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Thank you to all the people who have supported and given me strength during the darkest times.






 I always look forward to celebrating our brightest moments together. 






You may never know the boundless love I have for you all, but I pray that in some way it will always reach you. 














  
  

Chapter I


Rebirth





As I stood in line, waiting patiently for the moment in which the doors would be opened and our lives would change once more, a thought entered my mind. 

How long have I been here?

It wasn’t exactly a profound thought, but it caused something to stir inside of me. It wasn’t so much that I didn’t know how long I’d been here, a bit over a year, but it seemed as though the question was really trying to get at something else. I asked myself how long, and yet the real question was…

Why was I still here?

In my day to day life, I tried to keep my head clean of these thoughts. The issue with thinking too much is that it makes you distracted, and in this life of mine I couldn’t afford the luxury of not being alert. This wasn’t to say that there weren’t moments of rest, however, I’ve never felt capable of completely letting my guard down while I’ve been here.

The full name of this strange place is The Hallowed Academy for Champions of the Gods, it’s usually just referred to as The Academy given that it’s much shorter and, to my knowledge, the only such institution that exists. Even then, I wouldn’t exactly consider this an institution of learning like those that existed in the days before the world was damned. Although we’re still taught things here, the end goal seems to be turning us into some sort of soldier. At least, that’s what I’ve gathered in my time here. 

It’s hard to make sense of the world around me when I can hardly even make sense of who I am in the first place. My memory seems to have been tampered with as nothing prior to my first day here exists in my mind. Despite not speaking to them much, I’ve realized it's likely the same for every other underling here as well. We didn’t seem to have joined willingly, like some of the older members, we simply appeared here one day. 

On the night I awoke here, it was almost as if I’d opened my eyes and simply began existing. Unlike the drowsiness of waking up from sleep, my consciousness instantly activated while I was wide awake. In a single moment, I’d come into a new life surrounded by others close in age to me. At the time I would have been around thirteen years old, if the Academy’s listing of my age can be believed.

The other children ranged from around ten years old to mid-teens at most. We had been placed in a large wooden building that was rotting and leaking water from above. Outside, I could hear the rain beating against the roof and the cold wind seemed to easily make its way through the cracks in the walls. We were all shivering, trying to stay warm when all we had on were rags that were almost loose enough to fall off our bodies. 

As I looked at the person next to me, I noticed that he simply stared straight ahead. Despite me tapping his shoulder and waving my hand in front of him, nothing seemed to snap him from this strange trance. Looking behind, I was horrified to see that the others were in a similar state as well. Feeling unsafe around these people, I backed myself into a corner of the room and watched as they sat there, shivering but not reacting in any other way. It was as if they were only present in a physical sense. 

Despite my desperate wishing that this was all just a strange dream, I knew in my soul that this was my new reality. No amount of pinching my skin or closing my eyes in the hopes that I would awaken somewhere else would change a thing. In that moment of desperation, as I racked my mind for any idea as to where I was, it dawned on me that I had no idea who I even was. It seemed ridiculous at first, but I quickly realized that I couldn’t recall a single thing from the past. Even my own name was lost to me.

In the depths of my despair, the door of the building suddenly swung open, nearly hitting me and only being stopped by the wall beside me. Stuck in the corner of the building, I could only watch through a small crack in the door as a man in a strange uniform walked in. Even though he was completely soaked, the man showed no signs of being bothered by the cold. Instead, he walked straight to the middle of the room and loudly clapped his hands twice before yelling at the children in a clear voice.

“Awaken to your new lives! Sons and daughters of the Gods, to your feet!”

As if broken from their spell, the children suddenly woke up and began looking around, obviously confused by their current situation. Seeing that the children weren’t obeying his command, the man clapped once more and screamed at the children. 

“I said, TO YOUR FEET!”

There was a slight delay before a small group of them hesitantly rose. The rest watched for a moment and then followed soon after. The man seemed to take note of this and began pulling the most responsive children out of the group harshly by their arms. Once they were separated, he marched that group out of the room and closed the door, leaving the rest behind. In his absence, a voice spoke up.

“Where are we?”

Nobody answered him. I wasn’t sure if it was out of fear or simply because they lacked the ability to respond. Whatever the case, it was obvious that we were not free to leave. Knowing the location of our imprisonment would change little about our current situation anyway. 

Being in the corner of the room, nobody seemed to pay me any mind. Perhaps they were too concerned for their own well-being to care about the strange boy all by himself. Just as I was about to move back into place alongside them, in order to avoid looking suspicious, the door suddenly trapped me once again. A different man came in and instructed the others to follow him. One by one, they were led out of the room and joined by other men waiting outside. Wherever they were going, I doubt they’d be treated much better. 

At no point did anyone notice me, and it was due to my lack of presence that I was left behind, all alone, in that building. Far off in the distance, I could hear men yelling but I couldn’t make out what was being said or if they were even the same ones as before. Still freezing from the cold and dampness of this building, I struggled to think of what to do next. I couldn’t stay here for various reasons, the most pressing being the fact that I was slowly losing feeling in my fingers and toes. This harsh cold was going to kill me if I didn’t find a way to warm myself. My only option was to try and find whatever shelter these strange men had come from.

I left the corner of the room and waited by the entrance, listening for any movement. Hearing nothing but the sound of my own breathing, I slowly opened the door which to my dismay groaned quite loudly. Hearing the sound of footsteps approaching, I ran into the nearby woods and hid in the first bush I saw. To my shock, it was covered in thorns which dug into my skin, burning and making the pain of the cold even worse by drawing blood. I desperately wanted to leave this cover, but the slightest movement could alert them with how close I was to the building. There I waited, as the rain continued to pelt me with freezing water.

When the group of men came into view, I noticed that they all had on the same strange uniform. It was dyed in a dark color which made them blend into the night, however, they also had a large white circle-ish symbol on their face and back that somewhat allowed me to keep track of them. I steadied my breathing as I watched one go into the building while the others scanned the nearby area. As one of them came closer, I thought for sure I would be found, but just as he was getting near, the sound of the groaning door caught his attention. One of the other men was exiting the building after having searched for any stragglers. Seeing that it was empty, he called the others over to him.

“Building’s empty as far as I see. Looks like Forty-Three left the door open. Must have been the wind pushing it around.”

As I stared at them, I noticed that the size difference between them was rather large. At the time, I had no concept of how our races were differentiated in such a drastic way. In my mind, it was just another oddity to add onto my list of current concerns.

Not seeing a reason to continue investigating, the men headed back in the same direction they had come from. With them gone, I was able to finally leave my cover. It was fortunate that the children had left so many footprints all over the ground to cover my own. Perhaps if the men had been more careful, they would have noticed mine veered off the path, but their complacency had saved me. How many times have they done this that they’ve grown lazy in their work? 

When I was certain they’d left the area, I made my way towards the direction where I’d heard the rest of my group leave earlier. I didn’t exactly care about where they’d been taken, I simply had no other idea of where to go. As far as I could tell, the men who had inspected the door had headed this way as well. I couldn’t spot any other paths and heading straight into the dark wilderness would more than likely end with me freezing to death.

Taking the only sensible option, I began after them, careful to slow my pace to keep some distance. Along the way, I could occasionally make out the small footprints of the barefooted children, which contrasted heavily against the bootprints of the adults that were leading them. Most of them had become an unrecognizable mush of disheveled dirt that reminded me of ripples in a pool of water. I suppose this comparison came to mind due to the various puddles that the rain had formed along the path. Every time my foot landed in one, I could feel the small amount of heat remaining in my body being sapped out. 

Although getting off the muddy path would mean less puddles, the rocks and sticks of the surrounding forest digging into the soles of my feet hurt enough to dissuade me. As such, I slowly plodded along until the cold started to overwhelm me and increase my desperation for warmth. Quickening my pace, I didn’t care anymore if I ran into those men from before. The rain was increasing in intensity and I felt as though I were going to die soon without shelter. With the thunder and rain masking the noise I made, I soon broke into a sprint. 

As I ran, useless thoughts began to occupy my mind. I tried to remain focused, but ignoring them only worsened their intrusions. My heavy breathing and the frantic beating of my heart became the background of my self-interrogation. 

Why do I know the names of things like “thunder” and “water” while not even knowing my own name? 

How is it that I’m able to picture these words in my head and even spell out their letters? 

Have I truly lost my memory or have the perfect parts been plucked out to turn me into this confused mess?

The storm, the questions, my fatigue and coldness, it was all too much. Just as I felt on the verge of collapse, a man’s voice snapped me back to attention. He was some ways away, but I could almost recognize it as the voice of the man who’d taken the majority of the group earlier. Carefully making my way closer to where the sound came from, I began to see the glowing light of a fire in the distance. It was incredibly tempting to rush over towards it, but instead I gritted my teeth and headed into the woods nearby to get closer without being seen.

As expected, rocks and twigs dug into my feet, but eventually I came upon a shocking scene that made me forget about my discomfort. Inside a forest clearing, there was a giant stack of burning wood that was encircled by various uniformed men. With the light of the fire, I could finally make out what the strange white symbol was; it was a large white cog. I wasn’t sure what it represented, but it mattered little to me at the moment. My most pressing concern remained the same as before, warmth. 

By now, I could hear the voice of the man from earlier fairly clearly as he yelled, but it wasn’t until I saw the shadows that the fire created that I grasped what was truly happening. 

“Keep running, you runts! You don't stop when you’re tired! You stop when you’re ordered to!”

The man was forcing the children to run laps in the muddy field. Over and over they ran in circles until some would fall from exhaustion. Once one of them fell, a man would come over and try to yank the child back onto their feet. If they refused, then the men would begin beating them with what appeared to be a bunch of reeds tied together into a clatter of sticks. As they beat the children, they would scream at them to continue running, but some of them simply couldn’t get up anymore. One of the boys tried to escape this torment, but he was quickly caught and thrown onto the floor. His head was then forced into the mud until he nearly suffocated. Once the man was satisfied with his torture of the child, he forced him back to his feet and struck him with his open palm until the boy began running once more.

I was horrified at the sadistic violence I was witnessing. They continued to run out of sheer fear despite the obvious limps many of them sported from their raggedness and potential injuries. As the group began to slow down, the hooded men ramped up their cruelty. They walked towards the fire, grabbing these large metal sticks, whose tips had been resting in the flames, and began waving them in a threatening manner. Once the initial fear wore off and fatigue took over, the men made good on their threats and began jabbing the tips of the burning rods into their victims’ arms and rears. They even began to chase them around as if it were some sort of sick game. 

Despite the terrible punishments in store, several more children fell to the ground as their bodies gave out. They remained still, even as the men kicked and burned them. I had no way of being sure, but they seemed to be dead. Their corpses were left wherever they had fallen and the others that were still alive were forced to jump over them or risk tripping. As the weather became worse, more began to fall, but whatever sadistic goal they had seemed to be fulfilled as they ended their torture.

“That’s it! No more! Those of you that are still standing, follow me. If any of you on the ground are still alive, then you’ll be taken inside as well. May those that have fallen on this day have their sins forgiven by the Gods, and may they find rest in their loving embrace. Only the strong are fit to become their Champions. Take pride that you will soon become tools of our Masters of masters.”

With his speech over, he took those that still stood along with him while the other men went to check on each fallen child. Seeing this as an opportunity, I began rubbing mud all over my body and waited until I had a chance to sneak onto the field. The nearest man to me was checking one of the bodies when I proceeded to lie down behind him. Upon turning around, he nearly tripped over me.

Confused, he forcefully prodded the space between my chest and stomach which forced a groan out of me. Seeing that I was still alive, he hoisted me up by the arm and slung me over his shoulder, carrying me over to another hooded figure who seemed to be collecting us onto a cart. Due to my supposed grave condition, I was placed into it with various other children who seemed to genuinely be on the verge of death. I noticed as we were being hauled away that we were heading in a different direction than those who’d followed that man. Immediately, I wondered if I’d made a mistake.

I don’t remember much after, as most of the ride was spent shivering in darkness, however, we did eventually arrive in what I now know as the infirmary. This was where we received our first ever taste of kindness since awakening. Unlike the men from before, the people here were gentle with us. 

Upon arriving, they opened the large doors that led outside and wheeled us in. The men who’d pulled the cart then proceeded to lay us out on the ground. Despite the floor being hard and cold, since it was made of some form of stone, the warmth of the lit torches and protection from the elements provided the warmth I so desperately needed. Slowly, the feeling came back to my fingers and toes. It was painful at first, but in this instance, I preferred feeling pain over nothing. 

After the men had finished unloading the cart, they exited the building with it, leaving us in the care of these new strangers. Contrary to the men who had left us here, the people who ran the infirmary were almost entirely covered in white. I watched as they carefully picked up person after person from the ground. Eventually, it was my turn, and I felt as two of these people grabbed me by the arms and legs. I was then taken inside of a room filled with beds and stripped of the drenched rags that covered me. These strangers proceeded to wipe my body dry before dressing me in new undergarments, pants, and the same uniform jacket the men had with the white cog on the back. 

During the process, I heard their voices and realized they were women. I became incredibly embarrassed, even though I wasn’t sure why. Although it was an awkward experience, the relief I felt in being dry and warm quickly made me forget the discomfort of it all. Soon after, they laid me down on a bed that, although a bit lumpy, felt indescribably wonderful in that moment. The second I was given a blanket, I almost immediately fell asleep.

This building is unique and precious to all of us who live here, not just because it is a place of healing, but because it’s the one place where you can indulge in the luxury of safety and comfort. As long as we remain under their care, our rest is never disturbed. That night, I slept so deeply that I didn’t wake a single time until the following afternoon. I should have felt rested, but instead I found myself feeling very ill. In fact, everyone who was still in the infirmary appeared to be just as ill if not worse. Initially, I was scared of what would happen now that I was too weak to protect myself, however, the following days of care did away with most of my negative thoughts. 

I didn’t speak much to these Medics, which is what they called themselves, but they seemed to be genuinely caring individuals. Not only did they bring me food while I was in bed, they checked on me regularly to make sure I was well, and brought me bitter medicine that made the aches in my body almost disappear. A very sweet one even brought me an extra pillow so I could sit up more comfortably. The contrast in our treatment between these women and the men from earlier was something I had trouble understanding. How could both of these groups belong to the same organization?

With the help of their care, I was made healthy within the span of only five days. Before I left, I was given an extra set of footwraps and undergarments, along with a strange hood that had the same face covering they all wore. I was told to wear the hood and to never remove it unless instructed to. At the time, I hadn’t realized that it would be the last time anyone would see my face. 

As I was leaving the infirmary, another Medic told me to go to a place called the White Chapel which she said I would recognize by sight alone. When I initially stepped outside of the infirmary, I was worried I’d be lost considering there were three paths leading here which meant I had two chances to head in the wrong direction. As I observed my surroundings, however, I found that the woman’s simple instructions were actually appropriate given that you could easily see a white spire off in the distance. Since this was in the direction of the middle path, I followed it to see if this was truly the White Chapel the woman had spoken of. 

On my way there, I was surprised to see just how large this place was. Although I was still ignorant as to the actual size of the land the Academy occupied, I was intrigued by how much dense forest there was between these buildings. It was as if this place had only recently begun to spread out. 

Upon arriving at the White Chapel, I was immediately struck by the building’s beauty. Unlike the infirmary, which looked like a dull gray block, this building seemed to be made of wood and a finely carved white stone. Perhaps it had simply been painted white, but the contrast between the building’s solid color and its glass windows, which somehow resembled a painting, filled me with wonder. 

How could glass be fractured into so many colors and put together to form these images? 

Was it done piece by piece or was there a process to color such large sheets of glass?

As I stood outside, gawking at the building, I was caught off-guard by a random old man that appeared behind me. Unlike the Medics, who’s uniforms were similar to ours except in color, his was more like a robe. Its pure white fabric was made to look even brighter by the golden scripture that covered various parts of it. Symbols of skulls, cogs, and various other things decorated it. His face was covered, just like everyone else, and were it not for his voice and the slow way he walked, I would have never known his age. As he ordered me inside, I saw that his armband was different from the ones I’d seen thus far. While both of our armbands were black and featured a depiction of a cog on them, the Academy’s symbol, his featured an image of an open book, and instead of it being sewn from white thread, it was golden like the scripture on his robe with his identification number right below. The strange thing about his identification number as well is that it wasn’t in the regular script, rather in the ancient holy one. While mine was 719, his was merely V which indicated the number 5. 

I had noticed that the Medics had a similar difference with their symbol and identification numbers not being like ours. Theirs was a pair of bandages wrapping the cog in an X pattern. While their numbers were still in regular script, it seemed odd that they shared the same three digit numbering as us. Did this mean we shared numbers with the only differentiating piece being the symbol? It didn’t make sense, but there had to be a reason for it. 

Entering the building, I noticed that there was an abundance of natural light. It was quite different from the windows in the infirmary which were basically just square shaped holes that had animal skins covering them. I assume this was due to the cold, but regardless light would make its way through the thin animal skin and give off a soft glow in the mornings. In stark contrast, the White Chapel was bathed in light that not only came in through the windows but seemed to radiate off the walls as well.

I didn’t have much time to admire the inside as the old man hurried me along the whole time. He was a rather stern person, but luckily I wasn’t the sole focus of his attention. There were other people my age sitting on benches near the front. It seemed that the low number of people was due to my time spent in the infirmary. Whether or not they were a part of my initial group, I didn’t know. I was made to sit alongside them and soon after my education began. 

Most of what we were taught was related to the Gods, despite the level of detail surrounding them being fairly limited. We were never told their names or what they even did, but we were simply told that there were twelve of them that had created the earth and all of humanity along with it. Everything we were taught from was stored in a large book they revered, The Book of Life. It mostly contained a collection of stories and histories related to the Gods and the time before the War of Damnation.

The War of Damnation, which goes by other such names as: The Great War of Ending, The War of the Gods, or simply, The Final War, was a war that engulfed the entirety of the world and brought about the ruin of every kingdom and empire that existed at the time. Most of humanity perished with only a few million still existing in the world today. As a consequence, we’ve regressed in technology, the arts, and even our basic understanding of the world itself. Most people are illiterate and it seems that only those in high positions within society, and within the Academy, are able to read and write. 

As such, my teachings were mostly in the form of sermons… although, I did realize quite early on that I was actually literate. This discovery first came about due to simple curiosity when I snuck a glance at the book the old man was reading from. What a surprise it was when I could understand the things written on the pages. Soon after, I realized he wasn’t telling us everything. His teachings were either summaries of what he deemed important or what he’d been instructed to teach. It was difficult to read the text upside down, but my physical closeness to him allowed me to see the discrepancy in one of his lessons. He had left out the name of the old kingdom whose land we reside in now, Austacia. He also flipped through several pages without telling us what they covered. Whatever the reason for all of this was, I remained silent. Even if I was correct in calling this out, who knows what trouble I would have found myself in. 

All I could do was try and glimpse information from his open book whenever he would walk around during lectures and leave it behind. Since the lectures were so long, some of the students would begin nodding off which caused a distraction. Although I never fell asleep, all of us got to see the punishment inflicted for doing so. Since he was rather frail, they were handled by the old man’s assistants.

The old man seemed to be in charge of the teachings and prayer, but the physical aspects of running the chapel were left to his assistants. They were much younger and appeared more like soldiers based on their uniforms. Were it not for their armband, they would look almost identical to the Medics. Their arm band bore a similarity to the old man’s, however, their identification numbers were in regular script and sewn from white thread. These helpers were called Bearers of the Holy Book, or simply Book Bearers for short. They did all of the physical labor required to keep the chapel functioning, watched over the buildings that had offerings in them, and helped with the holy rites. When anyone misbehaved, they would also be the ones to administer punishment so long as it was a minor infraction. More serious issues would likely be handled by guards or even an Overseer. In contrast to his helpers, the old man had a much simpler title, Chaplain. It made sense given his position, however there was apparently a much larger church that was inside of the Academy’s main building. The old man was in charge of teaching us new recruits, however, he told us that only those that proved themselves exemplary were ever allowed to step foot in that church.

My curiosity was piqued but he never expanded on what exactly happened there. Then again, there were many things that were never expanded upon and the information was fairly random, such as the final family to rule this land being the Yandemir family. Nevertheless, I still found learning itself to be an enjoyable thing. Perhaps most of this was due to how passionate he was about teaching us, especially when it concerned the Gods. He spoke with such fervor and reverence for these beings that it almost made me believe that he’d witnessed their glory himself. 

Even with my doubts due to the vagueness of what was taught to us regarding them, he still managed to instill within me a spark of belief that steadily grew with every lesson. As strange as it was, I could feel their presence every time we bowed our heads to pray. With every chant and hymn we sang, I began to feel as though the more irrational thing would be to believe nothing brought us into this world. If something were truly responsible for my existence, and my survival thus far, then I’d be a fool to dismiss it. Especially when their war nearly ending the world was more or less a fact. Still, I wish he’d tell us more than he had.

Perhaps that was the point of this short education, leaving us hungry for more answers. We were promised more information, as well as higher rankings, should we prove ourselves dutiful and loyal. Although we were simply initiates for now, our main goal wasn’t hidden from us as it was a simple one, knowledge of the past. More specifically, the Academy wanted books. The world of the past was one of vast kingdoms, empires, and societies that in total numbered hundreds of millions in population at its peak. You’d think that books would be easy to find due to this, however, the destruction wrought by the war made such things scarce and useless to most people alive today. What little remains has to be traded for or scavenged. Our resources and physical position in the world also necessitates that we form partnerships with neighboring civilizations in order to facilitate trade and mutual protection. Due to these circumstances, we often serve as mercenaries, guards, and all manner of roles that require able bodied people with combat capabilities. Although outsiders apparently treat us with suspicion, our skill and history of fair negotiations has led to relative peace. During one of our lectures, the Chaplain summarized the Academy’s purpose as thus:

“Our buildings, our accomplishments, even our own flesh and bones are at the mercy of time. Knowledge was once passed down to us by our ancestors through word of mouth and then by books. Now, their wisdom threatens to fade away forever, often without us even knowing what has been lost. Every idea and advancement of humanity is the will of the Gods. To lose even the most mundane story or invention is a failure to our creators. You may wonder then, why would they bring about such destruction if their knowledge was holy, but to that I say why would they not? We were clearly unworthy of it in the past. We disobeyed and they punished us in turn. Our ancestors failed the Gods, but we will not. 

We are instruments for them to use and discard when they see fit. Think of it not as cruelty, but necessity. A builder wouldn’t cry over a broken saw or a nail going missing, would they? Even should these bodies be broken, flesh torn and destroyed, our souls will forever remain and will one day return to their embrace. To us this world has been like this for over a century. For the Gods it is but a blink of the eye. Our interest in the past is not to rebuild the society of our ancestors. It is to build a society that is better in line with the will of the Gods so that we may live in peace with them once more. You may at times see remnants of civilizations once grand, or meet those who say blasphemous things of the Gods. To that, I say ignore them. Keep your mind free of such heresy and do not look at what came before with anything other than duty in mind. Instead, look forward to the eternal glory that can be achieved by serving the masters of humanity. We will usher in a world where nothing of the past can ever compare. It is our blessing and burden that we accept with open arms as we are simply cogs in the grand machine of the Gods’ eternal plan.”

He had a way of speaking and phrasing things that made it hard to resist his message. It sounds insane in some ways, but it also makes sense for the world we were left with. After the war, the Gods distanced themselves from us mortals. All memories of who they were, what they did, or what they even looked like were erased from the minds of all humans. Supposedly, even our physical depictions of them were altered or destroyed to muddy their identities. As a consequence, it’s not uncommon for outsiders to question their existence. Were it not for the Book of Life, then we would likely be just as lost as them.

Unlike every other physical thing in relation to the Gods, the original Book of Life was a parting gift from a God and thus remained unchanged. The version the old man had was a copy that was incomplete. Despite his high position among the Academy’s scholars, only a select few are deemed worthy of seeing the original. Apparently, it explained everything, including who the Gods were and what had caused the war. Why the need for so much secrecy he never explained. All that we knew for now was that the original was still in the possession of the person who’d received it. By now, they would have been over one hundred years old, at the least if they were still somehow alive. Perhaps he’d meant it more along the lines of that person being buried with it? Whatever the case, at least our version told us enough to make sense of the world. 

While these lectures only lasted two weeks, I still often find myself thinking back on them. Even though he discouraged it, I wanted to know more of the past. I wanted to know what the world was like before it was destroyed. I wanted to know why the Gods fought one another. I wanted to know more of the Gods themselves as well. If even for a moment, I wanted to speak to one like the people of the distant past had supposedly done, if for no other reason than to simply know they were still watching over us. 

As the months progressed, we would only enter the White Chapel on the seventh day of the week and during the first day of every month. Our daily prayers would take place in the morning, when we ate in the mess hall, and right before bed, when we prayed to the Gods privately before going to sleep. We were never specifically told what to say during prayer, but generally we were supposed to thank them for everything good that happened to us while also thanking them for the harsh lessons we had received. We could ask for their assistance and talk to them should we have troubles, but we were told to be respectful and to not bother them with petty issues. Aside from prayer, the first day of every month was when an offering was given to one of the twelve Gods. Being low ranked, however, meant that we never knew who we were honoring and mostly stayed quiet and bowed our heads with closed eyes. 

If I’m being honest, I never looked forward to the ceremonies since they were usually boring. It would help if we had something to do during them, but at the very least I always ended up with a very peaceful feeling during the prayer session on such events. Maybe that’s when they were the most present? It almost felt like falling asleep, but as far as I knew it never happened. Other priests aside from the Chaplain would come on such days to help with the event. While we were praying they’d place their hands on our head and ask for our sins to be forgiven. There was an oddly soothing feeling when they touched us. Perhaps it had to do with the Gods blessing us? Whatever the reason, we’d always get the rest of the day to rest. It was a welcome reprieve from the horrors of the first few months of training.

My stay in the infirmary, and the instruction I received in the Chapel, seemed like happy memories compared to the hell I suffered in the following months. It’s not as if I’m ever promised the next day, but I genuinely didn’t know whether I would live or die during that time. As someone who was selected to be in an offensive role, our training was almost entirely focused on combat. As such, we were constantly being run through vigorous exercises and corporally punished if we couldn’t keep up. At times we would be whipped with a long thin stick that somehow never broke despite the force behind it. Other times, the men training us would simply kick or push us down in order to dirty and humiliate us. Every day was a new form of torture and a terrifying unknown. The desperation I felt during that period of time perhaps turned me to the Gods more than anything. I can’t say things have improved dramatically since then, but at least I don’t fear for my life to the same extent. 

“Suffering is the bitter medicine that the Gods give to make us stronger.”

The Chaplain said this to us one day after noticing that there were less of us than before. While those that oversaw us said that the ones who couldn’t keep up would be transferred to supportive roles, I was never sure if that was the truth. I could see that happening for the recruits that had failed to keep up with our daily exercises, but when it came to combat training there were serious injuries. They trained us with wooden weapons at first, but quickly we were moved to the real things. The weapons weren’t in the best condition but they were still lethal. Cuts and bruises were common, however, every once in a while there were terrible accidents. This was mostly due to the horrible mismatches when it came to our sparring opponents.

Something that I had learned early on is that the Academy was split between Sora and Toma. These were the two races that were common in these lands. The main difference between the two was that the Sora were smaller winged humans while the Toma were wingless but much larger and stronger. Although there were at least twice as many Sora as there were Toma, the two races were frequently paired together in order for us to learn how to properly fight one another. 

Being a Sora myself, I hated this, even if it sounded like a reasonable idea on the surface. Our only chance to beat a Toma in single combat would be to target their joints or slice an artery. This of course wasn’t allowed during training for obvious reasons. Since we never aimed to kill each other in these practice fights, we simply fought one another until someone yielded, the fight was ended by an instructor, or blood was drawn. I suppose we weren’t expected to win these engagements, as even fights would often involve a Toma facing two or even three Sora. 

From what we learned of wars in the past, Sora have always had a numbers advantage due to a larger population and the ability to fly which allowed them to spread around the world and reinforce their armies quickly. Their preferred weapons were often javelins, bows, spears, and other weapons that allowed them to quickly strike the Toma from safe distances. One-on-one fights were not how they were trained to fight. Instead they would use hit and run tactics which made them incredibly deadly to fight in open fields. Despite how strong the Toma were, they would often lose battles in open areas as they’d be swarmed and overwhelmed by the constant attacks. Although a Toma could muster up a good defense if alert, Soras would often engage in surprise attacks as well. I’m sure there’s much more to learn from pre-war battles, but due to how the world has changed it’s not part of our doctrine.

Large wars are no longer possible so fighting often takes place in small skirmishes or even small group battles. My guess is that they wanted to prepare us to fight unequal odds as the number of us here in the Academy cannot compare to that of the outside world. Despite the brutality, this training was meant to keep us from death, however, on occasion the training itself was the cause of it.

Our weapons were never blunted in order for us to learn how to properly wield them and how to control our fear in losing positions. Despite the efforts taken to instill in us the necessity of not seriously injuring our opponent, accidents always happen. When such incidents occurred, the fight was immediately stopped in order to tend to any wounds. Cuts and shallow stab wounds were fairly common and I’m sure everyone had at least a handful of these injuries by the end of our training.

What struck me as odd from the beginning, however, was how comfortable I felt with these weapons. While some of the recruits struggled with properly holding swords or how to place their feet to ensure they’re not off-balance, these things seemed instinctual to me. There were a few others that were equally skilled or better than I, but it made me wonder why this discrepancy was so. 

Even with this advantage, I still found myself injured every now and then. The sudden feeling of having blood rush down an arm or leg always caught me off guard. In the moment you felt nothing, but soon after the searing pain would make you acknowledge the injury. It was as if your mind was having trouble catching up with your body. When such things occurred, the fight was immediately paused. The group would then gather around for the other part of our lessons, basic aid. If they were not watching, they were actively participating to learn how to do things such as stopping bleeding with pressure and bandages. You would also take turns with others in having them stitch your wound and then stitching it yourself. The end result was always messy, but that’s why we would be sent to the infirmary after for them to re-do it properly.

For wounds that bled heavily, or were serious, it would depend on how life threatening it truly was. If the bleeding was manageable, then the instructor would step in and guide one of us in advanced aid while the rest watched. Our advanced aid would involve things such as creating a tourniquet, learning how to properly pack a stab wound, and on one occasion we even learned how to create a makeshift splint for a broken arm. 

While these things had become quite normal to me, one of these occasions was very different. When it happened, I was already in the infirmary due to being the unfortunate subject of a demonstration on how to stitch a cut wound. I was nearly done having some poorly done stitches re-made when a Sora came bursting through the door.

“Attention Medics! A recruit will be coming in shortly and needs immediate aid. He was run through with a spear to the stomach. He appears to be a Sora of around twelve years. I was ordered to assist should you need me.”

The Medics quickly dismissed the messenger and anything that wasn’t urgent was stopped, including my stitches. As the Medics prepared various tools, as well as other items, the doors opened once more and two Tomas walked in carrying the boy on some sort of wooden frame with cloth stretched over it. They laid him down sideways on a table nearby. I could do nothing but stare as his masked face looked straight ahead at nothing in particular. The shaft of the spear was clearly sticking straight out of his stomach but he didn’t seem to be bothered.

The metallic smell of blood began to fill the room as it rhythmically spurted forth from his wound. Although I was used to the sight of blood by now, I’d never seen it in such quantities before. It oozed out of his uniform and leaked all over the floor creating a puddle despite the Medics’ attempts to staunch the flow. As more Medics surrounded him, they unmasked the boy and removed his uniform so that they could examine the wound. When they finished, they began debating on what to do; all the while, I couldn’t help but stare at the boy’s face, who stared back with a strange lack of emotion. I’d expected them to begin trying to extract the weapon, but after some murmurs one of them brought forth a small bottle filled with a yellowish liquid. Although the Medics blocked my view, I could assume that they made him drink whatever it was. 

Once they moved away, I saw a strange expression come onto the boy’s face. It wasn’t one of pain or fright, but rather a look of awe as if something were there that I couldn’t see. A second later, fear flashed onto his face as he seemed to struggle drawing breath. He opened his mouth wide as he tried to gasp for air, but only a groan escaped instead. Immediately after, he began to foam at the mouth as a sickening gurgling filled the room. 

When silence finally came, I felt ashamed at how relieved I was. Breaking the stillness of the room, one of the Medics grabbed a rag and wiped the white foam away from his lips. Right after, they laid a sheet over his body and resumed their duties as if nothing ever happened. The Medic that attended me continued where she’d left off and within a few minutes his body had been carried away to Gods know where. 

From then on, I was much more cautious than ever during training. There were more injuries, such as during flight exercises when Soras would crash into trees or even each other, but I never acted so recklessly myself since every time I did, I would see that boy’s face appear in my mind. On the seventh day of the week, when we prayed at the chapel in the morning and did light chores in the afternoon, I pondered about the bitter Medicine that the Gods made us drink. 

Have I truly gotten stronger since I came here? 

I suppose in a sense I had. Physically, I was still lean, like all Sora tend to be, but I had grown some noticeable muscle and strength from all the training they’d put us through. I was decent with swords, spears, and slings before, but now I knew how to shoot both bows and crossbows as well. I was taught basic survival skills and overcame many challenging situations with my body intact. Physically, there wasn’t a doubt that I had grown stronger… but that wasn’t really what I was asking myself, was it? At that time, I could never figure out what I was trying to get at. The question without an answer simply bothered me from time to time.

On this day, however, as I’m standing in a hallway ready to be let into a building I’ve never seen before, I finally understood what I was really trying to ask myself this entire time.

Why am I still alive?








  
  

Chapter II


Ceremony of Lost Children





We’d been told for some time that our training was coming to an end. A celebration of some sort would be held for us in honor of this achievement. A  ceremony they called it. Was there another meaning to this word? It wasn’t often that I didn’t know a word, but it still happened from time to time. Sometimes I would come across an idea, thing, or concept that was completely foreign to me, but this wasn’t it. I knew the word, but given the context, the meaning seemed to be different than what I’d originally thought it was. Ceremonies are held for the Gods, however, this one was meant for us and instead of bringing joy, it filled me with worry.

The exact date it would happen was kept secret, so when they woke us earlier than usual, I already knew what was happening. Even if the barracks aren’t exactly the best place to sleep, it seemed like heaven in comparison to the cold morning air. The afternoons during fall are much warmer, but during the early mornings and nights the temperature drops to the point where it’s barely tolerable once the wind starts hitting you.

As we lined up outside our barrack, I saw the Overseers along with the guards. While anyone can be assigned guard duties, Overseers were quite different. It was an official and permanent duty that was only given to the most zealous and dedicated Cogs. Normally, they’re in charge of overseeing the guards and ensuring discipline is maintained by all in the Academy. As with other specialized roles, they had their own unique armband symbol. Theirs was a fist holding chains in its grip surrounded by a cog. Their identification number was below in regular script, and as far as I knew, it never went above two digits, which perhaps hinted at their low numbers. 

While their role seems logical to have, it’s the way they behave that scares everyone. They’re strict adherents to the Book of Life, and since many of us are unaware of its full contents, they often accuse us of wrongdoings we have no knowledge of. At times, I feel as though they only do this to keep us in fear as it’s quite random whenever they decide to punish us for these transgressions. Their power extends to even detaining those of higher positions than them. Compared to the guards, they’re also more sadistic and are quick to administer corporal punishment. Oftentimes they surpass the point of their so-called punishment and beat their victims to the point of injury. I’m not sure why the Academy tolerates this, as it causes various issues at times. Needless to say, their involvement killed any excitement that may have existed for the ceremony. 

When they were done ensuring we were all accounted for, they marched us to the main building of the Academy. After opening the doors, we were ordered to come inside where a strange sight greeted us. Most of the time, the halls of the Academy would only be lit by the occasional torch, oil lamp, or candle around this time of year. The windows needed to be shut and covered in order to try and keep the interior from being absolutely freezing since the building was mostly made of stone. I fully expected to be wandering around in the dark with the guards’ torches being the only indication of where to go. To my surprise, however, the entirety of the building seemed to be bathed in light. 

I’d never seen this many torches and candles lit at the same time before. It was a waste of resources to do so, but I assume that the special occasion warranted such a luxury. Despite the grandiosity of it all, I never did have much of a liking for the interior of these buildings. They always felt oppressive in some way. Maybe it was the large size or the fact that everything was stone instead of wood. It felt foreign somehow. Everything new was made of wood while these older buildings were carved out of stone. They never told us, but I could guess that these were pre-war buildings. 

Whatever techniques they used to make them seems to have been lost. It’s not as if the Academy couldn’t make buildings from stone, they could and they did, however, they were much smaller and basic in comparison. Instead of large arching doorways and a giant central room that stretched several floors, the best they could manage were simple, squarish buildings that were made out of individual, roughly cut blocks and never more than a single floor.

Still, despite their inferiority, there was something more comforting about interacting with something you saw being built, rather than something that dates back to a time long before you were alive. I often wonder what this building was used for in the past, or rather what this whole area was really for. There’s a large wall surrounding the valley the Academy resides in that provides protection where the mountains open up. In some ways it feels like a military fort and yet there are odd things as well like the white chapel and old houses where the highest ranked members live. 

The place where we were supposed to go, somewhere called an auditorium, was in an area of the main building I’d never been to. There were many places initiates like me weren’t permitted to enter, so until now this area had simply been a curiosity for me. As we got closer, the hall began to get crowded. It seemed as though the doors weren’t open yet. Up to this point, us initiates had been separated into groups based on our barrack assignments. Our barracks held fifty each and our area of the woods had two of them. They used to be full, but we lost some people during training so my current estimate is around seventy for my group. Even so, from the look of things, I would estimate that the crowd here was somewhere close to two or even three hundred.

This is merely taking into account people like me who are in an offensive role. I’m not exactly sure how many were truly transferred to support roles or simply put into them from the start. As far as I knew, they weren't a part of this ceremony and likely had their own separate one. Still, given the fact that some of the initiates must have died as well, it makes me wonder how many of us there had even been at the start. On that note, it also makes me question how and where they got so many young people. Shouldn’t it be hard to find so many of us if the world is still recovering from the war?

My attention suddenly shifted back to the present moment as I noticed that flying high above us were some Sora Overseers. We weren’t allowed to fly within the territory of the Academy, since they worried about us escaping, but they, and guards, were an exception of course. Supposedly, if they catch you flying they’ll punish you with imprisonment for some time. Given the fact that this imprisonment is sometimes threatened as a worse thing than corporal punishment, it really makes me wonder what even happens in such a place.

Shaking the unpleasant thoughts from my mind, I tried seeing what was happening out in front, but the Tomas made that impossible. Instead, I had to rely on my ears to guess at what was suddenly drawing everyone’s attention. At first a clanging of metal, and then the distinctive sound of metal doors groaning as they were slowly pulled open. It seemed the ceremony was about to start. The Overseers flying above began rushing forward and into the auditorium, while a few stayed behind to help control the crowd. While the Overseers always carried a weapon on them, the guards seemed to only be armed with long wooden poles that they were using to control the crowd. Thankfully, they weren’t being too liberal with their use and it was mostly those that didn’t keep pace who were being smacked with them. 

Although it was the first time I would be seeing this area from the inside, it was easily visible from the outside due to it being the second largest part of the main building, with the first being the center room. It always had a strange look as it seemed unfinished, almost as if tacked on at the last second. Although it was physically connected to the rest of the building, its aesthetic always clashed harshly. There were no grand arches or even windows that could be seen from the outside. It was simply a large squarish building that could best be described as a gigantic, almost perfect, square block of stone. There was something almost inhuman about it.

Once I finally made it closer to the metal doors, the awesome scale of it became abundantly clear to me. I hadn’t even stepped foot inside, but a loud sound came booming out into the hallway as if some massive metal object had been hit against the wall. It shook the building itself and seemed to have not been purposeful as even the guards seemed surprised. We all stood still for a moment before the Overseers snapped the guards out of their shock by barking their orders to keep us moving.  Returning to their task, the guards smacked and prodded the crowd from behind in order to force us forward. Mere inchest from the boundary between the hall and the inside of this building, the contrasting darkness made me hesitate in stepping forward. Somehow, there was a cold wind pushing against us that emanated from within. 

What are they planning to do to us?

Unnerved as I was, there was no choice to be made as a Sora guard smacked my shoulder from above, forcing me through the doors to avoid further abuse. Almost immediately, it felt as though I’d stepped into a new world. The temperature inside was nearly freezing somehow. Apart from the lack of warmth, the air was also incredibly still. Were it not for the constant sound of footsteps all around me, the oppressive feeling of this room would have frozen me in place. 

We could hardly see each other, so not wanting to be left behind, I followed the person in front of me for as long as I could. It only took a moment of me looking away to lose track of him. Feeling lost, I began to wander around, hoping I’d find where we were supposed to go. While walking, I noticed that every noise made was somehow amplified. Even the smallest whisper was audible to everyone within a large distance. This was the only way I was able to find my way back to the others. Following the crowd once more, I chose to keep some distance away from them just in case any surprises were in store. 

Although the room was fairly dark, there was still some light coming from somewhere above. Curious about this, I looked upward and saw that there were large braziers hanging throughout the room. Although their fires burned brightly, they were so high above that their light was greatly diminished by the time it reached us, and their sparse placement caused large dark spots throughout the room. Considering how impressive the whole building was, I doubt this had been done by mistake. Somewhere even above these braziers was the ceiling, but from our perspective there was nothing but a pitch black void above the fires. Were it not for the visible chains that held them, I would have almost believed that they were floating in the air.

Lighting aside, the ground itself was also strange as it was entirely flat and smooth, almost as if the whole thing had been carved out of a single gigantic stone. No other part of the Academy was like this. Not only did it feel strange to walk on, but it would somehow bounce the noise of your own footsteps back up towards you. Curious to try something, I cleared my throat and listened in horror as the sound bounced around the room.

That is the first and last time I will ever do that. 

The whole thing felt incredibly surreal, especially upon seeing the pillars that held the building up. We had pillars in other parts of the main building, however, these were completely featureless. Not a single engraving or sign of a human’s touch. They were simply gigantic smooth pillars. Their width was enough for five or more to link hands and barely be able to encircle these structures. They stretched up towards the darkness and seemingly went on forever. 

The astonishment of everything I was experiencing caused me to lose track of where I was even heading. Re-focusing myself, I saw that the others ahead had stopped. I was still a bit away from them, but I could see that they were staring at something. Their whispers clued me into there being an odd sight in front of them. Something that none of them had ever seen before.

Not being able to control my own curiosity, I found myself getting within twenty paces of them, stopping at the last pillar before the clearing where the crowd gathered. As soon as a gap appeared, I was able to see the utter bewildering sight that had stopped them in their tracks. I’m not sure what purpose it served, or why it even existed in the first place, but there was a giant hole in the center of the room. In fact, it was so massive that I suspect it took up close to a third of the building’s floor space or more. Now that I knew what had drawn them all here, I felt as though I had even more questions than before. For a moment, I thought I had imagined it, but some of them were even going inside willingly. 

Are they insane? 

I thought they’d fall in, but they seemed to be stepping-in instead. As more went inside, a larger gap formed which allowed me to have a better look. Apparently it wasn’t just a hole as I’d originally thought. A more accurate description would be a pit with seating all around it, or perhaps steps would be closer to reality. These steps wrapped around the entirety of the pit and traveled all the way down until the light no longer reached, giving it the appearance of an endless chasm. Whether or not there was an actual drop at the bottom was something I didn’t care to find out. None of the other members that I could see were as cautious as I was. They continuously poured into the thing. 

Even if it had seating, why were they so adamant about going inside? 

One of the greatest differences between myself and others in my group has been the diminished sense of self-preservation they seem to have. They’re still able to feel some level of fear and other human emotions, but usually they’re fairly devoid of whatever makes someone like me… well, whatever I am. I don’t quite know how to explain it, or rather I don’t fully understand, but it’s times like these that make me all too aware that we’re not alike.

Even though seeing the pit shocked me at first, after nothing happened, it seemed to really just be a strange form of seating. For a while, I simply leaned against the pillar and watched them head inside. A part of me still felt anxious, but we’d been waiting for so long that the whole thing was slowly starting to bore me. Normally, I would love being able to do nothing and relax, but I couldn’t let my guard down in a place like this. As such, I was stuck in a constant state of standby with nothing to distract myself with. There was no sky, animals, or even flowers to look at. Just a mass of stone everywhere I looked. Stone and the occasional person making their way closer to what appeared to be the center of the room. For such an impressive structure, the novelty doesn’t last long.

I kept myself busy by whispering a few short prayers to the Gods but was interrupted when suddenly the same metallic noise from before deafeningly boomed from the walls and shook the building. There were no screams, but I could hear a tinge of fear in the voices of those who spoke in the hopes that someone knew what was happening. Unlike before, the noise didn’t stop after one occurrence, instead it continued in a rhythmic pattern. My fear quickly gave way to wonder as it became clear there was some sort of hidden mechanism in the walls. It was very similar in sound to the mechanism that they use to close and open gates. As far as I could tell, however, there was nothing of that sort inside of here.

Another sound of clashing metal came, but it seemed separate from the one that was already occurring. I found its source just in time to see the distant light of the hallway disappear like a snuffed candle. The doors were being shut and they seemed to be locking us inside.

Why do they feel the need to lock the doors?

“Above.” I heard someone say. Turning upwards, I saw another light that was separate from the braziers. As impossible as it was, a giant platform was slowly descending from the shadows. Are they lowering something to us?

Wild animals.

A monstrosity.

Death.

My mind raced with ridiculous ideas that only served to frighten me and yet I couldn’t ignore them. The Academy has only so many resources and they’ve never been shy about weeding out those that they see as burdens. Still, would it really make sense for them to kill so many of us after all we’ve done? If they wanted to kill us, it’d be a lot easier to just slip poison into our food or work us to death. Even if it's illogical to think they're going to kill us, my heart simply wouldn't listen to reason. 

The constant clanking of the chain didn’t help my mental state. The sound only reinforced the idea that the final minutes of my life were potentially slipping away. My eyes were glued to the platform, and in the darkness, my vision began to play tricks on me. At first I thought I truly saw a monster, then it was a bonfire, then it was… a small army? The platform had descended far enough for me to finally catch a glimpse of what it looked like. It had its own light source and it seemed to be made of a wire-like metal that allowed you to see through the bottom. Now that it was closer, one of my absurd ideas seemed to have actually come true. It really appeared to be a mass of soldiers. 

Between the rhythmic clanking, there suddenly came a perfectly timed beating of what sounded like wood against metal. Over and over in unison, they would counter the sound of the lift in an act that was both impressive and intimidating due to how many of them there were. A platform of that size could perhaps hold a hundred, but it didn’t seem to be entirely filled. Rather, these soldiers were forming a perimeter around something in the middle.

The majority of them appeared to be Sora, with the only Tomas being near to the center. Not only were these soldiers armed, they wore full sets of armor which was something reserved for distinguished soldiers who’d proven themselves in combat. Unlike us, they should also have a four digit identification number instead of our three digit one which indicates our status as initiates. As they got closer, however, I quickly realized that they were superior to even my lofty ideas of who they were. Until now, I’d never seen one, but there was no doubting who they were. The very pride of the Academy was before our eyes, the Champions.

Their armor was heavier than that which would be given to a regular distinguished Cog, and to make it stranger, it was decorated. Such touches of personality were basically unseen amongst regular members. It reminded me heavily of the Chaplain’s robes, however, their decorations weren’t as finely made. In fact, it almost appeared to be painted on by each individual themselves as the quality varied. I understood that they were likely all older members of the Academy, which, as far as I’ve come to realize, means that not all of them have had their memories removed, but why were they allowed to be so individualistic? Our uniforms were intentionally made to rob us of any identity. The identification system itself further emphasized this as our numbers would change along with our ranks once we were full members. If the point was to make us interchangeable, then why are the highest ranks allowed to look like this? It annoyed me greatly, even more so when I began to realize it was pure envy on my part. It was sinful behavior to feel this way, but I couldn’t deny wishing for such special treatment. 

Once they’d lowered themselves to about five feet off the ground, I saw that their helms covered their faces but were equally well decorated. Despite their various individualistic features, they all had a white cog painted around the top of their helms as if they were crowns. 

They were nothing more than puppets for the Academy, but it didn’t stop me from admiring their armor. The way the white paint contrasted with the black of everything else they wore made me realize why the color scheme had been chosen like this. It hid the person and accentuated whatever was in white. For us, our face coverings and our backs had a cog. For them, it was whatever words and symbols they’d chosen from the holy scripture to represent them. We were similar, but not the same.

From their platform they stared down at us. Even through their helms I could feel the weight of their gaze. One of them in particular felt as though he were staring right at me which caused me to quickly duck back behind the pillar. It’s likely just my paranoia. What sense would it make for one to notice me out of the entire crowd? Regardless, I didn’t pop back out until the platform had disappeared from view and descended into the pit. 

As it did, the initiates that had been standing on the edge began to pour into it as well. I was tempted to follow, but I hesitated. My curiosity battled against my instincts telling me not to go. I’m not sure what side would have won as the opportunity suddenly ended once a wave of Sora Champions came flying out from the darkness of the pit. Despite us being unarmed, their spears were readied as if they would swoop down and skewer someone at the slightest provocation. They menacingly made motions, threatening those who continued trying to get into the pit. Without words, they’d made it clear that no more were being allowed in at this point. They seemed to be taking security of whatever was on that platform very seriously. I don’t doubt they’d kill anyone who ignored their warning. 

Shortly after the Soras had flown out, the sound of the chains stopped all at once. The guards ceased making noise with their spears as well and all that was left was an eerie silence as we waited to see what would happen next. After so much noise, being able to hear my own breathing and the sound of the blood rushing through my ears was an unsettling contrast. This period of waiting felt almost worse than when the platform was descending. I looked around, sensing that something was moving in the shadows, but my attention was quickly drawn back to the pit as a voice suddenly spoke out.

“Today marks the ceremony in which initiates will be embraced as full members of The Hallowed Academy for Champions of the Gods.”

A woman’s voice was clearly audible despite being so far away. She sounded like an older woman, but despite the slight strain in her voice, it was loud enough to carry throughout the room.

“You have all been blessed in having passed such trials and now your future shall be as follows…” She cleared her throat, causing it to reverberate in the silent room. “As full-fledged members of this sacred Academy, your training will cease and you will be expected to undertake assignments at your own discretion, or at times ordered to participate in larger operations. Dutiful members will always find their work to be rewarded, especially when it comes time to reassign rankings. Your rank will determine many things, such as the quality of your accommodations and equipment. The greatest among you will one day rise to be known as Champions, however, even should you lack the talent, I expect your will to never falter in service of the Gods. There will always be a place for those who turn their faith into deeds among your brothers and sisters. Speaking of these labors, your first shall soon begin…”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement in the shadows again. Considering most were in the pit, I found this odd and turned my attention away from the speaker to see if I could spot anything suspicious. As I scanned the room, I noticed there were less people than before. I could have sworn more had stayed behind. Had they gone somewhere else? Before I got lost in my own thoughts again, I turned my attention back to what the woman was saying.

“...These members are from the Eastern world. They look quite different from you and I, however, they are dressed in the exact same uniform in order to better hide them. Your first, and only, labor of today is as follows: Use any means to find these Easterners. Should you lose your hood or be incapacitated you will be placed into a low ranking, or even transferred to support duties if we deem you unfit to continue in your current role. If you happen to keep your uniform intact, but fail to find an Easterner, then your rank will be middling at best. Those that accomplish the task, even should you lose your hood in the process, will be awarded accordingly with the highest rank possible for a new member, along with the benefits that come with such a rank. To clarify, the loss of your hood does not mean you have failed, rather it should motivate you more so to accomplish your task. It is possible, however, that you may find yourself injured to the point of being unable to continue. In such an event, you are to walk calmly to the entrance with your hands held above your head or you may simply lay on the floor if you are unable to do so.

Violence against disqualified members will not be tolerated and will result in a diminishment to your future ranking, or perhaps an even worse punishment should we deem it. I must emphasize that the point of this exercise is to separate the wheat from the chaff. Even so, we have a use for the chaff and adding more burden to the Medics is not ideal. Those of you who are seated around me must exit this location in an orderly fashion. The trial will not start until a clear signal is given to commence. Should you behave disorderly before then, you will be restrained and immediately disqualified. As a suggestion, I would keep an eye on those around you while exiting. These new members have already been mixed in with all of you. They could even be sitting right beside you.”

A murmur came as the tension began to rise. I saw the people near me taking stances as if they were about to leap at one another. Just as violence was about to erupt, the old woman raised her voice once more.

“Patience! Remember my warning to you. As for you Soras, you must wait until the starting signal is given if you wish to fly and not a moment before. If you disobey, then you will be met with force and automatically disqualified, if not outright killed, should you pose a threat. Behave yourselves, and in the meantime, steel your resolve for the fight to come. I look forward to seeing how much you’ve grown. Do not disappoint me… and do not disappoint the Gods.”

With that, the Champions beat the shafts of their spears against the platform one last time in unison, signaling the platform to begin rising once more, noticeably faster this time. The Sora guards who’d been protecting the entrance to the pit followed along with the platform, forming a floating perimeter. From the shadow of the pillar, I simply stood and stared as this massive thing was slowly swallowed by the darkness above us. I half-expected them to do something bad to us at this ceremony, even so, a sudden trial had caught me off-guard.

I now found myself surrounded by both Soras and Tomas. Although they’d likely be fighting one another, I was bound to be targeted eventually. I couldn’t tell which one was more of a threat.  Flying away from the Tomas was easy, but that ran the risk of a mid-air fight once my own people saw me. We were constantly warned during training to avoid mid-air fighting if it’s not real combat due to incapacitations being a near guarantee of death. Despite flying being a risk, it was the only reasonable option I had. Trying to survive alone against a Toma, especially without any weapons, was basically impossible. 

I need to swallow any pride that I have to survive. 

My best chance at making it out of here would be to find a hiding place quickly. I can’t deny that it’s cowardly, and it would mean foregoing a better rank, but if I fail and injure myself then things could be much worse. Considering the abundance of dark areas in the room, it seems the most logical option.

As I was comparing different routes I could take, a horn was suddenly blown and the room erupted into utter chaos as the brawl commenced. The loud footsteps of a Toma sprinting from somewhere behind jolted me into the air. I’d barely left the ground when I felt a hand reach out and tightly grasp my ankle. By pure instinct, I kicked as hard as I could with my other leg and felt as the heel of my boot crushed one of his fingers. The pain was severe enough that he let go in shock, shielding his injured hand from a second attack. He must have thought I’d continue, but he was entirely wrong as I used the opportunity to immediately fly to a distant pillar that did not have a brazier nearby. Here, the light barely made it and I was able to search around until I found a crack wide enough to shove my foot into and cling to the side of the pillar. If anyone saw me, I would look ridiculous, but it afforded me safety and a good view of the room.

Although it was a bad time to reminisce, I couldn’t help but be reminded of when I used to volunteer to go hunt animals that were endangering the nearby village we often traded with. The forest that surrounded the route and village itself would often need to be culled of wolves, snakes, boars, and even bears. It was an easy way to skip training and have some level of freedom for a while. Often, I would spend most of the day sitting on a tree branch, not too far from what I was doing now. The way that the Tomas ran around, knocking into each other while the Soras clashed in all manner of directions wasn’t all too different from how I would observe the animals on the ground. Back then, I wondered if it was sinful to kill animals in such a way. To have them never know of your presence and to simply kill them to ease the lives of others… But now that I’m put into a similar position again, I’m starting to realize there was nothing wrong with my tactics. Animals are stronger and faster than me. Given the chance, they’d kill me without a second thought. 

None of these people would hesitate to harm me if ordered to, as they are now. 

Are they really that different from animals?  

As long as I live, any tactic I use should be considered a victory. As ridiculous as I may look, living to see another day is worth the shame I bring upon myself… At least, that’s the mindset I give myself to cope with all of this. 

While waiting for the number of Soras fighting to dwindle before I moved, a sudden loud yell caught my attention. Two Soras that were brawling nearly slammed into me, only missing because I leapt out of the way at the last second. Ricocheting off the pillar, they were locked in each other's grasps, flying straight ahead blindly as they fought desperately to incapacitate the other before crashing into something else. At the speed they were going, it didn’t take long for this to occur. Unfortunately for them, the object that stopped them happened to be a brazier off in the distance. 

The smaller of the two slammed straight into the metal bowl of the brazier, instantly falling unconscious upon impact and plummeting toward the ground. The rocking of the brazier caused the flaming contents to spill forth and chase after him. Clinging for dear life, the other Sora managed to hold onto one of the chains. Dazed, and likely burnt as well, he fought desperately to not fall as he was now too injured to fly. Far below him, the other Sora hit the ground with a sickening thud that reverberated across the room, making my stomach turn. Unlucky boy that he was, the still burning contents of the brazier landed atop his body, removing any chance of survival he may have had. I couldn’t stand to look any longer and turned away. To die in such a horrific way… I could only pray he didn’t feel any of that. 

Quite surprisingly, a group of Sora guards descended from the shadows and cleared the area of other combatants. Although the fighting still continued, a perimeter was established so that they could set about extinguishing the flames. Wondering about the fate of the other boy, I looked back to see that another group had been sent to rescue him and extinguish whatever flame still remained in the damaged brazier. 

Thanking the Gods that none of them had spotted me, I realized that the newly extinguished brazier had afforded me another opportunity. When the guards left, I immediately darted towards the new dark area that they’d created. I flapped my wings with every ounce of strength that I had until I could hear the air rippling as it flew past my ears. If I flew fast enough, perhaps I’d escape the notice of any other Sora. As I got closer, I could barely even see my own hands, let alone anything that I was flying towards. In complete faith, I continued my desperate flight, praying all the meanwhile that I would be delivered safely.

Please, oh lords of all men, most holy of holies, lead me through this darkness and into safety.

It was suicidal to fly this fast in complete darkness and yet I couldn’t risk being grabbed by another Sora. After seeing that poor boy’s fate, I could only think of running.

Would the Gods really want to help a coward like me? 

Was I not a disgrace for running away and refusing orders?

I pushed the thoughts out of my mind. Flying past the dark area and towards a better hiding spot I’d noticed, I took a gamble on an impulsive decision. Although I had no time to think it over, it was further from the fighting and thus safer as far as I could tell. With the speed I had now, I’d have more of an advantage over stopping and starting once more. Continuing to exert myself, I felt my mind become clearer as if the only thing that existed was this present moment. There were no doubts or questions anymore. Just the sounds of the battle raging all around me. 

Closing in on my destination, I suddenly felt a jolt run through my body. A Sora who came from below was mere inches from tackling me and yet I somehow managed to sense him at the last second. Rolling mid-air, our shoulders painfully collided and we were knocked into different directions. While tumbling through the air, I tried to slow myself down, but it was no use. I had already gotten too close to my destination and found myself crashing into a wall with enough force to nearly knock myself unconscious. Had I not braced myself for the impact, I likely would have suffered this fate. The fall to the floor was thankfully not as high as I thought, but it still hurt quite a great deal. Initially, I even thought that my leg had been broken, however, as I squeezed it, I realized it had only been badly bruised. Relief and fatigue took over and I laid on my back knowing that the darkness was far too thick for anyone to notice me. With how heated my body had become, the cool ground felt great against the fabric of my uniform which only let a pleasant amount of cold through. 

Once I felt a bit better, I got up and limped my way closer to where the corner of the room should be. Picking a spot, I rested my back against the wall and sunk back down to the floor. Although my landing had been a failure, everything else had worked out about as well as I could have hoped for. From here, I could see the fighting without being at risk of being drawn in by accident. Honestly, I felt a bit of pride in myself for having pulled off such a risky plan. Just as I gave a relaxed sigh, a thought occurred to me. 

Did the foreigners have their own objective to accomplish as well? 

What if someone somehow finds me, would I be in trouble? 

Would I appear even more suspicious? 

It’s annoying not being able to quiet my mind anytime I try to relax. If only I had something to distract myself… Now that I think about it, I couldn’t help but realize that there was a similarity to all of this. Looking out at everyone while I sat alone. How funny that a little over a year later I’ve found myself in the same position as when I awoke here. So much has happened and yet so little has changed…

A chill ran through my body the more I thought about it. Something about this realization had made me deeply unhappy. I suppose most days I’m forced to participate in duties alongside others. Even at times when I may find myself isolated, I’m usually too busy or distracted to think much about it. Since this morning, I’ve been in a strange pensive mood and now that I’m relatively safe, I’m forced to confront this reality again. Even though I’ve survived until now, it feels rather pointless when I really think about it. I'm not striving towards anything other than simply seeing another day. 

More than that, I’m alone. As far as I know, I’ll always remain this way. Nobody will know or care whether I live or die. I am the only witness to my own existence outside of the Gods who never respond back no matter how often I pray. For the older members, I’m too different and insignificant. For those of my group, I’d likely just be reported should I ever reveal my true self to them.

Why am I alive? 

The question rears its ugly head and creates a terrible tightening in my chest. My struggles feel in vain when I know I'll always be trapped here. On the day that I die, another will take my number. That’s the simple truth. We’re replaceable, interchangeable, and unrecognizable outside of a meaningless number stitched onto our armbands. Only my fear of death and pain has motivated me to keep struggling onwards, but will that always be the case? 

When will this motivation cease allowing me to carry the burden of this life? 

Will I someday fall down and choose not to get up anymore? 

I brought my knees closer to my body and let out a deep sigh. I’m tired… but it's no longer just my body. All I want to do is close my eyes and sleep, but I can’t. My safety is only relative and never guaranteed, I can’t truly rest. 

A new rank may improve my physical conditions, but will that really matter?

Will it make me feel any less tired?

A feeling of suffocation began to overwhelm me and in a panic I removed my hood. We so rarely got to remove these things nowadays. It felt strange to be without it, as if my face were naked, but the shock of feeling air directly on my skin helped to calm my mind. 

There was a time when this face covering felt so uncomfortable to wear. I wanted nothing more than to be able to remove it and feel the wind on my face again. When I would sneak off into the woods to take a break, I’d sometimes take it off, but I guess at some point I stopped bothering. Now that so much time has passed, it's almost become like a part of me that I rarely notice. It’s gotten to the point where taking it off now has the opposite effect it once had. 

Before my mind became flooded with useless thoughts again, I tried to distract myself by looking over the fighting that was still going on. As my eyes wandered, I spotted an injured Sora limping with his hands held high. Even in the chaos, the others took care to try and not touch him, but as he wandered into the areas thicker with combat, he was eventually knocked over. Crawling along the floor, I almost found myself rooting for him as he made his way out of my sight, and hopefully into safety. It truly is a blessing that I wasn’t injured as he was. All of this violence just to find these Easterners. I wonder what they’re like. Would these mysterious people be Sora and Toma as well, or were they an entirely different race than us?  

My memories are useless to me so who knows what’s really out there. Perhaps some day I’ll be sent on a mission far away from here. Even if I’m not entirely free, it’d be nice to fly and actually go somewhere for once. I suppose that’s something that could motivate me to keep struggling through all of this. 

By now, the disturbing thoughts had left and I’d gotten so comfortable in my little corner of the room that I almost began to daydream. Just as I was imagining vast stretches of land and endless skies, something out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. At first I thought it was my imagination, but as I turned my head the image didn’t disappear. Out of the darkness, a pair of glowing, white eyes stalked me. Recognizing what it was, I froze in fear. It was the same menacing stare that would sometimes appear in my nightmares ever since the first time I saw it. Cold and unmoving, I knew them to be the eyes of a wolf.







