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“Grief has a way of teaching us to be stronger than we ever knew possible.” – excerpt from Mercy’s Light
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Nestled in the Arui Mountains of the Western Quarter of Ozra was the small village of Rieka. A village that relied heavily on game and smith trade. The small town felt out of place to those in the valley and was visited by few. In fact, most made a point to avoid the run-down township on the outskirts of the Western Quarter altogether. The rugged terrain and surrounding forest kept many away, creating a seemingly forgotten community.

Though small, the town was often bustling during the day. Many of the citizens were hard at work, keeping conversations between them. Oddly, the blacksmith shop near the northern gate of the village was one of the most well known in Ozra. Master Brokkr was one of the highest marked smiths in their sector. The blades and armor he forged were sought after by many, including the royals. His apprentice, Mercy, showed the promise needed to take over the shop when the man retired.

Mercy, a white-haired, silver-eyed Aitian/human mutt, was usually found in the back of the shop working on smaller orders, like horseshoes or tools, but had recently begun learning the craft of blade making. He stood out in a crowd with his pale skin, which almost appeared translucent. He had a slight tint of pink escaping his cheeks and the tips of his pointed ears. His eyes gave off a kind gaze that always seemed bright and filled with understanding, with lips usually pressed into a hard line from his nervous habit of chewing on the inside of his lip. Along with a leather apron, he wore laced leather bracers up to his elbows and thick leather gloves to protect his hands from his work.

The young man was quiet, often going the entire day without speaking a word, entranced by his job. He usually kept razor-sharp focus on what he was doing, but today he seemed distracted. As he hammered a hot orange piece of steel on top of an anvil, it seemed every third strike he missed. The young man shook his head every few minutes in an attempt to clear his thoughts with no luck.

“Mercy!” a voice called to him.

The sudden mention of his name startled him, causing the tongs to slip from his hand. The tongs and hot dagger clattered to the dirt floor. Without thinking, he picked up the piece with his leather-gloved hand.

“Mercy! Drop that!” Brokkr, his mentor, cried, rushing over.

The hot metal was already in the young man’s grasp, the leather glove smoking. He jumped, realizing what he was doing, and, in an effort to keep up his charade, dropped the steel again. Attempting to give a reaction to the heat he couldn’t feel, Mercy instinctively pulled his hand to his chest, hissing with pain. Shoving the dagger away with his boot, Brokkr grabbed Mercy’s gloved hand, studying the charred imprint from the steel.

“It’s fine,” Mercy assured, pulling his hand away. “No harm done.”

“Remove the glove so I can make sure,” Brokkr ordered, reaching for his hand again.

“I feel nothing,” Mercy mumbled as he picked up the dagger with the tongs, shrugging it off. He moved to the forge to heat it again.

His mentor watched him a moment. The tall, middle-aged man showed human features as well. His pale blue eyes and brown skin were quite striking compared to most. He was rarely clean-shaven and had scars on his arms from the years of forging blades. He often smelled of a wood-burning fire and pine, which seemed fitting for the man.

Mercy took a deep inhale, setting the steel back on the anvil. As he raised the hammer to start again, he paused. He closed his eyes, trying to refocus on his work.

“What’s wrong with you today?” Brokkr asked.

“Just distracted, Master Brokkr,” he replied.

“That’s the last of the order meant to be heading to Cessa tomorrow evening,” Brokkr said, watching him again. “You promised it would be done by the end of the day.”

“I’ll have it done,” the young smith reassured, agitation in his tone.

Nodding his head, Brokkr left his student. The distraction in Mercy’s mind was a sudden flood of voices. Ones that had been plaguing him since the night before. It seemed no matter how hard he tried, the voices would not cease. The lack of sleep and stress this created put dark bags under his eyes.

He took another deep breath and flexed his fingers. Looking down at his hand, he could see the imprint of the hot steel on his leather glove. Moving to a workbench in the back of the room, he grabbed his satchel. Quickly, he took out a new set of gloves and began to unlace his right bracer, needing to remove it in order to replace the burned glove.

While Brokkr was shocked Mercy wasn’t burned, the young smith wasn’t at all surprised. His Light Source connection created its own heat when he called for it, which made his skin practically fireproof. Though he had made an effort to hide this from Brokkr since his apprenticeship started, he was bound to slip up eventually.

Removing the old glove, his eyes widened as his palm began to illuminate the area in front of him. He quickly shoved his hand into his apron pocket, looking around to see if Brokkr was nearby. Why was his Source powering up now?

With a deep breath, he swiftly put the new leather glove over his hand and hastily retied the bracer. This had happened a couple of times over the years, but never unprovoked. The only way in the past to get it to stop was to blow off some steam in the forest.

“Mercy Validus,” a voice whispered in his ear, sending a chill down his spine.

He shivered in place, knowing the voice was only in his head. There was no one in the shop talking to him. There was no one in his home last night speaking with him either. He was hallucinating. He just had to make it through the Cessa order and then he could deal with this.

Staring at his hand, the voice spoke to him again. “Mercy, Keeper of Light.”

His mind wandering, he couldn’t help but jump as someone grabbed his shoulder. Turning his head quickly, he realized Brokkr had returned to the back, the man showing concern on his face. Mercy had been his apprentice for six years now, and the smith was fond of the young man. Having only daughters to look after, he looked at Mercy like a son. His wife insisted Mercy stop by for holidays and brought him meals at the start of every week. Brokkr had even trusted Mercy to watch his daughters when he and his wife were needed away from the village. The young smith was family at this point.

“How’s the hand?” Brokkr asked, his eyebrows raised with worry.

“Fine,” Mercy nodded.

The blacksmith watched his apprentice a moment as he stared at his glove again. He observed Mercy flex his fingers over and over. The young man could now feel the ache of his Source in his fingertips.

“It’s getting late,” Brokkr sighed. “I’ll finish up the order. Head home and get that taken care of.”

Panicked, Mercy tried to argue. “No, I-”

“I can tell your mind is somewhere else, and I’d prefer it here if you’re going to be working with my tools. Go home and come back when you clear that head of yours,” Brokkr insisted. “I’ll finish the order myself.”

Watching Brokkr walk away, Mercy shuddered. He dreaded disappointing his mentor. Brokkr had hesitantly let him take this apprenticeship as a favor when he was just seventeen. It wasn’t a job Mercy deserved or was skilled at in the least, but he had shown the ability to prosper in the trade after a few months. A fact that shocked even himself. The mechanics of forging were something he enjoyed, and his ability to withstand the heat made it even better. The distraction it gave, and the focus needed to create the intricate designs Brokkr specialized in, was gratifying for Mercy. Master Brokkr had even let Mercy get creative and try new ideas over the years.

With a groan, Mercy grabbed his bag and headed for the door, knowing full well he had the day off tomorrow. That meant Brokkr had to fulfill the entire Cessa order himself. At least Mercy had finished most of it already.

As Mercy walked out into the street, he realized the sun had already gone down. Where had the day gone? He had come in late that morning due to the difficult night of sleep, but the idea of the sun already being set made him uneasy. The entire day felt wasted. How late was it?

He moved down the street, keeping his head down. Speaking to Brokkr had been the only conversation he had all day. His sister had already been running errands by the time he woke up, and she would probably be in bed by the time he got home. Some days he wondered if he even had a voice until he was forced to speak.

Looking down, he furrowed his brow at the light seeping through the seams of his gloves and bracers. The light in his fingertips had started to move up his forearm. He clearly needed to leave and blow off some Source power before someone saw him.

“Mercy!” a harsh voice murmured, causing him to jump.

He turned quickly, attempting to find the source of the disembodied voice. A woman walking past gave him a glare, unsure what to make of the paranoid blacksmith. Picking up speed, he continued forward, his quick walk turning into a run.

As he made his way toward a row of buildings, he bolted for a door. Unlocking it hastily, he entered a small, run-down dwelling. The floor of his home was made of dirt and the walls of rashly laid stones. The only occupants were him and his younger sister Charity, neither of them seeming to own much of anything. The shelves and counters of the home were fairly bare.

Coming around the corner from the entrance, he saw his sister already asleep on her cot. He moved toward a table in the small room and began to dig through a wooden box, searching for something. Spotting a small leather pouch, he grabbed it and shoved the item into his satchel.

As he moved hastily toward the door, he knocked over a small stool. The books stacked on top of it clattered to the ground with a loud crash. He winced and looked to the set of cots on the opposite side of the room.

He watched as Charity, who at seventeen was six years his junior, began stirring under an old blanket. Her hair was a deep brown with a single braid that was wrapped in silky white ribbon. She sat up and looked at him with groggy eyes. Mercy quickly moved his arms behind his back, hoping she wouldn’t see the glow in the darkness of the room.

Charity had long bangs that hung in her face and her eyes were a soft, pale blue. Her skin was much more honey-toned and warmer than her brother’s. The only sign indicating she wasn’t a full-blooded human were the pointed ears she usually hid under her mess of hair.

“Where’re you going?” she asked sleepily.

He nervously picked up the stool and readjusted the books, desperately trying to act natural. “Just going out for a quick walk. Go back to sleep,” he whispered.

She spotted the bag and the apron he still wore. “Did you just get home?”

Panicked, he attempted to come up with a scenario. “Sylas told me to bring-”

“You’re meeting Sylas?” she questioned, confusion on her face.

“Go back to sleep, Charity,” he scolded. “I’ll be back before you wake up.”

His sister rolled her eyes and slumped back down on her cot. Grabbing a wool jacket from a hook beside the door, Mercy left the small home. He adjusted his bag and looked at his hands again. The white light was getting brighter. He put his hood up and looked around as he started heading out of the village. His eyes now showed the smallest glint of light in the dark night as he looked forward.

Behind him, his sister opened the door quietly and followed her brother. Curiosity was driving her to follow, but she knew to keep her distance. He had been acting strange recently. He was up nearly all night and slept in until well after the sun rose. It was out of character for her older brother. He was usually much more reserved and stuck to his schedules. It was like he feared what would happen if he veered off.

Through the darkness, it was clear the town was run down too. The streetlights hanging were illuminated by candlelight and the roads were firm paths of soil. Grooves were dug deep into the earth from years of citizens walking the streets and wagons driving through. Each building looked more and more carelessly laid of brick and stone than the last. It was almost like the village wasn’t meant to be there, or perhaps it was an afterthought.

Once Mercy reached the wall at the edge of town, he took off at a sprint through the archway and into the pine trees. His path was heading toward one of the large mountains that lined the village. Charity paused at the arch, hugging close to the stone, watching him vanish into the night.

“What are you doing, brother?” she mumbled to herself.

She began to trail him further when a voice bellowed from behind. “And what are you doing sneaking out?”

Charity turned around and looked at the young man. This was Sylas Bellator, a Junior Guard of Rieka, and her brother’s closest and seemingly only friend. His hair was a dark grey with shaggy curls. His skin was a purple hue with pink undertones. Somehow his eyes were soft while his expression was harsh. He had prominent features, but his face was gentle in a way that reminded her of her father. The Aitian sharp canines were obvious in his small smirk. His most outstanding feature were his bright orange eyes, that in the daylight resembled a fire burning.

“Sylas, I thought- Mercy said he was meeting you?” she explained.

“An evening hike and I wasn’t invited?” he stated with a chuckle, looking out toward the trees.

“You’re not?” she muttered.

“Get home,” he ordered her, keeping his playful smile. “Mercy’ll kill me if he hears I let you leave Rieka.”

“He left first,” she argued.

“He’s a grown man. You’re still a kid,” Sylas stated.

“But he-” she pointed to the forest edge, “the Elders said no one is to leave the village after sunset, Sylas. Someone has to go after him.”

“No leaving after sunset, and that includes you,” Sylas stated. “I’ll speak with Elder Rom about this first thing in the morning, but you need to get back home.”

“Someone needs to follow him,” she sternly retorted.

Sylas laughed. “And what are you going to do if he runs face to face with a bear? Scold it to death?”

She couldn’t help but smile at the comment. She knew Sylas only had her best interest at heart. The Junior Guard had become a brother to her over the years. She couldn’t remember a day that Sylas wasn’t coming around and bothering her and Mercy or making her laugh. His sharp remarks and childish demeanor were almost contagious.

She let out a sharp exhale. “Fine.”

“Then go, before I drag your bratty rear back myself,” he teased.

Charity looked to the trees and let out a sigh. She nodded her head with a small laugh and began to walk back up the road. She would just have to wait until Sylas was gone to go after her brother. Her inquisitiveness and worry were too strong to let Mercy go alone.

The Junior Guard folded his arms, watching her for a few seconds before turning his head back to the tree line. He let out a sigh himself. She was right, someone had to go after him. The terrain around Rieka was dangerous, especially at night, and knowing Mercy, he was bound to find trouble. Moving hurriedly, he set off in the direction his friend had headed.

Meanwhile, Mercy came to a stop in a clearing. He looked uncomfortable. The light beneath his gloves had begun to escape up to his elbows, past the bracers. He thoughtlessly dumped out his satchel and searched for the small leather bag he had placed inside it. Locating it, he opened it to reveal a white crystal about the size of a walnut. The gem was wrapped in wire and strung with a leather cord, Mercy having wrapped the intricate copper around the stone himself. He put the crystal around his neck, the stone giving off a dim glow.

The gloves began to smoke and burn away from his hands, the smell of scorched leather filling his lungs. It forced him to cough, the scent reminding him of singed hair. He quickly untied his bracers to remove the gloves, releasing the demanding white light radiating from beneath his skin.

The veins running up his arms pulsated with a bright white glow, intricate like lightning beneath the surface. His fingertips were so brilliant it was almost like staring into the sun.

He placed a hand on the crystal and, for just a second, felt calm, until he let out a sudden yelp of pain. The stone burned his hand, the only item able to do so. He broke it free from his neck and tossed it to the grass, the small stone hitting the dirt with a thud. He took a step toward the pendant but winced, pulling back. The feeling of his Source running through his body was strong.

“No,” he groaned.

Approaching the clearing, Sylas paused at what he was seeing. He watched Mercy take a few ragged breaths as he tried to control what was about to happen. The light emanating from Mercy’s hands was clear even from where Sylas stood. The two had been friends since Sylas was born, and while Sylas had always suspected Mercy was a Keeper, bearing the Marks of Light, he had trusted Mercy’s incessant denial.

Sylas had read in the Source Tomes about bloodlines from Aitus, their home world, that produced individuals gifted at birth with a connection to a Light Source known as the Keepers of Light, or, as the Tenebris rulers of Novus Aitus coined them, a maddux. They were easily identified by their white hair and silver eyes. They stood out in a crowd against the purple skin and dark hair of the Aitians. Mercy had met all the criteria of being marked, but he had convinced Sylas, and even the Elder Council, that it was a mistake.

Not wanting to be noticed, Sylas backed away, using the cover of the trees to keep himself hidden. Showing himself would no doubt send Mercy into a panic. His best friend was never good under pressure, and this was something he clearly didn’t want anyone to know, not even Sylas.

Mercy closed his eyes tightly. When he opened them again, his irises were glowing a stunning white. He took a deep breath and raised a hand to the sky. The buildup in his system was painful, the discomfort clear on his face. He still had no idea why this was happening, but he knew he needed to let it out. He released a distress-filled scream as pure light streamed from his hand and eyes into the sky. It created a beam of light that was undoubtedly visible from the village, and much farther.

Sylas watched in astonishment as a blast of warm air hit his body. It felt welcoming, like a warm summer day. Tearing his eyes from Mercy, he spotted a disturbance in the bushes in front of him. He couldn’t make out whether it was an animal or someone else who had followed them. The light from Mercy silhouetted the figure, but Sylas had to look away, his eyes burning from the intense brightness and heat radiating off his friend.

The Source had a power about it, lifting Mercy a few feet from the ground and creating a strong wind and heat that encapsulated his entire being. As he hovered, the light began pulsating through him, illuminating every vein beneath his skin and forming intricate strokes across his temples. The bolts of light spiraled from his forehead along his cheekbones.

After several minutes, the light show finally ended, and Mercy collapsed to the ground, breathing heavily. He hit with a thud, rolling to lie on his back in the singed grass, staring at his hands. The light that had danced through his fingertips was now a dull glow. His eyes watered from the intensity of the power he had just unleashed.

“Thanks, dad,” Mercy mumbled to himself, resting his hands at his sides and gazing up at the stars.

Sylas paused, debating whether to run to his friend’s aid or flee back to Rieka. He watched Mercy a moment longer as he lay there, trying to regulate his breathing. The figure from earlier slipped entirely from Sylas’s mind in the shock of what he had just witnessed. If Mercy truly was a Keeper of Light, then his life was in danger. If anyone from the Unity Council saw that beam, they’d be in Rieka within days to flush out the maddux.

Mercy closed his eyes again, attempting to regain his strength, when he heard rustling. He sat up quickly, eyes scanning the trees. He got to his feet and looked around carefully, taking note of the glowing embers smoldering in the charred brush. If someone had followed him, he was in trouble. Someone seeing the beam from afar could be explained, but witnessing the Source firsthand was another thing entirely. That would be nearly impossible to cover up.

After a few more moments, Mercy turned back toward the clearing, focusing on collecting the items that had spilled from his satchel. He jumped as a figure broke through the bushes behind him. He stood up straight and rapidly created a small ball of light in his palm. What he planned to do with it, he wasn’t sure, but it looked threatening enough. He turned to see a deer and let out a tense laugh. He dropped his defenses and looked at the large-eyed doe as it cocked its head at him.

“Sorry, friend,” he sighed, putting a hand out for the deer to sniff. “Don’t sneak up on me like that. I can’t protect you if you scare me.”

The deer blinked a few times and then began to wander away, as if nothing had happened. Mercy let out a steady exhale as he picked up the pendant, the faint glow still pulsing.

“Not that I’m protecting anyone,” he grumbled to himself.

He placed the pendant in his bag and headed back toward the village. He pulled a new pair of leather gloves and bracers from the satchel and slid them on, making sure to tie them as tightly as possible.

It was clear he was using them to hide what he couldn’t control. The fact that he was a Keeper of the Light Source.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2

[image: ]


From a deep sleep, Mercy was awakened by a pounding on the door. He jolted up to see Charity reading a book at the table, his sister ignoring the knocks.

“Good morning,” she smiled. “Did you have fun last night?”

“Sure,” he mumbled, putting a hand to his head.

After last night his head ached. His eyes were still bloodshot from the heat that resonated from them just eight hours ago. He probably looked like he was recovering from a long night of drinking with Sylas, something he never partook in. Occasionally he had been Sylas’s designated sober friend, in charge of getting the Junior Guard home, but he never drank himself.

The pounding at the door was persistent, causing his head to pound with each rough crash. He got up from his cot and headed to answer it. Sylas stood at the door in full leather armor, with the crest of the Guard, Ozra’s army, on his chest. The symbol was a horned beetle’s face, a sword through it with swirls of smoke coming from behind, twisting clockwise. The one on Sylas’s uniform was made of copper, indicating he was still in training.

“Wake up, Validus. We’re doing sword drills today,” he smirked.

“Please don’t make me...” Mercy begged with a whine in his voice. “You know I can’t swing a sword to save my life. It’s my day off from the shop.”

“My dad promised Orlo we’d keep you safe, and sword training is part of that promise. It’s that, or we can work on hand-to-hand combat,” Sylas teased, giving a few fake punches. “I know how much you love being my punching bag.”

“Sword. Less bruises with a sword,” Mercy admitted, defeat in his voice. “Just give me a second.”

Mercy closed the door and rolled his eyes. Sylas was probably the only person in the village that he could hold a conversation with. Having grown up together, Sylas had learned to respect Mercy’s silence. Sylas would often sit with him quietly while he read, and Mercy worked on something like sewing or wire wrapping. It was a peaceful friendship most days.

He started getting ready. Looking at the bracers on his arms, he began to relace them. After a moment he looked over to his sister who was watching him carefully. Something about her seemed off. She almost appeared blurry, but he couldn’t quite explain why. They remained silent until he finished with the bracers.

“I went through your bag,” she admitted.

“You did?” he asked, putting on a pair of boots.

“Why are you carrying around that stupid pendant?” she questioned.

“Because it’s dad’s,” he shot back.

“Dad’s gone,” she flatly retorted.

Mercy let out a sigh and began to put on a leather chest guard. “One day I’ll be gone, and I hope you’ll still carry around something of mine.”

“It’s just... The stone. I know what it means,” she shared. “Elder Rom told us about the Keepers of Light a hundred times.”

“And she’s sadly disappointed I’m not one of them,” Mercy shrugged.

“That’s why they took dad and Trust,” she reminded him.

Mercy nodded. “They were damn good at what they did. Dad protected Rieka and mom for years before that night...”

“Why didn’t they take you?” she asked. “You look like one of them. Surely they wanted you too and-”

“Guess I’m too much like mom,” he smiled softly. “Now stop worrying about a stupid rock, alright?”

She eyed him carefully, trying to get a read on her brother. He looked more tired than usual.

“What if you suddenly start-”

He cut her off. “Keepers come into their Source at 16. I’m 23, Charity. I’m well past my 16th year,” he assured her. “Didn’t glow then, still don’t glow now.” He finished getting ready and grabbed an apple from the table. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go swing a fake sword at Sylas,” he said with a smile, grabbing his satchel and heading toward the door, snatching shoulder pads from a post beside it.

“Mercy, wait!” she shouted as he grabbed the doorknob.

He turned to see Charity coming toward him. He huffed as she pointed to the pendant hanging from his bag. He pulled it out to hand it to her, but she shook her head. He put it around his neck with a small smile.

“Family leads need their family symbol,” she stated. “Validus, Keepers of Light.”

“Thank you,” he smiled softly, holding it with his hand.

“Good luck training,” she grinned as he shoved it under his shirt.

He exited the small dwelling and looked at Sylas who was eating a peeled orange beside the front door. “Ready?” Sylas asked.

“Not really,” Mercy groaned.

“Too bad,” Sylas snickered, beginning to walk away from the home.

Reluctantly, Mercy followed his friend. He hated training. It honestly just felt like an excuse for Sylas to beat him up. His sword skills were awful compared to his best friend’s and hand-to-hand combat was even worse. Mercy was small and quick but had no interest in learning how to fight, unlike Sylas who took to it naturally.

“What I find exceptionally remarkable is how fantastic you are at making a sword, but how shit you are at wielding one,” Sylas joked.

“I don’t think my dad thought ‘protecting me’ would involve swords,” Mercy admitted with a raised brow. “I think he meant more along the lines of making sure I finished my studies and ate three meals a day.”

“Well, that was when we thought you’d have a Source connection,” Sylas responded, eyeing Mercy for a reaction. “I don’t think any of us pictured you to be normal.”

“I wouldn’t call me normal,” Mercy shrugged.

“Yeah, normal really never was in your family’s vocabulary, was it?” Sylas laughed as they entered a training arena. “You’d be a shitty Keeper anyway. Haven’t seen you read a single one of the Source Tomes in your life.”

The small arena was run down, just like the rest of the town. With every footstep, dust fluttered into the air. It was surrounded by weathered stones to separate it from the rest of the village. The few other pairs sparring around the training grounds paid no mind to Mercy and Sylas.

“Why read what doesn’t apply to me?” Mercy retorted.

“I’ve read Elder Rom’s Source Tomes dozens of times, they’re full of wisdom. Something you lack,” Sylas teased, poking Mercy in the shoulder.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Mercy said with a laugh.

Grabbing wooden swords from a rack, Sylas tossed one to Mercy. He caught it, but not gracefully, fumbling a bit before getting it steady in his hand.

“Your dad was in love with a human,” Sylas stated. “He’s lucky you turned out so well. Those kind are greedy, vile things.”

The smile fell from Mercy’s face. “You clearly don’t remember my mother.”

“She was human, what’s there to know?” Sylas snickered.

“She was kind and caring. Not at all what they say,” he defended. “I can’t believe you’d buy into that Unity Council bullshit. Aren’t Royal Guards supposed to be neutral? Don’t you have human blood yourself?”

“The UC is wrong about a lot of things, but from my experience, they aren’t wrong about humans,” Sylas shrugged. “My grandfather proved that when he helped take out the late King Altus and my uncle with murdering King Emrys.”

“They were wrong about my mother,” Mercy snapped.

Realizing his friend was on edge, Sylas changed the subject. The two talked about many things, but never Mercy’s mother or the night his family was killed. Most people in Rieka chose to forget the humans that once walked their streets altogether.

“Get in stance,” Sylas ordered.

Mercy obeyed and raised his wooden sword, ready to take his anger out on his friend when another man approached the training area.

“Town meeting in fifteen minutes! All family leads are to attend!” the man droned.

The pair watched as the man left abruptly. Sylas dropped his sword, feeling slightly relieved. He wasn’t sure he was willing to rile Mercy up after what he saw last night. Confirming his best friend was a Keeper did make him a bit nervous. Mercy could easily best him if he wanted to.

“Looks like you get to sit training out today,” Sylas smiled, relaxing his stance.

Taking his attention back to his friend, Mercy couldn’t help but feel the anger surge through his body. Sylas enjoyed teasing him, but what he said had hurt. He took the pause and lunged at Sylas, swiping his feet out from under him with the wooden weapon. His friend fell hard on the ground as Mercy brought the tip of his wooden sword to Sylas’s throat.

“Checkmate,” he snapped, anger in his voice. “Don’t you ever talk about my mother like that again.”

The rage in Mercy caused his temples to begin to glow faintly and his eyes to fill with a white glow. It was barely noticeable in the morning sunlight. Clearly, he was losing the little control he had of his Source.

“Power down, Validus,” Sylas whispered with a small smile.

This brought Mercy back into reality as he realized what he was doing. He dropped the sword and looked at Sylas in surprise. Putting his hands in the air, he backed away from his friend, unsure if he should be afraid that Sylas was going to tell the Elders about what he just witnessed. Mercy wasn’t supposed to exist, and his existence put his life in danger.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t-”

“You have a meeting to get to,” Sylas said, getting to his feet, “and maybe it’s time to pick up a Source Tome.”

Anxiety rising in his stomach, Mercy headed off toward the center of town. Sylas watched him with a small nod and smile. A sense of purpose suddenly came to him as his friend walked away. It was about time a Keeper made themselves known, even one as naïve as Mercy.

Approaching a large building in the center of the village, Mercy kept his eyes angled down. Sylas knowing about his Source connection was concerning. Maybe they were close enough that Mercy didn’t need to worry. That didn’t stop the fear from running through him. If Sylas told anyone about what he just saw, Mercy would most likely be dead within the day.

Queen Prima, the ruler before the current Tenebris, Queen Mala, made it very clear that his kind were a threat and needed to be destroyed. He had watched as thousands of Keepers were taken to the capital of Ozra City over the years. His own father and brother included. Most were presumed dead before even leaving their homes. How Mercy had made it this long was honestly shocking.

He looked up at the building. Scrolled across the entrance were the words Village of Rieka with the crest of the town on either side. The village was known for forging and game, which was shown in the crest with an anvil and arrow surrounded by vines. The vines represented the ivy that grew on many of the walls in the Western Quarter.

Flower beds were planted on each side of the entrance, showing they cared about this particular structure. It also appeared that this building had more commitment behind it than the rest of the village. The building was made of a finer, sleeker stone, and the mortar between each brick was laid cleanly.

Entering the building, Mercy made his way to a large room. The room was quite full already, with many men and women from around the village. Mercy was obviously the youngest there. Being the eldest Validus, this was his job for his family. He was the lead for his household.

Four Elders lined the front table as townspeople filled in the seats facing them. The Elder Council was a group of wise and high-ranking men and women who ran the small village. While they had little say in the resources they received from the capital of Ozra, they still helped maintain structure and order within their township. Apart from the rules set in by Queen Mala’s reign.

Most of the Elders were unmistakably Aitian. Their ears were much larger and more prominent with sharp points. Their skin were shades of deep gray and purple, while their canines were sharp on both the top and bottom of their jaws.

“Quiet everyone,” shouted the youngest of the Elders, a man who wore a brown robe and had peppered hair. “Elder Rom wishes to speak.”

The room quieted as the eldest, and only human-looking Elder at the end of the table rose. This was Elder Rom, Mercy’s spiritual mentor. As a Validus, he was expected to take a seat on the Elder Council when he came of age, and Rom was determined to have him as prepared as possible.

She walked with a cane to hold herself steady and wore a thick grey robe. Her hair was long and white with age. Her eyes were a dazzling yellow, like sunflowers. A white tattoo ran from her shoulder up to her temple, indicating she was of high spiritual power among the people. In her earlier years she served a temple as a Sage. One that was no longer active due to the current rulers. Elder Rom clearly stood out from the rest of the Council.

“Thank you, Elder Buki,” Rom smiled before turning to address the crowded room. “Last night in the western skies, many citizens of Rieka reported seeing another beam of light.”

“Not this again!” a man, Abtal, shouted from the crowd. “It’s a planetary anomaly. You said this yourself.”

“I fear I was wrong,” Rom continued. “Until last night, I had not seen the light myself, but I happened to be looking to the western skies. A beam of pure white light, just as lightning. A beam of light that was no mistake, made by a Keeper of Light.”

“Queen Mala has eliminated the Keepers!” a woman shouted.

“Or so we thought,” Elder Rom added. She looked at Mercy, who averted his eyes to the floor. “Conceivably, there is someone within our village or a neighboring one who has been in hiding. Perhaps afraid of the consequences of having a connection to the Source of Light.”

“The only possible Keeper in our town would come from the Validus home,” Buki added. “An ancient line from Aitus.”

The room looked to Mercy. He took a deep breath and sternly responded, keeping his gaze on the floor. “I’ve talked to Elder Rom about this. I have the marks, but it’s not me. I’ve proven that many times.”

“Why do you wear the gloves and bracers, Validus?” Abtal asked.

“I’m a blacksmith’s apprentice,” Mercy stated, his tone even, finally looking up. “The bracers and gloves protect me from the hot metal and sharp edges. Master Brokkr wears them too.”

Mercy looked to his mentor on the other side of the room. The entire group moved their gaze to Brokkr, who was wearing similar bracers himself.

“I instructed my apprentice to wear these while at work,” the smith confirmed.

“Was he working this morning, Master Brokkr?” Buki questioned.

“I was training with Sylas Bellator in the arena,” Mercy quickly retorted. “Why else would I be here in a chest guard?”

“It is also not uncommon for a seasoned blacksmith to wear these out of habit, my Elders,” Brokkr added, defending his young apprentice. “Mercy has been my apprentice for seven years now, never showing any signs of being a Keeper, just as he says. I’m confident he is not one of them.”

Something about hearing Brokkr defend him brought a tinge of sadness to Mercy’s eyes. Lying to Brokkr all these years was shameful. The man had shown him nothing but kindness and understanding, yet here he was, hiding the truth from such a positive influence in his life. It was the same with Elder Rom. Both had become parental figures. They were the two people he should have confided in about his abilities, yet he chose to hide it from them.

“Or perhaps you’re hiding your hands, just as your father did before you,” a woman accused.

“Remove the gloves, Mercy,” Elder Buki requested.

“Remove them. Prove it to us,” another man snarled.

“I have nothing to prove,” Mercy defended.

The crowd quickly became offended with Mercy’s response and bickering broke out. The woman next to him even attempted to grab the lace to untie his bracer. The young man jumped to his feet and moved out of the row he had sat in. The crowd forced him to the front as his stomach filled with knots. He jolted his hands into his pockets and sealed his eyes shut in fear his Source would react to the fight or flight response that was surely coming.

Elder Rom stomped her staff. “Enough! We are not gathered here to point fingers!” she thundered. “We are here to warn our families and friends of an impending inspection by the Unity Council of Queen Mala.” Elder Rom looked directly at Mercy. “If the Unity Council discovers there is a Keeper in the Western Quarter of Ozra, they will destroy every village in search of them.”

“So, we kill Validus,” a man suggested.

Shouts of agreement broke out within the room. Mercy looked around in fear and gave Elder Rom pleading eyes. Surely the Elders wouldn’t let anything happen to him.

“No harm will come to Mercy Validus as long as this Elder Council presides!” Elder Rom announced, her voice demanding respect. “The Validus family has done much for our people. Orlo, Aalin, and Trust gave their lives to protect us during the last attack on Rieka by the Tenebris throne, therefore we owe them the protection of their remaining blood.”

“Agreed,” Elder Buki added.

The rest of the Council nodded their heads in agreement as the room quieted.

“I am disgusted to be a Riekan today,” Rom announced, knocking her staff on the floor. “Prepare your homes for an inspection. This meeting is adjourned.”

Disgruntled townspeople began to leave the hall. Mercy stood near the Elder Council and watched them with worry in his eyes. They had never been this close to figuring out his secret. He pulled his hands from his pockets and inspected them for glowing seams as Elder Rom approached him. He could see the suspicion in her yellow eyes.

“I think it’s best we speak in my office,” she stated, walking past him.

He followed as she made her way to the back of the building. Mercy felt the weight of his burden intensify. There was no way he would be able to hide his abilities much longer.

The inside of City Hall was well maintained. It was routinely dusted, and the art hanging on the walls was well kept. Mercy followed his mentor to a bookcase at the end of the main hall. She placed her hand within a picture frame and it opened up into a hidden room. This was one of the few traces of Aitian technology in their small village and one he didn’t quite understand. All he knew was his handprint would get him in as well. She let Mercy enter before her, the case going up behind them.

“You have the crystal,” Rom stated as she walked to her desk. “I suggest you destroy it. Any trace of a Keeper of Light could be grounds for execution by the Unity Council.”

“I know,” Mercy admitted with a heavy heart.

“I apologize for the behavior of our brothers and sisters,” Rom added, sitting at her desk. “They do not understand what they say.”

“It’s not me,” Mercy replied, removing the hidden pendant from his neck and placing it on Elder Rom’s desk.

“If it were, would you tell me, Mercy?” she tested with a raised brow. “You carry the marks of the hair and eyes yet claim to have no Source connection.” Elder Rom continued, pulling out a book that read Source of Light. “Something that I have never seen in my 109 years of life on Novus Aitus, my son.”

“It’s the human in me,” Mercy deflected.

“Trust was also half human,” Rom reminded. “You are just as capable of wielding the Light Source as your brother was.”

Mercy took his eyes away from his mentor before asking his next question. “What would happen if a Keeper were discovered?”

“It has been 10 years since they took your family and many others to Ozra,” Rom explained. “We’ve sent scouts to the neighboring towns in search of another.”

“Did you find one?” he questioned, looking at her again.

“No,” she admitted. “The Keepers are an ancient lineage from our home world, Mercy. They don’t just appear. From what I’ve been able to gather from other villages, yours is the only bloodline left to restore the balance in the west. Queen Mala made sure of this.”

“You mean have kids and pray they’ll shoot lights out of their hands?” Mercy questioned.

Elder Rom nodded her head with a smile. “Or you could let the history of your people die with you and your sister.”

He looked down as the pair went quiet for a moment.

“Be honest with me, son. Did you unleash your Source last night?” she asked.

Mercy closed his eyes and thought for a moment. If he told Elder Rom she would be in danger, and he wasn’t sure if he could have that on his conscience. After his parents died, Elder Rom had taken him and Charity in. She helped him finish his schooling and made sure he had food to eat and a bed to sleep in. She even made sure he found his apprenticeship with Master Brokkr so he could support his sister and his future in Rieka.

He opened his mouth to speak but shook his head. He couldn’t risk letting her know.

Elder Rom let out a heavy sigh and picked up the crystal pendant. “We will be sending out a team to check the suspected area the beam came from last night,” she stated. “If you leave now you can catch up.”

A small smile came across Mercy’s face. There was no doubt in Rom’s mind it was him, and he knew that. Speaking the words to her felt dangerous though. She could deny knowing if he didn’t confirm. He reached for the pendant resting in Rom’s hand, but she pulled it away.

“I feel an ipdum is best kept hidden,” she told Mercy with a wink. “A channeling stone is a very distinctive relic, choosing a Keeper. They have a mind of their own.”

“Right,” Mercy said.

He looked down for a moment and thought. The pendant had never done much for him. He had seen his father use it while training his brother many years ago. It was something that he had no idea how to use, or why it wouldn’t even let him try. The day his father was taken, his father pulled it from his pocket and rolled it across the floor to Mercy and Charity. Mercy was never able to figure out why he left it behind, since it seemed like such a powerful item. It was also the last connection he had to his father, so leaving it with Rom felt strange. Deep in thought, Mercy made his way to the bookcase to leave.

“Mercy!” Rom called. He turned to look at her. “If the Light is back, the Shadows will follow,” she cautioned.

“What if the Light never left?” Mercy asked, not waiting for a response.
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Mercy reached to unlock the door to his home but noticed it was already unlatched. A sense of fear gripped him. Who would be here? Surely Charity wouldn’t leave the door unlocked. After that town meeting, who knew who would have the guts to simply waltz into his home and kill him. He slowly opened the door. A small hall separating him from the main room of the dwelling made it impossible to see who or what was in his home.

“Charity?” he called out.

There was no answer. He entered the residence and slowly placed his bag on the ground. He gently closed the door, ready to turn the corner and call his Source to protect himself in whatever way he could. If his secret was out, he was going to use it.

“Your sister isn’t home,” a voice replied from within the room.

Mercy jolted and rounded the corner quickly as a ball of light formed in his hand. He locked eyes with Sylas, who was sitting on Mercy’s cot, a book in hand.

“Sophos! It’s just me!” he exclaimed with a nervous laugh, dropping the book and putting his hands up.

“What?” Mercy registered the orb in his hand and quickly let it dissolve in the air, shaking it away. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m trying to save your dumbass from being taken to Ozra,” Sylas explained, getting to his feet. “A solis orb? You really think one that small’s going to hurt me?” He walked over to Mercy and handed him a sealed envelope.

“What is it?” Mercy asked.

“Elder Buki is sending word to Ozra that a maddux is alive in the Western Quarter. He’s trying to gain the favor of the Unity Council and Queen Mala. There’ve been rumors she’s going to start targeting the Western Quarter for humans and Keepers again, and he wants to be on her good side,” Sylas explained. “I thought it’d be smart to tell the Keeper Rieka’s been hiding before they took it to the page.”

“Sophos...” Mercy mumbled.

“If they come-”

“I’m aware of what happens if they come,” Mercy snapped.

“Merc... Once you’re gone, there’s no hope to hold onto for anyone anymore,” Sylas informed. “You have to leave.”

“I run and they destroy Rieka.” Mercy shoved the letter into Sylas’s chest and walked past him. “What hope is there anyway?”

“I have hope,” Sylas added, placing the letter in his pocket and following his friend. “As soon as I saw you last night, I had hope. We can tell Elder Rom and-”

“You saw me last night?” Mercy asked, cutting him off.

“Yeah,” Sylas nodded. “I followed you and-”

“You followed me?” Mercy let out an exasperated laugh of disbelief.

Ignoring Mercy’s anger, Sylas pushed on. “Look, if we just tell Elder Rom we can-”

“Can what? Put her in danger? Make her an accessory to hiding a maddux?” Mercy snarled. “I can’t lose anyone else to Queen Mala or the UC.”

“And I can’t lose you,” Sylas retorted.

The door to the home opened as Charity entered. It caused both Mercy and Sylas to jump in surprise. This conversation was over.

“I didn’t realize we had company,” she chimed.

“Sylas was just leaving,” Mercy lashed, glaring at the Junior Guard. Mercy grabbed his friend’s arm and yanked him toward the door with a heavy hand.

“Mercy, come on!” Sylas begged.

“Leave,” Mercy snapped. “Take your letter to the page.”

He slammed the door in Sylas’s face and turned to his sister, trying to catch his breath. Though every inch of him was panicking, he still smiled at her.

“What was that about?” she asked.

“Where did you go?” Mercy questioned, trying to be chipper.

“Just out for a walk,” she shrugged.

“You can’t just leave, Charity. We’ve talked about this,” he stated, annoyed.

They stared at each other for a moment, but as the panic continued to set in, Mercy could feel himself begin to lose it. His Source was starting to irritate his eyes. Quickly, he closed them and headed toward the door. He couldn’t afford to let Charity know he had been hiding this. He had successfully kept it from her this long. He grabbed his satchel from the floor and a light jacket.

“Where are you going?” Charity asked, concern in her voice.

Without a word he left the home and headed toward the edge of town, making sure to keep his head down as he passed other villagers. His only hope at keeping his secret was to make sure the search party couldn’t tie anything back to him.

“Mercy...” a voice whispered harshly.

He paused and looked around. Just when he thought the voices were gone, they returned. Something about the voice put a chill down his spine. This voice seemed familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it.

“Mercy, Keeper of Light,” the voice called again. This time causing the hair on the back of his neck to stand up.

“Who’s there?” he asked the open air.

He waited for a response but heard nothing. He locked eyes with Sylas, who was peering from around a corner. Was Sylas really going to stalk him now? Didn’t he have better things to do? With a sour face, Mercy adjusted his bag and continued to make his way out of town.

He trudged up the hill from the night before and into the clearing. The scene was still untouched, indicating the search party hadn’t been there yet. He looked around and saw the grass had been burned where he stood that night. Small remnants of his gloves were still there.

He swiftly gathered the tattered remains and let out a sigh of relief. Then he heard conversation. He bolted from the clearing and hid behind a tree. The same one Sylas had been behind the night before. He took a deep breath as he peeked out to see Elder Buki and a small group of people from the village. Abtal from the lead meeting was one of them.

“Here!” Abtal called.

The group approached the area with purpose. They studied the charred grass closely and talked amongst themselves.

“Have you seen anything like this before, Elder?” Abtal asked.

“The scorch mark of a Keeper,” Buki shared. “Our fears have been confirmed, my brothers. The Light Source has singed our forest.”

“It’s that Validus kid,” another man added.

“We don’t have proof,” Abtal retorted. “Elder Rom assured us Mercy has shown no signs of being a Keeper.”

“Elder Rom has a soft spot for the boy,” another stated.

“We will let the Unity Council deal with this,” Elder Buki announced. “We shall mark this area to show them upon their arrival. They will investigate and weed out this maddux.”

The group nodded in agreement, except for Abtal. He paused and looked around the area, his eyes scanning the trees. For just a moment Mercy’s eyes locked with his. Hurriedly, Mercy pulled himself behind the tree trunk, hoping Abtal didn’t register who he was.

After a moment, his heart pounding, Mercy peered back around, seeing the group start to move out of the clearing. The only one not remaining was Abtal, appearing deep in thought. The man’s eyes were glued to the burned stalks of grass at his feet, trying to rationalize what he was seeing.

“What if it is Mercy?” Abtal asked.

“Then the Unity Council will take care of him,” Buki stressed.

“The Elders told Orlo we’d protect his children,” Abtal snapped back. “It feels wrong to go back on our word.”

“We will not put Rieka in danger to spare the life of a single citizen,” Buki retorted.

“Why would we hand over our last chance of taking down Queen Mala?” Abtal tested.

“We trust in the Unity Council and our Queen!” Buki roared. “Those who wish to speak against her should briskly hold their tongues if they wish to survive.”

“They will kill him, Elder,” Abtal warned.

Buki nodded in understanding. “They have our best interests. If those securities involve slaying Mercy Validus, then we allow it.”

Feeling his stomach drop, Mercy pulled his head back again, leaning back on the tree. His own Elder would turn him over to the UC. This couldn’t be happening.

“Mercy Validus,” the disembodied voice called to him again, sending another icy chill through him.

He looked around frantically trying to find the source. Looking back toward the clearing, he saw the group starting to move on. He watched as Abtal scanned the brush around the clearing and paused yet again. Why couldn’t they just leave already?

“Elder!” Abtal called with wide eyes, moving toward the brush.

The group halted and turned back toward the man. Mercy watched closely, concerned that he may have left something behind. Abtal bent down as Elder Buki approached and moved a bit of burned brush out of the way to reveal something. A trail of gasps came from the group as they got closer. Elder Buki crouched down, studying whatever was hidden in the foliage.

“A life has been taken,” Buki announced, getting to his feet. “We must act quickly to flush out this maddux. They have now taken one of our own.”

A life? There was no one there last night. At least that he knew of. Well, Sylas had made it known he had seen the display, but he was fine. He couldn’t have killed anyone. He wasn’t a killer. Was he?

Watching diligently, he saw Abtal remove his jacket and drape it over the figure. Two of the party members crouched down and lifted the small person from the ground. He could see a frail burned arm hanging down. The skin on the arm was raw from the immense heat he had given off the night before. It appeared to be a girl, her long brown hair flowing as they carried her toward the village. A white ribbon was running through a single braid.

His eyes grew wide as he registered what he was seeing. This girl was Charity. How? His sister had just been at home moments ago. A feeling of dread overtook him as he looked over the singed grass. He couldn’t have killed her.

A frantic overlay of his name began to ring through his ears as he attempted to make sense of what he just saw. “Mercy Validus! Mercy! Keeper of Light! Mercy Validus!” they droned over and over.

He began to breathe rapidly, unable to register the source of the voices or what he was seeing. The panic of what he just witnessed, combined with the voices, began to take over as he pushed away from the tree. He took off toward Rieka. He was in a full sprint trying to beat the clock to the next second as the voices continued. He had little care if the search party even saw him.

“Keeper of Light! Mercy Validus!” they continued to murmur in his mind.

He rushed past every person in the street, trying to look as composed as possible. He hurried to his home and through the open door, slamming it behind him. Squeezing his eyes shut, as if it could erase the moments he just witnessed, he came to a stop. The earth felt still as his heart raced within his chest. The voices continued to drive through his head.

If Charity was gone, how was the world still moving? There was no way the world could just keep going without her in it.

Mercy backed away from the door and leaned against the wall a moment before sliding down it. He was trying to gain his composure, hoping the voices would stop. Why was he hearing them? Why were they so insistent suddenly? What did they want?

If the girl was truly Charity, that meant he was a murderer. Her death was his fault. How was he going to explain that to Elder Rom or the Bellators? He’d have to pretend it wasn’t him, while the guilt ate him alive.

“Mercy!” the voices began to shout in his mind. “Keeper of Light! Validus!”

As hot tears streamed down his face, he pulled his knees to his chest. There was no escaping the voices. He felt closed in, stuck in a box, with every voice hovering over him demanding his attention. His body was on fire as his Source began to come to him, trying to protect him from his own mind. The glint in his eyes caused them to burn, and more tears to flow down his cheeks. He couldn’t breathe. The air felt like water. Each breath burned his lungs, but there was no escaping the ocean all around him. He was drowning right there, on land.

“Stop!” he pleaded, as the persistent whispers came to a halt.

Relief washed over him as he brought his breathing back to normal. He inhaled slowly, counting to eight, and exhaled through his nose on a seven count. The air was still stinging his throat with each painful breath.

He opened his eyes slowly and locked them with Sylas. His best friend was crouched in front of him, worry on his face. Mercy turned his head to see Elder Rom sitting on a stool by his bed. He panted trying to catch his breath as he saw Charity standing at the counter.

“You okay?” Sylas asked, his voice small.

Mercy nodded his head, his breathing still heavy. He was unsure if he was out of breath from running or still shaken up.

“They just barged in,” Charity explained. “They won’t talk to me.”

He looked at his sister in confusion. She was dead. He had just seen her body. How was she standing here speaking to him? At least that meant she was safe. Maybe he had seen someone else in the woods, but who else wore that white silk ribbon? Sylas followed Mercy’s eyes but didn’t seem to register Charity. This caused even more confusion for the young Keeper.

“Mercy,” Elder Rom finally spoke.

“Elder.” He paused, getting to his feet, trying to collect himself. “What an honor.” He bowed his head with his thumb to his opposite palm to show respect.

“Sylas, lock the door,” Rom demanded. The Junior Guard complied with a nod. “Mercy, sit,” she requested.

Mercy listened and took a seat on the stool by the table, still trying to calm himself. He eyed his sister as she walked around. Again, her edges were blurred, like she wasn’t quite in focus. Something was strange about her presence.

“You are a Keeper of Light,” Elder Rom announced in a whisper, her hands folded on top of her cane.

Pulling his attention to Rom, Mercy attempted to defend himself. “No, I-”

“There is no use being dishonest with me, Mercy. Sylas has already told me of his discovery,” Elder Rom responded. “You kept this from your Elders for seven years?”

Mercy looked down in embarrassment, ashamed to have disappointed yet another mentor with his actions. Sylas moved to the counter, grabbing a small bunch of grapes, and watched the encounter unfold. How was he eating at a time like this?

“The fire in your home all those years ago. The one I stated didn’t appear to come from a customary fire,” Rom inquired, “was that you?”

Recalling the horrifying night, Mercy closed his eyes. After he had come into his Source, he attempted to suppress his gifts. He had lost control one night in their home. Luckily Charity hadn’t been there that evening. She was away on an excursion to collect herbs from the mountainside for a few days. It charred many of their belongings, as the heat from his Source was something unlike anything else. Many of the items being family heirlooms and objects their parents left behind after their deaths.

“Yes, Elder,” Mercy nodded, in a quiet voice. “I lost control. I’m ashamed I covered up what I did.”

“What are you talking about?” Charity interjected.

A pained expression came to Elder Rom.

“I didn’t mean to...” Mercy kept his eyes away from his sister.

“When a Keeper suppresses their Source, they are bound to lose control,” Rom explained. “It is not like fire, where taking away the air it breathes will diminish its brilliance. Trying to smother the connection within you will only cause it to burn brighter.”

“You burned mother’s dresses and father’s books?” Charity murmured, pained by her brother’s admittance.

“Charity,” Mercy breathed.

Sylas and Elder Rom perked up at the mention of her name. Charity walked over to the pair in the room and attempted to grab them, her arm going straight through Sylas’s. Mercy watched the scene, puzzlement on his face. Sylas reacted to nothing more than a chill, shaking his arm out.

Elder Rom cocked her head. “Your sister?”

“Yes,” Mercy nodded, looking at her.

Rom and Sylas exchanged a look.

“She’s not here, Merc,” Sylas explained, putting the grapes down.

“Charity’s standing right there.” Mercy pointed to her.

“She’s not here...” Sylas stressed to his friend, concern on his face.

“Stop messing with me, Sylas,” Mercy snapped. He wasn’t in the mood for his games. “She’s standing right there. You saw her earlier. When you came by with the letter.”

“I haven’t seen Charity since last night,” Sylas stated. “She was trying to follow you out of town. I stopped her.”

Mercy looked at his sister again. The fogginess around her body was more prominent this time. His eyes grew wide as he began to put the pieces together. His sister was dead. She was lined up perfectly with the singed grass. When he lost control, the heat and blast from his Source must have killed her, but that made no sense. If he had killed her his connection would have been severed. That was the rule of being a Keeper of Light. While a Keeper of Shadows could take a life, a Light Keeper couldn’t. They were bound to protect all living things.

As the anxiety in him rose again he ripped the gloves from his hands. He needed proof he still had his connection. He looked at his hands, revealing his glowing fingertips. Elder Rom and Sylas watched him with worry. His connection was still there, so how was Charity dead? How was her lifeless body in the forest if his connection to the Source of Light was still there?

“No...” he mumbled to himself. “This isn’t possible.”

“What isn’t possible?” Sylas inquired.

“Charity is standing right there,” Mercy pleaded, looking at Sylas with panic. “You can see her. You have to see her. She’s right there, Sylas.”

“She’s not, Merc...” Sylas repeated, looking at Elder Rom with uneasiness.

“I thought I saw her body in the woods, but she’s here...” Mercy began to panic. “If I killed her, my Source connection would be gone, right, Elder?”

“You killed me?” his sister squeaked.

“Only if the intent is there,” Rom answered, her brow furrowed. “The Elder Spirits would not punish a Keeper of Light for an act they did not mean to commit. Once the life leaves
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