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The Knight’s Exile

Reassignment. Not failure. 

The phrase resounded in my head over and over as I marched. My boots kicked up dust on the empty roads. I still wasn’t sure if the sweat running down my face was the heat or anxiety. 

So far, the punishment – reassignment – wasn’t so bad. I’d fucked up. Got caught. Couldn’t blame my superiors for moving me away. But I’d heard that some of my fellow soldiers got it much worse than I; breaking rocks in the countryside, or imprisoned. 

I’d only been... exiled. 

My heart pounded as I crested the hill. Helmet in hand, I bent double, dragging air into my lungs, sweat running in rivulets down my temples. When I straightened, my stomach dropped.

Nothing.

No towers, no banners, no sign of the Emperor’s world. Just trees, endless green rolling toward the horizon. The sky stretched bright and pitiless above me, too clear, too empty. A breeze whispered through the branches, cooling my skin, and I shivered despite the heat. For the first time, I understood how far I’d been cast out.

Nobody I’d spoken to had even heard of Queen Seravine. No maps marked a castle here. The farther I marched, the more it felt like I was chasing a ghost. A prank. A cruel punishment stretched out for miles.

I forced myself forward, though my head drooped with every stride. Maybe I’d find some withered old dowager, the kind who needed a servant to carry her from chair to chair, who took half a day to decide what color ribbon to wear. I’d waste my life rotting in obscurity while the Emperor forgot my name. That’s what country castles were: pastures for the disgraced. You didn’t come back from exile.

A few times, I thought about running. Vanishing into some nameless village. Cutting my hair, taking a false name, tilling soil like a farmer.
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