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Lucian again felt the sting of shame as the rotund shopkeeper turned away from him and closed the window. He clenched his teeth in an effort to keep from saying something and adding to his already weighty burden.

Sweeping his thinning brown hair from his forehead, Lucian paused to collect himself. All around him, the people of Arnest milled over the cobblestone streets, shoes clacking as they made their way to the shops for the day’s market.  The bustle and exchange of money and goods ran up and down the avenue and through the mid-morning sun. Merchants called for customers, offering samples and compliments to any who slowed in their step to look. A young girl almost bumped into Lucian, her blonde hair glowing with her kindness to a stray kitten and her fingers stained from the time she tore her sister’s toy in half. Her mother’s eyes burned with envy and thoughts of betrayal, but her shoulders bore an azure mantle of self-sacrifice, and every breath exhaled the purple hues of true love.

This was how it had always been: each and every action willfully taken, from the age one was able to decide until the grave, etched itself onto their bodies. From the smallest slights to the greatest triumphs, every citizen of Arnest could see each other's histories as clearly as the sun in the sky. 

And they could judge just as easily—a fact Lucian had always known, but never truly appreciated until it was too late. If only he had, perhaps things would be different.

Lucian forced his own eyes to the ground, trying to avoid conversation or confrontation. Don’t want to add to her load, but the truth was that he didn’t want to increase his own, and he felt that truth manifest immediately as another black strip, like ephemeral fabric, trailing from his temple and down to his ear. These strips covered most of his face and his upper chest, a cowl of falsehoods told to others and himself.

The little girl glanced his way as she passed, then tripped and fell into the dirt. Her eyes teared up and she began to cry; immediately, Lucian stepped toward her, reaching out to help.

“Get back!” The voice cut into Lucian, and he withdrew his hand, pulling the fingers into a fist before covering it with the other and bringing both close to his chest. “Don’t you touch her!”

“I was just...”

“Stay away from him,” the mother whispered to her daughter, hoarsely, and Lucian was sure that she wanted to be overheard. Her spittle hit the ground just before her last words reached his ears. “He’s a Liar.”

That one word burned into Lucian more than any fire, more than the hunger gnawing at his belly. He couldn’t hide it any more than they hid their disdain, their pity, and their hatred—a Liar he was and would always be, and no one would let him forget it. 

The smell of baking pastries, apple and cherry, wafted through the air, and he turned his head toward the aroma, eyes bright. Ormund’s Sweet Shoppe beckoned, and he saw gloved hands placing pies on the windowsill to cool. The secluded alley between the Shoppe and the butcher’s would be the perfect place to sneak in and...

No. Lucian forced his feet down the cobblestones, away from the temptations. A small armor plate, iron and copper but translucent, manifested over his stomach: a symbol of will. I’m a liar, not a thief. Instead, he dipped low to scoop up a small piece of discarded chicken from a patch of grass, a scrap that did little to quiet the rumbling and forced him to spit out grime. Easier if I was.

With the sun rising high and hot, the marketplace began to clear as vendors took stock of their morning take. Lucian huddled against the side of the mill, closing his eyes to listen to the river flowing through the wheel. Not for the first time, he imagined speaking to his past self, chastising the younger man for his carelessness with the truth, explaining what would happen.

But it was too late, and he sighed, plucking some of the sourgrass he sat in and putting it into his mouth. The acrid scent and flavor made him purse his lips, but he finished it, swallowing it down. The gentle river burbling and creaking of wood from the mill wheel made Lucian drift, his eyes closing as exhaustion rose to cover him.

~~~
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Dusk arrived as Lucian’s eyes opened; his head dipped down, and he snapped it upright again with a pained grunt. He glanced around, eyes adjusting to the sudden state of wakefulness, and he patted himself and his clothes, making sure no one had taken any of his meager possessions. The faint glow of his kindnesses illuminated the area with a thin golden hue, coloring the grasses and his linens equally as the sun crept below the horizon.

An accented voice came from his side. “Are you all right?” 

Lucian’s head turned left, eyes wide, toward the source of the voice. It was a young man, dark of hair and skin, dressed in the clothes of a craftsman—simple but sturdy finery. He stood close, within arms reach but was not leaning in. What caught Lucian’s attention, though, were the man’s Deeds. He gleamed with blue and gold, the radiance dazzling. Lucian blinked, bringing up an arm to block some of the light.
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