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The Empire of Exeter

1,072ndSojourn, Imperial Reckoning

Chapter 1

The young girl lay on her back, the sensitive tips of her
fingers running over the rotting wooden slats that made up the
roof of the building where she lived, her face upturned to the
cloudless slate sky as the sweltering heat of the day threatened to 
squeeze the life from her. Even dressed as she was for the heat, 
wearing only short pants of her own design and her lightest shirt, 
she found little relief from the oppressive weather. As so often 
happened on the hottest days of the sojourn, she passed the time
by moving as little as possible and thinking deeply about her
problems. 

Today, one particular problem was overwhelming her, and
despite several prayers spent in thought, she still didn’t know how
to solve it. That problem was food; not typically something she
spent a great deal of time thinking about. 

In truth, food was often at the root of many of her 
problems, but by far her most common complaint in this area was
not having it, so she rarely had to contemplate the issue. Her 
solution to the problem of sustenance was always simple and
straightforward: steal what food she could and try to get through
each day without starving.

Ironically enough, her current dilemma was the exact
opposite of the problem she always had when it came to food.
Today, she had more food than she knew what to do with.

Normally, this would be a good problem for her to have, 
and she would devise a myriad of ways to dry and store the bulk of
the food to be eaten later, something which she had much
experience with. But with the heat-wave and the humidity that the
Seat was currently experiencing, much of the food would certainly
spoil before it had time to dry.

The girl, named Catelyn by her parents after her mother’s
mother, had already been in possession of the food for half a span,
since she had discovered it abandoned. 

She valued honesty, and if she were to speak the truth
plainly, it was not strictly true that the food had been abandoned, 
but since the prior holder of the cache was now dead, Catelyn 
didn’t think too hard about the distinction. She didn’t know how
long the previous owner of the food had possessed it, although she
could guess from the smell and taste of it that it had been less than
a day. 

The skinny, red-haired girl lying sweat-soaked on the roof
was sixteen and alone, just one among hundreds of abandoned and
orphaned children and adults who made the streets and slums of
The Seat their home. Like all of the other urchins and street rats, 
Catelyn was living hand to mouth, eking out a meager existence
any way that she could. But unlike her fellow street dwellers, 
Catelyn’s tragic history was indelibly etched upon her, both
figuratively and literally. On the outside, she bore those scars
across most of her face and upper torso, but they were more than 
skin deep.

She covered over the worst of her scars with a scarf
wrapped around part of her face, covering her hair and wound
tightly over her eyes. She had lost her sight the same day that she
had lost her parents.

Despite being perpetually underweight as a result of her 
life of poverty, she was stronger than she looked, the result of
spending all of her days and many of her nights nestled high above
the streets and alleyways of the Seat, traversing the “thieves
highway” clinging to the eaves of buildings, hands and feet
gripping to the rough plaster or wood frames of buildings and
angling her head back and forth, using all of her remaining senses
to take in the world around her. 

Her father, before he had been lost to her forever, had
always told her that information was her greatest ally and that fact
had only been reinforced by the loss of her sight, so she always
kept her senses keenly honed, hoping for any opportunity that she
might come across that could help her survive. 

Scraps of an overheard conversation, the scent of freshly
baked bread in the breeze, or the vibration of a cart rumbling by
beneath her carrying food to the marketplace became her stock in
trade. She collected these as the valuable commodities that they
were; searching for something, anything, that she could use to 
keep herself alive one more day. Just as she had for the past six
sojourns, and just as she had earlier this span.

It was days ago, during one of her recent scouting patrols
when she had discovered the food cache, quite by accident. It was
the beginning of the most recent wave of unseasonably hot
weather when she heard arguing in the slums below her turn to
scuffling, and the scuffling turn to high-pitched screaming. She did
what she always did when she came upon a scene like this; she
waited for the slim chance that after the violence passed, she could
swoop in quickly and scavenge something of value. Some of her
best scores in the past had been the result of just such an 
altercation, and the Seat was no stranger to such violence.

She crept from eave to eave, silent as a hunting cat, until
she hung silently in the rafters of an abandoned warehouse above
the confrontation. Catelyn listened as one of the local gang lords, a
muscular thug named Boddick, pressed some unlucky citizen for 
the location of their cache of goods, while his thugs guarded the
perimeter and kept a look out for interference.

Catelyn had encountered Boddick and his men once
before, and the meeting had not been pleasant. She'd relieved one
of Boddick's men of his satchel full of marks, and they'd chased
after her through the alleys until finally she lost them by crawling 
under the floorboards of a derelict guardhouse.

They'd tromped through the ramshackle building, spewing
the most vile curses they could think of at her, and sending 
showers of dirt and dust down into her face while she listened to 
her heart pounding in her chest and trying not to cough, 
beseeching the Divines to ensure that they wouldn't find her. 

Whether the Divines intervened on her behalf or not was
debatable, but Boddick and his men eventually gave up the search
for her. She'd made a point of avoiding them from that point on, 
and his presence here gave her pause.

Fortunately for Catelyn, as was often the case with men 
like Boddick, they could seemingly only grasp the obvious and so 
he and his men only watched for people at eye level, and never
thought to check below their feet or above their heads in the roofs
or attics of buildings.

She waited a long time, as Boddick first tried to extract the
information from his victim with verbal threats, and then he began
escalating his demands with further and further violence. When
the citizen refused to give in, she listened with disgust as Boddick, 
never one to shy away from being a hands-on gang lord, slit the
man's throat, and then ordered his thugs to toss the building, 
tearing around the room, getting angrier and angrier as their prize
continued to elude them.

Finally, as Catelyn had experienced herself once before,
Boddick exhausted his patience and returned with his crew to their
territory, and she waited until she was certain that she was alone, 
then slipped down from where she had been hiding.

Silent bare feet landed her softly in the room, connecting 
her at once to the world around her. Scents and sounds blossomed
into her awareness and she took in the miasma of information that
her senses were conveying to her. 

Ever since Catelyn had been blinded by the incident that
took her parent’s lives, something inside her had grown, and she
could use more of her senses than before, and in ways that she
hadn't been able to do when she could see. It felt to her as though
she could taste colors, and could smell the texture of the surfaces
under her hands and feet. And so when she dropped into the room,
it was like she was “seeing” beyond what she remembered the
world looking like before the loss of her sight. 

Over the past six sojourns, her senses had become so
sharp that she had even learned to visualize them in her mind as a
sort of “bubble” within which she could glean information about
the world around her. In that time, she practiced and refined her 
bubble until she could expand it out to paces beyond her or focus it
down to the smallest details right in front of her. 

Her instincts and her keen senses had already allowed her 
to guess the location of the food cache, but now that she stood just
mere paces away, she immediately smelled the uncured pork
nearby and knew that she had been right. The cache of food was in
the one place where a gang of pitiless thugs would never think to 
look: hidden behind the privy by the warehouse office. 

Catelyn covered her nose and mouth as she softly and
carefully padded across the warehouse to the small room, then 
lifted the chamber pot, trying not to slosh the contents onto the
floor. She practiced caution because she knew the dangers of
touching or standing in human waste, and although she was quite
sure that the thickened pads on her palms and soles were free of
open cuts or wounds, she was always more careful than not when
it came to her health, to say nothing of the disgust she felt at the
idea of getting that kind of filth on her body.

With the chamber pot out of the way, she ran the sensitive
fingers of her free hand along the panel of the wall behind it. She
could make out a groove in the pattern of the wood which was
slightly indented, so she pushed and it gave, sliding to one side.

She could make out the aroma of food even with her nose
and mouth covered, and she just reacted, reaching out with both
hands and pulling the box of foodstuffs to her. It was heavy, and
Catelyn instantly knew she now had more food in her hands than
she had seen in many spans. Maybe even sojourns.

The stench of the privy reasserted itself and finally
overwhelmed her and she stood, taking three long strides back to 
the spot where she had dropped into the room, and assessed her
good fortune instinctively and unconsciously saying a silent
blessing to the Divines for their generosity. 

And although she was grateful for their Providence in this
matter, she immediately concluded that accepting this gift was not
going to be a simple undertaking.

She briefly considered just taking some of the food, and
leaving the bulk of it to either rot or be discovered by someone
else. It would be impossible for her to return to her roost via the
rooftops with a heavy burden like this, and she would certainly
draw attention walking the streets with a heavy box in her arms.

But the thought of that much food going to waste was
impossible to bear, and so she began loading the many pockets she
had sewn into her shirt and pants with as much food as she could
carry comfortably. Then she placed the remaining food back into 
the wall panel, slid the panel shut, and returned to the rooftops
and back toward home.

It took Catelyn six trips in the sweltering heat, her pockets
alternately filled, then emptied, to completely transfer the box’s
contents from the hidden cache in the warehouse to her own 
stores. When she was done, her roost was filled to bursting.

And so Catelyn now found herself laying in the sun on her
roof, considering her options for keeping this food, and none of
them were good. She was confident that some of the fruits and
vegetables would keep in the box she had hidden in the cellar for 
storing produce. But the box was only big enough for a handful of
items, meaning that much of the produce would be left out to 
spoil. And that wouldn’t help with the biggest of her challenges:
the meat. 

Rather than see most of it spoil, something she believed
that the Divines, if they existed, would surely frown upon 
especially after blessing her with this gift, she thought about
simply eating as much of the food as she was able to in a grand
celebration of Their kindness, but that would likely result in her 
getting sick, as she was not used to such an excess.

She considered briefly just preserving the little that she
had room to store, but again that would mean most of the food
would simply be wasted. Or she could do the unthinkable and
share it. She wondered many times if this was a test set by the
Divines to challenge her faith, which had been wavering recently.

It seemed like the kind of thing that she remembered
reading about the Divines, before her life alone without the ability
to read.

The problem was, sharing the food would almost certainly
lead to questions from those she shared it with, about how she had
obtained such a bounty. And questions would lead the gang lord, 
or worse, the Empire itself, right to her door. She had to avoid that
at all costs.

No, none of the obvious alternatives were acceptable, and
so as she often did when she was troubled by something, she found
herself spending time on the roof, thinking. 

Not for the first time, Catelyn wished that she had been
born in a different era.

She wished that there was no Empire. No Uriel. No Seat.

She wished that her parents were still alive.

Catelyn knew that in the Before, which is what people in 
the Seat called the sojourns prior to the rise of the Empire, there
had been many methods for storing food which would keep it cool
and dry even during the hottest cycles of the sojourn. But she had
learned about such things long ago, had read the stories as they
were set down in books that were even older than she was. 

Such methods were surely lost to people now, or if they
weren’t, she was confident that the Emperor Uriel would not
approve of such blasphemy. The Empire was quite clear in its
position on the people of the Seat making use of anything from the
Before.

No, Catelyn would have to solve this problem with her own
ingenuity, just as she had to solve every problem that she had ever 
come up against in her young life.

Adversity had come to her early, in the form of becoming a
blind orphan at the age of ten, which she had so far overcome
through sheer force of will and a stubborn determination to live. 

Living hand-to-mouth on the streets was not an unusual
condition in the Seat, so Catelyn didn’t think overmuch of her
ability to survive. 

One quickly learned, or one quickly died. 

But despite her strength and the refinement of her other
senses, her lack of sight certainly made things more challenging.

Catelyn was five cycles into her tenth sojourn when she
had lost her sight and her family. Despite being so long ago, she
could still recall the precise details of the horrific experience, six
sojourns later.

Perhaps it was because of the traumatic events which led
to her blindness, or perhaps it was the simple fact that she wished
to hold on to the last thing she saw, in spite of the horrors it
unleashed upon her to do so, but whatever the reason, that last day
was seared into her memory and she could recall every detail with
perfect clarity, as if it had formed permanent scars on her mind.

They were as familiar and comfortable to her as the scars
adorning her face and chest, and the many thickened pads on her 
hands and feet.

Catelyn did not shy away from those scars, or the pain that
had led her to acquire them. Her parents had given her the gift of
unflinching truth before they had been ripped away from her.

She was their only child, and so they took great pains to 
maximize her understanding of their lives and not hide the reality
of their situation from her.

Her father Tomas and mother Sera were loving, kind and
simple folk who lived as best they could under the insane yoke of
the Emperor Uriel, the Third of His Name, as did nearly all the
citizens of the continent of Exeter. To remain such warm and
compassionate people in the face of what they had endured was
rare, Catelyn knew. 

When she asked them why other people she met, though
the occasions were rare, were not as kind, they simply responded
“It’s because they don’t have you.”

They had been teenagers when they had come to the Seat, 
both children of farmers who had lived outside the Walls before
the ascendance of Emperor Uriel III, working the land in a tumble
down village just outside the heart of the Empire. 

Since the rise of this new Emperor however, all citizens,
free or indentured, had been required by imperial proclamation to 
relocate within the city walls. 

Her parents had begun teaching her about everything they
could, from the humble lessons of their rural upbringing to the
history of their nation, as soon as she was old enough to 
understand their words.

Her father always prefaced such lessons by declaring to 
her that he hoped to one day chronicle these events, and that is
why he repeated them to her day after day. Her parents might have
been the children of simple farmers, but before the Empire had
forced them inside the Walls, they had been educated by their 
families, and they recognized in Catelyn a keenness of mind well
beyond her sojourns. 

Catelyn remembered the lessons her parents would give at
the end of every day, the weariness and the despair plain on their 
faces. But somehow, they found it in themselves to leave their
cares outside their hovel and smile when they saw her. 

She was not surprised to realize that she recalled nearly
every word of the last such lesson with her father, just half a span
before they were stolen from her forever. And she smiled at the
memory of her father’s voice, deep and full of warmth, despite the
grim subject matter.

“Uriel the Third of His Name, the Emperor, usurped...that
means to take away from someone else... the Empire from his own 
father, Uriel the Second of His Name, in a military coup by gaining
control over the vast Imperial army, comprised of both free men
and mercenaries. 

“The Imperial army of Exeter is renowned for its military
prowess and size. Under his father Uriel the Second, this army had
been spread far and wide across the known world. Uriel the Third
secretly recalled many of the army’s most elite units to the capital, 
and used them to take control of the Seat, overthrowing his father
in a bloody conflict that nearly tore the city apart. After he seized
power, his first act was to recall every one of his soldiers to the
homeland, to be the fist that he needed to enforce his power over 
the people.”

Young Catelyn tried to imagine the streets she knew
clogged with soldiers fighting and dying, but she couldn’t. She had
never seen so many people before. 

“When the Emperor proclaimed his relocation order,
ordering everyone to move within the walls of the city, a number of
people refused and many were summarily executed. Outlying
villages, like the one your mother and I grew up in, survived for a
while, until Imperial army “death squads” were sent to eliminate
any who dared oppose the Emperor. 

“Some of the commanders of the army were noble men, 
and they refused to follow such inhuman orders. To a man, every
one of them was relieved of their command and executed in the
most horrifying ways. Uriel is merciless in his application of
discipline. When all the people saw what the Emperor was capable
of doing even to those he had once put his full trust in, they saw no
other choice but to comply.”

Catelyn always felt the pain of her parents deep below the
surface when they talked about this last act of defiance. Although
her mother and father were beaten down just as everyone else was,
she got the feeling that there was more to it. More than they were
comfortable telling her. Those moments always passed, though, 
and the lessons moved on. 

“Uriel spent the bulk of his immense wealth and power, 
and the first dozen sojourns of his reign fortifying the city walls
from threats both within and without his domain. He rewarded the
most cruel of his commanders, and they soon rose to positions of
prominence alongside Uriel. 

“With their help, and the unpaid labor of all the citizens of
the Seat, the walls were expanded to a number of the outlying 
cities of the Empire, until finally the entirety of his Empire was
enclosed within walls several hundred paces high. Our entire
nation, and all of its people, imprisoned under the yoke of a mad
ruler.”

This last sentence was always spoken in hushed, clipped
voices, as though her parents feared being overheard by some
secret listener. Although they seemed cautious about revealing 
such feelings, Catelyn also saw a spark of something in their eyes
when they talked about it. 

“Only a few citizens of Exeter have seen the world outside
of these walls in the last two generations. Your mother and I were
among the last, with our families holding on as long as they could, 
gathering what we harvested and using it to bribe officials to keep
our village alive and free from Imperial control. 

“It took an Imperial regiment marching upon our village
before our elders realized the dire threat we all faced for not
moving. Our families gave up our homes and our lives and we
entered the Seat. Sometimes, I wish that they had made the
decision to just run and that we had taken our chances as fugitives.
But your mother and I were young, not that much older than you
are now.”

It didn’t matter whether it was her father or her mother
telling her this history. The look on their faces at the end of this
story was the same, and Catelyn felt a stab of pain at seeing her 
parents so full of fear and regret.

They never talked much about their lives after moving into
the Seat, but Catelyn could fill in the gaps on her own.

She knew that her parents had been unprepared for the
radical change their lives had undergone. A simple life as farmers
may not have been glamorous or exciting, but it was a noble calling
and one which both her parent's families had taken pride in. But
within the walls, every citizen was assigned their profession, and
there was no discussion or debate about it whatsoever.

Despite having sojourns of farming experience for much of
their young lives, food production in the Seat was tightly
controlled and her parents did not have the influence to land such
fortunate positions. Instead, they were forced into trades that they
would have never considered outside the Seat.

Tomas was forced to work directly for the Empire as a “tax
collector”, which in the case of the rule of Uriel III, meant that he
ran with a gang of street toughs who in fact collected protection 
money, extorting businesses in return for their continued ability to
remain unmolested by Imperial soldiers. Nothing could have been
more inappropriate for her father, as Catelyn’s experience of him 
was of a warm, peaceful man at heart. 

She couldn’t have imagined him being capable of raising 
his hand in anger to anyone, but she also knew that he had no 
choice if he was going to bring home his ration of food every week. 
He also brought home the marks and scars of such a trade, but he
always made excuses about where such wounds had come from, so
as not to worry his family.

Sera, on the other hand, was employed to sell addictive
substances to her fellow neighbors, and on occasion, to sell herself
as a companion to Imperial soldiers.

Catelyn hated thinking about this part of her family’s
struggle, but her mother had never shied away from talking about
what she did or how it made her feel. She would always tell Catelyn
truthfully, “This is the world we live in now. I do this for us.” 

Catelyn knew that it repulsed her mother to be made to 
satisfy the darkest desires of the thugs which comprised the bulk of
the Imperial Army, but she bore this burden in order that she
might enjoy what remained of her life with her family, rather than
face execution. 

Only once had Catelyn seen her mother unnerved by what
the Empire had made of her, and it was a memory she would never
forget.

Catelyn was just a few sojourns old, and she was playing
on the floor of their family's kitchen, with some wooden blocks
that her father had carved for her. Every now and then, she looked
up at her mother, pacing back and forth and biting her nails.
Catelyn had seen her mother acting like this before, usually when
they were waiting for her father to get home.

“It's OK, mama. He'll come home. He always does,” 
Catelyn said, hoping to reassure her mother.

Catelyn's mother smiled at her, and she went back to her
play, confident that her father would walk through the door any
moment.

A knock on the door came instead, and Catelyn looked up
to see a look of utter despair on her mother’s face. Her mother
hurried to Catelyn and picked her up, saying soothing words and
trying to smile through the tears smudging the dirt on her face.

Her mother rushed Catelyn inside the closet of their home,
and shut the door, but not before putting one hand to her lips, 
letting Catelyn know that she should remain quiet.

Catelyn could see through a crack in the door, and she
watched as her mother nervously crossed the room to open the
door to their hovel. 

Catelyn wasn’t able to see who it was. Her view was
obscured both by the open door and her mother’s body. It looked
to Catelyn as though her mother was deliberately shielding her 
from whoever had come calling, but Catelyn could make out the
muffled sound of a man's voice, and the sound of it still gave
Catelyn chills.

The exact words he said were unclear, but her mother was
saying “I've done everything that has ever been asked of me! When
will it be enough? Please. Please, just let me go.” 

Catelyn was horrified to see her mother's plea interrupted
by a vicious blow that knocked her mother to the ground with
terrible force. 

Catelyn forgot all about her mother's warnings to remain 
quiet and hidden, and she opened the closet door, crying out as she
watched her mother try to get up and fight back, her hands clawing
at her attacker. 

The man, who stepped into their home so that Catelyn 
could see him, was an Imperial officer wearing a full set of armor. 
His angry face, which Catelyn knew she would never forget as long 
as she lived, was criss-crossed by a number of scars, clearly
identifying him as someone who made his living at war. His grey
eyes were cold, and he once more struck out with his metal fist, 
effortlessly laying her mother low. 

Catelyn felt her heart sink as her mother slumped to the
ground, beaten, and then she could only watch in horror as he
stepped over Sera’s prone form in the doorway and marched
across to where Catelyn was standing. Behind him, other men 
entered the room and picked her mother up and held her between 
them.

The man looked down at Catelyn, then turned and growled
at her mother in a gruff, heartless voice.

“If you won’t come with us, then we’ll be forced to take the
little one in your place!”

Catelyn watched her mother's face screw up and her
mouth moving wordlessly, as tears fell from her eyes, mixing with
the flowing blood from a handful of cuts.

The man turned back to Catelyn, his cold eyes glaring out
from within that mask of mangled flesh, and he simply reached out
and struck her with the same metal fist that he had laid into her 
mother.

Catelyn’s world collapsed into darkness in that moment, 
and she felt herself drop to her knees. She didn't know how long 
that pain and disorientation lasted. 

When she regained some semblance of awareness, she
heard her mother’s pleading voice, followed by the hateful shouts
of the man standing above her, as she was jostled roughly and
pulled to her feet and away towards the door. 

And then finally, Catelyn heard something that would
haunt her nearly every night from that day forward.

Her mother’s surrender.

Sera broke free from the men holding onto her and went
to her knees, grabbing the leg of the man holding Catelyn. 

“Please no, give me one more chance. Please. Don't take
my angel. Please. Take me. I'll go. Just let her be. Please,” her
mother wailed, each word more plaintive than the one before.

Catelyn was still dizzy and her jaw was on fire from the
blow, but she looked up to see the man shift his gaze from Catelyn
to her mother, and back again. 

Finally, he reached down and slugged Sera once more, and
then dumped Catelyn back onto the floor. 

“That one was for making us have to come out here to this
shithole.”

He grabbed her mother by the collar and dragged her
away, out the door. 

Catelyn sat on the floor crying, in a numbing haze for 
prayers, before her father Tomas came home. 

Catelyn was only dimly aware of him at first, as he
frantically searched their home, and then he came running to 
Catelyn, picking her up in his arms and holding her so closely. She
recounted everything that she had witnessed, and her father 
simply listened, tears in his eyes as wailing sobs escaped his
chapped lips. 

When he regained some of his composure, he spent that
afternoon caring for Catelyn, cleaning and dressing the cuts on her
face as she could only look at him in shocked, stunned silence.

Her mother returned to their home later that night, her
face still swollen and her eyes fixed in a rigid mask of pain. When
she entered their hovel, Tomas got up and ran to her, grabbing
onto her and refusing to let go, with the exception of when it was
time to put Catelyn to bed.

Once he'd tucked her into her blankets, Catelyn's mind
and body refused to sleep, and she spent that whole night wide
awake, listening numbly as her parents talked in hushed voices
until morning. 

After that encounter, Catelyn witnessed her mother begin 
to dissociate from the essential, vital part of herself in order to
survive, and both her parents took on the look of all the other 
people Catelyn had ever seen in her life; broken and hopeless.

Catelyn learned something else from that encounter as
well. She didn’t know how she had come to the conclusion, 
whether it was from seeing the tragic lives of her parents or from 
reading the contraband books that her parents had hidden 
throughout their small home, but she was convinced that despite
his delusions of divinity and righteousness, the Emperor Uriel III 
was really no better than a criminal, and his empire a playground
for his own dark desires.

Despite her young age, and ironically in spite of her
physical blindness, Catelyn’s experiences had opened her eyes to 
an Empire built on a foundation of corruption and the demented
will of criminals, where chaos and violence were rampant. The
only “order” Catelyn had known came from the Imperial army, a
tyrannical organization that was renowned for putting down any
hint of unrest with brutal swiftness and lethal force. She had
experienced firsthand how fear, sheer numbers and superior arms
did much to control people already made vulnerable by poverty
and abject terror.

Catelyn also knew that Uriel III did much to appeal to his
citizens basest instincts, and in her life, she had witnessed or been
told about myriad forms of abasement such as sexual displays on 
every corner, blood sport arenas which hosted daily shows of
barbarism and brutality to animal and man alike, and
encouragement by the Empire for the common people to imbibe
free-flowing drink and drugs. Even Catelyn could see that Uriel
maintained his rule by keeping his people either too numb or too 
stimulated to care that they were little more than chattel for the
whims of a madman.

One of the books that her parents had given her to read
told of a different kind of empire; and of the rights of ordinary men
and women to liberation of body and mind. The land of Exeter,
once a free nation with nobility and dignity, was now comprised
mostly of the worst criminals in the history of Ereas.

It was into such a world that Catelyn had been born. It was
the 1,056th sojourn by Imperial Reckoning, of the Grand Cycle. 
Her birth was one of several successful births in several sojourns, 
Uriel III having instituted rigid population controls after
completion of the Wall of Regret in the 1,034th sojourn.

Her parents had explained not having brothers or sisters
to her one day, as something that had been decreed by Imperial
Order. Her parents had been fortunate enough to be one of two 
hundred couples throughout the Empire each sojourn who had
won a lottery that had granted them the right to procreate. Any
unauthorized childbirth was deemed a threat to the Empire and
the entire family was subsequently slaughtered; the parents and
infant made very public examples of. Despite her fortune in being 
allowed the chance to live, the early sojourns of Catelyn’s life were
fraught with danger and heartache.

Resentment and jealousy surrounding the rights of the
“chosen”, as the winners of the lottery were called, was rampant
and encouraged by the Emperor himself. The parents who were
given such a chance were often set upon and killed following the
birth of the child, and those children at times stolen by rival
couples who had not been selected for the privilege. Catelyn’s
father had explained that Uriel III believed devoutly in the idea
that such struggles would only benefit his Empire, making the
children stronger future citizens, and that any of the parents who 
died were clearly too weak to raise the next generation of Imperial
subjects.

This was the reason that Tomas and Sera moved the
family on several occasions, and why they worked opposite prayers
from one another, so that Catelyn would never be home alone and
unprotected.

Tomas sat Catelyn down one day and tried to explain all of
these things to his young daughter, though he wasn’t sure she
could possibly understand. Still, she remembered every word of
his admonition.

“This cold and unforgiving world view lies at the heart of
everything that is wrong or perverted about the Empire. The
Emperor has taken a truth about our universe, that there is no 
inherent meaning or proscribed purpose to the world or to those of
us who live in it, and he has subverted it to fit his own twisted
needs. Rather than see the truth that it is up to each of us to give
our lives meaning, he has given into cold harsh realism as his only
gospel.” 

Catelyn was too young to understand those words then, 
but she had thought much on them in the six sojourns since her
parent’s deaths. And she was now old enough to see that her father
was only scratching the surface of the problem with the Empire. 

A slavish devotion to such a philosophy and the actions
and motives that this philosophy espouses is a complete abdication
of any individual’s value. And such mindlessness is what led to the
death of Tomas and Sera Bereford just ten sojourns after Catelyn’s
birth. It was in that sojourn that her world changed forever. 

Thinking about her family, as always happened, triggered
the memories of that last day with them to wash over her like a
flood. She had long since moved past the point of being 
overwhelmed by the emotions, but the memories still buffeted her
like a chaotic storm.

Lying on the roof, with the heat bearing down from above
and the turmoil in her heart worming its way out from within, her
fingers and toes gripped the coarse wood slats as she prepared to 
relive the worst moment in her life.

It began as a morning like any other. Her mother sat at
one side of their kitchen table, numbly scrubbing the paint from 
her face, having just returned from the soldier’s camp. While
Tomas stood over their metal stove stirring a kettle of warm gruel
and toasting a heel of moldy bread for the three of them. Catelyn 
was sitting at the table opposite her mother, reading one of the
forbidden books her family had managed to hide from the
Imperial soldiers, when the pounding began on the door of their 
hovel. 

It was not a knocking, but the unmistakable sound of
someone trying to smash the door down. The door itself would
have splintered in one solid shove, if Tomas hadn’t wedged a
sturdy chair beneath the door handle, a precaution that their
family had taken to enacting since the incident with the Imperial
officer and her mother, as well as other minor scares over the
sojourns.

Tomas sprang up immediately, all too aware of the danger
to his family. He dropped the wooden ladle he held to the floor, 
and ran to the cabinet and withdrew his sword, a rusty, thin
longblade. Illegal though it was to have weapons, after the
Imperials had come calling that day, both her parents had been 
awakened to the dangers of being completely defenseless, and so
he kept this contraband weapon stashed behind the cupboards. As
he moved with his weapon drawn to the front door, which sounded
to Catelyn as though it was just about to give, he called out.

“Sera, grab Catelyn, and run. We’ll meet where we agreed.
Go!”

Her mother simply nodded and ran towards her. Catelyn 
was ready, their family having practiced and prepared for this
moment. It was no use however. As Sera reached her, preparing to 
flee to the alleyway behind their home, more pounding came from 
the rear of the hovel and the sound of splintering wood echoed
through the tiny space. As the rear door gave way, a rough looking 
man burst in, and Tomas turned to face him, Sera holding Catelyn 
to her with one arm, and the other now brandishing a dull bread
knife. Before the man did anything other than glare at them with
desperate eyes, the front door finally smashed inward, the chair
cracking under the continual pressure. Tomas and Sera stood their
ground, but as more people entered their hovel, they knew it was
no use.

Yet despite the odds, they refused to give up.

“Get out of our house!” her father yelled, lunging at one of
the men, hoping to end him quickly and maybe cut a path for them
to escape. 

Tomas, despite his trade, was still a slender and gentle
man at heart, and there was no contest between him and the
attacker, who was rugged and burly enough to look as though he
regularly challenged handfuls of men in physical contests. The
other man sidestepped the thrust easily, and grabbed hold of
Tomas’ arms.

“We’re taking the child. If you let us, maybe we’ll let you
live” the man declared as he pinned Tomas’ arms to his side, 
keeping the sword point away.

Sera launched her own verbal assault on the four 
intruders.

“Why are you doing this? We have a life here. You can 
always…”

Her mother never got to finish that sentence, as both of
the other strange women rushed at her, one grabbing for the knife
in Sera’s outstretched arm, the other ripping Catelyn away, until
she dropped to the floor. Once Catelyn was no longer in the middle
of the melee, the strangers attacked in full force, raining blows
down on her parents. Catelyn tried to fight back, but the attackers
simply shoved her aside easily, like a doll.

Within whispers, Sera and Tomas were huddled and
sprawled on the floor of the main room, beaten and bloody, with
their faces pressed to the dust and dirt and their arms clutching
desperately to the spindly legs of their daughter, unwilling to let
go. Catelyn pulled at them, urging them to get up, to fight back, to 
take her away from this place, to save her.

The four strangers stood leering jealously at the child
kneeling and weeping over her parent’s limp forms.

“Just do it,” the oldest man commanded.

The younger man bent over and picked up Tomas’ sword,
which had fallen to the ground during the beating. He then strode
over to the prone forms of Catelyn’s parents, while one of the
women grabbed Catelyn by the collar of her shirt and yanked her 
away.

Tomas and Sera, unable to continue to defend themselves, 
were swiftly gutted by the man now brandishing Tomas’ sword as
Catelyn looked on in horror, screaming and crying uncontrollably.

Catelyn might have only seen ten sojourns, but her parents
were everything to her. They had shown her love and compassion
unlike anything she could have expected to find in a world as cold
as the one they lived in. They had taught her well in those
sojourns, exposing her to knowledge that many had forgotten
through the books that they found and smuggled home to her. 
They taught her how to read and write, a skill that was forbidden,
and so mostly forgotten, by the Empire. They had given her the
best life possible in such extreme conditions, and she loved them 
more than anything in the world. And now here they were, dying
before her eyes.

“Catelyn...darling...we love you. We…” Her father’s last
words.

“We’re sorry.” Her mother’s.

She wanted them to remain with her. She wanted more
moments with them, more time to be with them, but just like that, 
it was over.

As she watched each of them draw their last breath, she
truly felt as though her world had ended in that moment. But in
truth, her trials were only just beginning.

The two couples, despite having cooperated long enough
to carry out the initial assault together, now turned on each other 
for possession of the weeping girl.

“Now, let’s settle this part,” one of the men said.

The man who had taken Tomas’ sword lunged for the
other man, trying to take the other by surprise. He presumed that
the other man was unarmed, and that he would have the
advantage, but he was wrong. The other man reached into his shirt
and retrieved a grimy glass vial filled with a thin, oily red fluid.

“Get back! I’m warn-” he began, but the other man, 
despite his size, was faster.

As the sword found its home in the second man’s
abdomen, the vial flew from his grasp, the stopper pulled free in 
one last desperate attempt to defend himself, and proceeded to 
release its contents directly into the first man’s face. The crimson
fluid sprayed in wild jets around the room as the man flailed in
obvious pain and suffering, acting almost alive, almost as though it
sought out living flesh to consume.

“That’s bloodfire!” the woman who was partnered with the
swordsman shouted, as she watched him in horror, trying 
desperately but futilely to remove the fluid from his upper body.

The substance covered the swordsman’s face and upper 
body, causing his skin to blister and dissolve. He dropped to his
knees, screaming in agony and clawing at his face as he tried to 
wipe the liquid away and only succeeded in getting it on his hands,
which spread the liquid further. It was the most horrifying thing 
Catelyn had ever seen.

The other man, the one who had released the volatile fluid,
was also near death, slumped on the floor with the sword impaling 
his stomach and a stream of blood pouring from the wound.

Catelyn turned to see the two women collide now, and she
saw that they were struggling over a sharp piece of wood that had
broken off when the door had splintered open. 

“You’re not...taking her...you bitch!” the younger woman
growled.

The woman who controlled the makeshift weapon was
gaining the upper hand, and she managed to jab the sharpened
piece of wood into several places on the unarmed woman’s chest
and shoulders, but not enough times to incapacitate her. Both
women were fighting for their life, and for possession of Catelyn, 
who could only watch from her knees.

“She’s ours. We’re taking her!” the wounded woman was
insisting.

As the adults struggled, Catelyn looked on from where she
knelt as the four attackers engaged with each other, and as she did
the bloodfire,which had pooled onto the floor near her, somehow
splashed up and onto Catelyn’s face. Her last thought before the
pain seared away all rational reasoning had been that it looked as
though the bloodfire had leapt from the man to the floor and then 
onto her, almost as though it had moved with a will and a life of its
own. 

And then the bloodfire went to work on her, and instantly
her terror transformed into unadulterated agony.

The pain was all that registered to Catelyn from that point
on and she shut her eyes against it. She had felt what she had
thought was excruciating pain once before, when she had burned
herself with a hot ember that she had tried to pick up when her
father was making a fire for them in the winter.

This was not even remotely like that, it was far, far worse. 
Hundreds of times worse. The intensity of this pain was
unbelievable.

Within breaths, the pain seemed like it was all that existed
in the world. And then, just when she thought the worst of it was
over, the bloodfire would spread further and it felt to her as though
it was setting new parts of her face and upper body on fire. 

After what seemed like sojourns, finally, mercifully, the
pain began to subside, either because the bloodfire had burned
itself out or because it had succeeded in eradicating the entirety of
her face. She imagined herself with no skin, her face a fresh white
skull screaming in abject misery.

She never passed out from the pain, while the bloodfire
stole her eyesight and much of the skin from her face and chest. 
She lay in the combined blood and gore of her parents and the two 
strange men for prayers, now completely numb to everything both
within and without.

She no longer heard the two women, and presumed that
they had fled upon seeing what the bloodfire had unleashed on the
girl they had come to steal.

Catelyn remained in that room, with the dead and the
dying, for four prayers before someone arrived. Four prayers spent
in complete darkness, with only her four remaining senses to tell
her what her world was like now. Her parents were cold, silent and
still below her, the gutted man lay unmoving three paces to her 
left, while the other man lay whimpering and sputtering just half a
pace away on the right.

The sounds of the earlier conflict, or the screaming, or 
both, must have drawn someone’s attention at some point that
morning, though Catelyn imagined that her screams must have
been horrific sounding to have kept even the scavengers and
looters away for so long. 

Eventually, she heard the tromping of boots on the stairs
below, and then the sound of people entering her family’s home. It
sounded to Catelyn like three, maybe four, men. She smelled their 
sweat stink, heard their plate and mail armor and the metallic
jangle of weapons. The Imperial army, she reasoned, and she
decided to remain silent.

“What a mess,” someone muttered under their breath.

Catelyn listened as one of the men stopped at the spot
where the wounded man lay.

“Divines, what…” a young man’s voice said, and then she
heard him stumble away to the corner of the room and evacuate
his stomach. 

“Ugh. Bloodfire. I’ve seen this before. Nasty stuff from the
Before,” one of the other men said.

“Yeah, that stuff eats right through anything,” a third man 
offered. “Look, you can see right through to his brain an’ all.”

At the comment the first man began to heave into the
corner again.

“Enough,” a grizzled voice said. “We’re here to 
investigate.” And then the sound of a sword unsheathing, followed
by a wet squelching sound, and one last sputtering breath from the
man on the ground.

“That was a mercy,” said the second man.

“That was convenience” the grizzled voice said, annoyed.

“No skin off my bones,” the second said.

The men went around the room, doing one thing or 
another. Catelyn heard them opening and closing drawers, looking
through cupboards, and dragging the bodies away to the corner of
the room where the first man had sicked up. None of the men 
mentioned or approached her. She began to wonder if they would
simply step over the dead bodies and slit her throat.

Catelyn wondered if they just didn’t see her for some
reason, and she coughed.

She heard one of the men nearby stop, but he didn’t make
a move towards her.

“Can you...help?” she managed to say, her voice cracked
and quiet.

The footsteps resumed their pattern of moving about her
home, and then finally, the grizzled man spoke once more, but still
not to her.

“Alright. You three, take the bodies and report in. I’ll be
right there. I’ve just got to take care of this last thing.”

“Sir,” the other men responded in unison.

She heard the heavy footsteps of the other men as they
walked to the corner, groaned as they picked up a body each, and
headed downstairs.

“Please, don’t take my family…”she started to say, and
then the sadness overwhelmed her and she collapsed to the
ground, sobbing uncontrollably.

The footsteps of the remaining soldier came straight
towards her, and then stopped. 

“Please…” she started to say, when a hand gloved in
leather and metal pulled on the bottom of her chin, turning her 
face up to the ceiling. She felt a hot stinging where the bloodfire
had been and she winced in remembrance of the pain. The grizzled
man spoke.

“Bloodfire took your eyes, girl. But you probably already
know that. And you’ll never make a living servicing my men
looking like that. You’re useless now.”

The hand left her chin and she felt like dying. He grabbed
her roughly under the arms and pulled her to her feet. Then she
heard him kneel down before her and felt his hard, gloved hand
grip her shoulder tightly, hurting her as he spoke in his rough
voice.

“I believe in the Empire. This isn’t a fatal wound. If you are
strong enough, you will live and become something hard, and cold.
You will become a benefit to the Empire. If you are not, then you
will die and the Empire will be stronger for it.” 

He released her shoulder and she listened as his mailed
boots thumped their way over to the corner, heard him shoulder 
the last of the bodies, and out of the room. When they were gone, 
all that remained to her was darkness and silence.

Chapter 2

Catelyn’s thoughts returned to the present momentarily, 
and to the rooftop where she had come up to contemplate her
dilemma with the food cache, that was even now spoiling in the
heat. She could feel the afternoon sun slipping closer to the
horizon, and soon the temperatures would start to fall slightly. It
wouldn’t cool much, certainly not enough to affect her food storage
problem, but it would at least make it possible for her to think
more clearly about things, and about anything other than the
unbearable heat.

Remembering the terrible events of her past had a way of
sparking other thoughts in her mind. Flashes of memory surfaced,
combined with many nights since that day spent in contemplation 
of what all of it meant. She set aside her thoughts about the food
cache and explored the deeper thoughts that were now stirring in
her mind.

Even by the age of three, Catelyn’s parents knew that she
was a special child; she had demonstrated to her parents
exceptional understanding, as well as the ability to read from 
books and converse with her parents at a level far above what they
would have expected of a young child. There was no way for them
to know just how gifted their daughter was, but by comparison 
with the other children that her family knew growing up they could
see a marked difference.

With child-rearing being so tightly controlled, the few
dozen parents chosen each sojourn in the Seat, among the two 
hundred throughout the Empire, formed an ad-hoc support
structure for one another, communicating and meeting with one
another regularly. Because of this, Catelyn had a fair amount of
experience interacting with the other children and parents of the
Seat, at least the ones that lived within walking distance. It was
usually Catelyn who was put in charge during group play and she
regularly demonstrated substantial advantages over her similarly
aged peers.

However, in many ways Catelyn’s intellect and natural
curiosity was more of a burden to her own parents, which was
obvious even to her as a young child. Her parents were not simply
vigilant against other citizens of the Seat who had sought to take
her from them; they were also forced to be reclusive from some of
the other chosen families, who appeared noticeably interested in
taking Catelyn for their own. It was rare for chosen families to turn
on each other, but it did happen.

Without needing to maintain that degree of vigilance, 
Tomas and Sera might have been able to give Catelyn the kind of
special attention she deserved to develop her mind. They tried
their best to meet her needs and give her every opportunity but it
was not without its drawbacks. 

Still, they worked at it, even going as far as risking
Imperial attention and punishment by providing Catelyn with
illegal reading material. 

Naturally, in an Empire built on a foundation of
oppression against its own people, thinking too much was the
hallmark of an enemy of the state. Consequently, all books were
forbidden by the Empire, and simply possessing a single volume
would constitute severe consequences. Despite such intolerance
for the notion of an educated populace, it was not a secret that
books could be obtained through the black market, for a high
price. The price was not high because there was a demand for 
reading material, but rather for the danger it represented to 
acquire and sell such taboo materials.

Perhaps as a small act of rebellion against the Empire that
had forced them away from their lives, her parents willingly paid
that price whenever they were able, but because of their fear of
attracting attention to their daughter or themselves, and of course
the extreme cost, their gifts were limited. Fortunately Catelyn was
quite capable of taking care of her own needs in this area as well. 

In fact, while other girls and boys she knew were playing
games with sticks and rocks in the alleys and streets of the Seat, 
Catelyn was secretly reading both the books that her parents
brought home, as well as other volumes that she found on her own 
by scavenging through the ruins of old homes and burned out
buildings. 

She had discovered six of them in a particularly derelict
shell of a building this way, and from them she taught herself
subjects even her parents did not know, such as language and
grammar, philosophy and ethics, science, mathematics and even
tactics.

Her parents, while not lacking in intelligence themselves,
found Catelyn’s ability to grasp advanced concepts and ideas to be
rather surprising. Despite her ability to understand a great many
things, Catelyn still struggled to understand some of the more
simple things like navigating the complex social dynamics of the
other children and parents she had known growing up. 

Once she had read through them, she realized that the
books must have belonged to what the people in the Before would
have called a “teacher”. She read each volume over and over, 
absorbing the knowledge from them over spans, cycles, sojourns, 
until she could just about recite them from memory.

She tried to share what she learned with the other children
that she knew in her tenement block, but they simply weren’t
interested. Not only did it seem beyond their comprehension,
every one of them feared being caught with items and knowledge
which carried such heavy penalties.

In addition, Catelyn quickly realized that her intelligence, 
and the knowledge that she acquired from reading these
contraband books, meant almost nothing to her day to day survival
in a place like the Seat. Out on the streets and slums, there was no 
benefit to understanding arithmetic, no use for proper spelling or 
diction, no philosophy to help her fend for herself against the
accursed environment or the criminals who inhabited it. 

All that mattered to surviving on the streets was learned
on the streets. 

Despite this, Catelyn was not afraid to learn everything she
could from the volumes she collected. In fact, she grew so 
enamored with her finds and with the information contained
within them, and in particular she was inspired by some of the
teachings in the book on philosophy, that one day she decided to 
defy the Empire as blatantly as she could with them, and she
marked them with her name. Her full name. 

Catelyn was not supposed to have a full name, nor was she
even supposed to know that she had a family name. 

When Uriel III took control of the Empire, one of his
earliest acts was to do away with all family names, part of a
package of laws aimed at equalizing the social status of every one
of his subjects, until there was almost no difference between one
citizen and another. He destroyed the history of the great families
and bade them to forget. He forbade both men and women to have
any individuality of gender, ordering all citizens to shave their
heads and maintain short hair, and refused women to paint their
faces, the exception to this last rule being those who, like Catelyn’s
mother, were sent to the soldier’s camps to satisfy them. He
required that all clothing be cut to the same bland style, and in the
same muted shades of grey.

All of this Uriel commanded, and set only one
punishment throughout the Empire for any defiance of his exalted
will; the pain of torture and ultimately death.

When families resisted, as they always did whenever the
Empire deviated so strongly from a widely held tradition, the
Imperial Army was sent in, as they always were whenever there
was even a hint of opposition to the Empire, to obliterate not just
them, but every living citizen that lived in a three block radius
from them. Entire neighborhoods were “cleansed” for one family’s
transgression; for the crime of keeping one’s family name, or 
wearing clothing with any colors not on the Empire’s approved list,
or for letting their hair get too long.

As a result, to save themselves from such harsh treatment, 
very soon the citizens of the Empire began policing themselves, 
abandoning their surnames and exacting vigilante justice on any
who resisted. Given the state of the Empire and the way
individualism was stamped out, surnames carried little meaning at
any rate. When seen from this perspective, it was not difficult for 
the citizens to quickly rationalize their way towards total
compliance. 

Perhaps it was Catelyn’s exposure to other ideas in the
books she had read, but she couldn’t understand this kind of
reasoning at all. She saw the flaws in the logic, and had no 
sympathy for those who willingly abdicated their own will to serve
that of another. She questioned how one man could have so cowed
an entire people, had made them forget themselves and their own 
identities.

But they did. People moved on, and willingly forgot. And
so Catelyn and the other children of her generation were all born 
with but a single given name. 

Catelyn often wondered if there were places outside the
walls where people could still live with two names, or maybe even
three as she had read in some of the books, and she envied them
that small privilege. Both to honor that tradition, and to defy such
illogical rulings, whenever she discovered a new book to add to her
treasured library, she always wrote her name in the corner on the
inside of each cover: Catelyn Bereford.

Catelyn was six when she learned her family name. 
Through her persistence, and with some gentle plying of her
parents, she discovered one afternoon that her family name was
Bereford, and that it was the name of a proud, honorable family. 
Her family had been respected and hard working, when Exeter had
been a free nation.

She was so proud to have learned this fact that, even 
though her parents had admonished her against telling the other 
children, she made a point of promising herself that she would say
something the very first chance that she got, and she didn’t have
long to wait.

Every span, the chosen families around their tenement
block gathered together to socialize. The parents told their kids it
was so that they could have some time with kids their own ages, to 
laugh and play together. And while that was of course somewhat
true, all of the children knew that it was really an excuse for the
adults to take turns watching the kids in a big group, so that their
parents could take it in turn to return to their homes to have some
alone time. 

Because the harsh reality of life in the Seat precluded
parents from leaving their children alone, even for a moment, they
grabbed every chance they could to retain some of the intimacy
that had been lost by their unending responsibility.

The whole span after she had found out her family name, 
Catelyn had been giddy with excitement to share her new secret
with the other children, and so after midday, when the neighbors
gathered together, she first approached Lydia, a girl who had seen
two more sojourns than her.

Catelyn rushed over to her as she sat in the dirt of the
deserted lot where they were meeting today.

“Lydia, you’ll never guess what I found out!” Catelyn said
excitedly.

Lydia looked up, her slack jaw open as she was filleting an
earthworm with a rusty needle she had in one hand. Despite being
older than Catelyn, Lydia was not particularly smart, Catelyn
knew. She had dull, vacant eyes and a distant look as Catelyn knelt
down in the dirt beside her. But though the two of them didn’t
share much in common, she was one of the only other girls that
was even close to Catelyn’s age, and Catelyn felt something of a
sisterly bond to her as a result.

She leaned in close to whisper in Lydia’s ear, a broad smile
of pride on her face, and she revealed her name to the girl. When 
she withdrew and looked at Lydia’s face, Lydia was smiling broadly
as well, and her face cracked into a riotous laugh. Catelyn was
taken aback somewhat.

This was not exactly the reaction that she’d expected.

Lydia was laughing so hard and so loud that the other
children looked over to see what was so funny. Two of them
initially ran over to see what was happening, and like a flock of
pigeons, soon that prompted all of them to come over. Suddenly
Catelyn’s pride turned to ashes in her mouth, as she realized that
soon, all of the children would probably hear her secret from 
Lydia, and then they would all be joining in on the joke. Though
Catelyn still wasn’t sure what that joke was, or why Lydia found
her name so funny to begin with. 

The oldest of the children, a rather nasty boy of twelve
named Marton who Catelyn had never liked, ran faster than the
others and he stopped short and stood over Lydia, an expectant
smile on his pock-marked face.

“What’s so funny, freak?” he asked Lydia.

Instead of saying anything, Lydia stood up, revealing to all
the other children that she had laughed so hard that she’d lost
control of her bladder. The other children all started to point at her
soiled grey trousers, jeering at her for her incontinence, but
Catelyn was still watching Lydia, as she stood on her tip toes and
cupped her hand over her mouth, and whispered the joke to 
Marton. Catelyn flicked her eyes over to him, and looked him dead
in the eye. 

His blue eyes lit up and, almost as though she were
watching him in slow motion, a great big smile appeared on his
face and he turned to the other kids with arms outstretched.

“Hey! Cool it. All of you, listen to me!”

The other kids were still caught up in their mirth about
Lydia’s wet pants, but she was totally unaware, and instead was
looking at Marton’s face. Everyone knew that Lydia had a crush on
him for some reason Catelyn couldn’t understand.

Finally Marton had enough.

“Knock it OFF! Listen!”

Being the oldest, and being tough and fast enough to 
thrash all of the younger kids if he wanted, Marton tended to get
his way a lot. The other kids stopped their teasing of Lydia and
settled down to pay attention to what he said. Unlike Lydia, 
Catelyn knew that Marton was actually quite smart, at least when 
it came to surviving and navigating the social hierarchy of
children. But she didn’t like him, because the only thing he ever
seemed to be interested in was bullying the others in their group. 
The other kids looked to him now.

“What is it, Marton?”

“What’d she say, M?”

“Why was she laughin’ so hard she peed her pants?”

With a withering look, Marton looked straight at Catelyn
when he told them.

“You all know Catey over here’s just a big smarty pants, 
right? Well now she’s gone and found out she’s a smarty pants
with a big smarty pants last name. But you want to know what’s so 
funny about it?”

The other kids looked on expectantly, eager to join in on 
the joke.

“What is so gods damn funny is that her family’s dumb 
name...is Barefoot. Can you imagine the odds? Catelyn Barefoot!
How fitting!” 

At this last remark, he pointed down at her feet, which
were in fact bare, and covered with the dirt from the lot.

The other kids all pointed as well, and started to laugh the
way that kids do when they find an easy target for ridicule.

“Catey Barefoot!”

“Ugh, pee yew, her feet must stink like dead dogs!”

“What a stupid name. Who names anyone Barefoot?”

Catelyn felt her heart shrink in her chest. She tried to 
correct them.

“Not Barefoot, Bereford. Lydia heard it wrong!”

Marton and the others ignored her, and he wasn’t content
to simply let it go at that, either.

“Your parents are so poor. They can’t even afford you
shoes, stupid.”

“Yeah, she’s probably got some nasty toe disease or 
somethin’!”

“Stay away, toe germs!”

Catelyn felt the tears welling up in her eyes, and that only
made the kids more emboldened, and soon they were picking up
handfuls of dirt and flinging it at her face.

“Here’s some more dirt for ya, filthy!”

“Get some shoes, loser.”

Marton then took off one of his own shoes and held it by
the lace and swung it at her. Catelyn ducked, holding her hands to 
her ears to shut out the jeers as they all proceeded to take one shoe
off, and pummel her back with them, shouting insult after insult at
the state of her, and at her parents, calling all three of them 
worthless and stupid and poor.

Catelyn wasn’t sure how long it lasted but finally her father
and one of the other kid’s fathers ran over to break up the fight. 
Catelyn was so mortified from the assault that she didn't even 
know how it had ended. One moment she was being pummeled, 
the next, she was alone except for her father.

Catelyn leaned up from where she'd been huddled, looked
down in shame and sat in the dirt, trying to pull the legs of her
pants down as far as she could to hide her bare feet. Her father
stood over her, wiping the dirt from her clothes and trying to
console her with soft words that she was trying to ignore.

When he saw that she wasn’t responding, he asked “Are
you OK, Catey?”

“Don’t call me that,” she spat at him angrily, looking up at
him with burning eyes.

He shied back from her anger, and she could see that he
realized just how upset she was.

“I’m sorry.” He took a calming breath, and tried again.
“Catelyn, are you OK?”

She couldn’t look directly at him, so she hugged her arms
around her knees and sat silently. Being the kind of man he was, 
her father knew just the right thing to do, and he simply sat down 
next to her, hugged his own arms around his knees and stared off
in the distance. Without saying anything, he was telling her
everything, and she loved him for his understanding. 

After a while, when her anger cooled, she looked over at
him. And he looked back with his warm brown eyes, the barest
hint of a smile on his face.

She couldn’t help but beam at him when he got that look. 
It was a look he reserved for only two people, and she was lucky
enough to be one of them.

She saw no reason to keep her feelings a secret.

“Dad, how come you and mom never bought me any
shoes?”

Her father rarely seemed flustered by anything she asked
him, but this question was one he never expected apparently. He
looked at her, started to say something, then stopped with his
mouth hanging open. He closed it, then turned away and tried
again.

“Catelyn, we’ve all given up certain things, in order for us
to be able to save up enough to get certain other...things. Do you
know what I’m saying?” When he said the word “things” the
second time, he looked right in her eyes and she knew what things
he was talking about. Her books.

And then she knew.

“Your mom and I talked about this, and we didn’t want to 
take things away from you if we could help it. She was actually the
one who decided you could do without shoes for a while, because
since you were little, your feet have grown half a size every span!
And whenever we tried to put shoes on you, you’d pull them right
off three breaths later. We honestly thought maybe you were going
to grow flippers one day!”

She laughed at this, and leaned into him and he wrapped
his strong arm around her. He reached out and scratched the top
of her scalp, the way he always did. She liked to pretend that he
was running his hand through her hair, but she had no idea what
that really felt like.

“But listen, if you would rather wear shoes, we can talk
about other things that we can…”

“No, it’s OK, dad. I don’t mind. I just didn’t like them 
teasing me about it, is all.”

He looked at her with such compassion and simply said “I 
understand. No one would like that. If it happens again, you tell
me, OK?”

And then he stood up, held his hand out for her and she
took it, pulling herself to her feet and dusting herself off. 

“Whatd’ya say we get home and you read to me some
more?” he whispered.

She simply grinned up at him, nodded and they walked
home hand in hand.

Catelyn stretched out her arms and legs like a cat, flexing
her fingers and toes as she prepared to get up and return to her 
roost to deal with the extra rations she'd been debating the fate of. 
Her mind was still clouded with thoughts of the past which often 
bubbled up from her unconscious mind to plague her and try to 
pull her down into despair.

However, this time her ruminations proved somewhat
useful as a sudden flash of insight struck her as she got to her feet. 
In her most recent trip through the hallways of her memories, her
recollections of her father, and his valuable lessons, suddenly
reminded her of one of his problem solving techniques. 

Just as they did now, his words and his wisdom would
often come to her at times when she felt as though she could very
easily have just given up and let her life go, and they had always
motivated her to see things differently. And that is exactly what
she did now to solve the situation with her excess food.

She knew that it was too much for her to eat by herself, 
and storing the food was out of the question. Throwing away that
much food would be a crime to her. There was only one way to 
solve her problem. She had to share it.

But as she had reasoned before, she couldn’t simply show
up at the marketplace with a box of food, without it drawing a
whole lot of unnecessary questions about where such a bounty had
come from. And her father had told her to think about things in 
reverse to see them from a different vantage point, or turning them
upside down.

And so Catelyn sprang lightly from the roof as the sun 
slipped down below the horizon, the wood roof slats still warm 
beneath her soles, and returned to the inside of her roost. She took
her father’s words, and his idea, and applied them literally. 

She gathered up all the food from the cache, which she had
wrapped in individual parcels, placed each one carefully in a large
box that she used for keeping dry goods, and then without a trace
of mirth, proceeded to turn the entire contents of the box upside
down. 

The parcels tumbled out, spilling all of the food onto the
floor where they rolled, and bounced everywhere around her feet. 
With her bubble, she both heard the low muffled thumps of each
package as they hit the floor, and felt the vibrations of each impact
through the soles of her feet. It both sounded and felt to her like
distant thunder rumbling on the horizon. 

She mentally mapped the location of every scrap of food as
they fell, and they formed a clear mental image in her mind as they
were scattered and strewn around her. As she bent down to begin 
picking up the first of the packages, a smile crept across her face. 

Later that night, she took the food out of her roost the
same way she had carried it in. Six separate trips, with her pockets
packed with individually wrapped bundles of various foods. Only
instead of delivering the food to a single location, she spent that
night skulking from building to building, placing bundles of
wrapped food in window sills and garden beds and other obvious
places, so that the owners of the homes where she delivered the
food would find it the next morning. 

Each home she stopped at got a single parcel, with the
exception being that she left two packages at homes where she
knew that there was a chosen family with a child. 

Afterward, she returned to her roost exhausted, but
satisfied. Once again, she whispered a prayer to the Divines, who 
had shown her what she should have seen for herself. It was not
lost on her that since losing her sight six sojourns ago the Divines
were still guiding her steps and helping her to find her way.

A small voice of doubt, one which she was familiar with, 
tried to claw its way up from inside but she pushed it back down, 
burying it deep. Feeling good about herself, she crawled over to 
her blankets, curled up without undressing, and fell fast asleep. 

Despite the pride she felt at her own generosity, when
dreams finally came, they brought forth more painful memories of
her past.

Catelyn stood motionless amidst the remains of her old
life.

It was almost another prayer before that young girl moved
a muscle. The words of the Imperial soldier rang in her ears like a
curse as she stood numbly in the cold, hollow shell that had once
been her home.

“You’re useless now.”

He was right, she knew. She had only seen ten sojourns. 
She was blind. She was alone, and had never been apart from both
of her parents before. She had no idea how to survive on her own. 
She was going to die.

Why is this happening? she wondered.

No answers came to her. She felt nothing but emptiness
and crippling fear, and in combination, they paralyzed her.

She tried to picture her parent’s faces as they had been
when they had been alive, just a few prayers ago. But the only
visions of them that came to her now were of their last moments;
of their blood-soaked faces and bodies slumped on the floor, 
pleading for mercy. And then the sobs came uncontrollably, as she
thought about how she would never again feel her father’s gentle
hands enclosing her in his strong embrace, or hear the soft
crooning of her mother’s voice as she sang with Catelyn before bed
each night. 

She cried until her ribs ached from the exertion.

When the sobbing finally subsided, she reflexively wiped
at her eyes with the backs of her hands, expecting to feel the warm 
moist tracks that her tears would have left down her face. But
instead of tears, she felt the ragged holes in her flesh where her
eyes had been burned away.

Her heart turned as cold as ice as she let her fingers
explore the damage that had been done to her. Grooves of raw
flesh ran in rivulets across the upper half of her face, like the tracks
of permanent tears carved into the shape of a mask. The pain was
gone completely now, surprisingly. The flesh beneath her fingers
was rough to the touch where the bloodfire had burned her, a stark
contrast to the smoothness of the surrounding skin. Feeling with
her fingers, she could tell that her eyes and the sockets were
melted together into a bulbous mass of scar tissue. Even here, 
where the damage was the worst, she felt no pain.

She had never heard of bloodfire before this day, but it was
clearly something unique to have done so much damage and
caused so much pain, only to leave behind nothing but scars. Scars
which were now an unforgettable part of her life. Whatever it was,
bloodfire had marked her, branded her, made her a child of its
own.

In the same way, the words of the Imperial officer had
marked her in another way.

“You’re useless now.”

Catelyn repeated those words in her head and tried to find
the lie in them, but she couldn’t. Not without lying to herself. 

“I am useless now, aren’t I?” she whispered softly to 
herself. “What am I supposed to do?” 

But then, almost as soon as she had formulated that
thought and the words passed her lips, her father’s words sprang
up from somewhere deep inside of her, almost as though he were
right there to correct her, teaching her another of his many
lessons.

“Sometimes, when you’re stuck on a problem, it helps to 
turn things upside down, or turn them around, so they’re
backwards,” he would say, and Catelyn remembered trying really
hard to understand what good that would do, but it never had. 
Although it hadn’t helped her when she had asked questions about
her lessons from the books they had given her on mathematics or 
history, she set aside her doubts and fears and clung to these
words now like a lifeline. They were sacred to her now; his words
were the last connection she had to her father.

“Sometimes, when you’re stuck on a problem, it helps to 
turn things upside down, or turn them around, so they’re
backwards.”

She thought again about the words of the Imperial soldier,
and then her father’s words, and she pondered how this would
help.

“You’re useless now,” she whispered, the words beginning 
to lose their power, in favor of the ideas that her father had left for 
her.

“...turn them around...”

Now, you’re useless, she thought to herself.

Now. You’re useless.

Now.

And Catelyn knew the answer to the questions that now
defined her.

Maybe I am useless now, but I don’t have to be useless
forever. I’m alive. I’m still here. Thank you, father.

Her heart swelled with gratitude as she realized that it
must be the Divines who had come to her in that moment. She had
been helpless, and so they sent her father’s spirit to her, to remind
her of his words. She said a silent prayer to the Divines, thanking
Them for watching out for her in this moment. 

Faith in the Divines was one of the things her parents had
told her about again and again as she was growing up, and she
believed it with everything that she was. She had to. 

She could have been killed by the intruders, or by the
Imperial soldiers. But she hadn’t died. There had to have been a
reason. The Divines had intervened. And then, they had come to 
her to remind her of her father’s words. There could be no other 
explanation. She knew it.

She didn’t know how much more they would help her, only
that they would. All Catelyn knew with certainty was that she was
still alive, and that the Divines had made it possible. She very
much intended to honor the gift of her life from the Divines by
doing everything she could to stay that way. She may not know
very much about how to do that yet, but she knew that she had to 
try. She felt that in the very fiber of her being.

A smaller voice within tried to find purchase, and that
voice whispered difficult questions. It wondered where the Divines
had been when her parents were being attacked and murdered, but
she pushed the voice aside. She had no room left inside her for 
such doubts right now.

Something that she had thought just a few moments ago 
came back to her, and she revisited the idea. She was not a child of
the bloodfire. She was a child of the Divines. It was time to act like
it.

Blind, alone, and wearing nothing but rags, Catelyn knew
it would be harder than anything she had had to do before, but she
trusted that her life was now in the Divine’s hands.

She stopped focusing on the darkness that was now her 
world both figuratively and literally, and reached out her hands, 
using them to probe in front of her. She gently took a step forward,
her legs stiff from standing motionless for so long. 

Although she had a vague recall of the layout of her home,
during the melee and in the confusion of the pain from the
bloodfire, she realized she no longer had any idea where in the
house she was. She would need to find her way slowly, fumbling
with her hands and feet, listening with her ears. Tentatively, she
moved to where she thought the kitchen wall should be. The trip
seemed to take prayers.

Finally, when she touched cool brick under her fingers, 
she sighed in victory and pressed herself into the wall, feeling the
firm comfort of the solid surface beneath her fingers. Slowly, but
with determination, she reached out with her hands to feel her way
along the wall, shuffling to the side, both hands outstretched and
sweeping in broad arcs up and down the wall.

Once more, it felt as though it took forever before she
finally reached a corner of the wall. She pictured her home in her
mind, and guessed that she was near the small table where her
family ate their meals. She reached out, but the table was not
there. She groaned inwardly at the failure, realizing for the first
time just how much she had taken her sight for granted.

Where is it? she wondered.

No longer confident about where she was in the house, 
Catelyn had to decide what to do. She stopped moving and tried to 
explore her surroundings using her other senses. She could hear 
sounds in the distance, but they were muffled and indistinct and
completely unhelpful. She smelled burning from somewhere to her
right, but it too was vague and gave her no clues as to her location.
The wall felt like any wall, featureless and undefined. The ground
under her feet was wood, like the kind she was used to feeling 
inside her home, but the rough beams felt colder than she
remembered.

Am I even still inside? she thought bitterly. Where am I?

Feeling frustrated, she tried to conjure up more helpful
advice from her parents, but this time, it only led her to begin 
sobbing again, kneeling down and thinking about how she would
never see or hear or feel her mother or father again.

The sobbing this time only lasted a few breaths, and still
no tears came.

When she regained her composure, she reckoned that the
rest of her life would be up to her. Her and the Divines. She
muttered the most sincere prayer she could, trying to remember 
the sacred words that her parents had taught her all those sojourns
ago. Truthfully, although her parents reminded her daily of their
own faith and belief in the Divines, they had stopped praying
several sojourns before, and Catelyn was only half sure that she
knew what to say to beseech them, but she tried anyway, calling on
Them to hear her pleas and guide her with Their sheltering hands.

Most holy Divines, You’ve given me my life.
I don’t understand why but You saved me.
And in doing so, You’ve made me Your instrument.
I wish to do Your will, but I don’t know how.
How can I follow You when I can’t even find my way?
Please send me a sign, something to guide me.
Please, Divines. I am Yours. Guide me.

Catelyn waited patiently for a response, but no call from 
on high came. She received no instructions, recalled no bits of
wisdom from either of her parents.

Nothing happened.

Again, that small voice crept into her thoughts from
somewhere deep inside her, questioning why the Divines were
even worth considering after what They had just let happen to her
and her parents. And just as before, Catelyn stifled these thoughts
and pushed them away.

She reminded herself of some of the other teachings of her
parents; that the Divines’ plan was a mystery to all, and that they
more often than not helped those who helped themselves. The
small voice inside her continued to badger her with doubts, but
now was not the time to think about such things, and she realized
that whatever happened from here on, the first thing that she
would need to do is to just keep moving.

Catelyn knew that she was standing on the threshold of
the rest of her life. She continued to put one foot in front of the
other, until she finally made it out of her home and slowly began
shuffling her way down the hallway of her building.

She advanced along the wall, feeling carefully with fingers
and toes, and listening for the sound of any approaching thing or 
even worse, person. 

Life in the Seat was hard enough without the

disadvantages she now had, chief among them being only ten 
sojourns, and the complete loss of her sight. Even the most
hardened criminals tended to stick together in packs for mutual
support and protection; a fact that she had learned firsthand from 
her father when he sometimes described the altercations he got in 
as part of his job. Catelyn wasn’t supposed to know about the
danger he faced each day, but he always told Sera before they fell
asleep each night. Their hovel was small and Catelyn was always a
light sleeper.

Being caught out alone in the Seat was generally thought
to be a sentence of death, or at the very least an easy path to 
becoming a victim.

Catelyn might have more book smarts than street smarts, 
but she was smart enough to know that she should fear what the
thugs that roamed the city would do to her if they found her. It
made her wary with every step she took toward the outside world. 
She stretched out with all of her awareness and senses, in the hope
that she would feel or hear any who would approach her.

As she advanced, shuffling her feet forward along the wall, 
the cool bricks of the wall seemingly the entirety of her world, a
strange sensation startled her. Her outstretched right hand, which
had been scrabbling against cold rough brick for what seemed like
prayers, suddenly had grown warm. 

She pulled her hand back instinctively, fearing that she
had touched something hot and burned herself. As she pulled her
hand to her chest, she realized it wasn’t hot enough to damage her 
hand, but she had felt the heat so intensely that it had startled her.

She stretched her hand once more out into the air, and
again felt the warmth on her skin, rich and deep and triggering a
familiar feeling she’d experienced before. A smile crept across her 
lips as she recognized the sensation. 

Sunlight!

She experienced a feeling of giddiness as she considered
all the ramifications of the sensation and what this told her about
her situation. She now knew, for example, that she had reached the
end of the hallway, where a large portion of the ceiling had
crumbled away, opening the hallway to the open air. Her parents
had tried for sojourns to keep the hole patched, but after every
violent rainstorm, the patch would come apart and they would
need to start all over again. Eventually, they had just given up. 

This meant that she was mere paces away from stepping
outside, and seeing what the Divines had planned for her. As much
as she wished that she could, she knew she couldn’t stay here any
longer. If the Imperial soldiers didn’t come back for her, eventually
scavengers would when they heard about what had happened to 
Tomas and Sera. It wasn’t safe for her here anymore. And
truthfully, Catelyn would never be able to sleep here again, 
knowing that her parents had been disemboweled right there on 
the floor of their living area.

She didn’t know yet where she was going to go, or how she
would survive, but she had faith that it would work out according
to the Divine’s will. She felt a flicker of something taking root
inside her heart. It was too early for her to call it hope yet, but it
was a spark, and right now, a spark was good enough to keep her 
putting one foot in front of the other.

Best of all was the feeling of the sunlight on her skin. She
had always loved the warmth of that sensation in the summer
time, and she would still love it, with or without her eyes to see it, 
but just now she took it as a sign.

She stepped out slowly into the patch of sunlight. Finally, 
she could visualize this part of her past in her mind’s eye. She saw
the mold and mildew covered plaster, and the gaping hole where
the rain came in, and pictured herself moving into the purest
orange tinted rays of light. With each step, more and more she felt
it embrace her whole body, from the sensation of the tiles beneath
her bare soles all the way to the radiating warmth she felt at the
crown of her shaved head.

Standing now, feeling the sun beat down upon her bare
head, reaching up with her hand, stubble scraping against her
tender palm, she thanked the Divines for sending her this sign,
and for allowing her to recognize it and find the energy and the
will to go on. To take another step, and then another.

Catelyn woke, feeling refreshed, despite the difficult
dreams of her most challenging days. If there was one thing that
Catelyn had learned in all the sojourns since that day, however, it
was not to dwell on the past.

Now that she had solved the problem of what to do with all
the extra food she'd discovered, she quickly moved onto figuring 
out her next move. And for Catelyn, that meant finding her next
mark. 

Whatever else she considered herself, there was only one
thing that had enabled her to get through each day in the six
sojourns since her parents had been murdered. Only one thing
that had defined her well enough to have helped her to survive
alone in a place like the Seat. 

Catelyn, by her thirteenth sojourn, and after some of the
most grueling trials in her life, had become an accomplished thief. 

It was not a profession that she was particularly proud of.

She knew that taking from others was wrong, and not just
because it was against the law and getting caught would likely
mean her immediate death. She knew it was against the teachings
of the Divines as well. 

But she also believed that the Divines had saved her life
for a reason, and she believed they would not wish her to throw
that gift away by allowing herself to starve to death. 

Her readings from the book about ethics and philosophy, 
the one she had favored more than any of the other old volumes in 
her collection, offered her another perspective which she agreed
with. She believed that it was just as immoral to keep food from a
starving person, as it was to steal it, but that is exactly what the
Empire did each and every day. There was no help for those less
fortunate in the Empire, and so by helping herself to the food and
belongings of those more fortunate than herself, Catelyn did what
she had to in order to stay alive.

She never took more than she needed, and she never felt
pleasure at having to steal from others, but despite her own 
misgivings and the threat against her continued existence, she
knew with certainty that she simply didn’t have a choice.

In those first days after leaving her parent’s home, she had
tried other paths, at first. Her first choice had been to simply beg 
on the streets for coins, or food, or both. Once she had left her
home behind, she made a beeline straight for the market plaza just
a block and a half down from where she had lived, somewhere with
lots of people and where she needn’t fear simply being taken off
the streets by someone without being able to call out for help. She
didn’t really have much confidence that calling out would save her
life necessarily, but she believed it was better than nothing.

The hardest part for her was just getting there. She had
made the trip with her parents dozens, maybe even hundreds of
times, since she was old enough to walk, but it was quite different
now that she was on her own and unable to see where she was
going. She decided to follow the worn and eroded curbs that lined
each street, and count off the number of steps from the stoop of
her old home to the plaza where the merchants sold their goods.

Even so, she moved slowly and carefully, hands slightly
extended in front of her, listening intently to everything, smelling 
for animal waste or other obstacles she might step in or on. 
Catelyn also said silent prayers to the Divines over and over again, 
seeking for Them to guide her steps.

It took four hundred and thirty two steps, that she
deliberately counted, to reach the market plaza, which she
identified by the feel of the worn smooth cobblestones under her
feet. Remnants of an earlier time, the stones were polished by the
steps of millions of people over many hundreds or thousands of
sojourns, even to the time preceding the Before some people liked
to say.

She heard the gasping of people as she passed by, and
realized that she must look hideous. But she no longer cared. Now
that she had her bearings, she pictured the market plaza in her 
mind, and how the merchant stalls were always laid out in a ring 
around the area like spokes on a wagon wheel. Where she was
standing she imagined as the bottom of the wheel, where it would
touch the road. And the merchants were all around the wheel, like
the curve of it as it rose towards the top of the wagon.

Before she had lost her parents, she remembered seeing 
dozens of beggars on the street and around the stalls ringing the
market plaza. Most of them adults, but every now and then, a
chosen family would fall on hard times or be killed, and their child
would later be found holding out a cup and asking warily for help. 
More often than not however, orphaned children were taken, or 
sold or put to other uses, none of which Catelyn liked to think
about.

The beggars she had always seen congregated in one or 
two areas, and she made her way toward one of them, careful to try
to avoid walking into the stalls or merchants. 

“Over here,” a voice called. 

It was gruff and mid-ranged and Catelyn honestly couldn’t
tell whether it was the voice of a man or a woman, but she didn’t
care. She had a direction to go now, and she quickened her steps
towards where the voice had originated.

When she got close, she jumped as a hand grabbed her by
the shoulder and stopped her, turning her around without a word
and then was just as suddenly gone.

“Thank you,” Catelyn said softly, but sincerely.

A noncommittal grunt was all she got in reply.

She stood and raised her hands up, extending them in 
front of her, and tried to make herself look as miserable as she felt.

For half a span, Catelyn spent her days standing or 
squatting in the market plaza, begging for the pittance of the
people who were visiting the marketplace, and at night she
returned to a burned out building across the street from where her
home had been, to sleep. Or at least, to try to, when the nightmares
let her.

She and some of the children had found a hole in one of
the walls that led to a space between the walls, and inside you
could find places to put your hands and feet and climb up to an 
unknown attic. Boys routinely tried to get girls to climb up with
them so that they could play kissing and touching games, but
although she had been curious about what that might feel like, 
Catelyn had been too careful to go up there with anyone she didn’t
trust. She had been up there only a handful of times before, and
each time the only thing that was memorable about it was that she
had been frightened by the darkness and the cramped spaces. 

But after what she had just been through, and with her
only alternative being to sleep on the streets, in the open, it felt
like the safest place she could imagine. When she reached the
crawlspace above, she curled herself up into a ball, hugged her
knees, and sobbed quietly until exhaustion claimed her.

Those first few nights, she was awakened by terrible
dreams and panicked trembling, and she wished so much that she
could run to her parent’s beds and climb in, the way that she
always did whenever she was frightened by a nightmare. Without
that possibility, she turned to chanting a devotion to the Divines,
whispered in the dark, while the soft voice of doubt whispered
back into her ear.

One morning, she woke in time to prevent a trio of huge
rats from beginning to nibble on her fingers and toes, and she
almost cried out, but she simply shoved them aside and edged
along the beams until she reached the gap in the wall and climbed
back down.

It had actually been the rats that had awakened her to her 
capabilities, quite literally. Those first few nights hiding in the
crawlspace after her days of begging had been harrowing, full of
terrifying dreams and sleepless nights. And the rats. Always, the
rats.

They would squeak at her as soon as she returned to the
crawlspace each evening, warning her away from their nest most
likely. If she’d had anywhere else to go, she would have given them
back their territory, but she had no choice now.

Oh, she had considered wandering from building to 
building, scouting for a new place to rest at night, but her head
always returned to her secret lair hidden behind the walls because
she knew that there were worse things than rats out there in the
Seat.

So once she had resigned herself to the fact that she was
going to remain in the building, she determined that she would
have no choice but to deal with the rats. And she knew that the
situation between them and her would need to change soon. Her 
level of exhaustion was affecting her during the day, as she found
herself nodding off at inopportune times, which was deadly for a
young girl alone in a place like the Seat.

She had seem them everywhere in the Seat back when
she’d still had her eyesight. She had always thought that they
looked harmless, honestly, but she also knew that if she was going 
to remain living in the building, it was either her or them. She was
the one moving into their territory, so she knew that the odds were
going to be stacked against her.

And so she began to focus some of her daytime activities
around finding a solution to the problem. When she was idle, she
tried to formulate a plan of attack to get rid of the pests and when
she wasn’t, she was scavenging through long-picked over ruins in 
the hopes of finding something she might use to trap the creatures.
She didn’t want to kill them if she could help it, but she very well
knew it might have to come to that. She hoped though, to be able
to catch and relocate them, or if that wasn’t possible, to find a way
to drive them away. 

Most of the ruins in the Seat had already been cleared of
anything valuable by generations of scavengers, but Catelyn’s
needs were much different than most, and she hoped that she
might get her hands on materials she could use to build a
rudimentary cage.

Days of looking hadn’t turned up anything useful, and the
nights had been a constant battle of wills between her and the
established residents. Thus far, they were winning. 

It was during one of those first nights in her conflicts with
the rats when Catelyn, despite her complete blindness, began to 
sense something as the rats scurried past her feet, nipping at her
toes and ankles. As always happened when the rats made one of
their assaults, Catelyn was standing in the attic, her back pressed
against the wall, her ears tightly focused to any sound. She’d
learned in prior encounters with them that if she simply stood still
they would make their threats, then grow tired of squeaking and
turn to watching her in silence, and she could at least have a few
prayers of peace and quiet in which to sleep.

They were still screeching at her, but it was getting better, 
and she felt like she could almost feel them getting bored, tiring of
their verbal assault. It would end the moment she moved around
too much, so she tried her best to remain in one place, and used
that as an opportunity to hone her sense of hearing.

She had become intimately familiar with the squeaking 
each of the rats made, and after the first few encounters with them,
she became convinced that she could tell the rodents apart by the
sound of their squeaks.

She believed that she was able to distinguish three
separate individual rats. Each of them “spoke” to her in a slightly
different way, and after getting to know them and their habits
around her intrusive presence into their home, she began to assign
them different personalities and even named them to make it
easier to tell them apart. 

Bossy was the name of the rat who she imagined was
calling out orders to the other rats. His squeaks came most
frequently, and were not directed just to her, but to the other rats
as well. Bossy was the only one of the rats she called by a gender. 
“He” just sounded like a “he”, at least to her ears.

Whiny was the second rat she could easily identify. That
one’s squeak was more plaintive, like it was constantly annoyed by
something. That annoyance was probably her.

And the last one she dubbed Chirpy, because its squeak
sounded just like a bird chirping; short, sharp squeaks.

She knew that naming the rats might actually make it
harder to get rid of them when the time came, but she couldn’t
help it. They really did sound different and it seemed like the
appropriate thing to do under the circumstances. But in so doing,
and in listening to each of the rats squeak at her in their own 
particular “voices”, she began to feel like she was seeing them,
without actually seeing them. A mental image, like a map of the
crawlspace, appeared in her mind.

There was Bossy, standing on his hind feet as he always
did when he screeched at her, just half a pace away, but even less
distance from the hole in the floorboards that the rats were using
to get in and out of her hiding place.

And now Whiny shot past her as he always did, scratching 
at her foot with a claw before bounding behind a piece of broken 
ceiling tile. Chirpy never came close to her, it simply chirped away
over by the corner where the crawl space opened up into the
passage down to the first floor. 

Catelyn realized that it was very possible all of this was
just her own imagining, and that she was simply going crazy in the
dark all by herself. 

I’m blind, she thought. How could I possibly know where
they were?

And yet, as crazy as it seemed, something about her
perceptions was telling her that there was truth in what she was
sensing. She decided to test herself, and bent down to pick up
some of the chips of roof tile that were scattered throughout the
attic. As soon as she moved, the rats returned to squealing at her
in earnest, and she heard one or more of them bound away, their 
small claws scrabbling across the floor. 

With three piece of tile chips in her possession, she held
two in her left palm while she took hold on the largest piece in the
fingers of her right hand, stood back up and put her back against
the wall, sweating from the stress of being harrowed night after 
night, and trembling from the exhaustion of standing when she
was so tired. But she also felt a rush of excitement at the idea that
she was about to test, and she forced herself to stillness once again.

Once the cacophony of squeaking died down somewhat, 
Catelyn ever so slowly raised her right hand up, the piece of tile
gripped tightly as she listened for all she was worth. She heard
Bossy screaming from his usual spot and she let the sensations
from all of her senses wash over her. She felt an instant change in 
her perceptions as she let them in.

And as she used all of her senses together; hearing the
cacophony of squeaks from all three of the rats, smelling the
combined odors of the mold and mildew from the attic and the
stench of the rats and their nest, tasting the dirt in the air of the
enclosed space, feeling the rough, jagged edges of pieces of clay in 
her hands and the soft, damp wood under her feet, even the
scratching of her own filthy clothes and layers of grime on her
skin, she felt those senses coalesce in her mind, blossoming from a
simple mental image of the space she inhabited and into a tightly
accurate and refined image of the things within that space. 

In her mind’s eye, she imagined herself standing as though
she were in the middle of a bubble, and whatever was inside that
bubble with her was known to her. With that in mind, she tuned
her hearing to listen for just a breath, and within that bubble, she
believed that she could determine precisely where the three rats
were.

She turned her body towards where Bossy seemed to be in 
her bubble, and she heard his squeals of protest and she smiled, 
then threw the chip of roof tile.

The roof tile was not aimed well, and Catelyn heard it
clatter onto the floor near where she had believed Bossy to be and
in her mind she saw the rings of sound it made as the impacts rang
off the surfaces of the attic, just missing him. She heard him 
squeak in offense at this new attack, then she heard him scrabble
away towards the hole in the floorboard, and squeeze himself
through, his cries receding into the distance until he was no longer 
within her bubble of awareness. She felt a rush of exhilaration at
her success, and she focused on the next two rats as she swapped
another chip of tile from left hand to right.

The next two throws were more accurate. She actually hit
Whiny with a well placed chip, and he screamed at this direct
attack, but immediately scrambled away to the hole to follow his
friend. When she threw at Chirpy, he was already moving to exit
the attic, clearly seeing that the odds had shifted out of the rats’
favor. And then, she was alone.

Once the rats were gone, Catelyn stood and breathed
slowly. The only sounds she could hear were her own. Her breath, 
her heart beat. She turned down her senses and the bubble faded
into the background again leaving her in darkness and ignorance
again. In a panic, she tuned into her senses again and felt the
bubble reform.

Just like before, she felt herself at the center of her senses, 
and although there was no more screeching of angry rodents, she
could hear other sounds now that she hadn’t even known were
there. The chirping of some insect under the floorboards, the everpresent shifting and settling of the building, even the dull buzz of
the steam pipes under the building and in the alley nearby.
She smelled beyond the mold and mildew and detected the
faint odors of tobacco and the rotting rind of a citrus fruit.
She didn’t try to taste anything deeper in the air, for fear of
what might be there.

As she explored each of her senses in turn, she began to 
understand that she could see the world in her mind’s eye.
And she realized that there had been more than just
awareness in that bubble.

There had been freedom.

She wanted to continue to explore this new feeling, this
amazing gift from the Divines, for that is truly what it must be, but
her body was exhausted and she needed to take full advantage of
the quiet to grab sleep while she could. She stepped lightly over to 
the corner where she slept, curled up on the floor, and passed out
with a smile on her face.

She woke the next day, and when she heard the
commotion of sound echoing down the street indicating that the
merchants were setting up their stalls, she returned to the market
plaza. Catelyn had shaken like a leaf every time she heard someone
approach her, but perhaps because of her scars and her damaged
eyes no doubt giving her a wretched appearance, a handful of
citizens took pity on her and she earned enough coin and food in 
those first days that she didn’t starve.

Standing there for days gave Catelyn time to think, and
despite her initial good fortune, she knew that she would need to 
do something besides beg if she was going to do more than simply
survive. She also knew that every day she dallied in the market
plaza was another opportunity for someone to prey upon her. 
Children in the Seat were highly prized for a variety of reasons, 
and Catelyn knew that she wouldn’t be able to stay on the streets
long without attracting the wrong kind of attention.

Catelyn’s parents had warned her about the many
perversions of human desire, and what that could mean for a child
alone on the streets. Even if none of that was a factor, begging
relied on charity, which was in short supply in a place like the Seat,
despite her early success. Eventually, the novelty of her
appearance would fade, and she would become just as invisible as
the rest of the beggars. And so Catelyn’s first days of begging alone
on the streets only lasted that long on her own.

Scavenging became Catelyn’s second attempt at survival, 
and after the first span of begging, instead of going to the market
plaza, she would roam the streets and alleys, smelling for trash
heaps or other refuse left behind by others, and growing more
confident in her steps and moving around without the use of her
sight. But with the amount of crime and poverty in the Seat, it had
become the default life path of every failed citizen in the city, 
leading to rampant and violent competition over the scraps of
others.

Two near confrontations with a pair of scavengers
threatening her if she showed her face near them or their territory
again had shown Catelyn that if she was going to survive, she
would need to find a way to do so invisibly. To take what she
needed without anyone being the wiser.

This, like everything about her life now, was easier said
than done.

The day after mysteriously distributing her parcels of food
to the residents of the Seat who lived in the tenements and
apartments near her, Catelyn found herself once again lounging
upon the smooth clay tiles of a roof, trying not to let the heat
overwhelm her, and listening to the hollow echoes of the empty
priory below her bouncing up through the metal venting. 

The priory, or the Priory of the Divines if you were being 
reverent or official, was not a temple of worship, like what Catelyn 
had read about in the books from the Before, but a place where
people came to offer their supplications, and to whisper their sins,
to the Divines. As with all other things, the Empire tightly
controlled people’s access to their Creators. They were allowed to 
beseech Them, but they were not allowed to worship Them. 

People were granted one day each span to make offerings
in recompense for their transgressions, and to confess their sins to 
one of the priors who would then assign penance to be completed
in the Eyes of the Divines, or in other words, in front of the entire
congregation during the service of supplication. The sins were
private, the penance was quite public.

The priory was not open for such services yet, but
confessions were due to begin within the next prayer. 

Catelyn didn’t come to the priory for any such desires, she
had simply found that many people came to the priory
confessional expecting a private conversation between themselves
and the eunuchs who staffed the priory. Catelyn’s exploration of
the roofs of the building had revealed the vents which allowed the
wafting incense that the priors kept burning during services to 
leave the building, and to her delight she discovered that they also 
carried sound quite effectively.

Many a secret stash or ill-gotten fortune had been 
confessed to the priors this way, and Catelyn had been able to use
this information to supplement her income and reduce her risks
quite nicely since finding it.

She was lying there, relaxed and expecting at least half a
prayer’s worth of silence before the eunuch’s opened the doors to 
the public when the sound of the door banging open wafted up to 
her ears from below, followed by two pairs of footsteps and
muffled yelling. 

She turned her head, rolled over onto her hands and knees
and put an ear to the vent. As she did so, the voices rang out
clearly, as though she were standing two paces away from them.

“Damn you, Eyrris. What do you want for it?”

The first voice belonged to a man, although the voice was
lilted in a way that Catelyn automatically associated with the
eunuchs who staffed the priory. She didn’t know the priors by
name, but she was certain she’d heard this man’s voice before
giving penance and intoning the supplications to the Divines.

“Pater, there’s nothing that you have which I could want.” 

Prior Pater had used his name, but at hearing the voice
with her own ears, she confirmed that the second voice was
unmistakably the booming deep tone of Dane Eyrris. 

Since Catelyn had made the decision to take up the life she
now led, six sojourns ago, she had made a point to get to know
every one of the so-called “nobles” that commanded the favor of
the Emperor. Dane Eyrris was one such “nobleman”. He belonged
to a cult of deplorable individuals who dubbed themselves the
Sado Sexual Elite. Dane was not a name, but a title that each of the
members carried to set themselves apart from their inferiors. That
the Emperor allowed such a group to exist, and to claim a title, 
spoke of their lofty place in Imperial society. As Pater the prior
continued, she imagined that she could almost hear his frustrated
gesticulations.

“But, be reasonable, Dane. What use have you for 
such...trifles?” This last word, and the way in which it was said,
with such strange mystery and desire, sparked something which
whetted Catelyn’s appetite and she felt herself press closer to the
metal vent to ensure that she wouldn’t miss a single word.

“I have certain friends, you ball-less freak. And those
friends have certain tastes. I’m sure I could interest them and get
something that would please me in return,” Eyrris spat out
dismissively. 

Catelyn could tell from the way that he spoke that Eyrris
was relishing the desperation in the eunuch Pater’s demands. The
men who called themselves the Sado Sexual Elite were not named
casually. Clearly this was a man who genuinely enjoyed his petty
cruelties.

“Eyrris, listen to reason. Such artifacts are property of the
Empire. They belong to Him,” Pater said, then lowered his voice to
a conspiratorial whisper.

“If the Emperor were to find out...”

Silence followed, as he let that thought linger, but it didn’t
last long, as a ringing slap rang its way up through the metal pipe
shortly thereafter. Catelyn winced at the sound; it had to have been
a brutal strike.

“Don’t you EVER threaten me, worm! Do you think having
your balls chopped off is the worst that can be done to you? Do 
you?!” Dane Eyrris raged.

Catelyn heard a commotion, as of someone scrambling
away on hands and knees, and Pater whimpering in pain and fear.

“Eyrris, stop! Please! It wasn’t a threat. I would never turn 
you in. You know that! I would be held just as culpable as you, just
for even speaking to someone like you. But you must understand.
This...this is of the Before, at the very latest. This is...it’s priceless.”

“Fool! Do you think I’m addled? Of course I know what it
is! And what the price is for possessing it. From your ridiculous
offer, it’s clear that you’re the one who’s not aware.”

“Eyrris, I beg you. The priory can...”

Eyrris interrupted the other man with another blow. It
sounded heavier, like a kick, but the echoing of the sound as it
traveled up from below made it hard to tell. Like the first blow, she
could tell Eyrris was not holding back.

“Pater, I want you to know something.”

Catelyn heard what sounded like choking gasps from the
prior, and Catelyn wasn’t sure whether Eyrris was choking the
man with his hands, or standing or kneeling on the eunuch’s
throat.

“I want you to know that your pathetic mewling and
begging is exactly why the priory will never get their hands
on...this.”

The pause seemed to indicate to Catelyn that whatever 
they were talking about, Dane Eyrris had it on him right then.

“No, you woman, my friends from Aldus will be here in 
two nights for the Eve celebrations. They will pay me anything I 
ask, grant me anything I desire, for this relic. And I’ll finally be free
to set my own course, and get what I deserve.”

With that, the gasping stopped and she heard Pater begin 
to sob, and Dane Eyrris simply laughed at the wretch and walked
away, the echoing footfalls growing fainter until she heard the door
slam again and then the plaintive sobbing of the fallen prior.

Catelyn stepped away from the metal vent and strode to 
the edge of the priory roof, crouching down and focusing her 
bubble to the street below. She picked out Dane Eyrris as he strode
away, and considered to herself what could possibly be worth
keeping secret from the Emperor himself. What would cause these
two men to quarrel so, to risk death or worse to protect such a
secret?

As Catelyn thought of the possibilities, she reached out for 
the lucky ring she wore on one toe and twirled it idly with the
fingers of her left hand. Spinning it back and forth, it helped her to
concentrate, and she focused inwardly and came to a conclusion. If
the prior Pater and Dane Eyrris, both citizens of station who stood
wholly within the shadow of the Emperor himself, would risk
everything for something so valuable, yet small enough to carry
around on Dane Eyrris’ person, then there really was only one
choice for her.

Catelyn smiled, and easily made the decision to relieve
both men of their burden.

She shadowed Dane Eyrris back to his home after his
argument with the prior and stationed herself on the rooftop
across from his building, expanding her bubble to cover as much of
the area as possible. She heard him trudge up two flights of stairs,
to the top of a three story complex. She listened as he fumbled with
keys, something nearly unheard of in most places in the Seat, and
unlocked his apartment door. 

She listened as he walked across the room, heard the
clinking of glass as he poured himself a drink, and then walk over
to one side of the room. She heard him put the glass down, and
then stand silently for several breaths.

Then he swore. 

Catelyn was taken aback by the outburst, as he appeared
to be alone. Catelyn’s heart jumped into her throat and she ducked
down as low as she could.

Oh Divines, did he see me? she thought in a panic.

She thought about how careless she might have been, and
what shortcuts she might have taken that she shouldn’t have
following someone so prominent in the Empire. For all she knew
he rated high enough to have his own Imperial detachment of
soldiers. The prize he was supposedly carrying had been quite a
temptation, and she wondered if the thought of its value had
gotten the best of her, but when she ran it over in her mind she
realized that no, she had in fact been as careful as ever, and she
didn’t see how he could have known that she was there.

But her question was answered by the Dane himself when
she heard the unmistakable sound of a belt being unbuckled and
dropping to the floor, and the subtle rustle of clothing as it fell
from his body. Then more silence, followed by a shifting 
mechanism in the wall and a clicking noise, and finally a sliding 
noise. At this distance her hearing was the most acute sense she
had but it was almost impossible to do much more than guess that
Dane Eyrris had somehow just activated a sliding panel in the wall
he was standing next to. 

She heard him move toward it, heard a solid thunk as he
put something down, and then heard the panel sliding shut.

She was intensely focused on the mechanism, so when 
Dane Eyrris muttered something under his breath, Catelyn almost
missed it, but it sounded to her as if he said:

“I’ve been enjoying myself too much.”

This comment seemed strange to Catelyn, and she was
even more confused when he then went on to say:

“Speaking of enjoying myself.”

The next sounds she heard made her face red with
embarrassment.

Days later, Catelyn padded quietly above the din of the
crowd below, stepping lightly from roof tile to roof tile, careful not
to disturb the dirt and moss that clung to the slate, lest one of the
tiles come loose and go clattering over the edge and into the
throngs of celebrants beneath her. She did enjoy the soft texture of
moss under her toes, and so she lingered ever so slightly at each
step, as she scanned the numerous packs of citizens on the street
for the distinct sounds and smells of her next target. 

She was hunting.

It was the Eve of Regret, the anniversary of the
proclamation by Uriel III to wall off his Empire from the outside
world, for better or worse. The Regret mentioned in the name of
the holiday did not betoken any sort of remorse on the part of the
Emperor, nor did it indicate any sadness at the loss of contact with
the world at large. Rather that Uriel III had deeply regretted that
he had not thought to order it done sooner, proclaiming that he
could have saved many more of his subject’s lives in the eight
sojourns that had passed from the time he had taken control of
Exeter to the day when the last of the walls had been completed.

From the perch where she crouched high above the throng
of revelers below, Catelyn expanded her bubble to take in the scene
below her, trying her best to focus past the many distractions of
the raucous celebrations going on all around her. She heard the
conversations of hundreds of drunken and aroused men and
women. Snatches of threats and boasts, mingled with moans and
screams throughout the streets and alleys of the city. She heard
every form of violence, and every base act she could think of or 
imagine. And probably some she couldn’t imagine. This was not
just another night in the Seat. Tonight, the Seat was bathed in a
celebratory air.

To most citizens of the Seat, the behaviors themselves
were quite ordinary, but on this night they were magnified
significantly by the celebration. She smelled the bouquet of sex on 
the air the strongest; musky bodies writhing and cavorting upon 
the flesh of the willing and unwilling alike. 

She thought of her mother, who had once been forced to 
lead such a life, and her cheeks colored in anger for the
degradation she must have had to endure to keep her family safe
and fed, but also with love and pride for the sacrifice that she had
made to do so.

But she didn’t stop to dwell on those memories, and she
was not here to observe the goings-on of these carousing partiers.
She had more pressing business this night.

She focused her bubble by half and immediately began to 
hear details of the conversation closest to her, as clearly as if she
were standing down in the street among the speakers. From where
she crouched high among the eaves of a ramshackle building, she
had no fear of getting caught eavesdropping. With the way that the
Emperor ruled his domain, law and order were subsumed by sheer
brutality and the citizens of the Seat were left to police themselves,
with the Imperial army only stepping in with overwhelming force
when necessary. The only guards anywhere around the city were
all stationed along or near the inner walls and the smaller wall that
encircled the Emperor’s personal estate, which was dubbed the
Citadel. 

And at this time of night, with the events going on below
very few, if any, of the revelers would be concerned about looking 
for intruders.

Of course, Catelyn also had a distinct advantage in the way
that she operated. No other citizen of the Seat that she knew of, 
even other thieves, possessed Catelyn’s unique talents. She had
trained herself for sojourns to familiarize herself with these
rooftops, and how to move agilely and effortlessly using only her
muscles and the information she gleaned by focusing her 
remaining senses; what she called her “bubble”. 

Stealing, like all acts which would normally be considered
crimes, was not frowned on by the Empire in practice, only in
principle. There were of course laws against it, but as with
everything else, most laws were only casually enforced, a
mummer’s show played by the Emperor to make it appear that he
was looking out for his people. 

Still, flagrant violations of any of the Empire’s laws carried
the same sentence: death. So while citizens of the Seat were cutthroats by nature, they also knew that stealing from your 
neighbors and fellow citizens could still lead to the Imperial army
coming to find you, most likely so that you could be murdered in 
some heinous fashion. The Emperor was especially partial to mass
burnings. It was not unheard of for entire blocks to be caught in 
the conflagration which the Emperor referred to as a “Purge”. 

As a result of this, most citizens considered it to be much
more lucrative to conduct such business in the light of day and to 
one another’s faces, as a matter of pride and self preservation.

For Catelyn however, who already had nothing to lose, she
knew that she risked nothing more than usual by carrying out her
nocturnal activities. Every day alive was a reprieve from the death
sentence she had been carrying for the past six sojourns.

With her bubble focused tightly on a sphere about eight
paces across, she began to move her head systematically from 
group to group, listening for the voice of the one person that had
drawn her out tonight: Dane Eyrris.

When she pinpointed his voice after a quick scan, she
smiled. As she had been hoping, he was leading a small group of
people, already on his way to his home. After his encounter with
prior Pater, she had proceeded to shadow him for the next two 
days. She knew from that earlier conversation that he had been 
expecting some friends to come into town so that he could show
them the relic he had acquired, and perhaps arrange to sell it to 
one of them.

She’d expected him to want to get rid of it as soon as they
arrived, but instead, he had made plans for the entire group to 
have a celebratory party first, and then conduct their transaction
the following day. Dane Eyrris was apparently a believer in
pleasure before business.

Even among the crowds and his compatriots, she picked
out his deep voice easily, intermingled among a number of jovial
men and women, seventy paces away and below where she lurked. 

She stood and shook out her legs to get the blood flowing
once more, warming them up for the next part of her plan. She was
wearing her usual night gear; a variation on the standard plain 
clothing that all residents of the Seat were required to wear, but
with the sleeves on the arms and cuffs on the pants cut down to 
reach just past her elbows and knees, leaving her lower legs and
arms free and bare.

She leaped up and grabbed the overhanging street lamp
she knew was there. She swung her legs and used her momentum 
to carry her around, until she landed with her body straddled on 
the crossbar of the lamp. She stood on the bar, balanced
precariously with toes gripping the rusted metal, and arms
outstretched, then leaped out into space. Her bubble was focused
on her destination, and she landed softly, like a cat, next to the
smokestack on the roof of the building across from where she had
been eavesdropping. She held her breath to avoid inhaling the
soot-laced smoke pouring out of the stack.

The metal was hot to the touch, as she quickly pushed off
against it and lit from the smokestack to a ledge nearby. While she
trained most of her awareness on her immediate goal of traveling
along her secret highway, she also kept her ears open for any
voices of surprise or alarm from the passers by and street parties
below.

She leapt and ran across the rooftops, safe above the
crowd and moving lithely and swiftly, feeling the joy of not having
to practice her usual noise discipline this night, with the raucous
events taking place everywhere around her. The jovial celebrants
throughout the city provided excellent cover for the night’s
activities, a luxury she was rarely afforded.

It had taken her exactly forty-two breaths to travel from 
where she had first sensed Eyrris to where she was now, stealthily
hanging from a rain downspout across from his home where the
party he was hosting was apparently taking place. Up until the
night before, she wasn’t sure what the venue for the gathering 
would be, as a number of the other Dane’s in Eyrris’ social circles
had apparently also extended their homes to host the affair. She
was relieved when she heard him relate to one of his servants that
he decided to host the festivities at his own home. Her time
shadowing him had included scouting the residential apartment
where he lived, which meant that she would not be going into that
location totally blind, so to speak.

After finding a stable foothold, she turned her bubble’s
focus to the interior of the building across from her. She listened
as the party-goers entered with Dane Eyrris, engaged in small talk
for a brief time, and then heard ooh's and ahh's as something, or 
rather someone, was led into the room. She immediately heard the
whimpering of a human being in utter fear for their life, and her 
heart went cold. 

While she listened, she could hear the sound of the victim
being bound, tightening of leather as straps were bound to them, 
muffled screams through a gag. Metal chains and other 
instruments being unsheathed. As she processed the various
pieces of information that she gained from the environment within
her bubble, the mental image of the place she examined began to 
spring into clarity instantly.

She immediately wished that it hadn’t.

Although Catelyn had experienced her share of horror in 
her short life, nothing could ever have prepared her for what she
experienced. She was shaken by what her senses were telling her,
and her knees grew weak. She climbed down from the downspout
to squat on the ledge below the eaves of the roof instead. She
needed to feel something more solid beneath her feet. She
unconsciously reached her hand down and began to twirl the lucky
ring she wore on her left middle toe, circling it with her finger, 
around and around. 

She sat and tried to process what she had just witnessed.
Inside the building she had identified a large number of people, 
though she didn’t count how many, and they seemed to have been
clustered around a tableau of some kind, with some people raised
up on a dais, where the scene which had so disturbed her was
being played out. What she heard, smelled and even to some
degree tasted on her tongue, was the most vile thing that she had
ever experienced, and it nearly made her retch. 

Catelyn didn’t often think of her lack of sight as a blessing,
but because of what her senses were telling her, she silently
thanked the Divines for sparing her the sight of whatever scene
was being played out there.

This was the first time in her life that she was actually
grateful for her blindness. Whatever the people were doing, she
wished to be well away from it. 

No score is worth having to endure this, she thought to 
herself, the pain and revulsion threatening to tighten her chest
until she couldn’t breathe.

And yet, she remained for some reason she couldn’t
fathom. She squatted, twirling her toe ring frantically, chewing her
lower lip, listening to the sounds of moaning and other, more
painful things and unable to shy away from the horror.

This is not the way the world should be, she thought, 
feeling an emptiness form inside her, an emptiness that she hadn’t
felt since that terrible morning, many sojourns past. 

There has to be a better way. 

She prayed to the Divines to end the person’s misery, to 
take from them their suffering. To give them the peace of the
Divines. Something. Anything. But then that small voice, the one
that always appeared whenever she beseeched the Divines, came
to her as it always did.

Why are the Divines responsible? What about you? What
are you going to do about it?

She shoved that voice away, something that she was both
familiar with, and growing increasingly tired of. The voice grew
more insistent every day, it seemed. She let her bubble fade and
leapt up to the top of the roof of the building she was on. She
hugged her knees to her chest and the sobs took her, the same way
that they had that first night six sojourns ago.

Prayers or more later, Catelyn let her bubble return her to 
the world, and tentatively expanded it to the building across the
street, preparing herself mentally for the horrors she expected to 
perceive. She sighed, with some relief, to discover that the worst
seemed to have passed. She could hear only a few heartbeats and
the sound of snoring remaining in the room, while the disturbing 
sounds from before were absent.

Dane Eyrris’ unique scent stood out clearly still even at
this distance, and she heard his relaxed breathing and the creaking
of leather and the clinking of glass as he shifted his weight now
and again. She remained listening for one more prayer as Dane
Eyrris slowly drank himself to sleep; a ritual he had observed and
which she had witnessed, the past two nights. And when she heard
the heavy, regular breathing begin, she knew that Dane Eyrris had
finally passed out. She stood and shook her legs, which were
cramped and tight from sitting so long, to get the blood flowing 
and prime them for her work.

Outside in the street below, the chaos of the nights
reveling was more muted, most people’s carnal desires having
been fulfilled, at least for now. As she stepped up to the roof’s edge
and propelled herself out into space, she had a shiver of
apprehension run through her at the thought of where she was
about to tread. 

She caught the top edge of Eyrris’ estate roof and angled
her body to hug the outside wall, her feet finding purchase against
the rough plaster and chipped paint. She knew as soon as her toes
touched the surface of the wall that she needed to be careful not to 
move too quickly, lest she displace too much faded paint, cracked
and loose from sojourns of neglect.

She reached out with nimble fingers and found the
window latch, exactly where her bubble had revealed it to be, 
deftly flipping it open and quietly moving it aside. She sniffed the
air around the latch softly, but smelled nothing out of the ordinary.
She smelled and felt no rust on the hinges, but no oil either. She
was being more cautious that usual, but she had only observed the
mark for two nights, and had not had the chance to get close
enough to know if the window would squeal when she opened it, 
giving her away. But she was prepared for the possibility
nonetheless, and reached into the pocket of her pants. 

She pulled out a small jar, removed the stopper with her
teeth and wedged the jar in the space between the latch handle and
the glass. She took a small dollop of grease from inside and
smeared it on her fingers, applying it first to the latch and then for 
good measure around the edges of the hinges. She wiped her
fingers, replaced the stopper in the jar and slid it back into her 
pants. She splayed her right palm against the pockmarked glass,
and pushed lightly. 

The resistance to her force was slight, and then gave in
with a puff of air. She winced at the noise, but then relaxed when 
no alarm was raised inside. The hardest thing for Catelyn when it
came to being stealthy was not knowing how loud her actions were
to normal ears. Because of her finely honed sense of hearing, 
things that would alert her were things most people could only
barely hear.

With her right arm, she eased the window open all the
way, her left arm and legs beginning to quiver with the strain of
keeping herself hanging in place on the sheer wall. Her feet were
sliding down ever so slightly as well, her toes straining with the
effort of keeping her in one spot as she worked on the window. Her
body was giving in to fatigue, and she would fall to a painful and
embarrassing death if she didn’t get inside fast. 

She applied all the pressure she could to the window, and
it cantilevered open soundlessly. She resisted the urge to sigh
audibly in relief, and she held tightly to the window frame with
both arms as she slipped her legs slowly, first one and then the
other, from the wall to the lip of the open window frame.

It took all of her strength and flexibility, but finally she
dropped quietly into the house and tightened her bubble to just a
few paces around her. Nothing stood out but the continuous deep
breathing and light snoring of the master of the house, Dane
Eyrris.

Like all of her break-ins, she had tried to plan this
incursion with plenty of time to explore if she wished, something 
that she usually took full advantage of, but tonight after the delay
caused by what she had perceived of the party earlier, and the
thought of what was still left here from that scene, she wished to 
simply get her prize and be gone. Given all she had experienced so 
far, it seemed like the only course open to her. She steeled herself
for what was about to happen, expanded her bubble to take in the
entire room and sniffed again, preparing for the worst.

To her surprise, the smells from before were now very
faint, almost like a distant memory. Perhaps the final two persons
that had left Dane Eyrris to sleep it off had cleaned up the mess
before departing.

With one ear tuned to the back rooms, and the other to the
rhythmic breathing of Dane Eyrris as he slumbered, Catelyn went
to work mapping the room. Although she had already scouted the
place several times over the past two nights, it had all been from 
the same rooftop across from the building where she had observed
earlier that night, and if there was one lesson that she had learned
over the sojourns, it was that it was always a good idea to map a
room from inside. 

So she focused her bubble exactly to a six-pace sphere
around her, and gradually expanded it pace by pace in a grid like
pattern until she had a clear image of the room in her mind’s eye,
along with everyone and everything in it. The exception to her
thorough cataloging of the room was the dais where the previous
actions of the party goers had been focused earlier. That, she
deliberately bypassed, for the memory of the sounds she had
heard, and the jumble of smells she could detect there, was enough
to convince her that some things she was better off not knowing 
the details of.

She had to admit that she had never experienced anything 
quite like it before, and part of her itched to approach the area and
investigate fully. Her curiosity was piqued, but not enough to 
distract her from what had drawn her here to begin with. Her goal
lay before her, and she moved breathlessly toward it.

Catelyn, whisper soft, approached the wall where she had
perceived Dane Eyrris to be storing the object she sought. The
relic, she knew, was hidden behind a sliding panel or false section 
of that wall. In the past two nights since he’d placed it there after 
showing it to the prior, she had heard Eyrris stand before that wall
several times, sometimes for almost half of a prayer, but he never 
again opened it.

And so the only stumbling block remaining between her 
and her prize was understanding how to access the hidden safe
behind the false section of the wall. Dane Eyrris had seemingly
done nothing, and yet he had been able to slide the section away
with ease and then lock it shut, without any obvious motion of
throwing a switch. Under different circumstances, and in a place
that hadn’t earlier been the scene of some horrific crime and
preventing her from fleeing this horrible place, she might stop to 
admire such a simple but elegant safe.

She stopped when she reached the spot where she had
heard Dane Eyrris stand each time he had checked on the safe, and
raised both arms, feeling the wall with her hands, testing for edges.

She ran her fingers up and down the wall in a systematic
fashion, mapping the textures, focusing all of her awareness into 
the tips of her fingers. She read the temperature, the swelling
bumps and valleys of the plaster, counted the layers of finely
applied paint. Now that she was inside the man’s apartment, she
realized by feeling the quality of the materials and the construction
just how wealthy and powerful the Dane must be. Catelyn had
never felt such a clean and elegant wall before. Three passes over 
the wall’s lightly textured surface revealed nothing.

Finally, in the middle of a fourth pass across, she felt the
almost imperceptible edges of the panel embedded in the wall. The
edges were flush to the wall in a way that she wouldn’t have
thought possible, and again she felt a sense of amazement at the
difference between this world and the one she had grown up in. 
Once her fingertips found the single edge, she traced it along until
she came to a corner, then followed the other edge, and wrapping
it together, discovering a panel about a half pace across.

This wall safe was truly was a masterpiece of design, and
must have cost Dane Eyrris a small fortune to have built and
installed. She would be willing to wager that the gap was invisible
to the eye, which for the second time tonight made her grateful
that she didn’t need to rely on her vision. 

She ran her fingers around the boundary of the panel
more than once, but found no obvious latch or notch, or any other
indication of how it opened. Which, while expected, was still no 
less disappointing. She thought back to the one time she had
perceived Eyrris opening the wall. 

She was positive that his hands had been at his sides until
after it was opened, and only after the panel slid open did he raise
his arms to take out the case containing the relic. To her senses, it
appeared that he had simply gazed at the wall until it opened, then
stood in silence while holding the relic, only to place it back in the
alcove and step away. As he did, the false wall slid back into place
and clicked as it locked shut.

She squatted onto her haunches, running her fingers down
towards the floor as she did so. She detected no other seams, and
no crevices even after repeated sweeps with her fingers. She was
impressed by how smooth the wall was, but that too came as no 
surprise. She knew Dane Eyrris was one of the wealthiest people in
the Seat, and he could afford niceties like windows with latches, 
doors with locks and smooth, painted walls.

She took the focus away from her fingertips and tilted her 
head at varying angles, listening and smelling, but detected
nothing with her nose or ears of how the mechanism might work. 
While still squatting she shifted her focus back to her fingertips
and ran them along the ground by her feet. The floor was cool to 
the touch, made of polished wood. 

They were yet another example of Dane Eyrris’ position. 
Catelyn had grown up with wood floors in her home, and she
thought that she knew what wood floors felt like. But this was in a
different category altogether. Catelyn stifled the pleasure she felt at
the subtle warp and weft of the exquisite wood under her fingers
and toes. This was not the time to be distracted, but she had to 
admit that the texture of the floor was what she could only refer to
as delicious.

She redistributed her weight to stand up and as she did so,
the sensations she had been experiencing as she lingered over the
quality of the floor allowed her to stumble onto the secret. As she
shifted her weight to go from crouching to standing, she felt one
area beneath her soles depress by the barest amount, as though it
were just a hair thinner than the surrounding areas. She smiled
when she realized the answer.

A pressure plate.

She first tested the floor with one foot, then with the other.
Nothing seemed dangerous about it, and it was truly unremarkable
other than the fact that now that she was aware of it, the
depression was now very evident to her sense of touch. She
prepared herself to bolt if it was somehow attached to an alarm 
bell or some other security precaution, and then stepped down 
onto the square with both feet, resting her full weight on it, but it
did not open the wall compartment.

She started to wonder what the plate would be keyed to. 
And then she remembered the odd ritual that the Dane had
undergone when he had returned the object to the safe. He had
seemingly removed at least part of his clothing, and muttered:

“I’ve been enjoying myself too much.”

Could it be as simple as the panel being keyed to Dane
Eyrris’ weight? Catelyn smiled at the solution right under her feet,
and she hearkened back to another of the lessons that she had
learned as a young girl.

One of the books that Catelyn had read continually as a
child, as it was one of the earliest books her father had acquired at
the black market, was a book about science, a field of study from 
ancient times which no one truly understood any longer. It was
elementary level science, according to the book, but it began with a
description of a process from the Before which they called the
“scientific method”. Catelyn ran over the steps in her mind like a
mental checklist.

You begin with an observation. 

She had just observed that the wall panel appeared to have
no obvious operating mechanism, but there was clearly some kind
of pressure plate embedded in the floor.

Then you formulate a hypothesis.

Right now, her working hypothesis was that the pressure
plate was keyed to Dane Eyrris’ weight. 

Next, you make a prediction.

Her prediction was that if she could somehow get enough
weight on the pressure plate to simulate Dane Eyrris standing on 
it, it would open the panel on the wall, and the prize would be hers.

Then, you run an experiment to test that hypothesis.

As part of her observations of Dane Eyrris, in preparation
for this job, Catelyn had followed him for the better part of the past
two days. It was important to learn his routine, listen to his voice, 
get a sense of his manner, and memorize his habits. By the end of
her scouting, she knew many of the details of his life and in a way
that only she could, such as the distinct sound of his heart’s
rhythm, the unique smell of his particular body odor, and the
precise thump of his footfalls. It was this last piece of information 
which she could use to calculate his weight to within a stone or 
two.

Unfortunately, based on Dane Eyrris’ frustration the other
day, it appeared as though the mechanism required a precise
weight. This was the first time that Catelyn could see a flaw in the
design of this security mechanism, because she knew from 
listening to the footfalls of the targets she had shadowed over the
sojourns that a person’s weight fluctuated up and down from day
to day, especially during times when food was scarce in the Seat, as
was an all-too-common occurrence. Even for a man like Dane
Eyrris, whose wealth allowed him to eat on a regular basis, she
knew that it was very likely that there would be times where he
would overindulge, which is why he had had to remove some of his
clothing in order to open the panel the other night. And therein lay
Catelyn’s immediate problem.

In order for Catelyn to come close to the precise weight of
Dane Eyrris, who was of average height but well-muscled, Catelyn 
would need to add another twenty stone or so to her own weight. 
She was slender even when she had been moderately well fed as a
child, thanks to her parents, but life on the streets, with food
coming to her in scarce supply much of the time, had done little to
add to her health, and she was nowhere near the weight of an 
average girl her age and height, much less that of a grown man.

Where am I going to get twenty stone in here? she
thought.

She paused to consider the craziest idea first, that of
simply dragging an unconscious Dane Eyrris over to the pressure
plate.

She turned her bubble towards where Dane Eyrris slept, 
his blubbering breathing sounding like a saw ripping through a
wooden post. As soon as she considered this notion however, she
discarded it.

Even if he didn’t wake up from the attempt, I couldn’t
move him all by myself.

Catelyn expanded her bubble, taking in all the information
she could from the room around her, desperately searching for 
something that she might use to add to her own weight.

Unfortunately for her, Dane Eyrris was a remarkably
spartan individual. Apart from a few essential pieces of furniture, 
what little of Eyrris’ belongings were present would not get her
even close to the correct weight. And she couldn’t afford the time it
would take to rearrange the room to find something she could use
to open the safe anyway.

She briefly considered simply giving up. She didn’t even 
know what it was that Dane Eyrris had possession of. For all she
knew it was simply a book, not unlike the ones she had found and
kept hidden over the sojourns. And while she had a clear love for 
books and learning new things, she was no longer in a position to 
appreciate them for what they were. Without her eyesight, books
were of no use to her.

Still, she had come too far and worked through some of
her most potent fears to get inside. It would be foolish of her to 
quit now, so close to her goal.

From the other room, Dane Eyrris suddenly stopped
snoring, and Catelyn froze, her heart pounding, listening for the
telltale footfalls she expected to hear any second. But they never
came, and a few breaths later, Eyrris gasped noisily and then
resumed snoring, even louder than before. Catelyn slowly let out
the breath she herself was holding, and waited a few breaths while
her heart stopped hammering.

Catelyn expanded her bubble and tried once more to
identify something that she could use to add the additional weight
she would need to open the safe. And that’s when she realized that
there was, in fact, one part of the room she had deliberately
avoided in her search of the area. One part of the room where she
had heard sounds of breathless terror just prayers ago. She felt her
lower legs twitch, as though they were about to carry her away out
the window and into the night against her will, or maybe for it.

She decided that turning from the reality of what lay in
that part of the room wouldn’t make it any better; wouldn’t make it
go away. She had tried to hide from the pain and the terror before, 
when she had been cold and alone and hungry, and the truth
always found her.

She used a trick she had learned a few sojourns prior, 
where she let her bubble degrade to what she imagined a normal
person might smell or hear, and stepped lightly toward the area. A 
pace away from her goal, her right foot trod in something cold, 
wet, and slimy.

Although she had dampened her sense of smell enough so 
that the stench wouldn't overwhelm her, there was no question 
that she was standing in a pool of cool, sticky blood congealing on 
the floor, and sliding up between her toes. She brought her hands
to her mouth and swallowed down the urge to vomit, willing 
herself not to picture the scene in her mind.

She found a clean patch of wood nearby and wiped her 
foot until it felt dry, then tightened her bubble to just under a pace,
and proceeded forward slowly, arms outstretched. Her fingers
brushed it first. She had already known what to expect, but still, 
feeling the lifeless cold flesh was still almost more than she could
bear. Cold, but with the barest hint of warmth to it, and Catelyn’s
worst fears were realized, and confirmed what she had heard as
she had listened from across the street.

The horrible truth of it threatened to bring her to her
knees, and she lost all of her senses. Her hand would not move
from the one spot where she had first touched the body, and all she
could tell from that contact was that whoever this was, they had
only been robbed of their life less than two prayers ago. While she
had been waiting. 

A person had been murdered.

She clapped her free hand over her mouth to stifle a
scream which nearly escaped her mouth, and felt her world come
tumbling in on her.

You could have stopped this.

The voice, normally so small, and normally only chiming 
in when it was centered around the doubts surrounding her 
beliefs, roared to life inside of her.

Why didn't you stop this?

Catelyn had experienced her share of horrors over the
sojourns, of course. She had even come to believe herself numbed
to the worst that the Empire had to offer. But standing here, with
one hand on a person who was now dead, and who she might have
been able to help…

“Why?” she whispered in a voice on the verge of breaking,
forgetting herself by uttering the word and running the risk of
being detected.

This blood is on your hands.

Catelyn couldn’t move, stung by the voice's self accusation.

The thought of it was like a nightmare. The reality of this
victim, a person just like her up until a few prayers ago, who was
now dead because of the horror of the world she lived in and at
least in part, because of her inaction.

Your inaction, and the actions of this man, and all those
like him. And all made possible by the Empire, the voice insisted.

She had no idea what she could have done, but what made
her stop, what threatened to pull her down into an abyss of despair
was the realization that she hadn’t even tried. She hadn’t even 
given a thought to this person’s life, or what it meant at the time.

She'd literally hidden from it.

She had been blind for many sojourns, but this was the
first time she realized how horrible it was to not see what was right
in front of her. 

What are you going to do about it? the voice echoed
again, only this time when it came up from inside her, it was laced
with bitterness and regret, and a white-hot anger began to rise
with it and that fire set her feet upon a path.

Catelyn dragged the cold form of the person, holding it as
gently and as reverently as she could with one hand under each
arm, and shuffling slowly towards the wall and the pressure plate
in the floor. Catelyn felt a hole in her heart as she worked, but she
was resolved to her plan now.

She was no longer just here for a trinket. She was moving 
on instinct now, and heeding a darker call from inside, in answer
for the crimes which had been committed here.

What had been done to this person had made it
unrecognizable as male or female, and she fought against the urge
of the voice in her head, which quite loudly and adamantly called
upon her to sneak over to where Dane Eyrris lay passed out in a
drunken stupor and slit the throat of the demon who had done
this.

But she knew that such an act, while it may pass unnoticed
for many, would not be so for a man with the kind of standing that
Dane Eyrris and his ilk enjoyed. The Emperor would not turn such
a blind eye to someone the likes of Dane Eyrris falling victim to
murder in his own home, and that sort of attention would
complicate matters for her greatly.

There’s only one way for someone like me to hurt him,
 she
thought. And that’s to do what I came here to do: take his
precious relic.

She padded as quietly as she could to the wall with her
grisly bundle and stood firmly on the pressure plate. It took some
adjustments of the weight distribution, but after a few tries, she
heard the mechanism trip in the floor, and the wall section slid
down, revealing the alcove with the prize within. She put the body
down as delicately and respectfully as she could, and briefly
considered sending a prayer to the Divines for the soul of this poor
wretch who had run afoul of the Dane and his friends, but the
voice of doubt bubbled up again.

If the Divines truly cared for this person, they could have
saved them from this end. Don't profane this person's suffering
by invoking them now.

She set aside her idle thoughts and reached inside the
alcove and could feel a cool handle under her grip, like the kind
you found on a carrying case. The pressure plate was sensitive
enough to the change in weight that as soon as she had put the
body down, the panel began to slide closed, and she had to lift the
handle of the case up and over before it shut, which caused the
panel to scrape slightly against the underside of the case. The noise
caused Catelyn to wince, but she breathed a sigh of relief when she
listened and determined that it hadn't been loud enough to wake
Eyrris.

The case was slightly rectangular, and about the length of
her forearm on the longest side. She smelled rich leather and oily
skin, and she listened as the wall panel slid back into place and
snapped quietly shut.

With the case in her hand, she wiped the sweat from her
brow. She turned away from the wall and expanded her bubble
outward, getting the sense of what she was leaving behind. She
knew that she was leaving behind plenty of evidence of her breakin, something which usually bothered her, but in this case she
remained uncaring.

In fact, the thought of waking Eyrris with a noise prior to 
her departing crossed her mind.

I want you to know what I’ve done, she thought. I hope
you pay for what you’ve done but if not, at least you won’t have
this to use to pay for any more of your “parties”.

She knew that although it was the voice in her head that
had been saying this and many other things this night, for the first
time ever, she found herself agreeing with it. But she also knew
that this was probably just her anger talking, and she reined her
emotions in before they undid all of her hard work.

Instead, she took the case in hand, padded over to the
window and climbed up onto the window sill. She unfastened the
belt she wore, and used it to fasten a makeshift strap which she
could use to wrap around the case, and slung the combination over
one arm and around her torso such that it sat flush against her 
back. 

She was almost halfway up to the eaves when she heard
the voice in her head again, and she paused before leaping off of
the ledge and stepped back to the window, listening.

Let’s leave him a little something to remember us by. Do
you remember what they used to call you? The kids?

She smiled, remembering, and returned into the room 
while her inner voice whispered of a just and befitting exit. 

She quickly followed the voice's suggestions, and when she
was done, she leaped across the gap between buildings and out
into the night, disappearing like a shadow without turning back.

When Dane Eyrris awoke prayers later, the first thing he
noticed was how cool it was in his apartment. He muttered angrily
to himself as he stumbled naked through the apartment, cursing 
and wondering who would have left one of the windows open all
night. Whoever it was, he would have them flayed for such
thoughtlessness.

He stepped out into the main room of his apartment and
gasped. 

Blood covered the walls, from floor to ceiling. The sticky
dark red liquid was smeared over everything, even the wall which
contained his safe. The wall panel which concealed the safe
remained closed and shut, but Eyrris felt a flush of panic and
sprinted to the wall to stand upon the pressure plate. 

He impatiently waited while the panel slid down, only to 
have his worst fears realized. The case containing his artifact was
gone, and in its place there lay a blood soaked cushion from his
couch. Whoever the thief was, it appeared as though they had used
the cushion as a paintbrush, and the blood from his plaything as
the paint. 

He looked around the entire apartment, tearing furniture
apart in desperation, looking for the case, but he already knew that
it was gone. He was forced to conclude the obvious: that whoever
the intruder had been, they had not just had a wild hair about
redecorating his home. They had somehow managed to figure out
not only where the safe was, but also how to open it and they had
even had the temerity to remove the invaluable prize inside.

“Whoever you are, you’re worse than dead,” he muttered
to himself coldly, and then his anger seeped up from within and
boiled over, and he roared in frustration.

Dogs in the street below barked at his scream. When he
finally regained his composure, Eyrris noticed that it wasn’t just
the walls that were coated in blood, but the floors as well. Only, 
Eyrris could see bare footprints tracking in and out of the blood all
around the place where the wall and the floor met. The footprints
were small, smaller than any he had ever seen, like those of a child,
and he followed the criss-crossing paths made by the prints
through his apartment until they ultimately led away towards the
windows.

He nearly stumbled when he finally looked up and noticed
what was there before him. Propped in the window sill of his
apartment was the torso of his plaything, its arms crooked into a
rude gesture. The body was positioned such that it was propping 
the window open and he could see a lone, blood-covered footprint
pressed into the middle of the glass like some macabre signature,
widely splayed toes fanned out as though they were waving.

This act of adding insult to injury set Dane Eyrris' blood to
boiling, and he allowed himself two seconds to contemplate the
arrogance of this thief who knew no bounds, and then he gave in
and bellowed in unadulterated rage.

Chapter 3

Catelyn slumped to her knees exhausted, on the floor of
the attic of her roost. It was the same place in the top floor of the
building where she had first found safety after losing her family, 
but she had spent the past six sojourns converting the crawlspace
from simply being a place to hide into something fit for living, and
one of the biggest changes she had made had been to block off
entry from the street level, and put in an access point from the
rooftops. She might not have been able to remain in her family’s
home, both for practical as well as personal reasons, but she
couldn’t bring herself to leave the very part of town where she had
been abandoned as a child. She thought it was appropriate to make
her home here, where new “new” life had begun. 

This was where she had learned to survive, to live on her 
own, and where she trained for her new life. And it was where she
had first discovered how to extend her senses into the bubble of
awareness she now had mastery over.

No one but her lived in this building, and hardly anyone
lived in this part of town anymore. Her parents had been well liked
by those who lived on their block, so when word spread of their 
murder, many of the other residents and families realized that the
block was not going to feel safe again. Even the Imperials gave the
area a wide berth, as it had become home to the poorest and the
most desperate of the Seat’s cast-offs. After many of the residents
moved out, the psychopaths, the insane, and the criminals had
moved in. Catelyn actually didn’t mind the change, as it helped
cover her nocturnal activities and she even was able to blend in by
pretending to be one of their number when needed. It enabled her 
to hide in plain sight, and because of the way that she never 
entered or exited the building from the streets, almost no one even
knew she resided here.

Once she had recovered her breath, she got up on her feet
once more, feeling her thighs and upper arms already beginning to
stiffen with soreness. Her night had been more strenuous than her 
usual jobs. And more horrifying as well. She tried not to think
about the dead victim of Dane Eyrris and his friends. The cold, 
pallid flesh that used to be somebody.

She shook the morbid thoughts from her mind as she
unknotted the straps from around her chest and gently lowered the
case she had stolen to the floor, recording the position of it in her 
mind. Everything in Catelyn’s roost had a place where it belonged,
to make it easier for her to find the things she needed. Whenever 
she added something new, she had to mentally log where it was.

Part of her was dying to open the case right then, and find
out what it was that had so captivated a monster like Eyrris, but
she knew it was more important to take care of herself first. She
padded the six paces to the trap door she had cut into the floor, 
lifted the wooden slats and lowered herself into her living space.

As she dropped down to where she spent most of her time
each day, the warmth hit her first as it always did, and she sighed
in pleasure. The warmth of her home was the by product of a series
of pipes that she had methodically designed and built in her first
sojourns. They ran through the living area, out to the street where
she had connected them up to the Seat’s paltry network of steam 
pipes, rerouting some of the city’s supply directly into her loft. The
Seat maintained this network for some reason Catelyn couldn’t
fathom, but they never inspected the pipeline unless something 
broke down, enabling her to connect the old pipes she had found, 
with no one in the Seat being the wiser.

The heat from the pipes radiated through the enclosed
space and greeted her with its calming embrace and she stretched
up on her tip toes as she broke into a yawn, her fingers brushing 
the low ceiling. She knew she was going to sleep well tonight.

She removed her clothes, gathered them in a pile and
walked to the two basins along the wall. The basins she had found
in one of the rundown apartments nearby, and she kept them filled
with water, which was then heated by being in close contact with
the steam pipes.

At the first basin she dropped her clothes in, using a
wooden stick tied to the rim of one of the basins so that she could
submerge the clothing without burning her hands. She could feel
the steam on her naked skin as she stirred the clothes until they
were thoroughly soaked. Once that was done, she moved to the
second basin and bent down to retrieve a copper ewer from a low
table near the floor, exactly where it always was. She dipped the
ewer in the basin, filled it with the scalding water, then turned and
trod six steps to where she kept a broader, shallow basin half-filled
with cold, clear, purified water.

She poured the piping hot water from the ewer into the
shallow basin, and a cloud of steam rose to greet her, making a
luxuriously warm, clean bathing bowl. She put the ewer down and
stepped into the basin, the warm water coming up to her ankles
and eliciting a sigh of relaxation from her lips. She grabbed a clean
cloth from the small pile she kept nearby, one of her most prized
possessions, and began to wash the dirt, sweat and blood from her 
body as best she could. She removed her blindfold, and ran the
cloth over her face, feeling the water wash away the grime of the
city. Unfortunately nothing could not wash away the dread she still
felt at the experience she had just had. 

After she was bathed, and felt more like herself, she placed
everything back precisely in the spots where they belonged, put
her washcloth in the soaking basin with her dirty clothes to be
cleaned and rinsed later, and stepped over to a nearby stool and
sat down to inspect herself. This was a nightly ritual for Catelyn, 
ever since she had neglected to notice an open cut on her right
lower leg, and it had become infected. She knew that such things
were actually quite rare, but she had had one experience that made
her aware of the need to be as vigilant as possible.

She’d nearly died, suffering for almost half a span with a
terrible fever and fits of trembling, but she had prayed to the
Divines every day, and at the time she believed that they had heard
her prayer and delivered her from death’s door. It wasn’t easy, but
eventually, with Their help, her body had fought off the sickness in
her blood. It had reinforced her faith that They had some plan for 
her. She didn’t know what it was, only that she had to work hard at
staying alive until They revealed it to her. That was sojourns ago, 
however, and these days she wasn’t as certain what the Divines
thought of people, if they even existed.

But ever since that incident, she never went out without a
thorough check of her body before she left her roost, and after
returning she inspected her skin for any cuts or abrasions that
would need proper cleaning and dressing.

After satisfying herself that apart from the soreness in her
limbs, she was healthy and whole, she returned to her bathing area
and emptied the shallow basin in a nearby storm drain, another of
the improvements she had made to her living area. She refilled the
basin from the second hot water pool, setting it out to cool for the
next day, setting herself a mental reminder to go up to the roof
later to bring in more water from the collector she had assembled
on the roof to gather rainwater.

She padded to the clothes line strung up on one side of the
living quarters and donned a clean, dry set of loose, dark clothes; a
tunic and drawstring pants. Then she climbed back up to the attic.

Before she inspected the case, she stepped on a pedal that
she had installed in the floor and metal slats near the ceiling 
opened, and she could feel the burst of warmth which indicated
that it was letting the first rays of the rising sun in. She grabbed a
glass jar of purified water from a nearby table where she always
kept it, unscrewed the lid and drank deeply until it was gone. She
set the jar back on the table for cleaning later, then walked over, 
sat cross-legged on the floor next to the case, and pulled it onto her
lap.

The first thing she noticed about the case was that it was
made sturdily, and the outside of the case was covered in very fine
leather. The case itself would fetch a nice price on the black
market. She reached both hands out with the case propped
between her crossed knees and felt along the entire perimeter of it.
It was, just like everything else in Dane Eyrris’ apartment, 
extremely spartan and minimalist. Though she sometimes
imagined that the more well off residents of the Seat enjoyed some
privileges that the rest didn’t, she was beginning to see that even 
they were subject to a life of bland uniformity. A simple clasp on 
one side of the case was all that kept it closed. No lock; no 
complications.

She lifted it and smelled it to be safe. Only the smell of the
finely tanned leather stood out, though she thought she could
detect the faintest lingering trace of Dane Eyrris’ perfumed scent
on the handle and latch.

She crinkled her nose at the reminder of him, and set the
case back down in her lap. She unhooked the clasp and slowly
lifted the lid of the case, her senses tuned for any trap that Dane
Eyrris might have left in the case.

No trap sprung as she lifted the lid carefully, and she ran 
her fingers along the inside of the case, feeling more leather, this
flatter and pulled taut. She moved her fingers in small circles, 
spiraling them inward, probing what was something of a jumble to 
her other senses. She smelled oil, but there was the scent of
something else there she’d never smelled before. It was vaguely
metallic, but unlike any of the metals she was familiar with.

Then, as she explored the interior of the case, her left
thumb caught on something razor sharp and she quickly withdrew
her hand, sticking the thumb in her mouth and tasting the tang of
her own blood. She sucked it until the blood was gone, while her
right hand continued to move inward even more cautiously, until it
contacted a raised metal surface. Whatever it was, it was an
unusual combination of shapes, a short cylindrical section, flowing
into a thinner section that was clearly sharpened and curved
around in a semi-circle, leading to to a point. A dim memory from 
her childhood appeared in her mind as she traced the contour of
the bladed section; it was shaped exactly like the crescent moon. 
She had found the narrow, sharp tip with her thumb.

She encircled the fingers of her right hand along the
cylindrical section to grip the handle, and lifted the object from the
case, and used the tips of the fingers on her left hand to examine it
in more detail. The shaft seemed to be made of a long, single piece
of molded metal, but even the cursory image that was forming in
her mind was that of an ornately patterned design along the
entirety of the shaft. It ran about half the length of her forearm 
before it turned abruptly and tapered and curved around into the
crescent-moon shape of the blade. 

The inner edge of the crescent, curving around to form the
tip, was also razor sharp, and that only confirmed that she was
holding an exquisite weapon unlike any she had ever known of
before. 

In contrast, she thought back to the way that her father’s
sword had looked. It had been barely more than a hammered piece
of rusted steel; sharp enough to stick the point in someone and do 
damage of course, but nothing had been nothing elegant about it. 
It had been an ugly tool for an ugly job. Even the swords of the
Imperial army which she had seen plenty of examples of growing 
up, at least had the appearance of being professionally smithed,
had still looked to be made of all crude jagged lines and hard
edges. 

Over the sojourns, she had personally fashioned clubs and
other crude stabbing instruments for when she’d needed to defend
herself, but what she now held in her hands was unlike anything 
she even could have imagined. It was unlike any of the other
artifacts she had ever seen or experienced from the Before. It felt
like something crafted by the Divines themselves, existing in a
class by itself. 

That thought sparked her to wonder if this was part of the
Divine’s plan for her.

Is this a weapon of the Divines? she wondered to herself, 
but not for long.

It sounded pretty ridiculous once she thought about it and
the voice of doubt immediately rose to confront that thought with
one of its own.

There is no plan, not for you, or anyone else. Why would
beings such as you imagine the Divines to be even have need of
weapons?

As she ran her fingers along the curved blade once again, 
avoiding the razor sharp edge, she discovered that there was more
to it than she’d first noticed. She slowed her fingers and ran them
slowly along the cool, smooth metal. She felt herself flush with
amazement to realize that the surface of the blade was not
featureless as she had first assumed, but in fact was inlaid with a
series of intricate designs that were etched directly into the metal. 
She had never imagined that it was possible to craft such whisper
details into a metal blade this thin. Feeling it sent shivers down her
spine.

She extended the weapon with her right arm and swiped
the air with it. It cut through space with no resistance, and no trace
of wobble, proving her suspicion that it was expertly balanced, like
an extension of her own arm. 

After feeling it in her arm, with the power and grace she
had felt through the swing of it, she realized why Dane Eyrris had
had such reverence for this artifact. Not only was it flawless in its
design, weighting and balance, it was like something from a
different world altogether. She certainly had never heard or 
experienced anything like it before.

She continued to explore the weapon in all its depths, 
quite literally breathless as she ran her fingers up and down its
surfaces. The handle had raised ridges along the grip, and these
seemed to be embossed with images as well. A more careful pass
with her fingers revealed that the handle was composed entirely of
the sculpted figures of people, arrayed from top to bottom as
though they were standing one above the other, with arms
stretched overhead, so that each figure was holding up the one
above. The figures likewise were sculpted from the same smoothly
polished metal as the rest of the weapon.

Catelyn had read in her books about artists, but she had
never before beheld anything that she would have considered art, 
until now. The weapon she held was as much art as it was anything
else, and as she explored the handle again, focusing her bubble
more into the tips of her fingers and the palms of her hands, she
realized that here was where the artist had truly shined. 

Under her fingers, Catelyn could make out even the most
whisper of details. The figures were flawlessly rendered, and their
anatomies perfectly captured; muscle, bone, faces, breasts and
even genitals. Flowing hair adorned the heads, while the bodies
came in every variety imaginable; long and short, lean and heavy. 
And impossibly, Catelyn was almost certain that each figure on the
handle was different and unique.

As she ran her hand over the forms and down to the
bottom of the shaft, the handle transitioned flawlessly to a
perfectly smooth, rounded butt. There was no discernible seam to 
indicate that the handle and the blade were separate, a stark
difference from the crudely assembled weapons she had
experience with.

She cautiously returned the fingers of her right hand to the
curved blade. Just as with the butt, where the handle met the
blade, only smooth metal was to be found; the blade simply
extruded from the handle as though the metal had simply been 
pulled from the handle itself and shaped by the hands of the
Divines, a work designed to fulfill some holy purpose.

The edge of the razor-sharp blade was unbroken, as
though it had never before been used. On the flat of the blade, she
tried to make sense of the images that were etched there, but the
work was so fine that even her sensitive fingertips could not make
out the visual language well enough to accurately describe what
was there. There appeared to be more of the figures as well as
something even finer. Perhaps writing of some kind, but it was
impossible for her to tell with any certainty. 

One conclusion seemed to stand out, and that was there
was some kind of story being told on every surface of the weapon,
but it was a narrative she couldn’t understand.

Catelyn felt tingling in her fingers after such an intimate
examination of something so exquisite, and she knew that she
would be dedicating more of her time to studying this weapon, but
she also knew that now was not the time.

She could feel herself coming down from the adrenaline
high of the night, and although the prize she was now in 
possession of was filling her with such curiosity and even awe, she
began to feel her head slowly drooping in exhaustion.

She carefully set the elegantly curved weapon back down 
inside the leather case, closed the lid softly and set it to the side, 
away from her things. She crawled over on hands and knees to the
pile of blankets she kept on the floor, and collapsed face down, 
pulling several of them into a mound to comfort her head. She was
asleep in breaths.

The Emperor Uriel III stood at the great window of the
tower in the Imperial Citadel, arms clasped behind him, and
surveyed his Empire. Not for the first time, he silently wished that
he had the power to obliterate them all. He dreamt often of a great
wall of fire, stretching the length and breadth of the land, purging 
it in the heat of his righteousness, forever. This mental image
made his heart race, sweat beading on his forehead, as his lips
quivered in excitement.

From this vantage point in his large windowed study, he
could see his entire Empire. From the embattled walls of
Eastmarch to the slums of Brunley and the encroaching Dun 
Marsh. In the far distance to the west, just barely visible to most, 
but crystal clear to his eyes, he saw the twin fortresses: Canlis
Point, abutting the Wall of Regret near the foothills of the
Greymount mountain range, and Fort Baldwin, the last of the
fortresses left standing from the Before.

Uriel III shook his head, the long black braid of his oiled
hair swaying halfway down his back behind him. He was seventy, 
but through some gift of nature, which he had come to believe was
his own sheer force of will, he had seemingly stopped aging forty
sojourns ago. His face had remained smooth and beautiful, the
face of a god in waiting. He had long ago stopped believing the
nonsense of the past, in the Divines and their domain in the
heavens, the unanswered prayers and the purity of chasteness, 
both of which he saw for the offenses against humanity that they
were. 

Instead, he believed in the purity of fire, and through that
great element, he saw the path to his own divinity. His great
destiny was to bring the world to heel, to cleanse humanity of the
stain of their own existence. He would be the first of their kind to
transcend the commonness of their shared existence in this world.

He longed to give the people of this world the truth of his
power. And in so doing, to wake them up to their own power, as he
had awoken to his. Not even his closest advisers understood his
will. His destiny. 

He alone saw the path humanity must take, if they were to 
become as gods. 

The Emperor was not, however, alone in the room. 

Standing two paces away, silent and dutiful, were his
Imperial Commander and closest friend Ortis Saeva, and his chief
advisor Enaz, the head eunuch of the priory. Enaz, like nearly all of
Uriel III’s subjects, hailed from Exeter and so was reduced to a
single name. Ortis, on the other hand, was from Pyrus far to the
north, and Uriel loved him. 

For that love, which had once burned as hot as the
summer sun, Uriel had afforded him, and him alone, the right to 
keep his family name though none ever spoke it. Not even the man
himself used the name he has been allowed to keep, which had
always been a curiosity of Uriel’s. 

Despite his reluctance to display his special boon, this
made Ortis unique among Uriel’s subjects, but if any man deserved
such a prize, it was Ortis.

Ortis’ unmatched prowess in battle, and the passion they
had once felt for each other, had been the driving forces behind
Uriel’s swiftly executed campaign to unify Exeter under his
singular rule as a boy of thirteen, and his loyal and unswerving 
service over these long sojourns had earned Ortis many privileges,
but the only one Ortis had ever asked for had been to keep his
family name. All the more strange to Uriel then, that after securing
the privilege, he chose not to flaunt it.

Uriel had at first been wary of making such an exception, 
but he knew that Ortis had earned such a right ten times over, and
so he allowed it, so long as Ortis swore the rest of his life to service
of the Emperor. Ortis Saeva had agreed without question.

Uriel looked to his two most trusted servants now, but his
eyes lingered on Ortis, now frailer than he'd ever been, having 
reached his seventy-eighth sojourn. Ortis had been a young man in
the prime of his twenty-second sojourn when they had first met. 
Uriel remembered well the strong, muscled body of the soldier he
had once admired, with the most exquisite dark skin and piercing 
red eyes.

Red eyes were highly uncommon among the people of
Exeter, and Uriel used to tell Ortis, as they lay naked together after
one of their exuberant couplings, that his eyes were an omen of
their impending victory; that his vision “burned with the fire of
war”. Uriel had fallen in love with him at first sight, and he could
still recall every detail of how they had met.

Uriel had been a boy of twelve when he had departed the
Seat for a sojourn, having been sent away by his father on a
customary tour to see the whole of their Empire. He had begun his
journey by accompanying a retinue of his father’s advisers and a
company of the Imperial army's soldiers to the northern lands to 
negotiate trade agreements. 

Uriel had already begun planning his father's demise, and
his own rise to power, when he spotted the dark skinned warrior 
standing tall and graceful behind one of the Pyric lords.

Ortis was already prized and loved by his people as a
skilled warrior and after some subtle inquiries, the boy Uriel
learned that he was a bodyguard for one of the regents of the Pyric
kingdoms. 

The sight of Ortis stirred something in Uriel, and while the
politicians had played at their games, arguing over petty matters of
state under large tents set up on a flat, grassy hill, their eyes had
met and all else faded away. 

Later that night Ortis had come to Uriel’s tent, and they
had copulated the way eager young men did.

After, in the glow of their sweat and sex, Uriel told Ortis of
his plans to return to his homeland and unify it, first by killing his
father and then conquering the Empire and quashing all
opposition. Ortis, his exquisite brown skin glowing, had watched
him describe his plans in rapt amazement, his red eyes ablaze with
awe. Uriel could tell that Ortis was the first to see the brilliance of
what he would become.

The next day, Ortis gathered the men under his command,
and bent on one knee, pledging his loyalty and that of his men to 
Uriel, begging him, as their Emperor, to command them. 

And command them he did, beginning with ordering the
execution of every one of his father’s men. Ortis and his three
hundred phalanx of highly trained soldiers cut through the
unsuspecting diplomats and their honor guard effortlessly. 

The Pyric regent he captured as well, but graciously
allowed to return home with his life and any of his men who 
wished to remain loyal to their kingdom, provided that neither
they nor any of their descendants make any attempt to become
involved with the Empire of Exeter ever again. 

He then commanded Ortis to be the vanguard of his
forces, and together they spent the next sojourn gathering more
and more of his father’s armies under the banner of Uriel the
Third of His Name, either through surrender or subjugation. 
Those who refused, Ortis and his elite battalion utterly destroyed.

Although it had taken another six sojourns of bloody
conflict and solidifying his base of power enough to be coronated, 
Uriel and Ortis both knew that the reign of Uriel III had begun in 
that tent with a simple shared look between two men of vision and
potentiality.

Now, with fifty-six sojourns since their first meeting 
behind them, Uriel could only dimly see the beautiful man he had
once desired, and even those fiery red eyes had long since faded
from brilliance. Though he still treasured Ortis’ presence as a
friend and counselor, and as a man who shared nearly all of his
appetites, he no longer sought solace in his arms the way that he
once had. Truthfully, Ortis was the only thing that had ever 
connected Uriel to anything substantive in this life.

Enaz cleared his throat, impatiently, and Uriel turned on 
him with a lethal glare, causing the olive-skinned man to pale.
Enaz was the prissy type, even for a high ranking eunuch of the
priory, and he wore colorful robes of lavender and saffron; again a
privilege only afforded the highest ranking eunuchs of the priory,
and his perfumed head glistened with a sheen of sweat. His face
was painted, like a whore, Uriel thought, and for a moment he was
tempted to grab the top of Enaz’ pale, shiny head and smash the
eunuch’s face into the nearest hard surface. 

“Your Grace, we must discuss the recent reports that we
have been hearing about another uprising,” Enaz said matter-offactly.

Uriel winced. He had ruled this nation as Emperor for 
over fifty sojourns, with almost no strong efforts of resistance save
those which transpired immediately following the coup in which
he had killed his father and usurped his throne. Now, over the past
three cycles, talk of uprisings were being whispered in a number of
corners throughout the Seat. 

Uriel felt a stab of something malevolent rising within 
him, but he quickly squashed that urge and resolved to appear 
nonplussed for the time being. After all, he could hardly blame
those so far below him from being able to see his grand design, the
majesty of his imminent transformation. 

But that did not mean that he could allow such ignorance
to rule the day. He could not tolerate such rebellion if he was to be
remembered as he knew he would be.

Uriel knew that there was but one way to control this
spark before it grew into a larger flame and spread. It was time for 
a reminder. Time for another example.

“From where is this latest report, my dear Enaz?” Uriel
demanded, the threat made clear in his voice. 

As he spoke, his hand dropped unconsciously to the
handle of the crook which hung from his belt, and he ran his
fingers over the embossed figures carved directly into the metal
handle. The feel of them reassured him of his righteousness, his
mercy in what he was about to do, and what he was to become.

“This report comes from the mercantile district in Belkyn, 
your Grace” Enaz replied snidely. “It seems as though the market
vendors are less than pleased by the lack of protection they are
provided, in spite of the increases in compensation they are asked
to pay toward such protecti-.”

Uriel turned and strode the distance to where Enaz stood
in half a breath, raised both hands and snatched Enaz around the
throat.

“And I will remind you, for the last time, to keep that lilt of
amusement from your voice, worm.” 

He squeezed the slender man’s throat with all of his
strength, the strength of a man half his age, and watched the dark
eyes of the head Prior bulge as Enaz struggled for a breath that
would not come. Enaz, unlike most of the common people who he
had to deal with on a daily basis, seemed to think himself on a level
with Uriel at times. 

Uriel made sure to remind Enaz of his place in the grand
order of things now and then. 

When Enaz’ lips turned blue, Uriel released the man and
he slumped to his knees, gasping for air and choking back a sob.

Uriel strode away toward his longtime friend, Ortis, who 
had stood passively by, watching his every move. From behind
him, he heard Enaz trying to recover his breath and his senses.
Uriel put his hand on Ortis’ shoulder, staring into the deep red
eyes, eyes that had once never failed to cause Uriel to become lost
in. 

Now, those same eyes looked back at him, dull and
rheumy with age, and bearing the wrinkles of time around the
edges of the lids. 

Uriel wished so badly that in a future sojourn, when he
had finally achieved his place as an immortal god of this world, he
would someday have enough will to share the gift he himself had
and return his dearest love to the prime of his youth, but he knew
such idle fantasies were pointless. 

He wondered if it would just be better for the both of them
if he were to lead Ortis to the edge of the room right here and pitch
him through the glass, sending him to his death in the gutters of
the city he had helped build. 

Uriel squeezed Ortis’ shoulder, fully prepared to end his
friend and lover now, rather than see him continue to be lost to the
slow, ravaging decay of time. But, like an old dog who he had once
loved, he could not find it within himself to put that dog down to 
his final rest. Not yet.

“Would you take care of this for me, dear Ortis?” he asked,
the tenderness of his voice hearkening back to those earlier times.

Ortis showed Uriel the barest hint of a smile, then snapped
his fist to his heart and deftly bowed before making his way
soundlessly from the room. 

Even at his advanced age, Uriel was still impressed by the
man’s speed and agility, honed from his many sojourns as a
soldier. Ortis was likely as deadly today as he was in his youth and
Uriel would wager that his old friend, despite his cold and
indifferent eyes, could kill a dozen men a third of his age in the
time it would take the Emperor to piss. Uriel briefly entertained
the notion of setting up just such a demonstration when Ortis
returned from Belkyn.

Yes, that could be just the thing, he thought to himself.

Uriel smirked, and turned and strode once more to the
window and looked down to the streets below. He could see every
person within three hundred paces of the tower where he watched.

He stood that way for quite a while, observing the insects
that called themselves his subjects as they moved here and there, 
moving in their ordinary way, and then he smiled when he saw the
column of three thousand of his deadliest soldiers, Ortis at their
head, as they passed out of the bailey and under the northwestern 
gate towards Belkyn.

Uriel’s face and body flushed with electricity and arousal
at the thought that the people of Belkyn would soon, very soon, 
experience a piece of his destiny, and pay a heavy price for their
disloyalty to his magnificence.

When Catelyn woke, she heard the soft cooing of doves
from outside, in the eaves above her roost. She stretched her body
like a cat, fingers and toes reaching out above and below her, and
she sighed in satisfaction.

She stood and walked to the privy to make water, and then
climbed downstairs where she washed her hands and face, and
broke her fast on a heel of stale bread which she had pilfered from 
a market stall days before, with a helping of some fruit she had
dried from last season. It was not nearly enough to fill her 
stomach, but it took some of the edge off of her hunger. She was
used to not eating very much, although she didn’t like how her ribs
stood out and she ran a hand over them self-consciously. 

Although she made a point of keeping herself to one or 
two excursions per cycle to minimize her risks and her exposure,
she knew that she was needing more food the older she got. Soon 
she would be a woman grown, and that would necessitate more
sustenance, which would in turn mean more risk, but not if she
starved to death before that.

With most of her immediate needs taken care of, she
climbed back up the trap door and stepped over to where she had
lay the case after her examination of the weapon the night before.
She opened the case and picked it up once more, and knelt down 
to conduct another thorough look with her fingers and hands.

After further study of the weapon, she was no closer to 
understanding it than she had been the night before. She’d hoped
maybe after a good rest, she could perceive something that she had
missed on her first inspection, but this second look had turned out
to be just as fruitless as the first. It was clearly an exquisitely
crafted weapon, that much was obvious, but aside from that fact
nothing stood out to her senses. Although she could understand
how it had captivated Dane Eyrris’ attention and sparked his
greed, she had to admit that it was beginning to seem hardly worth
risking one’s life over, despite the level of craftsmanship it
represented. But then, Catelyn had very different ideas from most
people in the Seat about the value of human life.

And so, she set the weapon back down in its case, and
began formulating potential plans for how she would go about
getting rid of it. She ran different scenarios over in her mind as she
disrobed and threw on a clean pair of clothes. She put on a
sleeveless shirt and loose, tattered trousers; the latter she had been
quite fortunate to have found abandoned in an alley. They had
smelled of something rank when she’d found them, but after
boiling them twice, they finally stopped reeking and were one of
the most comfortable items she owned.

Once mostly dressed, she came to the conclusion that she
just didn’t know enough about the sale of antiquities to sell
something so old, and of such value. But she had encountered one
or two dealers in the merchant district who might know more. The
merchant district was much larger than the market plaza near her
block, and she had been there a few times to acquire things she
couldn’t find through her local merchants. She decided that it
would be a worthwhile place to start.

At the very least, she could surreptitiously start making 
inquiries. She was in no hurry to sell the item. In fact, she began to
suspect that it might be better to sit on it for a while, as she was
fairly certain that Dane Eyrris would be checking every merchant
in the Seat for his merchandise to show up suddenly, and she was
sure that if he managed to find her buyer, he could be persuasive
enough to trace the item back to her, somehow.

She reached up and ran her fingers through her tangled
hair, working out the mats she found and pulling it back so that
she could tie it back into a ponytail. She realized that she would
need to wash it again soon. With her hair pulled tight, she threw
on a beige kerchief and tucked up as many stray strands of hair as
she could, hiding all evidence of her dirty red hair.

Catelyn normally relished her hair, precisely because even
just having it was one of the crimes she committed every day. Her
parents had, when they were alive, obeyed the Imperial decree
forbidding residents of the Seat from growing their hair beyond a
certain length. But once they had been killed, Catelyn decided that
she would never again submit herself to those laws, and she
searched, bartered and begged for any coverings that she could use
to flout that particular law. She had found, stolen and purchased a
number of kerchiefs and other head coverings throughout the
sojourns that allowed her to grow her hair out in secret.

When she went out on her nightly excursions, she knew
that she risked her life regardless, so she typically went with her
head uncovered. But on days like this when she needed to go into 
the Seat during the daylight prayers, and into the heart of the
merchant district at that, it wouldn’t do her any good to so boldly
antagonize the Imperials with her defiance.

As always she wore nothing on her feet. She had grown up
never needing shoes, and she had not since found a compelling 
reason to find a pair. Of course, she had her lucky ring, loosely
worn around the middle toe on her right foot. It was not
extravagant or decorative; it was a simple band of metal she had
found in the rubble one day but she wore it to remind her that she
had survived. That through everything she’d been through, she had
been strong enough to make it. 

She donned a cloak as well, wrapped her blindfold around
her head and pulled the strip of cloth down over her eyes, then 
flipped the hood of the cloak back to lay against her shoulders. If
needed, it would be ready to pull up at a moment’s notice if
anything happened and she needed to hide. She imagined what
she must look like, and chuckled to herself at the ludicrousness of
her appearance, but it would serve as an effective disguise for what
she needed to do. 

As Catelyn climbed up and out of her roost, sliding the
hidden panel back into place, completely obscuring the fact that
anyone lived within, she hummed a tune to herself and realized
that she was actually rather happy. Then her stomach growled, and
she smirked. It was time to find a buyer for her new merchandise.






Chapter 4

Silena shooed a pair of urchins away from her stall, 
watching until they were out of sight as the two grubby children 
glared angrily back at her. Chosen they might be, but that didn’t
give them any more right to loiter and drive away her paying 
customers. She had been watching them eye her wares for several
whispers nearby, where they had been sneaking looks at one of her
more valuable treasures: a silver-lined teapot from the Before.

Silena sometimes wondered why she even bothered selling
such items here to the residents of the Seat. Even though this was
the merchant’s district, the people who lived here were still poorer
than dirt, and none of them had any use for such wares, and most
of the ignorant rabble regarded them as curiosities, nothing more. 

They certainly had no eye for the true value of such relics
from their own history. The honest truth though, was that despite
their failure at generating revenue for her modest business, such
antiquities did a fair job of attracting lookie-loos interested in
peeking at a piece of the past. And that had it’s benefits too, as it
resulted in people lingering, which gave her the chance to talk
them into looking at something more practical that they would
spend money on. And Silena was particularly talented at matching 
items with buyers.

But the best reason for her to continue to put such items
out on display was that it made her stall seem more important and
highly trafficked, which helped her reputation as a business. So 
she supposed it was an acceptable trade-off.

Still, it’s not like how it was in the older days,
 she thought
to herself with regret. 

Back when the Walls had gone up for good, Silena had
become one of the more successful black marketeers in the Seat
initially. She had a ruthless side that served her well in the
cutthroat world of the Empire. But over time, as the Seat grew
more and more isolated, her favor had fallen. The Imperial “tax
collectors” demanded more and more marks from her every
sojourn, and when she complained about their unfairness, even
going so far as to suggest organizing a protest, they responded by
going after her family in the north end of the city.

She had watched as nine members of her kin had been 
killed that day, until finally Silena, wailing and pleading, 
convinced them that she would comply with whatever they
demanded. She had no choice. No one did. She lived with the
consequences of her defiance from that day onward. She would
never forget what the Empire had done to her, and she would
never forgive but she saw the futility in resistance and never again 
raised her voice against the Empire.

But one need not forgive to conduct trade, and despite her
personal feelings, she was a realist about her situation and where
much of her continued fortune came from. The Imperials did need
her at times, and they were the only buyers for some of her wares, 
especially some of the rarer relics from the Before.

Every span, a representative from the trade bureau of the
Empire would stop by her stall with a list of items they were
seeking, and they would take from her a number of curiosities and
knick knacks, seemingly at random. She was never one to ask
questions, but sometimes the Empire’s requests were downright
unusual. 

At least they pay for them, she thought to herself.

Many times, she wondered why they didn’t simply take
them, as after the incident she was sure that they knew how
completely they had broken her, but she wasn’t in a position to 
argue nor would she care to. “Never turn away a paying customer”
was her motto. 

Although she was willing to take money from them, she
still saw them as brutes who had killed her family. She was also 
aware that most of them had probably been put into the position of
acting on their orders or their own families would have suffered
the same consequences of her family. 

Not that she believed it excused what they had done, but
she could at least look at the deeper picture and see that, if placed
in a similar situation, she might have made the same choice as
those men. At least, that thought helped her to sleep at night
without slitting her wrists in utter despair, even if she knew it to be
a sickening twisting of the world that once had been. 

Her feelings about the two men who had brought all of this
to bear, Uriel the Third of His Name and the Most Holy Emperor, 
and his commander, the man who carried out such horrors, were
quite different. She considered the Emperor to be nothing less
than a villain of the highest order. Silena had never met the man or
even seen him before, but she devoutly swore to the Divines that if
he ever stood here in front of her, she would do whatever she could
to make an end of him, even if it cost her own life. And Ortis, the
one they called the Butcher, she regarded as simply, wholly evil. 
An unthinking, unfeeling savage.

She imagined the Empire as a serpent, a poisonous adder 
treading the world. She had no choice but to deal with the body, 
but she imagined a day when the head might be severed, and then 
the world would see a real change.

Silena had no illusions about the world that existed within 
the walls of the Empire, within the heart of the Seat. She had seen
twenty sojourns when she had been relocated by the Imperial
decree, and she had watched as the Empire corrupted everything
that was good and stamped out every trace of opposition. Along 
with thousands of her fellow countrymen and women, Silena
found herself witness to the butchering of a once great nation at
the hands of a madman with a god complex.

She idly wondered that Uriel so believed his own divinity
that he might be tickled to believe that he was contributing to even
petty crimes such as the disreputable goods she traded in.

Ah, but enough of your foolish fancies, old woman. Get
back to work! she chided herself.

Silena went back to arranging one of the shelves full of
miscellaneous items, mostly several types of devices that people in 
the Before used for food preparation, none of which actually
worked now, when she caught an unwelcome sight from the corner
of her eye.

The strange girl was back again.

Inwardly Silena cringed, then perked up, alert as a hawk
watching a mouse flitting across a field. The girl was an infrequent
visitor to the marketplace, but when she did appear she made
everyone nervous. Though the girl had never caused trouble, she
just had an odd way about her that unsettled every vendor in the
area. What made things worse, at least for Silena, was that she was
most certainly not a paying customer.

I can always spot them, she thought smugly.

The girl had first appeared three spans ago, wearing a
ridiculous looking getup; baggy cloak covering her shoulders, a
scarf wrapped around her head and a strip of cloth wound around
her face. She wore a shoddy shirt and trousers and no shoes. Even 
through the clothing, Silena could see that the girl was stick-thin
and pathetic and she immediately wondered what had brought the
girl to this side of the Seat at all. Persons as poor as she clearly was
never came to the merchant’s district for goods, as they wouldn’t
have the marks to buy even the scraps from the least expensive
merchants.

And yet, the girl came every day for spans, spending her
visits browsing the foodstuffs mostly, probably fantasizing about
what it would be like to eat so well, and from time to time she
would pick up a few odds and ends from the general goods carts, 
but she never bought anything. Oh, she would stop by cart after 
cart, every time she visited the market, but she simply picked up
object after object, turning them over in her hands and then
putting them back. 

All of the merchants talked about the blindfold she wore, 
with most remarking that the girl moved too confidently, and
acted in a way that was counter to someone who was genuinely
blind. Silena could not understand how the girl, apparently blind,
never stubbed a toe or stumbled or stepped on anything
dangerous.

She suspected the girl was in fact a con artist, and the
blindfold was just part of an act to lure others into sympathy for 
herself as a poor wretched little blind girl. Beggars and their like
were known for such deceptions. Silena was convinced that the girl
was somehow pilfering food from the vendors, that she had to be
taking something, else why continue to keep coming? But when
she asked her fellow merchants if they were missing anything, they
all claimed that everything was accounted for when she walked
away.

No one even knew the girl’s name or if she could even 
speak, for she had never responded whenever Silena or any of the
other merchants had tried talking to her, and eventually Silena had
given up, simply waiting warily while the girl amused herself and
then moved on. The other merchants had taken to calling her the
Tatty Girl. Maybe she wasn’t a thief, maybe she really was just
some ignorantly hopeful wretch looking to fulfill a fantasy or three
each day, but for Silena, it came down to one simple truth.

She frightened away customers with her odd ways. And
now here she was again, dressed once more in her strange
costume, and Silena puffed herself up in preparation to shoo her 
off this time. She would have no more of this mangy denizen 
harassing her and driving away business.

As the girl approached, Silena had a hard time not scoffing
once more at her appearance. Shoeless, dressed in filthy rags from 
head to knees, she looked like nothing less than a spectre risen 
from her grave. 

When the thought occurred to her, she made the sign of
the Three, two fingers of the right hand from forehead, to lips, 
then to heart, a warding to keep away the spirits of the dead. To 
make matters worse, Silena and the other vendors had discussed
how, not only did the girl appear as a ghost from the ancient
stories, but she had the unsettling tendency of vanishing like one
too. One breath she was there, the next breath she was gone, as
though she had dissolved into the air.

Silena, despite mostly having given up practicing her faith
many sojourns ago, still believed in the Divines and in Their 
power, even if she did presume that They had long ago abandoned
Exeter in favor of some other realm or universe.

Looking at the girl close up now, seeing her approach
cautiously, Silena felt something change in her assessment and for 
a reason she couldn’t fully explain, she began to wonder what
troubles had followed this young woman that could cause her to 
look and behave so unusually. 

Despite her earlier misgivings, Silena had to grudgingly
admit that the girl had never stolen a single item from her or any
of the other vendors, and rather than simply shoo the girl away,
she made the decision to let the girl approach, and see what might
happen. But that didn’t stop her from going on high alert as she
walked toward Silena’s stall now. 

And now that she had opened herself to the girl’s
approach, Silena could see that something was different about the
girl this time. Normally, when she appeared in the market, she
slowly, lithely made her way from stall to stall, taking her time and
seeming to genuinely give each vendor a slice of her time, as
though she had not a care in the world. But today, the girl moved
with purpose and direction, making a beeline straight for Silena’s
stall, and this caught her off guard. That was the first surprise of
the day for Silena.

The second came when the girl stopped right in front of
Silena, looked her in the eye, if the girl could be said to “look” at
all, and opened her mouth to speak. 

“You’re name is Silena, right? You deal in antiquities?” the
girl said simply.

The voice that came out of that partially scarred face was
surprisingly clear and young, and the tone of her speech kind and
warm. The questions were completely benign and ordinary, and
yet something about it made Silena’s heart leap into her throat, 
and she felt a moment of disorientation, without understanding 
why.

The phrasing of the girl’s words, the vocabulary and the
confidence in such a young woman conspired to make Silena’s
head feel light, and she had to steady herself, then narrowed her 
eyes in suspicion. Something was most definitely not right with
this picture.

Silena regained her composure and felt the fluttering in
her chest recede. She didn’t know why she had reacted so strongly
to something so innocent, but Silena was shrewd and knew better 
than to play her hand with this good of a con artist. She decided to 
string this along to see where it would lead.

“So, she speaks after all. You know, girl, all those times
that you’ve stood there like that, fingering my goods and ignoring 
me as I blathered to myself, you could have had the decency to at
least say hello.” Silena let the barest hint of anger into her voice as
she finished speaking, just to see how the girl would react. 

To Silena’s surprise, the girl’s cheeks, which were already
rosy from the web of ruined flesh protruding from under the
blindfold, colored in embarrassment.

She sputtered and said “I’m...I’m sorry. I just...” 

The girl looked sheepish and flustered now, as though she
had been caught doing something she wasn’t confident about with
herself, which stood in stark contrast to the confidence of her
strides and the way she moved. She had the look of someone who 
had rehearsed an opening, but had no idea what to do when the
response she expected was turned on its head. 

Maybe she’s not so savvy after all, Silena thought.

The girl collected her thoughts and continued.

“I never know who to trust, so I don’t trust anyone,” she
flatly stated.

Silena leaned in slightly to examine the girls face. She
sounded completely sincere, and even more surprising was how
honest and open the girl was being. She normally liked to look into
a person’s eyes, which she used to gauge their honesty, but Silena
had to give the girl credit for speaking so bluntly.

“A wise move in a place like this.” Silena admitted.

She still didn’t trust the girl, but the girl had shown her
something that she hadn’t seen in a long time, and Silena decided
that maybe she was worthy of being given a chance. Still, Silena
wasn’t going to make it easy for her. 

“You know who I am, but I don’t know you, so you have
me at a disadvantage, and I won’t abide that. Tell me your name
and your business or get gone. I’ve no time for idle chit-chat,” 
Silena stated.

The girl, almost involuntarily, bowed at the waist slightly
in greeting, something else that Silena hadn’t seen from anyone
since the time before Uriel III walled up the Seat for good. The girl
was clearly no older than seventeen...born decades after the Seat
had irrevocably changed.

How does she know of such customs?

“My name is Catelyn.” The girl stated it plainly, and
without preamble or further illumination. 

Silena could say this at least, she liked the direct way this
girl conducted herself.

“I have something I would like to sell.”

Now Silena was truly intrigued, and she raised her 
eyebrow. But at the prospects of acquiring a new item, Silena
switched over to all business.

“Really? And what makes you think that I would be
interested in anything a street rat like you has?” Silena decided to 
test the girl’s negotiating skill. She thrust out her chest and put
hands on hips, challenging the girl to deliver.

The girl simply smiled, and when she did, for some reason 
which Silena could neither explain nor understand, something
inside of her...shifted. Her heart fluttered again, and her palms
grew clammy.

Feelings she thought long buried surfaced and threatened
to overflow out of her, but she could put no name to what it was
she felt. It made her uncomfortable and yet it warmed her at the
same time, and to cover how discomfited she felt she crossed her 
arms across her chest defensively.

The girl reacted to her gesture with surprise, and Silena
became convinced that this was all some sort of a con. Silena
immediately looked all around her, expecting to see an accomplice
stealing her blind while the girl distracted her with her charming
smile and disarming foibles. But there was no one; just the girl, 
now looking slightly puzzled.

Silena focused her piercing gaze now on the young 
woman’s face, looking for any sign of deception, and looking closer
at the blindfold. It appeared to be thick cloth, tied tightly around
the girl’s eyes, and appearing to her to be quite legitimate. Could
this girl really be for real? Silena had seen strange things over the
sojourns, and this was certainly threatening to top all of them.

She watched the girl’s face closely, but decided for some
reason she couldn’t quite fathom, to soften her tone.

“What game are you playing at, young one?”

The girl hesitated, turning her head as though looking 
around. Silena suspected strongly now that the girl could see as
clearly as she herself could, and that the blindfold was a game, part
of a ploy to earn sympathy or lower suspicion.

“Game? I don’t understand,” the girl said, looking
confused. 

To prove her point, Silena decided to be as direct with the
girl as she was with Silena, and swiftly reached out and snagged
the edge of the girl’s blindfold. 

The girl, to Silena’s shock, was faster. 

She didn’t flinch, but before Silena could react, the girl’s
hand was grasping her own gently but firmly, preventing her from 
removing the blindfold. The girl possessed a strength that Silena
would have never suspected her to have, just based on how skinny
she looked. This girl was turning out to be full of mysteries.

“What are you doing?” the girl asked seriously. 

For the first time, Silena heard a razor sharp edge to the
girl’s voice, and she knew that she had just entered a dangerous
new phase of the game.

Silena decided to wait it out and didn’t try to pull her hand
away, with the girl still firmly holding her wrist. Silena quickly
considered all her options and decided to return like for like, and
told her the truth. All of it.

“I don’t think that you’re really blind. I think it’s part of an 
act you’re putting on, either to con people or to play for sympathy, 
or maybe both. I wanted to expose that secret, and so I was going
to take off that blindfold so that I could expose your lies and we
could both put all of our blades on the table.”

The girl smirked briefly. Then, as though she were
handling a child, she removed Silena’s hand from her face,
replaced it with her other free hand, and pulled the blindfold up
over her forehead. 

As soon as the blindfold was removed, and the girl named
Catelyn let go of her hand, Silena knew that she had been wrong. 
So very, very wrong. Silena felt her head get light again.

Beneath the blindfold, where two eyes should have been, 
the skin was ruined; bubbled and puckered flesh, dense with
striated, webbed scars. Where the eye sockets were, only two 
depressions of mottled flesh, the eyelids melted shut permanently
by something.

The sight made Silena’s stomach flip over and her knees
wobbled. The scars appeared old, and Silena could tell that
whatever happened to have caused such damage, the girl had
suffered immensely when she had received them. She marveled at
just how strong this girl truly was, to have survived such an ordeal.

Such a will to live, she thought.

As that thought bubbled up to her consciousness, Silena
once more felt something that she hadn’t felt in a long, long time.
Sympathy.

And finally the name for the other feeling she had begun to
feel once more appeared in her mind, as though it had never left:
compassion. In that moment, although she couldn’t explain why, 
she had an overwhelming desire to help this girl. So many things
came to her mind, words from the past, to try and express the
sadness that she felt in that moment.

“Child, I’m...I’m sorry,” was all she could muster. 

The girl put on a wan smile and brought the blindfold back
down into place, precisely and expertly, and with at least this
secret revealed, Silena now began to comprehend just how strong 
and talented and graceful the girl had to be to survive, to move, to 
find the wall to live each day, in spite of her condition. 

Neither of the women, young or old, spoke of the
establishment of trust that had just occurred, but Silena could
sense that both of them felt it and it smoothed the transition as
they moved right back to the business at hand.

“So, about the object I have for sale,” Catelyn said softly.

Out of habit, Silena put on her mask of cool detachment to
once again conduct business, but she knew that this was not going 
to be anything at all like her normal deals.

“Well, I don’t know how much you know, but most of my
business in antiquities comes from thieves and cutthroats on one
end, and the Empire on the other. It’s clear to me that you’re not a
beggar, despite how you may be dressed, so let’s assume that you
legitimately have an item that carries some value.”

“That’s why I came to you. I‘ve...observed...all of the
vendors in this marketplace and of them all, you stood out to me as
a person I could trust not to stab me in the back or gouge me on 
the price,” Catelyn said.

Now it was Silena’s turn to inject a little of the unknown 
back into their transaction. 

“Don’t be so sure about the second part. I will pay what I 
think it’s worth to the Empire, and not a mark more. Although
they’re frequent customers, they enforce a particularly deep
discount. You know the meaning of that, yes?”

The girl smirked, and bit her lip. It was clear she had
anticipated some disappointment, but given what she could see of
the girl, she assumed that Catelyn had been hoping for lifechanging money. Silena was being honest though; the Empire
cared not one whit about keeping Silena in business. They would
pay whatever they wished to pay, and there was no negotiating 
with the lapdogs who worked for the Emperor. If she shriveled up
tomorrow, they would simply buy and sell from someone else and
offer the same prices to them.

Still, Silena felt an odd compulsion to make this girl feel
better. 

What is happening to me?

“Catelyn, let’s do it like this. You wait for me to close shop,
then let’s set a place to meet. You can show me this item of yours
and I’ll tell you if it will be worth your parting with. If I like it, I’ll
be honest with you and give you a fair price, as fair as I can offer 
without undercutting myself, and then you can decide if you still
wish to sell.” 

Silena surprised herself with her own words. But at
hearing this proposal, the girl smiled again, and Silena smiled back
without thinking, and although it was against her policy to do so,
she knew it was the right thing to do.

Catelyn spoke again, with a reverence and a tone that
Silena never heard anymore.

“Thank you Silena. You’re very kind, and I know I made
the right decision to come to you about this.” Catelyn reached out
and took Silena’s hand in hers, and now that some of the tension 
between them had been removed, Silena let it happen. She could
feel the warmth of the girl’s hands, the skin a mixture of thickened
toughness on her palms and softer skin on the tops of her hands. 

Catelyn clasped her hands in silence for a second, then 
bowed with the barest hint of motion as she had before, and then 
stepped away with a grace and nobility that Silena had forgotten
could exist in this world. Silena found that she couldn’t take her
eyes off of the girl, watching as she swiftly blended into the throng 
of people crowding the marketplace.

Like a ghost among the dead, Silena thought.

No, not a ghost. Like...and Silena swallowed to even think
such blasphemy. But she couldn’t help but finish the thought. 

Like one of the Divines.

Silena didn’t know at what point it had happened, or how, 
but she felt a tear fall from her eye and trace a path down her sootstained cheek. She quickly wiped it away, then shook herself from 
her reverie and returned to hawking her wares.

After her victory against the rats, Catelyn had finally been 
able to get more than a few prayers of uninterrupted sleep, and
upon waking, she felt almost whole again. She didn’t fully
understand what had happened to her the previous night, but
when she rose from her resting place in the corner of the
crawlspace, she tested her senses by quieting her mind and stilling 
her body, and imagining herself standing inside of that bubble
once more.

The crawlspace seemed to appear within her mind,
looking to her almost like one of the sketches she had seen in the
faded yellow books of her childhood. There were no details, but
large shapes stood out in her mind; walls, floor, ceiling. Her
visualization of the space was incomplete and shifted with each
breath, almost as though it were a living thing, moving subtly this
way, then the other. It was jarring and disorienting and made her
stomach turn in circles at first, as her mind and body got used to 
the sensations coming in from all around her.

Catelyn’s own breath caught in her throat, and she reached
out a hand tentatively, moving it close to where the wall was within
her mind. As she slowly moved her fingers towards the surface, the
area around the tips of her fingers solidified in her mental map of
the room and she grew more confident that something was right
there, just beneath her hand.

And then, it was. Exactly where it should have been.
Catelyn felt the same rush of exhilaration she had
experienced the previous night when she had thrown the chips of

roof tile, and sent the rats scurrying out of the attic. The cool, 
warped wood felt incredible under her fingers. She let her fingers
linger there for a whisper, then she turned her head and the
picture of the crawlspace changed. She visualized it from another 
angle now, could “see” the wall extend away from her and one of
the ceiling beams crossing the floor just half a pace off the floor of
the attic. 

She crossed to it with confidence, reached out with her leg,
and set her foot down on top of it. The solid thick wood was right
where she had pictured it in her mind, and was rough under her 
foot, and she felt like laughing.

Catelyn immediately bent to a knee, prostrated herself
with the sign of the Three and thanked the Divines for this
incredible gift. She didn’t know how or why They had seen fit to 
bless her this way, but she knew that this was Their Providence. It
was how They were going to help her to survive.

Catelyn tried to think of the proper words to say, but all
that came to her were simple words, and she repeated them over 
and over again.

Thank you. Thank you.

Catelyn spent that entire morning exploring her new
found ability, beginning in the crawlspace and gradually, as she
gained more confidence in utilizing this new talent, climbing down
to the top floor of the building she was in. As she moved, she
experimented with finding the limits of her bubble of awareness, 
visualizing pushing it out with her arms, and pulling it in closely, 
wrapping herself in sensations like a cozy blanket of feelings
around her.

In those moments she forgot all about the Empire, about
her losses, and she was just a young girl at play.

She would probably have spent all day in her building 
testing herself and her abilities, but Catelyn began to feel the
familiar pains that indicated her level of hunger, a hunger she
would be ill advised to ignore.

Whistling softly to herself, Catelyn walked down the stairs
of the building she was beginning to consider her new home, and
made her way to the market plaza.

Catelyn crouched among the low rafters of a large, open 
round room, her bubble trained on the meeting place she had
chosen for her meeting with Silena. She had spent the bulk of the
day scouting locations for her and Silena to meet without
interruption, and when she had settled on this spot, she had
returned to the marketplace briefly to whisper the location 
casually to Silena before she packed up for the night. 

Catelyn made sure that there was enough time for her to 
be able to return to her roost to collect the artifact before the
meeting. She dressed in her thieves clothing, and hung the weapon
from her belt with a loop of coiled leather she had fashioned. Then 
she made her way to the abandoned building where they were set
to discuss the conclusion of their business.

Catelyn had worked to find a place that was somewhat
open, but that also had an accessible approach and egress path
from above. Although the location she’d finally selected did have a
number of burned out buildings around it, where men could
potentially hide in an ambush, there were also a number of
pathways Catelyn could use to quickly get to the rooftops, 
providing Catelyn with the advantage, as well as all the escape
routes she could possibly need.

Catelyn had felt a sense of trust beginning to form between
the two of them, but one could never be too careful.

She always felt nervous about establishing new
relationships, especially those that required her to trust someone
enough to sell her stolen goods to, without them in turn selling her
out to the Empire. Her usual fence when she had “delicate” items
to offload, an unusual man named Marko, would not be the right
person to handle this particular transaction. He was trustworthy
enough that she didn’t fear he would cheat her, but she had little
confidence that he could handle such a sale with the discretion 
that she required. Marko was not known for his subtlety.

Catelyn had been very careful in selecting the buyer for 
this particular item, and that caution was what had led her to 
spend days in the merchant’s district, moving from stall to stall, 
listening and assessing. She listened to each merchant as they
made sales to other customers, not just to the words they used but
to the unspoken signs of deception and malfeasance that she had
trained herself to detect. The cadence of their breathing, the
timing of their heartbeats, the slight pauses in speech which
marked a person as being unreliable. She smelled their sweat and
the clothing that they wore, some with the barest hints of perfumes
or powders, one of the petty acts of defiance that a number of the
people of the Seat indulged in. She felt the thrum of the air as
people went about their haggling.

And through it all, one of the merchants had stood out like
a candle in the dark. A guttering candle, surely, but a candle
nonetheless. When all was said and done, her “interviews” of
prospective merchants had all boiled down to a single name:
Silena.

And so it was that Catelyn began to spend a great deal of
time in Silena’s stall, pretending to examine items and listening to 
her ply her trade. Before span’s end, Catelyn began to feel as
though she knew Silena. More than that, she had become
convinced that she could trust her.

She knew that Silena was older, at least as old as the
Emperor himself, for she spoke of the time before the reign of
Uriel III with a barely concealed reverence. No one besides Catelyn
had ever picked up on it, but Catelyn heard love and sadness at the
edge of Silena’s words when it came to her work, dealing daily in 
reminders of the past.

Catelyn also knew that Silena had never cheated a
customer before in her life, whether selling or buying. Such
integrity was almost non-existent in the Seat during these times. 
Silena drove a hard bargain to be sure, and she was being 
completely honest about the Empire undercutting her profits, but
once a deal was finalized, Silena stuck to it and never backed out of
her word.

Although Catelyn had identified three merchants she felt
might be forthright with her, Silena had something unique about
her. Catelyn wasn’t entirely sure what made her stand out, but
there was some inherent trait to Silena that gave Catelyn the
confidence to finally approach her. After their initial conversation
earlier that morning, Catelyn was quite convinced that she had
made the right choice.

And yet she still found herself hunched in a corner in a
wide open space with multiple paths to scramble away safely, 
should anything go wrong. Catelyn sighed, and supposed that this
level of vigilance was just the nature of this place, the taint of the
corruption that ran through the core of the Seat.

Silena had been agreeable to the location as well, perhaps
a bit too eagerly in Catelyn’s mind, which again made her wary
enough to wait quietly in the eaves and allow Silena be the one to 
step out into the open first. 

Based on the books she had read when she had been
younger, and Catelyn’s sense of the space and the objects she could
detect within what remained of the building, Catelyn believed that
this ruin was what they had once called a bank, a place where
people came to deposit and withdraw their money, entrusting it to 
others for long stretches of time. She snickered when she
considered how impossible it would be for anyone living in the
Seat to ever trust another person to hold onto something as
precious as money. 

But she also felt that somehow this place was appropriate,
that a place that had once been a symbol of trust and security
would serve as a good backdrop for the deal that she was about to
strike with someone she had never done business with before.

Catelyn shook off her distracting thoughts and returned
her focus to the present moment and the imminent meeting. From 
where she crouched, she was almost entirely concealed, but with a
perfect vantage point from which to hear and smell Silena’s
approach. She expanded her bubble nervously, twirling her lucky
ring idly around her toe, waiting for Silena’s scent or heartbeat to 
intrude upon the quiet scene. One of the other reasons that
Catelyn had chosen this location was because it had quite literally
been picked clean by dozens or even hundreds of scavengers since
the Emperor had walled off the Seat, and that would mean little
chance of an interruption as they conducted their exchange.

Still, Catelyn felt herself full of nervous energy, but not
entirely sure why. As she thought about it, she supposed that what
concerned her most about the upcoming transaction was the
notion of giving up the weapon while it was still a mystery to her. 
Not simply because she just generally hated giving up on 
mysteries, but because of the unique nature of this piece of history,
she had no idea of its true value. 

She hoped that Silena would be able to tell her that it was
priceless, that Catelyn could fetch any price for the weapon. She
could use a large windfall to be certain. Catelyn was doing well
enough surviving, but she dreamed of doing better than just
surviving. She dreamed of being able to stop breaking into the
homes and offices of the few elites in the Seat, a list which was
becoming shorter with each of her escapades. 

It was not only that thieving was dangerous work, it was
also simply not turning out to be as profitable as she had hoped it
would be. While the outward appearances and mannerisms of
many of the “wealthy” citizens had convinced her otherwise, it
turned out that even many of the so called “nobles” were living 
hand to mouth under the restrictions of the Emperor.

In addition, she could only assume that Dane Eyrris was
not easily going to give up his prize, and looking back on it now, 
she saw that her decision to provoke him by “signing” her work
might prove foolish, and would no doubt have him scouring the
city looking to extract a pound of flesh from her, not just to recover
his property.

Despite her mixed feelings, more than anything Catelyn 
wished to be rid of the weapon and paid handsomely for it. 
Understanding the value of the item was much lower on her list of
concerns, than being able to eat for the next several cycles. Or even
sojourns.

She had spent some of the time while she sat waiting for 
Silena in a last whisper examination of the strange figures and
images embedded into the blade and handle of the weapon,
running her fingers over them again and again. She hoped that
before it left her possession for good, provided that she and Silena
could come to an arrangement and strike a deal, maybe these last
repetitions would provide the answer to her burning questions.
But the figures gave up no clues to their meaning, and the level of
detail on the flat of the blade was so complex and the

workmanship so fine, that Catelyn was forced to resign herself to 
the fact of selling it and living with the mystery unsolved.

Still, while she waited patiently, half of her bubble trained
upon the entries into the ruined foyer, the other half she trained
upon her sense of touch on the forms of the spiraling bodies, in all
their exquisite detail, outstretched arms and legs forming an 
unbroken chain of bodies, naked and unashamed. As she moved
from body to body her fingers explored the anatomy of the dozens
of figures, sometimes causing her cheeks to flush when she found
particularly detailed body parts.

When she moved her fingers quickly away from one such
discomfiting figures, she made a discovery that made her get to her
knees, pulling the weapon from its temporary leather sheath and
refocusing all of her senses on the weapon. It was extremely hard
to tell at the scale she could sense things with her fingers, but she
believed that each of the figures bore a unique face, meticulously
and faithfully faithful carved. The notion took Catelyn’s breath
away.

She had only had a handful of opportunities to study faces
using her fingers to trace the contours of a person’s face since
losing her sight, but based on those few experiences, she had
learned enough to be able to at least feel confident that she could
recognize people by touch alone. To Catelyn’s shock, these carved
faces, small though they were beneath her fingertips, were
sculpted with exacting detail and appeared to be as unique as the
people they were likely based on. Given the level of workmanship
of the weapon as a whole, this new fact didn’t shock her, but it was
still an amazing thing to her that she was now capable of
identifying individual faces of the people who had presumably
posed for the artist who had created this masterful work.

Her fingers traced across as many of the faces as she could
before Silena showed up, idly wondering who the people were, to
have been chosen as subjects carved into the handle. Were these
actually people that had lived in the past, or had the artist created
each of them from their own imagining?

For a heartbeat, as she let her fingers trace their way over
face after face, body after body, counting as she went, she
reconsidered her choice to sell.

The choice was soon taken from her, as her ears caught the
sound of approaching footsteps. Silena had arrived, her measured
pace standing out to Catelyn’s ear, followed by a heavier set
walking behind her. Catelyn wasn’t surprised to hear that Silena
had brought along a bodyguard. Most citizens of the Seat wouldn’t
have come to this part of town if they could avoid it, and if they
did, they would never do so alone. Catelyn wrapped her bubble
around the new arrivals, getting a mental map of the two 
individuals. 

As she stood up, preparing to greet them and begin
negotiations, Catelyn put the weapon back into its makeshift
sheath, and tamped down her idle fantasies about the figures on 
the handle. She could make out a hurried, whispered instruction 
passed from Silena to bodyguard, to stay put and simply make sure
no one else appeared and interfered with their deal. Catelyn found
it interesting, and reassuring, to learn that Silena had brought
someone to guard against outsiders, not to guard her against
Catelyn. She felt honored, though some might have perceived it
wrongly as an insult.

As Silena reached the middle of the bank’s open floor, 
rubble strewn about her feet, some of it from before the Empire, 
Catelyn moved from her vantage point and agilely leapt from pillar
to broken wall to rubble pile until she reached the ground. Where
she landed, she had put a rough stone chimney between herself
and Silena that would obscure her approach and, she hoped, give
her the element of surprise.

She moved closer, using the rough stone column as cover, 
but Silena proved to be shrewder than Catelyn had presumed. If
she was surprised by Catelyn’s sudden appearance, nothing 
registered in her demeanor. There was no acceleration of heart
rate, no sharp intake of breath, no smell of fear or shock. Catelyn 
had been of the belief that she had picked the right buyer before,
but this impressed her even more.

Catelyn felt an impulse overtake her and she stopped, 
smiled widely and waved to Silena, which elicited a sigh and a
slight shake of the head from the elder woman. 

Catelyn was getting the distinct sense that perhaps Silena
thought she was a crazy person, and that notion made Catelyn 
giggle quietly, considering the situation. Maybe she had cracked
somewhat after all, living so long on her own. Who was more
insane: the insane person or the person who was willing to trade
with the insane person?

The two women stood facing each other for a few seconds, 
one last round of sizing the other up. Silena broke the silence, and
her voice was at ease.

“I’m here, but I would just as soon be someplace else. I 
don’t like it here. Let me see what you have and we’ll both be able
to get back to our homes before the cannibals smell our blood.”

Catelyn hesitated, wondering if Silena’s last comment was
serious or not. Catelyn had encountered many horrifying things
throughout her sojourns of living in the slums of the Seat, but
never had she heard of cannibals roaming the streets. 

She also spent a handful of breaths considering for the last
time those exquisitely carved figures running up and down along 
the handle. She wondered what she was about to give up, and the
thought of its loss tugged at her, and she hoped this was the right
decision. But then she thought of the last six sojourns. The torture
of those early cycles, nearly starving, as she learned to survive and
cope in a world of darkness and terror. The absence she felt every
day, of being alone, unable to trust anyone but herself, and the
unfathomable pain of losing her loving parents. 

She considered the soul crushing despair she felt at the
realization that, despite her belief in the Divines and Their gifts to 
her, that this life with all of its nightmares and all of its cruelties
was all there is, that she was destined for nothing. That her life had
no meaning and her purpose was to do nothing more than suffer. 
That she would be forced to spend the rest of her days scratching 
in the dirt for the smallest of trifles, one step away from death’s
cradle always.

At the thought of all of that, Catelyn reached down and
unstrapped the weapon from her thigh, and presented it handle
first to Silena, who approached and took the item in her hand.

Silena had effectively concealed nearly all of her emotions
before, but on taking the weapon and laying her hands and eyes on
it, that completely changed. Catelyn knew that even someone
without her talents and senses would have seen a visible and
audible change in Silena’s demeanor, as she gasped in surprise and
her heart raced.

She stood there for some time, just holding the weapon in
one hand, her arm extended out in front of her as though she
didn’t wish to bring the item closer; as though it were a dangerous
animal about to strike at or bite her. Catelyn pressed in, trying to 
understand what was happening, and prompting Silena to say
something.

“Please, I would like your honest opinion, Silena,” she
said.

Perhaps it was the kind tone that Catelyn used, or the
courtesy of saying a simple please, but Silena tilted her head up to 
Catelyn and then brought the weapon to her chest. She clutched it
in a strange way, like a child with a doll, and ran her fingers over
the handle almost unconsciously, admiring it with breathy
enthusiasm.

Finally after several whispers of this, while still remaining
silently entranced, Silena broke her silence and spoke softly. 

“I cannot help you with this, my dear. This is...beyond my
capabilities.” Simple, blunt rejection.

The response was completely unexpected, and Catelyn 
could hear no guardedness in her voice, or in her manner. She
used a hushed, almost reverent tone when she spoke, and Catelyn
was aware, in that simple statement of honesty and

disappointment, of how much trust had formed between the two of
them in such a short space of time. And she was also made
painfully aware of just how much she had missed such a thing.

Still, Catelyn blanched, unsure exactly of what had just
happened.

“You’re...refusing to buy this?” Catelyn asked, quietly
shocked.

Silena simply nodded. Catelyn focused her bubble entirely
on Silena, listened to her pulse and her breathing, smelling her
sweat. Catelyn was surprised at what they told her. Silena exuded
complete and utter inner calm. And not a trace of deception. This
was not, as she had briefly suspected, simply a ploy to take
advantage of Catelyn, by refusing to buy and pretending not to be
interested in a vain attempt to drive the price down. Catelyn felt
herself deflate.

To her surprise, Silena was there, steadying her with a
hand on her elbow, as Catelyn tried to understand what was
happening. Catelyn had expected a number of scenarios, but a
merchant refusing to buy such an exquisite and exclusive item had
not been on her list of possibilities, and she was completely taken 
off guard by the response.

“What...But, Silena, why?” she said aloud.

“It is not for me. It was meant for you,” was all she said.

“What does that mean?”

“Only the Divines know, my child. I would guess that this
came to you for a reason, by Their hands. I cannot defy that, nor 
would I wish to.”

Catelyn was as confused by these words as she was
surprised. She thought that she was one of the last people in the
Seat to believe in the Divines, though her faith had dwindled to 
almost nothing these last few sojourns. She certainly didn’t expect
a pragmatic woman like Silena to have faith in them. 

Silena reached out to take Catelyn’s hands, passed the
weapon back to her, then clasped them around the handle with
warmth and reassurance. The exchange surprised both of them 
somewhat, both for the act, and for what it represented. Catelyn 
pulled her hands away, feeling hope crash around her, a feeling 
she was all too familiar with, and returned the weapon to its
temporary home in the loop of leather on her belt. 

Silena, still standing just inside arm’s length, spoke.

“Catelyn, I deal in curiosities, and in things that, though
valuable to some, are practically useless to people living today.
This...this is something far more important. It is not meant to be
traded like some trinket found in the rubble.”

Even this admonishment was delivered with warmth and
compassion, and Catelyn felt something she hadn’t felt in six
sojourns; genuine tenderness. Silena reached out, once again 
putting both of her hands on Catelyn’s upper arms. Catelyn could
feel the rough paper feel of her hands, the skin wrinkled and
callused, the fingers bony and crooked with age. When Silena
spoke again, there wasn’t a trace of the coolness Silena was used to
putting in her voice. It was like she had been transformed by the
brief contact with the weapon.

“Even if it weren’t the case that this was more valuable
than to be simply traded, if I were to show something like this to 
anyone else, the Empire would have soldiers in my stall dragging 
me off to an interrogation room the very next day, never to be seen
again. In that, the Divines have truly been watching over you that
They directed you to me, instead of some other merchant who 
would have led to you ruin, certainly. 

“I’m old enough that if I were to be taken by the Imperials,
I could not withstand the techniques that they use, and they would
discover where, and from whom, I had acquired such an item. 
Then they would come after you.”

Silena’s hands on Catelyn’s arms gave a warm squeeze.

“I won’t let them hurt you,” Silena said, this last part full of
warmth and emotion choking her voice, and Catelyn felt a stabbing
pain in her heart, as an echo from her past erupted into her
consciousness at the similarity to words she had heard sojourns
ago.

“We won’t let anyone hurt you, Catey,” her parents had
promised. That promise had been broken.

Silena paused, composing herself, coughing to cover her
obvious emotional struggle as she let her hands drop back to her
sides. 

“I wouldn’t like that,” she continued. “You seem like a nice
girl just trying to stay alive and you’ve got to stay away from 
trouble like that.

Catelyn, now taken aback both by Silena’s refusal and her
display of emotions, considered what she herself was feeling before
speaking.

“It’s true that I live quietly, in the shadows. I have my
reasons. And I don’t wish to change that if it means taking such a
huge risk. But I also went through something...horrible to acquire
this and I hate to simply abandon it.”

Silena reacted with dismay to this last part.

“Abandon it? What on Ereas makes you think the Divines
would give you such a gift only to have you abandon it? This is
Their doing; surely you can see that. I don’t know the depth of
your faith, but hopefully now you see the depth of mine. 

“And whatever else you might think about that item and
its purpose in coming to you, you and I both know what an 
exceptional weapon it is. All other factors aside, I can’t think of a
better companion for a young girl who lives alone in a place like
this.”

Catelyn grunted. In truth, she wished to tell Silena that she
did believe in the Divines, that she too prayed to them. And that
she agreed that the Divines had brought this thing into her life. But
she was afraid to speak those beliefs aloud, for fear that it would
not be those words that she spoke, but those of the other voice
inside her. The words of the voice who pointed out how many
times the Divines had failed to help her before. The voice who 
increasingly spoke to her of how she had no reason to believe they
would start helping her any more now. 

She still felt comforted by her faith and said all the words, 
but the Divines; Mother, Father and Child were, in her mind at
least, merely silent watchers. Catelyn’s beliefs were...complicated, 
and growing harder and harder for her to justify.

“I’ll admit that I have thought often of keeping it, if only to
study the faces of the people carved into the handle. But selling it
would keep me alive longer than if I simply studied it.”

Silena once more reached out and squeezed Catelyn’s
hands, a gesture that both women were becoming more and more
comfortable with, and Catelyn once again smelled and felt the
layer of warmth encompassing the pair. The remembrance of these
kind of feelings threatened to bring to the surface painful
memories that she had long ago buried, and so Catelyn broke
contact with Silena, which elicited a clear sense of disappointment
in the older woman.

But Silena simply sighed, and spoke one more. 

“I am truly sorry that I can’t help you, Catelyn. I will pray
to the Divines for you, and ask for Them to bless you with Their 
guidance.” 

There was a pause and then Silena tentatively asked a
question.

“It may not be any of my business, but I feel compelled to 
ask. How did you come by this in the first place?”

Catelyn felt the blood drain from her face, and a stab of
panic nearly overwhelmed her. She felt so many conflicting 
emotions right at this moment, and she struggled to rein in some
of them lest she lose herself in the deepness of the longing she felt
to completely trust someone again. But she hesitated. Did she trust
Silena enough to reveal the circumstances of that night? Catelyn 
ran it over in her mind, trying to decide, while Silena waited
calmly, patiently. That calm was what decided it for Catelyn.

In the end she decided to be truthful, but only divulge
enough truth as necessary.

“I got it from a...man. From Dane Eyrris.”

Suddenly, Silena’s demeanor towards her completely
changed. All of Catelyn’s senses could detect the shift that had
taken place between them. Where she had been all warmth and
kindness a moment ago, she was now cold as ice and wary of
betrayal. When she spoke, it was with a dangerous edge to her 
voice, and Catelyn could smell the tang of fear as Silena’s guard
came back up. She responded coolly.

“I make a point not to put my nose in anyone’s business
where it’s not wanted, but if I were you, I wouldn’t continue to deal
with...creatures...like Dane Eyrris.”

Hearing this cold retort after their previous exchanges felt
to Catelyn like a punch in the gut, like a splash of ice cold water in 
a warm, luxurious bath. The shock Catelyn felt must have
registered on her face, because Silena softened her tone.

“I’m sorry. Don’t despair, dear girl. Not for a second do I 
think you’re a part of that world. I’ve got enough sense to see that
you haven’t made friends with that pack of wild dogs. And only the
Divines may judge the things you feel that you need to do to 
survive. I’m simply advising that you steer well clear of any of the
animals that call themselves Dane. They belong to a cult of sorts, 
which they call the Sado-Sexual Elite. You don’t want to know
what they do to earn their place in that den of evil.”

Catelyn didn’t have the heart to tell Silena that she already
knew all about that side of the Dane and his friends, but with her 
warning delivered, Catelyn felt a palpable wave of relief that Silena
was still friendly with her. 

As she stood listening to Silena talk, hearing her heart beat
and the woman’s strong, kindly voice, the cadence of her 
breathing, Catelyn silently promised herself that she would make a
point of spending more time getting to know this woman.
Although the exchange hadn’t worked out the way she had
planned, having the chance to talk to Silena and to get to know her 
and experience a moment of unguarded interaction with another
person had been more rewarding than she could have imagined.

With no business to conduct, Silena said a heartfelt
goodbye and departed with her bodyguard in tow, and Catelyn
waited until they passed out of her sensory bubble and then
climbed back to the rooftops and traveled gracefully along the
eaves and gutters of the Seat towards her roost, a lopsided grin on 
her face and a feeling of pure joy warming her heart, both of which
were extreme rarities in Catelyn’s world.

If she stopped and thought about it, she would have
connected these feelings to ones she had felt many sojourns
before, when she had been a small child, comforted and warmed
by the loving arms of her mother.

Chapter 5

After the meeting at the abandoned bank with Silena they
had established a high degree of trust, and Catelyn began making 
regular visits each span to her market stall to make conversation 
with the woman, her enthusiasm for this part of her new routine
was palpable, but she worked to make it so that it was not plain for
all to see. To an outside observer, Catelyn put on the act of being
the same nuisance she had been prior to that night, moving from
stall to stall, browsing but never buying. And to her credit, Silena
played along as well, always shooing her away at the end of each of
their exchanges. Only the two of them, young and old, knew the
true value and purpose of these exchanges: the solidifying of
something neither of them had expected to find in the Seat. 
Friendship.

Catelyn began to feel a closeness with Silena that she
hadn’t felt since her parent’s deaths. She still reserved a part of her
heart, hiding deep within her inner defenses, to protect her from 
what she knew must inevitably happen. But for the first time since
that terrible day six sojourns ago, Catelyn found that she was not
only willing, but able to open herself to another person.

Several of their visits were camouflaged using small talk, 
as they both felt that other buyers within earshot need not know
the depth of this burgeoning relationship. It wouldn’t do for 
Catelyn to lose her mystique, nor for Silena to lose her perceived
edge as a shrewd merchant, and so when others were near they
chatted idly about the city, the weather or that day’s business.

But Catelyn longed for those moments when the two of
them had the stall to themselves. During those conversations, the
two women were free to drop the pretense of merchant and
customer, and share genuine pieces of themselves.

Silena shared with Catelyn in a hushed voice all about her
youthful defiance of the Empire, and the toll that such actions had
cost her. Catelyn, in return, had described the many tribulations
her parents had faced as chosen parents, and later, their pointless
deaths. Catelyn had been numb most of her days since that one, 
but on the days when she and Silena could confide in one another,
she felt deeply, and the two of them would both need to restrain 
their emotions, lest their shared tragedies overwhelm them. 

It certainly wouldn’t help either of them to collapse into 
sobs and wailing before the entire marketplace. But those more
intimate visits over the next few spans were the exception, not the
rule.

Truthfully, it wasn’t solely company that Catelyn sought in
these regular visits to see Silena, it was also information. The first
visit, Silena had informed Catelyn that because of her position, she
was able to employ a variety of techniques and spies throughout
the marketplace which kept her informed about the things that
were happening in the Seat. It had helped her immeasurably in the
past to know when to buy, when to sell, and when to keep her head
down. 

And within the first few visits, Silena began to report to 
Catelyn what she was hearing about the Dane’s, and as Catelyn 
suspected would be the case, their efforts to recover their precious
artifact and find the thief who was responsible. Silena stressed the
danger to her every time she visited, and after hearing through her
network that the Danes were escalating their search, Catelyn opted
to forgo any further forays and stay in the shadows for a while, 
until the worst had passed.

Catelyn had lived on the streets a long time, and she knew
how to survive for spans with the minimum she needed to survive, 
including the need to sometimes ration herself when times were
tough. Catelyn wished to be out there, to be free to leap across the
rooftops and to continue to visit Silena whenever she wanted, but
she had a feeling that the days ahead would challenge her in ways
that she never had been before. So instead of plying her trade, she
spent her nights quiet and alone in her roost training both her
body and her senses.

The remainder of the time when she wasn’t training she
spent at home, examining the weapon but also maintaining the
inventions she had crafted over the sojourns to make her life
easier. This was a case where her book habit as a child had paid
off, enabling her to construct a number of devices which allowed
her to take advantage of certain luxuries many others in the Seat
simply did without, like the system of pipes she had designed to 
heat her roost and purify the rainwater collected from the roof that
she used for drinking and bathing.

She also spent at least a prayer each day feeling her way
along the handle of the weapon, mostly to study the faces. Each
time, she traced the handle in the same way, but starting with a
different figure each time. She would begin at one end, and work
her way toward the other, where the handle transitioned into the
shaft that swiftly flattened to become the blade, as smoothly as
poured glass.

She wasn’t quite sure why the faces on the handle had so 
captivated her attention, but they did. For some reason, she kept
getting the strange feeling that she should somehow recognize
some of the faces, but of course she knew that was absurd. The
weapon was older than her, presumably. And if Silena could be
believed, was likely even made hundreds of sojourns ago in the
Before. If the artist who had sculpted the likenesses on the handle
had even used real people as guides, those people would surely be
long dead.

Still, she found that the act of examining the faces
comforted her in some strange way. To feel the faces and the
bodies beneath her fingers, to feel the sensuous curves of the
forms, and marvel at the perfection of the captured likenesses
filled her with a sense of awe that she had never experienced
before now. She was becoming so familiar now with the various
shapes, that she thought soon she might be able to identify them 
all by memory.

Meanwhile the details on the blade, although clearer than 
they had been before, still eluded her. The lines etched into the
steel just weren’t deep enough for her fingers to make out more
than general shapes, and Catelyn knew that was worthy of mention
in and of itself. She actually began to wonder if their delicate
nature called into question whether they were etchings at all, but
rather paintings or images inlaid into the metal somehow. She had
never even heard of such a thing, but she had also never felt
anything this exquisite before.

Catelyn was not one to dwell on past mistakes or regrets,
but in this, she cursed herself that she hadn’t asked Silena to 
describe what she saw on the surface of the blade that night she
had handled the weapon. Perhaps she would get the chance again
at some point, but it was not possible to ask further questions
about it of her now, not without exposing herself to great risk, and
raising suspicion. 

She was so curious about the etchings that she even
considered setting up another secret meeting for the two of them,
in order to have Silena describe what she saw upon the blade. This
last mystery was eating away at Catelyn, to the point where she
had even begun wishing she had her sight back so that she could
see it with her own eyes, something that almost never happened.

Frustrated, and more than a little bored, Catelyn placed
the weapon down in the case, still lying open on her shelf, then
climbed up to her sleeping area, slipped under the blankets and
fell fast asleep.

Catelyn stood in the dank hallway, scanning it back and
forth with her bubble, trying to find a trace of something familiar.
Something that would mark this occasion or harken back to her
former life, here with her family. But she could detect nothing, and
the emptiness stretched before her like a vast gulf between her old
life and her new.

Catelyn had counted the days, and she knew that this day
was exactly one sojourn from the day when her parents had been 
brutally murdered and her life had been changed forever. The
hallway leading to the room where her parents had died smelled of
musty wood and rank pools of water, and she wondered whether
anyone had stepped foot in the building since the day she had
abandoned it for good.

Even though she had established her new home just across
the street, she’d had no desire to go back to her old home. She had
reasoned that there was nothing there worth going back for. Her 
memories of those times, hard as they were, now formed the basis
for her to find the will to struggle through each day. And struggle
she had.

There had been a constant stream of worries the entire
sojourn, but there were two things that had pulled her through, the
bubble of senses which she spent every spare moment learning to 
hone and perfect, and the memories of her loving parents. 

As she stepped gingerly through the debris-strewn 
hallway, the cold grimy water squashing under her soles and
between her toes, she felt her heart beginning to pound in fear of
what she might find in the remains of her old life. 

In truth, Catelyn wasn’t sure what had driven her here on 
this day. There was nothing she needed, but when she woke, and
realized that it had been one sojourn to the day since the horror of
her new life had begun, she felt it was somehow appropriate to 
revisit the site of her rebirth.

She crossed the threshold from the hallway into the open 
room that had been the entryway to her family’s hovel. This was
the place where her family had been murdered, right before her
eyes. The last thing she had ever seen. The thing she saw most
every night in her nightmares.

She was no longer swept away by her emotions. Her 
almost nightly reliving of the encounter had numbed her to the
pain she had felt. It had been the only way for her to survive. So 
she swept her bubble across the place on the floor where she had
witnessed their deaths, and moved on, ignoring the subtle tang of
blood seeped into the floor and taking in the once familiar
environment in a completely new way.

It was difficult, even with the refined nature of her bubble
now, to recognize the place she had once called home. The same
shelves, the same furniture; it was all here as she remembered
them being, not even having been picked clean by scavengers, 
which Catelyn found odd. She had expected to find nothing but
empty rooms, empty like the hole inside her, like the discarded
shell of an old life.

But as she slowly moved deeper into the room, she could
tell that nothing had happened to change this place in the
intervening spans since she had left it. She reached out with her 
fingertips and spread them around her, a trick she had learned to 
be able to read the objects on the ground and nearby.

There, a rusted pot turned upside down, the remains of
the meal her father had been preparing that morning rotting
beneath it. There, a splintered shaft of wood, the remains of the
front door that had been broken in. All around her, memories of
her family lay strewn, buried in the ashes of the past.

She let her bubble fade somewhat, and walked to the other
room, where her family had slept. In one corner was a stacked pair
of mattresses, the bed where her parents had slept each night, now
smelling like rot and time. In the other corner, a pile of blankets
pushed together just like she remembered. It had been her bed
once; it was now, according to the smell, a nest for mice or rats. 

She idly wondered if she should pry up the creaky
floorboard along one side of the room and dig out the dozen or so 
books that were hidden there, but Catelyn  knew there would be no
point. Books were never again going to be something she could
enjoy. The loss of that was sometimes the one that she found the
hardest to live with.

She sighed, wondering what exactly this visit had
accomplished for her, but the silent tomb of her past gave her no 
answers. There was no reason to linger and so Catelyn walked out
of her old bedroom, stepped over the spot where her parents had
bled the last of their life into the floorboards, and out into the
hallway.

She returned to her new home across the street, saying 
silent words to the Divines, and put the past behind her.
Three cycles had come and gone since the meeting with
Silena in the abandoned bank building, Catelyn impatiently
waiting for the Danes to give up on their search and move on as
she couldn’t continue to lay low much longer. Her rations would
soon be dwindled to the point where she would be forced to find
another mark to supplement her supplies. 

Catelyn decided to risk another trip out of her roost, to pay
a visit to Silena in her market stall, and see if the woman had any
news.

Much to her dismay, Silena informed her that the Danes
showed no sign of giving up their search for her, and if anything
were more serious than ever about their efforts to recover the
artifact and find the thief responsible.

Despite the obvious monetary value of the weapon,
Catelyn was actually taken aback to learn that Dane Eyrris was still
searching for her and the weapon, even cycles later. She had not
done an exhaustive study of the man prior to stealing from him, 
but she had done enough to learn his routine and the basics of his
life and personality. Nothing she saw during that study led her to 
anticipate this level of persistence or for him to hold such sway
over the other Dane’s in continuing their search for her.

According to Silena, it seemed that within that circle, 
Catelyn’s exploits at the home of Dane Eyrris had garnered her 
some small measure of notoriety, in large part because of her 
defiant exit, and the signature she’d left behind. And this final act
was, according to Silena’s sources, what had prompted them to
focus so intently on finding the culprit. A theft they might have
recovered from, but this insult had become a matter of pride, and
they were not going to rest until that stain was erased.

She found herself regretting breaking one of her only rules
she had when it came to the carrying out of her nocturnal
activities. She had let her emotions rule her that night, and it now
had the potential to shine the sun right on her. 

Catelyn knew that there would be anger of course, but she
imagined that to be the case with every one of her previous targets
as well. And in every case before this, things had always died down
after a few days or maybe a span or two if the Imperials were
dragged into it. 

If she wasn’t prepared for the tenacity with which the
Danes were searching for her, what made things even worse was
the ferocity they had begun using. This latest report, when Silena
recounted it in grisly detail, made Catelyn’s stomach turn to think
of what her actions had wrought.

Dane Eyrris, rather than involve the Imperials who would
no doubt simply round up a few dozen shady characters and hold a
public execution, had decided to take the matter into his own
hands. Such a move was unprecedented, in fact, as it was a direct
indictment of the Empire’s ambivalence. It seemed to Catelyn that
the Dane’s were willing to test the Emperor’s indulgence of their
position, a very dangerous game.

The Danes had never before so openly challenged the
Emperor’s men. Even those closest to the Danes pleaded with
them to stop, knowing full well that the Emperor would not
discriminate if it ever came to open conflict between the Empire
and the Danes. The Emperor encouraged some amount of personal
responsibility for each citizen of the Seat in carrying out justice, 
but the Danes were getting dangerously close to committing 
treasonous acts.

Silena had been receiving reports of the Dane’s efforts only
in pieces of scattered rumors, but as they escalated further and
further, she began to hear more substantiated reports, until finally
one of her contacts passed on details from someone within the
circle itself. Silena then told Catelyn every detail she had learned
on their latest visit at her stall.

Eyrris and his two closest friends within the Sado-Sexual
Elite, Dane Callum and Dane Elger, had taken great pains to 
gather and hire large gangs of men, and they had spent the past
several spans wandering the streets, shaking down fences and
black marketeers looking for information about sellers with
unusual or unique items in their possession. When they learned of
one, they would kidnap the person for interrogation. 

When that had proved fruitless, they began simply
harassing small individuals, even going so far as to grab them right
off the street, especially those who they found not wearing shoes.
Shoes were a luxury for many Seat dwellers, so there was no 
shortage of poor and homeless individuals without footwear in the
streets and alleyways of the Seat. 

From what Silena’s informant had told her, each member
of this press gang carried with them an etching made by an artist
of the actual footprint that had been left behind by the perpetrator,
along with a sheaf of blank pages. When they located a small
enough person, particularly one with small enough feet, the gang 
would hold them down, slice open their feet with ragged, rusted
blades, smear the blood across the surface of their sole and press it
against one of the blank sheets, in order to compare the size and
shape of the prints. If the prints didn’t match, they would simply
leave their victim bleeding in the streets. 

Catelyn found it impossible not to think about how many
of these unfortunate victims might have died from infection, 
contracted from wandering the streets and gutters with open
wounds on their feet.

But Silena’s information was even worse than that. Silena
went on to detail how, when the gangs did find someone whose
foot was small enough, and the bloody print close enough to be
questionable, they would bring this victim to the Dane’s
themselves. Silena reported with sadness that these few were never
heard from again. Catelyn could only imagine what the sadistic
men of the Sado Sexual Elite had done to those poor souls, as
payback for her crime. 

She felt sick to her stomach at the possibilities, having 
witnessed firsthand what the Dane’s were capable of. Catelyn had
no doubts that the Danes would revel in such work.

Learning this changed everything for her, and pushed
Catelyn out of the routine she had found herself in. The Danes
were now hurting and killing innocent people in their search for 
her. 

Whatever Catelyn was herself willing to withstand, she
couldn’t simply sit waiting in her roost while others suffered
because of her actions. She needed to stop them. Somehow.

A day later, Catelyn was finalizing her plan to resolve her 
standoff with Eyrris, Callum and Elger. She wished that she could
have taken more time to make her plans, but with the Danes now
hurting an unknown number of innocents, she couldn’t afford to 
wait any more. 

Catelyn had been uncomfortable enough when it was just
the Danes and their thugs refusing to give up their own witch hunt
for her, but they had grown so incensed and emboldened that they
were now practicing their own violent brand of vigilantism and
risking entire neighborhoods being Purged by the Imperial army.

Catelyn already couldn’t stand to live with the pain of the
victims harmed directly by the Danes, and the thought of hundreds
of innocents being slaughtered by the so-called righteous might of
the Empire...she couldn’t allow that to happen. And so Catelyn had
devised her plan, quickly and clearly.

She knew that she had to stop the Danes, and convince
them to put an end to this madness, but she wasn’t likely to win 
them over with a charming letter or a dignified entreaty. Giving
Dane Eyrris his precious artifact back was out of the question. Not
only did Catelyn know that it wouldn’t make a difference in their 
pursuit for her, but she had been convinced, in part by Silena but
also by her reason, that the weapon belonged to her now, a gift
that was her responsibility. But the price for that gift was turning 
out to be higher than she wanted it to be, and that was also her 
responsibility.

No, Catelyn could see now that the Danes would never 
stop and there was no possibility of her returning the artifact to 
them, so she would have to show them the futility of their 
relentless pursuit. She had known men like the Danes before
throughout the sojourns, and she knew that such men only
understood and respected one language: violence.

Unfortunately for Catelyn, this was not one of her
strengths. She had no idea how to fight nor did she have any
confidence that she would last long in a physical altercation, and
despite a handful of scary run-ins over the sojourns, she had never
needed to kill. 

Her options for intimidating heartless men like the Danes
were quite limited. Catelyn also had reason to suspect that perhaps
one of the reasons that the Danes were even carrying out this
campaign in the manner in which they were, was in order to 
provoke a reaction from her. To get her to react carelessly; to make
just such a rash and unplanned mistake.

But this realization had, in the end, been the catalyst that
had helped Catelyn to settle on a plan of action. Catelyn had
learned many things through her studies that people in the Seat
had long since forgotten or could never have imagined. One thing
that Catelyn had read in the book on philosophy, one chapter of
which had been dedicated to the philosophy of war, was that when 
you wanted to go on the offensive, and your enemy was lying in
wait for you to move, you moved.

Just not in the direction that your enemy would be
expecting.

Catelyn was going to have to risk everything if this was
going to succeed, but she had no choice. She had to get the Dane’s
to stop. And so she planned her next move. And hoped and prayed
that indeed, it would be in the direction that they wouldn’t be
expecting.

Chapter 6

Uriel paced restlessly in his bedchamber. He was naked,
sweating and aroused, but he could not focus on even his own 
desire. His mind raced.

In the bed, the child that had been brought by Ortis from 
Belkyn after his successful campaign there trembled with fear and
watched the Emperor with huge red-rimmed saucer eyes. Based on
what Ortis knew of his tastes, the Emperor knew that this boy
would be the last surviving male of his bloodline, and Uriel usually
enjoyed such delightful moments. He never failed to feed on such
fear and anxiety, his body quivering in anticipation.

But not tonight. Tonight other appetites were calling him.
Earlier that day, Ortis had returned from Belkyn, a
handful of residents such as this boy brought back as captives, and

reported on his successful pacification of the uprising that had
reportedly been there. He had spent a full three cycles with his
men, rooting out any suspects who had even entertained the
notion of complaining about or rebelling against the Empire. Uriel
hadn’t given explicit orders to discover the source of the rumors,
he had simply instructed Ortis to make Belkyn an example of, and
that is exactly what he did. What he had always done.

The brutality Ortis was famous for was at the heart of the
reputation of the Empire’s unforgiving armada, and was only
matched by his loyalty to the Empire. Undoubtedly, this
combination of traits was enough to make every resident of Belkyn
wish that they had never even heard the word “uprising”. When
Ortis had galloped back into the Seat at the head of his column of
Imperial soldiers however, despite the clear victory he had just
earned, Uriel was seething.

It seemed that while Ortis had been off quelling one nest
of upstarts, another had taken root, this one right here in his own
capital. Such a thing had been unthinkable once. The Will he
employed to command his Empire was resolute. Unstoppable. 

Two separate incidents, hundreds of paces apart and
within mere spans of each other. The mere thought of it made
Uriel want to erupt in fury.

Even the sight of the young boy riding upon Ortis’ war
mare brought no solace, as it would have in earlier times. He and
Ortis had often shared in such delights throughout the sojourns. 
As Ortis had grown older, losing his youthful body, Uriel no longer 
desired to see his friend and former lover naked and rutting beside
him. And so, as it had been for many sojourns, Ortis now simply
brought such prizes straight to the Emperor’s bedchambers before
retiring to his own quarters. 

And so it was that Uriel found himself alone with the
sullen boy from Belkyn, yet another gift from his loyal general to 
celebrate a successful campaign.

But this new defiance within his own capital had
completely spoiled any sort of victory celebration that Uriel could
have imagined. Just this morning, Uriel had been informed by
Enaz that the three men who comprised the heart of the SadoSexual Elite, long-time devotees of the Empire and close
compatriots of Uriel himself, were openly rampaging through the
Seat, exacting their own brand of justice and refusing to allow
anything or anyone to stop them from achieving some personal
vendetta they held.

Uriel had no philosophical argument with such activities,
usually. Vigilantism served to keep the people in line when his
men were otherwise engaged. But as the Danes began to extract
widespread vengeance upon the populace in the same manner that
his own men would have, they had already crossed a line. Uriel
indulged this behavior somewhat, anticipating the flame to die out
eventually, and then the unthinkable happened. They escalated
their actions. 

When Uriel heard this during one of Enaz’ morning 
reports, the first span Ortis was away, he ordered that one of his
other commanders Jerram, Ortis’ second in command, pay a
friendly visit to the Danes to convey the Emperor’s displeasure at
their continued actions. Only a handful of citizens in the Seat
would have been afforded such rare understanding, but Uriel had
determined that this situation would be better handled delicately
while Ortis was away in Belkyn. Jerram returned without incident, 
and reported that the Danes had both heard, and understood, The
Emperor’s Will.

After a span, they escalated their search again.
As appreciative of the Sado-Sexual Elite as Uriel was, he
could not allow them to openly challenge the Will of their
Emperor. Uriel knew that he needed to set an example, and restore
the rightful order of things. No one had so brashly opposed his will
since those first early sojourns when Uriel was still a boy trying to 
piece together his own Empire in the wake of his father’s murder.

And so Uriel had watched in anger as Ortis rode into the
city, knowing that he would be forced to give his long-time friend
no time to rest and bask in the glow of their victory. He would
need to send Ortis out immediately, to make an example of the
Danes and string their innards from his tower. 

He stood now, unable to focus on his pleasures, feeling the
fear of something that he had never felt before in his long life: He
feared that he was losing control.

Rage filled him at the implication. 

No one dares to defy my Will, he thought. 

Not those pathetic politicians of the Seat, who refused to
abandon their chambers all those sojourns ago when I dissolved
the last traces of the old government. 

Not those city engineers who tried to convince me that
the walls I commanded to be built around my Empire would be
impossible to construct in the time that I demanded. 

Not the city advisers who tried to convince me that my 
vision, my dream of a perfect society would ultimately fail, 
devouring itself from the inside out.

And certainly not those damn priests who had begged me
for mercy for their followers. 

Uriel knew he could never let anyone show themselves to
be beyond his laws. He swore to himself that the Danes would
need to be shown the error of their ways. And not just the soft way
that he had been using for the past several sojourns. This kind of
defiance, Uriel told himself, requires a very special response. 

It had been a long time since Uriel had considered such an
option, and the thought of it filled both of his heads with a rush of
blood.

He moved away from the bed, the child still whimpering at
him with shimmering eyes, and pulled a sash near the wall. From 
the hall outside, he heard the metallic clang which called his
servants. Within a whisper, Enaz was standing in his chambers,
perfectly dressed in his orange robes and oiled head gleaming.

“Yes, your Eminence?”

“Go and fetch Ortis. I have a...special assignment for him
to undertake,” Uriel said as he looked out the window of his tower, 
towards the wealthy apartments where the Danes lived.

“Yes, my Emperor,” Enaz said as he bowed over nearly
double.

“And take this...plaything...away,” Uriel added, as an
afterthought, taking his eyes from the window to look at his
servant.

Enaz looked to the boy, naked and shivering.

“What would your excellency like done with...it?” Uriel felt
himself twitch, as Enaz had nearly called the child “him” and then 
caught his error, an error which would have earned him a dozen
lashes at least.

Even with his correction Enaz’ question had sparked a
flash of contempt for the eunuch’s incompetence and insolence.

“I care not. Take it away! Chop its balls off and dump it in 
your priory. Your order could always use more fodder, couldn’t
they?” Uriel sneered.

Enaz stared passively back at him and wisely chose not to 
tempt fate, and remained silent. Uriel admired the shrewdness of
the eunuch as the robed man gathered the naked child to him and
quickly escorted him from the room. 

Uriel turned his gaze back to the window, forgetting the
unsettling fears besetting his mind and imagining the glory of what
he was about to command once more.

Enaz strode quickly in front of the boy on their way to 
Ortis’ quarters from the Emperor's bedchamber, when halfway
down a set of stairs the boy had begun crying hysterically.

Enaz stopped, turned and smacked the child hard on the
back of his head.

“Stop it, boy. You have no idea just how lucky you truly
are. You’ve just had your miserable and worthless life saved twice
in as many cycles. Few could lay such a claim, so stop that
sniveling this instant!” Enaz snapped.

The boy stopped his sobbing, and glared somberly at the
floor instead.

Enaz gazed longingly at the boy’s naked, skinny frame. Not
out of lust...those feelings had long since faded in Enaz. No, his
longing was borne of jealousy. Enaz couldn’t help but admire the
boy’s smooth, hairless body. The supple, pale skin free of
blemishes. The flat, supple belly. The boy was everything that Enaz
had once been, and wished he still could be.

Enaz had only been a few sojourns older than this boy
when he’d been taken from his old life and inducted into the
priory. He had been born in the early days of Uriel III’s reign as
Emperor of Exeter, before the Imperial prohibitions on 
unrestricted procreation.

Enaz had been raised the son of a very influential family, 
when such things still mattered, at least to some within the
Empire. It wasn’t until the last of the walls were constructed, when
Enaz had seen four sojourns, that all classes and social status were
completely obliterated.

That was when Enaz’ family had ended up on the streets. 
It was the nightmare of his existence. For ten sojourns, Enaz and
his family had been forced to scrounge in the streets for every
meal, to beg and scrape for the dignity that was once theirs by
right. 

At his fourteenth sojourn, the priory was formed, and
Uriel immediately set out to recruit young men from throughout
the Empire, whose mission it would be to bring the voice and the
light of the Emperor’s wisdom to the people.

They were called to sit at the feet of the Emperor, to learn
from him and then spread his teachings to all corners of his
Empire. At least that was what he and all the citizens of the Seat
were told. Enaz now knew that it was also a way to corrupt the
faith and belief in the Divines, and co-opt it toward worship of the
Emperor and his works.

Many hundreds of young boys volunteered for such an
opportunity, while many more were simply pressured or had no 
other choice but to join. Some were simply taken from their homes
and families by the Emperor, conscripted for the “greater good”.

The youngest boys in that first group of recruits were five
and six sojourns, the oldest Enaz’ age or a sojourn older.

Enaz and the other hundreds of boys were taken into the
Great Hall of the Emperor’s newly built Citadel tower, a monstrous
black marble structure with gold inlay and filigree everywhere. 
Enaz could still recall the look of amazement on all the boy’s faces
as they filed into the hall. None of them had ever seen such
grandeur. The excited way they imagined the importance of their
new lives just beginning. Enaz knew that most of them had never
even seen real gold before.

The boys were all led into that hall by the hundreds, 
stripped naked, then the doors were barred and the Imperial
soldiers arrived, the Emperor himself at their head. These boys,
innocent as they were, did not, could not, have imagined the
perversions that were to be performed upon them on that day.

Enaz had few good memories of his life up to that point, 
but after that day and night, he would always be able to tell which
was the worst. Enaz had blocked out as much of those first
moments as he could, but try as he might, the sights, the smells
and the sounds always remained with him, threatening to 
overwhelm him at times.

The final indignity of that ordeal was when they lined the
boys up, naked, bleeding, and covered in fluids from the hundreds
of Imperial soldiers who had just abused them, and marched them 
to the front of the hall. There they were held down while the
commanders of that horror brigade carved their testicles out of
their bodies with paring knives. The wailing that filled the great
hall that night still haunted Enaz’ dreams every night without fail.

The older boys, like Enaz, were not subjected to the same
degree of “initiation” as the youngest ones. Not all of the young 
boys survived this procedure, and the ones who did were forever 
broken. When it was Enaz’ turn, the rough, strong hands of the
Imperial soldier clamped down on his upper arms like a vise grip.
Enaz was shivering in fright, in shock, but he had grown 
completely numb. As had most of the boys.

In Enaz’ case, an unusual thing had happened. The
Emperor himself appeared among the men, and approached a
number of the older boys, tapping them on the top of the head.
This was a signal to the Imperial soldiers apparently, and the boys
so selected were taken from the great hall and delivered into a side
chamber. Enaz could still recall the gratitude which he had felt in 
that moment.

The Emperor approached Enaz and not only touched
Enaz’ dark shock of hair, but caressed his cheek. The guard
holding him pulled Enaz to his feet and roughly guided him, along 
with the other four boys that the Emperor had chosen, to line up in
the chamber.

The chosen boys waited in the quiet chamber, watched by
a new group of oiled and muscled guards. They had been pushed
down onto their knees and ordered to remain that way. They
waited this way for several prayers, until Enaz was sure that his
knees couldn’t take any more. His back and legs were on fire, as
were the other boys, their whimpering cries the only sound in the
chamber. Enaz did not, as some of the other boys did, offer a
devotion to the Divines, as he and his family had long ago given up
such superstitions.

Finally when Enaz felt that he would fall over, which he
knew would almost certainly result in his death at the hands of the
guards, the Emperor entered, naked and covered with a sheen of
sweat, as well as other things.

Enaz averted his gaze downward, his pain, fear and shame
making him tremble.

The Emperor stood before them and spoke “You are all
special indeed to be shown such mercy. Above all the others this
night, you five are worthy of the gift I am to give you.”

Enaz, curiosity overwhelming him, tilted his head slightly, 
enough so that he could see what was happening.

The Emperor stalked to the boy at the far end of the line, 
wearing the smile of a predator about to dine on its prey.

Uriel placed his hand under the boy’s chin, a blondehaired boy with piercing blue eyes, despite their being bloodshot
and red-rimmed from crying, and bade the boy look into his eyes.

The Emperor put one slender finger upon the boy’s lower
lip, and pushed down, opening the boy’s mouth. Then the Emperor
straightened, and Enaz could see his manhood, glistening and
erect. Enaz turned his head and closed his eyes, but he could hear 
the sounds of the boy as he sobbed and choked through his task, 
and heard the pleasurable sighs of the Emperor, even though he
tried hard to remember some of the songs he and his family used
to sing, in an attempt to drown out the discomfiting sounds.

Enaz wished, with every fiber of his being, that he would
die right there and then. 

But like all wishes, it went unfulfilled. 

He considered trying to run, knowing that he would
simply be cut down by the Imperial guards, but he knew that it was
just as likely they would simply subdue him and throw him back in
the great hall to have his balls carved out. Enaz didn’t want that, so
he tried to will himself to be strong. 

Finally, the Emperor grunted and the boy gagged. Enaz
heard the Emperor say “You have received my seed. The seed of
the Empire itself. May it grow within you and inspire you to plant
my seed in others.”

The solemn intonation and words seemed to Enaz to be a
gross parody of sanctity, given the base act to which such words
had just been attributed, and he felt as though he should laugh out
loud at the absurdity. But Enaz found he had no mirth within him, 
only bitterness and despair. The Emperor then moved on to the
second boy and was already engaging him with the same ritual.

If the circumstances hadn’t been so dire, Enaz might have
been impressed by the Emperor’s ability to so swiftly achieve
arousal again. Enaz had little experience with sex play with others,
but he had many times found fulfillment in his own way, and he
had never before been able to enjoy a second arousal so soon after
climaxing from a first.

Enaz listened as the other three boys each received their 
“gift” from the Emperor, the pain in his lower body forgotten as
the blood coursed through his body, urging him to get up, to run, 
to fight, to do anything other than wait here for what he knew was
coming. And yet he could not. His body refused to act. Enaz felt
rooted to the ground, as though the Emperor’s presence were like a
weight around his soul.

When it was finally time for Enaz to undergo the same
“rite”, his heart felt frozen. He could no longer feel anything 
inside; he floated in a sea of lethargy, disconnected from 
everything. It felt as though he were watching it all from outside of
his body, distantly observing what was going on with a
dispassionate, detached view.

This seemed to please the Emperor. As he approached
Enaz he said, with genuine warmth, “Ah, look at you. So stoic. So 
serious. I believe you will be the shepherd that leads my flock. 
Would that not be glorious?”

Then Enaz could only stare emptily into the cold,
deadened eyes of the man-boy who stood before him, before being 
forced to look down at the hard throbbing flesh that was now being
inserted into his mouth. He closed his eyes and did as the Emperor
bid.

Enaz had died that day, or at least the vital part of himself
that had made him who he was had died. After that day, Enaz
came to believe that he was naught but an empty shell, designed to
serve the Will of the Emperor.

He was a vessel to be filled, and he need never think of
anything beyond how to please his Emperor. And as such, nothing
would ever need to matter, ever again.

By the time Ortis arrived in the Emperor’s bed chamber, 
Uriel was standing in the middle of the room alone, now dressed in
long flowing robes with his hands clasped behind his back. He
appeared to be silently thinking, considering a problem and
formulating a solution. He had seen the Emperor this way many, 
many times over the sojourns. Although Uriel carried himself with
a serene posture, Ortis knew from personal experience that what
looked like calm to an outside observer was really coiled tension. 
Only long sojourns standing at this man’s side had given him such
insight into the man’s moods.

He could see from the set of his shoulders that Uriel was
upset, and straining to contain his rage. He almost felt sympathy
for whoever it was that had awakened the ire of this man, and
Ortis knew what he had been sent for.

Ortis, as so often happened, felt a flash of attraction, 
seeing the power and the pull of the man he had once shared so 
much of himself with. He thought back to the times when he would
see this man standing at the window, just as now, and be able to
encircle the man in his arms and together they would copulate
violently, and then in the aftermath they would discuss what Ortis
was needed to do to bring Uriel the peace that always eluded him.

But Ortis quickly suppressed that feeling, something he
had grown quite skilled at over the past several sojourns. Those
days, Ortis knew, were long since passed. He would never again
know the salty taste of those perfect lips, the strong hands gripping
his loins, as Uriel thrust inside of him. 

The Emperor turned and looked at Ortis and the effort he
had been making to suppress his inner rage evaporated. Ortis
withered beneath that icy glare. Uriel was the only person he had
ever met who had been able to have that effect on him.

“Ah, Ortis,” the Emperor managed to say through nearly
gritted teeth. “Good. Let me give you a rare gift.”

And then he had explained what he had needed.

When Uriel was finished, Ortis was sweating, the same
way that he had in their younger days when both of them had been
virile, passionate men, dreaming of their Empire and the things
they must do to claim it. 

Now, sojourns later and nearing the end of his life, this gift
from the Emperor sparked something in Ortis that he hadn’t
experienced in a very long time. Flush from the telling, Uriel’s
words echoing in his ears, Ortis felt an even more reverent sense of
worship for the man than he ever had.

He bounded down the stairs like an excited child, his heart
pounding with anticipation, eager for the opportunity to do this
incredible thing for Uriel, the man who had once given all of
himself to share with Ortis.

He walked briskly to the officer’s quarters, found and
gathered the commanders of the army together and gave them his
instructions, stressing that tonight they would be doing the
Emperor’s work. Sacred work. From his lips to their hands.

Ortis grinned with delight as he mounted his destrier and
rode out of the gates of the Imperial Citadel, feeling like nothing 
less than the personification of justice itself.

Chapter 7

Catelyn lowered herself gently, slowly, quietly from the
roof of the building to the ledge below, feeling along the lip of the
wood beam with her toes, assessing the stability of the structure
before committing herself with her full weight.

Atypical of her usual style of working, she had never been 
here before this night, and she couldn’t risk a stray noise, or even
worse, a fall. She not only had to concentrate to make full use of
her bubble in the strange environment, she had to be as stealthy as
possible and fade into the shadows. To ensure herself utmost
secrecy, she had donned her thieves garb. Canvas leggings which
went only to mid-calf, leaving her lower legs and feet free, and a
long sleeve tunic. She had tied her hair back as much as possible,
and wound a dark scarf around her neck and lower face. 

All of her clothing was dyed to blend into the night, having
soaked all the articles in a bath of walnut hulls and rusted nails, 
followed by a soak in salt water to fix the dye in the fibers. Her 
mother had taught Catelyn how to dye clothing as a girl, and
together they would make brightly colored clothing together in 
secret, one small way they had of expressing their individuality in
an Empire where the law stated that no bright colors would be
allowed to be seen in public.

She had rubbed the exposed skin on her feet, hands and
face with ash and charcoal from the piles of rubble scattered
everywhere around the roost where she dwelled.

She was by no means invisible she knew, but she certainly
hoped that if anyone happened to spot her, she would force any
observers to have to squint to make out any details about her
identity, or even that she was a living person. She hated going into 
a situation without having scouted her target first, as it increased
the chances of someone spotting her and putting her in danger, 
but her need was urgent.

Catelyn felt a stab of paranoia as her hand brushed against
her thigh, where she had considered carrying the weapon in its
sheath, but it wasn’t with her. Catelyn had been wanting to bring it
with her more and more, mostly out of a need to know where it
was and that it was safe, but she fought the urge. Even more so, 
since she was traveling into the den of the lion tonight, she
restrained those urges and left it securely hidden in her roost.

For what she had planned, she prayed to the Divines that
she would not have need of a weapon.

With both feet gripping the rough hewn wood of the ledge,
she squatted and sat on her haunches, probing the street below
with her bubble. What she heard and smelled from below was
quiet anticipation. It was unusual to say the least, but inwardly she
smiled. This was her element. In trying to guard against any
midnight intrusions, they had given her everything she needed to 
make a silent approach.

She expanded her senses and shifted them into the house
she was about to infiltrate, assessing her situation. She heard a mix
of sleepers in the rooms below, and the soft velvet footfalls of
sentries on patrol both inside the house as well as on the street
below. But none on the roof.

Catelyn shook her head in disbelief. Despite all the
evidence she’d left behind at Dane Eyrris’ apartment, they still
hadn’t bothered to place any safeguards to guard against an
intruder from above. 

She wondered idly if it was a ruse; a trap to lure her in and
then snap shut like a spring-loaded cage. But after listening for 
many breaths, Catelyn determined that no, they simply weren’t
expecting someone to drop in from the roof. She had seen this
before with other targets she had pulled heists on. People always
seemed to reason that entering through an upper floor window
would more likely have been accomplished by a climber from 
below. She would have an edge now, at least at the start.

She supposed that they might have been confident that
their security would account for any entry. And they had every
reason to expect that the thief who had stolen from Dane Eyrris
would be much too frightened to come out of hiding, and would
never be bold enough to come after them again. But there was
another factor Catelyn considered as well, mainly that the Dane’s
were almost certainly more concerned with the Empire and the
response that the Sado Sexual Elite were no doubt expecting any
day now. 

The truth was, since they had turned away the Empire’s
man and ignored his request that they cease their search, the
Dane’s had much more pressing concerns at the moment than to 
anticipate a slip of a girl traipsing around their rooftops.

And that’s exactly why she had chosen to come, so directly
and so unexpectedly.

The open window on the third floor of Dane Callum’s
estate yawned beneath her, and she could feel the heat of the
interior escaping into the cooler night air, carrying the wafting
smells and sounds of the house to her bubble, filling in some small
parts of the mental map of the interior of the estate. The house
beckoned to her, and she answered the call by slipping from the
ledge, legs dangling, and placing her feet and hands delicately, she
crawled spider like along the frame and inside without touching 
the glass.

From the window frame, Catelyn dropped silently onto all
fours on the floor of the room she was in, extending her bubble to 
all sides, mentally gathering a strategic view of her surroundings. 
Within a breath, her bubble informed her that she was in what she
presumed must be a sitting room of some kind. She gleaned this
from the smell of leather furniture and tobacco, as well as the
lacquered and polished floor tiles she felt underfoot. The room was
walled on three sides, with the fourth being partially walled with
an open archway in lieu of a door. Catelyn felt exposed and
searched for a place of safety, and sighed in relief when she
detected the distinct shifting airflow of heavy wood beams near the
arched ceiling.

She sensed a desk a few paces away, and heard the barest
rustle of sheaves of papers as the heat of the house was pulled
toward the window, disturbing a small pile on the corner of the
desk. She admitted to being curious about what the papers might
be, and what information they might contain, but she couldn’t
afford the delay or the noise it would surely make to collect them 
this time. Extending her senses outward, along the floor she was
on, she could sense four sleepers and three alert guards in nearby
rooms. She silently crept to the wall and crouched, reaching out to
snuff a candle that she could hear guttering on the table beside the
wall.

With the flame extinguished, she moved lightly on the
balls of her feet, sprung toward the wall, and then pushed off
against it, using her momentum to propel her to the wooden 
beams she had sensed above her head. She pulled herself up and
over one, gripping the heavy thick oak with her arms and legs, 
waiting.

Within a few whispers, she heard one of the floor guards
stumble slightly as he entered the room, clearly expecting the
room to be lit with the candle that Catelyn had snuffed in the
corner of the room. She smelled his nervous energy, but he wasn’t
alerted as much as he was surprised by the darkness, and after 
recovering and adapting to the dim light in the room, he cursed the
wind from the open window and walked to the candle, intending to
relight it with a flint in his pocket.

When the guard passed below her, she tensed, waiting for 
him to spot her clinging to the ceiling beam, but he simply walked
on, rummaged in his pockets for his portable torch and relit the
candle. Catelyn froze, knowing that she was now completely
exposed, if the guard decided to turn around and look up, but he
didn’t. He started whispering to himself, some sort of hymn it
sounded like, and then proceeded to exit the room and resume his
patrol elsewhere. Catelyn waited for several breaths after he left, 
then eased herself over the beam and down onto the floor.

She lightly stepped to the archway leading out to the
hallway, pressed her upper body to the wall and extended her
bubble. She could not sense anyone else patrolling on this floor in
the hall,  but she still heard the sleepers, all occupying rooms to 
her left. One of them was alone, snoring lightly in the room just
one down from where she stood, while the sounds of three
slumbering individuals emanated from the room two doors down 
on the right.

She didn’t need to guess which room housed the Dane. 
Even the threat of an imminent encounter with Imperial forces for 
their open defiance of orders from the Emperor himself had not
seemed to dampen the appetites of the Sado-Sexual Elite.

Catelyn stood at the threshold into the hall, listening to the
sounds of the three guards she could sense who were still active. 
She heard the one whom she had encountered patrolling, another 
sat seemingly bored and half asleep in a chair at the top of the
stairs at the end of the hall, and the last was standing sentry near
the balcony entrance.

Catelyn had already made the decision before arriving that
she would not touch the guards. Not only was she pessimistic
about her ability to last very long if it came down to a physical
confrontation with trained guardsmen, but she wished more than 
anything to make this night go as fast and as smoothly as it was
possible for her to pull off. That would be more likely if she
avoided confrontations. She stood up straight and tall and stepped
into the hallway with her back to the wall, feeling the shift in 
temperature as the airflow changed, and listening sharply for the
patrolling guard as she edged along slowly towards her goal.

Expanding her bubble along the hallway, first to one side, 
then the other, she discovered that the patrolling guard was
approaching his task halfheartedly, leaving large sections of the
upstairs unwatched, which was perfect for her needs, but rather
surprising given the circumstances. Her hackles raised, and she
wondered again if this was some sort of lure to draw her in, or if
perhaps she’d ended up in the wrong chamber somehow. 

Why are there no guards here? she thought. Why is there
no one close to the man they’re supposed to be guarding?

Catelyn’s review of her senses seemed to confirm that she
was in the right section, at least as far as her analysis of the
building’s floor-plan had detected, and her curiosity was piqued. 
The part of her that reveled in being a thief urged her to discover if
perhaps there was some other reason that the guards were
watching an area of the house away from the owner. But the other 
part of her, the pragmatic side, the one which reminded her so 
much of her cautious father won out, reminding her of the reason
she had come here. 

She was here to protect the innocent residents of the Seat
who would be caught up in an Imperial Purge, which would be the
inevitable outcome if she couldn’t convince the Danes to back
down. She wondered if this plan of hers wasn’t the craziest thing 
that she’d ever attempted. She wondered if it wasn’t going to cost
her life, but as she considered all of the alternatives, she realized
that there was a method behind her madness.

She knew that approaching Dane Eyrris would only have
had one result; he would have Catelyn killed on sight. But Catelyn
had done some sniffing around of her own the past few spans
while she had been laying low, and she had learned that Dane
Callum had a reputation as being level-headed. A monster, yes, but
not an unreasonable one, or so her sources told her. She didn’t
honestly know how much to hope that she could persuade him to 
change the collision course they were on, but it was the best and
only hope she had. She had no choice but to try.

Catelyn wasn’t sure that she could live with the
consequences if she didn’t. The Empire would see to that.

Catelyn’s only direct experience with the Empire had been 
fleeting, since her brief exchange with the Imperial officer on the
day that she had been abandoned twice. First by the murder of her
parents, then a second time by the Imperial officer leaving her to 
die amidst the filth and detritus of the Seat. 

She remembered the tales her parents had told, and the
history of the early days of the Empire as detailed in the pages of
the books she had surreptitiously read in her younger sojourns. 
And she had heard the tales in the streets growing up, both before
and after her tragic rebirth. She had overheard tales of cruelty and
malice, had been forced to listen to the keening moans of loved
ones who had lost someone to the Empire’s special attention. 

And even more memorable, she had been an unwilling
witness to the sound and fury of the Emperor’s last major Purge, 
as they were called when she was thirteen. 

She would never forget the smell of cooking flesh and
charred timbers, and the tortured screams of men, women and
children as they were burned alive in their homes, barricaded from
the outside by Imperial soldiers for no crime other than living in 
proximity to someone who had broken the law or defied the
Empire in some way.

It was widely rumored that in his early sojourns,
sometimes the Emperor enacted a Purge for no other reason than
to simply to sate his own desire to cause mass death and
destruction, and to remind the residents of the Seat that he could.

Catelyn felt her face flush with rage at the thought of that
level of injustice, and she often wondered why more people didn’t
stand up against the man and his army. Of course that army held a
distinct advantage in power, but the people, if they could ever
band together, would outnumber the Imperial army at least ten to 
one. 

She smirked at the irony that there was a part of her which
actually sided with the Dane’s in their stubbornness to rebel
against the Emperor’s command, but she knew that despite their 
obstinance, their short-sightedness was never going to win out
against a force the likes of the Empire.

Catelyn knew she wasn’t the type of person to lead such a
rebellion, either. In fact she wished for nothing more than to 
simply run away, out of the Seat and away from this life, but she
believed that was impossible. She could always travel to the
outlying cities such as Brunley or Belkyn of course, but no matter 
where she went in the Empire, she knew that she would still be
penned in behind the Walls. True escape was impossible.

As much as she thought about the acts that would be done
to the people of the Seat in another Purge, she also knew that it
would be done as a result of her actions. Not directly, of course;
the Empire didn’t even know she existed, much less that it had
been her actions which had begun all of this. To them, she was
simply another one of the thousands of urchins and pieces of
flotsam in a sea of unimportant faces. They had no way to know
that her theft had sparked the Danes to go on their own spree of
victimizing the Seat, which in turn had prompted the Imperial
response. It all lead back to her one act, and she found that she
was not willing to live with that on her conscience.

If I’d simply left the weapon where it had been, in the
clutches of that madman Eyrris, then none of the rest would have
followed.

As soon as she thought this though, she knew that it was
foolish to try and take back her actions of the past. And just as
foolish to hold herself responsible for the actions of criminals. She
may have thrown a spark onto the pyre, but the Danes had done all
the work of fanning the flames.

Still, Catelyn did see an opportunity to reverse the course
by exerting some pressure of her own on the Danes. And it was her
hope of this outcome, however slight such a chance might be, that
turned her back toward the hallway and toward the sleeping Dane
and his guests. 

As she padded silently along the hall to the door of the
room where she presumed he slept, she tried to work out what she
might offer the Dane to relent and speak to Eyrris about giving up
his foolish hunt and defiance of the Emperor. She was clearly not
going to return the weapon, which she was sure would be a
significant factor in any offer from Callum, but she had to be
prepared to have something she could use to trade for his
cooperation.

Catelyn felt a stab of fear when the thought crossed her 
mind that perhaps Dane Callum might suggest that she herself was
worth trading, which in turn brought up many of Catelyn’s
unresolved feelings about the things her mother had been forced
to do to survive. No matter what happened here tonight, Catelyn 
knew that she would never let that happen, because of a promise
that she had once made to her mother.

As she struggled to think of something else of value that
she had to offer, she felt a wave of panic at her lack of forethought. 
But she pushed it down effectively, and said a prayer to the Divines
to guide her and give her plan the chance it would need to work. 
She didn’t expect a response, or for it to actually help anything, but
she reasoned that maybe it couldn’t hurt.

First things first, she thought. 

Catelyn needed to get into the rooms undetected, a feat
given the age of the house and the heaviness of the doors. She
could tell from the muffled sounds coming from behind them and
the smell of the wood, that the Dane was behind a pair of heavy
doors, two massive slabs made of carved oak which she knew
would not be easy to get open noiselessly. Catelyn extended her 
bubble directly in front of her, trying to get a more complete
picture of what lay on the other side of the door. Reaching out, her
fingertips lightly grazed the surface of the wood, feeling the hewn 
grain of the wood, smooth to her touch.

She planted her feet cautiously as she sidled up to stand at
the pair of doors, stepping them straight down as she moved to 
avoid scuffing her feet and causing any stray noise, as well as
ensuring that if the floor was squeaky, she could withdraw each
foot quickly before she committed her weight to each step. It was
slow going, moving so cautiously, but she couldn’t afford a single
mistake here. She was just a young girl and although she was
skilled in her own way, she possessed no training in martial
matters, in a house full of muscled professional sell-swords who 
could cut her throat before she even knew what was happening.

The three individuals inside the room were sleeping 
soundly behind the double doors, each one with their own distinct
breathing pattern. She heard them clearly as she placed her fingers
along the edge of the door frame, which was set solidly and carved
with symbols and embossed with ornate panels. Catelyn tested the
seal with a slight push and confirmed that the doors were latched
shut. 

She felt along the joints and ran her hands up and down 
the height of the doors, feeling the airflow. There was a good
amount of exchange, so she knew that opening one of the doors
would not disturb the pressure inside, and she could also tell that
there was no swelling that would cause the doors to stick. 
Everything told her the doors were built well, and would open
easily, with enough weight put behind the effort, but she wished
she had remembered to pocket the jar of grease she brought for 
ensuring that the hinges wouldn’t squeak. But unfortunately, it
was one of the oversights of her having rushed into this job.

She ran her hands over the handle of the right side door, a
simple round metal knob that was cool under her fingers. She
leaned down and smelled the handles, checking for rust or oil. 
Nothing stood out to her keen sense of smell, and she breathed a
sigh of relief as she stood back up and gave the knob an
experimental turn.

The noise it emitted when it clicked open sounded like
thunder to her honed senses, but she knew that it was very likely
almost inaudible to anyone else. Catelyn felt slightly nauseous, but
it was a feeling she knew well. When Catelyn focused her hearing
and smell to this fine a degree for this amount of time, it usually
caused her to feel ill like this. She really didn’t know what it was
about using her talents that caused her to feel this way, but she
hadn’t spent time dwelling on it. She just adapted to it as a
predictable side effect of her abilities, and was something she had
learned to live with. 

She ignored the queasiness she felt and turned the handle
smoothly and as carefully as possible, and the door latch came free
of the jamb. Catelyn tensed, ready to flee at the first hint of
commotion, and she expanded her bubble back through the house
to check on the guards, but she sensed nothing unusual. When no 
commotion followed, she refocused her bubble on her immediate
surroundings and pressed against the door with her body, leaning 
into it slowly, and the door, despite its weight, swung inward
smoothly and with no discernible noise. The sleeping people inside
remained undisturbed.

Catelyn slipped her hand into her tunic pocket and
retrieved the small wedge-shaped hunk of burnt wood she had
brought with her. As deftly as she could, she wedged the wood
under the door when it was just wide enough for her to slip
through. She could smell the acrid tang of the block and knew she
would easily be able to locate it again if needed.

She stood and stretched up on her toes as tall as she could,
then edged her way through the slender gap and into the room, not
touching either of the doors with her body. Once inside, she turned
her bubble to encompass the entire room, and the mental image of
her surroundings bloomed in her mind, filling in the gaps where
her senses had been muffled by the heavy doors. Almost
immediately, the room became as clear to her senses as it would be
to someone who was seeing it with their eyes.

The room was about six paces on the long end and four on 
the short, and was windowless, which was not a surprise to Catelyn
based on where it was in the house, though she still found it odd
that the Dane had chosen a windowless room for his bedroom. 
Catelyn could only assume there was a reason for it, but she didn’t
know what that would be. It complicated her plans, in that she
would have preferred exiting the Dane’s room without needing to 
return to the hall again, but she would adapt, like she always did.

There was furniture along each wall; dressers, tables and
shelves, although Catelyn wasn’t sure which was which...she could
only ascertain their rough shape without feeling them with her 
hands, but she didn’t bother to do those things since those things
were not of interest to her. Instead, she turned her focus on the
large four post bed that stood in the center of the room.

It stood on a slightly raised section of floor, directly in the
center of the room, like a stage or a platform. Catelyn wished she
wasn’t imagining the variety of entertainments this bed was
designed to showcase but she began to theorize why there were no 
windows in the room. What happened here was clearly for a very
exclusive audience.

As she stood just inside the open door, taking in all of this
information, one of the sleepers stirred, and she froze, tensing
herself in case she needed to bolt back out and return again later. 
The sleeper shifted and moaned slightly, but did not fully wake. 
However, Catelyn heard something she hadn’t heard on the other
side of the doors and the sound of it made her break out into a
light sweat. It was a distinctive metallic sound she identified easily,
the jangling of metal against metal. She knew that only one thing 
made that sound: heavy chains.

What made her sweat and react with such dismay was that
the sound had come from the same spot where the sleeper had
roused. 

Have I made a terrible mistake? What if this isn’t the
Dane’s sleeping chamber? she thought, panicked. 

What if these are slaves, or prisoners?

Catelyn briefly considered backing out of the room and
fleeing, but quickly realized that even if her fears were confirmed, 
this wouldn’t change very much about the specifics of her plan, 
only the amount of time needed to locate the Dane. He had to be in
the house somewhere. If not here, perhaps he was the lone sleeper 
down the hall. She decided to check this trio first, if for no other 
reason than to rule them out.

She had not originally planned to wake Dane Callum, 
hoping that she could simply get close enough to administer the
dose of powdered brown seaweed that she’d brought with her in a
sack attached to her belt, then drag him somewhere for a private
talk, away from his comforts and when they were not surrounded
by his men. That was another reason that Catelyn had chosen to
approach Dane Callum for this - she knew that he was a slight
man, barely taller than Catelyn herself, and not as great a physical
threat to her. She could, with effort, dose the Dane into deep
unconsciousness and carry him out of his bed chamber and up
onto the roof. But if the Dane wasn’t here and she needed to search
additional rooms...

Catelyn ran over all the scenarios in her head, and none of
them were good. She sighed, and thought to herself. How had
everything gotten so complicated?

Catelyn didn’t contemplate her dire predicament long, 
though. She needed more information before making a move, so
she stalked towards the bed on silent bare soles. She tuned her
hearing to the slow, rhythmic breathing of the sleepers, and then 
focused on their movements as they slept, trying to determine the
location of the chains and how they were arrayed and where they
were attached.

She reached the side of the bed and reached out to feel the
wood of the bed frame. She ran her sensitive fingertips over its
surface. It was as rough-hewn and as ornately carved as the door
and the details stood out to her highly-trained sense of touch. She
moved her hand and held it out, suspended over the bed, feeling 
the air just above where she knew the legs of the sleepers would be,
testing the vibrations and currents of the air as it shifted beneath
her fingers. The air was as palpable to her hands and feet as water 
was to other people. 

It was the slight change in temperature which alerted her 
to the proximity of the chain, stopping her hand before coming
into contact with the cold metal. She used both hands and, 
following the line of cold, she traced its length down from the bed
to a notch in the floor. 

She could only guess, as it was too great a risk to confirm 
with her hands, that the other end of the chain terminated in a
restraint of some sort, locked around neck, or wrist, or ankle. 
Perhaps even all three.

But however it was attached to the person slumbering
right beside her, it became clear that at least one of these sleepers
was there against their will. The thought of that sent a spark of
anger into the center of Catelyn’s calm, but she simply
acknowledged it and did not try to fan it into a flame of emotion.

She turned and squatted down, crabbing her way across
the floor on all fours now, feeling her way around the bed, and
confirmed the presence of another chain, similarly coming from 
the sleeper to the right side of the mattress, and ending in an 
identical notch in the floor. Two captives slept on either side of the
bed, both chained to the floor. And in the middle of them both, the
third figure. None of the three were large, but Catelyn couldn’t tell
with certainty if the Dane was among them.

She sniffed deeply, trying to smell every detail. She
crinkled her nose at the smells coming from the bed: sweat mostly,
and other bodily fluids. Just the smallest hint of blood. She
extended her hearing as well, but apart from the breathing of all
three sleepers, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. She had a
decision to make.

A snore erupted from one of the captives. She knew
immediately where it had come from, but it hadn’t been enough
for Catelyn to determine the sex and disposition of the owner of
that noise.  Her instincts told her that it was a man, and an adult, 
but she couldn’t be absolutely sure given the conditions. Catelyn’s
pulse pounded through her entire body, and she could feel sweat
pouring from under her kerchief and at the small of her back. She
knew that her options were very limited now, and so she made her 
decision, and prepared herself for what she was about to do.

She inhaled sharply, crouched herself low, and sprang, 
pushing with all the strength in her legs to pounce onto the bed. 
Although she could not tell everything about her three targets, she
knew from the sound of their breathing exactly where each of their
mouths and noses were, and that was enough for what she had
planned.

As she landed on the bed, she twisted her right leg 
sideways beneath her, and extended her arms to the sides. Her
right knee impacted exactly as she had seen it in her mind, wedged
into the space below the middle sleeper’s jaw, cutting off the
airway before a sound could escape it. 

She knew she was taking a risk in concluding that the
figure in the center of the two captives was Dane Callum, and that
he slept in between his two captives, but her instincts were usually
very accurate and this seemed like a reasonable risk, based on all
of the evidence her senses provided her. With her arms extended, 
she clamped down hard on the mouths of the two captive sleepers
beside him. All that escaped from them were frantic, muffled
moans, while the center sleeper who she could now confidently
identify as a man because of the scratching of his beard against her
skin, struggled for breath as Catelyn’s knee was compressing his
throat, preventing him from taking a breath with mouth or nose.
He flailed with all his strength, but he was not much heavier than
Catelyn and he was unable to throw her off. Her conclusion, and
for this she did thank the Divines at least in principle, had been
correct: She was straddling Dane Callum.

Catelyn also now had additional information about the
captives. As soon as her hands had found the mouths of the two 
sleepers, she confirmed that they were young children. Upon 
realizing this fact, Catelyn had no compunction pushing all of her
weight into her knee, and she could hear the choking of Dane
Callum intensify, as he tried to extract the leg that was choking
him before he lost consciousness or worse.

The two children struggled as well, but as Catelyn had
anticipated, the metal chains prevented them from moving too 
much. Unfortunately the chains were also beginning to rattle
across the bed and floor noisily. Catelyn knew she had very little
time now. 

“Shush” she hissed to the children. “I’m not here to hurt
either of you. I’m here for him” and she nodded her head towards
the struggling Dane Callum. 

Almost immediately, and to Catelyn’s surprise, her words
had the desired effect. She felt the two children settle, although
they still fought against her grip clamping down on their mouths, 
and she knew eventually they would win, given that most of her 
weight was being used to put behind her choking of Callum, who 
was still fighting back and trying to gain the power to fight off her 
attack. She needed to pacify the children so she could focus all of
her energy on restraining the Dane.

“I’ll remove my hands, but I need you to promise me that
you won’t scream. You have to reason to fear me. Do you agree?
Nod if you do.” Catelyn said, as calmly as she could.

The children struggled briefly, then she felt first one, then 
the other, nod their assent. Catelyn squeezed their mouths one last
time, with both warmth and a warning. She felt her heart go out to 
them, and she tried not to think too hard about the ordeals these
innocents had been forced to endure, and then she released her
hands.

She almost immediately regretted it. 

“Help us, please!” 

“Let us go, we’ve been here for days.” 

Both children breathlessly, frantically pleaded to Catelyn,
desperately reaching out to her with hands and voices, trying to 
claw at her to get her to release them. They were making more
noise in their “cooperation” than they had when they had been 
fighting her.

Catelyn put her finger to her lips, about to chastise them 
for breaking their word, but then she thought about all that they
had endured and decided to try something else first. She turned
her head to look at both children in turn, and tugged her scarf
down so that they could both see her smile.

“What are your names?” she whispered. This unexpected
gesture from her had the desired effect she had been hoping for, 
and the children responded.

“My name is Elexia. This is my sister, Sera,” one of the
girls said. 

When the girl said the name, Catelyn felt a chill start at the
base of her neck and work its way down her entire body. 

Sera.

Her mother’s name.

It probably shouldn’t have had such a profound effect on 
her, she realized. Sera wasn’t exactly an uncommon name in
Exeter. But nonetheless, it hit Catelyn deeply, and she felt herself
falter slightly, as the word dredged up her own painful memories.

Catelyn had no time to wallow in her own melancholy
though. Dane Callum was on the verge of either fighting his way
out from beneath her, or of forcing her to end his life there and
then. His gasping breaths were coming shallower and shallower, 
and his struggling was getting weaker.

She pushed her feelings aside, and said “Elexia, Sera, I’m 
very happy to know you. My name is Catelyn. I wish that we had
the time to make friends, but right now I need to speak to 
this...bastard”.

As she said the word she slapped the top of Dane Callum’s
head with her open palm, which captured the two girls’ attention, 
and further assured keeping him from fading into 

unconsciousness.

“Can I count on the both of you to be quiet while I talk
with him?” Catelyn asked gently.

The girls both nodded vigorously, which Catelyn could tell
by the motion of the bed and the light tinkling of the chains.

“Good,” Catelyn said with another smile.

With that dealt with, Catelyn shifted some of her weight
from her right knee and Callum immediately sucked in air, rasping
and fighting to breathe again through his compressed windpipe. 

She let him take two deep breaths, then stood up on the
bed, placing her left foot down between the Dane’s arm and chest
and pressing her right foot down across his neck, compressing it
once more but with more control and less intensity. This had the
added benefit of being able to feel his breath catch and his pulse
race, with the sole of her foot and she used exactly the right
amount of pressure to keep him conscious.

“Now, I hope that I have your attention,” Catelyn said.

She felt and heard nothing. Catelyn sighed audibly then
continued, trying to sound stronger than she felt. 

“In case you hadn’t noticed, my patience isn’t very strong 
this evening. I suggest you answer me.” As she spoke, she leaned
more of her weight into her foot. Catelyn was trying to sound as
intimidating as she could, though she feared that these words
coming from a slight girl like herself would only cause him to find
the situation humorous. 

However, she felt him nod, his stubbly chin scratching the
top of her foot. Catelyn tried not to show how relieved she was at
this small compliance.

“Good. Now that we understand each other...” As she
trailed off, she also eased off some of the pressure and weight from
her leg, and she felt his breath slide shallowly in and out once
more. Catelyn pulsed her bubble once, focusing on the hallway and
the open door out of caution, but she heard no patrolling guards
nearby. She guessed that she might have another quarter of a
prayer before the roving guard looped back around this way.

When the man grew accustomed to this level of pressure, 
she leaned over and put some more of her weight back on the leg 
she used to hold him down by the throat and glared at him 
menacingly, at least as much as it was possible to glare at someone
from behind a blindfold. 

She pushed on. “Do you know who I am?” she asked
bluntly. 

Another nod, Yes.

“And you know what I did to Dane Eyrris?” And another 
nod, this one more vigorous.

“Of course you do. You and the other Danes all look out for
each other now, don’t you?” She pressed slightly onto his neck, to 
remind him of the position she had him in should his answer
displease her. His breath caught and he tried desperately to
swallow another gulp of air, through the resistance of the pressure
that she was applying.

“Yes” he croaked, finally finding his voice. The single
syllable dripped with contempt.

Catelyn felt herself start to sweat, beneath the kerchief
tucked around her head. Everything relied on what happened in 
the next few moments. She had to lay out her case quickly, and be
gone.

“We have a problem, all of us. What had been a more
intimate matter between your little club and myself has something
more. Something fatal. And you, Dane Callum, are going to help
me stop it.”

“Go...fuck...self...bitch,” Callum spat out, managing to get
that all through the pressure she was putting on his throat. 

She leaned forward and pushed harder upon his throat
until she heard him gasp and attempt, fruitlessly, to draw in a
deeper breath.

“Now, now,” Catelyn scolded. “Is that any way to be
helpful?”

Callum struggled, trying to fight her off, but now that she
was standing, the slightest shift in her weight put intense pressure
on his delicate throat and he couldn’t escape. Not without
completely cutting off his airway, or having his throat crushed
beneath her foot. She was in total control, and he knew it.

“O...K...stop,” he croaked once.

She eased herself back slightly again, and as she did so, 
she quickly expanded her bubble to check on her surroundings
once more. It never hurt to exercise caution, she knew. Everything
was still quiet. 

So far, so good, she thought, then refocused all of her 
attention on Dane Callum.

“So, as I was saying. We need to resolve our little Imperial
problem. I’ve asked around. I know that by the rules of your little
club, you’re all honor-bound to help your fellow Danes.” At these
words he grunted, and she could feel the thumping of blood to his
head, probably from anger.

“Loyalty. I can respect that. Really I can, but here’s the
issue. The three of you, like little boys who stubbornly pout when 
you don’t get what you want, are about to bring the full wrath of
the Empire down upon ALL our heads.”

Catelyn assumed that Callum knew this, of course, but she
was gambling everything on the hope that the Danes did not want
to die in the most horrific ways imaginable. She was hoping that
perhaps this act of intimidation would open Dane Callum’s eyes; to
enable him to see his support for his fellow Dane as the prideful
act that it was. She hoped that hearing someone else say it would
perhaps change their perspective enough to see their actions in a
new light.

She felt Callum’s head shift under her sole, and she could
tell he was looking up at her, where her eyes should be. He
chuckled, then rasped out a single word. 

“So?” This was quickly followed by a choking , maniacal fit
of laughter.

Catelyn was taken aback. 

Are these three men so cold that they could ignore the
truth of what this means? Are they that foolish to...

Catelyn didn’t even bother to finish that thought, as Dane
Callum’s laugh would seem to indicate that she already knew the
answer to those questions. And with that realization came the
wash of guilt at what it meant. 

He isn’t the fool. I am.

“You really are a group of uncaring sons of shits, aren’t
you?” she said.

Callum stopped laughing long enough to cough and
Catelyn realized he was in fact trying to spit on her lower leg and
foot. Catelyn’s hopes were dashed. This wasn’t going to work. He
was too cool. Too in control. 

As she stood over this man, knowing he was fully prepared
to consign his own life, the lives of his men and everyone around
him to the fires of an Imperial Purge, something inside of her
snapped.

I’m not going to win this, she realized.

The voice, the contrary one who plagued her always in her
worst moment, was in total agreement.

You were a fool to think you ever could have won, it said
flatly.

Catelyn’s face burned white hot, and in a move that was
very much unlike her, Catelyn felt herself go numb inside and she
leaned half of her weight into her forward leg. She felt him struggle
as she choked the life out of him. She felt cold, and she wanted him
to suffer.

“So then, this doesn’t matter, right? You don’t mind dying,
right here and now. Because surely if you care nothing for what the
Empire might do to you when they find you, then you must not
care at all for your own life,” she said, all emotion buried deep
inside her.

He flopped beneath her like a fish, and as he flailed, she
discovered something that she hadn’t known before. She hadn’t
simply taken the Dane off guard from her attack. His inability to 
fight her off was due, in part, to the fact that his arms and legs
were also restricted by metal chains; he had shackled his captives
to himself. Catelyn shook her head, not understanding these sex
games that the Danes played. She eased off the pressure, more out
of disgust than mercy, and Callum rasped in another three choking
breaths, laughing slightly with each inhale.

Catelyn, in exasperation and resignation, sighed, and
whispered “I really don’t have time for this.”

Callum croaked out a mostly unintelligible response, with
humor in his voice. “T...too bad...just...my cock”, were the only
words that Catelyn could make out. 

At the last word, she sensed through her bubble that he
was indeed aroused. She shivered with revulsion at the thought
that this man had become aroused by his own near death. Catelyn
had no direct experience with sex, but she believed strongly that
this was not what it was supposed to be about.

Catelyn knew without doubt that she had lost this
negotiation. In truth, she realized that she had lost it even before it
had begun, and she tried to think of some other approach she
might take, when suddenly the outcome became inconsequential. 

She heard the shouting from downstairs, coming from the
other side of the house, and her senses snapped into awareness.
She expanded her bubble beyond the room she was in, and took in
everything she could from all around her, and the words came
clearly to her ears. 

Someone was shouting “Hurry! Wake the Dane!”.

Catelyn tried not to panic, but her plan was quickly going
to the Void. She didn’t assume that she had been found out, for the
voices and the commotion were coming from downstairs where
she hadn’t even set foot, but the truth was that the alternatives
were far worse. She couldn’t afford to stay any longer. 

She removed her foot from Dane Callum’s throat and
dropped to her knees alongside the Dane, using her weight and
momentum to land her elbow into Callum’s head, rendering him
unconscious. She wanted to kill the man, but she’d made a
promise to herself and to the spirits of her parents never to 
casually take a life, and since the Dane was not an immediate
threat to her life, she intended to honor it. She got up to leave, and
the chains rattled again, tiny hands clutching hers before she could
scramble away and out the door. 

“Please. Don’t leave us here,” Elexia pleaded. 

Catelyn had almost forgotten about the girls; she had been
so focused on the Dane, and they had been so quiet that they had
blended into the background of her consciousness. Catelyn 
paused, thinking that she didn’t have time for rescuing two young 
girls, but also hearing the panic in those voices.

Elexia and Sera. 

Catelyn had been not much older than these girls when
her own parents had been taken from her. She hadn’t been able to 
help them then. She couldn’t even begin to count the number of
nights she had awakened from that experience, replayed over and
over again in her nightmares and each time, she was completely
powerless to stop it. To do something.

But she was older now. She was, for better or worse, 
directly in a position to help these girls now, and she knew from 
the things that her parents had taught her that this gave her a
responsibility. She sighed and knelt down on the bed once more, 
patting the backs of the girls hands to reassure them.

“Let’s get you out of here,” she said quietly.

She reached out and searched along Dane Callum’s limp
body, hoping to find that he kept the key to their restraints on him,
but found out that as she had guessed, beneath the sheets the Dane
was unclothed from head to toe. 

Sera must have figured out what she was doing, for she
said in a timid, quiet voice “The key is in a panel of the
headboard.”

Catelyn thanked the girl and felt along the headboard, all
the while listening to the growing commotion downstairs. She was
surprised that no one had made it up to the Dane’s bedchamber
yet, or had even seemingly made the attempt, and this further
raised her hackles.

What is going on down there?

She located the swivel panel, pushed it in on its hinge and
easily found the small key to the restraints, preparing to unshackle
the two girls as quickly as she could. In the process she discovered
that the two girls had been bound with tight leather collars at wrist
and ankle, attached to the chains which ran to the floor. The girls
whispered their thanks and Catelyn released them from their 
bonds. 

She knew the girls could hear the commotion and yelling 
coming from downstairs now too, and they were old enough to 
understand that she was their only hope. They seemed at most one
or two sojourns younger than she had been when she’d been 
abandoned to the streets without her vision, and that gave her a
feeling of kinship with them.

Catelyn assessed her situation. She had accounted for the
possibility of carrying one person, the Dane, out and onto the
rooftops. Carrying two young girls, weighing roughly forty stone
each, was not going to be possible, so her rooftop escape plan was
now out. The only route left to her was going downstairs and out
the front door. Right through the bulk of Dane Callum’s private
cadre of thugs and guards, and straight towards the commotion.
Catelyn blasphemed the Divines under her breath.

She hadn’t planned this well at all.

Chapter 8

Catelyn gathered the girls at the foot of the bed and knelt
before them, placing a hand on each of their shoulders, right then
noticing that, like the Dane, both of them were stark naked.

“Girls, do either of you have any clothing? Preferably
something dark?”

“No,” came the simple reply. 

Of course not, Catelyn fumed, her hatred for the Dane’s
running deeply through her.

“They brought us here from...somewhere else. We weren’t
allowed to have any clothes.” 

Catelyn felt herself struggling with the urge she was having
to make an end of Dane Callum, to simply stand up and climb up
onto the bed to snap Callum’s neck, but she knew she couldn’t
afford the time or the complications that would bring into her life. 
Not to mention her vow, which she was finding harder and harder
to honor. She breathed deeply instead.

“I’m going to get you out of here,” she told the girls again. 
“But in order to do this, I’ll need you both to listen to every word I 
say, and follow my directions, without question. Can you do that?” 

She felt both girls nodding and they each said a hushed
“Yes, Catelyn”. 

She leapt to her feet and crossed the room to the wedged
open door, with a girl clutching each hand. She had only been
listening to the commotion outside and downstairs with half her
attention before, and so she expanded her bubble to the hallway
and the floor below.

What she heard was complete and utter confusion. The
Dane’s men were running back and forth, some engaged in
combat, some simply smashing furniture or throwing themselves
against doors in an apparent attempt to get out. And then at the
distant edge of her senses, Catelyn’s worst fear was realized, as the
pungent stench of acrid burning wood and billowing smoke
reached her nose, ample evidence of exactly what she had come
here this night to try and prevent. And her heart sank with the
clear evidence that she had failed.

The Purge had begun.

The smells of burning she could detect were not yet close
to where she stood, indicating that the Imperials must still be
outside, probably barricading the doors of the surrounding 
buildings from the outside and throwing combustible material
from one structure to the other. 

Catelyn cursed the Emperor for living up to his well
renowned reputation for impatience and cruelty. Catelyn had
hoped that she would have had time to stop this from happening,
but she now knew that everything she had risked here tonight had
been in vain.

Though maybe, she thought. Maybe there is some
redemption to be had after all.

She felt the small hands tighten in fear around her own, 
and she knew that if it was the last thing she did in this life, she
would not let this night end in disaster for these two girls. They
would not go through another horrible day, if she had anything to 
say about it.

But she needed to act quickly if she was going to save
them.

A singular voice in her head pleaded with her to leave
them behind, and to save herself, but she refused to heed that call. 
Ironically, it was not the voice she had expected. That voice, the
one who questioned her faith in the Divines, and put

uncomfortable thoughts in her head, remained silent but she knew
that it would approve of the decision she was making right now.

She may have developed a thick skin and a more than 
healthy dose of self preservation over the long and hard sojourns
of her life, but she could not and would not knowingly allow such
innocents to die. Especially not this way.

A stab of guilt penetrated her at that moment however, as
she considered all the innocents she had already allowed to die at
the hands of the Danes and their sadistic campaign as well as those
who were about to die in this Purge. She supposed that sometimes
upholding one’s ideals was more convenient at some times than
others.

But in this case, given the immediacy of the danger the
three of them were in, Catelyn simply refused to leave these two 
girls to be devoured, whether by the conflagration of the Imperial
Purge or by the twisted sexual appetites of the Danes. Not tonight. 
Not ever.

The realization that the Purge had begun made it clear 
why the occupants of the estate had not rushed upstairs to help
their Dane. With the Empire on the doorstep, Purging anyone and
anything in their sight, the choice was clear: Flee and have a
chance to save themselves and their loved ones, or die for a man 
they owed nothing to, and who had brought this down upon their
heads to begin with. It really must have been an easy choice for 
most, and Catelyn could hear that indeed most of the commotion 
was the sound of struggle as most of the Dane’s guards attempted
to flee, while a handful tried to stop them.

That meant that at least some of the Dane’s men would be
standing between her and escape, but far fewer than if there had
not been such confusion, and her chances of getting out with the
two girls were looking up. She just had to move fast, while the
Dane’s private guards were otherwise occupied and before the
Empire focused all their attention on this building. Catelyn knew
from her prior experience of a Purge, that they would first contain
the entire perimeter that was to be Purged, then they would send
in two squads of fifteen soldiers each. One would commence the
burning and blockading, while the other would kill any who tried
to escape, and these two teams would move from building to 
building, house to house, systematically torching and killing. The
Empire had no care for who they killed or how many. A Purge was
deliberately designed to punish those within the perimeter, and
send a message to those outside of it, pure and simple. Obey.

Catelyn no longer worried about stealth or hiding her 
identity in this situation, so she removed the kerchief from her 
head and the cloth from around her face, letting it fall to her chest. 
Upon revealing her shock of medium length red hair the girls, in
spite of their dire situation, gasped in surprise and delight. These
girls had likely never seen anyone with hair before. 

Catelyn knew her appearance would be a shock for anyone
else as well, and hoped that perhaps it would even help buy her 
some small measure of distraction. She squeezed the girl’s hands,
one in each of her own, and ran toward the stairs, vaulting down 
them two at a time, her bubble focused on each step, and slowly
expanding it as she descended.

“Ma’am,” the girl, Elexia said as they reached the landing.

“Shush,” Catelyn hissed, more harshly than she had
intended. She tried to make her voice softer and warmer. “Stop
calling me ma’am, Elexia. I’m barely old enough to be your big 
sister. Call me Catelyn or Cat.”

“OK. But Catelyn...”

Catelyn cut the girl off with a tug, as her bubble told her
that a guard was passing in the doorway just down the hall across
from them. The words were yanked from the girl’s mouth, and
Catelyn pressed them forward, smelling the inferno now strongly
as she reached the lower level. The Imperials would be at the
house shortly, if they weren’t already outside. It might already be
too late.

She heard the timbers of the building next door cracking 
in the heat, and the roar of the flames, and the screams of trapped
innocents nearby. Catelyn’s pulse pounded in her ears, threatening
to drown out the sounds around her. She stifled the fear and the
shame she felt at having set off this chain of events, and padded
towards what she thought must be the exit to the street. As she
moved, her feet came into contact with a plush carpet, which was
soaked in something wet and sticky. 

She moved her foot and sniffed the air, but whatever the
substance was, she’d never smelled anything like it before. It was
sharp, and burned her nose, and she could guess what it was. She
knew that the Empire threw in containers of kerosene and other
flammable liquids, and Catelyn gripped both girls’ hands tightly. 
That was when she heard voices.

The words were muffled, coming from a room with two 
walls and what was most likely a door between her and the
speakers, but as the fires began to rage, her bubble became harder
and harder to interpret through the smoke and flames. She moved
in the opposite direction, using her bubble to give her as much
information as it could, but with the raging fires outside and the
commotion all around, her mental map of the surroundings was
quickly becoming sketchy at best, and she knew that the longer she
stayed, the greater her risk.

She wished she had been able to do more scouting of this
building before hand, but her need had been great, and her time
short. She knew she was in a large room, with carpeted floors
throughout. From the feel of it under her toes, although it was
plush, the threads were worn and old, and would hold a flame
quite well. And it was coated in patches of the sticky substance. 
She wished to get it off her skin.

She proceeded toward the wall away from the voices, then 
felt her way along it until she reached the corner, then moved
along the perpendicular wall. Finally, as she had hoped, she found
a window. The girls must have wondered before, but now that they
knew she was blind, Catelyn expected them to question her and
perhaps even abandon her to take their chances on their own. To 
their credit and to Catelyn’s surprise, rather than panic the girls
took turns trying to help Catelyn out.

“Catelyn this window doesn’t open,” said Sera.

“Damn. I guess it was too much to hope for.” Catelyn
sighed.

“There’s a door to the next room about two paces to the
left of the wall. It’s closed.”

Catelyn smiled and squeezed Sera’s small hand.

“How come you can’t see?” she asked. “And how come you
don’t bump into all the walls?”

Catelyn simply looked at her and smiled, and said “I’ll tell
you all about it after we get out of here. OK?” 

“OK.”

Catelyn marveled at the simple, unassuming innocence of
childhood. Catelyn wondered how any parent could have sold their
child, could have willingly let the monsters of this world try to take
such a precious gift and corrupt it. Catelyn felt her heart hurt at
the very idea.

“Thank you,” she said instead, and together the three of
them moved toward the door. Catelyn’s senses warned her that
something was wrong.

“Wait,” she said as she reached out and felt the wood of
the door and the handle. Both were cool. She placed her hand on 
the knob and turned, and as she did, everything went to the Void.

The first thing that went wrong was when she heard a door
open to her left and the voices she had heard through the walls
before rang out clear and strong. She shuffled the girls into the
room beyond the door she had just opened, without fully knowing 
what lay behind. She couldn’t afford to do anything else, but it
wasn’t enough. The voices shouted in alarm and Catelyn slammed
the door shut behind her. She felt along the handle, but felt no 
locking mechanism.

She burst out her bubble with everything she had, which
allowed her a momentary sense of her surroundings in fine detail, 
then returned to the more abstract images she was used to. She
likened it to the way a flash of lightning would reveal the objects in
a darkened room, giving her an accurate picture of the room’s
layout and everything in it, but only briefly before returning to 
darkness. She’d learned this trick by accident really, but it was
handy in a pinch, especially when under pressure like she was
now. 

She had sensed a chair a pace away, and grabbing it, she
slammed it home under the handle, wedging the door shut. She
heard the heavy footfalls of two men as they stomped across the
room they had just left, and within a breath they were trying to 
open the door and force their way inside. One of the men was
slamming his shoulder into it, but the chair held, for now.

She heard the other stomp away, presumably to find
another way around. She tightened her bubble to just the few
paces within the room and combining that with the information
she’d gleaned when she’d flashed her bubble before, she tried to 
determine a way out of her situation.

She knew that she was in a small room, seemingly a place
for the servants to hang coats and for guests to remove one’s
muddy boots. There were two other chairs along one wall, and a
coat rack. Unfortunately for Catelyn, she also confirmed that there
was another door a few paces away. If he was even half aware, this
would certainly be where the other man would approach.

With the first door secured, she turned and listened at the
other. She didn’t want to wedge herself in on this side, or she
would be dead for sure, trapped and burned alive when the Purge
reached the Dane’s estate. Or the men would eventually break
their way inside, that threat becoming more imminent with every
breath. Her hearing told her the grim tale. The other man was
rounding a corner and would soon be right outside the door. It was
too late to try to run through. They were trapped.

“Girls, get behind me,” she commanded. 

They did as she instructed, and Catelyn frantically tried to 
sense something that she could use as a weapon. The coat rack was
tall, and too unwieldy to be effective in such a tight space. And
Catelyn had no training when it came to fighting. She’d never 
needed to, although she wasn’t completely incapable of defending 
herself. Still, this was likely a man with more training and more
strength than her, and she felt her stomach lurch at what was
happening, and what was about to happen. 

Did everything end like this?

She had no way out. No room to move. No room to jump. 
She was boxed in, and she knew she would have to confront her
assailant. Before she knew it, it was happening.

He was right outside the door now. His footfalls had
stopped and she could hear his heavy breathing on the other side
of the door. She grabbed the long wooden shaft of the coat rack
with one hand, listening for the other man, and it sounded like he
had given up trying to get in, but was still waiting, pressed against
the door and listening. His breath sounded excited...he knew what
was about to happen.

“Hey girl,” the first thug hissed through the door she had
wedged shut. “Time to die.”

Catelyn began to wonder if he wasn’t right.

Catelyn stood in the small room, frozen with fear, the two 
young girls trembling behind her, clutching the frayed ends of her
tunic. Outside the house, Catelyn could hear the roaring of fire
spreading, and knew it was only a matter of whispers before the
building she was in would be engulfed in the Purge. Catelyn 
prepared herself to fight, something she preferred not to do, even 
when the odds weren’t stacked against her as they were now.

The man who had circled around was now turning the
handle and pushing the door open. She heard the girls
whimpering, as the door eased open. With no obstacle between 
them, Catelyn was able to get full sense of the man. She knew he’d
been heavy, judging from the sound and the impact of his footfalls,
but when the door opened, she could hear how he filled the doorframe, blocking out sound from behind him, and how hard his
heart was pumping to move blood through his body, and she could
tell he was massive. She heard a wet rasp as the huge man licked
his lips.

“Well, well, three little doves. Two of them all ready for 
later.”

Catelyn could hear the lust in his voice, and she knew he
must be taking in all of them, but clearly taking a perverse interest
in the naked girls cowering at her back.

Catelyn could hear the confidence in his voice. He knew
that he had the upper hand, and he was looking forward to doing 
whatever he wanted with the three of them. He took one step into 
the little room, and it felt to Catelyn as if the entire world had
closed in and all that existed were the four of them.

The man was in no hurry and Catelyn’s mind raced, trying 
to think of a way out. He knew there was no threat here, and he
seemed to feel no urgency at the approaching inferno. She
estimated his weight at about two hundred stone, possibly more. 
Even if she managed to land a blow, she knew it would have no 
effect on someone so massive. And she couldn’t sense a way to slip
past. She was well and truly trapped. She felt her heart racing like
it never had before, and her knees grew wobbly in sheer terror.

“Warren!” the big man shouted, presumably to the other
man at the door she’d wedged closed. “Do you want me to save you
one of these delicious treats?”

“The youngest!” the man named Warren hissed from 
behind the door. “What about you, Jaff?”

She heard the monster named Jaff lick his lips again.

“None of ‘em weighs more than a sack of stones, soaking
wet. I’ll need all three to satisfy me.” Catelyn could imagine the
leering grin behind the vile words he spewed.

At the thought of this man doing whatever he thought
would satisfy him with the girls in front of him, Catelyn tried to 
control her fear, steeled herself as much as she was able and
decided to roll the bones and gamble everything on a daring play. 
She had no other choice, really.

She issued a challenge, her voice wavering.

“You little boys couldn’t handle me together, much less
one against one.”

Catelyn realized that it wasn’t strictly the best move to 
antagonize them when they already held all the cards, and she
knew it wasn’t even the best insult of their manhood, but Catelyn
was desperate. She hoped that at least her quip might sting his
pride, and plant a seed of anger. Something told her this man
would not fall for any such ploy, but what choice did she have? She
wasn’t simply going to give in and let this man have his way with
them.

“Oh hoo! Warren, did you hear that? The older one with
the redhead has some spunk! I’m going to enjoy bobbing her on 
the tip.”

Warren put his nose to the crack and whispered “Red
head? F’real? Oh, that gets me stewing! Are you red down there
too, sweetmeat? I bet your cunt is craving what I got right here!”

Jaff laughed at his friends japes, and Catelyn realized that
they were enjoying toying with her. She couldn’t tell if these men 
were guards of the Dane’s, or Imperial soldiers, but it didn’t really
matter.

Thugs were thugs. 

Based on their calm demeanors, especially given the
imminently lethal situation they were all in, Catelyn assumed that
they must know of a fast way out. That fact lit a spark of hope
inside her, but she didn’t fan that hope into flame just yet.

Catelyn heard Jaff relax his stance somewhat, but he was
still blocking the only exit from the room. It seemed he was
content to wait for Catelyn to make a move, just as she was waiting
for him to commit. Hoping for an opportunity, or a mistake on his
part. Unfortunately for her, Jaff knew that. 

He might be huge, Catelyn thought, but he’s clearly no
idiot. 

Catelyn was so focused on the situation in front of her, 
that she almost missed the little hand of Elexia inching its way
along her cocked arm. The slightest pressure on her elbow clued
Catelyn in, but it was not a finger that she felt, but something cold
and hard. Catelyn feigned a step forward, and as she had hoped,
Jaff reacted, planting his feet wide to cut off a run for the door. 

She heard him cluck his tongue, chiding her, and she
backed off once again but the feint had accomplished her real goal.
As she returned to her original position, she reached behind and
palmed what the girl had been trying to give to her in secret.

She clutched the object in her hand, and within a breath
she knew what it was. A nail, just longer than one of her fingers,
and covered in rust, judging from the roughness of it. She hadn’t
sensed Elexia pick it up, nor even move, and she wondered where
the girl had gotten it. Not that such details mattered right now. 
What mattered was how she might be able to use it. It was long 
enough that if she could get it into his eye, or ear, or ram it into 
him somehow, that it might stun him long enough for the three of
them to get past him.

Catelyn didn’t want to have to hurt anyone, but she
decided that whatever vows she had made to herself, she was now
in a situation where it was her life or his.

“This one has got the fire, Warren,” Jaff called once more. 
“She just tried to take a poke at me, I think”.

Warren guffawed from his place behind the door, and
replied “Well Jaff, you’ll just have to poke her right back!” and he
laughed hysterically at his own twisted humor.

Jaff laughed slightly as well, but not to the point of
distraction. Catelyn knew that he was the more dangerous of the
pair. As big as he was, and confident in his own abilities, he was
still careful. Catelyn grudgingly had to admit that she couldn’t
underestimate this man.

Jaff however, was beginning to show signs of impatience.
His breathing was shallower, his heart increasing its rhythm. 
“Listen girl, I’d love to play with you all night, but at the moment
we’re on a timetable. And the Emperor doesn’t exactly appreciate
tardiness.”

She heard the motion before she felt it coming for her. He
planted his feet, raised his arms and took a step towards her. 
Catelyn let him come. 

When his hands were almost closed upon her upper arm,
she moved. As quickly as she could, she swatted her arms towards
his ears, hoping to clap her fists over his eardrums, trying to shock
him with the impact, and possibly even burst an eardrum. But Jaff
was faster than he seemed, as she had feared.

He managed to get his shoulders up, and knocked her
hands off their trajectory, smacking the side of his head. Both the
hand with the nail and the empty hand limply caromed off his bald
head, barely registering any impact on the big man.

He grabbed her wrists now and she was wracked with pain
as he squeezed with all his strength. She felt as if her bones would
snap like twigs at any second, and she could not do anything other 
than cry out. Despite the pain, she still had cupped in her left palm
the long, rusty nail. But it would not be long before the pain forced
her to release it. 

The two girls, surprising Catelyn, rushed from behind her 
and tried kicking the massive beast in the shins. She tried to warn
them away through clenched teeth, but they wouldn’t listen. Jaff
lashed out with his thick leg and she heard them both topple to the
ground, crying out in pain.

Catelyn was forced to do the only thing left to her. She
flung her head forward, cracking her skull with all the force she
could muster against his nose. She felt a crunching shift and,
although dazed by the impact, she knew she had done some
damage, and she was satisfied to hear a grunt of pain. Although his
hands softened, they didn’t release her wrists. She had stunned
him, and she would never get another opportunity, so she leaned
forward, opened her mouth and bit down hard on his nose, tasting
blood. She held nothing back and felt her teeth sink into the flesh
and tissue around his nose.

Finally, he let go to try rearing back with a punch, the
other hand going to his nose to staunch the blood flowing down his
face now. Catelyn knew that this single blow would end the fight if
he landed it, and with one deft motion she flipped the nail around,
now holding it between her middle and fourth fingers, the broad
base resting on the meat of her palm.

Before his fist landed, Catelyn weaved under his reach and
popped up just to his right side. When he sensed that he had
missed, he reached out to grab her, but this time it was too late. 
She slammed her fist up, with the rusty nail protruding from it like
an extra finger, into his face, just above his right eye. He hadn’t
made a move to block her punch, having assumed that such a futile
and desperate punch wouldn’t have fazed him.

He hadn’t seen the finger-length spike of rust-covered iron
nestled between her fingers. She let go, and could see that the
spike was now buried halfway into his skull, piercing his brain, 
causing him to drop dead on the spot like a monstrous puppet
whose strings had just been cut. 

As Catelyn coldly listened to Jaff’s heart stop, his
breathing cease and his lifeblood leaving through the gaping hole
in his face, Warren shouted from behind the opposite door. 

“Jaff? What happened? What’s going on?” 

When no answer came, he shouted “Hold on, I’m coming.”

Catelyn’s instinct for survival took over. She reached out, 
grabbed the two girls off the ground by the hand, and rushed them
out the open door. She crossed the hallway and rounded the
corner, opposite to where she expected Warren to appear at any
breath. She was frantically searching with her bubble, trying to 
determine where the two men had been off to when they’d
happened upon her and the girls. 

They were too confident; they must have known a way out.
She just needed to find it. Catelyn briefly considered staying to 
confront Warren, now that the odds were more even. Maybe she
could catch him by surprise and force the information from him. 
But she’d already pushed her luck in the confrontation with Jaff, 
and her favor with the Divines, to have survived this night as far as
she had.

She moved around and then felt a tugging on her pant leg. 
Catelyn stopped. It was Sera.

“Catelyn, we can’t leave yet.”

Catelyn felt her stomach drop. 

“What is it now? More men?” Catelyn pulsed her bubble, 
but she couldn’t detect anyone else in the nearby vicinity. In fact, 
she couldn’t detect Warren, either. 

Strange. Where have you gone? thought Catelyn.

Sera simply said “We can’t go outside. We’re naked.”

Catelyn nearly laughed at the absurdity of the statement, 
but then heard the serious tone in the girl’s voice. This really was
of great concern to her.

Catelyn bit back an angry reply and said instead “If we
don’t leave, now, Warren and whoever he works for will find us, 
and kill us. We’ve been lucky so far. That won’t happen again. 
Modesty is a small price to pay for your life.”

The girls, however, would have none of it. They both began
to fuss, the way young children do, and Catelyn considered for the
barest moment leaving the pair of them behind. Then, she had a
better idea. She let go of them, undid her black tunic and scarf
until she herself was naked from the waist up, and tore strips of
cloth from them, fashioning rags for each girl to wear. Catelyn felt
the heat from the fires outside on her bare skin, and she knew time
was running short.

“There. Now we’re all indecent to some degree. Let’s go,” 
was all she said, and this seemed to mollify the girls, as they made
their way down the hall in the general direction that Warren and
Jaff had been headed before their confrontation.

Five whispers later, Catelyn’s world had turned to fire. The
full contingent of soldiers from the Empire had finally reached the
Dane’s estate, and although they had thrown in the accelerant
earlier, only now were they beginning to toss torches and other
sources of flame through the windows and onto the roof. Catelyn 
had expected Warren to come upon them at any moment, but his
footsteps had never reappeared. She assumed that he had assessed
the situation and made a hasty retreat.

And then came the sounds of clattering, followed by the
eruptions of chaos as the soldiers outside began to throw the
torches and fire pots onto the roof and in through the windows, 
igniting the estate. The heat pressed in on her like a wall, and the
smoke began choking her immediately. Catelyn scrambled to the
ground, wishing that she hadn’t needed to give her scarf to the
girls. She pulled the girls close and yelled for them to come with
her and not let go. She crawled backwards toward the entry room, 
with her holding onto Elexia, and Elexia in turn holding Sera’s
hand.

Catelyn’s other hand she held extended, sweeping it in 
front and side to side, using it to guide her away from the worst of
the heat, assessing her options.
She knew that the Imperials would have barred the doors
shut. She knew that Warren had left, presumably through some
entrance he knew about. But she had no idea where it was, and for 
all she knew that way was now blocked as well. The front of the
estate was ablaze, and by now the roof would be as well. And the
rest of the house was doused in some sort of liquid that would
ignite like a tinder box soon. She needed to be gone with the girls.

But Catelyn also knew that throughout the downstairs
were windows. She just had to find one facing the side of the house
and not the street, and break it open. She felt along the ground, on 
hands and knees, using mostly her hearing to guide her to one of
the walls near the back of the estate. It was a slow and sweltering 
effort, but finally, her outstretched hand contacted the wall, and
she sighed with relief. She got to her knees and felt along the wall, 
desperately, and after a panicked twenty breaths or so of fruitless
searching, her hand finally found a pane of heavily leaded glass.

The roar of the fire and the oppressive heat was
inundating the area just a pace away from her, and she could sense
that the floor they were standing on would flash soon. The girls
had started screaming before reaching the wall, and both of them
clutched at Catelyn’s side, hysterical, making it hard for her to do
much.

With the window under her palm, she extended her bubble
slightly, even though doing so left her feeling seared raw, and
discovered that maybe the Divines hadn’t given up on her yet. On
the floor, just out of arm’s reach, she sensed a heavy wrought iron
candelabra that had been knocked over in the confusion. She
ignored the girls wailing for her to stay with them, and detached
herself, making a beeline for it. 

As she wrapped her hand around the heavy metal, pain 
lanced through her palm, the metal having been heated through by
the intense flames. She pulled her hand away, clutching the flesh
which was already starting to pucker and blister, and a breath later
the estate roared in a final death throe, as a section of the upper 
floor came crashing through the ceiling above their heads and onto
the floor nearby.

Catelyn knew she couldn’t wait a second longer. Tapping 
every ounce of strength she had left, she tore the lower half of one
of her pant legs free, and used the cloth to wrap her burnt and
throbbing hand. With the wrapping protecting her hand
somewhat, she gripped the metal once more, pain arcing through
every nerve, and hefted the candelabra. With a primal scream of
rage, Catelyn rushed at the window, aiming the shaft of the metal
at where she knew the window to be. 

She felt a jarring wrench throughout her entire upper body
as glass and metal met. She heard a cracking, but for now the glass
held. She lifted the candelabra and struck at the window a second
time, and the window shattered, along with something in her arm. 
Her shoulder felt dislocated, but she ignored the pain when the
blast of cooler air from outside hit her in the face. She left the
candelabra sticking through the glass, then ran it around the edges
of the window, clearing the glass that remained away from the
window frame as best she could. She felt the shards dropping to 
the ground at her feet, and she tried to avoid stepping in them as
she worked.

When she heard and felt no more shards falling, Catelyn 
grabbed Elexia and lifted her to the window. Even though the girl
was skinnier than any child should be, this effort still sent more
lancing pain into Catelyn’s hurt shoulder. Elexia scrambled out of
her grasp, through the window and to the ground below. The
smoke, drawn by the venting provided by the window, was
beginning to choke Catelyn, and she tried not to take deep breaths
as she lifted Sera to the window.

As Sera scrambled through and landed lightly in the
alleyway behind the estate, Catelyn steeled herself for what was
next. She felt the opening with her hands. She could squeeze
through, but just barely. She would no doubt receive additional
cuts from the remaining shards still lodged in the frame; she could
already feel a stinging in the soles of her feet, no doubt a result of
cuts from the glass on the floor that she had been forced to 
carelessly step in, in order to lift the girls through the broken 
window frame, as well as the accelerant she had walked through
for the last several whispers.

As she reached her hands through, clearing her elbows of
the frame, the last of Dane Callum’s estate caught fire and within a
breath she felt a wall of flame racing toward her. She pushed with
all of her strength, feeling the shards of glass scrape and embed
themselves in her flesh, ignoring the pain as she fell through the
open window and landing roughly on the dirty stone ground of the
alley. Her world turned black momentarily, as she felt
consciousness beginning to slip from her grasp and she fought it.

Where the window had been but a breath ago, a hole
spouting jets of flame now stood. The girls were there, helping 
Catelyn get to her feet, and guiding her back and toward the
building behind Dane Callum’s estate, which was still mostly
intact. She felt light-headed and woozy, and unable to do much
more than move on instinct, she let the two young girls guide her
silently away from the scene of the conflagration.

Chapter 9

Ortis stood with arms clasped behind his back, watching 
his handiwork play out across the night sky with complete
detachment. Billowing towers of smoke rose into the air, their 
bases lit orange from the hundreds of fires below, sending a sign to
the Divines themselves, if indeed they still existed, that men, not
gods, ruled in Ereas. He had never quite shared Uriel’s fondness
for fire, but he had to admit that it had proven to be a remarkably
effective deterrent over the sojourns.

When Uriel had sent for him just a handful of prayers
earlier, he had felt a sense of dread. Since the two of them had
stopped their physical relationship many sojourns before, Ortis
had lived his life believing that every summons would be his last. 
That the wise and powerful Emperor of the known world would
have come to realize that the time had come at last for Ortis’
usefulness to reach its end. Ortis lived his last ten sojourns with an
ever-increasing sense of foreboding and pessimism. 

But once again, his feelings had turned out to be idle
paranoia, as Uriel still seemed to find ways to inspire Ortis and his
special brand of reckoning. Still, that uncertainty had been the
only constant in Ortis’ life for so long that he had long ago stopped
caring for anyone or anything, especially himself. His life was
forfeit.

Earlier this night, those were the thoughts that echoed in
the emptiness when Uriel had sent for him. The Emperor had
explained the situation with the Danes, and by the end, Ortis had
felt alive briefly. He had felt the spark of life and excitement to be
the righteous hand of the Emperor’s Will, as he once had been. He
had ridden from the gates of the Citadel with such fire in him, and
then…

Something had happened. As quickly as they had been 
stoked, the flames in his heart guttered out, and the numbness
returned.

Why have I become so lost, even to myself?
 he wondered. 
What concern is it to me?

He would do as he was commanded, and that was all that
mattered. He believed he was already dead. Nothing else made
sense.

And so Ortis watched his life unfold before his eyes, as
though it were someone else’s, no longer caring. When Uriel
barked orders at him, he rejoiced at the brief moment of
exhilaration that he felt to be so needed. Later, after that faded, he
simply complied. When Uriel looked longingly at him, the way he
used to, Ortis wished that feeling could go on forever, but as soon 
as he left the man’s presence, his heart shriveled and the cold
emptiness filled him up once more.

The only time he felt anything anymore was when Enaz or 
some other functionary summoned him to an audience with Uriel. 
Try as he might to disguise his feelings with apathy, to shut off his
emotions and contain them deep within himself, he always felt
something when that summons eventually came. Sometimes it was
fear, sometimes it was desire.

This day, it was an almost overwhelming sense that, 
despite his successful campaign in Belkyn to root out those who 
would whisper of uprisings, the Emperor was finally through with
him. He’d known the man almost his whole life, and had seen the
Emperor cut away everyone and everything that had mattered to 
him eventually. Ortis could only assume that he too was living on 
borrowed time.

But today at least, Ortis had been wrong. If he was to be
honest with himself, he had to admit that he secretly wished that
he had been right. Ortis was old, and he was tired. And he had
spent the past ten sojourns wishing that someone, anyone, would
be brave enough, strong enough or even lucky enough to be the
one to end his miserable existence for him.

Ortis chastised himself for entertaining such thoughts.
Every time he watched the rising flames of a Purge, he got maudlin
like this. And it was unbecoming of a man of his station. He tore
his eyes from the fire and looked to his men, many of them also 
standing, mesmerized by the great walls of fire now consuming 
whole city blocks. 

He strode amongst his men, clapping armored shoulders
and acting the proud commander, despite feeling none of the pride
that had once filled him to the point of overflowing. They had done
an efficient job of carrying out the Emperor’s Will. His whims.

In truth, that is exactly the word that Ortis had come to 
describe the Emperor Uriel III in those moments when he was
away from the man’s presence. He didn’t know exactly when it had
happened, but as well as losing his desire to live, he had also begun
to question the sanity of his oldest friend and former lover.

Orders and motives that had once seemed to Ortis to be
the Will of a brilliant and revolutionary leader, now simply struck
him as the hollow perversions of a madman, and his commands
composed of emptiness. Ortis knew it was a capital crime to even
think such thoughts, as his most recent trip to Belkyn had
reminded him, but he couldn’t help but think that these Purges
were purely the sort of act one would expect of a petulant child.

It was a strange feeling, questioning everything he had
believed in his entire life. He did not wish to face these thoughts at
all, and so he ran from them, seeking drink or the company of a
boy to forget himself for a while. Although even that no longer held
the pleasures for him that they once had, to the point where he
wondered where such thoughts had even come from. 

Ortis thought back to the night after his return from 
Belkyn. He had brought two boys home from his campaign, one for
Uriel as was expected, and one for himself. But as he had retired to
his bed chamber that night, he had not felt desire, but
something...different. Something he had no experience of, and so 
could not put a name to. And he had simply held the boy in his
arms, cradling him to his chest as the boy sobbed. And then Uriel
had called for him.

Ortis was beginning to think that he was losing his mind.
He knew that his advancing age made him susceptible to things
like the rotting of the mind, and he wondered if this was what was
happening with him.

Why else, after a lifetime of unquestioning loyalty and
faith in his Emperor and his cause, should he now feel such
confusion? What was next?

Ortis snapped himself out of his reverie once again. Even 
away from the flames now, his mind turned to reflect his own 
inner turmoil. His cheeks colored in shame, but thankfully Ortis
knew that the glow from the flames would hide all evidence of his
weakness.

He focused his attention on his mission. He had personally
led the assault on Dane Eyrris’ compound, and had also personally
killed the man, gutting him and trailing his intestines around the
room for him to see before he expired. All as Uriel had
commanded.

Through the pain and terror, Eyrris had tried to plead with
him, describing how they had arrived at this conflict. He described
the details of the theft, of something remarkable in his possession, 
and at first Ortis didn’t care. Eyrris, with half his guts trailing out
in front of him, had tried to justify his pursuit of the thief. 

Ortis still did not care, but this facet of the story at least
had captured Ortis’ attention. The single-mindedness with which
the Danes had acted in opposition to the Empire was...rare. He
had been silent throughout Eyrris’ confession, but this piqued his
curiosity enough to ask Eyrris why such a petty crime, especially
by the standards of the residents of the Seat, had inspired so much
passion that they would choose to defy the Emperor himself.

When Eyrris described the details of the crime; the way
that the theft had been carried out, the entrance and exit from a
third-floor window, the bloody footprints leading to the final grisly
calling card on the pane of glass, and the insult directed at Eyrris
using the remains of one of Eyrris’ playthings...Ortis felt a spark of
inspiration at the thief’s brazenness, and the story caught his
imagination. It still didn’t seem to warrant the degree of defiance
that the crime had elicited, but his interest had been piqued.

And Ortis at that moment had realized something which
had given him pause. Even here, with his guts strung out across
the floor, the pain surely driving him to madness, Dane Eyrris was
holding something back about the theft. Whatever the thief had
taken, the Dane remained elusive about what it was. It was
something he wished to keep hidden from the Empire. Even under
torture, Eyrris was willing to defy the Emperor. Ortis couldn’t tell
why, but that thought had filled him with something like
excitement.

Now, standing outside of the last of the Dane’s estates, the
home of Dane Callum, Ortis idly wondered about this thief and the
object which they had targeted, enough to spark these flames he
watched carrying the ashes of the dead into the night sky. This was
a person who was bold enough to steal from the Sado-Sexual
Elites, and even more so, to insult one of them in their own home. 
Eyrris insisted that it had to have been young, or a man of short
stature, judging from the size of the footprints left behind, though
Ortis suspected it might have been one of the half-men.

In Pyrus, where Ortis had been born and lived before
being born again to serve the Empire, he had seen a number of
adults, fully-grown men and women, who had the stature of
children. These half-men were rare even in his former homeland,
and there were reportedly none in Exeter, but they were renowned
in the north for being excellent tricksters and thieves. Uriel would
have never tolerated them within his walls if he had knowledge of
one. Still, he couldn’t rule out the possibility that there was one
living in secret within the slums somewhere.

But even more curious to Ortis was this object which had
caused so much commotion. As part of his authority, Ortis felt
obligated to learn everything he could about it, yet this proved
impossible. Up until the point where Eyrris finally expired, 
succumbing to blood loss and shock, he remained tight-lipped
about it. 

The second Dane that he had visited earlier that night, 
Dane Elger, had sworn that neither he nor Dane Callum had been 
shown the item, or had even been told entirely what it was, only
that it was invaluable. Elger he had punished by flaying the meat
from his arms and legs, and Ortis had performed enough
interrogations to know that Elger was being truthful.

And so when he’d arrived at the final Dane’s estate, he
simply ordered his men to torch the place, resigned to the fact that
this mystery would die with the three Danes.

Ortis watched now as the last of the Dane’s estate began to
collapse in on itself, the second floor’s weight crashing into the
first. The roof was partially destroyed, showing gaping holes that
were spouting jets of flame and black smoke. Ortis, in truth, wasn’t
even sure that Dane Callum was in there. Part of him didn’t care,
for the Emperor would certainly not care. These Purges were not
about punishing those specific individuals who transgressed
against him. They were messages to everyone within the Seat, of
what would be in store for them if they did not heed the Emperor’s
will. Ortis never liked leaving loose ends, but in this, sojourns of
similar experiences had proven the effectiveness of Uriel’s
methods.

Over the roar of the flames, a sound reached him. A 
cracking pane of glass. Ortis didn’t think anything about it at first, 
as it was quite normal for the pressure of the air inside a building 
when it was at the height of the blaze to cause some of the
windows to blow out. But this sound was then followed by more
glass falling, then the sounds of screaming voices. Children’s
voices.

Ortis didn’t quite know why, but he reacted. He rushed to 
the front of the estate, searching for the source of the screaming, 
but saw nothing. He listened closer, and could hear a shout again,
and he could tell it was coming from the side of the house, in the
alley.

As he rounded the corner, with the wrought iron estate
wall between him and the alleyway, he saw shadows moving 
between the burning house and the next building, which was just
outside the perimeter that his men had established to keep the
Purge from destroying the entire Seat.

He approached the wrought iron, and could see figures
now, three of them, amidst the haze and smoke emanating from 
the estate. His men had done an efficient job of setting up the burn
zone for the Purge, and he would not be able to get any closer
without going back around to the front of the estate and going
through to the other side of the wall. The heat from the flames was
intense this close to the estate, and he put an arm up to shield his
face from the worst of it, squinting to try and make out more
details of the scene playing out before him.

He thought it must have been some of the Dane’s men,
maybe even the Dane himself, trying to escape the blaze. But what
he saw through the smoke and flames took him aback.

Of the three figures he could make out, two of them were
small children, girls from the look of them though it was hard to be
sure, nearly naked but for some dark rags, their bodies bloody
from a number of cuts. Ortis could tell that they had just come
through the window that they were both staring at, looking at it
with concern, as though they were waiting for something.

Before he could call out for his men, something happened
which made him pause. Two bare arms protruded from the
window, followed by, and Ortis could not believe his eyes, the head
of a young woman with a shock of dirty red hair. This was quickly
followed by a naked torso, small breasts gleaming pale in the
darkness of the alley, and finally as the girl sprung out of the
window to the ground below, Ortis saw legs covered by dark pants,
half torn and capped with two pale bare feet.

The sight of this girl, for reasons he could not explain, sent
waves of feelings deep into his very being and he experienced
something like exhilaration then, partly because his analytical
mind began to weave together a narrative for this night. He did not
think it coincidence that the Danes had been plagued by a small, 
unshod thief, and now here was a small barefoot girl in her teens
escaping one of the Dane’s estates. He gripped the wrought iron
bars of the estate wall with white knuckles, sensing that perhaps
the mystery had not died with the last of the Dane’s after all. 

But the other part of his reaction was purely instinct. He
couldn’t explain it, but this girl tugged at him, pulled at some
deeply buried and long forgotten part of him, and he simply
couldn’t resist the lure of her.

This was the first emotional reaction he had experienced
besides the constant fear since...well it had been a very, very long 
time. He felt his knees get weak, and his bowels turn to water. It
was almost too much to bear. He gripped the iron bars in his
hands tighter, to steady himself, as he watched while the girl was
helped up by the two smaller children.

For more sojourns than he could remember, Ortis had felt
like death. He had seen firsthand, and had been responsible for, 
horrors unlike anything he could ever have once imagined, and
experienced the most perverse of pleasures. 

But this simple sight, in a way that he could only describe
as transcendent, blew life into him as nothing had before. 
Watching her, his mind triggered a memory long buried. A 
memory he had long since believed had been lost to him forever.

He was four. His father sat beside him, both of them 
sitting on a grassy river bank with their bare feet dangling in the
cool waters of Bryn’s March. His father was teaching him the
proper way to bait a hook with an earthworm they had dug out of
the dirt. It wriggled as it was speared onto the metal hook and
Ortis felt himself get queasy. His father reached out and pulled
him close, comforting the boy who was seeing death up close for 
the first time.

His father explaining that it was the order of things, the
will of the Divines that the lower creatures be fed to the higher, 
and that someday they too would die and be returned to the soil, to
be fed to the lower, as part of the balance of this world. 

Ortis felt his heart swell with something foreign as this
memory played out, and then like a spark dancing away from the
flame, the memory was carried away, torn from him and replaced
with flame and soot and death and cold, dead iron gripped in his
hands.

He collapsed to his knees, tears streaming down his face, 
and watched this slip of a girl limp away, propped up by two 
younger children maybe half her age. Even wounded as she clearly
was, she moved with such grace and lightness that he became
convinced that he was watching something holy. In the midst of
death and destruction, he envisioned her glowing in the light of the
flames with perfect majesty and dignity.

Ortis strained his neck, pressing his face as close as he
could to the bars of the iron wall, wiping the tears to clear his sight
so that he could see the face of this spirit. He wished to know her, 
and to ask her by what magic this girl had managed to awaken
something human in him.

He noticed the dark strip of cloth tied around her eyes,
and had presumed initially that it had simply been to protect her
eyes from the smoke or the glass, but he could see now see the
scarring upon her face, catching the light of the flames and
revealing the ruined flesh where her eyes should have been and
realized that she wore it because she was blind. 

Even more shocking, as Ortis stared, she turned her head
to face him directly. She had no way to see, and yet she was clearly
looking right at him. Impossible as it seemed, she knew he was
there, for she quickly gathered the two children with her, and the
three of them hobbled as fast as they could in the opposite
direction, down the alley and out of sight. She occasionally turned
her head back, looking over her shoulder at him as though she
were able to see if he followed or raised an alarm.

To Ortis’ own surprise, he did neither. Ortis remained
kneeling, rooted to the spot, unable to peel his eyes from the flight
of that wounded bird who had just landed in his bleak world, 
bringing with her the sense of things he could not understand, 
things he had become convinced were long dead. 

He could identify at least one of them, however. Hope.

Hope for what, or why, he couldn’t say. But it was hope. 
He knew it as certainly as he knew the shape of his own face in the
mirror. And as certainly as he now felt his own immense shame at
the life he had led.

A ghost of an emotion, perhaps, flitting into his soul one
breath and then out again in the next, leaving a stain of itself
behind.

He stood, unheeding of the joyous hoots and cries of his
men as the house beyond the wall collapsed into its own 
foundation, and unconcerned and unashamed of the tears which
streamed down his face unabated.

Ortis had never felt such exquisite pain in his entire life. 
And yet, through that pain, Ortis knew deeply that he had never
wanted to be more alive on any other day in his life than he did at
that very moment.

He had just been reborn. 

And Ortis swore that was the last night he would ever see
the Emperor again.

Catelyn continued to train her bubble behind her as she
moved clumsily from block to block, watching for pursuit, leading
the two girls as best she could away from the infernal scene they
had just survived. She was barely holding on to consciousness, and
had to block out the pain of countless cuts, burns, bruises and
probably a dislocated shoulder, but she was determined to get the
girls somewhere safe. She was actually rather impressed with the
ability of the girls to keep up with her, without much complaining 
from them, besides sore feet.

Ever since leaving the alley, Catelyn had debated what she
would do with the girls. They couldn’t stay with her; she was barely
equipped to keep herself from starving and she couldn’t take
responsibility for caring for two young children. She would also 
have her own injuries to care for in the next few days. Taking them
to her roost would put them all at significant risk.

Although she had no reason to suspect that the Imperial
soldiers knew who she was or where she lived, at least one
Imperial soldier had witnessed their escape. She had sensed him, 
breathlessly watching them from just beyond the estate’s wall. 
She’d heard as his breath caught in his throat, and his heartbeat
had thrummed at her like a drum, loud and strong. Yet he had
raised no alarm, no cry for help, and had simply watched them
depart.

Still, despite that unusual observer, she had not survived
this long by being careless, and she was not going to stop now. 
That meant the girls would not be able to stay with her. Catelyn 
felt as though her roost was compromised, and she would need to 
put her exit strategy into action. She had never hoped to need to 
use it, but this seemed like the necessary course of action, given all
that had just happened.

Before she could restart her life, however, she needed to 
give these two girls a chance at the same thing. Elexia and Sera
deserved that much. No, they deserved more, but Catelyn could
only give them this slim chance.

There were certainly a number of options available to her, 
though Catelyn had hoped that the simplest would be the obvious
choice.

“Where are your parents,” she asked them, after their first
stop in one of the alleyways to rest their feet for a moment.

“Why do you want to know about them?” Elexia asked, a
dangerous note in her voice.

“Don’t you want to return to them?” Catelyn asked.

The girls, both of them, swallowed hard, but remained
silent. Catelyn knew the response well. She had heard the same
silence before, with a few of the other chosen kids she had known 
growing up on the streets in the Seat. 

Many parents in the Seat had vices of their own; vices
which necessitated a steady flow of income to maintain. Desperate
people do desperate things, and it was not uncommon for parents
in such situations to sell or loan their children to predators like the
men of the Sado-Sexual Elite, and Catelyn knew how the two girls
had come to be in the home of Dane Callum this night. Catelyn 
didn’t press for further information.

“What about any friends or other relatives?” she
wondered.

The girls still remained silent.

Catelyn sighed, and Elexia piped up with her unsteady
voice.

“I thought...I guess I thought we would be staying with
you.”

Catelyn felt her heart sink into her stomach. She felt the
depth of the sadness and isolation in the girl’s voice, and she
wished that things could be different, that things made more sense
and that she could take them both in, raising them as younger
sisters. But as much as she longed to take these girl’s pain away,
she knew that she would not be capable of being what they needed
her to be. Catelyn had her own pain and loneliness which ate away
at her.

She idly wondered if the Divines were sending these girls
to her, just as they had apparently sent the artifact, but having 
walked away from this night with her life, she was beginning to 
realize that her faith in the Divines was not what it was. In fact, 
given the things that had happened to her, and that had been 
allowed to happen to everyone in the Seat, she wondered whether
she’d ever had any at all. The voice inside remained silent, but she
knew it was right more often than not.

As she paused, thinking about her beliefs and considering
what to say, she recalled recent times when that pain and
loneliness had been taken away from her. And as she did, a voice
rang clearly in her ears, a voice full of a depth of emotion that was
uncommon in a place like the Seat, and Catelyn knew what she
would do. She got the girls to their feet again.

“Come on, we’re going.”

Silena was started awake by the first knock on her door, 
her heart racing at the possibilities as she reached for the heavy
plank of wood she kept by her bedside. When the second knock
came from downstairs, she grabbed it along with a shawl she had
laid at the foot of the bed to keep her feet warm, and padded from 
her room down the stairs and to the front door. At the base of the
stairs, she poked at the fire in the hearth to stoke the flames, and a
burst of warmth and light rewarded her efforts.

A third banging on the door, this time more insistent, sent
Silena into a rage. Even if it were the Emperor himself calling at
this prayer, she would give him a piece of her mind. 

She looked to the sofa in the middle of the room, scanning 
the lumpy pile of blankets. Somewhere under there her bodyguard
Erich snored, still passed out from their prior night drinking wine
together, oblivious to the disturbance at the door just paces away. 

“Useless lump you are,” she muttered affectionately under
her breath as she shuffled over to the door.

Silena presumed that if it was indeed the Empire calling,
they wouldn’t have knocked, nor would one bodyguard do much to
dissuade them from whatever they had planned. She therefore
could only conclude that it must be a disgruntled customer, which
she knew just how to handle, thank you very much. And if not, 
well, she hoped Erich was simply being lazy and pretending to be
asleep. She had to admit, she didn’t think much of him as a
bodyguard. She mostly liked him for his company. And his rear
end.

When she got to the door, she slid the small porthole near 
the top of the door open, to see who had come to call at this prayer 
of night, and at first she saw no one and began to mutter angrily
about kids playing pranks. Then a small hand appeared, and a
voice croaked “Down here!”

Silena slid the porthole shut and stood dumbfounded for a
moment. 

“What in Aldus’ name is this?” she whispered to herself. 

She considered simply returning to bed.

This has to be a bad dream, that’s all, she thought.

But her curiosity was now winning her over, and she
paused. Then, she turned around and, kicking herself for giving in,
proceeded to unlatch the door, pulling the heavy oak in on its
hinges. The sight that greeted her as she opened the door nearly
sent her reeling.

Two small, skinny girls stood on her stoop, barely clothed
and shivering, with cold or fright or both, clutching each other and
sobbing uncontrollably.

Silena’s heart, which these days she only ever felt during 
episodes of anxiety and stress, leapt up into her throat and she
dropped to her knees, without thinking, and hugged the girls to 
her, whispering “oh, you poor dears” over and over again. 

After a few whispers, and with tears brimming in her own 
eyes, Silena looked the girls up and down, asking them how they’d
got here and what they were doing, but they seemed unresponsive.
That’s when Silena saw, on the ground next to the girls, a single,
petite footprint made with blood, the five toes plainly visible. 

She knew then who the girls had come with and Silena
pulled the girls inside quickly, looking left and right, fearing that
someone might be watching.

“Now the first thing we need to do is to find you some
warm clothes,” Silena said as she bolted the door shut, then she
yelled for Erich to wake up.

Chapter 10

Catelyn dropped to her knees as soon as she returned to 
her roost, exhausted, hurt, and anguished. Despite the sheer 
number of cuts, scrapes and burns she had sustained, what caused
her the most pain wasn’t any of her injuries. It was her heart, 
which ached acutely at having to leave the girls, that cut the
deepest. She had called many of her beliefs into question recently, 
but she believed with everything that she was that Silena would
treat them as though they were her own children. She knew this, 
because that was how Silena had treated her. She may have been 
losing her faith in the Divines, but she still had faith in the
goodness of the woman she had befriended.

No, not faith,
 she realized. Trust.

Despite this realization, she still felt an intense heartache
at what she had been forced to do, and what she would be forced to
do now. She felt like crying, like she should just put her head into 
her hands and let the feelings take her, and damn the

consequences, but she stopped herself. She knew it would serve no
purpose yet, so instead she resolved to set her escape plan in 
motion.

The very first sojourn after her parent’s murders, when 
she had gone about transforming the attic and crawlspace of the
building she had taken over into a thieve’s roost best suited to the
life she was going to lead, she had also built in a contingency plan 
just in case she came to the conclusion that she would need to flee
the Empire. She had learned from the incident which had killed
her parents and she had promised herself that she would never 
again be caught without a viable and swift exit strategy should
things turn lethal. As much as it pained her to consider enacting 
her plan, she felt that she had no choice.

Catelyn went over the mental checklist of things that she
would need to do to put that plan into action. Her first order of
business was to at least treat the worst of her wounds, lest she fall
prey to blood loss, infection or worse.

She knew that she had burns on her arms and legs, the
worst being the one on the palm of her hand; cuts all over her 
body, mostly minor but a few that were deeper, including some on 
the soles of her feet which she knew she would need to clean and
wrap before leaving the roost again; and bruises, such as the
massive, painful one on her shoulder. After leaving the girls with
Silena, Catelyn had tested her arm and realized that she had
thankfully avoided her worst fear: that the joint had been
dislocated. But it still burned with pain every time she moved her 
arm. 

Having taken stock of the injuries that she knew about, 
she prepared herself for the pain she was about to experience in 
cleaning and dressing the worst of them. She wished that she could
follow her usual routine for cleaning her injuries, but even now the
Imperial officer who had spotted her fleeing the Dane’s estate
could be marching a brigade up the street outside her home,
searching for her, so she had no time to do her usual thorough selfassessment.

She forced herself to her feet and gingerly climbed down to
her living chambers. She quickly went to the basins and washed
the worst of the cuts to her feet, the pain stinging her and causing
her to wince as she picked shards of glass and other materials from
her soles and palms. She cleansed all of her open wounds with a
stiff brush she kept near the basins, and the pain of reopening and
scrubbing the wounds was almost more than she could bear, but
she knew that she had to remove the dirt to prevent the filth
entering into her blood. There was already a chance that she had
been infected this way, but it didn’t mean she wouldn’t try
everything she could to safeguard against it. 

She knew that she would pick up a few more scars in the
coming cycles.

When she was done cleaning herself, she wound the clean 
strips of cloth she always kept rolled near the basins around her 
arms and legs, and even protected her feet as well, covering the
open wounds as best she could, while leaving her toes exposed so 
that she could continue to use them to sense the ground.

Once her wounds were dressed, she hobbled around the
living space to recover the few possessions she wished to keep with
her, including the weapon. She stuffed as much as she was able
into her traveling bag; some dried food, clean clothing and other
linens, jars of clean water, a thin blanket and a few personal
necessities, and the weapon she strapped into the makeshift loop
sheath she had fashioned, which she then attached to her thigh.

She mentally checked off everything she needed or wanted
to take with her two more times and once she knew she had it all, 
she climbed back up to the upper floor and exited through the hole
in the ceiling. She limped to the edge of her building, bent down 
and gripped the end of a coil of rope she had placed there many
sojourns ago. 

She held that rope for several whispers, feeling the weight
of it in her hands. It was just a rope, but it was also much more. It
was the end of her old life. She had survived here. She had
conquered her fears here. She had transformed herself here. And
now it was all going to the Void.

With a final heart-wrenching move, she tugged the rope
hard, and then scurried as quickly as she was able along the eaves
of the nearby buildings, heading south toward the Brunley
channel. 

Behind her, she heard the eruption from her roost as it
burst into flames, but she did not turn her head back. 

Catelyn hadn’t spent any time outside of the Seat her 
entire life, and the thought of relocating was frightening to her, but
it was not worse than the alternative. Even as she traveled the
strange rooftops of unfamiliar neighborhoods carefully, hobbling
on her injured feet, her body spasming with pain from the toll this
night had taken on her body, Imperial soldiers could very well be
combing through the ashes of her roost searching for some clue as
to her identity and whereabouts. 

Catelyn knew enough about their methods to know that
she would not want to be found there, and find her they would
have if they were indeed searching for her.

The man in the alley, the Imperial officer who she had
sensed watching her from the street, had not raised any sort of
alarm at the time, which Catelyn still considered unusual. She
knew without a doubt that he had seen her flee with the two girls, 
and she had to believe that whatever shock had prevented him
from raising an alarm then, he would have come to his senses by
now, reporting what he had seen to his commander or even to the
Emperor himself.

Catelyn believed without a doubt that had she not enacted
her escape plan, the Imperial army would have her in their custody
and then her life would be over. But she had given herself a chance
now. It was still a slim chance, especially given the extent of her 
injuries from the night, but at least she believed that she could rest
easy knowing that the girls, Elexia and Sera, would be safe with
Silena.

She knew that no one had been around to witness her 
leaving the two girls on Silena’s stoop, and Catelyn had stayed
behind long enough to sense Silena open the door, hug the girls to 
her, then take them inside. 

Silena would either need to hide the girls, or would have to
explain where the two girls had come from, which would no doubt
cause her some amount of trouble with the Imperial bureaucrats
who regulated such things, but either way, Catelyn trusted Silena
to do what would be best for the girls. In the wake of the Purge the
previous night, she imagined that those who ruled and governed
the Seat would have larger concerns on their minds that the
disposition of two orphaned girls, not to mention that such an
event would in itself create a plausible explanation for such events.
Indeed, survivors of a Purge were often lauded by the Empire, for 
they were seen as the strongest of citizens, embodying the very
qualities the Empire sought to portray. 

Catelyn, however, had already pushed her luck well
beyond her comfort level, and did not wish to have Imperial
officers questioning her story

She could not rest so easy with her own situation, and
chose to assume the worst; that she was almost certainly being
described to every Imperial soldier in the Seat. The Empire almost
never singled out an individual for execution, but given her actions
had precipitated all of these events, Catelyn wasn’t going to rely on
that assumption to keep her safe. She had no idea how much the
Imperial soldiers knew, but she refused to take the chance when it
was her life on the line. She needed to disappear for a while. Really
disappear, not just laying low in her roost like she normally would
have.

And so she found herself standing at the edge of the world
that she knew, at the head of the Brunley Channel, smelling the
changes in the air and searching her bubble for any sign that she
was being followed. Behind her, she could hear the faint echoes of
chaos as large chunks of the Seat burned to the ground or 
smoldered, dozens or even hundreds of people having been
destroyed by the Emperor's decree.

Ahead, all she could detect was a cold, musty stench. She
knew that south of the Seat lay the stretches of the Dun Marsh,
and the Brunley Channel had been partially built on that terrain.

The land had been reinforced to take the construction of
the walls, but still the marsh found a way to creep under and
bubble up in places, and the wall and structures throughout the
Channel were in a constant state of disrepair. She could smell the
rot, mold and mildew that had been accumulating for sojourns. 

The Emperor may have spent thousands of marks to build
the walls, but he hadn’t spent a single one to maintain them. He
left such menial work to the citizens of each city to conduct their 
own maintenance. Failure to do so would, of course, results in 
swift and cruel punishment and so they toiled day and night to 
keep the Walls from crumbling.

But functional and well-maintained were very different
things in the Seat. And so a haphazard accumulation of repairs and
half-completed improvement projects dominated most of the
Brunley Channel.

She had learned everything she knew of this area from one
of her former fences, a man named Marko, whose family had
settled in Exeter many generations before. Marko had once told
Catelyn that his true name was Markotulinyaer, or at least that was
how it had sounded to Catelyn’s ears the one time he had told it to 
her. Marko claimed that it was so unpronounceable to Western 
tongues that he simply preferred the residents of Exeter to use the
more common name Marko, rather than butcher his God-given
name. Catelyn knew he was right to insist on this; she had never 
been able to reproduce the sounds of the man’s native language, 
and she genuinely liked the man and didn’t wish to offend him.

Marko had rarely talked about his homeland, far to the
East. Like his own name, he claimed that his land’s name was
impossible to say in either the Western languages of Pyrus or 
Exeter. He simply called it Home. Catelyn enjoyed the rare stories
that Marko would tell about Home, not just because his stories
were always about exotic places and exciting action, but because
Marko’s people, reputedly dark of skin though Catelyn had no way
to know for sure, spoke with marvelous accents that were like
music to her ears. She had read some about the people from the
east in a book of history when she had been a child, but many of
those books had merely touched on stories of other lands and had
not provided much in the way of details.

Although he was a fence for stolen goods, Marko covered
that line of work by posing as a merchant whose trade in spices,
mostly the ones that were allowed by the Empire and some that
were not, took him between the Seat and Brunley often. He had
spent a fair amount of time there, and he often complained to 
Catelyn about the run down slums and the kill-or-be-killed
attitude of the residents there. She found it hard to believe it was
worse than the prevailing sense of despair and fear that hung over 
the people of the Seat, but he simply sighed and insisted that it
was.

Despite Marko’s warnings, Catelyn had convinced him to 
provide her with instructions on how to navigate the Brunley
Channel to get there without detection. Most trips he smuggled in 
what he needed on a wagon, but he also used couriers for smaller 
parcels and he had recited the route they used to get through into 
Brunley proper without trouble, and she had memorized it. 

It wasn’t as though she were happy about this move, or her
destination, it was just the only choice for her. She had actually
reached this conclusion sojourns before, when she had formulated
her escape plans, after looking at all of her options.

She could not go west to Belkyn, even though she had
fantasized many times about the Grand Gate opening before her, 
letting her out into the wider world, to the endless plains of the
Barrens. The Empire held as much, if not more, sway over the city
of Belkyn than the Seat. It shared much in common with the Seat, 
and the Emperor would surely have sent men there to search for 
and apprehend her as well. 

Catelyn had not considered relocating north to Forma, as
any woman could attest to the cruelty and misogyny of the men of
Forma. Forma was little more than a refuge for the worst of the
worst; lifelong criminals, rapists and murderers. The Emperor
used the place as a breeding ground for his soldiers. Any woman 
within the city limits of Forma was purely viewed as breeding 
stock. 

She’d heard relatively good things about Aldus; that its
proximity to the Wall of Regret, and thus to the world beyond the
Empire, had given it something of a reputation as a trade city, a
rich target for an aspiring thief. The problem was, the only way to 
get to Aldus was to go through Forma, and she didn’t intend to 
take that risk.

She’d even considered simply living in one of the
Channels, but although some people did settle there, the channels
mostly served a utilitarian purpose; and was where many of the
Empire’s factories and the manufacturing of goods took place. She
could find living space, she was sure, for many of the old factories
had become run down and abandoned, but the best she could hope
for in the channels was to survive. To live, to earn coin and find
marks to target, she would need to leave the channels each night
and roam far to get to the residents of a nearby city.

That left Brunley.

And so, with nothing left of her old life and nowhere else
to go, Catelyn made her way carefully towards her new life,
towards an escape from the danger that was threatening to engulf
her.






END PART ONE
PART TWO

Chapter 11

Uriel sat upon the gold-gilded throne which stood like an
enormous spike in the center of his audience chamber. The throne
had been fashioned quite simply, and resembled nothing more
than a high-backed chair, a back which reached up six paces to the
ceiling high above.

He was in a rage. His brow quivered, and was dotted with
beads of sweat from the exertion of trying to keep himself under 
control.

Uriel had personally committed an untold number of
atrocities and violent acts in his prime. And he had never before
felt as vehemently towards any of those victims as he did now, 
towards every living soul that resided in the Seat.

He was so livid that he was beginning to think he would
soon become violently ill. And then just violent.

He had, on more than one occasion, entertained the
notion of exterminating every last living thing within his domain.
Such thoughts had always seemed to simply be a bout of distemper
that would pass. But this; this refused to abate.

As he sat with his fingers pressed into the armrests at his
sides, knuckles standing out tense and white from the iron grip he
maintained on the golden throne, he wished to murder everyone
and everything that had drawn a breath this day.

Strangely enough, or perhaps ironically, it had all started
in the most petty of ways; with a song.

Music had been the first of many “diversions” that Uriel
III had outlawed when he had taken control of his Empire. He had
always hated music, but in particular, he hated music which
involved singing. There was something in it which aroused sheer, 
unabashed disgust deep inside of him. Hearing songs sung by
choirs as a boy were some of his worst and most violence-inducing 
memories.

And so after he had usurped power from his father, Uriel
the Second of his Name, he had put a stop to music in every form, 
declaring it forbidden throughout the Empire. Initially, as with
many of his more restrictive commands, there had been resistance
and rebellion against his novel ideas. But following half a dozen
Purges and the exertion of his Will, the people swiftly came around
to his way of thinking. They always did. Or at least, they did
publicly.

Uriel knew that music, despite his proclamations, and his
efforts to quash it in every possible form, had refused to die. 
Instead people had held onto it covertly, passing the traditional
songs on in the privacy of their homes, where his men were not
around to overhear. Outwardly they obeyed their Emperor, but
inwardly they clung to this one minor rebellion, humming tunes to
one another in the dark of night.

Uriel had wished to obliterate whole sections of the Seat as
punishment for this blatant disloyalty. But it had been Enaz and
Ortis together, who had convinced him to allow his subjects this
small victory. They had argued that without allowing the people
such small tokens of the past, such small hopes, the people would
stop caring at all. About anything, even him. Especially him.

They attempted to persuade him to allow the people to 
hold onto such trifles, and that doing so actually worked to his
favor, for even as they thought they were getting one over on their
Emperor by keeping something creative and vibrant alive, they
were forced to do so at a price. That cost was the constant
reminder that they were being allowed to hold onto such a thing 
on the Emperor’s terms. That every song that was sung, no matter
how joyful, would be tainted by that realization.

Uriel had nearly executed the pair of them on the spot for 
their own insolence. He knew that such reasoning was irrational
and deeply flawed. That Enaz and Ortis were selfishly acting on 
their own interests, for he knew that Ortis had enjoyed the music
that had been played at court back in Pyrus, and he had heard
Enaz humming tunes to himself when he was especially stressed.

But the fact that the two men in his entire Empire who 
feared and admired him the most were willing to oppose him on 
this, there must be something more than he could see at work. 
Uriel recognized that there were times when even he could be
persuaded to try another solution. And so, Uriel had relented, at
least to some degree. He still demanded that there be no public
performances of music or singing, and music of any form was
strictly forbidden in his presence. Beyond that, it

was...permissible.

So it had been a shock earlier that day when he had strode
through the halls of the Imperial Citadel and overheard a faint, but
clear humming coming from somewhere. It sounded as though it
was originating from several floors below where he walked. He had
already been in a foul mood, as he was still awaiting word from 
Ortis or that the soldiers that he had commanded to carry out the
Purge on the upstart Sado-Sexual Elite.

It was very unlike Ortis to keep his Emperor waiting, 
though it was not the first time that a Purge had taken longer than 
anticipated. Sometimes the men enjoyed their task more than
others. Still, it had been almost half a span since Uriel had seen the
fires lighting the night sky, and now from the tower, columns of
smoke still rose, suggesting that the last gasp of the Purge was
winding its way down. A thorough Purge could take days, but
never before had any prior to this gone without any word from 
Ortis whatsoever. No messengers had arrived from his men. Not a
single update since Ortis had marched out of the Citadel grounds.

As he had paced through the hallway, impatiently, the
hum reached his ears and stopped Uriel in his tracks.

He actually had to physically stop to gather his wits, as he
could not believe that any soul would have the audacity to defy the
Will of the Emperor within his own house. He bellowed for Enaz, 
and the slender, oil-pated advisor all but charged up to Uriel from 
behind. During daylight prayers, Enaz worked tirelessly to both do 
his own job, while keeping himself within shouting distance of the
Emperor, ready to do Uriel’s bidding.

A small bead of sweat dripped from Enaz’ temple, but
Uriel knew he would not dare to wipe it from his face, lest he draw
attention to it. The Emperor knew that Enaz simply hoped that he
was too incensed to notice. He decided to ignore it, in light of his
large concern.

“Enaz, do you hear that infernal noise? The one from 
below?” the Emperor demanded.

Enaz stopped breathing momentarily to listen with all of
his effort. After a moment, Uriel could see Enaz swallow hard, and
he knew that the man was struggling to decide whether to tell if he
had indeed heard it.

“From what disturbed mind would such open defiance
spring forth, do you suppose?” the Emperor muttered sharply.

Uriel watched the play of emotions cross Enaz’ face, but
after half a life as the Emperor’s advisor, he knew better than to 
answer and instead simply bowed, loudly replying “Your 
excellency, I shall have whoever it is put to death immediately.
None should dare to defy your sacred command.”

Uriel stopped and stared long at the top of Enaz’ hairless,
oiled head. He imagined what it would be like to thrust a dagger 
through it, right at the spot where he could see the veins in the
skull pulsing as Enaz waited patiently, bent forward at the waist. 
The momentary desire passed and he took a deep, cleansing 
breath.

No, despite his anger, he knew Enaz to be a loyal and
trusted servant to him.

Even if he was a little too effeminate. Though Uriel could
hardly blame him for that. He himself had been the one to carve
the man’s balls from his pouch, those many sojourns ago.

No, if Uriel was being honest about the source of his
anger, it was Ortis who was at the eye of that storm. 

Why had he not yet returned?

Why had he sent no word, no message?

Uriel turned on his heel and waved three fingers at his
side, low enough for Enaz to see the approving dismissal. As he
stalked away, he heard Enaz’ heels clattering through hall after
hall, growing quieter with distance. Uriel looked to the sky outside
the window and realized that the day was getting into late
afternoon, and Uriel was getting more impatient than ever.

Someone would need to pay for that tonight. He returned
to his throne room to wait, and to plot.

Catelyn sat on a rooftop, twirling her lucky ring with one
hand, and chewing lightly on her lower lip as she thought deeply
about her problems. This night, her problem seemed

insurmountable. She had been in Brunley for less than a span, and
she hated it already.

Marko had tried to warn her, and she should have
listened. She hadn’t been able to conceive of anything that could
have been worse than what she had experienced in the Seat. But
she now understood the depths of both her own ignorance and her
arrogance; the conditions in the Seat, as bad as they seemed were
downright luxurious compared to the squalor of Brunley.

The first warning to her of the grim reality of the situation
should have been the smell. Even before she had exited out of the
Channel and walked into the town proper, she had picked up the
wafting stench in the air. Catelyn could describe it no other way
than to acknowledge that Brunley smelled as though it were a
massive bloated carcass afloat in a sea of human filth. 

Before she had even reached the city gate, she had taken a
cloth from her pack and wrapped it around her nose and mouth, 
lest she become violently ill. 

She focused her bubble as she had neared the exterior gate
leading into the city, and sensed no one guarding the entrance to 
the city. In fact, as she expanded her bubble outward from herself, 
she realized that she could sense no one at all. With some strain, 
she could hear what sounded like scavenging dogs coming from 
the bowels of nearby alleys, but no talking, no breathing, and no 
movement to indicate the presence of a single human being in 
range of her expanded bubble.

As she had crossed under an archway into the city itself, 
she was especially careful about where she stepped. Given the
smells that assaulted her nose, she could only imagine what
composed the slickness on the stones under her feet. She honestly
didn’t want to know, and she immediately wished that she could
bathe. She made a promise to herself that as soon as she found a
livable space, she would begin looking for the components she
would need to replicate the water-heating and cleansing system 
she had constructed at her previous roost. But her hopes of being
able to find anything like that seemed to be slim, and she
immediately questioned whether she had just made a huge
mistake. 

In the meantime, she would have to improvise something, 
because she couldn’t imagine waiting a span or maybe more to 
have a proper bath.

She’d had a harder time than normal making her way into 
Brunley, without her sense of smell to aid her, and she was forced
to proceed slowly and carefully. It was two prayers, with Catelyn 
methodically picking her way down deserted streets before she
heard her first human voice. She followed the voice cautiously, and
at a distance, hopeful that it was a sign of habitation.

She would need to find the center of the city’s population 
to ply her trade.

The voices grew more numerous with each step, and
Catelyn allowed herself to hope. Finally she stepped upon 
smoother, more polished flagstones and stopped, expanding her 
bubble to take in every detail, even the rancorous smells of the
corrupted air.

From the information that she gathered from her senses, 
she seemed to be standing at the edge of some kind of bazaar. She
heard quiet voices mumbling, passing near to her and whispering 
almost inaudible curses and invocations of protection to the
Divines. Behind and beneath the multitude of voices, she heard the
sound of currency being exchanged. The clink of coins caught her
attention, but what held it was hearing how little of it there was.

Even through the thick cloth covering her face, she could
smell the scents of cooking meats, and spices that she rarely
caught the scent of back in the Seat. Some she couldn’t recognize
at all. Though mixed in with the other smells around her, it did not
make her mouth water, but rather the odors sent waves of
revulsion shuddering through her.

She could sense the passers-by watching her, whispering
about her to one another. 

“Strange girl,” they called her.

“Barefoot in the filth,” they mocked.

“Afraid to show her face, must be horribly disfigured.”

Catelyn wasn’t surprised to overhear those

misconceptions. She’d been dismissed the same way for sojourns, 
and it never bothered her anymore.

But she knew that she stood out, so she quickly picked a
path across the bazaar, feeling the other people step back at her 
approach, until she found herself in the alley opposite where she
had originally entered the square. Then, she expanded her bubble
wide and set about assessing the city’s prospects for 

accommodation.

By the end of that first day, Catelyn’s hopes were already
dwindling. As she felt the temperature drop, and listened as the
citizens of Brunley returned to their homes, Catelyn felt a wave of
memories wash over her of her first night alone in the Seat.

No home.

No safety.

No hope.

She did manage to find an abandoned building that was
still standing, and that had rooftop access, so she climbed up to
assess the situation. What she found, as she scanned the area with
her bubble, was not promising.

Most residents of Brunley seemed to live in makeshift
tents on the street, or if they were lucky, they had built themselves
a shack made of four walls and a ceiling. She had been living in 
relative poverty for sojourns, but even her worst days and nights
were nothing compared to the abject misery of the entire
population of Brunley. The Seat at least had held a wide range of
differing lifestyles. Catelyn had believed herself poor before
coming to Brunley. She now saw just how fortunate she had been.

Catelyn was not going to take up residence in the tent
cities lining every street, and so she set about scouting for a
building to squat in until she figured out what her longer term plan
was. Her initial survey of the surrounding structures was as bad as
she predicted.

The buildings were abandoned for good reason. 

In numerous spots, the structures were coming apart, a
combination of neglect and erosion by the elements. She could
smell charred wood and melted iron in numerous places, evidence
of the Empire’s punishments for past transgressions. And
everywhere, the smell of death and decay.

No wonder these people live in the streets, she thought.

Her first two days and nights in Brunley had been some of
the worst of her life, and that was saying a lot. She had been forced
to eat through more of her rations than she wanted to, and to sleep
for only a few prayers at a time, keenly keeping her senses trained
for the gangs of scavengers that plagued the city at night.

She had needed sixteen prayers over those first two days
to locate an abandoned building with even half of the right criteria
she had laid out for her new “home”. The place she had settled on 
was, at least in principle, well suited to her purposes. It mostly
kept in the heat, but the roof had a number of leaks which kept the
floor perpetually damp and the air smelling of mold and rotting 
wood. Still, it didn’t smell as though a dozen people had died in the
hallways, and she could enter and exit through a hole in the roof, 
the result of metal rooftop air vent collapsing through the
structure after heavy rains had softened the roofing material. 

Catelyn’s sense of smell had finally adjusted to the
overwhelming scents by the evening of that first day, allowing her 
to remove her face covering at times which, outwardly at least, 
helped her feel more normal. Though judging from the sense she
now had of the people of Brunley, she needn’t have worried about
trying to fit in. 

The people, outside of the gangs of scavengers, seemed
quite content to keep to themselves and ignored anyone or 
anything that wasn’t directly in their way. The people of Brunley,
she could now say with confidence, had been the victims of longterm, absolute neglect.  Worst of all for her, the people of Brunley
were also universally dirt poor. 

Although the city seemed suitable, in fact almost perfect, 
for someone like her to hide in, it was not the type of place where
she would be able to survive via the trade that she had grown 
accustomed to. 

She had gone out, those first two nights after finding her 
new living space, to explore the neighborhoods around her
building, only to find her observations of the past several days
confirmed: these people had even less than she did. She had only
taken the barest of necessities with her from the Seat, but that had
included the seventeen silver marks and about half a dozen
coppers she had accumulated from before any of this trouble had
started. It represented every coin she had saved throughout her
spans of thieving, the safety net she had set aside if things ever
went wrong and she needed to flee. 

The coin also served another purpose; one that she could
only dream of being a reality, but which she still clung to and that
was her hope that she could earn enough to make her way to the
gate at Belkyn and bribe her way past the gates and out into the
larger world. Outside the Empire. She realized that might be a
fool’s hope, but there were rumors that some had done this. Had
earned enough coin to escape the Seat for good. But Catelyn idly
wondered if those were simply tall tales told by the residents of the
Seat, to titillate and entice others.

Either way, her purse contained a comfortable sum of
money even by the Seat’s standards, but she felt positively flush
with wealth here.

And therein lay one of her first major hurdles in adapting
to her new life here. She realized on her first excursion to the
bazaar during daylight prayers that carrying even a single silver 
would mark her as a target for other thieves, as she seemed to be
one of the wealthiest people in the area. She was already going to 
stand out just by being new to the area, because she quickly
learned that no one ever came to Brunley voluntarily. 

She was already being whispered about; the strange blind
girl wandering into Brunley for some unknown reason. So far the
whispers were mostly close to the truth, specifically rumors about
what crime she may have committed in the Seat to be forced to flee
to this place. But if her mere presence was enough to cause such
scandal in this place, then spending her coin here would call
attention to her in ways she was not comfortable with, and so she
kept her purse tightly tucked away in a pouch behind her belt. 

She considered not settling here, and continuing to 
wander deeper into Brunley, but she could guess that the southern 
side of Brunley was at least this bad, and she imagined that it
might in fact be worse, given what she was hearing from the little
gossip she overheard in those first days. The further that one
traveled south, the more that the Dun Marsh encroached on the
city, turning it into a morass of city streets submerged beneath
stinking swamp water.

By her third failed attempt to find anyone else in Brunley
who was not poorer than her, she reached the conclusion that she
had in fact made a huge mistake. The problem for Catelyn now was
simply that she had nowhere else to go, and so she had climbed to 
the rooftops to mull over what she was going to do next.

She squatted on her heels, with her arms wrapped around
her knees and her head tucked between them, trying to decide
what to do. She knew only one thing for certain, which was that
she would not be able to return to the Seat.

The Imperial soldier that had seen her leaving the Dane’s
estate with Elexia and Sera would surely have reported seeing her 
by now, and she imagined posters with her likeness up all over the
Seat. Although the Emperor had the reputation of taking a broad
approach to punishing transgressions, Catelyn knew that, first
because of her involvement with the Danes and now with the
Imperial soldier who may have identified her, it was very possible
that they would see her individually as a threat. Not of what she
could do to them, which was quite literally nothing, but of what
she might represent. And she wasn’t willing to take the chance.
She had always sworn to herself that if she were ever threatened
like this, she would have a contingency plan. And this had been it:
to ignite her roost and flee to the south. She was just beginning to 
realize, embarrassingly and painfully, how thoughtless and naive
her plan had been.

Chapter 12

Uriel grabbed a hold of the collar of one of the servants
standing before him, pulled the dark-skinned man closer to him
and with all of his strength he shoved, pitching him forward, out
into space.

The servant, some nameless southerner, a native of the
Chalk Isles no doubt, flailed its arms and moved its mouth silently
as it fell the twenty stories to the flagstones below. It eventually hit
the ground with a wet smack Uriel could hear all the way up on the
balcony, where he stood looking over the edge of the Citadel’s
roofline.

He turned on another of his nameless servants, who tried
desperately to mouth a protest, but it was unable to vocalize a
thing with its tongue and vocal cords freshly cut from its throat
earlier that morning. Its lower face was caked in dried blood, and
the eyes, dark and cow-like, pleaded with him for mercy. This one
had pale northern skin, likely one of the children of the prisoners
his father had taken in his victorious campaign against Pyrus. 
Uriel punched the useless creature in the gut, then pulled it up by
its blood soaked tunic and flung it out to join the other servants on 
the stones below.

That one made twelve. Uriel did enjoy firing incompetent
members of his staff.
Uriel was half tempted to pitch Enaz from the roof as well, 
for his failure to locate the source of the humming that he had
heard earlier. Even now, the song continued, like a dull sound
reverberating around him as though a shade haunted him, just like
in the tales his nursemaid used to tell him when he was a small
boy. Uriel knew better than to believe in such superstitious
nonsense, but his lack of belief did not stop the melody from 
plaguing his mind.

For three days now the music had followed him like a
cloud, tormenting him at times, then receding, only to return 
prayers later. The song had taken on a plaintive quality in that
time, and Uriel honestly considered the possibility that something 
was terribly wrong with him, as Enaz was claiming that he could
no longer hear the sound. This revelation, coupled with the
continued absence of Ortis, who was now officially missing, having
failed to report in or return since the Purge four nights ago, sent
Uriel into a rage. He had sent his other officers and commanders
to find the deserter Ortis, and commanded every servant in the
estate to drop whatever they were doing and help him track down 
the source of the humming. 

Unfortunately, just as Enaz had reported, it appeared as
though the humming could not be heard by anyone save the
Emperor now. Uriel was convinced of two possibilities. Either the
world was going mad, or he was.

These disturbing events had proven too much for Uriel to 
take, and this was how he found himself on the balcony of his
estate, flinging a dozen of his servants to their deaths for what may
be his own insanity. His own failure. But he could not be weak in 
front of his servants. They required him to remain strong in body,
and in mind. And so he had no choice but to show them. To set an
example.

Now, with the brunt of his anger spent, and the serving 
staff a dozen dead weights lighter, he determined instead to seek
out the location, or the fate, of Ortis as well as the source of the
humming by himself. Madness or not, he would get to the bottom 
of this. He would find and eliminate the humming, or he would die
in the effort.

“Where is Ortis?” Uriel shouted. None of the remaining
servants, nor Enaz, responded.

He snorted in disgust, gathered his robes about himself
and stalked to the door, stomping back down to his chambers to 
think, the humming following along behind him like the wafting 
stench of death.

Catelyn sat, wrapped in a thin, worn blanket she had
brought with her from the Seat and she hummed tunes her mother
used to sing to her, thinking about her future. The blanket, which
had been stuffed in her back, was not soft on her bare skin, but it
was the only one that she had been able to cram into her bag of
belongings before she had set her roost afire. She hugged it tighter 
around herself, even though it never got truly cold in the Empire, 
but she was still chilled and drying off from the poor excuse of a
bath she’d had just half a prayer before. The thing she most missed
from her old roost in the Seat were her basins for washing. 

She hadn’t been able to properly bathe in days, and finally
tonight she had learned that once a span, merchants were given
the opportunity to buy a supply of relatively clean drinking water 
from the Imperial stores, which they then turned around and sold
for however much the people could offer. Supplies were limited as
a result, and Catelyn, as the newest resident in town, had to wait
until last before she could claim her ration. Fortunately for her, 
the other residents must not have had as many marks, as there was
still enough that she was able to buy three jars. One she had set
aside for drinking, and the other two she had used to give herself a
standing bath with one of the clean cloths she had brought with
her.

She had considered all of her options while cleaning
herself and had come to realize that maybe she had been thinking
too linearly when it came to her choices. She realized that she
needed to start looking at her situation with different eyes, so to 
speak. As her father had taught her, she started to look at her
problem upside down and inside out.

And when she did so, of all of the possibilities she
considered, it was the impossible option that stood out as her one
and only chance. That option seemed to be so far beyond the realm
of possibility as to be equivalent to making a wish and having it
come true, and that was to find a way to leave the Empire
completely. 

That’s impossible
, the voice in her head chided.
But as the idea settled around her, something about it
clung to her conscious mind and wouldn’t let go. She carefully
thought through the ramifications of staying in Brunley, and
quickly realized that her odds of survival here, or anywhere within 
the Empire for that matter, were almost nonexistent. She couldn’t
return to the Seat. She couldn’t go to any of the other cities within 
the Empire. At least, none within the walls. 

She’d heard stories of Canlis Point and Fort Baldwin to the
west, both part of the Empire but separated by distance and
unconnected to the walled hub of the central cities. But despite
their distance, none of the stories she had heard indicated that
conditions there were any better than what she had known. Still, 
she wondered if she could disappear there, while still maintaining
the ability to ply her trade and make a living. 

Or she might just find a place outside the walls, in the
wilds, to establish herself and live off the land. There would be
hundreds or even thousands of abandoned towns and villages like
the one her parents had once lived in. Certainly the Empire
ignored those now, having sealed itself away within the walls of
Uriel’s legacy. It was a slim chance, but even a slim chance seemed
preferable to once again returning to a life of begging and
scavenging, or worse, here in Brunley.

Catelyn was beginning to understand that her best hope
for survival lay beyond the impenetrable walls of Uriel’s fortress
Empire. In truth, pursuing this option, even in her mind, was still
terrifying. Catelyn would still need to go through the heart of the
Empire to get to the Grand Gate in Belkyn, and she had never even
experienced the world outside the walls and so had no idea what to
expect. 

The Empire continually reminded its citizens of the harsh,
dangerous world outside; how the men, who had taken the name
of Uriel to rule over the people, had done so to protect them from 
the evils of a world that feared them for their superior morality. 
For all she knew, Uriel’s family and the other men who had ruled
the Empire for hundreds of sojourns were right, and all that waited
for her outside the walls was a world even more cold and uncaring
than the one she knew, or even just death. 

But Catelyn weighed that against the fact that all that
waited for her inside the walls was also death. A slow, lingering 
death full of suffering. As she pondered, she came to the
realization that she would rather take her chances with the
unknown, than to acquiesce to the whims of mad men and leave
her fate in their hands. 

When her mind was made up, and despite the enormous
task she set herself of making the impossible possible, she felt an 
ease come over her at her decision. In that moment of peace, 
Catelyn searched the vaults of her mind, recalling everything that
she knew about the walls of the Empire.

When the first Emperor Uriel had taken control of the
Empire, long before her parents had even been born, the
construction of the first walls had begun. Catelyn had read the
history of the walls in one of the books her parents had managed
to hide from the Empire. Because her family couldn’t hide an 
entire library in their small hovel, they had often chosen books
that were densely packed with information about important
things, and she remembered the stories they told, having read
them over and over again.

According to the book, the rulers of the Empire had
initially convinced the people that the walls were necessary to
guard against the wild savages of Pyrus to the North, populated by
tribes of people whom the residents that lived along the northern 
border were in constant conflict with. City walls were built around
every center of commerce, to protect them from attack. Catelyn, as
she had matured and experienced more and more of the Empire’s
tactics and mind games, began to wonder whether such attacks
had even taken place, or if this had actually been a deception, a
move that was calculated to play upon people’s fears and foster 
their innate distrust of those they didn’t know.

When Uriel II took over from his father in 973, after Uriel
I took ill just before the end of his days, he furthered his father’s
legacy and created the Channels. Continuing where his father left
off, the Channels connected each of the major cities of the Empire, 
and the trade hubs, to one another without giving up the
protection the people “demanded”. 

Uriel II managed to negotiate a treaty with Pyrus, 
stipulating that as a concession for halting hostilities, a safety zone
would be designated between the two nations, so that no longer
would the citizens of either nation encroach upon the sovereign 
land of the other.

Catelyn’s parents had taught her however, that the book
was not telling the whole truth in this matter. This treaty, 
according to them, was little more than a ransom demand, as Uriel
II had staged a covert attack upon Pyrus and kidnapped the Pyric
King’s only son, bringing him to the Seat to stand trial for crimes
against the Empire. 

The punishment for such a crime, then as now, carried
only one sentence; death, and so the Pyric King had no choice but
to comply with Uriel II’s demand. In the book, this was painted as
a major victory for Uriel II, but based on her parent’s views and
her own experiences, Catelyn had now come to believe that the
Pyric king would have been only too happy to have signed such an
agreement, seeing the madness that seemed to plague the Imperial
house of Uriel.

Finally, when Uriel III staged his coup at the age of
fourteen, killing his own father and wresting complete control of
the Empire away from the politicians, he ordered the last of the
walls, and in particular the “Wall of Regret” as it was later named, 
to be constructed, effectively cutting off the Empire from the rest
of the world. She knew that beyond the four major eastern cities, 
which were interconnected by the Channels, a number of forts, 
outposts and other settlements still operated as part of the Empire,
but they existed only to serve the Empire in some fashion.

Uriel III hadn’t just finished the walls though. He had
built them up into monstrosities. Hundreds of paces tall, made of
smooth stone stripped from the quarries and mines southwest of
Aldus. Catelyn had, as all children in the Seat did at one time or 
another, made attempts to scale one of the walls enclosing the Seat
but without a single hand hold or gap to place one’s hands and
feet, it was an impossible task. 

Catelyn had seen the walls with her own eyes many times
as a child, and remembered how intimidating they were, rising up
into the sky and to the horizon on all sides. Every memory of her 
life outside her home when she was young and when she’d had her
sight included those walls. They were always there, standing 
behind everything, suffocating and smothering and unyielding.

Catelyn knew from the books she’d read and the stories
her parents told of their lives before the Seat, that there were such
things as mountains, and fields of wild grasses, and plains. She
had imagined them as a child, but she had never seen them, and
she thought she never would.

But as she sat considering her future, and how she was
going to live for the rest of her life, Catelyn promised herself that
she would one day feel the grass under her feet, and touch the
stones and the trees on the mountains with her hands, and breathe
in air that was not enclosed by stone walls. She would know these
things or she would die in the attempt.

The problem she faced, now that she had resolved herself
to this course of action, was access. The walls had been built, 
Catelyn now realized, as much to keep its own citizens in as they
had been to keep invaders out. In fact, she actually believed that
the former had really been what was desired in the first place, and
the latter was simply the excuse to get the people to go along with
it. The Emperor’s Uriel I, II and III had designed and built nothing
less than a prison. A prison with only one entrance and exit: The
Grand Gate in Belkyn.

Catelyn had neither seen, nor sensed, the only gate in the
entire outer wall, but she had heard stories of it and how well
defended it was on the inside. Many of the stories she had heard
involved the fate of fences that she had sold her stolen goods to 
over the sojourns, who had gone “missing” attempting to smuggle
their goods outside of the city walls. None of them were ever heard
from again, and so Catelyn had little hope of being able to sneak
her way out of the city.

But she did know that there were legitimate caravans on 
regular rotations both leaving and entering the city. The problem 
was, the Empire controlled every caravan in and out of the Empire,
and she was not confident that it would be as easy as simply hiding
herself away on one of their wagons. And certainly others had
thought of this before her. She could not expect to catch the gate
guards completely unaware. Even getting to the Grand Gate was
going to be an almost insurmountable obstacle.

Not only was Belkyn the most heavily militarized district
of the Empire with Imperial soldiers policing the streets, especially
now after the recent quelling of the “uprising” she had heard
rumors about, but it would also require her to return through the
Brunley Channel and pass through the Seat once more. She simply
didn’t like her chances of passing through the Seat unscathed with
the Empire likely on high alert and potentially actively searching
for her.

Catelyn didn’t completely rule out leaving through the
Grand Gate, but before she decided that was her only course of
action, she owed it to herself to at least look at other possibilities.
She considered briefly praying for an answer as she had for most
of her life since losing her eyesight, but wasn’t quite sure about her
faith in the Divines anymore; she had offered plenty of devotions
to them over the sojourns, and if she really considered her
situation honestly, she was forced to admit that all of them had
been ignored.

She still wasn’t ready to completely give up on her faith
quite yet, as she still had questions about what had led her to 
survive in the face of such unbelievable circumstances, but if it was
true that some force had helped her to survive, then it seemed to 
be completely arbitrary and undirected by any sort of divine plan.

A thought had been bubbling into her consciousness since
the day that she had arrived in Brunley and had experienced the
first of many puddles of brackish swamp water. She knew that the
Dun Marsh crossed over the southern edge of Brunley, and seeped
into the city somehow. She supposed it was possible that the water
simply seeped up out of the ground, but she idly began to wonder 
if it wasn’t also coming from under the wall, such as through a pipe
or a drainage system. She had seen a map of the Empire in the
same book that had detailed the history of the walls, and like most
of her books, she’d memorized it. 

She knew from that memory that the mapmakers had
indicated that the Dun Marsh continued past the walls to the east, 
and all the way to the sea. And if water could pass under the wall, 
perhaps there was a way for her to pass, either through a crack, or 
a vent large enough to slip through in the other direction. She also 
wondered about the southern wall. Brunley reportedly sat high
upon a cliff face overlooking the Wystan Sea. She decided that
perhaps a visit to both areas was worth her time.

She didn’t think that the possibility of finding anything 
that could help her get out of the Empire was great, but she figured
that it couldn’t hurt looking at, at least. It wasn’t like her chances
for escape were particularly strong. Thinking about escaping the
Empire simultaneously filled her with hope and dread. Hope that
her future might be lived outside of the oppressive rule and
constant terrorizing of the Empire, but that was offset by the fear
that what lay beyond those walls may even be worse than what she
knew.

But she was becoming more and more convinced that
these fearful thoughts were not her own. That she, like every
resident of the Seat and the Empire, had been systematically
controlled for sojourns to think exactly this way, that the Empire
had set out to scare its own people into complacency and
obedience. If such a thing turned out to be true, as she was
beginning to suspect, it could call into question everything she’d
ever learned. 

Even the books, which she had memorized and so 
treasured as a child, could be wrong about everything. Was the
Empire simply one masterful lie after another, orchestrated by
generations to deceive an entire population?

If so, to what end? she wondered.

Having one’s certainty slowly stripped away was terrifying.

She felt lost, and alone. And she wished that she could
walk down to the marketplace and talk to Silena. Catelyn had a
feeling she would have wise words to share with her. But there was
no use dwelling on what couldn’t be. She realized, as she sat
contemplating her situation, that she had no other choice but to
try escape. 

Even if she died in the attempt, she alone would have to do
something to better her life. The Divines, if indeed they existed, 
would not help her. She finally, slowly came to the conclusion that
all of her life, it had been her choices and her actions that
mattered. 

If she was going to live, that was all up to her.

And as she resolved herself, mentally, to her plans for 
escaping the Empire, she drew comfort from a very strange
realization: She had nothing left to lose.

Chapter 13

Catelyn sprang freely from rooftop to rooftop, scuffing her 
bare toes on the shards of gravel and tar as she launched herself
over the warrens and alleyways of Brunley. Catelyn had wanted to 
get away from the streets for a time, to feel somewhat normal once
more, or at least what passed for normal since leaving the Seat.

However, that meant scant little to Catelyn at the moment,
vaulting over roofs in broad daylight. Even though she was dressed
appropriately, with full head coverings to hide her hair and face,
Catelyn knew she was risking a lot by traveling via rooftops in the
daytime, but she refused to wait another day before looking into 
the possibility of escaping via the Dun Marsh or the cliffs of the
southern wall of Brunley.

She probed the edges of her bubble, sniffing for the
highest concentration of rank water to guide her southeast towards
where the Dun Marsh encroached into the city.

She wasn’t sure what she would find, and she did not dare
to hope that her escape would be as easy as finding a crack in the
massive Wall that she could squeeze through. Still, she had to try
to ascertain how the water was getting into the city, because if
water could get in, then it stood to reason that there was a way for 
the water to get out. She was beginning to taste hope and she
wanted her freedom.

Catelyn felt as though she were rushing, and willed herself
to tread carefully. She knew from painful experience what rushing 
in could cost her. She didn’t wish to pitch herself off of the roof, 
and one misstep was all it would take. She couldn’t afford even a
minor injury, like a sprained ankle or a cut, as even the thought of
a delay in her plans was a possibility that she was loath to 
contemplate.

Her nose caught a cloud of rank smells on the air and she
focused her bubble on its source. She followed the trail of the
scent, leading south down the alley beneath her and she crept
lithely to the edge of the roof she was on, and hunched there on all
fours, taking in the scene below.

Her senses painted her a picture as vivid as if her eyes still
functioned, and probably even more richly detailed that most
people with sight, or so she liked to think. The alley was long 
abandoned and flooded by several finger-widths of standing water.
A dripping noise from the building across from where she hunched
suggested either runoff or rain, and the echoing of that noise
bounced off of the ruins of the nearby buildings. The foul water
was part marsh and part sewage.

Although it was empty now, her nose told her that people
had lived here, or at least had excreted her, not that long ago.

She followed along on the edge of the rooftops, tracing the
waterway and the cloud of scent through alleys and along the edge
of the abandoned ruins. The entire neighborhood was deathly
quiet. Not even scavengers subsisted here, whether human or 
animal, though she could hear an abundance of insect life. She
expected the briny water to attract all manner of bugs to feast, but
even she was unprepared for the sheer volume of buzzing, clicking
and chirping from the seemingly thousands of species nearby.

Upon realizing this, Catelyn shivered in revulsion. Bugs
were far from her favorite things.

Turning from her thoughts about the bugs to what she was
doing physically, she focused on the scents around and below her.
Beneath the two main smells of marsh water and human waste, a
third distinctive smell began to clutch at her insides.

It was a smell Catelyn knew well, though she wished
plainly that she didn’t. It was the unmistakable smell of rotting 
flesh, no doubt bloated from both the water and exposure to the
air. And at this distance down to the water, she guessed that there
must be a large number of dead if she were able to pull that smell
from beneath the rank cocktail that was already polluting the air
and filling her nostrils.

For all she knew, the whole area was nothing but a watery
graveyard.

All the more reason for me to be gone as soon as possible, 
she thought.

From her bubble, she gleaned that this alley ended at the
Wall, for the drips of water could be heard echoing back to her
from just a short distance away, maybe twenty paces. Catelyn
sensed her path to it, then leapt from the roofs down to the alley
below. Immediately, Catelyn began to retch.

The smell at ground level hit her like a hammer smashing 
into her face. As her feet landed in the cold water, splashing water 
from the flooded alley created blossoms of stench which floated up
from the ground to assault her. Catelyn covered her nose and
mouth with both hands, willing her body to adapt, to acclimate to 
her environment before it made her physically ill.

It took longer than usual, with her bent over and trying 
not to make any sudden moves, but finally her nose got used to the
stench. Even so, the mingling scents were so powerful that she
couldn’t get an accurate sense of where or what the bodies were.
She lowered her hands, which she had instinctively raised to 
protect herself from the assault on her senses. She would need
them for this next part, and she was not looking forward to it.

She crouched down on all fours setting her legs into a wide
stance with feet outstretched, and put her hands into the water in 
front of her, settling into a stance resembling a crab. She felt the
surface of the ground below the water’s surface under her fingers
and toes; it was stone, worn smooth and expertly interlocked with
large flagstones.

The water was, as she had noted from above, about five
finger-widths deep, enough to cover the tops of her feet and chill
the tips of her fingers and toes. Catelyn moved forward slowly and
cautiously towards the wall, following her ears and using her 
hands and feet to sweep to either side of her, clearing a path. She
could sense rough shapes around her, but in this environment with
the smell overpowering her, she was finding it hard to do more
than get a vague sense of her immediate surroundings, nor did she
work overly hard to gain a clearer mental image of the area.

Whenever a hand or foot brushed against something solid,
she withdrew it and edged past it, trying hard not to think about
what it was.

Crab-walking her way to the wall was both exhausting and
time consuming. And Catelyn felt herself beginning to flag from 
fatigue not long after beginning. It didn’t help that she hadn’t slept
solidly since she had arrived in Brunley. She fought back a yawn, 
and refocused on what she needed to do.

Catelyn lost track of how long it took to cross the
waterlogged alleyway to the Wall, but it felt like several prayers. 
Despite feeling partly blinded by the pervasive stench, she
managed to cross the distance without more than a few panicked
moments as her fingers or toes brushed against something slimy
and wet.

When her hand finally contacted the stone surface of the
Wall, she let out a breath she hadn’t even been aware she had been
holding. 

She pressed her hand flat against the Wall and focused her
bubble right in front of her. She could smell, even through the
putrification, the dank odor of mold on stone and the tang of
rusted metal, iron to be precise. She could almost taste the
moisture as she inhaled, buried deep in the stone and in the air all
around her. But it confirmed what she had suspected, that water 
had been seeping into the Wall, and had been for some time.

She stood up and ran both hands along the Wall, assessing
its construction. Like the other sections of the Wall that she had
felt before in the Seat, it was made of smooth, worn stone slabs, 
held together by thick iron columns. They were fused together by
some process Catelyn was unaware of, but none of the books she
had read as a child had covered topics about construction
techniques.

She didn’t focus on how it was built, beyond trying to 
determine if it contained an obvious weakness that she could
exploit. 

Unfortunately, as Catelyn ran her hands across the
surface, feeling the various joints and the Wall itself, that did not
appear to be the case. Catelyn spent another prayer walking along 
the edge of the Wall, her hands feeling for cracks or seams that
would indicate a weak point or evidence of stress, and her feet
continuing to sweep the ground for bodies or worse. She found
nothing remarkable, but Catelyn knew that water from the Dun 
Marsh was coming into the city to pool here at her feet, and
seeping into the Wall under her hands.

She couldn’t figure out how, though. Getting out this way
would be impossible, she determined. However the water was
getting through, it was not going to provide her with a way out. 

Catelyn spent another half prayer getting back out, and
she was relieved when she felt the solid walls of the building she
had used to get down to the street level, and was able to climb back
up to the rooftops where the air was less cloying. She was also glad
to be getting her feet out of the water and away from the floating 
bodies.

The day was already half over by the time she made her
way back to the center of Brunley, and briefly considered returning
to her room in the abandoned building and resting, but she could
sense that she wouldn’t be able to sleep without finding out the
answers that plagued her. She needed to know what awaited her,
and mentally prepare herself for the possibility that she would
need to return to the Seat before making her way through to
Belkyn.

So she stopped briefly to refresh herself, drank from her
jar of water, and then bounded onto the rooftops, heading south
towards the Wall overlooking the cliffs and the Wystan Sea.

It took Catelyn another prayer and a half before she first
began to sense the change in the air and the sound of roaring
waves that indicated her proximity to the Wall, and the end of the
Empire. She could smell and taste the salt in the air, and although
it was different from what she was accustomed to, it was not
entirely unpleasant. There was something that enticed her about
the experience, and she felt a renewed sense of enthusiasm as she
moved towards her goal.

As in the central part of Brunley, the streets here were
lined sporadically with tents and people living in abject poverty, 
and she was forced to travel at ground level for much of the trip,
but she sprang onto the rooftops when it was possible, the
buildings here as abandoned here as they were elsewhere in 
Brunley.

When she got within a few dozen paces of the Wall, she
could hear the roaring of the waves echoing off the buildings and
the Wall itself, and she tried to imagine what they looked like in
her head. She’d read about the Wystan Sea in the book about the
Empire, and her parents had told her about the waters
surrounding three sides of the land mass that made up most of the
Empire, what they had called a peninsula.

They had never seen or heard the water, but now here she
was, just a few paces away from the sea, and the rhythmic roaring
from the other side of the Wall filled her with conflicting emotions,
like the waves were washing over the Walls and into her heart.

She experienced exhilaration at first, hearing something so
hypnotic and powerful. But that was quickly replaced with a deep
and painful heartache, at the realization that something so 
breathtaking, something so free, was just on the other side of the
massive stone Wall and she would never experience it. To her, and
to all of the people of the Seat, that freedom was lost forever.

This hopelessness was what accompanied her as she
walked the last few dozen paces to the Wall itself, until she felt it
looming up before her, the end of the world as far as she and
everyone else were concerned. She stepped to the Wall, placed her 
hand flat upon the surface, and then felt herself collapse in utter 
exhaustion and despair.

She pulled the scarf down from her nose and mouth and
sobbed into her open hand, her body convulsing in heart
shattering waves of its own, as she thought of what lay on the other
side of this stone prison, and of all the people who lived in such a
state.

And soon after the despair came the anger. The waves of
anguish ignited something inside her and she fanned those flames
willingly, throwing all of her heat into the effort, and she imagined
the figure of the Emperor in her mind, the shadowy heart of the
evil that had been done to them all.

The Emperor, his kin, his army, and his Empire itself had
systematically beaten every one of its citizens down, until they had
reached the point where they valued nothing.

She pounded a fist on the Wall, feeling the impact travel
up her body, into her sore shoulder and let out a blood-curdling
yell at the stone under her fist that echoed and reverberated away
from her in all directions.

She sat like that for some time, one hand on the wall, one
on the ground by her knees in the muck, panting and sobbing in 
turns. 

“Are you...are you alright?” a voice spoke softly from 
behind her.

Catelyn sprang to her feet, and put her back to the Wall, 
her heart hammering in fright. She had been so focused on herself
and her own pain that she hadn’t noticed anything in these last few
moments, and the voice suddenly appearing from behind and near
to where she had been sitting against the wall shocked her.

“Whoa, there, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m alone,” the
voice said softly again, and Catelyn could tell by the timbre and the
tone that the voice belonged to a young man.

Catelyn gathered her wits and snapped her bubble into 
place scanning around her quickly, but thoroughly. She could hear
the man, six paces away, standing in the open with arms
outstretched as though reaching out, but she could sense his calm. 
She could detect no other people nearby, but she didn’t rule out
the possibility that there were others lying in wait, ready for a
signal from this young man to initiate an attack. Catelyn’s heart
was racing and she frantically worked out an escape route.

“Oh, sorry. I’ve scared you,” the young man said, and
lowered his arms to his sides.

Catelyn was unsure what the man was playing at, but she
wasn’t going to give him anything to work with.

“You wear that blindfold. Are you really blind?” he asked.

Still, Catelyn said nothing, but stalled to buy herself time
determining the best route to get away.

“Oh Divines, how rude of me. Where’s my civility? Let’s try
this again, shall we? My name is Duncan. What’s yours?” 

At this change in direction, something about the young 
man shifted, and Catelyn focused her bubble on him now, and she
could sense his genuine embarrassment and his utter lack of
deception. Catelyn relaxed slightly, but not completely. She
decided to offer him something, but not what he wanted.

“I’m fine. You did scare me, but I’m feeling better now.”

“Oh.” She could hear his disappointment when she hadn’t
offered her name, but he continued. “I haven’t seen you around
here before.”

Again, Catelyn remained silent, as she still wasn’t sure
how to play this situation. Duncan continued on, as though
nothing at all were unusual about this situation and they were just
two people getting acquainted. Maybe he genuinely felt that way.

“I heard the commotion, so I came over to see what was
happening. But you look fine now, I guess. And I can take the hint. 
You’d rather be alone. Sorry for...disturbing you. ” Duncan took a
couple of steps back, but she could smell and hear his

disappointment as he turned away from her.

Against her own judgment, she did something that she
wouldn’t have done before meeting Silena earlier this sojourn. She
reached out a hand, and said “Duncan, wait. I’m sorry. I’m the one
who’s been rude. Thank you for...for checking on me.”

As she spoke, she could hear his heart beat increase, his
smell changed to one of excitement and he replied with genuine
feeling, turning back toward her. 

“I’m glad you’re alright. As you might imagine, I don’t get
many...visitors. No one comes this far south,” and as he said these
last words, she could hear the loneliness in his voice.

Catelyn had questions of her own, but started with the
basics.

“Do you live here, Duncan?”

When Catelyn said his name, she sensed something from
him, something she’d never sensed before in someone, and it was
confusing. A combination of satisfaction and...pleasure?

“I do. Lived here for twelve sojourns, since, well, since my
Uncle left for the Seat.”

Catelyn heard an almost imperceptible catch in his voice at
the mention of his uncle, but he expertly hid it. Catelyn could
imagine what “left for the Seat” really meant.

“I see. I...I used to live in the Seat.” Catelyn surprised
herself with the admission, but something about Duncan was
inspiring her to trust this young man, at least a little.

This time it was Duncan who was silent, and Catelyn
crossed her arms, unsure what to say next and debating how much
to let him know. Finally she settled on the answer and her reply
was borne out of the feeling of comfort and ease that Duncan
exuded.

“My name is Catelyn,” she said simply.

Catelyn pressed herself against the wall when she felt him
start walking back in her direction, and she could sense his right
arm raise, his hand extended. He stopped within a pace of where
she stood, close enough that she could feel the warmth of him.

“Catelyn, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I have my hand out. 
My uncle told me it’s one of the old ways people used to greet each
other. If you wanted to, you know. To shake it.” Now there was a
sense of nervousness in his manner, but it was of a kind she hadn’t
experienced before. The kind way he spoke and the direct way he’d
tried to help her by telling her about the hand he had extended, 
even though she hadn’t needed the help. Of course, he couldn’t
have known that.

She considered a moment, then reached out with her own 
right hand, slowly extending it in front of her. He helped her out, 
and met her hand with his own, though Catelyn wasn’t sure she
trusted him enough yet to tell him she didn’t need that kind of
help. His hand was warm to the touch, and although his palm was
soft, unlike hers, his grip was strong. 

She could feel the rest of him through that hand, could feel
his pulse racing and his breathing, so closely timed to her own. She
could feel her own face flush, and Catelyn felt embarrassment
suddenly and withdrew her hand.

Duncan again radiated disappointment, but he quickly
covered over it. 

“I like your hair,” he said bluntly.

Catelyn felt a moment of panic, and checked to see if her 
head scarf was still in place. Duncan chuckled and told her “Don’t
worry, it’s just a strand hanging down.” He reached out his hand
again, and she stiffened. 

He stopped then, and simply asked “May I?”

Catelyn had never expected such a question. In her world
up to this point, the men she had met would have never considered
something so...polite. That Duncan would ask permission, even for
something so inconsequential, was refreshing. Catelyn nodded.

She felt his hand and arm coming near to her face, and
time seemed to slow to a crawl as she took in this new experience.
This close to her, she could smell him, the real smell that she knew
was different about everyone, and it was not unpleasant. Unlike
most everyone else she had ever met in the Seat, especially other 
men, Duncan did not smell awful and she wondered how he
managed such a feat.

She almost thought to ask him, but then realized how rude
that question might sound, and then he had tucked her hair up
into her scarf and took a step back. She found herself irrationally
wishing he had lingered, and immediately chided herself.

Fool, you know nothing about this man! she thought
harshly.

“So, Catelyn,” Duncan said, her senses detecting the return
of his nervousness. “Do you mind if I ask you what you were doing 
here? Why you were pounding on the Wall and screaming like
that?”

Catelyn did panic, now. 

How can I tell him even a shred of the truth, without
revealing everything about me?

She opted to lie and only provide him with a vague answer,
but immediately felt a sense of shame and guilt at the offense, 
necessary as it was.

“I was just angry, that’s all. I’m hungry, I just arrived from 
the Seat and I’m tired from the journey.”

Duncan listened, and she could smell his distrust at the lie.
He didn’t fully believe her, clearly, but he sighed and chose not to 
say anything, playing along.

“Yeah, I guess I can see that. It’s not an easy trip…”

Duncan let the rest of this sentence die on his lips, and
Catelyn felt her heart pounding in awkward silence.

She felt like she needed to escape this situation, before she
got pulled in any further than was comfortable.

“Duncan, thank you for your concern. Really. But I’ve got
to get back to where I’m...staying before it gets dark.”

Duncan sighed. More disappointment. This time, Catelyn
felt badly that she was forced to be the source of that feeling in 
him.

“I understand. I...it was nice meeting you, Catelyn.” 
Catelyn could hear so much more unspoken in that simple pause,
and something inside of her wanted to badly to fill it. But she knew
it would never be possible.

“Thank you,” was all she said, and then she heard him 
back away, and walk slowly towards the alleys and buildings. And
then he was gone, and she was alone, and although being alone
was not a new feeling for her, she felt that absence and emptiness
within her in a way that she had never felt before.

Chapter 14

Catelyn traversed up the Brunley Channel throughout the
night, all of her possessions slung into the pack on her back, the
exotic curved weapon in the center of it all, securely and safely
stored in its slim case. She had returned from scouting the
southern Wall and her encounter with Duncan by evening, and
with a small sense of heartache, she packed all of her belongings
and began the journey north towards the Seat. Despite the
majority of her experiences in Brunley turning out horribly, 
Catelyn found herself looking back to the south as she stood on the
threshold of the city and the channel which led back to the Seat. 

She wondered about Duncan, still marveling at his
kindness and his warmth, and his clean smell. And she thought
about his life there, alone. How had he managed to survive all this
time? How had he held onto his kindness, clearly demonstrated to 
her with his words, his actions, and the subtle qualities she sensed
about him through her bubble.

Catelyn wished that her circumstances had been different, 
and that she had been able to trust Duncan, had been able to get to
know him better. For the first time in her life, Catelyn found
herself fantasizing about being closer to another person in the way
that adults did; about being closer to Duncan. Feeling his warm 
skin with her hands, and in turn feeling his strong hands on her 
body. She felt her body respond to those thoughts, but she fought
them away, unwilling to allow them to distract her from what she
needed to do and where she needed to place her focus.

And so she was racing towards the Seat, leaping over 
chimneys and balancing her feet along pipes and beams, looking 
ahead instead of behind. She was hoping to get back to the Seat
before the sun rose, so that she could find a place to hide out and
sleep the day away before she headed out to Belkyn on the
following day.

She had to leave the Empire. Her experiences in Brunley
had only reinforced the direness of her situation, and she knew
that Duncan and whatever she thought of him could only ever be a
fantasy. And a distracting fantasy at that.

Despite telling herself this, her heart ached the further she
got from Brunley, and she fought off the urge to turn around, even
if only just to hear his voice once more.

Despite everything that had happened there, all the horror
and the hopelessness, leaving Brunley was harder than she could
have ever imagined.

Ortis stood concealed in the shadow of an abandoned
building, pacing and biting the skin from his fingertips. Whenever 
his nerves got the better of him, which usually only occurred in the
middle of that quiet tension right before a big battle, he would
begin picking at the skin on his fingers, until he had peeled off
enough to take small chunks of his own flesh to chew while he
worked on solving his problem. Something about the metallic tang 
of blood and the chewing of flesh helped him to focus and soothe
his frayed nerves.

The source of his tension this time wasn’t combat. It was
simply that, for the first time in his adult life, Ortis had no clear
idea of what in the Void he was doing. He wasn’t even sure who he
was anymore. He didn’t know why, but during the last span, from 
the moment he had first glimpsed the mysterious thief with the red
hair and blindfold, his entire world had come apart at the seams.

That experience, for reasons he could not understand, had
jarred something inside of him, and he felt as though he were
simultaneously stinking drunk and completely sober. Drunk
because he felt as though the mere sight of that frail girl in the
alley had placed him under some sort of spell and his own mind
was not his own. And sober because whatever it was about her that
had so affected him, he knew clearly that she was important to him
in a way that he had never experienced before.

He knew only one thing clearly; he needed to find the girl. 
To help her. He honestly had no idea why he felt this way, and
frustratingly, how he was going to accomplish this. Only that he
must.

Nothing in his life had ever made more sense than this
realization.

He fully acknowledged that it was quite likely that he had
finally gone insane.

Do insane men know they’re insane? he wondered.

Insanity would explain much, but something inside of him
told him that this was not true. It stared him squarely in the face. 
Ortis had never believed in the Divines, had never thought much of
things like fate, destiny or a higher purpose. Oh, he had played at
such games for much of his life, particularly to placate Uriel, who 
was a strong believer in those things. But he had done so explicitly
so that he could share in the grand visions of his former lover.

In his heart, Ortis had never seen any kind of grand
purpose or design. 

It is simply the world, and I took from it what I wished.

He had always been content to let Uriel dictate their
purpose as well, charting their course according to his belief in his
own destiny. But now, faced with this new experience, Ortis was
beginning to question those views.

He could feel certainty about this new purpose of his deep
inside, far down in his bones.

After the fire had guttered out the night of the Purge, he
had abandoned his men without a word, going off to think by
himself. He had wandered the streets of the Seat, unheeding of the
looks from the citizens of the Seat that were thrown his way. He
knew those looks well.

Fear. Despair. Horror. Pain. Disgust. Hate.

The hate was the most palpable of all. Abject loathing, 
buried deeply, but Ortis saw it. Uriel only ever saw the fear. Likely
because it aroused and intoxicated him, blinding him from seeing
beyond it. But Ortis knew how the citizens of the Seat truly felt, full
of hatred so deep down that they might not even know it was
there.

The Emperor fed upon fear, but that was an emotion that
Ortis no longer experienced. In fact, as he wandered the streets, a
sudden wash of another emotion flowed into him and he stumbled.
He fell to his knees in the grime and the dirt, weeping and crying 
out as passers by ran into their homes and shut up their doors and
windows, trying to block out this display from a man who most
knew on sight, but one who people only saw right before their own 
painful and imminent deaths.

And just as suddenly as the tears and the wailing had
overtaken him, a wave of laughter followed close behind. He
laughed out loud, and then laughed even more when he stopped to 
consider what the people in the homes nearby must be seeing.
What must they be thinking, as they peered out from behind their
curtains and the cracks of doors.

Here, kneeling in the street, was the Emperor’s most
trusted officer. The man with a dozen names, earned in the most
violent of ways throughout the sojourns. The Butcher. The Brutal
One. The Purger.

The Living Death, kneeling in the muck, weeping and
laughing like a small child.

Ortis was sure that word of this episode would reach Uriel
before the span was over, but he no longer cared.

He couldn’t begin to understand why exactly he found
himself alone in the street, uncontrollably alternating between
weeping and laughing like a madman, but he was beginning to
understand what to call it: Guilt. 

Shame.

In that moment, when he finally named the source of his
distemper, he acutely felt the pain of every life he had ever taken. 
Every life he had ruined. Every life he had devastated. Decades of
crimes flooded into him in that instant, each one bubbling up from
somewhere in his mind, and he relived them all. Their pain. Their
anguish. Their fear. It washed over him like a flood, and it was
unbearable.

Ortis had taken his short blade from its sheath then,
baring the blade and laying it against his throat. He felt it bite into 
his skin, and the warmth of his blood beginning to slide over his
fingers and down the front of his hardened leather doublet. 

He wished to die. He wished to experience the most
painful end he could possibly imagine, and he sought it out. He
took the blade from his throat and laid it instead against his
abdomen. A single thrust would empty his innards upon the dirtcovered street, and he would bleed out in agony, taking several
horrible prayers to die.

But he held his hand, and the blade shook as some inner 
war raged on inside him.

Something inside stopped him. He felt a calling. An urge
to do something more with his life before he met his end. It was
something to do with the girl. And it was strong. Stronger even 
than the pull he’d felt from the Emperor those many sojourns ago.

It wasn’t redemption that he sought. As he kneeled with
his sword pressed into his belly, he knew that he deserved to die a
thousand times for what he had done in his life. But something in 
him refused to consider his own death, not until after he had done
this thing. 

He still didn’t know what that was, but he knew it was
critical, and that was when he had begun to believe.

And with that certainty, his pain disappeared and he was
able to stand and gather his wits about him. The first thing he had
done was to put some distance between himself and the Emperor. 
Uriel would execute him without hesitation for his betrayal. But
Ortis had earned enough loyalty and favors over the sojourns that
it would be some time until Uriel realized that he was missing, and
before the rest of the Empire would be alerted to his treason. Still, 
he would need to move fast.

He’d used his connections to go underground, and
disappeared into the slums of the Seat, exploiting his knowledge of
Imperial strengths and tactics to establish a place to live and
gather the resources he would need until he could track down the
girl. In truth, he had another, more permanent bolt hole to go to 
ground in if he ever needed it, but he wanted to save that until he
ran out of options. He established a new look for himself, 
acquiring a set of ragged clothing and a hooded cloak, and taking
inspiration from the girl, he bought a scarf to wrap around his
nose and mouth. Not even the Emperor would recognize him, 
enough they were standing close enough to kiss.

But as Ortis settled into his new situation, he grew
increasingly frustrated and impatient, and spent many of the
following days and nights either walking the streets, looking for 
any trace of the girl, or pacing back and forth in the abandoned
building where he slept, trying to remember the details of that
night for any clue as to her location.

It was a chance encounter that sparked him to think about
things differently, and that finally led him to following a solid lead.
He had been stalking through the streets in his disguise early in
the morning, thinking about the girl’s direction as she’d moved
away from the Dane’s estate, trying to extrapolate where she might
have gone, when suddenly he felt a light brushing against his leg, 
and caught sight of a young boy scampering away down an alley
without looking back. Ortis, wary, felt at his belt and confirmed
what he had suspected: his coin purse was gone.

Ortis took off after the boy, his long legs carrying him into 
the alley quickly and strongly, gaining on the boy quicker than the
boy had anticipated. When the boy heard something behind him,
he turned and gaped when he saw Ortis barreling down on him. 

The boy is probably used to getting away with this, he
thought.

The boy stumbled, and Ortis caught up to him before they
reached the end of the alley. Not that it would have mattered, as
the alley seemed to be a dead end, and the only exit from the far 
side was blocked with a massive pile of refuse piled two paces high.

Ortis stood over the boy, who simply cowered and offered
the purse to him in surrender. He had enough street smarts to 
know when he was beaten, and was likely trying to save himself
from the literal interpretation of that outcome. Ortis, at one time,
would have killed this boy for his insolence. For daring to steal
from the Empire itself.

But that Ortis was dead. He was someone else now. He
was something else. And whoever he was now, he simply reached
out and took the purse from the boy. As he turned on his heel to 
return to the street, a thought occurred to him.

“Boy, have you ever seen a blind girl in this area?”

The boy remained silent.

“Well, boy? Are you mute? Deaf?”

“I c’n talk,” the boy said gruffly, looking up at Ortis with
his grubby face and bloodshot yellow eyes.

“So?” Ortis grumbled.

“No blind girls. I can get you young girls though. They’s as
won’t fight back much.”

Ortis felt a spike of hatred in his guts at the implication. 
And then once more, the flood of shame erupted inside and he
tasted his own bile as he recalled the faces of every child he had
ever despoiled. He fought to keep the pain and disgust from his
face, and clarified his request for the boy.

“ I don’t mean that. She wouldn’t be like that. She was a
thief, like you. Slight build, barefoot and...red hair.” Ortis decided
to risk as much detail as he was able, as he didn’t think this child
had any connections to the Empire, or to anyone of consequence
really.

“Oh, her? Tha’ one what got them Dane’s kilt?”

Ortis grunted in surprise. Apparently word had spread of
the girl’s involvement in those events, at least in the streets. In 
Ortis’ search, he had learned that the Empire itself still had no idea
of the girl’s role in what had transpired, and he was relieved by
that fact. But if the urchins in the streets knew, he supposed it was
only a matter of time until word of her reached Uriel.

“She’s dead,” the boy said simply.

Ortis’ heart squeezed tightly at the words and their 
finality, and his hands trembled.

“How do you know this?” Ortis roared, reaching out and
grabbing the boy’s tiny wrists, feeling his new found purpose
slipping away, like sand between his fingers.

“Ow, hey! Le’ go!”

Ortis loosened his grip somewhat, but he didn’t let the boy
go. Not until he had his answer.

“Tha’s jus’ what ev’ryun says. She n’ver been seen since. 
Course, not like she was none too visible ‘fore.”

Ortis processed this, and felt some slight relief that this
was merely a rumor, which Ortis well knew could very well be far, 
far from the truth. 

“What else do they say about it, boy?”

“Jus’ tha’ she did the Seat a favor, riddin’ it o’ them damn
Danes. Tho’ some curse her tha’ she did’n save them two other 
girls.”

This caused Ortis to release his grip and take a step back, 
and the boy wasted no time, and bolted for the back of the alley.
Surprisingly, what had appeared to have been a dead end turned
out not to have been, as the boy shifted aside some of the filth, 
revealing a hole through to the other side, and disappeared as fast
as anything Ortis had ever seen. If Ortis hadn’t had darker 
thoughts to peruse in his mind, he might have admired the boy’s
ingenuity and courage. He didn’t attempt to pursue the child, but
was lost in his own thoughts.

The other two girls. Ortis thought back to that night. He
hadn’t given a single moment of thought to the two girls that the
thief had rescued that night. He clearly saw them in his mind’s eye,
scared and shivering and bleeding from scrapes, but otherwise
healthy and whole.

Why does the boy, or anyone for that matter, think
they’re dead?

Ortis went over what the boy had just said again, and he
could only come to a single conclusion. He knew from witnessing it
with his own eyes that the thief had gotten the girls out alive, but
the rumor in the streets was that they’d been killed. That was
significant. Ortis could only assume that the thief had either taken
them in herself, or had taken them to someone to be hidden. 
Whichever turned out to be the truth, Ortis now had a lead to 
follow.

Finding the two girls would lead him to his thief. He
believed this, because he had to.

The Emperor Uriel, Third of His Name, rode out of the
inner gate of the Imperial Citadel on horseback, at the head of six
hundred of his finest Imperial soldiers. It had been many sojourns
since Uriel had last ridden out at the head of his army, even in a
ceremonial fashion. But this new campaign was of the utmost
importance, and he trusted no other to take command of it. In 
truth, he would have entrusted Ortis with such an urgent and
important matter, except for the fact that Ortis was in fact a
significant part of the problem.

Uriel seethed with fury at the thought of his former 
commander and lover, who he could only assume had betrayed
him just over a span ago, the night that Uriel had ordered him to 
enact the Purge upon the Dane’s of the Sado-Sexual Elite, a trio of
upstarts who had pushed the Emperor too far in their indulgences.

After two days with no word from Ortis, Uriel had sent for 
Ortis’ second, a cowardly man who had himself refused to report
in to the Emperor, out of fear of what Uriel would do to him and
his men when he learned that no one under his command had any
explanation as to why their commander had simply disappeared
into the air.

Uriel was furious, of course, but also concerned, not that
he would ever admit this fact to anyone. Ortis was no longer a
young man, and he half pictured his old friend suffering from a
failure of his heart, and dropping to an ignoble death in some alley
in the slums. He had ordered a full sweep of the area, to be sure
that Ortis was gone and not simply dead in the streets. He had
even ordered the remains of the Purged homes searched, in case
Ortis had somehow failed to get out of one of the buildings before
it had been consumed by his own fires.

But nothing had been found. And Uriel had felt utterly
betrayed, and flew into a rage unlike any he had experienced
before. He had felt so livid that he could barely contain himself, 
but that wasn’t the end of the story of his former confidante, oh no.

Another day went by before Enaz brought something more
to his attention. Uriel recalled every word of this exchange, and he
struggled to contain his wrath at recalling the conversation.

Enaz had appeared in the hall, his bald head sweating with
anxiety, just after the Emperor had broken his fast on poached
quail eggs and sliced pork drizzled with the lightest of honey
glazes.

“Your Eminence, there is...there is something I feel I must
bring to your attention.”

Uriel oft-times hated the man’s deference.

“Enaz, it had better be the location of our “friend” Ortis. If
it is not, I will have you flogged.”

Uriel enjoyed making threats against Enaz, specifically so 
that he could watch the man’s eyes bulge and his sweaty bobbing
throat jump up and down as he swallowed back a reply, or perhaps
swallowed an ejaculation of bile into his mouth at the thought of
what Uriel would do to him, should he displease him in some way.

Enaz continued to look at Uriel in silence, and whenever
this happened, Uriel knew that the situation must be unfortunate, 
indeed. “Spit it out, woman,” he growled at the eunuch.

Enaz cleared his throat.

“Your Eminence, I have just been told by one of my priors
that he believes he knows why the Dane’s...defied your Will.” Enaz
had withered under Uriel’s gaze at the use of the word defied, but
Uriel had been intrigued enough by the statement he had just
made that he ignored the falter.

“He does, does he? And pray, do tell me, what is this
reason?”

And Enaz had gone on to explain at length how the fat
prior Pater had approached Enaz after confessions on the day after
the Purge, and told of the man’s encounter with Dane Eyrris in the
hall of the Priory cycles before. Uriel was about to suggest that
Enaz was completely and deliberately wasting his time, and that
his death would be arriving swiftly if he didn’t make his point
soon, when Enaz let the most interesting detail be known.

“Pater informed me that the Dane was looking to sell a
very rare, and seemingly priceless artifact, to some out of town 
buyers. He tried to convince the Dane to sell it to the Priory
instead, but Eyrris would have none of it.” Enaz cleared his throat
again, and Uriel could see the man’s nerves getting the better of
him.

Uriel on the other hand, was beginning to sweat for 
another reason altogether. Enaz had used the term “priceless
artifact” and this raised Uriel’s interest in the topic significantly.

“Did your fellow prior say whether he saw this artifact?
Did he describe it to you?” Uriel felt his hands growing clammy in
anticipation of the answer.

“Your Eminence, apart from the shape of the thing, he
seemed to be describing one of the weapons.”

Uriel stood up and slapped Enaz hard across the face. 
Enaz knew better than to bring up the weapons in public, even if it
was seemingly just the two of them in the room. The Imperial
audience chamber had ears of its own, he knew.

Still, if what Enaz had just told him were true, then after
dozens of sojourns, he had finally found another one. Another
piece of the set. It was almost within his grasp. Or at least, that was
what he had now thought.

“So, where is this artifact now?” Uriel asked, his tension
beginning to fade at the prospect of owning another piece of
powerful history. But it didn’t last long.

“It would appear that it was with the Dane’s when the
Purge was enacted, your Eminence.”

Uriel had roared and kicked Enaz to the ground, his fury
exploding out of him like a volcanic eruption. He laid into Enaz
with three more kicks before the implications of what Enaz had
just said fully sank in. As he paused his leg in mid-kick, he put it all
together.

Dane Eyrris had had one of the weapons, that much was
clear. That explained why the Dane’s had become so emboldened.
Uriel wondered if the weapon they had found was special in the
same way that his was. And then Ortis had arrived to enact the
Purge. From there, only two possibilities seemed likely. 

Either the Dane’s had killed Ortis with the weapon, or 
Ortis had found out about the weapon, had killed the Dane’s and
taken the weapon for himself. Despite the Emperor’s long trust
and loyalty to his friend, only one of those outcomes seemed
possible, since there had been no trace of Ortis’ body in the
wreckage of any of the Dane’s estate. Whatever else he was, Ortis
was still a most feared warrior. 

The Dane’s could not have bested a man of Ortis’ training.
No, there was only one real possibility, which was that Ortis had
taken the weapon for himself.

It explained so much.

That had prompted another of Uriel’s outbursts, only this
time, he had not even tried to contain himself, and Uriel had
butchered five of the chamber workers in the halls before Enaz
defied him by clearing every other servant out of the building. For 
that transgression, Enaz was now stripped of his position and
sitting in the most dank dungeon in the Citadel, awaiting a very
public execution. But, despite the novelty of this rarely used form 
of punishment, even that could wait.

If Ortis had indeed taken the weapon for himself, Uriel
had no choice but to find him. Before he discovered its potential. 
Before it changed everything.

And so Uriel rode through the streets towards the last
known location of his former commander. His former lover. His
former friend. When he found Ortis, and he would, there would be
no mercy for their shared time together. Ortis would pay the
highest price for this betrayal. And then Uriel would take the
weapon, and he would think about what was next for his destiny.
This was surely another sign, and Uriel would not ignore it.

Ortis squeezed the throat of the man, named Kenrick, who
had reportedly brokered the sale of two girls to Dane Callum just a
few spans before the Purge, and considered whether to snap the
man’s neck or not. 

The Danes were perverse in a number of ways, and their
proclivities were well known, but they were also elitists who never
got their own hands dirty if they could help it. They used men liked
Kenrick, flesh peddlers, to acquire their victims.

Ortis thought briefly that just a few spans ago, he would
never have used the word victim to describe the people that were
bought and sold to vicious men like the Danes. But seeing the girl
thief had changed something fundamental in him. Ortis himself
couldn’t explain it, nor did he try. And one of the things that had
changed had been how he viewed the people of the Seat.

He had been indiscriminate in his application of justice in
the past. Circumstances mattered little, if at all. But Ortis had
found a new way, or rather he had found an old way. Because if
Ortis really thought about it, he knew that somewhere, buried
deeply inside of him, these things he believed now, were the things
that had been taught to him as a child. By his father, and by
watching his father’s advisers and the other wise men of the Pyric
court. And then Uriel had come into his life, and everything had
changed.

Uriel’s Will had become his own. And the two of them had
become as a force of Nature, uncaring of anything save their own
destiny. Or rather, Uriel’s destiny. People like the girls he was now
looking for, would simply not have been a concern to the great
plans of men like Uriel and himself.

Now, Ortis was filled with another purpose: to find them. 
And through them, to find her.

Ortis was honest about the fact that there was only a slim
hope that finding the girls would lead him to his thief, but once the
search had begun, he felt something else rising to the surface of his
mind. He felt the need to ensure that the girls were alive, and were
well taken care of. 

Ortis once again considered the possibility that he had
snapped, and that insanity had wrested control of his mind. To 
have so completely spun away from what he had been, towards
whatever it is that he was now...none of it made sense, and yet, to 
Ortis it did. He knew he could never explain it, and he refused to 
justify it, even to himself. But he felt it deeply in every fiber of his
being.

He needed to do this, and he acted on it involuntarily, 
until his new way of being became as necessary to him as
breathing. For a man with Ortis’ connections and skills, it came
naturally.

His present meeting with Kenrick had actually begun 
earlier that day, when he had, through some sniffing around at a
number of wretched establishments, found out about a guard for 
hire named Warren. Warren reportedly walked into an Imperial
apothecary the day after the Purge, asking for ointments or 
medicines to treat some minor burns. The Imperials had taken one
look at his pathetic injuries and turned him away, and Warren had
caused a scene, by yelling that he had been brought there by the
Imperials to help during the Purge, and so deserved the Empire’s
help in return. Warren was an ignorant man to presume that the
Empire operated with any sense of fairness whatsoever, even to 
the men they employed. And they had resorted to removing him 
unkindly.

Ortis had found Warren easily after that, sitting on a
rusted metal stool in the lowest tavern in the Seat, nursing a bottle
of foul-smelling wood alcohol in his hands. Ortis could smell the
roasted flesh of the man as soon as he had entered the tavern. 
Warren had been so drunk by that point, in an attempt to numb 
the pain he was clearly in, that Ortis simply asked his questions, 
and received the answers.

Warren had told him the whole story of his former partner
in crime Jaff, and their brief run-in with the slender thief with the
red hair. What Ortis found hard to believe was when Warren had
described how she’d single-handedly butchered the massive oaf
named Jaff. But no matter how he asked, always Warren repeated
the same lie. Warren did admit to not having actually seen it with
his own eyes, but had heard it through a door that had been
wedged shut by the girl. That made his account of the events
unreliable at best.

What made Ortis smile however, was in his description of
two young girls who were with the thief. The Danes were of course
no strangers to pederasty, but one detail about the girls in question
stood out, and would almost certainly lead him right to them, and
they in turn would lead him to her. According to Warren, the girls
had been twins, a rarity in a place like the Seat, and such a thing 
would not go unnoticed with such tight controls on child-rearing. 
This piece of information was the break that Ortis had been
waiting for. He left Warren to numb himself with drink, and
proceeded to consider his next step.

His first thought was to go to the recording office, where
the Empire stored all of its records like censuses and children’s
names and birth dates. However, that was something that only the
old Ortis could have accomplished. Getting inside while the
Emperor was no doubt looking for him, and had likely named him 
a traitor, was going to be complicated to say the least. Ortis was
convinced that, with the right strategy, he could pull off such a
daring feat. But the new Ortis knew of a better way. He had other 
connections.

He had gone straight to the brothel district, and after 
asking a number of the brothel owners where he might acquire a
more “exotic” selection than they themselves could offer, he had a
name: Kenrick.

The man had earned a reputation, even among the
deviants who owned many of the establishments in the brothel
district, for being notoriously callus about his chosen trade. Ortis
would need to exercise caution when he went to meet the man.

Fortunately for Ortis, such flesh trading was not
uncommon, and the man was not hard to find, and within four 
prayers, Ortis was waiting for the man to meet him in a longabandoned alley in the outskirts of the Seat, his arms folded
behind his back. Kenrick arrived with three bodyguards, ranging 
from twenty sojourns to their mid-thirties. Ortis tried his best to 
slouch and look non-threatening, as the three men fanned out to 
surround him for this talk with their master.

“So, you requested this meeting, yes? Mister…?”

Kenrick was every bit as sleazy as Ortis had expected the
man to be. His sallow skin was pock-marked and pale, his beady
eyes stood out from his skull almost like stalks, and his lips were
blood-red, a sign of his addiction to crimson weed.

“My name is Bennet,” Ortis said.

“Bennet. Very well, and what exactly is it you’re looking
for?”

“I was told that you could provide me with one or two 
rather young girls. For a reasonable price.”

Kenrick looked at Ortis with his bloodshot eyes narrowed
in mild suspicion. 

“Tell me again how you found out about my specialized
business, Bennet?” Kenrick asked.

Ortis was already growing tired of this game, and Kenrick
was already wary. Ortis was not used to approaching problems
with his head, when his fists had done as fine a job as he could ever
hope. Ortis had hoped that he could have avoided any further 
violence on his part in this pursuit of the girl, but it seemed that it
was inevitable. Ortis briefly considered whether to continue this
charade any further, and realized it would be pointless.

He struck without warning and without mercy, as he had
always done, his arms shooting out with lightning-fast reflexes,
crushing the throat of the man to his left, and gouging the eye of
the one to his right. Before the guard behind him could react, he
spun around behind him and snapped the man’s neck. 

Kenrick hadn’t even had time to cry out, and then Ortis
was there, both hands clamped down on the man’s throat. It
wouldn’t have mattered if he had cried out, as Ortis had chosen 
this location deliberately. He knew that no one would hear the
kind of commotion he would cause, or if anyone did, they were
wise enough to mind their own business.

Ortis considered for half a breath simply choking the life
out of this purveyor of nightmares, but then he remembered the
girl, and he loosened his hold on the man enough so that he could
answer Ortis’ questions.

“I’m led to understand that you sell the flesh of young 
girls, yes?” Ortis asked quietly.

Kenrick nodded, his pop-eyed gaze full of fear and
loathing.

“And I have also been informed that not quite a cycle ago, 
you brokered a deal for the Dane’s. Dane Callum in particular, for 
a pair of twins, yes?”

At the mention of the Danes, Kenrick began to sweat, and
his eyes grew even wider. He tried to speak, but had trouble with
Ortis’ hands around his neck. Ortis loosened his grip again ever so 
slightly.

“Dane...Callum...requested...that special.”

“Yes, the question is, where did you acquire the girls?
Were they illegal?”

Ortis knew, as did everyone above a certain rank in the
Empire, that although there were very strict regulations against
unapproved childbirth, enforcement of such laws had slackened in 
the past dozen sojourns. And there had been an increasing number
of illegal births, a secret which was kept tightly controlled by the
Empire, but not so secret in certain circles, such as the flesh
peddlers. But Ortis was surprised when the man Kenrick shook his
head in denial.

“No. Girls were..legal. Chosen. Father...owed me...favors.”

Ortis was even more driven to find them now.

“Where?” was all Ortis asked.

When Kenrick had finished telling him the location, Ortis
squeezed the man’s neck and considered once again snapping the
man’s neck, or crushing his windpipe. But Ortis knew if he did so, 
another piece of scum would rise to take his place within the span. 
He decided to try something he would never have thought to do 
before.

“Kenrick, I’m going to let you live, on one condition. Listen
very carefully. You’re going to give up the flesh trade. Do you
understand? Any of the children you have in your possession, you
will send them to the nearest priory to be placed with the next
batch of chosen parents. Am I clear?”

Kenrick nodded his head, a little too eagerly if Ortis was
honest with himself. He had no illusions that the man would obey, 
and would likely renege on his word as soon as Ortis was gone, but
for some reason he felt compelled to offer the man this one chance.

“If you do not abide by this condition, I will return. I will
find you. I will end you. Am I clear.”

“Yes….Bennet.”

Ortis released the man, who slumped to the ground like a
rag doll gasping for breath, and strode with newfound purpose out
of the dark alley and toward his next destination.

Chapter 15

Catelyn squatted on the roof, catching her breath and
wiping the sweat from her forehead with the back of her forearm.
With the other hand, she reached down and gripped the lucky ring 
she wore around her left middle toe, and spun it, around, and
around. She had sprinted the last several dozen paces through the
Brunley Channel, eager to be out of the canyon of industrial
buildings and back to familiar ground. And yet, as she felt the
ever-present heat in the air that indicated she was back home, she
wondered whether she was making yet another mistake by
returning to the Seat. 

Her life over the past several spans had seemed to have
been one mistake after another, and the cost of some of those
mistakes had been catastrophic.

She thought about the victims of the Danes, an unknown
number of nameless, faceless people who had been horribly
stalked and mutilated in their search for her. She laid some of their
suffering at her feet.

She thought about the unknown number of dead citizens
caught in the Purge, sent by the Emperor to quell the Danes for 
their defiance.

And she even thought about Jaff, the spike of metal she
herself had driven into his brain. In truth, since that night, she
hadn’t thought at all about the man, or about the promise that
she’d made to herself and to the ghosts of her parents, and broken,
never to kill another person. Thinking on it now, she supposed
that she should feel anguish at taking his life, should feel a sense of
guilt over having to break her promise to the memory of her 
parents. But if she were being honest with herself, Catelyn was
shocked to discover that she felt neither of those things.

Catelyn realized that in that situation, Jaff had taken all
other choices from her. And she had done what she had needed to
do; the only thing that she could have done, to safeguard Sera, 
Elexia and herself. In measuring the life of one man, particularly
that of a man who had expressed no respect or remorse for his
desire to inflict suffering on others, against the lives of two 
innocent girls, whose only crimes had been to have been born in 
the Seat, and to have had uncaring, despicable human beings for 
parents. It had not even been a choice, and given everything, 
Catelyn would make the same choice again.

Her other transgressions were not so easily justified, 
however, and she did feel a weight of responsibility for the lives
she had impacted through her thoughtlessness in stealing the
weapon from the Danes. And yet, Catelyn did not think that her 
choices there had been any clearer.

If she had simply left the weapon in their possession, if she
had turned away and left the Danes alone, it would not have
changed who they were. In fact, Catelyn actually wondered if she
hadn’t in fact saved lives through her actions. Judging from the
body of the person she had discovered in her infiltration that
night, it was common practice for the Danes to dispose of any of
their “toys” when they were finished with them. Catelyn wondered
how many times the Danes had forgone their own entertainments
in the spans when they had been looking for her. Had her
distraction led to fewer victims, in the end?

These were questions that likely had no answers, but she
thought about them nonetheless. She had a natural curiosity that
compelled her to analyze thoughts like this, even if they sometimes
ended up in the same place where she started.

She stood up and expanded her bubble, stretching up on 
her toes to keep her legs from tightening and cramping while
taking in the south side of the Seat. It was just after midday, and
she felt more exposed than she was usually comfortable with, but
the building she stood on was a tall warehouse high above street
level. She could hear and sense the few workers who still moved
goods in and out of the warehouse, milling around below her.
Every sojourn, there seemed to be fewer and fewer people to do 
the necessary things needed to keep the Seat alive. Catelyn idly
wondered if the Emperor was simply trying to slowly kill off the
entire population of the city.

The first thing Catelyn needed to do if she was going to 
proceed, was to ascertain the threat level. She would need to get
down closer to street level, make her way towards either a
marketplace or one of the more populated neighborhoods, and
listen. She needed to know how bad her situation was, how hard
the Empire was looking for her.

Catelyn bent over, grabbed the edge of the roof, and spun 
her body out into space. She always loved the sensation of falling 
she experienced when she did this, and she maintained her grip on
the roof with her strong hands and used that iron grip to pull her
body back towards the surface of the warehouse wall. She used her 
feet like springs, to cushion the impact of that spin, and then she
planted them flat against the wall and reached out with one arm to 
grab the long metal pipe jutting out of the warehouse to her 
immediate right. She clambered partway down the wall using the
pipe, until it ended, then she reached out with the fingers and toes
of her left hand and foot, and found a horizontal surface, pulling 
herself over to a very small ledge, just barely wide enough to
balance on, her weight resting entirely on her toes.

There was no other surfaces on the warehouse for her to 
use to get down, so she pushed off the wall with enough strength to
make it over to the lower roof of an outlying building, landing as
lightly as she could. Her feet hit the roof tiles with almost no 
sound, and Catelyn smiled at the exhilaration she felt at being back
in her urban playground as she turned towards where she knew
people would be.

It took the better part of a prayer and a half to get deep
enough into the Seat to recognize exactly where she was, and once
there, she made for one of the plazas where she knew vendors
would be. It was quite common for them to have set up their food
carts to entice the nearby workers to come over and spend what
little coin they had. The smells of cooking meat greeted her as she
lithely balanced along the eaves of the roofs above the vendors,
and her mouth began to water. Catelyn knew that it was likely only
rabbit or squirrel, or even possibly rat or dog, but after having to 
subsist for days purely on the dried rations in her pack while she
had been in Brunley, everything smelled appetizing to her right
now.

As she traveled the rooftops of the city, she kept an ear
trained to conversation she overheard on the ground, but so far, 
she hadn’t heard a single person talking about the Empire or about
her. It was possible that word hadn’t spread this far south yet, but
it was also just as likely that these people weren’t all that
interested in gossip. The men and women of South Seat, as this
neighborhood was called, were laborers, and probably didn’t have
the time or the interest to stand around and mull over the goingson of the Empire.

While the laborers themselves might not prove useful to 
her, she knew that the food vendors were a solid source of news, as
they often came down from the central area of the Seat, and
brought more than their menus along. Everyone in the Seat knew
that if you wanted to hear the latest rumors, you paid an extra
mark or two with your meal, and you would be well informed
before your food had time to digest. 

Catelyn considered simply climbing down and walking up
to one of the vendors, and taking her chances by spending one of
her marks for a hot meal. The smells of the variety of foods just
below her were intoxicating. Catelyn had to admit that after her
time spent in Brunley, she wouldn’t look at her situation in the
Seat the same way again. It was true that she had not lived a
comfortable life, and had endured much, but after her experiences
in Brunley, she had come to realize that there was in fact a place,
and people, that were much worse off than what she’d known for 
most of her life. 

Against her better judgment, that brought Duncan back
into her thoughts, and her mind turned to the mystery of how he
was managing to survive despite there being almost no hope, and
even less food and clean water in the area where he had been
living. Catelyn wished, perhaps naively, that she could go back to 
ask him. He had seemed healthy and thriving, if a bit skinny,
despite the horrible living conditions there. 

That was a mystery she hoped one day to solve, but for 
right now she had her own questions which needed answering. She
found a spot along the roof line where she had chosen to stop, 
which allowed her to slip into the space between the angled roof of
one building, and the vertical surface of another. She expanded her
bubble and listened as the vendors for the food carts hawked their
wares and chatted, both amongst each other and with their
customers. 

She listened intently to numerous conversations at once, a
skill she had spent many cycles over many sojourns perfecting. At
first, Catelyn was surprised to note that the main topic of
conversation on many people’s lips this day was a rather mundane
discussion about the quality of horses. There was some amount of
debate about whether mares or stallions made for a better ride,
and also talk about the temperament of certain breeds, but this
seemed like an unusual line of conversation, since almost everyone
in the Seat was certainly too poor to even see a horse, much less
own one. 

She wondered where all the interest in horses was coming 
from, when finally, someone clued her in and revealed the reason 
why it was on everyone’s lips.

“All’s I’m sayin’ is ‘at if it’s good enough for Uriel his’self, 
that’s good enough for me. You’ll see when he comes ridin’
through here. I’ll even lay marks on it,” one of the vendors was
saying.

Catelyn froze at the implication behind those words. If
Uriel himself was riding through the city on horseback, that could
only mean something terrible was happening. If what she’d heard
her entire life was true, Uriel hadn’t left the safety of his Citadel in 
dozens of sojourns. She had certainly never seen him as a child, 
nor heard of him ever making a public appearance in the sojourns
since she’d lost her sight. He always sent out his soldiers to do his
bidding, and it was even rumored by some of the more gullible
people in the Seat that the Emperor himself was dead, and his
advisers simply kept up a charade.

Catelyn didn’t believe in conspiracies, and this was no 
different. She had always figured that he was likely just an old man
by now, frail and unable to move but possibly still commanding his
men from the throne room. But if what these people were saying 
was true, then it would seem that the Emperor was not so frail as
she’d believed.

But of even more importance to Catelyn than the surprise
of learning that the Emperor was riding through the Seat, was
trying to guess the reason for this sudden appearance. Perhaps it
was arrogant of her to presume that her situation had angered the
Emperor into taking this matter into his own hands, and yet the
timing of this significant change in the Emperor’s behavior was not
lost on her. She tried to think of all the reasons that he could have
for leaving his Citadel, and realized that it was a pointless exercise.
She retrained her focus on the conversations below her, hoping to 
learn more, but none of the vendors or their customers
enlightened her any further.

One other thing did strike Catelyn about their 
conversations, however. None of them seemed to be showing any
sign of fear or trepidation about the this sudden appearance by the
Emperor outside the walls of his Citadel in the center of the city
after sojourns of seclusion. Catelyn was taken aback that such a
momentous change was being chatted about as though it were any
other event in the Seat. She would have expected them to fear what
his appearance could signify. She certainly felt her own heart race
at the thought of what he might be planning to do, but these
people remained calm and cool when discussing the man, as
though they had nothing to fear.

Catelyn listened intently to their breathing, their
heartbeats and the tone of their voices, and could detect no traces
of anxiety. Catelyn was stunned by this absence, and could not
comprehend why these people were not running to their homes to 
lock and bolt their doors.

Catelyn decided that she needed to gather more
information, and made her way to the nearby town square, an 
open air plaza where people often met for one reason or another. It
was also fairly well patrolled with Imperial troops, and she hoped
that maybe listening in on one of the groups of soldiers gathered
there would shed some more light on the situation. She climbed up
to the roof of the building where she had eavesdropped on the
vendors, and padded across the roof tiles, feeling the cool stone
and rough tar under her feet.

She could feel the day slipping quietly toward night, as she
settled into position on top of a building overlooking the plaza
square. That position also placed her within earshot of one of the
guard posts near the plaza, and she strained her bubble to filter 
out the other noises and concentrate her senses around the men 
standing there.

She got as comfortable as she could, since she knew that it
might be a while before the Imperials gave her anything that she
could work with. As she sat, crouched and focused, she began 
feeling the exhaustion setting in now, first from her time in 
Brunley with so little sleep, and then from the exertion of her rapid
departure. She fought to keep her eyes open.

Despite a valiant effort, it was a fight she lost.
Ortis was lost once again, and no amount of trying to 
convince himself otherwise would help him this time. His certainty
about his purpose, and the righteousness of his new cause, had
evaporated the moment he had learned about Uriel personally
leading the search effort by the Imperial soldiers now combing the
Seat. For him. Ortis had absolutely no doubt that he was the target
of this quest by Uriel and his men..

Ortis had been covering his tracks and felt some degree of
safety around the investigation he himself had mounted to find the
two girls, but the Emperor was the most persuasive man he had
ever met. Ortis knew it would only be a matter of time until he
found exactly what he was looking for, and then his life would be
over. The prospect of his death mildly saddened Ortis now, a major
change from the ambivalence he had felt just a few short days ago.

But although he had finally discovered something to live
for, he had run out of leads to follow to realize that purpose, and
that was when the Emperor had arrived with six hundred of his
men to conduct a city-wide search. Ortis felt trapped.

Kenrick had led Ortis to be able to locate the father of the
two girls, the man who had sold them to the Danes for some
unknown price, but with the Emperor himself now leading a
manhunt through the streets, Ortis did not think it wise to risk
paying the man a visit, and instead forced himself to go into 
hiding. 

He was not afraid of those risks, but even he realized that
he would do no good to the girl by allowing himself to be ensnared
by the Emperor and his men, and he was not able to see a future
where that was not inevitable. As he sat in a rickety chair in the
derelict and empty apartment he had been using to sleep in while
conducting his own search for the girl, he tried to plan his next
move but his mind kept circling around to the same frustrating
conclusion.

Even if he managed to get to the twin’s father, he really
had no idea how to proceed from there before the Emperor caught
up to him.

Before the Emperor’s arrival, his path had seemed so 
clear. He’d had a singular purpose. But Uriel, as he so often did
just by the sheer nature of his presence, had changed everything. 

In a way, he felt some semblance of relief that these events
had transpired. If Ortis reflected on his motives for finding the
twin girls, it was not about finding his thief. He had no certainty
that they would still be together, and indeed if that was his
reasoning, he felt as though he were going about that search
backwards. 

While it was true that he longed for nothing less than to 
find her again, to see her, to feel again that sense of something…
transcendent, his deeper reason for wanting to find the two young 
girls stood out clearly in his mind. He wished to see them safe, to 
ensure that they would never be harmed again.

And his reason for tracking down their pathetic excuse for 
a father was even more basic. He wished to punish the man for 
having betrayed everything he was supposed to be, all for a little
extra coin. 

Ortis knew that his own crimes were unforgivable, but if
he were ever to see his thief again, he desperately wanted to wipe
some of his own slate clean, and to be able to tell her that he had
done these things for her. It could never make up for the
monstrous things he had done, but she could at least know that he
had done some good in his life before he asked her to take it from 
him.

With Uriel’s presence, he now knew that those two 
objectives would have to be forgotten. He had one move to make
before the lock-down resulted in his capture and death. He needed
to find the thief. But he had no leads left to follow, and no idea
where to begin searching.

The Seat was no small place, and was soon to be crawling 
with his own men. He knew how they would search, how they
operated, giving him some leverage and advantage, but it would
not last forever. He needed a way to locate the girl.

And then, whether a result of his own intuition or some
other design, an unconnected thought came to him from 
somewhere inside and he remembered what had prompted this all
in the first place. When Dane Eyrris had been literally spilling his
guts on the floor of his bedroom revealing his darkest secrets, 
there was only one that, despite the excruciating pain and torture
he was experiencing, he had kept to himself. The artifact.

It was at the heart of all of this.
Ortis had been so focused on finding the thief that he had
not stopped to think about what the thief had stolen. It had to be
something with value beyond any amount of money, for Eyrris to 
have withheld information about it while enduring what he had
endured. Ortis had personally overseen hundreds of interrogations
in his life, and he knew that the kind of dedication Eyrris had
shown to keep this one piece of information from him, and
ultimately from Uriel and the Empire, through the kind of pain he
had been in, could only mean that he had been in possession of
something truly extraordinary.

Something of that magnitude could only be sold to a
handful of merchants. And although he was awash with his own 
feelings whenever he thought about the girl with the red hair, he
couldn’t deny that the only reason she had slipped into his life in 
the first place was due to her profession. She was a thief, and she
had stolen something so priceless and so unique that Dane Eyrris
had refused to speak of it in the face of his own excruciating death. 

And Ortis knew then, deep in his bones, that an artifact of
that value would have no use for a young girl living on the streets
except as a commodity to be traded. Ortis was not familiar with
that world, but he knew that there existed an entire network of
black market vendors who specialized in fencing stolen goods. 

When he thought about what he would do, if he put
himself in her place, he was convinced that she would have
attempted to sell the artifact. Discreetly of course, if she were as
smart as he believed her to be, but it would make no sense for her 
to willfully hang onto it when selling such an item could radically
change her life for the better. At least, as good as life got under the
heel of Uriel.

Ortis felt a swell of excitement in his chest as he reasoned
it out, and began to make plans that he hoped would lead him, 
finally, to his thief.

Silena tidied her stall for the thirteenth time that morning.
She had every right to be anxious, she knew, but she still chastised
herself for not being able to settle her nerves. Two things were
weighing on her and conspiring to ruin what should have been just
another ordinary day.

The first was of course the news that was all over the Seat
today, that the Emperor Uriel had left the Imperial Citadel for the
first time in...well even Silena didn’t know how long it had actually
been. The ruler of the Empire of Exeter had become such a recluse
over the past tens of sojourns that hardly anyone even recalled
when he had stopped making appearances before his people. Oh, 
they heard his proclamations every few spans or cycles, of course. 
To all appearances, he still kept his eye to matters of state, but it
hardly surprised Silena that he would shut himself away from the
outside world. The entire Empire was built for precisely that
purpose.

Silena was therefore unclear, as were all her fellow citizens
of the Seat, exactly what had brought the leader of their nation out
of his hiding place, but whatever it was must be significant. Silena
thought about Catelyn and prayed to the Divines that she had
made it far, far away from this place by now.

The second thing that was causing her to experience a
bout of upset stomach and the incessant need to tidy up had to do
with the girls, Sera and Elexia. In particular, both the girls had
come down sick in the past few days. It was not completely
unexpected by Silena, as when they had left on her doorstep by
Catelyn, the girls had been malnourished, covered in scrapes and
bruises and pale as ghosts. Spans later, the girls had looked
healthy and whole, and were full of life and the excitement of being
granted a second chance. But they were twins, and constantly
challenging each other with one thing or another, and Silena
supposed that their ordeal had stressed their systems to the
breaking point. Both girls had been sniffling and coughing when 
she had been getting ready to pack her wares to carry to the stall
that morning.

She left Erich at her home with the girls, something that
she had to admit had been one of the best bargains in all of this, 
and promised to return early with some broth from the herbalist
she knew two blocks over. She thought of all three of them, and
she wondered what they would be doing and how the girls must be
feeling.

She trusted Erich to care for them as though they were his
own, and in many ways, she began to think that that was exactly
how he saw them. The night when Catelyn had dropped the girls
with Silena, she had finally roused him from his slumber as soon
as she’d herded the two girls inside and shut the door, and as soon 
as he had seen them, she could see his eyes light up.

Erich had been her bodyguard and companion for the
better part of fifteen sojourns. She had found him on the streets
when he was just shy of his twenty-fourth sojourn. She had seen
him come to the marketplace each evening, quietly staring and
examining things with finer details as they seemed to please him. 
Everyone called him “Slow Erich” because for a man with twentyfour sojourns under his belt, he had the reason and the mental
capacity of a boy half his age. 

But he was young, and strong, and he was completely
honest in everything he did, and Silena admired that quality
enough to hire him to be her trustworthy companion. Quickly, 
Silena realized that Erich was not slow witted, he was simply
poorly educated. As he matured, he caught up to where he should
have been all along, and Silena suspected that he simply hadn’t
been given much of a chance before. The pair continued to play up
his lack of intellect in public, as it helped Silena in her trading to 
pass him off as a half-wit unable to bear witness if anyone tried to 
screw her out of a deal. If anyone did attempt to swindle or attack
her, it would be their surprise when they found that Erich was not
so slow after all.

She smiled fondly to think of her Erich, probably even now
taking care of the girls, telling them stories or brushing their hair. 
He wasn’t like a son to her, in that she enjoyed the sight of him and
he had no modesty, a trait which she had appreciated a time or two
over the sojourns, but she treated him as though he were family.

When the girls had stood there that night, clutching 
themselves in fear, it had been Erich who had swept them into his
arms and soothed them enough to get them cleaned up and placed
in Silena’s bedroom where they passed out in breaths from sheer
exhaustion.

Those first few days, the girls had been wary of both Silena
and Erich, but he had shown a natural talent for communicating 
with the two, which had honestly surprised her. Erich almost never
spoke about his past, but she did know that he had been raised on 
his own as well, and had fought and clawed his way out of some
dire circumstance he didn’t ever want to speak about. She didn’t
know, at what point, he had developed such a gift with children, 
but she was glad that he had it. The girls, in turn, had responded to
him in a way that she also hadn’t expected, reaching out to him
like he was their big brother and that they had known each other 
for sojourns.

After the horrifying treatment they had been on the
receiving end of, that they would so readily trust a strange man in
any way, spoke volumes to her mind about the kind of character he
possessed. She recognized that this quality was one she had taken 
for granted for sojourns. It hadn’t been until Catelyn had shown up
in her life that she had her eyes opened to the goodness and the
beauty right in front of her. The girls could sense it too, and the
four of them had become incredibly tight-knit in the few spans that
they had all been together.

Silena had to admit that a few times in those first days and
nights, she had become annoyed at the audacity of Catelyn to have
simply left such a burden and responsibility on Silena. She was not
a young woman anymore, and there were times when she
complained that caring for a pair of young girls required more
patience and energy than she could give. But there again was
where Erich had stepped in, helping her when she needed it, 
caring for the girls and their needs when Silena was exhausted
from standing in the marketplace all day.

Now, although she was sure Erich would be caring for 
them and likely even spoiling them with his attention, she was still
anxious to get home and feel their foreheads and make sure that
they would be on the mend soon.

She would need to make at least three more deals before
she could pack up and call it a day, however. She’d deliberately cut
back on her prayers in the marketplace since taking the girls in, 
devoting more time to their care and recovery, and although Silena
had been saving her marks for sojourns and lived quite
comfortably by most standards in the Seat, having two extra
mouths to feed was something she had never prepared for.

Not to mention the fact that further absences from her
stall would no doubt raise some questions that could make things
uncomfortable for all of them.

So she fiddled and tweaked her goods as customers came
and went, and she tried to entice them to make a purchase which
would take her one step closer to being able to return home to her 
sick girls and her kind, warm man.

Catelyn woke abruptly, and immediately grabbed at the
sudden shooting pain in the back of her neck from the cramp she
had developed as a result of her head hanging to one side for 
prayers. She couldn’t believe that she had been so foolish as to fall
asleep here in the open, even if she was more than a dozen paces
above the nearest person and not in plain sight of the people
below.

She tried to rub some of the pain out of her sore neck, and
expanded her bubble to assess roughly what time it was and what
was happening in the streets below. It was morning, which she
could tell from a combination of things such as the smells of baked
rolls, the quiet calm of the marketplace as vendors arrived and set
up their wares, and the coolness of the roof tiles under her soles. 
Given the persistent heat of the daylight prayers, overnight was the
only time when they cooled that much. 

She couldn’t sense the sun yet, and determined that it was
either just before dawn or that there was a haze in the air, as there
sometimes was, blocking out the light while trapping the heat. She
hoped it was the former, as hazy days in the Seat were some of the
worst, especially if you weren’t able to get inside for some relief
from the feeling of being cooked.

She stood up, feeling the stiffness and soreness all across
her body as she rose. She hadn’t pushed herself this hard,
physically, since her first sojourns of training, when she had taught
herself how use her bubble to climb and traverse the streets and
rooftops. She could feel the tenderness radiating throughout her 
lower body, from her buttocks to the tips of her toes. She spent a
few breaths stretching and loosening the tight muscles in her legs, 
wincing at even normal movement.

As she worked out the kinks in her body, she ran over her
situation in her mind, and found herself needing to balance the
intense optimism she felt with a healthy dose of caution. From 
what she had gathered, if the Emperor was indeed looking for her
it was not a concerted, city-wide effort like she had feared it would
be. It was possible that the Imperial officer that had seen her and
the girls escaping the Dane’s estate that night really hadn’t seen
them clearly enough to be identified after all, or had simply not felt
their presence to be significant in any way. Just three more
orphans having the good fortune of being able to walk away from 
certain death. The words of the Imperial Officer echoed up from 
her past.

“If you are strong enough, you will live and become
something hard, and cold. You will become a benefit to the
Empire. If you are not, then you will die and the Empire will be
stronger for it.”

That belief was the prevailing and enduring core of the
philosophy behind the Empire. The Imperial Officer, seeing three
children escaping the flames and a collapsing building, might have
simply concluded that these three girls were either a waste of his
time, or boons to his Empire, and let the matter fall.

Catelyn felt a number of emotions upon coming to this
realization. The first was shame and embarrassment, that she
hadn’t thought of this possibility sooner. Instead, she had
internalized her own fears and then projected them outward onto 
the Empire and given her actions more importance than they likely
deserved. The second thing she felt was loss, stemming from the
fact that she had walked away from her life, that she had destroyed
her home, and had abandoned budding relationships over 
unfounded assumptions of her own self importance.

She was not being hunted by the Empire. She would never 
be hunted by the Empire. That was not how the Empire even
worked, but Catelyn had allowed herself to be convinced that her
life had taken on some great purpose since the weapon had come
into her life.

She and Silena had both been convinced, to differing
degrees, that the weapon had come to her for a reason, that it was
a gift from the Divines. Each of them had also been convinced for 
different reasons. Silena because she had true faith in the Divines, 
and Catelyn because her own faith had once been a source of great
comfort to her, and which she longed to feel again as her own 
beliefs had been fading in recent sojourns. She had tried, when 
the weapon had come into her hands, to ascribe a divine purpose
to a random act, but as the spans went by and the only result of
that act had been the senseless suffering of others as the Danes
tore apart the slums looking for it and for her, she realized finally
that she no longer believed.

In fact she no longer even wanted to believe in something 
so ludicrous. What kind of Divines would allow the kind of
suffering she saw in the world every day? What meaning was there
in allowing perverted and violent people to be allowed to fulfill
their own sick desires without any sort of justice or accountability?

In that moment, Catelyn cursed the weapon that had come
into her life, still secured in its case within her pack, and she
briefly considered simply abandoning it right there on that
rooftop. She nearly reached around to take the pack off her back, 
but stopped herself when she considered that although she had no 
need for it, and no desire to keep it for herself, it might still be
valuable to others. And that it could make for a powerful
bargaining chip if she ever needed one.

The third feeling she experienced was uncertainty. Just
days ago, after her experiences in Brunley, and with no hope of
recovering her life in the Seat, she had been prepared to risk
everything to try and escape the Empire altogether. She had been 
on her way to Belkyn, and the Grand Gate, and from there onto a
new life outside the Empire. She had merely planned to stop in the
Seat and assess the danger of passing through the city and what
she might expect from the Empire’s search for her. But at the
realization that there was no such search, Catelyn began to 
reconsider whether she needed to leave after all. She had been
wrong about so many things. 

What if my desire to leave the comfort of what I know,
for the complete unknown of a life outside the Walls, is also a
mistake?

She considered all the positives and negatives of both
options once more, in light of the new information she had.

If she stayed, she could continue her friendship with
Silena. She would be able to visit with the girls, and watch them 
grow. She might even be able to stop going out at night to steal, 
and find some way to help Silena, or some other merchant that
Silena might know and make an honest living for a change. She
could have a life here, and forget all about the events of the past
few cycles. Without the Empire looking for her specifically, 
perhaps she could start a new life here, out of the ashes of the old.
She had done so once before.

Her optimism at realizing that there was no manhunt for 
her or the two girls, and that she might be able to start over, was
weighed against the reports of the Emperor Uriel and six hundred
of his men riding through the Seat on some unknown purpose of
their own. She knew now that it was not about her. She was just
some stupid girl who had let her situation give her a swelled head,
and of no importance to the Empire. But even with the realization
that the Empire cared not a whit for a petty thief like her, she had
to admit that their presence complicated matters for her, and she
would need to move with caution, avoiding her normal form of
travel via the rooftops.

The idea of springing around on rooftops in the midst of
six hundred trained Imperial soldiers, rather than among a
populace numbed by the monotony and despair of their own 
pathetic lives, filled her with a certain amount of dread. 

But Catelyn decided that whatever was happening within
the Seat, she needed to act. She began simply enough, by picking a
direction and moving toward it.

In truth, she was somewhat thankful for the chance to be
able to climb down to street level and walk for a while, and so she
did just that, ensuring that her hair was completely tucked up
under her head wrap and walking tenderly from the tight muscles
in her legs. 

She decided that if anyone could find out what was
happening and why the Emperor had ridden into the city with his
men, it would be Silena. Catelyn smiled slightly when she realized
that if she was being honest with herself, her real reason for 
making strides towards the central marketplace had less to do with
gathering information, and more to do with the fact that she
simply missed Silena. And Catelyn also knew that she could
confide in the older woman. Maybe Silena could help her decide
what to do, and would have an opinion on whether or not she
should risk everything to try to get out of the Seat. 

Despite her soreness, as Catelyn made her way towards
the center of the Seat, she felt a distinct spring in her step, and
hummed a little tune quietly to herself.

Chapter 16

Uriel placed his head in his hands, grabbed his temples on 
both sides and squeezed, trying to shut out the droning melody
that had recently returned to his mind. Once again, none of his
officers were able to hear the song, and he wondered if he was
beyond help. Whatever process had stopped his natural aging
sojourns ago, perhaps it did not slow the decay of the mind. He
recalled flashes of memory about his grandfather, Uriel the First of
His Name, of an old man with paper thin skin babbling 
incoherently to himself and others as his mind fell away in his
dotage, piece by piece. Was that happening to him now as well?

He was standing in a makeshift war room with three of his
officers, little more than someone’s former living room, refitted for
the purpose of receiving reports from each about their patrols in
the hunt for Ortis and the artifact. So far, the eastern quadrant of
the city had been thoroughly searched and nothing of consequence
had been found. The officers had reported to him about a number
of citizens whom they had killed for one petty crime or another,
but Uriel had no care for such details. He waved dismissively after
each report, and each time, he could see the men sweating over
their failure to find their main objective.

For the first time in his life, Uriel was not concerned about
such failure. In uncharacteristic fashion, he found that he had all
the patience in the world to capture Ortis. And he would capture
Ortis, of that he had absolutely no doubt. There was little use in
reprimanding his men at this point, when they had only just begun
their search a few days ago, and so much of the city yet remained
to be searched. A quarter of his men he had assigned to create a
perimeter around the city, with checkpoints beyond which none
could enter or leave without being detained and questioned, 
ensuring that no one could escape the Seat without his knowledge.

No, what concerned Uriel was not the length of the search
for his former commander, his former lover, his former friend. He
had every confidence that would end on his terms, and it would
end soon enough. What concerned Uriel was this echoing melody
rattling around in his head, seemingly at random.

Uriel was convinced now that it was not simply a product
of his own mind. He had always known that he was different from 
the other men of power he had watched and learned from as a boy
growing up in his father’s Empire. He knew that where other men
faltered in their own softness, their own weakness driving them to 
act upon such antiquated notions like morality, he was cold and
refined like a precious metal. But this clarity of purpose was not
the product of a damaged mind, he knew.

It was a sign that he was superior. That he was the man 
destined to lead the human species to a new plateau. To a place
beyond morality, beyond weakness. His vision for his people was
impossible for others to understand sometimes. Only a handful
had seen the brilliance of it. Ortis had been one of them, or so he
had once thought but as he had aged, he could see Ortis’ faith in 
their cause dwindle and then flicker out, like a candle that had
burned down its wick until nothing remained.

Ironically enough Ortis, at least as he had been in their 
youths, would have believed Uriel about the haunting melody, and
he would have helped him hunt down the answer. But Uriel was
alone now and he would need to find the answer to this mystery on
his own.

If it wasn’t his own mind making the song, then something
else must be. Something only he could hear...something…
Uriel looked up at his men, who were silently watching
him ruminate, and angrily waved them out of the room. They
quickly filed out and left Uriel alone, free of their distraction.

Uriel reached to his belt and took hold of the platinum 
crook hanging at his belt. As always, the cool feel of the carved
figures upon the handle filled him with the sense of his own power
and he felt light-headed. As he gripped the crook, raising it so that
he could stare at the surface of the handle, he focused his Will into 
it. And as he did, the song changed. He could hear it now, as
clearly as if the singer were right in the room with him , and it
echoed off the walls loud enough that he could finally make out
details.

It sounded like a young girl, humming.

But how could he hear such a thing? He stared at the
crook in his hand, listening to the song and the singer, and a
memory came rising to the surface of his mind. A memory of his
father, describing the crook that had been in his family for three
generations, and had become the symbol of their importance, of
their rank, of their place as the chosen shepherds of men.

“My son, one day, when you are ready to lead our
Empire, you will hold this in your hands as a symbol to our
people that you shall keep them safe, and guide them towards
their destiny. Your grandfather was the first to wield this crook
as the symbol of our enormous sacrifice and of our eternal
vigilance as leaders of our flock, and then he in turn passed that
responsibility onto my shoulders. One day I will do the same for
you, and on that day, you will feel not just the weight of the metal
it was forged of, but of the heavy burden of responsibility which
it represents.

“Uriel, it has been said that long ago, this crook was but a
single part of an entire set, and the rulers of men in those days
used them to assert and retain their rightful places as intellectual
leaders, heads of state, or as generals of vast and powerful
armies. Our family has sought other pieces of that noble legacy, 
for it is known that there is power within the metal. Power that
we no longer understand.

“You will feel it, when the time is right. This is our legacy,
and one day, you will claim it as your own.”

Uriel had, of course, ripped that legacy from his foolish
father’s hands. His father had the correct vision, but not the
stomach for what needed to be done to attain the grandeur of that
vision. That had been his downfall. He could still remember the
look of shock and sadness on his father’s face as he had watched
his life spill out onto the floor slowly, Uriel’s sword protruding
from the back of his father’s neck.

But his father had been right about the crook. As soon as
he had taken hold of it, it had changed him. In truth, he had
actually taken possession of it, or rather it had called out to him, 
two sojourns before he had enacted the coup that had secured the
Empire in his name.

His father wore the thing ceremonially, but he just as often
hung the crook in an alcove in the Imperial Citadel, for everyone to
gaze upon the mark of his authority. As a boy, Uriel had taken to
sneaking out when he was supposed to be asleep, and taken the
crook from its holder, wielding it while fantasizing about
commanding an army of his own.

And upon seizing the weapon in his small hands, Uriel had
known what his father had tried to tell him. He could sense the
power in his hands, could feel it respond to him. It wasn’t magic, 
like in the stories that his nursemaid had sometimes told him at
bedtime, of silly superstitions and mythical creatures. This was
real, and it filled him with something he had never felt before. 
When Uriel had tried to describe it to Ortis, he had called it his
Will, for when he took hold of the crook, it felt as though it was
hearing his needs, and amplifying his own desire to rule. Ortis had
never understood, not truly, what that meant because even Uriel
couldn’t completely explain the power he felt when he held it in his
hands.

And now that one of the other artifacts had been found,
and the song which haunted him seemed to sing to him even
stronger when he held his own artifact, he concluded the obvious
possibility glaring at him. Could it be that the two of them were
linked somehow? It seemed improbable and illogical, and yet, how
else could he explain the evidence of his own senses?

A chill ran up and down his spine. He considered the
insanity of this idea, but then calmly, he realized what this had to 
mean.

Ortis doesn’t have the artifact, he thought.

Uriel ran to the entry of the room he stood in, and
slammed a fist into the wall as he called down to his officers.

“Return to me at once! We’re looking for the wrong 
person!”

Ortis had eliminated three of the potential men and
women from his list of vendors who had both the means and the
opportunity to broker a sale the magnitude of something like the
artifact. He hadn’t actually eliminated them, as he would likely
have done prior to encountering his thief, but simply crossed them
off of his list. Something in him could no longer go there, could no 
longer treat people as things to be discarded once they had served
their purpose. This was just one of many things that Ortis could no
longer reconcile. 

He reasoned that he was already damned many times over
for his crimes, and he wished to no longer add to that tally, despite
a distant part of his persona which tried to convince him that it no 
longer mattered. But he swore that this part of him would never
rule his mind again.

He didn’t know how he could know such a thing, only
having glimpsed her briefly, but he had come to believe that his
thief would not approve of such action, either. He felt it in his
bones, in much the same way that he had felt exactly the opposite
with Uriel. 

He didn’t try to understand it. He simply accepted it.
The next name on his list was a woman named Silena. She
operated a stall in the central marketplace, selling various
antiquities and relics of the past. The Empire reportedly often 
bought from her, and so he would need to be careful in how he
approached her, as she was likely at least somewhat sympathetic to
the Imperial cause and might very well be one of their many eyes
and ears. He doubted that she would recognize him immediately
through his disguise, but if he asked the wrong questions or gave
away too much, she might be able to determine who he was and
that he was now wanted by the Emperor himself.

He watched her from afar for a while, sizing her up. She
was older, with pale skin and a short, stocky build. She wore a
faded red kerchief over her bald head, the color just bold enough
to be questionable, and standard grey and beige long skirt and a
shawl draped around her shoulders. She was an eccentric one, he
could tell. She moved around her stall, talking to herself
animatedly while customers pawed at her merchandise in silence, 
likely trying to make a convincing enough sales pitch to make an
item or two disappear before midday.

One thing stuck Ortis immediately, even at a distance. The
woman was happy. Genuinely, unbelievably, happy. Such a feeling 
stuck out to him, like a raging fire in the dark of night. He didn’t
quite know why, but Ortis began to feel that his search was over.

Catelyn scouted the central marketplace with her bubble. 
It was just before midday, and the market stalls were moderately
crowded with people from all over the Seat, buying and selling 
basic necessities. The smells of various food vendors mingled in
her nostrils, some causing her mouth to water, others making her
wonder what exactly the cook was trying to sell. Nothing seemed
out of the ordinary, and although she sensed some Imperial
soldiers wandering among the crowd, they didn’t seem to be doing 
anything other than loitering, engaged in conversations of their
own and probably keeping an eye open for pickpockets and thieves
looking to steal from one of the vendors.

She could sense Silena where she always was in the
marketplace, in the northwest corner of the central plaza, and the
sound of her voice as she talked to the handful of potential buyers
at her stall filled Catelyn’s heart with satisfaction. She realized in 
that moment just how much she’d missed hearing the woman’s
friendly voice.

She was halfway to Silena’s stall when her feet were
stopped by something plucking at the edges of her bubble. She
froze, expanding it to all sides and trying to determine what it was
that had caused her to instinctively stop short. She searched the
people around her, but nothing seemed unusual. Her heart was
thumping hard in her chest, though. Something had sent her an
unconscious warning, but she could not determine its source. After
a few breaths of thorough scanning with her senses, and calming
herself, she resumed walking over to Silena’s stall, but kept her 
bubble trained around her in case something else triggered
another warning.

Silena recognized her when she was still paces away, and
she could sense the woman’s energy and her mood change
immediately. She didn’t let on that she had spotted Catelyn, or call
out to her, but instead continued talking to herself, advertising the
various wares she was hoping to sell. Catelyn, however, could
smell her intense satisfaction as she approached the stall.

Ortis watched, breathless, as a figure stepped into view
while he continued to watch the merchant Silena’s stall. The new
figure was wearing light grey shirt and pants and small, wrapped
in a scarf that covered over most of their head, including their eyes
and mouth, and was carrying a dirty and ragged pack stuffed to the
breaking point. The market was busy at this time of day, and a
number of other market buyers and stalls obscured his view
enough to be unable to tell if the newcomer was male or female, or 
if they were wearing shoes or not, and Ortis almost felt himself
overwhelmed with panic as he tried to reposition himself to get a
better look at this stranger.

The person froze in their tracks, and he did as well, putting
a tall clothing stall between them and using it to peer around the
edge of the wooden enclosure. They turned their head back and
forth, tilting it slightly as though listening for something. Then,
they seemed to have determined that they were safe, and
proceeded to walk again towards the stall where the woman Silena
was hawking her merchandise. 

Ortis watched as Silena recognized the new arrival, and
saw the woman become instantly more enthused about this new
visitor. She had been happy before, but now the woman in the stall
was downright excited and Ortis felt his own excitement building.

He crept forward slowly, towards the stall where Silena
and the new customer were, always keeping a stall between 
himself and the two of them. The moment he had been searching 
for was almost upon him, he was sure of it. His heart hammered in
his chest, and he began to think about what he wanted, what he
would say, what he would do. He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. 
All he felt was the overwhelming desire to see his thief again. He
tried to prepare himself for the disappointment if he was wrong, 
but something in him told him that he had never been more right
about anything in his life. 

His search was miraculously over.
Silena had been about ready to throw in the towel and
pack it in for the day, when suddenly the midday lunch rush had
come in, and she’d made two sales in seemingly as many breaths. 
Just a few more and she would be able to pack up early and get
home to help Erich take care of the girls, and that development
had put her in a particularly good mood. 

She had been feeling quite good about this new
turnaround in her day, and then as she bent across her stall to 
adjust one of the items at the front of her featured wares, she
spotted a very familiar pair of dusty bare feet, making their way
lightly towards her stall. She raised her gaze, following the feet up
to the small frame and unmistakable head scarf of her friend,
Catelyn.

Silena felt her heart swell in joy to recognize the girl, but
she was better served to save her feelings for later, when the two of
them could meet more privately. And so she simply went right
back to selling to the handful of potential buyers at her stall, but
she knew that her voice and her demeanor would be obvious to
anyone around her. She realized that she didn’t particularly care,
and she watched with great excitement as Catelyn strode right up
to her stall, the girl pulled her head scarf down to reveal her nose
and mouth and said “Hello, Silena”. 

Silena reached out, clasped Catelyn’s hand in hers and
forgot all about her work in that single, joyous moment of human 
contact. Her friend had returned.

Catelyn felt Silena’s warm, rough and weathered hands
and her heart swelled up in her chest. She felt like crying, like
reaching out to embrace this woman who had shared herself so 
honestly with Catelyn. It had been so long since she had been held,
and she had to fight the impulse to fulfill that urge.

“It’s so good to see you, dear,” Silena said genuinely.
The two women spent a moment in silence. Silena, to her 
credit, asked no questions, allowing Catelyn her space. Catelyn
however, had dozens of questions, and she started with the most
important.

“How are they?”
Catelyn didn’t specify more than that, on the off chance
that some other ears were listening, but she didn’t need to be more
specific than that, as she knew Silena would not need to guess
what she meant.

“They’re fine. A little ill, but nothing out of the ordinary.
They’re well cared for.”

Catelyn felt that she needed to explain herself, and began
to try to come up with a simple enough reason, but all she could
manage to say was “I’m...sorry I had to leave them with you so 
abruptly...I just had to…”

Silena raised a finger and tsked at her.

“No, I don’t want to hear it. You did this old woman a
favor. You’ve made me happy in a way I don’t think you could
understand. Not yet. Maybe, if you ever had children of your 
own…” Silena’s voice croaked and she took a moment to collect
herself, then continued.

“Everyone in the Seat knows what happened that night. I 
know what you did for them. They both do too.”

Catelyn felt her own emotions welling up at the thought of
the girls, and the potential of seeing them again. She still wasn’t
sure what she wanted to do in the long-term, but at least for the
moment, she thought that she really would love nothing more than
to see them again.

Before she had the opportunity to ask about that, her 
senses once more sent her a warning, like a spider whose web was
being plucked by the presence of new prey. She pulsed her bubble
and turned around, listening, smelling, sensing. There was
something...familiar.

And as she trained her bubble on the spot where her
senses had detected the strange but familiar presence, her heart
leapt into her throat and she felt like grabbing Silena and running.

She had sensed this before. The night of the Purge, when
she had detected the strange Imperial officer watching her from
behind the estate’s bars. He was here, standing three paces away, 
and looking directly at her.

Ortis had managed to get as close as he could using cover,
and now he had to make a decision about how to proceed, and
really, it hadn’t been a choice at all. He stepped out from behind
the stall obscuring him and took two strides towards his thief, his
palms sweating. He had clearly identified her as soon as she and
the stall owner Silena had clasped hands and greeted each other.
He could see her mouth now, could clearly make out the soft lips of
a young girl, and her dirty bare feet standing in the dusty road, a
single metal ring looped around the middle toe of her left foot.

As soon as he had taken those steps towards her, she
sensed him as he thought she might, and turned to face him. He
hoped more than anything that she wouldn’t run, but he was
genuinely worried about that possibility. 

Have I overplayed my hand?
 he thought in a panic, his
mind racing.

He had thought about this moment for spans. He couldn’t
lose her, not again.

He spread his arms to his sides, knelt on the ground and
bowed his head.

Ortis didn’t understand any of the feelings he experienced
when he fell into her presence, and never once planned the words
he would say when he finally managed to catch up to her, but they
fell from his mouth, without bidding.

“I am yours. Command me.”

He looked up then, at the face swathed in rags, and hoped
that he would be deemed worthy.

Catelyn stood, transfixed, and she could sense the people
around her stopping to stare at the scene playing out right in front
of them. She was completely taken aback and rendered speechless
by what was happening, and she knew that she must look a fool
standing there motionless with her mouth hanging open at the
sight of this immense man prostrating himself before her, and with
no idea of what to do or say.

What in the Void is this man doing? she thought.
Silena was right behind her now, at her elbow, and she
whispered to her sharply.

“Tell him to get up. He’s causing a scene, and we can’t
afford the attention.”

Catelyn hesitated, and Silena pushed on her arm again,
finally jarring her enough to say the words “Please, get up.”

The man did as she commanded, just as he had said he
would do. As he stood motionless, apparently waiting silently and
patiently for her next command, the cluster of people who had
stopped to gape moved on, no longer interested now that he was
no longer acting a fool. Catelyn focused all of her senses on the
man standing before her. It was indeed the man who had watched
her escaping with Sera and Elexia the night of the fire, but there
was something different about him too, and not just because of
what he had just done. She could sense some sort of physical
change, as though he wore a disguise or had changed some part of
his appearance, but she had only dimly gleaned anything about his
appearance that night, and couldn’t tell what it was.

All of that was not important right now though. She
needed to know exactly what was going on.

“Who are you?” she asked him.

“My name is Ortis,” he answered directly.

At the name, Silena inhaled sharply and almost cried out. 
Catelyn turned to her, while keeping one ear on Ortis, and reached
out to offer her support. Silena gripped her arm hard, and Catelyn
winced at the strength of her. Catelyn had underestimated just
how strong Silena actually was. She asked “Are you alright, 
Silena?”

Silena said nothing at first, then she let out a long, low
breath.

“I didn’t recognize...I...Catelyn, this man is the Emperor’s
personal enforcer. Most know him as the Butcher. He’s the one
that they sent, those many sojourns ago. He killed my entire
family.” When Silena said the word family, Catelyn could hear her
pain interwoven with an unfathomable rage, and something more
visceral, and she genuinely feared what she might do.

Catelyn turned her bubble back on Ortis.

“Is this true? Answer me!” she barked.

“Yes. My crimes are innumerable,” was all he said in reply.
She heard no hint of deception, no hint of anxiety. He was calm, 
devoid of any remorse or regret. Indeed, what she sensed from him
was excitement.

Catelyn felt herself tense involuntarily, ready to flee, and
considering how she and Silena were going to get away from this
monster. She was still unbelievably confused by everything that
was happening.

What is he doing here?

She asked the obvious question next. “Why on Ereas did
you just ask me to command you?”

Silena interrupted, stepping close and whispering into her 
right ear.

“Catelyn, enough. The Emperor is probably right behind
him. We have to go. You cannot trust a word this...butcher says!”
Silena muttered, her words as venomous as any had ever heard
from anyone.

Ortis ignored the exchange, and answered Catelyn instead.

“You have returned my life to me, and because of that gift, 
my life is now yours.”

Catelyn tried to understand what he was talking about, but
Silena was becoming insistent, and tugging on her to be gone, 
before the Imperial trap she was convinced was about to be sprung
on them snapped shut.

She had to admit that Silena was making a very good
argument for fleeing, but she was also more and more intrigued by
this strange man’s seeming honor, such as it was. But Silena had
called him a butcher, and he himself admitted to innumerable
crimes. 

Can I trust this man? He seems so genuine in his
answers. Catelyn decided that she trusted Silena more. But she
needed to have the man answer at least one question before she
made up her mind.

“Ortis, you spoke of innumerable crimes...how many men 
have you killed?”

“At least four thousand,” he announced nonchalantly.

Catelyn felt her knees go weak.

Silena gasped, and brought her hand to her mouth.

Whatever fancy she might have entertained about this
man or his answers, Catelyn was now convinced that Silena was
right. This monster could never be trusted. Could never be
forgiven. She was cold when she uttered her next words to him.

“Ortis, you say your life is mine. I don’t want it. You wish
me to command you? I command you to go, and forget everything 
about me. I command you to turn around, walk away, and never
show your face to me again.” Catelyn could sense his

disappointment mounting with each word, and he remained silent
for several breaths, until finally, he answered.

“I will do as you ask,” Ortis said, then turned and strode
away, surprising Catelyn and Silena both. But they didn’t stop to 
think about it, and as soon as the back of Ortis was no longer
visible through the crowd, Catelyn helped Silena pack up her stall
quickly, and they prepared to leave for Silena’s home.

They were both eager to go, and Catelyn was holding some
of Silena’s sacks of goods when the commotion first reached her 
ears. She became instantly alert and reached out with her bubble, 
and what she sensed was not good. She heard Imperial soldiers,
barking orders, and they were at distance and closing in. She
listened to them issuing commands and threatening people trying 
to leave the marketplace. They were locking down the entire
central plaza.

Catelyn dropped the sacks, grabbed Silena who tried to 
protest, and ran.

Silena was strong, but she was not spry on her feet, and
she was reluctant to simply abandon her stall. Catelyn rushed
through the crowd, pushing strangers aside with one arm, while
pulling on Silena with the other. She pulsed her bubble to all sides,
trying to find a gap in the Imperial lines, but she could detect
none, and the Imperials were closing the perimeter, slowly moving
inward and clustering everyone together into the center of the
market. Catelyn felt her forehead sweating and her heart racing. 

She cursed herself for letting herself get distracted by Ortis
and his mysterious appearance. She should have grabbed Silena
and ran then, or shoved Silena aside and ran in the other direction.
She thought that she might have been able to outrun Ortis, 
especially if she managed to get up to the rooftops at the edge of
the plaza, but it was too late for any of that now.

Each way Catelyn tried to run, she could hear and smell
Imperial soldiers. Dozens of them. And so Catelyn stopped to 
assess their options, and she and Silena paused to catch their
breath. Silena quietly muttered prayers to the Divines under her 
breath.

The Imperial soldiers had surrounded the plaza, and
Catelyn could tell that there was no escape. Were they searching 
for Ortis? She assumed that had to be the case and maybe that
would allow her and Silena to simply lay low and get out of this
after all. If he had indeed betrayed his Emperor to search her out
for his own agenda, she imagined that would not have sat well with
a man the likes of Uriel III. It all made sense now. That was what
had drawn the man out of his Citadel after all these sojourns. His
long-time general and enforcer, his Butcher, had betrayed his trust
and broken his vow to serve the Empire.

And to the Emperor, Catelyn could imagine, that had to 
have been more than just a crime. That would be personal.

Catelyn groaned inwardly at being caught, literally, in the
middle of these events, wondering again what she had done to 
deserve being so embroiled in things that were none of her
concern. She nearly felt the urge to laugh out loud at the absurdity
of it all. She was just some stupid blind girl, and here she was,
having become trapped in a battle of wills between the Emperor
and his former man-at-arms Ortis.

The Imperial soldiers had finally stopped moving, forming
a ring around the main plaza, with about thirty or so civilians
caught inside the perimeter in addition to Catelyn and Silena. She
tried to appear nonchalant, and took Silena’s arm, like a daughter 
helping her mother along. Silena continued to pray and place her
hand on Catelyn’s arm, stroking it warmly as a gesture of support.

They waited for only a few whispers, and that is when
Catelyn heard the distinctive clopping of hooves on stone
approaching from the east. Catelyn felt her face turn numb at the
realization. The Emperor was just a few breaths away from her and
Silena now. Silena could hear it too now, and she ceased her
praying. No one in the plaza moved a muscle or said a word.

She heard the horse carrying the Emperor burst forth from
a nearby side street, and canter up to the edge of the circle of
Imperial soldiers. She focused her bubble on the man, and was
somewhat surprised, at least on her initial inspection, to sense
nothing unusual about the man named Uriel the Third of his
Name, Emperor of the nation of Exeter.

She smelled his scent, a combination of sweat and light
perfume from his robes, and could hear his strong heartbeat and
the clear, powerful lungs of a man in prime physical condition.
That was somewhat surprising, as she had expected the Emperor 
to be in poor physical condition, representative of his age. She
heard hushed whispers and gasping from those around her as well.
Silena squeezed her hand tightly.

“Silena, what is it?” she asked.

“By the Divines...he...he’s as at least as old as I am, but he
hasn’t aged a day.”

“What?” Catelyn asked, shocked. She scanned Silena and
detected no trace of lying, even though she knew that her friend
was telling the truth.

Catelyn could hear the disbelief plainly in Silena’s voice,
but she was being forthright in her astonishment and Catelyn
could also hear the underlying terror behind her voice as well as
the implications of what that truth meant. For if the Emperor 
didn’t age, then his Empire could go on indefinitely. Could go on 
forever.

She returned her focus to the man named Uriel, and
listened as he dismounted from his horse, dusted off his robes and
removed his leather riding gloves. He raised one arm up and
patted the top of his bald head, and she could hear the amusement
in his voice when he called out, loud enough for the entire plaza to 
hear.

“My people. I am here for a very simple reason. One of
you...has something of mine. Something priceless beyond
compare. And to put it as simply as I can, I wish to have it back.”

Silena inhaled sharply and Catelyn felt as if the floor were
going to open up and sink beneath her into the Void. This was not
about Ortis. This was about the artifact.

How on Ereas does he know? she thought.

Catelyn thought quickly through her options, as the
Emperor continued.

“I am led to understand that, at least within the past few
prayers, it was within the possession of a young girl.”

With that, she could feel the Emperor beginning to move
through the crowd now, looking at each of the citizens trapped
within their perimeter, and it would only be a few more whispers
until he got close enough to see her there with Silena, shouldering 
her pack which still contained the artifact in its case.

“I would very much like to meet this young girl, and
discuss a transaction with her.”

Catelyn knew that to be a bald-faced lie, as did everyone in
the plaza. The Emperor would simply take what he wanted. 

Catelyn knew then, with a sense of dread, that she was
going to die for her crime, and that death was imminent. The only
question was, how? Would the Emperor himself do the deed? Or
would he have one of his men do it?

Suddenly Catelyn wondered if she shouldn’t have kept
Ortis around just a little longer. Maybe he could have cut a path
through the perimeter and gotten them away. Things would still
have ended horribly, she suspected, but she decided in hindsight
that she would have happily taken the chance over the fate that
now awaited her. But whatever lay in her future, however long that
was, she knew one thing. No one else would die because of her. It
was time for her to accept the consequences of the choices that
she’d made. She scanned the citizens around her, gathered in the
square; sensed their fear, smelled their anger. And then she turned
her bubble on Silena, her dear friend. The woman was full of
sadness and despair, and although Catelyn had not been around at
the time, she knew precisely how the older woman had felt, 
standing before Ortis as he had butchered almost her entire family
for the actions that she had committed.

What Catelyn had done was coming back to haunt her. 
And she realized that she would need to stop running, and stand
up and take responsibility to save lives, the way that Silena had
done.

Catelyn made a decision then, and she found peace in it, 
oddly enough.

She reached over, squeezed Silena’s hand, then gently
pushed her away to create a visible distance between them, and
called out “I have what you’re looking for!”

She could sense the Emperor turn toward the sound of her
voice and stalk through the crowd between the two of them, 
citizens moving out of his way as fast as they were able.

The people around her gasped and stepped back, clearing 
a lane between her and the approaching Emperor. Silena started to
cry, and Catelyn knew she wouldn’t have much time before the
Emperor would still be able to see them both clearly. 

She waved Silena to remain silent, and whispered “No. 
You need to take care of them. They need you now.” 

Silena gasped, and Catelyn could sense her mounting 
frustration, and the woman’s sense of panic, but she could see
what Catelyn was doing and remained silent. Catelyn could hear
the Emperor approaching unobstructed now, the last of the other
patrons in the marketplace now standing and watching as the
Emperor strode toward her with purpose.

As he approached she could feel his excitement.

“Ah, look at this, look at this.” The Emperor stopped right
in front of her, and she got the full sense of his tall the man was, 
towering almost half a pace above her. He reached out and moved
his hand in front of her face.

“It’s true. You’re blind, are you not?” he asked, though
even his questions came out sounding like commands.

“Yes,” she replied tersely. She wanted this business over
and done with. The faster she complied, the faster Silena and the
rest of the citizens could get away. “It’s in my pack.”

The Emperor tsked and said “Hush, child, there’s plenty of
time for that. How is it that you’ve survived? How long since you
lost...this?” and she felt his hand wave in front her face once more.

She hesitated. She didn’t wish to tell this man a thing
about her life. This man, who was ultimately responsible for 
everything that happened in this horrible place. This man, who 
had fostered the kind of cruelty which had led to her parent’s
deaths, who had ordered his man Ortis to kill Silena’s entire
family, who had built a world where a soldier could abandon a
child to a life of hell in the name of an Empire.

And all of it, for what? she wanted to shout in his face.

She could feel his tension building. He was not used to 
being made to wait for answers to his questions, she was sure. She
thought about letting him squirm some more, but finally she
remembered that she wanted to be done with it all.

“I lost my sight six sojourns ago.”

Uriel’s tension transformed into something unusual and
unexpected: awe. He was genuinely radiating admiration.

“Six? So long? But surely you have had help all this time.
Someone to rely on?”

She shook her head, growing weary of this man’s mind
games and unwilling to play any more. He sighed when she chose
not to elaborate on her answer.

“Very well, you wish to keep your secrets, and you shall be
allowed to, for now. They mean nothing to me. Show me the item. 
Slowly.” With that, the Emperor set his feet and she could smell
his demeanor change to one of dangerous potential. His scent was
unlike anything she had experienced before, but she couldn’t place
exactly why it was so unique.

Catelyn slowly removed her pack from her shoulder, and
reached a hand inside. The Emperor tensed, anticipating some
kind of trap, but Catelyn simply drew out the small weapon case. 
She held it briefly, then extended her hands and passed it to the
Emperor.

He grabbed the case with one hand, and with the other
reached out and grabbed her by the wrist. Catelyn was shocked to 
discover exactly how fast and how strong he was as she winced in 
pain from his sudden and forceful grip.

“You will tell me everything about how you acquired such
a thing, and you will tell me how you survived for so long before I 
string your guts from the top of my tower. You have...secrets. I can 
see them written upon your face. Soon, they will be mine.”

The Emperor let go of her wrist, and turned on his heel
with the case in hand. Catelyn reached down to rub her wrist, 
when suddenly she heard the Emperor stop, turn back and stride
back toward her until he stood a hand’s width from her. He arched
his head forward, and Catelyn got the sense that he was smelling 
her, and she heard him inhale deeply through his nose. She felt her
heart thumping loudly beneath her breast, and she could hear his
breath quicken as he sniffed two more times.

Catelyn felt his rage spring up from nowhere, and then she
was doubled over in pain as he smashed his fist into her stomach, 
sending shooting pain through her middle. She felt radiating
waves of pain from the blow, and she heard Silena audibly yelp
from nearby, but Catelyn willed her to remain quiet, to stay hidden
in plain sight for the sake of everyone gathered in the square, and
she did. She felt the Emperor’s hands reach out and grab her head
scarf, and he yanked it free, revealing her dirty hair, and the
winding scars across her face.

Shocked cries could be heard from all around her as the
citizens saw her for who she really was. They saw her ruined face
and eyes, they saw her red hair, a clear defiance of the man
standing before her. She could imagine his face contorting with
rage as he spat venomous words at her.

“I knew it. I could smell your filthy hair through those foul
rags. What...what were...you...thinking?” Another powerful blow
landed in her midsection and she collapsed as the wind was
expelled from her and she again felt herself get light headed from 
the shock and the pain. She felt his hand on the side of her face, 
and he pulled her chin up to face him, and that’s when she heard
the Emperor gasp in surprise.

His free hand moved to her face, and traced the flowing 
scars across her face and over her eyes. She shied away from his
touch, wishing that he would just kill her and be done with it
rather than continue to draw this out even further but he gripped
her shirt with his other hand holding her in place for his
inspection. His touch was shockingly intimate, and made Catelyn’s
skin crawl in discomfort.

“We are full of surprises, aren’t we?” he asked breathily,
but only loud enough for her to hear.

Uriel took his hand away and waved it to signal one of his
men over, and then there were three breaths of awkward silence,
as Catelyn waited for the end, anticipating her imminent death. 
The soldier that had been called over stopped just behind her, and
snapped to attention.

“See that she is taken to my chambers immediately. She is
to be restrained there until I command otherwise.”

Catelyn felt a wave of panic at the prospect of what the
Emperor had planned for her, and she reached out with her 
bubble, but he revealed nothing of his plans to her senses as he
turned and walked away. She sensed him store the case in a
saddle bag before mounting his horse. The soldier he had
commanded grabbed her arm and was leading her away, and she
turned to find Silena with her bubble. The older woman was
watching her being led away by the Imperials, trying to remain
calm but Catelyn could sense that she was completely

overwhelmed by fear. Catelyn wasn’t sure what else to do, but she
silently mouthed “Thank you”, and then she was obscured as the
Imperial soldier shoved her along, his rough hands clamped on her
upper arm, shoving her toward the Imperial Citadel.

Catelyn turned her head toward the east, to the massive
fortress where she knew the Emperor made his home, and tried
not to imagine the pain and torment that was surely going to be in
her future, for the rest of her very short life.

Chapter 17

Ortis watched as the thief, as Catelyn, was led away by one
of his former soldiers, and then was joined and flanked by the
remaining men of his unit, until the girl was surrounded by an
entire fist of men. Ortis would not be able to get her away from 
them without instigating a full blown massacre. These were his
own men, and at least half of them he had hand-picked for their 
ferocity and skill in battle. He was confident that he could prevail
in a conflict with these men, but not without significant collateral
damage.

As so often happened when it came to his thief, despite the
girl’s command and for reasons he didn’t fully understand, he
hadn’t done as she had commanded. He felt a twinge of shame at
having lied to her, but some larger purpose moved in him now, 
and he had remained in the marketplace and had most definitely
not forgotten about her forever. 

He found himself processing the events of their brief
meeting. Ortis didn’t know what had overtaken him, to have
prostrated himself before her, begging her to command him. Ortis
hadn’t even been that deferential when he had first met Uriel
many sojourns ago. Oh, he had given of himself and his men
completely, but at that time, it had been awe which had prompted
him to make such an offer. This time, with the girl, it was as
though some invisible hand had moved him from within. He
hadn’t known what had so moved him, but he didn’t doubt that it
was the right thing for him to do.

And then she had sent him away. The older woman, the
one named Silena, had known him and had revealed his crimes to 
Catelyn, complicating everything. The sense of shame he felt, 
having been so exposed before her like that, was nearly
overpowering, and yet he knew that if she hadn’t revealed it, he
would have. He be unable to lie to Catelyn, though he couldn’t
understand why she was so different to her.

He had initially obeyed her command, taking step after
step away from the marketplace, a part of him fully intending to
walk away and never think of her again, and then something 
changed. Ortis felt a greater pull within him and stopped. It felt as
though something had been lifted from him, some invisible hand
which had guided him to fall to his knees before Catelyn and her 
friend and which no longer pressed upon his heart. It was as if, 
having fulfilled this part of his purpose, he could think clearly
again.

With the clouding of his mind gone, he made a decision
and raced back toward the market, blending into the crowd as they
watched the proceedings, and so he witnessed the Emperor’s
encounter with the girl. He felt an overwhelming desire to cut his
way through the Imperial soldiers and kill the man for his crimes, 
to run in and grab the girl’s hand and take her far away from all of
these evils.

But Ortis was not a fool, and he knew that such an attempt
would result in many innocent lives put at risk or lost outright, and
Catelyn would never have approved. Indeed, her very sacrifice, 
however foolish Ortis thought it was, had been done for the
express purpose of ensuring no further suffering. But that still left
Catelyn in grave peril, and he was compelled to act. He hoped that
the Emperor was intrigued enough by the girl that he would bring 
her to the Citadel first, and that would give him an opportunity to 
do something about her captivity.

But regardless, her choice had led him to the first clear 
conclusion he had come to in spans. He would not abandon the
girl. He could not, despite her demand that he do just that. Not
because it was what she wanted, or because he felt a pull inside to 
do so. But because her life was in danger, and she needed help, 
and he felt the empowering freedom of being able to choose to 
help, or not. And so he chose to offer his, whether she wanted it or 
not.

After she was led away, the Imperial soldiers dispersed the
rest of the crowd, and Ortis blended in with them, but made a
point of watching for the older woman Silena. The Emperor had
not seen the two of them together, and so had not identified the
connection between the two women. Ortis knew that Silena would
never speak to him under normal circumstances; there was so 
much bad blood between them. But for Catelyn, he would do what
needed to be done, and so as the crowd dispersed and the
marketplace returned to normal, he watched over Silena until she
got to safety, and then he acted.

Although he knew the Imperial Citadel as well as his own
hands, getting Catelyn out could prove to be an almost impossible
task, but he had to try. If it meant his own death, so be it. He
would gladly give it for even the chance of ensuring Catelyn’s
freedom.

Since he had first spotted Catelyn climbing out of the
Dane’s estate as it burned down before him, his life had seemed as
though it had been spinning out of his own control. He had
alternated between feelings of such clarity of purpose, and then
swinging wildly towards feeling like a puppet on strings, being 
pulled by forces he could not see or understand.

And now, all of that had changed. Watching Catelyn being
led away, it was as though the fog in his mind had lifted fully, and
he knew with certainty what his purpose, his choice, was. Ortis
moved freely towards it, the cloud within him no longer obscuring 
his view and steering him away from what he knew he must do.

Catelyn was roughly pulled through the streets of the Seat, 
the twelve soldiers forming a wedge around her and shoving their 
way through the crowds of onlookers, and she heard shocked
gasping as the people they passed by saw her eyes, her scarred
face, her matted red hair. She could only imagine what they must
be thinking, as she ranged her bubble back and forth, trying
desperately to find some way that she could escape, but it was
useless. Her escort was comprised entirely of the Emperor’s most
highly trained men. She could tell by the way they breathed, the
way they themselves scanned the crowd, and the way they carried
themselves. These men would never drop their guard long enough
for her to escape.

She sensed the towering Citadel blocks before they
arrived, like a massive wall of numbness from which all the city’s
suffering flowed. She had probably seen it once before of course, as
all newborn children were required to be brought to the Citadel to
be branded with the mark of citizenship, but she would have been 
a babe in her mother’s arms.

Catelyn did her best to scan her bubble and memorize the
path into the Citadel, just in case, by some miracle, she managed
to find herself in a position to escape. She was not optimistic that
she would ever see the world outside this fortress again, and that
her death was mere breaths away, but something in her refused to 
accept that fate without some amount of defiance. This part of her
filed away every detail she could about her surroundings, and
frantically tried to formulate her exit strategy should an 
opportunity make itself known. 

Once inside the Citadel’s bailey, the fist of soldiers split up
and six of them remained behind while the others continued
taking her across a vast, open courtyard and into the main
building, a massive structure that literally towered over everything
else around it. Catelyn had never experienced anything so tall
before, and scanning her bubble all the way to the top made her
stomach turn over with dizziness.

The men, one at each shoulder, two in front and two 
behind, marched her directly into the well of a spiral staircase,
where the sounds of their heavy footsteps echoed off the walls as
they ascended, drowning out all other sound. Within the stairwell, 
with the way that sound bounced in circles, all of her senses grew
confused and she was forced to let her bubble fade as they carried
her roughly up the stairs.

After what felt to Catelyn like countless turning, the men 
finally stepped out of the stairwell and down a long hall, their
boots clicking on tiles that felt cold and smooth to her feet, like
some kind of highly polished stone she had never experienced
before. The sensation would have been pleasant under other 
circumstances.

She heard the men open two massive wooden doors, their 
bottom rails scraping on the smooth stone floor, and then she was
inside a room. It was sparse, and immense inside. Sound echoed
off of the walls a number of paces away, and one side of the room 
had large windows through which she could hear the distant
sounds of the city and the wind outside. She could make out a
massive bed in the center of the south wall, and just a few other 
pieces of furniture.

They halted her at a spot in the middle of the room, and
she heard chains being grabbed and moved both above and below
her. She felt rough hands spread her legs apart and slap leather
restraints around her ankles. She panicked and tried to pull away, 
but the men were so much stronger than her, and they simply held
her in place with barely a grunt of effort, and they spoke not a
word to her. She idly wondered if the men were mute, or if they
had simply been ordered to remain so.

Once they had her ankles secured, they grabbed her wrists
and this time she chose not to fight them as they secured her with
the restraints, as it would be futile and she would be better served
to save her strength. She imagined that she was going to need all of
it, and soon.

Once her wrists were bound, she felt the heavy weight of
the chains that were attached to her manacles, and she let her
arms droop, but this didn’t last long. The men stepped away, most
of them leaving the room, and two remaining behind. One took up
a position at the corner of the room, while the other walked to the
wall, and could be heard fiddling with more chains along the wall. 
And then Catelyn’s hands were tugged, and Catelyn knew that the
soldier at the wall was threading the other end of her chains
through a pulley, and he yanked until her hands were pulled high
above her head, the manacles biting into her so tightly that they
were cutting off some of the circulation in her hands.

She cried out, but the two men ignored her pain. Once she
was cinched with her bound wrists pulled high above her, the man 
at the wall looped the chain around something and both remaining
men walked away, and out of the room. She listened as their
footsteps echoed down the hall and into the stairwell, and then
finally were gone.

Catelyn was left alone. She waited for some time. Breaths
seemed like whispers, whispers seemed like prayers. As she
waited, she contemplated the choice she’d made and how it was
certainly the beginning of the end of her life. The only remaining 
questions were when, and how painful her death would be. She
didn’t fool herself into thinking that she would be granted a swift, 
painless death. Sure enough, she quickly began to discover the
answer to that last question.

The pain in her body built slowly, but when it began, she
knew that before the end it would become excruciating. She tried
to stand on her tiptoes, to take some of the pressure off of her 
wrists and even out her weight, but she couldn’t flex her ankles
very much with the heavy leather cuffs, and within a few breaths
she felt her legs and feet begin to tremble, and then they gave in. 

And every time they did, she felt the burning in her torso, 
so intense that it took her breath away and she began to feel as
though she were suffocating.

Through the pain and the isolation, Catelyn had no basis
for knowing how much time had passed, so she counted how many
times she tried to take the pressure and the weight off of her upper
body. By the fourteenth try, she was alternately sobbing and
screaming in agonizing pain.

But this only worsened the pain, which in turn made it
even more difficult to breathe. She was trapped in a looping cycle
of pain and panic.

She was unable to form her bubble, and all of her other
senses were gone, obliterated by the pain of being forced into this
torturous position. Her only companions were the echoing sobs
and screams of her own torture. 

Therefore she did not hear when the Emperor entered the
room. Her only indication of another presence in the room was
when she heard the chains on the wall being fiddled with, and then
she collapsed onto the ground oblivious to anything outside of the
excruciating burning feeling she felt throughout her entire body.

She curled herself into a ball, trying to control the pain, 
trying to catch her breath. Even trying to make herself die, to put
an end to all of the pain.

Eventually, she could hear the Emperor’s slippered feet
moving about the room, and then she heard him scraping a metal
chair across the floor, the legs squealing so loudly that she was
forced to bring her hands to her head and cover her ears, stopping 
it just a pace away from her. She felt his strong arms pick her up
like she was a child, and place her into the chair, the chains from 
her restraints rattling against the legs and arms.

He put one hand under her nose and mouth, snapped
something in them, and Catelyn inhaled a strong, sharp odor 
which made her instantly more awake, and even more acutely
aware of the pain her body was in.

“Horrible sensation, isn’t it?” the Emperor noted casually.
She heard him move around her until he was standing
right in front of her.

“I’ve read that in ancient times, even from before the
Before, men used this technique to slowly torture and kill those
who defied the will of their rulers. They reportedly affixed them to
beams of wood with nails, and let their bodies hang in the sun 
until they finally expired, usually from suffocation or infection.”

Catelyn was lost in her own pain, only barely

understanding or caring what he was saying.

“It’s rather amazing to me how certain things transcend
their time and place, and become ubiquitous, don’t you think?”

Catelyn raised her head toward this madman and felt
herself fill with a mixture of rage and despair. She both wished
him to suffer, and she wished him to end hers.

“Ah, but there I go being nostalgic again. Forgive me, it’s
so rare that I’m able to converse with someone worthy of my
intellect. But I can see...oh, sorry, perhaps that word offends you? I
can sense that you...are like me. That you have been given a higher 
purpose here in our little slice of paradise. I believe that is why the
sickle found you.”

At the mention of the word sickle, Catelyn knew he was
talking about the weapon and she felt sickened by her choice now. 
She had given it to him. She had had no choice, but listening to
him now, Catelyn was filled with shame at the notion that she had
given it to someone who was so clearly insane.

Uriel chuckled.

“Insane? No, I’m not, I assure you.”

Catelyn was taken aback and felt herself reeling. Had he
just read her thoughts?

Again, Uriel chuckled. 

“And you now wonder if I have some way to look inside
your thoughts. I assure you, such powers are nothing but
superstition. No man can see the thoughts of another. Our world
doesn’t work that way. If it did, my destiny could have been 
achieved far easier, I assure you.

“No, I am simply exceptionally skilled at reading people’s
faces, listening to their body language. But I do have to admit to 
having some help.”

Catelyn felt him turn away and reach for something on his
belt. Catelyn stiffened, expecting a sword point in her gut, or a
razor sharp blade to slice across her throat. She no longer feared it.

Get it over with, you bastard, she thought.

When Uriel turned back around, he was holding 
something metal in his hands. She hadn’t sensed it on his belt
before, but her senses were still reeling from the pain. The worst of
that was subsiding, but she was still unable to breathe without
sharp, lancing agony shooting through her ribs and lungs.

“You can’t see it, but this is what is known as a crook, once
a tool of shepherds the world over and a symbol taken up by men 
who would lead others to their destiny. It has been in my family for
three generations, since my grandfather, Uriel the First of His
Name, discovered it when they were building the Citadel.”

Uriel walked up close to her and took her arm, and placed
the object in her hand. 

“Go on, tell me if you recognize it.”

Catelyn’s hands were so weak that she almost dropped it, 
but she finally grabbed it with both hands, and clutched it tightly. 
She could sense a familiarity, but she was still not using her
bubble, and without it her hands felt clumsy and she simply shook
her head.

“Use your senses,” Uriel ordered.

Catelyn turned her head up toward him. Does he know
about my bubble?

She let the bubble form slowly, as it amplified her pain
levels almost to what they had been when she had been left to 
hang, but as she did so, the immediate recognition of the weapon
in her hand shocked her as much as if she had been splashed with
a bucket of ice water. The handle of the crook was etched in the
exact same way that the other weapon had been. The sickle, as
Uriel had called it, bore the same naked figurines, and was made of
the same unbroken metal.

“Yes, I can see that you understand now.”

He took the crook from her hands effortlessly. Catelyn
worked her mouth until she could formulate words.

“What do you..want with...me?”

Uriel paused, and through her bubble she could smell and
hear his uncertainty.

“You can probably tell that I’m not quite sure yet. I do
know one thing for sure. I’m going to help you see that your petty
forms of defiance, such as your foolish choice to grow out that hair,
are nothing more than misguided mistakes. I will begin by
showing you the error of your ways.”

Catelyn sobbed, knowing that she would not be able to 
take any more. 

“Please...please no more. Just kill me. I’m sorry...just let
me die. I’m just a foolish girl, I’m not worth…”

Uriel slapped her hard across the face, and she winced as
the pain in her jaw exploded through her entire upper body and
blood seeped into her mouth, filling it with the taste of iron.

“Don’t be condescending,” the Emperor said. “You are
smarter than that. We both know you are not some foolish girl. Oh,
yes, as soon as I saw you in that marketplace, I knew that you were
the same girl who stirred up the Danes to incite their vigilante
spree in the Seat. You are the reason that Ortis abandoned me. You
are at the heart of something...divine. As am I. We have a purpose
here. We are part of a larger world. But I don’t know yet which side
you will fall on. I...I need time to think.”

Catelyn began to sob, realizing that time for him to think
would mean time for her to be hung up on her chains again. 

“Please...please...no…” she cried, knowing that it was futile
to plead, knowing that Uriel did not know the meaning of mercy.

“But first...first I wish to give you a gift. You see, you’ve
been marked, as I have. Branded by history. We are unique in that
regard, but I can also see that you have had much taken from you
by being so marked, which is not how such things should be. I am
not an unreasonable man, and so I wish to offer you something for 
all that you have suffered. Perhaps it will make my path...our 
paths...clearer, if I do this for you.”

Uriel approached Catelyn, and she shied back, her heart
racing in fear and unsure of what he intended to do. He reached
out, tilted her head up so that her face was directly in front of his,
and raised his other hand to her nose. She sensed with her bubble
that he was holding something...some sort of glass vial. 

And then, awareness began to bubble up into her 
consciousness, and she began to panic as the smell of what was
inside the vial reached her nostrils, and she tried everything she
could to get away from the man, fighting with everything that she
had left, but it was no use. She was held by the chains, held by his
strength. Held by his Will. 

Catelyn would never forget the rancid smell of what was
inside that vial. The smell, like the damage it had done to her face,
to her chest, to her eyes, had left permanent scars on her body and
was seared into her mind forever. 

Bloodfire.

“...no...no...no...no…” was all she could utter through the
sobs and the horror that overwhelmed her in that moment. 

Uriel stroked her cheek, said “shh...shh” and then
upturned the vial directly onto her face. The pain arced across her 
face and head, reaching out to grab at her with razor sharp claws
from the past, taking her back to that moment six sojourns ago
when she had been blinded and her life altered forever, and
Catelyn could do nothing more than scream. Her world had
already been destroyed once by bloodfire, and now it was to be the
end of her life. Her last thoughts were of the people that she’d
hurt, whether directly or indirectly, over the past six sojourns and
also the people she had come to love again. Sera. Elexia. Silena.
And then, she sought out the two who had mattered the most. 

Mother...father...please forgive me...

The blackness of the Void once again reached up and
claimed her, dragging her down into its cruel and terrible depths.

Chapter 18

Catelyn scrambled up from unconsciousness, gasping
deeply, resurfacing into a world of pain. Instinctively, she burst
her bubble around her, and after several whispers of intense, 
crushing agony, discovered that she was not dead yet, and in fact
was lying face down on a dank, wet floor, breathing shallowly. 

How?
 she wondered. 

The cool stone floor was wet under her cheek, and she felt
like getting up, but she quickly recalled her last memories of
having been tortured and the arcing pain of the bloodfire. She
couldn’t remember what had transpired since then, and didn’t
know if she was still in the Emperor’s chambers, so she made a
point of not moving in case he or anyone else was nearby,
watching her. She didn’t detect anyone with her senses, but she
was in so much pain that she didn’t fully trust her senses yet.

Every part of her body felt as though it were on fire. The
pain was so intense that if she hadn’t been conscious during part of
her torture, she doubted whether she would have been able to 
distinguish one type of pain from another. Her face was blazing 
with the pain of the bloodfire, and she could only imagine what
additional damage had been done there. Her chest and arms were
still throbbing from the hanging, and her legs and hips felt as if she
had been kicked or beaten, though she couldn’t remember that
happening. 

After a few more whispers of consciousness, she grew
accustomed enough to the pain so that she could tentatively reach
out with her bubble in order to examine more of her surroundings.
The first thing she became aware of was a dripping of water from
several paces away. The noise produced a slow, methodical rhythm
of drops, from ceiling to floor. Catelyn found the repetition
soothing, and latched onto the sound, counting the drops to try
and take her mind off the pain she was still experiencing.

Armed with something to distract her, she pushed lightly
at the edges of her bubble, slowly expanding it and taking in more
of her surroundings. She heard the impact of the droplets echoing 
off the walls, and this simple noise allowed her to visualize the
room she was in. She could already tell from the sense of the walls
hemming her in, that it was not big, barely big enough for her to fit
inside, even curled up as she was. If she stretched out her arms
and legs, she would hit the walls before being able to fully extend
them, which enabled her to guess that it was less than two paces
per side. A cell, then. A cell so small that even she, as small as she
was, couldn’t lie down flat without curling herself up somewhat.

When she scanned each of the small walls, she discovered
that one of them was partially open near the top, with a slit
opening to a hallway outside, from which she heard the sound of
the dripping water. There was nothing at all inside the cell, except
for her and the four bare walls.

Realizing that she was alone in the cell and safe from
further torture, at least for now, Catelyn decided to test moving 
her body. She moved her legs, flexing her ankles and stretching out
her toes until they touched the wall of the cell. As she moved her 
leg, she quickly grasped that she had been stripped naked.

She felt like crying again, for all the pain she had endured,
for all the humiliation she had gone through, but she just couldn’t. 
She decided then and there that she could either lay there as
though she were dead, or stand up and prove that she was still
alive.

And so slowly, she stretched out her arm, rolled her 
shoulder under her, and pushed herself up onto her knees. The
worst of the pain was already beginning to fade from her, and she
was even getting used to the sensations still radiating throughout
her body. From her knees, she pushed her arms into the floor with
all of her strength, until finally she was upright and she reached
out and grabbed the walls with her hands to steady herself. The
surface beneath her hands was smooth and weathered stone, and
in that smoothness she could imagine the hands of other prisoners
over the sojourns who had occupied this cell before her. With her
hands pressed to the wall she stood, her entire body shaking with
the effort and screaming in protest, but she needed to stand again. 
To feel the ground under her feet, to feel herself standing tall.

She knew she would not able to stand this way for long 
without the support of her hands against the walls, but it felt like a
victory, and she cried with joy, bringing one hand to her mouth as
soon as she felt strong and stable enough. 

After gathering herself once more, she leaned against the
wall that had the slit to the outer hall at the top, and felt along the
edges of it and, as she suspected, this was not a wall, but a door. It
was made of metal, and she could smell the rust embedded in the
hinges and plates where the door had been shut tight. She stood as
tall as she could on her toes, to sniff at the slit to the hallway
outside. She could smell nothing unusual from the hallway; just
more dank stone and the lingering odor of unwashed bodies.

She considered calling out, but with her bubble so
depleted and weak, she couldn’t sense anyone nearby, and didn’t
think it would help her situation to aggravate any of her captors by
yelling into the hall.

She had more immediate and pressing needs to attend to, 
at any rate. Pressure from her bladder made her aware that her 
first need was finding some place in the cell to relieve herself. 
Unfortunately, there was no drain in the floor, just more of the
bare and weathered stone, same as the walls. She focused her 
bubble on the floor’s surface, and could detect the hint of bodily
excretions where other prisoners had made their own choices
about such matters, and ended up picking one corner to make her
water, struggling not to think of the prisoners who had occupied
the space before her, and what she might have been lying in.

With that that pressure gone, she turned her focus to her
physical situation. She was hungry, but even more thirsty, and she
could feel the dryness of her lips with her tongue. She didn’t know
when the Imperials would bring her food or water, or whether they
simply intended to keep her locked away until she succumbed to 
starvation or more likely dehydration. But this was a choice that
was out of her hands, and so she tried her best to not think about
how badly she was craving food and drink.

Next, she physically and mentally assessed her injuries
and decided that although she was still in severe pain, she hadn’t
sustained any permanent injuries to her body below the neck. 
However, she was deathly afraid to reach up and touch her face, 
unwilling to learn just yet what Uriel had done to further disfigure
her. 

She thought back to that moment and wondered what had
possessed him to use bloodfire on her again. She also wondered
why it hadn’t killed her, as he had seemingly poured an entire vial
of the stuff directly into her face. When she had been injured and
blinded with it before, it had only been an indirect splashing of
bloodfire. She had partially seen what a full dosage had done to the
man who had attacked her and her family that day. His face had
been utterly ruined...and she now imagined that was how she must
look, only he had died of his wounds, and somehow, she was still
here, breathing.

Her legs were failing now, and so she sat down again, 
bringing her legs up in front of her and hugging her knees closely. 
There was nothing for her to do now, but wait.

Catelyn must have dozed off because she felt herself
sliding toward the wall, and jolted awake before the side of her
head hit the stone. She steadied herself with her hands and
scooted closer to the corner opposite of where she had earlier 
relieved herself, and leaned up against it, considering her future, 
such as it was.

The first question that came to her mind was why had the
Emperor simply not killed her? She thought back to her torture, 
however long ago that was, and the words he had spoken to her as
he’d intimidated and inflicted pain on her.

“You are at the heart of something...divine. As am I. We
have a purpose here. We are part of a larger world. But I don’t
know yet which side you will fall on. I...I need time to think.”

Catelyn was convinced that the Emperor was simply
insane. That he had so fooled himself into thinking that he was
somehow special, some part of a divine plan, that all reason and all
morals had been discarded in favor of acting solely to enact this
plan he so believed in. But worse than that was the fact that he was
also convinced that Catelyn was a part of this plan. He was likely, 
even now, working feverishly to construct a narrative for himself
whereby she was important to his plans. Or something even more
ludicrous. Catelyn was having trouble imagining just how far his
insanity went, and what he would be capable of.

Catelyn had no hope that her life from this point forward
would ever be happy or good again. She believed that what awaited
her each day, from now until her imminent death, would be a
continual litany of agony and torture at the hands of the madman
Uriel.

Time lost all meaning in the cell, as Catelyn could no 
longer tell the difference between a breath, a whisper or a prayer.
She had no idea how long she had so far been in captivity, nor how
much longer this imprisonment would last. She presumed that
soon enough, she would simply die, as a matter of sheer neglect.

This was enough to fill her with a hopeless dread, and she
spiraled into another depressive bout of sobbing. More time went
by, in which all Catelyn could do was suffer.

When this wave passed, and she calmed enough for the
walls to stop echoing with her own anguish, her bubble detected
the subtle sound of something else that was just audible coming 
from the slit at the top of the metal cell door.

Without thinking of the pain, Catelyn stood, and strained
with everything that she had to listen at the gap.

What she heard was a voice.

It was a faint whisper, a hissing sound just barely audible

even to her highly attuned senses, but she could not make out the
words, or any details of the speaker.
Catelyn’s heart hammered, wondering if there was
someone trying to talk to her, but she hesitated, wondering if it
could be some trap. However, her fear of dying here, alone, was
overpowering, and so she decided and called out.

“Hello?”
The whispering stopped, as her greeting echoed off the
bare walls, until silence reigned again, only broken by the
occasional dripping from the hallway. Catelyn refused to give up so
soon, and repeated her cry.

“Hello?”
She heard a man clear his throat, and it sounded like it
came from down the hall and several paces away, but she rejoiced
at the realization that someone was nearby, that there was another
human being in earshot of her and she felt like whooping in
delight.

“My name is Catelyn!” she called.
The man did not respond at first, and Catelyn silently
spurred him on, hoping that he would find the courage to return 
her greeting. She was thrilled when he did just that.

“I am Enaz,” the man said in a small, defeated voice.
“Enaz. Thank you,” Catelyn replied. 

She allowed some time to pass in silence, and then she

began to ask him questions.

“Enaz, do you know where we are?”

She fully recognized that she was less concerned about the

answers and more interested in the fact that having another
person to talk to, to ask such trivial questions of, could help to take
her mind off of the dire situation they both found themselves in. 
She needed to distract herself from thinking about the torture she
would probably be forced to endure once the Emperor decided he
was in the mood. Even so, Enaz seemed more than happy to 
answer her.

“Yes. These are the old holding cells for the Citadel, which
the Emperor’s father and grandfather used to hold public
executions in the Citadel’s square,” Enaz answered, and Catelyn 
could hear a sense of pride in the man, as he conveyed this
knowledge. Two things stood out about the man from just this
simple exchange. She immediately got the sense that Enaz was the
type of person who loved knowing things, and from the lilt of his
voice, she could also guess what sort of man he had been before
ending up here, a prisoner in the darkness with her.

“Public executions?” she asked, hoping to inspire him to
talk to her some more.

“Criminals in the old Empire were once tried before the
Emperor, and when they were found guilty, they were hanged or 
beheaded.” Enaz spoke of these things, and of the Empire itself, 
with open disdain, and Catelyn wondered what he had done to 
have been sent down here and how long he had been here.

“I see,” she said. “Were you a scholar, by any chance?” she
asked, redirecting the questions to hopefully a more comfortable
subject. The man laughed.

“A scholar? Is there such a thing in Ereas?” He laughed so
hard he began to cough, and then to choke, and it was several
whispers before the fit ended. In that moment, Catelyn could hear
how poorly Enaz was doing. It sounded as if he had not had a
drink in days, his hacking cough was dry and hoarse. Finally, he
responded.

“You’re perceptive, Catelyn. A scholar, no but I was the
head Prior for a number of sojourns, and the personal advisor to 
Uriel, the Third of His Name since my fourteenth sojourn.”

Catelyn felt herself begin to sweat. 

The Emperor’s personal advisor?

She put her guard up immediately, and let silence reign
between them again. Enaz seemed to clue into her fear, and
acknowledged the obvious.

“If you’re worried that I’m a spy for his Eminence, let me
assure you that he and I are no longer on amicable terms, hence
my new living quarters,” he said, chuckling at some private joke.

Catelyn wasn’t sure how far to trust this man, but she
wanted to see him play his hand.

“What happened?” she asked.

“I saved several of the servant’s lives,” Enaz responded
weakly.

“I...I don’t understand,” Catelyn admitted.

“After Uriel concluded that Ortis had betrayed him
somehow, he had become even more unhinged than usual. He was
roaming the halls, killing at random, and he butchered some
number of the cleaning and serving staff without mercy. These
were his own people, the people who cleaned the blood and other
fluids from his bedsheets, who emptied his chamber pot of shit
and piss. These were people who still believed in him, despite the
frequent terror they lived under, and he slaughtered them like
chattel.”

Catelyn just listened, and she heard Enaz inhale deeply to 
tell the rest of the tale.

“I’ve witnessed horrors in my life that I would never have
wished on my worst enemy, and remained silent while the
Emperor did whatever he pleased, but I could no longer stand by
and watch as he took out his petty anger on those whose only
crime had been to have been alive and in his presence. So I 
rounded up all of the remaining servants, and ordered them to 
clean the lowest floors of the Citadel, until there was no one left for
him to kill. I defied his Will, you see. And for that, I am to die.”

Catelyn listened intently, and sensed no lie in his voice. He
was telling the story truthfully.

“I’m sorry, Enaz,” she said quietly.

“It’s not as terrible as all that. It seems that the gaolers
have forgotten all about me, down here in the bowels of the
Citadel. I’m fed every other day, and one of them brings water now
and then, but beyond that they seem content to just let me rot
away the rest of my days.”

Catelyn groaned as she thought about his words. 

“It’s not as terrible as all that.”

It sounded positively awful to her. Days without food, and
no reliable water to quench her thirst. She realized that she had
been wrong earlier. The Emperor’s torture of her hadn’t stopped, it
was just taking another form. Enaz must have seen great horrors
indeed if he could call such a situation “not as terrible as all that”.

Enaz seemed to gather his strength and asked “Catelyn, 
what did you do to earn your place here in the Void?”

Catelyn felt a twinge of caution about sharing her story
with someone she hardly knew, but when the cautionary voice
tried to make itself heard in her mind, she immediately dismissed
it.

What in the Void could they do to you that is worse than 
what has already happened?

And so Catelyn told Enaz the whole story, every part of it, 
and every detail she could remember. Enaz listened with rapt
attention, only interrupting when absolutely necessary, to ask a
question or to allow Catelyn to rest her voice when it sounded like
it would give out or when her lips grew dry and she needed to wet
them again. When she laid it all out for him, including the
extraordinary things that she had experienced over the last few
sojourns, she began to understand what had led Emperor Uriel to 
conclude that she held some secret or other that he could use for 
his own purpose.

She had to admit that her life had been full of enough good
fortune, in spite of the bad things that had happened to her, that
she realized some might see certain events in her life as a sign that
she had been blessed somehow. And in truth, she felt that her life
had been blessed in a number of ways, and she began to wonder if
this truly was the end of her story or if there were more chapters
yet to be written.

When she concluded her story, Enaz was breathless at
first, but finally replied after a few breaths in thought. When he
spoke, his words were unexpected.

“Catelyn, Uriel cannot be allowed to keep the weapon.”

She was confused that of all the things she had just told
him, that this was the thing he had fixated on. She agreed that
Uriel didn’t deserve such a weapon, but he had already possessed
the crook for sojourns and she didn’t understand why it was so 
critical to Enaz that he not hold the sickle as well. Regardless, 
given her situation at the moment, there was little that she could
do about it. Enaz grew impatient when she didn’t respond.

“Catelyn did you hear me?”

“Yes Enaz, I did, but I don’t understand. Why is that
important? I held onto the sickle for over a cycle. It’s exquisitely
made, but it’s just a cutting weapon. It’s not special or anything.”

Enaz sighed. 

“Catelyn, it’s more dangerous than you can possibly
imagine. In the right hands, these weapons were incredibly
powerful. In the wrong hands, they are devastating.”

Catelyn wasn’t entirely convinced. She expressed her 
doubts to Enaz.

“Enaz, are you sure this isn’t just a fantasy? I haven’t seen 
the Emperor grow ten times taller or shoot fire from his eyes. 
What is it exactly that you think the weapons can do?”

Enaz let out an exasperated sigh.

“Catelyn, those things you mentioned are not power. 
Magic is not real, like it is in children’s stories. I’m talking about
real power here. How is it, do you think, that the Emperor has
been able to so dominate our part of the world, and bend it to his
Will? How do you think he has kept himself healthy and strong 
while other men his age are dying or entering their last sojourns?”

“Are you saying that the weapons do that?”

“No, not by themselves they don’t. I don’t know about the
sickle, but I have seen what the Emperor’s crook can do. It holds
no power of its own, but it can be used to amplify the Emperor’s
own Will. It can make his voice seem...hypnotic. It takes his
natural charm and focuses it like a lens, and makes him irresistible
to many. When he holds the crook, only the strongest can say no to
him. The majority fall in line. The effect seems to even apply to 
extending his own life, through sheer force of Will.”

Catelyn imagined how such a thing could be abused, and
she had seen the effects of the Emperor’s Will first hand. But
something about what Enaz was saying didn’t sit right with her.

“Are you saying that he can control other people? Get
them to do whatever he wants them to do?”

“No, he doesn’t control them. He doesn’t command their
will, he convinces them to change their minds. It’s a form of
persuasion, yes, but in the end the people make their own choices.
That is what makes the weapon so dangerous.”

Catelyn wasn’t sure she was completely understanding. 
“OK, the weapon helps him convince people, but if it convinces
them to go along with the Emperor’s plans or ideas, how is that
different than if he simply took control over them?”

“Because taking control of someone robs them of their
own will. They would know, deep down, that the choice had been
taken from them. They would question. They would eventually see
the discrepancy between what they believed, and the choice they
had made.”

Catelyn grasped what Enaz was saying now.

“But if they are making the choice, even if that choice was
manipulated, then they hold all the responsibility for acting on 
that choice. It frees the Emperor from being held accountable,
because the people still make their own choices.”

Catelyn and Enaz sat in the darkness and the silence then, 
considering. She began to wonder if the sickle acted in the same
way, and she questioned whether her encounters with others since
she had acquired the sickle had been genuine, or if she had been
subtly manipulating those around her, in effect subtly pushing 
them to choose to do what she wanted them to do?

She immediately thought of Ortis, and his bowed head
glistening with sweat as he begged her to command him. Some of
her experiences didn’t add up with what Enaz had told her of the
other artifact...Ortis had not acted as though he had a choice,
though she had to admit that he sometimes seemed like a puppet
waiting for its strings to be pulled. She wondered, was the sickle
different? Or was Ortis’ display something else entirely?

She also thought of Silena, and she hoped that the sickle
had not been what had enabled the two of them to have
established such a deep and personal friendship. But she was
forced to question this now that she knew of these artifacts and
their purpose.

“Enaz, how do you know so much about these artifacts?”

Enaz paused for a moment, and then began to relate part
of his own story.

“I was fourteen when the Emperor took me away from my
home and family. I’ve been part of the priory nearly my entire life. 
The priory has in its possession certain...knowledge. From the
beginning, I was raised up to a high rank within the priory, and
I’ve spent much of that time reading what I could of the way the
world was before the Walls.”

Catelyn tried to imagine the access he had, to books from 
all across Ereas, and wondered what else she might be able to 
learn from this man. What other secrets from the past might he
alone know? She contemplated other questions she wished to have
answered, and sat thinking in silence for a while.

She thought of so many things that she would want to 
learn about the past, and about the weapons and the Empire, but
as she formulated her questions, the grim circumstances of her
present situation pushed itself to the fore and she stopped herself. 
Every time she came up with a new question, she concluded that
the answers wouldn’t matter. Only one thing kept returning to her
mind, and only one thing would matter from this point forward. 
She gave voice to that one thing.

“What are they going to do to me?” she whispered.

Even though she had muttered the words under her
breath, Enaz must have heard the question, because he answered.

“The only people they put down here are those who they
wish to make a very public example of. Uriel hasn’t used these cells
in sojourns, preferring the impersonal punishments of his Purges,
but he seems to have decided to make an exception for the two of
us.”

A public execution. 

Catelyn had reasoned that there was a high likelihood of
her being killed upon her capture. In fact, she was moderately
surprised she hadn’t already been killed, as it was common for 
“enemies of the state” to simply be executed on the spot, but to be
killed before a crowd of onlookers, and probably in the most
horrific and dramatic way possible? That was something she didn’t
look forward to.

She thought once more about the Emperor’s final words, 
right before he had further destroyed her face with the vial of
bloodfire.

“You are at the heart of something...divine. As am I. We
have a purpose here. We are part of a larger world. But I don’t
know yet which side you will fall on.”

What in the Void did he mean? she wondered.

Catelyn had once believed in divine purpose, in the same
way that she had once believed in the Divines themselves, but
recent events had showed her that she no longer held such beliefs, 
if she ever had at all. Life was cold and cruel, and the universe
uncaring. There was no more inherent purpose to her life than
there was in the stone walls under her feet.

Still, Catelyn held tightly to the thought that having a
purpose was an important part of being a person. But she realized
that this purpose had to come from within. Each person had to 
find their own path, make their own destiny, just as she had
survived for six sojourns through her own talents and sheer force
of will.

But Uriel still believed in something beyond himself. The
way he spoke, Catelyn wondered if perhaps he even saw himself as
being as important as the Divines. 

What could he mean about which side I would fall on?
Does he honestly believe that I would ever side with him?

When she stopped and considered just how insane the
man appeared to be, how far removed he was from any trace of
humanity, she realized that nothing was out of the question. 

And she also realized that she would die rather than give
the man any piece of whatever it was he sought from her.

Time passed. 
How long, Catelyn could not say. In the dank prison cell, it
appeared to Catelyn’s senses that only two things existed: the
confines of her cell, and the occasional voice of Enaz. Occasional
because Enaz had apparently grown so weak from his captivity and
lack of food and water that he lapsed into unconsciousness
frequently, each time filling Catelyn with panic at the thought of
him dying, and leaving her alone in her cell. He had even passed
out a few times in the middle of one of their conversations.

Catelyn too found herself slipping into and out of
numerous states of consciousness. Twice, after she had awakened, 
she sensed something had changed in the cell and discovered that
her captors had brought a tray of food for her while she had been 
unconscious. Calling it food was generous, of course. It likely had
been, at one point. But the smell of mold and rot was strong, and
Catelyn more often than not had to pick wriggling bugs from the
chunks of bread, or meat, or whatever it was. It was so foul that
Catelyn couldn’t actually tell, but she was so hungry that it didn’t
matter.

After finishing the scraps of food, she got down on her 
hands and knees and tried to find the bugs she had picked out, 
which she scraped up and swallowed down too. 

The second time she woke to find a small jug of water on 
the tray as well. The water smelled foul and tasted bitter, but she
knew she had to drink or she would die of thirst. She had survived
worse in those first sojourns before she had learned to control her
bubble. Now, as then, she would do whatever was required of her
to survive. Her life was too precious to her to simply let go and let
the Emperor win, even though she was his prisoner. He may have
beaten her, but she refused to let him take her hope, slim as it was.

When Enaz woke, they talked. Or at least, she talked and
he listened. Enaz was only lucid part of the time, and the rest he
babbled incoherently about pleasing the Emperor or apologized
for being unable to locate the song he had been asked to find. 
Catelyn was also feeling her own awareness slip from her, a
combination of lack of food and sleep, no doubt.

Many times Catelyn would simply ask him to describe
something, in part so that she could picture it in her mind, but
mostly just to keep them both awake and talking. She was feeling 
the effects of her imprisonment and malnourishment, but she was
not as bad off as Enaz. She figured she had only been in her cell a
few days at most, whereas he had been down here who knows how
much longer than her. She didn’t know if their captors were
feeding or watering him the way they were her, because Enaz
sounded as though he were slowly fading away, little by little.

It was during one of Enaz’ obscure ramblings that
Catelyn’s interest became piqued by something he was repeating 
over and over again.

“Over the pass, Chaser’s Pass they call it. We skirted the
foothills of the Greymounts.”

Catelyn wondered at his words, and the strange names he
used that sounded so familiar. She tried to recall where she had
heard those names before, but her mind felt so thick and clouded
that she couldn’t place where they had come from before.

“Enaz, what are you saying?”

“Over the pass. That’s where to go. The Greymounts were
glorious in the sunlight.”

Catelyn wracked her mind, trying to remember.

The Greymounts...think! she willed herself.

“We could see the walls. Not like here. Not like the Seat. 
But we were...turned away.”

“Enaz, what are you saying? You’re not making sense.”

“Freehold!” he exclaimed.

Catelyn felt the final piece of the puzzle snap into place in 
her mind, and she remembered the hand sketched map she had
seen in one of the books about the history of the Empire when she
had been a girl. The Greymounts were a mountain range, and
Chaser’s Pass was a slender trail through the foothills between the
mountains and the sea. And beyond that, the fabled city of
Freehold. 

According to the book, it had once been a great city, a
center of culture and learning in the time predating the Before
even, but it had been destroyed and long since been abandoned,
and was nothing more than rubble now. Her mind felt slow, but
she wished for Enaz to retell the story. She wasn’t sure if she
wanted the memory to satisfy her curiosity or to give herself
something pleasant to dream about before she died.

“Enaz, say what you just said before that.”

“I...I can’t remember. Everything is so...dark.”

“Stay with me, Enaz. Please, try and remember. You said
something about seeing the walls, but they weren’t like here. Not
like the Seat. Do you remember?”

Enaz was silent a while, until something sparked his
memory once more.

“The walls...they were...no, they weren’t like here at all. 
They were shining in the setting sun. They were...pure. The way
walls should be.”

“Pure? What does that mean, Enaz?”

“Their purpose. What they were built for. Not like here.”

Catelyn tried to let that sink in, but she didn’t understand
his meaning at all. Instead, she changed topics.

“But you saw Freehold?”

“Yes. We saw it,” he said, and then Enaz began sobbing 
uncontrollably.

Catelyn waited while he wept, whispering to him that she
was there, that she was listening. After several whispers, he
stopped crying, and she gambled that he would be okay if she
asked him some more questions.

“Did it look as bad as you’d imagined it to be?”

Enaz remained silent, and she repeated the question.

“Did it look as bad as you’d imagined it to be?”

Again, she was initially met with silence, and Catelyn 
wondered if he had fallen asleep, or was ignoring the question. For
a split second she actually began to wonder if he had died, and she
pulsed her bubble, listening for the subtle, ragged draw of his
breath, her heart skipping a beat in fear of being left alone. But
then he responded, and it was not at all what she had expected.

“Catelyn, it was glorious,” was all he said, his voice full of
awe.

She was taken aback. She wasn’t sure how much of Enaz’
ramblings she could take seriously, but he sounded genuine
enough and she could not sense that he was lying. In truth, Catelyn
wasn’t sure what to believe anymore. Each prayer, each day, it was
becoming harder and harder to think clearly, but it didn’t really
matter, as Enaz broke off into more confused rambling and spoke
no more of that experience. For all she knew, Enaz was simply
recounting a personal fantasy of his. He seemed like a learned
man, and Catelyn wondered if he may have simply imagined what
these places might look like from the books and maps that he had
no doubt studied.

More time passed, and Catelyn felt her own wits begin to 
play tricks on her. She imagined that her father was occupying one
of the cells in the hallway outside hers, and she conversed with
him for several whispers, telling him how much she missed him 
and her mother. She also began to see images of shapes and colors
flashing in her mind. They would flit into and out of her mind,
along with words and voices from the past. Her first night alone
after her parent’s brutal murders. Her battle with the trio of rats in
the attic of the abandoned building where she had eventually built
her roost. The night she had stolen into a wealthy black marketeers
home only to discover that he had been dead for spans.

Catelyn began to consider the possibility that the Emperor 
had simply decided to let her and Enaz die of utter negligence. 
Enaz was almost completely gone now; she could tell how weak he
was by the sound of his voice. She was no expert, but she
envisioned that he had maybe one or two more days before he was
too weak to go on. She tried to encourage him, to tell him that she
needed his voice to sustain her own will, but he responded with
incoherence and she could tell that he was past the point of
understanding her words. 

Whispers, prayers, or days passed. Catelyn no longer had
any sense of self awareness. She was floating alone, in the silence
of the cell, the staccato tapping of the dripping water outside in the
hall her only point of reference. No more food or drink had come
to her since that second delivery, and Catelyn guessed that it had
to have been at least two days since then. She felt the skin of her 
lips with her fingers, which were dry as old paper, and hugged
herself to keep her body from trembling, but it was pointless. She
was resigning herself to the truth now. Her life was coming to an
undignified end, and soon that would be all.

She must have fallen asleep at some point, because a noise
from outside her cell startled her into wakefulness. She stood and
stretched up on her toes, straining to hear what it was that had
woken her, and to her surprise she heard heavy boots on stone
stairs echoing through the hall. She truly hoped it was more food
or water...Catelyn was so famished, and she felt the painful cramps
in her belly from not having eaten more than the small scraps of
rotting food days earlier.

“Enaz,” she called. “Enaz, someone’s coming.”
Enaz gave no reply, and she heard no sound from his cell. 
She leaned her head against the metal cell door, and hoped with
everything she had that Enaz wasn’t dead.

He can’t be,
 she thought.

The footsteps grew louder as they descended, and she
could hear only the one pair. The gaoler, she assumed. It was not
the Emperor’s gait, that much she could tell. Not that she expected
him to pay a visit to her on his own.

The boot steps stopped at the base of the stairs, and she
heard the sound of a key ring as it was pulled off of a wooden peg 
nearby. She was so focused on the noise of the guard that she
willed herself to ignore the flashing colors that could be seen at the
edge of her bubble, clearly a product of her malnourished mind.
With keys in hand, swinging now at their side, the guard
proceeded to once again walk with purpose down the hall until
finally she heard the boots stop immediately outside her cell door. 
Catelyn took a step back and used her hands to steady herself so 
that she wouldn’t fall over when the door opened. 

Please let it be more food, she thought.

It was then that she realized something was very unusual. 
She had been hallucinating for a while now, a result of her
diminished mind, she knew. But as the guard, or whoever it was on
the other side of the door, had approached, she had continued to 
be distracted by a flickering orange shape dancing in the front of
her mind. It was pulsing, and flickering and filled her with
dizziness and she wondered if she was about to succumb to her 
starvation. She knew from stories of people she had known in the
Seat, that just before dying, the mind played all sorts of tricks on 
you and many people claimed to see a light, at the end of a long 
tunnel. The flickering orange rectangle in her mind resembled just
that. Catelyn swallowed hard, and said a quiet remembrance to her
parents.

“Mother, father, if there is another place after this one, 
and I join you in death soon, I hope we will find each other.”

The light inside her mind was insistent, and she reached
out for it, and as she did so, it changed as her hand obscured it.

Catelyn gasped.

She moved her hand away, and the shape returned, 
flickering before her once more. Chills ran up and down her spine
and her knees felt weak.

She again raised her hand and the flickering shape faded, 
blocked by her hand, and now in her mind she imagined that she
could just make out the shadow of her hand, the splay of her
fingers. She brought both of her hands to her mouth, and felt
herself back away and slide down the wall until she was squatting 
in the corner where her own filth lay, keening and shaking with
fright.

The guard could be heard now fiddling with the key ring in
the door, and Catelyn learned that it was a man, as she heard him
curse under his breath. The flickering light in her mind was still
there, an orange rectangle, exactly where she had imagined the slit
in the door would be. A thought sprang to the surface of her mind, 
but Catelyn refused to believe it. 

The man finally got the correct key in the lock, and turned
it. She heard the door latches pop open and the door began to
creak outward on rusted hinges. The door was heavy, from what
Catelyn could hear, and then the orange rectangle slipped away,
and a new tall, slender shape appeared and grew as the door
screeched across the stone floor. 

Despite her continuing loss of faith over the last few
sojourns, Catelyn beseeched the Divines one last time, then
reached her hands to her face, feeling along her cheeks and
forehead. As she touched the heaped scars that had been so
familiar to her for the past six sojourns, she found that they came
away at her touch, peeling off of her face in large chunks like old
scabs. As they fell away, the slender shape of light became clearer 
and she was forced to turn her head away from the intense
brightness. She continued to feel her face, and underneath the
peeling scars she felt new, smooth skin covering the surface of her
cheeks. And within the hollows above her cheeks she could feel the
perfectly spherical orbs of her eyes, encased in new, downy eyelids.
Her fingertips brushed her eyelashes, causing her to blink them 
open and closed, and despite all of her pain, all of her anguish, her 
heart felt like soaring at the realization that somehow, she had
been something precious back. 

She could see again. 

She moved her hands away from her face, and opened her
eyes wide and squinted up at the brightness leaking in from the
hallway as the door finished opening. She saw the silhouette of a
large man in burnished plate armor, holding a small flickering oil
lantern in one hand and the key ring in the other. The man gasped
when he saw her.

“Catelyn,” he breathed in a small, shocked voice.

Catelyn stared up at the strange man, trying to determine
if she knew him, but quickly realized she wouldn’t be able to 
recognize anyone with her eyes. Instead, she focused on the man 
with her bubble. It was more than a little confusing at first to take
in all of that sensory information, in addition to the new sensation 
she now experienced at the sight of this man, but his identity
quickly came to her, and when it did, she scrambled away from 
him on all fours, though she had nowhere to go in the cramped
cell. 

“Ortis,” she whispered, as the last of her hope faded.






Chapter 19

Catelyn was feeling a series of wildly conflicting emotions
in the course of a single moment. Shock and exhilaration at
realizing that she could see again, quickly followed by fear and
loathing for this man Ortis, who stood silently gaping down at her 
withered, naked body. Then, anxiety and despair that this man’s
presence here, in his Imperial armor, could only signal the end of
her life, and something more. Betrayal.

She looked up at him, trying to read the look on his face, 
but it had been so long since she had seen another human being, 
and without warning she began to cry. Tears, a sensation she had
not experienced in so long, streamed down her cheeks and she
held her hands to her face, weeping into her palms, while the brute
Ortis simply stood over her, mute and seemingly unsure what to 
do. Something in the way that he looked at her set her off.

Anger took hold of her then, and all the emotions she had
bottled up since being imprisoned exploded, and she lashed out at
him.

“What are you waiting for? Drag me out to your precious
Emperor, and end this farce!”

Ortis’ face screwed up in anger of his own, and he simply
reached out and grabbed her by the wrist. His grip was firm, but
not harsh, which surprised her. 

“Quiet!” he commanded. “I’m here to get you out, not
bring you to Uriel.”

He led her out into the hallway, stunned at first, and then
the realization that she was unclothed in front of the man hit her,
and she covered herself as best she could with her other hand. 
Ortis noticed her hesitation, and stopped pulling on her.

“Wait here,” he said, more kindly than she thought
possible of him.

Ortis walked away, hanging the lantern he had been
carrying on a peg on the wall, and entered a nearby room, and she
could hear rummaging from inside. She briefly considered
running, getting as far away from this man as possible, but the
weakness in her legs put an end to any such plans.

Catelyn blinked, trying to clear away some of the fuzziness
she was still seeing in her eyes. She wasn’t surprised that her eyes
were full of crud, and she was still in utter shock that she could see
at all. Her elation was hard to ignore.

Ortis returned with dark prison garb clutched in one of his
big hands, and he held them out to her, and then turned away.

“Be quick, we’re taking an enormous risk being here.”

Catelyn almost balked and challenged him to prove that
she could trust a thing he said, but realized that she really didn’t
have much choice. She could barely walk, much less put up a
fight...she was operating purely on the excitement of her returned
sight and of being out of the cell where she had become convinced
she would have surely died. She donned the clothing as quickly as
she was able, which was much too big for her, especially after the
additional weight she’d lost being a guest of the Emperor.

When she was dressed in the pants and shirt, she
whispered this fact to Ortis, and he turned around, then pointed at
her head.

“What about your hair?”

Catelyn grabbed a handful of it with her hand, some of
which came away at the slightest touch, and said “What are they
going to do, kill me?”

Ortis smiled grimly, and Catelyn was shocked to see such
an expression on the face of a man like Ortis. Standing in the
hallway, she was able to study his face for the first time. He was
surprisingly older than she would have guessed from the brief
sense of him she’d had before with only her bubble. Despite that, 
he was in quite good shape for a man of his age. 

Ortis turned and led her toward a doorway which fed into 
the stairwell from which he’d come. He was on the threshold and
about to ascend, when she remembered.

“Enaz!” she gasped, and ran back towards the cells. 

Being out of the cell seemed to be doing wonders for her
stamina, as she did not collapse for the effort of moving. It was still
quite strange to be able to see where she was going, though. She
knew exactly which direction her had been in from her cell, and
she found his easily enough. She pounded on the metal door, but
he did not respond. “Enaz,” she hissed into the slit at the top of the
door.

Ortis had returned to stand beside her, a look of
annoyance on his face. Seeing people’s expressions again was
going to take some getting used to. 

“Open it,” she ordered.

Ortis stonewalled, mutely crossing his arms. Catelyn 
slugged his meaty upper arm with her fist, but it was like hitting a
sandbag. Still, he didn’t budge. She was rather surprised that he
hadn’t simply obeyed her. The last time they’d been this close, he
had knelt before her, begging to be commanded. Clearly something
had changed, and she realized she would need to take a different
approach with him now.

“Please,” she tried.

Ortis scowled, then sighed and uncrossed his arms, and
proceeded to open the metal door to Enaz’ cell.

As soon as the door cracked open, she could tell that it was
not going to end the way she’d hoped, but had instead ended the
way she’d feared. Ortis walked to the lantern on the wall, grabbed
it off of its peg and handed it to her. She had to blink to adjust to 
so much brightness after half her life living in complete blackness, 
but she extended the lantern into the small cell, and with her other
hand she covered her mouth to stifle the sob that burbled up from 
inside her.

On the floor of the cell, huddled against the wall, lay what
remained of a man. He was stripped naked of course, and covered
in wounds, many of which appeared to have been self-inflicted. His
hands were covered in blood, and she could see where he had
carved gouges into his body with his long, sharp nails. His glassy
eyes stared through her and into the Void, and she could smell that
he had been dead for some time, maybe even a day.

She couldn’t recall when she had last heard him talk to her
from his cell, and truthfully she wasn’t even sure that their last
conversation had even been real. She considered that she might
have hallucinated that strange conversation about his journey
through Chaser’s Pass and of looking down upon the walls of
Freehold.

But then Catelyn noticed something that made her realize
that their conversation had been real, and that it had likely been 
his last moment. Written on the wall, in his own blood, standing 
out against the bland stone, was a single word: Free.

She stifled another sob, and turned away. Ortis was there, 
his massive frame blocking the hallway, and she shoved past him, 
but as she did she caught the glimmer of tears trailing down his
own cheeks. She didn’t stop to consider the man’s reaction, but it
only amplified the fact that this man was an absolute mystery to
her.

He followed along behind, and the two of them made their
way into the stairwell, and up the stairs, Catelyn walking ahead but
realizing that she had no idea where she was going. She stopped to 
let Ortis pass her on the stairs, and as he brushed past, she took
the time to look closer at him.

He was every bit of him a warrior. The way he carried
himself, with the confident swagger of a man who knew precisely
how to place his weight for balance and strength told her that this
man was more deadly than his age would let on. His bald head sat
atop a massive, thick neck, and his upper body was still heavily
muscled and imposing, even in the plate mail.

She wondered exactly what Ortis’ plan for getting her out
of the Citadel was. If it was true that Ortis had at one time been the
most highly trusted of Uriel’s men, then he certainly knew a few
tricks that could help them, but she had to guess that the Emperor 
would anticipate such moves on the part of his former commander
as well. She nearly stopped to ask him what he had planned, when
she heard a familiar voice and felt her heart nearly jump out of her
chest.

“Ortis. Here!” Silena hissed from the top of the stairwell.

Catelyn hissed up the stairs herself “Silena! Is that you?!”

Ortis turned to glare at her, then glared up the stairwell to 
where Silena was, and just shook his head at the two women and
the noise they were making, but Catelyn didn’t care. She bounded
up the stairs impatiently behind Ortis, and then she was there.

Catelyn had pictured Silena in her mind many times since
their meeting cycles ago, but she was even more beautiful a sight
than she could have hoped for. Silena was beaming at her, and
then her mouth fell open when she laid eyes on Catelyn’s face and
her newly repaired skin and eyes, but Catelyn gave her no chance
to say a word because she ran straight at her and engulfed her in 
the tightest hug. Tears of joy fell from Catelyn’s eyes, as the two 
women embraced.

Silena stammered “H-h-how?”

“I don’t know,” Catelyn admitted, although that wasn’t
entirely true. She hadn’t had much time to process it all yet, but
she figured that the return of her eyes must have had something to
do with the Emperor giving her that second dose of bloodfire, even
though that didn’t make sense. The bloodfire had burned just as
badly as the first time she had been exposed to it, so she was at a
loss to explain how it had healed the damage that had been done to
her before. Until she knew more, she decided to simply emphasize
her ignorance. The process was a mystery to her, so she was not
entirely untruthful in saying that she didn’t know.

“What on Ereas are you doing here, Silena?” Catelyn 
asked.

“Rescuing you, foolish child!” she chided, but playfully. 
Catelyn pulled back from the embrace and looked into Silena’s
eyes, and saw the courage there.

Catelyn’s heart filled up with love for this woman, this
truest of friends, who was now risking her own life and future to 
help her get out. Of all the things that had happened to her this
past sojourn, Catelyn knew with certainty that the best part of it
had been meeting Silena. She had become like a second mother, 
and Catelyn cherished the woman for her compassion and for this
selfless gesture.

“Thank you, Silena,” Catelyn said, knowing that those
words couldn’t even come close to expressing the depth of her
feelings.

Ortis cleared his throat and the two women turned their 
attention on him.

Silena looked at him with venom, and Catelyn could now
see the hatred that before she had only been able to sense with her
bubble. The look that she gave to the man sent shivers through
Catelyn.

“Get us out of here, butcher,” she murmured quietly.

Ortis didn’t flinch at the name, or the accusation it
represented. Instead he simply nodded and proceeded to lead
them away from the stairs and through the Citadel stockade, into a
room where it appeared that the Imperial army of old had once
processed prisoners. Like the holding cells below, it hadn’t seen
much use in many sojourns, but there were still a handful of
Imperial soldiers on patrols through the facility, and Ortis easily
helped them to circumvent those obstacles by skirting around their
patrol route.

Catelyn had so many questions for them both, the first
being how they had put aside their differences enough to be
working together to get her out and second was how in the Void
they had managed to get inside the Citadel undetected. But despite
her questions, Catelyn was more distracted and delighted by the
fact that she could see again, and nothing else seemed more
important right at this moment than simply taking in the world, 
even though all she was seeing were some empty rooms and
corridors and traces of the Empire she loathed.

She took in everything she could, seizing upon every detail
and etching it indelibly into her mind. She held onto these new
sights as though the Emperor himself were going to step out from 
behind one of these empty corridors and take her sight away as
easily as he had seemingly returned it to her. She knew such
thoughts might seem ludicrous, but so had the notion been of her 
ever seeing again with her own two eyes.

Ortis led them quietly through the abandoned corridors, 
and Catelyn wondered why there were so few Imperials guarding
this area, but looking around she could tell that what Enaz had
said had been correct. They really hadn’t held a public execution in
some time, and the cells below had been empty save for the two of
them, so it appeared that as a result, this area no longer served a
purpose. 

She also realized that if anyone knew about how to get
through the Imperial’s security patrols, it would be Ortis. He
would ostensibly know every detail, unless Uriel had decided to 
change them, a fact she would have to ask Ortis about the next
chance that she got.

For now, she followed along in silence, watching all
around her, and watching her two rescuers. They certainly made
for an odd couple of allies, one a dear friend, the other a former 
enemy. But despite her misgivings about Ortis, she was so thankful
to both of them. Her feelings toward him had become much more
complicated by his present actions, but she didn’t stop to dwell on 
them just yet.

Ortis led them into a small room, with windows through
which she could see the outside world. She rushed to the window, 
but Ortis pulled her back, and she glared at him. He wore an
expression of amusement, which angered her, but he simply
pointed to the outside.

“Catelyn, getting you out of that cell was the easy part. 
Now, I have to figure out how to get you past this.” And he led her
slowly to the window at an oblique angle, and let her look outside.

The sky was still dark, with the barest hint of light on the
horizon, and she could tell that it was just before sunrise, but Ortis
hadn’t tried to show her how dark it was. When she saw what he
wanted to show her, her heart sank. Outside the room they now
occupied, just paces away, lay an open courtyard presumably
where the Emperor’s father and grandfather had held their public
executions.

There were the beginnings of a stage being built in the
center of the courtyard, and everywhere she looked, Imperial
soldiers and workers milled about in the pre-dawn gloom, toiling 
away to construct the center stage or clearing the courtyard of
debris or standing at campfires cooking their breakfast. She could
see tents propped up and interspersed throughout the courtyard, 
with other men likely sleeping inside.

It resembled nothing less than one of the work camps she
remembered seeing as a young girl when the Imperials had
decided to tear down one of the older buildings in her family’s
block.

“So, was this your great escape plan, Ortis?” Catelyn
asked, sighing heavily. “Maybe you should take me back to my
cell.”

He flashed her an annoyed look, but it was Silena who 
responded.

“Trust me Catelyn, it was either this or walking right into 
the heart of the Citadel.”

Catelyn felt bad about the comment as soon as she had
said it, but she also knew that she was still feeling the effects of
having nearly been starved to death. She might be running on 
instinct right now, but she knew from experience that that
wouldn’t last, and she didn’t know how much longer she would be
able to stay on her feet.

“Sorry,” she said. “What is the plan, if you don’t mind?”

“Ortis thinks we can just walk right through them, since
they’re going to be busy with their own duties,” Silena said, but
Catelyn could hear the doubt in her friend’s voice, and now she
could also pair that with what her eyes were telling her. She didn’t
think much of this plan, and in part Silena’s own eyes had given it
away when she looked at Catelyn.

She looked down at herself, at her filthy hands and feet, at
her skinny frame clothed in black prisoner’s garb and knew that
she couldn’t possibly be mistaken for anything but what she was:
an escaped prisoner.

“I believe it will work. I’ve lived in the Citadel almost my
whole life. People that live here and work here quickly grow
accustomed to minding their own business, and keeping to their
assigned tasks,” Ortis said, but she could hear the slight doubt
within his voice as well. He was not nearly as confident as she
hoped, but given his background and former position, she had to 
figure that Ortis had considered all the options and determined
that this was their only shot.

She didn’t bother to ask whether she could trust him, 
because simply being here was risking his life, regardless of
whether he involved himself with her or not. Part of her wondered
if this wasn’t some elaborate setup on the part of the Emperor to 
lull her into trusting the man, only to reveal his hand later by some
betrayal. But Catelyn reasoned that this was very unlikely, 
considering the mental state of both men.

She had heard the tone of Uriel’s voice when he had told
her “You are the reason that Ortis abandoned me.” The rest of that
diatribe of his had been delivered coldly and with purpose, but that
one sentence had hung in the air, tinged with barely-concealed
emotion. Uriel had felt truly betrayed by Ortis’ actions, and he had
tried to hide it from her, but she had heard it there however brief it
was.

The Emperor was human after all. Not much, but there
was at least one chip in that armor.

“I can’t go out there like this,” Catelyn said.

“We had some clothing that we brought in with us, under
the guise that I was delivering laundry from outside the camp, but
the outer guards have been ordered, probably by Uriel himself not
to allow anything from the outside in,” Silena recounted.

“Is Uriel really that paranoid?” Catelyn asked, realizing as
soon as she said it how silly a question it was.

Ortis chimed in “It’s standard Imperial practice. Each unit
is expected to be completely self-sufficient. If they take help from 
another unit, they’re considered weak and unworthy, at least in
principle. In practice, I had been hoping that those guards would
look the other way for the prospect of clean clothing, which is a
luxury in camps like this. It’s likely those guards are even now
quietly selling the clothing we brought to their fellow soldiers.”

Catelyn shook her head at the sheer corruption that was
seemingly all the Empire existed to promote. 

“Those guards didn’t recognize you, did they?” she asked
Ortis.

“No,” was all he said. Catelyn’s doubt must have registered
on her face, because Silena spoke up.

“Catelyn, the Empire is vast, and the Imperial Army itself
is at least as big. There are thousands of soldiers even within a
place as contained as the Citadel,” Silena tried to explain, to put
her mind at ease.

Catelyn looked over at her friend lovingly, feeling the
sense of connection and warmth in that haggard face streaked
with dirt, and smiled. The smile was returned, and Catelyn felt the
warmth of their affection fill her up and she let it buoy her as the
three of them stood in the small holding room, waiting for an 
opportunity that would allow them to leave without drawing 
attention to themselves.

More than anything, Catelyn knew, they needed a
distraction.

Catelyn reached out by instinct with her bubble, and
expanded it as far and wide as it could go. She initially fought the
additional information coming in from her eyes, but then she
weaved it in like the missing threads of a tapestry, and an entirely
new way of sensing the world opened up to her. She realized in 
that moment that her eyesight hadn’t simply been returned, it had
seemingly been improved.

Her vision was clearer and her perceptions wider than she
remembered them being. It was like she was seeing, truly seeing, 
for the first time.

She never imagined how much she had missed it.

Catelyn scanned her eyes back and forth, taking in 
everything she could. The guards at the edges of the work camps,
the workers just getting their day started with dried meat on sticks
hung over the paltry fires spread around the camp. The dim light
of the sky just creeping up over the top of the walls of the Citadel.

She found that she could see the most whisper details even
in the low light, and she marveled at the quality of her vision. Over
the sojourns she had led herself to believe that the exquisite senses
she had mastered and refined were amplified as a result of her 
being blinded; it was said that the body compensated for the loss
of one sense by improving the others, and she’d had no reason to 
doubt that logic. 

But she’d now survived an encounter with bloodfire twice, 
and after each, she had experienced this kind of awakening with
her senses. She didn’t know how it had seemingly repaired her 
eyes, but it was the only explanation for what had happened to her.

She would think on it more later though, she decided. 
Right now, she needed to help find a way to get the three of them 
out of the Citadel, and to do that they would need to walk straight
through the courtyard full of men. She flicked her eyes back and
forth a third time, and that’s when she saw it. She reached out and
grabbed Ortis’ shoulder.

He turned his head and she pointed in the direction she
was looking.

“There’s a canister of oil...there.”

Ortis looked, squinting his eyes in the gloom. “Are you
sure?” he asked.

“I’m absolutely positive,” she said, and turned to look into 
his eyes. When she did, he recoiled like he was seeing a ghost. 

“What is it?” she asked, looking behind her, but only
Silena was there, looking out the window as well. When Silena
turned to look at her, she too reacted in shock and covered her 
mouth with her hand.

Catelyn touched her face, wondering if maybe some other 
flakes of skin were peeling from her, but Silena told her “Catelyn, 
your eyes...they’re...they’re glowing.” 

Catelyn instinctively blinked and wished that she had a
mirror to see them for herself. Instead, she asked Silena to 
describe to her what she saw.

“They look like, well back in my youth, before all the Walls
were completed there used to be these big birds that came down 
from the woods to the north. They were called owls, and their eyes
shone in the dark like that too,” Silena said.

Catelyn felt her face, but she felt completely normal. 
Whatever had been done to her, she seemed to have been given
something miraculous. She didn’t much like the source of that gift,
but she would be a fool to reject something that was only going to 
help her life in the long run. She would never thank the Emperor 
for it, but she would acknowledge her fortune at having been 
changed so much. She was eager to be away from the cells, and so 
she refocused her thoughts on their predicament.

“OK, well, trust me. I can see the oil canister as plain as
day. It’s right there near the fourth tent over. If we could upend
that on one of the fires, it would spread quickly, and everyone in
the camp would have to pitch in to keep the fire from spreading,” 
Catelyn suggested, directing her words toward Ortis.

He looked at her appraisingly, thinking her plan over 
briefly, then nodded.

“Both of you wait here,” he muttered, then slipped out the
door, turning his back to the nearest guards and making his way
toward the tent Catelyn had pointed out. She watched him walk
cautiously, and she reluctantly had to admit that the man moved
rather gracefully for someone of his age and size. She had to admit
as well that she was glad that he wasn’t on the opposing side of
her.

Catelyn was relieved to see that Silena had been right
earlier. None of the soldiers or workers paid any attention to the
man, and he looked like he fit right in. Catelyn turned to Silena.

“How is it that you two ended up working together?” 
Catelyn realized that the question might seem a bit imprudent, and
she quickly added “I’m grateful, I just...it’s unexpected. You
seemed quite clear with how you felt about...him.”

Silena bowed her head slightly, and spoke in a soft
whisper.

“I prayed to the Divines. I asked them to help you, to keep
you safe,” she said.

Catelyn didn’t want to offend Silena with delicate
questions about her beliefs, so instead she asked “But Ortis?
Seems like the last person to answer a prayer with.”

Silena cracked a small smile, and looked up at her. “The
Divines have their ways. As I was waiting for an answer, or a sign,
there he was, stepping out of the crowd as bold as life. He told me
he could get you out, but he wouldn’t be able to do it alone.”

She paused, an uncomfortable look on her face and
Catelyn could read her shame and embarrassment.

“Go on, Silena,” she encouraged the older woman. “Say
whatever it is. It won’t come between us, I promise.”

“I tried to turn him away. I yelled at him to get away from 
me. I told him I could never work with him. That I could never 
forgive what he had done.”

Catelyn took a long breath, not entirely surprised, but still
feeling the weight of her friend’s words. “So what made you change
your mind?” Catelyn wanted to know.

“Erich and the girls of all things. I saw their faces, after I 
went home that night, and I imagined them taken away by that evil
man, Uriel. In my mind, I saw them tortured, and killed, and I 
knew. I knew I could never let that happen again to my family. Not
to any of them, and I vowed that I would work with the Demon
himself to save them.”

Silena reached out and touched Catelyn’s cheek with her
hand, and Catelyn held it to her face with both hands. Tears flowed
down both women’s cheeks, and they smiled at the recognition of
their deep bond of friendship. No, of their familial bond, as Silena
had indicated. No more words needed to be said by either of them.

Catelyn squeezed Silena’s hand, then turned to the
window to check on Ortis’ progress, but she could no longer see
him. She felt a jolt of panic as she wondered where he had gone or 
if he had been recognized and taken, but the men outside were still
relaxed, as though nothing were out of the ordinary. She scanned
as much as she could from the window, but even with her 
enhanced vision, he was not in her field of view.

She considered walking over to peek her head outside the
door, but thought that would be a mistake. There were at least six
or seven men, both workers and soldiers, with a clear eye line to 
the door of the building they were in. They were already taking a
risk just by being near the window, but she knew that with the
light from the fires outside reflecting off the thick leaded glass of
the windows, they would not be seen standing in the dark inside.
At least, not easily. 

Her head poking out of a doorway, on the other hand, 
would surely have the potential to send alarms throughout the
camp.

Catelyn resolved to be patient a little longer, and she
reached out to grab Silena’s hand in hers. Silena took her hand and
squeezed, and Catelyn felt better for having her there with her.

Then everything turned to chaos. A massive explosion of
fire and smoke rocked through the work camp, and sent men
scattering in all directions. Many men ducked to the ground, while
some responded with professional calm, dropping what they were
doing to respond to the source of the calamity. Catelyn felt her
temples begin to sweat.

Ortis, what on Ereas have you done?

As the conflagration grew somewhere to the south of the
work camp, and additional, smaller explosions could be heard, 
more and more men gathered their courage and made their way in 
that direction. Soldiers and foremen ordered the rest to head in 
that direction, and soon the courtyard was empty of all save two or 
three stragglers, men who had avoided any call to action
whatsoever. Within whispers, Ortis appeared at the door of the
building, and ushered them out into the courtyard.

“What was that?” Catelyn hissed under her breath.

“The Emperor’s supply of fireworks. They didn’t just hold
public executions here back then, there was the occasional
celebration.”

Catelyn could hardly picture the people of the Seat
celebrating anything, but she didn’t question Ortis about it further,
she simply walked to the door, eager to leave. Against the
backdrop of flashing lights in the sky and popping explosions, 
Ortis led them out of the building and across the courtyard,
sticking as much as possible to the shadows, and they quickly
reached the other side of the open space. Catelyn didn’t see anyone
left in the courtyard, and as she looked back toward the holding 
area where her prison cell had been, behind the building she could
see the sky lit up in brilliant colors, as the fireworks continued to
burn and explode.

She could see a handful of workers at the edge of the
courtyard, but they were watching the brilliant display at the south
side of the Citadel.

The trio moved along one of the inner walls of the fort
now, and they soon came upon a gate leading to the outer 
courtyard. The gate was raised, but in the open were a number of
additional Imperial soldiers. Many of them were also looking to 
the sky, watching the light show, but just as many were rushing 
around, and Ortis pushed Catelyn and Silena back against the
inner wall to keep them out of sight.

The fireworks he had set off had effectively distracted the
workers and soldiers in the inner courtyard, and they were all
working to contain the damage and ensure that any fires from the
explosions didn’t spread, but it had also stirred up the men in the
outer courtyard, who were now on alert, complicating their escape
route.

Catelyn tried to analyze her surroundings again, hoping to 
see something that could help them escape. She had never been 
inside the Citadel before, but she now had an ability that she
hadn’t had before, and she expanded her bubble as widely as she
could. As she did, she realized that it wasn’t only her vision which
had improved. All of her senses had.

She could hear farther, and with greater clarity. She could
detect the faintest odors at distances she never would have been 
able to before. She had always visualized her bubble as being like a
rough painting in her mind, encompassing only select portions of
her surroundings. Now, couple with her restored vision, it was like
a slice of reality, a slice that she could move through in her mind
and use to inform her of all of their possibilities.

“Ortis, I’ll find us a way out,” she said.

The older man looked at her, and again simply nodded his
head. 

He’s certainly a man of few words, she thought.

Within her bubble, she could see and smell and hear the
position and alertness of every soldier in the outer court. She
scanned through them as quickly as she could, and assessed which
of them might be the least likely to spot them if they walked close
enough for them to be seen. Her list complete, she told Ortis, 
pointing them out, and together, they designed a route through the
outer courtyard to the main gate leading back into the Seat.

Catelyn looked to Ortis and Silena, and all three of them
nodded. It was time to go.

Ortis led the way, Catelyn following behind, and Silena at
the back. As they moved toward the first guard Catelyn had
identified as being partly sleep deprived, her heart began 
hammering, and she kept her bubble trained on the few men close
enough to potentially glimpse over at the trio moving through the
outer courtyard.

Ortis’ armor was standard Imperial issue, allowing him to 
at least superficially blend in. Silena was ordinarily dressed, but
she looked like just like any of the hundreds of the Citadel’s
workers and wouldn’t stand out. Only Catelyn, with her plain black
prison clothes, and the only person in the Seat with hair beyond a
finger’s length, would look obviously out of place. She hoped that
by sticking close to Ortis’ back, his size would effectively block
most of the guard’s vision of her.

They moved swiftly, but not carelessly, and Catelyn had to 
fight the urge to simply run as fast as her legs were able to carry
her, toward freedom. Of course, she had not a single idea what
they would do if, by some miracle, they actually escaped the
Citadel and returned to the Seat. 

She hoped that Silena or Ortis had come up with some sort
of idea of what to do and where to go from there. Catelyn tried to 
reassure herself as they walked, before her nerves won out. It
would have been foolish for them to have mounted a rescue only to
have no idea what to do afterward.

They successfully skirted the first three of the guards
Catelyn had identified as being less than alert, but as they arrived
at the fourth, leaned up against a wooden fence enclosing a pen for
livestock, the overall configuration of all the guards had shifted, 
and a pair of alert guards had now shifted directly into their path.

Catelyn scoured her bubble again, looking for another way
through, but there was no other option that she could sense. They
would have to walk right past this new pair of soldiers. They stood
in the open, discussing the merits of polearms in battle, and
Catelyn’s sense of them was that they would certainly spot the
three intruders and would not be fooled by their attempts to hide.

The sky was definitely lightening now, and soon the outer 
courtyard would be full of activity, and they would almost certainly
be discovered. Ortis made the decision for them by walking 
straight out into the open, directly toward the pair of soldiers.

“Ortis...Ortis,” she hissed, trying to get him to stop, but
she followed behind, knowing she had no choice but to trust the
man, or risk alarming the guards.

Ortis moved with purpose, and she could hear his heart
beating strongly as he prepared himself for the encounter. Catelyn
stuck to his back, literally hiding behind the man’s big frame.
When they were within a few paces, she heard the two men shift in
their direction, and she heard one of the guards say to the other
“Hey, is that…”

Ortis lunged away from her with a speed that surprised
Catelyn, and she saw him reach out with his right arm in one
direction, then another. In a breath, both men crumbled to the
ground, their eyes glazed over in death, and Ortis then made a
flicking motion with his arm, and grabbed her by the wrist and
ran.

As they ran she looked at the two dead men on the ground,
each of them with their own steel having been turned against
them. The first with his throat laid open so deep his head was
hanging lopsided from the rest of his body, and the other with his
sword impaled through his head, entering below his chin and
exiting through the top of his head. Catelyn felt herself gag at the
sight of the carnage, but with no food in her stomach all that came
up was bile, and she swallowed it back down, placing her hand
over her mouth. 

They then passed a third guard, the one that they had been
attempting to circumvent with stealth before this new pair had
turned up. He sat slumped on the fence, his head lolling on his
chest, and Catelyn could make out a long handled knife protruding
from his right eye.

Catelyn knew then, how Ortis had earned his moniker of
the “Butcher”. Seeing the dead guard, highly trained men who had
been alive just breaths ago, she was reminded of this man’s many
crimes, the thousands he had claimed to have killed, and many of
them no doubt innocent men and women from the Seat simply
trying to live their lives. To survive. Just like Silena’s family. She
felt disgusted with herself that she was forced to rely on such a
man, that she could stomach more deaths in her name, but she
had little choice. She would use him to get her out, and then she
and Silena would leave him.

She considered the different ways that they might use to 
get away from him as they moved quickly now towards the main 
gate.

The rest of the path out was uneventful. Ortis steered
them away from confrontations which extended the time it took to 
reach the main gate, but Catelyn was happy that Ortis hadn’t
needed to kill any other soldiers in the process. Catelyn looked up
and saw the rust colored haze over the Walls as the sun rose on 
another day.

Then she looked down toward the gate, and she felt her
heart sink. Already, a handful of Imperial soldiers were milling 
about, preparing to let in the few workers that didn’t live on the
grounds of the Citadel, as well as raising the portcullis and
extending the drawbridge, both of which were affixed to a small
outbuilding.

Ortis turned and looked at them both, but his eyes
lingered on Silena.

“We’re going to have to run through, as soon as the bridge
is down. Don’t stop, don’t look back. Just run. Can you do that?” 
he asked.

Both women nodded, and Catelyn reached out and
squeezed Silena’s hand, reassuring her that she would not leave
her behind. They exchanged a look, and Catelyn realized there was
something that she needed to say to her friend.

“Just in case we don’t make it out…” she began, but Silena
waved her off.

“We’re going to make it. I don’t want to hear any of that
talk.”

“I still need to say thank you.”

She reached out and pulled Silena to her in a tight hug, the
way that she had once done with her mother. The older woman
seemed surprised by the motion, but Catelyn could smell the
woman’s satisfaction, and she returned the embrace. Catelyn 
wished that she could just lose herself in this feeling. Something so
simple, and yet so powerful.

When Catelyn let Silena go, she noticed that Ortis was
watching them. He turned away when she looked at him, and for 
reasons she didn’t fully understand, she wondered what he was
thinking. He turned back when the drawbridge was fully extended,
and the first workers of the morning began crossing from the other
side, walking from the Seat into the Citadel. Ortis held up his
hand, and then began to count off with his

fingers...four...three...two…

Ortis sprang forward, and Catelyn leapt after him, her own
hand extended behind her, holding Silena’s. The two of them 
gripped each other tightly, as Catelyn led them behind Ortis who 
was barreling ahead. As soon as Catelyn felt the wood of the
drawbridge under her feet, the call went up from the Imperials at
the portcullis, and she heard the rattling of a number of men in 
armor as they took off after them. 

Catelyn did not look behind her, but focused all of her 
senses on the end of the bridge in front of her. Coming across the
bridge, tens of ordinary men and women looked startled as this
bizarre trio came bounding across the bridge, headed in their 
direction. Ortis loped ahead, not waiting for them, and Catelyn 
briefly wondered if he didn’t plan to abandon them now, but he
angled towards the side of the drawbridge instead, which baffled
her.

It became clear soon enough, as Catelyn suddenly felt a
lurch beneath her feet, and the far end of the drawbridge began
raising up in front of them. Workers that were already on the
bridge fell forward, and Ortis stumbled to the side, almost falling 
over into the moat, which was dry. Catelyn could still hear 
armored men approaching from behind them, and decided to 
chance glancing behind her. Two soldiers were bearing down on 
her and Silena, and were about halfway between where they were
and the far end of the drawbridge. She saw the men at the
drawbridge controls behind were heaving the pulleys for 
everything they were worth, trying to raise the drawbridge and
trap them on the bridge or slow them enough to catch up with
them.

The drawbridge was about forty paces long from end to 
end, and Catelyn and Silena were just over halfway across. Ortis
was already at the far end, and Catelyn could see now what he was
doing. He had drawn the dagger on his belt and was trying to saw
the heavy rope connecting the drawbridge to the pulley. Catelyn
felt another lurch as the men behind pulled the winch another
turn, raising the end of the bridge roughly another pace. 

Catelyn could feel the extra effort now of running uphill, 
especially after being so weakened from her time in captivity, but
with her life and Silena’s life at stake, she refused to simply give in 
and found reserves inside she didn’t know she’d had. They were
nearing Ortis now, and the workers on this end of the bridge were
running past her, trying to get off the bridge before it raised any
further or sent them over the side.

She finally got to Ortis, and tapped him on the shoulder,
just as the bridge lurched another time, sending two of the workers
stumbling off the side of the bridge and into the pit that had once
been a moat. Catelyn could hear the people fall the thirty or so 
paces down to the dry moat bed below, and she tried not to think
about the fact that they were no doubt either dead or horribly
injured. She tried not to dwell on their deaths, but she felt a stab of
guilt that again, innocents had died because of the Empire’s
actions in their pursuit of her.

“Give it to me,” she yelled, holding her hand out for the
dagger.

Ortis turned and looked at her, but did not stop his
sawing.

“You can’t do this part, girl.”

She knew Ortis was right, the rope was massive. In truth, 
she even doubted whether Ortis himself could sever the rope
either, but the two Imperial soldiers were just paces away now. 
They too were breathing heavily from the effort of chasing the
three fugitives while running up an inclined drawbridge, and they
were almost upon them. They did not look happy.

“Well, I can’t do that part, either,” she said, pointing at the
two approaching soldiers.

“You’ll have to,” was all he said, and continued to saw at
the rope. Just then Catelyn heard bells ringing in the inner 
courtyard. One of the soldiers must have been sent to sound the
alarm. As if things weren’t bad enough, in whispers now, the entire
area would be crawling with Imperial soldiers.

They needed to get out and there was no more time to 
waste.

She had to buy Ortis the time he needed.

Silena looked at her, and must have recognized the look in 
Catelyn face because she said “Catelyn, no…”

Catelyn squeezed her hand, let go, and turned to face the
two men. They were now within spitting distance of her, and they
drew steel, slowly. Both men had expressionless faces, but Catelyn
could smell their determination. These were highly trained men, 
and in a straight fight she would stand no chance. But maybe, if
she could keep them busy long enough, Ortis could do what he
needed to do, and perhaps he could get Silena out at least.

“Give it up, girl. No where’s else t’ run,” one of the men 
spat at her.

Catelyn simply planted her feet sideways to offset the tilt
in the drawbridge, and waited for them to make a move. She
focused her bubble on them both, and she could not only hear 
their hearts beating excitedly, but she could smell their sweat, 
could taste their anticipation and now, she could see the darting 
looks they gave each other, the spasms in the muscles as they
launched their attack, and for Catelyn it felt as though time had
suddenly slowed to a crawl. She saw, with perfect clarity, the
tightening of the closest man’s neck muscles as they engaged, 
signaling that he was pulling his arm upward for a swing, and as
he did so, Catelyn’s bubble shifted and it was like he was moving
underwater. Catelyn easily sidestepped his thrust, bringing her 
close to the other man.

She turned her bubble on him, and again she could see the
way that his muscles flexed as he committed his attack, and she
knew precisely where he was going to move with his sword arm. 
He swung, and again she felt her bubble subtly shift, her
perception of time changing as he stabbed at her. It was child’s
play to move aside, out of harm’s way. After she avoided their first
attacks, her bubble shifted back and time seemed to return to 
normal. The two men stood looking at her, unclear how they had
both missed, but they quickly re-engaged and lunged at her a
second time. 

Again, as they closed with her and raised their swords to
kill her, her bubble reacted, and time seemed to compress, and she
once more saw each of the men’s attacks before they had time to 
react, and she slipped under one of the men’s horizontal cut and
spun around the other’s vertical slash, and danced away to come to
rest a pace away from them. The men had overcommitted
themselves and one stumbled to his knee while the other lost his
balance altogether and dropped to his bottom to keep from sliding 
down the incline back toward the gatehouse.

She heard Silena gasp as her bubble shifted, and time once
more resumed at its normal speed. Catelyn felt a rush of
exhilaration at this newfound aspect of her ability. This new
“shifting” of her bubble was nothing short of miraculous, but she
didn’t have time to stop and think about the possibilities. She was
acting on instinct, letting her talents manifest themselves out of
sheer need. She knew that time was not actually moving at
different speeds of course, but that her bubble shifting seemed to 
have altered the way that she perceived time. She reasoned that
her senses had become so honed that the subtlest movements were
now able to be taken in, allowing her to see things and experience
things differently from what others were capable of. 

As the two men regrouped, trying to devise an attack that
would not have them looking like rank amateurs, Catelyn looked
toward Ortis. He had made surprising progress on the rope, as it
was looking more frayed and she could see the weight of the
drawbridge continuing to do part of the work for him.

However, it appeared that the Imperials at the gatehouse
were growing impatient now, as they cranked the winch another
turn, raising the drawbridge even further and sending everyone
stumbling. Silena dropped to the bridge’s surface and held onto 
anything she could, and Ortis grabbed the rope with both hands
momentarily. Catelyn herself swayed on her feet as the bridge
lurched, but she was so used to standing and leaping on strange
angles like rooftops and eaves under her feet, that this change
barely registered.

She could not say the same for the two Imperials she had
been fighting. One of them slipped and rolled down to the base of
the bridge and the gatehouse, and the other dropped to his
stomach and planted his sword in the wood, stabilizing himself.

Once the bridge stopped shaking, Ortis repositioned
himself and once again resumed sawing at the rope. It was at least
half way cut through at this point. Catelyn actually began to 
wonder just what his plan was once he’d severed one of the ropes.

“Ortis, I hope you know what you’re doing,” she called.

He simply glowered at her, and resumed sawing. She
looked to Silena, who was holding on with everything that she had,
her fingers white from gripping a whorled knothole on one of the
wood beams that made up the bridge. Catelyn slowly and carefully
took a step towards her, but it was going to be slow going. Catelyn 
turned to look at the soldier, but he was sweating from the effort of
keeping himself in place. His armor was not doing him any favors
here, as it was heavy plate and boiled leather, and the weight of it
was pulling on him, trying to drag him down slowly but surely.

Then she turned to look at the Imperials at the gatehouse. 
An entire squadron of men waited now at the gatehouse, and at
least five of the strongest were pulling on the crank, trying to cinch
it one more turn. Catelyn shut her eyes and took a moment to
smell the air, to feel the breeze on her cheeks, to say goodbye, 
when suddenly she heard the rope in Ortis’ hands began to groan,
and he put his dagger in his teeth and threw himself down to the
bridge’s surface, grabbing the edge of the boards.

“Hold on!” he yelled.

Catelyn suddenly realized that while she had been taking
in everything, she had failed to find anywhere to grab onto.

The decision of what to do next was taken away from her,
as she heard the rope whine, and she looked over at it just in time
to witness it fray to the breaking point, and then snap. The bridge
surface shifted awkwardly under her feet, and for a brief second
she felt herself in free fall, dropping towards the tilting bridge as
one side of it warped under the weight without one of the ropes to 
support it. She impacted the surface of the drawbridge unevenly, 
and felt herself being pulled toward the side of the bridge. Her 
bubble shifted and she felt that same sensation of time slowing 
down as she watched the edge of the drawbridge approaching. She
reached out with both hands, grabbing the wood beam at the side
of the bridge, the same one Ortis held onto higher up. 

She felt biting pain as a long splinter of wood entered her 
left hand, but she held on as the bridge continued to shift and
bounce from the impacts of the rope breaking, followed by her
body slamming into the bridge. The last remaining soldier finally
lost his battle against gravity and rolled down the bridge surface, 
falling towards the tilted left side of the bridge. After sliding a few
paces he was pitched out into space, to drop to his death in the
moat below. Catelyn watched him impact on the dry moat bed, and
the spray of blood exploding from several points on his body,
seeping out from the openings in his armor to pool around his
limp and broken form.

She heard the rope on the other side of the bridge begin to 
strain from holding all of the weight of the bridge and the three of
them, but Catelyn didn’t think that it was going to break. She
wondered what Ortis had expected to do from this point, and she
called up to him.

“So, was this part of the plan?”

“Of course not. The plan was to run across before anyone
noticed,” he snapped. He didn’t say it, but he put an emphasis on 
the word run, implying that Catelyn and Silena hadn’t been
moving fast enough. Catelyn bit back an angry reply, in part
because she knew he was right. Catelyn might have been able to 
get across if she hadn’t been weakened by her imprisonment. 
Although she had survived the encounter with the two soldiers, 
and somehow managed to prevent herself from nearly falling into 
the moat, she had been functioning purely on instinct and had
benefited from the change in her perceptions during those
encounters. 

Even now, she could feel her strength fading as she held
on to the side of the bridge for her life, and she looked over at
Silena. The older woman had a strong grip on the knothole, and it
looked big enough that she could hold onto it securely, at least
until her strength gave out. She knew that Silena was a strong 
willed woman, but she was not young, and Catelyn didn’t know
how much more the woman had left.

The Imperial soldiers at the gatehouse were growing more
impatient, and many of them had begun shouting curses and jeers
at them. Three of them began ditching their heavy armor, and
were attempting to scale the drawbridge on hands and knees. One
of them was already a handful of paces up, finding enough agility
to grab the few handholds at the bridge’s end, while the other two 
struggled. 

“If you have any ideas, Ortis…” Catelyn said, her nerves
and fatigue beginning to get the better of her.

“We need to get the other rope down, but I can’t get across
to it.”

Catelyn looked over at the rope, then at Ortis, and she
realized he was right. His plate mail was conspiring to pull him
down to the moat as well, and he held on above her with every
ounce of strength he had. He would never be able to climb up to 
the end of the bridge and shimmy across the edge to saw at the
other rope. She turned around to check on the progress of the
climbing soldier, and she saw that he had made it a few more
paces. 

But something else she saw behind the climbing soldier 
sent Catelyn’s heart into a frenzy.

At the gatehouse, six soldiers were positioning themselves
to fire at the three of them with longbows. At the range they were
at, there was no chance they would miss. They needed to do
something, and Catelyn decided that with everything riding on the
next few whispers, she had nothing to lose and to simply trust her 
instincts.

“Ortis, drop your dagger down to me,” Catelyn said,
looking up at him.

Ortis didn’t ask why, and she could see from the look in 
his eyes that he too had spotted the archers below, nocking their
bows in preparation to fire. He grabbed hold with one arm and
both legs, so that he could remove the dagger from the bridge, 
where he had slammed it into the wood to provide himself an extra
hand hold. Once it was free, he dropped it, and it fell right to her,
handle first.

She snatched the steel tang and then pulled her body
closer to the wood as their combined motion had caused the bridge
to sway ever so slightly once again. She looked down and saw the
archers drawing back, ready to fire.

She found the calm inside herself, her bubble shifted, and
time slowed down.

She looked to the rope, focusing her bubble on the point
where the rope met the wood of the bridge, and despite her
position on the other side of the bridge, ten paces away, she could
make out every detail. She could see the striated cords of each
strand, and she could see the tension of the rope being pulled taut, 
caught between the pull of the winch and the force of gravity. But
most importantly, she could see where the strain points were. 
Three strands on the heavy rope stood out to her enhanced vision, 
and she could see that they appeared to be weaker than the rest.

From below, she heard the twang of bowstrings as the
archers released their first volley of arrows. She calculated that
they would reach her and her companions holding onto the bridge
in less that three breaths.

One. She chose one of the weaker strands, setting it in her
mind as the focus of all her senses. Her bubble condensed down to 
a single point, right on the strand she had chosen. She raised her
arm, shifted her weight, and threw the dagger.

Two. The dagger sailed through the air, end over end, 
racing to its destination before the arrows arrived at theirs. The
dagger won, and Catelyn saw the dagger stick into the strand,
severing a number of its fibers.

Three. The rope exploded under the weight and the change
to the tension of the severed strand, sending the drawbridge falling
down toward the ground. Ortis, Catelyn and Silena gripped the
bridge with everything that they had, as the arrows sailed through
the air and over their heads precisely where they would have been 
had the bridge not fallen. 

Catelyn’s body slammed into the wood as it impacted with
the ground, knocking the wind from her and stunning her.
Disoriented, she heard yelling from paces behind her at the
gatehouse, as the squadron of Imperial soldiers poured onto the
bridge. Catelyn felt an arm scoop her up and then she was hoisted
onto someone’s shoulder. 

Ortis, she realized.

She saw him pull a weak and exhausted Silena up from a
strange angle but she silently thanked him for not leaving either of
them behind. She felt him turn and bolt for the city, and she could
feel him shoving people aside, as they waded through a crowd of
onlookers. A strange noise reached Catelyn’s ears, and she couldn’t
make sense of it at first, but as Ortis made his way through the sea
of people she realized what the sound was: cheering.

The citizens of the Seat were cheering. She had never 
heard such a noise before. It was an amazing sound that filled her
heart with gladness, but almost immediately she wanted them to 
stop. The simple act of cheering could cost them their lives. When 
Uriel learned about this, there was no telling what form his rage at
them would take.

But she was so exhausted, so weak, that she couldn’t stop
to dwell on any of these thoughts. As Ortis ran, the gentle rocking
of her body on his shoulder became somehow comforting to her,
and within a handful of breaths, unconsciousness reached out and
claimed her.

Chapter 20

Uriel sat in his gilded throne, brooding over what to do 
next. He ignored the grating voice and vapid face of the man 
chattering at him from the foot of the dais upon which he sat. He
was sure the man was describing the Imperial army’s attempts to 
find the three criminals that had escaped from the Citadel earlier 
that day.

In another time, Uriel the Third of His Name would be
engulfed in a rage so intense, that it would have consumed the city
in the fire of its power. He imagined the citizens of the Seat, 
cowering in their homes as word spread of this act of defiance, and
the repercussions that were to follow.

But Uriel was unconcerned and simply grunted his assent
when the men under his command suggested this course of action 
or that. The truth was, Uriel was past the point of caring. His mind
could only turn towards one thing these days.

The sickle.

He had taken possession of it from the girl days before, 
when he had masterfully set and closed the trap on Ortis and the
girl in the market. He had initially been obsessed with learning 
more about that girl; why she was special and how she had come
by something as magnificent as the weapon he now held in his
chambers. He had believed her to be strong, to be as he was.

But when he had given her the gift of bloodfire, and even
before, she had shown her weakness to him. And he had known
then that the girl mattered little. She had simply been a vessel to 
deliver this new weapon to him. He had thrown her in the
dungeons to rot, just as he had done to Enaz, because he no longer
wished to bother with such petty beings.

He was becoming something greater. The crook had come
to him when he was young, and he hadn’t truly understood its
usefulness. But he had always felt it, and used it to build his
Empire. And now the sickle had come to him, and he felt one step
closer to achieving the purpose for which all of his other actions
had been undertaken.

But first, he needed to understand these weapons.

He listened as the men before him described their search
patterns, and the results of their interrogations. His men, as usual,
were artfully describing the brutality with which they were
executing their duties, but Uriel was unconcerned about the
location of the three traitors now. He had not even bothered to 
have ordered the squadron whose responsibility it was to guard
the inner courtyard to be killed. 

Uriel could find no motivation for anything beyond
understanding the purpose of the sickle. As soon as the men had
concluded their reports, Uriel dismissed them, and swept out of
his throne and down the dais to the doors.

He slammed them open and walked briskly to his
chambers, where the sickle awaited his study. His mind raced and
his palms began to sweat as he made his way toward the artifact. 
He reached the door to his chambers, swept them open and then 
shut them behind him. He walked to the case where the sickle lay, 
opened it, and once again reveled in the majesty of its design.

The same way that he had done with the crook so many
sojourns ago, he lifted the sickle reverently from its case, cradling
it in his hands, and ran his fingers along the sensuous curves of the
bodies on the handle, and up along the blade.

He paused his fingers on the words, delicately inscribed in
the metal and traced them from the beginning to their end,
reading:

“There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several
powers, having been originally breathed into a few forms or into
one; and that, whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to
the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless
forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are
being, evolved.”

He tried desperately to understand their meaning once
again, but they continued to elude him. It spoke of several powers,
and he thought of the way that the crook had given him the Will to 
reign over all of his Empire. It spoke also of evolving, and Uriel
knew it was speaking of his own transformation, if he could only
find the key. His father had told him that these weapons were
pieces of a whole, the entire set having once been in the possession
of great and powerful men, who ruled Ereas in ancient times, in a
time prior to the Before. These weapons were relics of the past, 
grand and mysterious tools which he knew could grant him the
same divine right of rule as they once had. He desperately wished
to know what sort of powers the sickle would grant him, to 
understand these forms that the words on the blade spoke of, and
how they might evolve him into what he knew he was to become. 

He sat down on the floor, clutching the weapon to his
robed chest, tears flowing from his eyes as he wracked his mind,
trying to discover the solution to the puzzle which now consumed
his days and nights.

He would solve this puzzle. He had to. It was his destiny.

Catelyn wandered through the streets of the Seat, alone. 
She was moving toward the central marketplace, her feet
carrying her toward the stall where Silena always set up her 
business selling antiquities. She saw no Imperial soldiers between 
her and her destination and sighed in relief. It seemed that she, 
Ortis and Silena had managed to get away with their daring escape
after all. 

There had been so many moments over the past span 
when she had become convinced that it was all going to end
horribly, but she smiled at the realization that it had all been
pulled off, maybe not with perfection, but that they had walked
away from. She was already feeling much stronger, and she felt
like skipping past the morning crowds of shoppers making their 
way through the marketplace.

As always she could smell the various food vendors grilling
meat on a spit, or baking bread in their clay ovens, and it made her
mouth water. She walked over to the nearest stalls selling food, 
and peered down at their selections.

She was shocked to see that all the food on the vendors
tables and trays were covered in bright, crimson blood. The
nearest vendor looked up at her with a smile, displaying rotted
yellow teeth.

She stepped back, and moved to the next vendor, 
wondering who on Ereas would possibly want to eat flatbread with
a drizzled glaze of blood.

The ground beneath her feet turned warm as the sun rose
high into the sky, which was the shade of a soft powdery blue, a
very strange color for the sky to be, but she thought it was
pleasant. She relished the warm stone brushing against her soles
and she slowed down, lingering to enjoy the sensations just a few
breaths longer.

She reached Silena’s stall, but the woman was nowhere to 
be found, which was strange, because it was the height of the
midday rush, and all of her goods were laid out on the tables of the
stall. Catelyn felt a flood of panic, wondering what had happened
to her friend. Silena would never have left her stall unattended like
this.

Catelyn looked around, and there stood Ortis, glistening in
pristine white armor, his rough face a stark contrast to the finery
he now wore. She half laughed when she saw him, looking
completely out of place in the dirt-covered streets of the slums.

He glared at her without emotion, arms folded behind his
back.

She made her way toward him, partly to get a closer look
at his ornate set of armor, and partly so that she could ask him if
he knew where Silena was. She was halfway to where he stood, 
when two arms gripped her shoulders, spinning her around. She
was taken aback to come face to face...with herself. Immediately, 
Catelyn recognized that she must be dreaming.

Catelyn hadn’t seen her own reflection since she’d been a
girl, six sojourns ago, but she knew without a doubt that this ghost
standing before her was...her. Only it was a vision of herself from
before the Emperor had used the bloodfire on her the second time,
for this girl’s face and eyes were a webbed patchwork of raw
looking scars and tissue. The phantom version of her had
bedraggled red hair and was wearing her own tattered clothing.

Although Catelyn knew this dream self was just a part of
her imagining, and that she would no doubt wake soon. This was
the first time Catelyn had ever envisioned how she must have
looked to everyone else.

Catelyn, that is her dream self, reached her hands up to
her face, to where her blindfold would have been. Catelyn watched
in horror as her dream self put her fingers into the sockets where
her eyes would be, and gouged her fingers deep into the orbs, 
blood pouring like red tears down her face.

Catelyn, the real Catelyn, wished to scream on her dream 
self’s behalf, but she found that in this dream, she was mute, a fact
which Catelyn somehow knew had been decreed by the Emperor. 
Even in her dreams, his arbitrary whims invaded and curtailed her
sense of liberty. Her dream self removed her hands to reveal
gaping, bloody holes where her eyes should be. As Catelyn stared
in horror at the sight of her dream self’s mutilation, the
doppelganger produced Ortis’ dagger, the one she had used to 
sever the rope on the drawbridge, and silently drew it across
Catelyn’s throat.

Her dream self watched impassively with empty, blood
filled eye sockets as the real Catelyn mutely felt her life pump
rhythmically out onto the street below.

Catelyn awoke with a start, clutching at her neck and
trembling in fear. Her heart thumped wildly in her chest, like a
caged beast pressing itself hopelessly against its prison time and
time again. She tried to settle her anxiety and take stock of her 
situation. The first thing that she became aware of was arguing, 
coming from behind a closed door and down a short hallway. She
rolled over and looked around, to find that she was in a small
room, lying on the floor with blankets pulled up over her, and the
flimsy door to the room hanging open slightly.

She identified the voices of Ortis and Silena, and she could
hear that they were having a heated disagreement about what their
next course of action should be.

“Ortis, you’re a bigger fool than I thought you were, if you
believe for one second that we’ll be safe here,” Silena said with
disdain.

“Listen, shopkeeper, I know the man, and how his mind
works. I know his weaknesses in a way you couldn’t even begin to 
fathom,” Ortis replied.

“I don’t need a reminder of how close you were to your 
precious Emperor. I haven’t forgotten what you did for him.” 
Silena barely concealed her loathing for the man she was talking 
with.

“Then you would do well to recall the stakes of making the
wrong decision now.”

“Oh? And just what is it about this place that you think
keeps us hidden from view?” Silena asked sarcastically.

“Me,” Ortis said without a shred of hesitation or 
irreverence. Catelyn could hear in his voice, that he truly believed
he could keep them safe here. Catelyn tuned out the rest of the
argument, and felt a little like she had when she’d woken as a
young girls and heard her own parents arguing. Now, as then, she
didn’t wish to hear them yelling. She cared for Silena more than
she had about anyone in sojourns. And Ortis. Well, that had been
growing more and more complicated over time.

She felt gratitude that he had put his own life at risk to 
save hers, and she held some small amount of pity for this man, 
but it did not last for long. At the recollection of what the man was,
and the atrocities he had committed in his life, she knew with
certainty, and no small amount of dread, that she and Silena would
not simply need to find refuge from the Empire, but they would
need to find a way to get free of Ortis now as well. 

She kicked herself free of the blankets, looking around the
room. It was spartan, but surprisingly well maintained, with a
small table along one wall, two chairs and a stool. It looked like a
room for reading, as there were a number of books and scrolls
arrayed on the table. The sight of books and the prospects of being 
able to read again, thrilled her. But she decided to put those
feelings aside and deal with the situation at hand.

She stood and crossed to the door, opening it to reveal the
hallway beyond. As she stepped out, the door creaked and the
arguing stopped, as both sides seemed unwilling to continue
bickering with Catelyn in the middle. 

The hallway was likewise simply decorated, but it looked
lived in, and Catelyn wondered who resided here. As Catelyn 
emerged from the hallway into an open room, she saw Ortis and
Silena standing less that two paces apart from each other. Ortis
was now wearing standard Imperial peasant clothing, and looked
much less imposing out of his massive armor. They looked at her
standing in the archway, but she could see the tension still
lingering between them, as though they both wished to continue
their argument.

“Catelyn, it’s so good to see you up,” Silena said, softening
first.

“How long was I asleep?” she asked.

“The better part of two days,” Silena said quietly. Catelyn 
felt confused. It hadn’t felt as though she had slept so long, but
Silena went on to explain. “Ortis and I agreed to give you
a...draught of a healing tincture. It allowed you to enter a
dreamless sleep so that you could recover. We woke you twice to 
give you nourishment, but you were not really conscious.”

Catelyn shook her head to dislodge some of her lingering 
exhaustion, and wondered if this treatment was the only thing that
Ortis and her had agreed on since their rescue effort. 

Two days? she wondered. It didn’t feel like that to me.

She had many questions, but she was still feeling 
somewhat light-headed and instead crossed to one of the chairs in 
the room, a wide bowl of wood thick with cushions, and sat down 
again idly wondering whose dwelling this was. The chair itself was
surprisingly comfortable, but such comfort felt out of place in a
place so devoid of personality. 

When she thought about that dichotomy, she quickly
realized that it had to be Ortis’ place of residence. She looked at
the furniture in the room, and the lack of decor on the walls, and it
just fit. Ortis and Silena still stood their ground, watching her, and
it made Catelyn feel self-conscious, so she began asking questions
to take the focus off of her.

“So, we’ve been here for two days?”

“Yes,” Ortis said.

“I heard you both arguing about staying here.”
Both Ortis and Silena looked down at the floor, and for 

some reason she couldn’t fathom, again Catelyn was strangely
reminded of her parents, and the way that they had often looked
embarrassed when she had caught them arguing. She laughed at
the absurd comparison, and they both looked at her like she was
mad, but this only made her laugh all the harder.

Silena was confused, but she soon was infected by
Catelyn’s mirth, and after a few breaths they were laughing
together hysterically as Ortis looked on in utter confusion.

When Catelyn recovered her wits, she apologized.
“Sorry, I realize I’m probably still feeling the effects of the
tincture. What did you give me anyway?” she asked.

“It’s called dream nettle. I’ve used it before as a curative,
but it’s rare to find any outside of the Citadel these days. Ortis has
some here. He won’t say much about this place, or why he has
supplies of food and medicine stashed here. This is his ‘refuge’ as
he calls it.”

Catelyn looked at Ortis, and she could read the look in his
eyes.

“You’ve been planning this for a long time, haven’t you?” 
she asked him directly.

Ortis simply nodded once, his face betraying him as he
bowed his head toward the ground, seemingly in shame, though
Catelyn could not read his reasons there. His silence was not
enough for Catelyn, and she realized that, before she did anything 
else, she needed to get something out of the way before there could
be any further discussion between the three of them.

“Why, Ortis? Why did you come for me?” she asked.

He looked up, tears running down both cheeks.

“So that you can kill me,” he said, without hesitation.

Catelyn felt her stomach lurch. His sincerity, and the look
in his eyes, told her without any doubt that he was telling her the
truth. Silena stared at him with her mouth half open, unable to 
find words to speak at this revelation. Catelyn curled her knees up
and hugged them to her, unsure how to respond. She reached for 
her lucky ring, only to remember that it had been taken from her 
when she’d been been stripped and thrown into her cell. 

She looked down and felt the indentation in her flesh and
saw the strip of pale skin on her toe where it had lived for 
sojourns, becoming almost a part of her, and she mourned the loss
of the last vestige of the old life she had led. She also missed the
fact that it had always been able to help her mind to focus, to 
puzzle her way out of difficult problems.

Finally she admitted defeat, and said “I don’t...I don’t
understand.”

Ortis simply looked at her, his eyes pleading. “You must
kill me.” As he said this, he looked at her with an intensity that
made her deeply uncomfortable.

Catelyn couldn’t take it anymore, and she jumped out of
the chair and toward the door. She bounded into the hallway, 
looking for the nearest exit. She found a window in a room to her 
left, and crossed the sparse room to get to it. She pushed up the
sash, and climbed up onto the window ledge.

She saw the Seat before her, the Citadel tower just visible
in the distance to the south, and although she hadn’t been this far 
north before, based on several factors she could guess that she was
in the North Quarter of the city, possibly even somewhere near the
Forma Channel. The window she was looking out of was up about
four floors, and she could see people milling about below. 

A fleeting thought entered her mind that she should just
jump. Just take one step out and let the pull of Ereas put an end to 
all of her pain forever. But as soon as she thought it, she chastised
herself for the selfishness and cowardice of taking that road.

Ortis appeared at the door to the room.

“Get inside, girl, before you’re seen,” he barked.

She looked at him with disgust, and realized that she had
tears of her own on her cheeks now. She expanded her bubble and
pushed herself out, holding the ledge with her arms. She found
hand and footholds with her senses, and proceeded to climb up to 
the roof. She heard Ortis scramble across the room to try and
reach out and grab her by the foot or the ankle, but fast as he was, 
she was faster.

She scrambled up to the rooftop, and sat on the mosscovered tiles, looking up at the sky. She felt a chill run down her 
spine as she looked out over the tops of the hundreds of buildings
in the Seat, and above the Wall, to the radiant sky above. The sky
was hazy, as she remembered it being during her childhood, and
the color of muddy water. She hadn’t really been able to take the
time, since her rescue, to simply enjoy the return of her eyesight. 

She saw the disc of the sun glowing behind the wall of
haze, and reveled in it. She had always loved the sun as a child,
and even after losing her sight, she had enjoyed feeling its warm 
embrace on her skin. There was something calming, something
reassuring to Catelyn that no matter how dark the world seemed to
get, the sun was always there to shower the world with its light and
warmth. She hoped it would illuminate the path forward for her
now.

She wasn’t planning to run away from Ortis or Silena, but
everything had been turned upside down or ended up going crazy
over the past several days, and she needed time to clear her head
and to think, especially after Ortis’ bizarre and unexpected
request. 

Why on Ereas does Ortis think I would ever agree to kill
him? she wondered. And why does he want me to?

She had her theories of course. She could sense that Ortis
was somehow changing. Whatever he had been, he seemed
desperate to help her for some reason only he could understand,
but it was palpable in every breath he took, and with every beat of
his heart. Catelyn had begun to suppose that part of why he was
helping her was that he had wanted to change his life, but she
hadn’t anticipated that he simply wanted to end it.

But Catelyn couldn’t fathom his strange request. It just
didn’t make sense. If he wanted to die so much, what was
preventing him from carrying out the act himself, or better yet to 
simply turn himself into the Empire and let them do it for him? If
he wanted so badly to be dead, there were any number of ways for 
him to accomplish that goal.

She had seen his eyes, though. There was genuine longing
and sincerity in them, and she knew that this was as important to 
him as anything ever had been to him. His words brought up all
the lives she already tallied on her conscience. She put her head in 
her hands and thought about the people who had already died as a
result of her actions, and she also considered the man whose life
she had taken directly: Jaff.

Thinking of that moment brought sick feelings to her
stomach. She had not wished to dwell on the encounter with the
brute in Dane Callum’s residence, knowing that she had not had
any choice about whether she should have killed the man. But
knowing that didn’t mean she had only good feelings about the
experience. The truth was that, since that night, she had been
awakened several times from nightmares where she replayed the
moment when she had killed him over and over again.

Jaff’s death may have been necessary, may even have been
fully justified, yet it still haunted her. She tried to imagine what his
face might have looked like, but it was just a nebulous blob in her 
memory, the residue of what little information she’d been able to 
glean from her bubble. She imagined the long rust-coated nail
embedded in his face, penetrating all the way through to his brain.

She had made such a point of avoiding confrontations for 
so long, that she felt not just guilt at having killed a man, even one
who probably deserved it but a profound sense of disappointment
that she had allowed herself to be backed into a corner with no 
other way out.

As she sat contemplating these thoughts, she watched as
the sun slipped inexorably towards the horizon, as the world
moved her and everyone in the Seat towards the close of another
day. She knew that Ortis and Silena were likely still not agreeing 
on their next course of action, but Catelyn knew what she had to 
do. She only had the one choice, and she was going to need the
help of both of them to make it happen.

She watched the sky in wonder for a while longer, and
then when she was ready, she climbed down from the rooftop and
slipped in through the open window. She entered the room she
had run into to get to the window, and found Ortis and Silena in 
the same room where she had left them. They were both seated,
separately and facing away from each other, unwilling to look at
one another, so great was the gulf between them.

As Catelyn appeared in the room, Ortis stood, and made as
though he was about to say something, but Catelyn raised a hand
to silence him. He remained quiet and awaited her bidding. Silena
stood as well, looking annoyed.

“Well, Catelyn. I hope that helped,” she remarked, and
Catelyn could almost taste the bitterness in her words.

“I’m sorry Silena. I needed time to think. To figure out
what I wanted to do. And I have,” Catelyn told her.

She looked back and forth between Ortis and Silena.

“First of all, I will be forever grateful to the both of you for 
getting me out of there,” she began, her voice cracking from the
intensity of the emotional experiences she had been through in the
past span. “I know that you both risked your lives to get me out, 
and I can see that working together to free me was something 
neither of you would have chosen if you could have helped it. 
You’ll never know how grateful I am for that sacrifice, and I can 
never repay such a debt. And I know that while this place may
seem secure, we can’t remain here much longer. Or at least, I can’t
remain here. My future is clear and I’ve thought about this for a
while now: I need to leave the Seat.”

Catelyn paused to gauge their reactions. Ortis simply
stared placidly at her, while Silena’s face was struggling to contain 
her disappointment and sadness. Neither of them spoke, so she
continued.

“The Empire will never stop searching the Seat for me.
They’ll simply punish anyone I’ve ever known, and anyone who 
has had any contact with me, until they get to me. Ortis, tell me if
I’m wrong.”

Ortis looked at her, considering a moment before
answering.

“I can’t. No one has ever dared to defy the Emperor so 
blatantly and lived. And now, by escaping from the Citadel, it’s not
entirely clear to me what Uriel will do now. I would imagine
something like this would not be soon forgotten, and all three of us
would be at the top of a very short list of his enemies. But you’ve
seen how the Emperor operates. He could be burning the Seat to 
the ground right now, looking for the three of us, as long as he
believes we’re alive. The question is why hasn’t he? I have to 
admit, things have been...unusual the past few spans.”

That thought filled Catelyn with revulsion. Would the lives
of hundreds, of thousands, be added to her conscience?

“Ortis, stop trying to scare the girl. Catelyn, we don’t know
what the Emperor has been doing since your escape but we should
just be thankful that the city isn’t being burned,” Silena added. 
“We’ve been laying low in this house ever since we arrived, but
from our vantage point, it would appear that the Seat is going on 
as it always has. There have been no plumes on the horizon, no 
rioting, no waves of soldiers moving from house to house
indiscriminately killing.”

“It’s unlike the Uriel I know,” Ortis admitted quietly.

“Even if it were, Ortis brought us here for a reason, and
access to this place is tightly controlled. He and I do have our 
differences but I’ve taken a look around, and at least for a short
while, I agree that we won’t need to worry about being found. He
had the place fully stocked with enough food and supplies to 
survive for spans,” Silena informed her.

“With three of us, the rations will be depleted before then, 
but there’s at least a span’s worth for all of us. Longer if we ration
ourselves,” Ortis said. After a pause, he looked at Catelyn and
added “Even longer if you do as I asked.”

Catelyn looked at the man in return, and for the first time, 
she noticed that Ortis had stopped shaving, because his head was
snowy along the sides, and his face was covered in a stubble of
fine, white whiskers. Either he had realized that it was pointless,
just another way for Uriel to exert his power over everyone, or he
was truly unconcerned, and was simply waiting to die by her hand.
Catelyn couldn’t look at the man, and turned away. She didn’t
want to deal with the man’s request just now, although she could
tell from the look in his eyes that she wouldn’t be able to avoid it
altogether. 

He seemed adamant, and Catelyn wasn’t in the frame of
mind to argue with him at that moment. She changed the subject
back to her own situation.

“We need to work out how we’re going to get through
Belkyn and open the Grand Gate.”

Ortis glowered at her, and left the room.

Catelyn looked down at her feet, feeling anger at the man. 

What did he expect? she thought. That I would simply 
pull a knife and cut his throat here and now?

“Catelyn, give the man some time. He’s...dealing with a
lot.”

Catelyn turned on her friend, directing her anger at Silena
now.

“Are you defending him now? Just whispers ago, I heard
you raking him over the coals yourself! I know he was
instrumental in getting us out. And I am grateful to him for that. 
But that cannot forgive a lifetime of evil. He’s a monster! Or have
you forgotten?”

Silena stood her ground and crossed the room to stand in
front of Catelyn.

“I know you’re angry, but don’t you ever suggest that I 
could forget what that man did to me and my family.” The look in 
Silena’s eyes, her pain, shamed Catelyn that she had said such
words in the heat of her anger.

“I’m sorry, Silena.”

Silena reached out, placed a hand on Catelyn’s shoulder
and smiled.

“We’ve all been through an ordeal. And of course, it’s not
easy to adjust to the reality of our new circumstances. No, I haven’t
forgotten what happened to my family, but I also can never forget
what Ortis did for my family now. He saved you. Those acts
haven’t earned his forgiveness but it has earned him time from me.
And we’ll need his help if we’re going to leave the Seat behind.”

“We?” Catelyn asked, surprised.

“You don’t think I could live the rest of my days a victim of
the Emperor’s petty vendetta, do you?”

“I guess not, I just...it’s not going to be easy, and—”

Silena laughed out loud, interrupting Catelyn.

“By the Divines, Catelyn. It couldn’t possibly be harder 
than trying to stay here, hiding from the Imperials and waiting for 
them to take what little I have left. Besides, I owe it to the girls to
try and offer them a better life.”

Catelyn looked up, smiled and embraced Silena. She
honestly had not been expecting that Silena would make the
decision to come with her, but she wasn’t disappointed to have
heard Silena make the suggestion. Catelyn was in fact overjoyed by
the idea that Silena was willing to come with her and leave the Seat
forever. The two women held each other a moment, quietly
weeping. After several whispers, they released each other and
resumed their planning.

For the next three prayers, they went over their plan in 
every detail, until the both of them could recite it by memory. 
Neither of them quite knew what the likelihood of their plan
working was and she presumed that it was at best a slim chance,
but for the first time, Catelyn felt real hope that her circumstances
might finally change.

Catelyn had spent the remainder of that evening enjoying 
a meal with Silena, before the older woman excused herself to get
some sleep. Catelyn wasn’t feeling tired enough for sleep herself, 
and she decided to find Ortis to tell him their plans.

As she walked through the apartment, she grew impressed
by the size of the space Ortis had carved out for himself here. He
had managed to occupy the entire top floor of the building, though
Catelyn was hard pressed to understand what he had been
intending to do with all of the space. She could see that the top
floor had at one time been comprised of four separate living units, 
but Ortis had removed the doors separating them to create one
massive living space. He had occupied one corner, the northwest, 
leaving Catelyn and Silena to take up the rest. 

Catelyn’s “room” was more like an apartment unto itself. It
had once been the main living area of one of them, now converted
into an extra room, though completely lacking in furniture. Even
the pile of blankets which she had found covering her earlier that
morning were probably taken from somewhere else in the home.

It seemed strange that a man like Ortis would have a
secret residence to begin with, much less one that was nearly
barren and four times larger than he needed for himself. Many
things about the man didn’t make sense, but she knew that Silena
was right to suggest that they would need to figure out a way to 
work with him, at least until they got out of the Seat.

She found him sitting in a wide backed chair, with his eyes
closed and his hands crossed in his lap. He appeared to be
meditating, but as she moved into the room where he sat, his steel
blue eyes snapped open and pinned her to the spot where she
stood with their intensity.

For a number of breaths, they simply stared at one
another. Catelyn looked at the structure of his face, at his intense
energy, and unexpectedly came to the conclusion that Ortis must
have been an incredibly handsome man in his prime. He still bore
his looks well, but age had taken its toll, and she wondered what he
must have looked like in his youth. She wasn’t sure why such
thoughts would have crossed her mind, and she set them aside.
Instead, she recalled his confession for the crimes he had willingly
admitted to.

“Silena, her friends and I are going to be leaving the Seat
before the end of the span. We’re going to need your help,” she
said, as simply and as bluntly as she could.

Ortis stared into her eyes for a handful of breaths, then 
simply closed his eyes again, and said a simple “No.”

Catelyn was completely frustrated by this man. Nothing he
did made sense to her, and at times it felt as though they came
from two completely different worlds. Perhaps they did, in some
ways. How else could she explain his willingness to live most of his
life in subservience to a madman, killing and destroying on a
whim?

And all he wants is for me to kill him, she thought.

Standing there, thinking about this man and his crimes,
she began to wonder why it was so hard for her to answer his
request. If anyone in this place deserved death, it was the man
sitting in the room before her. Despite her distaste for killing, she
had done so before, in the defense of her life and that of others, but
that was the part that was nagging at her.

Whatever Ortis was, what he had been before he had met
her, the man who sat here now was different. She knew it as surely
as she knew anything. She had seen the man begin to show
restraint, begin to show signs that indicated to Catelyn that the
man was no longer the same thoughtless butcher he had been.

She had witnessed for herself that he hadn’t lost his
capability to kill, of course. She only needed to close her eyes to 
remember the efficiency with which he’d dispatched the three
Imperial soldiers on their way out of the Citadel. She hadn’t
specifically asked, but she could imagine that there might have
been others that he had been forced to eliminate on their way to 
this hideout of his. But even in the face of that, those deaths had
been to prevent their escape attempt from being stopped. 

If Catelyn was honest with herself,and she was fully aware
that her ideas might be naive, but she felt as though the man
sitting before her would never again simply kill indiscriminately, 
and that some part of him genuinely regretted his past actions. 
What other reason could he have for expressing his wish to have
his life ended? If he didn’t feel such overwhelming guilt and
regret? The man seemed overwhelmed with remorse at having
abdicated his humanity for so long on behalf of the Emperor.

What she couldn’t fathom though, was why he insisted
that his death come so suddenly, and that it had to be her to do the
killing. 

She realized that when she considered the monumental
scope of his crimes, that yes, she probably could kill him if
necessary. But she was going to need that lethality of his if Catelyn 
and her friends were going to get into Belkyn and through the
Grand Gate. Catelyn still needed to convince Ortis however, and
she thought for a moment longer before she spoke.

She knew Ortis to be a man of few words, so she tried to 
keep her arguments concise.

“Ortis, it’s not safe for my friends or I here. Not any
longer. We can’t remain indoors forever, no matter how secure and
secret you’ve made this...compound.”

Ortis’ eyes flickered open, and he looked directly into her 
own eyes. His intense gaze was intimidating, but she made a point
to stand her ground and she stared right back at him as she
continued.

“But you know, better than anyone, that we can’t simply
travel the streets in the bright of day through the Seat and into 
Belkyn. Would you agree that it would be a mistake to do so?”

Ortis nodded slowly. Catelyn sighed. 

Progress, at the very least, she thought, carefully
formulating what she would say next.

“A man with your knowledge, and your skills, might be
able to get us through the Seat undetected. You’ve kept this place
for sojourns, I can tell, and you feel safe here. Safe enough to bring
the three of us here when we are all no doubt the subjects of a citywide Imperial man hunt. That can only mean that the Emperor is
unaware of this place.”

“Uriel is aware that I have a refuge somewhere in the city, 
but he never asked where it was,” he admitted.

Catelyn nodded.

“But Silena and I can’t stay here. She has her girls and
Erich to get back to, and I intend to leave the Seat or die trying. 
You said yourself that the rations would run out, and we can’t very
well just go down to the market to restock. I know that Silena said
the Seat looks normal from where we are, but you and I know that
your former men will be searching the city for all of us.”

“I cannot help you,” Ortis said again. Catelyn was not at all
surprised by this reply, but she was growing more and more
frustrated by his stubborn refusals.

“Why?” Catelyn wanted to know.

He stood and crossed to stand in front of her, and she
became very aware of how tall he was. She stood her ground, and
craned her neck to look up at him, but once he stood close enough
to touch, he knelt on the ground, putting his head at her eye level. 
He tilted his head back, exposed this throat to her, and produced a
sharp, wicked looking dagger from somewhere on his person and
held it out to her. She considered herself quite observant, but she
hadn’t known he was armed, and she wondered how many other
weapons he had on him.

“I care not what you do, but you must kill me,” he croaked.
She could see tears spilling from his closed eyes. She reached out
and took the dagger from his hand, considering. Her heart
hammered in her chest as she thought about his life in her hands, 
felt the cold metal in her palms.

She supposed that if they had to, she and Silena could
figure out a way to get out of the city without him. He seemed as
though he would never give up this foolishness. Was he more use
to them dead than alive?

She looked down at the dagger, and then up at Ortis. He
was breathing heavily, anticipating the slash across his throat
feeling as though some force were propelling her. She raised her 
arm and placed the edge of the blade against his stubbly chin. She
saw him swallow.

She let the blade sink into his flesh, and watched as it drew
the tiniest drop of blood. The crimson fluid fell along the blade, 
tracing a line along the razor sharp edge of the blade. She let it
linger there a moment, and then she removed the dagger from his
throat, making her decision.

He opened his eyes, and glowered at her.

“Are you a coward?” he growled.

Catelyn looked directly into his eyes, meeting his intensity
with her own, as she explained herself.

“I suppose I can understand why you would so readily
welcome death. And I would give it to you.” 

She raised the dagger, showing him the line of blood along
the edge.

“This blood is my promise to you, that when the time
comes, I will finish what I began here today. I will kill you, but I 
need one more thing from you first. When I am done with you;
then, and only then, will I release you from your pain. You asked if
I were a coward. Allow me to return the favor. Are you a coward, 
that you can’t withstand that pain until then?”

She turned the dagger over, wiped the blood from the
blade with her palm, and placed the blade in the waistband of her 
pants.

Ortis looked at her, pondering. Then, something happened
she had never expected to see. Ortis smiled.

“I accept your terms,” he said smugly.

Catelyn nodded her head in agreement and in 
acknowledgment of their deal. She turned and made her way
towards the door, and at the threshold, she stopped and looked
back at Ortis. He was watching her, a strange expression on his
face. She had to ask him.

“Why does it have to be me?”

Ortis smiled again, and once more she was reminded that
Ortis had been a handsome man, a fact which surprisingly
saddened her in the face of the ugliness of his actions throughout
the sojourns. 

“When the time comes, and you finish what you started, I 
will tell you,” he replied.

Catelyn paused, disappointed, and then turned from the
room, calling back over her shoulder.

“Fair enough.”

Chapter 21

Catelyn, Silena and Ortis spent half of the next day
finalizing the last of their plans for their escape from the Seat, 
discussing and mentally rehearsing the plan until they each knew
their parts thoroughly as they needed, to be put into motion the
following day. Ortis had insisted that he would leave first, making
his way through the streets at midday. He was convinced that
alone, he could navigate around the Imperial patrols and prepare a
place for them at the boundary of the Seat, just inside the Belkyn
Channel. He told them of a long abandoned warehouse in the
industrial district, far from Imperial eyes, and Catelyn and Silena
agreed that it sounded like a safe place to hole up in midway
through their journey.

Silena would leave next, and make her way to her man 
Erich’s home. He had taken to living and sleeping at her home the
past sojourn or so, but when she had agreed to help Ortis with his
escape attempt of Catelyn, Erich had taken the two girls to his
home instead, where they no doubt awaited word from her. She
would wait until midday on the following day, and then all four of
them would make their way across the Seat towards the agreed
upon meeting place at the boundary of the Belkyn Channel.

Catelyn would wait until the evening of the second day,
and would make her way across the rooftops to the warehouse
where the others would be waiting. If everything went as planned,
then all of them would be making their way up the Belkyn Channel
by the morning of the third day.

Ortis assured them that he knew of an alternate path
through the highly trafficked Belkyn Channel. That was, according 
to him, going to be the easy part. The hard part was going to be
getting to the Grand Gate in Belkyn without being stopped and
questioned, or searched. Ortis was clear that he expected to be
recognized by many of the people in Belkyn, having just conducted
a campaign against the “uprising” there mere spans ago.

Ortis had explained to Catelyn and Silena how there had in
fact been no uprising to speak of. There had been some grumbling
among the local laborers, that had not even amounted to more
than a few loudmouths complaining to one another in a dingy
tavern. But the men had been talking loud enough for the local
Imperial officer nursing a bottle at the other end of the bar to 
overhear them, and submit his report to his own superiors. As was
common for any report of this nature, the incident was quickly
escalated and then exaggerated, and before the day was out, Ortis
found himself being ordered to Belkyn to “quell an uprising”.

Ortis had done as ordered, but those orders had left their 
mark on the citizens living in Belkyn and upon the man who had
carried out those orders. But Catelyn insisted that despite this
problem, they were going to have to carry out the first part of their
plan and make it into Belkyn, where the Imperial presence there
would potentially be less focused on three fugitives and more
focused on maintaining general order.

All of these factors would make certain parts of their plan
easier, and other parts potentially harder. They wouldn’t truly
know what awaited them until they exited the Belkyn Channel into
the city proper.

Catelyn now waited alone in the apartment of Ortis, eating
up as much of Ortis’ stores as she could stomach, rinsing her 
clothing and bathing with water that Ortis had brought up from a
well nearby, a pleasant surprise, and packing her gear and
clothing, along with a substantial amount of the reserve food
stores in her pack for the trip to Belkyn. 

After she had packed everything that she would need for 
the trip, she spent some of her remaining time studying Ortis’
apartment in detail, going from room to room, hoping to discover 
some small piece of his personality in the decor or furnishings. But
every piece of furniture was as bland as the Empire’s decrees had
specified they be. In fact if there was a quality to the apartment, 
Catelyn would say that it was the very definition of Uriel’s desire to
keep order through monotony.

Nothing stood out, and nothing was out of place. It was
perfect in its homogeny. Precisely the way that the Emperor 
wanted.

Catelyn strolled through the apartment, rearranging the
furniture so that it was no longer perfectly ordered, leaving
drawers and cupboards open, tables and chairs askew or laid down
onto their sides. She imagined Ortis’ protests at finding his
apartment in such disorder, but then she soberly realized that
none of them may survive to see this place of refuge again, and her 
minor rebellion would not matter a whit.

Finally, she came to Ortis’ room. In the few days they had
been hiding there, she had never come all the way into Ortis’
quarters, and she felt her curiosity tickling at her mind. She
decided that if they were all going to die, there would be no harm 
in exploring a little. As she walked into Ortis’ rooms, she came
across something from the Before, an impressive example of
something that she had not seen since she was a child, and the
sight of it took her breath away. Ortis had, in one corner of his
room, a full length mirror held in an ornate wooden frame. It was a
masterful piece of art, and stood out among the rest of the bland
furnishings.

Catelyn ran up to the mirror, marveling as she saw her
own reflection running towards her, and then stop mere finger
widths away. The mirrors she had seen as a child had all been
small, no bigger than her hand, and were usually dirty and
cracked. This mirror was flawless and polished, and her mirror self
was rendered with perfect clarity. She reached out with a hand, 
and felt her heart race as her mirror counterpart did the same, but
with its opposite hand. She smiled, and her mirror self smiled
back, showing her mostly straight, but dingy, teeth and Catelyn 
stuck out her tongue, then laughed at the sight of her mirror self
doing the same.

The last time that Catelyn had seen her reflection, she had
been just a girl, with no hair and stick straight arms and legs
looking at herself in a puddle of rainwater. The young woman who 
looked back at her now was almost unrecognizable to her.

She looked closely at her face, and marveled at who was
looking back at her.

Her red hair, which she normally kept trimmed to her
jawline was long now, hanging to shoulder length, and unkempt
and tangled. She hadn’t been able to brush it since before all of the
events of the past several spans, and it showed. Not that it had
been particularly neat before, when she had been blind. She hadn’t
packed the makeshift comb she had fashioned from an old metal
vent plate. She ran her fingers through it, trying to untangle the
worst of it as she continued to study the rest of her face.

Her forehead and cheeks were smooth, but she could
make out the faintest hint of undulating rings of pale skin, 
radiating outward from around her eyes, and encircling her upper
face like a mask. To Catelyn’s shock, not a trace of the scar tissue
from the damage that had been done remained, just these ghostly
lines across her face; a reminder of what had been done to her as a
child. She moved her fingers from the task of untangling her hair
and ran them along the skin of her face. It was smooth to the
touch, and reminded her of that of a newborn, which she had
touched once during one of the many outings her family had
attended with the other chosen parents, when she herself had been
a child.

Her eyes were green, but where they had been quite an 
ordinary shade of dull green before, at least as far as she
remembered them, they were now radiant, catching and
amplifying the light in ways that she could only describe as
abnormal. Silena had said that her eyes glowed when they had
been out in the dim pre-dawn light. Catelyn stepped over to the
lantern in Ortis’ room, and closed the shutters, making the room 
darker. Even from where she stood, far away from the mirror, she
could see her reflected eyes indeed caught the dim light in the
room and glowed in the gloom. Catelyn also noted that her vision
in the darkened room was as good as it had been when the lantern
shutters had been open. It seemed to confirm her suspicions that
whatever had restored her sight and repaired the damage to her
face and eyes had also changed her.

She opened the shutters on the lamp and her eyes
returned to normal, or normal for how she was now, shining like
gems. She approached the mirror again, and as she did, she
watched how she walked, placing her weight on the balls of her 
feet and the swaying of her hips and the bounce of her breasts
under her clothing. Seeing how her body had developed, a thought
came to Catelyn which caused her to blush and look around her, 
even though she knew that she was alone in the apartment.

She stood a pace away from the mirror, looking at her 
body, so different from the child’s body she remembered. The
thought which had occurred to her earlier blossomed into a deep
curiosity, and she reached her arms up and pulled her shirt up
and over her head. Her pale skin was as she remembered, but
everything else was different. Her sojourns of training had given 
her definition in her arms and shoulders, and they were broader
than she remembered, yet still feminine. She looked at her breasts,
and cupped them in her hands, feeling their weight and the
softness of the tissue. As she felt the, she let herself imagine
Duncan’s hands on them, and her breath caught in her throat. She
felt a flushing in her body that she had never experienced before.

She wanted to stop herself, but her nipples responded to 
the thoughts now coursing through her mind, and stiffened. She
ran her fingers over her breasts, and when she touched her
nipples, pleasure radiated through her body in a number of places. 
Her eyes half closed now, she imagined Duncan’s lips on her
breasts, and she felt a tingling in her lower body, between her legs. 

Catelyn felt her cheeks flush in embarrassment at the
realization of what she was doing, but she didn’t stop.

Her parents, especially her mother, had talked to her
about what she was experiencing in her body right now and how
she had changed from a young girl into a young woman. She had
experienced this fleeting curiosity about her body before, but after 
she had lost her sight, her only priority had been survival. Not
once in the sojourns since her life had been so radically altered by
the bloodfire had she had the desire or the opportunity to explore
her body this way. She had constructed fantasies in her mind
which made her feel good, but those thoughts had never led to her
touching herself this way.

She opened her eyes and saw a young woman staring back
at her, one hand moving across her chest, which was flushed now, 
her breasts swelling with desire. Her other hand she moved down, 
and undid the drawstring of her pants. They fell to her ankles, and
she stepped out of them, to stand naked before the mirror. She
took note of her hips, and how much wider they were. When she
had last seen her body, it was slender and straight, and now she
had the budding curves of a woman, even if she was still skinny.
These last few days in Ortis’ refuge, eating what she could from his
stores, had enabled her to gain some of that weight back which
she’d lost while being imprisoned by the Emperor.

She focused now on the small tuft of dark red hair between
her legs, and as she did, she again felt and saw her cheeks flush at
the thoughts that were taking over her mind. She welcomed them, 
but at the same time she felt a sense of shame, which she couldn’t
fully explain. She knew that having thoughts about sex was
normal, and her mother had talked to her about the many different
types of things people did with one another for pleasure. But this
was the first time in Catelyn’s life, that such ideas reached out
beyond just being concepts in her head, and were they taking hold
of her in a real way.

She had felt the flesh of her sex many times before when
she bathed of course, but it had never given her pleasure and she
had never experienced anything like she was feeling now.

She approached the mirror closer, until she was standing 
just in front of it, and tilted the top edge of the mirror back slightly
so she could see herself looking down into it. She spread her legs
just enough to examine herself, something else that she had never 
done before.

The hair between her legs was short and slightly curled,
and beneath, she could make out the fleshy parts of her sex. It
looked and felt both familiar and alien to her.

The thoughts in her head now turned to Duncan, and how
it had felt to have his hands on her arms, and she reached down 
and explored herself with her right hand. She parted the sensitive
folds of her outer lips and looked at the inner surfaces of her sex, 
and saw the glistening wetness there. She closed her eyes in
pleasure as her fingers explored herself in ways that sent shivers
from the base of her neck all the way down her body to the tips of
her toes, and she reached out and clutched the mirror with her
other hand to steady herself.

Her breathing grew faster and heavier as she moved her
fingers, back and forth, tracing the most sensitive parts of her sex, 
her thoughts racing through scenarios with Duncan holding her, 
caressing her, kissing her body, filling her with his manhood, and
then as she imagined the last of these thoughts, she experienced a
sensation unlike anything she had ever felt before. The feeling 
swept up and over her like an intense wave, and she couldn’t think
and her breath came out in gasping moans, and her pleasure
peaked so much that she lost control and dropped to her knees, 
pressing her face to the floor and flexing her feet and toes
involuntarily.

The waves of pleasure were like a radiant flower of light
blossoming in her mind pulsing over and over, and she felt warm, 
and safe, and it enveloped her for whispers. Gradually, the waves
ebbed and her breath returned and her muscles relaxed. When she
felt calm again, she stood and looked at her naked body in the
mirror, a light sheen of sweat visible on her chest and legs. She
raised a hand and tilted the mirror back, and then padded over to 
her clothing and redressed herself.

Her mother had explained how sex could lead to this kind
of climax, as she had called it, but Catelyn realized how inadequate
words were at describing the sensation. She felt herself blush
again, this time at the thought of what she had just done, and she
smiled, and whistled a tune to herself as she left the room of Ortis
and returned to the room where her pack was, and spent the rest
of her time thinking. 

She thought of her life up to this point, the people she’d
met and loved, the things she had seen in her youth, and later had
done alone without her eyesight. And she thought ahead to what
awaited her in Belkyn, and eventually what might lay beyond the
Wall, as she waited for nightfall.

Catelyn cinched the pack on her back tighter, pulling it
taut and shifting it so that the bulk of the weight of it sat above her
hips. A part of her was still tingling from earlier, and she let a
slight smile play upon her mouth at the memory. Looking back on 
it, she didn’t really know what had taken over her, but it had been
wonderful. She had never imagined that she could ever feel that
good, or be so swept away by something so powerful. Her sole
experience with anything even remotely like that had been serious
conversations about the topic with her mother, who wanted to 
prepare her daughter for the inevitable reality of human coupling.
Because of her mother’s own experiences with the men of the
Imperial army, there was almost always a sense of cool
detachment when she talked about the subject. The exception was
when she talked about how it was different between her and
Catelyn’s father Tomas, but she chose not to explain how, only that
it mattered more when you really cared for the person.

Catelyn began to understand exactly what that meant. She
didn’t have any such deeper feelings for Duncan specifically; she
hardly knew him and she was aware that her reaction to his
holding her was purely physical. But in that moment, it had been 
easy to imagine how it might feel to be more emotionally
connected to someone in that way.

She wondered if that would ever be possible for her, but
sadly realized how unlikely that was.
She chided herself for being so distracted, and refocused
her attention on the task at hand. She was twelve blocks away from
Ortis’ apartment, which she had left as soon as the sun had set, 
climbing to the roof with her pack slung to her back. She had been 
making her way along the dusty rooftops for the better part of
three prayers, and she still had many more to go. 

Catelyn stood and angled herself sideways to make her 
way down the sloped roof she had come to rest on, her feet already
blackened from the tarred roof tiles. One thing that she had been 
mildly unprepared for as a result of regaining her sight had been 
seeing just how dirty her feet got as she maneuvered along the
rooftops.

Growing up barefoot, she was no stranger to dirt on her 
feet, but the thick blackness of the materials that she trod through
routinely honestly took her by surprise. She would need to find a
wash basin when they got through the Belkyn Channel to the
warehouse where they would stay for a few days while they scouted
the situation inside the city.

Looking at her hands and arms, which were similarly
already covered in soot and dirt stains, she realized that, in truth, 
she could use a full bath. She didn’t expect to have the opportunity
to stop for such a luxury before she reached Belkyn proper, nor did
she hold much optimism that such a thing would be ranked very
high on the list of priorities for Ortis. She supposed that if the
price to pay for his cooperation was a little dirt on her hands and
feet, then she could handle it.

She crossed from rooftop to rooftop, feeling the variety of
surfaces under her feet and relishing the thrill of dancing with
danger along the eaves and ledges of the Seat’s tall buildings. Now
that she was able to see again, it reduced some of that pure
adrenaline response of wondering whether her bubble was sending
her off into some barrier she had failed to detect, or off into empty
space or something similar. But her ability to predict a whole new
direction with her eyes once more greatly increased the speed at
which she could move, and Catelyn spent the first prayer after her
departure sprinting as fast as she dared along the edges of
buildings. 

It had made her heart race faster than she’d ever believed
possible that it could beat, and she felt it was a fair trade for the
uncertainty that had fueled her excitement before. Now that she
could see the streets below her, she could tell just how high up she
was, and that too filled her with feelings of exhilaration.

It was not all fun for her though. She was spending that
time also thinking about how the six of them would manage to 
cross through Belkyn, and pass out of the Grand Gate to the wider
world beyond. She thought about Silena and her family, Erich and
Sera and Elexia. She didn’t know how any of them were going to 
survive, nor what awaited them outside the Walls, but Catelyn had
to admit that for once, the uncertainty of the unknown that waited
for them was, in this case, better than the certainty that they would
never be able to live within the Walls in safety again.

And then, there was Ortis. As she leaped to a rickety, 
damaged and slanted roof, she shifted her weight subtly, dancing
on the edge of a rotten wood slat. She pictured Ortis prostrated
before her, his arms stretched wide, as she drove his dagger
through his neck. The thought of it filled her with disgust, but
she’d made him a promise. She hadn’t seen any other way to get
him to agree to help them, and although she knew he deserved
death and worse, she still had no clue why he had become so 
fixated on her being his executioner.

She didn’t think she would be able to get out of her
promise to him, but she still raced through the possibilities in her
mind, trying to think of a way. She thought that she could simply
abandon him once they reached Belkyn, or even at the Grand Gate,
if she weren’t also going to be traveling with an older woman and
two young girls.

Ortis would almost certainly hunt her down for failing to 
uphold her part of their bargain. Silena hadn’t asked Catelyn what
had changed her mind on the matter, but she was happy that the
agreement had been struck. Catelyn knew that Silena wanted Ortis
dead more than anyone, although she knew that her friend was
even more concerned with getting the girls out of the Seat and
starting their lives over outside the Walls.

Catelyn realized, as she skittered across graveled slate
tiles, that she had never once asked if the five of them would travel
together, or whether Silena would wish to take her family to a
settlement, or try to find an abandoned farmhouse somewhere and
make a go of it on their own by living off of the land. Catelyn 
hadn’t really even thought about her own long-term plans outside
the Walls, most likely because she didn’t think much of their odds
of getting out alive.

In the back of her head, Catelyn recognized that this effort
of theirs might simply be an elaborate form of suicide, but the
wheels were in motion now, and she would simply have to go 
wherever the wagon rolled. 

Something that Enaz had said in those last days before he
had clawed his own throat open came bubbling up to the surface of
Catelyn’s thoughts. Some of those memories were muted, and
indistinct enough that she questioned their authenticity, but she
remembered how he had spoken with such awe when he had told
her about seeing the city of Freehold. 

Everything she knew about that place was from one of the
books on history that she had read as a child, and according to the
book, that city had been destroyed and abandoned long ago. Enaz
claimed to have seen the walls of the city, and nothing about how
he had described it indicated that the city had been destroyed. But
she also knew that his words had quite possibly only been the
ramblings of a man approaching his imminent death.

This question also reminded her of something her father
had once told her. She’d asked him once about some trivial bit of
information that she had read in one of her books. Something so 
inconsequential to her that she couldn’t even remember what it
was now, but that had confused her as a child. She had asked her 
father whether the fact in the book was true or not, and he’d
responded with patience and kindness, as usual.

“Catey, books are written by people, like you, me or your 
mother. The good ones try their best to tell the truth, just like we
do. But there are books that lie too, just as people sometimes lie. 
One of the things you’ll need to learn as you get older is to tell the
difference. To be able to tell when people, or books, are lying.”

Catelyn believed that her father and mother had always
told her the truth, even when it wasn’t pleasant. But there were
times when Catelyn wondered whether what she knew, what she
had been taught, both by her parents and the books they had
provided for her were always telling the truth. What if Freehold
hadn’t been destroyed, as the books said? What if Enaz had been 
telling the truth, that the city still stood, or had been rebuilt?

She remembered Enaz’ last word, scrawled in his own 
blood on the stone wall of the cell where he had taken his own life.
Free.

As she approached the place where she was to meet Ortis,
her plan long term plan for her life outside the Empire solidified in
her mind. It might seem like a fool’s errand, but truthfully, she had
no other plan, and so she made the decision that if she somehow
survived to see the world outside of the Walls of the Empire, she
would make her way toward Freehold, if for no other reason than 
to see with her own eyes, the fate of that fabled city.

She landed on the rooftop above the warehouse that Ortis
had chosen as their meeting place, and when she looked to the
west, through the pre-dawn gloom she could see her next
destination; the Belkyn Channel, leading off towards the city itself
and at the far end of that, the Grand Gate.

Catelyn could feel the pull of the outside world on her, like
an invisible rope tugging at her waist, eager to release herself from 
this prison. She climbed down from the rooftop before the sun 
rose, and entered the red brick building Ortis had described to her 
before they had left his compound.

Catelyn had never been to this part of the Seat before, and
it was unlike anything she had expected. Most of the buildings
here were intact, but long abandoned. The building she stood in 
now did indeed look to have been some type of warehouse, for 
there were massive empty bays, the floors strewn with detritus
from sojourns of neglect and the walls lined with broken and
barren loading platforms. Catelyn tried to imagine how big the
wagons in the Before must have been, to have needed such space
for their loading and unloading.

The place smelled strongly of mildew, and the floor was
covered with a thick sheen of oily dirt, and no tracks could be seen 
breaking the residue, indicating that no one had been here in a
very long time. Her first instinct at seeing the building was that
Ortis had chosen well. She scouted the place, careful to not leave
any tracks of her own, at least on the floor where they would be
obvious, but choosing to climb onto some metal railings and
balancing her way across the room, turning it into a game of
flitting from railing to railing and crossing the large open room 
towards a smaller office room without once touching the floor.

She smiled at the victory when she landed at her
destination, reveling in these small challenges she set for herself.

As she reached the small office room, she predictably
found it in a state of disrepair, and mostly barren, but for the
splintered remains of a wooden desk that had long since been 
broken down for burnable firewood sojourns before. She began to 
feel a sense of confusion and wariness at the utter lack of any place
for a small group of people to spend the night, and began to 
question her initial instinct as she returned to the warehouse floor.

This place is abandoned, but that’s its only strength. Why
would Ortis choose this place to stay? And where is he?

Catelyn’s paranoia around trusting Ortis resurfaced, and
she started to wonder if this wasn’t some sort of elaborate trap.

Looking up, she saw metal scaffolding and expanded her
bubble. She neither heard, nor smelled anyone nearby, and she
climbed up a small ladder into the rafters above the warehouse
floor. The metal beneath her hands and feet was covered with a
green patina, some of it flaking away at her touch. She made her
way to the corner of the warehouse, and found a spot high up on 
the scaffolding which gave her a vantage point to all the points of
ingress, and removed her pack. She retrieved the lone blanket she
had left with her, and placed her pack down on the metal
scaffolding. She sat down on her pack gently, making sure that she
was comfortable and the pack would be secure, then pulled the
blanket over her.

From below, she figured that she would look like nothing 
more than a pile of debris, and as she remained still, waiting and
watching for the others, her eyes began to grow heavy. She stifled a
yawn, and felt sleep tugging at her, pulling her down into its warm 
embrace. She fought to keep her eyes open, to remain vigilant, but
the truth was, she was feeling safe here in her perch. And between 
that feeling, and the warmth of being under the blanket, she could
fight her tiredness no longer, and her eyes drooped closed.

Catelyn, ten sojourns old, ran headlong through the
streets, scuffing and scraping her skin on rough stones. Her
stinging feet were bleeding. Behind her, she could sense the other 
children catching up to her.

Barefoot! they called after her. Come back and play!
She was blind again. Catelyn’s heart raced, in complete
panic. She had to get away.

She reached for her bubble, but this was before she had
learned how to form it.

She was stumbling in the dark, literally.

She felt something slam into the side of her head. A shoe, 
thrown by one of the children pursuing her. She fell to her knees
hard, the pain causing her to cry out.

Over here! she heard one of the children cry.

She heard the feet of dozens, in pursuit of her, gaining
ground as she tried to crawl away on her hands and knees, which
were now bleeding as well. She tried to speak, to plead with them 
for mercy, but no recognizable sound escaped her. And then she
realized why.

She had no tongue. Inside her mouth behind her teeth, all
that remained was a vast absence and the salty iron tang of blood. 
She spat out a gob of blood and moaned. The footsteps stopped, 
gathering around her. She was surrounded.

What’d you say, Barefoot? one of the children shouted in 
her ear. She recoiled from the screams of the mad child at her side.

Lookit, she’s tryin’a get away.

She’s stupid. She can’t go anywhere.

Catelyn knew they were right. Another blow on the side of
her head, and inside her head she felt dizziness fighting with the
pain of her feet, her knees, her head, and the acrid foulness as gobs
of her own blood continued filling her mouth. All of these
sensations, in combination, threatened to overwhelm her.

Then from out of nowhere, a familiar voice. This one older,
rougher, and cold as ice.

You’re useless now.

The words awakened something deep inside and she
changed. She was no longer a child in her dream. She stood now, 
clothed in bloody strips of her thieve’s garb. The voice froze her 
heart, and sent chills throughout her entire body.

You’re useless now. Her heart sank and she shivered as
the words were repeated. 

It wasn’t the words themselves that caused her anxiety. 
She had long ago come to terms with that proclamation, and had
proven it to be the lie that it was. No, what had frozen her heart
was the voice itself, and as she replayed the memory in her dream,
she felt the voice stab out of the darkness of her past and into her
like a dagger through her heart.

I believe in the Empire. This isn’t a fatal wound. If you
are strong enough, you will live and become something hard, and
cold. You will become a benefit to the Empire. If you are not, then 
you will die and the Empire will be stronger for it.

Six sojourns may have passed, but she could hear him
now, as clearly as if he were standing right in front of her. The
voice had changed in tone, but not that much. She cursed herself
that she hadn’t made the connection before, but now it was as
clear as anything she had ever understood.

Her recognition of the identity of the speaker of those
words sent her spiraling out of her dream, and she awoke on the
scaffolding, and put her head into her hands, a silent scream 
reaching up from inside, strangling her voice with one word
poisoning her tongue.

Ortis.

Chapter 22

Ortis approached the warehouse from the street, watching
for any observers, particularly Imperial soldiers. He saw none. He
wished for this all to be over. He had reluctantly agreed to the girl’s
terms, but she’d made it clear that she would not do as he needed
her to do. Not until he did something for her first. Again, as so 
often happened when his thoughts turned to the girl, he was
overcome by a sense of confusion and self-doubt. And in the end,
her Will had won out.

His life before meeting her had been a series of certainties,
one after another. Uriel had always provided that kind of clarity to 
him. He’d been the bedrock upon which Ortis had based much of
his life, much of his own self. And then he’d met her and
everything had changed.

From that night, he felt like a moth drawn to a flame,
unable and unwilling to stop his own obliteration. He hadn’t
known it that first night, what her purpose was to him, but it had
all become clear to him in the marketplace. When he’d stood there,
engulfed in her presence, everything had fallen into place. He had
known then, that she was to be his end. His release from this life.

He didn’t know how or why he knew this, nor did he
question its origin, he only knew that it was truth. After a lifetime
of living for the Will of another, he had finally found his own.

The warehouse appeared empty upon entering through
the side door, but he knew better. He had a strong sense of her 
presence. Catelyn was here. His eyes drifted upward to the ceiling, 
where he knew she would be. Like a bird, she seemed much more
comfortable above the ground than on it. He spotted her pack, 
lying on copper scaffolding that had turned green with age, but she
was not there. Another whisper passed, with him scanning the
remaining rafters, until he spotted her small, dirt-covered feet
dangling from one of the beams.

“Catelyn,” he called up softly. He knew that he wouldn’t
need to shout; he had witnessed firsthand the strength of her
senses, feats which reminded him, in a way, of Uriel. The girl
didn’t respond. He walked to the ladder and climbed up to the
metal scaffold, his booted feet clanking noisily on the metal
walkway.

“Don’t come any closer,” the girl called out to him, and he
could hear the pain in her voice. He didn’t know why, but her 
sorrow pulled at him, and he ached to comfort her. But he ignored
that impulse and did as she commanded and stood his ground.

Whispers passed, and finally she pulled her feet up and
stood up on the rafters, and he could see her looking down at him. 
Her face was dirt-covered, with the exception of two clear tracks
streaking her cheeks from her eyes, indicating that she had been
crying for some time. Again, Ortis felt a stab of compassion, a
feeling he was no longer completely uncomfortable with, even if he
couldn’t understand its origin.

“Are you well?” he asked tentatively.
For answer, Catelyn held up the dagger he had given her 
days before, for protection on their journey, additionally so that
she could fulfill her part of their agreement. He could see fresh
blood dripping off of the blade, and his heart leapt into his
stomach. He reached out and gripped the copper railing in his
hands.

“What’s happened?” he demanded.
She showed him by turning her other hand so that he
could see the cut marks she had made along her lower arm.
“What have you done?” he asked.

“I…” she started to say, then trailed off, and balanced

along the metal beam, and slipped down so that she was sitting on 
the beam, facing him as he stood beneath her.
“What. Have. You. Done?” he repeated, letting some of his
anger show.

He could see her blood dripping down her hand and onto 
the filthy warehouse floor.

“I had a dream,” she began. “I remembered something. 
Something important from when I was younger. From the day I 
lost my family. When I lost my sight.”

Ortis felt a buzzing begin in his mind, as though
something lived behind his eyes, beneath his skin. 

Something...something was not right.

Catelyn looked directly into his eyes, her glowing green
gaze piercing him with its intensity, and rooting him to the spot
where he stood. The girl continued recounting her dream.

“After my family was brutally murdered, I was alone. I 
don’t know for how long. Alone, as my parent’s bodies turned cold,
as the bloodfire which stole my vision worked its way across my
face, and one of the evil men who had come to kill my parents and
steal me from them suffered an agonizing death.”

The buzzing grew louder, and Ortis felt sweat beginning to
pool between his shoulder blades. His upper lip quivered. He felt
his grip on the metal railing tighten until his hands hurt.

“After some number of prayers, finally some Imperial
soldiers arrived. I didn’t know what to expect, truthfully. A quick
death, most likely. Or perhaps to be taken to an orphanage, or to 
even to a slavemaster to be sold as manual labor or worse.”

Ortis could hardly hear Catelyn’s words now as the
buzzing in his ears took hold of him. He released the metal railing
and brought his hands to his ears, trying to block out the noise, but
it was useless...the buzzing was inside his head. And he could still
hear Catelyn’s words as she told the rest of the story.

“But no, on this day, the worst of my life, there was no 
mercy to be had. Instead, an Imperial officer...and I now know
who that officer was...left me there to die. Alone. Like a piece of
trash.”

The buzzing grew louder and louder until everything else
in Ortis’ world fell away, and the memory came flooding back.

Ortis sat looking at the reports of the central district’s
dispatches, trying to remain awake. Every sojourn at this time, 
Uriel sent him on these inspection tours of the various Imperial
outposts, and every sojourn, Ortis grew so tired of the
bureaucratic mess that he often thumbed through the reports
without even bothering to read them. The entire process was just
a formality.

Ortis knew that the sole purpose of these tours was to
provide the local constabularies with the knowledge that the
Emperor was watching, and to deter sloppiness and negligence. 
Ortis disagreed with the Emperor on this particular point. Fear
was enough to keep the locals in line. Ortis had personally 
witnessed this for sojourns, and told him this, yet Uriel still
insisted that he be the face of these oversight efforts.

Ortis was reading through the detailed case file of an
altercation over a crate of produce being delivered to the wrong
merchant, when an Imperial soldier bounded into the room. 
Gilliam was his name. Ortis made a point of learning every
soldier’s name, at least the ones he dealt with directly. It helped
inspire loyalty if the men under your command believed you
cared about them as individuals. It was all a farce of course; they
were as expendable to him as a sturdy pair of boots, and like
boots, they were only as reliable as your upkeep.

“What is it, Gilliam” Ortis barked, putting the sheaf of
papers down on the desk.

The young man Gilliam, with a face like malformed iron 
and a number of blackened teeth, stopped and snapped him a
rigid salute.

“Highness, we’ve received an eyewit-”

Ortis cut him off with a wave of his hand.

“It’s not Highness, Gilliam. I’m no royal. Address me as
General or Ortis.”

Gilliam’s face reddened.

“Your pardon, General. We’ve received eyewitness, or
rather ear witness reports that there has been some kind of
altercation involving multiple citizens in the sixty-third
quadrant.”

Ortis sighed.

“What kind of altercation?” he asked tiredly.

“It’s unclear, General. But the witness said she’d never
heard screams like that before in her life.”

Ortis paused to consider the man. He had half a mind to
tell the incompetent young man to handle it himself. What bother
was it to him?

But as he looked at the desk, filled with papers, he
decided that perhaps a break was overdue. “Gilliam, grab two
men, and we’ll go check it out.”

As he stood, Gilliam snapped another salute and ran for
the doorway. Ortis picked up and wrapped his sword belt around
his waist. He strode out of the office and down the steps to the
hallway, and then out into the courtyard of the constabulary. He
waited a whisper until Gilliam returned with two of the other
soldiers. Rathburn. And Millerd. Strong, capable men. He had
watched them train earlier that span. Maybe Gilliam was
smarter than he looked.

He signaled for the men to move out, and they sprinted
ahead.

It was a four block march to the scene of the altercation. 
The building was nondescript, like every other housing unit in the
Seat. The three men walked, with swords drawn, into the
building ahead of Ortis, and he followed up two flights of stairs.
As he reached the threshold of the unit where the altercation had
taken place, he heard Millerd’s voice.

“What a mess.”

Ortis approached and stood in the doorway, taking in the
scene. On the ground, two bodies, a man and a woman, lay 
closely together with their guts spilled across the floor. Nearby, 
another man with a sword rammed through his middle lay face
up, his lifeless eyes already providing nourishment for flies. 
Further away, a third man lay with his face almost completely 
eaten away by something, and yet somehow he was still alive
and twitching. Even Ortis felt a twinge at the sight.

Finally, in the center of it all, a young child crying
quietly, her face ruined and her eyes a patchwork of melted flesh.
A girl, thought Ortis. Damaged. Weak. He discounted her as soon
as he noticed her.

“Divines, what…” Gilliam said, and then he stumbled to
the corner of the room and vomited. 

“Ugh. Bloodfire. I’ve seen this before. Nasty stuff from the
Before,” Rathburn said.

“Yeah, that stuff eats right through anything,” Millerd
offered. “Look, you can see right through to his brain an’ all.”

That comment sent Gilliam into another round of sicking
up. Millerd and Rathburn were correct, though. He too had seen
the effects of Bloodfire firsthand. Or rather, what Bloodfire could
become. He thought of the Emperor’s naked torso, criss-crossed
in beautiful, undulating scars.

“Enough,” Ortis said. “We’re here to investigate.”

He drew his sword, stepped over to the dying man, and
placed it point first directly through the man’s chest into his
heart. The man gave one last sputtering breath from one of the
orifices in his melted face, and then expired.

“That was a mercy,” Rathburn commented, looking at
Ortis.

“That was convenience” he replied, annoyed.

“No skin off my bones,” Rathburn returned, shrugging
his shoulders and turning away.

Ortis waved to the three men, and they made their way
around the room, conducting their investigation. Gilliam walked
to the kitchen, looking for valuables, opening and closing
drawers and looking through cupboards. Rathburn and Millerd
took to dragging the bodies away to the corner of the room.

Then Ortis heard the young girl cough.

Gilliam stopped his rummaging to look at the girl, then 
look up at Ortis. Ortis simply shook his head, and Gilliam 
resumed his searching.

“Can you...help?” the girl said quietly, her voice
quavering.

Ortis ignored the comment, as did his men. There was
nothing to be done. They all knew. The girl would be the fifth
victim of this altercation today. The men signaled to Ortis that
they had completed their tasks. He nodded.

“Alright. You three, take the bodies and report in. I’ll be
right there. I’ve just got to take care of this last thing,” he said, 
nodding at the girl.

“Sir,” all of the men responded.

Gilliam, Rathburn and Millerd each walked to one of the
bodies, hefted them onto a shoulder, and made their way out of
the living unit, and down the stairs to the street. Ortis remained
behind, with the body of the disemboweled woman. 

“Please, don’t take my family…”the girl said, and then she
collapsed to her knees sobbing uncontrollably, no tears able to
form on the ruins of her doll-like face. 

Ortis finally looked at the girl for more than a breath,
and closer at where she had been marked by the bloodfire. It had
taken her eyes, and most of the upper part of her face, but she
had somehow survived her injuries. The worst had already been 
done, it seemed. Especially if what Uriel had told him of Bloodfire
was even half true.

Ortis walked toward the girl and the woman’s body, 
which he could safely assume was the young girl’s mother and
readied his sword to cut the girl’s throat. As he moved closer, 
something about the mother, lying lifeless on the floor, caught his
attention. He stopped, looking down at the woman’s still, bloodstained face.

Her dead green eyes stared up at him, and he felt his
bowels turn to water.

Sera.

Sera, the prostitute, one of tens of women who had been
sent to service his men for sojourns. Who he himself had
experienced a number of times. Who, among all of the whores
who had been employed in such service, he had taken note of
because of her tenderness, even in the face of the horrors she was
forced to endure in the camps day after day. Ortis felt his hands
begin to sweat in his gauntlets, the sword feeling like a lead
weight in his grip. He looked down now at the girl, and saw that
same mouth, those same hands.

He felt something unusual then. Mercy. And his task
grew less clear.

“Please…” the girl said. 

Ortis felt conflicting desires within himself as he looked
down at the helpless girl. In one breath, he nearly cleaved her
head from her shoulders, and in the other, he wished to take this
girl away from this place, and give her just a tenth of the
kindness that her mother had shown to him and his men. But he
closed himself off from those feelings, and drew himself up with
his inner strength, given to him to serve the Empire.

Finally, he reached out and cupped her chin, turning her
face up to look at him, if she still had eyes. Her face winced at the
pain of that movement, and he looked at the whorled scarring
across her cheeks and eyes, again reminding him of the
Emperor’s body. Thoughts of Uriel brought his mind back to the
task at hand. He decided on his course of action, and laid it out
for her so that she could understand.

“Bloodfire took your eyes, girl. But you probably already 
know that. And you’ll never make a living servicing my men
looking like that. You’re useless now,” he said. He wasn’t sure
why he’d made the comment about her servicing her men, except
perhaps that he wanted to say something to honor the memory of
the girl’s mother, somehow.

He let his hand fall away from her chin and she visibly 
sagged. He grabbed the girl under the arms and pulled her to her
feet, which were bare. There too, he saw the resemblance to the
mother. He knelt down before her, placed his gauntleted hand on 
her shoulder, gripping it tightly and imparting his final words
for her, hoping that they might inspire her to survive. To find the
courage of her mother. To go on, and to become

something...different. He felt that he owed her that much.

“I believe in the Empire. This isn’t a fatal wound. If you
are strong enough, you will live and become something hard, and
cold. You will become a benefit to the Empire. If you are not, then 
you will die and the Empire will be stronger for it.”

He released her shoulder and strode over to Sera’s body. 
He tenderly lifted her body, placed it on his shoulder, and walked
from the room and down the stairs. His men were already 
loading the other bodies on a wagon they had conscripted from 
nearby for their needs. Ortis made sure to wipe away the tear
that had fallen from his right eye before he had fully descended
from the second floor. 

Stepping out, he looked up at the building, and wondered
whether the girl would live or die. He piled Sera’s body onto the
wagon, and spoke softly to the corpse, his gauntleted hand
resting on her cold thigh. He recalled, with suppressed longing, 
how it had once felt when it had been warm, and soft, beneath his
bare hands.

“For your sake, I hope she lives.”

He ordered his men to march ahead, and the four of them
returned to the constabulary to burn the bodies and file their
report. Ortis forgot all about the girl by the time they had
returned to the courtyard.

All of the pieces having fallen into place, Ortis collapsed to 
his knees. He looked up at Catelyn, and saw the girl, the scrawny,
weak blind girl he had abandoned to a life of solitude and misery.
And everything he had done since the night of the Purge suddenly
made sense. He didn’t know, and he hadn’t recognized her until
now, but some part of him must have sensed this connection, must
have drawn him back to her.

He could only guess as to why.

She looked down at him from her perch above, a conflicted
look on her face, and he couldn’t bear to see that face, couldn’t
bear to see...her. 

Sera. Those eyes. How could I have forgotten those eyes?
Ortis’ heart shattered within his chest.
Catelyn studied Ortis on his knees, curiously numb. She
saw Ortis struggling with some inner turmoil, and she was pleased.
But beyond that, she honestly wasn’t sure what feelings coursed
through her mind just then. Knowing that it was him, the man who
had left her there in the ruins of her family’s home. To die. To rot
like a discarded piece of meat. She wished to leap down and slit his
throat. To open his neck and be showered in his blood.

And yet, a part of her recognized that he had also done
something unfathomable for a man of his rank and stature in the
Empire. He had spared her life, when no other would have. He had
given her the words that had spurred her to defy Imperial dogma. 
He had given her a chance to live.

She was here, because of him.

A war was being waged within her heart, and she felt
herself run through a full gamut of emotions; from hatred to 
gratitude, from disgust to admiration. She didn’t know which
would win the battle yet, and so she chose to let the war rage
without her, and she sealed those feelings off and slipped on her
mask of ambivalence.

“Get off your knees, Ortis,” she commanded.

He looked up at her, his eyes bleary and red, his cheeks
wet with tears.

“Get up,” she barked.

He did as she instructed, and she stood on the metal
railing, then climbed down to the scaffolding below. She stood half
his height as she landed lightly, barely making a noise. She simply
pushed past him and walked toward the ladder down to the
ground level.

“Why are we here, Ortis?” she asked. There was no sense
in dwelling on what she couldn’t change. She would rather focus
on what she could. Ortis shook himself out of his reverie and
walked along the scaffolding and descended the ladder to stand
beside her. He remained silent, but he stuck his arm into the small
office, and she heard him flick something on one of the walls. 

A rumble jostled her and she heard the grinding of metal
gears from somewhere nearby, behind the wall or floor, or perhaps
both. A line of light shaped like a rectangle formed around the flat
floor of the warehouse. Catelyn felt her breath taken away, as the
floor began to slide apart, revealing a sub floor and a pathway
leading to an arched gate, beyond which appeared an exit into the
spillway for the Belkyn Channel’s sewer system.

Catelyn dropped into the sub floor, once the warehouse
floor had finished sliding aside, and inspected the metal grate. It
was shut tightly and locked, but she had gotten into many homes
that were more secure than this. She reached into the small pouch
sewn into the waistband of her drawstring pants, and withdrew a
small leather bag. She opened the bag and slid out two thin metal
rods, each with a different shaped head, one pressed into a
flattened spoon, the other like a forked rake.

She looked behind her at Ortis, who seemed to be
recovering, but still shaken at the revelation that had just passed
between them. She set her thoughts about all of that aside so that
she could focus on her task, turned back to the gate and knelt
down before the lock. It was standard fare, and she inserted the
first of her lockpicks, maneuvering it into place, and then she
inserted the second, and focused her bubble on the lock. 

Using the sensitive tips of her fingers to sense the
vibrations as she turned the lock picks, and her heightened hearing
to listen for the catching of the tumblers, she had the gate open in 
five breaths. As she’d suspected, the lock was child’s play.

As the lock sprang open, she reached up and pulled the
gate outward. It squealed in protest as the hinges were used again 
after sojourns of neglect and inactivity. She replaced the lock picks
in her leather pouch and tucked it back into her waistband.

She turned and looked at Ortis, who was in turn staring at
her with a peculiar expression. She ignored his look, not wishing to
explore the gulf that had now grown between them in the wake of
the recognition of their previous history.

“We need to wait for Silena,” she said, knowing that she
was stating the obvious but not sure what else to say.

Ortis turned away, and sat down on the edge of one of the
raised loading platforms to wait. Catelyn stared at his back for a
whisper, then she turned toward the door leading out the
warehouse, walked towards it and focused her bubble on the other 
side. She heard no people in this part of the city, unsurprisingly, 
though she was hoping that maybe she would be able to hear 
Silena and her family approaching. They weren’t expected to arrive
for another few prayers at least, and Catelyn was not looking 
forward to those prayers spent in awkward silence, alone with
Ortis.

She turned away from the door and looked over at him
again. He was sitting in meditation, his legs brought up and
crossed beneath him, his eyes closed and his breathing shallow. 
She had seen him do this before, in the few days they had spent
together in his compound.

She knew that she would never be able to sit here for 
prayers without thinking about what had just happened between
them, and she tried once more to make sense of the man and his
motives. She considered exploring into the sewer tunnels on her
own, but she didn’t want to be down in the dark when Silena and
her family arrived.

He appeared so calm to her, at least on the outside. But
she had seen the vulnerability in him. She seemed to bring it out of
him, though she didn’t know why. What was it about her that
ripped a hole in him? She nearly opened her mouth to ask, but
thought better of it, and instead continued to watch him in silent
contemplation.

He represented everything the Empire was, to her. He
defined it in a way that even the Emperor Uriel hadn’t, in her 
mind. In the brief time she had spent with the Emperor and from 
her conversations with Enaz in the holding cells, she had been able
to understand with certainty that Uriel was simply insane, 
obsessed with his own destiny as though he believed himself a god.
Not that it excused his actions, but she could sense that something
fundamental was missing or broken in Uriel’s mind...the feelings
of ordinary people meant nothing to him; and were completely
incomprehensible. He was pure malice, incapable of the most basic
of human emotions.

Ortis, on the other hand, was not. She knew that he was
not insane. She had been a witness to his choices, and his crimes.
Ortis’ actions had been of his own choosing and that, more than 
anything else to Catelyn, was symbolic of everything that was
wrong with the Empire. One madman, like Uriel, could never have
taken power, could never have exerted his influence over an entire
nation, without the conscious choices of thousands of others.
Ortis, and those like him, had propped up this madness as their 
own, and an entire nation had paid the price. 

Catelyn felt her blood running hot in her veins as she
looked at him, in silent thought. She wanted to take her dagger
from her belt and slit his throat as he had asked her to do. It was
exactly what he wanted.

Do I even need him anymore? she wondered.

She considered how they might get through the sewers of
the Belkyn Channel, and through Belkyn itself, without Ortis’
knowledge of the city. She certainly wouldn’t have known about
this secret passage through the underground sewage network.

Part of her was still distrustful of the man as a whole, and
she questioned again that this was all some intricate trap to 
ensnare her and Silena. But she set those thoughts aside as the
self-important delusions that they were. The Emperor had already
gotten what he wanted from her, and had left her to starve and rot
in prison. She had nothing left to offer any of them, except for the
satisfaction of killing her. But if that were their aim, they needn’t
formulate such an elaborate ruse to entrap her.

She fingered the metal handle of the dagger, considering 
whether to end him here and take their chances, or to wait and
fulfill her promise until after it was clear that they no longer 
needed him. Her hesitation raised questions in her mind about
whether she would actually be able to go through with it whenever
the time came. But that time was not now.

She turned and sat down on a relatively clean spot on the
floor, facing the door to the alleyway outside. It was going to be a
long day.

Three and a half prayers slipped by before Catelyn heard
the commotion from the streets outside which signified the arrival
of Silena and her family. She’d spent that time in silent
contemplation of her own, training her bubble to the area around
the warehouse, listening to passers by as they left their day jobs as
laborers in the handful of businesses that remained open in this
part of town, some headed for their homes, most heading for the
nearest tavern.

Catelyn heard the girls’ heartbeats first; like a pair of
excited fluttering birds, beating their wings against the cages of
their chests. They approached from the eastern street leading to 
the warehouse. She wasn’t surprised to hear them in fear, and
wondered how much Silena had told them about what was
happening. She heard the footsteps and whispered encouragement
of Silena’s guard, friend and lover Erich shepherding them along 
with kindness.

Catelyn had asked Silena about her status with regards to 
Erich, when they had been stashed away in Ortis’ safe house. 
Silena had answered somewhat dismissively, simply stating that
they each gained something from the relationship, but Catelyn 
could read between the lines and tell there was more to it than 
that, at least for Silena. But Catelyn respected her friend’s privacy
in the matter and didn’t press for more details. Catelyn was merely
satisfied to find that her friend was happy.

She heard Silena following behind Erich and guiding them
towards the warehouse. Once the four of them got within a handful
of paces, Catelyn stood and approached the door. She pulled on 
the handle and the door swung wide, revealing herself to the four 
newcomers standing in the alley.

“Catelyn!” The girls screamed and came running at her, 
great big smiles on each of their faces. She immediately forgot her 
despair and her conflicted feelings about Ortis, and felt her heart
swell as the two girls ran to her and she knelt down and opened
her arms to receive them. They ran into the warehouse, slammed
into her and clutched her head and neck tightly. Catelyn hadn’t
realized until this moment just how much she’d missed them.

She hadn’t known since the events of the past sojourn had
started, how much she could grow to care about people again. She
felt tears of joy trickling down her cheeks as she embraced the girls
and felt their warmth and their love. She was so caught up in their 
reunion that she hadn’t noticed Silena and Erich had come inside,
until they slammed the metal doors shut.

Catelyn looked up at Silena, who was standing to the side, 
watching the three of them with a smile and tears streaking her 
own face. Erich, who Catelyn hadn’t really taken much notice of
before, stood to Silena’s side, his hand on her shoulder, a strong 
confirmation to Catelyn that there was much more to the
relationship than simply business or even fun. 

Catelyn’s heart filled with even more joy to know that her
friend had found such a thing in her life. She smiled up at the two 
of them, then tried to disentangle Sera and Elexia from her neck, 
but they didn’t want to let go. She laughed and reached out, 
tickling them both under the arms and they giggled until they
finally let go.

When she had opened the doors, the girls had been little
more than streaks as they’d raced toward her. Catelyn stood, and
looked down at the girls, and they squealed in delight and happy
chatter when they saw her eyes and the healed flesh of her face. 
Catelyn, in turn, tried to answer them as best she could while she
studied the twin girls and what she saw took her breath away.

Elexia and Sera looked healthy, well fed and glowing with
love, dressed in muted pastel colored pants and shirts. But what
took her by surprise was that both girls were barefoot and both
girls had begun growing out their hair. It wasn’t long, but it was
obvious that they were letting it grow, in clear defiance of the
Empire’s rule. She felt herself begin to sweat.

The girls were clearly taking after her in some fashion, and
she realized that if anything happened to the two of them because
they had been inspired to it by her choices, she would feel
responsible, and that made her more than a little uncomfortable.

Silena must have seen the look of discomfort on her face, 
as she said “Erich and I tried to talk to them about their choice, but
the girls wouldn’t have it any other way. We have you to thank for 
saving us the cost of shoes at least.” 

Catelyn turned her gaze on Silena and Erich, still beaming.
Erich reached out his hand to shake hers, the same way
that Duncan had, and Catelyn took note of him as she reached her
own hand out to grasp his.

He was large. Everything about him, from the set of his
shoulders, to the width of his hands, was bigger than on anyone
else she had ever met, even Ortis. Ortis was heavily muscled, even
for a man his age, but he was also lean. Erich was simply thick, 
down to his bones. He had brown eyes and a round caring face, 
and Catelyn reached out and took his hand.

“It’s nice to meet you, Catelyn. Outside of business, that
is,” he said in a friendly tone. “And Silena mentioned your eyes, 
but they’re even more amazing than I could have imagined.”

Catelyn wasn’t sure what it was that prompted the
reaction, but she instantly liked him. She smiled and returned his
greeting.

“Likewise. I’m very happy to meet the man that puts the
wistful smile on Silena’s face sometimes.”

She wasn’t sure if that was taking things too far, but it felt
like the right thing to do, to acknowledge their relationship up
front. Erich’s cheeks colored and he smiled sheepishly, and
nodded, squeezing her hand warmly. Her instincts had been
correct. She liked Erich immensely.

The girls were trying to get Catelyn’s attention, grabbing at
her shirt and asking all kinds of questions about where she had
been and what had happened to her, and telling her all about the
things that had happened to them since they’d become part of
Silena’s family. Catelyn knelt down again to hear how they got to 
share a room, but they each had their own place to sleep which was
fabulous, and how they got to help Erich make their own clothes, 
and that they ate lots, more than their first eight sojourns
combined. 

Catelyn was amazed to see how animated and excited they
were, considering everything they had gone through. She shook
her head in amazement at how they had bounced back, and
imagined that she saw a glimpse of their future, a future without
the kind of pain and torment that they had endured so early. That
thought filled her with an immense joy.

The excitement was dulled when the four of them heard
the loud footfalls of Ortis’ booted feet approaching. Catelyn tensed,
waiting for a reaction.

The twin girls finally fell silent, looking up at the man in 
his nondescript plate armor as he approached the group. 

“We leave at sunset. Get some rest. You’ll need it,” was all
he said. He turned back toward the loading docks, but the girls
stood up and ran after him, blocking his path. He stopped, looking
down at them wordlessly.

“You’re Ortis, right?” Elexia said.

“We made you something,” Sera said, reaching into a
pocket of her pants. She unfolded something delicate, made with
paper that had been dyed bright red.

Sera finished unfolding it, and held it up to him. It was a
paper flower, big and bright and beautiful. Ortis simply stared at it
a moment, then reached a hand out as if to grab it, but paused.

“Go on, we made it for you. For helping our mom. And
Catelyn. You saved them. Mom told us all about it. My name is
Elexia.”

“Yeah, and I’m Sera.”

Ortis reacted with an intensity that shook Catelyn to her 
core. Outwardly, his face betrayed nothing, but Catelyn could hear
the change in his heartbeat, could see the black pupils of his eyes
constrict. It was similar to the reaction he’d had to her on many
occasions. Finally, he took the paper flower, held it in his hand,
then folded it carefully, placed it inside his breastplate and said
“Thank you.”

The girls looked pleased with themselves and ran off to 
explore the warehouse.

“Girls, be careful!” Erich called after them.

Ortis strode away to the corner where he’d spent the
previous prayers in waiting, and sat down on the loading platform.
She could smell and hear that something in him had changed
though. She didn’t know what, but it felt almost like...contentment.

Silena came over to Catelyn as she stood up and the two of
them hugged.

“So glad you made it,” Catelyn whispered.

“Me too,” Silena replied.

“Did you see this?” Catelyn said, pointing to the gate
leading into the sewer system.

Silena look past her, and down the dank hole and she
shuddered.

“I’ve never been much a fan of being under the ground. 
Can’t even handle a basement.”

Catelyn smiled, trying to look reassuring.

“So, we can rest here awhile, then we’ll head out,” Catelyn
told Silena, reaching out and squeezing her arm. She looked over
at Sera and Elexia, and the two girls were taking turns balancing
on one of the loading platforms. “The girls look great.”

Silena looked at her and smiled. “Yes, they do, don’t they?
Being around Erich seems to agree with them. I must admit, since
they came to stay with us, I’ve seen another side to him. It’s been 
illuminating.”

Erich must have heard his name or felt his ears burning, 
because he stepped over to the two women. “What’s been 
illuminating?” he asked Silena.

“Never you mind, young man. You just keep an eye to our 
girls, yeah?”

“You see what I have to put up with, Catelyn? Constant
demands. It’s a wonder I can get anything done, what with three
women in the house, all telling me what to do.”

Silena clucked her tongue at him.

“Oh pfah, you stubborn man. You never listen anyway,” 
Silena said, reaching out and poking his shin playfully with her
foot.

Catelyn smiled at the exchange. Despite the vast difference
in their ages, they seemed to have mutual caring and respect for 
one another, and Catelyn was happy for both of them, and perhaps
a little bit envious.

Catelyn looked past Erich and toward Ortis. He was still
sitting, facing the open warehouse floor, watching the girls at their 
play. She wondered what the man was thinking, but his expression
was unreadable.

“So Catelyn, tell us about your journey while we catch our 
rest?” Silena said. Catelyn agreed and the three of them turned and
sat down on the ground, and she began.

Two prayers later, their strange party gathered at the
mouth of the entrance to the sewer system below the Seat. The
sewers themselves were ancient, in many cases even older than 
The Before; remnants of the ancient times before the world came
to be known as Ereas. Catelyn’s books had taught her that no one
knew of that time, other than the few scant artifacts that survived
whatever had befallen humankind in those days.

The six of them filed through the gate single file, traveling 
down a slight slope, which flattened out after about ten paces, and
stretched off into what seemed to be an endless darkness. Ortis
reached into his satchel and produced a torch, which he lit using a
device he had in his possession, a portable oil jar with some type of
contraption on top. He squeezed the head of the jar and it shot
sparks, and Catelyn could see that there were two chips of flint that
scraped against each other when he squeezed. The sparks ignited
the oil, and a small flame burned at the top of the device. He
touched the flame to the torch, and the pitch-coated torch head
caught, sending its light bouncing off the walls.

After passing through the gate, they walked along 
featureless damp stone corridors for what seemed like ages before
reaching the beginning of the sewer tunnels. The cavernous stone
corridors now gave way to narrower passageways lined with steel
and a smooth type of stone which Ortis called concrete. Ortis
climbed through, into the pipes.

Silena followed, then the girls, Erich and Catelyn entered
last. She looked ahead and could barely make out the light dancing
paces ahead of her. The smooth circular walls were cool to the
touch, but dry, as was the ground beneath her feet, which took her
by surprise but pleasantly so. She had anticipated being forced to 
wade through ancient sludge.

As they walked, Ortis informed them that the men of The
Before had built the Belkyn Channel above the ancient sewer 
system as a way to make use of any existing infrastructure that was
still functional. Whatever had happened in those days hadn’t
destroyed things like sewers or other below ground structures. 
Catelyn admitted to herself that she was more than a little curious
about exploring that part of the history of their people, of how
humans might have lived in the past, but as soon as they passed
from the wide stone corridors into the tighter confines of the sewer
system, Catelyn also felt her hands and feet begin to sweat and her 
pulse began to race as she felt the tightness of the corridors, felt
the walls closing in around her.

Her memories of her time spent in the Imperial holding 
cell, with its walls not even wide or tall enough for her to stretch or
stand upright, came flooding back and she felt herself falling into a
panic. She bent to one knee.

Somehow, the girls noticed first, calling out to Ortis to 
wait. Sera squeezed past Erich to come to Catelyn’s side, and put a
small hand on her shoulder.

“Catelyn, what’s wrong?” Sera asked her.
Catelyn reached up and grabbed the young girl, squeezing 
her arm reassuringly.

“It’s OK, I just...I need a whisper.”

Catelyn took a number of deep breaths, trying not to focus
on the smell of the close air down here, until she felt her heart rate
slow and her breathing returned to normal. She squeezed Sera’s
arm again, and said “OK, I’m better. Let’s keep going.”

Catelyn expanded her bubble in the hopes that it would
help settle her nerves if she could sense more of her surroundings,
but all it did was make her more aware how close in the walls of
the sewer were, and so she focused her bubble to just a pace in 
front of her.

She followed along like that for the bulk of their trip
through the abandoned sewer tunnel. The trip itself was almost
entirely uneventful. The sewer system had dried up long ago, and
the smooth metal and concrete slabs that made up the structure
were sparse, and only every once in a while did they come to a
junction where another tunnel system intersected the one they
were in. Twice they passed under a vertical shaft leading upwards, 
but each appeared to be cut off by cave-ins above, so they
continued onward.

Catelyn began to wonder if Ortis actually knew what was
at the far end of the sewer tunnel or if he was simply guessing.
He’d seemed convinced that the sewer system would allow them to
come up in the heart of Belkyn, bypassing the entry gates and the
guards dividing the city from the Belkyn Channel altogether, and
then from there they would be able to cross the city toward the
Grand Gate and formulate a plan for getting through it.

Catelyn had no idea how possible that would be. She didn’t
know how big this Grand Gate really was, or even whether the
name made reference to its size or to its composition. In her
mind’s eye, it wasn’t so much vast as it was extravagant. But for all
she knew, the Grand Gate was as big as the Citadel was. She
should have thought to ask Ortis some of these questions.  She in
fact had many queries for him that she had mentally filed away as
a “just in case”. She figured it would be better to ask now, while
they still had breath to spare, and she started with the one she was
most curious about.

“Tell us about the Grand Gate, Ortis. What can we expect
when we get there?”

Her voice echoed down the chamber and bounced back at
her a couple of times before she heard Ortis’ reply.

“It’s a massive gate of quarried stone. It stands twenty
paces high and forty paces long, and is connected to it’s hinges by
enormous metal girders. It’s so heavy that it takes five whispers
just to get it moving, and then another ten to fully open. As a
result, it’s only opened once a span and only for a few moments to 
allow certain approved traders to leave and return.”

Catelyn was only mildly surprised to learn this
information. She wasn’t surprised that an Empire with walls
designed both to keep others out, as well as its own citizens in,
would control access so tightly. Still, the fact that there was a
scheduled opening once per span was good news. If they could
somehow get past the guards, perhaps all they would need to do 
would be to wait for the next scheduled opening and slip through. 
However, Catelyn thought better of that idea almost as soon as she
went over it in her head.

“I would guess that those traders are all checked and
inspected both coming and going, right?” she asked him.

“Yes,” came the reply.

“Could we slip through while they’re still opening the gate,
since it takes so long?” Erich asked.

“Impossible. The gate opens just before midday. The
guards will be at their most alert, and there will be tens of units. 
The Grand Gate is the second most defended point in all of the
Empire,” Ortis replied, his voice almost boastful.

Catelyn was confused.

“So what is your plan for getting us through?” she called to
him.

“We cut our way through.”

Catelyn was much more surprised to hear this answer. She
presumed that he had some plan or some trick to distract or divert
the guards and get her and the others past the Gate. A full on 
frontal attack by their group, only two of whom could actually last
more than a whisper against trained soldiers, would be suicide. 
Catelyn said as much.

“Ortis, that’s insane. We wouldn’t stand a chance! I 
thought you had some plan to sneak us out,” she said, her 
frustration growing.

“I never agreed to that. I agreed to get you and your 
friends out of the Empire. You asked for my help. That is the help I
can give.”

“Ortis, stop. We need to have a conversation.”

She could hear and smell Silena and Erich’s discomfort, 
and the girls were silent, but anxious. The four of them knew that
Catelyn was right, but she had been the one to convince them that
they would have a plan and a chance, and now it was becoming
clear that they didn’t have even that.

Silena and Erich took the girls and sat them down on the
dusty ground, and broke out some dried meat sticks and a hunk of
cheese that they broke off and shared with one another. Catelyn 
walked past them and stood near Ortis. She held out her hand,
indicating she wanted the torch and he passed it over to her. She in
turn gave the torch to Erich, and then she walked past Ortis a few
paces past the others, and he followed behind.

When they were far enough away from the others to not
easily be overheard, she stopped. The light from the torch flickered
from behind the two of them, and she looked up at Ortis. He was, 
as usual, expressionless and serious.

“Ortis, what on Ereas makes you think that we can cut our 
way through the Imperial guards at the gate?”

“I should not have said we.”

Catelyn didn’t know what sort of answer she had expected
from her question, but this wasn’t one of them.

“What does that mean? You intend to cut your way
through the entire Imperial Army detachment? Alone?

He looked down into her eyes, paused to make sure she
was reading his sincerity and answered with a simple “Yes.”

Catelyn felt awash with conflicting emotions from such a
simple answer. She had at least tens of questions that all vied for 
her attention, and she reached for one with her mind and pulled
out the first that came away from the rest.

“Are you insane?” Catelyn asked, and she saw that
question register in his face, and he looked sheepishly at her.

“I’ve asked myself that question many times since meeting
you,” he began, and Catelyn could sense that this was the truth. 
“But in every case, I’ve only questioned my sanity about my
response to you. I’ve since resolved that to my satisfaction. When
it comes to this plan, there is no better plan, so no, I am not insane
to suggest that it will work.”

She tried to step in with another question, but he raised
his hand, stopping her. She folded her arms, heaved a sigh of
frustration, and tried to wait patiently. She was still not entirely
sure how she felt towards him after the realization that it had been 
him who had left her to fend for herself all those sojourns ago.

“Catelyn, think back to spans ago, when you were still
blind. How did you find your way? And don’t tell me that it was
just something you learned how to do. You have a gift, don’t you?
Something that makes you...different from the rest of us?”

This question, and the implications behind it, admittedly
took Catelyn by surprise. She’d never told anyone about her 
bubble. She hadn’t even fully confided this to Silena yet, for some
reason she didn’t fully understand. How could Ortis know?
Unless…Catelyn saw it then, in his eyes. He had seen such gifts
before. Though what he said next truly surprised her.

“I too have a gift. Something that makes me...different. My
gift is not freely accessible to me, as yours is. But when I’m in the
heat of battle, it comes on me like a storm raging inside my body. 
When that storm is over, my enemies lie dead and I emerge
unscathed. It’s the reason that the Emperor chose me to lead his
army and secure the Empire in his name. I once believed that he
had chosen me because he loved me, as I loved him. I have lived
my entire life using my gift in the service of another, and for the
worst of reasons.”

Catelyn saw in that moment a glimpse of the mountain of
pain and shame buried deeply inside this man, and she began to 
understand what it was that had prompted him to help her.

“I can never atone for the sins I’ve committed in the name
of Uriel, and I don’t intend to mock the memory of those I’ve slain 
by trying. But my last act in this life will not be in service to a
madman, but to my self. Believe me when I say that I can, and I 
will, get you to the Grand Gate.”

Catelyn remained silent, pondering his words and her own
feelings. Her senses were telling her that everything he had just
told her was true, and where before she had felt little more than
loathing for this man, more complex feelings surfaced, some of
which made her uncomfortable. Instead, she simply acknowledged
the basic truth.

“I believe you.”

Ortis nodded and turned to return to the group. Catelyn 
stopped him.

“Ortis, if you have this gift, how on Ereas do you expect
that I can kill you when the time comes? How can I do what an 
entire Imperial squadron can’t? Won’t this gift of yours take over 
and you’ll kill me?”

Ortis pondered this a moment before replying.

“Because it’s what I want. My gift responds to my need. It
keeps me alive in battle because in battle I want nothing more than
to live. When it comes to you, I wish nothing more than for you to 
put an end to my pain.”

“But why? Why me?” she blurted out, desperate for the
answer.

He smiled sadly, then simply turned and made his way
back to the group. Catelyn walked back as Ortis took the torch
from Erich, then he walked past her, leading them through the
sewers once more.

Erich followed with a wan smile, leading the girls who 
looked frightened. Catelyn gave them both a smile to let them 
know it was OK, and as Silena passed she reached out and
squeezed her hand.

“It’s going to be fine. We...are starting to understand each
other. More than we did before.”

Silena nodded, but didn’t say anything. Catelyn turned
and followed behind, wondering what fate would await them as
they made their way through the darkness, and towards the next
stage of their journey.






Chapter 23

Ortis led them through the cramped tunnel, the torch
casting shadows on the wall that fluttered like the memory of the
wings of the butterflies he had so admired as a child. He thought
about those days more and more often, since he had fallen away
from the Emperor’s side. He remembered warm summer days
chasing after the multicolored insects, and lying on his back
chewing sweet-root with his feet in the grass, or splashing in the
cool river with his brother.

He remembered his father’s broad face, and the love he
had known in those days. It seemed a lifetime ago; part of a
different world. It might as well have been for all the good it did to 
recall such memories. Uriel had come into that life and stolen him
away from it. And Ortis had let it happen.

Ortis thought about what he had just done, revealing his
secret to the girl. To Catelyn. He reminded himself that he needed
to stop thinking of her as “the girl”. That was one of the mind
games that the Emperor had used, and Ortis had adopted,
referring to others with an impersonal description, to distance
himself from the individuality of others.

Even between the Emperor and himself, they had never
spoken of Ortis’ gift for any length of time. Uriel knew of it, of
course, and had taken full advantage of that fact but it had never 
been acknowledged in conversation. Ortis revealed his gift in
battle, and it was plain to anyone who faced him in combat, and to 
the men who fought by his side. The nicknames he had earned
throughout the Sojourns were all attributable to his gift. The
Emperor had been all too willing to exploit Ortis’ natural talent
and press him into service.

In turn, as sojourns passed and Ortis watched the
Emperor bend the world to his whims, he had witnessed Uriel’s
gift. His Will, as he often called it. It was a palpable thing, like
Ortis’ storm or, as Ortis had observed on more than one occasion, 
Catelyn’s incredible senses. She hadn’t told him outright about her
gift, but it was plain to see if one was paying attention. Similarly, 
Uriel’s Will was visible to him now, even more so now that he’d
distanced himself from the man.

The Emperor Uriel the Third of His Name had not simply
taken power through guile and force of arms. He had also had a
distinct advantage. Ortis had watched strong men, men who held
great power of their own, become convinced that they must bend
their knee and support the cause of Uriel. Ortis knew that it was
not that Uriel could control the will of others. Such stories
belonged in the fantasy tales his wet nurse used to tell him as a
babe.

Uriel’s talent was quite mundane actually, but immensely
powerful. He possessed the uncanny ability to so beguile others
that they willingly set aside their own desires in favor of His own. 
Uriel was charismatic, almost hypnotically so, and even men who 
were accustomed to ruling their own will were subject to his
charms in the early days of the Empire.

Only after firmly establishing himself in his Seat of power 
did anyone suspect how truly mad he was. Even after he himself
had come to that realization, Ortis had felt unable to tear away
from the man or his dream of a perfect Empire. Uriel was like a
force of nature, pulling everyone toward him.

Ortis was no scholar, and had never held any sort of belief
in the supernatural, but he reasoned that such abilities had to be
inherent in some people. He presumed, from the history that his
father had taught him back in Pyrus, that such qualities were likely
a relic of ancient traits, a stain in the blood from the earlier days of
humankind.

What the people of Exeter now referred to as “The Before”
was merely a reference to the dark times before the rise of the
nations like Exeter and Pyrus, when humankind had risen from 
the ashes of some great catastrophe and ending with the formation
of the Empire. For over a thousand sojourns, human beings had
lived in the dust of a world beset by some great tragedy, nearly
forgetting themselves, and certainly forgetting where they had
come from.

But even the most comprehensive of history books hadn’t
been written until hundreds of sojourns after that event. 
Eventually, humankind reclaimed their place in the world, and
now and then found relics of the past buried in the rubble and the
ashes, and they rebuilt their world. But much that had once been 
known was lost forever.

Ortis could only assume that some of those ancient things,
like the bloodfire perhaps, were responsible for the abilities he
possessed. Just as Catelyn had her enhanced senses and Uriel’s
Will. All three of their abilities, while not unnatural, so far 
outstripped those of anyone else that Ortis concluded that they
had to be different for some reason. Ortis knew that such power
didn’t come from the bloodfire directly. He and Uriel had both
experimented with it, based on Uriel’s belief that it contained
immense power. It turned out not to have done more than 
influence some of their own natural talents, however. But he had
never confessed this fact to anyone besides Uriel.

It had seemed appropriate to trust her with his ability. 
And fair. Two things which Ortis had rarely experienced before
meeting Catelyn. But if he was going to use his talent to get them 
through the Grand Gate, every one of the people in their small
group would find out about his unique skill soon enough anyway.

Ortis knew that they were closing in on the sewer’s
pumping station. At least, that was what it had been described as
by the Imperial scholar who had researched it for him, and shown 
to him on the maps of Belkyn last sojourn. He’d looked into it for 
his own personal reasons then, but his prior scouting was coming 
in handy now. 

From the pumping station, the map simply showed an 
entry into a building that resembled a building Ortis had seen just
a few short spans ago, right in the heart of Belkyn. 

As soon as they came up out into the city proper though, 
Ortis knew things would change. When he had last left Belkyn, he
had been watching whole blocks of the city burn, exhilaration plain
on his face, a quality he was sure that any number of Belkyn’s
citizens would remember for as long as they lived.

But Ortis had never been one to dwell on the variables and
what they all meant. So he forged ahead. As they approached the
pumping station Ortis began to see signs of occupation, and he
held up his fist, and stopped the group. He had considered a
number of alternatives for getting from the building on the surface
to the Grand Gate, but none of those scenarios had included
dealing with citizens living underground.

Ortis drew his sword.
Catelyn heard Ortis stop and heard his weapon being
unsheathed, and her heart raced. She wondered what could have
alerted the man down here in this abandoned sewer, and none of
the possibilities she could conceive were good news for their
group.

“What’s going on?” Silena whispered.

“Ortis stopped,” Erich said.

“Girls, come to me,” Silena said, and the twins obeyed,

huddling together and holding onto Silena. Catelyn walked ahead, 
smiling at the three of them as she passed, though she did not truly
feel happy and approached Ortis, who was standing with shoulders
set and his sword drawn and ready. Catelyn surrounded him with
her bubble, and could sense his readiness for battle. She tensed
her own body, ready to flee if this was some sort of trap. She
stopped a pace away and called quietly to him.

“What is it?”
In lieu of replying, he simply pointed the tip of his sword
forward, toward the end of the tunnel they were in. She looked
beyond him, and the sight took her breath away.

Five paces beyond where Ortis stood, the tunnel opened
up to a wide open space, with all types of massive machines
covered in rust and grime from sojourns of disrepair, the purpose
of which Catelyn could only guess at. But what had stopped Ortis
in his tracks was not the sight of the behemoths of some ancient
industry, but what lay between and among them.

Tents and tarps were strung between the machines in 
every possible configuration, and bedding lay strewn on the floor 
of the massive room, as well as tables, chairs, shelves full of items
and a hundred other signs that there were people living here, or 
had been at one time. Even at first glance it appeared to Catelyn as
though whoever had built this place was no longer here now.

She approached Ortis cautiously, and looked up at him. 
He turned to look down at her and she felt that she could read the
thought in his eyes.

Use your gift.

She turned and pulsed her bubble out into the open space.
She took in the entirety of the room, first focusing her senses
towards discovering signs of life: a heartbeat, breathing, 
movement, conversation. She heard nothing, smelled nothing, 
tasted nothing in the air, beyond the mildew and rust she had been
tasting since they’d entered the sewer system. She saw more with
her eyes, even with a simple cursory glance; everything was
covered in layers of dirt and dust, seemingly undisturbed for 
sojourns. Catelyn relaxed and breathed a sigh of relief and raised
her arm to sweep across the whole of the “camp” sprawled out
before them.

“It’s abandoned,” she said to Ortis.

He nodded and lowered his sword arm, but did not
sheathe the blade. She supposed she didn’t blame him for wanting
to play it safe. They walked forward together out of the tunnel and
into the cavernous room. The sound of Ortis’ boots echoed off the
walls all around her and she took in the nearest grouping of tents.

Immediately she determined that this was something 
unlike anything she had ever known before. The first thing that
stood out to her was the tent itself, which was made from some
type of durable blue material, not from leather or other animal
hide. Catelyn had never seen anything like it before, and she
walked quickly over to feel it with her fingers. It was smooth and
slick, and it crinkled under her fingertips.

She opened the tent flap and looked inside, to find a pile of
discarded and shredded clothing, from which she could smell the
unmistakable stench of rats. No doubt they had been making a
habit of tearing off strips of the rotting clothing for their nests, and
she couldn’t tell much more from the pile of clothing other than 
the fact that she could see a number of vibrant colors in the pile. 
She closed the tent flap and looked around the outside of the
structure.

A pile of ash and a few small blackened sticks rested in a
ring of bricks, the remnants of a cooking pit from the look of it. 
Two more tents encircled the large open floor, and Catelyn moved
to check each of them while Ortis secured the perimeter and Erich,
Silena and the girls entered the open space and began to search
through the outer edges of the camp.

Neither of the other tents contained anything of use,
consisting of little more than damp, rotten smelling bedding. She
moved to check the nearest of the shelves, and was not surprised
to find that anything of value had long been stripped away. All that
remained were some scraps of metal and strips of leather and
cloth. Many of the things in this space felt foreign to her, and
Catelyn could only assume they served no purpose, or if they
served one, it was one she was unfamiliar with.

Catelyn’s instincts were telling her that something was
strange about the camp. It appeared to be deserted, as though
whomever had been living in this camp, had simply picked up and
walked away. However, only parts of the camp fit that narrative. 
Catelyn couldn’t understand what kind of people would clear 
everything from their shelves while leaving perfectly functional
tents and bedding behind to rot.

She widened her bubble to cover more of the open space, 
and that’s when she saw the bones sticking out from a corner of
the room, partially hidden behind a tarp that had been strung up
with a thin length of twine. She looked for the others, about to call
them over, but they were all engaged in their own tasks, so Catelyn
approached the corner by herself, her bare feet leaving behind a
trail of her distinctive footprints in the dust-covered floor.

When she reached the tarp, she tugged at the corner, 
noting that it was made of the same crinkly blue material as the
tents. As the tarp slid aside along the length of twine, Catelyn felt
her face grow flushed and her pulse began to quicken.

Sitting propped up against the wall , and covered in
numerous layers of blankets and bedding, and clothed in heavy
clothing, lay the desiccated remains of a person long dead. The
skeleton was visibly white where it peeked out here and there
between the blankets. Surrounding the body were a number of
items, most of which Catelyn could not recognize. 

It looked to Catelyn like someone, maybe even the person
the remains belonged to, had taken all of the items off of the shelf
outside the tarp and had brought them over, seemingly so that
they could be surrounded by them while they died. The body was
positioned with one arm to the body’s side, skeletal palm facing 
up, and the other resting on the lap, clutching a sharpened piece of
rusted metal. Around and beneath the body, the blankets and floor
were stained black, obviously signs of a blood pool long dried up.

Catelyn knelt down near the remains and looked through
the twelve items surrounding the body. All of them caught her eye
to one degree or another, and her curiosity prompted her to reach
out for the things to inspect them closer. The first one that grabbed
her eye was an image, upturned on the skeleton’s chest as though
it had been the last thing the dead person had looked at. She
grabbed it gently by the edge, and her breath caught.

The image was a faded, lifelike rendering of another
person, a young woman not that much older than herself, smiling 
brightly and looking so healthy and happy. The image was cropped
in so that all Catelyn could see was her face and shoulders, but the
thing that had taken her breath away had been the colors, even as
faded as they were by time. The young woman was blonde-haired, 
with blue eyes and she was wearing a bright yellow top, and her
face was painted beautifully. Behind her, she could see a plethora
of lights in the background in every color imaginable. The lights
appeared to be entwined against a darker, blurred object, which
she could not make out, but it was roughly a conical shape.

Catelyn had seen paintings of others before, but nothing
like this. She had heard stories told by her parents about how
people had once been able to capture moments of time this way, 
but such things were lost long ago, and well beyond Catelyn’s
experience. Seeing this picture made her marvel at what had been 
lost that had once been commonplace to humankind.

She stared at the woman’s face for a whisper before
turning the picture over. The back of the picture was blank and
yellowing and almost bare, but for a few words written in 
someone’s flowing hand. The language was strange; composed of
words and letter shapes, some of which were recognizable and
others that were familiar and yet not quite legible. She turned the
picture back over and looked at the smiling woman again, then
down at the body.

She could see that whoever the young woman in the
picture had been, it seemed readily apparent that she was loved. 
Her smiling face had accompanied this person into death; had
provided them comfort as they had bled out from what appeared
to be a self inflicted wound.

Catelyn took the image and tucked it into one of the
pockets she had sewn into her pant legs and moved onto the next
item. It was a small, rectangular black and grey object with no 
discernible purpose. The front was covered with a thin piece of
glass, which was cracked in several places, creating a spider web of
lines across its face. The back side was a featureless matte green
material. Catelyn turned it over in her hands a number of times,
but could see nothing to indicate what it was or what it did. Even 
as cracked as it was, Catelyn could only gape with wonder at how
smooth and flawless the glass still was in places. 

She decided to reckon with the object later and set it aside.

The next thing that she examined was a book wedged in 
between the body’s leg and arm. She extricated the book carefully, 
trying not to disturb the remains too much. Unlike books she was
familiar with, which were bound with hard covers and written on 
rough, light brown pages, this book was smaller, and made entirely
of paper, even the cover. 

But what astonished her the most was the printing. 
Catelyn’s books growing up had all been stamped with inks, or 
embossed. This book, like the image of the young woman, was
covered with a light paper binding, and on the front was a flawless
rendering of a city scene, but unlike any city Catelyn could have
imagined; with tall, majestic buildings lit up like fireflies. She
knew that humans in ancient times had been different, and she’d
heard rumors about their technology and developments, but she
couldn’t fathom how they had been able to build such exquisitely
tall buildings made of metal and glass!

The cover was also covered with words she couldn’t
understand, and as she thumbed through the book, she was
amazed to discover the same neat script used throughout. It was
not written by any person’s hand, for the letters were too distinct, 
too uniform. She wished more than anything that she could read
this book, to see if maybe the words inside could be used to puzzle
out the meaning of it all. But although a letter here or there stood
out as familiar, the larger meaning of the words was lost to her.

She placed the book down on the lap of the skeletal
remains and picked up a small leather case. It was a simple bi-fold
design and when Catelyn opened it, inside were two small cards, 
made of a thick, shiny material. They were both marked with a
series of silver lines of varying thickness, and on one of them, 
another image, this time of a young man. He looked out at Catelyn
from the card with a serious expression, and she wondered if this
image of the young man was the face that belonged to the corpse
here under the blankets, dead for who knows how many sojourns.
She put the small case back down.

The last object she examined was a small black booklet, 
bound in what appeared to be leather. It was about the size of her
hand, and was lying partially obscured by the blankets
surrounding the body. She fished it out with a hand, and opened it.
Inside, the pages were yellowed and wrinkled, and many of them
were dark with bloodstains. She could make out some scribbled
notes and doodles, all using the same familiar but illegible letters
as the other books she had found. This appeared to be a journal of
some kind, possibly written by this person; perhaps an account of
their time in this camp.

Catelyn was intensely curious to know what the story of
this place was. She knew as soon as she’d discovered the tents that
whatever had happened here, it was ancient; from prior to the
Before even. There were all manner of stories about ancient
humans, but so little remained of that time, and though she
imagined how invaluable this place was, it did nothing to 
illuminate that mystery for her. She had spent more than a few hot
summer days on the roofs of the Seat, staring up into the charcoal
sky, wondering about those times, but finding these remains had
led to her ask more mundane questions, such as why the people
had come down here to live, and why all but one of them had
seemingly abandoned the camp.

But without the ability to read the words of the book or the
journal, she could only guess. All she knew for sure was that this
person, the last member of whatever group had taken up residence
here underground, had remained behind or been the last one
standing, and had then presumably taken their own life. Catelyn 
felt the sadness and the loneliness of what this person must have
felt, and she imagined the conflicting battle of emotions, between 
courage and the hopelessness, battling it out inside of that person 
until finally the latter won the day.

None of the other objects were particularly helpful, most
of them seeming to have some obscure purpose or other that she
could only guess at. She took the journal and pocketed it, as well as
the black rectangular object to fiddle with later, stood and pulled
the blankets up over the skeletal remains. She stepped outside the
tarp, slid it back into place, and looked around for the rest of her
motley band.

Silena was watching over the two girls, who were playing a
hiding game among the tents and tarps. Catelyn thought about
warning them away from the remains, but she was afraid drawing 
attention to it would only exacerbate the potential problem and
opted to just let the remains go undisturbed for now. Erich and
Ortis were still looking through the remains of the camp, the
former with a mixture of curiosity and vigilance, the latter purely
on guard against any threats they might find.

As she returned to the group, she began to formulate a
plan in her head, and when she was among them again, she called
them over to tell them her thoughts.

When she was done, they all agreed that it was a solid
plan. Catelyn had actually expected Ortis, as a former Imperial
officer, to take the lead and tell her how unsound her idea was, but
instead he nodded, and turned away to find a place to climb up to 
the street.

Catelyn knew that it was just a couple of prayers after 
midday. One of the first changes she had learned to adapt to after 
losing her eyesight had been to develop and hone her own internal
clock to be able to tell day from night when both were shrouded in
total darkness. Her plan was going to call for them to come up into
Belkyn in the middle of the night. They had already walked
through the previous night and most of the day before, and so they
now had a number of prayers in which to rest.

Erich and Silena gathered the girls to look for any blankets
and bedding that weren’t too soiled, where they might be able to 
spread their own blankets down and catch some sleep. When 
Silena approached, Catelyn reached out and squeezed Silena’s
hand.

“There’s a body over there,” she whispered, and Catelyn 
angled her head to point in the direction of the tarp. “It’s just
bones, but there’s some...unusual things around it. From before
the Before.”

Catelyn saw Silena’s eyes light up momentarily, the old
antiquities trader in her no doubt tempted to explore the remains, 
but then it just as suddenly passed.

“That’s part of my past now,” she said a little sadly. “Time
for me to look ahead to a new future. Still, I’ll make sure the girls
don’t go exploring over there.”

Catelyn nodded, and Silena squeezed her arm.

“You OK?” Silena asked warmly.

Catelyn looked at Silena, and the two of them smiled at
one another.

“We’re close now,” Catelyn said. “In case things don’t...go 
well, I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am at how everything has
turned out.”

“Sorry? Dear girl, what on Ereas for?”

“Look at us, Silena. We’re on the run, our lives are in 
danger, and you’ve had to give up everything you had.” Catelyn felt
the full weight of her shame and guilt at saying the words, and she
stopped before she broke down in front of everyone.

Silena simply looked at her, with tears shimmering in the
corners of her eyes.

“Catelyn, we’ve given up only the shell of an empty life. A
lie, designed and perpetuated by this place. We’ve gained so much
more since meeting you, and that is all because of you. The saddest
part of all of this is that I was actually once very much more like
you are now. I was outspoken, I was headstrong. And that
brashness cost me my family. Oh, Ortis may have been the one to 
do the deed, but I was partially responsible, and I let that guilt
change me, and I lost who I was. And I have carried my own share
of that burden for too long.

“You’ve done nothing but remind me that life, and
freedom, are worth fighting, and yes, maybe even dying for. But
I’ve got a feeling that the Divines are watching over us, and that we
will get out of the Seat, and that it will be because of you. And
because of Ortis.”

Catelyn felt such a well spring of gratitude and warmth to 
have found such a caring and devoted friend. Her elation was
marred somewhat by Silena’s invoking of Ortis’ name. Of all
people, she still didn’t understand how Silena managed to not rip
the man’s throat out for what he had done to her.

“Silena, how do you go on, knowing who he is, what he did
to you?”

Silena looked from Catelyn over to where Ortis, and now
Erich, were clearing away debris from a cylindrical ladder leading 
up to the street above. When Silena spoke, it was with the warmth
and wisdom of someone who had seen and experienced much, but
had hidden away her deepest feelings, keeping them safe for 
sojourns until they were safe to lay out in the open air once more.

“It was when he came to me, seeking my help to get you
out of the Citadel. I very nearly had Erich cut his throat on the
spot, showing up at my home unannounced as he did. But as he
explained his plan, and his loyalty to you became clear, I saw him 
for what he was. And then, as I’ve learned more about his life, I’ve
seen something else. In all of this, whatever else he was, he was
also a victim. He was little more than a boy just growing into a
young man when he met Uriel. He became swept away by his fate,
as young men do.”

“That doesn’t excuse his actions,” Catelyn said angrily. She
couldn’t believe that Silena was justifying or rationalizing for the
man, and she wanted answers.

“No, of course it doesn’t. I’m not saying that. He’s done
monstrous things, and one day I believe he will pay for those
mistakes. But I can also pity the man, for the circumstances of his
life as well. Were his choices any more free than the choice I made
to ignore my family’s deaths, and go on to continue to serve the
Empire that was responsible for their murder? We have all been
living in the shadow of madness for sojourns.”

Silena trailed off, looking at Ortis as he worked, then
turning and looking deep into Catelyn’s eyes.

“He needs you to do it, when the time comes. And you will,
for all of us,” she said, then turned and walked back to the girls, to 
get them ready to sleep for a few prayers before they moved again.

Catelyn felt a hollowness inside her, and for the first time
in a very long time, she missed the presence of her parents. Her 
father’s easy charm and rational mind. Her mother’s loving 
embrace and noble spirit. But as she thought of those things, she
recognized that for the past few sojourns, she had been embodying
all of those things as best she could. And she felt the pride of
knowing that those qualities lived on, in her; that those parts of
them endured.

Ortis and Erich had finished clearing away the last of the
debris, and Erich passed her with a smile and a nod, to get some
sleep with his family before what could be their last day on Ereas.
Ortis stood away from their group, looking like the pariah, and she
chose not to go to him, but simply found a corner of the pumping
station where the bedding did not look quite so rotten, and
proceeded to fold herself up and fall fast asleep.

Chapter 24

Catelyn watched the open square in front of the Grand
Gate from high above the street, clutching the edge of the
multistory tower tightly and grinding her teeth. Her forehead
throbbed, her palms were sweaty and her mind raced, trying to 
ascertain how everything had gone so wrong so quickly. She was
on her hands and knees, peering down at the square, which should
have been mostly empty at this time of night, and which instead
was crowded with hundreds of Imperial soldiers.

Catelyn’s plan had been admittedly light on alternative
strategies, relying entirely on stealth and surprise to get their small
group into the walled courtyard which, as Ortis had drawn it out to
them in the bowels of the pumping station where they had planned
this part of their goal, was only staffed with ten Imperial soldiers
during the overnight shift.

But either Ortis had vastly miscalculated, or the Emperor
knew their plan. Catelyn’s immediate thought was that her 
suspicions about Ortis were true; that he was leading them into a
trap. Days before, after Silena, Ortis and her had left his safe house
to make their way separately to the warehouse at the edge of the
Seat, he would have had plenty of time to stop and warn his former
friends in the Imperial Army. Staring down at the full courtyard, 
she knew that it had to be the case, and there could be no other 
explanation and yet despite the logic of this conclusion, she found
that she didn’t want to believe it. 

Despite his past, she had grown to trust him. He had
risked everything to get her out of the hellhole where the Emperor 
had thrown her to die. It seemed illogical for him to have done
that, to have risked so much, only to then turn around and lead her
back into their hands.

Nothing else explained this terrible development, but
Catelyn couldn’t waste time dwelling on how it had happened. She
needed to formulate a new plan, or abandon the plan altogether
and she needed to do so with haste, before Silena, Erich and the
girls came closer, for they would surely be taken and questioned.

Catelyn ran over the possible alternatives in her head,
painfully aware of just how inadequate her original plan had been,
and cursing herself, and Ortis, for not seeing just how flawed it
was.

It had seemed so simple and elegant when she had laid out
her plan underground, after Ortis had explained how the bailey
courtyard was laid out. The Grand Gate butted up against the
Walls, and was itself enclosed within a smaller walled compound, 
access to which was gated by four separate entries along one side
of the compound. At night, these four entries were manned and
secured, each behind their own portcullis while other guards
patrolled within and a number of others resided in the
guardhouse.

But with the courtyard now resembling a military camp,
filled with Imperial soldiers, their plan, whereby Ortis would cause
a commotion at one gate, allowing Catelyn and the others to slip in
through one of the other gates where the portcullis was damaged
and unable to close completely, was not going to work now. They
wouldn’t get two paces from the courtyard with such a plan now, at
least not as a group. Again, the obviousness of some sort of
betrayal lay before her like a bloated corpse in the street.

She just couldn’t believe that Ortis had betrayed them, 
however and she was forced to consider the idea that the Emperor
had somehow anticipated this move.

Catelyn raced over to the hatchway leading back down into
one of the towers at the corner of the walled courtyard, which she
had infiltrated earlier that night to scout the interior of the
compound. She had to get back to Ortis before he made a move for
the entryway and brought the entire Imperial Army down upon all
of their heads. She reached for the metal ring along the edge of the
wooden trap door and pulled slowly. 

The hinges of the hatch squealed as she pulled it open, but
as before when she had ascended the tower, she pulsed her bubble
and sensed no one close enough to hear. She had thought it
strange before that the Imperials had not stationed any archers
along the parapets of the towers or the courtyard walls, but now
after seeing an entire Imperial squadron camped within the
courtyard walls, she found the lack of any units atop the walls to be
even more suspicious.

The more she thought about it, the more that all of this felt
like a trap closing shut around her, and she slipped down the
ladder into the tower and down the spiral stone staircase,
sweeping her bubble in front of her, sensing for any Imperial
soldiers blocking her way. Instead of exiting through the slender
lancet window on the second level where she had entered the
tower after scaling the exterior wall from below, she bounded
down the three stories of the tower and came to rest at the portal
leading out to the courtyard.

She needed to get to Ortis quickly, and it would have taken
her too long to get back down the way that she had come up, but
entering the courtyard carried its own risks.

She focused her bubble on the door and beyond, and could
barely make out the presence of a handful of guards within a few
paces of the door. They sounded otherwise engaged, as soldiers
were wont to be in the safety of their own camp, but she knew that
their training allowed them to relax while still being vigilant for 
any sort of intrusion or unusual circumstance.

Her presence would not go unnoticed for long, but she
calculated that being alone, she might be able to utilize her skills to
dance her way past the guards and slip under the broken portcullis
before they had the chance to react. Their plan was now shot, so 
exploiting that weakness in the Imperial’s defense would not be
giving up anything.

She steeled her nerves, took three deep breaths, and laid
her hand on the handle of the door, testing it. When she was ready,
she pushed down and shouldered the door open, slowly and with
her bubble racing back and forth sensing for any cry of alarm, any
spike in heartbeat or sharp intake of breath that would reveal her 
presence having been discovered by the men nearby. She could
hear the men’s conversation, and they were casually discussing 
details of prior operations and laughing at the suffering they had
each caused. There was no alarm as she exited through the portal
door, and Catelyn found herself sighing in relief.

Once the door was open wide enough for her to slide out, 
she did so, pressing her back against the stone wall of the tower, 
hoping that her dark grey garb would sufficiently help disguise her 
from casual observation.

Now that she was standing in the courtyard, just a few
paces away from the nearest of the Imperial soldiers, she felt a
wave of panic setting in. She worked to control her heart from 
thumping through her chest, and her forehead and low back felt
drenched in sweat. If they caught her, she had no doubts that they
would not take her into custody again. They would simply run her 
through, or worse, drag her into one of the tents first where men 
by the tens, or even hundreds, would take their pleasure before
gutting her.

She wondered how her mother had found the courage to 
be among such men, to allow herself to be passed around just to 
stay alive, and to provide some meager income for her family. But
Catelyn stopped herself from dwelling on such thoughts now, with
the danger to herself so close.

She watched and listened to the men arguing about how
many each of them had killed or maimed, and they seemed
oblivious to her standing with her back against the wall just paces
away. She edged away from the wall slightly, and they still took no 
notice. 

There was no cover between where she stood and the
nearest of the archways leading out of the courtyard altogether. 
The nearest archway however was not the one with the damaged
portcullis. That was the third one down from where she now stood,
which would mean she would need to cross three quarters of the
open courtyard, in plain view of any number of Imperial troops.
But maybe they would all be as wrapped up in their own situations
as the first group of soldiers were.

She had no choice but to take the risk, and so she slowly
began to walk as nonchalantly as she could towards the first
archway. She kept her bubble trained to every soldier within 
twenty paces of her, scanning each of them quickly as she walked. 
She fought the desire she had to run as fast as she could for the
exit, but that would certainly draw attention to her, and everything
would be ruined.

She made it to the first of the archways, and reached out to
touch the metal bars of the portcullis, scanning the men nearby
with all of her senses. She still saw no sort of alarm, so she moved
on, staying close to the wall and making her way with purpose
toward her destination. She felt an additional wave of suspicion 
tickling the back of her neck as she moved.

How is it no one has noticed me?
 she wondered. And
where are the guards at each of the entry gates?

She didn’t stop to consider her good fortune, and simply
counted herself lucky that she was able to proceed uninterrupted.

She reached the second archway without incident, and was
definitely getting the feeling that this was just too easy. Catelyn
expanded her bubble by instinct, but sensed nothing out of the
ordinary. The men closest to her genuinely seemed oblivious to her
presence, even though she was standing mere paces away with no 
place to hide.

She accelerated her pace, moving with more swiftness
towards the third entryway, and as she reached the gate, she could
see the portcullis wedged open, just as Ortis had described it to 
them the day before. There was a gap at the bottom just big 
enough for her to slide under, and she got down on her knees and
then slid all the way down onto her belly. She squeezed her arms
through first, then her head, and she felt the spiked metal
scratching against her skin now, and she carefully edged forward a
finger width at a time, feeling the familiar thrill of getting away
beginning to coalesce inside her.

Then, a voice, like a thundering storm, echoed out to her
from deep in the courtyard, and the words shook Catelyn down to 
her very core.

“Leaving so soon, Catelyn?”

Catelyn froze. She frantically expanded her bubble, but
could sense no one near, and could sense no alarm from the
guards behind her, though when she listened, she could hear that
they had stopped their own conversations and were trying to 
determine what had just happened, same as she was. When she
didn’t move or respond, the voice, which had sounded eerily like
that of the Emperor, continued.

“Come, come, my dear. Surely you don’t wish to leave
before saying goodbye to your friends.” 

Catelyn’s worst fears were realized in an instant. The voice
was indeed that of Uriel, but it boomed and echoed off of the
courtyard walls in a way that Catelyn had never heard before. But
even more frightening than the reverberating voice of the Emperor
were the words he had said, which she somehow knew to be true, 
even though she wished that they weren’t. 

He had her friends. All of her choices had just been taken 
away in a single instant.

She couldn’t leave. She needed to turn around and go back
for them. She edged her way back under the metal, moving faster,
which resulted in her scraping a jagged cut across her upper back, 
but she ignored the pain and the blood and slipped out from under
the portcullis. As she stood in the courtyard, she now saw the fist
of Imperial soldiers standing paces away, staring at her and
smiling evilly. 

And she knew in that moment that this had indeed been 
part of some elaborate ploy, but she could not fathom how the
Emperor had won.

She raised her arms in surrender, knowing that it would
be futile to put up a struggle here. Not until she knew exactly what
the Emperor was talking about, and she had some time to assess
the situation fully.

“Bring her to me. And do treat her nicely. She is
unarmed,” the booming voice commanded.

The Imperial soldiers nearby surrounded her, forming a
wedge around her. They led her forward, towards the Grand Gate
itself, and the other hundreds of soldiers parted for this small
group. Catelyn felt her heart pounding, out of fear for what the
Emperor had planned for her and her friends, for what he might
do to them. Or worse, what he already might have done. 

How have things turned out so horribly? she thought.

She was led through the throng of Imperial soldiers, who 
moved aside for her and the small group of guards accompanying 
her. There were hundreds of soldiers in the courtyard, and all of
them were now completely focused on her as she approached the
area in front of the Grand Gate where the Emperor apparently
stood. She couldn’t see the man yet, and she realized as she
approached that she had never seen the man with her eyes. Eyes
which he himself had returned to her.

The walk through the hundreds of Imperial soldiers
encamped around the Grand Gate only took whispers, but it felt
more like prayers to Catelyn, as she considered the fate of her
group and their imminent deaths.

Finally the sea of Imperial soldiers parted and she found
herself staring at Uriel, the Third of His Name, looking directly
into the eyes of the madman himself. She had known from her
previous encounters with him, that Emperor Uriel was tall, but
now that she saw him with her own eyes, it was obvious just how
much he stood out among the men who surrounded him. His dark
eyes burrowed into her, and she felt small and meek before him. 
His face was hard, but unlined by age as Silena had pointed out
when she had seen him in another courtyard, what seemed a
lifetime ago. The most startling fact of his appearance was the long
black hair which he wore, pulled back behind his head in a braid
which extended past his shoulders and down his back. He had
railed at her hair, and the stink of it, and yet here he was, with hair
so long it was obvious that it had remained untouched by shears
for sojourns. Possibly even his entire life.

Of course the Emperor would keep his own hair, she
thought. What better way to tell his people that he’s above his
own laws?

The Imperial soldiers to either side of her stopped her 
several paces away from the man, and she stood her ground and
scanned with her bubble to try and determine where her friends
were, but she was so overwhelmed by the massive press of
humanity all around her that it was difficult, perhaps even 
impossible, to distinguish specific people, one from another. She
decided to press for the direct approach.

“Where are they?” she asked bluntly.

The Emperor smiled, and Catelyn could see the madness
dancing at the corner of those eyes; that mouth. Silently, he raised
his arm and waved some of his men forward from the guard house
against the Wall. Catelyn tried to see who was there, but the men 
of the Imperial Army were all taller than she was, and she wasn’t
able to see through the massive crowd.

She didn’t have to wait long however, and as the cluster of
Imperial soldiers moved aside, she felt everything she was, all of
her hope, go out of her in an instant.

The group being led forward comprised everyone she had
come into contact with in the past sojourn whom she cared about. 
At the front were Silena, Erich and the two girls. Silena looked a
mess, and the girls were sobbing hysterically. Catelyn saw Erich’s
condition and knew why. He was barely standing, having been 
beaten nearly to death by the Imperial soldiers. They dropped him
like a sack at the Emperor’s feet, and Silena and the two girls
rushed over to grab onto him, to shield him from further 
barbarism. Catelyn felt herself wanting to rush over to them as
well, but her instincts told her to remain where she was, so she did.

Following behind was Marko, his dark skin shining with
sweat and blood. He appeared to have been made a prisoner some
time ago, as he looked malnourished and was wearing nothing but
filth-stained pants.

Another duo of Imperial soldiers brought forward a young 
man covered in bruises and blood, and Catelyn struggled to 
identify him at first, and then she caught the scent of him
underneath the strong smell of blood and death and her heart
sank. Duncan. She looked at his face to try and see if he looked as
she had imagined him in her mind, but his face was swollen and
covered in welts, and blood ran from his scalp in several places. He
looked disoriented, as though he was not even aware of where he
was or what he was doing there.

Finally, the Imperials shoved their last prisoner forward. 
Ortis, untouched, but bound hand and foot in heavy iron 
manacles. He wore an expression of utter defeat. This, more than 
anything, signified the end to Catelyn. He had been their plan, 
their hope of escape. He had been prepared to cut through the
Imperial army itself, to give his life in service to this goal to see
them outside the Grand Gate and beyond the reach of the Empire.

All of that was just a senseless dream now. A flight of fancy
never to be realized.

The grim truth was apparent now. They would all die, in
the most horrible way possible. There was nothing left to be done. 
No more words to say. Everything was over.

She felt like dying, seeing the suffering of her friends
before her, and realizing that none of it would be happening if it
wasn’t for her. She considered the possibility of throwing herself at
the Emperor’s feet, begging for mercy and offering her life for 
theirs, but immediately she knew that it would be a futile gesture. 
She looked at Silena, who was on her knees and holding Erich to 
her, tears streaming down her face as she wailed, and she replayed
a part of their earlier conversation over in her head.

“Catelyn, we’ve given up only the shell of an empty life. A 
lie, designed and perpetuated by this place. We’ve gained so
much more, and that is all because of you. The saddest part is
that I was actually very much more like you are now. I was
outspoken, I was headstrong. And that brashness cost me my 
family. Oh, Ortis may have been the one to do the deed, but I was
partially responsible, and I let that guilt change me, and I lost
who I was. And I have carried my own share of that burden for
too long.

“You’ve done nothing but remind me that life, and
freedom, are worth fighting, and yes, maybe even dying for.”

Silena had inspired her with those words; had convinced
her that risking this attempt at escape would be worth it. But
standing here, looking at the bloody and beaten men before her, 
she questioned the price of fighting for such a life.

The Emperor had allowed her to take in this tableau he
had created for her, but he was growing impatient, for he cleared
his throat and began to speak.

“Catelyn, do you see now, the futility in opposing me? Do 
you see the power which I now possess? In truth I have you to 
thank for this, which is why I haven’t yet killed any of

these...beings.”

Catelyn looked up into his eyes and glared at him with all
of the hatred she felt in her heart.

“Well, that is...unsettling,” he said. He showed Catelyn his
hands, which had been folded behind his back, and she saw now
that he was holding both artifacts; the sickle in one hand, and the
rod in the other.

“You probably have many questions. Many questions
indeed, but we do not have time to answer them all. I will allow
you to ask me three questions, and I will answer each honestly. 
And then, I will give you my final gift. I will allow you to choose
one of these...people. Whoever you choose will live...the rest will
die. You will die as well. So, think of the most important questions
you wish to have answered before the end.”

Catelyn’s heart raced, and she felt overwhelmed with fear,
and she wished to throw herself at this terrible man, and damn the
consequences.

Three questions? she raged. The man is clearly insane if
this is what he thinks of, in the midst of his own victory!

But she realized that if she played his game, it could buy
them more time. Maybe only whispers, and she could not see yet
how that extra time would benefit her or any of her beaten friends, 
but it was something. Maybe Ortis or her could find an
opportunity in those whispers. And so she thought.

From the moment she had lost her parents to the terrors
of this place, she had wanted desperately to know why. Why men 
like the Emperor had encouraged and fostered an environment
that seemed designed to grind people down into their most
horrible aspects. She considered asking this question of the
Emperor, but she believed she already knew his answer. Control. 
Power. It was easier to rule a people who were so consumed with
their own despair that they would set aside their freedoms just to 
survive.

But ultimately, Catelyn believed that the human spirit
would not allow this forever. Eventually, people would rise up
against such brutality, as Silena had done, as she had done, as her 
parents had silently done by smuggling books to her, defying the
Emperor’s Will to have an educated population. What she had
never understood though, was how the Emperor had ruled for so 
long without a concerted resistance effort.

It wasn’t just about the citizens being cowed by fear of the
Imperial Army. She knew of the few pockets of resistance, each
one put down with excess force, but in Catelyn’s mind, she was
surprised that those responses from the Emperor had not in fact
created more opposition. What had prevented all of the citizens
from organizing, from rising up en masse to take back their 
freedom?

There had to be more to it than simply fear. And Catelyn
remembered what Ortis had told her of the artifact, and of Uriel’s
Will. This led to her asking the first of her questions.

“How is it that you’ve been able to keep your people from 
rising up as one united force against you?” As she asked the
question, Catelyn expanded her bubble and took in her immediate
surroundings. At the center of her world was the Emperor, and the
people in her life arrayed on the ground at his feet, with the
exception of Ortis who stood with legs spread as wide as his
constraints would allow, and holding his hands before him, pulling
the chains binding his wrists tight. When she looked at his face,
she saw his intense glare meet hers, then his eyes shifted to look
down towards his manacled wrists.

She felt a flush of guilt and shame and wondered if that
look was some kind of an accusation from him. She was
interrupted by the Emperor however, who began to answer and
she looked over at him. The Emperor was sweating, which Catelyn
thought unusual, but gave no more thought to it.

“You are...a surprising subject. In truth I do not know
what I expected you to ask, but that was not one of the questions. 
But I am honor bound to answer.”

The Emperor held up his hand, the one with the crook, 
and turned it over in his hand, examining it.

“This symbol of my family’s power is more than simply an
affectation. It is a conduit through which I can extend my Will to 
my subjects, but I suspect that you already know this.”

Catelyn inhaled sharply. He knows I’m aware of the
artifact and its power? she thought. Had Ortis told him? She
looked at Ortis again, and again, she saw the same intense stare,
followed by a sharp look down at his bound wrists.

“But alone, this is no more than a metal rod,” the Emperor
continued, and then let the crook fall to bounce against his thigh, 
suspended by a coiled loop of leather around his waist. With one
hand, he shrugged out of his robes to reveal his bare chest. Catelyn
gasped when she saw what he had hidden beneath his clothes.

His chest was criss-crossed with a web of light scarring
from the line of his nipples down to his belly and up under his
arms. Although she had never seen her own scarring with her eyes,
she had lived with them long enough to be intimately familiar with
the distinctive geometric patterns left behind by bloodfire. The
Emperor’s entire upper body was covered in evidence of the
substance. She didn’t know if he had been tortured with it, or if
such marks had been self-inflicted.

“I told you once that we were of a kind, you and I,” the
Emperor said, spreading his arms wide, causing his robes to fall
away to his waist, and he stood proudly displaying his scars.
Catelyn could sense the surprise and the discomfort of the
Imperial soldiers around them, witnessing this sight. Uriel ignored
their reaction, and strode forward and approached Catelyn. She
shied back, but two Imperial soldiers still flanked her and
prevented her from getting more than a finger-width away.

The Emperor came to stand beside her, and she had to 
crane her neck somewhat to look up at his face.

“Leave us,” he ordered the two men, and they instantly
obeyed. The Emperor leaned down and whispered in her ear. 
“What do you smell?”

Catelyn was taken aback by the strangeness of this
question, in the middle of this tense situation. She gathered her 
thoughts and then sniffed. She smelled sweat of course, and she
could detect the barest hint of a perfume on his clothing. But she
knew that wasn’t what he was asking, and so she delved deeper. 
When she did so, the answer to her own question became clear. 
She smelled the Emperor’s intensity, and it was powerful. 

She finally smelled what he and Ortis had referred to as
his Will. It was, as she could tell now, not simply a combination of
his personality and charisma. It was actually physiological
excretions from his skin and body, which were present in his
sweat, in his breath, steaming off of his body. And she understood. 

A latent ability she had seemed to possess had been
awakened by the bloodfire, magnified and amplified. He had done
this to himself for the same reason. To focus his Will, the same way
that it allowed her to focus her bubble. Others would be oblivious
to the effect that such radiating emissions would have on them,
but Catelyn saw it now, almost like an aura floating around his
body.

Uriel smiled when he saw that she understood.

“Good, good. Now we both know each other’s little secrets.
It really is too bad that you chose to oppose me. I could have
opened your eyes even further.”

And with that, he turned and strode a pace away again,
leaving Catelyn standing alone with no one near. In her mind, she
began to plot out escape routes, and distances away from the
nearest Imperial soldiers. She pulsed her bubble and she watched
as the Emperor flinched momentarily, and again Catelyn thought
his behavior strange. 

Perhaps his insanity is asserting itself? she wondered.

He marshaled his Will and gathered himself as he turned
to look back in her direction.

“Now, although we spoke little enough, I believe I’ve
answered your first question. Let us move on to the second.”

Catelyn felt chills run down her spine, and her body began 
to tremble slightly from fear, and she tried to will herself to 
breathe deeply and calm down, but she was mere whispers away
from her life ending, and the only control she had in this moment
was what question to ask next.

She thought it over in her mind, and realized that there
was something that she needed to know before the end, and so she
asked her question.

“How did you know we would be here? Did Ortis betray
us?” she asked, her anger rising at the last words.

Uriel smiled widely. He looked like a cold-blooded
predator about to devour its prey.

“But that is two questions, is it not?”

Catelyn panicked, realizing that indeed she had framed the
question as two separate questions, and silently kicked herself for 
her own stupidity.

The Emperor laughed.

It was an inhuman, grating sound, and Catelyn felt the
urge to cover her ears.

“Fear not, my little dove. I will not punish you for such
enthusiasm. I grant you this boon, but no other. I will answer both,
but only count them as though they were one question.”

Catelyn sighed in relief, even though she knew that such
pathetic generosity was nothing to celebrate. At least her life would
last a few whispers longer.

Uriel strode over to stand beside Ortis, and raised the
blade of the sickle to his throat. Catelyn felt her heart pound in her 
chest. She knew that Ortis deserved death, and had even promised
to do the act herself, but right now, she still clung to an irrational
hope that he was going to save them. That this was all part of some
brilliant military strategy of his. And, she had to admit that deep
down, she didn’t want to see him die at the hands of this madman. 
The realization of that was as confusing an emotion as she had
ever had.

But Catelyn knew part of her answer without even a word,
as Uriel was looking at Ortis with unabashed hatred. Rather than 
address her, Uriel spoke directly to Ortis.

“Ortis...Ortis...how could you have chosen her over me?
After everything...” Catelyn could see the veins at the side of the
Emperor’s neck throb, and the blade slid across the exposed flesh
of Ortis’ throat and Catelyn felt her knees go weak when she saw a
line of blood begin to flow from the polished metal blade.

“Please!” she wailed, and the Emperor turned on her, 
raging.

“PLEASE? This man betrayed me after a lifetime of
service. A LIFETIME! He deserves nothing more than to be
quartered and gelded right here in front of every one of these men 
he once commanded. He deserves to have his insides strung from 
the posts of my bed.”

Ortis remained silent as the blade slowly cut into his flesh,
unwilling to give the Emperor even a word of explanation.

The Emperor calmed himself and removed the curved
blade from Ortis’ throat and stepped away, turning from him to 
look at Catelyn squarely.

“No, he did not betray you. You are the betrayer.”

Catelyn dropped to her knees at the accusation. His words
made no sense. 

How could I have been the betrayer? I’ve done nothing!
she thought, her mind racing.

She looked to Silena, and Silena was now watching her, an
intense look of anger on her face. 

“What does he mean?” she growled.

Catelyn looked at her, pleading.

“Silena, I swear, I don’t know!”

“If you’ve turned us in, if you let this happen to Erich for 
your own freedom…” Silena got up from her knees and lunged for 
Catelyn, but one of the Imperial soldiers stepped between them 
and thrust the butt of his sword into her stomach, doubling her
over. The girls, who had stopped wailing and had been silently
waiting by Silena’s side until now, probably in shock, screamed
and raced over to where she lay slumped onto the ground. The
Imperials soldiers near them grabbed each of the girls by their hair
and held knives to each of their throats.

“STOP!” Catelyn yelled desperately. 

She felt herself fading into hopelessness, and she was
overcome with sobbing. She collapsed forward, overtaken by the
knowledge that soon, much sooner than she had thought, all but
one of them would be dead. Only one of them would be spared,
and Catelyn was supposed to choose which one.

How on Ereas am I supposed to choose?

The low rumble of Uriel’s voice interrupted her thoughts, 
and she raised her head, blinking away the tears from her eyes.

“As much as it amuses me to watch such pathetic displays
of emotion, I did agree to answer you honestly, and so it shall be,”
he said, and then raised the sickle in his hand, the tip of it still
glistening with Ortis’ blood.

“Just as with my family’s heirloom, this too is part of the
same powerful set of artifacts from ancient times. And like my
crook, by itself it is nothing more than a finely crafted bit of metal. 
But for those who have...gifts, it is much, much more. But as with
your other question, words themselves will not suffice.”

With that, the Emperor closed his eyes tightly, and spread
his arms wide, the sickle held upright in his left hand.

“Now, look at something,” he commanded her.

Again, Catelyn was at first confused by the instruction. But
then Catelyn quickly realized that this was another demonstration.
And so she looked around her, and settled on, of all things, the
kneeling form of Duncan, dazed and bloody and two paces behind
where the Emperor now stood. She looked at his face, swollen and
caked in sweat, dirt and blood, and her heart went out to him. He,
like Sera and Elexia, was truly an innocent in all of this. He had
done nothing more than extend a kindness to her when she had
needed it. She didn’t even know how the Emperor had discovered
him, or their brief and tenuous connection in the first place.

“You’re watching the young man behind me, named
Duncan, and you’re wondering how I knew about him being...your 
words here...kind to you.”

Catelyn gasped, her jaw falling open in shock.

The Emperor opened his eyes with a smug smile on his
face, as the Imperial soldiers nearest to the group began to whisper
among themselves, clearly astonished by the Emperor’s apparent
clairvoyance. Silena was struggling to get up, and missed what had
happened, and when Catelyn looked to Ortis, she saw a look of fear
on his face that made her quail.

Catelyn could think of nothing more to say and so she
breathlessly whispered, “How?”

The Emperor simply held out the sickle.

“This is part of it,” he explained. “Whoever created these
artifacts made them as part of a set. There are other artifacts that
yet lay undiscovered, and these two I only barely understand. But I
have been studying them nonstop since the sickle was delivered
unto me, and what I do know is that they resonate together. 
There’s some sort of shared connection between them, but there is
also a connection between these, and those like you and I,” and he
moved his free hand over his chest, showing his scars.

“I first noticed the effect with, of all things, a song. A song
which haunted me for days off and on, and which apparently only I
could hear. I thought perhaps I was descending into madness, but
in fact I finally learned that it was you. I heard you humming while
you were examining the figures on the handle. While you were
working at that, I was hearing you, through the connection 
between your artifact and mine.”

Catelyn felt her world shattering. Had Uriel been witness
to everything she had done since acquiring the artifact? He seemed
to guess her line of reasoning, for he answered.

“No, before I laid my hands on this amazing piece, all I 
had were snippets of thoughts, the humming being the strongest. 
But then, when I finally grasped this item in my hand, it began to 
speak to me, and I could sense your world as you did. It seems the
sickle has bonded to you somehow.”

Catelyn fell deeper into despair, to think that this monster 
was somehow inside her head, had somehow become a voyeur into
her life.

“But it was incomplete. I was amazed by how much the
bloodfire had changed you, had altered your perceptions, but I was
surprised that it had also harmed you, and taken your eyesight. 
The scarring is a normal side effect, but my father’s physician, the
one who applied my own doses of bloodfire as a child, had assured
me that it was used in ancient times to heal, not hurt. I gave you
another dose from his own supply, and waited.”

Catelyn understood now. He had hoped to restore her
eyesight, not as a gift to her, but as a way to spy on her movements
and watch her life play out through the connection that they
seemed to share. All because she had touched the artifact. And
then she realized that they must have been allowed to escape, as it
wouldn’t have made a difference with the Emperor being able to 
watch her every move. He could use her anytime he wished.

I wish I had never heard of that damn artifact, she
thought bitterly.

But it didn’t matter now. Everything was over.

Ortis coughed and she looked up at him, everything
appearing clouded through the tears in her eyes. He was still
holding his arms out, the muscles in his arms straining with effort,
and Catelyn wondered what he was doing. He looked down at his
hands, and she looked too, but she couldn’t understand. Then,
Ortis closed his eyes.

Catelyn finally understood his meaning, and closed her 
eyes and reached out with her bubble. She blocked out everything
else and tightened her bubble to the small area around Ortis and
his bound hands. She could hear his heart thumping strong in his
chest, and she could tell he was moderating his breath, keeping 
himself from being completely calm. He was primed for 
movement; for combat. But why?

She turned her senses to focus on his manacled wrists and
she could hear the subtlest squealing as Ortis pulled the chains
tight with most of his strength. She could make out a slight
amplitude change on the chain where it connected to the iron 
strapped around Ortis’ left wrist and her pulse quickened. A weak
point! That was what Ortis was trying to communicate to her.

She opened her eyes and let her bubble drop completely.

Before her, she saw the Emperor come out of the bubble as
well. He had been watching, but would he be able to interpret what
he had sensed through her? He shivered, and sighed.

“Oh, that was exquisite!” he exclaimed. “It truly is a gift
you have.”

The Emperor took a few breaths to compose himself, and
Catelyn watched him closely, looking for signs that the connection 
he had would be enough to clue him in to what she had seen. But
she hoped that his reaction meant that he was still learning how to 
cope with all of the extra sensory information he was receiving
through her senses, aided by the sickle. It had taken her sojourns
to learn to read the signs and interpret her heightened senses, and
he had only been exposed to them for spans, at most.

“Now, I believe we’ve answered all of your questions, and
it is now for you time to choose.”

Catelyn felt herself launch into a panic.

“I still have one question! You said that the last two would
count as one!”

“And so I did. But then you asked a third question. You
asked ‘How’?”

Catelyn’s heart squeezed so tightly in her chest that she
thought it would explode. Uriel was right. She had asked that, and
now it was going to cost her everything. She had run out of time. 
She frantically tried to think of something, some solution to the
dilemma she was in.

She imagined the manacles around Ortis’ wrist snapping, 
and she wished him to use his talents for killing to save them all. 
But how could that happen? He had been trying to tell her, with
his eyes, about the weak spot in his bindings. 

And then she remembered the draw bridge. The fraying 
rope. She ran her hand over her waistband, and felt the small
bladed lockpick still snugly secured there. It was a foolish hope,
but she clung to it with the fervor of a woman drowning, and
clinging to the rocky shoals, even as they sliced her open and
flayed the skin from her body. She turned to the Emperor.

“I beg you, Your Eminence. One last question. Not for you.
For him.”

And she nodded her head towards Ortis.

The Emperor looked at her with his dark, malevolent eyes,
a bemused expression on his face. He pursed his lips, considering 
for a moment, before responding.

“You push farther than anyone I have ever known. You are
insolent, as men once were in the Before. I have no patience for 
insolence.”

Catelyn thrust out with everything she had, trying to will
him to consider her plea. She watched his eyes, as they bored into 
her. Finally, he seemed to reach a decision.

“I...admit to being curious. Very well. Ask the traitor what
you will.”

Catelyn took two steps towards Ortis, putting her within
an arm’s length of Silena and the two girls. She folded her arms
across her body, trying to look defiant, and slipped a finger under 
her waistband until she felt the cool metal under her fingertips. If
this first part of her plan was going to work, she would need to rely
on her skill alone, not her bubble, to prevent the Emperor from 
knowing what it was that she had intended.

“Ortis, you asked me to kill you personally, and you
promised that I could ask you why before the end. It appears that I
will not be unable to fulfill that promise to you, but I would still
like to know. Why did it have to be me?”

Ortis’ expression did not change, and he did not lessen the
tension in his arms. But he looked directly, unashamedly into her 
eyes, and he answered her.

“It needed to be you, because no other could kill me and
call it justice. Of every man, woman or child in the Seat, only one
other that I have met has ever so moved me to want to change who
I was. There was one, but she died many sojourns ago. You remind
me much of her, and for my innumerable crimes, your hand
should have been the one to end me in the way that this city
deserves. Now, do what you must.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Catelyn saw the Emperor
seething with every word, but he remained silent glaring at the two
of them, and Catelyn knew that she would never get another 
opportunity. 

She reached deep down inside herself, deeper than she
ever had before and pulled open her bubble to encompass
everything she could see, everything she could hear, and taste and
touch. She flooded herself until she reached her breaking point, 
and then she pushed further, and shifted her bubble the way she
had done on the drawbridge. 

The world around her exploded in sound, shape and color.
She saw the very currents of the air as it moved past her, she
smelled the anxious sweat of every man in the courtyard, she
tasted the sea air hundreds of paces to the south, carried on a
passing breeze, she felt the whisper cracks of earth and the
smallest grains of sand under her feet, and she heard the
squeaking of the metal straps like thunder in her ears as Ortis
pulled tightly on the manacles at his wrists. 

Time itself seemed to creep by as her perception of its
passing became more refined, and she could see the panicked gaze
of the Emperor as the sensory overload slammed into him as well. 
He was unprepared for the sensations, and he brought his hands
to his head, appearing to move in slow motion. 

Catelyn moved in two ways. First, she withdrew the metal
lockpick from her waistband and flung it with as much accuracy as
she could manage, towards the taut iron chains around Ortis’
wrist, and second, she dove toward Silena and the girls, reaching 
out to grab all three of them. Her own sense of the world was over 
the limit of what she could maintain, and as she felt Silena’s hand
in hers, she let her bubble collapse and the world resumed its
normal rhythm. 

Chaos ensued.

She slammed to the ground with Silena, covering the older
woman and the two girls as best she could, and she heard the
snapping metal of Ortis’ restraints and swords being drawn. The
nearest Imperial soldiers rushed toward Ortis, but with his hands
now free, they stood no chance. He had been keeping himself in a
state of readiness for this moment, and with his wrist restraints
now gone, he was like a storm let loose on the world. He moved
aside like a whirlwind and in three breaths, four of the nearest
Imperial soldiers crashed to the courtyard stones, dead.

Catelyn looked up at the situation unfolding around her. 
Imperial soldiers were closing in all around, and she could tell that
she wouldn’t be able to reach any of the other captives in time. The
Emperor was slumped on the ground, kneeling and holding his
head with both hands. Blood streamed from his eyes, ears and
mouth.

And then Ortis was there, standing over her, with one
sword in each hand, looking like nothing less than a guardian of
the Divines.

The next several whispers were little more than a blur. 
Imperial soldiers rushed in, and were cut down by Ortis. He
moved with the grace and the speed of a natural born killer. 

She had remembered reading about creatures that had
once lived on Ereas, and one of them had always fascinated her. It
had been called a shark, and the pictures that had been drawn of it
were of a sleek body and a mouthful of razor sharp teeth, and it
was reputed as a vicious and deadly predator. She didn’t know
why, but that is exactly what she thought, seeing Ortis fight. He
moved from one opponent to the next, slitting throats and
stomachs open with efficiency and speed, until the area around
them became splattered with crimson. She could taste the blood in
the air, and it made her gag.

Ortis defended their entire group, while the Imperial
soldiers tried everything they could to break through. It was futile. 
Ortis had been right...he had a gift of his own. A gift for death. 
Bodies fell, and men died. There seemed to be no end to it. At one
point, Catelyn could do nothing but to bury her head and hold her
hands over her ears, to block out the screaming and the pain.

This went on for some time, and Catelyn lost track of how
long.

And then, quiet. Not complete quiet, as Catelyn could still
hear the moaning of the dying, but she could hear that the battle
itself was over, and she looked up and saw Ortis, standing over 
them like a blood soaked sentinel, swords extended and coated
with gore. She brought her hand to her mouth.

Through the carnage, his clothing had been cut to ribbons,
and she could see now the deep, rough scars covering every inch of
his exposed flesh. Bloodfire.

Who did this to you? she wanted to know, though she
could guess at the answer. Regardless, the words did not pass her
lips.

Catelyn looked past Ortis, and saw the courtyard littered
with bodies, as well as severed arms, legs and other body parts. 
She looked for the Emperor among the dead, but he was nowhere
to be found.

“Uriel?” she asked him.

“Gone,” Ortis said weakly. That’s when she noticed the
dozens of mortal wounds that Ortis himself had sustained. He was
covered in blood, and much of it was his own. He looked unable to 
move more than a finger width, now that the combat had ended. 
Gifted though he was, even he had his limits, it seemed.

She stood and put her hand on his shoulder and he
crumpled to the ground, shaking.

Catelyn turned him onto his back and she could see his
flesh turning a pallid grey color, where it wasn’t covered with raw
scars or splashed with crimson blood. He turned his eyes to her,
and she could see the pleading in them. He reached into the
tattered remains of his breast plate, pulled the folded paper flower
from inside, and held it out to her weakly, his eyes pleading with
her to take it. She did so, pulling it to her heart.

“Please. Do it,” was all he said.

Catelyn felt herself turn to jelly, and she crashed onto his
chest, sobbing. She heard his breath rattling in his chest, and
realized how much pain he must be in. Whatever he had done, he
had paid for it a thousand times over. Catelyn felt a hand on her
own shoulder, and she looked up. Silena was standing over her, 
and holding a slender dagger in her outstretched hand, handle out.
Catelyn’s mouth curled in sadness, but she took the blade from 
Silena, and felt her mouth tremble and her eyes blinked away
tears.

She looked into Ortis’ eyes, the eyes of a killer, the eyes of
her savior. Her tears ran down her cheeks, she gave him one final
look and said “Thank you.”

She slid the dagger into his chest, up under the breastbone
and into his heart, and she watched his eyes fill with tears, and
then the life fled from his body. In his last moments, he smiled up
at her, and she collapsed in grief, hugging him to her as he left this
world.

Silena pulled her away before she knew it.

“Catelyn, we have to go. Reinforcements will be here soon.
Uriel will not take this defeat easily. We need to be gone. We can 
mourn the dead later.”

Something about Silena’s words registered with Catelyn
and she looked around, and realized that Erich was lying a pace
away, lifeless on the ground. Catelyn broke apart again, wailing at
the loss, and Silena embraced her, making shushing sounds, while
the two girls clutched onto her legs, loudly sobbing their own tears.

“Come now, come now,” Silena finally said. “We’re alive, 
and we need to honor what these men did for us by making sure
that we stay that way.”

Catelyn didn’t want to do anything of the sort, but she
knew that Silena was right about the Emperor, so she let Silena
gather her up, and they all stood. 

A familiar voice from one side of the blood-soaked plaza
called out “The Seat will know of your bravery, my barefoot
Catelyn. This is only the beginning.” She looked up to see Marko, 
his wide, white smile shining through the gloom, as he carried the
young man Duncan over one shoulder. He waved, then exited the
courtyard quickly through one of the raised portcullises by the
entry. 

Catelyn wanted to go after them, to ask about Duncan’s
condition, to apologize to both of them for their captivity and
torture, but they were gone within a flash. Silena tugged on 
Catelyn, and the four of them made their way over to the Grand
Gate. She tucked the paper flower into the pouch of her waistband,
and wiped the tears from her face.

As they approached the stone edifice, Catelyn finally
realized what a daunting structure it was. A massive slab of stone
paces high, braced with massive metal framing and shut tight with
dozens of heavy iron clasps. Looking at it, Catelyn had no idea how
in Ereas they were going to get it open. Silena seemed to read her
thoughts.

“It looks more impregnable than it is,” was all she said.
Catelyn didn’t see how that was possible, but she trusted Silena. 
She had to, as she no longer trusted herself.

“Wait here a moment,” Silena said, and then she ducked
into the small guard house next to the Gate’s structure.

She heard Silena moving something inside, and then she
heard massive groaning coming from the inside of the Wall, and
then the Grand Gate rumbled. It was so loud that it shook the
ground under their feet, but as she watched in astonishment, the
Grand Gate began to slide open, scraping dirt away from the
ground as it was pulled forward as though by some vast invisible
hand.

Silena popped her head out, and watched the Grand Gate
pull inward, until it was wide enough for them to squeeze through,
then she disappeared and Catelyn heard the mechanism inside
being pulled again. The massive stone gate gave a great groan, and
then slowly began to reverse its direction, closing up again.

Silena ran as fast as her legs would carry her out of the
guardhouse and back to where Catelyn and the girls waited. She
grabbed the girls by the hand and rushed on through to the gate,
before it closed up again. She looked back towards Catelyn as she
ran.

“You decide, Catelyn. Is your future life, or is it death?” 
And then she ran through the gate and out into the wider world.

Catelyn first looked back, towards the Seat and at the
carnage of the courtyard all around her, at the dead body of Ortis, 
unceremoniously left in the dirt like a piece of trash, and then 
turned and looked forward. All she could see beyond the gate was
the slowly lightening sky and some mountains on the horizon. And
no walls as far as she could see. She took two steps at a walk before
she felt the itch in her bare feet and then raced the rest of the
distance towards the slowly closing gate, and finally she crossed
the threshold and embraced the coming morning air. Despite the
pain she felt at everything that she had just been through, she
smiled as she passed outside of the Walls that had imprisoned her 
for her entire life, and rejoiced at the fact that she was taking her
first steps toward a new life.

Appendix

Units of Time

Time is measured somewhat arbitrarily in the world of Ereas, a
result of the distinct lack of timekeeping devices. Much was lost in
the cataclysm that befell humankind in the days prior to the
Before, and the only increments which survived were those set by
the laws of nature. Citizens of the Empire use the following
standards for measuring time. 

1. Breath – The shortest unit of timekeeping, a breath
represents the amount of time it takes for a person to 
exhale.

2. Whisper – A whisper generally represents the time it
would take to tell someone a substantial secret.

3. Prayer – A prayer is the longest unit of arbitrary
timekeeping, and originated with ancient religious rites
worshipping the Divines in the early days of the Empire, 
which only lasted the same rough amount of time. 

4. Day – One of the only concepts of timekeeping to have
survived the fall of humankind, a day represents the full
cycle of day and night.

5. Span – A span is seven days, and is based on the lunar
cycles.

6. Cycle – A cycle is four spans, or the time it takes for the
moon to complete one cycle.

7. Sojourn – A sojourn is roughly thirteen cycles, or the time
it takes for Ereas to complete one rotation around the sun.
Units of Distance

Distance, like time, is measured arbitrarily in some cases, and
more precisely in other cases, but most Imperial interests use but
the one unit for almost everything.

1. Finger-width – The smallest unit for measuring distance, a
finger-width represents precisely what it sounds like, the
width of an average adult's finger.

2. Pace – The single most common unit of measurement, a
pace is described as the distance it takes a fully grown 
adult to stride two steps. Most measurements can be
calculated using paces, or as fractions and multiples of
paces.

Units of Weight

There's surprisingly little need for using measures of weight in the
Empire of Exeter, and as such, a single measurement is used for 
everything.

1. Stone – This unit of measurement is the universal method
for weighing objects, and was adapted from the early
merchant classes in the Before, who would use baskets full
of stones that could fit in the palm of the hand as the basis
for setting prices on goods. An average adult male would
be said to weigh approximately 150 stone.
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