn’s stomach roiled. Her back was seizing, and her eyes hurt under the strain of squinting into the darkness. I am hungry.

“Ask the dolden dragons nicely and I am sure they’ll share their breakfast with you,” Aron said.

Useless arse, Tearn chittered. 

Small herds of cows or deer trampled the grass beneath them, and Tearn knew she was at the borders of the Golden City and the Country of Wewar. Soon the great, yellow walls of the Golden City rose up from the land. It was the hugest city Tearn had ever seen, everything bigger than a human would ever need it to be. She angled down and glided towards the outer wall. The wall itself was as thick as a house. When Tearn landed, her body crumpling beneath her, she splayed out her wings as Aron slid down off her back. She closed her eyes against the sun as it rose in the east, casting long shadows, her heartbeat slowing down bit by bit as her body finally relaxed.

“That’s a big dragon,” Aron said. Tearn opened her eyes to the barest squint and then scrambled up. ‘Big dragon’ was an understatement. It was double the size of Zavon and at least the length of one of the Stormlords. Two hill-sized dragons with shiny, bright scales, one red and one grey, approached them. “I probably should have said, I do not speak the language.” Aron turned to look at her as she scrambled behind him, cowering as the grey dragon growled. “So, you are going to have to do all the talking.”

You fucking cunt! Tearn chittered, her weak body shaking as the two huge dragons landed on either side of them, their size dwarfing the wall such that it looked human-sized. 

Interloper, how comes you to our land? said the red dragon. And your companion, from the land of the dragon hunters.

Your name and your lineage, the grey dragon snorted, giving low clicks as it sniffed them.

Tearn from Sevani and the Serpentback, and this one is Aron Havri of Aradia. Tearn shrank even further behind Aron, and he just stood still as the grey dragon pressed her huge head into his space. If he was nervous then he did not show it.

You are mutilated; your gland missing from your neck, the red dragon said, his head cocked as he looked down at Tearn. She shook harder.

And you are still alive? That you haven’t killed yourself yet ... it is quite alarming. The grey dragon sniffed her again. You smell of two other dragons and humans, too—how is it that you find yourself here? she growled again.

I come here for the Black dragon, Tearn chattered low in her throat. She was pressed into the floor now; there was nowhere else to go. Oh, if she flew away now, they’d snap her in half. Both dragons stopped, stood tall and looked at each other. The red dragon made a high cooing, and the grey dragon growled in response. They thought she was lying. The red dragon growled and then turned southwards and roared. Aron covered his ears as the sound echoed through the plains the Golden City was built on.

The black dragon. We know of the juvenile, and yet here you are with a dragon poacher. As the grey dragon opened her mouth, her hot breath blew over them, smelling of blood and saliva.

Ichbi, stop. Before you eat this one, I should like to see the ‘Black dragon’. The red dragon drew close to Tearn’s face and she turned away as Ichbi closed her mouth and sat back. Tearn closed her eyes. From her mind, he dragged Caysa’s face from the depths. The first time she’d seen him, in the vile poacher town, the luminescent black shadow that radiated from his body, his image of the other plane right behind his physical form. 

Ichbi, tell Eunama, it seems the black dragon has indeed come here. I wish to see the juvenile, the red dragon chittered. He stood up and flapped his wings, kicking up dust into Tearn’s eyes.

“Have you told them about Ellana and Samia?” Aron said. Both dragons stopped and then looked down at Tearn, waiting for her to translate. She should have eaten him in Salersa.

There is one other issue. We have humans with us who need transport to the Golden City ... Tearn trailed off. Both dragons looked at each other, and the grey dragon, Ichbi, made a low, long groaning sound before opening her wings and flying back to the city centre. Wind kicked up around her, pushing her faster and faster.

My name is Keodi. You have travelled far, little broken dragon—and with minimal preparation, too. Eunama will decide from here what to do with you and your companions, Keodi said. Still, I have never seen such a surgery done to a dragon. I am quite fascinated at the cruelty of these northern humans.

Tearn shook under Keodi’s umber stare. They eat dragons, so they prefer the meat fresh.

Ah, yes, I had heard from my own mother the savage nature of northern humans. So how has one such as you found yourself in the company of one—so close, in fact, that you use him as a shield?

He owes me for saving his lover?

Lover? Ah, yes, I had heard from my own mother the tragic tales of dragons who fell in love with humans only to be left bereft. The black dragon has eclectic taste. I always knew Danrho could not be trusted to raise a juvenile like that, Keodi chittered. Tearn kept her mind very closed at that statement. I myself choose not become attached to single humans. Although I have a fondness for human juveniles, I find they grow too quickly.

Tearn chittered nervously in reply, not sure what Keodi expected from her.

“That is a big fucking dragon,” Aron said. Tearn turned and faced the same direction and squawked. The incoming dragon was mountain-sized, easily as big as Arris, with dark, metallic grey scales. An iron dragon that could crush a city.

Did you think Ichbi and I were big, little dragon? Eunama is the leader of the Golden City dragons, descended from Osara herself. You cannot hide behind you human friend now, Keodi clicked as Ichbi landed on the wall in her original spot and Eunama landed, clinging to the wall right in front of Aron, her man-length talons tearing into stone. He finally stepped back, body flattened against Tearn’s as Eunama sniffed him. Her nose alone was the same height as him. 

Eunama did not waste any time in pressing her head into Aron, squashing him against Tearn. She shuffled back, but Ichbi growled and Tearn froze up.
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ARON GRITTED HIS TEETH as the huge dragon pressed its muzzle into his chest. His mind felt like it was being ripped open. It reminded him of Danrho on the mountain, but worse—so much worse—and so nauseating he thought that if he had food in his stomach he’d keel over and throw it all up.

Do not fight it, a voice echoed through, quiet and as gentle as the trickling of a stream. I merely wish to see you as you are. I am Eunama of the Golden City; my human companion is Chiyembe.

Aron opened his eyes and pressed his hand against the thick, hard scale of the dragon. “You are in my head.”

Yes, please show me what you have brought with you. Aron thought of Caysa, asleep like the dead back in the Valley of the Sun, and the great dragon cocked her head. This may be quite dire; I will go and see the Black dragon myself.

The two other dragons sat up and chittered. Eunama growled. The sound of it seemed to vibrate even the solid wall they were standing on. The other two dragons squawked and flew off. Eunama, huge as they were, clambered over the wall, dwarfing the architectural marvel, so big they blotted out the sun even as they lowered their head down, revealing on their back a covered sedan-like saddle that was attached their shoulders, tied down with ropes that were tightly knotted to four long nails embedded in their scales. A dark hand pushed the curtain of the saddle away, and a young woman’s face poked through. She had round cheeks and dark round eyes. She must have been high-ranking, as solid gold necklaces shone on her dark neck, and bright white muslin gleamed against her skin.

The flight will be faster if you keep to my tail wind, little dragon. Let us not dally. Young warrior, please ride with Chiyembe. The woman in the sedan stepped out and lightly climbed down Eunama’s neck. She gripped onto the nearest nail and held out her hand to Aron. He took it. She had the strong, calloused grip of a sailor, and he held on gratefully as she helped him scramble up Eunama’s side. Eunama’s huge scales were weather-worn, unlike the shine and slickness of Zavon’s or Tearn’s scales, allowing Aron’s boots to grip against them and haul himself into the sedan. He groaned when his back hit the soft silk cushions. They sank comfortably beneath his weight. Aron hadn’t even realised how much he’d missed the luxury of softness and clean silk. Chiyembe climbed in after him and sat cross-legged at the front of the sedan, whistling brightly. Eunama ambled up slowly, but the sedan stayed level underneath Aron.

“How does it do that?” Aron croaked. He sat up a bit as the sedan’s curtains fluttered open and he saw Eunama’s wing stretched out, catching the air as she launched off the outer wall. The wooden pillars creaked, but the bed stayed level.

Chiyembe turned around and pulled a layer of stuffed mattress away from the edge, revealing the floor of the sedan to be floating somehow. “Ring suspension,” she said.

“Like on ship galleys.”

“Yes, like ship.”Sshe pointed to herself with a bright smile on her face. “My great-grandmother invent this for Eunama.”

“Amazing—very ingenious,” Aron said. He lay back down as the he felt the air thin and the wind blowing through the sedan go cold. Chiyembe reached over and tightly tied down the fluttering covers. Aron closed his eyes to the rhythmic rumbling of Eunama’s breathing and the fluttering of high winds over her huge wings as they cut through the clouds. He sank into the cushions. A night flying on Tearns’ bony, spiky back, clinging onto her short spines, had finally caught up with him, and he let himself fall asleep.

He woke up with a start, heart racing as he fumbled against too-soft ground, hand sliding over slippery silk. He was over-heated, sweating as a dark shadow leaned over him.

“Caysa?’ he blurted out.

The shape reached out and held out a gourd. Aron pushed away, blinking rapidly until the blur over his eyes dissipated and Chiyembe’s curious features came into view. She held the gourd, uncorked and sloshing with liquid.

“You are dehydrated.” She shook the gourd at him until he reached out and took it. “Drink it all, but slowly,” she said, sitting back on her haunches. “Eunama has made it over the Awha. The valley is near.”

“Thank you,” Aron said between sips.

“Ichbi said you were a northern dragon-killer—is that true?”

“Something similar. Aradia has its own dragon-slaying tradition, ordained by prophecy rather than by religion.”

“Those things are different?” Chiyembe squinted incredulously.

Aron scoffed and shrugged, “To some.” He tilted his head back and drank the last of the water before handing the empty gourd back. Chiyembe took it back and tied it to a beaded belt around her waist. It was silver and black, with the beads sewn in a motif of scales. Also attached to it was a wicked curved knife with a wooden handle; it looked less like it was for defence and more like it was for gutting fish.

Eunama landed in the bowl of the valley, casting a shadow over Samia, Ellana and the children. Tearn landed by the edge of the lake, taking in long, grateful sips as the family scrambled up. Eunama lay as flat as she could against the ground as Chiyembe untied the rope ladder from the veiled sedan and shook it out so it could fall to the ground. Chiyembe, however, just slid down Eunama’s scales, landing softly in the dirt as Aron climbed down half the ladder and jumped the last half. His knee jarred a bit as his stiff, tired body failed to loosen up in time for the impact.

“You really do keep your promises,” Samia called.

Show me the Black dragon, quickly. Eunama ambled up, and Aron walked past Ellana and Samia as Chiyembe introduced herself with a slack posture, as if she did things like this every day. Aron kneeled over Caysa, who was still dead asleep, and picked him up, carrying him over to Eunama. The dragon leaned down to Caysa and pressed just her muzzle against his forehead before reeling up. A low rumble echoed throughout the valley. This is not good—I cannot help him. He has fallen deep into the depths of his own power.

“What does that mean? Is he going to die?” Aron pulled Caysa closer.

I do not know. Only he can save himself now ... but he has more time yet to find his way back, Eunama said.

The voice in Aron’s head trailed off like a breeze, and he swallowed the lump in his throat. He turned and looked over his shoulder at Ellana and Samia. Their twins were hiding behind their legs. He nodded to them. “Thank you for your patience and your trust.”

“Are you really staying here?” Samia said, her brows scrunched as she held her daughter closer.

“We are exactly where we need to be. We’ll be fine, Samia. There is no need to consider us any longer.”

“But ——”

“Samia, let us go now. We are hindering our guides. He just said, they’ll be fine,” Ellana interrupted. She walked up to Chiyembe, who helped Faisal start climbing the rope ladder before Ellana followed, with Chiyembe holding the rope still.

“You are a very loyal and honourable man, Aron, have a good long life, the both of you,” Samia said, she picked up Nia and with one swift motion, placed her on her shoulders.

“And you, Samia,” she gave a small smile and walked to the rope ladder, Nia held on and Samia began climbing. Aron looked down at his feet and sighed.

“Hey, I have question,” Chiymebe said, she stood in front of him and Aron quirked his brow, “do you really kill dragons?”

“Haven’t even killed one.”

“Well, that is to be expected,” she shrugged, Eunama groaned, “we will leave now, whatever you are doing, Eunama believes you mean the Golden City no harm so fair luck, stranger.”

“Many thanks to the both of you,” Aron said, Chiyembe nodded and ran back to the ladder, climbing it quickly by avoiding the rungs and gripping the sides, feet placed on Eunama’s scales as he walked up. She leapt into the sedan and pulled the rope ladder up behind her. Eunama stood up straight and turned around, ambling towards the walls of the valley and climbing halfway up, her thick tail leaving a long trail in the dusty ground, she spread out her huge wings and flapped, a huge gust of wind kicked up clouds of rosy dust and Aron coughed as he inhaled some of it, his eyes watering as tiny grains got stuck in his lashes, she caught the wind and climbed slowly into the sparse cloud cover, her light grey stomach almost blending into the heady blue of the sky.

Tearn ambled back to him and pressed her narrow snout to Aron’s cheek, her damp cold scales shocking Aron back into the present. He knocked her away with his shoulder.

“Your breath stinks of fish,” he said. He hoisted Caysa into his arms and pressed his own forehead into Caysa’s chest, closing his eyes like he might be able to see what Eunama had seen, but it was just nothing: the same, red-stained darkness that always lay behind his eyes. Aron stood up straight and carried Caysa back over to the shade, placing him gently back onto the cloak.

“If you leave me... I’ll be all alone.” Aron sat back on his heels, head bowed. “How unexpectedly cruel of you.”

Caysa just slept, drawing small breaths with a rasp at the end. His lips were drying and cracking. Aron sighed and stood up. There was no time for despair. He walked to the lake and dipped a shock of clean cloth into it before walking back up to Caysa and slowly squeezing drops of water into his dry mouth. Caysa’s throat bobbed up and down, but he continued slumbering on. Tearn lay in the shallows, eyes closed to block out the glare of the  overhead sun.
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Moment Trapped in Time
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When they were fourteen, they had been walking by the river, far further north than children should have been and with far less concern than Sir Lucio demanded of them. Their jackets and doublets had been left at the barracks, and the three boys were enjoying the autumn sun with their shirt sleeves rolled up. Marko strode ahead, chin up, brown hair shining in the bright autumnal sunlight, a stick in his right hand drawing a long wavy line through the sand. Behind him, Alessandro and Aron wandered at a less frenetic pace. Alessandro looked out at the grey-blue silhouette of the Tisgan Alps, where Mount Verity loomed above, summit spearing into the thin clouds, so distant it was almost a part of the blue sky.

“What fortunate weather,” Alessandro mused to himself as he stepped around the line Marko had drawn. “And what beautiful nature. Palo and Alipse surely smile down on Garni.”

“Darling Alessandro, the brothers are not here—there’s no need to talk like that,” Marko said, looking over his shoulder. Alessandro gave a flat smile.

“You could do with being more pious, Marko,” Alessandro said. Marko stuck his tongue out and faced forward again, still carving a line until he came upon a low rock platform where bouquets of mussels sat in the holes and crags.

“Never mind his blasphemy. He has an accursed soul, after all,” Aron said, elongating his stride so he could walk up next to Alessandro, who blessed him with a lovely smile.

“Brown-noser,” Marko muttered to himself as he pulled his boots off and plunged his feet into the cold water. He bent down and started sifting through submerged rocks flats for river mussels that clumped where they attached to the rock platforms.

“Besides, there is something impressive everywhere, even in small and unimportant things.” Aron’s eye caught the spiral of an empty snail shell, in near-perfect condition, like the snail inside had just popped out for a short stroll. He picked it up with a gentle pinch and gave it to Alessandro, who held it on his palm. “I think it is quite amazing.”

Alessandro grinned as he turned the perfect snail shell around in his palm, gazing at the brown- and moss-coloured stripes. Marko rolled his eyes and waded further into the river, hands still feeling for mussels. He stood up straight. He could have sworn this was the best place for river mussels. Aleardo had said so, and so had Luella Abalain, but there were barely any left. Had they already been completely harvested? Marko scratched his forehead.

He turned away and started wading back to the rock platform. Something sharp grazed his ankle and then latched on and dragged him back into the river. He screamed and landed with a massive splash. Water hit his mouth and nose, rushing violently into his sinuses, drowning his screams. He caught a crag in the rock shelf, but all he would do was hold on as whatever had sunk its pin-sharp teeth into his ankle yanked and squirmed.

Alessandro dropped the shell as Marko screamed. With horror, he and Aron watched as Marko was dragged away, almost to where the river began to rush. Without thinking, Alessandro ran into the water, almost galloping to prevent the water from slowing him down. He could not hear any sound except the last ineffective gasps of Marko as the beast dragged him down to the silty bottom of the river.

Alessandro didn’t think as he dove into the water. All the air in his body was punched out by the rush of water, but Alessandro swam diagonally towards the riverbed, where the obfuscated silhouette of Marko was reaching for the surface, deathly still. The river monster was stirring up even more silt. There was another splash further north, and Aron swam down, small dagger in hand. He grabbed Marko’s arm, tugging him up and thus forcing the river monster up too.

Alessandro reached Marko too, grabbing his torso and trying to swim up towards the muddied sunlight as the monster tugged. Aron pulled himself down Marko’s body, and with a well-timed thrust, he nicked the twisting silvery-green body. It let go and attacked Aron instead. Its rectangular head rose through the mass of silt, long jaw open. Alessandro pulled Marko up, his left hand outstretched, trying to grab a rock or tree root. He snagged one and the rush jarred his left shoulder, but Alessandro clenched his teeth and held on. A scream of exertion wrenched itself from his gut as he pulled himself and Marko out of the rapids. With another pull, Alessandro dug his nails into Marko’s chest and pulled them halfway onto the shore.

Finally free of the drag of the water, Alessandro immediately lay Marko on his back, ear pressed to chest, straining against the cacophony of his own jack-rabbiting heart and the splashing of the river. Shooting up, he rolled Marko onto his side. Muddy water dribbled out of his nostrils and his slack, blue mouth hung open. Alessandro sobbed, his face turning numb from the cold water and the even colder shade under these trees. 

“He needs a kiss of life,” Aron said. Alessandro startled feeling Aron’s hot breath next to his ear. “And his f-f-foot is bleeding, bad.” Against the shivering of his body, Aron turned Marko back into supine and dragged him all the way out of the river. He then pushed his head back, the fingers of his right hand pinching Marko’s nose and the left under the chin. With a deep breath, Aron placed his lips over Marko’s and forced the air through. He sat up and placed his hands over the centre of Marko’s chest and pushed down hard. Alessandro felt the water on his face dry only to be quickly replaced by tears. A dull crack sounded, but Aron did not stop compressing.

Alessandro gasped, “Sir Lucio.” The vomit curdled in the back of his throat. “I need to get Sir Lucio!” 

With shaking legs, Alessandro staggered up and ran through the forest. His saliva was sour in his mouth. He didn’t know where he was running, but he knew he had to find Sir Lucio, had to get help. He hadn’t seen Marko’s foot. He could be bleeding out, could be on the banks of the Sognima already. The tears and dirty water distorted his vision. The forest was a mass of black and dark green until Alessandro finally burst through the tree line. The white burst of sunlight blinded him, but he kept running forward, his stomach and throat roiling. He would have vomited if he could stop running, but he did not until he saw the barracks came into view.

As he stood there dripping water in the courtyard, Alessandro watched Sir Lucio’s heavy face morph from irritated too furious.

“What happened?” Sir Lucio said with a cold hatred. Alessandro sobbed again. “Alessandro, enough! What happened?”

“There was a serpent, in the river.” Alessandro began shaking again as Sir Lucio approached, looming over him, expression thunderous.

“Where are they?” Sir Lucio gripped Alessandro’s left shoulder, crushing his already strained joint.

“North, near the rock platforms.” Alessandro shrank back.

“How many times must you be told not to wander away so far?” Sir Lucio shook Alessandro.

“Marko ——”

Sir Lucio’s eyes widened at the thought of his son drowned in the river. He held Alessandro tight as he spun around to face Aleardo. “Aleardo, Baccaro, Renaldo, head to the north of the river now. Find my son and Prince Aron and bring them back here post-haste.” The three young men scrambled, dashing away from their coldly furious warden. The other two kept their heads down, but Aleardo peeked past his lashes to glimpse Alessandro’s trembling face; he said nothing, just walked past.

Sir Lucio took one large sigh and walked into the barracks, dragging Alessandro with him down the stone halls, the sounds echoing like a haunted song as Sir Lucio threw Alessandro into his office.

“How dare you leave them. How dare you let anything happen to my son!” Lucio bellowed, his voice so loud it made Alessandro’s ears ring. “Do you understand what your place is here? Do you understand that you are alive, right now, that you wear clothes I put on your back, that you eat food every evening, because of me? You have one role here, and that is to look after my son and the prince. You exist to die for them! Not to let them wander off and get themselves killed! Not to leave them unattended to be attacked or injured! Do you understand me?”

Alessandro nodded.

“Good. Then you also understand that this will not go unpunished.”

Alessandro started crying again, swallowing the painful sobs that rose like a lump in his throat.

With one large hand, Lucio grabbed Alessandro’s neck and dragged him back out into the hallway. Alessandro tripped over his own feet, barely able to breathe against the strength Sir Lucio was using to hold his neck. He opened a cupboard and shoved Alessandro inside, slapping his face so hard it whipped Alessandro’s face to the left.

“The door will be unlocked if Marko is safely retrieved. If he’s not, then you’d best start praying to Palo for a place in the Sognima,” Sir Lucio said, giving Alessandro no further consideration as he shut the door and dropped the wooden lock into place. 

Marko sputtered soon after Alessandro had left for help, and Aron pushed him onto his side. He retched, heaved and vomited up grey water. Aron sat back and patted Marko’s side gently. He shivered; he hadn’t wanted to enter the water today, instead content to let Marko splash around while he stayed next to Alessandro—but how quickly it could all go wrong. Aron looked down at Marko’s foot, which was sluggishly bleeding out. He’d almost lost it. Aron pulled his shirt off and used it to wrap it up. Almost immediately, spots of red bloomed on the white.

Aron pushed his hair out of his face and waited. He shook and clenched his jaw as a breeze passed through. 

“Here, I’ve spotted them!” Aron pulled his face out of his knees to see Marko’s older cousin running towards them. “Blessed Palo! Prince Aron, are you alright?” Marko’s cousin pulled off his woollen jacket and draped it over Aron’s shivering shoulders.

“I am fine, Beratta.” Aron nodded over to Marko. “He is far more in need of aid than I.”

Beratta looked down at Marko and his face dropped in shock. He lay a hand on Marko’s cheek. “Marko, Marko, darling? Fuck,” he said. He turned over his shoulder and shouted to the two other boys, who were not much older than Aron and Marko were. “Baccaro, I need you here. We need to carry him with his feet up. Renaldo, give me your gambeson; we need to keep him warm.” Both boys quickly followed, one of them divesting himself of his padded jacket to lay over Marko as Beratta and Baccaro slowly picked him up, one supporting the head and chest and the other holding up Marco’s feet.

“Are you able to walk, my liege?” the third boy asked, arm held out for Aron to grab on to. Aron ignored it, choosing to get up on his own.

“Put the formalities aside, man. Do you remember the way back?” Aron asked. The boy smiled awkwardly and nodded. 

Sir Lucio did not say anything when they returned, not even to Aron. He watched the town physician apply herbaceous creams to his son’s wounds and bandage them in clean, white gauze that looked so glaring in contrast to Marko’s sun-tanned skin. And then he went back to his office, unlocking the cupboard as he passed but not opening the door.

Aron, too, could not escape an order to rest under piles of down blankets and wool throws. Hot stew was ordered for him, and the physician hawkishly watched him eat half of it before deciding his job was done until tomorrow. 

Alessandro stayed in the cupboard, curled into a ball, waiting for Sir Lucio to return to send him on to the gods until he was sure it was midnight. He sniffed. The smell of river water was strong, despite the dirty mops and buckets that surrounded him. He pushed against the door and it creaked open, just enough for Alessandro to slip through into the shadowed hallway and tiptoe along until he found Marko’s room. Alessandro turned the doorknob slowly and crept in. It was warm, almost stuffy, as Marko slumbered on the bed.

Next to him, Aleardo also slept on a chair, neck uncomfortably twisted as a candle burnt to the halfway point on the desk nearby. Alessandro did not dare go in any further in case either one of them awoke, but it was too late. Aleardo had already stirred. His eyes fluttered open just as Alessandro was skittering out the door.

“Wait, wait, Alessandro,” Aleardo whispered. He lunged out of chair, causing the candle to flutter and cast warped shadows on the walls. Aleardo caught Alessandro around the torso, dragging him back against his warm chest. “It’s alright, Alessandro. Marko is alright,” he muttered into Alessandro’s ear until he stopped struggling. Slowly, he unwound his arms. “Here.” Aleardo held his small, dark hand and pulled him towards the bed. “Feel his pulse. It’s still strong.” He pulled Marko’s limp hand out of the covers and let Alessandro hold it.

Alessandro kneeled next to the bed, holding Marko’s hand in prayer and silently begging for forgiveness while Aleardo sat back into the chair and watched. After some time, Alessandro lifted his head from Marko’s bed and tucked his freckled hand back underneath the covers. He turned his head and saw that Aleardo was dead asleep, and the candle was sputtering out as the wick drowned in its own wax. He stood up and lay a kiss to Marko’s forehead before leaving.

Quietly and quickly, he walked all the way back to the rock platforms. The sky overhead had no moon, just the stars in the Sognima river, brighter than ever, so much so that it looked bloated with souls. Distended in gluttony. 

Alessandro stepped over moss-coated rock—his boots squelching, still damp from the day—and kneeled at the edge. He dipped his hand into the water, further, further until his whole arm was submerged. Something slid against his hand, too slowly and deliberately to be a fish. It slid up against his palm, and Alessandro felt hard dorsal spines, almost sharp enough to slice through skin, and Alessandro thought, Yes, it is safe. Take me, take me with you.

He closed his eyes and saw a world of rich blues, sunlight streaming in rays over the giant body of an adult sea serpent, and then he saw grey silt and undersized fish and the crushed shells of freshwater mussels floating in a fog of mud.

You were just hungry and lonely, Alessandro thought. You did not mean to hurt anybody.

The long, scaly body slid against his hand again. Bumpy ridges knocked against his fingers. Alessandro felt the two large protrusions at the base of the serpent’s neck, and he hooked his fingers onto them, took a deep breath and let the serpent drag him down to its nest. He did not struggle when he realised that this wasn’t a juvenile but not quite an adult either. The serpent pulled them to the riverbed, and Alessandro felt his other hand brush up against something sharp and cold: a dagger. Aron must have dropped it during the struggle. Alessandro grabbed it blind. The blade dug into his thumb and pointer finger, but Alessandro didn’t give it any mind.

He cleared all his thoughts and pulled the dagger up to his chest and then right down into the nape of the serpent’s neck. The serpent thrashed, and Alessandro did too as his lungs began burning, but he pulled the knife out as the serpent rolled under, trying to shake him off. Alessandro held on tight and drove the knife into the fleshy spot under the jaw. The serpent shuddered and then stopped moving as Alessandro ripped the dagger out and swam back up to the surface. There was no moonlight. His lungs were burning; another minute and he’d be dead. 

Two long, bony arms plunged into the water and gripped Alessandro’s shirt. He struggled against them. Eshfit’s arms, death’s arms. But they did not drag him to the stars; instead, they dragged him onto a sandy bank, and it was no demon looking at him from above as he panted in fresh air but a blue ghoul. An Imran devotee, with a young face that held an expression of incredulity so well it almost seemed several years older and blue eyes so piercing, Alessandro felt like a rabbit in the gaze of a hawk.

“What in Imra’s name were you doing in there?” he said with a condescending voice. “It’s an hour before the cock’s call and you are swimming?”

“There was a lost sea serpent. It almost ate someone.” Alessandro sat up. He could feel another bout of tears welling up, but their origin was from a different place. “It was ... was ... just a dumb animal in the end,” Alessandro choked out. He looked up at the stars above him. The sky was gradually lightening, casting the world in a haunting blue. He thought of the sea serpent, killed by the Star Sailor’s oar and placed into the sky by Alipse.

He thought of rich, endless blue and sun rays like heavenly blessings. 

And he sobbed, crying with his whole chest, wailing for something he did not have a word for, until it was well morning. The Imran brother stayed by him, just sitting next to him in silence, watching from the corner of his eye like Alessandro might walk into the river and drown himself. But Alessandro had no energy to stand anymore; not to return Aron’s dagger, still in his hand, nor even to check his fingers, which were still bleeding rivulets of blood that dribbled through the sand, back into the river. 
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Strange Temptations
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Caysa opened his eyes slowly and was met with a vast sea of white sand crowned by an unbelievably star-lit sky, amidst the crowd of stars, smears and stains multi-coloured clouds bulged and morphed. He groaned as he turned over onto his back. His body felt flattened, as if it had shattered into tiny specks and then immediately stuck itself back together again. Caysa stared up at the stars and forced down the disgust that welled up from his empty stomach.

Once, he never would have believed there’d be a day he could hate the stars, but he had seen enough of them to last a lifetime.

With another heaving groan, Caysa sat up, brushing fine-milled sand from his face and body. He stared at the grains on his hands. They sparkled with a rainbow quality as light too bright for its source hit them. Caysa put his hands down and stood up in a shaky body. His legs wobbled under him like he was a newborn fawn, but he stepped forward, nonetheless.

He kept stepping forward, his feet sinking into fine sand that insisted on dragging him back. He had picked a direction, but every side of the horizon was blue with the false promise of a sunrise that had yet to come and—Caysa had finally admitted to himself—was never going to come because the place-between-places had no sense of time. 

Blearily, Caysa looked behind him and stopped. He saw two figures: one taller and the other stooped and shorter, swaddled in brown and light-blue clothes. The taller figure began turning to Caysa but disappeared into two pillars of sand before Caysa could see a face he could not bear to see again. The sand crumbled into itself and melded into the rest of the dreamy desert. Caysa took a few deep breaths before turning back to the front, holding Anzouth’s words like a prayer, right hand reflexively grasping at his prayer beads.

There are things down here that not even Anzouth knows.Caysa thought to himself again as he spotted a sand illusion of a handsome Aradian knight. The knight stared at something with a confused expression. As he began to look up, he crumbled away into fine white dust. And again, Caysa watched a dark-skinned child turned away from him, playing what looked like dolls before vanishing behind a sand dune. Repeatedly, Caysa watched figures from the past manifest and crumble as he wandered through this featureless desert. It might’ve been Mae stretching, tanned skin and blue tattoos pulled taut, two brown-haired children, a boy and girl reading a book. Caysa had to force himself to walk away, knowing in the next moment they would dissolve into sand. That other child, with skin as dark as Caysa’s, appeared over and over again as well, and Caysa combed through his memories to find such a child in his past, but there wasn’t a moment he could think of.

The child, sitting cross-legged, materialised right in front of Caysa. There are things down here, Caysa reminded himself as he approached him slowly, crouching down so he wouldn’t be looming over this mysterious child. The child was dressed in Imran blue. Halter ties with frayed edges fell between narrow shoulder blades, and on his head was a light-blue scarf covering his hair. 

“Hello. What are you doing?” Caysa asked over the child’s knife-sharp shoulder. He could see him tying twigs together to make little dolls. The child stopped, and Caysa’s heart almost did too before the child turned around. Caysa gasped and lost his balance, falling onto his arse. The child looked exactly like him, small face with round, wide features, but the eyes were inhuman. They looked dead, hazy and unseeing. The child continued not saying anything as Caysa’s heart started beating hard in his chest for the first time since he’d landed here.

“Making friends,” the child said in a flat voice. 

“O-oh, you must be lonely here.” Caysa gave a weak smile, trying his hardest not to make it obvious how sick he felt right now. The child stared at him before copying his smile, which sat fake on his small face, painted on.

“Yes, there are some. They come and go but never stop to talk. Not like you ... do you want one?” he stuck out a twig doll to Caysa. It was rough, with black and red clothes and a twig sword at its waist like an Aradian squire.

“No, thank you. I am sure I would break it.” Caysa shook his head, and the fake smile dropped instantly from the child’s face. It returned to that bored, dead-eyed look. He took the doll back, and Caysa had to bite his tongue to stop himself from accepting the doll instead.

“I don’t think so. You have very gentle hands, and you are nice ... not like those other ones who avoid me.” The child dropped the doll into his lap and picked up the other one, absently returning to tying twigs together to make the body.

Caysa almost took it as an invitation to leave, but something compelled him to stay. “Do you have a name?” The child stopped for only a moment but then continued what he was doing, shaking his head. “I’m sure the others don’t avoid you on purpose; maybe they’re busy ... In fact, I am in quite a rush right now, so do you mind pointing me to the exit?” 

“Why not stay and play with me here? Then you won’t ever have to be busy,” the child said, looking up at Caysa through straight, black lashes, eyes intent on Caysa’s face like a cat readying itself to pounce on a mouse. Caysa held his breath, trying to stop his heart from jumping out of his throat and running away. Then the child dropped his doll and lunged forward, straight into Caysa’s chest, arms tight around his torso and cold cheek pressed against his left pectoral. “Your heart is beating quite fast.”

Caysa bit his lip, pushing down the surprised shout that almost tore its way out of him.

“It is because I am so worried about the people I have left behind. But one day, when I have more time, I will be back to play.” Caysa lightly patted the child’s bony body, but the child didn’t loosen his hold, just pressed his cheek even harder into Caysa’s chest.

“And when is one day? What if you are lying and never come back?”

Caysa pushed the child up, looking at that uncomfortably familiar face with that dollish blankness in his black eyes. Taking his left wrist, Caysa untied the string of his pine devotional beads from his wrist, dented and stained with dirt and ash, and tied it around the narrow wrist of the child. “Do you see this? This is something very important to me, and now we both have one. This is akin to a promise that can never be broken; we’re connected now.”

The child lifted his wrist to his face, eyes finally alive with something genuine as he stared at the eight beads of the devotional bracelet.

“Hmm ... alright.” The child looked up with a smile that showed more teeth than Caysa thought he or anybody else had.

Caysa stood up quickly now that the child was distracted by the bracelet, his other hand gripping Master Uris’ gift. Without another word, Caysa stepped around the child and his little twig dolls and quickly continued his futile journey. He’d learnt his lesson; he should have learnt it from all those fanciful stories he read as a child. On paths you do not know, do not turn back, do not be led astray. There are things deep in the forest that nobody understands. 
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Patience, the Precursor of Grief 
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Aron washed Caysa’s face gently, swiping the wet corner of Caysa’s cloak down the bloody tear tracks, staining its beautiful blue with red dirt and brown blood. But Caysa stayed limp, face relaxed, like he’d wandered off into a wonderful dream. Aron thought for a moment about shaking him awake but if it hadn’t worked before, then the likelihood it would work this time was just as low.

Aron sat back with a sigh. Even under the shade cast by the valley’s high walls, the world was still too bright, eye-searing and skin-searing—and there went Tearn, hogging the natural lake formed by the valley. She lay in it, wings spread out and mouth open, lower jaw submerged. With a jolt, her jaw snapped up and Aron watched her throat bob. He frowned. She was stealing all the substantial fish. She took the position back up, waiting for foolish catfish to wander over her tongue. Even Aron could admit it was clever.

“You know, Caysa, when I said that if you died I wouldn’t do what the Black Wraith did ... I think I was lying,” Aron admitted. Back then, Caysa dying had been something theoretical, something caused by humans, and Aron could slay humans, protect Caysa from physical things. He could throw himself in front of blades meant for Caysa. But the realm of dragon magic was beyond what simple men could comprehend, let alone fix. “I don’t know what I’d do without you. I am not made for being left behind.”

Aron remembered the day he left Garni the first time, leaving Caysa at the gates of the town main. He couldn’t recall how he felt—sad or lonely, maybe—but he knew, in his infinitely cruel heart, some part of him was allayed because it was in the nature of knights to leave. It was easy to leave first, to be the one who changed or never returned.

He hadn’t thought how Caysa must’ve felt at the gate that day. Did he feel anything like this? Suddenly lost and without purpose. But Caysa was smarter than Aron; it was always Aron who chased after Caysa, who sought him out.

“It would hurt you if you could hear me say this, but everything I’ve done, a part of me did it because I thought I would die before you, because it is you. I could pursue this path at all because I believe you alone deserve to live ... No, that isn’t quite right. Rather, I am a coward who loved you, so I pretended to be brave so I could stay by your side.” Aron lay down next to Caysa, eyes tracing his profile until he could see it with his eyes closed. “Marko would laugh at me for saying this, but I fear that man and I are truly the same.”

Caysa continued to slumber, his chest rising and falling minutely, as the ambient sounds of the elements whispered past them.

“I suppose, you’d forgive me regardless. Perhaps, though, you should not.” Aron waited for any sign of awakening, but Caysa lay silently, face peaceful, like that of a slumbering damsel, not even a twitch to his eyelids. 

***
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HIS LEGS HURT. SHARP pain from every footstep shot up his knees and hips, while the muscles in his legs thrummed with swelling. At least, he thought they hurt. Whenever Caysa tried to focus on the pain properly, the discomfort faded, almost as if his mind had simply decided that his body must hurt after endlessly walking, and when he let his mind wander again, the weariness in his body and limbs returned. Caysa couldn’t say how long it had been. The sky hadn’t changed; it was perpetually twilit with huge bright stars smearing the sky, Caysa had been walking towards the horizon to no avail as sand and sand and more sand spread out in every direction. 

He stared at his agonised feet as he kept trudging forwards, until a solid wall slammed into his head and body. With a yelp, Caysa stepped back in shock, holding his forehead as his poor brain rattled around his skull, making the agony in his body disappear as he stared in open-mouthed shock. In front of him was nothing; the world ended at a sharp drop, and the black abyss stretched downwards. Caysa’s mind and heart screamed at him to stay away from the edge, but underneath it there was a rhythmic silence to the darkness that pulled Caysa forward. He pressed his face against the invisible wall, peering downwards as if possessed. How deep did it go? Caysa wondered. Perhaps it wasn’t deep at all. The further he was pulled into the depths, the closer to the edge he stood. Flecks of white sand shifted at his feet and streamed into the gorge. A shout that sounded like Marko’s rang through his head with terror and Caysa stepped back quickly.

Slowly, Caysa held his hands out and pressed them up against the invisible wall again. It was flat, almost like glass, but there was no coldness or heat to it. It was just a wall of air that blocked off the desert from the abyss that stretched left and right, as endlessly as the desert did. He looked forward at the hazy blue horizon. Wherever he was going, Caysa had to get there. He didn’t want to walk around this abyss just to find more sand and endless sky. With a scream stifled behind his teeth, Caysa smacked his palms against the wall, but as his skin connected with solidity it suddenly disappeared, and Caysa flailed forward onto more sand that had miraculously appeared where the sheer drop had been. In front of him, all the emptiness was filled in with new fine sand, until it was the only thing in front and beside him again. Caysa sat up, gawking stupidly. Perhaps he shouldn’t be shocked—appear in a strange, magical in-between realm and surely strange, magical anomalies would occur. He stepped forward slowly onto the newly formed sand, testing the firmness in case the ground fell away and sent him careening down. The sand shifted around the form of his foot, but otherwise it was solid.

Was this how the desert worked? Was there an exit at all? Or a way downward that wasn’t blocked by walls? If the desert expanded eternally always ...

Caysa shook those thoughts from his head. He would find a way. He had to. There could not only be desert; it had to change eventually, surely.

With resignation, Caysa sighed deeply and continued walking. He’d reach the end of the desert. He had to by necessity. Caysa closed his eyes, imagining the end of the sand. He saw it turn into dry, tall grass, swaying like a gentle sea. Sand slipped and streamed by his feet. His feet were digging, kicking up dust; again and again, the feeling of tiny grains sliding off them.

He stepped forward and felt nothing. Opening his eyes, Caysa fell backwards, overcorrecting. The desert disappeared, the sand drastically and immediately ending but not into nothingness, instead an ocean had appeared, dark as the sky above it, its small waves crested with white. It was massive, going on for forever, just like the desert behind it. Sand streamed down the dune cliff, swallowed up by the churning dark water. 

“Horrifying, is it not?”

Caysa looked to his left and his heart shot to his throat. The child was back, still making his twig dolls, although now they had heads made from round pine beads. “It goes down forever; you’d be safer turning back.”

Caysa looked behind him at the desert of endless crystal, white sand and torturous hallucinations. “No, I don’t think I would.”

“If you don’t go back, you can only go forward.”

Caysa looked at the black, churning ocean as it ate at the sandy cliffs. Eventually, it would get to him, or perhaps the desert border would continuously remake itself in an eternal fight between sand and ocean. The more he looked at it, the further away the water seemed to be and the deeper the black looked. The vertigo hit him and Caysa swayed a bit, hypnotised by the depths.

“Just go back, where it is safe ... or stay with me,” the child said. Caysa closed his eyes, swallowed down the nausea.

“I need to go down.” Caysa opened his eyes and leaped forward into the infinite jaws of the ocean. The child pursed his lips and shook his head. 

Caysa burst through the surface of the water, ice cold freezing his limbs. He seized and thrashed. All around him, pressing down on him, the darkness, devoid of life and light. There was only Caysa as he struggled to the surface, air forcefully expelled from his lungs. He screamed nothing as the oppressive darkness, cold as death, filled his throat and lungs. Caysa stopped struggling. It was too difficult to keep swimming. The rush in his head quieted too as the last of the air in his body was leeched out by the darkness. 

Silence, true silence.

Caysa let himself float, head empty of all thought, limbs frozen numb like a distant memory.

A voice echoed through the water, muffled and distant.

Caysa’s face twitched. The voice echoed through again, clearer this time, and Caysa focused on it, the lilt of it.

“I can’t go anywhere,” it said, slicing through the darkness. “I know what I am but not who I am.”

Caysa concentrated on that voice, holding onto it with the last of his might.

“I should walk into this river and drown. Maybe in death the gods will give me answers.”

Caysa screamed silently. That was his own voice, and he gripped the sound of it as darkness and coldness and nothingness fell away. He opened his eyes like he was finally breaking the surface, only to find himself lying on his back, thin trees stretched above him, branches reaching towards the moon. He lifted his hand to his face, but it wasn’t wet, and then slowly he checked his body over. It was all there, and it seemed to be all his, but his head hurt like it had been squeezed viciously, and his hearing was dull, like his ears were still filled with water.

Two voices were talking, but Caysa couldn’t place them over the gurgling of a river. He blinked, still staring at the sky and the branches, like so many veins bursting through the background of distant black and tiny white pinpricks. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a sky so distant. He listened closely to voices and their dim faraway conversation. 

“You are sweet, Aron, when you want to be.” 

Caysa closed his eyes. Aron. He wanted Aron again, the heat of his body, the headiness of his deep voice, his sure, capable hands. 

“In a few days, I will be eighteen too.” Caysa smiled at that deep, smooth voice, as familiar to him as his own.

Aron? Caysa shot up, his head throbbing and swirling. He almost fell back down again. Steadying himself on the nearest tree, Caysa stumbled up. The undergrowth crackled under his feet. He walked slowly through the threshold of the trees, where the ground became large pebbles. In a silver-lined silhouette were two young men, sitting less than an arm’s distance apart, facing the river. Caysa didn’t know this place. The river was wide, but not nearly as aggressive at the Tisgani. The low banks made up of large grey stones were nothing like the crumbling brown silt he was familiar with, either. 

Caysa squinted at the two men. One with bright curls and wide shoulders, Aron, had his hand lifted halfway to touching his companion, but the other ... Caysa squinted again. He wasn’t Marko; Caysa could say that much. Instead, he was lissom and tall, with coiled black hair that absorbed the silvery moonlight.

It was him—or no, this wasn’t Caysa, and this wasn’t the Tisgani that rushed near the Garni. This was the Syfas River that came down from the Ehomes Ranges. This was the capital city of Oskall.

Caysa held his breath, stepping onto the pebbles that wobbled under his feet. The inside of his skull was burning hot and throbbing like a warning bell was being tolled too fast to keep up with its own weight. Caysa stumbled forward, legs slipping out from under him as he fell face-forward into the grey stones, the name on his tongue escaping his mouth.

“Alessandro!” Caysa screamed out, but he wasn’t at the rocky banks anymore. Instead, he was standing in a black starlit abyss. Shallow water flooded the ground and reflected the stars back up at them in perfect clarity, except where Anzouth stood, and haloing Anzouth in complete darkness was the Absolution from before. There was no light being consumed this time, just the vague sense that it was living, even if Caysa wasn’t sure. Nor did he want to be.

“Interesting guess, although it wouldn’t have been my first assumption,” Anzouth said.

“You stopped me,” Caysa said. The stones that had slipped out from under him. Even if it had been dark, he wasn’t that clumsy. “Why? I could have helped him.”

“To what end, Caysa? You only exist in this capacity now because Alessandro will die.”

“But he’s alive right now! I can help him—he deserves to live.” Caysa walked up to Anzouth, hand outstretched to shake his frail-looking shoulders, but as Caysa reached out, he grasped nothing, and Anzouth stepped up next to Caysa from behind. 

“So many deserve life, to be happy and loved, and that is the unsung tragedy of the living, for both humans and dragons,” Anzouth said. Caysa licked his lips uncomfortably. There was a heat here that hadn’t existed anywhere else, not even in the simulated desert or on the skin of the child. But, here in this ... other space, it was humid, almost, and Caysa felt sweat prickle his temples and forehead.

“There’s nothing I can do for him, even if I can reach him?” Caysa tried again.

Anzouth sighed. “I wish there were some way I could parse the entangled roots of the temporal and save those who deserve to live too, but I cannot. Only the Silver dragon has that wisdom; it is simply not our lot. Our domain lies in the present, and it’s best we oversee what can.”

Caysa nodded, but he clenched his sweaty hands at the thought of Alessandro—sad Alessandro, alone, angry and confused—and wished there was something more he could do than be the bystander to his own other’s catastrophe. Casya looked away from Anzouth and into the darkness, humid and sticky and wriggling. Whatever it was made Caysa’s skin prickle and the back of his throat constrict. “Anzouth, what is that?”

“Near-infinite potential.” Anzouth reached a wizened hand out but stopped short of touching it. Caysa looked at Anzouth’s hand as his stomach tightened and his palms became clammy. That pulling sensation, like he’d forgotten something, tickled the back of his head again, pulling him somewhere away from here and this nauseating humidity. “Do you know the way back now?”

“Yes,” Caysa nodded, swallowing his sudden onset of squeamishness.

“What does it feel like?”

“It feels like I need to find something, and if I don’t go now ... I’ll miss my chance,” Caysa said. Anzouth brought his hand back to his chest. There was something demure about the way he moved now; that aged confidence had transformed into a timidity. “Is that what it feels like to you?”

“Perhaps. It’s been so long since I’ve felt that that I’ve honestly forgotten, but I imagine it was something like that. It’s best to go now, lest the opportunity escape us.” Anzouth turned to Caysa, twinkling black eyes gently mirthful again. Caysa took that as a good omen, that Anzouth wasn’t worried.

“Before I go, there’s a thing in the shape of a child out there. Do you know what it is?” Caysa wiped sweat from his forehead.

“Darling Caysa, I already told you that there are things in space that not even I know. Was that the answer you were looking for?” Anzouth smiled like he was telling himself a private joke and Caysa was the punchline.

“Hardly.”

Caysa closed his eyes and found that itching, niggling feeling. He imagined it as the end of a string of yellow yarn. One tug, then another harder tug and one final tug and Caysa held his breath on instinct. His whole body was submerged in churning waters. Caysa opened his eyes and swum upwards to the bright light, fingers outstretched like he could physically grasp the sunrays that penetrated the water. The gasping breath Caysa took when he breached the water felt like the first real one in years. It scored his oesophagus and landed cold in his lungs. He swam to the bank, the soft grey silt shifting underneath his body as he lay down and took heaving breaths until his eyes finally readjusted to proper sunlight.

He sat up and observed his surroundings. That feeling that he’d forgotten something he just could not remember still pressed down on the back of his head, but Caysa pulled his bedraggled body up to look around in awe. It was Garni. The river was the Tisgani, and this was Albin’s favourite clearing near the river, but right now it was silent, like the whole world was holding its breath, waiting for disaster to strike. Caysa pressed his cold palms into his eyes. Back where he started. The pressure at the back of his head built steadily.

How had he ended up back at Garni instead of back with Aron? How was he back where he fucking started instead of finally at the Valley of the Sun?

Darling Caysa, mockingly, like Anzouth.

Darling Caysa, tenderly, like Albin.

Darling Caysa, warmly, like Marko.

Caysa opened his eyes again. Everything was quiet. Even the river that never ran dry was frothing white at the fastest spots in complete silence.

He wasn’t back where he started yet.

Caysa stood up, body heavy, but he turned around and ran to the path from this spot to the monastery. It was a lesson in repetition that he wouldn’t forget until the end of his days: past the out-of-place Magnolia tree, over the log decaying under the weight of fungus, out of the woods and into the long grasses that surrounded the Imran Monastery, which stood healthy and grey instead of crumbling and blackened. 

Caysa ran around to the front of the building. The heavy ancient doors were tightly closed; the chicken coop was empty. At the foot of the stairs that led into the atrium were two tall young men, dressed simply but richly in Aradian black. One head of blond hair was bobbing along to Marko telling a story, even if no sound came out. Caysa held his breath, scared if he let out any sound himself then this storybook Garni would crumble like ashes in the wind.

Aron nodded along, but his back was turned to Caysa, so there was no way of knowing if he was actually supposed to be replying.

Marko spotted him first and brightly waved him over, his tanned face in a wide lopsided smile. Caysa held his breath even tighter, pressing his tongue to the roof of his mouth to force down any sound, keeping his sobs and gasps and cheers down in his heart. Caysa waved back, forcing his face into a tight, closed-lip smile. 

Aron turned around. He said something that Caysa couldn’t hear and opened his long, strong arms for a hug. Caysa stopped for half a second as his mind took its chance to commit this image to memory. 

Aron and Marko and the Imran Monastery, all waiting for him.

It was a bitter illusion akin to the sweetest dream.

Caysa dove into Aron’s waiting arms, holding his strong body. His heart was clattering against his chest, desperate for air, but Caysa just held on tighter. Over Aron’s shoulder, Marko smiled at them with sweet bemusement before winking at Caysa. He said something, and Caysa’s brows furrowed as he tried to follow the shape of his lips, but Marko turned away and walked up the stairs of the monastery. He pushed open the doors, looking over his shoulder just long enough to catch Caysa staring up at him.

Right now, Caysa thought. Grab his hand right now. Caysa instead gripped Aron’s shoulders, so hard that if he had been real, he would’ve asked Caysa to let up.

At the doors, Marko just smiled again and nodded his head. Caysa closed his eyes so he wouldn’t have to break his promise to Marko. There was no sound as the door closed, if it had been closed at all. Although there was no sound, Caysa could feel the screaming of his own lungs and heart.

There was soft pressure at his earlobe, the sensation of lips moving gently over it.

“You can breathe now, Caysa.”

“Caysa, come back to me already.”

Caysa finally took in a deep breath. The air was so hot it dried his throat and sinuses out. The heat settled into his lungs with the weight of a thousand grains of sand.

He opened his eyes to light so bright and hot it seared the backs of his eyes and the inside of his skull. His instinct led him to try to sit up and take in his surroundings, but a pair of strong hands pulled his weak body back so it was prostrate. Aron’s handsome face swum into view above him, and Caysa tried to smile but failed, if the sharp and bloody splitting of his dry lips was anything to go by.

“I’m back,” Caysa barely managed to wheeze out past the rough congestion in his chest. His body felt heavy. His limbs felt exhausted, like he’d been carrying sacks of bricks and now they could barely move. Aron blinked his wide green eyes; they sparkled at the corners ready to spill over. 

“You’re alive,” he said breathlessly, large hand holding Caysa’s face with reverence.

Caysa tried to smile and felt the hot burst of cracked lips breaking. “Nothing less.”

“Can you sit up?” Aron asked, one hand behind Caysa’s head and another pressed flat to his shoulder blades. Caysa tried to flex his stomach, but his body stayed limp.

“As expected,” Aron said. He pulled Caysa up so he was sitting and Caysa looked around. They were in an oasis. Clear water glittered in the bright sun. Trees and shrubs burst forth from red rocks. Long, thin leaves dipped into the water, creating delicate ripples.

Caysa swallowed the stale saliva that had accumulated in his mouth. “This is ...” he trailed off into a cough. Aron patted his back, other hand massaging the back of his neck.

“Indeed, we made it. Welcome to the centre of the world: the Valley of the Sun,” Aron said. Caysa looked over to him: his dust-smudged face, the heavy bags under his eyes. Caysa’s lips split as he smiled again. 

Aron helped him walk to the edge of the oasis and gently helped Caysa wipe away days of dust and fine sand that had sat in the crevices of his face and body. He sat in the shallows of the spring, enjoying the cool water lapping at his legs and feet. He would have waded in further, but his muscles felt like liquid, and when they didn’t, they were stiff and knotted. He watched Aron dunk his head under the water and resurface like a divine vision, smiling. Caysa tried to smile back, fighting against the dry cracks on his lips. Aron walked through the water towards him.

“Does it still hurt?” Aron kneeled in front of Caysa, pressing a cool, wet hand against Caysa’s face.

His eyes closed, and he nodded. “Yes.” Behind his eyes, he immediately remembered the absurdly star-bright sky. “I still feel exhausted, though I’ve slept for three days.”

“What did you see when you were asleep?” Aron pushed Caysa down to gently lay on his back and leaned over him, his other hand cradling Caysa’s heavy head. 

Caysa opened his eyes again to Aron’s aristocratic face framed by the heated blue of the desert morning. On his nose and cheeks, the skin was red and dry, peeling in patches. His wet hair dripped and dried slowly into uneven curls. His red ears and shoulders looked tender now, but maybe they would settle into light freckles. “I saw something amazing. A sky made of stars and a sea of white crystals and something ...” Impossible—another life we could have had. Caysa swallowed it down. “Terrifying.”

“What?” 

“Us, and Marko—oh, Aron, I really did see him. The way he looked in Garni,” Caysa gushed. He lifted his hand to Aron’s face, feeling the heat of it against his palm. This time, Aron closed his eyes, leaning into Caysa’s hand.

“That sounds lovely.”

“I think I had forgotten what he looked like before that,” Caysa admitted. When had he last thought of Marko, remembered him and his voice and his humour? Aron opened his eyes, and Caysa urged himself to remember Aron like this, to never forget, come decades or centuries. “Dragons live a very long time, one day even you—I am afraid I will spend the rest of my life mourning you ... and forgetting you,” Caysa ended on a whisper. 

Aron leaned further down, and he pressed a soft peck to Caysa’s forehead. “That is fine. All that matters is that we know each other now. Whether you forget doesn’t matter; all that matters is that you and I love each other now.”

Caysa pulled Aron closer, throwing his arms around his shoulders. He pressed his mouth to Aron’s, feeling the long lines of his body, his heat. This moment, here, in the clear oasis of Faha U Kan. There was no impossible life here; this here was real.

“I wish these days would never end. Sometimes I forget that I came here for a reason at all,” Caysa said, pulling away. Aron chased his lips before instead leaning further down, placing a few gentle pecks on Caysa’s chest.

“I know. This place feels paused in time. Let us enjoy it while the world is still stopped.”

Caysa remembered Marko, standing in front of the monastery, looking untouched by the world. He thought of the conversation he’d spied between Albin and Alessandro; he pulled back from Aron, holding his face in his hands, searching for something that may not have even existed. “You’re eighteen now.”

“How do you figure that?”

“Of course, I know that much,” Caysa smiled. Aron gave an incredulous huff, grabbing Caysa’s hands from his face and pressing a series of small kisses to Caysa’s palms and fingers. 
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The Star Sailor and the Sea Wyrm
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When Aron was six, he’d been chosen by fate to be the next dragon-knight of Aradia and packed off with Bleeding Heart, the greatest of the Seven Weapons, and Iron Tooth the dagger. He’d cried endlessly as he was escorted south, and when he met Sir Lucio, Warden of Garni, he had still been weeping, squirming under the scrutiny of strangers. 

“Prince Aron, I welcome you to Garni as your new home,” Sir Lucio said. He pushed a boy as young as Aron forward. “This is my son, Marko,” he said, gesturing to the boy, who had brown hair and a rude pout. “As boys the same age, I hope you may find a companion in each other.” With a deep, aggrieved sigh, Sir Lucio turned and shouted so loudly over his shoulder that it caused Aron to start crying again. He already hated this place. “Alessandro!”

“Gross,” Marko sneered at Aron, looking him up and down. Aron wanted to run away, to disappear into the nearby woods, never to be seen again. The pitter-patter of little feet sounded, and another boy appeared. He was taller than both Aron and Marko, with a book in his hands and grass in his hair, which he brushed off with a shaky hand.

“Sorry, Sir. I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” the other boy said, panting.

Aron gawped. He’d never seen another person who looked like that before. His skin was a dark brown, his limbs wiry and long. When he turned to face Aron with wide, rounded lips, he saw that the boy’s eyes were sparkling and curious, like one of Laila’s kittens.

“Filling your head with fantastical nonsense again?” Sir Lucio pulled the book out of Alessandro’s hands and hit him over the head with it. Alessandro flinched. “This is my ward, Alessandro of Garni. He is also your age.”

“Greetings from Garni, Prince Aron. I am at your service,” Alessandro smiled. He was from Akensoya, with no last name, and Aron almost felt better. There was someone just as out of place in this awful, dusty town.

The day after, Aron had stayed in his room, refusing to leave for either food or water, ignoring Sir Lucio’s bellowing voice.

“I have some food,” a small voice sounded. It was Alessandro. Aron shoved his face into his pillow; he would not unlock that door. “You don’t want to talk to or see anyone?”

Silence followed. Aron was stubborn when he wanted to be; his father had told him so.

“Sir Lucio will only get angrier if you don’t eat ... Oh, I know, if you eat, I’ll get you something! What do you like? Treats?”

More silence as Aron ignored Sir Lucio’s exuberant ward.

“Books?” Aron shuffled around, but Alessandro must have taken it as assent. Aron did like reading and stories, but that was hardly enough to make him like Garni or enjoy his new life. “I like to read, too. I’ll get my favourite.” And then he ran off. Aron finally sat up, rubbing his eyes, frowning unhappily at his tiny new room for a few minutes.

“I have it. I’ll leave it outside your door with your lunch. Don’t worry—I’ll go so you do not have to see anyone,” Alessandro said before his departing footsteps sounded again. Aron got up and approached the door, unlocking it and peeking out. Alessandro really was gone, and the hallway was empty. On the ground was a wooden tray with a light meal and an apple cut into slices alongside a cup of water. Aron picked up the book: The Star Sailor and the Sea Wyrm. Aron dragged the tray in as he flipped the book to its first page, where there was an illustration of a sailor on a tiny boat pointing to the huge, twisting body of a sea serpent as it wound around the boat.

The Star Sailor and the Sea Wyrm was the story of Arita and Undossa, but scarier. The Star Sailor and the Oak Maiden died in this story, stuck forever together in the stomach of the sea wyrm. Undossa had cleaved the head of the sea serpent from the inside out using his oar while Arita had distracted it in her boat made of divine oak. In this story, the divinity happened when the sea wyrm died after choking on the Star Sailor’s oar, and Alipse placed it into the stars in bereavement. The contents of its stomach were revealed to have the sailor and the maiden still embracing each other in death, whereas the story of Undossa and Arita had them placed together in the Sognima River for eternity as a reward by Palo for killing the wretched dragon. Aron shuddered as he finished reading. This was not a happy story; he couldn’t even imagine it being someone’s favourite. 

The next day, Aron went to the dining hall in the mid-morning, but the hall was empty and there was no food left, except for stale bread and watered-down porridge that was cooling in chunky coagulates. Aron’s stomach grumbled, but he ignored it and continued looking for Alessandro so that he might return the copy of The Star Sailor. Aron went up on his tiptoes just to peek through the window. The warped shapes portrayed by the cheap glass looked like knights training, laughing and jeering. He swallowed down his bubbling nerves and went outside to the courtyard.

It wasn’t like the training grounds at Lyrus Palace, where they were sequestered away in the middle of the palace grounds. No—here, the commonfolk could watch and point at the soldiers. In Oskall, for a peasant to look upon his parents or siblings like this would be tantamount to a crime. But Garni wasn’t like anywhere else Aron knew. It was loose and dirty. Here, the knights leaned back on the fence with a lax posture and the squires jested with those of higher standing like they were old friends. 

He walked with small steps, his heart beating louder and louder as he walked closer to the crowd of raucous men. He stopped. He didn’t want to go any further; he could barely see through the wet fog of tears welling up in his eyes.

“Oh, Prince Aron.” Alessandro darted out of the crowd, squeezing between legs and ducking under the splinting wooden fence of the training arena. “Did you read the book?” Alessandro’s dark eyes spotted it clutched in Aron’s right hand.

Aron nodded between hiccups.

“It must be scary out here, right?” Alessandro took Aron’s left hand and led him back inside, through the main hall and towards the very back of the building, where he pushed open a non-descript wooden door. It was a library, with three high stained-glass windows depicting three dragon-knights who cast the room in a gentle red and green hue. “The library. The Priory of Hirresh has an even bigger one; we’ll go there later to learn letters and numbers.”

“I did not think you had one.” Aron looked around, blinking dust out of his eyes. It was tiny compared to the library in the palace, and the air was stale here. The smell of paper and binding glue hung barely imperceptibly in the air.

Alessandro cocked his head. “Of course, we must! But they say the libraries in the Imran convents and hospitals are giant and filled with rare books that no one has ever seen before.” Aron wiped the tears from his eyes. His heart rate finally slowed down. The library was quiet. Sounds of other life were captured by the grey-stone walls, leaving only the rustling of Garni’s long grasses as the wind passed through them. “Did you like it?”

“Huh?”

“The Star Sailor. I love it. I think the legends of the Nyrni Sea are so amazing.” Alessandro’s eyes were wide and sparkling. “Much more amazing than the versions re-told under Palo.”

“Is that blasphemy?” Aron struggled the pronounce the word. He’d heard his older brothers use it as an insult and his father use it as a condemnation. 

“No, I don’t think so.” Alessandro poked his lips with his pointer finger, a confused furrow appearing between his brow as he seemed to think about it. “If you like that one, I can show you more.”

Aron shook his head and handed the book back. If Alessandro was disappointed, then he didn’t show it. He merely smiled and accepted it. He held the book gently as he moved through the tall bookcases, looking for its designated spot. Aron stood motionless, still scared to move too quickly and disturb the dust. He felt like a perpetual guest, even in the stale silence of the library. 

“Alessandro!” Aron jumped and turned around. It was the younger Beratta. His loud voice echoed throughout the small library, and his dirt-smeared face frowned at Aron. “What are you doing in here?”

“Alessandro showed me.” Aron cringed, scared that Beratta would charge at him just out of hatred.

“He was just with me watching morning training, so where is he now?” Beratta stepped fully into the library.

“I’m here,” Alessandro said breezily. “Is something wrong, Marko?”

“Idiot, it’s time for tutoring,” Marko smiled lopsidedly.

“It’s that time already?”

“Yes,” Marko rolled his eyes. “You never know the time. Brother Luka’s set to nail a sundial to your forehead.”

Alessandro smacked his forehead. With wide eyes and a tiny gasp, he said, “Let’s go, let’s go before they kill me!” Alessandro gripped Aron’s hand and pulled him, dragging him along as he ran through the barracks to the musical honking of Marko’s laugh.

The Hirreshian brothers were severe and dour, swathed in dark-brown robes. The older one shook his head lightly as he watched them line up at the library room of the priory, Alessandro still holding Aron’s hand.

“Children, you made it on time ... barely,” the younger brother said with pursed lips, his bright blue eyes staring down at them with intense severity. “Alessandro, your responsibilities?”

“Ah, yes. Brothers Luka and Gianni, this is the Third Prince of Aradia and the current dragon-knight by order of Oskall: Prince Aron Havri.” Alessandro immediately stood up straight and stepped to the side to show off Aron, who shrank back behind Alessandro anyway. The younger brother smiled tightly.

“Inside, all of you,” he said, physically reaching down and pushing Alessandro into the library room. The priory’s library was far lovelier than the one in the barracks. Still, for Aron it was insignificant compared to the grandeur of his home, made more lovely in his memory as he saw the hard-backed wooden chairs they were to sit on. The brothers sat Aron and Marko at a large, long table with cushioned seats that were still too low down for their little bodies. Alessandro was seated at a different desk, further back and in the shadows of the bookshelves. 

Aron followed the letters and words the brothers wanted them to spell out in their monotonous Garni-accented drawls. He’d learnt this already; these words and numbers weren’t anything difficult. When he peeked over to Marko and saw him struggling to keep his messy letters in straight lines across the page, Aron smiled to himself and looked intently to the front, where the younger brother was watching their pen form closely.

“Brother Luka, what is a blasphemer?” Alessandro piped up from the back. Brother Luka looked up and through Aron and Marko to give Alessandro a dagger-sharp glare.

“A blasphemer, Alessandro, is one who is insults and imposes their will upon Palo and all gods faithful under his reign. To blaspheme is a sin belonging to the most vulgar and irredeemable of characters,” Brother Luka said. “Repeat what I just said, Alessandro.”

“A blasphemer is someone who insults and im-po-ses their will upon Palo and all of his gods; they are the most vulgar and irredeemable people,” Alessandro mimicked. Brother Luka nodded shallowly and then turned his severe gaze back to the front table for the rest of the day. 

By the time Brother Gianni ended the lesson, Aron thought his hand might fall off and Marko crowed with relief. They rushed out of the stuffy library, stretching their stiff limbs with matching wide yawns. 

“Alessandro, stay back. Prince Aron and Lord Marko, you may go,” Brother Gianni said. Alessandro’s shoulders drew tight, but he dutifully stepped back into the library and the brothers shut the doors behind him with finality. Marko and Aron looked at each other.

“What are you going to do now?” Marko asked with disinterest as he yawned again.

“Go back to my room,” Aron mumbled. He only had one place in Garni he was comfortable being in. 

“You are so dull and pathetic. You know, my family had three dragon-knights—Sir Artarmo, Lady Julia and Lady Lucia—all great heroes.” He looked Aron up and down, his brown eyes watching him with the clarity of a wolf ready to pounce. “And now you. What a joke the dragon-knight has become.” Marko walked away, stomping through the halls of the hushed priory.

Aron felt the tears well up, but he wiped them away with the back of his sleeve and swallowed the lump in the back of his throat. He retraced his steps back the barracks library and waited amongst the dusty shelves for night to fall and Alessandro to come looking for him. And he did, carrying a tray of dry bread and hearty stew. 
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Ice and Fire, Cradle of Myths 
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Caysa sat on a rock, feet dangling in the cool water. His head still spun when he moved too quickly, and his legs and arms felt cotton-stuffed, like a child’s doll. He thought of the little twig dolls with their pine bead heads and ice shot down his spine. He shivered in the warm breeze, skin prickling. He opened his eyes slowly, looking into the clear water. He reached down to feel it with his fingertips. When his eyes caught his wrist, he realised that only Master Uris’ devotional bracelet sat in the divot between his wrist and hand. The old pine one was gone. Caysa looked around. Could it have fallen off somewhere ... else? Caysa shook his head. No sense in getting his head and heart twisted right when he’d returned to the land of the living. He closed his eyes and scooted off the boulder, landing in the water, his knees buckling under his weight. He gripped the boulder, using it as a solid anchor point as he dunked his head under the water, feeling it wash away his exhaustion. He felt the surface ripple outwards and stood up to see Tearn perched over him on the boulder, her tail flicking in the water.

I smelled blood on the wind, she said ominously, before scampering down and hiding in the water as the distinctive whomp, whomp of huge leathery wings could be heard. Two dragons flew overhead. Zavon’s slender body darted in a sharp turn, dodging the strike of a larger, heavier-built dragon, the colour of which was obscured against the sky. Zavon darted down, landing on the rim of the valley, body tensed and mouth open in a long, low hiss. The second dragon landed across from him, looking far more relaxed. Its large white body gleamed against its black-tipped talons and horns. Galanta made a fake lunge, and Zavon snapped at him, long teeth glancing off his hard, ram-like horns. 

Caysa struggled forward, wading through the waist-high water. As he reached the shore, Aron caught him, keen eyes trained on the two dragons. Galanta cocked his head like a huge bird before standing upright and spreading his huge white wings. He then glided down, landing in front of Caysa and Aron. Zavon roared and hissed, but Galanta just pressed his head to Caysa’s face.

You feel different. You have grown since the Tisgan Alps. Galanta’s voice echoed gently through his mind. 

“I’ve seen a lot since then. It would be stranger if I had not changed,” Caysa said, pushing Galanta’s face away from his own. “Do you have news from Danrho?”

Yes, she approaches with her family. By tonight, you will have your answers, Galanta said. He then rolled his huge body onto the banks of the oasis, mouth agape as he panted.

Caysa scoffed. He was less and less convinced that he would ever get answers from Danrho. As Galanta slid further and further into the body of the oasis, Tearn squawked from behind her boulder before launching out, flying up to the rim of the valley to land next to Zavon, who snapped at her, causing her to stumble and fly away to the other side of the rim. 

“It looms ever closer,” Aron said, eyes narrowed in on Galanta.

As the sun came down, Tearn returned to Aron and Caysa with a hare in her mouth, dropping it in front of Aron. Blood spluttered weakly from its broken neck, and Tearn lay next to Caysa, closing her eyes as Aron picked up the hare with a disgusted frown. Caysa laughed as he patted the sparse feathers over Tearn’s brow.

“Here, pass it over, and a knife.” Caysa held out his hands and Aron passed over the limp hare and Iron Tooth. Caysa lay the hare down. He cut off the feet and head, wincing as bone crunched beneath the blade. He nicked the skin on the torso in awkward, flimsy cuts until it was big enough to wiggle the blade between hide and muscle and slice down the body, revealing pink sinewy muscles.

“I did not realise Mae taught you how to do that,” Aron said. Caysa laughed morbidly to himself as he stuck his thumbs underneath the skin and began lifting it, pulling it over the feetless legs, like pulling off a shirt from a cadaver. 

“Well, the method for fish and chicken is rather less gruesome, in my opinion. Butchers have a grand role, protecting our sensibilities from the ghastly reality of our hunger,” Caysa meditated as he used the dagger to slice through tough tendons stuck to the hide. He pulled again, face scrunching up as the skin ripped away and the hare waved nakedly in Caysa’s hands. In his other was the bloody rag of the hare’s skin. “We need a fire,” he said as the hare dripped out the last of its blood. Aron shook his head and laughed, and Caysa did too, mouth twitching between disgust and morose humour. 

Aron stood up and collected whatever dry grasses and twigs he could in the quickly dimming light, stacking them in between him and Caysa. Zavon flew down, in his claws was a bisected hoofed animal with heavy, shaggy hair. Viscera and white bone stuck out everywhere. He opened his bloody maw over the twigs and breathed, and a small spark settled in the middle before flickering brightly to life. Zavon moved his head over to Caysa, trying to rub his face against him. Caysa pushed him away.

“Do not be disgusting, Zavon,” Caysa said, and Zavon made a low groaning sound before moving back to his prey, which Tearn had awoken to sniff, her long tongue sticking out to taste it until Zavon snapped at her and flew off with it to the rim of the valley. The sound of his large jaws crunching hard bone echoed down into the cradle. Caysa continued preparing the hare, gutting it and pulling out the intestines and stomach through a shallow cut. He wormed his long fingers into the cavity of the hare, up past the ribs, and scooped them out carefully. Aron watched the gristle shining in the firelight carefully. How strange, that he could name all the lumps of flesh—liver, intestines, kidneys. How he’d trained and studied to know the exact spots to strike so that he might pierce these vital organs in a dragon’s body. He shuddered and looked down at his hands. A knight or a butcher—what value had his hands now that he broke bread with dragons and relied on them in his direst moments?

“You think so loudly, Aron,” Caysa said as he tossed the guts and lungs into Tearn’s awaiting mouth. She snapped her jaw closed and swallowed.

“I was thinking that I am a butcher, that all the dragon-knights are,” Aron said, looking up as Caysa reached behind him for a stick on which to skewer the rabbit.

“I suppose that is true, in a way, but the butcher is not someone to malign. The butcher plays his role in society well; he cordons off that which we do not wish to see. He is valuable exactly because the work he does is unpleasant and oft vile,” Caysa said.

“The role of the knight is not so different, though I would sooner say the butcher holds more value.” Aron watched Caysa use reeds to tie the hare to its stick before holding it over the fire. “The butcher makes use of the meat he carves; what does a knight do but sow dead bodies? We are little more than glorified murderers.”

“But you are not a knight anymore, Aron. Besides, dragons too can make rational choices. They too can be either butcher or murderer—the dragon-knight is not special in that regard. Do the dragons their due honour by remembering that we are not habitually innocent just because you feel guilty for a custom established five hundred years ago, or that any who are capable of murder shall just call themselves such and let the word lose all meaning,” Caysa said. Aron looked up and saw Tearn’s amber eye staring at him before closing again as she slumbered peacefully behind Caysa.

“I suppose you’re right; I should do you that honour. We are either all animals or both capable of levelled cruelty.”

“And you are not a cruel man, Aron. I can say that much with lucidity.” 

“You’ve become wiser and wittier,” Aron said, sitting back and feeding dry grass into the little campfire. Zavon had stopped crunching the bones and now flew down into the oasis to begin cleaning himself, rubbing his scales against the rocks and boulders like some kind of giant, stretched cat.

“Only insofar as my companions continue to make foolish comparisons,” Caysa smiled as he watched Zavon with that besotted gaze the shepherds of dumb little lambs have. 

“You grow more and more like Sola every day,” Aron groused, lying back to watch the sky turn from blue to red, leaving the barest smear of green where the yellow gold of the dusk began.

“Not so practical yet,” Caysa said as he stood up and walked over to the water and cleaned his hands and arms. Tearn shuffled her head and lazily scooped up the hare-hide and head with her tongue and began lazily chewing on them, fur getting stuck between her teeth.

They ate the charred hare, meat gamey and chewy, as night fully ascended. Both Aron and Caysa finally felt free of the burden—no more frantic travelling, nor Albin breathing down their necks. It was just them, underneath the River of Stars. The world was finally still as Zavon crawled around the rim of the valley, turquoise eyes on the lookout for danger as Tearn rested, tail twitching. Caysa felt Aron fall asleep, arms lazily slung around his torso as he stared up at the stars and prayed to Marko and Master Uris, thanked them for their guidance. The wind picked up, colder than usual, and Caysa became suddenly alert. He sat up slowly, even as Aron’s arms tightened around him. Looking around, he saw Zavon perched still on the western-most side of the rim and in front of him the small form of human, long hair fluttering in the breeze. Galanta returned from wherever he’d been hunting. Caysa squinted, and his heart dropped: Danrho. 

He slowly pushed Aron’s arms off him. He awoke with a start and Caysa shushed him. Quickly and silently squeezing through spiked shrubbery and boulders, he stared up at the wall of the valley, the long deep grooves that ran vertically throughout. He hooked his feet in and grasped the juts and deepest furrows. His hands were coated in dust and dirt, his nails aching as he hauled himself over the wall, onto the top of the valley. Zavon stepped back, giving Caysa space to stand up and look at Danrho, strangely unlit even in the moonlight.

“You are here, Danrho,” Caysa said, breathless in the freezing night air.

“Something like that.”

“Do you already know what I am going to say?” Caysa asked. Danrho smiled and then grinned.

“You’ve grown a lot, Caysa, and grown wiser. Indeed, I have already had this conversation with you—or it would be more accurate to say, I have already foreseen the conversation to come. Shall you say your piece?” Danrho asked with an impassive smile.

“Danrho, why? This convoluted plot, Albin—what does any of this achieve?”

“Who can say? Every moment is the culmination of thousands of separate actions, decisions and reactions, over a thousand different years. When seeing the culminations of all desires, it only ended in tragedy. I needed to conscript the desires of another one not constrained by the ignorance of the present. I can see in your eyes that you think me cold to say this, but that is not the case. You are young and very human, and one day, the way in which you understand the world will to be entwined with your power.”

“What happened five hundred years ago?”

“Hmm, yes. Five hundred years ago ...” She trailed off. Galanta crooned low, and Zavon hunched lower, his hot breath hitting Caysa’s shoulder. “A golden egg was laid by a minor fire dragon; its existence threw many of the great dragons into deliberation. Some, such as your Shourna and I, believed that the golden dragon would throw Ulodi into chaos, not just the personal and political balance but the very nature of the world. Others believed the power could be harnessed and used to increase the authority of dragons beyond the limitations of planar separation. We fell into war after I dreamed of a world shattered in a golden light. I foresaw disaster; Anzouth foresaw opportunity. Anzouth, the other black dragon preceding you, laid a near-killing blow upon me, and Shourna spirited me to this world, closing the gate between worlds to slow the golden dragon’s enslavers. And it seemed she succeeded, seeing as I am still alive and Anzouth has not found me.”

“Anzouth ... but I saw Anzouth in the space between spaces,” Caysa gasped. Danrho looked at him with sharp eyes.

“Is that so? Tomorrow will certainly be an interesting reunion,” Danrho said. Zavon chittered, head butting against Caysa’s shoulder. “I have no more time; even the silver dragon is not permitted immortality, and my injuries have never healed properly. I wish my children and grandchildren to see their ancestral home—and you, I’d like you to see the land of your mother.”

“So, in the end this was all selfish.” Caysa swallowed the mixture of awe and frustration. He wanted to be angry at her machinations, for the dragons of the Dragonhold and the Tisgan Alps, but whenever she spoke of his mother like they were twins, born to die together and pre-emptively separated by cruel fate, tears sprung to the corners of his eyes. 

“How darling you are, Caysa. All of us are merely children, acting in accordance with our parents.” Danrho reached out, her phantom form drifting over his face, and he shut his eyes to the feel of it. Behind them, he saw two suns sinking below a mountainous and jagged horizon. 

“I understand what you say, but it sounds so unbelievably cruel, to both Alessandro and I.”

The golden dragon—what happened to it? Zavon asked. He growled at Danrho, long tail swinging behind him, sending pebbles and stones clattering down the sides of the valley.

“We do not know. The last we saw of it was with Anzouth. That was the fight that cost me my leg and cost Anzouth his eye. But we never managed to recover it, and the gate between planes was soon locked after.” Danrho looked at the moon, which was now cresting high in the sky.

Then it may still be alive, Zavon said. Caysa reached over his shoulder and stroked his hand gently over Zavon’s muzzle.

Unlikely. If that were so, then Anzouth and those wishing to harness its power would have done so already, and the rules that govern worlds would have already been shattered. Besides, lovely little fire dragon, you have yet the power or discipline to harness absolute potential, Galanta chirped. Zavon hissed and Caysa turned around, hushing him with more gentle rubs over his narrow muzzle.

Caysa looked over his shoulder. He could see it now, the way the vision begun blurring at the edges, how she looked lighter and less in the moment. “What happened to the golden dragon’s mother?”

“Anzouth’s partner; the Tyrant of Thunder, Geiranth, slaughtered her.” Caysa shuddered, and Zavon made a low moaning sound, pressing his muzzle into Caysa’s stomach. “The culmination of five hundred years will coalesce here in the Valley of the Sun at tomorrow’s sunset. I hope you have prepared yourself, but on the chance that you have not, does your Aron Havri have any desire to traverse the branches of time?”

Caysa frowned as Danrho lifted a hand to her mouth as if hiding a laugh. Goosebumps raised on his arms at the thought of Aron making a deal with Danrho—not that he would. “He’d sooner fall upon his own sword.” 

Danrho dropped her hand, her face suddenly distant, fading into the star-bright sky surrounding her. “He has conviction then. That is a good thing for humans to have,” she said, and then Caysa blinked, and she was gone. The wind that blew through made Caysa feel all the colder compared to the heat of Zavon’s long breaths on his abdomen. 

“Take me back down,” Caysa said. Zavon lifted his head and crawled around the lip of the valley, claws carving deep grooves into the sandstone rock face. Caysa hopped from the lip of the plateau to catch the spine of Zavon’s back, other arm holding onto his neck. Zavon unhooked the claws of his forelimbs and kicked off the sides. Gently, he glided down, landing low in front of where Tearn and Aron were waiting. He was bundled in the clock, leaning against Tearn’s side. Caysa slid down Zavon’s torso, stumbling and falling next to Aron, who looked at him with questioning eyes. “Sunset tomorrow, everything ends. There’s still time to turn back, should you so wish. I’d never hold it against you.” 

Caysa looked into Aron’s eyes, wilful and guarded in equal measure, and so noble in their exacting gaze. “There is not enough time in the world, in any world, for us to be apart. Side by side, you and I will walk forwards into the future of our own choosing,” Aron said. He lifted his arm, allowing Caysa to press close to his side, and he closed his eyes to the lullaby of Aron’s slow and strong heartbeat. 
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The Future Is a Forest
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The sun sat fat and heavy in the sky, and Caysa wondered whether she was traversing the sky slower than she was supposed to, his heart thumped heavy and fast in his chest as he waited for sunset. Aron stayed next him by Caysa’s request; he just couldn’t shake the guilt and fear stuck deep in his stomach. They climbed to the rim of the valley. The oasis below seemed a dream, too perfect and sublime.

“It truly is a majestic place. I can understand why it is so venerated,” Caysa said.

“Indeed, the harsh beauty of the desert and the silent magnificence of the valley must have been an act of providence to the ancients,” Aron said. Caysa turned to look at him, taking in the red blur that sat over his nose and under his eyes. Underneath that, Aron had begun developing light freckles, dotted over his face like butterfly kisses from the sun herself. “You’re staring.”

“I am remembering this moment for the rest of my life,” Caysa said. Aron gave a small smile and then lifted his hand, cupping Caysa’s face in his hot palm.

“There is nothing to remember; you will see me in every star, my voice will be whispering to you in the wind, my tears in the salt of the sea. For the rest of your life, I will be there. In your reflection, you will know me in the lines of your face. Do not begin missing me yet, Caysa of Garni.”

“You speak like a man in love, Aron Havri.”

“I am a man in love. I was born to love you, and it is the only thing I know how to do.” Aron pulled Caysa closer, his other hand cupping the back of Caysa’s neck, so they stood face to face, so close they were breathing each other’s air.

“I too am a man in love. Being loved by you is the only thing I know how to be.” Caysa pushed forward, his lips brushing over Aron’s in a kiss as soft as the freckles on his face. The wind blew up behind Caysa and he pulled away, turning to see Galanta behind him. The great white dragon cocked his head and then slunk slowly forward.

Danrho and her clan are coming. It will soon be sunset, young lovers. I fear the day has not yet come to a close. Galanta bowed his head to Caysa, who reached out and let Galanta’s smooth scales glide underneath his fingertips. Caysa and Aron both looked to the west, and indeed, the sun was making her rapid descent down; the shadows beneath their feet were warping and elongating. The wind would soon turn cold.

“Thank you, Galanta,” Caysa sighed. The weight returned to his stomach. Aron’s hand, which was still lingering on his neck, massaged it lightly. 

In the golden light, Caysa spotted a glint on the eastern horizon. Slowly it grew, shimmering like a sheet of silver flapping in the wind. Danrho’s true form landed on the rim, long and slender as a serpent, her wings delicate. The finely spun webbing between her was almost transparent as she folded them in. Her face was narrow, with a wide, square snout, and from her head sprung antler-like horns. Down her back, her spines were surrounded by long, thin silver feathers. Her left back talon was mangled, and the scales sat askew or cracked around weeping blisters and fleshy wounds. She panted, and Linha, clinging to the to the valley walls, brushed her head against her mother’s. Behind them landed a huge grey dragon, stockily built, with a hard, gnarled face and thick antler-like horns crowning his head.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, silver dragon,” Aron said. A low chuckle echoed through their minds as Danrho stumbled up, pebbles slipping under her delicate forelimbs. 

And I yours. The time is nearly upon us. Caysa, I put my faith in you, Danrho’s voice gently whispered in his mind.

Caysa breathed in and let out a heavy breath. He nodded, afraid that if he spoke he may really vomit. He turned to face the sinking sun as she brushed over the jagged edge of the Awha Alps. He closed his eyes, feeling the breath of the valley, the howling winds of the Alps, the scattered whisperings of the desert.

The giggling of the river.

When he opened his eyes, he saw a gap in the sky. He reached for it and it reached for him. A long brown hand, as dark as his. It entangled its fingers with Caysa’s, so familiar it brought tears to the edge of Caysa’s eyes. He heard the wind whistling, the air being carved by a giant arrow, and he turned to see a dragon-bolt. He held out his other hand, and the bolt disappeared from its path before falling from the sky, down upon the dragon-bolt ballista. 

“So, Alia has finally made her entrance.” Aron un-sheathed Sun-singer. “Tearn!”
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ARON SLID DOWN THE side of the bowl, sword at the ready as Tearn swooped beneath, allowing Aron to jump on her back and glide over to the other side of the valley, where a small group of Aradian soldiers stood, staring in shock at the carcass of the destroyed dragon-bolt. 

And then there she was, her hair a gleaming pale yellow, her face red and pink and smirking as she looked up at him. Tearn swooped down, and Aron slid off her back as she landed, snarling as confused men drew their blades. Only Ginabria and Alia were ready for him, and both dashed forward, short swords ready to slash.

Aron drew Iron Tooth, blocking Ginabria’s slice and re-directing her in front of Alia, who elegantly jumped over her friend, gaining on Aron with a tall slash to his nose. Tearn hissed and flew around him, landing in front of a pair of soldiers, her tail whipping out to strike them. She opened her mouth wide, as if to breath fire on them, and they flinched while she whipped her tail around again and hit them off the rim of the valley.

“Such a waste, Alia, bringing the dragon-bolt all the way out here,” Aron said as he knocked Alia’s sword, ruining her defensive position. He threw up the hilt of Iron Tooth, straight into her diaphragm, and she doubled over with a laugh.

“Just for you, precious little brother—you’ve been causing us such trouble,” she wheezed as Ginabria dashed low, trying to strike Aron’s legs. He stabbed down with Sun-singer, and Ginabria stopped her attack to parry him.

“Bastard,” she swore, her brown curls falling out of her low ponytail as Alia righted herself and un-sheathed her own dagger: a long-curved blade from Chedoa.

“Watch how you speak to royalty, Gina.” Alia tucked a stray lock behind her ear.

“Tell me, is Lady Kasandra still alive? She certainly is loyal to Aradia; it’d be a shame for a dog like that to die,” Aron mocked, re-preparing his stance. He could see more soldiers readying mechanical bows, readying them at Tearn as the sun sank lower and visibility grew worse.

Alia smirked, “Eyes on me, Aron. I want to see what you look like as all that unfounded arrogance drains away.”

“Shut up, Alia,” Aron scoffed, and he lunged forward, the last light glancing against their polished blades. He swung a kick into Ginabria’s knee, causing her to collapse, and he side-stepped Alia with a hard kick to Ginabria’s cheekbone. She fell flat, sword skidding out of her hand and falling off the edge of the valley. Alia hissed and lunged with her dagger at Aron. He barely dodged it, the blade of it nicking his wrist and causing stinging blood to ooze down his arm. 

“Acting out like this won’t bring your childhood back; you should just submit to your fate,” Alia said, kicking out at him. Aron whacked the hilt of Iron Tooth into her knee, hard enough that it threw her off balance.

Aron laughed, swinging Sun-singer so close to her face it sliced a stray lock of her hair. He watched it drift away on the wind, a golden snowdrift, dispersed by billowing winds and Alia gave an aggrieved shout. “Acting like this won’t make you the Crown Prince.”

Alia scoffed as he lunged forward, her parries faster and more aggressive. She was carelessly standing on the leg with her injured knee, gritting her teeth. With a last shout, she lunged towards Aron’s eye. He leaned back, and the blade of her sword sliced through his hair, but now she was wide open, and Aron used Sun-singer to push her sword away from his face as he brought Iron Tooth’s hilt across hers. It gave a sickening crunch as metal crumpled cartilage and Alin screamed as she held her nose, which was gushing bright red down her twisted-up visage. Her sword and dagger clattered on stone. 

“You are a politician, not a fighter, Princess Alia. Your path and mine are simply incomparable.”

“You really are so stupid, Aron. Loyalty means everything in this world, and you have abandoned yours. What does that make you but a traitor—more worthless than worthless.” She stumbled up, blood still freely pouring down her face, dripping onto her white linen shirt.

“Loyalty without conviction is empty, and I have my convictions.” Aron pointed his sword at her swan-like neck, and she bared it with the arrogance of a shameless convict. Tearn flew overhead, landing behind Aron, panting even as she hissed at Alia. Ginabria managed to stumble up, running towards Alia, tears still falling and her cheek black and green with bruising. Aron’s cheek smarted in phantom response. They stared at each other until Alia squatted down and picked up her sword again.

“Will you kill yourself over this, Princess?” Aron asked.

“I would kill myself over anything, Aron—that is my conviction.” She readied her stance again, and Aron shook his head. They really were too alike. Zavon landed behind Alia and Ginabria, and both of them stared up at him, Ginabria gripping onto Alia’s sleeve as they stared in awe at Zavon’s huge, glittering body.

My father is here, and he has brought the storm with him, he said, his voice thundering through Aron’s mind. Ginabria and Alia gasped in pain and held their heads as his voice echoed through their skulls. Zavon stayed perched where he was, facing due north, and Aron turned to look. On the horizon, a sandstorm had kicked up, lightning striking through it. Aron sheathed Sun-singer, and he turned back to Alia, who also stared at the encroaching storm with her mouth slightly agape. He strode up and pulled Alia and Ginabria towards him.

“Take the last of your men and leave, now,” he said.

“How dare ——” Alia wrenched her arm from his grasp.

“Alia, do not be a fool over nothing,” he said. Alia looked over to Ginabria and then back to Aron, her blue-green eyes like noxious fire. She turned away and pulled Ginabria with her to the outer edge of the valley. They gripped each other tight as they skidded over loose sand and pebbles.

“Fall back!” Alia shouted.

The remaining soldiers did not wait to be told twice, practically falling over themselves to reach the bottom of the valley. Zavon bristled as the two dragons in the eye of the storm became visible. He stood up on his hind legs and opened his great forelimbs, screeching into the desert, and then he launched himself into the sky, bursting into flames as he shot forwards like a blazing arrow, a bright star in the rapidly darkening sky. Aron turned to look behind him, where Caysa and the gate between worlds slowly untangled. Shining ribbons of light cut through the very fabric of the world, and Aron pulled Bleeding Heart from its sheath. He faced forward and held the sword upright as the storm rapidly approached. Tearn hissed and flew up, too, chasing Zavon’s burning trail. Overhead, Danrho’s daughter glided into the fray.

“By order of Aradia and Palo,” Aron whispered to himself, heart thumping in his chest as one of the dragons changed trajectory, lightning following suit, to chase Zavon. They clashed in an explosion of sand and light. “Strike down all that is evil. This is my vow.”

***
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ARRIS CHASED ZAVON, huger wingspan and greater power, but Zavon was faster. Lleda followed Arris’ lead, but both Tearn and Linha distracted him with fast nicks to his face and wings. With frustration, he blew a heavy gust of wind, throwing the smaller dragons off their course but slowing down Arris’ in turn. Zavon took the chance to turn overhead. With a downward strike, he gripped his father’s great battle-worn horns, pushing his head downwards towards the walls of the valley.

Arris shook his head, throwing off Zavon with a crackle of lightning.

Foolish and weak, like your sisters and like your mother. Did you think the juvenile could protect you? Arris roared, the sound of his voice booming across the desert. And Danrho, this will be how your sorry days come to an end.

Oh, Arris and Lleda, tell me, have I done something to insult you? Danrho’s calm voice floated through, and Arris roared again. Incensed, he flew like a dart towards her frail sliver body, glowing red in the setting sun. Zavon burst up against his right, throwing Arris off course with a violent rip of talons through the webbing of Arris’ wing. His huge body careened left, landing against the bowl of the valley. Aron ran up. Arris was as large as Eunama. His snout alone was the length of Aron’s body. As Zavon circled ahead, preparing to make another dive, Arris screeched and a bolt of blue lightning shot upwards. Zavon tried to dodge it, but the current hit his tail, numbing it and turning it into dead weight that threw off his momentum. 

Arris stood up, shaking his huge body. The loose skin around his jowls flapped and he made a low groaning sound. The ripped skin of his wing hung in bloody ribbons that stained the rocks and sand bright red. He crawled over the barrier and so dwarfed the oasis. Zavon made to dive again, hurtling through the wind kicked up by Lleda, but Arris broke his dive with a swing of his tail, like the whip of a giant as it hit the wall of the valley. Dust and rocks exploded in front of Aron, obscuring his vision. Zavon landed in a heap, water splashing around his still-blazing body. Steam floated up, coating the oasis in a blanket of humidity.

“Tearn!” Aron shouted.

She dodged a bite by Lleda as he gained on her. Even as Linha made a strike talon-first towards his eye, Lleda merely rolled away, giving Tearn the space to dive towards Aron. He leaped onto her back and they flew up, away from the lightning bursting forth from Arris, from the crackling light that was dancing between clouds of steam. Zavon shot back up out of the oasis as lightning streaked everywhere. Danrho covered Caysa’s body with hers as the second iron dragon pulled from the red rocks spires of rough iron dust, diverting the lightning so it wouldn’t hit his partner. Galanta breathed ice, and the steam collected into rain drops that drenched those in the oasis. 

The coating of fire died out on Zavon, leaving him bare as he panted heavily. Saliva dripped from his mouth, slack and paralysed. Aron loosened his hold of Tearn’s neck as she glided above Arris. He dropped down onto the large yellow scales of Arris’ thick neck, duller than Zavon’s but thicker. They shone in the golden light brought by the gate, which was finally opening completely as the dual suns of Ulodi sank in their own sunset. Arris roared and stumbled up. Aron lost his balance and gripped the hilt of Iron Tooth, driving the dagger down like a nail into hard wood. He hung on as Arris tried to amble up. Danrho, with aid from her partner and Galanta, opened her wings and flew into Ulodi. From the southern skies, the silhouette of several of dragons approached the gate—huge great dragons from the Golden City and wild wyverns of the Awha Mountains.

“Tearn, now!” Caysa shouted, and she flew in, too, talons coated in blood and wings flapping weakly against exhaustion. 

Zavon readied one last lunge. Talons forward, he grasped onto the fingers of Arris’ already shredded forelimb. The long, hollow bone snapped with a loud pop, and Arris screeched deafeningly. He snapped his jaw around Zavon’s neck and chest, slamming him into the ground, and Aron took the chance to wrench out Iron Tooth and run up towards Arris’ face. Zavon breathed a stream of fire onto Arris’ body, but his thick scales only charred slightly, leaving Arris uninjured. He swung his big head around, and Aron drove the point of Iron Tooth into the scales around his eye. Aron held on, his right shoulder wrenching painfully as he held Bleeding Heart at half-sword and plunged its long point into the great grey eye of Arris. The yellow dragon reared his head back, screeching death as Aron pulled out Bleeding Heart. His sweaty hand failed to hold onto the hilt of Iron Tooth, but Zavon, now free, squirmed up and sank his razor-sharp into his father’s loose-skinned throat. Aron fell backwards, watching as if time had stopped, the way smoke rose from Zavon’s nostrils as he blasted white-hot fire into Arris’ throat, not stopping until Arris heaved and choked on his own cooked flesh.

Aron looked up at Caysa, who stood at the boundary of worlds, and smiled. He thought Caysa might’ve been screaming if he could have heard anything over the rushing of blood in his own ears. He smiled, even as tears fell from Caysa’s eyes. A dash of dark red careened out of the gateway and, with blood-blacked talons, gripped his shoulders, saving him from his fall. Tearn flew back to Caysa, dropping Aron before tumbling onto the hard-packed ground, lying flat, huffing and winded. Aron stood up and fell into the arms of Caysa, who held him with shaking hands.

“You almost died,” Caysa said. He wiped tears from his eyes and Aron laughed again; it bubbled up against his will until he was wheezing.

“But I didn’t. I told you before, it is too early to be mourning me.” Aron lurched forward and kissed Caysa as the two suns sank below the horizon and Tearn pushed her face in between them, nudging Caysa for a pat.

“Thank you, Tearn. We couldn’t have done anything without you,” Caysa hiccupped as Tearn flopped back down, eyelids heavy now that she’d got her validation. Above them, Zavon finally flew through, blood and spittle dripping from him as he glided on the cool winds of Ulodi.

Hello, Caysa, came the voice of a smaller black dragon, scales matte and camouflaged with the night sky high above. Anzouth landed next to them, lowering his angular head between Aron and Caysa. You have worked hard, the both of you.

“Anzouth.” Caysa stroked the black feathers running down Anzouth’s long neck, but the other dragon pulled away and then disappeared as quickly as he’d appeared. High above, Anzouth joined Zavon, gliding through low clouds as strange birds flocked around them.

“Thank you, Aron, for everything,” Caysa said as silver light from a huge moon flooded the luscious valley they stood at the precipice of. Dragons both huge and small screeched and chirped in the night, greeting those that entered into Ulodi.

Aron took Caysa’s hand and pressed a lingering kiss to it. “And thank you, Caysa, for eternity.”
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