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	For those using light to hide your darkness– 

	I see you. I see your pain. 

	 

	You wield your smile like a shield, concealing the sadness that has taken up residence in your soul. You are the strongest of people. Never wanting anyone to experience the suffering you do. Not even wanting to let anyone know that you’re hurting. 

	 

	It is my hope that in these pages you might see yourself and recognize that your tribe is out there.

	 

	Keep looking
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Dear Reader, 

	 

	I spent a considerable amount of time figuring out the perfect name for this book. Yugen. I finally landed on that name when reading The Japanese Theatre by Benito Ortolani. “Yugen is the beauty of seeing such an ideal person go through an intense suffering as a result of being human. The progression in depth does not stop at the level of human and cosmic sadness” (126).

	 

	Thus, Yugen is the sad beauty and growth that can be found as we humans experience suffering.  
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1 ATTENDANT DUTY                 


	 

	v


	ian subtly reached under his white serving coat to adjust his blaster so it wouldn’t dig into his ribs. The Guardian Banquet Hall was a large rectangular building with three long tables stretching from end to end. With an entrance on one side and a raised dais and empty throne on the other.

	“Forgive us our weakness. Return to lead us, Hẽmaîsys.” A priest in white and green robes lay prostrate before the throne, arms stretched out to either side of himself as he chanted The Liturgy. A 300-year unbroken prayer for Hẽmaîsys to return. Vian learned to tune it out in his first month of training.

	Now that dinner was over and the night drawing in, the Banquet Hall was emptying of most of the diners as the suns came early and lateness wasn’t tolerated. The two men he’d been assigned to serve were still taking deep swigs from mugs of ale and showed no signs of stopping. 

	The lights flickered as lightning struck somewhere nearby and disrupted the flow of electricity. 

	The older Guardian had hair the color of refined silver and wore trousers, boots, and a shirt, while the younger wore his entire uniform, including the ornamental coat and the Guardian pendant. 

	On attendant duty, it was Vian’s job to stand with his fingertips just touching the rough tapestry behind him, head and eyes pointed at the far wall. To appear when wanted and to be invisible when not needed. This system allowed the Guardians to say whatever they wanted, without the recruits overhearing anything they shouldn’t. But they were close enough to be signaled if the Guardians wanted anything more to eat or drink. It was also a way to build patience, diligence, and discipline in the recruits. At least that was the speech Vian had received. It all suited Vian just fine; at least he wouldn’t have to actively avoid eye contact, his wild magic activated when that happened.

	The older of the two Guardians lifted the fingers of his left hand in a signal that meant he wanted his plate out of the way. Vian stepped forward, and seeing that both men’s plates were empty, he removed them and deposited them on a tray next to his station. He re-took his position. The wall across from him wasn’t interesting. There were no deformities for him to focus on, and no wall hangings or artwork. Nothing to distract him from the monotony of this task. 

	Vian was grateful this was the last time he would ever have attendant duty – the last night he would be a recruit. Tomorrow, his cohort would take the last test and either become Guardians, or they would fail and die. 

	I hope they notice the others have been dismissed and allow me to leave, Vian thought as farther down the hall, Riz, a member of his cohort and his best friend, was dismissed. That left Vian as the last attendant on duty. 

	Riz gave Vian a pitying look and mouthed, “I’m sorry.” He pointed to the sword on his own hip. A reminder that they had to turn in their weapons tonight. 

	Vian gave Riz a subtle nod and touched his blaster to acknowledge his friend.

	Vian retrieved two empty ale mugs, set them on the tray next to his spot, and went to fetch fresh ones. He made sure to get two with large fluffy heads. They smelled of rising bread and cinnamon. After ten years of serving this ale, he couldn’t wait to try some. 

	As he set the drinks down, he glanced at the clock. He’d never been held on attendant duty this late. In an hour and a half, the recruits from years seven and below would all be in their barracks. As a year ten recruit, he didn’t have a curfew, but he wanted to get at least six hours of sleep before the trial, and he wanted to perform a ceremony for his fallen brother Ridvik. For that he needed special dispensation from Master Brantley, the cohort’s Instructor. Of course, he might face some uncomfortable questions about how he knew about it. He couldn’t tell anyone the spell that was supposed to wipe their memories from before being recruited had failed. If anyone found out, he might be dropped from the program, and he hadn’t come this far to be a Rock Guardian. 

	None of the recruits knew exactly what that job entailed. Not even Master Brantley. Masters, Vian thought, frequently bend the truth. Not that they lie. Masters never lie. But the truth you hear isn’t always the truth they spoke. The recruits were assured that they did not want the Rock Guardian job. It was one of the few positions that was impossible to leave. And it was the lowest order of Guardians. They never went anywhere or did anything. 

	Vian fought the urge to scratch his nose. Somewhat like being an attendant for my whole career. 

	The younger Guardian signaled for Vian to approach. 

	“Another round of drinks, and I want something sweet.” The man’s breath was pungent enough to ignite an engine. 

	Vian eyed the half-finished drinks, steadied himself, and very calmly said, “Of course, Guardian. I’m happy to retrieve anything you desire; however, the rules of the Banquet Hall require that your mugs be empty before I can get you another.”

	The two drunk Guardians turned to look at him. And perhaps for the first time tonight, saw him. The one on Vian’s right, the older one who’d clearly not lived up to his potential, pressed his lips together, and his face turned red in a drunken rage. 

	The open-handed slap he gave Vian sent him stumbling into the wall. The familiar taste of blood filled his mouth; he’d accidentally bitten into his tongue.

	The younger one was off the bench. He punched Vian in the face.

	Vian bounced against the wall, and took a moment to blink the pain away, gathering himself. His eye was already aching, and he had a feeling it would blacken. He would also have to report to Master Brantley and explain what he’d done and how he could fix himself. The odds of him being able to get special dispensation to perform a ritual for his brother was somewhere near negative ninety.

	Vian swallowed the blood pooling in his mouth, straightened, and tucked his hands behind him in the most respectful position a recruit could take. He was careful not to make eye contact with the man, and not just because doing so might trigger him. “I will be happy to get those desserts for you. And once you’re finished with your drinks, it would be my pleasure to get you more.” The worst part about this was that if this altercation had taken place tomorrow evening, he would have been able to put the man in his place. But today, he was just a recruit, and recruits were expelled from the program if they tried to fight a Guardian. No questions asked. 

	The younger man grabbed Vian by the collar of his serving coat and lifted him to the tips of his toes as he shook him. 

	Vian wanted to cut loose and show this disgusting excuse for a Guardian what a real warrior could do. Instead, he kept his hands by his side and fell back on his training. Keeping his breaths long and controlled. As he’d been trained. Guardians could administer punishment to recruits as they saw fit. It was his job to meekly accept what he was given. Even if he was following the rules. Even if he didn’t deserve it. 

	More blood spilled into Vian’s mouth and soaked his tongue in the gods-awful tangy taste.

	Spittle flew from the Guardian’s mouth and splattered Vian’s face. “When I ask for—"

	One table away, a Master Guardian wearing the colors of a Healer slapped the table in a way that demanded the attention of everyone in the room. Conversations halted. Some of the Guardians scattered through the room found something interesting in the bottom of their mugs. Others were openly watching. Vian noticed a lot of the watchers were visiting Masters seeking apprentices.

	In the silence, the Liturgy was oddly loud. “Forgive us our weakness. Return to lead us, Hẽmaîsys.”

	Vian got the feeling he was being measured. Whispers amongst the cohorts implied these Masters were looking over records and deciding who they wanted. It was an open secret that the different branches made trades and concessions for the best recruits. These Masters here wanted to see how he reacted. 

	“Look around the room, gentlemen.” The Master Healer picked up his mug and took a sip. Vian noted that it was tea. “How many other attendants do you see?” 

	Blood was pooling in his mouth, and he had to swallow it. It would make him sick, but he didn’t want to further anger this man by spitting it on him. He didn’t need any more of a reason to be angry. 

	“Send the recruit on his way and get your own food and drink.” The Master Guardian smiled. “If you can do that without falling on your fool faces.” 

	The younger guy seemed to come to himself, remembering where he was. Who he was. His face flushed with embarrassment, and he released Vian. 

	Vian took three steps back into his place by the wall. He forced himself to slow the rise and fall of his chest. His tongue wouldn’t stop bleeding, and he had the choice of spitting it onto the serving tray or pretending that he wasn’t hurt. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see many visiting Masters watching him. He swallowed it down. He was starting to feel nauseous. He couldn’t do anything about his shaking body. He could feel eyes on him. Judging his response. This incident would end up in his file. His reaction to this altercation would have an impact on the job options he was going to be presented with tomorrow. Maybe some positions would not be there after this. He swallowed down another mouthful of blood. 

	The older man stood and swayed. “The Master Healer is correct.” He lifted his hand. “You’re released.”

	The younger man sat with his back to the room and slumped over to put his head in his hands. 

	Vian stepped forward, gave both men a generous bow, swallowed the blood, and said the required words, “It was an honor serving you tonight.” Straightening, he made a sharp right turn toward the kitchen and left. As he was about to pass out the back door, he swapped his white attendant coat for his brown recruit coat. 

	Pushing his way into the cold, drizzling night, he spit the blood into the mud and tipped his head back to inhale the cool air, taking stock and figuring out a plan. The darkness hid his view of the trees and buildings surrounding him. 

	He would have to report to Master Brantley and accept whatever corrective training he decided Vian needed. He’d embarrassed his Master – it didn’t matter that Vian had technically done nothing wrong. There was no getting around it, not with the black eye he could feel forming. And there was no point in delaying the inevitable. Not self-reporting would be worse. 

	Vian felt like he was going to be sick. 

	He wanted to scream. He was so close to graduation, to becoming a real Guardian. He couldn’t stumble at the finish line. Rubbing a hand across the back of his neck, he took several deep breaths then squared his shoulders and marched toward Master Brantley’s cottage. 

	Ten steps from the Banquet Hall’s back door, he stopped and braced his hands on his knees. Finally losing the battle in his stomach. The dinner he’d eaten before attendant duty, and all the blood he’d swallowed, came back up and splashed on the ground between his boots. 

	The gods-awful scent hit him, and he couldn’t stop himself from retching again. 

	A hand landed on his shoulder. 

	For a terrifying moment, he worried that one of the drunk Guardians had decided to follow him and finish what they’d started. Vian’s hand snapped to his blaster, and he had it half out before he realized what he was doing. He shoved it back into its holster and turned.

	The Master Healer lifted his hands to show they were empty and that he meant no harm. “Are you alright there, son?” Vian’s eyes flicked to the sword on the Master’s hip. His gaze lingered on the swan stamped into the pommel. Vian had no doubt that there were two more swans etched into the blade. A master swordsman.

	Vian blushed and kept his eyes averted. The last thing he wanted was for his other, secret magic, to activate now. “I apologize. I was startled, Master.” He didn’t know what to say. If this man hadn’t interfered, he would probably be a bloody lump on the Banquet Hall floor.  He wouldn’t be able to take the test tomorrow, and the next solar alignment wasn’t for three months. 

	“Is there a message you want me to deliver?” Vian opened and closed his hands. He didn’t know what this man wanted. A chill swept over him. He hadn’t used the man’s hard-earned rank. “Master.” 

	“Enrik.” The man gave him an empathetic smile and took a step closer to press cool fingers into Vian’s face.

	Vian flinched as Master Enrik probed bruised facial bones. 

	“Will you let me look?” 

	Vian blinked. “I’m sorry?” 

	Master Enrik laughed and the richness of it put Vian more at ease. “Open your mouth and let me see the damage.” He nodded to the pile of sick just behind Vian. “I see you swallowed quite a bit of blood.” 

	Vian really didn’t want to. 

	Master Enrik took a good long look inside Vian’s mouth. “May I have permission to heal you?” 

	Vian spoke without thinking. “If I said no, would that end up in my record?” 

	Master Enrik took a step back and stared at Vian.

	A request from a Master, Vian thought, wanting the ground to open up and swallow him, isn’t really a request.

	Overhead, the drizzling rain became a downpour that quickly soaked through Vian’s clothes. Neither moved. Vian got the sense that he was being compared to something in this man’s mind. He wondered how he came out. 

	“Do you know why Guardians are allowed to use physical force to discipline recruits?” Master Enrik asked. “Why the Guardians are so rough with punishment?”

	Vian hated it when Masters redirected conversations with unrelated questions. Adopting the tone and body language of a learning pupil, Vian answered. “No, Master Enrik. I do not.” 

	Master Enrik’s mouth tightened. He knew what Vian was doing. But when he answered, there was no anger in his voice. “It’s to simulate capture and subsequently the torture you may have to endure.” 

	Vian stared at Master Enrik. The lights from the banquet hall flickered as lightning struck one of the metal rods and redirected the power into the ground. Vian understood. Magic sparked across Vian’s eyes, and he glanced down so it wouldn’t fully activate. He didn’t want to see into this man’s past. And he couldn’t afford to be distracted by injuries tomorrow. Master Enrik was showing kindness by offering. “I would appreciate healing.” 

	Master Enrik grabbed Vian’s head. Vian squeezed his eyes shut to brace. Everyone’s magic felt different, which meant sometimes healing hurt. This healing felt like falling through ice into a lake. Then warmth. 

	When Master Enrik released him, Vian felt like he could run to the Frozen Stone Mountains and back. Like he could fight an army by himself. Master Enrik had done more than heal him. He’d restored his energy reserves. Tomorrow, he would be far more rested than his cohort, like he’d had a week’s worth of bed rest. 

	Master Enrik adjusted the blue fringed cloak around his shoulders. “I’ve seen your record, and now that I’ve felt your magic, I think you would make one outstanding Healer. If Healer is an option, and you choose that path, I would be honored if you would become my apprentice.” 

	A fear-inducing panic ignited in Vian’s chest. He hadn’t realized Masters could use magic to see another person’s magic. He wasn’t breathing and slowly inhaled. If Master Enrik had seen my other magic, he wouldn’t be so friendly. I wouldn’t have time to react before he killed me. This was a recruitment attempt. 

	There were Masters searching for apprentices coming and going all the time. Vian couldn’t even begin to wrap his mind around the political interplay. Especially since they didn’t trade in money. Over the last six months, more than six dozen Masters had observed his cohort, but he hadn’t considered that they would pay him any attention. Not with Riz there. Or that if they did pay attention, that any of them would approach him. Not with the blood staining his record. 

	Vian opened his mouth, then closed it, then opened it. 

	Master Ernik laughed. “You don’t have to answer now. Just keep me in mind when you get your job possibilities.” He slapped Vian on the shoulder. “Have a good night.” 

	Vian’s teeth clicked as he snapped his mouth closed. He’d been opening and closing his mouth like a fish. 

	He stumbled back to his cohort’s cabin in a daze, not responding to any of his fellow recruits as he hung his wet coat and threw himself down on the bed. He needed a few minutes to gather himself before facing Master Brantley.
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	2 GREAT NEWS – WE’RE THE CHOSEN ONES

	 

	F


	ifteen minutes later, Vian still lay on his bunk in the twelve person barracks room with the electric heater loudly groaning as it heated the space. He brushed his fingers over the cold blaster at his hip to reassure himself it was still there – a habit he’d picked up after he’d left it behind and was forced to keep it suspended at arm’s length for half an hour. At ten minutes, he’d been uncomfortable; at fifteen minutes, his arms ached as if he was holding something eight times the mass; and at twenty-five minutes, his whole body felt like it was going to snap under the weight. He’d never forgotten his weapon – ever again. 

	Lifting his head, he glanced around the small barracks room, seeing it in a different way than he had these past ten years. Not merely twelve bunk beds and twenty-four lockers, but a safe haven he’d been raised in. Only five of the bunks still had bedding, the other fifteen recruits having either washed out or been consumed by the first two trials.

	On the floor in the middle of the room, Coen, Nadir, and Ander sat playing Royal Thief and chattering as if nothing in the world was wrong. As if this wasn’t their last night of being recruits. As if tomorrow they’re lives wouldn’t change.

	“Do you guys ever think about the fact that we’re slaves?” Coen asked, throwing a card onto the pile. 

	Ander tossed in his card. “Not this again.” 

	Vian dropped his head back to the pillow and put his hand on the wooden bunk above him. Ridvik’s bunk. His dead twin. He couldn’t leave this place without at least trying to honor his fallen brother. 

	“We don’t get paid. We do as we’re told, when we’re told. If we try to leave, they hunt us down and bring us back.” Coen sounded very sure of himself. “They even wiped our memories to make sure we don’t go running back to our old lives. We’re slaves.” 

	Vian planned to say he’d read about the rite in his personal study time - Master Brantley wouldn’t suspect. As long as he chose his words. He would turn in his weapon and then ask permission to perform the rite. It wasn’t lying. He would tell Master Brantley about what happened in the Banquet Hall. Once he was done.

	He might get a more severe punishment for delaying, but he was following the rules. 

	Rolling out of the bed, he threw open his wall locker, grabbed a satchel, and began packing what he would need. Black and white candles, a bowl, incense sticks, and powdered egg shell. Master Brantley had always been kind to him, so he would probably say yes. 

	Ander didn’t look up from his cards as he asked, “Vian, what are you doing?”

	“I –” 

	Riz’s cloaked figure opened the door. The storm yanked it out of his hand and snapped it against the wall. Wind and frigid cold air swept through the room, scattering the piled cards. 

	Riz stepped inside, threw the hood of his cloak back, and muttered a spell to close the door. It banged shut. “Sorry about that,” Riz said, glancing at Vian’s blaster and giving him a huge grin. He turned to hang his wet cloak next to the others. “Vian, get over here. I have something to tell you.”

	Ander waved his hand, whispering the words to a spell. The scattered cards came flying back into a neat pile. 

	Vian picked his way through the tidy room, careful not to step on any hands.  

	Riz was practically bouncing. 

	As Vian got within a foot, Riz cast a dome of silence so the others couldn’t hear, grabbing Vian by his shoulders and shaking him. “We’re gonna be Guardian Wolves!” 

	Excitement exploded through Vian. Then confusion dampened it. “What? That makes no sense. We haven’t even taken the final trial. And we’re too young—” 

	Riz waved away Vian’s disbelieving questions. “When I was turning in my weapon, I overheard a bunch of Guardians talking to Master Brantley and Master Meronek about us, by name. They want both of us for a special assignment.” Riz shook Vian again. 

	This was everything Vian had worked for since being conscripted. He wanted to be a Wolf. To go on special assignments with them. To be one of the best. Images swirled through his mind; fighting evil wizards, infiltrating trafficking rings, and facing down gods and demons as trees and buildings exploded around him. 

	Vian grinned. “You’re sure?” 

	“Oh, it’s basically etched in granite. They were writing orders as I walked out. As long as we get through tomorrow, we’re gonna be Wolves.” 

	Riz cut the flow of magic to the privacy spell, kicked off his boots, and threw himself onto his bed, sticking his hands under his pillow and bringing out a banned novel. The Battle Mage Codex. Vian wished he had Riz’s bravery — not only had his friend not asked permission to read the book, but he knew it was on the prohibited list and decided to risk the punishment anyway. He couldn’t wait until he had unrestricted access to the libraries. He would be able to figure out what his magic came from and how to control it. 

	“You need to get rid of that book before tomorrow,” Nadir said.

	Lighting flashed, then boomed. The room shook and the electricity flickered.

	Riz rested the book on his chest. “Tomorrow is the last day they can tell us what we can and cannot read. If Master Brantley wants to make me run ten thousand laps for being a disobedient little shit before he hands over my membership, he is welcome to do so.” Riz resumed reading. “But I will finish this book tonight.” 

	For the briefest of moments, everyone went still as they were forced to face what they’d been trying to ignore and forget. Tomorrow at sunrise, they would take the last test to become Guardians. When the Temple’s magic settled as the sun set, anyone still in the Temple would never come out again. Those that did make it out would be offered roles as Guardians, and they likely would never see each other again. 

	Vian grabbed his cloak and threw it over his shoulders, carefully tucking the satchel at his lower back to keep it safe and dry. He hadn’t felt this optimistic since Ridvik had been alive. 

	“I don’t think he’ll make you run laps,” Ander said, rearranging the cards in his hand. “I think he’s going to beat you with that book.” Ander’s words were casual and calm, his tone amused. But he held himself like he was about to duel. 

	Riz snorted.  

	Vian opened the door and stepped into the dark storm. He pulled out his pocket watch, a gift from Nadir, and checked the time. It was too dark to see the face. It didn’t matter though. He could find Master Brantley’s cottage blindfolded; it was only sixty steps away. 

	A space shuttle zipped over the treetops. 

	Water cascaded from the leaves, soaking Vian’s head, and he regretted not pulling his hood up before stepping outside. Vian frowned at the spacecraft’s low altitude. Shuttles weren’t allowed this close to the ground. Not where people lived. Vian guessed the pilots must have gotten lost in the storm and were using landmarks to find the landing zone. 

	Master Brantley’s cottage was a cozy A-frame structure nestled between the trees, the scent of baking sweet cakes and creamy blueberry pie rose with the chimney’s billowing smoke. 

	Vian lifted his hand to knock but stopped when he heard men talking. His inner voice whispered that he needed to hear this conversation. Master Brantley’s cottage was one of the few places the Cohort was forbidden to enter without permission. It would be a personal betrayal. 

	His whole body shook as he pushed the door open and stepped inside. The small dark entryway led deeper into the cottage. A light switch to his right would most likely turn on the light above his head. His stomach clenched. His clothes were sticking to his skin. He ran a hand through his wet hair and opened his mouth to announce himself but stopped when he heard Master Meronek say his name. 

	Vian exhaled through his nose and eased forward, afraid a creaky board would alert them. 

	“Are you certain?” Master Meronek asked, his tone a controlled neutral. Vian knew this tone well. It was the one the Master used in class when he wanted to test the resolve of his students. The one he used when there was no right answer, no good answer, but an answer was required. 

	Rain drummed on the roof and slapped against the ground. Vian stepped over a piece of floor that looked noisy and braced himself against the wall, pressing himself into the deeper shadows. 

	“Yes Meronek, Vian should be a Rock Guardian.” 

	Vian’s dreams of a bright and shining future standing shoulder to shoulder with the elite exploded like a tree struck by lightning. He was to be the lowest order of Guardians. 

	“Coen too.” Master Brantley’s voice was firm and unyielding. 

	Pen scribbled on paper. 

	The storm broke. Silence enveloped the house. 

	Liquid splashed into a glass cup. 

	“Is this because of Ridvik?” 

	The memory of that day came fresh, sharp, and stinking of blood. 

	The sun was bright, and a cool wind whipped through the empty practice yard. Ridvik laughed as he shot forward, wooden practice sword coming up for a perfect strike. Vian blocked, then countered. 

	Ridvik’s eyes went wide with pain as he gripped Vian’s shoulder.

	Hot and sticky blood spilled over Vian’s hand. Vian released the wooden practice sword’s hilt and screamed for help. Ridvik stumbled and fell onto his back.

	It was a practice sword – it shouldn’t have been able to penetrate flesh. No amount of reasoning was enough to save Ridvik from reality. No amount of magic was enough to stem the flow of blood. And no amount of tears would ever ease his guilt and pain. 

	Vian wanted to push his way forward and scream that it was an accident. He hadn’t meant to kill his brother. He shouldn’t be condemned because of one mistake.

	“Yes, and no,” Master Brantley said slowly, the pen continuing its scribbling. “That accident was just that. Vian hasn’t coped with it. Since that day, he can’t look people in the eye, and he can’t touch a sword.” 

	Blue lightning flashed across the sky. The walls and ceiling trembled with nature’s rumbling power. 

	Master Meronek said, “Not being able to sword fight doesn’t automatically disqualify him for full service.” 

	The sound of pen on paper stopped. Master Brantley sounded annoyed. “That’s true. I could recommend him to be a Healer, or maybe a clerk of some kind. But he can’t look people in the eye. How can anyone trust someone who can’t look them in the eye? Guardians, above all, have to be trusted.” 

	Everything changed the day Vian killed Ridvik. Not only had all his memories from before becoming a recruit come back, but a different type of magic corrupted him. Now whenever he looked people in the eye, he knew what they were thinking and could see parts of their past. He hated this magic – it made him different from the others. Forced him into a glass box. Isolated him. Every time he made eye contact with someone, it activated on its own – something that was supposedly impossible. 

	It wasn’t my fault. But that was a child’s sentiment. He wanted to explain himself, finally tell someone the truth. But he’d been there the day Nico’s inherited magic had activated. The glowing red and purple hues blossomed from Nico like he was a well-fertilized garden. Master Brantley showed the cohort the reason he had a Swordmaster’s mark. In one brutal motion, he’d removed Nico’s head. Vian could never tell anyone his secret. Not if he wanted to live. 

	Vian retraced his path through the cottage and stepped outside.

	The frigid air was bracing. Water dripped from leaves and branches, and the moons peeked through the dark clouds. He would trade his soul to fix that one mistake. To save his blood brother. Or take his place. 

	The weight of the satchel hanging at his lower back drew his attention. The real reason he’d come. He couldn’t ask. Wouldn’t risk raising any suspicions. He had to avoid anything that could expose him. 

	Fingers aching, he glanced down and realized he’d drawn his blaster, and armed it. Being a Rock Guardian was the last thing he wanted. I could run, he thought weakly. But he knew better. Other recruits had run, and they’d been forcibly brought back. 

	Disarming and holstering his weapon, he turned and knocked on the door. He still had to inform Master Brantley about the Banquet Hall altercation, and he had to turn in his blaster. 
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	3 FINAL LESSON

	 

	V


	ian slowly inhaled, absorbing the soft energy radiating from the squat, vine-covered Temple. It reminded him of ancient, moss-covered oaks found in deep forests. The crispness of early spring clung to the air. Frost covered every stone, tree, and blade of green that had managed to poke through the ground. 

	Master Brantley standing in the Temple’s courtyard shifted, drawing Vian’s attention. Standing at five-foot-five, with mouse brown hair, a trimmed beard, and deep brown eyes, he would be easy to overlook. However, even missing his right arm, he was deadly with his blade – his skill and precision garnered respect and earned him a place as an instructor. As well as the coveted swan emblem adorning his sword. Which was more decorative as the man carried a blaster. 

	Vian spent a good portion of the night polishing his boots and thinking. He’d almost persuaded himself to steal a horse, ride for the nearest city, and get a job on the next freighter heading … well anywhere. Instead, he’d decided to prove his worth by passing the test. If he could.

	There were always stories of Guardians being demoted then proving themselves worthy of more. He would show Master Brantley he was worth more than a Rock Guardian by coming out of the temple. His plan didn’t make sense, he knew that. But running made less sense and refusing to enter the Temple would result in him becoming a Rock Guardian anyway. The only way to prove himself was to pass the test. 

	Glancing skyward, Vian spotted the pulsating light of the Roksana Space Station. It was from there he would be sent to his new home. Some out of the way moon where nothing interesting ever happened and he couldn’t get into any trouble. 

	Around him, his cohort stood clustered, trying to share body heat as they waited. Their anticipation was almost flavoring the air. 

	Before the accident with Ridvik, Vian was well on his way to becoming as skilled with his blades as Master Brantley was with his. They’d been discussing sending both of them for testing. 

	Heka, the first and larger sun, burst over the Temple’s rooftop. The solar alignment made the stones of the building hum with magic. Vibrant purple, red, and green lights curtained from the Temple before spiraling back into themselves and exploding apart again. The lights engulfed Master Brantley, washing over him toward the recruits, but stopped at the border of the courtyard. It was as if there was an invisible magical barrier they could not pass. If there was, Vian could neither see nor feel it. 

	Vian resisted the urge to lift his hand and test. He’d done so in the past, and he couldn’t. 

	“The only failure here is not returning.” Master Brantley’s tone was deadly serious. The lights around him ebbed as if they wanted to give him space to talk. “We’ll go in order of tallest to shortest.” He grinned. “Or as I like to say, the ugliest to prettiest.” 

	Around Vian, his fellow recruits laughed. Unable to muster any amusement, Vian glanced at his freshly polished boots. The decision to go by height meant that Vian would be going near last. 

	Each test was harder than the one before. Each test … emotionally difficult. For everyone else, the memories evaporated like fever dreams. Only the feelings remained. Gentle impressions, the pain – those things stayed. The others had nightmares for days after the tests. But upon waking, they remembered nothing.

	I would rather go first and get this over with, Vian thought, bouncing on his toes a few times before rolling his neck from side to side. Out of habit, he reached down to his front pocket, making sure his watch was still there. It wasn’t. He hadn’t wanted it damaged by ambient magic or a fall, so he’d left it on his bed.

	Master Brantley nodded, a look of satisfaction in his eyes. “Coen, you overgrown walking stick, you go first. Say your goodbyes.”  

	Coen nodded, his dark, curly hair flopping against his forehead. 

	Riz placed a hand on Coen’s shoulder. “Don’t worry Coen, you’re one of the best with the books. You probably become a Logistical Guardian.” Riz smiled so enthusiastically, it hurt Vian’s eyes. 

	Coen shook Riz’s hand off his shoulder. “I know.” His tone was cool and detached. 

	Riz’s normally calm features twisted with embarrassment and hurt. This was a game they’d always played before entering the Temple. Tell everyone what you like about them before going in, because they might not come out. Or you might not make it out. Coen was supposed to give Riz a compliment in return.

	Ander stepped forward with a ready smile, placing himself between Riz and Coen. Always the peacemaker, he knew when and how to speak, easing tension with a few softly spoken words. Vian guessed Ander would become a Noble Guardian – a peace broker, a negotiator, the voice of reason in a room full of tempers and ego. 

	Turning his attention back to the Temple, Vian tried to think of something to say to get Master Brantley to reconsider. He’d almost asked Ander for help convincing Master Brantley to let the test decide. But he couldn’t bring himself to wake his friend. 

	The dancing waves of light reached out to him, as if inviting him to come closer. 

	Coen stepped up next to Vian, his jaw set, and his light blue eyes fixed on the squat building.

	Vian knew he was the only one who could see the lights. He’d mentioned them before, and everyone had looked at him like he was crazy. 

	Vian lifted his hand to rest on his blaster and panicked before remembering – he’d surrendered it. No weapons were allowed within the Temple’s stone walls. Vian pulled his tunic down to give his neck some breathing room.

	Licking his lips, Vian opened his mouth to speak. To tell Coen about what Master Brantley said last night. But Coen wouldn’t have time to process being slated as a Rock Guardian. 

	Vian pasted on what he hoped was a comforting smile and turned to face Coen. “You really are good.” It wasn’t a lie. Coen was good. Bottom of the class, but that was still really good. 

	Coen turned his head and raised an eyebrow. Their gazes locked. 

	There was a dangerous moment where Vian’s magic flickered across his eyes. He looked away before he saw anything. Before learning something he didn’t want to know. 

	Coen turned his attention back to the Temple. “Will you do something for me if I don’t make it out?” 

	“Don’t,” Vian said. “You’re going to make it out.” 

	Coen opened his mouth—

	“Coen,” Master Brantley said. “It’s time.”  

	Coen’s lips trembled as he took a steadying breath, but his eyes shined with wild excitement. 

	Vian braced his hands behind his back, tracking Coen and Master Brantley as they crossed the cobblestone courtyard to the main entrance. The lights surged and grew brighter as Coen drew closer. Dancing around him, and rushing through him as if they were eager to know him. At the archway, Master Brantley paused, turning to look up at Coen, his hand gesturing as he spoke.  

	Coen’s attention was fixed on Master Brantley. 

	The words being spoken could save Coen’s life. Any recruit who made it this far learned to listen. On his right, Riz brushed up against him while Ander and Nadir fell in on his left. 

	 “I wish I knew what he was saying,” Nadir said, echoing Vian’s thoughts. 

	Riz folded his arms, again brushing Vian’s shoulder. “I think we all wish that.”

	 “We’ll know what he’s saying all too soon,” Ander said dryly, running a hand through his blond hair. 

	Enif, the smaller sun, peaked above the Temple, and the group fell into a tense quiet. Years of training and field exercises developed a bond between them, making them comfortable in the stillness. Their friendship filled every silence.

	Vian opened his mouth to tell the group what he overheard the night before but closed it again  – he didn’t know how to tell his friends. He didn’t want to ruin the moment. If they survived, they would find out. If not – they never needed to know. 

	Coen nodded and turned to the Temple’s doorway, striding in. The lights around the Temple reacted like they were being sucked inward by a strong gale. The top of the building glimmered maroon before a cyclone of iridescent light shot into the sky. 

	Master Brantley stared after Coen as a cool spring wind snapped around the courtyard. Light poured from the Temple entrance, filling the air with vibrant reds, oranges, and yellows. 

	Turning sharply, Master Brantley strode across the stones and wordlessly gathered Nadir. 

	Vian remained rooted to his spot, tracking Master Brantley and Nadir as they made their way across the yard. Watching as the lights poured into Nadir, saturating him with magic and warmth. 

	Riz and Ander stepped back, whispering. 

	Just as before, Master Brantley stopped at the entrance and spoke. Nadir listened. Light still swirling around him in golden rivers. 

	It was clear that Master Brantley was giving Nadir different advice. He was talking longer and pausing more. Finally, Master Brantley fell silent.

	Nadir stepped forward and threw his arms around Master Brantley. 

	Vian blinked. That was not allowed. They had many rules drilled into them – the cardinal sin would be building an attachment to Master Brantley. 

	As Nadir began to pull away, Master Brantley yanked him back into the hug. 

	Vian blinked again and glanced over his shoulder. Riz and Ander had their heads together and their backs to the display. 

	Master Brantley released Nadir and ruffled his hair. Nadir was grinning ear to ear as he stepped into the Temple – the darkness swallowed him in a gulp. 

	Again, the light swept into the Temple and built at the top before shooting upward like a firework. 

	Master Brantley stared into the darkness, his body rigid with an emotion Vian couldn’t identify from this distance. 

	Ander rubbed the blond fuzz growing on his face and laughed nervously. “Guess I’m next.” 

	Vian nodded and turned to face Ander. 

	Riz put his hand on Ander’s shoulder. “You can do this.” 

	Master Brantley’s boots scraped on the stones as he made his way toward them. 

	Ander nodded, but the blood drained from his face. “Course I can. I’m the best in the class.” He grinned. “Well, except for Vian. But he doesn’t count.” 

	Riz laughed, his dark brown eyes gleaming. “No one is better than Vian. The man just keeps going, no matter what hits him. Like an android.” 

	Two sets of eyes turned to regard Vian. 

	Vian shifted uncomfortably. “High praise coming from you, Riz. I never could beat you.” 

	Silence stretched as Master Brantley drew closer. 

	“Guess it’s my turn.” Ander didn’t move. 

	The wind whistled as it glided over the Temple’s curves. Steam rose from the stones as the sun heated the early morning frost and evaporated it into mist. Vian closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The sweet scent of honied tulips floated to them through the breeze. He couldn’t hear any birds singing or animals chattering. The Temple possessed a holy aura that drove them away.

	Vian opened his eyes when Master Brantley spoke. “Ander. It’s time.”

	Ander squared his shoulders, his head held high as he walked with Master Brantley to the Temple entrance. The lights were green, blue, and purple as they curtained around Ander, wrapping him in thicker layers with every step. It reminded Vian of the time they’d been taken on an expedition to the Northern Pole and showed the Aurora Borealis.

	Again, they paused at the door as Master Brantley dispensed his wisdom. 

	Vian wished he didn’t remember. Wished the Temple’s magic worked on him like it did the others. It shouldn’t be possible, but his wild magic cocooned around him. In the past, when he entered the Temple, he stepped into a parallel version of himself. Never the same one. He knew everything about that life. Felt everything his parallel self felt. The trouble always came when he forgot which life was his. He became invested in that other world. Then when things were at their worst, when Vian would be able to do the most good, when he was needed – the way home would appear. In that moment, he would have to choose between that life and this one.  

	And even though most people exited the Temple unharmed, some did come back with wounds. Damage that magic struggled to heal. Riz came back from the second test with whip marks on his back. And although they’d healed him, thin white lines still marked his back. Sometimes when the magic from the Temple ebbed away, there was blood. Vian guessed the test was to identify who was steadfast and who was not.

	He should have told Master Brantley – perhaps death would have been kinder. 

	Ander nodded, turned, and entered the Temple. The light swept in with him, built at the apex, then cascaded upward like a geyser. Little droplets of light even fell to the ground and pooled. 

	Master Brantley turned on the ball of his foot and strode toward them.

	I’m next, Vian thought, his heart pounding through his body.

	Riz touched Vian’s arm, making him jump. 

	 “Did you hear me?” Riz asked. 

	Vian shook his head. “No sorry, I was … thinking.” His voice was tight against the sudden pain in his throat. 

	Riz grinned. “So, you do have emotions. All this time, I thought you’d excised them.”

	Vian narrowed his eyes. “There is a time and a place for them.” Vian paused, considering. “I find the best place is when I’m alone. In the shower.” 

	Riz grunted. “Sounds lonely.” 

	Vian shrugged. 

	 “Vian,” Master Brantley said, “It’s your turn.” 

	Swallowing, Vian took a deep breath and walked slowly to Master Brantley. As he passed the invisible wall, the light danced around him. It didn’t touch him. Instead, it wove itself into beautiful displays of soft cuddly animals and delicate butterflies. It was as if the magic was aware he could see it and wanted nothing more than to be his friend. 

	Together, they made the journey to the Temple. He wanted to ask Master Brantley why. But he knew why. It just didn’t make it any easier to accept the situation. Their boots echoed on the hard courtyard stones, crushing what remained of the evaporating frost.

	A fluffle of gold, red, and orange rabbits raced around them in circles. Jumping excitedly. Vian wanted to reach down and pet one. 

	They reached the shadowy entrance – the moment for asking questions passed. 

	Vian turned to face Master Brantley, focusing on his forehead instead of his eyes.

	Master Brantley smiled. “Vian, you are the best student I’ve ever trained. Calm under pressure and sharper than a sword’s edge.” Master Brantley paused. “I only have one lesson left for you: Guardians are flexible and steadfast. We are vengeful and compassionate. You must know when to be hard and when you can be soft.” 

	Vian stiffened, his throat dry. Of all the things Master Brantley could have said, all the advice Vian expected to be given, this was the most useless – and the most cutting. 

	The best he’d ever trained, yet, already Master Brantley decided Vian wasn’t fit for anything but a Rock Guardian. He’d been perfect. Getting up early, staying up late. Working harder than the others to become the best in the class. His vision tunneled, and his secret magic shot through his legs and arms, begging to be used. He fought it down. 

	He’s really not going to tell me? Vian stared at Master Brantley. 

	The need to ask the question burned his throat so hot he could hardly breathe. But he couldn’t bring himself to open his mouth, knowing that if he spoke, his voice would break. He would shatter. 

	Vian surprised himself when he turned to face the Temple’s dark, gaping mouth. Behind him, the wind snapped bare tree branches together, and in the distance, practice swords clashed. The clock tower chimed – it was seven in the morning. Soon, the chow halls would be full of starving recruits. 

	Out of the corner of his eye Vian watched Master Brantley watching him, his face a neutral mask. “Have you changed your mind?” His tone held no accusation, no anger, no disappointment. Only understanding and compassion. 

	“I heard what you said to Master Meronek.” Vian rolled his shoulders back. “I know I’m going to be a Rock Guardian.” 

	Master Brantley’s eyes widened, and he took a small step back. “Vian.” 

	Rage rose in Vian, threatening his barely held exterior calm. 

	“I can explain.” Master Brantley placed a hand on Vian’s shoulder.  “It’s more complicated—” 

	Vian shook off Master Brantley’s hand. 

	“I’m worth more,” he said, striding into the darkness to prove it. 
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	4 WOLF

	 

	V


	ian stumbled into a chest high black metal dresser. He blinked, trying to clear his blurry vision. The metal was clean and smooth. The room smelled of chili and bread. His stomach growled, and his mouth watered at the thought of food. 

	He didn’t recognize his reflection. A white bandage was wrapped around his aching head. His face had lost all its baby fat, and his normally light brown skin now held the golden hue of healthy maturity. He was still thin, but his muscles were long, and trained. It looked like he was never going to be one of those muscled men who made people think twice about picking a fight. Straightening, he swayed. He was a head taller. The difference bordered on nausea. But none of that held his attention for longer than it took to register. 

	What held his focus was the red-trimmed, dark green coat. 

	He was a Guardian Wolf. Or at least he wore the rumpled coat of a Guardian Wolf. No, it was his, it fit too well to belong to anyone else. He was the best of the best. 
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