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For all my inspirators big and small,

old and young, from both far away, and close to home,

who stand on four feet, two feet, or none at all,

You have my deepest thanks.

 

You may laugh that I should care,

if all we had was but one hour, one conversation together.

Yet the feeling in my soul remains,

whether it’s been minutes, decades, or something in between:

For our time, you have my love.

 

Thank you, my loves, for every smile,

to me they are as warm as the bright dawn sun who shines possibilities.

For every laugh that echoes in my heart the way the afternoon sun heats and reassures all that it reaches.

For every time you lit the fire of anger within me,

for the awe and determination you inspired,

and for all the rest.

Yes, even for every tear I shed on account of you.

 

For me, each moment with you has been as captivating as the glow of the evening sun, and the stars and moon on a dark, clear night.

For me, each encounter was a lesson:

who we are, how we love,

why above everything,

 

I’ve always felt the light you’ve taught me and the shadows it casts makes such a beautiful world.

 

Thank you my inspirators, my loves, for raising me,

for growing up with me,

for leading me forward,

and for catching me when I fall.

 

For all that you’ve done for me and my legend, it is my wish that you can always treasure the legend of us, and that I can grant you at least one smile with the story you’ve inspired.

 

Yours, Aeternum et Semper,

The Author
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Prologue

 

Today is the day thought Izana as he jumped out of bed. He ran out of his room and across the hall to another bedroom, where he unceremoniously threw open the door and proceeded to leap on the first bed he saw. 

“Mathias! Mathias, wake up!” he shouted at the teenage boy below him. At the sound of a groan from beneath the sheets, Izana gleefully bounded from Mathias’s bed to the lower bunk of the stacked bed on the opposite wall. This time Izana remained on the ground and shook the boy in the bed.

“Wake up, Alrekr! Do you know what day it is? Do you? Do you know?”

Alrekr rolled over to face the little boy beside his bed and sluggishly grabbed at the boy’s hand.

“Aiynam up Izana, don’t ahleeo,” Alrekr said with a grin.

Getting up before sunrise was not the most exciting prospect for the growing young men, but seeing Izana’s excited face made the long day ahead seem less daunting. Izana wriggled free of Alrekr’s grasp and began climbing the ladder to the top bed but stopped halfway up. He could see the outline of someone sitting up in the bed.

“Tyr?” Izana pronounced the name as though he was unsure whether his eyes deceived him.

“Yes, Izana, aiynameh already awake. Aiyna heard ou come in. Zckouu, shar don’t ou go check te see ip teh girls are up. But first,” Tyr leaned forward and whispered, “go jump on Mathias one more time.”

Izana nodded enthusiastically as he quietly crept down the ladder. Tyr and Alrekr watched from their beds as Izana poised himself for his attack. The moment Izana landed, Mathias sat up, capturing the boy in his arms and tickling him on his sides. Izana squealed in delight as he squirmed free and ran back into the hallway. As he reached for the handle on the next door, it turned on its own. A moment later, his eldest cousin, Allirea, was standing in the doorway.

“Izana, was machst du,” she asked with a sigh.

“Aiynam making sure everyone is up fer teh sunrise! Ne mater said t’at es was fine for today.”

“That’s fine then, as today is a special day. Aber, aedena se Rahkreen won’t ou? Let our abbibats wake Sorrel, Kana, und everyone younger. Ou an go check on Alla et Victoria, ahyles I’ll get Bisa, Oul dsiite?”

“Ja!” Izana nodded up at the tall girl. For his enthusiasm he was rewarded with a small smile and a gentle push on the shoulder as Allirea spun him in the direction of Alla’s room.

Izana approached Alla with much more care than what he had shown his other cousins. Although Alla had four years on him, she was pretty small for an eleven-year-old and Izana knew from experience that she could easily become cross if he jumped on her the wrong way. He chose instead to pull the covers off her torso and whisper into her ear with his hands cupped around his mouth, “Alla, aedena teh sol,” until her eyes fluttered open and focused on him. Proud to have woken her without making her upset, Izana continued to smile back at her as he left her room.

Even in the short time he’d spent in Alla’s room, the hallway had come to life—his aunts and uncles had come for their youngest children—just as Allirea had predicted. Uncle Kai was already holding his two-year-old daughter and his wife, Auntie Ena, was just going into the room hosting their son, Favian. Uncle Aki and his five-year-old son Sorrel waved at Izana as he headed past them toward Victoria’s room while Uncle Seth chased his boisterous son Alika down the corridor. At Victoria’s door, Izana found her father, his Uncle Aaron, yawning sleepily.

“Oh, Izana. By chance did ou come te exy Victoria up?”

“Yessir,” Izana slurred as he shook his head in the affirmative.

“Wonderful. Se ser ser, Summer, already got a hold o Lilly, so I was left to wake both girls by myself! An ou believe that? Aiyna swear Summer ner sleeps.”

Izana laughed the way that little kids tend to laugh when they find something hysterical. Even at seven years of age, it was obvious to Izana that his aunt, Summer, was a busybody. She was always fussing over somebody. Most often it was Aunt Lilly or Aunt Odessa, because they were the only women younger than herself, but she also frequently doted on all of her many nieces and nephews. With the recent birth of Uncle Aaron’s and Aunt Lilly’s second daughter, Amber, the total had come to fifteen cousins, ranging in age from sixteen to just under one year of age. It would tire anyone out—it did tire everyone out—except Summer. Whether one married into the family or they were born into it, one of the first things to be learned was that no one in the family could escape Summer’s fussing.

“Aiyna an get Viki, and you an go get inaeeh Dusana, Viya Aaron.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Aaron as he gave Izana a high five and ruffled the boy’s hair. As Aaron walked off, Izana opened the door to Victoria’s room. He loved the room where she stayed the best. Every bedroom in the manor had a beautiful scene painted on the ceiling. Some focused on planets, some on constellations, and others on nebulas, but the room that had been designated Victoria’s was the only one decorated with the northern lights.

Izana crawled up on the bed and knelt next to Victoria, gently cupping his hand on her shoulder. Her eyes snapped open, even at that slight touch, and she sat up.

“How long before the sunrise?” she asked as she pushed the covers away from her.

“An’not será largo. Aiyna think everyone else is up.”

“Geez Izzy, shar an’nol ou get se up first?”

“Cause I always get you up.”

For Izana, Victoria, and some of the other members of the family, waking up to see the sunrise was not an uncommon thing to do, but it was tradition that on special occasions, everyone got up to watch the sunrise together, and today was one such day. Today was the day that the gates of Custos Manor were open to all of Vilroh for the annual ball they held there. The rest of the day would be dedicated to preparing the house for guests. Food had to be made, furniture moved, and everyone had to be dressed up by the time guests started arriving that evening. But for the duration of the sunrise the entire Custos clan sat quietly together, some on the veranda and others on the lawn.

After the sunrise would come the storm. The ball was a very formal social gathering, and it was expected that everyone who had come through their tenth year in full and older were to remain at the ball throughout its duration. Izana was glad that he and Victoria were only required to be present for the opening ceremonies. Afterward they, and the other youngsters who could walk under their own power, were permitted to roam between the ball and the private quarters as they desired, although even they were expected to remain dressed up and to keep their clothes clean.
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When Izana’s mother had finished getting him into his formal shirt, they moved to Victoria’s room. They found Victoria sitting on her bed expectantly, while her mother, Lilly, sat with Victoria’s baby sister on the windowsill.

“Izzy! Ou made me wait dyo fores fer ou already, so braid my hair first.”

Izana had learned to braid Victoria’s hair about a year prior. Born less than a full day apart, he and Victoria had been nearly inseparable all their lives, joined at the hip like twins. Victoria had thought it would be great to have matching braids since their hair was the same length, and so, Izana learned how to do a simple, loose braid for her.

Lilly looked on as Izana began to braid her daughter’s hair. “Victoria, sweetie, you remember what to say if anyone asks for your name tonight, right?”

“Victoria Onyx Melody Aurum Totem,” she replied in the blink of an eye.

“Don’t fret so,” began Izana’s mother as she put a comforting hand on Lilly’s shoulder. “Our daughter ist very smart.”

“Aiyna aedena es, I just…oleeu t’at things didn’t exyte be like this.”

“Oul dsiite. It must be hard on you, Lilly, aber aiyna hope ou an exy some comfort knowing t’at jeg er glad te protect Victoria fer ou et se bror.”

Lilly looked up at her sister-in-law and nodded. She then turned to Izana and her daughter. Izana had already finished Victoria’s hair and was now sitting facing his mother and aunt while Victoria wove his hair into place at a speed that only a practiced hand could carry out.

“Izana, I have to go help your ma with her makeup. Will you hold Amber for a few minutes fer se?”

“Yes, Mama Lilly!” Izana extended his arms so he could receive the baby from her mother. He gazed happily at the baby as the two adults left the room. When Victoria finished braiding his hair, she moved to sit beside him.

“Irgie her ištá ner holding beauty,” Victoria commented. “Teay look like ours at a distance, but up close können Sie sehen t’at teay irgie only our blue in the middle of her irises. It’s newly amazing every time aiynameh aedena her.”

“It’s terrible that her pretty eyes will scare everyone else.” Izana frowned as he spoke.

“It ner matters that much. Let them be scared. I’ll have Amber’s back no matter what.”

“Hey!” Victoria looked steadily at Izana, a grin spreading wide across her features at his indignation.

“We. Thou and mine own self will always be here fer her…und teh rest o the family too.” Izana bent his head toward Victoria and rested it on her shoulder. His braid fell to the side, gently knocking into hers as he gazed down at the baby he was holding. Amber was looking calmly and curiously back at him with her glowing amber, blue, and green eyes.

What to do Amber? So many people already dislike you ahyles love you so strongly even though you’re hardly a year old. “Viki, don’t ever forget and count me out. Amber’s mine too, and I’ll always protect her, just like you.”

“Oul dsiite, same here,” said Victoria as she scrunched her shoulder to get Izana off of her. “You love so well, I couldn’t dream of less.” As she spoke, she brought her hands lightly to either side of Izana’s face and leaned her forehead against his so the tips of their noses touched. The room was silent for a moment as the two children stared at each other, then Victoria pulled her head back, raising it just enough to press her lips to Izana’s forehead. He smiled and repeated the latter half of the action, without taking his hands away from the baby.
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“And finally, we are happy to officially present Alla Asteri Ocean Phượng Gray-Custos, who turned eleven last season.”

Izana watched from a balcony as his grandmother announced Alla, who looked rather delightful in her pale-yellow dress. She walked delicately to the end of the line beside her grandmother, looking nervously around as she came to a stop next to Alrekr. Izana caught him quietly linking his hand with Alla’s to reassure her.

There were probably hundreds of people between the formal gardens and the main hall, all of whom were focused on the stunning lineup of the Custos family and its descendants. At least, that’s how it usually went, but this time Izana felt distinctly that someone’s gaze was fixed on the balcony where he stood instead of on the family lineup below him.

Izana turned to look at his younger cousins when he heard a little screech amidst the applause. Favian and Alika were fighting over a toy. He glanced to his left at Victoria. Neither one of them could separate the boys since Izana was once again holding Amber and Victoria had Aline in her arms and Kal-Essuru clutching her side.

“We’ve got ’em, Izana, ner ahleeo,” said a voice on his right. Izana looked to see Bisa pushing her way between the boys and Sorrel and Kana pulling the two boys farther apart once Bisa had them separated. With the dispute laid to rest, the band of youngsters moved into the private sector of the house. Their first order of business was to deposit their two youngest members, Aline and Amber, into their respective nurseries. The remaining children played a variety of tagging and seeking games. As the evening progressed, Izana and Victoria found themselves hiding near Amber’s nursery when they heard a soft sound. In a blink of an eye, Victoria abandoned her hiding place and raced to her sister’s door, Izana trailing her only by a couple steps. Their sharp hearing told them the sound came from inside the room, and it wasn’t a sound a baby was capable of making.

As Victoria threw the door open, Izana could see a dark figure approaching the crib where Amber lay and the glint of a knife.

“No!” It was just one word, one word with one syllable, one word that had come from the mouth of a child, but the force with which Victoria screamed it resounded throughout the manor, quieting the gathering and sending Izana reeling backward. It had not been a terrified scream, but an authoritative one.

Worried parents and cousins came running ahead of the rest of the family, but when they arrived at the source of the scream, the situation had already met a conclusion. On the floor lay the body of a masked man dressed all in a deep forest green. Propped against the crib sat a cut and bloodied Victoria huddled against a bloodied Izana. Aaron Custos was the first to approach them. Seeing that his younger daughter was completely unharmed and appeared to be sound asleep, he gently assessed Izana and Victoria. When he found only Victoria had any wounds, he scooped her into his arms, nuzzling her temple as he did so. Izana nervously clutched the end of his braid as he began to follow his uncle. However, a hand came down on his shoulder, preventing him from following his uncle and his cousin farther. A second hand slowly engulfed Izana’s shaking hands and only then did he realize what he was holding. Izana released the knife into his grandfather’s grasp and met the older man’s worried eyes.

“Izana, an ou tell us what happened?”

Izana looked around him, finding much of the family had gathered in the room and hallway. He spotted his aunt, Lilly, who was clutching his mother’s arm with one hand and Aunt Summer’s wrist with her other hand. He returned his gaze to his grandfather and moved his head slowly, swallowing hard as he did.


 

I

“Love does not begin and end the way we seem to think it does. Love is a battle, love is a war; love is growing up.”

 –James A. Baldwin

 

THIS IS THE STORY of a long, long time. A story that I have dared to tell. But truth be told, I wasn’t sure where to start, and I found it hard to write. So much has happened. There are things that I want to recognize clearly, but the words I need elude me and the words I have, well, they just aren’t enough to describe what this story, our story, means to me.

Good afternoon, my Ladies and Sirs, friends, family, Masters, and especially, my fine fellow peers. Long traditions have us gathered here and have me standing before you to present you with an eloquent summary of that which has brought us here. Nevertheless, I am afraid that I cannot, in good conscience, attempt to uphold such longstanding expectations, for it dawned on me early on in the process of preparing this speech that I cannot tell our story Truly. To do that would require knowledge of every perspective on every moment that has passed. So I must tell the story as I can, but where to start? Yes, I could start at the beginning, or rather, what I perceive to be the beginning. Then again, I could start with a key moment, one that gave me a better understanding of who we are as storytellers and story characters, tradition makers, and tradition changers.

Such a story as ours, having certain details forgotten by some while remembered by others, and certain details that are more important to some than they are to others, is indeed a difficult thing to summarize, even if I alone were not tasked with the responsibility but could share it with all those that had a hand in the story. Nay, the legend. For what has passed between us is not a made-up thing as a story is, nor can any detail be wholly agreed upon as absolutely True.

So then, how might I best convey our legend? As I thought of all that I have learned, I worried over what, in those moments, I might have missed. Then it struck me. Legends are born in part from what was missed. They begin as truths or rather the parts of truths the conveyor can obtain. Then they grow with the addition of stories to fill in the gaps for the missing parts of truth, and they grow again as the stories change with each new teller. Yet, as the stories and truths change with each new telling, in a way they are still the same.

Even as I try to summarize all that we have done, I cannot predict how each of you will tell our legend tomorrow. But at least allow me to give you a draft that may stay in your hearts even if you tell it differently on the morrow.

With that said, rather than greeting you simply as peers and Masters and loved ones, today I say: good afternoon, my fellow storytellers, legend-tellers, and legend-makers. My name is Victoria Juliet Rose, and as your chosen speaker, I would like to start off by thanking you all for a job well done. It is by the love and determination of everyone here that my fellows and I have gotten to this point in life. I never thought I’d ever be more nervous than the day I found out I was moving to this town, but then a few cycles back, I was told I’d have to give this speech.

Despite my reservations about standing before you, I wanted to try and persevere the same way I have seen so many of you persevere. It is my sincere wish to give you a speech worth every moment you have put into getting here. By relying on the memories I have collected since moving here as my inspiration, I came up with these words to leave you with: Today is the beginning and the end of a long journey, the day we realize that even in these seemingly short years, we have created a legend of a long, long time.

It is a day for us to celebrate what we have accomplished, to cry because it is done, and to smile because it is done, and we did it. It is also a day to celebrate the beginning of a new journey. Another part of each of our own legends.

It will not be easy. There will be times when the urge to turn back might stop the progress onward, but I believe that our ways will take us to great places. So long as we can take steps we can be proud of, each of us may find our own prosperity.

Just as the phoenix rises from the ashes of despair to soar, so shall we rise to the challenge of the Great Search, bringing with us the legends of how we’ve come. I wish you all the best until our ways cross again, and when that day comes, I look forward to telling you the legend of me and hearing the legend of you.
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“Beautifully written, my dear. Only, be careful to exclude the spare terms you know when you speak it,” their mother mused.

“Yes, yes. I only got a bit distracted while I was writing.” Victoria shifted her gaze and arched one brow. Amber knew herself to be smiling then, despite not being able to feel the pull of it against her cheeks.

“So, you do love them after all. I think they will be very pleased.” Victoria grinned a bittersweet sort of grin at their father as he teased her.

“Of course. But even so, this is not a position I ever dreamed of being in.” Amber watched her sister from her perch behind the chaise where her parents were seated with Victoria’s handwritten speech set between them. With Victoria’s boyfriend behind her, resting his hands on her shoulders as he leaned farther over her to read the speech, Amber felt a small twang for her sister’s regret.

The position her sister wanted was among their extended family outside of Behrmi. Family, only Amber could not recall. Her world was all within the confines of Behrmi and especially centered on the Airovas, Lady LœKlār and her son, her parents, her sister, and Will. She couldn’t exactly miss people she didn’t know, but she could and did feel a small twinge when she knew her parents or sister were thinking on them, for they’d told her many tales and had brought her up in preparation for meeting these relatives one day. Just now, the ache stung her heart and throbbed distantly as though it might pull her away from where she wanted to be.

“The ice queen strikes again! So beloved by all her subjects, but she refuses to acknowledge aloud that they’re any good. Whatever will I do to melt clear praise from those lips?”

“Wil-li-am, are you, by chance, making fun of my precious daughter?”

“Never!”

“It sure sounded like it,” Aaron said, turning around on the chaise, an amused frown growing on his face as he did.

“Okay, a little.” Will shrugged, and Amber felt cool where his weight once was. “Only because I’ve heard how glad she is to have had time to spend with her aunt and her family and help her peers. And I’ve even seen it.” He grinned stupidly as he spoke, and Amber couldn’t help the smile in her heart, though her eyes were wet. She looked back at Victoria, who was getting up from the chair she’d taken across the way.

“Victoria,” Amber said in her soft voice, “you’re not really nervous about public speaking, are you?” Victoria, to her relief, readily returned the lopsided grin Amber shot her.

“How could you spend your whole life with me and ask such a question?”

She was ne—she is never afraid of silly things like that. She’s strong, and she’s brave; that’s why she always comes back.

Amber shook her thoughts away when Will ruffled her shoulder-length hair. His hands dropped to tickle one side of her ribs and then the other.

“There. That’s better. You’ll become a worse worrier than your sister if you’re not careful!”

“Will, be careful not to rile her up too much. I’d like it if she could sit still long enough not to be a blur in the pictures we’re to take in the garden before you head to the lake.” Amber’s mother looked from her to Will, holding back a laugh. It was evident from the way her lips pinched between words.

“More photos? A fine idea,” Will said as he turned and crouched so that Amber could climb on his back. He carried her all the way to the sun-coloured blossom tree in the center of the gar-den, where he turned to give her better access to one of the lower branches. When she settled herself on her favorite branch, he handed her his camera with a quiet description of the pictures he wanted her to take.

As she clasped the device in her hands, she felt stinging hot tears overflow from her eyes, but with both her hands occupied, she could not wipe them away. Will neither collected them for her nor offered any comment about their presence.

Always stay like this. Please always smile like this. Her eyes wandered, trying desperately to capture the beauty of her beloveds, until her mother set her camera on a balance and, one by one, they all climbed into the tree with her.

This is real. This moment, this sun, this warmth…love. It’s real. It has to be. I believe it. I lived it, didn’t I? Amber stared hard at the camera as if she could will time to stand still. For just a moment, it did, but no amount of willpower could hold the moment still forever.

“Mother, we ought to be on our way,” Victoria urged.

“Of course, darling. Here is your speech. Only, could you wait a tick more? Your father and I have something for you.”

“Always, for you.” Amber watched with curiosity as her father revealed a small box from which her mother withdrew a golden pendant, a silhouette of the sun and moon rising on opposite sides of a lake. Once it was clasped around Victoria’s neck, Amber took a closer look. On the front, she realized the intricate details were due to the inlay of tiny, engraved roses. On the back, the inscription—

 

Praise unto you if you come out your own.

Love a.e.s from yours

 

—was done with the same detail around the perimeter of the pendant.

“Oh, how lovely! Thank you.” The sound of Victoria’s smile echoed in Amber’s head.

“Anything for my girls.” Their father smiled a deep, eternal smile and then turned and winked at Amber. “I’ll have something for you too, when the time comes.” Amber knew she smiled again, but she only felt the wetness in her eyes.

“Thank you,” Victoria said again after spending a moment taking the necklace in. She nuzzled their father’s cheek, then their mother’s, before taking Will’s hand. “We’ll be off then. Coming, Amber? You did want to come with us, didn’t you?”

I want everyone to go together. Now. Everyone needs to go right now! Mama, Dad, please. Please come with me! Amber screamed inside herself, though all she said out loud was, “Yes, I’m coming! Bye, Mater. Tschüss, Oterr. Love you!” Brief hugs accompanied each goodbye. Too brief. Although each hug could have lasted days and still not have been long enough.

“Love you too, darling!”

“See you in a bit, girls!”

Amber watched through the back window of Will’s PTM as her parents’ waving figures grew smaller and smaller. They were not long out of sight when the machine came to a screeching halt. There was a figure in the middle of the way clad all in deep forest-green clothes, with sunshades and a mask to match. His body seemed to be turned toward Victoria, who wore an expression Amber had never known her to be capable of making.

“Little rose, it was such a trouble to find you, but you don’t have to hide among these thorns anymore. We’ve come to set you free.”

The ground shook violently, and the wet feeling in Amber’s eyes grew exponentially. Though she already knew what she’d see, Amber looked behind her. Thick black smoke rose from the way they’d come. Her heart sank through the ground. She wished for the moment she’d believed that it could have been something else, but Amber did not doubt for an instant that the smoke had come from her house. There was no need to ask; she knew her heart had sunk so low because her parents were gone.

How could they? How didn’t we notice? How could they, when father has always been so careful? Amber’s thoughts fell away as her beloved sister lunged out of the PTM and at the man in the way. He was crumpled on the ground after a brief struggle, but as Amber watched him fall, she noticed that more identically dressed figures emerged from the tree line on the side of the way. At their emergence, Will also disembarked from the PTM, taking with him something from under his seat that shone like the moon on water.

Amber frowned. Some of the strangers were going after Will, but none of the green-clad people moved to strike Victoria first, though they did seem to be encircling her. Amber felt her frown deepen and her heart beat faster when she realized a few people had devices that they ought not to have.

“The little monster doesn’t know what’s good for her.” Which disguised face had said it, she didn’t know, but it stung all the same, and Amber felt the corners of her vision start to darken.

“Amber. Amber, calm down. Do you think that I am yet incapable of protecting you? Or are you so easy to take down with such a thing as a word?”

“Let them have me. Mom and Dad, they—and I don’t want

you—”

“What a prideful little sister I have, thinking they only want you. They want an outcast, which is my standing as much as yours, I just got the chance to hide it. But tell me, did you think you could prevent me from doing all that I can to protect you?”

“But you shouldn’t have to because of me.”

 “Oh my little Dusana, of course I don’t have to, but few things can make me as happy, and I haven’t access to them now anyway. So, forget. Forget, my little sister. Forget your name, at least for a while whilst I borrow it.” It amazed Amber that her sister’s mind was so calm despite the chaos that had just broken into their lives.

“But I want to help you!”

“If you want to help, then calm down and focus yourself. Clear Will out of here.”

“I’m not leaving the two of you!” Will snapped into the link Amber had made for them, clearly annoyed by the suggestion. Only, it wasn’t a suggestion. It was always apparent when Victoria would have her way, and this was such a time.

“William, someone has to look after our cousins and make sure no harm befalls them.”

“But they can see me.”

“Heed my words. Amber will clear your way. They will not know you to follow you. I will not have both of you on a crossway given to danger.”

Amber closed her eyes, imagining a wavering tree line and thick black fog, not unlike the smoke she had seen over her house. She counted the people around her, focusing on their presence two at a time and searching for those who had paid attention to Will. The sound of choking brought her attention back to the way after she found all that she’d been looking for. Will was a ways away, looking miserable, but he knew better than to press Victoria when she got particularly serious about something, and by the look on her face, Amber was sure she had never been more serious in her life. As Will slipped away, Amber was pleased to note her intentions had come to fruition and couldn’t help the small smile of pride that stroked her.

“What do we have here?” Amber froze, her momentary pride fading fast. One of the masked figures—a woman by the voice—held a knife up to her throat. “Come with me, little thing, and I won’t hurt you.”

Damn. I didn’t look behind me, did I? I need to make sure she hasn’t seen Will.

“Let her alone!” Victoria’s voice was as sharp as the crackle of a forest fire and as clear as a mountain wind. “She has no part with you!”

“If she’s with you, surely she’s of some importance.”

“Juliet Treewell is an orphan my parents took in for appearances. I brought her with me to help me prepare for the speech I’m due to give.”

Victoria approached the woman slowly. Her face gave nothing away, but she exposed her hands to the stranger all the same. Amber took the cue, focusing hard on an image of the young Juliet Marie Treewell her mother had shown her a while back. The woman was their grandmother, though they only knew of her from the stories their mother had told them, for she had died nearly twenty years prior.

The green-clad woman eyed them both from behind her shades for long moments while her colleagues slowly surrounded them.

“What do you want with me,” Victoria snapped, sounding more impatient than Amber suspected her to be.

“Why, to set you free, of course. To free us all,” replied the woman.

“You destroyed my home.”

“We broke your cage and slayed your keepers. You are older than we thought, so I’m sure it will be difficult, but in time, Amber, we hope to help you understand how you’ve been abused and how you can take revenge.”

The look on Victoria’s face when the woman spoke was one Amber had glimpsed before. The memory of it was fuzzy, but the feelings of crippling anguish and untempered rage were clear, so clear that they overpowered Amber’s dream, and she awoke with a start.

 


Name: Aaron Angelus Aurora Rose Custos (12)

 A.K.A.: Aaron Rose

 Age: deceased at 41

 Blood type: O—

 Height: 172cm

 Eyes: ice blue

 Hair: ebony black, straight, short

 Skin tone: dark olive, warm undertones 

 Favorite pastime: crafting

 

Name: Lilly Marie Khail

A.K.A.: Lilly Marie Rose

Twin: Fiona Dai Airova

Age: deceased at 40 

Blood type: A—

Height: 163cm

Eyes: jade green

Hair: auburn, moderately curly, mid-neck length

Skin tone: pale ivory, neutral undertones

Personal motto: live to love

 


 

II

“If people bring so much courage to this world the world has to kill them to break them, so of course it kills them. The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places…”

 –Ernest Hemingway

 

Amber, cold from the layer of sweat that covered her, scooted off the bed slowly and then headed for the sink in the little washroom attached to her room, clutching her sister’s pendant the whole way there. After raking her hair away from her eyes, Amber stared sluggishly at the face in the mirror, desperately hoping to see a face that would comfort her and show her that she didn’t look as bad as she felt. 

What kind of fool would waste wishing on that? Her gaze was met by sunken eyes and frowning, cracked lips. Long half-dried tear tracks shone prominently under the light, causing a deeper frown in the mirror’s reflection.

Ah. Here is my stranger. Looking as well as ever. Gėda! How long has it been since I could last recognize my own reflection? No more!

Amber’s fist flew through the air, intent on shattering her reflection. However, she diverted herself before a trail could be left. It’d be better on my heart that I tore this room to shreds and shattered the mirror into a million pieces, only they think I am well-crafted and sweet. It would be a trouble to cover up such damage and still slip away quietly…

Amber let her hand slacken at her side. Sighing, she picked up a cloth, wet it, and began rubbing the sweat off her arms, chest, and as much of her back as she could reach. She was in the middle of washing her face when the door of her room opened without warning, and a woman appeared.

“Welcome to tomorrow, Juliet. Are you ready to begin the task of today?”

Amber stared at the woman, focusing hard on keeping her features as neutral as possible. Tracy’s was a face she disliked seeing. It had been Tracy who’d caught Amber unawares and held her at knifepoint whilst telling Victoria that the murders of their parents, Aaron and Lilly Custos, would set her free. Even after Victoria had ‘thanked’ the woman and ‘consented’ to return with the group to their base, Tracy hadn’t let the knife away from Amber. The resulting scar under her jaw was all but imperceptible, yet it remained among the most cumbersome of the scars Amber bore.

Thanks to several tests and the group’s strict following of their morals, Amber hadn’t had to fight for her life that day. She did, however, find herself on more than one occasion searching for a strong enough reason to live in the days and years that followed. It had been difficult, to say the least, to hide her identity and misery in the beginning and harder still to meet Tracy’s expectations without any promise of reward. She had had to earn the privilege to be allowed into the same room as Victoria, which had been dreadfully stressful, being that Victoria was the only trusted person Amber had any chance to see. Only the burdened and privileged gift she and Victoria shared as sisters had kept Amber sane during those miserable early days.

Eventually, she’d grown old enough in the eyes of their captors to be of help to Victoria in her search for information, but it had taken three and a half years. All that time locked away and waiting for Tracy to have any use for her had instilled in Amber a hatred for which she had no release. Although she had adapted to disguising her features, disguising her temper was another battle entirely.

“Juliet,” Tracy spoke again. She tapped her wrist, as she often did when she thought Amber did not understand that they needed to go.

“The half-blood?” Amber felt odd asking about her sister again, especially since she tended to say so little to Tracy or anyone else, but since Victoria had been silent for a cycle and a half, Amber was willing to push her limits, even at the risk of throwing suspicion her way.

“Nothing new to tell you, Amber’s still missing. Come on, we’ve got to head over to District Four.”

Ah. a day in the Museum District. How delightfully dull. Surely there’ll be little to gain from another trip there. At least I’ll have the company of a few artifacts and relief of this place!
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“Don't you think there's something about today that just feels…different?” Matthew looked at Erin, his best friend’s girlfriend, from his spot against the window. Erin’s shoulder-length, medium-blonde, curly hair bobbed from the motion of the container as her super freckled face lit up with a grin. He exchanged a look with Jordan, who sat between himself and Erin on the Straight Liner container seat. Jordan’s eyes confirmed that Erin’s words had hit them both in the same sour way.

If only you knew how special today used to be, Erin. Happy birthday, Mom, Victoria, wherever you are. Once his mother had realized she shared her birthday with one of her best friend’s daughters, she liked to celebrate her birthday more than she had previously. Matthew, too, had been glad for the increased celebrations. He pictured the radiant face his mother had made six years ago when they’d gone to the Rose’s house for a joint birthday celebration while his father was away. It was the clearest memory of her face Matthew could recall from her final months.

The official report never indicated foul play in his mother’s death, just as it had been with the report on the fire. It claimed that the shock of what had happened to the Roses and losing a friend like Lilly Rose in such a surprising way had just been too much for his mother’s heart. It wasn’t implausible with how much she had changed after the fire, but as he was someone who had learned the secrets of the Roses, Matthew knew the fire had been no accident. So, it had always been an unsettled conclusion as to whether his mother’s abrupt death had truly been due to her poor heart or if she had been done in by those who had caused the fire.

Matthew turned his head to look out the window he sat beside, seeing if he could spot Master Carlin in his PTM on the way that ran alongside the Straight Liner they were on. It was customary for one of the Masters in charge of a group to submit a request to bring his or her personal transport machine out of the district when the group visited another district, and this time it’d been William Carlin’s turn.

It’s good that he’s coming. Master Zhanjdor is such a pain. Besides, the three of us ought to be together on a day like today more than others. 

“Matt,” Erin said softly. “Is something wrong?”

“Matt’s fine, Erin. He’s just not as much of a history buff as you are,” Jordan claimed as he tightened his arm around Erin’s shoulders, veering her curious eyes toward him.

Matthew smiled at Erin in support of Jordan’s words and mouthed a sly ‘thanks’ to his best friend. Erin hadn’t moved into town until two and a half years after the fire, so she only knew about the Rose family by word of mouth. Jordan had told her that Dawn LœKlār had also died around the time of the fire, but details like the birthdays of the deceased or what might have actually caused their deaths were not among the things she’d been told.

Even if I told her that it was my mother’s birthday, I couldn’t bring up Victoria. Not without explaining why I care. But I can’t do that, can I? If I told her about my mom, Erin’d be understanding, but it wouldn’t make it any better for me. Especially since it’s Victoria. I can’t pretend it’s just my mother.

“Oh, I nearly forgot! Jordan, isn’t Valorie presenting that story she made up to her class today? Origin of the Phoenix Sisters, wasn’t it? I can’t wait to ask her how it went!” Matthew watched as Jordan visibly tensed when his girlfriend brought up his little sister’s storytelling epiphany. He might have laughed at the sight if he himself hadn’t tensed just as badly.

We aren’t officially oath-bound, and Val means well, but to publicly share anything about the Roses…is it really ok?

“I just can’t believe she made up the story herself, with just a little inspiration from an old story your mother used to tell! I was honestly a little nervous about what kind of feedback I would give her when she asked me if I would listen, but it turned out that she's actually a really inspired storyteller!”

“Yeah, she sure is. I don’t know where she gets her ideas from,” Jordan almost passed as pleased, though the dry sound of tenseness in his voice indicated otherwise. Matthew noted thankfully that Erin had managed to miss both the tension and the grimace hanging on Jordan’s face.

“Liner arriving in Ward Four. Liner arriving in Trima Museum District.” The overhead announcement caused Matthew to shift his gaze toward the front of the container where his Master was getting to his feet.

“Quiet! I need everyone’s eyes and ears,” Master Zhanjdor barked. “We’ll be arriving in the Museum District in just a few ticks. As you disembark from the Straight Liner, Master Carlin or I will provide you with a map. You are to stay within the marked areas at all times. You are to stay with the group during our official tour lesson, during which your complete and undivided attention will be on the guide. You are being assessed today, and I will not hold back on those of you who do not meet expectations.”
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Two and a fifth measures of what? I might discover more truth by guessing, over what I heard. If we’d only stopped long enough to really look! But they can’t have us look too long, can they? Is any of it even remotely accurate? Or do they just lie about everything? Will they chase us away if we linger in a spot too long during ‘free time’? Do they even know where these artifacts came from or what they really are?

“Matt, Jordan, over here!” Matthew turned from his thoughts at the sound of his name. Some of the Sirs he and Jordan did athletics with were motioning for them. Matthew raised his hand in greetings to them while he looked at Jordan for his input.

“Not today, Sirs!” It was Erin who responded first. “If that’s ok,” she said in a much quieter, almost nervous voice, and Matthew grinned at her for it. Of the three of them, Erin seemed to enjoy popularity the most, and at times, it could be annoying, but over the years, he’d learned that rooted in her was the shy type, even if she hid it well.

“I’ll leave you two to it then.”

“Matt, are you sure? It’s ok with me if you and Jordan want to stick together. I’m fine with being your third wheel.” Erin quirked a smile, and Matthew’s grin expanded in spite of himself.

This Lady can really be something when she’s not following Madeline around. “I appreciate it, but I actually have some questions for W—Master Carlin, so you can have Jordan to yourself for a while. Consider it a gift.” Jordan’s face fell for a beat—concerned and disappointed, Matthew guessed—before Erin turned toward him. His mouth moved to match the grin on her face, but his wanting to spend time with Will was evident in his eyes.

After breaking from Jordan and Erin and declining the group of his peers that tried to rope him in with them, Matthew made his way to where William Carlin was. The Sir was a sight with his stiff, uneasy posture and slightly disheveled, too-light-for-the-weather clothing.

If he looks that bad, are Jordan and I more of a mess than I thought? But Erin didn’t say much about us. But, she did seem distracted… “You look as though you had a detailed night.” Matthew had meant to sound a little upbeat, but recalling the vivid sight of smoke and the choking sensation from his own dreams made him sound miserable even to his own ears. He decided to change the subject to something else before Will had time to give him an answer he already knew. “Were the last round of projects any good?”

“The details were very strong this time, for sure.” Will ignored the attempt to change the topic.

“I thought so,” Matthew sighed. For years, he’d seen the smoke now and then, but in the last cycle and a half, it had haunted him every night. I was too careless after Erin’s teasing. Now I’ve gone and brought up images we don’t need on today of all days.

“If you keep thinking of the last project like that, you might run into something,” Will prodded. He’d used a stellar copy of a humorous tone, though humor must have been far from his mind. “Walk with me, I noticed a piece earlier that I’d like to have a better look at. It is a little off the beaten path, but we should be fine.”

He looks worried. Does he have any idea what could be stressing Amber so? Is she in serious trouble? Is it because of Victoria? “She has to be ok.”

“Quiet! Never in public,” Will hissed, his eyes going wide and his body going even more rigid, which shouldn’t have been possible.

“I’m sorry—”

“Shhh!” Suddenly, every fiber of William’s attention was focused on one spot below them on the balcony they’d been moving across. Matthew waited for Will’s attention to return, assuming that whatever had caught his eye wasn’t what they were on their way to see. However, when a few ticks went by, and Will remained as he was, Matthew followed Will’s line of sight, searching for what had gotten his attention. At first, he studied the artifacts, but then he realized that Will’s dark brown eyes moved ever so slightly as though they were trailing something.

It’s a person? I can’t see any of my peers down there. It’s not even an area we’re allowed to be in, is it? So who…? No way. Don't kid yourself. That can’t be her. It couldn’t be that easy. We can’t be that lucky, right? Matthew felt his body stiffen as his mind started spinning out of control. There was still room to doubt what his eyes were telling him. He could be imagining the familiar frame and peculiar gait that belonged to the Rose sisters. This wouldn’t be the first time Matthew’s eyes had deceived him into believing he’d seen his long-lost friends. It was, however, the first time he’d felt every muscle in him tense so much that it hurt just to stand there and breathe. His desire to move and find a release from the tension was strong, yet he was rooted in place. There was nothing he could do but endure the pounding of his heart, like a small prey might when trapped under the gaze of its predator.

The Lady Will had spotted prowled the crowd, her head turned every direction, not so quickly that it was obvious, unless of course you were watching her.

What is Victoria doing here? No. Amber? It’s Amber?

“Oh no, she’s seen us.” Matthew turned in surprise at Will’s utterance.

“What?”

“The other Lady, Matthew!” Matthew turned again, and sure enough, when he widened his gaze, a second Lady, dressed in the same manner as Amber—down to the forest green colouring of the cloth—had appeared beside her. The Lady’s black eyes were fixed on Will and his own self as she began to speak to Amber. Then, Amber too, looked up at them. Even with the distance, Matthew’s heart rate erupted at the rediscovery of someone precious. He could do nothing to quell the light that had sparked in his features. In contrast, Amber showed no mark of recognition. The only thing that changed about her demeanor was that her face grew a little darker with every word the other Lady uttered.

Suddenly, chaos ensued everywhere. Be-low him, there were people pushing and running to get out the nearest door, and though he did not look, he could tell that the commotion was behind him as well, for the shouts came from there too. Matthew, however, remained rooted to the spot where he stood, unsure and nervous about why there was so much panic, but feeling no compulsion to join the chaos.

In mere ticks, everyone on both floors had vanished, except Amber, who stood swaying over the body of her green-clad companion with something a little shiny and a little red in her hand.

“Amber!” Will was halfway down the stairs before Matthew could even will himself to blink. When he regained himself, he raced after Will, jumping the last six stairs and nearly sending himself sprawling with the way he landed in his effort to catch up.

Look at her. Is she even bigger than she was the last time I saw her? Of course she is. She must be, right? Seriously. She looks even more like Victoria now than she ever did before too. Why isn’t she coming to me? Doesn’t she know who I am? Is she not glad to see me? Did she forget me? Does she not recognize me? Do I look so different from then? Oh. By the sun and moon, she’s bleeding!

“Matthew, be a doll and go pull the fire alarm for me please? And Will, could you help me with Tracy here? As much as I’d like to be rid of her, it’ll spare me some more time to not ruffle feathers if she accompanies me still.” The even sound of Amber’s voice pushed Matthew to veer his course toward the nearest fire alarm before he thought to ask why he was to sound the alarm or even before he could make it to her side and embrace her.

When he turned again, after pulling the alarm as instructed, he found Will carrying the dead Lady away toward the opposite wall and Amber wobbling beside him. He sprinted up beside them, reaching an arm around Amber to steady her, to turn her into his embrace for all the years she’d been gone from his sight, but the moment he touched her, she cried out. Matthew quickly drew his hand back before he was forced to it.

No blood. At least it wasn’t an open wound I touched. When she turned to glare at him, he saw that her lip had been split, and she already had the beginnings of a dark bruise under her right eye. All this and what else in a few ticks in a crowded room?

“Sorry, Matthew. I shouldn’t have…It was a rough fight, more so than I was anticipating. Tracy was a tough opponent,” Amber said, it seemed, mostly to herself. She looked bitter, although she smiled a little resigned sort of smile. Her eyes went soft for that moment as though she could sense Matthew’s worries and pitied him for them.

The blood in her teeth…it’s just from her split lip, right? Amber swayed again. This time, when he offered his arm for her, she caught herself on it without resistance. “We should get you out of here, you’re hurt.”

“Wow. What an observation,” Amber rolled her eyes. “And you’re taller than me now. I’m not sure I like it. You giving me that pitying look from above. Of course I’m injured, Matthew; Tracy is someone who has worked hard to be deadly when it’s needed. You need a better plan than mine to survive her without serious damage, especially in an environment like this.”

“All the more reason to get you out of here.” Matthew looked down at her, down at the bloodstain getting larger at her side. Although his stomach churned with unease because Amber didn’t express excitement at their reunion, his care for her wellbeing was the superior emotion. Her side’s never felt so far away before…not the time. Focus. 

“Not until I get to a computer, hack the Kihratt’s system, and change a few details so that they don’t come looking for the two of us for a while.”

“But the computers—”

“Oh please. Between my father’s lessons about the computers of the old days and my time among the Kihratt, these simple things should be a cinch. We’ll be out of here before anyone comes in this area looking for a fire. I won’t let you be caught.” Matthew grimaced at Amber as she spoke. Her nonchalant voice was in con-tradiction with her behavior. While they moved toward a door labeled ‘Closed Vision Learning Center’ that had caught Amber’s fixation, she never looked at him, but he didn’t need her to look at him to be certain she was more out of sorts than her voice would have him believe. Her hand never left his arm the rest of the way there, and she continuously clenched and unclenched her fist against him, turning a little greyer with every step they took.

She’s the same as ever isn’t she. It’s almost like no time has passed. Always pressing forward until she gets what she wants. I admired her for it, but right now? How much pain is she really in?

When they got to the door Amber let go of him to open it, as her left hand was still occupied by the bloody dagger.

“Can I take that for you?” Matthew held his hand out to Amber and waited. She stared blankly at him for a moment as though she’d forgotten what she was holding. Then it clicked, and she drew the weapon farther from him.

“No way.”

“It’ll slow you down at the computer, right?” Matthew was surprised by her refusal but worry for her prevented him from assessing it too closely. She stared at him for a long moment, unblinking, as though she were reading into his deepest, darkest dreams and fears.

“Put this inside Tracy’s coat for now. And be careful that you don’t touch the blade to your skin. You hear me? Don’t let it touch you, not even a little,” Amber said at last. She carefully handed him the weapon, and he took it from her as carefully as though it were a paper-thin sheet of glass. “Two ticks Matthew, that’s all I need. You can even time me,” she turned and looked up at him knowingly as she continued. “There’s an exit around the corner to the right on the opposite wall from the balcony, and if I’m mistaken and people start arriving before we’re out, I can muster up a little more creative energy,” she declared, the ghost of a smirk on her lips.

No way. Not in your state, right? Surely standing must be painful enough? And she looks so pale! Why did she do something like that? “Amber, that Lady—”

“Tracy. She has a name. It is disrespectful of you not to use it when I’ve already given it to you. And I know what you want to ask, but please, Matthew, can you ask me about it later and let me focus on getting you out of here?”

“Ha! We’ll see who gets who out of here,” Will interjected from the doorway, a combination of anxiety and amusement playing across his face. Amber shot him the briefest of glares, which Matthew suspected wouldn’t be effective in another situation, but, coming from her, with a bloody weapon and a dead Lady in the room, he decided that the flick of her gaze was plenty strong enough. Will must have thought so too because he turned his head down and focused very intently on Tracy.

Not wishing to press her further after seeing her look like that, Matthew moved toward Will and the body and waited for his Master to undo the knot he’d made of Tracy’s jacket so that the knife could be placed underneath.

“Matthew, can you hold that sleeve for a beat?”

“Yeah…Uh, hey, Will? How are you so calm about this?”

“What are you talking about? Can’t you tell that I’m really worried about Amber’s colour,” he whispered. He sounded annoyed that his worry wasn’t so obvious.

“And not the body?” Matthew hissed back.

“Oh. Well, it’s only one. There were more the day of the fire…”

“What?”

“You knew I was with them that day, didn’t you? Well, Victoria killed a few people when the ambush came…even I got one before I thought about it. When I went after her, I wasn’t really ready for the fight, and when I realized what I’d done, I was so shocked I’d done it that I was nearly the next one to fall. But, well,” Will looked over to where Amber was seated. One corner of his mouth twitched before he returned his gaze. “In the end, I realized that it’s always been a kill-or-be-killed sort of situation with them. That sort of thing—this sort of thing is what I signed up for when I committed myself to Victoria, and since I couldn’t find it in me to regret my commitment, I figured I should work on being able to stomach more.”

“I never realized.”

“Well, now you know.” Although it was revolutionary for Matthew, Will shrugged as though what he’d just said wasn’t particularly important.

“If you’re done talking, we should probably be going.” At the sound of her voice so near his ear, Matthew whipped his head around to find Amber standing just behind him.

Wasn’t she just sitting over— He stood just as Amber swayed and stumbled forward. Faster than he realized he could move, Matthew stuck his arm out to catch her, pulling her upright and leaning her against his chest when she didn’t resist him. She had lost even more colour and felt as though she was barely standing.

“Don’t you dare try showing off to me, Matthew Allan LœKlār,” Amber whispered into his shirt. “Just because you’re now tall enough to be reliable to lean against…don’t you think I’ll be impressed by something as silly as your height.” He hardly caught what she said, but he certainly felt her every breath. They were labored and shallow, and what was worse, they tickled him.

“Oh please,” Matthew breathed into the crown of her head as he worked against the impulse to laugh hysterically. “If either of us is showing off, it’s definitely you. You look as though you should have passed out from pain or blood loss or some combination by now, but you haven’t. If it were me, I’d be out by now for sure.”

“Damn right,” Amber said a little more forcefully as she tried to push herself into a balanced stance.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Amber, you won’t make it out of here on your feet,” Will raised his eyebrow. “Even if you can, it’ll be far slower than what we need.” Amber turned her head to glare at Will again, but her pretty eyes were dim, and Matthew felt her slump against him more. Not daring to ask for her permission only to be refused, he began to shift a little so that he could keep her upright while he bent to scoop her up. If she had wanted to refuse, it wouldn’t have mattered since she was unconscious before he had her comfortably in his arms, her head tipped all the way back on her neck, exposing the silver thread of a scar under her jaw to the light.

“Get her head up, and let’s go. Tip her toward you more if you can, to hide the blood around her mouth.” Matthew did as he was told without another word. Though they’d been brief in the Closed Vision Learning Center, just as Amber had said, with the fire alarm sounding and Amber’s suddenly very quiet state, Matthew felt his anxiety grow.

A dead body and a bleeding Lady who’s supposed to be dead. Fantastic. What are we going to do if someone sees us?

Getting out of the building was easy, but outside was another story. There were hundreds of people outside between the doors they’d come out of and where Will’s PTM was. Matthew clutched Amber more closely to him for fear of her being jostled and with the hope that the pressure would somehow slow her bleeding.

I finally get to carry you, and it's more terrifying than I would have ever guessed. Even without you glaring at me. Matthew shook his head at himself as he picked his way through the crowds behind William. Whatever she did, no one is giving us any trouble. Do they think that there actually is a fire? That Amber and that Lady inhaled too much smoke? I hope they don’t look close enough to remember us.

It took Matthew and Will double the time it should have to get to the PTM. Not awful, considering the crowds, but it wasn’t great considering Amber’s state. When they got to it, Will put the dead Lady in the back storage area before he came to help position Amber.

“Sit behind her and hold her up. I’m going to get that shirt off and see how much she’s still bleeding.” Matthew’s eyes widened as he watched Will reach for the hem of Amber’s shirt. When he had it halfway up her torso, Matthew shifted his hands from her shoulders to her lower back, shuddering at the contact with her skin.

“Will, she’s burning up!”

“Poison. There must have been some kind on both weapons if Amber was so worried about you touching her dagger, and now she’s like this.” Will frowned as he began twisting Amber’s shirt around the top of her ribs. Matthew felt a shiver run through him as he waited for Will to finish, for the lines that defined Amber’s body were almost as mesmerizing as her eyes.
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