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Disclaimer


This book is intended for mature audiences only (18+).


It contains explicit sexual content, strong language, graphic violence, and emotionally intense scenes that may be triggering to some readers.


All characters depicted in sexual situations are fictional and 18 years of age or older.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Reader discretion is strongly advised.









Pronunciation Guide for Proper Names:


In this book, when you see two vowels together in a proper name, each vowel is pronounced separately.


To make this clear, the vowel may be written twice.


For example: the name "Noota" should be pronounced No-o-ta, not as a single blended sound.


Doubling of consonants generally does not affect pronunciation.


It is a remnant of older grammatical rules and can usually be ignored when reading aloud. However, some exceptions apply.


For instance, when the double consonant "cc" appears, it should be pronounced like "ch" (as in "church").









"Regret is the most useless thing in the world.


One cannot recall anything.


And one cannot rectify anything.


Otherwise we would all be saints.


Life did not intend to make us perfect.


Whoever is perfect belongs in a museum."


- Erich Maria Remarque.
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Chapter 1


The City of Miirta, Miinta Island, The Orion Belt, Neutral Waters


Light can blind.


When it's too bright, we begin to see darkness.


I've often wondered: does light contain that darkness within itself, or does this darkness belong to our eyes?


The corridor is engulfed in utter blackness. I've been here long enough for my eyes to adjust—because they always do.


But not today. Today, the darkness refuses to yield.


Does darkness exist without light?


I hope not.


Sweat covers my back, yet I still manage to keep my breathing under control, making it quiet and unnoticeable to conceal my position and fear.


But I'm scared as fuck. I've never been in the Academy's catacombs before—especially at night… especially not alone.


I know without a doubt — there's someone here.


He, she... or maybe something? I can feel it. I can feel their gaze, even though I can't see either them or their eyes.


This isn't the first time I've found myself in a place I shouldn't be. In fact, by now, it's more than a habit. This time, it was because of a note I found on Professor Lamberto's desk. A small scrap of paper scrawled in someone else's handwriting on it:


"I've seen his eyes in the dark.


He's here. Seek in Catacombs."


If that paper hadn't belonged to Lamberto, I might've never come here. But the professor hides many secrets—and keeps only the most important ones. Anything unnecessary, she disposes of quickly, which means that this paper matters.


And so, here I am, in the catacombs. I see darkness but no eyes.


Yet they… they definitely see me.


I can't bring myself to step out of my hiding spot. To be honest, one of the protruding columns of the arch hardly counts as a reliable cover. I've gone deep enough to lose track of the turns—and, with them, the way out. Whoever's here with me isn't in a hurry to reveal themselves.


I don't know what twisted game they're playing, but I'm not sticking around to find out.


I just need a moment. Perhaps a couple.


And then…


I'll rush ahead, running wherever my eyes can lead me.


But the problem is that my eyes can't see a damn thing here.


This means… I need more time.


I can't contain myself and let out a heavy sigh. I tense up immediately at the sound of it, clamping my hand over my mouth. Suddenly, a loud clatter echoes through the silence. It's sharp and jarring, just as abrupt as my sigh. My heart races as I spring to my feet and rush in the opposite direction. My hands stretch out ahead of me, desperate to avoid colliding with a wall and hoping I won't get lost in this suffocating labyrinth. My fingers trail quickly along the cold, rough surface of the wall, searching for a sense of direction in the oppressive darkness.


Without warning, the wall ends. I plunge into the nothingness, take a sharp turn, and fall…


Stairs! Bloody and holy stairs!


I shout instinctively when my knee hits one of the stone steps. It hurts, but it forces me to move. I crawl up-wards, almost on all fours, and, feeling for some doors, quickly get to my feet and yank the handle. The door opens, and I dash out and freeze in the moonlight. I don't waste a second and turn to face the darkness I've just escaped from. The fear still lingers inside, but when I see no one behind the door or on the stairs, I finally start to breathe more steadily. With one decisive motion, I lock the door and turn away, heading off. I promise myself that this will be the last time I go down there.


There are truly doors in this world that are better left closed.


The rest of the night, I toss and turn, struggling to fall asleep—it's the first time this has happened to me.


Usually, I sleep deeply, even if I can hear everything happening around me. In the morning, I weave a few violet beads, a gift from Nikta, into my long, chocolate-toned hair. She claims they protect against bad thoughts, evil gazes, and malicious intentions. But if you think about it, my intentions and my own gaze could easily fall into the same category that Nikta is trying to protect me from. No matter how you look at it, there's always a certain aloofness and suspicion in my hazel-brown eyes, and my straight eyebrows only amplify this impression. I put on a white blouse with long sleeves gathered at the wrists, fitted pants — and, of course, my Orion Academy cadet jacket, the mandatory piece of the uniform.


Each academy has its own rules regarding uniform wear. At Orion, every student wears a double-breasted jacket with a stand-up collar adorned with rows of metallic buttons, frogging, ornate sleeve embroidery, and shoulder cords. Depending on their year of study, the color of these elements changes — from copper to silver. Additionally, based on personal achievement, students can be awarded epaulets, aiguillettes, lanyards, and sashes. The sash is one of the first honors given — typically when advancing to a higher category. During formal academy balls, most girls prefer dresses, which they decorate with their earned sash as a mark of pride.


With my bag slung over my shoulder and the Labrys strapped in place, I finally set off for the Academy.


The air is thick with the delicate, floral scent of wisteria. Aside from the various types of palm trees on the island, wisteria can be found almost everywhere. In fact, it is considered the symbolic plant of Miinta and even appears on the island's coat of arms. The most fascinating part is that the blooming season of wisteria on Miinta seems to last all thirteen months of the year — not because of the climate but due to a unique variety found only here.


The Academy accepts children starting at the age of five. By the time they reach nineteen, after completing their studies, they join the ranks of scholars, brave sailors, fearless warriors, and political leaders of Vetsoor or Orion. Valiant Families and Newly Risen Houses from the Free Lands of Raamta or United Isles of Orion paid considerable sums to secure their descendants a place in the Order's academies—hallowed institutions known for producing the most skilled minds and warriors of the age. But most importantly, they are offered a rare and coveted opportunity—the chance to join the Valiant Sacrilegists' Order. This path leads to the heights of military glory and social careers.


In the Order, there are only Sacrilegists,


but not all Sacrilegists are in the Order.


Our maman is opposed to our studies at the Academy, especially because of its close ties to the Order. In addition, she sees it as inseparable from a past she had fought to forget.


The concept of "Sacrilegist" was not confined to a particular nation or ethnic group. Sacrilegism is an ideological movement focused on loyalty and unity, transcending traditional religious or ethnic boundaries. This is not a religion in the usual sense. Still, the Sacrilegists deeply revere the descendants of the great Massaar lineage—Vettin-Ferann—seeing them as symbols of unity and leadership. Their faith is deep, but it resembles devotion to ideals rather than worship of a deity. The Order was formed during a "period of great upheaval" at the "Beginning of the Beginnings"—a time of political and social turmoil, as waves of reform and conflict swept across the Vetsoor in the Raamian Empire thousands of years ago. Officially established when 3363 "Valiant Families," tracing their lineage back to the ancient Raamian civilization, joined together—united by a common purpose and faith in protecting their ideals—these families gathered under a single banner, forming a strong alliance. They established a well-organized structure, where each lodge was responsible for safeguarding particular domains and maintaining peace and order in its region. At the pinnacle of this vast organization stood the Grossmaster, who not only led the Order but also ensured strict adherence to the code and cooperation between the Lodges and the Crown.


The term "Sacrilegist" emerged somewhat later — specifically during the time of the Great Persecutions, when the Church in the lands of Ssaar launched a campaign to eliminate all those who did not belong to it. Anyone who refused to acknowledge the Fourfold God was branded a Sacrilegist — not because we plundered their shrines, destroyed their symbols, or committed acts of blasphemy, but simply because we refused to worship their Fourfold God.


My sister, Conllet, though everyone calls her Conlly, is walking in front of me with Frederik. She's five feet eight tall, just like me, with the same oval, but with a sweet-looking face and a soft blush on her cheeks. Yet where my features tend to harden with suspicion, hers are open and inviting. Although we're twins, her hair is as light as honey, and her expressive eyes have flecks of gray with hints of a metallic tint. She suddenly stops, cackling like a seagull, clutching her sides in the middle of the corridor.


"You're hopeless!" Erik smiles, glancing down at her from his towering height. He flips a page in the book he hopes to finish during his lunch break.


Frederik Veiknaar—Erik, as we call him—is a descendant of one of the Valiant Families of the Sacrilegists. We've known each other since childhood, and it's hard to imagine my life without him, just as it is without Conlly. His skin carries a warm olive hue, and his thick, pitch-black hair rebelliously falls over his forehead, emphasizing the carelessness with which he tries to mask his responsibility.


"Did you... hear, Lilly?" Conlly barely manages to say, her face turning red from laughter. But I wasn't listening.


"No," I reply honestly.


I didn't like lying.


The truth is, the last thing I can think about right now is some history test. More urgent questions are racing through my mind:


Did I close the catacombs door?


Did anyone see me last night when I recklessly rushed out of there?


And the most important question—what the hell is going on?


Because something is definitely wrong here—Lamberto seems completely off. For those who haven't been watching her for the last four years, it may be hard to understand what I meant. But I see how she had almost stopped leaving the Academy, patrolling the corridors more often, and, most importantly, she is visibly anxious. Unintentionally, but I notice it. Something is definitely wrong here, and that "something" silently but sharply calls out from somewhere. However, I can't yet figure out where exactly.


"We'll manage somehow," Conlly says indifferently.


"We're no strangers to this," Erik responds, gently pushing Conlly toward the history classroom door.


His white shirt, with its collar unbuttoned, exposes his neck, where a pendant hangs with his mother's wedding ring. He's in great shape, and the fitted uniform jacket only highlights this. Though, in the academies of the Sacrilegists, it's not an exception but a requirement. There's no one here who lags behind in physical training.


The weak are not tolerated here; they are eliminated.


"She said," Erik turns to me, "if you don't know the correct answer, but one of the answer choices is 'Precce,' go for it. You can't be wrong."


Conlly bursts into another laugh, and I can't hold back either, smiling.


In every upheaval, the ones to blame are always the Precce.


The surname Precce is a shadow that haunts every volume of world history. The Precce family has more deaths on its hands than saved lives. The fame of this family precedes its members. The name Precce is mentioned throughout historical records, dating back to the first queen, and is present in every significant historical event of Vetsoor. All members of this family were known as "Guardians," or, as they are sometimes called, "Keepers" of the royal family of the Raamta Queendom—Vettin-Ferann, and they often held the position of Grossmaster of the Sacrilegists' Order. And moreover...


Moreover, Precce is my mother's maiden name.


Her family has been directly connected to both the Crown and the Order throughout its entire existence. She is the third and rather late child of Darguss Precce and Samilla Grottenrou—the very same Grottenrous, the engineering tycoons, whose name prominently features alongside "property" on all the locomotives of Vetsoor.


My mother, Marellen Precce, is not just from a wealthy family; she descends from an extraordinarily rich, influential, and noble lineage with centuries-old traditions.


But...


And that's a really big "But"—let me emphasize that—she gives up everything she had: she leaves the Order, severs all threads with her family, and, most unforgivably, betrays the Crown itself!


Can such a thing be forgiven?


No, for such an act, they seek to kill; for such an action, they crave revenge—bloody and public. To this day, many try to unravel the true reason behind such a reckless act. I, too, would like to believe that there is something more behind this decision, some deep secret or motive. Still, after all these years, I haven't found any explanation other than her own stubborn ego.


After the lessons are over and twilight begins to fall, I slip out of my Academy uniform and into dark clothes — nothing that could give away who I am — a scarf pulled over my face as I make my way through the dense green shrubs that stretch behind the Academy. It's the quickest and most inconspicuous path to one of the entrances to the catacombs. I hurry toward those damned doors.


The final stretch of the way passes by a few windows in the corridor. Still, the Academy is already empty: the students have left, and the teachers have gathered for some meetings. Perhaps it would be wiser to stalk them than to crawl through these bushes to the door I swore never to touch again. The feeling of being watched makes me glance around — behind me, to the sides, and toward the windows. Only greenery and silence. Changing my angle of view, I find no one, but perhaps it's this cursed place affecting me. I had the same feeling last night. Slipping through the final stretch of ground, I reach the door and feel a sense of relief upon seeing the lock hanging on it. But... doubt creeps in. I can't remember if it's the same lock from yesterday. I glance over my shoulder, then back at the lock. The feeling that it might be different makes me freeze.


What if I forgot to lock the door?


What if someone found it with the lock open?


What if Lamberto knows someone has been here?


And what if it was she who put the new lock on?


If she finds out, it was me... it's not even about the fact that I could be expelled. Though I won't lie, that's important, too. But... being exposed in front of Lamberto—that's something I couldn't afford. For four years, I had been successfully doing my job, and now, just because of a minor mistake, I could be exposed.


My hands tremble as I pull out the key to the lock that was here last night. I already regret taking just this one instead of all of them. The thought that it might not fit rushes ahead of the thought that I simply grabbed the wrong key.


I hear a noise and immediately retreat into the shadows, hiding behind the thick bushes that loom over the entrance—my heart pounds like mad. Seconds drag by, and I decide to cautiously peek out. But there's no one to be seen. I quickly scan the four windows barely visible from the Academy through the dense bushes, but I still see no one.


It's time to finish this.


I quickly approach the door and insert the key into the lock. My heart races wildly, and when the key finally turns with a click, unlocking the door, I let out a sigh of relief and locked it again. I yank on the door a few times to make sure it's securely shut, and at last, I get the hell out of there… for the second time on the last day.


The Academy of Orion was under the Protectiva of Neutral Waters. It belonged to the autonomous fraternity of Sacrilegists of the Raamta Queendom, known as the Lodge of Orion. At the Academy, subjects are divided into four blocks: general, medical, spiritual, and maritime. The latter meant no paperwork or exams, just sore muscles, bruises, and blisters from the unbearable combat or navigation practice hours. Each block has several compulsory subjects, while the others are optional and chosen based on our plans after graduation. These optional disciplines often determine the division of students into groups within the class year, so not everyone has the same subjects.


The Higher students are heading towards the training ground on the beach. Most walk in groups or pairs, either ahead or behind. I, on the other hand, walk alone, like a small black dot in the middle of this long sentence. I hope that the scorching sun will be hidden behind the big white clouds and bring some relief. But no—as soon as I step outside, the sun relentlessly peeks out from behind the clouds. But that isn't all that bothers me. Dorian vi Ristarii, walking ahead with his arm thrown casually over Nicholas' Lavillier shoulder, is far too happy — a stark contrast to my restless thoughts. And also there are the prying eyes, watching me intently...


If Dorian believes that the vengeance for their stupid argument has stopped at Laurence, he's badly mistaken. In the recent sparring sessions, he gets lucky. One of his guys always gets there before me — writing their names next to his, guarding his cowardly ass like obedient little sentries.


What matters more now is that someone is watching me.


Again.


I'm not sure if it's still the same person or multiple people. But these aren't the usual casual stares that I have long since learned to ignore. No, someone is watching me right now.


I stop and sharply turn on my heels, which sink into the sand. Groups of students pass by one after another. Still, I scan the surroundings and carefully check the stained-glass windows of the building. It takes time. But the feeling doesn't go away.


Part of me enjoys these stained-glass windows. Yet another part... sincerely despises them. They keep flickering, pulling focus, distracting from whatever might be lurking behind. But in Miinta, they're everywhere—draping almost every window like ornate frames encasing the quiet weaving of conspiracies.


I raise my eyes to the floor above… and I don't know whether to exhale with relief that my instincts haven't failed me or to hold my breath.


Figures in the window.


They're looking at me.


Watching me.


And then, they turn and disappear.


I stand still for a moment, but nothing else happens. Eventually, I follow the crowd toward the shore — the place where the majority are too scared to choose me as their opponent and instead leave it to fortune. The place where I must prove my right to be here each time, as the Sacrilegist, not as the daughter of a traitor. The place where I make sure to show that it's better not to mess with me.


I might be the worst student in the class, but I'm among the top three strongest opponents on the battlefield.


I'm not the smartest, but I'll find the answers when necessary.


Compassion isn't always my trait because, for Sacrilegists, to be bloodthirsty is a virtue.


I'm a loner—mostly by choice, not due to a lack of company.


I am not the only one making trouble at the Academy.


But I am definitely the best at it.
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Chapter 2


Since advancing to the higher category, carrying personal weapons has become mandatory for those who have reached this level. While training or sparring doesn't always involve one's personal weapon, in practice, we are all expected to master the use of both a sword and a flintlock revolver. Personal weapons are chosen individually and, for most, represent more than just favored blades — they serve as a form of self-expression.


My weapon is a Labrys, a double-edged battle axe with broad, sweeping blades. The edges are adorned with graceful, wavy engravings embellished with golden ornaments. At the same time, the handle ends in a sharpened steel eagle's talon—the symbol of the Pleiad where it was crafted. This talon is particularly handy for slitting throats. It was a gift from Aunty Cissy for my fifteenth birthday when I realized that a double-bladed axe is the finest weapon I've ever wielded.


It can penetrate even the strongest armor, allowing attacks from both directions while also making it effective for blocking strikes and defending. However, this weapon is heavy, and after each blow, it takes some time to return to a combat stance, leaving an opening for a counterattack. The Labrys is also impractical in tight spaces, where its wide swing is restricted. It demands significant stamina, as exhaustion becomes noticeable after a prolonged fight. This is a weapon for those who are willing to sacrifice speed in exchange for devastating power.


Even though I carry my Labrys into the ring, I rarely use it—only when the situation allows it. Usually, I rely on a few throwing knives hidden in my boots and a pair of daggers sheathed at my thighs. They are lightweight and quick and allow for rapid actions, especially in close combat, where every second matters.


We are taught to realistically judge ourselves and our abilities. After all, having too much confidence or low self-esteem can lead to mistakes, some of which may cost you or others their lives. We all fight for ourselves, but at the same time, we fight for each other. Not everyone is capable of this, nor does everyone want to be, but the Academy will teach you how.


The top three fighters in our class consisted of Dorian vi Ristarii, myself —Lillet di Millé, and Mariann Perletta. This hierarchy isn't something we impose on ourselves—it is backed by annual statistics. We are rarely chosen as someone's opponents with intent, but defeating us in a sparring match is considered a prestigious victory, a testament to one's skill.


Dorian carries two Kris blades, a family heirloom with wavy edges and handles crafted from the horns of a young mountain ristarian goat. Mariann has a short one-handed pike with three crescents on its main head that gradually decreases in size, their tines pointing toward the enemy. I call it a round pitchfork. But, of course, not out loud and not in front of him. His weapon also reminds me of the heraldic plant of his House—an artichoke, but in cross-section.


We three rarely compete against each other. It isn't a plot but more of an unspoken pact—a balance where we each carefully hold our ground. The last time Mariann and I were chosen for a sparring match, it ended with four matches and a draw. With Dorian, things are a bit more complicated. He's the type of guy who likes to play tricks every now and then, and I don't mind pulling a stunt or two, either. I know his weaknesses as well as he knows mine. He's all about brute strength, while I'm the quick one. He tends to flirt during sparring, and I'm not shy to aim low if he gets too cocky.


The Academy has plenty of sparring areas. The indoor arenas are located in large pavilions equipped with special contraptions designed to intensify training and challenge endurance. To the north of the main building, there are forest areas where training takes place amidst the system of ropes and cords stretching between trees or near deep trenches, ditches, or pits that hinder movement. Particularly notable is the western area, designated for horseback riding and combat practice. But most often—and today is no exception—sparring sessions are held on the beach in the southeastern part of the compound, under the open sky, right between the sea and the lush greenery of palm trees.


I walk toward the board listing the contenders' names, noticing Nicholas along the way. He's adjusting his thick, light chestnut hair, brushing it back with one hand, while with the other, he sets aside his bow. This composite bow is crafted from two backbones, with a grip protected by iron plates. My attempts to find out who the backbones belonged to were unsuccessful. Moreover, Nick has repeatedly emphasized that it's better for no one to know. However, if the rumors about the Lavilliers having poaching roots are true, it would make sense.


While Dorian stands at six foot three, Nicholas is six foot. His bronzed face, tanned by the Orion sun, turns toward me. I'm about to smile in greeting when his smile suddenly fades at the sight of me, and he lowers his dark brown eyes to the ground. It's so odd that I instinctively narrow my eyes, glancing upward to where Dorian stands. Dark auburn hair, a smug expression, and a bare, tattooed chest—Dorian has been watching me the entire time. He stands there, rubbing his hands together, the tip of his tongue sliding over his teeth. He always carries an air of insolence and pride. For some reason, he bet with Laurence last year about who would "bend me" first. Laurence Duarte is quite a jerk—a braggart who knew little about honor or following rules.


Well, in the end, I "bend" Laurence, forcing him to choke on his own blood.


Sparring sessions are held weekly, and each time, they are different. Sometimes, the entire category is gathered together; other times, each course is separate. These sessions are exceptions, though the administration never explains them, and we don't really care to know the reason.


Sparring sessions are divided into two types: training and competitive.


Training sessions are usually centered on perfecting individual moves or techniques. These are the calmest, as they didn't involve winners or foster rivalry.


Competitive sessions, on the other hand, consisted of three rounds, where participants had to defeat their opponent or force them to surrender within the given time. Partners are chosen in different ways: free selection, a mystery-box draw, matching by weapon type or absence of one, and sometimes even according to the recommendations or preferences of the trainers. We are hardly ever warned about what lies ahead, except for hand-to-hand training, where we have to prepare in advance by putting on tight-fitting outfits resembling a second skin, which are detested in Orion.


Whenever there is a "free choice" competitive sparring session, like the one today, I tend to show up late to avoid the wait. My name is often the last one picked and goes to whoever arrives late.


I step closer, crossing my arms behind my back and holding my Labrys.


This time, someone deliberately chose me as an opponent. And the word "deliberately" fits perfectly: the hidden intent and, most likely, the elaborately planned approach.


Niara Lavillier.


I roll my eyes. It's both unexpected and deviously clever. Obviously, only a truly messed-up Academy student will willingly choose me as an opponent. I'm dying to know how she comes up with the idea—on her own, or does someone suggest it?


I cast a quick glance at where Dorian and Nicholas had been just a moment ago. Their behavior is unsettling, especially since my sparring partner will be Nicholas's sister—mentally unstable, completely unrestrained, who has a habit of staring at others as if she sees their deepest fears and savors every reaction. Niara waits for me; her mouth twisted into a wicked, hungry smile. To say she's not always in her mind will be an understatement. Her hair is the same color as Nicholas's, with some strands dyed green. They have the same nose: long, straight, and narrow. But unlike her brother, whose aristocratic features are charming, Niara's harsh appearance is off-putting, striking a balance between innocent beauty and a lunatic hideousness, which in her gaze feels almost terrifying. Her face seems to shift, playing in grotesque expressions as if Niara can't decide whether to be sweet or monstrous. As a result, her stare becomes even more unfathomable, and in her eyes, something dangerous, nearly wild, flickers. She steps forward slowly, her eyes locked on me. It seems as though this strange, unsettling smile has become a permanent part of her face.


"Finally!" she rasps, tilting her head slightly as if it is all just a show and she had been waiting for me to appear on stage.


The horn sounds, proclaiming the start, and I don't even have time to throw a sharp word in response or a final glance around. To look once more at Nicholas or find Conlly on these endless grounds. Niara casts a predatory glance at me, and I barely manage to grip the handle of my Labrys tighter as she swings her eerie metal whip, resembling serrated vertebrae, with great force. It gleams ominously, and a crack echoes through the air as she swings it over her head. Before I can react, the tip of the whip lashes my shoulder. A sudden pain pierces my body as the fabric of my shoulder rips, and a thin line of blood seeps through the tear. I step back, trying to measure the distance, but Niara doesn't give me a moment to catch my breath. She expertly swings the whip, then strikes it in my direction again. I dodge, but in the very next moment, I feel the metal teeth of her whip scrape my thigh, leaving another bloody mark, and I barely manage to stay on my feet. Gathering all my strength, I lift the Labrys to defend myself, but her whip makes a wide sweep, nearly knocking me off balance. I see the whip's teeth flying through the air again, and this time, they catch the sleeve of my shirt, tearing the fabric and leaving a jagged wound on my skin. A strong gust of wind feels like an echo of my pulse, pounding in my temples, but I do not retreat. Another strike and I feel the sharp edge of the metal vertebrae pass by my face, leaving a thin cut on my cheek. Niara laughs, her eyes alight with sinister satisfaction, as if she's found a weak spot and has no intention of stopping. I gather my will, feeling my strength fading and the space for maneuvering shrink.


At the Academy, we are no strangers to soreness, constant aching wounds, bruises at different stages of healing, and even fractures. All of this is the norm because, above all, it is a military academy. But during sparring, there is one rule everyone adheres to: your body could be battered, but your uniform had to remain undamaged. You could be disheveled, a bit careless, or disregard the rules of how the uniform should be worn—tucking your shirt into your pants or leaving it hanging freely. But your uniform is never supposed to be torn in battle. This small detail is a symbol of certainty for all the warriors.


After all, a Sacrilegist's appearance is akin to their honor. The honor of an unbreakable image is emphasized not only by inner strength but also by outer discipline, symbolizing the resilience and dignity of the Sacrilegists, even in the harshest circumstances.


The Sacrilegists know how to create the illusion of invincibility, even in the face of death. We know how to turn what is desired into reality, at least in someone's eyes.


Whether it is right or wrong—such questions are not worth the time or effort. If it worked, the Sacrilegists used it. If it didn't, they searched for something else that would. The thought of spare clothing doesn't ease my mind much, especially when Niara is at-tacking so viciously, ripping my uniform and filling the rips with my blood.


We circle the arena, and I can't take my eyes off her hands gripping that sinister metal whip. Niara mirrors my step, grinning in satisfaction, either twirling her weapon or suddenly striking at me. In clashes and sparring matches with her, there have already been fatal incidents, which forces me to act with the utmost caution. I am doing nothing but dodging her attacks, trying not to trip or lose my balance. She feigns an attack from the right, and I step back, but her whip flies from the left, forcing me to duck swiftly.


Another miss!


Yet, she does not pause for a moment, continuing to advance and swing her weapon with a precision that makes my heart pound faster. Each of her strikes misses, yet it catches the edge of my clothes, tearing the fabric and leaving a sharp sense of danger on my skin. My legs shake, leaving chaotic traces on the sandy ground, while the torn shirt with dark bloodstains clings to my skin like another wound. The sun above scorches relentlessly, but its rays bounce off me as if burned, unwilling to touch my face, which is covered in dust and sweat.


Niara is a year younger, and my conscience prevents me from using my Labrys in a way that would cause her real harm. I know that all these doubts and compassion are unnecessary in the ring, but she's Nicholas's sister. How can I look him in the eye afterward? He is one of the few who treats me without bias.


And there are more biases against me than there are grains of sand on the beach.


Niara, unable to hold herself back, charges at me. I quickly retreat, and the moment she flies past me, I hit her in the back with the hilt of my Labrys, the blunt side of the eagle's talon. The strike is strong, dull, and heavy, forcing her to stop for a moment and fall onto the white sand, breathless, with the air knocked out of her lungs. I stand over her and watch for a while as she struggles to breathe, almost burying her face in the sand. Then, suddenly, a rasping roar erupts from her throat, merging with the sound of a horn—the signal marking the end of the first round. Without saying a word, I turn and walk away.


The sudden crack of her whip in the air forces me to turn sharply, almost instinctively. In the next moment, the metal blades of her whip are clenched around my neck, squeezing my throat. A sharp pain pierces my skin, and I feel the cold iron digging into my body, leaving a bitter, burning mark. My breath is cut off, my chest tightens, and I fight against the urge to instinctively grab the whip, knowing it would only strengthen her control over me. Reflexively, I break free from her grip, spin around quickly, and slam Niara to the ground.


A crowd begins to gather around us. The impact of the blows still lingers in my hands, and gripping her head, I start slamming it into the ground repeatedly. Pain shoots through my palms with each strike, but I don't stop until some students turn away, unable to watch. Niara, appearing on the verge of despair, gathers what's left of her strength, pushes me away, and aggressively lunges at me from above. Her whip wraps around my neck once again, the serrated blades digging into my skin and tightening, causing me to suffocate, feeling the sharp steel catch in my flesh, threatening to tear through it. She pulls the whip tighter, pinning me under her weight as I wriggle and struggle to escape. With each movement, the pain intensifies, my breath grows ragged, and my strength fades as the wounds worsen with every passing moment. I catch a glimpse of Coach Severin stepping forward, seemingly about to intervene, but Niara casts a frenzied gaze at him and yells:


"Get any closer, and I'll kill her!"


"Niara! Stop it!" That's all he says.


With a sharp motion, I shake her off, flip her to the ground, and deliver a powerful blow to her ribs. I hear a crunch—the hit lands directly on her ribs, and the pain flashes in Niara's eyes immediately.


The expression "Precce holds great power in their hands" vividly embodies this moment—not as a formal authority but as a display of strength in its purest form. We truly had strong hands, and it was they, who gave us the upper hand in battle.


"I thought you were honorable. Insane, but honorable," I whisper in her ear, leaning in closer so she can hear each word.


"But you're just as much of a liar as the rest."


Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Coach Severin taking a step forward, attempting to get closer. Without hesitation, I hurl my Labrys into the sand at his feet—a warning not to interfere. He had already lost his chance to change the situation.


I know he won't move any further—not out of fear or reluctance, but because everyone should know when to stop. Those who forget that rule end up with an extra round of training. He’s the type who waits for our mistakes, only to strike us tête-à-tête. The Academy is about discipline—about knowing how to control yourself. I know this. And I can… when I want to.


But today's not that day.


I grab Niara by the hair and drag her toward the water. She barely resists, her movements weak, almost powerless. Her gaze is clouded as if she's half-done but still trying to gather whatever strength she has left.


Looks like I really did knock her head against the ground hard. It's not that deep, but I still press her face into the water with determination. The salty water instantly wraps around my bloodied hands, and a sharp pain shoots through my open scratches. I hold her down while she desperately struggles, trying to break free. Focused and merciless, I start hitting her ribs—accurately, without second thoughts. Each blow goes deeper, breaking whatever resistance she has left. The first crack is sharp, followed by three more, one after another. When I pull her out of the water, she starts coughing loudly, spitting out water and blood that splatters around. Without hesitation, I toss her onto the sand and walk over to my Labrys, stuck in the ground. Lifting it, I give Coach Severin a defiant look.


"Sorry, we didn't hear the horn," I say to him right away, walking straight into the crowd that opens up before me as if they're submitting to my firm step.


The Coach orders me to stop, but I'm not one who obeys so easily. Unlike him.


As I'm about to leave the crowd, I spot an unfamiliar face to my left. I turn my head, and our eyes meet—a guy with wheat-blond hair, standing bare-chested, watches me closely, slowly securing a hand wrapped around his arm. His eyes show neither fear, nor outrage, nor admiration—just a serene confidence that stands in stark contrast to the wide-eyed shock on everyone else's faces. He squints, and the corner of his mouth lifts ever so slightly.


As if he has just acknowledged me as an equal.


As if he is the one who has the right to do so.
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Chapter 3


This incident leads to a disciplinary hearing. For some reason, the blame focuses entirely on me, as if I am the only one who has stepped out of line. In the end, I am suspended from the Academy for two weeks. It's not much of a loss, especially considering Niara is now lying with five broken ribs and a concussion.


Nicholas hasn't spoken to me since. I can understand why he didn't try to approach me even once after the sparring session. But after the disciplinary hearing, as I was waiting alone in the hallway, he simply walked past me without even glancing my way—it was clear.


It's over.


If he's upset about what happened with Niara, he can go fuck himself. Of all people, he knows exactly how insane his sister is. He's even told me, more than once, how she used to choke him at night.


And now, after all that, he's on her side?


One thing still gnaws at me—his gaze before the sparring. He looked at me as if… as if he had betrayed me. In that brief glance, there was something I couldn't quite grasp: a mix of guilt, regret, or maybe even fear.


Ah, to hell with it.


Thinking about him won't change a thing.


That evening, I sat down to read through the notes I "borrowed" from Professor di Fiér. In them, she left remarks about a survey that's set to take place among the students at the end of the semester. I plan to return them before the professor realizes her precious notes have been in the wrong hands. Honestly, such notes should be stored in a safe—though I've never encountered a safe I couldn't crack.


Unusual sounds catch my attention. Without shifting my gaze from the open window, I quickly slide a hand under my pillow, gripping the dagger's hilt tightly. It's always there—ready for anything, day or night. The rustle of leaves and a head of dark hair appears at the window.


"Damn, it's you." I release the dagger's hilt and jump off the bed. Approaching the window, I open it wider to let Erik climb into the room.


"Sorry, Conlly's window was locked," Erik says, standing straight and adjusting his clothes. "And... I didn't want to run into Aunt Marellen. We still have a pile of unchecked papers about the expenses."


I'm pretty sure she heard everything, which is how he managed to climb up the flower lattice all the way to the second floor. If it weren't for Erik, his legs would have already been chopped off from his body.


In the absence of Erik's father, all the bureaucratic matters of the Veiknaar estate are handled by my Maman. The butler delivers everything necessary, after which she and Erik will sit down to address the issues together. After all, Erik needs to learn how to manage such matters on his own eventually.


"How are you?" He comes closer and leans in to check a slash on my cheek. "Damn, this will probably leave a scar."


I roll my eyes.


"Conlly went to the dock to see Papa off," I say, lying back on the bed, "And what about yours?"


"I don't know. Somewhere between the Kafiosa Strait and Hundred Roads."


Erik falls into the chair and stretches his legs over the suitcases at the foot of my bed.


"Are you worried about him?"


"I've learned not to do that. So how about you?" he asks again.


"Great. Just resting, getting my strength back," I reply with a smile.


Erik gives me a strange look, as if something is bothering him.


"There's something I don't get," he finally says, "You and Nicholas… are you guys not, like, friends anymore?"


Friends?


Right now, I'm not sure if our interactions are just lies. Or, even worse, some kind of manipulation.


There's little room for true friends in my life—that space belongs to Conlly and Erik. We've been together since birth, always spending tons of time together… at least, that's how it used to be a couple of years ago. As for the others… They still often gather at Erik's place, sometimes with his friends, while I, at some point, drifted away from those hangouts, preferring espionage and working with Aunty Cissy. At first, it is hard to come up with excuses for why I am going out alone or why I didn't stay up all night playing cards. But over time, they get used to it, blaming it on my reclusive nature. Besides, there is no point in sitting around and listening to their chatter. There is always the option to just ask Conlly in the morning.


But there are a few others—not exactly friends, but not strangers either. They get stuck somewhere in the middle and stay there in a satisfactory manner. Gabriel Lescaano—he is my "senior." Well, was. When you move into the middle category, each student is assigned a senior. If you have any questions or need help, the rule is to turn to your senior. Gabriel graduated two years ago, but we still exchange letters. He promises to come to Miirta for the Mid-Year celebrations this year and asks me not to get expelled from the Academy. And, as you can see, I'm holding on as best I can.


There's also Nikta Ris Gori I'idari. She's a little… different, says odd things, and uses a miséricorde as her main weapon as if the mere fact of her appearing in your way was an act of mercy.


Nikta is an enigma in her own right. I don't think I'm on her list of friends, but our relationship can't really be called one-sided, either. She speaks rarely, only when visions come to her or when she hands out amulets and jewelry woven from different stones and crystals. Almost everyone at the Academy wears something she gave them. She's not popular, nor is she the center of attention. She's a weirdo. But to everyone, Nikta is like a charm against evil. The days she's missing from the Academy are nearly considered cursed. And no matter where the truth may be hidden, something always happens on those days.


Nicholas is a great person to have a chat with and helluva fun. His jokes always lead to lively discussions, and he is great at sparking energy in any group. Beneath his charm lay the defining traits of a true Sacrilegist: bloodthirstiness, unwavering resolve, and an insatiable hunger for victory. There is always a hint of predatory confidence in his eyes, and every challenge he accepts, or calls for only stirs his thrill. That's why his reaction threw me off. Nicholas, who never hesitates, suddenly feels guilty about things that, it seems, shouldn't have bothered him.


"You know, I'm not a fan of conspiracy theories, but..." Erik leans closer, his expression turning serious. "Doesn't it seem to you that all of this is... strange?"


Of course, Erik, it is strange.


"What exactly?" I ask, hoping he'll give me some information. After all, sometimes, at the poker table, so much dirt comes up that you can win without a trump card.


"After Dorian made that bet with Lau... about who would be first—" Erik clenches his jaw, clearly bracing himself.


"Who's gonna drag me off to bed?" I add as if we haven't talked about this a hundred times already.


"Fuck. Everything went to shit after that," he says, trying to control his anger, "You broke Laurence's face, and it's like Dorian's been replaced. It's not hard to put the pieces together: Dorian is Nicholas's best friend. Nicholas was your friend."


"And?"


"Niara is Nicholas's sister."


"What else?"


"I have a theory, but... it's just a guess..."


"Erik, whose guess is it?" I squint, knowing he's definitely discussed this with someone before me.


He sighs, admitting his defeat, but says nothing. So, someone must have whispered something in his ear. I just hope the person knows the real story about what actually happened.


"Alright, don't say it," I say, not wanting to drag a confession out of him.


"What if they forced Nicholas to stop talking to you?"


"Well, if that's the case, then Nicholas is a coward. That's it, end of discussion," I cut in, leaving no room for further debate.


We go silent: I flip through my notes, and he stares at the ceiling moldings as if trying to find something special in them.


"Are you playing this weekend?" I ask as if I don't care.


"We're not really in the mood for games here," Erik replies.


"I don't care if you're still hanging out with them. Honestly, I don't care if they decided to screw with me somehow—let them line up. I don't need that truth. In a little while, we'll all forget about it," I say.


"They are no longer welcome in my house," Erik says, offended.


Erik, Conlly, Nicholas, Dorian, Laurence, and several other students would gather at Erik's house almost every weekend, spending the evenings and nights playing cards.


"Stop it," I say.


"If this is really their plan, I want nothing to do with them…"


"Well, if you avoid them, you'll never find out," I say, pointing out the obvious. The expression on his face changes.


"Yeah, Erik," I confirm his thoughts. "Keep your enemies close," I add as if explaining a simple truth, "If they are even enemies."


"So, should I…?" he asks as if looking for approval.


"Keep acting like you always do," I say, "Just have a good time. If they're involved, sooner or later, one of them will give it away."


I know Laurence—he can't keep quiet, and Dorian loves to brag. If they really played a part in what happened in the ring, it will come out sooner or later. But what worries me most is Erik. He's always been caught in the crossfire since childhood. It's not easy being friends with the children of the traitor of the entire continent, but Erik never cared. After all, we're not just the children of Precce—we're also the children of Erasto di Millé, the great navigator and one of the Admirals of the Sea Union of the Orion. Without Papa, we probably wouldn't have made it into the Academy. In the end, we carry his name.


Despite everything, I care deeply for Erik, and the last thing I want for him is to sacrifice himself because of my mischief—even if I am provoked, even if I'm right. At the end of the day, it's unwise to quarrel with everyone who might have had even a minor connection to one of the countless sparring sessions held annually at the Academy. Erik is respected and popular, especially among girls, who lavished him with favors he accepted without a shred of guilt. He has a knack for charming his way out of obligations unless they involve Conlly or me. For us, he is always willing to step forward, but with others, it is rare to see him genuinely interested. This only adds to the animosity toward us: many girls in our circle can't stand Conlly and me, believing we unjustifiably receive his attention and loyalty.


"What if not?" he asks, exhaling heavily.


"So they're not guilty, and you won't lose any friends," I answer, shrugging.


Erik falters his expression showing an internal struggle. He's clearly unsure of how to respond, and for a moment, there's uncertainty in his eyes.


"This doesn't feel right," he says.


"Erik, I hardly spend any time with you guys, so nothing's changed for me," I answer, shrugging once more, "And Nicholas… I'll get over his loss."


Erik looks above my head.


"What's that?" he asks, trying to shift the topic.


I turn and see the dreamcatcher hanging over my bed.


"Nikta made it," I reply, lying face down.


"I guess I'm the only one she didn't give anything to," Erik says.


"Be happy about it. Nikta only gives her charms when something's meant to happen to the person," I explain.


Erik smiles.


"Do you believe in everything she says?" his voice softens.


The people of Orion are not superstitious.


At least—not while their feet remain on land.


"I don't understand most of what she says," I reply, flipping through a book, "But I trust her."


The door suddenly flies open, and a breathless Conlly rushes into the room. Her cheeks are flushed with excitement, and she bends over, her hands pressing against her knees as she breathes heavily.


"You won't believe who I saw!" she inhales deeply while Erik and I hold our breath. "The Vile Whistler."


"What!" we both exclaim in unison.


"And..." Conlly inhales a few more times, "His horse turned towards the Governor's estate."


"Are you sure?" Erik asks, throwing me a worried glance.


"At first, I didn't believe it either, but I swear it was him," Conlly confirms.


For a moment, we stare at each other in silence as if each of us is waiting for a sign or a cue to act. Each of us struggles with the temptation to play that old childhood game we all know so well. It's like we realize that this place and this moment demand us to be cautious and grown-up, but at the same time, the childish recklessness and the urge to escape reality, if only for a moment, still live within each of us.


"Well? Are you just going to sit there?" Conlly asks, "Or shall we go and take a look at the legendary bounty hunter after all?"
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Chapter 4


Orion is a vast archipelago of islands that separates the Muddy and Amazonite Seas. In Ssaar, it is called "the witch's hand" because its peculiar shape resembles a bony hand with long, curved "claws" seemingly reaching for the distant shores of Vetsoor.


The central group of islands is called the Belt. Like gemstones on a chain, they link the southern and northern parts of the archipelago. Miinta is the second-largest island in the Belt.


Orion has always been an arena for great political and military events. Nearly all the islands fall under the Protectiva of Neutral Waters — a zone that, for more than a millennium, has remained a symbol of freedom. Here, you'll find peaceful islands and those ruled by pirates whose black flags recall the days when the seas belonged only to the strongest. There are enclave islands of Raamta, used by the Sacrilegists for centuries as the final outposts of their imperial grandeur. There are islands where Moonseekers have established headquarters for the League of Glisse, conspirators from the Confederation plot their intrigues, refugees from Shiir hide behind luxurious villas, and spies from Kaar quietly observe them all. Orion is a place where traitors and murderers are more numerous than the stars in the sky, so it's no wonder that trust, while the most valued currency, always needs to be backed by actions. Promises, even if they outweigh the legendary gold of Iiooz, are often broken.


No one knows how many secrets have left these shores or how many plots were born in the shadows of palm and fig trees.


Orion is a place where the echoes of old battles mix with the whispers of new conspiracies.


"What did I tell you..." Conlly whispers.


We have already climbed up a sprawling tree whose branches stretch over the ten-foot-high fence of the Governor's backyard. From this spot, hidden in the shadows of the dense foliage, we can observe everything happening inside. The windows of the living room are uncovered, and the room is well-lit, giving us a clear view of everything taking place inside. I concentrated, trying to make out the Governor's words by watching his lips. He stands in the center of the room, gesturing with his hands. Although his voice didn't carry to us, the movement of his lips reveals carefully chosen words.


"Can you figure out what he's saying?" I ask Conlly.


I also try to focus on the Governor's lips, but she is always better at it. I never really mastered the art of lip-reading.


"Not really," she says, frowning as she studies the Governor's face, "If only he'd stop turning away... I caught the words 'take' and... 'Batilda?' Who's Batilda?" Conlly glances between me and Erik.


The Governor is known for his modesty, always staying away from loud events and never flaunting his wealth or power. He is the kind of man who values deeds over discussions. Papa always admires his honesty and integrity, seeing him as an exemplary leader. But now, just one look at the Governor's face is enough to make me wonder—what compels him to host such a dubious guest in his home? Oh, something is definitely not right here...


"That hunter's one hell of a giant. He must be struggling," Erik says.


"Struggling with what?" Conlly shoots him a look that says, Are you for real?


"Hiding, of course. Guys like him just don't blend in," Erik explains, "And stop giving me that disapproving look."


"Doesn't seem like he's trying to hide..." I add.


"Do you seriously feel bad for a bounty hunter?" Conlly asks.


"For fuck's sake, Conlly, you wouldn't get it—you're tiny. You have no clue what it's like to be almost seven feet tall."


"You're not seven feet tall," Conlly rolls her eyes.


"Six-six—close enough."


"I always forget how every inch is a matter of pride for you guys," Conlly teases.


"Hush, both of you," I mutter, and they both turn their heads toward the Governor's house.


Bounty hunters are part of the complex and long-standing code called the "Protectiva of Neutral Waters." This code regulates the relationships between various factions and is the result of years of negotiations and compromises between different powers, each eager to impose their own rules and pursue their own interests. While bounty hunters, notorious for their cruelty and lack of morals, are granted legitimate status but are forced to accept certain restrictions and play by the rules set by more influential participants.


One of the key participants has always been and remains the Maritime Commune — a powerful coalition that included the Alliance of Seafarers, the Haanseatic Union, and the Fisherman's Coterie. Each of them has its own interests in the Neutral Waters and income sources they seek to protect. The Alliance of Seafarers manages the naval fleet and controls trade routes. The Haanseatic Union is the economic foundation, managing foreign trade, stock exchanges, and finances. The Fisherman's Coterie controls internal resources and fishing licenses and is responsible for domestic trade.


The Maritime Commune is highly influential and succeeds in adding the Orion Belt as a restricted area for bounty hunters in the agreement. The Belt is strategically important to all three parts of the Commune and everyone who supported it, by fair means or foul. For the bounty hunters, the Belt is an inaccessible zone—a place they have no right to enter.


But now, one of the most famous bounty hunters is sitting in the Governor's living room as if the Protectiva doesn't exist.


"Should we tell Papa?" Conlly asks.


"And get caught? No way," I reply.


"Then maybe Erik should tell him?" Conlly continues.


"I'll definitely tell mine," Erik says.


"Just leave us out of it," I give Erik a stern look.


"Got it."


"But I have a feeling…" I bite my lip, "The Maritime Commune probably knows he's in Miinta."


"Do you think they gave him a permit?" Erik asks.


"If they hadn't, the guards would've detained him at the port," I say.


"His nickname suits him; just look at how vilely he eats. Ugh!" Conlly shivers with disgust.


"Then don't look," Erik covers her eyes, and she dodges away.


"Get your grubby hands off me…" Conlly shoves Erik, who bursts out laughing.


"You two are about to fall over if you keep this up," I tap Erik's shoulder to make them stop, "I think the Governor bribed both the Guards and the Commune for this visit."


"Why would he?" Conlly asks.


"And why do people hire bounty hunters, Conlly?" I ask sarcastically.


"To catch someone," Conlly rolls her eyes. She hates it when I do that, just as much as I hate her asking questions she already knows the answer to.


"Or to deliver someone to the Avanguard," Erik says, shrugging.


Most people call this place a prison, but in reality, no one is kept there. For those who end up in the Avanguard, there are only two options: a quick death or a long and torturous one. Only two have ever managed to escape from the Avanguard. And one of them is now sitting in the office of our city's Governor. Moreover, he returns to the Avanguard to become a bounty hunter.


For those who escaped the Avanguard alive, they are granted not just amnesty — they are granted forgiveness.


A sharp, threatening bark of dogs echoes, and in the next moment, four massive wolfhounds with a crazed gleam in their eyes charge toward the fence, right at our hiding spot on the tree. Their teeth shine in the darkness, and their growls pierce the night, making our hearts race in our chests like crazy. We don't have time to exchange glances or words—each of us instinctively knows we must act immediately. In one quick move, we jump down from the other side of the tree, landing on the ground with a dull thud. Without stopping for a moment, we rush at full speed away from the Governor's estate, weaving through narrow paths between the hedges of other estates. Stones and gravel flash quickly underfoot, and the darkness intensifies the feeling of danger. The air, cold and biting, slices through our lungs, but we can't allow ourselves to stop.


"Damn, I can't feel my lungs..." I exhale, barely standing on my feet as we finally reach our street. My heart is pounding so hard that it feels like it's about to burst out of my chest, which is being torn apart by the pain.


"I can feel mine just fine! I'm ready to hack them up if they'd just stop burning like hell!" Erik crouches, pressing his hands against his knees, his breath so heavy that it can be heard from a distance.


Conlly stands beside us, her face spreading into laughter, though she, too, is greedily gasping for air. Her laughter bursts out—a wave of relief after the tension. It lifts our spirits. Breathing heavily, we all realize we've just escaped a very dangerous situation once again.


"Should we spy on him again tomorrow? Maybe find out who Batilda is?" my sister asks.


Erik, Conlly, and I walk down the street, discussing a situation that seems more dangerous with every minute passing by. The night has already fallen, and the city is bathed in the faint glow of the lampposts. The air is cool, and I can feel my skin covered with goosebumps, though it's not just the weather causing it.


"The question is, who pissed off the Governor so much that he went against the rules and called in The Vile Whistler? And who the hell is Batilda?" Erik says, with a frown on his face. His voice echoes through the empty streets.


I'm trying to suppress the growing unease inside me.


The Vile Whistler—that's a name not to be spoken without cause. His services come at a high cost, and the cost is always higher than just money. He's not someone you call for trivial matters. If the Governor has resorted to this, it means the situation is pretty grim and, most likely, out of control. Conlly walks beside me, her expression serious and focused, though I can tell she's just as worried. She's always been the one who can analyze situations, and now I see she's trying to figure out what's really going on.


"I find it hard to believe the Governor would go this far," Conlly says. Her voice is soft, but there's a deep sense of worry in it. "He's always been an example of honesty and justice. For him to turn to the Whistler... it's almost impossible."


"That's the problem," Erik interjects, "If someone forced him to turn to the Whistler, then it must be something truly out of the ordinary. Someone or something has put him in a position where he saw no other way out."


"Calling a bounty hunter to Belt is incredibly reckless," I say, "Even if it's to capture someone extremely dangerous. This place is full of traitors from every possible country. Even if he himself doesn't pose a threat, it doesn't mean he won't share information with someone who does."


Besides, Conlly and I have our own reasons to worry.


Our mother is still listed as a fugitive.


"Maybe someone's blackmailing the Governor?" Conlly adds, "Someone knows something so serious that the Governor feels like he has no other choice?"


Erik and Conlly continue hashing out their plan, but even as I watch them, I can't tell if they really believe this or are just putting on a front. Suddenly, I stop in the middle of the street, a wave of unease rising inside me. The last thing Conlly and I need is to get tangled up in some situation that could draw attention to us—especially to our mother.


"I think we should stay out of this," I say.


"Oh, come on, Lilly. That was fun. Just like back in the day," Erik bumps my shoulder.


"Enough," I say firmly, "I'm not in."


The words come out sharper than I intended, but I don't take them back. They both turn to look at me, their faces full of surprise.


"It's too risky."


Erik frowns but remains silent, waiting for me to elaborate. Conlly watches me, a slight concern in her eyes as if trying to figure out what went wrong.


"We're talking about The Vile Whistler," I go on, feeling my nervousness turning into real anxiety, "About the legendary bounty hunter. He's incredibly dangerous. The last thing the Governor would want is a leak of information. And a bounty hunter isn't likely to waste time on a trio that just happened to be nearby." I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself.


Erik sighs, and the childish excitement fades from his face.


"Fine," he finally says.


"Is that it?" Conlly asks after a long pause.


Erik rubs the back of his neck, casting a strange look at me, while Conlly shifts her eyes between the two of us, clearly unsure of what to expect.


The night has already enveloped the islands, and the faint glow of the lanterns cast long shadows on the cobblestones. A cool breeze drifts through, and it feels right as if danger itself would vanish the moment the right decision is made.


"Well then," Erik breaks the silence, glancing at both of us, "I think it's time to call it a night... I'll pick you up tomorrow morning."


"Alright," I say, "See you tomorrow."


We exchange nods in parting and start heading off in different directions. I watch as Erik slowly disappears around the corner while Conlly and I make our way toward our street.


"What's wrong? Why are you so nervous?" she asks, casting a curious look at me.


"This isn't our business," I reply, hoping to shut down the conversation.


"Is it because of Nicholas?" she presses on.


I throw her an annoyed look.


"No, it's not because of him," I say, irritation flickering in my voice.


Why does everyone think I care about that jerk? I was far more intrigued by the stranger with wheat-blond hair, who seemed to have appeared out of nowhere...


Exactly! How could I have forgotten about him?


"Conlly?" I call out to her.


"Hmm?" she answers, still puffing her cheeks out.


"Has someone new joined the Academy by any chance?" I ask cautiously as if unsure whether that guy is real or just my imagination.


"Oh! Right," her face brightens instantly, and she nods. "I completely forgot to tell you. That silly disciplinary hearing drove it right out of my head," she admits, "I only met him today because our classes didn't overlap before. You should've seen my face! Who even transfers this late into their studies?" she chatters, throwing her hands up.


Unable to contain my impatience, I grab her by the hand, turn her to face me, and look her straight in the eyes.


"Who is he, Conlly?" I ask, barely managing to keep my voice calm.


"Leander Gosteer," she says, her expression turning serious—a sharp contrast to how lighthearted she looked just a moment ago.


"Fuuuck," is all I can manage to say.


"Exactly!" Conlly confirms, nodding with obvious astonishment.


"What the bloody waters is the son of Raamta's Suprem doing in Orion?"
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Chapter 5


When I finally returned to the Academy, I immediately found myself at the beginning of the general sciences block, having skipped the medical one. However, this doesn't exempt me from the homework and projects, which I'll now have to catch up on. Alongside the school chaos comes the sensation of being prey, as though someone has locked their sights on me. Severin sends some middle-category guy after me because now I need to "pay the price" for him to let me "finish the business" with Niara.


"Hurry up! Dragging yourself like a dead jellyfish washed ashore!" he shouts, throwing a sword towards my feet, "I'm not like the others—I won't wait for your condescension."


To be honest, I like these "punishments" of his, as they are nothing more than private training sessions. Rare and reserved only for the chosen ones. But Severin is truly ruthless when it comes to punishments, so these sessions have nothing to do with teaching or educational loyalty. I catch the sword and leave my "dolly" near a palm tree.


"What are the rules?" I ask, preparing for the next trial.


"As always, di Millé," he says with a faint smirk, crossing his arms and leaning on his sword planted firmly in the sand.


"Mind if we try something different this time?" I suggest calmly, causing him to narrow his eyes in suspicion.


"Like what?" he asks, dragging out the words.


"If I win two rounds, there is no third one," I propose, sneakily glancing at him.


"And what about a rematch? Nah, this ain't gonna work," he answers with a sly squint, "In fact, if I'm in a bad mood, I might even add a fourth round." His gaze turns sharp as he examines me from head to toe. "And, by the way… I'm already in a very bad mood…"


Severin doesn't give me time to think—he lunges at me with lightning speed, and I barely manage to raise my sword for defense. I take half a step back and cross my sword, blocking his attack. The clash of swords sends a vibration through my hands, but I hold firm, feeling the power fill my muscles. He presses harder, trying to use his advantage in weight and height, but I quickly step aside, letting his blow miss its target. I use the opening to launch a counterattack. Dropping low, I sweep my leg and aim a strike at his defense, swinging my sword downward toward his legs. He disengages instantly, pushing off with ease despite it not being natural for his build. Severin's sword strikes down and blocks my blow, and he advances forward again, forcing me to move quickly in a circle. I realize that a direct approach to such a sturdy opponent is pointless, so I decide to rely on my speed. I manage to dodge a series of powerful blows, each leaving a hit mark on the sand, and deliver a few short, sharp strikes in return. Severin watches me closely, not letting a single move go underestimated. His sword flies toward me again, aimed at my ribs. I deflect the blow, disrupting his attack's rhythm, and lunge forward, trying to close the distance. He's too tall, but this works to my advantage—I slip past his guard and strike him with my elbow beneath the knee.


He smiles, falling to one knee as if this is just a game to him. Severin continues to press on, his blows getting heavier, and his gaze becomes more focused. I dodge, spin, and block each of his attacks, feeling my stamina starting to fade. His strength and experience are working against me, but I know I can exploit his overconfidence to my advantage. He throws a powerful strike from the left, attempting to break my guard, but at the last moment, I dodge and drop low, letting his sword pass by me. When Severin turns, I step forward and deliver a quick, unexpected strike to the side of his sword, forcing him to momentarily lose control of the grip.


This is my only chance, and I know I can't afford to waste it. Using the strength in my arms, I land a series of rapid strikes aimed at his guard, forcing him to retreat. He blocks my attacks, but each strike impacts his speed—he grows more cautious, and I become more relentless.


"In a hurry?" he asks, though his breath is slightly quicker.


I don't respond, instead making a sharp lunge forward, breaking through his defense and bringing my sword to his throat. My hand trembles slightly from the tension, but I hold the blade tightly. Severin freezes, his gaze evaluating the moment.


"Impressive," he says with a faint smile, "First round is yours."


After catching my breath, we clash again, swords up and our feet sinking into the sand. The second round is mine, too—thanks to speed and determination, I find a weak spot in his defense and force him to surrender. But the third round... becomes a true trial. Severin spares no effort and attacks with full force. His blows are heavy, each one demanding my full concentration. My arms are already humming from the strain, and there's a heaviness in my legs. He strikes again and again, each blow hitting my sword with such force that it creaks under the pressure. I barely hold my ground, retreating step by step.


"What's wrong, di Millé? Struggling?" he mocks, not letting up the pressure.


My breath becomes ragged, each movement taking more effort than seems possible. Severin acts like a true master, using my fatigue against me. I block another strike, and I feel my legs almost buckle beneath me. He strikes again from above, and I barely manage to deflect the blow. My body no longer obeys, and every motion takes more than I can give. I raise my hands in surrender, and the sword falls onto the sand with a quiet, dull thud.


"This round is yours," I admit, trying to catch my breath. Severin steps closer, his face softening into a satisfied smile. He extends his hand and pats me on the shoulder.


"Well done," he says, "Surrendering at the right moment is also wisdom. Knowing your limits is just as crucial as pushing beyond them." He pats my shoulder with his massive hand. "Surprisingly, my mood has lifted. Victory is satisfying," Severin says, his tone tinged with mild sarcasm, "Gather your stuff and head home without delay."


The next day, my hands tremble so much that I can barely hold a quill pen. Every muscle aches with the slightest movement, and my fingers feel too weak for any task. After lessons, Erik, Conlly, and I sit in the courtyard. I hand my lunch to my sister. She eats like there's no tomorrow, though her skin clings tightly to her muscles and protruding bones. All the courtyards are crowded. There are also some unscheduled teachers' meetings today, which means many students have no classes. Because of this, many classes were canceled, and everyone, like a swarm of bees, flooded the Academy's courtyards.


It was almost impossible to find a spot in the pavilion with the glass roof and the Fountain of Truth. Its design creates an unusual acoustic effect: the sound of fountain water blends with the echo of the glass roof, generating a constant white noise that muffles most of the surrounding sounds. What did it achieve? Talking to someone from a distance became impractical, their voice lost in the ambient noise. Conversations can only happen up close; the farther away you stand, the more the noise drowned the words. Moreover, the noise creates a sense of isolation: you can see people moving their lips, but without approaching, you won't hear a word. When you sit here, it feels as if you're in a bubble, isolated from the outside world. This place, with its distinct atmosphere, makes you wonder: what is "truth" when even sound fades and gets lost in the noise?


By the seventh year of study, we are taught to read lips. However, since it's an unreliable method of gathering information (and discussions don't always occur), we spend no more than two semesters on it. It's far more practical to learn how to read emotions from nonverbal cues and predict potential outcomes.


"I'll head to the restroom," I say.


Conlly nods without even lifting her eyes from the food in her mouth. She looks so sweet with those childlike features. Sometimes, this helps her gain trust with her fake innocence. Or, more precisely, deceive people. Something that my appearance, unfortunately, doesn't allow me to do.


I barely manage to make my way past the crowd lounging on the lawn near the fountain, their backs leaning against the statues along the perimeter. A sudden sense of being watched washes over me, and I freeze in place. There's only one chance to react the right way.


I turn sharply on the spot.


The guy with wheat-blond hair.


Our eyes meet for the briefest of moments before he shifts his gaze away.


Could it merely be my imagination? A coincidence?


I pray it isn't, for if it is, my paranoia might be more than just a phantom of the mind—it could be all too real.


I keep my eyes on him a little longer, searching for the faintest sign that he feels it, too: the tension. But no—his demeanor is calm, effortless. Not a hint of unease.


This must be Leander Gosteer, son of the Supreme Master.


The boys sitting next to him are talking lively, and he seems fully engaged in their conversation. Gathered around him are all the "vultures"—Laurence, Dorian, and… Nicholas. They always have something to discuss. Next to Leander, I notice Oliver as well, who is considered the most well-mannered in the Academy despite his friendship with the likes of them. Conlly once mentioned that he's the only one who doesn't cheat at cards. They laugh, and for a moment, it feels like they're talking about me. Am I just imagining things? I shift my eyes away from Leander and continue walking.


Why is he here?


Anyway, I need to find more information and tell Aunty about it. The son of the Supreme Master of the Northern Lodge's adepts couldn't have ended up in Orion by chance. I refuse to believe that, especially considering the Northern Lodge has its own Academy, the largest of them all. Of course, the Academies differ. The Axis Lodge specializes in engineering and agrarian sciences, while the Western Lodge focuses on spiritual disciplines. Orion, on the other hand, emphasizes maritime affairs. Every great naval commander and explorer has graduated from the Orion Academy. Some students indeed transfer between lodges to pursue their interests in certain fields of study.


However, it has always been a time-honored method of espionage.


Could the Supreme Master genuinely want his son to receive a maritime education? Perhaps. But seriously?


That seems far too suspicious.


Leander Gosteer is not just his father's son.


Not men like him.


He is the heir to the lodge, the one who will carry forward the family's legacy. In the families of the Sacrilegists, lineage means little in the face of death. As Papa often says, "Sacrilegists die like flies." The surviving child becomes the savior of the entire bloodline, regardless of their position at birth.


Death respects no line or order.


On the second floor, there is a tapestry that conceals the only door leading to a narrow corridor no wider than a foot and a half. Even the door cannot open fully. The corridor stretches about six and a half feet along the wall, leading to the side arch of a small balcony. From here, one can see into the teachers' assembly hall located one floor below. It's best to report to Aunty Cissy only what truly matters. The guests at the Academy, the names that the teachers are discussing, the movements of those who might be connected to the Order. Aunty Cissy is particularly interested in Professor Lamberto and her loyalty to the common cause.


I look around, making sure the corridor is empty, and quietly insert the key into the lock. I open the door without making a sound, step onto the small balcony, and lie down on the cold floor to remain unnoticed. From here, everything can be heard clearly. I strain my hearing, not wanting to miss a single word from the teachers' meeting. Any sound or whisper could be important. This is my chance to learn more and possibly find something to say to Aunty Cissy.


"...the delegation will arrive in the third quarter of the semester. Check how the preparations are progressing," says Chouaret, the headmistress of the Academy, "This will cause some discussions, so be ready for uncomfortable questions. We all know how the Order operates. It is quiet, secretive, and each of us reports to it."


A wave of murmurs passes through the hall.


"Calm down. I'm just being honest with you. I'm not accusing anyone of anything. What's important to me is that all the teachers dedicate enough time to prepare for the inspection. I want the Orion Academy to present itself in the best possible way this time..."


My fingers instinctively reach for the silver bracelet on my wrist—a habit of keeping my hands busy while waiting. Playing with it, I play with life. Hidden in this carved bracelet is a bent needle with poison, a little invention of modern jewelers. All of the Sacrilegists carry a vial of poison in case they find themselves in a situation where it is better to die than "cooperate" with the enemy. For example, Conlly has a pendant with a capsule the size of a pearl. Frederik has a ring with poison.


"What should we do with the delegates?" a male voice asks.


"Interrogation is part of their job. We just cooperate. I'm sure we have nothing to hide, and if we do, then tell the truth," says the headmistress, and silence fills the hall, "Anyway, the main thing is not to go against the Crown."


"They will ask about him..."


"Yes, they will. Even if the Order knows his whereabouts, they will pretend they don't, continuing the questioning and interrogation. If they don't, then everyone who has information about the Grossmaster must inform the delegates."


The conversation shifts to the grading system, annual exams, and the organization of the maritime block for higher students. What I've heard today probably won't help Aunty Cissy, but a few points have emerged that I'll need to consider in the future. I stay on the balcony while the teachers discuss the details, most of which will likely have little impact. But unexpectedly, even for me, Professor Lamberto begins to speak.


"Now, to the most unpleasant matter," Lamberto starts, "The Orion's Maritime Commune has reported frequent break-ins with intrusions."


A wave of outrage sweeps through the hall, and the teachers begin whispering loudly, their irritation evident.


"The Governor of the city has already called for additional reinforcements to guard the Academy grounds," Lamberto continues, "They will operate discreetly, but I urge you to stay alert as well."


Is she talking about the Vile Whistler now? To be honest, he doesn't really seem like "additional reinforcements."


Once it's over, I quietly slip away from the balcony. Sometimes, it feels like my luck will eventually run out, and I'll end up getting caught red-handed. But as long as that hasn't happened, I keep calling myself "the child of fortune."


I return to the courtyard, where I see Conlly already resting her head on Frederik's legs. With his head thrown back, he is enjoying the rays of the sun breaking through the glass roof. We sit for a while longer, lost in our own reflections, but the thought of Leander is still stuck in my mind. The feeling that I was being watched has finally faded, but the suspicion still drills in my brain. I decide to look for him among the crowd. My eyes sweep across the courtyard, watching the students who are relaxing in the sun. And finally, I find him in that same corner.


"Erik?" I say.


"Yes?" He opens one eye and looks at me.


"The guy. Blond one, with blue eyes, at seven o'clock. Is that Gosteer?" I ask.


Erik carefully turns his head.


"Yes."


"What do you know about him?"


"Quite calm, and I'd say..." Erik opens his other eye, looking closely, "Friendly. But... keeps to himself."


"Doesn't quite seem that way..." I reply as I notice where and with whom he's sitting.


"He shares a lot of the same subjects with Oliver, it seems. You know how it is—where Oliver is, Dorian is. And where Dorian is, Lau and Nicholas follow."


"Sounds like a food chain," I say, and Erik chuckles.


I move to the other side and rest my head on Frederik's legs beside Conlly's head. Most likely, this Leander Gosteer is not at all who he claims to be. If he really came here with the intention of spying on me, I would have kept a low profile or reached out to the most talkative gossipers, who would quickly fill me in on everything. I'm more than certain that his father uses him far more than Aunty Cissy uses me.


And I don't judge him. I fully understand.


"It seems his older brother died," Erik brushes his sister's hair aside with a swift motion.


Erik, how could you tell such a thing?


This is why nothing and no one can be trusted.


His older brother, Amander Gosteer, was the one who defended the Pleiad of Cepheus for over eighty days. But in the end, the zealots closed the pocket. Amander vanished without a trace, and the Church never revealed his body. No one knows his fate.


"He's not dead," Conlly says, and I wonder if she was pretending to sleep. "And stop tickling me with your filthy fingers." She opens her eyes and grabs Erik's fingers. "You woke me up." Then, her head turns to me. "If there's no body, it doesn't mean he's dead."


Most likely, it's her unwavering optimism speaking, not her thoughtful rationalism.


"Golden rule," I smile at her.


"But I still don't understand why they sent him here..." Conlly says.


"Of course, the Orion is safer than Raamta," Erik says with a sarcastic tone and raises an eyebrow. "After all, who would call pirates, moonseekers, conspirators from Daar, and poisonous insects dangerous neighbors?"


"Definitely a safe place..." Conlly agrees.


We all burst into laughter.


Erik is absolutely right. It is so obvious that it brings a genuine smile to my face.


"He's with us in humanities, history, and alchemy," my sister says as she sits down, "And... he's cute."


"You think he's cute?" Erik responds, shaking his head in disbelief.


"Since when are you an expert on male attractiveness?" my sister replies, teasingly elbowing him in the tummy. Still, Erik quickly tenses his muscles and laughs victoriously.


My sister considered nearly every boy cute—not because she didn't have a type, but probably because she genuinely loved people.


But Leander Gosteer wasn't cute.


He was undeniably handsome, so much so that I wasn't ready to admit it. I turn my head toward him and nearly flinch when our eyes meet again. He's looking at me oddly, slightly narrowing his eyes as if trying to figure something out. I raise an eyebrow, challenging him. For a moment, he hesitates. Then, a slow, knowing smile spreads across his lips. I have the unsettling feeling that he just figured something out—something I haven't even admitted to myself.
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ARTICLE I — SAVEREIGNTY
NO MONARCH, EMPIRE, NOR STANDARD MAY LAY
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IV, NON-INTERFERENCE IN SOVEREIGN CANFLICTS CLAUSE
NEUTRAL WATERS SHALL NOT SERVE AS GROUND FOR SOVEREIGN POWERS TO
EXTEND THEIR DISPUTES. NO FACTION MAY EMPLOY THE PROTECTIVA FOR PRIVATE =

'WARS OR FOREIGN INTRIGUES.

V. SANCTITY BF NEGATIATIBN CLAUSE
/ALL FORMAL NEGOTIATIONS CONDUCTED BENEATH THE PROTECTIVA'S BANNER
OR WITHIN ITS NEUTRAL HARBORS ARE TO REMAIN INVIOLATE.
BREACH OF DIPLOMATIC SANCTITY SHALL BE DEEMED A GRAVE VIOLATION.

VL PRESERVATIEN BF THE PACT'S INTEGRITY CLAUSE
SHOULD ANY FACTION, GUILD, OR FRATERNITY SEEK TO DISMANTLE
OR UNDERMINE THE PROTECTIVA'S FOUNDATION,
*:a:?;‘ # THEY SHALL STAND IN BREACH OF COLLECTIVE PEACE AND FACE UNIFIED
SANCTION BY ALL SALT-BLOODED.
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15 X SAFEGUARD FOR FREE COMMERCE, OPEX NAVIGATION, KND THE CUSTON, AND NECESSITY, ESTABLISHED A CONCORD PRESERVING
MUTUAL COEXISTENCE OF ALL MARINERS WHO SAIL BENEATH ITS ACCORD. THE PROSPERITY, LIBERTY, AND STABILITY OF THESE WATERS.
1. Constituent fraternities
THE PROTECTIVA ENCOMPASSES NUMEROUS BODIES,
ORDERS, AND ALLIANCES WHICH SUBMIT TO ITS STATUTES

) L. The Council of Tides
= ALL MATTERS OF DISPUTE, GRIEVANCE, OR TRANSGRESSION ARISING

: WA c y WITHIN NEUTRAL WATERS ARE BROUGHT BEFORE THE COUNCIL OF
AND PARTAKE IN ITS GOVERNANCE. v ’ TIDES, CONVENED BY APPOINTED REPRESENTATIVES
‘THESE ARE PRINCIPALLY DIVIDED AS FOLLOWS: A

OF THE SALT-BLOODED FRATERNITIES.
+ THE MARITIME COMMUNE

« The GuiL oF PiRaTEs THE COUNCIL CONSISTS OF:

+ The CIRCLE OF SMUGGLERS &L - . THE AUTHORIZED ENVOYS OF THE MARITIME COMMUNE
« The LeaGuE OF Bounty HunTeRs Z &y 3 (INCLUDING THE ALLIANCE OF SEAFARERS, THE HAANSEATIC
« THE POACHERS' RING \ i P ¢ UNION, AND THE FISHERMEN'S COTERIE);

1. Jurisdiction and + THE AUTHORIZED ENVOYS OF

L K " . THE GUILD OF PIRATES,
Territorial Soundaries NEls ({1 3 Tie CIRCLE OF SMUGGLERS,
‘THE PROTECTIVA EXTENDS ITS DOMINION ACROSS THE ORION \

THE LEAGUE OF BOUNTY HUNTERS,
TRIGON, WHOSE BOUNDARIES ARE THUS DEFINED: AND THE POACHERS' RING;

> — 4 + NO MONARCH PRESIDES, NOR COMMANDER HOLDSSWAY.

e:Jome NormeEAsr: Caee Loutsa; iy < Tk COUNCIL RESOLVES THROUGH BALANCED

o 7B Sotri: Caze SN DimEaN; 2 i s NEGOTIATION AND MUTUAL CONSENT, ENSURING THE

* To e Nok-West: The Horn oF £ STABILITY OF THESE SHARED WATERS.
THE GONTIAN GULF.
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