

    
        
          The Last Black Dragon

        

        
        
          r.t.j.tan

        

        
          Published by r.t.j.tan, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE LAST BLACK DRAGON

    

    
      First edition. July 30, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 r.t.j.tan.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230880400

    

    
    
      Written by r.t.j.tan.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Last Black Dragon

Foreword

Origin

Youth (Fate)

Youth (Coincidence)

The Past Is Smoke

Diverging Truths

The Present Is Ash

Look Three Times, Act Once

Singular Path

Friends and Enemies

Procession

The Mountains, like the Teeth of Monsters

Flesh and Glass

Summit

Thought and Action

Incendiary

Princes and Princesses

No Wise Youths

Value of Treason

Comfort

Where Lies One’s Home?

Expected Company

Ghosts, the Form of Memory

Misfortune

A Fox in a Trap

Honour Above All

Back to the South

Evil, Illness of the Soul

A Wild Stallion, More Dangerous than Wolves

The Truth is Patient

Reunion

Be Born Anew in the City of Lovers

Arita and Undossa

How Easily Beasts are Tamed

Wisdoms’ Knowledge, a Parable

Harm

Parents and Children

Fleetingness of Birds in Migration

The Fawn

Quest

Sea of Legend

Hunt (Adoration)

Fount of the Unknowable

Poets

Hunt (Loathing)

The Secrets Hidden and the Secrets Spoken

One Hundred Long Nights

The Perspective of Distance

Bait

A Living River Must Run

The Unknowns Inherent to Others

The All-Consuming Piety Reserved for Gods

Parade of the Strangers

The Shifting Sands

Cruel Consequences

The Valley of the Sun

Centre of the World

Moment Trapped in Time

Strange Temptations

Patience, the Precursor of Grief

The Star Sailor and the Sea Wyrm

Ice and Fire, Cradle of Myths

The Future Is a Forest

About the Author

Also By r.t.j.tan


Dedicated to my brothers, Jimbo and Timbo, and the people we  could have been in another life. 

Dedicated to my brother, Sambo, and his wife, Cat, and the love and care they gave me during times so difficult for all of us. 

Dedicated to my mum— sorry for worrying you.

One day, side by side and hand in hand, we’ll walk together into a future of our own choosing. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Foreword

[image: ]


I’d like to acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the Land on which I live, write, study and work, the Wallumedegal clan of the Dharug Nation, and pay my respects to Elders past, present and emerging.

I’d also like to acknowledge the difficult and complicated subject matter that appears in this story, including physical violence, suicidal ideation, and abuse. Reader discretion is advised.



Part One: O’ children
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Aron, at only six years old, had been sent away from his home in the Lyrus Palace of Oksall, the seat of the royal family, and left in an ugly, dirty town far south-west called Garni.

He could not understand why he had been taken away from his siblings and parents and staff. All he knew was that Garni produced the most famous of the dragon-slaying knights in the realm—and he was expected train with them.

Aron would never forget the looks of the villagers and knights. How much they stared at him, whispering behind their hands, his face going hot and cold and his stomach feeling bottomless. Eventually, his head was so dizzy that every time Aron noticed someone staring at him, it made him want to hurl.

He didn’t want to be near any of those grubby, snarling people anymore.

Aron spotted the edge of the forest and ran for the tree line, tears smearing the landscape into blobs of colour.

He huddled up against the biggest oak tree he stumbled across and wailed until his voice finally gave out and he could only give quiet, gasping sobs.

“Are you injured?”

Aron looked up through teary eyes. The child before him looked nothing like any other person Aron had ever seen before. He had dark- brown skin and a tightly shorn head, a wide nose, and thick lips. The other boy cocked his head like a fancy songbird and chewed the inside of his mouth. He was dressed like an Imran nun—a pale- blue shirt with no sleeves or back, just some string that was tied behind the neck, and long, loose pants. No shoes either.

Aron hid his face in his arms and knees.

“Does that mean you are injured?” the boy asked. Aron’s face felt hot, and his eyes were beginning to itch.

“Go away!” Aron shouted into his knees. “I don’t want to talk to any of you!”

“Oh,” the other boy said. There was a long silence before he spoke up again: “If you don’t want to talk, do you want to see my chickens?”

Aron lifted his head in confusion. His throat felt hardened and closed up, but his sobs had finally stopped. The nun-boy smiled and nodded.

“Chickens don’t talk,” the boy said, “and they’re really cute.”

Aron stood up slowly, looking around in case there were other children pointing and laughing at him, but it was just him and the nun-boy. The boy was taller by a bit, and in his hand was a small straw basket full of blackberries and crab apples.

“Who are you? You’re dressed like a nun,” Aron frowned.

“I’m Caysa, and I’m not dressed like a nun—we all wear the same clothes.” The boy grinned brightly; his skin gleamed in the patches where sunlight managed to drizzle through the branches and leaves. He held out his hand and Aron glared down at it, a long smooth hand with a lighter palm. The boy, Caysa, quickly put his hand away when Aron didn’t shake it.

“Aron,” he mumbled, looking at the ground. His brothers and sisters had always made fun of him for not looking at other people; his father called him churlish and stubborn.

“Aron? I like your name,” Caysa said. He had a bouncy voice, like a kitten batting at a loose string. Aron’s throat tightened up again; he missed his kittens. “We can feed them blackberries, but we have to leave the apples because Sola likes apples.”

“What?” Aron said dazedly as Caysa began to walk off.

Caysa turned back and smiled again—different this time, with a soft, fae-like tilt to the lips. “Sola is my brother; he’s really mean but really kind as well. Let’s go. The chickens must be starving.” Caysa started skipping every few steps, humming a soldiers’ marching tune all out of order.

Aron stepped away from tree trunk and ran to catch up with Caysa until he was no more than seven steps behind his exposed, dark shoulders, which shimmered as the sunrays hit them. He followed this strange child who was dressed like a nun but also wasn’t, who invited people to see his chickens, and out of carelessness or airiness didn’t notice the occasional blackberry bounce out of his basket.

Aron stooped down to collect those lost berries.

***
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“ARGH!” KILLIAN SHOUTED as he pounced on Caysa’s back while he was inspecting the shallots and onions in the vegetable patch, as was the current routine. “I am Sir Killian, and I will slay you!” Killian’s voice cut clean through the springtime air, shrill and boyish. Caysa stood up to his full height, laughing along to Killian’s loud hollering.

Caysa grabbed Killian’s leg from where it gripped his waist, swinging the wriggling seven-year-old off his back and holding him upside down in the air. Killian frowned, his ruddy cheeks puffed out and little brow furrowed in agitation.

“Evil monster! Unhand me! This is an indignity!” Killian continued to shout., Caysa laughed and bopped Killian’s nose, which made Killian squirm ever harder. Caysa swung Killian through the air like a sack of beans and caught the precocious little disturbance in a tight hug.

“A knight? But Killian, don’t you wish to be a humble monk like me?” Caysa squeezed Killian to his chest. Killian only replied with an enraged splutter. A new entity attached itself to Caysa’s right leg.

“I want to be carried too.,” Lulu hugged Caysa’s pant leg tighter as he looked down into her tanned little face.

“No! I’m being carried right now!” Killian glared down at Lulu. She, in turn hid her face in Caysa’s leg. Caysa sighed and wondered yet again if he had been this clingy and energetic when he was a young child. Sola would say yes, probably.

Caysa loosened his arms and let Killian slide down to the ground., “Killian, we talked before about not being rude. Say sorry to Lulu for scaring her.”

Killian pouted up at Caysa before awkwardly mumbling out a reluctant sorry. Caysa nudged him.

“Sorry, Lulu,” Killian said after an intense staring contest with the dirt at his feet.

“I accept your apology,” Lulu said bravely, although she slunk further behind Caysa’s leg when Killian didn’t reply. Caysa smiled to himself, a weird, enigmatic smile that straddled the line between condescending and kindly—the one that Sister Mae and the Grand Monk had used on Caysa all the time (he had taken to perfecting it in the mirror during bathing time). Caysa ruffled Killian’s downy soft-brown hair.

In the early almost-mid-morning hush, a loud roar cut through the air. “Welcome! Sirs, you make our humble town proud!” This was followed by cheers and shrieks. Caysa felt his face go slack and his stomach swoop excitedly.

“What is that, brother? A festival?” Lulu said, eyes shimmering hopefully.

“Better than that,” Caysa said. Killian and Lulu both looked up at him expectantly. “The Knights of Aradia have come to town.”

Lulu gasped, and Killian’s face morphed into an innocently awed grin. 

“Can we go see them? Can we throw flowers for them?” Lulu grabbed Caysa’s hand, giving it a squeeze.

“Let’s see them—I bet they have amazing swords and horses and armour!” Killian said, grabbing Caysa’s other hand and shaking it with enthusiasm.

Caysa looked towards the main building. Mae was inside preparing breakfast, but it was still early. He looked back down at the two little trolls who had taken his hands prisoner.

“Okay, fine, but be back by breakfast—and don’t let go of each other’s hands. I don’t want either of you getting trampled.”

Lulu and Killian nodded, their little heads bobbing around with the sheer energy they were holding in their bodies. They let go of his hands and ran towards the fence, ignoring the gate altogether to duck underneath.

“Hold hands!” Caysa called after them, laughing to himself as Killian reached behind to grab Lulu’s hand while still running towards the town square, practically dragging the poor girl along. Caysa definitely remembered acting like that at some point.

In the breezy silence, Caysa saw Aron and Marko in his mind’s eye again. It had already been two long years without them. How much had they changed from the fifteen-year-old boys Caysa had known? They were accomplished now; a few great monsters had been slain by their swords. Hopefully neither of them had grown taller than Caysa—it had been a point of pride that he’d been able to see over their heads.

Caysa strolled up to the fence, facing the rear of the crowd. He let the gentle wind flow across his bare back and face. There was some bite to it, a lingering memory of the winter.

The clop of horses broke Caysa’s reverie as two handsome steeds trotted forward, following the path to the monastery that avoided the main road and snuck behind and around the homes and shops clustered around Garni-main. Two knights trying to avoid the excitement. Caysa smiled big and bright, and the horses’ trotting sped up by the barest bit.

“Sorry, Sir Knights!” Caysa called out as they got closer. “You’ve completely missed the party—it’s back that way.”

As the horses approached the fence, one knight in shining steel armour hopped off his chestnut stallion, his great sword strapped to his back. He took off his helmet, revealing lidded eyes of intense green, like fresh foliage, and curling blond hair, which was stuck to his temples and forehead with sweat.

Aron.

“As far as I’m aware, all the fun is right here,” Aron said. He was tall now—he rose high and straight like a pine tree, voracious in the space he took up. “I’m back, Caysa.” His voice was smooth and deep; gone was the awkward cracking that had plagued Aron when Caysa had last seen him.

“Welcome back, Aron,” Caysa smiled up at him.

“Hello?” Marko flipped up his face plate and hopped off his own dapple-grey horse. “I’m also back,” Marko said sarcastically. Caysa looked over and gave Marko an exaggerated wink, taking in his irreverent sloe-eyes, sun-freckled skin, crooked nose and big, lopsided smile, akin to a sculptor finalising a clay statue. Marko had grown into his face and limbs masterfully.

“Good to see you too, bellyacher,” Caysa said. Marko strode forward to give Caysa a crushing, uncomfortable hug, crushing him between his plate armour and the wooden fence.

“I see you haven’t grown any taller,” Caysa wheezed into Marko’s neck. Marko crushed Caysa even more.

“I missed you so much, hermit.” Marko gave Caysa one last pat on the back before releasing him. “So ...” Marko took off his helmet so Caysa could see the full extent of his ridiculous eyebrow waggle, made all the more absurd by his mussed eyebrow hairs. No time for grooming on the road, Caysa mused.

“You want to be congratulated for killing the minotaur?” Caysa laughed when Marko gave an exaggerated nod.

“And I only cried once.” Marko stood up proudly, his stubbly chin jutting out.

“Even after getting gored by it?” Caysa said with a theatrical gasp.

“I cried during, actually.” Marko relaxed his stance again and sniffed the air. The smell of the breakfast Mae was cooking wafted through on the breeze, like a kiss to their senses. Fresh bread hit their noses. “Ah, breakfast! I’m famished. This is great.” Marko stiffly hop-climbed over the fence, prompting the metal to clang like a warning bell. He sped past Caysa with a single-minded focus—sourdough and eggs—akin to a kite swooping down for a shrew.

“Lose the armour—that’s a holy house!” Caysa called to Marko’s back. Turning back to face Aron’s blank face, a quirk to his eyebrow revealing the underlying amusement, he said, “Let’s bring the horses to the stable and then you can help me restrain Marko before he decimates my humble pantry.”

Aron grunted in reply and guided the horses around to the gate.

“Do they have names?” Caysa asked, patting the rump of Aron’s handsome chestnut horse.

“Beans and Catnip,” Aron replied with a huff of laughter at Caysa’s unamused face. “Marko chose them.”

“Oh, fuck off,” Caysa said with a pointed eyeroll, apologetically patting the horses for the slight that had been made against them.

***
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CAYSA SERVED HIS STEW with a flourish and a bow. Four spots at a table originally meant to host many more. He dropped a kiss on the cheek of the Grandmaster and dashed towards the back door.

“Oi, Cay!” Mae slammed her spoon to the table, accusatory finger pointed towards him. “Where are you going?”

“Yeah, Caysa. I wanna have dinner with you,” Lulu whimpered as her big brown eyes turned to him. It was very cute.

“Sorry, I have an appointment I really must get to,” Caysa said, giving his most apologetic smile to the table.

“Just because they’re back in town does not mean they need to see you every minute of every day,” Mae grouched.

“Oh, those nice boys have returned from the capital. You should go see your friends,” the Grand Monk said, already getting ready to start spooning stew into his mouth. Mae’s eyebrow twitched as she stared Caysa down with an unamused frown. Caysa grinned back and darted the rest of the way to the exit as Lulu started whimpering and Killian’s mouth opened to protest the obvious favouritism.

“I’ll see you later tonight!” Caysa called out to the tune of Mae scoffing and shaking her head.

Caysa ran out of the back door of the monastery, where Aron waited by the fence, head tilted back, eyes closed. He dropped his head back down as Caysa approached, a mellow smile painting his aristocratic face. Caysa hopped over the fence to land next to him.

“I thought they would never let you out.” Aron said, bumping his shoulder.

He laughed, reaching up to muss Aron’s blond curls. They wandered forward together, trying to find their way back onto the overgrown path they themselves had stomped into dirt and weeds.

“No one asked you to come early,” Caysa said. Aron’s hair had grown out and was now brushing below his reddish-pink ear lobes. He must’ve got sunburnt recently.

“Sorry. I thought you’d finally be good enough at cooking to be done on time,” Aron smirked. Caysa gave a dramatised gasp. His sweet Aron, making snide little asides?

“My poor little prince. I knew Marko would corrupt you—you were so cute before,” Caysa bemoaned as the pair of them made their way into the woods that stood sentry outside the town. The dusk light barely penetrated the foliage, and the space between ancient trunks forced Caysa a little in front of Aron.

“What are you talking about? I’m still cute.” Aron finally dropped his arm and instead held onto Caysa’s wrist like they were boys again, sniffing around for excitement. Caysa chuckled. They let their chatter wane as they walked through the woods, all remainders of the daylight gone and only silvery moonlight guiding the way when the gaps in the trees allowed it.

“So,” Caysa started, twisting his wrist out of Aron’s grip so his hand could grab Aron’s properly. Palms rough and calloused from sword play pressed against Caysa’s well-manicured hands. There was a lone callous on his middle finger from days and nights perfecting calligraphy.

“So?” Aron urged.

“Why did you come back so early? I thought you were going to stay in the capital until your eighteenth.” Caysa turned his head to catch Aron’s eye.

“There was a sighting of a dragon just south of Mount Verity,” Aron said, half to Caysa and half to himself. Caysa’s eyes widened. Dragons hadn’t been seen around Garni in many years, and the last time they’d been seen so close, it had ended in tragedy.

“The dragon from the prophecy?”

“We don’t know. A self-proclaimed oracle claimed to see that the dragons are going to gather at the summit of Mount Verity soon,” Aron sighed. He sounded as though he was stretched thin. The moonlight carved out the hollows of his cheeks and the exhaustion under his eyes. The phantom weight of the dragon-slaying two-hander had long since settled on Aron’s shoulders, but this was the first time Caysa thought he could see Aron physically slouch under the iron and blood-rust. Caysa offered a gentle smile and brushed his thumb over Aron’s knuckles. Aron alone was permitted to carry that honour.

“Well, why then? Some kind of ritual?” Caysa hummed.

“Why?”

“Yes, why.” Caysa stifled a chuckle at Aron’s bemused expression. “How awkward for the dragons if they’re just having a family reunion and you suddenly jump out of nowhere to start slaughtering them all.”

Aron rolled his eyes and gave an annoyed tick of his tongue, turning away from Caysa and shaking his hand loose.

“Aron,” Caysa whined, grabbing Aron’s arm to his chest. “Apologies. I meant it in jest.”

“It’s not that, it’s ——”

A rustle from a bush halted Aron’s words and Caysa swung back around to face the direction the sound. Aron pulled Caysa closer, unsheathing a mean-looking dagger from somewhere on his belt.

“What was that?” Caysa said with a hushed voice. Aron gripped him tighter. There was a drawn-out moment before a second rustle joined the first and a black-and-white rabbit hopped out from the undergrowth.

Caysa slipped out of Aron’s hold and knelt, hand outstretched, palm up. The rabbit approached Caysa without any of the pre-requisite caution of a wild rabbit and hopped right up to his hand. Its sweet pink nose bumped against his dark-brown skin, and with no restraint, it hopped into Caysa’s palm.

Caysa stood back up to face Aron, bunny held gently in his hands.

“Its ears are floppy, so it’s domestic. I’m sure some poor child is probably missing their lost pet.”

“Looks like it needs the exercise.”

“Don’t be rude!” Caysa gave Aron a light elbow to the sternum. “I don’t think it would even last the night in these woods.” Caysa held the little bunny to eye level and it licked his finger in response, dark eyes glittering imploringly at him.

“You’re going to take it home,” Aron sighed down at the bunny.

Caysa let the silence answer the question before offering up a rote excuse for propriety’s sake. “But the kids will think it is so darling.”

“Sola would take one look at that thing and kick it out a window.” Aron gave an amused huff, coloured by years of Sola’s overprotective, hawkish glare.

Caysa laughed and held the rabbit to his chest, admiring its smooth, soft fur and little snuffling nose. “He absolutely would.”

“Let’s go back. Come on.” Aron placed his arm back around Caysa’s shoulder to steer them back through the dark forest.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Youth (Fate)

[image: ]


When Caysa was six, he had been playing near the river. The safe part of the river, where the water didn’t rush too fast and the forest was so thin that calls of distress could be heard even in town. Luella Abalain—light-brown hair, harsh blue eyes and ten years older with a mean throwing arm—had seen him alone. The Abalains, like most of the people of Garni, had never liked Caysa. To them, he was a “sinister child of preternatural origin” and the Abalains were crueller about it than others, hurling curses and foul language. Master Uris had called them “ignorant and cowardly”. Sola had called them “inbred pig fuckers”.

Luella was not different to the other Abalains, and Caysa knew this as fact after that day when he was six and Luella had hurled a grey stone right at him. It was through luck or some divine intervention that such an aggressive throw, which had hit him just above his right eye, hadn’t knocked him out, though the skin had still split open and the blood had still dripped into his eye.

“It’s what you deserve for polluting the water, demon!” Luella shouted, stooping down to pick up another stone from the riverbank. Caysa turned and fled into the tree line. Luella called something out after him, but Caysa was already too far away to hear whatever curse she had intended for him.

At some point, Caysa had to stop. The blood was dribbling into his eye, and even though he hadn’t stopped crying, his eye still burnt. Sinking down on exhausted legs, Caysa drew his knees up under his chin and squinted around him. This area of the forest was dark, and Caysa didn’t know how to retrace his steps back to where he had come from. Nor could he hear the river.

Caysa let the sobs take over his body now that he realised he really was completely alone. Not long after the sobs had wracked him, heavy footsteps began approaching. For a moment, Caysa almost let his hope get ahead of him. He opened his mouth to call out Sola’s name before he shrunk back down and pressed himself further into the tree trunk.

A tall figure dressed in dark-red and black marched out of the darkness, carrying a dead deer over his shoulders. Caysa pressed himself even further into the tree. The huge man stopped in his tracks, his shadowed eyes wide with surprise. The rest of his face was covered by some type of scarf. Kneeling to drop the deer from his shoulders, the man leaned towards Caysa.

“What happened to your eye?” he said in a deep, clear voice.

“Fell out of a tree.” Caysa’s voice felt very small in the dark of the forest and in the shadow of this mysterious man.

“Right ... This part of the forest is quite deep. Do you know how to get back home?”

“No.”

“Come here. That injury looks painful. You should get that fixed up as soon as possible.”

“How do I know if I can trust you?”

“I once met the Grand Monk of the Imran Monastery, Master Uris.”

“You know the Grandmaster?” Caysa whispered. Master Uris was well-travelled. He probably had many friends from all across the lands.

The man nodded, lifting the sleeve of his undershirt to show a wooden bracelet—the kind worn by Imran devotees. Caysa swallowed nothing. His mouth was dry from fear and exhaustion, but he slowly stood up to take the man’s wrist in his hands. With undue gentleness for such a great man, he lifted Caysa into his arms. “Your deer!” Caysa gasped.

The man just shrugged and started walking. “The wolves need it more than I do,” was all he said.

Caysa figured a man who didn’t seem like a talker probably would live in the deep woods. “Are you sure?” Caysa looked up with his good eye, trying to catch more details of the man’s face. The overwhelming presence of the forest lay over him and the man as they navigated through the undergrowth, and he lay close the man’s torso and tried to fill the heavy but vigilant silence. “I’m Caysa.”

“Caysa? That’s a pretty name.” The man’s voice stayed level as though he hadn’t used it in so long that the usual swooping up and down of emotion now lay flat, producing just a deep, clean voice.

“Really? Uh, what’s your name?” Caysa perked up a little. Actually, no one aside from Master Uris had ever said Caysa’s name was nice or pretty—not even Aron, though Aron didn’t have any other friends to compare names with anyway.

“Just call me Albin,” the man said.

“Alright, Sir Albin,” Caysa smiled up at the man. Sir Albin looked down at Caysa with a confused look. Caysa didn’t even need him to ask before he offered up: “It’s because you saved me, like a knight is supposed to!”

Caysa fell asleep on the way back, tucked into Albin’s neck. When he awoke in his own bed, the blood had been wiped away and his forehead bandaged. Master Uris had given him a long lecture about not running off deep into the forest and about not blindly trusting strangers, regardless of the situation. This was finished off with a warning not to go looking for trouble that deep in the woods again.

Caysa had agreed and then proceeded to diligently scour the woods for Sir Albin—until Albin finally gave in and found Caysa instead.

***
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CAYSA AWOKE FROM HIS dream with a start. He was fully intent on falling back to sleep until he heard it again: a light tak on his window shutters, and then a second later, another. Caysa smiled to himself and sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

He pulled his blanket around his shoulders and trudged to his window as another tak sounded impatiently. Pushing open the shutters, Caysa silently laughed to himself. Aron and Marco stood just outside his window. Marco was leaning down, looking for pebbles on the ground solely by feel, and Aron was holding several dark bottles in his arms, no doubt ale or whisky.

Marco quickly stood to attention and whisper-shouted: “Hurry up, sleepy head.”

Caysa sighed and tilted his head. “But it’s cold, and I’m tired.” He pulled his blankets tighter around his shoulders. Marko scoffed and gave playful glare.

“Caysa,” Aron said. Caysa could scarcely make out his face in the moonlight. “Come.”

It was said so straightforwardly that Caysa couldn’t stop the chuckle that rose out of his throat. He pulled the blanket from around his shoulders and threw it down to Marko, who spluttered as the blanket landed on his face before bundling it up in his arms. Caysa climbed out the window shakily. It had been a while since he had had a reason to crawl out of his window.

Jumping down, Caysa grabbed his blanket back off Marko, gladly huddling into it and shielding himself from the crisp coldness of the night. Caysa walked close to Marko as Aron led them to the old bench that they had stolen from the knight’s hall when they were 13 and sequestered by the forest’s edge, underneath the large oak tree. Although it was weathered, it still stood to this day. The wood itself was discoloured and cracking, but when Aron and Marko sat down, the bench held fast.

Caysa pushed himself in between them, happily absorbing the warmth that radiated from them. Marko grabbed the whisky and popped the cork out. Caysa stared in awe as he took a long swig from it before offering it to him. Caysa took his turn far more reservedly, trying not to gag at the taste before passing it down the line to Aron, who took a decent swig to match pace with Marko. Oskall had certainly put these two through their trials.

“Ah, I forgot what a bore this overgrown market stall was,” Marko said, leaning hard into Caysa’s side, head pillowed on Caysa’s sharp shoulder.

“I didn’t.” Caysa knocked Marko’s head lightly with his chin.

“You should’ve come with us, Cay. Buildings as tall as trees, more books then even you could read in a lifetime—the food, too.” Marko grabbed the bottle from Aron.

Caysa sighed. “Well, I don’t mind.” He tilted his head to see the sky. The River of Stars glittered distantly above them. It was a new moon today, and there was no competition for it in the dark night sky. “I’ll be going on my pilgrimage soon.”

Aron, who had been quiet thus far, sat up.

“When?” Aron asked. Caysa tried to place the tone of his question. Somewhere between excited and upset.

“Next year, definitely before the next harvest,” Caysa hummed airily. He hadn’t really thought about it that hard—or rather, he had never thought about any other option. Caysa had grown up being sure of only one thing: he could not and would not stay in Garni.

“That is ... soon,” Aron mumbled, opening another of the bottles he’d brought. From the yeasty smell, it was ale.

“Like Marko said, what’s waiting for me in this hole of a town?” Caysa laughed, taking a swig of whisky and then coughing. Caysa could feel Marko’s silent chuckling.

“Nonsense. We have tons of happy memories here,” Marko said, snatching back his whisky, which Caysa was glad to relinquish.

“Ooh, yes, I love to remember that time my arm was almost mauled off.” Caysa bumped Marko as he was drinking, causing him to almost spill it.

“Yes, yes,” Marko sighed this time. “I get it.”

Aron finally spoke up again. “You might not be here when I kill the dragons.”

Caysa looked over to him and smiled. “I’ll make a round trip, just for you.” He reached up and pushed Aron’s hair from his eyes.

“Just for him? What about me?” Marko said.

“What about you?” Caysa looked over and stuck his tongue out. Marko lunged, grabbing Caysa in an aggressive bear hug. Caysa tried to shrug Marko off, but the bastard was too strong.

“Ah, Aron don’t pinch me!” Marko quickly let go to nurse his wrist.

“Don’t worry, darling Marko. I’ll even bring you some flowers.” Caysa blew Marko a kiss, at which Marko retched and threw up his middle finger in return.

They continued talking and drinking until the sky began lightening in the east and Aron was so red-faced that Marko had to help him stand up. They made their march back to the Imran Monastery, giggling and tripping over their feet in the long grass.

Caysa moved the clay pot with the dying lemon tree planted in it and pulled out the rusty butter knife he used to jig open the lock on the back door. Marko was quietly laughing at something that kept making Caysa break out into intermittent giggles as well. Aron was practically asleep on his feet. Caysa tried to push the door open silently, but the ancient hinges betrayed him with a high-pitched squeal.

Marko broke out into more laughter and Caysa shushed him ineffectively.

As Caysa stepped over the threshold, Sister Mae turned the corner as well. Marko and Aron immediately darted to the side, shushing each other loudly.

“Uhm, I thought I heard a noise outside, so I came to check,” Caysa said to her. He gave his best straight face, but he could feel his eyes welling up with tears of humour.

“Were the noises named Marko and Aron?” Sister Mae said, giving him a long once-over and stopping at his dirty feet.

“No, it was definitely a fox.” Caysa closed the door fully, and it gave another squeal, as if to laugh at him.

“Get to bed.” Mae shook her head, but she had an amused smile floating on her lips. Caysa nodded and ran out of the kitchen back to his room, all too happy to be reunited with his bed.
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Youth (Coincidence)
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When Caysa was young, he had avoided the town. The people didn’t like him very much, and Caysa didn’t like them very much either. He would make an exception if Sola or Master Uris were with him. Aron too. People in Garni tended to give Aron a wide berth, whether out of respect or fear of the prince of the realm, which had suited both Caysa and Aron just fine. Aron always said he didn’t need any other friends anyway.

When he was eight, Caysa had gone into town with Sola, that week’s food money in hand. While Sola had aggressed the local merchants and vendors for a better deal on turnips and cabbage, Caysa had wandered over to the where the knights trained in the hope of seeing Aron practising.

Instead, he found Aron sniffling, far from the crowd in a dusty alleyway. Fine dirt was smudged on his face. Tear tracks ran from his eyes, carving twin trails on his pale skin.

“Aron?” Caysa ran over, pulling his scarf from his neck to wipe away the dirt sticking to Aron’s face. “What happened?”

Aron sniffled harder. Although Caysa wouldn’t have said that Aron crying was a particularly rare occurrence, Aron showing so much emotion in public was. He shook his head, hiding his face in Caysa’s scarf.

“You can just point them out,” Caysa said. Aron shoved his face into Caysa’s shoulder, still weeping into the scarf.

“It was Marko Beratta,” Aron whispered. Caysa could barely make out what Aron was saying. Marko Beratta, Marko Beratta ... The Berattas were the original wardens of Mount Verity and Garni. Their family had produced Knights of Aradia every generation since the day Aradia was named. Master Uris had told Caysa that down this far west, they were second in respect only to the actual royal family.

Well, it didn’t much seem like the Berattas respected the royal family if Marko Beratta was throwing dirt in Aron’s face. Caysa patted Aron’s curly blond head and sat him up against the building.

“Stay here. I will go talk to him.” Caysa stood up. Aron finally lifted his face, but the dirt was no less smudged. Big, wet green eyes looked up at Caysa, and Caysa smiled down confidently.

Caysa pushed through the legs of the knights and local officials. Some moved out of the way, most didn’t, but that was fine because Caysa’s anger wasn’t with them. In the ring, however, did stand the object of his ire. Marko Beratta looked very much like his father: floppy brown hair and freckles across his nose and cheeks. Beratta was tall for his age, with a big loud laugh, much like the overhead honks of the migrating geese. He showed off his quick footwork as he danced around with his practice partner.

Caysa ducked under the fence. The nearest knight stifled a snort but didn’t stop Caysa from striding forwards.

“You! Beratta!” Caysa strode forward, and Beratta and the other trainee stopped what they were doing.

Beratta scoffed as Caysa approached: “What do you want, stray rat?”

This was a poor decision, because in that moment Caysa had decided to forgo talking altogether and instead pulled back his arm to give Beratta a hard slap to the cheek. The silence of the crowd was broken by a few suppressed snickers. Beratta’s sparring partner spluttered a bit while Beratta himself gave a confused stare.

“What is wrong with you?” Beratta shouted. When he let go of his cheek, it was a bright pinkish red.

“You threw dirt into Aron’s face, you snake,” Caysa said.

Beratta spat at Caysa’s feet before tackling him to the ground. Beratta was taller—but not by enough that it disadvantaged Caysa. A few hits and kicks were shared between them, dust and dirt kicked up by the squabbling. Caysa grabbed a handful of loose dirt before he was lifted back up by the scruff, along with Beratta, as the two continued to spit and swear at one another.

Sola had an arm across Caysa’s chest and was pulling him back from Beratta. “Caysa, in whose god’s name are you doing this?” Caysa squirmed out of Sola’s hold. His lip stung; he hadn’t noticed that Beratta had managed to bust it open.

“Crying little shit deserved it; that’s just how real fights are,” Beratta, who was also being held back by two older knights (or maybe squires), spat. Unlike Caysa, he was still attempting to lunge forwards. The two older boys looked rather annoyed by the whole thing. One of them rolled his eyes.

“Oh, so you won’t mind this then?” Caysa said, throwing his fistful of dirt straight into Beratta’s eyes. Sola pulled him back as Beratta shouted in pain and one person in the crowd shouted for the elder Sir Beratta.

Sir Beratta jumped the fence, big, bearded and face livid as he looked between the two boys. “Alright, which one of you wants to explain this?” he shouted, his voice deep and raspy. Beratta was angry-crying, and Sola’s grip on Caysa’s arm was getting tighter by the second.

Five minutes later, and the silence in Sir Beratta’s office was unbearable as Caysa, Aron and Marko Beratta stood in a row before him. Sola’s seething energy was permeating the room from where he stood in the back corner, staring at Caysa’s head.

“I am still waiting,” Sir Beratta said, anger sitting stormy on his face as he looked at each boy in succession.

“He kicked dirt into Aron’s eye during practice. He deserved it,” Caysa mumbled angrily. He could feel Sola’s radiating frustration quickly turning sourer. Caysa shut his mouth and side-eyed both Aron and Beratta.

“Shut up, dolt,” Beratta hissed, face muddy from dirt and tears. Aron’s eyes began glistening with nearly-there tears again.

“I’m really sorry, Sir. This my fault,” Aron started whimpering, barely able to get the words out. Sir Beratta harshly shushed Aron, his dark eyes turning to Beratta.

“What is this, huh? Kicking dirt into eyes?” Sir Beratta said. His voice was as level as his gaze, a cat right before it pounced on the mouse.

There was an extended silence, then Beratta broke. “I was just showing him how real men fight—all he does is whine ‘n’ cry! Everyone acts like he’s so important, but he’s jus’ an idiot and a coward!”

“You want to go ahead and make up your own rules for how practice should be conducted? You know better than me now how to train men? You’re a man now?” Sir Beratta stood up from his chair. In that moment, he seemed to block all the light coming in from the windows—a giant towering over them, preparing to grind their bones into dust. Aron cringed as Caysa stared at the floor. Sir Beratta’s huge shadow undulated as he moved around his desk to stand right in front of his son. “Boy, you want to start throwing stones, by all means, you are free to, but don’t you ever come crying when someone starts throwing stones back. Now forget what little dignity you didn’t shit out all over that ring and apologise.” Sir Beratta grabbed his son’s quivering shoulder and spun him around to face Caysa and Aron.

“They’re waiting,” Sir Beratta said.

“I’m s-sorry for doing a-all tha-that.” Beratta was freely crying now. The words were struggling to escape his mouth, like his very throat was gripping them and refusing to let them go.

Caysa squared his shoulders and cleared his throat. “I also apologise for acting out in anger. It was irresponsible and immature,” he said, trying to keep his voice as stable as possible.

“How nice—the brother accepted your apology,” Sir Beratta said, still gripping his son’s shoulder. Sir Beratta levelled his horrid gaze to Caysa, and all at once he understood why this man’s family had been tasked with ridding Aradia of monsters and dragons.

“Now, get out of my office,” Sir Beratta grunted, and Caysa jumped as Sola gripped his hand and started dragging him out of the building. Aron followed, but Caysa could only wave goodbye as Sola dragged him away. The last he saw was Aron’s sad little face, his small hands still clutching Caysa’s scarf.

The morning after, eyes glued together by last night’s tears after two separate verbal thrashings from Master Uris and Sister Mae, Caysa sat up to the rooster’s call. As the sun rose, so too did Caysa make his despondent march to the hen house to collect the eggs. The air was frigid, and Caysa shivered as he remembered he had left his scarf with Aron the day before. Basket in hand, Caysa squatted down to collect the eggs the hens had laid, some of which were still warm. The youngest hen clucked unhappily when Caysa had to nudge her out of the way, and when all possible eggs had been collected, Caysa shuffled back out of the roost, closing the gate behind him.

Turning around, Caysa made direct eye contact with Marko Beratta, who was trying to silently sneak towards the monastery doors. Beratta’s big eyes bulged when he spotted Caysa. His body froze awkwardly, arms holding a basket of steaming bread. He had an awful multi-coloured bruise on his cheek that made Caysa’s stomach twist up.

“Ah ... this isn’t what it looks like,” Beratta said.

“It looks like you’re sneaking into the monastery with an armful of bread,” Caysa said, walking up to Beratta to give him the full extent of his glare.

“So, it’s exactly what it looks like ...” Beratta trailed off slightly before perking up again. “But actually, the bread is an apology.” He presented the breadbasket to Caysa. A little note was pinned to the handle of the basket, and scratchy handwriting spelt out, I am Sorry, please forgive me. From Marko Beratta.

Caysa looked at Marko with bewilderment “Uh, what?”

The awkward silence that followed made Caysa’s skin prickle hot and cold, and he blurted out: “That’s too much bread for me to eat—why don’t I make us some breakfast?”

Marko’s face lit up and the embarrassment and misery slid off his shoulders. “Yes, please! I didn’t get to eat anything last night.”

Caysa shushed him and led him around to the back door.
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Despite his best attempts, Caysa had always found himself with an affinity for those in unfortunate circumstances—although, in hindsight, he might have considered it an affinity for knights and hunters, who themselves tended to make extraordinary circumstances of the world around them.

Caysa was fourteen when an instance such as this occurred. It was a humid summer morning, and the local crabapples were finally ripe; hopefully, the wild mint and rosemary hadn’t been plucked to death. Baskets in hand, Caysa closed the monastery doors behind him and looked up to find Aron lurking unhappily by the chicken coop.

“Aron, don’t you have somewhere to be?” Caysa called out as he walked up to him. Aron turned, brows furrowed against the mid-morning sun. Caysa smiled, “Well, come on then, before they start looking for you.”

Caysa and Aron walked to the forest’s edge in silence, their footsteps punctuated by the drone of cicadas and the twittering of birds. Like every spring and summer, Caysa followed the best path to forage in the woods, stopping every now and then to pluck whatever herbs and leaves caught his attention and mindlessly talking about the illustrations he had been working on, which were based on the drawings of another monk’s writings he had been studying. Aron grunted and hummed at the appropriate times, lagging behind Caysa.

The best clearing for apples was quiet; the breeze stirred up little more than the scent of fruit and the freshness of the understory. Caysa placed the baskets on the ground, reaching up to pluck the heftiest, rosiest of the fruits. Aron followed suit, picking randomly from the trees with little interest in ripeness or size until each basket was brimming with produce. Caysa and Aron lay down under the shade of the trees just as the early afternoon sun was rising to take her place in the centre of the sky.

The silence broke with the sound of twigs and branches snapping nearby. Both Aron and Caysa sat up. Aron’s body tensed as he readied himself. There was something bounding and twisting through the trees. Caysa only just registered the dark green glinting in the sunlight, careening towards him with its small, sharp teeth snapping at his face, before he shoved Aron out of the way. Caysa blocked the dragon’s attack with his arm. Although it looked thin and small for a dragon, its narrow teeth pierced Caysa’s skin easily, grinding down on his bone with the intent of breaking it.

Its jaw stilled, hot air blasting from its nostrils as it stopped moving altogether. Caysa’s heart fluttered as he held his breath, keeping his body as still as possible. The moment felt like it lasted an eternity, with his heart about to give out from how hard it was beating.

Aron’s golden head reared up behind the small dragon. A sharply snapped branch was clenched in his fist. Caysa shut his eyes as Aron swung the end of the stick towards the dragon’s eye. Immediately, with a hellish screech, the dragon let go of Caysa’s arm, its sharp claws ripping into skin and clothes as it withdrew and darted back into the forest thicket, its cries echoing through the trees.

His green eyes wild with fear, Aron yanked off his vest, stifling the blood flow from the bite wound. With wiry strength, Aron pulled Caysa up, clambering through the thicket of the forest to get back to the town, dragging a senseless Caysa along with him. All Caysa knew was the stinging pain, Aron’s harsh breaths, the cracking of twigs underfoot, the light as they broke through the tree line. Between one blink and the next, the village centre grew closer until Sir Beratta was marching towards them, face thunderous.

The haze over Caysa broke away as Sir Beratta grabbed his shoulder, kneeling on the ground in front of Caysa. It was like his arm had been shattered. Piercing pain shot up and down Caysa’s body and he doubled over, heaving just to breathe through the infernal agony.

“It was a juvenile; it came out of nowhere.” Aron’s voice was far away, muffled by the blood rushing through his body as Caysa struggled to think about something other than the pain. Sir Beratta bundled Caysa into his arms.

“Get a medic, now!” Sir Beratta shouted at someone, gripping Caysa so tight that he wouldn’t have been jostled if a hurricane passed through. The rising clamour passed by Caysa unnoticed, his every sense getting number by the second as he battled the persistent screeching fire in his arm.

The abbey brother of Hirresh was a tight-faced man, thin-lipped with sharp, wide cheekbones. He stood over Caysa as Sir Beratta lay him down on the rough medical cot. Without the warm, firm pressure from Sir Beratta, Caysa could only keep his eyes shut tightly. The brother cleaned and wrapped the injuries quickly and quietly with the restricted disposition of all Hirreshian brothers. No bedside manner.

Caysa groaned as he rolled out of the threadbare cot, his right arm firmly wrapped up in bandages and a sling. His eyes were blurred over, but he managed to stumble towards the door, intent on going home and hiding in Sola’s room.

The sky outside was pink and lilac, the sun now hidden under the tree line. A mass of knights was condensed at the gate of the compound. Caysa shuffled over, rubbing his eyes clear. Part of his mind told him that he had had enough of this day; it was time to go home. No doubt Sister Mae and Master Uris were worried sick, and it was nearly dinner time and Caysa was starving. He pushed through the crowd. Most of the knights had confused expressions, some looked furious.

At the gate lay the prone, lifeless body of the dragon, scales a dull green, fat pink tongue lolling out of its mouth. As Sir Beratta leaned over it, inspecting it, the dragon looked tiny. Aron was next to Sir Beratta, mouth pulled tight.

“There’s no doubt, the Warbow made the killing blow. We need to find whoever did this,” Aron said as Sir Beratta hummed in agreement. Caysa couldn’t look away from the dragon’s glassy, grey eye, staring up sightless into the pink sky.

Caysa already knew who had done this, and his heart tangled with so many conflicting emotions that he didn’t even know where to start unravelling them. The night fell with little more fanfare. As Caysa stepped into the clearing, Albin’s broad back was turned to him. The silence between them was thick as pale smoke floated high into the air. The campfire crackled intermittently.

“Why did you have to kill it? It was only a baby,” Caysa said, the memory of the dragon’s fallen body seared into his mind’s eye. It had looked so small—it was just a scared animal, in the end.

“Leaving it alive would have been more trouble than it’s worth; it was due for death regardless, with no parents to look after it.” Sir Albin didn’t turn around. “Show me your arm.”

Caysa approached, sitting next to him. Staring into the orange of the fire, Caysa could see the bloody gloaming sky reflected in the still eye of the little dragon, a ghost staring back. The warmth was stifling, and each blink became longer and longer until he could no longer keep his eyes open.

Caysa woke up in his bed to the cold air.

The day after, a letter from Sir Beratta arrived at the monastery, formally requesting permission for Caysa to be brought to Oskall and tested for magical affinity due to the extraordinary circumstances of the juvenile dragon attack. Caysa scarcely got a word out before Master Uris left the atrium to ruminate about it on a walk. Three hours later, Master Uris returned, face resolute. He wrote back, giving the letter to Sola to deliver.

The answer was clear: Caysa would not be allowed to go to the capital. Caysa himself didn’t quite know what he was supposed to feel about that.

A month later, Aron was formerly recalled to Oskall, an invitation that extended to Marko as well as a thank you to Sir Beratta for training Aron. It was gratefully accepted. Marko had excitedly begged Caysa to ask the Grand Monk if he could study in Oskall too.  Caysa never asked; Sir Albin would say no, so Master Uris would also say no. By the time Aron and Marko and a few other young men and women were packed and ready, the mood between the three of them had soured considerably.

Marko’s goodbye was curt as he mounted his horse and trotted to the front, desperate to hide his disappointment that Caysa was staying behind. To Caysa’s surprise, Aron had held his hand delicately.

“I’ll see you soon,” he said. At this point, Aron had still been shorter than Caysa, and the image of the weepy, sensitive child that Aron had been made his heart quiver. Caysa couldn’t help but throw his arms around Aron’s shoulders.

“Write to me, please?” Caysa whispered. Aron’s hands came up to awkwardly to pat his back.

When they separated, Aron gave Caysa a firm nod before mounting his own horse. Caysa stood by the town gates until they were specks on the horizon and Caysa couldn’t have distinguished Aron’s pale blond from Marko’s earthy brown.

The loneliness seeped back in to Caysa’s everyday life after only a week, but when the first letter came from Oskall, it was as if life was breathed back into him, and for the minutes it took to read Aron’s succinct but rich descriptions, and the hour it took Caysa to write back, the relief and delight gave Caysa a reprieve like no other. A week later, another letter from Oskall arrived, far longer and chaotic than any letter Aron would write. Caysa smiled to himself as he tried to decode Marko’s horrendous penmanship, so different to Aron’s sharp lettering, and craft his own ludicrously long reply.

He’d never tell them, but after Sola left on his pilgrimage, their letters were the sometimes the only reason he could find to drag himself out of bed.

A year later, Caysa had sunk into his new routine. When Mae couldn’t, Caysa would go to town for supplies and groceries. Most people politely nodded to Caysa and let him be; some knights would shout out to him, which Caysa would aggressively ignore. Younger squires would stare, and Caysa would ignore this even harder. This was the routine, the players and sets Caysa knew and saw almost every monotonous time he went.

So, when a sky of black smoke blotted out the sun one autumn afternoon, Caysa already knew what the round, apple-cheeked squire was going to say before the young boy managed to sob out a single word.

Caysa dragged him into the atrium, sitting him on the cushions while Mae ran through the monastery collecting every item, herb and grain that could conceivably be used for burns and injuries. The Grand Monk took it upon himself to comfort the boy while Mae and Caysa ran about. The winds had blown the smoke over Garni, colouring the day a filthy, bloody red. The horrid sight of the town main and the Hirreshian Abbey imbedded itself deep in Caysa’s heart and mind: over two hundred men, women and children covered in soot and charcoal, many lying on the ground nursing hideous raw burns all over their bodies or broken limbs from falling debris. Some prone, near lifeless.

Mae rushed in, to the town main and Caysa followed suit.

Three or four hours had melted together, cramping his neck and numbing his hands. When Caysa finally stood up, it was like waking up from a nightmare only to realise one was still dreaming.

“Dragon fire is a curse,” Caysa whispered to himself. His eyes stung from kicked up dirt and the foul smell of burnt meat—there were too many still lying prone from injuries sustained. Whoever didn’t succumb to the injuries themselves would have to suffer through infection and immense pain. Aron had once told Caysa that dragon fire burned so hot it decimated all in its path. Iron, stone and wood all met the same fate: ash and smoke. What hope did flesh have against such a power? He made his way towards the Hirreshian church, bucket of dirtied water in hand. One of the brothers of Hirresh gave Caysa a slow once-over before nodding. Caysa returned it; they looked as haggard as he felt. Sir Aleardo sat at a table, sorting through distraught villagers’ title and property claims. He was about two years older than Caysa, although—smudged with soot and head held in his hands—he looked much older.

Caysa lay a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Are you alright? Do you need some water?”

Aleardo shrugged, “I was about to ask you the same thing.” He looked even worse up close; Caysa could see how bloodshot his eyes were. There were miniscule cuts across the left side of his face. His left arm was limp on the table, acting as little more than a paperweight. It was small cuts like these that were prone to infection. Left untreated, they would inflame painfully and, in the worst scenario, cause putrefaction.

Resources were limited, but Aleardo had pulled out this table, sat down and started working before Caysa and Mae had even reached the town main. Caysa started on Aleardo’s hand, figuring that a knight would probably prioritise their limbs above anything else.

“It was an accident. We were hunting a pair of dragons—they flew away from us.” Aleardo’s voice was muffled, rough from smoke and tears.

“And a whole village became collateral?” Caysa looked down at Aleardo and then back out at the sea of injured and displaced. “That’s—how could that happen?”

“It wasn’t our decision.” Aleardo’s voice suddenly cracked. “We wouldn’t have otherwise. We would never hunt a dragon so close to a township, let alone two of them.”

Caysa watched as Aleardo stared out with wide, angry eyes before exhaustion and professionality sank back into his body. He took in a deep breath, letting it out through his nose slowly.

“There’s something else. The priory is out of space—do you lot mind taking some? Just the lost children, until someone claims them.” Aleardo pointed over to the awning of the stable, where pairs and trios were huddled together, separate from the rest. Squashed to the side were a pair of young children, a boy no older than eight and a girl, younger again, sleeping on his shoulder. Caysa’s heart broke.

Caysa approached the pair slowly. The boy watched him approach, unblinking. When Caysa crouched down in front of him, the boy finally said, “You’re one of those blue ghouls.”

Caysa smiled and shook his head, “I’m no ghoul—would you like to check my pulse?” Caysa held up his left wrist, the one without scars.

The boy warily poked Caysa before quickly pulling his hand back. Caysa smiled. He was cute in that precocious, stubborn way that reminded Caysa so much of Aron.

“A kind knight asked me to give you and your sister a place to stay tonight because the priory is already full. Since I’m not a ghoul, what do you think?”

“She’s not my sister; she’s my cousin.” He said it with dead seriousness, as if Caysa had wronged his family name by assuming otherwise.

“Alright. My name’s Caysa. Can I ask what you and your cousin’s names are?”

“Caysa? That’s a funny name ... I’m Killian, and this is Lulu.”

“Would you like to come with me? There won’t be much space for you tonight in the priory.”

“No! My papa and mam will be able to find us if we stay here.”

“My monastery isn’t far from here. Your mam and papa will be able to find you there when they come looking for you.”

“No, I’m staying here.”

“Alright, then. I guess I’ll go home and have a nice hot dinner and a nice long bath.” Caysa stood up and exaggeratedly stretched his arms up, yawning.

Killian’s face perked up at the mention of hot food.

“Ah, but there’s not many of us at the monastery, so I suppose I’ll have to go for seconds and thirds.” Caysa stifled a giggle as Killian’s stomach grumbled loudly.

“Mmm ...” Killian hid his blush in the collar of his shirt. “Just for tonight then.”

Killian shook Lulu awake. She yawned and then buried her face back into his shoulder anyway. Killian clicked his tongue, annoyed, and tried again. Caysa felt for the little girl—she was probably extremely exhausted and confused, considering her age and the unending day this had been.

“Alright. Just wait here for me. I have few others to pick up.” Caysa smiled as Killian nodded bravely.

By the time Caysa had spoken to the other adrift children, Mae had found him. She was sweaty, dirty and annoyed, but she was glad for an opportunity to go home and eat some food and to converse with the living instead of the dying. She rounded up the children like a shepherdess and got them marching back to the monastery. Caysa made his way back to Killian and Lulu. Lulu had awoken and was rubbing her eyes sleepily but only making them redder from the dirt and ash on her little hand. Caysa knelt down and picked her up carefully.

“You don’t seem all that strong,” Killian said, grabbing Caysa’s tunic as they stared walking.

“Oh, I’m plenty strong. When I was your age, I used to spar with knights and till fields.”

“Bah! Liar! Monks don’t do all that. They sit and write all day.”

The walk was quiet and dark, broken intermittently by Caysa asking Killian questions—his age (six but basically seven), his favourite food (roast-duck stew) and his favourite colour (red, obviously)—until they got the monastery.

After a hot dinner and a bath, Killian seemed to have reached his limit. He crawled into the cot provided and lay down next to Lulu with a long, heavy sigh.

“Caysa, will my mam and papa come for us?”

“Of course, they will,” Caysa smiled as Killian traced over the bite scars on his arm. A couple of seconds passed before Killian finally went limp and exhaustion gave way to sleep at last.

Over the course of the next week, the other children were claimed by thankful relatives until only Killian and Lulu remained. The deathly silence that filled the monastery as the days continued to roll by and as refugees fled Garni to find a new life was impossible to ignore, and Killian was just old enough to understand what it meant. The crying was awful—enough to make even Sister Mae soundlessly weep and force Caysa to take brisk walks outside to compose himself and let the tears dry from his face. The children’s grieving continued sporadically over the next few months, and Caysa thanked Palo and Lady Imra that he could not understand the inconsolable grief of losing one’s parents.

Aleardo stopped by sometimes during those days, to drop off flour or other such supplies. Caysa assumed it was out of some kind of misguided guilt, but he took the chance to socialise gladly.

“Most have moved on—gone east towards Chadiero for work. Some have stayed though,” Aleardo said as he peeled an apple on the monastery steps. Caysa wondered where he had picked up such a habit.

“Did any go back?” Caysa asked. He couldn’t imagine how a place could be simply eradicated like that.

“A few have, but it’s worthless.” He cut off a wedge and popped it into his mouth. Caysa looked down and cocked his head—the ash could be good for plant growth, if anything. Aleardo swallowed his apple piece and gave a short, bitter cackle. “You know, the shrine to Narsa was burnt away completely; nothing will ever grow there again.”

The wind blew, and the long grass swished in response. Caysa’s skin prickled.
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Caysa stretched as he unwound after slouching over the writing desk for so long, taking a quick survey out the window to readjust his eyes to the light. Smoke from a campfire tunnelled up through the canopy of the forest right where the clearing near the river was. Without a second thought, Caysa dashed out of the library and through the monastery.

Running through the woods was a lesson in repetition: the jump over the fallen log that was disintegrating under the pressure of fungi and termites, the turn by the out-of-place magnolia tree and the ducks under low-hanging branches. Caysa knew it all by heart—the path to Sir Albin.

As he approached, he found the clearing empty of any human man. Just the lone campfire crackling away. Caysa partially hid behind a tree nearby, watching the clearing intently for any signs of movement. Across the clearing, a black rabbit hopped out and jumped over to where Caysa was half-heartedly concealing himself.

Caysa bent down to inspect the glossy fur of this new rabbit. It had the same relaxed countenance of the one from the other night, approaching Caysa with reckless abandon. Caysa picked it up. It was a little heftier than the first but no less spoiled from whatever domestic upbring it had.

“Do you like him?”

Caysa bolted upright in shock, hugging the lethargic rabbit to his chest. As the melodic voice floated towards him, out from the shadows stepped a figure with long, straight pale-blond hair
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