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The cut didn't bleed, but it hurt.

Ceril pulled away from the loose soil he had been digging in and looked down at his hand. His eyes welled up with tears when he looked at his hand. He could see straight to the bone.

That was never a good sign. The lack of blood was probably worse, though.

“Gramps?” he yelled. “Gramps!”

From across the garden his grandfather yelled, “Huh? Whatcha got?”

“I think I found something,” Ceril said.

“Oh yeah? Like what?” Gramps said. He stood up, patting his hands together to clean the dirt off as he walked across the garden.

“I don’t know,” Ceril said, “but it cut my hand.” He reached into the dirt and pulled again, this time with his other hand. He fell back and yelped in pain. No blood came from the second wound, either. “Twice. But I’m not bleeding. Is that bad?”

“Not necessarily,” his grandfather said. The old man rushed to Ceril's side and knelt down.

“Why would you reach in again, Ceril? It already cut you once.”

“I thought you'd want to see what it was,” the boy said, “so I was going to try to pull it out. It didn't move much, though.”

“Lesson learned?”

Ceril nodded. “Lesson learned.”

“Now let me see those hands,” Gramps said. 

Ceril held them out, palms up, so Gramps was able to see just how deep the cuts were. Whatever was in the ground had sliced clear across his palms. From what he could see, the edges were cleanly cut, and not torn. Whatever had done it was incredibly sharp. “Those are mighty deep, Ceril. How do they feel?”

He looked at Gramps and wanted to cry, but he wasn't a kid anymore. He wasn't supposed to cry at pain. “I’m okay. My hands hurt, but not too bad.” Tears welled up in his eyes as he said it.

“Can you move your fingers?” Gramps asked. 

Ceril moved his fingers. “Yeah.”

“Then it's nothing I can’t fix,” he said. Gramps reached over and grabbed one of the trowels with which Ceril had been digging. “What happened?”

“I was just digging, and I hit something hard. A rock or something. I couldn't pry it out, so I thought I could reach in and pull it, maybe. Get a better grip.”

“Not the smartest thing you've ever done, boy,” Gramps said with a smile. “Let me see what the culprit is and then we'll get you inside and doctored up, alright?”

Ceril nodded. Gramps dug carefully around the object that had cut Ceril’s hand. He cleared away the loose soil. As he dug, he revealed a long piece of golden metal, half-buried in front of them. The exposed areas glinted in the sunlight.

“It’s a sword,” Ceril said. “I wouldn’t have guessed that. Is it yours, Gramps?”

The elderly man's forehead wrinkled. “Sit tight, let me get this out of the ground, and I'll get you inside and fixed up. It looks like you found yourself a new story for tonight, maybe for the rest of the summer.”

“Really?” Ceril asked. 

His grandfather grunted to affirm. “You'll really like this one, too.”

Ceril loved his grandfather's stories. They were the best part about coming home for the summer. The two of them would sit by the window at night, full from eating a dinner they had not only cooked, but had also grown themselves, and Gramps would tell Ceril story after story about kings, warriors, gods, devils, and places the boy had never even thought to dream about. Ceril thought that if this new story was really good, the pain in his hands might almost be worth it.

The old man dug around the blade in the ground, careful never to come into contact with the edge of the golden metal. He extracted it and then escorted his grandson back to the cottage they shared. The whole time, Gramps was very careful to hold the excavated sword as carefully as he would a newborn child.

***
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Dusk was falling on the cottage. Ceril had sat and watched the first of Erlon’s suns fall below the horizon, and now the second was following suit.

Ceril bounced his leg up and down absentmindedly.

“Would you mind stopping that?” his grandfather asked.

“Would you mind stopping that?” Ceril said as he looked down at the bandage Gramps was wrapping around his injured hands.

“There’s no need to be rude, Ceril. I’m just about finished.”

“Just about? I’ve been sitting here for hours. My whole body is asleep.”

His grandfather smiled and tugged at the bandages he had just tightened across his grandson’s hands. Ceril winced. “Well, not your whole body. Your mouth is a little too awake.” The old man stepped back and said, “I think that’ll do it. How does that feel?”

Ceril flexed his hands. They were stiff, but only barely hurt. Whatever Gramps had done worked well enough. He wiggled his fingers. “I think they’re okay. Took long enough.”

Gramps glowered at him. “Not my fault. I’m not the one who stuck my hand back in the ground to get cut a second time.”

“Yeah, but you could have just put some pseira on it,” Ceril said. “You didn’t have to sew my hands.”

His grandfather, though Ceril loved him dearly, cared little for technology and allowed almost none of the luxuries of what he called “outside life” into his home. Ceril usually loved spending his summers in such a simple home, but tonight he was in pain and wished for nothing more than an injection and a smear of pseira that would heal his hand by morning. Instead, he had been sewn like a pair of pants. It would be at least a week before he could move his hands freely again. His grandfather's distaste of technology did not typically affect him like this. It usually wasn’t much more than missing the new episodes of his favorite holovids.

“I’m going to take that as your way of saying ‘thank you,’” Gramps said.

“Thank you,” Ceril said. His gaze traveled across the room to the sword they had brought in from their garden. Even in the low light, it shined. The handle was thicker than on any other sword Ceril had ever seen. Ceril walked over and inspected the blade, mostly to distract himself from the stiffness and mild pain in his hands.

Ceril asked, “So what story were you talking about, Gramps? You said you had a new story for tonight.” The excitement was obvious in the teen's voice, no matter how he tried to mask it.

“Well, I was thinking about it after you found the sword. You've heard of the Charons, haven’t you?”

Ceril cocked his head in a gesture of vague recollection. “Technomages?”

“Well, this,” Gramps said as he picked up the sword, “is a Charon's sword. And the Charons were just another name the technomages went by, the one they called themselves.”

“Really?” Ceril asked.

“What do you know about the technomages, Ceril?”

Ceril thought hard and shook his head. “Nothing, really. Some of the kids at school say they were the ones who built Ennd’s Academy. They say that’s why there are so many neat things around campus that you can’t find anywhere else. The teachers tell them to stop spreading rumors.”

Gramps nodded. “What about history class? Do you ever cover them in class?”

“We did a unit on mythology last year, and we read like three different versions of the myth of Vennar. The weirdest one was from Yagh.”

Gramps laughed. “I bet it was. Three, huh?”

Ceril nodded.

“Well, they’re not just legends, Ceril. The Charons were as real as you or I.” The old man paused for a second and walked over to the window. He stared across the garden and Ceril watched him lightly run his hands up and down the blade of the sword. Eventually, Gramps said, “The thing is, though, I don't know why this was in my garden. Ternia isn’t exactly the center of the technomage world. Even back then, it was more than a little off the beaten path.” He left the window and sat the sword back down on the table. Ceril reached for it, but his grandfather slapped his hand away. “Don’t.”

“Ow!” Pain shot up Ceril’s arm from the newly sewn wounds, but he got the message: Don’t touch the sword. He looked at his grandpa and said, “So you’ll tell me about the Charons tonight?”

Gramps considered for a moment. His already wrinkled brow furrowed while he cleaned up the mess he had made when sewing Ceril's hand. “I guess I can. It doesn’t really surprise me that Ennd’s hasn’t taught you any of this.” He walked over to the window and looked out into the darkness. “The school has been all about progress for so long, they might as well just erase history altogether.”

“What do you mean?” Ceril asked.

“Nothing,” his grandfather said. “Ignore me. I’m just a damn old fool, thinking about things he shouldn’t.” The old man wiped his eyes and sat down at the table. “But yes, Ceril, I'll tell you as much as I can about the Charons. After you cook me dinner.”

Ceril laughed and held up his hands. “With these?”

“Always finding some way to get out of work, aren’t you, boy? Guess I’ll have to do everything myself. Why don’t you go and rest for a few. I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

Ceril rushed into the other room and flung himself face down on the bed as Gramps went into the kitchen to start chopping up fruit and vegetables for their salads.

Just then, a chime sounded from the back of the house.

“What was that?” Ceril yelled from the other room.

“Message of some kind,” Gramps said. “I doubt it’s anything important. Never is.”

Ceril got up and went back into the kitchen. “I didn’t think you had any of the ‘Nets out here, Gramps. I thought you hated them.”

“Oh, I do hate them. I hate them more than you probably know, but they’re a necessary evil. Sometimes, people have to get in touch with me, or the other way around and there’s not exactly a good way to do it other than the CommNet. Especially when those people are from as far away as Ferran or Yagh.”

“I didn’t think you had any friends,” Ceril asked.

His grandfather chuckled. “I’ll have you know that I certainly do have friends. But they’re just as old and senile as I am, so they can’t remember they’re my friends.” The old man sat the knife down that he was using to chop vegetables, and he walked toward the back of the house. “I had better check and see what that was. Might be one of them remembering they owe me money.”

He came back a few minutes later. “What was it?” Ceril asked. “Are you rich now?”

“Hardly,” Gramps said. “Apparently, Ternia’s long summer has not quite extended to the rest of Erlon. Ennd’s expects you back a week from tomorrow.”

“What?” Ceril said, and stood up. “I thought that wasn’t for another month, at least!”

“Time has apparently gotten away from us more than we realized,” Gramps said. “You know what this means don’t you?”

Ceril nodded. “That I’ll never learn about the Charons and that sword.”

“Not at all. We’ll just have to work double hard in the garden during the day,” Gramps said, “so we can finish early and have more time for the stories at night.”

“Can we do that?”

The old man nodded. “This harvest should be bigger than it has been for years. And we’ve expanded the boundaries enough, I suppose. It won’t be quite as big as I had hoped, but if we hit it hard enough these next few days, it should be fine. What do you say?”

“Sounds good to me,” Ceril said.

“Good,” said his grandfather. He picked up the knife and pointed it at Ceril. “Now go rest, and I’ll call you when I’m finished here.”

***
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The next week passed in a blur. During the day, Ceril did what he could to help with the garden, despite his injured hands, and at night, he and Gramps settled in and discussed the technomages who had made the golden sword. The stories weren’t all that different from what he had heard in school—ballads of soldiers going to war, stories of kings and nobles working with the Charons to advise the quickest path to peace, epics about technomage heroes using their Flameblades to fight off monsters or bandits. He learned that the swords were called Flameblades because of the fiery aura the technomages could summon around them. The biggest addition to the stories he knew was Gramps’ explanation for why some cultures viewed the technomages as gods. Gramps told Ceril that the strongest technomages were able to build whole cities using nothing but their hands and their minds. One technomage, Vennar, had apparently built Ennd’s Academy by himself, just by thinking about what he wanted it to be. Ceril was sure there was more to it than that. Some kind of technology had allowed him to do it (he was a technomage after all), but Gramps didn’t mention any of that.

And no matter how far-fetched it all sounded, Ceril absorbed every word of it. Gramps knew what he was talking about when it came to history.

Eventually, the morning came for Ceril to head back to Ennd’s Academy. Ceril was rushing around the cottage, frantic to make sure that he was not forgetting anything important that he needed to bring with him. He stacked the last of his bags by the door and turned toward his grandfather.

“Can I bring the sword with me?” he asked. “I want to show Swarley!”

“No. And it would probably be better if you didn’t tell Swarley or anyone else about it, either.”

“Why not?” Ceril asked.

“It’s complicated, Ceril. Just remember that not everyone understands the Charon legends like I do. Not everyone has the same stories about them. That mythology class should have taught you that.”

“What does that matter?”

“It just does,” Gramps said. “Just don’t tell people about finding the sword. Please.”

“Not even Swarley?”

“Not even Swarley.”

“Okay, if you say so.” Ceril agreed. He didn’t like it. He told Swarley everything. But if Gramps said he shouldn’t brag about finding a Charon’s Flameblade in the garden, then he wouldn’t. Probably.

The shuttle descended from the Skylane just then, as if to punctuate Gramps’ request. Ceril grabbed his bags and handed them to the shuttle’s pilot, who put them in the luggage compartment.

“Is that all?” the tall, skinny man asked him.

“I think so,” Ceril said. “Let me go back in and check one last time.”

“Make it quick,” the pilot said.

Ceril nodded and ran back into the cottage. He found Gramps in his bedroom. His back was to the door, but he looked like he was holding the sword, the Flameblade. The light in the room looked funny. “What’s that?” Ceril asked.

Gramps whipped around, but he wasn’t holding anything after all. The light in the room was normal now. Ceril blinked. Maybe he had imagined it.

“What’s what?” said Gramps.

“I thought I saw the sword. The room looked funny.”

“Afraid not,” Gramps said. “I packed it away last night after you went to bed. May contact one of the museums about it; see if I can donate it.”

“Really?” Ceril asked.

“Just a thought. Anyway, are you ready now? All loaded up?”

Ceril nodded. “I think that’s everything. Unless I can take the sword and show Swarley.”

“Not a chance,” Gramps said with a smile. “You be good, okay? Write me when you can, and have a good year. This is going to be Phase II for you, right?”

Ceril nodded again. “I’m nervous about it.”

“No need to be. It’s still the same school. Just a different part of the same old thing you’ve been doing.”

“I guess,” Ceril said. He let his grandfather lead him through the house and out to the waiting shuttle. Neither of them was fond of long farewells. They both knew how the other felt. And they both knew that while they would miss each other, they would have another summer together soon enough.

Gramps leaned down and hugged Ceril tightly, gave him a firm handshake, and whispered some sage-like, grandfatherly advice in his ear. Ceril then stepped onto the shuttle that would zip him back to Ennd's Academy, away from the only place in the world where he honestly felt happy. 

Chapter One

“You are not ready.” 

That was it. “You are not ready,” then silence. Ceril Bain looked around at the other returning students milling about quietly. They were all apparently still listening to the subsonic speakers in the lobby, which meant none of their welcome messages were so short. So why was his? And what wasn’t he ready for?

Ceril had never met Ennd’s Academy’s new headmaster, so how could he say that Ceril wasn’t ready? And more than that, Ceril wondered just what it was that he wasn’t ready for. 

Maybe he would find out soon. Probably tomorrow at Presentation. 

Ceril figured there wasn’t much use just sticking around the lobby, so he weaved through the crowd of still-listening students toward his new Phase II dormitory. 

The P.A. system disturbed him, anyway. Ennd’s faculty had never actually explained how the announcements worked, and that bothered him. The faculty tended to skirt around conversations about the technomages or their artifacts. If he weren’t a historian’s grandson, he might not have even heard of Vennar.

Well, maybe it wasn’t that extreme. Everyone knew about Vennar. He was Vennar. Who didn’t know about him?

Ceril stepped into the elevator at the end of the curved hallway.

“Hello, student. Welcome back to Ennd’s Academy. Where are you traveling today?” The automated attendant’s voice was soft and chipper. Ceril liked talking to the elevators. It made him feel like one of the technomages.

“Phase II, please.”

After a moment’s pause, the elevator said, “Of course, student.” Ceril hadn’t even realized they had been traveling when the doors reopened onto a different view than Ceril had expected. He stepped out of the elevator, ignoring whatever it was that the automated attendant was saying.

For the past five years, Ceril had grown used to Ennd’s Academy. He had learned the hallways and the decor, and he liked to think he knew his way around pretty well. But as he stepped into the new Phase II area, he felt like a tourist.

Which, Ceril supposed, he kind of was.

He was standing in the middle of the hall when a hand touched his shoulder. He whirled around to see Swarley Dann’s smiling face. Ceril returned the smile, and the two boys embraced.

Swarley had grown over the summer—enough so that Ceril couldn’t call him his “little buddy” anymore. Swarley now stood a good head taller than Ceril, and he had bulked up quite a bit. He looked more like a man than he had before, which made Ceril feel like a child in comparison. He kept his embarrassment to himself and asked, “So you're lost too, huh?” 

“Not lost,” Swarley said, smiling, “just a little misguided. I saw you just standing here, staring at the Library. I thought it was the least I could do to say hello. So hello. And since we're going to the same place...” His eyes glinted mischievously. 

“You're lost, too, huh?” Ceril repeated. 

“As a crow in a fishbowl.” 

***
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“This place looks so funny, Swarley,” Ceril said. The boys had been wandering around the halls for what had to be hours, looking for their dormitory. “I’m not even sure if we’re in the same school anymore.”

Swarley said, “I know, right? I don’t like it. It’s just so...I dunno what. I mean, Phase I felt so cozy. I felt safe there, you know?” He slapped the sandstone wall and slid his hand across the border that divided it from the brushed-steel paneling beneath it. “But this? It’s just so cold.”

“It’s sterile,” Ceril said, hoping he had used the word correctly.

Swarley nodded. “Yeah, that’s it exactly. Like a—like a hospital.”

“Weirdest hospital I’ve ever been in,” Ceril muttered. 

The boys walked a little further down the hall, and Swarley pointed into an alcove. Every hall in Phase II seemed to be decorated the same way: statues in alcoves. The statues in this one stood twice the size of Swarley. “Who are these guys?”

“You don’t know?” Ceril asked.

“And like you do?” Swarley replied.

“Well, no. How could I?” Ceril stood beside Swarley and stared into the alcove.

“Whatever,” Swarley said, “but I bet they’re old.”

“You think? I bet they’re technomage artifacts.”

“That do what? They’re statues of people with animal heads cut out of big pieces of rock, Ceril.”

“They could be artifacts.”

“And you might be the prettiest person in the hall right now, but that doesn’t mean it’s true.”

“I’m just saying,” Ceril said. “They might be. We don’t know.”

“No, we don’t,” Swarley said. “Come on, let’s go. I want eventually to find out where we live. My feet are starting to hurt.”

“Yeah, and I think we go left up here when the hall ends. There should be an elevator to the dormitory level.”

“How do you know that?” Swarley said. “You’ve been as lost as I am.”

“We’ve passed the sign for it a couple of times already. You’ve been walking us in circles.”

“I have done no such thing.”

Ceril just nodded and started walking toward where he thought the elevator was.

“It all looks the same to me,” Swarley said. “Lead on, man.” He followed Ceril down the hall and toward their dormitory.

***
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Ceril opened the door to the room he and Swarley had been assigned. The first thing he noticed was the gigantic, curved window that filled an entire wall from floor to ceiling. They were being housed in one of the higher towers on campus, which gave them a pretty spectacular—and unobstructed—view of the night sky. The moon shone brightly into the room and cast a surreal light across the unfamiliar space. 

“We must have been wandering around for quite a while,” Ceril said, peeking out the window.

“Must’ve been,” Swarley agreed. He fell backwards on the nearest bed and sighed. “This’ll do. I think I can handle this.”

Ceril did likewise and found that the bed was much softer than the one he had slept on for five years of Phase I. “Yeah, I like it, too.” He rolled over and something jabbed into his side. In the moonlight, he could just make out the corner of the suitcase that was jabbing into him. “Lights,” he said and rubbed his ribs. “I think this is yours.”

He tossed the suitcase onto Swarley’s side of the room, and his friend responded with an “oof” and a “thanks for that” before throwing Ceril’s bag over to him. Until this year, Ennd’s staff had transferred students’ luggage to their rooms and unpacked it. This time, however, they were not unpacked, which meant the boys could finally choose which bed was theirs. It was a small luxury, but until that very moment, the boys had never been given a choice about anything regarding their time at Ennd’s Academy—no say regarding class schedule, roommate, or even when they wanted to bathe. Their two hours of daily recreation were even determined by the staff. 

Phase II was supposed to be different, and so far it was. Not only did they get to choose who they lived with, they got to choose their own beds, and at Presentation tomorrow morning, they would choose their primary area of study. 

Now that the lights were on, Ceril could see that the room was sparsely furnished with maroon linens on both beds. The beds sat on opposite sides of the room, and there was a large, two-sided desk dividing the room in half. The walls, floor, and ceiling shared the motif of the rest of the Phase II campus: tan stone and brushed-steel. 

“I’m not sure I like this room,” Swarley said. “It still feels just as sterile in here as it did out there.”

“Get used to it,” Ceril said. “This is home for four more years. At least. Maybe longer, depending on your Rites.”

After a few minutes of lying still, Ceril couldn’t take it anymore. He popped upright and braced himself against the mattress. “Oh, Swarley!” he almost shouted. “I forgot to tell you what I found last week!”

“A sense of humor? A lick of common sense? What? I’m dyin here, Ceril.”

“A Charon’s sword.”

“Shut up.”

“No, really. I did. I found a technomage sword in the garden—”

“Shut up,” Swarley repeated.

“No!” Ceril said excitedly. He stood up and leaned against the desk so he could see Swarley better. “After that, Gramps spent the rest of the week telling me about Vennar and the other Charons. That’s what they called themselves. Charons. Cool, huh?”

“Not even a little,” Swarley said, sitting up and frowning.

“What’s the matter with you?” Ceril asked. “I thought you’d be excited for me. I mean, I found a Flameblade! An artifact!”

“Are you an idiot, Ceril?”

“I think we both know the answer to that,” Ceril said, trying to joke around with his friend. Swarley wasn’t having any of it. What was his deal?

“My gods, Ceril, you should know better than to just blurt something out like that right now.”

“I seriously have no idea what you’re talking about, Swarley.”

Swarley sighed. “What happened, Ceril?”

“I was working in the garden when I hit something hard in the dirt. I thought it was a rock, you know, so I reached in to dig around it so I could pull it out of the ground, and I cut myself.” Ceril’s voice was getting higher and higher as he spoke faster and faster. “Gramps came over, and he saw that it wasn’t a rock. He told me it was a Flameblade. After that, he told me a lot about the Charons.” 

“You mean to tell me that you found a Flameblade in Ternia? In your garden?”

“Uh-huh!” Ceril nodded vigorously. “Gramps said a technomage could make it catch on fire, but that the fire wouldn’t burn anyone the technomage didn’t want it to. And that the color of the fire—”

Swarley interrupted him again. “Did it ever catch on fire with you?”

“No,” Ceril said. “But I’m not a technomage.”

“What about Gramps?”

“He’s not either, Swarley.”

“Then how do you know it’s a Charon’s sword? Did you look it up on the ‘Nets?”

“Well, no,” Ceril said. “Gramps doesn’t have anything but basic CommNet, but he said that he only knew of a couple of these swords ever being found across all of Erlon, you know? He told me that all the rest of them might have been lost. He said that ours might be the only one left. How cool is that?”

“Really? The only one?” 

Ceril nodded.

“Ceril, do you know how ridiculous this all sounds?”

Ceril hesitated. It hadn’t sounded ridiculous at all when Gramps had said it. Of course, nothing sounded ridiculous if Gramps said it. “It’s true, Swarley.” 

“I don’t doubt you found a sword, Ceril, but it’s not a Flameblade.”

“How do you know?”

“Did it ever caught on fire for you?” Swarley asked. “Once?”

“Well, no,” Ceril admitted.

“I don’t want to be the one to say it, bud, but I think your Gramps is pulling your leg.”

“Why would he do that?”

“To have some fun with his gullible grandson? It doesn’t matter why, anyway.” Swarley said with a small grin. He leaned up on his mattress and looked Ceril dead in the eyes. “And, um, make sure that you don’t mention it around school, all right? Especially to the teachers.”

“Why not?”

“Ceril, really?”

“What?” Ceril demanded. “I mean, Gramps told me not to tell you, but I did. And it’s fine. The world didn’t end or anything. So why are you telling me not to tell anyone else? Why are you acting like this?”

Swarley’s shoulders dropped. “You don’t have the ‘Nets when you’re at your Gramps’ house.”

Ceril furrowed his brow. “You’re being a jerk because I don’t have the ‘Nets over the summer? Swarley—”

“No,” Swarley said. “I don’t mean...” He sighed. “You haven’t heard, then.”

“Heard what? What are you talking about?”

Swarley got off his bed and sat down at his side of the desk. “Hold on,” he said, “let me find it.” He manipulated the terminal for a few minutes, and when he was satisfied with whatever it was he had found, he leaned back and let Ceril watch the first newsreel he had seen since before the summer began.

Above the desk, a hologram of a woman began to discuss what she called “the first in what is sure to be a series of unprovoked attacks from a terrorist organization led by someone called the Untouchable.” Ceril sat down on Swarley’s bed and leaned forward as the image of the woman faded away. It was replaced by a video of a playground scene. “Please be advised,” the woman’s voice continued, “the images you are about to see are incredibly graphic. Viewer discretion is advised.”

Kids were screaming and running around, probably toward their parents. Parents were yelling for their children, but only a few actually found them. The camerawork was bad; it was obviously a quick video someone had taken with their tablet or PDA. 

But that didn’t matter. The quality of the video wasn’t important. What it captured was. 

The video zoomed in, and Ceril covered his mouth with his hands as he watched. A group of men and women were wearing long, purple robes and holding golden swords. Swords that looked an awful lot like the one he found in Gramps’ garden. 

Ceril swallowed audibly.

There were maybe half a dozen of the robed figures, and they were all bald, even the women. The men had identical, chest-length beards that were dyed a garish blue.

And they were all using their swords to kill the running children. If there had been only one weapon, he would have assumed someone had stolen the sword from Gramps. After all, Gramps had said theirs was probably the only one. Ceril watched as the cameraman whipped the camera around the scene, catching parents and children being gutted, stabbed, dismembered, and eviscerated.

“Swarley, what the hell?”

“Just watch, Ceril.” 

Ceril did. The swords that the robed killers held were glowing now. One of the women cut through a man’s arm, and her blade flared yellow. She turned around and immediately sliced a running mother down the length of her back, while the glow around the sword pulsed blue. As the mother fell, she covered her son with her body in an attempt to protect him.

Her body shook as she lay there, and Ceril realized she was weeping. The video tried to zoom in further, but it just distorted the image. Ceril thought he could see the woman with the yellow-blue sword rush toward her and plunge the sword downward. 

Even in the low-quality video, it was easy to see the sword penetrate through her body and into her son. The sword’s aura erupted in a flare of color as the bald killer shrieked. She laughed girlishly as she pulled the blade from the corpses she created. 

The cameraman, who had been silent until this point, let out a whimper, which caught the attention of the largest of the men. His head whipped toward the camera. He wiped his sword against his leg, but the red-purple fire around its blade didn’t seem to singe his robe at all.

That was exactly the way Gramps described the sword he had found. Ceril swallowed again, but didn’t dare to blink.

The large man with the Flameblade screamed something unintelligible at the man behind the camera, who then turned and ran. The next few seconds of video were hectic and unfocused. Then there was a crash, and the camera fell to the ground, focusing sideways on a tree. A booted foot stepped into frame, and the bald man’s face appeared soon after as he crouched to peer into the lens. 

He said, “Your generation has tried to hide the past for too long, and the time has come to make things right. The Untouchable will no longer allow you to feed the world the scraps of your technology.” He held up the glowing sword. “You technomages will either remove yourselves from the shadows and put Erlon back on the path toward its destiny, or we will pull you out and put it there ourselves.”

The face moved out of frame, followed by the boot. There were a few seconds of silence and then a whuffing sound off screen that ended with a pop. The video ended, and the hologram returned to the woman who had introduced the horrifying clip. Swarley paused the holovid before the woman could begin her commentary.

“Hey!” Ceril said. “What was she saying?”

“About how horrible it all was, and that no one knows what’s going on. It doesn’t matter,” said Swarley.

“Then what does?” Ceril yelled. “Why did you show me that?”

“Because it’s all that anyone has talked about for the last month, Ceril. I knew it was going to be tough at Ennd’s this year because of the technomage rumors these terrorists stirred up—did you know my parents almost wouldn’t let me come back?”

“No,” said Ceril. “How could I? I’m glad they let you.”

“Me, too. I just never expected you to come in claiming to be a technomage after this!” He waved his hand at the area of the room where the hologram of the woman still floated. 

“I never claimed to be a technomage!”

“But you said you had one of their swords, which might as well be the same thing. It sounds a little too close to the weapons those people used to kill all those kids, man.”

Ceril was silent. He leaned against the wall and banged his head lightly against it over and over. “Yeah,” he finally said. “It sure does.”

“Did yours glow like that?”

“No,” said Ceril, perhaps too quickly.

“What about the rest of it? The color of the metal, the sword itself, you know?”

Ceril thought back to the garden. He could see the gold blade glinting in the sunlight as though it were in front of him. “It looked just like the ones in the vid,” he said.

“So. This sword, this Flameblade of yours. Where is it?” Swarley asked. His voice was even, without inflection. Ceril thought Swarley sounded a little more menacing than he had ever heard him.

“Gramps kept it. Said he might contact a museum about displaying it,” Ceril said.

“Right,” Swarley said. “And you said he didn’t know about this attack at all?”

Ceril shook his head. “How could he? You know how he feels about the ‘Nets.”

“Okay. Well, at least you didn’t bring it here. The sword, I mean.”

“He wouldn’t let me.”

“Smart man,” Swarley said. He just stared at Ceril with his lips pursed.

“What?”

“I dunno. I’m just saying all of this kind of weirds me out.”

“Yeah. It does me, too,” Ceril said and closed his eyes. “I’m not a terrorist, though. I’m not a killer.”

After a small pause that Ceril might have imagined, Swarley said, “I know.”

“Neither is Gramps.”

“I know that, too, Ceril. Of course, I know that. But no one else here does. And after that—” he gestured again to the hologram floating above the desk, “you really shouldn’t mention the Charons, the technomages, or that sword to anyone. I wouldn’t even make a reference to the technomages or their Artifacts that kids think are all around the school. It’s just...just a bad idea, you know?” 

“Yeah,” Ceril said. That’s all he could say. “Yeah.”

“Now I have to get some sleep,” Swarley said. “Presentation is tomorrow morning. Get off my bed.”

“Yeah, it is, isn’t it?” Ceril said. He had barely even thought about Presentation since he had been back at Ennd’s. Ceril went to his side of the desk and set the alarm so that he wouldn’t oversleep and miss Presentation. Or worse: be late. 

Once he was satisfied that his alarm was reliable, Ceril settled into bed. Every time he closed his eyes, though, he kept seeing the mother and her child being impaled by the Flameblade.

“Oh, and Swarley?” he said.

“Yeah?”

“I appreciate the heads up. I really had no idea.”

“Sure thing, bud. It’s what I do,” Swarley said.

The two boys lay there in silence for a while. Ceril tossed from one side to the other, unable to sleep. He said, “And thanks for not thinking I’m crazy.”

“Oh, I think you’re crazy, Ceril. I just don’t think you’re a terrorist.”

“Still, thanks.”

“Mmm hmm,” Swarley said. The next sound Ceril heard was his roommate snoring. He hoped that he would be soon, too. He lay his head on his pillow and lulled himself to sleep by replaying the events of the previous week in his mind. 

Chapter Two

The next thing Ceril knew, sunlight gleamed through the wall-sized window at the head of his bed. Only one of Erlon’s twin suns had risen so far, which meant it was early. He sat up and grunted; his neck ached, and so did his shoulders. He grimaced as he tried to work the stiffness out. 

Ceril was bent double over the side of his bed, stretching his back when Swarley came back into the room, already fully dressed. He opened the closet door, stood in front of the mirror, and attempted to get the slightly snug dress uniform to fit correctly over his summer growth.

His dress uniform. Oh, no.

Ceril threw himself out of bed, ignoring his aching muscles, and rushed to his bags and began digging through them for his own uniform. Swarley was already dressed, and that had to mean there was less than ten minutes before they had to be in the Library for Presentation. Ceril had known Swarley for long enough to know that he was notoriously last minute; punctuality meant nothing to him. If he was already up and about, then there was no way Ceril would have time to shower and groom himself for Presentation. 

“Why didn’t you get me up?” he asked Swarley, as he found the last piece of his uniform and headed for the door. 

“Eh, you were sleeping,” Swarley said. “Finally. I knew you’d get up when you heard me come back in.” Swarley tugged at his collar. “Relax. We still have over half an hour before we have to be in the Library for Presentation.” 

“What?” Ceril said, stopping and turning back toward his friend. “You’re never early for anything.” 

“Phase II means more responsibility, Ceril. My dad said that if he hears about me losing any marks for tardiness this year, he’ll pull me out of Ennd’s and make me go to that military school my uncle teaches at. I’m a lot of things, Ceril, but a soldier I ain’t.”

“Me either,” Ceril agreed. Nothing in the world sounded worse to him than being a soldier.

Ceril’s alarm began to scream and ended their conversation. The noise validated Swarley’s claim they still had plenty of time.

“See?” Swarley said. “Not going to be late for Presentation. Now, does this collar look okay?”

Ceril grunted as he pushed past his roommate to head to the showers. How was it that Swarley had become the responsible one? He had always been the responsible one, waking Swarley up every day for years. He had even thought at one point that the boy couldn’t understand how alarm clocks worked. His friend’s newfound initiative unnerved him a little, but he didn’t know why. 

Thankfully, Ceril was able to find the showers quickly. Every student at Ennd’s had to be immaculate for Presentation. Hair, teeth, breath, nails, clothes—everything about them had to be perfect. Or at least that’s the way it was during Phase I. Ceril assumed nothing had changed for Phase II.

***
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He had assumed wrong. Everything had changed.

Stepping into the Phase II Library sent Ceril reeling. He followed the crowd of other returning students through the doorway to Presentation and felt a soft wafting of air as he crossed the threshold, which made his skin tingle and his ears pop. His eyes even began to water from the harsh light beaming from the center of the room.

Ceril found himself standing on a narrow metal platform overlooking a gigantic, upright cylinder of a room. The cylinder continued up and down as far as Ceril could see—miles above and below ground. The center of the room was a pulsing beam of light that shifted color almost imperceptibly. One moment it was green, then while Ceril watched, it became orange and blue and yellow without him ever actually seeing it shift.

The metal platform Ceril was standing on connected to a spiral ramp, which followed the outside walls of the cylinder like the threading on a screw. Bookshelves lined the walls too, and paralleled the ramp up and down. As the students filed into the Library, some of Ceril’s classmates paused for a second to acknowledge that they were in a new place, then kept on moving either up or down, taking a spot in line and waiting for Presentation to start. 

Ceril, though, couldn’t just write this off. This wasn’t just some new place, some new Library. There was something completely different about this room from anything he had experienced during Phase I—maybe his entire life. He just couldn’t quite place what it was.

Stepping out of line so he didn’t cause a fifteen-student pile-up at the doorway, Ceril leaned over the guardrail in front of him to see if he could spot the top or the bottom of the room.

Not even close.

Now, the Library at Ennd’s Academy—for all phases, I through III—was part of the central spire, a tower easily ten times as large as the one his and Swarley’s dormitory was in. But even it wasn’t large enough to hold this.

Which meant there was only one explanation for how this room could even exist: Instancing.

There had always been talk among the students at Ennd’s that most of the school was Instanced; that different wings and sections of the campus were actually in the same space, overlapping and right on top of one another. They just couldn’t see, feel, touch, sense, or interact with anything not in their own Instance.

It sounded crazy, but it was a story that had to do with the technomages, so Ceril had to hope there was at least a little truth in it. Now, seeing the vastness and physical impossibility of the room he found himself in, crazy didn’t seem so...well, crazy.

Ceril knew that two entirely separate buildings like the Phase I and II Libraries could not very well be in the same place at the same time any more than Swarley could put his feet right where Ceril’s were without pushing him out of the way. It was impossible. 

Except for how Ceril was standing in a monstrous well of proof that it wasn’t. His heart began to beat faster as he accepted what was going on. For the first time, he was undoubtedly in contact with a technomage artifact. If it had not been Presentation, he would have squealed in delight.

He couldn’t wait to tell Gramps that his stories were actually true. There were technomages! There were Charons! 

That thought led to another, and eventually Ceril forgot entirely that he was in the Library for Presentation. His mind raced from the sword he had found in the garden, to the video Swarley had shown him the night before, to the implication this Library held about all the wonderful artifacts and technology he would discover during Phase II.

He was jarred out of his daydreaming by a hand grabbing him by the collar and pulling him upright. He whipped around to face a rather portly teacher with square glasses, shoulder-length hair, and an immaculately pressed faculty robe. Ceril recognized Professor Nephil at once. 

The teacher frowned at Ceril, then pointed to an empty spot in the line of students. Each of them already faced the center of the room and stood at attention. Ceril’s awe at his discovery of Instancing must have made him stand out. With a nod, Ceril joined his classmates in line. 

“It certainly is breathtaking isn’t it, Ceril?” asked the professor.

Ceril knew better than to respond. He stood at attention and waited like he had been trained to do during Phase I. 

“But,” Nephil continued, “that is no reason for being out of line and not at attention. Stand here and wait for Presentation to begin.” He glanced down at the tablet in his hand and tapped the screen twice. “Where is Swarley Dann?” 

Ceril blinked. He didn’t know. They hadn’t even come in together this morning, what with Swarley being ready ahead of time and all. Ceril looked around and found his roommate in line a little way around the cylinder’s ramp. Ceril pointed in his general direction for Professor Nephil. 

“Thank you, Mr. Bain,” said the teacher and walked toward Swarley.

The beam of light in the center of the cylinder came to life and seemed to solidify. Inside it, a man floated in midair directly in front of Ceril. He flickered once before stabilizing. If the man had not flickered, Ceril would have never known he was looking at a hologram. It was by far the most advanced hologram Ceril had ever seen. 

Ceril looked around, and all the other students were staring straight ahead, as though someone were directly in front of them, too. Some of them were talking. The floating man, Ceril assumed, operated on the same technology that the P.A. system did. 

“Hello, Ceril,” the hologram said. 

“Hello,” Ceril replied. He made eye contact and kept his arms at his side. He had never been anything less than perfect at Presentation during Phase I, and he was certainly not going to change that now. Especially after Professor Nephil hadn’t punished him for being out of rank. 

“I’m Gilbert Squalt,” the man continued. “I’m the new headmaster at Ennd’s.” 

Each student had their own private meeting with the headmaster this Phase? After the unsettling welcome message he had been given yesterday, speaking to this man in private was low on Ceril’s list of priorities. 

“I hope the morning has found you well,” said Headmaster Squalt. 

“Yes, sir. Well enough,” Ceril said. He was trying to keep his voice from cracking as the hologram's eyes inspected his uniform. He knew he had put it on properly, but with the headmaster’s attention on it, he knew he was going to get reprimanded.

“Good. I'm very glad to hear that, young man. So tell me, what do you expect out of Phase II?” 

The question took him aback. Ceril wanted to say, “To know what I’m not ready for,” but he didn’t. Outside of that, he had no idea what to expect from Phase II. He knew what everyone else knew: it was the time when students at Ennd's specialized in an area and began training for their future. Gramps had gone to Ennd’s once upon a time, he had said, and even he wouldn’t tell Ceril anything about the nature of Phase II beyond that.

“I suppose, sir,” he said, “that I expect to learn.” His voice rose at the end of the sentence, as though it were a question. 

The hologram grinned. “How very generic, Ceril. Though, I would certainly hope so. This is a school after all. Could you be more specific?” 

“Y-yes, sir. I expect to learn about agriculture,” said Ceril. “I’m from Ternia, sir, and I want to learn what I can do to return to my grandfather and help him with his land. Maybe help him expand it to a full farm. We have already started by doubling the size of his garden this summer.” 

“So you expect to specialize in agriculture, then?” 

“Yes, sir. I think so.” 

“Interesting,” the headmaster said. “A good choice.”

Ceril beamed.

“But I’m afraid that choice is not up to you.”

“Excuse me, sir?”

The headmaster folded his hands in front of him and said, “We choose for you, Ceril, based on last year's End of Phase aptitude examinations and a cumulative interpretation of your five formative years at Ennd's.” 

Ceril folded his own hands behind his back momentarily, but moved them back to his side as the rule entered his mind unbidden: During Presentation, you should stand at attention, with your hands at your sides at all times. His ears and cheeks felt warm, and he couldn’t help but feel a little sick at his stomach. 

“We choose for you,” the headmaster continued. “That way, you can be sure that you are well suited for whatever field you pursue. If we were to allow you to choose your specialization, then there would be some very poor professionals out there doing their jobs primarily for the love of it. And I don’t think I have to tell you, but that is simply not an efficient use of resources.” 

Ceril was speechless. He had his future planned out, or at least he assumed he had. He wanted to spend his life working with his hands, feeding people, helping people, and being with the little family he had. He just wanted a simple life. However, the headmaster’s declaration stopped his plans in their tracks. 

You are not ready. The headmaster’s P.A. address came back to mind. Ceril began to understand it a little better. He took a couple of deep breaths to make sure his voice didn’t break or sound rude, and said, “What would you have me study, sir?” 

The headmaster laughed, and as he did so, the hologram bounced slightly up and down. Ceril would have been amazed if he weren’t so disgusted. “I would have you study nothing, my boy. It is not my place to interpret a student’s future. The committee would have you study—” The hologram froze. The headmaster’s eyes darted to the left, and he stared at something that was obviously not in the same Instance as Ceril, then the hologram disappeared.

Ceril blinked and looked around, but did not relax. The other students were still chattering away in their own, private meetings with the headmaster. 

After a few seconds, Headmaster Squalt reappeared to Ceril. He looked toward Ceril, but not at his face. At his feet. The headmaster spoke slowly, choosing his words carefully. “What...is that, Ceril?” 

Ceril looked down and his jaw dropped at what he saw: the golden metal of a Flameblade. 

That was impossible. Gramps had made him leave it at home. It had to be another hologram, and this was just a test for Phase II. “I’m sorry, Headmaster. What is what?” 

“At your feet. What is that?” 

Ceril looked down again. He blinked three or four times. The sword was still there. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, sir,” Ceril said. As he stared at it, the sword seemed to gain a slight glow, a hazy green aura. 

Headmaster Squalt’s brow furrowed and his lips pursed. He stared at Ceril and said, “I think you do. Do not lie to me, Ceril.”

Ceril looked down again. “Um, i-it looks like a sword, sir.” 

“Yes, Ceril. Yes, it does,” the hologram said. The headmaster became distracted again and quickly turned to look at something behind him. He said, “Would you mind telling me why there is a sword lying at your feet at Presentation? A sword that—unless I am terribly mistaken—was not there a few moments ago?”

“I wouldn't mind at all, sir. I just don't know,” Ceril said. 

The headmaster’s voice came back stern. “Have you ever seen this sword before, Ceril?” The headmaster looked behind him again. Why is he doing that? Ceril wondered. Was he nervous or angry? Why was he so twitchy? 

“I'm not sure, sir,” Ceril said. It was not technically a lie. The sword looked like the one he found with Gramps, but he had left that one in Ternia with Gramps. It couldn’t be the same sword. On top of that, it looked like the ones in Swarley’s video, too, and Ceril sure wasn’t going to mention that to the headmaster.

“You're not sure?” Squalt said. Ceril thought the man’s tone mocked him.

“No, sir,” Ceril said. ”I’m not sure. I have seen a sword kind of like this one, but there’s no way I can say it’s the same one.” Ceril swallowed and said a silent prayer that honesty would indeed be the best policy here. 

“And where have you seen such a similar sword?” asked the headmaster as his attention once again moved from the sword at Ceril’s feet to whatever was behind him. 

Ceril said, “At my Gramps' house, sir.” 

The headmaster visibly tensed. He asked very deliberately, “Was it this sword, Ceril?” 

“I'm not sure, sir.” 

“Did you bring that sword with you to school?” 

“No, sir,” Ceril said. His response was immediate. He hadn’t. That was the truth. Maybe he was going to get out of this by telling the truth after all. Maybe he wouldn’t have the new headmaster think he was a murderer and a terrorist on the first day of school after all.

“Are you sure?” the headmaster inquired. “Are you sure you did not bring it with you?”

“Yes, sir,” Ceril said. “Absolutely.”

“So this is not the same weapon that set detection sensors off in your dormitory last night?” 

Ceril flinched. What detection sensors? He hadn’t heard any alarm. “I don't know what you mean, sir.” 

“Of course you don't,” the headmaster said. He turned around again. With his back turned to Ceril, he said, “Ceril, can I ask you to please reach down and pick up the weapon?” 

“I’m sorry, sir?”

Headmaster Squalt did not turn around. “I asked you if you could reach down and pick up the weapon.”

Sweat began to bead on his forehead. His heart beat harder and faster, and he could feel every beat in his ears and cheeks. His stomach churned, and he thought for a moment that he was going to vomit. Through gritted teeth, Ceril asked, “Why?”

“Just do it, Ceril,” the headmaster demanded. 

Ceril took a deep breath and leaned down to grab the hilt of the sword. The moment his hand wrapped around the hilt, the light green aura flared. The light green was much brighter now, and a hint of purple was mixed with it. The effect was unlike anything Ceril had ever seen before. 

No, that wasn’t quite true. He had seen it once before: the video of the terrorists. Their swords glowed like this as they killed those people. As they killed those kids. 

The headmaster looked at Ceril in fascination. He stared at the sword, but his attention was soon drawn away from Presentation again. This time, the headmaster stood up and reached for something behind him. When he returned, Squalt held a sword that was very much like the one Ceril was holding, only the headmaster’s sword glowed a much less intense orange and brown. 

“Ceril, I am going to need to speak to you in person immediately, if you wouldn't mind. Do you know the way to my office?” 

Ceril shook his head. “No, sir.”

“I will get Professor Nephil to escort you, then. And please, be discreet with your weapon. If you would like, you may return it to your dormitory on your way here.” 

“Yes, sir,” Ceril said. He had no plans on returning it to his room. 

“I’ll see you soon, then,” the headmaster said. The hologram flickered and disappeared.

Chapter Three

“What does the headmaster want?” Ceril asked Nephil as they walked out of the Library. 

“To meet with you in person.” 

“About what, professor?” 

“If I had to guess, Ceril, it would be,” Nephil pointed at the gold sword in Ceril’s hand, “that. I am sure that he will want to fill you in on the details himself.”

As Ceril left the Library, he felt the same wet, tingling sensation and felt the same waft of air as he had when he had entered. Nephil turned toward him as the Library door closed. He said, “Would you like to leave that in your dormitory before you meet with Headmaster Squalt, Ceril?”  

Ceril's mind raced. Which was the right thing to do? Walk into the new headmaster’s office holding a fiery, green sword? Would that be threatening to him? Not from someone as young as Ceril, surely. But he thought back to the video of the Charons from the night before, and he knew otherwise. On the other hand, if this was the same sword as he had found with Gramps, then he didn’t want to leave it out of his sight. He wasn’t even sure if he could, the way it appeared during Presentation and all. He weighed both sides and eventually said, “No. I don’t think so.”

Professor Nephil’s facial expression never changed. He just said, “Did your roommate see the sword, Ceril? Did you show Mr. Dann?” 

“No,” Ceril said. “He didn’t.” It wasn’t a lie. Swarley didn’t see it. He had heard about it, but he certainly did not see it. 

“Did you tell him about it?”

Crap. “Yes, sir,” Ceril admitted.

“And did he know what it was?” Nephil asked.

Ceril decided to be bold. “A sword? I am not quite sure how he would have missed that we were talking about a sword.” 

“Don't be smart with me, Ceril,” Nephil snapped. 

“I'm sorry, professor. He said it was a Charon's sword,” Ceril said. 

Nephil nodded and that was the end of it. He said nothing else on the subject. Ceril was unsure of whether he had just doomed himself and somehow incriminated his best friend, but he did not want to press his luck either way, so he kept quiet. 

“You got that at your grandfather’s house, did you not?” Nephil asked.

How did he know that? Ceril thought about it, then said, “Yes, sir.”

“It should have stayed,” Nephil said, “at your grandfather's house, buried and forgotten. And if not that, at least locked away in a trunk somewhere. But the place it should not have been is here at Ennd’s, least of all with you.” His words were harsh, but his tone was not. Ceril was slightly taken aback. He felt as though he was being scolded, but he couldn't be sure. Nephil seemed more resigned and worried than angry. Anxious, maybe. “Either way, Ceril, it's here now, good or bad. Come along. The headmaster is waiting.” 

Nephil turned toward the door to the Library and opened a panel in the wall beside it. Ceril couldn’t see what was behind the panel very well, but he did notice a screen, a keypad, and more than one dial. Nephil manipulated each of them, and Ceril heard a whuff-pop as the teacher closed the panel and opened the door to the Library.

“After you,” Professor Nephil said as he held the door open for Ceril and waited for him to step through. 

***
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The previous headmaster of Ennd’s Academy had taken ill quite suddenly over the summer and the Board of Regents had replaced him with Gilbert Squalt. There were rumors that it was temporary, but there were also rumors of its permanence. Suffice it to say that no one really knew what was going on with the headmaster's job at Ennd's. In either case, Headmaster Squalt was making himself quite comfortable with his accommodations at Ennd's. 

His office was huge, with an incredibly high, domed ceiling and round walls that were covered in bookshelves and display cases. On the shelves and in the cases, there rested a rather eclectic collection of sports memorabilia, weaponry, books, and holovid screens. It was, to Ceril, as though whoever owned the office couldn’t decide what his favorite pastime should be, so he indulged in them all. One rather large screen was directly opposite the headmaster's desk. It was being retracted as Ceril and Professor Nephil entered the room. 

Ceril felt another wet, tingling sensation upon entering the headmaster's office. His eyes were drawn to seating area to his left, where Squalt had a couch, chairs, and tables set up like a small living room in the middle of his office. They looked comfortable. 

“Ceril!” the headmaster said. He rose from his desk and stood with his arms spread like he wanted to give the young man a hug. “So glad you are here. I've been looking forward to having this conversation since they told me I would be taking over the headmaster's position here.”  

Ceril couldn’t help but notice how large the man's lips were; they made his grin go petty much from ear to ear. Is this really the same man from Presentation?  

“Make yourself at home,” the headmaster said. He gestured to the seating area Ceril had noticed. “We really should be comfortable for this talk.” His eyes darted to Professor Nephil and then back to Ceril. He was addressing the professor as much as he was the student. Squalt was the first to sit, which signaled to Ceril and Nephil that it was okay to do the same. 

Ceril fidgeted as he sat. As comfortable as the couch looked, he could find no position that suited him. The atmosphere should have been much more relaxed in here than it was at Presentation, but it really wasn’t, at least not for him. Professor Nephil, who had been so rigid and stern on their way in, now leaned comfortably in the soft chair. Headmaster Squalt reached over his head for something that was resting behind his chair. 

His sword. The orange-brown glow was gone, but the gold blade shined brightly in the sunlight shining through the large windows. The headmaster settled into his spot and smiled at Ceril. 

As though on cue, the headmaster’s sword began to glow once again. Squalt sat holding the sword by the hilt with his left hand, while the blade lay across his lap. The aura around the blade looked like fire, and it got brighter the longer the headmaster sat there. It couldn’t have been fire, though, because his clothes were not being burned off his body, nor was there any indication that he felt the unpleasant sensation of the sword burning its way through his legs. That’s how Gramps talked about the Flameblades, Ceril thought. 

“Tell me, Ceril. What do you know about the Charons?” Squalt asked.

Ceril’s eyes never left the blade.  “Not a lot, sir,” he said. He knew that he had to be very careful to not let what he and Gramps talked about spill into what he told the new headmaster. 

“Why don’t you indulge me?” The grin had not left his face. 

Ceril shuffled in his seat a little. “Well, they lived a long time ago,” he said. “I think I remember that some people looked up to them like, umm, like they were gods. That’s where the myths came from. We read the one about Vennar in history last year, three versions, I think. Professor Winters said there might be a few poems written about them that say that Charon was just...just another name for the technomages, but that not everyone believes that. P-professor Winters said some of the legends said the Charons used actual magic, and not science like the mages,” Ceril said. He stopped and looked down, then added, “That they weren’t pretending.” 

He had always loved the idea of technomages, that there were things on Erlon that only the best or smartest people could understand and use. He had loved reading about technomages since he was young. But now that he was talking about them out loud, he felt childish and silly. 

“I see,” Squalt said. He bounced his leg up and down as he looked at Ceril. “That’s it?” 

“I think so, sir,” said Ceril. “Like I said, most of what we studied was that one myth. It was only a part of the unit.” 

“Did you happen to learn about their weapons?” 

“N-no, sir,” Ceril lied. “Not really.” 

“Then,” said Headmaster Squalt, “I take it that you had no idea that this,” he stood up and pointed the sword at Ceril’s chest, “is a Charon's sword? Or that the one you’re holding—” Squalt stopped midsentence when he saw that Ceril wasn’t holding onto his sword any longer. “Where is your sword, Ceril?”

Ceril held his palms face up and looked at them. “I don’t know,” he said honestly. He had come in with the sword, and he was sure he had never let go of it. Yet, it was not in his hand, nor was it beside his chair or at his feet. The young man hopped up and looked all around the chairs and couch. “I really have no idea, sir.” 

Ceril looked at Professor Nephil, who had a slight grin on his face, as though he thought the whole situation was mildly amusing, but not actually funny enough to laugh at.

“Interesting,” Squalt said. The headmaster didn't say what about it was interesting, though. Instead, he moved directly in front of Professor Nephil and handed him the orange sword. The aura immediately shifted colors, from the orange-brown it had been, to a bright blue laced with a silver swirl that constantly rotated from hilt to tip. The headmaster took the sword back and the color became the subdued orange-brown once again. 

He then held it out for Ceril to take, but the young man would not take it. 

“It's okay, Ceril,” Professor Nephil said. “Just hold it for a second.” It was the first thing that Professor Nephil had said since they had been in the office. The smirk on his face was almost reassuring enough for Ceril to believe him. Almost.

“I-I...” Ceril said. “No, no, thank you.”

“It’s okay, Ceril,” Squalt said. “Nothing bad is going to happen to you. I just want to test something out with my sword, since we’ve already seen how yours reacts to you.”

“What do you mean?” Ceril asked. “It’s not my sword. I-I...” His voice trailed off.

“Take it,” the headmaster said. He offered him the sword again. “Please.”

Ceril hesitated, but eventually reached out and took hold of the sword’s hilt. Again, the blade shifted color. This time, the blade glowed with the bright green and purple that the now-vanished one had at Presentation. The aura was larger and brighter than it was when either Squalt or Nephil had held it. Ceril shoved it back toward the headmaster, but fumbled and dropped it on the floor instead. The glow immediately faded. The blade glinted gold, but nothing else. Ceril wanted to ask what was going on, but the words were stuck in his throat. He just stared at the sword instead.

The headmaster bent down and picked up the sword. He walked slowly around the perimeter of the room and secured the sword in the empty spot on the wall behind his desk. He then sat down, leaned forward, and steepled his fingers. ”Ceril, you're a very special young man, do you know that?” 

Ceril was silent. 

“I am afraid, however, that you will not be able to study agriculture at Ennd's during Phase II.” 

That news was enough to break Ceril’s silence. “But...” he muttered. “But...Gramps...”

“Instead,” Headmaster Squalt said, rising from his seat, “you will train as a Charon. You seem to have an innate connection with Flameblades that I haven’t seen in years, if not decades or longer. Have you, Lim?”

“No,” Professor Nephil said. “Not in a great, long time.”

“I can’t say if that connection will be enough to get you through the training, Ceril, but it is likely to give you an advantage over other Recruits.”

“I don't know what you're talking about, sir,” Ceril said.

“Has your grandfather told you nothing about Ennd’s, young man? About what is expected of you?”

“I—umm—he—” Ceril stammered. He recalled the stories Gramps had told him the week before. If there were Instances here, how many of those other legends had connections to Ennd’s?

“Well, either way,” the headmaster interrupted, “your grandfather should have told you this was coming. He, of all people, should know that you weren’t going to be able to study,” the headmaster laughed, “agriculture.”

“You know Gramps?” he asked. Ceril’s day was getting odder and odder. 

“I used to. I'll tell you about it sometime,” the headmaster said. “As far as the Charons and your training and all of this, I’ll give you the short version right now. Once you get into Orientation, Roman will bore you with the longer, more detailed history. The man takes a special delight in just that, it seems.” Squalt motioned for Ceril to sit back down then continued, “There was a civil war, a long time ago, between two factions within the Charons. Ennd's Academy was set up as a last ditch effort by one side, not just to keep their technology around and influence maintained, but to keep their ranks filled. To find new members of their order. They wanted to make sure that their research continued. Ennd's is just a front for us, Ceril. It is an elaborate recruitment tool that your grandfather—Gramps, you called him?—disapproved of. He said that the school would eventually shut down from—what did he say now? Lim?”

“I believe the phrase he used was negligence and ignorance,” Professor Nephil said.

The headmaster laughed. “That was it! He always did have a way with words. Anyway, Ceril, we use Phase II Presentation to vet students’ potential for joining the Charonic Archive. Having a Flameblade materialize at your feet kind of tipped us off to your potential. We had originally thought that you were not up for it, hence the welcome message I gave you yesterday.” He coughed. “I didn’t know what else to say, given your unique circumstances.”

“What do you mean?” Ceril asked.

“In due time, son. In due time. I’m sad to say that I have seen nothing in the past five years that makes you stand out, nothing that even remotely indicates you’re suitable for recruitment. However, your affinity to the Flameblade technology cannot be denied.” The headmaster eyed the golden sword on Ceril’s lap, frowned, and then clapped his hands together as he met the boy’s eyes once again. “So here we are. We’ll see how it all works out, yes?” 

Ceril just blinked. He was having a hard time soaking all this in. “Are you serious?” he asked.

“Very much so.”

It was Professor Nephil's turn to speak now. “You will start tomorrow morning, Ceril. I suggest that you take what is left of the evening to get some dinner and rest up. Make sure your belongings are still packed away in your bags, too, though I doubt you’ve had time to do any unpacking just yet.” He rose from the chair and walked to the office's door. “Come along, Ceril. Let’s stop wasting the headmaster’s time discussing things you’ll be told soon enough.”

Ceril got up to leave with Professor Nephil. He looked back at Headmaster Squalt, who sat smiling at him. With the early afternoon sunlight beaming through the window behind the couch, he almost had a halo around him. He said, “Do you have any questions before you go, Ceril?”

“The sword...” Ceril said. “Where did it go, do you know? I didn’t mean to lose it.”

“I’m sure you’ll find it eventually,” the headmaster said. “These things have a way of turning up for people like you.” He clapped his hands on his knees and pushed himself to his feet. “I look forward to working with you, Ceril. Oh, and I almost forgot. I’m going to need you to keep your recruitment to yourself for the time being. We strive to keep this part of Ennd’s out of the public knowledge.” 

“Can I tell Gramps?” 

“No, I’m afraid not,” said Squalt. After a brief pause, he added, “I’ll handle that, actually. It’s been a while since the two of us spoke, anyway.”

“Okay...” Ceril said. He didn’t have much of a choice, it seemed. “Can I tell Swarley, though? He's my roommate. He’ll need to know what’s going on.” 

Professor Nephil said, “I would prefer that you keep all of this to yourself for the moment, if you would not mind. If and when the time comes for Mr. Dann to know about your training, we'll let you know.” 

“But he's my roommate! How is he not going to find out what I'm studying?” Ceril asked. He was honestly curious about how he was supposed to keep something like this a secret. “It’ll probably be pretty obvious that I'm not studying agriculture.” 

“I don’t think so,” the headmaster said. “Thank you, Ceril. Professor Nephil.” 

And with that, Nephil and Ceril passed through the doorway back into Ennd’s. Ceril's skin tingled again. The early afternoon light in the headmaster’s office was gone. The twin suns had long since set, as though the headmaster's office somehow kept up the illusion of daytime. 

“Is it night now, Professor?” Ceril asked. 

“It would appear so,” Nephil said, unperturbed. 

“But how?” Ceril said. After what they had just discussed, he thought it was okay to ask the professor about Instances now. “Was Headmaster Squalt’s office an Instance?”  

“Yes, it was.” 

“But how can the sun still be up, even if it's an Instance? I thought that they...”

Nephil interrupted him by saying, “The quick answer is that time is not necessarily the same everywhere, Ceril. Five minutes here may be two hours in some other Instance. An Instance’s location in space has very little bearing on its location in time, I’m afraid. I’m sure that's something that will be covered in your upcoming instruction. Suffice it to say, though, that the rumors that fill these halls about Instancing are...underwhelming.” 

“Oh, well, okay,” he said. “And Professor?”

“Mmm hmm?”

“Swarley showed me a holovid last night. These people in it, they had swords like the one the headmaster had.” Ceril gulped, unsure if he should continue. “Like the one that I—”

Again, Nephil cut him off. “The incidents over the summer, Ceril, have nothing to do with the Charons. Or more accurately, they have nothing to do with the Charons as you will learn about them and become a part of. Do you remember how the headmaster mentioned the old civil war? The one that preceded the construction of this school?”

Ceril nodded.

“Well, the people who lost that war have apparently made their way back to Erlon. And they don’t really like the way we do things around here.”

Chapter Four

Ceril opened his eyes. It was dark. He rolled over, pulled the blanket over his shoulder, and tucked it beneath his chin. Dark was good. It meant there was still time for sleep. Ceril rolled over and tried to clear his mind. He wasn’t surprised at being unable to sleep; he was irritated by it. He stared out the window and looked at the stars. The constellations at Ennd’s were different from the ones in Ternia, and he never got used to the change. He watched them slowly drift across the window and eventually felt himself doze off.

When he opened his eyes again, it was still dark. The constellations had moved, but not much. He must not have made it all the way to sleep. He felt himself doze off again, and once again, he woke up with it still dark outside. Time seemed to crawl for Ceril that night, and his body ached from the tossing and turning he had been doing. 

By the time his alarm sounded just past dawn, he was already fully awake. He had been for hours. Ceril grabbed the clothes he had worn for Presentation yesterday—Nephil had not given him instructions on how to dress, but he figured he couldn’t go wrong with his dress uniform—and ran to the shower with high hopes that the hot water would ease the ache in his neck and back.

As he left the dormitory, Ceril looked at Swarley’s side of the room. He hadn’t been at home when Ceril had finally made it back, and with his insomnia, Ceril was sure to have noticed him coming in late. There was a curfew for students, and Ceril was worried that Swarley was going to be in trouble for breaking it. More than that, though, he hoped to have a chance to say goodbye to his friend before being ushered off into whatever Phase the Charon recruits got into. Neither the headmaster nor Professor Nephil had given him any solid answer on what was coming next. For all he knew, he would be staying here with Swarley after his orientation period. But he wanted to say goodbye if that wasn’t the case.

After a long shower that did surprisingly ease his muscle aches, Ceril returned to his dorm and found Swarley asleep in his bed, face down and fully clothed. He must have been up all night, too.

“Swarley?” he said. His roommate didn’t stir. If he had been up all night, Ceril thought he should just leave him alone and let him rest. There were still three hours before normal Phase II classes started, and he figured that Swarley would appreciate every unconscious minute of them. Ceril gave his side of the room a last once over and gently placed the one picture that he had of himself and Gramps in the middle of the largest bag so it would be protected. He zipped up the bag. 

Nephil had told Ceril that his belongings would be taken care of as long as he had them packed away, so Ceril closed the closet door as quietly as he could and headed to meet everyone in front of the Library.

“Bye, Swarley,” he said. “I’ll see you...sometime, man. I hope I get a chance to tell you about all of this soon. I doubt you’ll believe me anyway.” He waited for a response, for any kind of signal that would start a conversation, but the most he got was a muffled snore. He smiled and left the room. 

Professor Nephil had given him three specific orders regarding this morning. The first was to shower and make sure he was clean. He didn’t mention clothing, but he had mentioned a shower specifically. The second was to meet at the Library door as soon as possible after his shower. He indicated to Ceril that he must be there two hours earlier than he had been to Presentation. 

The third order was the oddest. “Do not, Ceril,” Professor Nephil had said, “eat any breakfast in the morning. Eat what you want before you go to bed, but please, eat nothing in the morning once you wake up. It just makes things easier for us all.” Ceril wasn’t hungry, so he had no trouble fasting. However, he did wonder why he had been asked to.

The halls of Phase II were empty as he made his way to the Library. He had expected as much. No students in their right minds would be out and about this early unless they had to be. 

When Ceril arrived at the Library door, no one was there. He opened the door a crack to peek in and to see if Professor Nephil was waiting inside. 

He wasn’t. 

Ceril did see, though, that the ramped cylinder of the Phase II Library was bustling today—unlike yesterday. Instead of students standing rigidly at attention having interviews, he saw faculty whipping past one another in a frenzy. Despite the chasm in the middle, they seemed to take no precautions not to fall as they darted around each other to get to the shelf space they needed. He gasped when he saw one gaunt young professor, whom he had never seen, take a leap into the empty air in the middle of the room. To his surprise, she bounced across the chasm to the other side as though she were hopping from one side of a fluffy mattress to the other.  

As he watched in amazement, a hand came to rest on his shoulder. Ceril jerked backward and hit his head on the door he had been peeking through. He let go of the door to rub his probably-bruised head, and the Library once again sealed itself off from the rest of Ennd's with a thud-hiss. When Ceril turned, he saw that the hand belonged to Professor Nephil. Instead of the black dress robes from the day before, he was dressed in slacks and a long shirt that flared out at the waist and ended about a quarter of the way down his legs. The cut of the shirt was not flattering because of Nephil’s overweight midsection.

“I guess I’m overdressed?” Ceril asked. The formality that Professor Nephil had inspired in Ceril since their first meeting dissipated as he looked at the teacher's casual outfit. 

Nephil nodded. “Indeed. But it shouldn't matter. If you need to change, you will be given new clothes. I am not sure what Roman has planned for you all.” 

“Roman? Didn’t Headmaster Squalt mention him yesterday?”

“You’ll meet him soon enough,” Nephil said.

“And what do you mean by you all?” Ceril asked. “Nobody else is here yet. How many of us are there?”

“Two dozen total. Though I bet a quarter of you will not make it through the classroom orientation and half of those who do will surely not make it through the physical portion.” 

“Twenty-four? Out of how many Phase II students?” 

“Thirteen hundred thirty-seven from Ennd’s alone, of which you are this institution’s only candidate.”

“What do you mean?”

Nephil said, “Ennd’s Academy is not the only school on Erlon, Ceril. While we do have a few students from Yagh and Ferran here at Ennd’s, parents in many provinces prefer their children not to attend school half a world away. To accommodate that, the Charons have set up similar institutions in Bester, Yagh, and Ferran, from which we can recruit.” 

Ceril smirked. He liked being part of such an elite group, even if it wasn't what he actually wanted to study or do with his life. He'd never really been special before, except to Gramps. But being the only recruit from Ennd’s? A single student out of over a thousand?

Nephil noticed the pride. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Ceril. This is only the beginning. The odds are stacked against you actually making it into the program.” 

“And what happens if I don't?” Ceril asked. 

“You will be placed back into the general population of the academy to study whatever subject you wish. I believe you had mentioned agriculture.” 

“So as big a secret as you and Headmaster Squalt made this out to be yesterday, I get to go back to my daily life like none of this ever happened. And you expect me to keep the secret that the Charons use Ennd’s as a home base? That they’re—we’re? You’re?—not just legends and myths?”

“Hardly. If that were the case, you would remember none of this. Not a word or a second. All you would recall is having a very pleasant talk with the headmaster at Presentation where you told him that you wanted to study agriculture to help your grandfather in Ternia. You would remember him agreeing and placing you in an accelerated agriculture program, where you would finish your studies in half the time of non-accelerated students. After that, well, I’m sure you would go back to Ternia and make use of what you learned here.” 

“But how is that possible?” Ceril asked. “You’d...brainwash me?”

“Nothing quite so pedestrian, Ceril. You’ve been watching far too many holovids, I think. I’m sure that your classroom instruction will enlighten you to the finer points of Charonic technology and procedures,” Professor Nephil said. 

The Library door opened and attracted both of their attentions. A large man came out of the door. He wasn’t fat or even overweight, but he stood almost a head taller than Professor Nephil. He wore a tunic that matched Nephil’s, except instead of a drab grey, the large man’s was a metallic blue and was embroidered with a symbol Ceril couldn’t quite make out—maybe a feather. Ceril had never seen anyone with such large muscles before, and he couldn’t help but wonder why anyone would need muscles like that. Ceril could barely see behind him, but he was certain that what he glimpsed was not the Phase II Library. 

“And here he is, Ceril. I'd like to introduce you to Roman Beckins. You two will get to know each other quite well, I expect.” Nephil nodded at Roman, who returned the gesture. “How are you, old friend?” 

“I've been better, Lim. These new recruits you've got me are a hell of a group, I'll tell you that. But I don't think we'll be having much more success than usual with them, and that’s a shame given all that’s going on right now. Is this Ceril?” He gestured at Ceril with his thumb and a cocked eyebrow. 

“I am,” Ceril said before Nephil had the opportunity. “It's nice to meet you, sir.” 

Roman's gaze went back to Nephil. “Polite. I like that. Not at all like his granddad. But we'll see how he does.” He turned back to Ceril and reached to shake the young man's hand. Roman’s hand was easily three times the size of Ceril’s. “It's nice to meet you, too, Ceril,” he said. “If you'll follow me, we'll get you oriented to your new life.” 

New life? Ceril thought. 

“I'll see you around, Roman,” Nephil said. Roman waved and then reached for the door. It opened without a catch, but this time, instead of showing the Phase II Library, Ceril was ushered into a windowless, unfurnished metal room, filled with what had to be twenty-three other students. The other Recruits.

Roman patted Ceril on the shoulder and made his way through the throng of bodies. He waved his hand, and the floor rumbled under their feet. Ceril thought for a moment that it was going to give way. Instead, Roman was lifted a few feet into the air so that he was plainly visible to everyone in the room, even those in the back. 

“Welcome,” he said, “to your new lives. I'm not going to waste my time or yours by going over basic information that you are all going to get during your classroom instruction. You will learn anything you need to know precisely when it becomes necessary for you to know it. Like right now, for instance, you are here to learn your way around.”

Roman waved his hand again, and the wall behind him disappeared. It did not gently fade out, nor did it flicker and disappear like most holograms. It was there one moment, and the next, the students were staring into an unobstructed view of the stars. If Ceril hadn’t been standing upright, he would have sworn that he was lying on his back looking up at the night sky. He heard murmurs and gasps from the students around him. Some of them took instinctive steps backward, Ceril included. Even before yesterday’s interview with the headmaster, Ceril was used to holograms. Despite Gramps' tendency to keep any tech of the kind out of the house and away from his grandson, Ennd's more than kept him up-to-date on holovids from the ‘Nets. But no amount of streaming video could have prepared him for what Roman had just done. It might as well have been magic.

The magic didn’t stop there. Roman turned his back to the students and the remaining three walls, the floor, and the ceiling disappeared, too. Now, everyone was just floating in a sea of stars in all directions. There was no up, no down, and no point of reference for anything except for each other. 

Ceril’s throat tightened up, and it wouldn’t let him vocalize his fear. Some of the others didn’t have that problem. He heard a couple of outright screams, a few whimpers, and maybe even a sob. Ceril looked around frantically for anything to hold onto. He reached for the tall, gangly boy beside him, but let go just as quickly as the boy doubled over and vomited into the void. 

Two thoughts about that came to Ceril. The first of which was that he now understood why Professor Nephil had forbidden him from eating breakfast. Ceril was glad he listened, unlike someone else. The second was that the vomit did not land on the floor. He felt completely stable, and apparently, all of the other students did, too. No one had flown off into space just yet, at least. Even though, Ceril thought, they probably should have. He couldn’t explain why they hadn’t. 

If the room disappearing had been an illusion or a hologram, the boy’s vomit would have still pooled up on the floor. It hadn’t. It just kept...falling?...into space until it was completely out of view. 

What the hell is going on? Ceril thought. What have I gotten myself into? 

Roman’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Let me be the first to officially welcome all of you Recruits aboard the Inkwell Sigil.”

A hand raised in the crowd. A chubby girl Ceril didn’t know asked, “What's an Inkwell Sigil?”

Roman smiled at her. “I'm sorry,” he said. “I get ahead of myself sometimes. The Inkwell Sigil is the name of a spaceship.” He waved into space off to his left. “A spaceship whose most basic function is as a location where we train our Recruits.” Roman swept his arm across the group. “And it will be your home for the next six years.” Roman waited for the students to get their murmurs out before he continued. “Your families will be given cover stories about your education. In a way, they will be told the truth. They will know that you have been selected for an extremely selective boarding program and that the program lasts for six years. I’m sorry to say that your contact will be limited during your tenure here, but that is temporary.”

A boy with a round face spoke up behind Ceril. “I don’t think my Ma will go for that, Mr. Roman.”

Roman smiled, and it was the first time Ceril thought it wasn’t genuine. He said, “She won’t have a choice.” His tone indicated that the matter was closed. He changed the subject before anything else was said. “Right now, we are traveling through hyperspace.”

“What are you talking about?” asked another voice from the crowd. “Hyperspace? Did you just make that up?” 

Roman was unperturbed. He was used to that kind of disrespect during these initial moments. This was a lot to take in, so he forgave the kid’s rudeness. “No,” he said. “I didn’t. Hyperspace is pretty easy to understand. Think about it like this. Have you ever rubbed your hands together and felt heat building up? That burning sensation?”

The student said, “Well, yeah.”

“Well, it’s friction doing that. Now, have you ever rubbed your hands together with something between them? Like some water, jelly, anything like that?”

“I guess.”

“Does it make it easier to rub your hands together? Does it stop the burning and make you not blister?”

“I guess.”

“Well, think of that jelly, water, or whatever, as hyperspace. If we were to move through normal space, we’d be slowed down by what you can basically think of as friction. There’s a limiting force to how fast we can go without destroying ourselves, kind of like that burning when you run your hands together too fast. However, if we coat ourselves in jelly, so to speak, we can move far more quickly and far more smoothly to where we’re going without burning ourselves up from too much friction. Does that make sense?”

“So we’re in a spaceship that’s covered in jelly?” the student asked.

“It’s not a perfect metaphor,” Roman said.

“It’s a stupid metaphor.”

Roman laughed and said, “I can’t help that. It’s the best I’ve got. Right now, from where we are, you can’t see the hyperspace envelope that surrounds the ship. Once we leave this lobby area, though, you’ll be able to see the envelope through any window or porthole you look out of—a colored blur, some swirling lights, maybe.” He looked at the student who didn’t care for his explanation of hyperspace. “That’s the jelly we’ve got on the ship. Other than that, we are in a completely empty Instance.”

More muttering and whispering started, and Roman let it slide once again. Something didn’t sit right about what Roman just said with Ceril, though. 

Then it hit him: why could they see stars? If they were in a completely empty Instance, why were there stars? It just didn’t make sense. And on top of that, if they were in hyperspace because it let them go farther away, faster, and with no damage to the ship, why would they have to be in an empty Instance? Couldn’t they just stay in one place and not worry about hyperspace at all?

Ceril raised his hand to ask, but Roman never acknowledged him. He opened his mouth to speak once the conversation about the jelly on the ship died down a bit, but Roman started in again before he could speak.

“Okay, then. Moving on,” Roman said. The space in which the group floated began to shift around the students. Stars whirled from one side of the room to another, but as one star went right, another went left, and yet others moved in and out and up and down. The whole world as the Recruits could perceive it was in flux, and the rest of the students who had ignored Nephil’s warning about not eating breakfast vomited into space. The stars began to slow down and coalesce into a building or a ship in front of them. The group flew toward it, and just as they thought they were going to accelerate directly into the hull, they passed through it like it wasn’t even there. So this is a hologram, after all, Ceril thought. At least this part of it is.

Now inside the structure, Ceril looked around at the translucent walls the stars had formed. The group moved through the corridors quickly, but they never took a step. The walls moved around them. If the vertigo of free floating in dead space didn’t bother Ceril, the too-fast-for-indoors speed with which they were moving through the halls wouldn’t either.

“Pay attention to the route we are taking,” Roman said. “This is the way to the dining hall.” The group floated around a few corners and eventually came to rest in the middle of a very large room furnished with long tables and multicolored chairs. “Look up,” Roman said. They all did. The entire ceiling was a transparent dome through which they could see swirling reds turn into blues into purples—the hyperspace blur Roman had mentioned earlier. “Obviously, this is where you will eat while aboard.”

He waved again, and the group sped up. They left the dining hall through a corridor on the opposite side of the room. The Inkwell Sigil sped around the students for a while. It whipped corridors around them so quickly—and in such rapid succession—that Ceril wondered how anyone could actually remember where to go when they were left to their own devices. He sure wouldn’t be able to find his way around. Eventually, they climbed a very steep, spiral ramp, not unlike the one in the Phase II Library. This time, however, it wasn’t lining the room’s outer walls. It could have just as easily been a staircase. 

As they circled the ramp, Roman said, “We are on our way to the dormitories now. You will each be given private quarters. You will be told which room is yours after today's orientation sessions have finished.” 

Private quarters? Ceril thought. What about Swarley? He bit his lip to stop the welling of tears in his eyes. Six years? He thought that was what Roman had said before. That the Inkwell Sigil was going to be his home for six years. He wondered how much contact with the outside world he was going to have, or with Gramps and with Swarley. They really were the only two people he cared about talking to or seeing, and he had kind of been thrown into all of this really quickly. 

He didn’t decide that he would be a Charon. He was told. 

Surely, he thought, they won’t make me go six years without talking to my Gramps or any of my friends.

The ramp ended, and the Recruits could see ladders that led to a small walkway that allowed access to upper and lower bunks. “I’m afraid that the rooms are not luxury accommodations, but I'm sure you will find a way to make them yours.”

Their surroundings did an almost instant 180-degree turn, and the group pitched forward down the ramp. Once at the bottom, the students found themselves flying up another, almost identical ramp. 

At the top, plants and flowers were everywhere. The air became noticeably fresher, and the ceiling was another dome that gave view of a green blur swirling above their heads. As the students watched, it shifted colors multiple times, and a few students gasped at the dancing colors. Ceril found his mouth hanging open at how beautiful it was. 

“This,” Roman said, “is the observation deck. It is one of our students' favorite places on the ship. I have a feeling that more than a little of your time will be spent here.” 

I have that feeling, too, Ceril thought. It’s so much like home. He swallowed hard and looked around at the room, and saw that it was divided into multiple tiers. Each tier had a different type of plant, almost like a theme. The very center of the observation deck was a courtyard, and Ceril saw that part of it was organized like a garden. He smiled. Maybe he would be able to study agriculture while he was here, after all. 

The transparent ship did another about-face around the students. Ceril barely noticed the route they took that brought them to a classroom. He was sure there were some turns and a ramp or two, but he would find his way around later. He was still thinking about the observation deck and the garden in the middle of it. There was just something about that place. It felt like it was important to him for some reason, like he already had a stake in it.  

The only illumination in the room was a large window. It colored everything in the room to match the hyperspace envelope on the other side. Right then, the whole group looked orange, then purple, then blue, then green, then yellow. Then back to orange. It kept changing every few seconds, and eventually Ceril had to force himself to tune it out so that he could hear what Roman was saying.

“This,” Roman said, “is where the majority of your orientation will take place. Not all of it, mind you, but much of it. In fact, it is where your first class will take place. With me. We will discuss the history and origins of the Charonic Archive in roughly half an hour. Anyway, what you’ve just seen are the most important places aboard the Inkwell Sigil. Your places to eat, sleep, play, and learn. Like I said, I'm sure you'll find your way into other areas as you stay here, but if you can remember how to get to those four, your lives will be considerably easier.”

“Also,” Roman continued, “all of this is going to take some getting used to for many of you. I’d bet that most of you had thought that the technomages were long dead, that the Charons were just stories you learned about in class. I hope you now realize that we are most certainly not dead or just stories, and that you all have a part to play in keeping it that way. If you can make it through your training, that is.” 

Roman flourished his hand, and the classroom solidified around them. The translucent walls that Ceril had been sure were holograms were hard metal under his hands and feet. The light from the window wasn’t quite as diffuse as it had been, either. That whole time they thought they had been speeding through the holographic representation of the ship, they had actually been speeding through the Inkwell Sigil itself. But how? 

Roman eased himself out of his levitation and back to his feet. He didn’t say anything else to the students, and there wasn’t any other faculty around. They had half an hour to kill before class started, and Ceril wasn’t going to waste any of it. He walked over to the window and stared out at the colored swirls that lit the room. Occasionally, he would look around at the crowd and saw so many frightened faces. At one point, he thought that he was the only one in the room with a smile on his face. 

And why wouldn’t he be smiling? He had just been given the best show of his life and let in on a secret the rest of the world had no idea about. 

If that wasn't something to smile about, then he really didn't know what was.

***
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The smile on Ceril’s face didn’t last long, though. Ethan Triggs saw to that.

After all the other students had gone, Ceril still stood there and stared out the window. The swirl of colors created by hyperspace was mesmerizing, so when Ceril’s nose slammed into the window, it took him a minute to even register what happened.

And when he did, he registered the three things: 

First, pain. Second, he was lying on the ground. Third, a large boy a few years older than Ceril was standing over him, laughing.

“Welcome to the Sigil, noob,” the boy said. His voice was meaty, but he enunciated his words. Which to Ceril, meant the boy wasn’t stupid.

“What the hell, man? Why did you do that?”

The boy shrugged. “Why not?”

“Why not?” Ceril almost shrieked. “You almost broke my nose.”

“It’s not broken, though. You’d be bleeding if it were.” The boy put out his hand, like he was offering to help Ceril to his feet.

Ceril accepted, and when he was upright, he said, “I’m Ceril Bain.”

“Lame,” the boy said. “I’m Ethan Triggs.”

“Lame?” Ceril asked.

Ethan nodded. “Your name. You’re just all-around terrible for a Recruit, aren’t you, Ceril?”

“What’s your problem, Ethan?” Ceril said. “I was just standing here, and you come in and start insulting me. What gives?”

Ethan shrugged. “Don’t really like Recruits, I guess. Most of you guys are idiots, most of you fail, and if you’re not enough of an idiot to fail, you get in my way and screw up my training or my missions.”

Ceril cocked his head to the side. “What does that have to do with me?”

Ethan shrugged again. “Who knows? You were here, so let’s just say this is my way of telling you to stay the hell out of my way.”

Before Ceril could say anything, Ethan placed both his meaty hands on Ceril’s shoulders and pushed again. This time, the back of Ceril’s head slammed into the window, and his vision flashed. He felt himself fall to the floor again. And he heard Ethan Triggs chuckle and start to walk away.

“Welcome to the Sigil, Recruit.”

Chapter Five

“Who had ever heard of a Charon before setting foot on my ship?” asked Roman, the muscled captain of the Inkwell Sigil. The room of two dozen teenagers stared ahead. Ceril and the other Recruits sat at their own desks, which were really unlike any desks at Ennd’s Academy. Instead of a blank slate, the desks were equipped with a touch-interface computer embedded in the tabletop, which projected a floating hologram they could interact with by waving their hands through any part of the display. Every single student—even the most privileged ones—gawked at the computers as he or she sat down for orientation. The technology was advanced beyond anything they had been allowed to get their hands on at Ennd’s, and that was saying a lot. Who knew about other schools? From the looks on the other Recruits’ faces, though, Ceril didn’t figure they had any more experience with it than he did. 

This was technomage stuff, and if this was what they were given access to on their first day of training, Ceril couldn’t wait to see what he would get next month, or even next year, if he lasted that long.

Regarding Roman’s question, Ceril actually knew very little, only what Gramps had told him about the Charons. He thought about raising his hand and offering that information to Roman (that is what he insisted the Recruits call him. “There will be no titles and rank as long as you study with me”), but before he could, a girl in the front row started talking. Her hand had shot up like an old classroom pro, and her mouth had opened simultaneously. Roman had no time to give her permission to speak. 

“The Charons,” she said, then paused. “I suppose that most people called them technomages, though. Charons or technomages, either one.”

Roman nodded and motioned for her to continue. 

“Right. The Charons began as a group of scientists. According to most of the Yaghian legends I’ve read, the founding members were tired of the way science was handled thousands of years ago. A man united the four major city-states without a war, and began calling himself the Untouchable.”

The Untouchable? Ceril filed that one away for later.

The girl continued her rambling, leaving him very little time for thought. “After that, those same city-states—Yagh, Ternia, Ferran, and Bester—produced a lot of myths that indicate that the Untouchable thought of himself as a spiritual man who loathed science.”

Ceril raised his hand, and Roman pointed at him, while holding his hand up to stop the girl’s prattling. She ignored him and kept talking.

“Because of that loathing, the legends say that some scientists thought that even though he had stopped the wars, he and his government were doing nothing to advance that unification. In fact, some of my teachers in Yagh that taught that the Untouchable actually did what he could to bury scientific discoveries.”

Roman put his hands down and just started to nod. If he was giving up, then Ceril decided he didn’t have a chance to say anything.

“Apparently, the Untouchable would either label scientific progress as heresy, or more often, he would take the invention and pass it off as his own connection to the divine. The Charons initially formed out of a desire to advance science and depose the Untouchable.” The girl sat back in her chair and became quiet.

Ceril just stared at her. She seemed slightly embarrassed after her story. Her cheeks flushed red, and Ceril couldn’t help thinking she was pretty. Kind of. She might have been. If she wasn’t so annoying.

Roman, however, nodded slightly and smiled at the girl. “Thank you, Saryn. I appreciate your enthusiasm. Some of the old Yaghian legends hold some truth, indeed. Can you tell me how long ago that happened?”

“I'm not sure,” Saryn said.

“Anyone?” Roman asked the class.

Silence from the class. Roman leaned back against the wall with his arms crossed and waited. When it became clear that none of the students were going to hazard a guess, he said, “About ten thousand years ago.” 

More silence. 

He had obviously expected some kind of response from them. He started walking around the room. “Does anyone else know anything about the Charons or the technomages?”

Ceril slowly raised his hand. 

“Yes? Ceril?”

“My Gramps told me about them over the summer after we found a sword in the garden. It took a long time to tell, though. He’s a really good storyteller.”

“Well, why don't you just hit the high points for us?”

Ceril cleared his throat. “Well, he said the Charons were protectors. Or soldiers. Gramps never said anything about them being scientists. He said they went from province to province doing what they had to so the old wars wouldn't start again.”

Ceril shifted in his seat as he spoke. He hated talking in front of people.

“Thank you, Ceril. Now can you tell me how long ago this was?”

“No idea, sir. Ten thousand years?”

Roman laughed. “I see what you did there. Anyone else?”

Ceril sheepishly raised his hand again.

“Yes, Ceril?” Roman asked.

“My roommate at Ennd’s showed me a video with some people in it. They said they were Charons. And I think that maybe the Charons might have been bad people. Sir.”

Roman smiled. “Well, thank you for that vote of confidence, my friend.” 

The classroom chuckled. 

I didn’t mean—” Ceril began.

“I know, Ceril,” Roman said. “I don't like to think of myself as the bad guy, either.” Roman spread his arms out and gestured at the whole class.  “So tell me which of these stories is correct? Here we are, aboard a technomage ship, speeding through hyperspace. We are both nowhere near Erlon and still right beside it. Each one of you have been specially chosen based on test scores, faculty recommendations, and,” Roman looked directly at Ceril, “other more extraordinary qualifications.”

Ceril gulped.

“So obviously there is some truth in some of these stories,” Roman continued. “But which ones?”

No one raised a hand.

“No one?”

Saryn fidgeted in her chair. She looked uncomfortable to Ceril. Obviously, she wasn’t used to being unable to offer a correct answer. Ceril had no idea which of the stories was true, either. He only knew that the contradictory tales existed and that they all had to be at least partially true. He wouldn’t be sitting here if they weren’t. 

Around the room, the other students were just as confused as Saryn. How could any of them know the truth? In most places on Erlon, records went back a century or two at most. And that was well after the last war had ended. 

Roman walked to the front of the room and over to the window. He put both of his palms on the glass. His head dropped, and to Ceril, he looked like he was praying. When Roman spoke, his words were quick, terse, and far sterner than he had sounded with the students yet. “No one can tell me which legends about technomages are true? Really? You are the best and brightest students on Erlon, and not one of you can tell me which of these stories is correct? No one will even guess?”

A boy two chairs down from Ceril raised his hand. 

Without turning around, Roman said, “Yes, Barty?”

The boy said something that Ceril couldn’t hear.

“Louder, son,” Roman said.

A second try: “Not to be rude, sir, but how could we know? I mean, back in Ferran, we don’t even know why it’s called Ferran. It just is. Maybe they know that kind of thing in Ternia or Yagh, but Professor Kline said last year that some stories are just lost and gone.”

“And what does that have to do what Saryn and Ceril said?”

Barty hesitated. “I guess that we can’t know, sir. I thought that’s why we’re here. To learn that kind of stuff.” 

Roman turned from the window and faced the class. He was frowning. “I suppose you're right. Who here agrees with Barty?”

A couple of hands went up slowly—not above the students’ shoulders, though, in case they might need to hide their responses quickly. 

“I see,” Roman said. “Well, let me just tell you. Barty's right. There really is no way you could know which story is correct.”

Barty beamed in his chair and sat a little straighter. Ceril felt good for the kid. He seemed like the kind of boy who didn’t get that kind of praise terribly often.

“But so is Saryn,” the teacher continued. “And so are Ceril and his grandfather. All the stories are true.”

Saryn couldn't take it anymore. Her hand shot up, but once again, she started talking before she was called on. “But how is that possible, sir? How? They contradict each other! They can’t be true if they all tell a different story.” 

“They're all true,” Roman explained, “because they all have that one seed in them that ties them to the past. Nothing is completely true. They all have bits of fantasy and myth in them. Ten thousand years will do that to just about anything, right? But Barty is right. You are in this classroom because you need to know the full truth. And before your time aboard this ship is finished, you’re going to know as much of it as anyone else in the world; more than most people, actually. How does that sound?”

The class was silent again, and Roman just shook his head. “You guys are going to have to lighten up and talk to me eventually, or this is going to be a very long year.”

***
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Several hours later, the students were finally dismissed. They began to stand up and mill about aimlessly as students tend to do, and Roman said, “On each of your terminals is a room assignment.” The Recruits went back to their desks. “You will each have your own, private quarters. Make yourself comfortable. If you’re one of those lucky few who become Apprenticed, this room will be your home for the next six years.”

The class began to murmur, but Roman continued speaking. “If you are from Ennd’s or Cernt Academies, your belongings have already been transferred to your new rooms. If you are from Ferahgo Academy, your things should arrive tomorrow morning. No matter which school you’re from, though, you will find new training uniforms in each of your assigned quarters. I’ll be making rounds to check in with each of you later this evening. Unless there are questions, you may go.” 

As the students moved toward the door, Ceril saw Roman smile mischievously. “Good luck finding your quarters. I'll see you all tomorrow.”

***
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Ceril hated his quarters.

It wasn't that they weren't nice. They were. The room was just nothing special. The room was big enough, and it had a similar layout to the Phase II dormitory he was supposed to share with Swarley at Ennd’s. The problem with this room was that Ceril had no roommate to fill the extra space. The room was pretty empty, except for his bed, a desk, and a trio of chairs in one corner. He assumed it was so that Recruits could study together, or visit each other. 

But he was alone, and he didn’t know anyone. Having extra chairs and no one to fill them made Ceril homesick.

If he understood Roman correctly, none of the Recruits had roommates. Ceril was sure there was good reason for it, but after years of Phase I and living with a roommate, a good reason didn’t make his quarters any less lonely.  

As Ceril examined the room, he found his uniforms hanging in the closet—three identical sets of full-body fatigues. They were dark blue, maybe even black, and had a zipper going from the crotch to the neck. They looked like they would be a little big on him.

His name was on the right breast. Only it wasn’t patched or embroidered like the rest of the uniform’s decoration. It was displayed on a tiny, flexible screen. When he touched it, it just felt like the fabric of the fatigues. As he watched, the text on the screen rotated between CERIL and RECRUIT. He figured that once he picked a path of study, it would rotate between MEDIC, SCHOLAR, or SOLDIER, too. 

He smiled as he watched his name and rank rotate in and out. Maybe being a technomage wasn't going to be so bad.

As he flicked between the uniforms, he saw a dress hanging behind the fatigues. Not a dress. A robe. It was thin, but surprisingly heavy. There was no zipper anywhere, which gave him the impression it had been made to pull over his everyday clothes—probably the fatigues. The robe, like the fatigues, had patches and insignias on the sleeves. It even had the rotating nametag screen. Ceril liked the robe far more than he did the fatigues, so he pulled it over his head and noticed a heavy hood. He pulled it over his head and looked around the room.

No mirror. He sighed because he was sure that he looked like a villain from a cheesy holovid, and he wanted to see it. He let out a low “mwahahahahaha” to complete his mental image of himself. His playful megalomania was interrupted by a high-pitched trill that came from the desk in the center of the room. The paging system at Ennd’s used the same sound.

“Answer,” he said. 

A holographic bust of Roman appeared above the desk. The bearded man’s eyes fixed on Ceril, and he smiled. “Making yourself right at home, I see. How do you like your quarters, Ceril?”

Ceril snapped the hood from his head and he moved closer to the desk. “They're fine, sir. Thank you.”

“I'm glad to hear it, Ceril,” said Roman. “I just wanted to make sure that you had everything you needed.” 

“I think so, sir,” Ceril said.

“Very well, then,” Roman said. “Your itinerary for the next month of orientation has been sent to your tablet.” As he spoke, a section of the desk’s surface peeled away to reveal a portable computing tablet. “If you have any questions, please ask.”

“I will,” said Ceril. “Thank you, sir.”

“Have a good evening, Ceril,” said Roman.

“You, too,” Ceril replied, but Roman's image had already faded. 

Ceril plopped down on his bed. From where he lay, he could see out of the room’s single window. Just having a window meant his quarters were on the outside edge of the ship, near the hull. He put his arms behind his head and stared outside.

There wasn't a lot to see, though. A constantly shifting series of colors blurred outside the window and whipped around the hull. Ceril remembered something Roman had said during his lecture earlier that day. “Don’t be frightened just because you look out the window and don't see stars.”

He hadn’t thought anything about it before. In the classroom, the window that opened onto hyperspace just seemed like a wall of the room, a fixture as normal as the paint in his grandfather’s kitchen. Now, Ceril could see why Roman had thought to give them all that warning. Alone, looking out the window of a spaceship and actually being unable to see space was disconcerting. More than that, Ceril thought that seeing those splotches of bright color whirling around was a little scary.

He broke himself away from the mesmerizing window, and found his bag in the rear of the closet. He smiled as he placed the picture of Gramps dead center on his desk. 

He hated that he hadn’t been able to talk to Gramps about being recruited as a Charon. After this summer and the sword, he wanted to see how Gramps would react to finding out that those old stories weren't just stories. He couldn't wait until next summer to tell Gramps all about it. Well, he hoped it would be next summer. That’s the way Ennd’s had always worked. You went to school during the fall and winter, and you went home during summer. He had just assumed the Inkwell Sigil worked that way, too. He would have to ask Roman about that sometime.

Surely, Roman hadn’t meant they would live onboard for six years with no breaks.

Had he?

At least Headmaster Squalt had said he would contact Gramps to tell him that Ceril had been recruited. I wonder when we’ll get to call home, Ceril thought. Can we call home from a spaceship? Ceril pondered that momentarily, and assumed that he could. They had, after all, just opened a door and walked onto the ship. Why wouldn’t they be able to make calls, too?

Ceril reached for the tablet and collapsed with it back on the bed. It was a typical tablet like the ones he had gotten used to using at Ennd’s. The device was bigger than his hand or a PDA, but smaller than most of the books on Gramps' shelf. It was thin and not heavy at all. He tapped the screen twice, and it came alive. 

Immediately, he could see the entire schedule Roman had said would be there. Ceril didn’t even bother reading through it. After the day he just had, just shut the tablet off and tossed it on the desk. The tablets at Ennd’s were sturdy, and he knew this one could take a quick toss like that. However, he was surprised when the tablet was just about to land on the desk, it stopped in midair. It bobbed up and down a couple of times, and then the desk reached up and grabbed it out of the air. 

Ceril blinked. The desk had become...not solid for a moment. Blobs or tendrils of liquid desk had wrapped themselves around the tablet and pulled it to the surface. Then the desk absorbed the device, so that the only item on its surface was the picture Ceril had just sat down.

Ceril blinked. Part of his mind knew that what he had just seen was real, that the desk’s behavior was just another piece of technomage engineering, but the exhausted side told him that he just needed to sleep and to disregard it. He listened to the side that told him to sleep. 

He got up to turn off the lights, but couldn’t find a switch. That was when he realized that his room, like the classroom, was being illuminated entirely by the colorful glow of hyperspace through the window. It wasn’t like starlight or moonlight. The shifting colors were different from anything he had ever seen. Ceril just shook his head in amazement. 

He undressed and fell asleep almost as soon as he closed his eyes.  

Chapter Six

It took Ceril a year to finally decide that he wanted to train to be a scholar. The deciding factor? Of the three choices offered, scholars were the ones who got the coolest toys. 

Sure, a lot of a scholar’s time was spent in a library doing research, but from what Roman had said, they were also the ones who got to apply that research and experiment with making new magic and devices. One thing bothered him, though: even after nearly a year of being aboard the Inkwell Sigil, Ceril still wasn’t quite sure what the difference was between magic and technology.

Growing up, there had been a difference. Now, not so much. He thought that the two sounded basically the same, that the Charons used their devices and technology to such a high level of expertise and precision that they appeared as though they were magic to non-Charons.

Maybe he would get a better explanation next year when he started his scholar training. 

And besides, Ceril just couldn't see himself as a soldier or a medic. If Roman nixed his becoming a scholar, or he couldn’t make it through the training, medic was his second choice because they also got to play with a lot of tech, and maybe design some of it themselves. The problem was that they were responsible for other people’s lives. Ceril didn’t know if he wanted that kind of responsibility. He didn't think he had a steady enough hand to be a healer of any sort.

Being a soldier was out of the question. He had ruled that one out quickly. He had no desire to risk his life every time he stepped through an Instance portal. Ceril was going to do everything in his power to stay out of trouble. Even though Erlon had been mostly peaceful for years, that situation could change fast. 

And even though Roman had said he would be returning to Erlon at some point, Ceril had seen enough of the upperclassmen prepping for Instance runs that he knew Erlon wasn’t the only destination out there. There were enough battlefields out there to kill him a thousand times over. No, sir, Ceril thought. I don't care what they say about me already having a Flameblade; I'm no soldier.

Roman was in a really good mood that day. As the students filed into the classroom, Ceril approached him and said, “Can I talk to you for a second before we get started?”

“You know you can. What can I do for you, Ceril?”

“I think I know what I want to study. I think I want to be a scholar, do research and all that.”

Roman's face lit up. He said, “I have to tell you right now, Ceril, it’s not as glamorous as the other two paths, but I do think it’s the most fulfilling.”

“I’m not looking for glamour, sir.”

“Then what are you looking for?”

Ceril’s cheeks flushed red. He thought about a good way to say it. He couldn’t just tell Roman that he wanted some neat toys to play with. “I think that I want to work with technology, invent things, new things.” A little lower: “Magic.”

Roman tilted his bed back and let out a single guffaw. “There’s nothing wrong with that, son. Not a thing. That’s pretty much the reason I went the scholar’s route myself. I’m kind of addicted to technology.” 

“Me, too,” Ceril said. “It just makes me happy.”

“But what do you plan on doing with that Flameblade you’ve got?” Roman asked. “I’ve told you before that I’ve never seen anyone your age with one. I think we only have a handful of students—six, I think—on board right now who even get to train with them, much less have one of their own. And even they have to share the weapons between themselves.”

“I hadn't really thought about it.”

“Well, think about it. Nowhere does it say that just because you're going to school to be a brainy-type that you can't learn to use your own equipment, too. Since you've already got the sword, you might as well learn to use it, you know?”

“I don't know, sir,” Ceril said. “I'm not really much of a fighter. I can’t even figure out how to make the thing show up when I want it.”

“Never said you were a fighter, but those swords are mighty hard to come by these days. It’s even harder to get them to bond with soldier Recruits. To have one bond with a wannabe scholar before he was even a Recruit is pretty much unheard of.”

Ceril hadn’t thought about that, either.

“I have no problem with you, Ceril,” Roman continued. “And I think you’ll do just fine as a bookworm. I just ask that you think about all the unique opportunities life is presenting you with these days. Can I ask you to at least think about learning to use the Flameblade?”

Ceril nodded. And think about it, he did. 

***
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Even after the first year, students had very little free time aboard the Sigil. From the time they woke up in the morning until very late in the evening, their days were planned out. The shift from Recruit to Apprentice hadn’t really effected any change on Ceril’s daily routine: exercise first, then breakfast, then class for a few hours, then lunch, then more class, then personal study time. 

By the time it was all over, it was early evening, and he felt like he simply could not fit any more information into his head. Even though there was technically a curfew, no one paid attention to it.

This one freedom—study time—was where the three classes of Charons were different. Ceril was genuinely shocked at how different the students acted just a few months after switching from Recruit status to Apprentice. The three classes began to act like cliques, and there was very little overlap between them.

Soldiers generally saw fit to study their actual lessons just enough to get by. The majority of their time was spent with Bryt, an incredibly small and frail-looking man who gave them rudimentary combat training. Medics spent a great deal of time with their books, but for the most part, their time was spent in a lab somewhere with their mentor, Howser—who always looked just a little too young when she was around Roman or Bryt. The scholarly Recruits really hadn’t really spent any time with their mentor. They were told that she was on a mission and would be back as soon as she was able. 

Because of her absence, Ceril and the other scholar Apprentices tended to band together. With no mentor to direct him, Ceril spent what time he had in the observation deck at the top of the Sigil.

Ceril had known from the first day aboard that he would love that room. He could stand at the railing for hours and watch the strange blur that enveloped the ship, reflecting onto the plants in their troughs. The garden in the center was his favorite part, though. On nights when he became fed up with academic exercises, he made his way to the observation deck and knelt among the plants. They were watered and tended by automated systems, so there was no need for a groundskeeper, but Ceril liked to have his hands in the dirt. He would weed the garden by hand and make sure they had enough water. Much of what he did was redundant and amounted to just moving some dirt from one place to another, but it made him happy. 

Plus it reminded him of Gramps.

Tonight, though, Ceril was too tired to play in the dirt. He made his way to the highest tier of observation decks, and he leaned over the railing to watch hyperspace color everything a haunting orange. It felt tropical, yet cold somehow. The blur’s illumination had the tendency to make things feel a bit off, and it had taken most of the Recruits some time to get used to it. As he looked around, he could see a few of the other scholars making their way around the various levels of the deck. He thought he could see Saryn a level or two below him. 

He was surprised at how close the two of them had become, actually. She had seemed so odd at first. He wrote that off to her being from Yagh. All of the Yaghian Recruits were a little odd.

Ceril raised his hand to wave to her, and a large, hair hand wrapped itself around his wrist. He tried to turn around, but he couldn’t. Not without breaking his wrist. Ceril looked at the hand, and if he hadn't known better, he would have assumed someone wearing a fur glove was assaulting him. Only one person on the Sigil was that hairy.

And then, as though confirming Ceril’s suspicion, Ethan Triggs spoke. “Nice spot you’ve got up here, noob.”

“Yeah,” Ceril said. “Great place to be alone.” He tried to pull his arm away, but he was held too tightly to get loose.

“Then why are you waving at your girlfriend?” The voice was meaty. Not an unintelligent kind of meaty, though. There was too much enunciation, and that made it dangerous. “I suppose when you mean alone, you just mean...alone.” His voice dropped to a whisper, and Ceril was simultaneously disgusted and creeped out.

Ceril turned his head, and all he could see was Ethan Triggs lording over him. Now, Ceril wasn't small. But he wasn't really the biggest person on the ship. An argument could be made that Ethan actually was. 

At six-eight, he was the alpha male of the solider Apprentices, an upperclassman who had yet to begin his Rites. What made Ethan scary was that he had the brains to back up his brawn, or at least enough to keep himself out of trouble and in his superiors’ good graces. He was also charismatic enough to warrant having his own lackeys. Two of whom were, at that moment, behind him.

“Let me go, Ethan,” Ceril said. 

Ethan twisted Ceril’s arm a little, then shrugged and said, “Nah. Why would I do something like that?”

This was not the first time that Ethan had given Ceril a hard time since he had come aboard the Inkwell Sigil. Ethan had almost broken Ceril’s nose on his first day as a Recruit, and every few weeks in the corridors, Ethan would do something else to bully Ceril. Sometimes it would be a snarky remark about Ceril’s weight or intelligence, other times, the hulk would just slam Ceril into the wall, chuckle, and walk away. But it was constant and regular. And it went beyond the bit of classist rivalry between the soldiers and the other disciplines—Ethan had targeted Ceril since day one. The classist rivalry was only part of it. 

It didn’t matter, though, Ethan Triggs took that rivalry to the extreme. Some of the older scholars and medics referred to the soldiers as meatshields, but Ethan was more than that. He was smart. And because of his size and intelligence, he had never been caught expressly breaking any of the rules that Roman set forth for interaction between students. 

One of the lackeys behind Ethan snickered. “Yeah, I mean, why would we do something else when this is so much fun?”  

Ceril opened his mouth to speak, but Ethan whipped him around to face him and let go of his arm. The abrupt movement stopped whatever Ceril was going to say. “Harn's got a point,” Ethan said. “This is awfully fun. Maybe I should yell at your little, blonde girl down there and see if she wants to come up here and join us. I bet between the four of us, we could have a real good time. Alone.”

Ceril swallowed. He blinked three times. Then, he just stood there. Silent. 

“What, did I hit a nerve?” Ethan tapped Ceril's shoulder with the palm of his hand and pushed him against the railing.

More silence from Ceril.

Ethan looked back and forth between his companions. He jerked his thumb at Ceril, and said, “Now, the way I understand things, it’s you guys who research and invent what we—that’s the soldiers—use in the field. Is that right?”

Silence.

“Now, I have to be honest with you, Ceril, I'm not so sure I want a thinker who can't think of what to do on the top tier of the observation deck with a pretty girl like Saryn Bloom making me anything.” Every time he said the word think, he emphasized it by tapping his palm against Ceril’s chest. “Especially something that’s important enough to use when my life's at stake.” 

“He’d probably get us all killed,” said one of the boys behind Ethan. “On purpose.”

Ethan tapped Ceril's shoulder again, harder. He was pushed up as far as he could be against the railing, and his back was bending slightly over it. “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Ethan said. “And you know what I don’t want?”

“To die because some noob doesn’t understand technology like he should?” asked one of the boys.

Ethan's other palm now found a resting place on Ceril's other shoulder. “Exactly. Exactly that, Harn. And you know, I have a mission tomorrow. It’s a pretty easy Instance run, but it could be dangerous, I guess. The way I see it, if Ceril here doesn’t have the chance to make his inevitable mistakes that kill us, then his inevitable mistakes won’t kill us. Does that make sense?” Ethan pushed harder with both hands, and Ceril bent further backward. 

Ceril put his hands up and said, “Let me go, Ethan. Just stop, okay. I've had enough.”

“Oh, I bet you have,” Ethan said with a smile. He pushed a little harder. 

Ceril could see down to the next level below out of the corner of his eye. He didn't think the drop would kill him, but there was no way he would escape without having a broken bone or two. And that was if he fell well. If he fell wrong...

“And then, once you’re not around to screw up my missions, I’ll make sure Saryn over there has enough. Alone, if you get me.” Ethan pushed harder against Ceril’s shoulders, bending him as far back as he could. 

Ceril felt his back pop, and he knew that if he didn’t do something, the next pop wouldn’t be nearly as chiropractic. So he retaliated by putting his hands on Ethan’s chest and trying to push him away. 

Ethan growled. He wasn’t used to being resisted. He braced his feet against the ground and gripped Ceril’s shoulders. His meaty fingers dug in and the large solider pulled Ceril off the ground. The larger student manhandled Ceril like he was a toy. Ethan gritted his teeth, and a sliver of drool slid from the corner of his mouth. His grip became tighter, and Ceril lifted a few inches off the ground. 

Ethan wasn’t just playing around anymore—if he ever had been. 

The situation had escalated so quickly. Ceril pushed against Ethan’s chest, trying to wiggle loose from the soldier Apprentice’s grip. 

There was a flash, and Ethan Triggs’s hands were no longer on Ceril's shoulders. Ceril dropped to the ground and pushed the larger boy away from him.  

As he did, Ethan’s friends backed slowly away. Ethan himself was backing slowly away. And that’s when Ceril saw what happened. What had caused the flash.

His Flameblade was buried to the hilt in Ethan Trigs’ chest. 

It was sticking directly out of the spot where, only seconds before, Ceril had been pushing with his right hand. 

Ceril blinked. Ethan returned the gesture and dropped to his knees. His hands reached up to the hilt of the sword. A faint purple-green glow emanated from inside the wound in his chest, and he tried to pull.

The sword did not move. Ethan screamed as he collapsed the rest of the way to the floor. “What,” he gasped, “what did you do to me? Is this—is this a sword?” His voice was incredulous. “W-where did you get a-a sword?”

“I-I-I-I,” Ceril stammered. He stood gawking at the injured Apprentice on the floor in front of him, unsure of what to do next. 

Ethan’s friend Harn said, “Do something, Ceril! He's hurt!” 

Ceril thought there was only one thing he could do. He knelt down and apologized to Ethan. 

“Damn right you’re sorry,” Ethan said. “You stabbed me with a-a sword!”

Ceril ignored the insult and pulled on the Flameblade. He expected to feel Ethan's flesh cut beneath his hand, to feel the Flameblade tear through bone, breaking ribs and tearing meat as it moved. But he didn’t. 

Instead, the sword simply vanished. The purple-green fire had obviously not been cauterizing. Ethan was gurgling on the floor. Blood flowed steadily from him. Ethan tried to speak but couldn’t. He would open his mouth, and blood would spurt out of the holes the sword had made in the front and back of his torso. 

He slowly curled into the fetal position, and lay there bleeding out. 

Finally, Ceril gathered his thoughts and yelled at Ethan’s friends. “Go find someone to help. What’s wrong with you two?” 

Both boys just stood there and stared as their friend burbled blood. 

“Go!” Ceril yelled again. “Now!” He turned back and tried to stop the bleeding. Ceril was acutely aware that he did this to Ethan—and not just because he was coated in another student’s blood. It had been his sword—the whole reason he was aboard the Inkwell Sigil—that caused this. 

And Ceril hadn’t even meant to summon it.

Maybe Roman was right. Maybe he did need to learn to control it better. As though to verify, a large pulse of Ethan’s blood squirted from the wound beneath Ceril’s hand.

He applied more pressure, and said, “Ethan, come on, man. How are you doing?”

He spit blood on Ceril’s face in response. Ceril had no idea if it was intentional.

He used one arm to wipe his face, but it barely helped. Ceril's fatigues were soaked with blood. He leaned down close to Ethan and pressed both of his hands on the older boy's chest and back. He was trying to cover both wounds his Flameblade had made, but he could still feel the blood pushing at his hands. He could feel it spurting into his palms and through his fingers every time Ethan breathed, shuddered, or tried to move. 

Time passed—Ceril had no idea how much—and finally Roman pulled Ceril off Ethan and tossed him to the side. Bryt and Howser immediately went to Ethan’s side. Ceril involuntarily grunted a protest at being tossed around like that, but Roman shushed him. 

He complied. He knew when to keep quiet.

The next few minutes were surreal, and later, Ceril could only remember snippets from the ordeal. Ceril would remember standing off to the side as the professors tried to save a student’s life. Later, Roman would tell him that Ethan was dead when they had arrived. Ceril was so dazed and had been concentrating so hard on the wounds, he hadn't even noticed. 

Ceril would remember feeling cold, but not just from his clothes being soaked in blood. He shivered and wanted to close his eyes, but didn’t out of respect—penance?—for Ethan. 

I killed someone. 

Later, Ceril would recall Roman coming over to him, stern-faced and long-winded. He had no idea what Roman had said to him. He just remembered Roman offering him a choice.  

He would remember being covered in blood, cold and scared, and Roman offering him a choice.

Chapter Seven

“He's dead, Ceril,” Roman said calmly. “You killed him.” 

“I gathered,” Ceril said. He hadn’t intended to sound so callous, but once he spoke, there was no taking it back.

“You gathered? Really? You gathered that you ended another person’s life? How very astute, boy. Are you proud of yourself?”

“No, sir.”

“I suppose I should be thankful for that,” Roman said. “Do you have any idea what is going to happen to you now, son?”

“No, sir.”

“I’m going to give you a choice,” Roman said.

“A choice?” Ceril said. He raised his eyes to meet Roman's.

“Yes, Ceril, a choice,” the older man continued. “A choice that you had damned well better think long and hard about before you give me your response.”

“Yes, sir,” Ceril said. “I will, sir.”

“Tell me, Ceril. Do you like it here? Really?”

Ceril thought hard. He liked it in Ternia with Gramps. He liked being in the garden, liked being under the twin suns. He also liked being at Ennd's and rooming with Swarley. But did he like it here? He had spent an entire year in an Instance that was unfathomably far away from everyone and everything he had ever known. A year had passed, and he still wasn’t sure.

He pursed his lips and stared at Roman.

Yes. He did like it there. Most of the time.

“Sometimes, sir,” Ceril finally answered.

“Sometimes?” Roman sounded hurt. “How incredibly noncommittal of you.”

Ceril didn’t say anything.

“Well, I'll tell you what, Ceril. I'll make this easy for you. You have until class tomorrow to decide how much you like it here. There will be consequences for whichever you choose, though. You have until our class tomorrow morning to give me an answer. Do you have any questions?”

“What sort of consequences, sir?” Ceril asked.

“Harsh ones.”

“I kind of figured that,” Ceril said.

Roman glared. “There’s not going to be an easy way out of this, Ceril. You killed someone, and you’re going to be punished for it.”

“But I didn’t mean to.”

“I never said you did, but an Apprentice is dead because your Flameblade impaled him. Whether you meant to or not.”

“He was trying...to kill me,” Ceril said. He blinked his eyes to clear away the tears that were welling up. “I just wanted him to stop pushing.”

Roman’s voice was still stern. “What happened, Ceril?”

Ceril told Roman everything that he could remember. The whole incident was a blur in his memory, but he did the best he could. By the end of it, Ceril was crying. “I was so scared, Roman,” he sobbed. “We were so high up, and...and...I didn’t mean to.”

“I don’t think you did this on purpose, Ceril, but that doesn’t change the fact that Ethan Triggs is dead. You’re going to have to pay for murdering one of your peers.”

Ceril couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He said, “I didn't murder him, sir.”

“Didn’t you? You just told me that you retaliated and Ethan died.”

“It wasn't murder, sir. It was an accident.”

Roman said tersely, “I know. The issue, though, is that you did it at all. You killed Ethan. And that's murder, accidental or not.”

“But...” Ceril started.

Roman waved one hand for Ceril to be silent, pressed the heel of his other hand into his temple, and rubbed. Ceril understood the gestures to mean his argument had been dismissed. 

“I DIDN'T MEAN TO!” the boy yelled, and as he spoke, he felt a weight appear in his hand. Light reflected on Roman, purplish green light. When Ceril looked down and realized that he was once again holding the sword his Flameblade. Immediately, he let it go.

The sword fell to the floor. The aura around the blade was just as bright as it had been in the headmaster's office over a year ago, when all this mess started. The glow was undimmed by the band of dried blood that made the tip of the gold blade seem like a capstone, and even dazed, Ceril noted that it was the first time he had ever seen the sword glow on its own, without him touching it. 

Roman remained stoic, but his eyes never left the sword. When he spoke, his voice was calm, but stern. “Tomorrow morning, Ceril. Decide if you want to stay here or go back to Erlon. You will be escorted back to your quarters, where you will remain for the rest of the evening. I hate to do it, but I will seal the door as a precaution. If I hear that you even try to open that door tonight, there will be hell to pay. Am I understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Ceril managed to say as he stared at the sword lying at his feet.

“I suggest you take that with you.”

***
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The next morning, Roman came to Ceril’s quarters. The door slid open, and Roman stepped into the room.

“Are you going to stay on board my ship?” Roman asked.

Ceril sat up. He had been lying awake on his bed all night long. The Flameblade had rested beside him, glowing green and purple, the entire time. He squinted at Roman, and said simply, “Yes.”

“Then you’re going to learn how to control that thing.” Roman pointed at the Flameblade on the bed. “It’s not a choice, and it’s not optional. If you’re going to stay on board the Sigil, you’re going to learn how to keep that thing out of the way—and out of people’s chests.”

That had been the entire discussion. Roman turned around and the door closed behind him. 

Since then, any free time Ceril had was spent with Bryt, the small man who mentored the full-time soldiers and had taken on Ceril’s training personally. No other students on board the Sigil would take the chance that Ceril’s Flameblade would materialize in their chest. These training sessions were in addition to the interdisciplinary combat classes that each Charon Apprentice was required to pass. Ceril had despised them at first, but over the years, he had come to enjoy his one-on-one time with Bryt. 

The first day after Ethan’s death, however, had not been enjoyable. 

Ceril and the other Apprentices filed into a classroom, and Bryt stood in front, directing them to their assigned seats. The incoming class of Recruits had dwindled to twenty, which Roman had said was an astonishingly good rate of attrition. Of those twenty Apprentices, twelve of them were in Ceril’s combat class. Roman said it was supposed to help them understand “how the other side lives.” 

Bryt gestured to empty seats behind two rows of tables as the students passed him on their way in. When he got to Ceril, the teacher put out his hand. 

“Mind waiting up here for a minute, Ceril?” Bryt asked. The small man smiled at Ceril, which made his stomach clench. 

Ceril shrugged and stepped behind the professor to allow him to finish seating the other students. Ceril could feel them looking at him as he stood there. He started to fidget and sweat—he did not want to be there. All he wanted to do was curl up in his quarters and cry. After what had happened with Ethan the day before, he couldn’t believe that he was being forced to go to class. He hadn’t slept all night, either, but he was somehow full of nervous energy. It was sickening. He bounced up and down, trying to settle himself a little. It didn’t work.

As he bounced, though, he noticed that the floor was actually a mat of some kind. That made sense. This was a basic combat course, which also explained the extra space at the front of the class between the desks and the projection screen. 

Once all the Recruits had been seated, Bryt said, “Good morning, Apprentices! Welcome to our first meeting of Interdisciplinary Combat. You’re here because you all had the poor judgment to choose a path other than soldier.”

Bryt gave the students a few seconds to whisper among themselves. Since Ceril was alone, he just thought what everyone else muttered: Is this guy for real? What’s his problem?

Bryt smiled. “I’m kidding. Really. The soldier’s path is not for everyone, and I of all people know that. I began studying as a medic when I was where you are, but soon found out that I could handle blood and guts far more easily when they didn’t belong to people I knew and cared about.”

Ceril couldn’t tell if it was supposed to be a joke. Judging from the looks on the rest of his classmates’ faces, they couldn’t either. 

After that, Bryt continued talking. Ceril had a hard time catching more than a few words. From the way his back ached and eyes burned, he would have thought it had been months since he had slept, not just one night. 

Killing someone will do that to you, he thought. All night long, he had kept seeing the Flameblade kill Ethan Triggs over and over. He kept seeing the blood rushing out of the boy. And with every repeat, Ceril’s stomach churned harder. He began to sweat more, and Ceril could feel his clothes sticking to him.

Bryt continued to lecture without even acknowledging why he had asked Ceril to stand in front of the classroom, and on almost any other day, Ceril might have said something to Bryt.

But not after last night. After killing Ethan, he was afraid that if he so much as clipped his nails the wrong way—much less interrupt a professor’s lecture—he would be sent back home. 

So he stood still and waited in front of the class. He tried to avoid eye contact with anyone who looked at him, while still doing what he could to listen to Bryt. He failed at all three tasks.

Ceril saw a hand shoot up from the first row. “Yes, Saryn?” Bryt said.

“I was under the impression that our discipline choices were set. That once we made a decision, we were locked into that path.”

Bryt frowned and cocked his head to the side as he shrugged. “Maybe locked in is not the best choice of words, Saryn.” The small man walked down the aisle between desks toward the rear of the room. He leaned against the back wall. “While we certainly encourage students to make informed choices regarding their path of study and truly believe that the initial draw to a discipline is more than random happenstance, it would be incredibly unfair to everyone involved if, for instance, a truly inspired medic felt pulled toward soldiering when they were your age and found themselves unsuited for the profession.”

Half of the students had turned to look at Bryt while he was behind them. The others faced stiffly forward. He continued, “How many of you watched the assigned videos on the first night aboard the Sigil that outlined the roles and duties of the scholar, medic, and soldier?” Every hand in the room except for Ceril’s went up. If Bryt noticed the exception, he made no show of it. “Good,” he said. “And what made you all choose the disciplines that were not soldier?”

This time, no one raised a hand. 

“Oh, I'm not going to be mad. Like I said, I changed to soldier, myself. If anyone can understand why you wouldn’t want this job, it’s be me.”

The professor waited for someone to respond. He just leaned against the back wall, saying nothing, and watched a handful of students turn back to face the front of the classroom. Ceril fidgeted a little; the silence was a tad awkward. Finally, one of the boys in the back raised his hand. “Yes, Swinton?” Bryt said.

“Being a soldier is dangerous,” said the boy. He was small—but not as small as Bryt—and his hair was disheveled. He wore thick glasses. He looked like someone Ethan Triggs would’ve loved to pick on.

“I see,” Bryt said. “So what did you choose instead?”

“Scholar, sir,” Swinton answered. Ceril vaguely recalled seeing him in some of his classes, but he couldn’t be sure. 

“Why the scholar?” Bryt asked him. “What made that role seem better than medic or soldier?”

“Well, being a soldier just seemed hard, and being a medic put so much responsibility in my hands.” Swinton paused. “I don’t think I want people's lives depending on me. I've always done well in school. During Phase I, I did pretty well, so I just felt that scholar was close to, you know, school.”

Bryt nodded. “What about someone who chose medic?”

A girl raised her hand. Bryt gave her the floor. “Yes, Laura?”

“Well, I want to help people, but I don't really think I can do that by shooting or cutting them up, or with my nose stuck in a book all day.”

“Okay,” Bryt said, nodding. “Both are very admirable answers. Did anyone notice what they have in common?”

Saryn's hand went up. Of course it did, Ceril thought and suppressed a smile—the first one he’d really felt since last night. “Yes, Saryn?” Bryt said.

“They both chose was based on emotion, not logic. They didn't weigh any pros or cons, they just went with their gut feelings.”

“Very good, Saryn. That's just right. We Charons put a great deal of emphasis on instinct and emotion. We feel that we are all drawn to our roles for a reason, and we want to foster that. However,” Bryt said as he moved back toward the front of the room, “if anyone feels the need to switch paths—or even discuss the possibility—all you have to do is go to your current mentor, and tell them.”

The scholar students looked around at one another. They exchanged whispers and looked at Ceril. He felt very alone being in front of the class then, without anyone to confer with. No one else seemed like they were going to ask, so Ceril decided to take advantage of his situation and raised his hand. 

“Yes, Ceril?” Bryt said.

“What if we don't have a mentor? Scholars have been under Roman for a while, but we were told he's not our mentor. What do we do?”

Bryt sat down at the desk that sat just off of the padded floor where Ceril stood. “I had been debating whether or not to discuss this with you, or if I should let Roman do the explaining.” The small man sighed and wrung his hands together. “You have a mentor already.”

“Roman is just temporary, sir. We’ve never met our real mentor.”

“I’m afraid you have, son. Your mentor, Jana Ketner, was expected back aboard the Inkwell Sigil weeks ago. We received word not long ago that Professor Ketner is not going to be joining us, after all.”

“Why not, sir?” Saryn asked without raising her hand.

“Professor Ketner died, Saryn. I don’t have any other details that I can share with you, but Roman will continue to serve as your mentor indefinitely.”

“Was it the same people in the videos who killed all those folks with the Flameblades?” Ceril asked. 

Bryt looked at Ceril and said, blankly, “Yes, Ceril. It was.” 

No one in the room spoke. The terrorists who called themselves Charons were rarely, if ever, discussed by those on the Sigil. Ceril had put another mark on his back by bringing it up. If Bryt had disliked him because of what happened to Ethan, Bryt hated him now. The professor stood up from behind his desk and walked to Ceril's side. 

After the awkward silence, the soldier trainer put his arm around Ceril’s shoulder. “Speaking of Flameblades, Ceril, you just brought us around to the point of today’s lesson.”

Oh, no, Ceril thought. No, no, no. No. He tried to move away, but the teacher held him firmly in front of the class. Everyone’s eyes were staring at him, boring into him. He wanted to run, to get away. At least when Bryt was talking and pacing and moving around, it had seemed like no one had noticed he was up there. But at that very moment, everyone was just staring at Ceril, and he could feel himself begin to sweat as his cheeks flushed.

“Charons,” Bryt said, “as a general rule, are able to form a unique bond—a symbiosis, a kind of partnership—with certain pieces of technology. One such piece of technology is called a Flameblade.” A low rumble of knowing oh's came from the students. “They are so called because of the glow they will sometimes emanate. This same technology provides the base by which the sword can bond with a single person. This bonding does not mean that only one person can use the sword—anyone can pick one up and slash away, cut off their hands, feet, or whatnot—but to bond with a Flameblade is to increase its power tenfold.”

“How do we get Flameblades?” Swinton asked.

“I’m going to be honest with you, Swinton: you probably don’t get one. In fact, I'd be willing to say that not a single student sitting in this classroom will ever have the chance to bond with a Flameblade.”

“Well, why not?” Swinton asked.

“Because you're not soldiers, first of all,” Bryt said. “It’s a soldier’s weapon. And secondly, there has not been a new Flameblade constructed in many years. Many, many years. Existing swords are recycled, handed down from father to son (or daughter) or from mentor to pupil, and I’ve known a couple of newly Rited Charons who have tried to track various artifacts through various Instances, thinking that each one could be a Flameblade. They wasted their lives on some damn fool, idealistic crusade.”

“So they're reserved for soldiers?” Swinton asked, apparently ignoring the second half of Bryt's response.

“Not always,” Bryt said. Ceril thought he felt Bryt hug his shoulder more tightly when he said that. “But that's the way it usually happens. What good does having a magical sword do for a medic as she stitches together wounds? Or a scholar as he indexes a research library? No, the Flameblade belongs in the hands of someone who can and will use it. Which, coincidentally, is a perfect segue into today’s lesson.”

Swinton's hand shot up again, interrupting. 

“Yes, Swinton?”

“How do the Charons bond to the sword?”

“The weapons are not forged with any traditional metal, Swinton. The weapon’s entire molecular structure is comprised of nanites.” Bryt paused. “Who knows what a nanite is?”

No one, not even Saryn, answered.

“Nanites are microscopic machines—robots really. Each nanite is capable of programming itself to respond to a specific DNA signature and only to that signature. If a Flameblade is dormant for a considerable length of time, there is the possibility for it to bond to the first person who comes into contact with it, which is how most people become bonded these days. I’m afraid I know of more than a couple archaeologists who have deprived quite capable soldiers of weapons. In the past, some Rited Charons have had success at altering the programming of a sword’s nanite structure, effectively stealing someone else’s weapon. But that has not happened for many centuries.”

Swinton nodded, apparently satisfied, so Bryt continued where he left off. “Today's lesson is an introduction to the Flameblade and the unique properties it possesses. Probably the most remarkable and useful property is its ability to travel across subspace to its bonded owner. No matter where you are, no matter what Instance you are in, your sword will be able to find you.” 

Bryt put a little distance between himself and the students and Ceril. He held his hand out, and instantly, he held a golden blade that flamed a corona of red. Everyone in the room reacted. Some shrieked, others sighed, and even more gasped.

Everyone but Ceril. He’d seen the trick before. Ethan Triggs’s face flashed in front of his eyes, and he averted his eyes from the red glow in Bryt’s hand.

“Also,” Bryt said, “nearly every Charon's blade will have a uniquely colored glow. I wish I could tell you why, but we still haven’t figured that out. It’s just one of those things. We have, however, noted that if the bond between weapon and wielder is weak, the Flameblade’s aura will be dim. The dimness is an indicator of the control a Charon has on the blade, the tasks he or she can perform with it. See how mine is bright?” Some of the students nodded. Bryt walked toward the front row and dropped the sword on the table in front of a female student with long black hair. The flame went out as soon as he released it. “Grab it, Paula.”

She did, and nothing happened. It was just a sword now, no aura whatsoever. Bryt walked back to the front of the class. “Paula, hold the sword out, please. Yes, like that.” He held his hand open in front of him and the Flameblade disappeared from Paula's hand. She sagged back into her chair with relief. The sword erupted into flame the moment it reappeared back in its owner’s hand. He walked back to Paula. “Touch the blade,” he said. 

She hesitated and said, “Really? I’ll get burned.”

“You will be fine.”

The young girl reached out and lightly tapped the blade with her index finger. Her hand passed through the fire to the metal without being burned or scorched. It was like the fire didn’t exist. 

“Did you feel any heat?” Bryt asked.

“No,” she said.

“The Flameblade can generate heat if its wielder chooses. However, most don’t. Conjured fire is not only hard to control, but having that kind of heat in your hand is more than a little dangerous. The fire, however, serves a purpose other than identifying the owner of the sword and intimidating opponents. When properly utilized, the Conjured fire around the blade hones the edge, keeps it sharp, and allows it to be malleable or firm. Enterprising soldiers have even been able to change the blade’s shape and form to suit their situations, although that is rarely done. Think of the fire as a way for the nanites to change and strengthen the blade according to the bonded Charon’s will.”

Bryt held his sword in front of him and the Flameblade shimmered as the golden blade grew larger, both in width and in length. Once it was roughly double its original size, heat began to emanate from it. Visible beads of sweat appeared on Ceril and Bryt, while the rest of the students felt wafts of heat as the sword’s red aura flared. Then the sword disappeared and the room cooled down considerably. 

“Where did it go?” asked someone in the back.

“My quarters,” Bryt said. “Now, the reason I have Ceril up here today is that he is one of the lucky few I mentioned earlier. He has already found a Flameblade.” The teacher paused momentarily, and then continued. “And apparently, he bonded with it.” 

The classroom was full of hushed murmurs. 

“How is that possible?” asked Swinton.

“We’re still unclear on the details, but we’re investigating it.”

That was news to Ceril.

“Has anyone heard about the unfortunate incident in the observation tiers last night?”

A few students shook their heads, and a few more murmured, but no one admitted to having heard anything.

“Well,” Bryt said. “There was an accident. Ethan Triggs and Ceril here were involved in an altercation that ended...ended in Ethan’s death.”

The students erupted. Ceril couldn’t look at any of them. He was a killer. They knew it now. He had killed Ethan, but it was an accident. Would they ever believe he wasn’t a bad guy?  

“But...” Ceril began. He had to defend himself. He had to tell them what happened.

Bryt’s voice cut him off and boomed over the class. Ceril stopped speaking and stared at the little man, whose voice suddenly had outgrown his frame. “Ceril didn’t mean to kill Ethan.” The class quieted, and his voice modulated itself back to its normal tenor. “He is not at fault, really. He was untrained, unsupervised. Even though we knew he had bonded with a Flameblade—in fact, that was the deciding factor of his admission—we did nothing to show him how to use his weapon. Ethan died because of our negligence as instructors. It was a failure on every level; we should have known an Apprentice with a Flameblade would be trouble, but we became complacent since the past year has given us no indication that it would be an issue. We were wrong, and I am apologizing to all one of you. We put you all in danger, and it is our negligence—not Ceril’s—that is responsible for Ethan’s death.”

Ceril thought, Yeah, but that's not what Roman told me last night. 

“However, because this has happened, Ceril is the first Charon Recruit in centuries to require the support of two disciplines. He will be studying as a soldier as well as a scholar, and this will be his first lesson.” Bryt leaned close to Ceril’s ear and spoke softly enough that the class couldn’t hear what he said. “I could do much worse to you, Ceril. I want you to know that, and I want you to know I think you deserve worse. Ethan was a good kid when it came down to it. This may be embarrassing, but it kills two birds with one stone. You’re going to get the basics of handling your Flameblade, and they get to learn the basics of high-end soldiering. Don't mess this up.” His voice got louder, as he turned back to the class. “Summon your sword, Ceril.”

Ceril stepped back. His stomach twisted from what Bryt had just told him. He directed his thoughts to the sword, thought about it appearing out of nowhere. He held out his hand to grasp it, but instead of appearing and igniting like Bryt's, Ceril's sword appeared a foot above the ground and clattered at his feet. He reached down to pick it up, but Bryt's small hand stopped him.

“Uh-uh,” he said. “No. Summon it to your hand.”

Ceril flashed with anger and embarrassment. He straightened his body, held out his hand, and willed the sword to appear in it. It just lay on the floor.

“Come on, Ceril,” Bryt said. “You’ve done it before. You did it last night. Summon the sword into your hand.”

Ceril glared at Bryt and tried again. Nothing. Some of the students were snickering and laughing, and he felt his ears begin to burn as blood flushed into them. Brilliant purple-green fire erupted from his palm as the Flameblade appeared in his hand, its glow brighter than it had been the night before. It rivaled Bryt’s sword in brightness, he thought.

The rest of the class stopped snickering and began screaming. After what had happened to Ethan, Ceril could hardly blame him. He looked at Bryt, who just ignored the class’s reaction and said, “Excellent! Now attack me.”

“What?” Ceril asked.

“Attack me. Slash at me. Try to cut me, stab me. Fight me. Come on.”

“I...I don't think so, sir.”

“Do it, Ceril.”

“After what happened last night—”

“You don't have a choice,” Bryt finished for him. “Come at me.”

So Ceril did. He tightened his fingers around the Flameblade and lunged at Bryt with his left hand. The professor stepped aside and summoned his own Flameblade into his right hand. He struck downward at Ceril’s sword and almost knocked the boy to the ground with the impact. 

The class was loud and raucous, but as Ceril hit the ground, they began to quiet down. It was as though that were the only reinforcement they needed that Bryt could indeed protect them from the killer in their midst.

“Again,” Bryt said. 

Ceril slashed at his teacher from the side this time. Bryt stepped to the right, away from the attack, and brought his own sword up to connect with Ceril's. 

The instructor did a flourish that Ceril couldn’t match, and the golden sword whipped out of Ceril’s hand. It landed on the padded floor, its glow extinguished. Bryt backed up, and said, “Now, attack me without bending over to pick up your sword. Run at me and summon it on the way.”

Ceril ran at Bryt, but the sword did not come into his hand as he attacked, which caused him to make a weak, sloppy punch at his teacher’s head. He missed, and the class laughed at him. It was all he could do to try to ignore them. 

“I said, summon it on the way, Ceril.”

Ceril put his head down and said, “No.” 

“Excuse me?” Bryt asked, lowering his own weapon.

“I said I'm not going to do this, to be humiliated like this.”

“You will do precisely what I ask of you, young man.”

“No, sir, I won't.”

“You will, or you will not be studying aboard this ship for long.”

“Maybe,” said Ceril. “But after last night, I’m not going to be mocked like this. I just don't have it in me.”

“No, you don't, Ceril. That's why Ethan Triggs is dead. Because you don't have it in you.”

“I'm sorry, sir.”

“You are, indeed,” Bryt said. The professor's sword vanished. He turned back to the class. “So you see, class, what a Flameblade can be in both the hands of a trained Charon,” his sword reappeared, “and in the hands of an ignorant child.”

Ceril looked at him, and his head began to throb as the blood rushed to his head and his heart beat faster. 

He summoned his sword, and it gleamed purple-green in his hand. He lunged at his teacher. Ceril slashed and cut and stabbed with all his might, and Bryt parried and dodged each one with nonchalance. Ceril fought harder and harder, his rage vocalized by louder and louder grunts and cries. Yet the small man countered him at every point. 

Eventually, Bryt went off the defensive. He spun in place and planted his sword’s pommel solidly in Ceril’s sternum. The force of the blow pushed Ceril to the ground and knocked his Flameblade from his hand. Its fire extinguished for just a second, but immediately flared again as it appeared inside Bryt's shoulder, much like it had done inside Ethan Triggs' chest.

“Class dismissed,” the teacher said. He fell to the floor. The students ran out of the door, but a few medic Recruits stopped by Bryt to see if there was anything they could do to help. He was either crying or laughing, and the students could not tell which.  

“No, no,” he said. “I'll be fine. I'll go see Howser soon. Run along. Don’t worry about me.”

When the room was empty except for the two of them, Bryt said, “Well done, Ceril,” as he forced himself into a sitting position.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean just what I said. You did well. You have a lot of promise. It's been more years than I care to count since I've found an Apprentice with his own Flameblade, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen one with as strong a bond as you have. It's very rare for someone to be able to control it like you do. You can make it do things when you’re not even touching it.” He grunted. “Now, if you don't mind, would you get this thing out of me?”

“I don’t know how.”

“Sure you do. But first, try to flare the heat just a bit. Need to cauterize the wound so I don't bleed out when this thing disappears.”

Ceril knew that he had to be exceptionally careful in the next few moments. He had attacked a teacher, almost killed him. And on the day after he’d murdered one of his older classmates. Roman was going to be furious. Ceril concentrated, thought about the sword and the heat he had felt from Bryt’s earlier in the class. He couldn’t screw this up. Ceril’s breathing became more rapid, and as it did, he was able to see a slight glow appear around the Flameblade. 

Bryt said, “Good, good.” The instructor heard a crackle, and felt the blade singe his flesh. He screamed, which made Ceril jump and the Flameblade disappear. “Thank you, Ceril.”

“Why did you do that, sir?” Ceril asked.

“What?”

“Embarrass me like that? In front of everyone. I don’t think they knew about Ethan.”

“I had to. They would have found out about Ethan eventually, anyway.”

“Yeah, but—”

“But nothing. This way, you’ll get their respect.”

“They’ll hate me!”

“That will pass,” Bryt said. “And as for the rest of it, I had to get you riled up. I had to infuriate you, and that was just an easy wound to stick my thumb in.” Bryt grunted and moved his wounded shoulder in a circle. “The bond we have with our Flameblades is only partially what I told the class. The swords are made up of nanites, and they do respond to genetic makeup. The trick to controlling them, though, has nothing to do with genetics whatsoever, nothing to do with the bond at all. If you want to use the sword for anything that doesn’t involve making some pretty lights, then you have to be able to focus your emotional state.”

Ceril stared blankly at Bryt.

“Ethan Triggs riled you up emotionally, didn't he, Ceril?”

Ceril nodded. “He was trying to kill me. I...was scared. I’ve never—never—felt like that before.”

“I know.” The professor reached out and touched Ceril’s arm. “And I wish I could say that you never will again. Unfortunately, I had to get you riled up today, too, and while I’m sorry for the way I did it, I won’t apologize for doing it. You’ll learn more that way.”

“Sure,” Ceril said.

“I hate to say it, Ceril, but the time you spend with me is going to be hard. Not just physically, but emotionally, too. I'm going to have to get you to turn this embarrassment and guilt that you feel so easily into something productive. We're going to focus those emotions and direct them, instead of wallowing in them and not sleeping.” Bryt started to climb to his feet. His right arm hung limply at his side. “Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll be going to see Howser now and see if I can get some feeling back into this arm. I expected you to do some impressive things today, Ceril, but I never expected you to stab me.” Bryt chuckled. “Same time tomorrow, okay?” 

He patted Ceril on the shoulder with his good hand and walked out of the room.

Chapter Eight

Five Years Later

I wonder what they’re doing right now. 

“Ceril?” Roman asked again. 

“No, that’s me,” Ceril said without looking at his instructor. “I know what I’m doing.”  

“You don't say? Well, you could have fooled me.” Roman sighed. “Ceril, I don't know where your mind is today, but it's not here. It hasn't been for some time, so I'll tell you what. Go ahead and take the rest of today off. Get a little rest. Fix whatever it is that's broken in you, all right? Then I need you to come back in here at 0600 tomorrow, ready to be briefed. It's a routine Instance hop, but you know as well as I do that even routine missions are more than dangerous enough to get you killed if your head's not in the game. You got me?” 

“Yeah, sure. 0700. Got it.” 

“Six. Oh-six, Ceril.” 

“Yeah...yeah, I’ll be here at oh-six,” Ceril said. “Promise.” 

With that, Ceril turned from his instructor and walked out of the room. He made his way through the grey metal hallways that had become his home during these last six years and quickly found himself lying reclined on the bunk he had been assigned his first day aboard the Inkwell Sigil. He stared out the porthole with his fingers interlaced behind his head. He loved watching the blur change color in front of his eyes. It was one of the few things that could really relax him these days. 

For a very short time, the observation deck had helped him relax, but he hadn’t been able to go in there for years without having some kind of panic attack.  

Without being able to keep his hands in the dirt—like he used to do on the deck—he had taken to staring at the colors of hyperspace and trying to find some kind of meaning in their shifting. It had almost become like a religion to him. Saryn joked that he was looking for his purple-green god out the window. 

Sometimes he wondered if she was right.

Life aboard the Inkwell Sigil was not luxurious, and much of it was lonely. Much of Ceril's time was taken up by studying, and his room reflected that dedication. Unlike most of the other Apprentices, Ceril kept his room almost exactly as it had been when he came on board six years ago. His linens were standard-issue white and gray, and the walls of his quarters were undecorated except for the Sigil’s embossed logo near the ceiling and a small selection of books Ceril couldn’t leave in the Library—he just had to have access to them any time. The porthole and its view of hyperspace over his bed was the highlight of the room.

Well, except for the picture of Gramps on his desk. 

How he missed that man. Ceril hadn’t seen him in six years, hadn’t even spoken with him in five. That photograph was Ceril’s only proof that he had connections with anyone off the Inkwell Sigil. 

He stared at the picture, not blinking. Ceril saw himself standing beside Gramps. The day that photo was taken seemed like a lifetime ago, and his heart sank. The two of them had shared so much of their lives with one another, but lately, his studies and Apprenticeship made everything before coming onboard the Inkwell Sigil a blur. 

He hated that, but he couldn’t help it. He looked away from the picture and back out the window. Focusing on the shifting colors allowed him not to think about how long it had been since he had seen or spoken with Gramps. Too long, Ceril thought. Much too long. What if he’s...not there anymore? Ceril pushed the thought from his mind. Of course he was. Nothing had happened to Gramps in the last five years. He had always been as tough as a Yaghian plated bear.

And what about Swarley? Ceril never even got to say goodbye. For all the years they had lived together and made visits to each other’s homes over breaks from Ennd’s, Ceril might as well have vanished into thin air. They must have come up with some story about where Ceril had gone—some lie. They told Swarley just to move on with his life. Because that’s what they had told Ceril.

“No,” he remembered Roman saying. “Absolutely not.”

“Why not?” Ceril had asked. “It’s been nearly a month, and I’m sure he’ll want to know where, you know, his roommate is. If I’m alive or whatever.”

“Rules are rules, Ceril. You know that. I wish I could, but I can’t let you contact anyone who isn’t aboard the Sigil for security reasons.”

“Yeah,” Ceril had said. “Security reasons. Because you don’t want people to know you exist.”

“Exactly,” said Roman. “We don’t want people to know we exist.”

“But they do know,” Ceril explained. “There were those people with the Flameblades who attacked—”

“They. Are. Not. Us. I’ve told you that over and over again, Ceril. Do you think that anyone on this ship, me included, could do that to anyone? To children, I mean? Could you? You have a Flameblade, after all. Are you one of them?”

“Of course not,” Ceril had said. Roman rarely raised his voice, but when he did, it was enough to frighten almost anyone. “But...”

“But nothing, Ceril. We don’t want people—any person at all—to know that we exist because we will be seen as being just as bad as they are. Do you want that?”

Ceril was silent. 

“Well, do you?” 

“No, sir,” Ceril said. “But why would they?”

“Why would they what?”

“See us that way? If we just let them see the good that we do, what we’re really about., then maybe they’ll realize we’re not so bad.”

“I’m sorry, Ceril,” Roman said. He’d meant it, too. Ceril heard the apology in his voice. “That’s just not how the world works. That’s just not how we work. This system has been in place for a very long time, and it works. I’m sorry that it’s painful not to talk to the people you care about, but it’s for their protection as much as yours and the order’s. On the upside, you will be able to talk to your grandfather eventually.”

Ceril’s eyes widened. His whole body perked up. “Really?” he said. “When? Soon? Today?”

“Eventually,” Roman had said. “When you complete your first year of training and pick your Class.”

“Oh,” Ceril said. And that was that.

Roman had been as good as his word, though. That first year had gone by quickly though, and Ceril had been able to speak with Gramps just like Roman had promised. Ceril’s grandfather had not been happy when that Ceril was training to be a Charon, but he told him that he would support him in whatever choice he made. Ceril had tried to bring up how Gramps knew Headmaster Squalt and Professor Nephil, but Gramps dodged the question and redirected everything back to being about Ceril. 

Gramps was still in great health and had plans to expand the garden even more that summer. When Ceril asked about the terrorists who had called themselves Charons, Gramps became visibly distraught and denied knowing anything about what Ceril was talking about.

Now, five years later, Ceril yearned to speak with his grandfather again. He would soon, though. That was one of the few things that kept him going. He was going to start his Rites tomorrow. 

That had him worried. No matter how routine tomorrow’s task would be, he had to get his head on straight—it was the start of his final test to become a full agent of the Charonic Archive.

A full agent, he thought. A Charon. The thought was ridiculous when he actually thought about it. He was supposed to be a farmer by now. Of course, Charons were supposed to be myths, too.

So much for that, Ceril thought. With his eyes fixed on the window, Ceril got to his knees and extended his left arm with his hand open. His Flameblade materialized in his hand. Its faint purple-green glow was overpowered by the light from the hyperspace blur. He did a one-handed practice that Bryt had taught him. It was supposed to help with nervousness. Sometimes it did, but this wasn’t one of those times. When he finished, the sword dissipated and his hand was empty once again. Ceril collapsed back onto his bed.

Roman had said that once Ceril’s Rites were finished, he would get to go back to Erlon. What Ceril couldn't wrap his mind around was how. How that was possible?

If he was supposed to go back to Erlon after being Rited, then why all the secrecy? In his six years of being aboard the Sigil and through all his research, he couldn't find more than what would a single book's worth of information about contemporary Charons on Erlon.

His Rites would surely flesh that out further, and hopefully even help them stop the impostor Charons who were terrorizing most of Erlon. Except for a handful of news reports and scattered information about them, Ceril might not have even known they existed anymore. And even those reports were hard to find using the Inkwell Sigil’s archives. Ceril always had to do a little extra digging when he was off the ship to learn anything new.

Like so many other times during his training, Ceril just had to trust his superiors and hope they weren’t lying to him when they said they weren’t involved in those attacks. 

He breathed in deeply and tried to calm himself. The swirl of the hyperspace envelope’s colors wasn’t making him any less nervous tonight. So, his attention moved back to the picture of him and Gramps. He barely recognized the smile on the boy’s face. He couldn’t remember the last time he smiled like that. 

***
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It felt somewhat poetic that almost exactly five years since he had last stood in the Inkwell Sigil’s observation deck, Ceril held the glowing green-purple Flameblade and stared off the highest tier. 

Only now, he was a little wiser, a lot taller, and he would never be finished atoning for the death of Ethan Triggs. At least he had finished with Roman’s penance—training as both a scholar and a soldier. Even still, he would never stop paying the price he inflicted upon himself.

He had matured a great deal in his six years of training. Killing a person tended to have that effect on a kid. He had once been full of life and jokes; now, he rarely said a word to another student aboard the Sigil. He wanted to, sure, but his soldier training been so time-consuming that he had even less time for socialization than he had before Ethan's death.

Now, though, all that was behind him. He had come to the observation deck, this specific tier, to finish the last few revisions on his thesis and send it to Roman. Then he would just have his Rites, whenever the higher-ups felt he was ready.  

As a scholar, his preparation for the Rites was straightforward: a research project on a topic that had never been researched before and could be archived for future use by the Charons. Ceril had found early on in his training that his interests were mythology and religion. If he couldn’t be a farmer and help Gramps out, then he would at least honor the impact his grandfather’s stories had on his life. 

Years of work and research, all finished. Ceril touched the CONFIRM SEND? button on the tablet’s screen. He looked up at the swirling colors of the hyperspace envelope that surrounded the ship. Absentmindedly, Ceril held his hands out as he leaned over and rested his arms on his knees. The Flameblade teleported from palm to palm. 

“Careful with that thing,” came a voice from behind him.

Ceril sat straight up and the sword disappeared. “I always am. How are you tonight, Roman?”

“Just dandy,” the older man said. “May I sit?”

“Of course.”

“I got your thesis a moment ago,” Roman said. 

“Good,” Ceril said. “I think it’s finished.”

“I’m sure it is, son. It was finished by my count over a month ago.”

Ceril shook his head. “It wasn’t. It had a lot of stuff wrong with it that I think I’ve fixed. I’m not sure, though. I may give it one more pass later and resend it, if that’s okay.”

“It’s not,” Roman said. “It’s fine the way it is. You have to let go at some point, Ceril.”

Ceril just sat there. 

“What’s on your mind, Ceril? I can’t remember the last time you were in here, especially on this tier. What’s changed?”

“Nothing’s changed,” Ceril said. “I just thought it was appropriate for me to finish my work up here, that’s all.”

“Mmm hmmm.” Roman nodded. “It’s good work, Ceril.”

It was Ceril’s turn to be noncommittal. “Mmm hmmm,” he replied.

“I mean it. You’ve done something in these past five years that no one else was able to do for three hundred, maybe more.”

“It’s not that big a deal,” Ceril said. And to him, it wasn’t. His whole research project had been something he loved to do and would have been doing anyway: reading and listening to stories. 

“It is. Ceril, you’ve parsed every legend and every myth—that we know of—that deals with the Charons and cross-referenced them, indexed them, with every major religious text on Erlon.”

Ceril nodded. “I know.”

“My point is, Ceril, that you—and you alone—have brought more to light about how the Charons are understood than anyone in recent history. And given the current state of affairs with the Untouchable and that group of pretenders he’s started, that’s more valuable than you know.”

“I like stories,” Ceril said and shrugged. “I wish I had been able to get some more in there about religions in Instances. I think if I dug a little further, I would be able to make some connection between the original Charons and some of the societies who claim to have met their deities. I just didn’t have enough time, not with Bryt’s regimen, too.”

“You’ll get no sympathy from me regarding Bryt,” Roman said. “You know as well as I do that you wouldn’t have had to work double-time as a soldier if you hadn’t killed Ethan Triggs.”

“I know that very well, Roman. Thank you. It’s just, with this Untouchable going around claiming to be a Charon and killing and attacking like he’s doing, I can’t help but think I should have been in an Instance somewhere tracing that particular connection. Figuring out something that would make him tick, you know? See if there’s something from years ago that might get us close to him. Right now, all we’ve got are stories that prove what Saryn said the very first day: some people worshipped—worship—us as gods. So what?”

“You’re smarter than that, Ceril.”

“What?” Ceril asked defensively. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, think about what you just said.”

“That some people worship us as gods? What about it?”

“Ceril, come on. You’re killing me here.”

“No, that was Ethan Triggs.” Ceril stood up. “I killed him here. Right here. Where I’m standing. I’m frustrating you, maybe, but I’m not killing you.”

Roman sighed. “Poor choice of words. I’m sorry.”

“S’okay.”

“But really, Ceril, are you really unable to see the connection here?”

“I think so, Roman. I just don’t get it. Maybe I’m too close to it all. If it didn’t tie directly into one of my chapters, I haven’t been able to think about it.”

“Maybe you’re right. I get that.” Roman stood up and went over to the railing. He leaned over it and said, “Don’t you think, Ceril, that a man who’s claiming to be the Untouchable, who seems to be trying to build an army of impostor Charons, would try to recruit from sympathetic groups to build his ranks, to find people?”

“So?”

“You can’t be this dense,” Roman said. His voice became harder. “Think about it, Ceril, and stop being so obtuse.”

Ceril sighed and began pacing across the terrace. As he did, the Flameblade appeared in one hand and then the other, as though he were juggling the flaming sword without it throwing it into the air. 

“Can you stop that?” Roman asked. “With the sword?”

“Oh, sorry,” Ceril said and the sword disappeared but never reappeared. “Just a habit. I don’t even think about it anymore.”

Roman nodded and let the young man think. Ceril stopped pacing after just a few steps and looked at his mentor. “You’re not seriously implying that my research is going to let us find the Untouchable when the best soldiers we’ve got haven’t been able to ferret him out, are you?”

“No, I’m not,” Roman said. “But I’m saying now that you’re finished with your thesis and have everything tied up, we can really look at it and see if your connections lead us any closer to finding him and maybe saving a few lives. I also think that there’s some validity to one of your theories about Instancing and archetypal influence that may be of use in this.”

“What do you mean?” Ceril asked. He thought about that part of his thesis. It was a good idea, but he had no direct proof for it. He thought that adjacent Instances within the same geographic region might develop similar myths and legends. Worlds that existed within the same general area as, say, Ennd's Academy might be more likely to evolve societies that revered technology. There was hard evidence that adjacent Instances were often physically alike. So why could Instances not share some defining characteristic to their legends? It was all just ideas, though—theory. 

“I’m saying that I want you to do the research you haven’t had time to do,” Roman said. “That’s all.”

“You want me to Instance hop and see if I can find any connection to the Untouchable, you mean? Something you can use to figure out where he’s hiding, recruiting, something like that?”

“Something like that.”

“Is this when my Rites start?”

Roman nodded. “Oh-six tomorrow morning. Like I told you this morning. If you had been paying attention.” He stood up. “Welcome to the big leagues, Ceril.”

Chapter Nine

––––––––
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Ceril could hear voices outside his door. 

He summoned his Flameblade and held it behind his back as he went to investigate. There were a lot of voices, which told him something was probably very wrong. Most of the time, he might hear a few people during the morning chattering away as they went to breakfast or to the gym, but it would take a lot more than just a few people having a conversation to make the commotion he heard. He saw a throng of both Recruits and professors running down the hall. The only thing that was in that direction was the Instance room. He dismissed his Flameblade and stepped back into his quarters to get dressed, and as he passed his desk, he saw the time. 

0713

Oh, that’s lovely, Ceril thought. Roman had told him to be ready for his mission—his first Rite—at 0600 sharp. He had overslept by an hour, which meant that he had already missed his briefing and subsequently his departure, since that would be half an hour after the briefing. He was a dead man. 

Add in whatever was causing this commotion, and he figured that it was going to be a pretty interesting day. Ceril did not care for interesting days. Since his recruitment as a Charon, he had had more than his share of interesting days. Most of the time, he just wanted to skirt by and finish his work. 

By the time he was dressed and ready to leave his quarters, Ceril was part of the final few making their way down the corridor. 

A pale blonde ponytail bobbed up and down in front of him. “Hey, Saryn,” Ceril said as he came up behind his friend. “Running late?”

She turned toward him, puzzled. “Ceril?” she asked. “What are you doing back here? I figured you'd be first in line for this.”

He cleared his throat. “Yeah, I think I was supposed to be. I must have forgotten to set an alarm last night because I was supposed to be up over two hours ago and at my briefing at oh-six. Roman said this one was important, like Rites important, and I’m pretty sure that I screwed myself this time.”

“Rites? He told you about your Rites starting?”

“Yeah. I gave Roman my thesis last night—”

“Congratulations, Ternia!” she said and slapped him hard on the back. “I’m jealous.” 

Ceril couldn't help but grin. Their friendship—and personalities—often centered on them being from opposite ends of Erlon. Like Ceril, Ternia was mild. It was a temperate and sunny agricultural oasis, while Saryn and Yagh were just the opposite: dry and often unforgiving. 

“When aren’t you jealous of me?” he teased. She slapped his back again, harder. “Oww! Saryn, stop.”

“Oh, lighten up,” she said. “You’re so delicate.”

He smiled. “Don’t tell Bryt that, or he’ll make me spend another few hours in the tanks.”

“Tempting...” she said.

“Shut up. Anyway, what’s going on here?”

“Well,” she said, “right now, you, I, and almost everyone else on board the Sigil, are about to find out just what happens when the ship’s Instancing connection is severed and we drop from hyperspace simultaneously.”

The past few years of training had really educated Ceril. He learned things during his time on the ship that he never would have thought possible, but he had also realized early on that Saryn was always going to be a little ahead of him no matter what he did—except for finishing her thesis. At that moment, though, he had absolutely no idea what Saryn was talking about. She was never that far ahead of him.

“What are you talking about?” he asked. “Lost what connection? And we're out of hyperspace?” Was the blur gone from his window? Did he even look today? He didn’t think he had. He was too caught up in being late. He took it for granted that it was always there, so he hadn't thought to steal a glance in his panic this morning.

Saryn sighed and playfully dropped her shoulders in exasperation. “Yes, we're out of hyperspace. It happened maybe fifteen, twenty minutes ago.”

“I didn’t think we ever dropped out of hyperspace.”

“I know, right? That's the whole thing, Ternia. I’ve been thinking, though. About hyperspace. Why are we always in it?”

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, the Sigil always has a hyperspace envelope around it, right?”

“Until right now, apparently.”

“Right. And hyperspace is just a way to travel,” Saryn said. “It makes us faster, friction and all that, yadda yadda yadda, yeah?”

Ceril nodded.

“Well, where are we going? What’s so far away that we’ve had to stay enveloped by hyperspace for at least six years? Probably longer than that. We don’t even know when they actually departed.”

“What’s your point?”

“You really are a little dense sometimes, you know that? We’ve been traveling for who-knows-how-long to who-knows-where, and we’ve suddenly stopped and the connection is broken? Don’t you find it a bit odd to be perpetually traveling with no discernible destination?”

“I can’t say I’ve ever thought about that.”

“I doubt a lot of people have. But I’ve been thinking about it for a while. Now this happened, and I’m kind of wondering if the two things aren’t connected. Did we get to where we’re going?”

Last night’s conversation with Roman came back into Ceril’s mind, and he gulped. “I don’t doubt that we did.” He swallowed again. “Roman told me that my Rites were today.”

Saryn nodded. “Your Rites are today? Be careful, okay, Ceril?”

“As careful as I can be,” he said. “Maybe that’s what some of this is about. Who knows? Anyway, what were you saying about the connection?” 

“With Ennd's,” Saryn said. “If my thesis research is anywhere near correct, the Inkwell Sigil has been maintaining a constant connection to Erlon, to Ennd’s. That way, even though the ship was moving through hyperspace and not occupying the same physical space anymore, the portal would still allow for travel between that Instance and wherever the Sigil is. We’ve moved light years away from home, but that open connection makes the universe think we’re standing still, that the whole ship has remained stationary.” 

Ceril nodded. He had no idea what Saryn was talking about. “Okay,” he said. He was a newbie philosopher. He liked stories and legends. She was a scientist, a researcher. Scholar was far too broad a term, he thought.

“They’re bending physics, Ceril. They’re tricking the universe. Think of it like it’s a mini-Instance. We broke off a piece of home and carried it with us to trick the universe into believing that we’re still in the same spot. At least, that’s one theory. It’s why my thesis is taking so long.”

“No wonder,” he said. Ceril turned his head to the side, then back toward Saryn. “Do you hear that?”

“Barely,” she said. “I think it’s Roman. Maybe he’s explaining all this.” The duo had finally made their way to the Instance portal. They were at the very far end of the crowd that congregated in front of Roman. The muscle-bound scholar was standing in front of the archway that, until now, had always shimmered with energy. 

Now, though, the dull frame looked cheap, fake. “Want to push our way through?” Ceril asked.

“Looks like we're going to have to.”

The crowd of people was focused on Roman’s address. Saryn let Ceril lead and cut a path through the other Charons. Occasionally, someone would grunt or nudge them back or give them a “hey, watch it,” but the pair eventually made their way to the front. 

“—are not trapped. There will be a full investigation regarding the cause of this disturbance and we will be in our way,” Roman said. He was a good speaker. He knew how to work the crowd. He scanned the crowed as he spoke, and his eyes fell on Ceril. He frowned, almost glared. It was momentary, but Ceril caught it. “Now, if you'll excuse me,” Roman said, “Professor Lim Nephil from Ennd's Academy will answer any questions you may have.”

What’s Nephil doing here? Ceril thought. He shouldn’t be bringing new Recruits through this late in the year.

Roman interrupted Ceril's thoughts as he came off the stage and took the younger man by a shoulder. Ceril had grown to be a large young man, his chunkiness from adolescence turned into muscle over the years by his soldier training. He was still no match for Roman, though, who stood nearly a foot taller than he did. Ceril allowed himself to be led away from the crowd, where he found himself being pretty much thrown into a small meeting room attached to the portal chamber. The lights were dim, and it took Ceril’s eyes a few moments to adjust.

“Just what the hell do you think you're doing?” Roman said. Ceril looked toward the door that Roman slammed behind them and wondered if anyone outside this room would be able to hear this conversation. “No, they can't hear us, Ceril, if that’s what you’re thinking. So tell me, just what the hell do you think you're doing?”

“I don't understand. I had just come in to see what the big deal was, and you pulled me in here to yell at me.”

“Why were you not at your briefing this morning, Ceril?” Roman might have been angrier than Ceril had ever seen him, and he had been plenty angry after Ethan Triggs’s death. Roman was shaking as he waited for Ceril to answer.

“I overslept, sir,” Ceril said. He tried to keep his voice calm. “I must not have set my alarm when I went to bed last night, and I woke up when people started making noise outside my door. It might have been ten or fifteen minutes ago.”

“You didn't set your alarm? That's your story?”

“It's not my story, sir. It's the truth.”

“Ceril,” said a voice from behind him, “do you have any idea how important your Rites are?” Bryt leaned over the conference. Ceril could see Howser there, too, and a few other professors he had known at Ennd's. What was going on here?

“Yes, sir.”

“It appears that you don’t,” Roman said. “After all of the work you’ve put in over the years, I can’t believe that you would think so little of your Rites. Of us. Of yourself.”

“I didn’t realize that oversleeping was a capital offense, sir,” Ceril said.

“Don’t get smart with me, son,” Roman snapped.

Bryt interrupted their exchange. He said, “You were going to be briefed for a mission that was uniquely suited to you and the team we were sending with you.”

“With me?”

“Yes, you were to be team leader this time around.”

Ceril squinted at him. “Doing what? You said my Rites were going to be looking around to see if I can find connections, and I’ve been doing that solo for a while now.”

Bryt stood up and said, “Yes, you have. It’s a little different than that, though, Ceril. We’ve expected this kind of failure for some time.”

“I didn’t fail!” Ceril shouted. He was getting frustrated with them attacking him like this, but he knew that if he didn’t control himself, his Flameblade might make an appearance. With them already doubting his abilities, the last thing he needed was for them to think his soldier training didn’t take. 

“Not you, Ceril. The hyperdrive. The Sigil is an old ship. Older than most people can reasonably comprehend, and she's been traveling a long time. Some of our engineers noticed that there was too much of a variance in the power being fed to the hyperdrive. And into the Instance portal. They calculated that if we didn’t do something soon, we could overload the system.” Bryt touched his forehead lightly with his fingertips. “If that happened, then our lifeline back to Erlon would be severed.”

“But what does this have to do with me?”

“More than you’ve been told so far, actually,” Bryt said. “But plans have changed somewhat. The base mission remains the same, however. You were initially going to be sent to an Instance where there might be ties to the Untouchable that you would be...uniquely able to utilize. Given our current predicament, we’re going to need you to not only find those ties, Ceril, but use them to physically get back to Erlon.”
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