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      Theo Wallace walked home from his shift, crossing his arms to maintain warmth against the biting cold that cut through his threadbare clothes. Careful to avoid potholes in the damaged asphalt he grinded his chattering teeth, flustered that his boss Mr. Nugent had held him up so close to curfew. Now he wouldn’t have enough time to wash the sweat and soot from work at the communal showers. He’d just have to get up early tomorrow and hope he lucked out.

      Disobeying the rigid laws in Vilefort had serious consequences. Those stupid enough to defy the Overlord’s edicts were beaten and bloodied or taken to his manor. Theo shuddered. He’d seen what happened to rule breakers from the grimy window in his shitty one-room apartment. The beatings were merciless, and those carted off to the Overlord were never seen again.

      Not for the first time, Theo wondered if things had gotten any better outside of Vilefort. He and his parents had come to the colony ten years ago when he was a young boy. They sought sanctuary from the ravaged wasteland the Reckoning had created where marauders and tainted soil drove them to the brink of starvation. His parents died shortly after their arrival and he’d been on his own since, his hopes for an uninhibited life seeming to drift further away with each passing year.

      The ring of a distant bell broke through Theo’s thoughts, making his heart jump and his veins fill with adrenaline. The bells were the last warning of curfew before the sentries were dispatched to discipline any remaining residents in the streets. The sentries were vigilant, always eager to dole out punishment the second they were able. Theo broke into a sprint against the sting of the chill wind and turned the corner onto his tumbledown street.

      His home came into view, a dilapidated building that was once a motel with cracks and fissures across its surface. Just twenty yards away, his calves burned fiercely as the bells rang their final toll. He pushed his pace to the limit and was ten feet away from safety when he tripped on an uneven pothole that sent him sprawling.

      He landed face first on the damaged asphalt, knocking the air out of his lungs as his face and body throbbed in pain. Despite several attempts to get to his feet, his body wouldn’t cooperate so he rolled himself over and took slow deliberate breaths. After a long moment, Theo was finally able to push himself to his feet. He hurried towards the entry to the building, but just outside of reach a deep voice stopped him cold.

      “Halt, in the name of the Overlord!”

      Theo reluctantly turned around. Three men stood several yards away, bearing the Overlord’s insignia on badges pinned to their chests, an upside down triangle with an eye in its center. They wore heavy black garb that ended in a severe mandarin collar at their necks.

      The middle sentry with slicked back hair and a severe expression stepped ahead of his comrades with a metal baton in hand. “You are in violation of curfew. Explain yourself.”

      “Apologies, sir. I just got off work and was trying to get home.” Theo gestured to the shabby building behind him, keeping his gaze lowered. “ I live here but I fell before the bells stopped.”

      “And?”

      “And I would be ever so grateful if you would allow me to get a night’s rest. I’m an assistant for Norman Nugent, the blacksmith. Please, I’ll never be late again.”

      The other two sentries chortled, filling Theo’s core with cold dread.

      The sentry leader ended the laughter with a raised hand. “You disobey the Overlord’s edict, and yet you want special treatment. What do you think, Cole? Should we let him go?”

      The sentry on the right shook his head. “I don’t think the Overlord would like that very much.”

      “No, I don’t think he’d like that at all. If the law bends, it breaks. Maybe we should just break you instead.”

      “That sounds like a fine idea to me,” the sentry on the left agreed, pronouncing his eagerness with a crack of his knuckles.

      Theo’s pulse thrummed in his head as he looked from one man to the other, at a loss over what he should do. Once you were spotted by the sentries it didn’t matter if you ran or fought back. The punishment was the same if they caught you.

      The sentry leader gave a cold smile. “Cole, André, remind this man what happens when you break the rules.”

      The hairs on Theo’s arms and neck rose on end at the impending threat of violence, spurring him to action. He spun around and lunged for the front door of his building, but as he grasped the handle sharp pain erupted in his back. He lost his grip and fell to the ground. A pair of rough hands pulled him up, and Theo let his assailant lift him before he lashed out with an upward jab. The sentry gasped as a burst of blood shot from his nose. He let go of Theo and staggered back, replaced by another sentry that rushed forward.

      Theo darted out of the way just in time, however, before he could retaliate an electrifying throb of pain sent him to the ground. His body pulsed in agony, and as his vision began to fade the sentries surrounded him, the black sky he’d become accustomed to churning angrily overhead.

      “Enough fooling around,” the sentry leader said. “We’re taking this trash to the Overlord.”
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        * * *

      

      Heavy jostling brought Theo back to consciousness. He opened his eyes, panicked to find himself being hauled by the three sentries that had bested him. Two of them held his arms, while the third had his legs in their grasp.

      “No!” Theo cried.

      He thrashed in his captors’ grip and was immediately dropped to the cold ground. The air whooshed out from his lungs and he coughed and sputtered, trying to regain his breath. Once he recovered, he saw the sentries running towards a towering portcullis with tall surrounding walls that stretched as far as the eye could see.

      Theo forced himself to his feet with a grunt and staggered forward against the pain wracking his body. Despite his efforts he couldn’t match the sentries’ speed, and as he neared the portcullis its metal gate slammed down with a resounding boom, locking him in.

      Theo hobbled up to the steel gate and pounded against it with his fists. “Let me out!”

      The sentry leader watched him from the other side of the gate, stone-faced . “You’re the Overlord’s problem now.”

      With that, the sentry turned and walked away with his cronies until they faded from view. Theo banged against the barrier once more before clutching at the frigid gate, the heavy weight of despair settling on his shoulders. What had he done to deserve this? He always did as he was told, obeying the Overlord’s edicts no matter what it demanded of him. He’d changed himself to help the community survive, and this was what he got in return? It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t fucking fair…

      Theo tightened his grip, the overwhelming cold giving him momentary clarity. He’d never survive the night if he stayed out here. If he wanted a chance at life he would have to face the Overlord, even if it meant almost certain death. Resigned to the only path given to him he turned around, his breath hitching in his throat.

      The Overlord’s manor towered before him, an imposing castle of black stone. Numerous towers reached towards the darkened sky with conical roofs, and all of the windows were arched with red stained glass that glowed in the approaching night like an explosion of neon blood.

      Gazing upon the arresting structure, Theo felt a strange tickling in the back of his brain like fingers scraping along the inside of his skull. He shook his head, trying to free himself of the sensation. It ceased just as quickly as it came, and as he regained his senses something near the manor’s entry caught his attention.

      A rectangular object lay sprawled out upon the dark stone steps. Theo approached the abandoned item, surprised when he recognized the ratty, frayed messenger bag. He rushed to the bag, his pulse skipping a beat when he spotted the masterfully drawn eagle on its front.

      “Forrest?”

      Forrest was a courier who made small deliveries to the forge. As the blacksmith’s assistant, Theo would meet him to accept deliveries, and Forrest’s winning smile and carefree spirit made him stand out like a beacon of light in his world full of darkness. Theo had long been harboring feelings for the man, but he knew better than to act on his feelings.

      The Overlord’s edicts were clear. Any citizens engaged in same sex affections violated his orders to repopulate their broken world and were to be sent to his manor to be dealt with.
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