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            THE ALTAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Syn’s hand trembled on the dagger she held at the sacrifice’s neck. The metal blade pressed against the woman’s skin, drawing a single droplet of blood.

      “Come on, Syn. Kill her,” she said to herself.

      Syn didn’t dare look the sacrifice in the eye. Instead, she focused on a chipped board on the altar beneath her. “It’ll be worse if she’s left alive when the Scalers come for her,” she said to the board.

      Instead of bringing the killing strike, she sat on the frozen structure protruding into the morning air. The village called the wooden slab atop of the Ancestral Hill “the altar,” but Syn recognized it for what it was: a butchering block. What had she expected? A feathered bed for the soon-to-be-dead sacrifice? The altar contained no ceremonial carvings or decorations, it simply served its function: a trap for the Scalers.

      And today was Syn’s turn to bait the trap.

      Her hand hesitated on the blade. A cold gust of wind pierced through the thick hide of her fur cloak and a creak sounded above her. She looked up, seeing the domed trap dangling from thick ropes attached to the crossbeams at each corner of the altar. Through the metal bars of the cage suspended above her, she could see the sky promised snow. The cage loomed with assurance to fall and imprison any Scalers who might enter the Surface world in search of blood. With the trap cranked and set, all that remained was for Syn to perform the sacrifice.

      Syn cursed the Season and turned back to the altar. On the final day of the Season of Slaughter, and at the age of nineteen, Syn had delayed her initiation long enough. Her last chance to prove herself a Legionite citizen laid before her.

      Still, she hesitated.

      It is the greatest honor to give your life as a sacrifice. Memories of the Elders’ voices echoed back to her. As a child, Syn would sit cross-legged on the floor of the community lodge and listen to the teachings of the Elders. A life surrendered for the protection of the village will be blessed by the Legion in the next life.

      The teachings of sacrifice always made Syn’s stomach churn. She preferred when the Elders would move on to the legends of Nighterrian warriors battling the beasts on the other side of the portal.

      A shimmer at the corner of her vision snatched her attention, and she glanced over her shoulder toward the lip of the hill just a few paces away. Bones from generations of human sacrifices littered the sloping ground and poked out from the snow like sprouting flowers of death. Beyond the skeletal remains, the portal glimmered like the surface of a puddle at midnight. The presence of the gateway called out to her like the prickly feeling of eyes at her back. Syn’s mind swirled with images of deadly creatures clawing their way out of the portal.

      “The Nighterrian defenses could be enough.” She spoke again to the splintered plank beneath her knees to avoid eye contact with the sacrifice. “The Scalers might not break through. I would end up killing this woman for no reason.” She attempted to convince herself but found no true conviction. The beasts were tenacious and the protection of the Nighterrians only extended so far.

      Trapped by indecision, she turned her attention away again and peered over the edge of the altar built atop the mountain of bones. Though she couldn’t see them, she knew a small crowd gathered at the base of the hill. The crowd would contain the village Elders—along with her parents. She could feel their expectant stares pointed at her like nocked arrows.

      The village of Garon spread out around her in the distance. Rings of homes circled the Ancestral Hill in a series of concentric circles that broke up the white vastness of the snow. Smoke rose from chimneys and firepits and, if she listened past the clatter of daily life, she could pick out children laughing.

      “I need to protect them.”

      Syn fought back a pounding headache and wrestled her focus back to the blade in her hand. Despite the freezing weather and the piercing wind, sweat pooled beneath her furs. With her free hand, she pushed the hood of her fox pelt cloak off her head and tucked a stray braid behind her ear.

      It’s time.

      She sensed the sacrifice—a stranger from another village—staring up at her. Syn let her sight wander over the pitiful woman without reaching her eyes. She had the tanned skin and dark hair of Legionite heritage. Syn assumed her eyes—if she looked into them—would be teardrop shaped just like Syn’s and the rest of her people. The sacrifice’s body looked tiny and fragile against the bloodstained wood. The woman—no, girl—was young, perhaps even younger than Syn, maybe around sixteen or seventeen.

      She must be freezing. The girl wore only a flimsy cotton shift with no shoes. Her lips were a bright shade of blue. The blue, however, seemed too unnatural to be from the cold. Syn attributed it to whatever disease she appeared to be dying from. If it weren’t for the rise and fall of her chest and the wisps of condensed air escaping her lips, she might appear already dead. The sacrifice didn’t fight or protest the dagger Syn held to her neck. The Elders hadn’t even bothered to tie her feet or ankles when they placed her on the altar. Either the girl was truly devoted, or a complete invalid.

      “You’ll die soon no matter what I do. The Legion has decided your fate.” Syn’s breath came out in shallow puffs. “They deemed you terminally ill. I’d just be putting an end to your suffering.”

      The sacrifice did not respond. Perhaps she couldn’t speak.

      Clenching her jaw, Syn imagined herself running the blade across the girl’s throat. Her upbringing as a butchers’ daughter taught her how to sever the arteries of various animals without unnecessary suffering. She tried to picture the sacrifice as a goat or a wolf. A single, clean slice would end the girl’s life quickly; yet her hand remained frozen in place.

      She fought the desire to look into the girl’s eyes. She didn’t want to see into her soul, yet part of her felt the urge to behold the life she was about to take. No, don’t look. Her grip on the knife trembled, leaving shallow cuts along the girl’s bare throat.

      Without warning, a sharp stab of fear clawed up Syn’s spine and dumped its weight into her chest in a smothering heap.

      “No, not now…” Signs of her curse began to shove their way into her mind. Dark shadows crept at the edge of her vision. Her headache flared to life inside her skull. “Not here, not today!”

      Syn begged the visions to leave her be, but they remained perched inside her mind, gathering strength. She could feel them bearing down. Soon she would drown beneath their presence.

      No more time to think. She needed to act fast and get off the Ancestral Hill before the ghosts converged. Distracted by the haunting visions, Syn glanced carelessly down at the sacrifice. They locked eyes.

      The simple mistake was all it took for Syn to know it was over.

      The girl had gray eyes—the same color Syn saw staring back at her from her own reflection in the blade of the dagger. In an instant, Syn understood the girl’s terror. The transference of her pleading stare reverberated through Syn’s chest and crippled her resolve. The sacrifice did not want to die, and Syn knew she could not take her life so much as she could melt the glaciers or leap across the ice gorge.

      Syn yanked the knife away from the girl’s neck, but blood still needed to be spilt to attract the Scalers’ scent. Syn untied the leather bracer on her left wrist and rolled up her sleeve. Wincing, she ran a long slice along the back of her forearm.

      “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

      Syn dripped the blood from her wound over the dying girl’s neck. The girl didn’t respond; she didn’t move or protest. She just continued to stare at Syn with those familiar gray eyes filled with fear and betrayal.

      Dark images began to flit across Syn’s vision. Fighting against the arrival of her curse, she spilled as much blood as she dared. She prayed it would be enough to bait the trap and pull the Scaler’s attention away from the hundreds of innocent lives below.

      When the deed was done, she pulled her sleeve back down and tied the leather bracer tight to halt the flow of blood. Half muttered prayers tumbled from her lips as she implored the Legion for forgiveness. All the while, seeds of fear blossomed in her chest.

      Syn jumped to her feet and nearly collapsed from the sharp movement and loss of blood. Once she gained her composure, she left the slab of the altar and gave the cage’s lever two extra cranks for good measure. She then raced for retreat down the slippery stairs built into the steep hill.

      Guilt halted her on the first step.

      She stopped, squinting past the shadows writhing in her peripheral vision to regard the blue-lipped girl. The poor stranger would meet a slow, horrifying end once the trap sprung and caged the Scalers in with her. No one would be there to offer her a swift death when the beasts tore their way through her guts to eat her alive. Or worse, if she was bitten and survived, she would lose her soul forever.

      No, she’ll freeze to death first. Syn held on to that rationale, her only defense in the face of her disaster.

      Remorse settled around her shoulders. She turned away and held back tears as she ran down the steps of the bone-filled mountain to greet her family as a liar, a weakling, and a failure.
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      Snow crunched beneath Syn’s feet as she stepped off the last step of the Ancestral Hill and onto flat ground. She took a deep breath hoping to banish the dark shapes coalescing around her. It bore no use. Fear welled up in her throat and she swallowed hard as her parents jogged up to her.

      “Did you do it?” asked her mother, Vertah.

      On the outside, Vertah appeared as the older rendition of Syn. Her hair flung around her heart-shaped face in a multitude of tiny braids. She grabbed Syn’s hands to examine the blood. The disbelief in her expression stung.

      Her father beamed his wide, honest smile. “I knew she could.” Predon patted Syn’s shoulder.

      Syn glanced beyond her father’s proud expression and spied the Gravers making their slow retreat away from the base of the Ancestral Hill. With the sacrifice delivered and the job now done, they would be moving on to deliver offerings and sacrifices to the next village. Tiny tendrils of shadows wormed their way into the edge of her vision as she watched the three red-hooded figures exit the palisade.

      A shiver trickled down her back at the sight of them. The holy transients wandered the land and practiced secret rituals for the dead. During the Season of Slaughter, the Gravers scoured the region for appropriate sacrifices. They collected people dying of disease or crippled victims of animal attacks. Anyone deemed unfit to fight might find their way upon the altar.

      Syn had met three of them earlier that morning when her mother stitched up a wound on one of the men’s arms. The Gravers were strange but harmless. Syn feared them, nonetheless. Their presence reminded her she might only be a broken leg away from becoming a sacrifice herself.

      Syn shifted her focus away from them as Chief Groth and six Nameless Elders stepped forward. Groth wore his typical serious expression lined with age and displeasure. His ceremonial wolf headdress made it look as if the jaws of the white beast swallowed his face.

      “You have the blade?” Chief Groth asked.

      Syn surrendered her dagger. She hoped no one would notice the blood weeping from the wound beneath her sleeve or spy evidence of her haunting spreading over her expression.

      The Chief nodded to Syn, and she knelt before him. The Divine Creedence would come next. Syn had prepared for this moment all her life. Over the past five years she had watched with bruised pride as each one of her snickering peers gained their citizenship before her. She grappled with the desire to seize her place among her people all while choking back utter shame at the undeserved honor. The deception, she was certain, must be as visible on her face as the blood on her hands.

      Chief Groth eyed her with wary suspicion.

      He knows I didn’t do the sacrifice! Syn felt she might be sick and fought back the burning taste of bile as she tried her best to imitate bravery. Fear thundered through her veins and shadows shot across her vision like bats taking flight.

      Groth broke the stare and motioned to the Elder on his right. The Elder dragged his finger up the side of Syn’s blade to collect the blood while Chief Groth commenced without preamble.

      “We are Legionite,” he began. “We are the keepers of the portals.”

      Syn tried to voice the response carved into her since she learned to speak. She had rehearsed the words a thousand times—she could say them in her sleep—but now she struggled to bring breath to her lungs.

      “I-I w-will defend,” she said.

      The Elder traced a line of blood down her face from her forehead, over her small nose, and down her chin.

      “We are the sworn swords of justice,” Groth said.

      “I will… sacrifice,” A blatant lie. She nearly choked on it.

      “We are the soldiers at the edge of the world.”

      “I w-will never surrender.” Syn’s voice cracked. She bowed her head in embarrassment.

      Groth accepted a smoldering bundle of ritual brush from the Elder on his left and circled the red smoke around Syn’s head. “May the Legion of the Nameless forever carry you into another life.”

      The smoke smothered her. It smelled of earth and rust—like the iron tang of blood. Worse, the haunting further solidified its presence around her. The brightness of the snow sent a throbbing ache through her head. She didn’t have much time before her curse took over her senses completely.

      “Stand, Syndrah Tri-Garon,” Groth said, his face smeared with disapproval. “And join your fellow Legionites as a sanctified third-ring soldier.”

      Syn stood, trying not to cough on the thick stench of burning sage. She glanced up at the Chief and flinched. Her haunting warped her vision, bringing his wolf headdress to life. It snarled and bared its teeth, its empty eye sockets glaring at her with all the dread of the Abyss. She retracted her focus from the headdress and looked into the Chief’s eyes but that only made things worse. His face began to melt. Skin slipped off his bones, revealing bloody muscle and sinew beneath.

      It’s not real, it’s not real! Syn fought the desire to run away screaming.

      Groth grunted at her strange behavior and handed the bloodied dagger back to Predon before turning and walking away with the Nameless Elders at his flank. Syn nearly collapsed in relief. It was over, she had done it, but the haunting continued to close in around her. Voices became echoes and background noises roared in her ears.

      “I’ve been waiting to give this to you for many years.” Her father’s voice sounded far away.

      Syn struggled to breathe, but no one else saw how the world was turning dark. Black shadows took on human shapes and glided toward her. Predon placed something in her hands—a sheathed sword, she realized—but she couldn’t bring herself to focus on it.

      “Syn? Syn, are you well?” Predon asked.

      Vertah hushed him and looked over her shoulder at the retreating Elders. She crouched and whispered, “Is it happening again?”

      Syn nodded. Vertah gave an annoyed scoff. “Why now of all times?”

      “She can’t control when the affliction strikes,” Predon said.

      “Shhh, not so loud!” Vertah scolded.

      “I-I have to go.” Syn backed away, sword still clutched in her hands.

      She saw her mother’s disappointed expression just before it melted from her face in a dripping vision of horror. Her father’s face held one of concern before it transformed into that of a beast. Fangs extended from his mouth while his jaw elongated into a snout.

      Syn turned and ran.

      She dodged the sharpened stakes of the palisade surrounding the Ancestral Hill and passed the first ring of longhouses as the faces of the Prime citizens turned to decayed flesh. The second and third rings of the village fell away behind her as she weaved past homes and jumped over piles of wood and creeping shadows. By the time she sprinted though the fifth ring, silhouettes of long-dead ghosts peered out from behind drying animal hides.

      Snow kicked up behind her as she ran past the huts of the Outskirts and plunged into the woods. Tree limbs turned to spindly hands and reached out to grab her. Syn willed her legs to run faster as tears streamed from her eyes.

      She followed her well-worn route through the woods, focusing only on her sanctuary. She could see it in the treetop just ahead, but the haunting had reached its zenith. The shadows took on texture as they transformed into blackened apparitions in all shapes and sizes. Onyx fangs, scales, and talons glinted against the snow and lunged out at her from behind the trees. Syn yelped as she jumped away from the swipe of imagined claws.

      She reached her destination and threw the sword belt over her shoulder to climb the tree to her hideout. Her practiced limbs carried her up and away from the phantom creatures prowling below. Sobs of fear racked her chest as she grasped for ropes and hauled herself onto the wide hammock strung between two sturdy limbs. Before the branches could turn to clawed hands and seek her throat, she pulled each side of the hammock around her like a bat tucking its wings.

      Her cocoon blocked out the visions but offered no protection from the force pressing against her chest. Syn trembled and cried as the haunting squeezed her lungs and strangled her airway. She choked and struggled for air as she fought against the darkness taking over her body.

      It’s going to kill me this time—her final thought before the fear consumed her and the world went black.
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      The haunting did not bring her death, though it always felt like it would when the darkness clamped its hands around her senses and threatened to steal her breath forever.

      Syn untucked her body from the folds of her hammock and peeked out into the dreary calmness of the day. Though she had only been unconscious for a few minutes, the world around her wore a new face. The trees stood natural and intimate, and the shadows kept to themselves. Syn’s perception had returned to normal, but she was left feeling hollow and drained. She named the gloomy period following an attack from her haunting “the empty hour.”

      She sat up with lethargic slowness. Over the years, her hideout increased in necessity and decoration. All around her hung strings of trinkets she had collected since childhood: damaged utensils, half buttons, and discarded toys. All the broken and forgotten things found their way to Syn’s hideout.

      “Hello everyone,” she said to her friends. “It’s… it’s getting worse.” The trinkets didn’t speak back of course. She reached out to touch a headless doll named Amy. “Father promised I would grow out of it.”

      Despondency prevailed as memories of her younger self barged through her unarmored thoughts. She remembered clinging to her father’s chest at the age of six. She had shrieked and screamed like a dying animal while her mother tried to pry her free. Syn didn’t understand why no one else could see the ghosts she clawed so frantically to get away from. When it ended, she had awoken to the sight of scratch marks left across her mother’s arms and her father’s face. The fear in her parents’ eyes branded her childhood memories with an irrevocable stain.

      Syn turned over her shoulder to regard a series of broken pottery named Raymond, Ryan, and Dustin. “Father was wrong.” She breathed a heavy sigh. “If anything, it’s only getting worse.”

      Her parents had taken her to every healer in the surrounding villages. She remembered complaining as they trudged through the snow, day after day, seeking answers for her ailment. Eventually, they had met the oldest woman Syn had ever seen.

      She remembered shying away from the healer’s wrinkled hands and drooping face. The old crone had poked and prodded and made Syn drink a bitter tea while she prayed, and sang, and burned too much sage. By the end, the elderly woman had concluded that Syn was simply an old soul haunted by the ghosts of her past lives.

      “The soul is like a tree. The more seasons it has seen, the larger it grows until one day it peaks above the canopy—a force that cannot be contained.” She had pressed her crooked finger beneath Syn’s chin and tilted her face upward. Syn looked into the healer’s milky eyes. “In a forest of saplings, you are an ancient oak. You must embrace the shadows cast by your branches.”

      Syn didn’t feel ancient. She was only seven at the time. But even then, she knew what the healer really meant: she was cursed.

      “How do we fix her?” Her mother had asked after the diagnosis.

      “There is no fixing, only accepting.”

      “Please, there must be something,” her father had insisted. “She’s terrified constantly.”

      The healer only shook her head as she continued to stare into Syn’s eyes.

      Syn now rubbed the dried tears and snot from her face and looked to Miranda, the mangled bone necklace dangling to her right. “How much longer can I keep this secret?”

      The image of a boy with a sharp jaw and handsome dark eyes floated into her mind. A son of the black. A boy named Drekton, her betrothed. The only delay to her arranged marriage was her lack of citizenship. Now as an official Legionite citizen, marriage would come within the month.

      “Once I marry, there’s no way I’ll be able to I hide my haunting,” she said to Miranda, a mangled bone necklace. Her insides would usually flutter at the thought of Drekton, but now she felt only dread. “Before long, he’ll find out the whispers about me are true. He’ll know I’m crazy.”

      Silence answered as she watched her inanimate friends sway in the treetop breeze. She barked a bitter laugh. “Maybe it doesn’t matter. I talk to all of you more than anyone else. Perhaps I’ve already lost my mind.”

      She shook her head and looked down at the blood staining her hands. The numbness of the empty hour kept the guilt from overwhelming her. She unlaced her bracer and peeled back her wet sleeve to check her wound. Blood surrounded the parted flesh. She’d need to stitch it closed.

      Syn collected her emergency supply of needle, thread, and vinegar from a hollow in the tree and set to work cleaning the cut. She gasped at the sting of the vinegar before threading the needle. Shame volunteered a confession as she stitched her wound closed.

      “I couldn’t do it,” she said to the oppressive silence.

      Thoughts of the reptilian beasts surfacing from the portal crawled into her mind. She imagined what the Scaler’s bite and the damning power of its venom might feel like. How would it feel to have your soul ripped from your body as you transformed into a beast?

      “Don’t dwell on it, Syn,” she said to herself. “What’s done is done.”

      She blinked hard to cast the image away as she tied off the last stitch. She reached for a scrap of fabric to wrap her arm, but as she shifted to lean against the trunk of the tree, the scabbard of the sword jabbed against her back. With a grunt, she reached back and pulled the sword and belt off her shoulder. She had nearly forgotten about the gift from her father.

      Syn recognized the sword before extracting it from its sheath. It was her father’s most prized possession.

      “I don’t deserve this.” Syn turned the weapon over in her hands.

      The arm length blade glittered with deadly sharpness. The hilt contained antler carved with the skulls of humans, animals, and beasts. The decorative skulls protruded from the hilt in an arrangement of rings that descended into smaller circles around the center of the hilt. They represented the path her ancestors took in ascending through the rings of status in Garon.

      Her great-great-grandfather had been a Pen-Garon, a fifth-ring soldier. After generations of feats of bravery and acts of faith, her ancestors had climbed their way up to the third ring of longhouses surrounding the Ancestral Hill and earned the status of Tri-Garon.

      She stared down at her vacant reflection in the blade. Wretchedness prickled at her core. The family heirloom did not belong in her lie-stained hands. She returned the sword to its sheath and finished wrapping her arm.

      “I suppose I’ve cowered up here long enough,” she said to Marcus, a broken comb. “Mother will still expect me to perform my duties for the day.” She slung the sword back over her shoulder and forced herself to crawl from her hammock.

      “Goodbye, friends.” She climbed down the tree.

      Deciding to take the long way home, Syn winded her way through the woods. She felt the numbness of the empty hour fading and guilt began to rush in. She tried to convince herself the Nighterrians who guarded the portal from within Interterra would keep Scalers from surfacing.

      “Surely the holy warriors can manage the beasts,” she said to the trees. “I mean, that’s their job, isn’t it?”

      The snowy pines accepted her flimsy justification. Sometimes no Scalers arrived from the portal on the ninety days of the Season, the sacrifice rotting without a Scaler’s arrival. The decomposing bait would then be replaced with a freshly wasted life the following week. On the final day of the Season of Slaughter, the probability of the beasts’ early migration remained in her favor.

      “I’ve made my decision,” she said as she trudged on. Consumed by her emotions, she almost didn’t notice the dark figure step from behind the trees. “I’ll just have to—”

      An enormous man lumbered from the trees. He wore no furs—only black trousers and a thin black tunic. With red eyes, pale skin, and a dark beard covering half his face, he held no resemblance to the Legionite men from villages in the surrounding area.

      Syn gasped and ducked behind a tree. Too late, she knew he had seen her.

      “Who’s there?” His voice boomed deep and threatening. His large, leather-booted feet crunched through the snow, closer and closer.

      Syn pulled the sword from her back and peeked out from behind the tree. She jumped back as she came nearly face to face with the stranger with red eyes. He raised a three-barrel shooter on his left wrist and aimed it at Syn’s face. Blue blood dripped into the snow from a wound to his stomach.

      It took Syn the length of a heartbeat to register the color of his blood and the weapon he held. She dropped to snow and bowed on her knees before the Nighterrian.

      “Holy warrior, I am at your service.” She held her sword out to him in surrender.

      When he gave no response, Syn glanced up at the god-like warrior. An odd expression crossed his face, and a gentle groan left his lips. The warrior swayed on his feet, then toppled to the ground.
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      “Just a little farther, we’re almost there.”

      Syn grunted beneath the weight of the massive Nighterrian. Fortunately, he still had enough strength to get to his feet and half walk, half stumble. They headed toward the village, but their pace remained slow and grueling. Dark, elderberry-colored blood dripped from the wound in the man’s gut as they staggered through the forest.

      Syn’s mind raced. The lore said Nighterrians were nearly indestructible. Yet this one looked as if he were on the brink of death. She stole glances at his left wrist hanging over her shoulder and the dangerous contraption strapped to it. The famous three-barrel weapon contained three sausage-sized cannons in a curving row on the outside of his wrist with a series of skinny metal tubes running down the length of it to a housing of levers at the elbow end of the contraption. Never had Syn been so close to such a sacred and deadly weapon. She worried it might go off as they stumbled along at their lurching pace.

      She wanted to ask how he got hurt or where he came from, but it seemed irreverent to ask such things of the man. Instead, she settled for his name.

      “Sacred warrior, may I ask your name?”

      “Xedford,” he grunted with effort.

      Syn knew the proper course of action would be to bring him to the healers, but the healer family only provided elixirs, poultices, and, often, empty prayers to the Legion in a smoky room. Wounds of life-threatening type required help from a profession that dealt with blood.

      “Warrior Xedford, I can bring you to the village healers, but I think your injuries are more serious than they’re equipped to handle. May I bring you to the village butchers? They often serve as the village surgeons.”

      Xedford mumbled his assent just as they broke out of the woods and into the scattering of homes that made up the Outskirts of Garon. Gasps surrounded them, followed by whispers and astonished exclamations. The Outskirt Legionites all knelt to their knees and bowed in respect as Syn and Xedford stumbled past. None of the minor citizens dared touch a Nighterrian, so their assistance came in the form of prayers.

      Once into the fifth ring of the village, more gasps and bows lined their path. No Pen-Garon citizens volunteered to help as their status also made them unworthy of touching such a holy man. To the Abyss with their decorum. Syn’s legs felt like a newborn deer. She feared she wouldn’t be able to make it home without help.

      As if in answer to her prayer, she spotted Drekton passing through with his bow over his shoulder and sweat beading his brow. Based on the angle of the sun in the sky, she assumed he must be returning from morning drills.

      Unlike the rest of the outer ring citizens, when Drekton’s eyes fell on the Nighterrian he quickly stowed his astonishment and jumped into action. Syn tried not to blush as he approached. Now was hardly the time for bashfulness. He performed a hasty bow and stepped to the other side of Xedford to help support his weight.

      “We need get him to the first ring,” Drekton said.

      Syn stiffed a groan. The healers resided in the first ring, and because of their status as Prime citizens, they presided over all matters dealing with health. “No. He, umm, insisted we take him to someone experienced in surgery.” The Legion would forgive her for one tiny stretch of the truth.

      Drekton’s brow furrowed as he looked over at her from the other side of Xedford. “That would be your family.”

      Exhaustion forced Syn’s words out in a rush. “I’m not trying to further my family’s status. I’m trying to save his life. Who did you go to when you cut open your head during spear training, the healers, or my father?”

      Everyone in the village knew her family’s skill at closing wounds. That very morning, the Chief himself had sent Graver with the injured arm straight to her parents to be stitched up.

      “We should consult the Elders.” Drekton pulled Xedford along at a pace Syn could barely keep up with.

      Syn sighed. Drekton the Dutiful. As children Syn had often teased him with the name while trying to coax him into breaking the rules.

      “There isn’t time to go the first ring only for them to send us back to the third.”

      “Chief Groth would—”

      “We can argue, or we can get him the help he needs.” She gritted her teeth, hardening her resolve.

      Drekton said nothing and Syn took this as a sign of his acquiescence. They pushed toward Syn’s home on the eastern side of the third ring. With Drekton’s help, they made quick progress through the village. As they entered the third ring, villagers stood from their bows and crowded around Xedford to offer prayers.

      “Out of the way!” Drekton yelled as their pace slowed from the hold up of starry-eyed onlookers. Home was close but the increasing crowd of Legionites made progress difficult.

      “Move!” Syn demanded, but no one listened to the pair of teenagers. She panted with effort, almost not hearing her name called above the crowd.

      “Syn?” came a familiar voice.

      Syn looked to her left. Her father’s round face and fox pelt emerged from the swarm of people. He stepped forward and Syn let him bear the load of Xedford’s weight as he took her place beneath Xedford’s arm.

      “Let’s get him home,” Predon said before raising his voice to address the crowd. “Make way! A Nighterrian comes through!”

      At his word, the crowd parted. Syn followed behind like a useless tag-a-long. With Predon’s respected position and Drekton’s assistance, they made it home in a matter of minutes, a tail of curious Legionites following behind.

      Syn breathed a sigh of relief as they reached the wooden longhouse and the blood-stained butchering yard. Smoke rose from both the chimney of the family lodge and from the circular hut of the workroom attached to the back of the house.

      Roused by the sound of the gathering crowd, Vertah opened the front door and stepped out. Her eyes grew wide as she took in the sight before her. “Predon?”

      “Vertah, prep the table. He’s hurt bad,” Predon said.

      Vertah surveyed the crowd of people with narrowed eyes before ducking back inside. Syn slipped ahead of her father and followed her mother inside. The dark warmth of the low-built house invited her in. Leaving behind the comfort of the hearth, she ran to the back door that led to the workroom. She hurriedly helped her mother clear the butchering table at the center of the room.

      “Where did he come from?” Vertah swept a vinegar-soaked cloth over the table.

      “I don’t know. I found him in the woods,” Syn said.

      Drekton and Predon lifted the Nighterrian onto the table. Xedford growled in pain at the movement but didn’t fight them and laid prone on the massive butchering block. Predon turned to Drekton and smiled. “Thank you for your help, Drekton.”

      Drekton nodded and offered Xedford one last dutiful bow before stepping out the door. Syn hoped Drekton wouldn’t begrudge her for insisting they take Xedford straight to her parents before consulting the Elders. The exchange was the most they had spoken to each other in months, and she hated to leave him at the end of a slightly bitter conversation. Yet, she was glad to be rid of the nervousness that seized her in his presence. She focused her attention on the Nighterrian.

      “His name is Xedford,” she said, standing beside her mother, ready for orders.

      Predon patted Syn on the back. “Help your mother. I’ll keep the crowd at bay.”

      Predon closed the hog-hide curtain over the room’s single window. The workroom fell into deep shadows, but it was better than having the entire village spy through the window as they tried to save the warrior’s life. Syn moved to feed the flames of the small brazier to increase the light in the room. She could hear the muffled voices of the Legionites who followed them through the village. It sounded like there were more now.

      Predon bowed to Xedford and slipped out the door to answer hungry questions from the crowd. Although her father was just as skilled as her mother at closing wounds, Syn found it a wise choice for him to deal with the prying villagers. His calm demeanor combined with his charismatic smile would do well in quelling the crowd. Vertah had no such patience.

      Vertah leaned over the table. “Warrior Xedford, I’ll have to remove your clothes to examine your wound.”

      Xedford grunted his consent. With a pallid complection and eyes fluttering to remain open, he appeared as if he might pass out at any moment.

      “Remove his weapon,” Vertah ordered Syn.

      Syn pulled the long, heavy sword from the sheath at his right hip and set it on the counter behind her.

      “That too.” Vertah nodded to the three-barrel on Xedford’s left arm. Syn hesitated. It was sacrilege to touch the sacred three-barrel weapons of the Nighterrians. Vertah looked up from removing Xedford’s shirt to stare icicles at Syn. “He is in pain, and we don’t want any accidental shootings in here. Now take it off.”

      Syn bent over the table to carry out orders. She undid the three leather straps at the underside of Xedford’s left forearm. With delicate hands, she held onto the strange mechanisms at the elbow end of the weapon and pulled the contraption off. The cold press of the metal made her palms sweat. She knew she would never again touch something so sacred in her life.

      Making sure to keep the holes of the three metal barrels facing away from her face, she carried it over to the counter and placed it beside the sword. She also freed herself of the burden of the family sword on her back and leaned it against the wall.

      When she returned to the table, she found her mother had cut off Xedford’s blood-soaked shirt to reveal a mass of crisscrossing slashes and stab marks across his middle. Blue blood seeped from the gashes and ran over his skin to pool onto the table. The sight sent an earie creep of wrongness into the tight workshop. Nighterrians were supposed to be impervious to such wounds.

      Syn moved to retrieve a needle and thread, but Vertah stopped her. “It won’t do any good to stitch him closed,” Vertah said.

      “Why not?”

      “We need to find the source of the problem.” Vertah leaned over Xedford’s face. “Warrior, I fear your Hallowed Point has shifted. I need to know where it is so I can put it back in place.”

      Hallowed Point? What was that?

      Xedford grumbled. His crimson-colored eyes looked around in confusion, as if he were seeing the dark room for the first time. “Location’s… sacred… never tell…” His eyes rolled back in his head.

      Vertah propped his head up with her hands. “Xedford, stay with me now!” She spoke with both urgency and calm resolution. “I swear to the Legion I will keep this knowledge secret, but you must tell me now where it is, or you will bleed out.”

      Xedford muttered something nearly unintelligible. It sounded like, “My stomach.”

      “Yes, but I need to know which wound to search in. You have many in your stomach.”

      “Two… two fingers' width… above… navel,” he managed.

      Vertah scanned the site of his injuries to find one that looked like a small hole burrowed into the space directly above his belly button. She glanced up at Syn. “Hold him down.”

      Syn wasn’t sure how she was supposed to hold down a man twice her weight—especially a Nighterrian who had the strength of ten men—but she did as she was told and pressed his arms down against the table.

      Vertah took a deep breath and pushed her fingers into the laceration.

      Xedford let out a war cry and thrashed on the table. He lifted Syn’s feet off the floor with his impossible strength. Syn struggled to keep him from moving as her mother worked. She shuddered as she watched Vertah’s fingers disappear beneath his pale flesh. Dark Nighterrian blood squirted forth as she pushed her fingers farther into his stomach.

      Xedford writhed in pain.

      “Hold him still, I’m almost there!” Vertah ordered. Nearly her entire hand disappeared inside him as she felt around in his gut.

      Syn put all her weight and energy into holding him steady. She knew better than to disobey her mother’s commands. Please don’t die, she prayed. Avoiding eye contact with Xedford, she stared at the black material of his torn tunic and noticed a small, round hole in the fabric. Was that a bullet hole?

      Xedford cried out and nearly jerked off the table. Syn returned her focus to holding him down. She could hear angered voices from outside. Surely the entire village thought they were torturing him. She knew her father could only do so much peace talking and reasoning before the mob broke in and found her mother wrist deep in the Nighterrian’s gut.

      “Almost there.” Sweat dripped from the tip of Vertah’s nose.

      Syn held tight and tried her best to reduce Xedford’s resistance. The blazing fire behind her wrapped the room in a sweltering circle of bloody stench. Alarmed shouts increased outside the door.

      “There! I can feel it.” Vertah’s eyes gave a far-off look, as if she could see in her mind’s eye what she felt in her hand. “I just need to…” She delivered a single shove that made a wet crunch.

      Xedford stopped struggling and lay still.

      Syn’s mouth hung ajar as she watched her mother extract her hand from Xedford’s wound. Panic trickled through her.

      “Mother, what have you done?”

      Verah shot Syn a look that said not to question her. We’ve killed him. She was sure of it. But as she watched through the paralyzing moment, she saw the flow of blood cut off and slowly, his skin melded together before her eyes.

      After several minutes of stunned silence, his wounds had healed completely. Not even a scar remained, only smears of blood provided proof of the ordeal. Yet Xedford continued to lie unconscious.

      “You can let off him now.” Vertah went about wiping her hands with her regular stiff poise, as if she had just finished butchering a boar.

      “Oh, of course.” Syn leaned away, releasing her grip on Xedford’s arms.

      The voices outside the hut had fallen to low murmurs. Her father had no doubt succeeded in appeasing them with calm reasoning.

      “What, um, what exactly did you do to fix him?” Syn asked.

      “Nighterrians have a sacred object imbedded in their bodies.”

      “The… Hallowed Point? Is that what you called it?”

      “Yes. When a Terraborn decides to take on the duties of a Nighterrian, he is imbued with a Hallowed Point. It grants the warriors their strength and healing abilities.”

      “I thought the Nighterrians were blessed by the Legion.”

      “They are.” Vertah wiped a wet cloth over Xedford’s skin to clean away the blood. “And the way they’re blessed is with the Hallowed Point.”

      Syn blushed at the sight of Xedford’s strong, immense body. His skin was a pale white canvas interrupted by dark hair across his chest. She had seen many half-naked bodies in her life, but never one so large and muscular.

      “What happened to Xedford’s Hallowed Point?” she asked to place her attention elsewhere.

      “I assume it became dislodged when he was injured. If the Hallowed Point is moved from where it’s imbedded in his body, he loses much of his powers. I simply pushed it back into place.”

      “That’s why he didn’t want to tell us where it was.”

      “Exactly. It’s a secret every Nighterrian keeps—as you can see why.” She motioned to the blood-soaked table. “If an opponent knew where to strike his Hallowed Point, he could be defeated.”

      “Are the Scalers smart enough to know to strike at their Hallowed Point?”

      Vertah smiled with a sad softness Syn did not often see in her mother. “You forget the Nighterrians are warriors of Interterra. There are far worse creatures in the dark realm beneath us that are more dangerous and far more intelligent than the Scalers.”

      Syn felt grateful for her mother’s words. It had been a long time since they were able to talk easily with each other. They argued more and more these days as Syn watched her mother look upon her with growing disproval.

      “I always thought the Nighterrians were invincible,” Syn said.

      “Many do. It’s in our nature to worship them after all the stories in our history. But everything in this world can be killed.”

      Syn mulled this over while she looked at the unconscious warrior. The man didn’t appear so threatening anymore. In fact, he could almost look ordinary if it weren’t for his size and the short beard he wore. In her nineteen years, Syn had seen a few Nighterrians pass through Garon, but she had never seen one so close before. The sight of him sent thrilling shivers through her body. She wanted to reach out and touch him just to be sure she wasn’t dreaming.

      “How long will he be asleep?” she asked.

      “It’s hard to say, perhaps a few hours. He lost a lot of blood.”

      Syn silently pondered the newfound knowledge of the Nighterrian powers. The secret of their weakness made the warriors far more fragile and human than she imagined. A thought occurred to her. “What if a Nighterrian were imbued with more than one Hallowed point?”

      Vertah jerked her head to look at Syn, all softness from moments ago replaced with hot rage. “Blasphemy! What would make you think such an evil thought? Is one blessing from the Legion not enough?”

      And just like that, Syn was back to being the disappointing daughter. “No, I didn’t mean—”

      “There are only three ways to kill a Nighterrian. One is to remove his Hallowed Point, the second is to cut off his head, and the third is to pierce him with another Hallowed Point.”

      “I-I didn’t—”

      “I’ll watch over him.” Vertah turned her back. “You have your duties to complete before nightfall. Your… episode earlier today stole much of your time.”

      Syn made her way to the door in defeat. After the events of the day, she hoped her mother would have offered her a semblance of gratitude. Syn very well could have let Drekton take Xedford to the healers.

      Vertah looked at Syn hesitating in the doorway. “Well? What is it? You want to waste more of the daylight? Go!”

      Syn stole one last glance at the sleeping Nighterrian and slipped out the back door into the cold air.
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      “But did he have red eyes?” Rem asked, his eyes alight with the zeal of youth.

      Syn sighed and looked over her shoulder at the eight-year-old boy. “Yes, he had red eyes.” She suffered his questions as she sliced through the hide of a dead goat strung up in the butchering yard.

      “Wow!” Rem bounced up and down, unable to contain his excitement. “A real Nighterrian warrior here in Garon—and asleep in your house!”

      Syn shook her head and turned back to skinning the mountain goat. Rem had refused to leave her alone since she emerged from the workroom. She spent the past hour answering his unending questions about the Nighterrian. She would rather have kept to herself and wallowed in guilt alone. From the center of the Village, the Ancestral Hill of bones imposed its presence out the corner of her eye. It stared its accusation down at her, threatening to whisper her secrets into the wind.

      “You promise you’ll let me see him when he wakes up?” Rem asked.

      Syn rolled her eyes. “For the hundredth time, yes. I promise.”

      She found Rem’s questions exhausting, but she held a special affinity for his excitement. If she had any friends at all, Rem might be a contender. She had long ago grown used to the constant nuisance of his company. The exuberant boy was always filled with wild hopes and vivid imaginations. He reminded her of his older brother, Drekton, back when Syn and Drekton were friends.

      The shame of an empty doorstep stalked the back of her mind whenever she thought of her betrothed. Shaking her head, she began cutting the white pelt off the goat while Rem practiced punching invisible opponents. Mother had been right; the work had piled up while she was hiding away in the woods. Syn still had to butcher the goat and deliver the offerings before nightfall. But at least she got out of morning drills. She was thankful she didn’t have to suffer the daily whispers and snickers of her peers. At least for today.

      “I can’t wait to meet him!” Rem twirled on his feet and defended against pretend attacks from the dead goat. “I’m going to ask him about the trials. I’ve told you about the trials, right?”

      “Uh-huh. Now, if you insist on pestering me with questions, the least you could do is help.” She motioned Rem over with an impatient nod.

      He dropped his fighting stance and hopped over to help her pull the skin off the carcass. Rem yanked as Syn cut, and soon the goat hung naked in the cold air. Syn placed the white hide out on the worktable for Rem to clean.

      “You know, the Nighterrian trials for this year are only three days away,” Rem said as he set to work on the pelt.

      Syn rolled her eyes as she sliced into glistening muscle. “So?”

      “So, in exactly five years and three days, I can enter the trials to become a Nighterrian.”

      “The chances of completing the trials are slim to none, even for Terraborn competitors. What makes you think a little Legionite kid like yourself can make it through to the end?”

      “Um, have you met me?”

      Syn had to chuckle at this. If Rem had nothing else, he had confidence. As much as he annoyed her with his lofty ideas, a part of her wished he would never grow up and gain the dim perspective of responsibility.

      At the age of six, Rem had spent nearly a year trying to dig to Interterra despite the repeated advice from family and friends. The dark realm could only be reached through a portal gate. Despite never making it far into the frozen earth, he had continued day after day. However, once he found out about the trials, he abandoned the hole and turned his mind toward training.

      “It’s all I’ve ever wanted to be my whole life.” Rem continued. “I don’t think I’ll pass the trials, I know I will. I’ll become a Nighterrian one day.”

      “How is it you’re so certain?”

      Rem shrugged. “I’m a son of the black. It’s my destiny.”

      Syn looked from behind the glossy carcass at Rem. Even if he was the half-blooded son of a Nighterrian, he was tiny—even for an eight-year-old. He wore a double layer of brown otter furs over his shoulders to give the impression of a broader frame, but he couldn’t hide the skinniness of his arms and legs. The Nighterrian trials were designed as a test to select only those strong enough to survive the process that transformed one into a Nighterrian. If Rem wanted to compete, he had much growing to do before he would be considered fight-worthy.

      “Well, it’s a good thing you have a few more years to prepare.” Syn returned to butchering.

      “I’d go right now if they’d let me. It’s not fair how you have to be at least thirteen before you can enter.”

      “I don’t think it’s fair they only let kids enter the trials. Why is nineteen the cut off? Shouldn’t it be reserved for adults?”

      “Grandfather says it’s because you can’t become a Nighterrian after you’ve outgrown your teenage years. Something about it not working correctly. He never answers my questions about the imbuing of Nighterrians.”

      “Hmm. Maybe for good reason.” Syn assumed it had something to do with the Hallowed Point.

      Rem paused his work and looked up at Syn. “What? Do you know something about the imbuing?”

      Syn debated whether to divulge what she knew. Her mother hadn’t told her the knowledge of the existence of Hallowed Points was an outright secret, but she understood there was a certain unspoken taboo surrounding the sacred object.

      “What do the stories say happens after the trials—if you make it to the end that is?” she asked.

      “They say the finishers go to the ‘Imbuing Hall’ where they feast with the Nighterrian captains and receive their blessing from the Legion.” A far-off look appeared in Rem’s brown eyes as he described the scene with airy admiration. “I always imagined the gods swooping down to infuse the finishers with powers that transform them into warriors.”

      “Sounds exciting.”

      Rem continued to talk about the trials and what he thought some of the tasks might be while Syn cut out desirable chunks of meat and set them aside. She tried to work quickly. Her fingers were already beginning to go numb from the cold. She would usually bring the carcass inside to be butchered, but Xedford currently occupied the workroom.

      “…and then they probably test you on sword fighting and axe throwing and—”

      “I think you’re forgetting the most important part,” said a voice from behind.

      Syn turned to see her father walking up with a wheelbarrow filled with body parts. He offered a kind smile that set Syn at ease.

      “What’s the most important part?” Rem asked.

      “If you’re not born in Interterra, you have to be invited into the trials.” Predon pulled the wheelbarrow up beside them.

      “I have a plan for that!”

      “Do you now? Let’s hear it.” Predon gave a gentle smile.

      “Well actually…” Rem shuffled his feet in the snow. “I was hoping you might help me out with it.”

      “Let me guess, you want to speak to our honored guest?”

      Rem nodded, bouncing up and down on his heels. Predon crouched down and looked Rem in the eye. “Remmel Du-Garon, you have my permission to speak to Warrior Xedford.”

      Rem smiled so wide Syn thought he might faint from excitement. “But”—Predon raised a finger— “you must wait awhile. He is still recovering from his injury.”

      “Of course. I can wait, I can wait!”

      “Good.” Predon straightened. “In the meantime, you can help Syn deliver the offerings to the Outskirts. It’s their day to perform the ritual.”

      Syn sighed. She wished Rem wouldn’t tag along today. All she wanted was to be alone. “I haven’t quite finished the goat.” She motioned to the carcass.

      “You’ve had an eventful day. I can finish up for you.”

      “Thank you, Father.” Syn set down the knife and cleaned her hands.

      “And don’t worry,” Predon dropped his voice into a whisper. “I won’t tell your mother I helped out.” Syn bloomed with gratitude. Her father remained one of the few people who could always make her smile. Though they shared few words, she often felt they weren’t needed. “Don’t forget this.” He took the sword belt off his shoulder and handed it to Syn. “It’s yours now, you’ll have to look after it.”

      Before Syn could object, Rem butted in at the sight of the family heirloom. “Wow, a sword! Syn, when were you going to tell me you got a sword?”

      Syn accepted the gift and slung it over her back in a hasty maneuver. “We should get going,” she said, cutting him off from asking any further questions.

      After nodding to her father, she grabbed hold of the wheelbarrow and left the butchering yard. Rem, of course, tagged along beside her. The stench from the tangle of human limbs made Syn wrinkle her nose. Soon, the offerings would be soaked in scented oil and placed at the base of the Ancestral Hill as an offering to the Legion—and as an added layer of baited precaution against the Scalers.

      Once into the fourth ring of the village, Syn could no longer resist stealing a glance at the Ancestral Hill retreating behind her. From the village perspective, she knew she wouldn’t be able to see the shivering girl she left exposed on the altar. She felt anxiety make itself at home in her bones. Had the frozen air brought the girl’s death yet?

      “Does it have a name?” Rem asked.

      “What?”

      “Your sword. I hear all swords have a name.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Syn said. “Why would an inanimate weapon have a name?”

      “That’s just what grandfather says when he tells stories. Plus, you talk to inanimate things all the time.”

      Syn cringed. Somehow even an eight-year-old had picked up on her “friends.” Though Rem spoke of her odd nature without contempt, it still stung. She knew the village whispered of her eccentricates behind her back. She made a mental note to be more careful in public.

      “I think you listen to too many stories.” She adjusted the strap of her sword belt. It didn’t weigh much—certainly nothing like the axes held by many of the Prime citizens of the first ring—but it hung heavy on her back.

      Rem stooped down to pluck up a discarded femur protruding from the icy ground. He swung the bone like a pretend weapon. “I heard you did your first sacrifice today. Is that why your father gave you the sword?”

      Ice shot through her at the mention of the sacrifice. “Yes.” Syn looked toward the forest beyond the Outskirts, the cut on her forearm throbbing.

      “How come you took so long to do your initiation?” Rem sliced the air with his bone and lunged forward with a stab.

      “I just… wasn’t ready.” Syn shook her head and pushed the wheelbarrow faster.

      “Wait, where are you going?” Rem hurried to catch up.

      “To the East side.”

      “But that way goes past the Severed man.”

      Syn smirked. “You want to be a Nighterrian but you’re afraid of a Severed one?”

      “I’m not afraid.” He puffed up his chest. “I just don’t like criminals.”

      “Well, I’m going this way. Feel free to take the long way around.” She pushed the wheelbarrow forward.

      Rem stepped in front of the wheelbarrow and held out his bone-sword to stop her. “I’ll prove I’m not afraid. I’ll go touch the side of his hut!”

      “You don’t need to—”

      Rem broke into a run with his femur held high, heading for the edge of the forest. Syn sighed and followed through the snow, trying not to spill any of the offerings. Beyond the Outskirts, the spread of trees marked the beginning of the forest. Tucked into a crop of trees stood a tiny mud hut with a large X marked over the doorway. A small campfire sent wisps of smoke up through the trees, but the stump beside it sat vacant.

      Rem drew to a halt and looked around. “Where is he?”

      “He’s not here, let’s go.”

      “I need to touch the door.” He crept forward.

      “Rem, let’s go.”

      Rem continued to tiptoe through the snow with his “weapon” in hand. Syn watched as he stepped around the firepit, reached out a steady hand, and placed it over the X on the door. Keeping his hand in place—as if to demonstrate his level of bravery—he turned to Syn with a victorious grin.

      “You proved your worth,” Syn said. “Now can we…”

      The smile melted from Rem’s face. His eyes widened with the warning of a coming threat and focused on something directly behind her. Syn whirled around, slipping on the frozen ground. When she caught her balance, she paused at a pair of large, booted feet. She straightened and cast her sight upward, coming face to face with the Severed man.

      The man glared at her with one hazel eye. His other eye stared blindly through a milky-white iris. A pair of scars crisscrossed over his blind eye, forming an X that ran from brow to cheek.

      Syn stood frozen in place. The man’s working eye burrowed into her, and she felt as she always did when someone looked into her eyes: vulnerable—as if they could see into her soul and spy the weakness that lay within. The Severed man raised a gloved hand into the air and pointed toward the Ancestral Hill in the distance.

      He knows.

      Syn attempted to step back in retreat, but remained locked in a moment of terrified dread. The silent man continued to point toward the Hill with an ice-cold expression and accusing half-stare. If not for Rem, Syn might have stayed frozen in place —forever absorbing the silent condemnation. Rem ran up and grabbed her by the hand and tugged her away.

      Together they scrambled through the snow, pushing the wheelbarrow as fast as they could. Syn glanced over her shoulder as she ran. The Severed man’s hand continued to hover in the air, pointing toward the altar on the Hill.

      Once they made it back within the Outskirt circle of the village, Rem pulled to a stop behind the cover of huts. He braced himself on his knees and smiled in relief.

      “That was close,” he said, chuckling between panted breaths.

      Syn glanced up at the Hill where her secret lay. She bit her trembling lip and rubbed the cut hidden beneath her sleeve.
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      They took the long way home. The extended walk through the cold being well worth avoiding another encounter with the Severed man.

      Syn lost herself in a flurry of troubled thoughts on their way back to the center of the village. With the offerings delivered, Rem now occupied the wheelbarrow. She pushed it along at a slow, contemplative pace. She mentally berated herself for running away from the Severed man like a spooked deer. He simply pointed toward the village to indicate they should leave. Yet, her paranoia wouldn’t let go the thought of him peering into her soul and seeing her secrets laid bare.

      “What do you think his crime was?” Rem asked, turning over his shoulder as he bumped along in the wheelbarrow.

      “Hmm?”

      “What do you think he did to earn his soul being Severed?”

      “I don’t know.” A part of her felt sorry for the ostracized man, yet the set of scars over his eye proved his true nature. The Severing was a punishment just one step below the death penalty. With his citizenship revoked and his soul withheld from reincarnation, whatever he had done must have been truly unforgivable.

      “I heard he ran and hid during a Scaler attack,” Rem said, “left his sister to fend for herself. But then I also I heard he lost his nerve during a hunting party and got his friends killed by a bear—oh!” He jumped out of the wheelbarrow to retrieve a stick he fancied. The bone he held before had broken in half when he had smashed it into a chimney a few homes back. He plucked up the stick and examined it. “Either way he’s a coward.”

      A whisper of rage boiled within Syn at the mention of cowardice. “Cowards have no place in Garon.” She clenched her jaw to stifle the desire to scream. The blue lips and wide eyes of the sacrifice floated into her memory.

      “I wonder what it’s like to know this is your last life.” Rem twirled his new toy sword around his arm as he walked beside Syn. “To know your soul will never be reborn.”

      “Perhaps it’s peaceful,” she said with all the bitterness in her heart. Although she could not remember any of her past lives, carrying the weight of her curse was exhausting. She wondered what it would be like to be free of the burden.

      “If this was my last life ever, I think I’d do something better than sit around looking angry all day and scaring kids.”

      When Syn didn’t respond, Rem ran ahead to jab tree stumps and stab mounds of snow. Any other day, Rem’s exuberance might have made her laugh. Today, however, she felt the stares of her fellow Legionites.

      Passing villagers voiced irritated shouts at Rem when they had to step out of the way of his jabs. Rem paid them no mind. He moved to strike down a snowflake when a
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