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        CCXXI (X Years Ago)

      

      

      Though only twelve years old, Rella couldn't remember ever being afraid of the dark. In fact, she couldn't remember being afraid of anything. The thought spurred her on, and she marched briskly with a confident sway of her shoulders. Close behind, the other two girls silently followed as she led them through the forest towards the Eye. The forest was dark at the best of times, and now it was night, she could barely see. However, the smell of bat droppings and the splashing of water beneath her feet told her they were passing the entrance to the caves.

      A refreshing wind wailed through the warm night. She pulled her dark braid over her shoulder, double-checking that the leather strap was secure. Despite the wind thrashing strands of hair across her face, Rella savored the invigorating sensation it brought.

      The reflections of the moon and stars shimmered slightly on the surface of the slow-flowing stream as it journeyed from source to sea. All they had to do to reach the Eye was follow it. The Eye was Rella and Elara's favorite spot, probably because both of them always had their eyes drawn to the stars. The best friends had never shared their special place with anyone, but Clare seemed trustworthy. Rella's father was friends with Clare's parents, who were new to the area and had brought special merchandise with them. Although Father had hushed up the specifics, he had a grin on his face while discussing it, meaning that it was something good.

      Small animal bones crunched beneath Rella's felt boots and she remembered hearing stories of large cats and venomous snakes living within the woods. Regret for her earlier boldness surged through her, but she dared not show it in front of Clare, who was slightly older and showed no signs of hesitation.

      "We shouldn't be out here this late," Elara then said, the youngest of them, twirling her red hair, blue eyes shifting to the forest around them.

      "Of course, we should." Rella tried to sound confident. "But why do you say that?"

      "Because there could be bandits lurking. They might rob or kidnap us and sell us as slaves." Elara had more knowledge of the woods than most; her people had lived in camps scattered around the highlands of Eden until Rella's father had invited everyone to live within the city as one.

      "Father and I always target practice in the woods, and I've never seen any bandits." Granted, Rella only fired arrows during the day, but she decided not to mention that.

      "That's with your father," Elara protested. "Things are different for children."

      "I would simply command them not to rob or kidnap us." Rella gave a toss of her head. "Father says everyone must do as I say because I'll be Countess of Eden one day." Eating before morning prayers was a sin, but the palace servants would even serve Rella food if her stomach rumbled before breakfast.

      "Bandits don't listen to orders. That's why they're bandits," Clare said, her voice always commanding and her head high, making her seem fierce and determined.

      Rella straightened her back, trying to mimic Clare. If Clare wasn't afraid, she wouldn't be either. "We also don't listen to orders; we've left the city after bedtime. The bandits should be the ones who are scared of us."

      The three girls giggled, and their worries seemed to fade into the night. As the stream got deeper, they decided to ascend the bank's edge. The recent downpour had made the soil loose and muddy. Rella slipped a couple of times, dirtying her white tunic. From the top, she and Clare pulled up Elara. The freckles all over Elara's face and the gap between her two front teeth made her look even younger than she was, inspiring Rella's protectiveness, as though she was her own little sister.

      They reached a large clearing within the forest, close to the Eye. It was a stunning glade, full of lush greens and vibrant yellows. The Creator had blessed Eden with rolling hills and forested highlands, framing lakes, and lowland fields perfect for farming. Rella paused at the sight, her heart aflutter. As an only child, her destiny was to rule this paradise, every inch of it, right up to the neighboring territory of Tyrin, for Queen Shanleigh—the first monarch of Arcadia since the Omi's vanquish—had appointed her father as Governor of Eden.

      Tyrin, on the other hand, was said to contain nothing but red rocks and sand. There were more territories beyond Tyrin, but its deserts stretched for thousands of miles and stories of what lay beyond were scarce. One day, Rella would explore all those lands to see them for herself.

      They arrived at the Eye, and Clare stood still for a second in awe as both Rella and Elara had done when they first saw the construction. It was a round, domed building with a giant, metal cylinder protruding from the top, pointing towards the sky. There was glass on both sides of the cylinder, and if Rella looked through the bottom, the moon and stars appeared to be larger. Parts of the building had crumbled away. Though centuries old, the building's eye still worked.

      The dome wasn't built from individual stones like the thatched cottages of the city or from bricks like Rella's palace. Instead, it seemed to be cut from one giant piece of rock, and Rella wondered what kind of technology the heretics must have had. Legend said it had once been possible to travel to different stars and planets, but such myths had been condemned as heresy during the Omi's reign. Rella wondered if there was life on planets other than Arcadia.

      They took turns staring through the Eye at the stars.

      "I wonder how many there are," Clare said.

      "I counted nearly a hundred once." Elara smiled proudly.

      "Be careful," Rella warned. "Count anymore and you'll be guilty of computing."

      "Computing is no longer illegal," Clare replied. "I bet the heretics had a way of figuring out the number of stars, and we should have the freedom to do the same."

      "Are you allowed to say that?" Rella asked, sometimes still unsure of exactly what could be said.

      "So long as loyalists to the Omi don't hear us. My cousin Guin is a monk and he'd report me to the Monastery if he heard me express such thoughts."

      "Why would he do that?"

      "He says that the heretics allowed technology to run their lives instead of the Creator's doctrine, and that we can't do the same or we'll be condemned by the Creator as they were."

      "Good thing the Queen has defeated the Omi," Rella remarked with a shrug, still remembering the freedom parades that occurred when it was announced that all territories of Arcadia were now free from the Omi's rule.

      Elara wasn't interested in this discussion and went back to gazing out the Eye.

      "The Omi may no longer be in power, but the Queen still yields considerable authority to the Monastery," Clare said. "My parents think she's relinquished too much control, and as a result, the Monastery will pave the way for the Omi's return someday."

      Rella scowled, not sure how to win this argument with Clare but also not believing her to be right. Father said the Omi were defeated, and he never lied about anything.

      "Something's moving!" Elara exclaimed.

      Elara stepped back from the Eye so Rella and Clare could take a peek. A metallic cylinder moved through the sky, getting closer and closer until Rella thought they might be able to see it with their own eyes. The girls dashed outside. At first, they couldn't see anything except for the moon and stars, then a giant, white object pierced through the sky. It fell towards the ground, crashing somewhere within the lowlands of Eden.

      Elara inhaled a sharp breath, pointing to the sky. "I think one of the stars fell down!"

      "That wasn't a star." Rella shook her head. "Didn't you see the color? It was white like snow. I must go tell Father."

      "You can't," Clare said. "If you do, people will know we were out here."

      "We have to tell people what we saw!"

      "What will you say? That we saw an object—manmade looking—crash from the sky? That would be heresy."

      "It can't be heresy if I just saw it with my own eyes!"

      "Yes, it can. If you repeat this to anyone, then the Monastery or loyalists of the Omi will have you killed."

      "My father is in control of Eden now, not the Omi." Rella stomped her foot, having heard enough of Clare's lessons. "No one will hurt me for speaking the truth."

      Rella turned to leave, but Clare stopped her by grabbing her arm. "They could harm your parents too, Rella."

      "Maybe we should listen to Clare," Elara said meekly.

      "People will find the fallen object anyway. Why should we be the ones to cause trouble?"

      That was true, Rella thought, and she didn't want to cause trouble for her father after how happy he was to become Governor. Rella nodded grudgingly. "Fine. I won't tell."

      "We must swear an oath," Clare said.

      "What kind of oath?"

      "A promise to never speak of this," Clare explained. "If we never speak of it, it never happened."

      The three girls formed a circle, and Clare extended her hand to the center. Rella and Elara placed their hands on top of hers, and together, they vowed to never reveal what they had witnessed lest the Creator strike them down.
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        CCXXXI (Present)

      

      

      Rella lay fixed in the snow, her face succumbing to the same sensation of numbness as her fingers and toes. Her mind was still reeling from the elbow that had nearly dislocated her jaw.

      "Do you think she's from the village?" one of the Enforcers asked.

      Rella concentrated more on gluing her eyes shut and normalizing her breathing than on what they were saying. She couldn't let them know she was awake. She wasn't sure why these two Enforcers had attacked her on sight. Hunting was still legal under the Omi's law. All she had been doing was seeking some game on her way to Elara's house.

      "We should kill her just in case."

      "Maybe we should check with the general. She could be someone important."

      "Don't be a fool, no one important lives in these hills anymore."

      Rella stole a peek at the ground beside the Enforcers' feet. Her heart thudded in her ears. There, next to the Enforcers, lay her bow and arrows, along with the three knives that had been ripped from her belt and pockets.

      She held her breath to keep from sighing with relief. They hadn't found the fourth knife in her boot. She still had a weapon. She could still escape.

      She'd stowed the knife there on every hunt as a precaution against such assaults but had never imagined needing it to defend herself against the Enforcers. They had no business being in this section of the woods. Taxes weren't due for several more weeks.

      Rella's stomach dropped as she thought of what that might mean. Elara's cabin was the only thing within miles in these parts of the woods, and Rella knew her friend had been struggling ever since her father's illness. Had she failed to pay her taxes? All Rella could do was make her escape and reach Elara's before any additional Enforcers appeared.

      "Fine, we'll take her to the general and he can decide what to do with her," one said. "But you're carrying her."

      She felt a feeble grasp on her ankles as her legs were hoisted into the air. She clenched a fist. Now it'd be too risky to reach for her knife. The man dragged her slowly across the snow, but before long, he had to stop for breath.

      Rella opened an eyelid to see the other man halting his retrieval of her weapons and to look at his partner. "What's the hold-up?"

      "She's heavier than she looks."

      Her body stiffened at the remark, not that she'd ever admit to being vain or anything.

      The Enforcer abandoned her weapons and went to help. "Are you kidding? You can't drag one little girl? Pathetic weakling."

      Rella slowly reached for one of her knives in the leaves, careful not to cause a scraping sound against the white slush. She was too late. A more powerful grip on her ankle hauled her away from her weapons.

      Her back and head bumped against every rock in the forest. She bit her lip. It took everything she had not to groan out in pain. She looked up to see the handle of her knife sticking out from her right boot, while the two men faced forward. This was as good a chance as she was getting.

      She lunged for her knife. The man yanked her away by her feet just before her fingers could get around the handle.

      He stared at her, realizing she was awake. He reached for his sword, but she planted her boot directly in his face, flooring him.

      She retrieved her knife and jerked her foot away from the other, much younger, Enforcer, who appeared confused as to what was happening. The second he reached for his weapon, she hurled her knife, aiming for the heart so his death would be quick.

      Rella turned and sprinted for the pile of weapons they had left behind. The other Enforcer bolted after her.

      With a snarl, he tackled her to the ground. Rella thrashed wildly to get free, but his weight held her down. He punched her, telling her to stop. Blood oozed from her nose.

      With all her might, Rella drove her elbow directly into the Enforcer's ribs, feeling the jolt of bone against bone. He stumbled, losing his balance. Seizing the opportunity, she leapt up and darted for her bow and arrows, loaded the bow, and spun to face the Enforcer, firing at his chest just as he got back to his feet. This time, she aimed for a lung, and the impact of her arrow produced a dull, hollow plunk.

      He rolled onto his back, choking on blood. Rella knew she should feel something watching him die. He was still human, even if he was Omi. But inside she felt as empty as the dying man's eyes. She picked up her things and wiped the blood trickling from her nose.

      She continued on to Elara's house, now at a quicker pace. She had to know if Elara was all right. She still wasn't sure the Enforcers were here for her, but why else would they be out this far in the forest? Then again, she could never understand anything the Omi did. Only the Omi could protect the territories from outer threats, they said, and only by being devout to the Creator could everyone be safe from evil. Really, the Omi were the only evil everyone needed protection from.

      As Rella reached the outskirts of Elara's home, she feared the worst. Outside was a wagon not belonging to Elara or her father.

      II

      There were no footprints in the snow. No one had been out all day. Perhaps the Enforcers hadn't been here, but then whose was the wagon? The wagon was large enough to transport goods and it had a driver's seat mounted on the headboard, though the horses to pull the wagon were missing.

      Rella took out her bow, getting an arrow ready to defend herself. She tiptoed across the snow towards the stone cottage. No matter how gently she crept, the sound of snow crunching under her boots was unavoidable.

      She slowly creaked open the door. It was almost as cold inside as out. A fire hadn't been lit in days at least.

      Rella heard something. Someone whimpering, shivering, and moaning—they sounded agitated, in pain, and in need of help.

      A pale and shivering man rested in the main bedroom. It wasn't Elara's father. A crossbow and a large, blue jug rested beside him.

      His skin stretched tightly over bone, little muscle remaining. He said through blue lips, his voice trembling, "Help. Please, you must help me. I have eaten everything from my cart. I need food."

      "Where is Elara?" Rella asked.

      "I don't know who that is, I swear. My cart got stuck in the snow and the horses ran off. Probably frozen to death by now. I came in here for help, but the place was empty."

      Rella hadn't seen Elara at all this season, which was normal when the blizzards were as bad as they had been. Her father had been sick for some months, so it was possible Elara feared he wouldn't survive and had taken him elsewhere before the winter. However, the idea that Elara would leave without saying goodbye did not seem right.

      She returned her attention to the starving man and thought about taking him home, but the distance was too great, and he would not survive the journey. Rella had only a squirrel and some dried fruits left on her but decided to part with the squirrel for the sake of the man. He needed something substantial, and quickly, so she told him she'd cook.

      The man smiled faintly, and then he nodded off.

      She lit the fire and placed one of Elara's pans above the flames, then started carving the squirrel. The pieces of meat sizzled as they reached the pan.

      She had no trouble pulling the man out of bed; he was just skin and bone. His teeth chattered all the way from the bed to the fireplace. He immediately picked up chunks of meat and threw them into his mouth. He devoured every bit of meat off the bones. He looked at Rella and asked, "Are you not going to eat anything?"

      "I'll have these." She held up the rest of her dried fruits. "You need the protein."

      The man continued to gulp down everything he could. His haggard look and bloodshot eyes indicated he had been crying, likely from the pain in his stomach. Rella had never witnessed such extreme hunger before. Remembering her adoptive father's words about the healing power of tea, Rella prepared a cup for the man and offered it to him. "Here, drink this," she urged.

      The man eagerly grasped the cup and gulped down its still-burning-hot contents. "Thank you so much," he said, setting down the empty mug. "I was mere inches from death's door before you arrived."

      Rella smiled at him in response, and he introduced himself, "I'm Kal,"

      "I'm Rella," she replied.

      "Where are you from, Rella? Do you live alone?"

      "From a town on the other side of the forest."

      "What brought you out here?"

      "Hunting."

      The winters here were bad, freezing lakes and rivers solid, covering the forests in a white blanket, and scaring most of the animals into hibernation. She and Alioth were running low, living off rations of dry food, so she had braved the icy winds and deep snow in search of game. Alioth had said the struggle of living in the wilderness would be good for her. He thought struggle was what made people strong.

      "I planned on camping in the snow for a night or two, long enough to collect a good supply of food and still have some left over to trade in town. First, though, I was going to spend a night here, at Elara's house."

      "Elara's your friend?"

      "Yes, she lives here with her father. He was very sick, and she took care of him. I don't know where she'd have gone."

      "I hope you find her."

      "I had a run-in with a couple of Enforcers on my way here. I thought maybe they had come for Elara," Rella explained to Kal.

      Kal shook his head. "No one's been here except me. How did you manage to escape the Enforcers?"

      Rella showed him the two knives she kept in her trouser pockets, and that wasn't even all of them. "I can protect myself," she replied. It was true—ever since she was thirteen years old, Alioth had practiced with her every day.

      "That's good. You have to be strong to live in these hills." The weakened man sat back in his chair and fell back asleep.

      While he slept, Rella went out to track any sign of Elara or her father, but she found none. It appeared as though no one had been there in some time, other than Kal and his cart.
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        * * *

      

      The following evening, Rella and Kal sat at the fire again, eating another squirrel Rella had caught. They drank more tea to stay warm and help Kal recover. His face had regained some color and he looked much healthier. Kal kept a jug by his bed, which he sipped every few hours. When Rella asked about it, Kal explained that it was fermented berry juice, but never offered her any. She was secretly relieved as the drink smelled more like acetone than fruit.

      Kal was talkative and lively, revealing his true character. "Thanks to you, I feel a lot better. The weather is starting to warm up, so maybe tomorrow we can start a fire outside and send a signal to my people."

      "Sure." Rella smiled. "You have people nearby?"

      "My village is in the lowlands, but they'll have sent a search party for me. If we can get the smoke high enough, they should be able to see it. I look forward to getting back to my wife-to-be."

      Rella leaned in. "You're getting married?"

      He grinned proudly. "Of course. The women in my village couldn't resist a guy like me."

      Rella found that hard to believe, as Kal was not at all what she would consider good-looking, what with his incredibly yellow teeth, uneven facial hair, inflamed eyes, and leathery skin. He clearly enjoyed a smoke of tobacco, and he looked like the perfect example of why it was a pastime better avoided. Nevertheless, she smiled politely and asked, "When do you plan on getting married?"

      "As soon as I get back. I will have earned the right to marry in my village after venturing out so far for business. Not that I have had much success this year. The snow fell early and got me stuck! I had to eat my goods to stay alive!"

      "What is it you bring back to your village?"

      "Livestock," he said after a brief pause.

      Rella furrowed her brows. "Small cart for livestock." He would only be able to transport poultry, she thought, not many goats and certainly not any cattle.

      Kal nodded and then moved the conversation. "It's a beautiful village. You should see it. We love visitors."

      "I'd like that."
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Rella and Kal woke to a shining sun, marking the start of summer. The sun was superbly close right from the beginning of the season, and so it didn't take long for the air to warm or for the snow to melt once the season started.

      After they got a hefty fire going, Rella added some green for whiter smoke. Kal retrieved a damp blanket from Elara's bed and held it over the flames. As soon as the smoke ceased, he swiftly removed the blanket, resulting in a billow of white smoke rising into the sky. Kal started the process over again, sending several signals into the air.

      While Kal was busy, Rella went to get more firewood. It could take a while for anyone to see the smoke signal, and so they could be at this for some time. As she passed the wagon, there was a pungent stench. Spoiled goods, she figured. Likely, some of the livestock had gone off before Kal had time to eat it all. The smell would attract insects and larger predators now the snow was clearing. The best thing to do would be to burn it as part of the fire.

      She went to open the wagon to see what they were dealing with. Then a voice stopped her. "Don't," Kal said.

      Rella turned to face him. His crossbow was pointed right at her.

      "Don't do anything to make me shoot you. My people don't like damaged goods." Kal sneered, his yellow, decayed teeth on display.

      Rella's stomach churned as the realization of Kal's intentions sank in. "You trade human beings?"

      "Indeed, and many men will be starving for a woman's company after these cold winter months."

      Cold fear washed over Rella, causing her hands and feet to turn numb.

      "Now that I'm better, I must get back to work. You're young and healthy. Not beautiful, but pretty. You'll sell for a decent enough amount."

      "You're doing this to me after I saved your life," she reminded him.

      "Business is necessary," he replied with a shrug. "Now, throw down your bow and arrows!"

      Rella unfastened her bow and arrows slowly and then let them drop to the ground.

      "Now the knife."

      "Which one?"

      "All of them!"

      Rella removed two knives from her trouser pockets and dropped them on the ground before slowly opening her coat to reveal another knife, which she reluctantly surrendered. "That's them all."

      As Kal swaggered closer, Rella's heart raced with panic. But as he lowered his weapon slightly, she quickly drew the knife from her boot and threw it directly at Kal's face. The knife lodged itself into his eye, and he died almost instantly.

      Rella shivered. She had thought that she was done for. Turning to the wagon, she approached and opened the doors at the back. The smell grew stronger. The cart was full of people's clothes and skeletal remains, the bones stained dark with blood.

      As she looked closer, she could see deep gouges in the bones where teeth had attempted to devour every bit of flesh. Rella felt a deep sense of horror and disgust. Among the remnants were the bones and skulls of children. It was the leftovers of Kal's goods—the remnants of those he had eaten.

      III

      All Rella could think about as she ran was whether or not Elara had been eaten by that monster. She dashed back through the forest to her village to tell Alioth of what had happened.

      Since the return of the Omi, life was more fragile than ever, but Rella never imagined she would lose her only friend.

      Even when teenagers, the two spent a lot of their time in the forest, climbing trees, learning to hunt, and talking about bringing down the Omi—they were both dreamers. Now older, they still hunted in the forest together sometimes. Elara was the only person, aside from Alioth, who knew that Rella's father had been the Governor of Eden.

      The shrubs at Rella's feet were distorted, as though they had been flattened by something heavy. Rella knelt and studied the bushes and small trees. Many footprints had passed through the woods. Only the Omi's Enforcers traveled in such large packs.

      Then, Rella had a terrible thought—the two Enforcers she had seen in the woods were heading to her own village, not for Elara's cabin.

      She dashed the rest of the way at an even faster pace. But as she approached the outskirts of her village, Rella knew immediately she was too late.

      The Enforcers had been there, and everyone now lay dead.

      IV

      His body was buried.

      Rella fixed the shovel into the exposed mud and rested against it, sighing deeply. She straightened her back and wiped the sweat from her forehead, then grasped the wood marker she had carved with Alioth's name and stuck it into the soil above him.

      Now that he was gone, Rella was lost in an impenetrable forest. He was the one who gave her purpose, and now for a second time, the Omi had taken everything from her. The Enforcers hadn't even spared the children.

      Rella's heart sank with guilt, since it had probably been her the Omi were looking for when they came to the village. As the ex-Governor's daughter, she always feared the Omi would come looking one day to finish off her bloodline. Guilt was the only emotion melting the icicle in her chest. Death was becoming all too common, and now it only made her numb.

      Fortunately, the Omi hadn't found what Alioth kept beneath his bedroom floorboards.

      Her only hope now was that Elara was still out there somewhere. Perhaps she had decided to leave before winter with her father, and they had never even met Kal.

      Rella scanned the green field surrounding the grave and decided there was plenty of space to dig the rest of the townspeople a burial spot. With the sun on her back, she picked up her bow and quiver of arrows, threw them over her shoulder, and walked to the main square.

      The town was a small gathering of brick homes within an open valley. A large main square was in the center of town, where weekly markets were held, allowing people to sell and trade their goods. The valley was surrounded by an endless scene of trees and hills, as well as steep mountains, with rocky crags, which rose between beautiful lakes and streams.

      A cooling wind blew between the empty homes, swaying open doors. The gust carried the stench of decomposing corpses. Bodies lay scattered across the courtyard in alleyways and doorways. Rella stood in the center of it, without another living being in sight.

      She stepped across the cobblestones of the square, passing her old neighbors. She noticed the daughter of the baker, a young brunette girl who reminded her of herself, lying motionless on the ground in front of Rella's doorway. A deep gash, caused by a sword, was visible on the girl's forehead. Rella carefully stepped over her and pushed open the flimsy door of her home, entering inside.

      Rella gazed at her reflection in the mirror, her cheeks flushed by the chilly wind. Her disheveled hair was in a similar state of disrepair to her clothes, which were tattered and stained. The latest addition to her soiled shirt was a hole, the result of a branch encountered on her last hunting expedition.

      In the reflection of the mirror was the courtyard behind, including the lifeless body of the baker's daughter lying in front of her door. Suddenly, she noticed a man standing across the square, staring directly at her.

      Heart racing and beads of sweat forming on her forehead, Rella grabbed the bow from over her shoulder. She pulled out an arrow from the quiver and spun to aim at the man in the square, ready to fire if he presented himself as any threat.

      Standing on the cobblestones, he looked past thirty years old, dressed in an olive top and khaki pants, with dirty-blond hair. His face was flushed, and he walked with the aid of a cane. In his other hand, he carried a rolled-up rug, and something wrapped in a blood-soaked blanket.

      "Who are you?" she yelled. "Are you Omi? An Enforcer?"

      The man didn't flinch at the sight of the arrow aimed at his head. Instead, he held up the rolled-up rug and she realized it wasn't a rug, but a monk's robe. The monk replied in a gentle voice, "I'm looking for Elara. Does she live in this town?"

      Her heart skipped a beat. What could a monk want with Elara? "She did. Everyone's dead now."

      "I can see that." There was a pause. Then: "I'll be on my way."

      The monk stepped back towards the alley from which he emerged. She was about to be alone again.

      But Rella couldn't let him go just yet. Lowering her bow and arrow, she dashed after him, shouting, "Stop!"

      He turned to face her.

      "What do you want with Elara?" she asked.

      "I came to take her somewhere safe from the Omi, but I guess I'm too late."

      "Nowhere is safe from the Omi."

      "I know a place."

      Rella furrowed her brow. It was impossible that anywhere was safe from the Omi. Anyone who dared to ignore their laws ended up like her village, or worse, locked away in one of their torture camps.

      "I heard the Enforcers were coming for her," the monk went on. "I was hoping to get here first, but I can see that I failed."

      "How do you know Elara?"

      "I'm looking for Countess Rella," the monk said, freezing her to the spot. It had been ten years since anyone referred to her as a Countess. "Elara is the only known connection to the Countess. They were friends as children."

      Rella felt her mouth go dry. She pulled herself together and said, "There's no Countess anymore. Her father was executed by the Omi, and she's most likely now dead as well."

      The monk flashed a slight smile. "I don't think so."

      "What do you want with her?"

      "I have something for her."

      "What?"

      "That's for her eyes." The monk then looked over his shoulders cautiously. "Is there somewhere else we can talk? I worry I may have been followed."

      "Elara's house is just outside town," Rella told him. "It's empty now and secluded."

      "Are you sure Elara's not there?"

      "Yes, I just came from there."

      "Would you take me?"

      Rella studied him for a moment, and then nodded.

      "I appreciate it," he said.

      "Are you alone?"

      The monk shook his head. "My companion is waiting for me on the main road. I came to request directions."

      "I'll be right back, and then we'll go."

      The man offered another smile, and Rella hurried back into her home. She went into Alioth's room, knelt down, and tore out the loose floorboards. Beneath them, there lay a wooden case—skinny and long—with rusty metal fastenings, which she retrieved and carried with her.

      The memory of what happened last time she trusted a strange man flashed through her head, but she pushed it aside; her father had told her to never let the actions of a few lessen her view of humanity as a whole. Besides, she knew how to protect herself if the worst should happen.

      "Let's go," she said, upon reuniting with the monk.

      The man's eyes glanced towards the case she now carried, but he didn't enquire about it. She left the square and entered an alleyway. The monk followed her.

      "I'm Brother Eric," he said, as they walked down the narrow passageway between the brick houses. "Thank you for showing me to Elara's home. Once I'm there, I won't stick around too long. I don't want to get you in trouble."

      "Why would I be in trouble if you stuck around?"

      "There are dangerous people after me."

      "Who?" she asked.

      "The Omi."
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        XXX Days Earlier

      

      

      Brother Eric slaved across the sands of Tyrin under the intense sun on his way back to the Monastery. He hadn't bothered to ask the name of the young novice by his side. They should have had a bodyguard present, but it was an expense the Monastery couldn't afford. Attacks by bandits were common in the deserts, though Eric took comfort in the fact that they weren't carrying anything of value and that it was punishable by death to place a hand on a monk under the Omi's rule.

      Their trip to the villages had been completely futile. The task before them was to spread stories of the Creator's wrath, thus ensuring people lived in accordance with the Creator's doctrine and that they feared the consequences of doing otherwise. The problem was people were more concerned by their current existence than with what might transpire next. If a man was starving, he would rather steal some food than go hungry, even if it meant his soul would never reach the Holy World.

      The Monastery claimed the purpose of monks was to educate, but Eric failed to identify any meaning to his life. Truthfully, if he was killed by a gang of bandits in the desert now, it would make no difference to anyone or anything.

      "Brother Eric, I must confess," the young novice said.

      Eric suppressed a groan. Some monks took pleasure in having a novice shadow their every step, but not Eric. If he had been traveling alone, he would have disrobed for some relief, but the novice seemed like the kind of pious dought who'd report any minor transgression.

      "Only a senior monk can offer absolution," Eric replied. "Save your confession for Brother Guin or some other luckless sod."

      "Please, Brother Eric. This is really wearing down on my chest. I will seek absolution later."

      Eric sighed. "What is it?"

      "I have sinned."

      "Yes, go on."

      "When we were at the inn, there was a pretty girl at the table next to us."

      "And you slept with this girl?"

      The novice shook his head. "No, Brother."

      "What then?"

      "Nothing. It was just something I noticed."

      "What are you confessing then?"

      "Lust is a sin."

      Eric pressed his lips. "There is an important distinction to be made between actions and thoughts. You didn't act on these thoughts?"

      "Well, later that night…"

      "Yes?"

      "I thought about her again."

      "And?"

      "I imagined what it might be like to be intimate with her."

      "And you enjoyed these fantasies?" Eric asked. "You didn't try to rid them from your mind?"

      "I don't think I had much control over the matter, Brother."

      "Why's that?"

      "I don't usually have control over my dreams."

      "Dreams?" Eric gave an exasperated sigh. "You mean you were asleep?"

      The novice nodded.

      "Don't confess things that happen when you're asleep, halfwit."

      "Why not, Brother?"

      "If every monk confessed their dreams, the Monastery would be empty."

      "Are you telling me that every monk is guilty of lust or of some other sin?" The novice crossed his arms. "I've never seen the abbot stare at a woman."

      "You've never seen him crap either, but he does."

      The novice furrowed his eyebrows and Eric couldn't tell if it was more out of disapproval or disgust.

      Eric didn't much notice women, but he knew other monks did. Being a monk was easy for Eric, not because he was devout, but because he simply had no interest in typical temptations like sex, drugs, or alcohol.

      Before the novice could say anything further, Eric stopped in his tracks and grabbed hold of him. There was a white figure ahead, ambling among the sand dunes.

      "What is it, Brother?" the novice asked.

      Eric shushed him and lowered him behind a rock. He peered over to see an old man dressed in white rags, with a cane and white beard. Immediately, he relaxed; the old man was unlikely to belong to a gang of bandits.

      "It's just an old man." The novice stood and approached. "He may need shelter."

      Eric went to stop him, but the old man had already spotted the novice. The Monastery no longer had the resources to provide permanent residence to newcomers as it once had for Eric, but it might be able to spare a bowl of watery soup and a bed for the night.

      "Greetings," the novice said, "and many blessings to you."

      The old man swung his cane up as if to use as a weapon, then relaxed once his failing eyes caught a good look at them. "Are you both men of the Creator?"

      "Indeed, we are." The novice smiled. "What brings you out this way?"

      "I'm on a mission. Perhaps two monks could assist."

      "What mission?" Eric stepped forward.

      "Wait a minute." The old man put out his palm. "How can I trust that you are who you claim to be and are not just disguised in monk's clothing? You could have attacked and ate two monks for all I know."

      "We really are monks, good sir," the novice said. "We can take you to the Monastery for food and shelter."

      The old man gripped hold of his cane and looked as though he might start dancing on the spot. "Really? You mean it?"

      Eric nodded. "Besides, if we were bandits, we'd have attacked and killed you already."

      "That's true," the old man replied. "Only monks would be stupid enough to greet and bless a stranger in these forsaken parts of the desert."

      "So, what's the mission?" Eric asked.

      "I'm delivering words of the Creator to the Omi's Sanctuary. First, though, I need to visit Eden to acquire the help of a Countess. She too is needed at the Sanctuary."

      "I see, you know a Countess." Eric tried to keep from sighing. "These words, do they come from a voice in your head?"

      "I'm not crazy," the old man snapped. "The message I deliver has been written down, and not by me."

      "How do you know they're the Creator's words?"

      "Look for yourself and you'll see there's no doubt." The old man pointed with his cane towards a small opening made of sandstone between the dunes.

      "The words are in there?"

      The old man nodded. "It's where I've been sleeping. I needed to rest before continuing my journey. I was out here looking for lizards for my supper when you spotted me."

      Eric and the novice stepped towards the cave. Eric turned back to see the old man was not following them. "You aren't coming?"

      The man rubbed his bony thigh. "My old legs have walked enough."

      Eric peered into the cavern cautiously, but he could see no sign of snakes, scorpions, or other potential dwellers.

      The novice clasped his shoulder and whispered, "What if it's a trap, Brother?"

      "What kind of trap?"

      "You heard the old man, he's starving. He may mean to trap us in this cave and then eat our starved corpses."

      "You have a very suspicious mind," Eric replied. "I don't believe the old man wishes us any harm."

      "Why not?"

      "He seemed quite happy when you offered him soup and a bed at the Monastery. If you were in his position, would you rather not accept a bowl of soup than murder and eat two monks?"

      "I suppose, Brother."

      "And besides, the old man says that the Creator's words are inside this cave. That means the Creator is calling us here, and it's our duty as monks to answer that call."

      "You're right, Brother." The novice lowered his head. "Please forgive me."

      "Like I said, I can't offer you absolution. But I'm sure you'll recant it to Brother Guin."

      "Do you think that's necessary?" the novice asked.

      "That's up to you, but he'd rather hear about this than hear confessions over your wet dreams."

      The novice went red with embarrassment, and Eric ushered him into the cave. As their eyes adjusted to the dimness, enough sunlight filtered through to reveal a tattered blanket on the ground where the old man had been sleeping, and a gold tablet placed next to it. The name Marko was embroidered on the blanket.

      Eric reached down to pick up the tablet. It was about the size of a large book, and as he examined it, he could feel its intricate engravings under his fingertips.

      "Those are hieroglyphics!" the novice exclaimed. "It's how they recorded the Creator's words in the Holy World. The old man was right."

      "I know what hieroglyphics are," Eric snapped. "Unfortunately, I don't know anyone who can decipher their meaning."

      "One of the novices can."

      Eric narrowed his eyes at the young novice. "How would a novice monk know how to translate ancient hieroglyphics?"

      "Aaron isn't training to be a monk," the novice said. "He's studying to be an architect at the Monastery, and he's about to become a master. I'm not sure where he learned to read hieroglyphics, but I know that he can. He's translated prayers for Brother Guin."

      "Will you take me to him once we arrive back at the Monastery?"

      The novice nodded. "Of course, but why? The old man said that it was his mission to deliver the tablet, not ours."

      "I believe we were led to this tablet for a reason. And it's no coincidence that you happen to know someone who can translate hieroglyphics."

      "You think this is part of the Creator's design?" the novice asked. "Why would he choose us to deliver His message?"

      "Don't ask questions like that. We are led where destiny leads us."

      Eric wrapped the heavy tablet in the old man's blanket and they exited the cave. They glanced over to where the old man had been standing, but there was no sign of him. Eric scanned across the sand dunes—the old man had disappeared without a trace. There weren't even any footprints to indicate which way he might have gone.
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        * * *

      

      "Maybe he was an angel," the novice said as they walked.

      "I've never heard of an angel needing a cane.” Eric felt ready to collapse, carrying the weight of the tablet under his arm.

      The novice frowned and they said no more on the subject.

      Truthfully, Eric didn't care if the old man had been human or not. He had fulfilled his role by setting Eric and the novice on their path, and that was all that mattered. Still, Eric did not think the man had been an angel. He had said that his old legs had walked enough, and now Eric understood that the old man sent them into the cave not to have a look at the tablet, but because he needed someone else to take over his long and wearing journey. Plus, Eric didn't think angels were likely to have their names embroidered on their blankets. The lack of footprints could be explained by the wind or if the old man had simply walked on Eric and the novice's prints in the sand.

      "Why do you think the Creator has entrusted us with such an important task?" the novice asked, eyeing the tablet under Eric's arm.

      "I thought I told you not to ask questions like that."

      "Sorry." The novice slumped his shoulders. "I just can't believe that He would choose me for anything special."

      "Why is that?" Eric asked.

      "My parents said I was too weak to work on their farm, so they gave me as a gift to the Monastery."

      "Why would they do that?"

      "They hoped the Creator would bless them with good fortune in return." The novice's lip quivered. "It was the only way I could be a blessing to my family. But instead, Brother Guin told them that I was a flawed gift and that the Creator punishes those who give flawed gifts. He said I was stupid and incompetent, and that my family would never receive His blessings because of me."

      Suddenly, Eric felt guilt for insulting the novice earlier. "Brother Guin's an ass."

      The young novice tried to suppress a smile. "You shouldn't say such things about a senior monk."

      Eric shrugged. "Even if it's true?"

      "How did you end up joining the Monastery, Brother?"

      "I had no family. The monks found me out here alone in the desert and offered me sanctuary."

      "You must have had a family at some point?"

      "At some point, yes. They were heretics."

      The novice raised an eyebrow. "I thought the heretics died centuries ago."

      "Not all of them."

      The novice still seemed confused. "What is a heretic, Brother?"

      "Someone who is non-converted."

      "You mean they don't follow the words of the Creator?"

      "Some of them don't even believe there is a Creator."

      This seemed incomprehensible to the novice.

      The Monastery was now visible in the distance, and Eric couldn't help but marvel at its size. Built into the side of a mountain range, the sandstone buildings included a grand place of worship, workplaces for the monks and nuns, a learning institute where students became masters of their chosen trade, and enough dorms to house thousands of people.

      Just then, Eric heard a whooshing noise. His heart sank; he knew exactly what it was. He looked to see two bandits had appeared atop a sand dune beside them. In the desert, bandits wore colors representing their clans, and these two were no exception. They donned light brown armor and leather, along with hooded purple shawls, and brown masks to retain moisture, a common practice among desert dwellers. One of them swung three weights in the air tied on the end of three interconnected ropes, known as bolas, used to capture animals and entangle big birds. The other bandit held a bone knife, poised to attack.

      Locking eyes with Eric, the knife-wielding bandit slid down the dune in pursuit. Eric told the novice to run. The novice looked over his shoulder and gasped in fright. The weight of the tablet slowed Eric down, so the novice quickly sprinted ahead.

      The bolas whizzed through the air and ensnared the novice's legs, causing him to trip and fall face-first into the sand.

      Eric quickly helped him up and told him to keep running.

      "We can't outrun them," the novice said. "Maybe we should try and reason with them."

      "No," Eric said firmly. "We must protect the tablet at all costs."

      The bandit's knife suddenly plunged into the novice's jugular. Eric recoiled in horror as the young man's body fell to the ground, the bandit swiftly retrieving his weapon.

      The bandit demanded to know what was inside the blanket.

      Eric tried to make a run for it, but the bandit lurched with his knife. Eric slammed the tablet against the bandit's arm and the knife dropped to the sand. The bandit bent to retrieve it and Eric brought the tablet down on his head as hard as he could, then again and again until the sand was painted with the bandit's skull and blood.

      The other bandit watched from atop the sand dune. Eric picked up the knife and held it into the air to show that he was now armed, while the bandit was not. As he hoped, the bandit thought twice about attacking and he disappeared down the other side of the sand dune, possibly to get reinforcements.

      Eric sprinted with all his might, holding the tablet tightly against his chest, the blanket now soaked in blood. The Monastery wasn't much further. He glanced over his shoulder at the novice's body and wished he was able to take it for a proper burial, but he couldn't risk the bandits catching up and stealing the tablet. Eric was now surer than ever that delivering this tablet was his destiny. He had just committed a terrible sin. For the first time in his life, he had taken another person's life. If he lost the tablet now, then his sin and the novice's death had all been for nothing.

      The ground beneath him broke away. Eric fell through a hole into a small underground cavern. He felt his ankle pop and he yelled in pain. He felt it to check whether it was broken. Luckily, it was only sprained.

      His eyes drifted to the tablet, which lay before him in the small ditch. As he reached for it, a bee whizzed past his hand. Eric looked closer. The bright tablet was attracting several desert bees and he realized he was lying at the entrance to their nest. Within seconds, dozens of them had landed on the tablet.

      First the bandits. Then his ankle. Now the bees. Eric realized his faith was being tested. He could crawl out of the cave to safety and leave the tablet behind, but he would never fulfill his destiny. The bandit's friends could be close behind and they would be the ones to recover the tablet if he didn't take it now.

      Eric reached for the tablet and a bee flew up and landed on his face. It crawled across his cheek and stung him. He clenched his teeth and groaned, but he didn't have time to lick his wounds. A couple more bees came to rest on his face. The pricks from their tiny stingers increased in number and intensity. He punched through the swarm to grab the tablet, enduring more stings as he did so. Eric leapt to his feet with the tablet in hand and pulled himself out of the ditch.

      He crawled to the surface and swung his arms around like a mad man to scare away the bees. Eric attempted to run to safety, but he nearly collapsed to his knees with the pain from his ankle. He could barely hobble. For a moment, he thought he was going to be sick. He clenched his hands in the sand, willing himself to move forward.

      Eric inched himself closer and closer to the Monastery, the bees still following and stinging him, his ankle throbbing. A fierce wind wailed across the desert from a small sandstorm, blowing sand into his eyes and knocking him from his feet, but at least it propelled the bees away. He stared up into the sky and saw a couple of vultures circling overhead.

      Not today, he said to himself.

      He didn't have the energy to stand so he dug his hand into the sand and dragged himself forward for what seemed like hours. The Monastery was now only a stone's throw away. No matter what happened next, Eric was ready for it, because finally his life had been given a purpose—he was going to deliver the Creator's words to the Omi's Sanctuary.

      II

      Eric slowly sank into a chair in Brother Guin's office and squirmed in discomfort. The masters of medicine had applied an ointment to his skin, causing his robe to cling uncomfortably to his body whenever he sat down. Eric placed down the walking stick he had been given and turned his attention to Brother Guin at the other side of the desk. Despite being of similar age, Brother Guin appeared as if he could be Eric's future self, with his fair complexion and wispy blond hair, albeit now mostly bald.

      Brother Guin's deep blue eyes stared Eric up and down. "You have blood on your robe."

      "The novice's blood. We were attacked by bandits upon our return."

      Eric didn't tell him about the bandit's blood. It was a sin to lie, but Eric would ask the Creator for forgiveness later. If he told Brother Guin about committing murder, then he would be forced to repent via months of isolation. Eric didn't have time for that; he had a mission to fulfill.

      "You escaped these bandits?" Guin asked skeptically. "How?"

      "I suppose the Creator has something else in store for me."

      "Don't mistake coincidence for fate." Brother Guin didn't tolerate self-importance from monks, perhaps because he himself had hoped for a higher position by now. He had assisted the Omi with their rise back to power in hopes of becoming a bishop, but none of his dreams had come true. "I suspect you simply got lucky."

      Eric nodded, feigning agreement with Guin's bitter remarks as if they were pearls of wisdom.

      "Anyway, why did you want to see me?"

      "I found something in the desert." Eric unwrapped the gold tablet from the blood-soaked blanket and presented it to Brother Guin. "Words of the Creator."

      Brother Guin inspected the tablet with mild curiosity on his face. "How do you know it's words of the Creator?"

      "Those hieroglyphics are from the Holy World." Eric pointed to the engravings. "Also, there was an old man in the desert who told us they were the Creator's words. He instructed us to deliver the tablet to the Omi's Sanctuary. Then he disappeared." It was close enough to the truth.

      Guin placed down the tablet. "What do you mean he disappeared?"

      "I don't know how else to explain it. He was there, and then he wasn't."

      "Are you suggesting that this man was an angel?" Guin looked as though he was on the verge of laughter.

      "He was a messenger sent by the Creator, that's all I know," Eric said.

      Brother Guin's expression remained doubtful. "And how do you know that for certain?"

      "Afterwards, I was tested. That's why the bandits attacked us. They wanted the tablet, but I refused to give it up. Then I sprained my ankle and was attacked by bees. Then there was a sandstorm."

      "Maybe the Creator didn't want you to have the tablet, after all."

      "No," Eric argued. "The Creator was testing my commitment to my mission."

      "What mission?"

      "To deliver the tablet to the Sanctuary."

      "You'll do no such thing," Brother Guin said sternly.

      Eric felt a knot in his stomach. "Why not?"

      "You're needed here, and monks are told what to do and where to go by their superiors, not by old men in the desert who may or may not be angels."

      "But the tablet must reach the Sanctuary so it can be studied and protected."

      "And it will," Guin said. "The Omi sent a party of Enforcers to Eden's highlands in order to retrieve a Pure Blood."

      "A Pure Blood?" Eric didn't think there were any Pure Bloods remaining.

      "Yes, a young woman. She's been hiding within a town called Culloden."

      "Never heard of it."

      "Exactly. The Enforcers will be passing through here on their way back, and they will require monks to assist with the sacrifice. You can deliver the tablet to them as a gift on our behalf." With that, Guin threw the tablet back to Eric.

      "The Creator has chosen me for this mission," Eric asserted.

      "Frankly, I am not convinced. Bandits, bees, and sandstorms hardly seem like clear signs from the Creator. Your desire for glory is a sin, Brother Eric, and I order you to reflect upon this before confession. After you confess your sins, I will devise appropriate repentance. Now, return to the dormitories. We're finished here."

      Eric stood with the help of his walking stick and left with the tablet, but not to go to the dormitories.
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