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    Thank you to my beloved, for pushing me to be better, and for pushing me to be more.

      

    


Trust, healing, and forgiveness are expensive beyond measure. They can’t be bought or sold, only grown from embers that constantly threaten to sputter out and die. People want the idea of those things, but few are willing to pay the price.

Cruelty, however, is free, and the returns can be tremendous.
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​Omri
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Omri tends to the shrine’s exterior walls, his hands stained brown and green. The gray stones glimmer in the light of late afternoon where his work is already complete, and a ragged band of half-scrubbed grime and foliage separates it from those areas still untouched.

Working diligently, he is interrupted by the approach of The Master. Omri kneels without delay, and a silent tap on his shoulder commands him, a moment later, to rise. The Master speaks, and Omri’s heart is warmed by the pristine timbre of the red-robed saint’s voice, his cheeks set alight with rushing blood. He is commanded, quietly, “Come, Omri. I have something I’d like to show you,” and the disciple follows. 

They walk together to the front of the shrine, past the now-immaculate stones. The Master does not even glance at the work, and yet pride overwhelms his adherent, the thought of the lord’s unstated approval flushing him with joy. He banishes the sensation quickly though, and the two enter the old structure, its grand doors closing them off from the outside world.

The Master proceeds to the temple's center, seeming unearthly radiant in the gloom of the dim chamber. Omri turns and washes the grit from between his fingers and out from under his nails at the bath, ridding himself of earthly impropriety and the filth of his labor. 

When he finally rejoins The Master, he is presented with a small, glittering pendant. “Omri, do you recognize this?”

The Master's voice is cool and even. It always is. He does not know anger, or fear, or even sadness. The Master knows only love, but love comes in many shades, and this time it comes as quiet-yet-stern disappointment.

The sensation cuts cold, and shame overwhelms the acolyte as his fate, justified in whatever form it takes, grabs hold of him. His eyes close and his chin tilts to the floor.

The Master continues, heedless, “It is not yours, yet it was found amongst your belongings, stolen from one of our own.”

Omri looks up meekly, having already broken himself over the uncovered sin. He turns his head to the side as the sound of shifting cloth echoes from behind one of the shrine pillars, and another devout reveals themself. Regret turns to confusion, then regret again, and Omri speaks aloud. “Sister Tyva? The necklace... it is yours. I am sorry, I should not-”

The Master holds up a hand to order silence, and Omri flushes again with guilt. The Master then offers a wordless, gesticulating command to Tyva, who approaches and kneels before the two, lifting her robe to expose her back.

The Master speaks again. “Your theft has caused great pain, as it was a violation of sacred trust. It was always going to, and in your heart of hearts, you knew that no amount of cleverness could stem the suffering that has resulted from your actions. You knew, and so it is clear that you wanted to harm your kin.”

Omri becomes very still, averting his gaze from the flawless visage of the one who now rebukes him, returning it to its rightful place on the floor. He finds his voice, however briefly, and mumbles, “...n-no...I...I n-never would...I...please...forgive...”

The Master comes around, his movement ethereal and sublime, placing himself so close that Omri can feel their beating hearts sync up. The acolyte feels his palm open as something cold and cruel slides between his fingers. The Master shadows Omri’s arm with his own, guiding the object up and into view.

A glittering, gleaming dagger, its blade waving like the ocean, or perhaps a serpent. “The Master’s own?”

“I know that you wanted to hurt your brethren. I know that you still want to hurt your brethren. You must know that wrath is not a sin in this house. You must know it with your mind, but more importantly, you must know it with your hands.” 

Omri stares at the blade, then at Tyva, who sits still and serene, whose hide bears no shield. The words of The Master ply his feeble heart, unfolding it and filling it with a sweet poison whose taste he can hardly fight or ignore, until he steps forward unbidden.

Tears fill the disciple’s eyes, the press of The Master’s hand turning his blood into ice, the press of The Master’s will turning his heart into a machine. “My l-lord...please...I-I...don’t...want to...”
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Omri sits alone. The setting sun blinds him as his unfocused eyes patrol the horizon aimlessly. The pain of its brightness forces his gaze into his lap, and he stares at his right hand, which is bathed in a deep, muddy crimson. The words of The Master echo in his mind. “This is my gift to you, for your service, for your dedication. This hand will never wash clean. It will stay soaked and glistening with my blessing: your wrath. Keep it close, and use it often.”

Another sits by him, softly but suddenly, drawing his eye and a sense of shock that he has to fight hard to repress. “Sister Tyva? Are you feeling well?”

The woman smiles at him, her teeth bright and her eyes warm. She is draped in fresh robes, and her back is covered in a thick layer of clean bandages. Serene as a lamb, she answers, “My love for The Master has never been stronger.” 

Her dressings begin to blotch and soak through again.
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Uriah fells another tree. The grand old spruce’s needles shed and blow out in every direction as it hits the ground with a colossal, echoing thud. He wipes the sweat from his brow, marveling for a moment at the ruined giant. His eyes follow its length, from exposed roots to high branches, and he spies a shattered bird’s nest among the brush. A feeling that he can’t quite place cries out from somewhere deep within, but the woodsman crams it back down and looks away.

A corridor of emaciated, annihilated forest almost a mile long stretches out behind Uriah, many such great trees rotting in the soil where they lie unused. He sets the axe aside, handle in the air, and eyes the aisle with pride.

The sound of crunching grass echoes through the trees, bouncing around the clearing, muffling and repeating, and it takes the woodsman a minute to locate its source. Once he does though, he kneels automatically. 

A man in bright red robes, with a face so perfect that its detail loses all meaning, stands by the venerable, freshly hewn husk. He asks a question which feels terribly familiar. “A strange axe for a woodsman, isn’t it?”
Uriah smiles ruefully and answers, “It wasn’t always the axe of a woodsman.” The words come out sounding rehearsed. “This was once a blade of conquest, conquest against flesh and blood.”
The Master steps forward and looks towards the axe more certainly. “This is still
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