
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Choice

by Jess Autiero


All rights reserved. This is a free story, so please do not make money out of it.

No part of this publication may be used in the training of AI. No AI was used to write this story.

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased) or places is intended or should be inferred.

Copyright © 2026 Jess Autiero

Cover by Sofia Svärd.

ISBN: 978-9198595444



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


To all who wish for a more righteous world.

I see you.
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Content Warnings:

Discussion of rape (implied, not on page); decapitation of a dead body.
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Darius ran down the hill, wind blowing in his ears, his panting almost matching the sound of high grass swirling around him. He glanced backwards, a smile spreading on his lips at his brand new kite.

“Father, father, look!” He shouted in delight as the kite took to new heights only birds were allowed to. At the top of the hill, his father raised his hands in the air and excitedly shouted to match Darius’ energy.  

Darius stopped, his eyes going back on the white kite, heart pounding in his chest. It was beautiful, a white cloud against the darkening sky. The best present he could have ever received. These moments with his father, when he came back from his travels, were the best he ever knew.  

He looked back at his father, who was leaning on the tree on the hill. The smile quickly faded on his lips as he noticed the contours of his father’s figure flaking off of him. The kite flew from his small hands, quickly disappearing in the dark sky above him.

“Father!”

He knew what was coming, yet his feet could not run fast enough, reach him quickly enough to stop it.

“Father! FATHER!”

––––––––

[image: ]


DARIUS WOKE UP WITH a jolt, throat tight and tears stinging his eyes.  

“That nightmare again?”

His head whirled towards the voice, and it took him a moment to recognise Beatrice sitting on the other side of the fire, poking it with a stick, her red and gold armour reflecting its light.  

“Is it my turn yet?” He asked, sitting and stretching his stiff neck.

"You awoke one hour before your turn. You should go back to sleep."

"I don't think I can," Darius smiled weakly.  

They let the sound of crackling fire and the forest's night life fill their silence for a while. Suddenly, loud snoring was added to the night sounds, and both knights turned their head towards their sleeping companion.

Beatrice suppressed a laugh, "How can he sleep so soundly, I wonder."

"Beats me. He’s been always like this since I met him at the Academy. Once, Old Gawin had to blow a trumpet in his ear to wake him up. Made poor Otto run around the training area twenty times before breakfast.”

“Hold on, that was him?” Beatrice’s eyes widened, before snorting loudly. “I always wondered who that poor guy was. Cannot believe I am travelling with him,” she shook her head, and poked the fire one more time before adding a new log.  

Darius looked up and tried to find the stars among the deep forest’s foliage, but instead kept seeing the kite flowing away, so real he thought he could just reach out to it and manifest it from his memories.  

“Why did you join?”

The question was whispered so low that for a moment Darius thought he’d imagined it. When he looked at Beatrice, he found her staring intently at him.  

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. Why did you join the Special Forces? Who did he snatch?”

Darius’ throat tightened, and he looked away.

“My father.”

The fire crackled.  

“You?” he asked back, almost hesitantly.  

“My older brother. He... we were eating when it happened.” She motioned to Otto. “What about him?”

Darius shrugged, “Have no clue. He never told me.” He got up and shooed Beatrice with one hand. “Go, get some sleep. We need to start early tomorrow. We can’t afford to be tired.”
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