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      Seven summers old.

      When I died, it felt like the flame of my soul had been blown out. Light, then the wisp of smoke that remained behind.

      When I opened my eyes, I sat upon the river rock, watching as my father took an assured step forward, into the stream. He reached back, smiling, offering a hand to assist my mother.

      My mother stepped in carefully, silver and glass bracelets melodiously chiming as I watched them walk. I'd been here many times before. I'd lived this exact moment. The heat of The Sun bore down on my scalp as I watched my father help my mother across the stream, the bottom of her long dress now soaked but she did not complain, simply stepping up onto the wet marsh, anklets glinting under The Sunlight. She'd crossed over and smiled at me encouragingly.

      She called to me from the Other Side, kneeling upon the grass. "Come, little bug. You're okay."

      My father extended a hand out to me, weaving through the water and the sharp rocks. His voice was quiet over the sound of the water, "Don't be afraid, I won't let you fall again."

      I didn't hesitate. His palm was rough against my own but his hold was firm. I trusted them both and I could hear my mother cooing in encouragement from where she kneeled, her arms open, awaiting me. My dress floated around me as I lowered myself in. I'd fallen last time we were here. Slipped on moss and hit my head on a sharp rock, unconscious under the water until my father pulled me out. I'd developed an aversion to the river stream and we hadn't returned together as a family since… but it was different this time. The water was warm and soothing, the mud cushioned my steps. Tadpoles tickled my ankles.

      A wave of warmth rolled over me as I approached the Other Side. The Sun beamed brighter. I was close enough to my mother to reach out for her as she celebrated my newfound bravery.

      Just as I lifted my foot to place it on land, something— or perhaps, someone, gripped me. My eyes widened and I kicked wildly, grasping at my father's arm— screaming for help. The hands on my ankles began to pull.

      I slipped out of my father's grasp from the sheer force of the entity and he scrambled after us but once I was submerged underwater, there was nothing.

      I don't remember how long there was nothing. Perhaps a few moments, perhaps forever.

      Then, in this room of nothingness, I could feel my heart beginning to pump again, slow, slow, slow— and then quicker and quicker, to the beat of prayer drums and hums of voices. The hums became louder and louder, churning into raspy singing— a prayer song I remembered from the Temple.

      When I awoke, I lay on a sheet on a stone floor of the makeshift orphanage in the Capital. My uncle would later tell me that it was a blessing from The Sun that I'd survived. No burns, no injuries, only shell-shocked from the brutal invasion of the village. "Forged in fire, aren't you, girl?" He'd tease, mouth full of gold.

      I always wondered what he would have replied if I had confirmed the truth. I'd died and The Sun had cradled me in her arms, soothing my singed hair and scooping my melted flesh off the dirt. She had pressed a nurturing kiss to the temple of my cracked skull.

      Through scorched sclera, I'd watched her meld me back together again, sunlight and heat cupping my bones and belly as she carved me into a real girl once more.
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      Nine summers old.

      “I want to become a knight.”

      The table freezes. This isn't the first time I've asked this question. I've been asking for the last two years.

      Auntie Abha sighs and pours wine into her glass. "I'm going to need more of this."

      "I'm not joking, Auntie. I'm serious."

      Her bracelets jingle as she sets the bottle down and she spears a disappointing look in my direction from across the table. I've steeled my resolve for this very moment. I won't shrink now. I hold her gaze. If I can't look her in the eye, I am not fit to be a knight.

      She glances away quickly, as though I've made her uncomfortable and dismisses me, "Enough of this rubbish, Asiya. You are nine. All children want to be knights."

      I bristle, "'M not a child."

      "I won't argue with one."

      I swallow the dry stone in my throat and I finally look at my Uncle, who shares my mother's brown eyes, the same slanted slope for a nose. I repeat myself once more. "I want to become a knight."

      I've been chipping away at him every dinner, pushing and pushing at his malleable will. He's easier to convince than his wife, the stubborn Auntie Abha.

      Today, Uncle has a different reaction. He hums in thought, leaning back into the wooden chair.

      I can hear my cousins outside from the open window, their laughter that echoes and bounces off the stone and terracotta. If I listen close enough, I can hear the shopkeepers at the market, the hustle of footsteps and bargaining. I can smell the flour and grain and fresh figs. I can see the rouges and creams my aunt will buy today. We're far from war here. The Capital sits safely in the middle of the country, comfortably far from borderlands and war. My family has not seen what I've seen.

      He finally speaks after a moment, resting his elbows on the table and leaning in towards me. "Asiya… what draws your interest to knighthood, hm? Glory? Fame? Hm? Tell me."

      Normally, Uncle spends a godly amount of time discussing the "complexities" of life and death after I ask this question. He'd usually respond, 'most knights die, Asiya… do you wish for death?' If I ever had the chance to respond, I would say: 'I am not afraid of death. I've died before. How much worse could it be?'

      But today, The Sun tilts differently as She peers through the window, coating the limewashed walls in honey light, basking my Uncle and Aunt in golds. Uncle awaits my response patiently, fingers stipled, leaning forward across the table.

      I can hear my heart thumping to the beat of the prayer drums, my body melting in The Sun's arms again. I swallow away my pain and smooth my dress down. "I want to help people like me."

      Auntie Abha's dark brows pinch together at my response but Uncle smiles at me, satisfied.

      Today, my answer is enough.

      He speaks quietly, like it's a secret, "You could've said you wanted to do it for the glory and I still would've given you permission to join." He rests a hand on my head (the same skull that had been cracked open), "It's settled. I finally agree. Fly, little pigeon girl. I will support you in your journey to knighthood."
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      In the evening, Auntie Abha sits next to me on my bed, combing her fingers through my wet hair. "It won't bring your parents back, Asiya."

      She turns me by the shoulders to face her. It's been three years since they've crossed over but there is still a dull throb in my chest at the mention of them.

      I can feel a stone forming in my throat. "No one said it would."

      "… Do you not like it here? In the Capital?" Her voice is soft, not confrontational.

      I attempt to rapidly string together my thoughts. "I want to help more people— more people live like this. A good life. I don't want any more war."

      "And so you'll pick up a sword."

      "If I must. The knights brought me here to the Capital, auntie. To you."

      The corners of her mouth dip down. She tucks my hair behind my ear. "And now they'll take you away from me."
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      A few weeks later, Auntie Abha accompanies me to the East in a horse-drawn carriage, dressed in her deep blue priestess robes. Her dress billows around us as she maintains an arm clasped around me. I can tell she's nervous and antsy (and I overheard her arguments with my Uncle). The smudged kohl around her eyes doesn’t hide her anxiety.

      "At any point you wish to return, you must. Do you understand me? You are always welcome at home. I will always want you by my side." She smoothes my hair down and places a kiss on my head. I hide my flinch.

      The roads become rougher the farther we travel from the Capital. Large trees canopy the carriage, shading us away from the heat of The Sun. I am not afraid but Auntie Abha's anxiety is sticky. I feel a strange numbness in my hands but I feel reassured. I know I'm doing the right thing. I'm not smart enough to be a priestess and I'm not ignorant enough to do anything else.

      I need to do this.

      The numbness dissipates.

      The fort is made of rough, silver stone slabs. The Sun is setting, casting the land in a buttery glow. It is colder here. We're a few days away from the Capital now and it shows in the dirt and I can feel it in the air. Auntie steps out first, jewelry chiming as she wraps her shawl around her shoulders. A man in a dark cape awaits, his eyes studying Auntie closely. She leans in to kiss him on the cheek.

      This is her sister's home after all.

      The New Uncle is kind, friendly-faced as he walks us inside, "This must be the pigeon knight your husband mentioned." He winks at me fondly.

      Auntie Abha snorts but she glances at me quickly to make sure I'm still right next to her. I squeeze her hand in reassurance.

      Araminta is shorter than Auntie Abha and she frowns immediately upon sight of me. She's younger than I expected. Her left arm hangs in a linen sling and she limps slightly as she walks towards me. Araminta might be shorter than her sister but her presence still towers over me, eyes narrowed.

      If Araminta says no, this is it.

      I keep my gaze on her. She winces and looks away.

      "What. Couldn't take care of your rascals and now you're expecting me to clean up your mess?" But there's no bite to her words. I settle back into my skin. "Why does she look like a rabid dog."

      Auntie Abha's eyes flare up in anger. "Don't call her that."

      Araminta sends her a sideways look but ignores her outright. She pours herself a drink at her desk. She doesn't offer any to her sister nor New Uncle. "Pigeon or whatever the fuck your name is… let's see how long it takes you to run back to the Capital."
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      Auntie Abha returns back to the Capital that same night. I feel no different than any other day in my life. Maybe I'm a little relieved that Araminta didn't immediately back out once she saw me (Uncle says I'm "weird-looking" and I'm not sure if it's supposed to hurt my feelings).

      Auntie had helped me pack warm clothes and I appreciate it now. I slip on a wool sweater in my new room while Auntie Abha kisses New uncle in the kitchen. The castle dips in temperature once The Sun stows herself away for the night.

      When the first moon is high up in the sky, Araminta sits across from me at the dinner table, fork and knife gently scraping at the dish. Her chalice is full with liquor again… a habit I've noticed she shares with her sister. Her dark hair is braided back and away from her face. She looks more sober than she was earlier. She notices me staring at her. "What? Just realizing you've got shit luck?" She snorts at her own joke.

      I'm not sure if it's something I'm supposed to respond to and so… I continue staring at her, searching for the right answer to her prompt.

      She glances away. "… If at any point, you want to leave, you must tell me. But once our unit is called in… there can be no hesitation. That is the point of no return."

      I answer quickly, "I won't leave."

      "You don't know that now." She's just like her sister.

      "I do."

      The ghost of a smile appears on her lips. "Regardless… I've never had a page before. This will be new to the both of us."

      Araminta does not ask me why I want to be a knight. She does not ask me about my parents or my past. I don't think she cares. Her bottle occupies her and puts her feet up by the fire, shutting her eyes. New Uncle shows me to my room after dinner. The flickering candle casts odd shadows on the walls that frighten me so I blow it out. There is no warm terracotta here or the hum of a night market. For the first time since my death, I am alone.
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      New Uncle knocks on the door in the morning but I've been awake. My bed is made, I am dressed and my hair is tied back with a ribbon. I won't give Araminta a reason to send me home.

      "Our pigeon is awake already?" He grins and holds the door open. "I've made breakfast."

      Araminta is not at the table.

      "Don't look so disappointed. She's getting dressed in her chambers. She'll be out here soon." New Uncle's voice holds no tension, no anger. Maybe it's strange that he reminds me of my mother.

      He sits down in the chair next to me, slathering raspberry jam and butter onto bread. He slides the plate over, smiling in encouragement. "Excited for your first day?"

      I nod quickly and take a swig of water from my mug. "I've been waiting for this forever."

      Araminta is hung over. She did not make it to breakfast and now wields a small bowl of tea. It's cold out today, even with The Sun watching over us. New uncle sits on a slab of stone, sipping his own tea. He catches my eye and grins at me.

      We stand in the mud bailey and I sway awkwardly, a wooden sword in my hand.

      "Pigeon." She circles around me before pausing. "First lesson. State your name."

      "Asiya Scalione." I square myself.

      She steps away, towards New Uncle. "At the very least, people are going to tease and mock you. Your family, your peers, knights... you must not be affected by it,"

      I could honestly care less. "Understood."

      She hands New Uncle her empty bowl. She turns and faces me.

      "Other than jeering, people will try to kill you. Over and over again. Including your family, peers, enemies… The life of a knight can be a lonely one, Pigeon."

      At that, I feel my heart waver but I've already had my parents pried from me. The sacrifice has been made.

      I nod. "Understood."

      "Good. Now, most train their pages to wash their laundry, to polish their armor… I don't give a fuck about my chores being done. That's Shoaib's job."

      New uncle… Uncle Shoaib's eyes widen and he makes a sound in the back of his throat before laughing.

      Araminta offers the smallest of smiles as she continues, "What I will train you to do is to carry your own weight… and to be able to carry mine when I need you to. You are nothing but in my way if you can't care for yourself. You want to help other people, Pigeon? You first learn how to help yourself."

      I know her words are meant to intimidate or scare but I feel adrenaline coursing down my spine. I nod eagerly. "Understood."

      "Perhaps this was all meant to happen for a reason." She gestures to her arm, "We have a few weeks to train before we must return to work. Do not disappoint me, Asiya."

      "I won't." I'm quick to answer and perhaps I shouldn't have been so eager. But a grin slips through onto my face. I repeat myself again, almost giddy, "I won't disappoint you, Araminta."

      "Don't get ahead of yourself." She circles around me again. "Now, your task is to jab me with that sword. Get to it. Don't you dare hesitate."

      She spends the morning correcting my posture and my balance, voice loud as it booms across the pavilion and reverberates between my ribs. Araminta prefers to teach as we move, as I chase after her in attempt to prod at her flesh. But she makes more sense to me than any teacher ever did. More than Auntie Abha who spent hours helping me learn how to read and write. The swaying weight of a sword feels natural to me …like it was always supposed to be there.
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      The weeks pass by quick. I can't tell one day from another. I no longer need wool sweaters when The Sun rises or sets. Mourning doves sing next to my window when I wake up. I'm not afraid of shadows at night anymore or the skittish half-steps outside my door. Uncle Shoaib shows me how to wash my laundry and how to cook.

      Lessons with him are slower. He sits on a stool next to my own as we prepare dinner in the kitchen, humming a familiar tune. My arms are still heavy from training with Araminta in the morning and my fingers tremble as I carefully mince the ginger. A pot simmers over the flame. The Sun casts the sky in orange and pink hues. The warmth from the fire soothes the soreness under my flesh. He chops scallions directly above the pot, humming as he sets his cleaver to the side.

      "Soup is always easy, Pigeon." His eyes crinkle as he smiles at me, "You'll be having a lot of soup when we're in Sikgoda. It'll taste like shit though." He stirs the pot slowly. "The longer you let it simmer, the more flavorful it'll be."

      "… What is Sikgoda like?" Uncle Shoaib had shown it to me on the map. It was even farther east from here, a borderland territory.

      "No fucking clue." He grins at me. "I've heard it's cold… a lot of ghosts." But he isn't joking now, a worried expression suddenly clouding his face. "Many people have died there. Before this victory, Sikgoda was seen as a death sentence. Most knights stationed there never returned."

      I finish mincing the ginger and he takes it off the cutting board, tossing it into the pot. "Are we going to be fighting?"

      "No. Helping rebuild the town and the Duke's castle." He scoffs at the end. "Though I could care less for the Duke. We'll be there as assistance until we're sent elsewhere."

      "Who decides where we go?" I set the knife down, holding my hands near the pot to warm them up.

      "Duke of Edessa. Araminta and I swore allegiance to him. When you're a knight, you'll take an oath of fealty to someone too. In exchange for money or land."

      "Are you married to Araminta?" I think back to the kisses Auntie Abha and Uncle Shoaib shared in the kitchen.

      He chuckles, "Something like that." But doesn't elaborate.

      Araminta doesn't join us for dinner so Uncle Shoaib and I sit crosslegged in the tower, spicy scallion noodle soup warming my belly as he tells me stories. I know Araminta says the life of a knight is a lonely one but between her and Uncle Shoaib… I don't feel that way. The scallion soup keeps me warm through the night.
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      Sikgoda is cold. My teeth chatter and my fingers are pink and numb from the wind. I help Araminta and Uncle Shoaib set up their tents, Araminta allowing me to set up my cot next to hers. She takes a swig of amber liquid in a glass bottle before storing it away in her clothes.

      "Stay close to me, Pigeon. Some spirits like to possess children." But her voice is devoid of any humor.

      It is eerily quiet. Somber, Unce Shoaib had stated as we approached camp.

      The dining hall is a large tent, brown canopy that hangs over our heads. Candles are situated on each table, offering just enough light to cast shadows across scarred faces and limbs. I follow Araminta, weaving through tables until we reach Uncle Shoaib. Four people sit with him, two women, a man and a boy.

      I immediately lock eyes with the boy.

      His hair is black like mine but that is the only similarity we share. His eyes are blue, skin pale and— he's glaring at me for some reason.

      Uncle Shoaib smiles at me, "Look, Pij, another page just like you."

      The boy's scowl deepens further.

      "Hi." I offer.

      "Hi." His tone isn't friendly and he looks away.

      Araminta is already in discussion with the group. She gestures to the two women, introducing them as the archers, Lulie and Bluma. The man, the third knight, she introduces as Merce.

      "How about the little pages bring some food to the table." Uncle Shoaib winks but I'm not that stupid. They want us away from the table. "They're serving your favorite tonight, Pij. Scallion soup."

      The boy stands up from the bench and ignores me as he starts walking towards— what I assume is— the kitchen. He's short and skinny and carries himself like I've already offended him.

      I catch up to him. "I'm Asiya Scalione."

      He says nothing.

      "Your name?" I offer again.

      "Kaius." He answers, annoyed.

      I don't care enough to be bothered.
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      Unfortunately for Kaius, he and I get stuck together often. There aren't many pages here. Most of them died off in the last couple of years, Uncle Shoaib stated one morning. You're the easiest targets. Then pet my head with a smile.

      Kaius never speaks to me willingly and rarely initiates conversations. He prefers working quietly, which I respect. I do the same.

      My arms burn as we each carry buckets of water from the well towards the camp. I walk behind him, huffing and puffing, lungs attempting to pull in as much air as I can. The Sun has set, dipping low under the horizon, taking the last dredges of Sunlight with Her. The well is a bit far off from camp, closer to the abandoned village. We walk past an old farmer's shed.

      I can't walk any further.

      "Kaius." I call out to him, keeling over to catch my breath. He doesn't stop walking. "Kai."

      "What?" He snaps back at me.

      "I need a second."

      "What do you want me to do about it?" He turns back around, water sloshing around the bucket and onto the dirt under his boots. He continues walking.

      I feel a muscle twitch in my jaw. "Did I do something to piss you off?"

      Auntie Abha would discipline me for speaking this way.

      He pauses. "Your face pisses me off. Fuck off."

      I have a thousand insults on my tongue but I swallow them back. I'm not angry with him, like Auntie Abha would say, I'm just disappointed. Over the last few weeks in Sikgoda camp, I've managed to piss a lot of people off by just existing. Squires don't like me. Some knights sneer in my direction. Even though we're all on the same side. I don't care about a little boy hating my face. I'd hoped our status would mean we could be acquaintances but it seems that Araminta is right. This can be very lonely.

      I pick the bucket back up and continue walking, following him down the path. It's night now, the distant glow of the camp guiding us towards it.

      An extra set of footsteps.

      I don't look back.

      I quicken my own pace, legs burning as I get closer to Kaius. I swallow back my pride. "I think there's someone following us."

      I don't have any weapons on me and from the look on my mortal enemy's face, neither does he.

      We both look back at the same time.

      A man— no, a young knight. Dressed in steel armor, drags his feet behind us. His head lolls to the side, a large gash on his neck. His head remains attached to his neck by only a few tendons. His left arm is missing. The Sikgoda Duke's Court of Arms is brandished on his breastplate. His mouth makes a ghastly noise.

      Then, he starts running, his legs moving first before the rest of his body, single arm swinging the sword with incredible precision.

      Kaius drops his bucket, I dump the water out of mine. It's a stupid weapon and definitely not something that would bode well against an actual sword but we have nothing else.

      I can feel the wind off the blade slashing behind me and the guttural noises the dead knight makes—like he's choking on his own blood, unable to breathe.

      I don't think I've ever run faster in my life. I can hear my heart beating out of my chest and my head pulsating as we push through the cold. I force my legs to move faster, regretting adhering to Araminta's strict training protocol of wearing extra weights on my ankles and wrists at all times. I don't think she accounted for the fact that I'd be chased outside of camp by a ghost.

      I think I’m going to die again. Will I turn into a ghost too? Will the ghost eat me? Will it hurt?

      "Araminta! Araminta!" I scream at the top of my lungs but we're still far. "Shoaib! Help!"

      Kaius is running faster than me, short legs quick as he jumps over a fallen log. He's multiple strides ahead and my bucket clangs painfully loud as a reminder that I'm an idiot.

      "Help!" I scream again, my lungs begging for mercy.

      I can feel my arms becoming weak, my stomach hurting as I fight to keep up. I need to drop the bucket— or throw it, or do something with it⁠—

      Kai's ankle rolls as he slips on a patch of ice, his momentum sending him spinning into the wet mud off the path.

      "Fuck!" He swears as he attempts to stumble to his feet, unable to bear weight on a leg. He's scrambling desperately as both the knight and I get closer. His head snaps up to look at me, frightened.

      I start slowing down, extending a hand out for him. "Get up!"

      "Keep running!" He's screaming back.

      My mouth and throat are dry. I can't keep wasting my breath like this. I run parallel off the path to the side, banging a hand on the bucket, attempting to distract the knight and to buy Kai some time— and to alert anyone who could possibly help us. "Help!" I scream desperately, banging louder on the steel bucket, "Someone fucking help!"

      But the knight's chaotic, unsystematic movements keep him barrelling towards Kai, sword raised.

      For a moment, I see myself back in my village with my parents. I see the Iliosian knight raise his arm above his head. Four strikes to behead my father with a dull sword.

      When I blink, I'm already moving towards the Duke's knight and I swing the steel bucket.His head finally detaches, the heavy skull landing a few feet away from us but his arm still swings and he cuts through my wool sweater before his body is falling limp, onto both Kai and I.

      We're screaming again, shoving the soldier's body off of us, grasping at each other in fear of the knight standing up again.

      We await silently, breathing ragged as we push ourselves away from the body.

      "Kai!" A voice calls out from behind us and I flinch, hand searching for my bucket in case I need to fight a second round.

      But it's Merce, his sword drawn as he sprints down the path towards us. Shoaib follows him, along with other familiar faces.

      It seems difficult for them to comprehend what's going on and I'm… I'm too overwhelmed to explain. I raise my hands, palms facing the knights as I rise to my feet… only to immediately faceplant into the mud from exhaustion.

      I think I lose consciousness for a few minutes because when I finally come to, Merce and others kneel by the decapitated body. But there is no anger, no fear. They call out for a burial shroud. I still can't bring myself to sit up.

      "That must have been frightening." I don't realize Shoaib's here until I hear him. I feel a hand rest on my head as he leans down to study me. There's no humor to his words, only heavy empathy. "You helped someone cross over, Pij. Good job."

      I can feel drool escaping from the corner of my mouth. Dark spots dance across my vision. I think I'm going to pass out again.

      "She's bleeding." I hear Kai's voice state hurriedly. "I saw him cut her."

      I think I passed out again but I'm awake when I'm flipped over by Shoaib— and then I think I'm… not awake.
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      I'm not unconscious the entire time. I'm awake when Shoaib and Merce use Shoaib's cloak as a makeshift stretcher to carry me back to camp. I feel humiliated more than anything. I close my eyes but hot tears still escape. "I'm sorry, Uncle Shoaib."

      "What for?" He laughs airily and I realize that he and Merce are no longer walking but running.

      "For killing him."

      "Aw, Pij… I don't think you really killed him."

      "He's still alive?!"

      "No, no… He wasn't alive to begin with. You can't kill someone who is already dead."

      Dark spots flash across my vision again and I can see the stars illuminated across the sky, blurry and shaky. The South Star twinkles and glitters above, a beautiful silver. Auntie Abha used to have a necklace that had a pendant shaped like the South Star I don't realize I can't hear anything until Uncle Shoaib is yelling my name.

      "Asiya!" I don't think I've ever heard him say it before.

      "I'm right here." I respond. I don't get why he's panicking. Where are we going?

      "Yeah you are. Keep fucking talking. Tell me what happened, Pigeon. How'd you end up finding this spirit." He slips on ice and I feel the cape pull, but Shoaib remains standing and we continue moving quickly.

      "Is Kai okay?" I ask, remembering his ankle injury suddenly. "I thought he was going to die."

      "Kai's going to be okay. He's a little hurt, right Merce?"

      Merce doesn't respond as we're pushing through the curtain flaps of a tent, the bright lights polluting my night-adjusted vision. I'm set down on a cot as Shoaib, Merce and medics crowd around me.

      I don't realize I've been cut until a needle is sterilized over a flame and I am held down as I am sewn back together again. They've shoved a block of wood in my mouth and I scream around it, with spit and snot and tears.

      "Nothing to numb? She's a child!" Shoaib yells out in protest, but he remains standing at the head of the cot, pinning my shoulders and arms down.

      "We have nothing. Do you think I want to do this without any anesthetic?" The medic's hand is shaking and she's swearing under her breath, "Now shut the fuck up so I can concentrate."
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      My mouth hurts when I wake up. My throat is dry and my tongue feels swollen. Why does death hurt less than living? The cool washcloth is replaced on my forehead. When I turn to look, Kai sits on a stool next to my bed, resting his chin on his knees, hugging himself.

      Our eyes meet.

      I don't have the energy to speak but he's dropped his ugly sneer. Though I can tell his mean temperament remains. When he offers me water, I sit up with his assistance and sip it.

      It takes me three days to recover. Kai sits with me in the infirmary, but mostly he helps the medics, limping on his bad foot as he sweeps and makes beds. Its empty in the tent except for us. I think back to Uncle Shoaib saying knights don't return from Sikgoda.

      Kai doesn't talk much still. But there's a new levelheadedness to him. He's not completely an arrogant idiot anymore.

      When I leave on the third day, everyone looks at me differently. But not in a good way. A squire fully slams his shoulder into mine as I walk past him and I stumble, but I don't look back. I don't know why I bring this reaction out of people. Maybe it is something about my face.

      When I reach Araminta's tent, she and Uncle Shoaib are exiting from it. She's surprised to see me. "—Pigeon?"

      I hesitate for a moment but I move in to hug her. I wrap my arms around her tightly but I swallow the stone in my throat. I won't embarrass her by crying. I remove myself quickly so she doesn't have to, but then I can't resist and I'm hugging Uncle Shoaib next, who laughs.

      "You walked here all by yourself? We were coming to get you. We have a little surprise."

      The skin on my chest is still tender from the scar but its a familiar ache now. I sit on my cot in Araminta's tent, Shoaib to my right as Araminta holds out a familiar sword. I wince in memory. It's the one I was struck with.

      "You helped him cross over. Now, his sword is rightfully yours." Her voice is kinder than I remember it being a few days ago.

      I take it into my hands, noting the weight, the sharpness of the blade and the ornate etching in the metal.

      "It's a little big right now but you'll grow into it." Shoaib grins at me.

      "… What was his name? The knight?"

      A flicker of sadness softens his grin into a smile. "Calix. He loved soup too."

      Araminta kneels in front of me and it's the most gentle she's ever looked. "He died a few years ago. One of the first knights on the frontline here in Sikgoda." From the way she speaks of him and Shoaib's sadness, I know they knew him more intimately than just acquaintances.

      "He was your friend." I state, turning the hilt of the sword over in my hands.

      Their silence is heavy. Araminta answers, "We grew up together back when there used to be a learning institute for squires. He was the first to be knighted out of our squadron. He was…" Her eyes meet mine.

      Just like you.

      She doesn't have to say it in order for me to know. My heart drops.

      "Is that why you don't like the Sikgoda Duke?" I turn to Shoaib.

      He grimaces. "He's responsible for a lot of unnecessary deaths." But he doesn't refute my statement. "Deaths of good people, good knights."

      But Araminta cuts in quickly, "Do not repeat this in front of others. There is no camaraderie here, people will use you as a stepping stone. And the Duke will make an example of you. Understood?"

      I look down at the silver and steel sword in my hands. "Understood."
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