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The genocide of the Keepers of Light had been the least of his family’s worries this week, but that didn’t stop Zeer’s paranoia.

This was the first time he had gone into town in over a year, his brother insisting he needed the help today. It made the most sense to send Zeer. Their mother was heavily pregnant and needed to stay with their younger siblings. And their sister had been feeling sick that morning. With their father away for the week, that left Zeer.

His last time in Vyrelai had ended with the Unity Council holding him for the night. His father pleaded, saying Zeer simply had a case of albinism, but the Unity Council Guard didn’t buy it. They did a background check on the Skerrick family for Keepers of Light and when no one in the line showed up, they finally let Zeer’s father take him home. His dad slept on the steps of the detention center that night. Walking out the front doors that day was the first time he ever saw his father cry.

After that, his father gave up his lucrative career as a jeweler and bought a plot of land and moved them out to the countryside. Originally coming from a family of farmers, Zeer’s father quickly taught his older children how to cultivate their own food, care for livestock, and work the twelve acres. It was a strange change from the lavish lifestyle they lived in Vyrelai, but it was peaceful.

His family had grown to enjoy the privacy. The trips into town felt like rewards and friends visiting were always a cause for celebration. And Zeer liked it the most. He wasn’t outgoing like his siblings or father in the least. He was charismatic when he needed to be, but overall, he enjoyed just spending time with his family and helping his father and brother with chores. There was always something his dad wanted to cut down or pull up on the property and Zeer was always willing to help.

With his hood up, Zeer stayed on his brother’s heels beside the cart. Hawth had turned 20 earlier in the year and was now engaged. His family had been busy planning the unity ceremony for the better part of three months now. The girl’s name was Greer. The two had met while Hawth was in school and had been together since they were thirteen. She was staying with them out on the farm to see if she enjoyed it there. Hawth wanted to make sure she liked life out in the countryside before they decided on where they’d live after bonding.

His older brother wasn’t a small man. In fact, his sister often compared him to a bear. It was a humorous contrast, the idea always making Zeer laugh. His brother worked hard, ate well, and there was no judgement from the family. He was tall and wide, but he was gentle. He had deep purple skin and his dark beard was often unkempt, unless Greer asked him to groom it. His brother would change the entire trajectory of the planet if it made Greer smile. It was something he respected about his brother and a trait their father instilled in both. If they loved someone, they would do anything for them.

Coming up to the supply store, Hawth slows the horse to a stop and moves to the back of the cart. He climbs up and moves a few things, Zeer going to help.

“You stay with the cart,” Hawth instructs. “You leave, I’ll toss you in the lake when we get home. Maybe even hold you under this time.”

“Don’t tempt me with a good time,” Zeer jokes, watching him jump down.

“So damn weird,” Hawth mutters under his breath with a light laugh.

“Learned it from you.” Zeer smiles as his brother heads toward the feed and seed entrance. “Hawth!” he calls.

His brother pauses and looks at him. With a big smile, Zeer holds up his hands. In his right he held up a display of coins and his in left was Hawth’s coin pouch. Zeer laughs as his brother checks his belt for the pouch and then glares at him. He marches back with his hand out.

“Worst thing I ever taught you,” Hawth grumbles.

“I’m getting better,” Zeer snickers, giving the pouch and coins back.

Hawth shakes his head and lets out a chuckle as he puts the item back on his belt. “When you get detained for stealing, don’t tell them who taught you.”

“I’ll only use it on assholes,” Zeer says. “You included.”

“You sly fox,” Hawth scolds, backing toward the store again. “Stay here.”

With his brother entering the shop, Zeer scans the people around him. His smile falls. A few were staring, one pointing at him. He pulls his hood closer and settles into the back of the wagon. The less attention he brought on himself the better.

He was starting to wonder if he was destined to be a Keeper of Light. He had the marks. The pale lavender skin, white hair, and silver eyes made him stand out in his family of nearly pure Aitian blood. What would they do if he were one? His family hadn’t exactly discussed that. Would they continue to hide? How long could they even keep that up? With his detainment when he was younger, did that mean he was on a list? Would they come for him? He jumps as a siren begins to blare.

He felt the panic sink in. That siren meant something bad was coming. Zeer moves quickly to the front of the cart and climbs over the guard plank to stand in the driver’s box. His eyes bolt to the feed and seed as his brother runs out. He shouts something to the shop owner before setting his eyes on Zeer.

“In the back!” Hawth orders, rushing to the cart.

Zeer retraces his steps and climbs back over the plank. The siren going off was to warn the town of a Unity Council Guard raid. The spotter must have seen a squadron heading this way to do yet another sweep for Keepers and humans. They weren’t sure what would happen if they found Zeer again and Hawth wasn’t about to find out. Usually, raids on the Northern Quarter of Ozra were rare since it was a purist sector, but not today. Today, their target was Vyrelai.

He hesitates as Hawth climbs into the back, pulls a blanket off a crate, and begins digging out the straw. Zeer quickly moves to the crate to help. He understood it was time to hide because Hawth wasn’t about to risk his little brother being detained. Their father would probably kill him for even bringing Zeer down here. They were told to keep him at the farm.

Once they had about a fourth of the straw pulled out, Hawth swiftly lifts his younger brother and shoves him into the crate. Without warning, Hawth starts piling the straw on top of him, the bits of hay scratching at Zeer’s skin. Zeer pulls his shirt up over his mouth, so he didn’t breathe in the dust as the world went dark.

Zeer begins to hear a conversation between his brother and the shop owner. The jolt of bags being plopped into the back shakes him. He was proud of Hawth for keeping calm and continuing what he came to town for. Even with the sirens blaring, he was acting like he had nothing to hide. Did he have something to hide?

Continuing to feel the items tossed into the cart, Zeer keeps himself quiet, trying not to move. After about fifteen minutes he could hear the shouting outside begin. This signaled the UC was here and they were barking orders. He starts to relax as the cart moves. Hawth was wasting no time. He stayed calm and acted like this trip was no different than any other.

The cart moves for about three minutes before jolting to a stop. Zeer could hear Hawth speaking to someone as panic began to bubble up. Whoever he was speaking to was angry and Hawth was getting defensive. Zeer couldn’t make out the conversation, but he could read his brother’s tone through the muffled words.

The sound of Hawth stepping over the plank and into the cart meant this wasn’t going to be good. Zeer hears the back cover get ripped away, the tearing sound making it clear it wasn’t his older brother. The UC was searching this cart and wouldn't be happy when they found Zeer.

“There’s nothing here,” Hawth insists. “Just feed and supplies. I’m stocking up. It’s been a long winter, so I-”

“We know you have one. We have seen it,” a woman’s voice scorns. “Move.”

“Seen what?” Hawth asks.

Zeer hears Hawth let out an audible grunt as he’s shoved, followed by a thud. Keeping his eyes shut, Zeer tries to control his breathing and puts a hand over his mouth. Did he fight back if they found him? That wasn’t a conversation he had with Hawth or their parents. He had no idea how to act when it came the UC.

“Over here,” a woman announces.

In an instant, the blanket was pulled back and Zeer was roughly yanked from his hiding place. They shove him to the floor of the cart, the action causing him to smack his head on the wood. His eyes go to Hawth, who was being held to the side of the cart with a blade to his throat. Seeing the Guard threatening his brother sets something off in Zeer. He couldn’t let them hurt Hawth. His family needed Hawth. So did Greer.

“He didn’t know!” Zeer shouts, as the UC Guard yanks him to his feet. “I climbed in here myself! He didn’t know! I swear!"

He looks into the eyes of the woman. They were solid black, a clear sign of a Keeper of Shadows. Why was a Shadow working for Queen Mala’s Unity Council? Didn’t she want them dead too? Weren’t all Source wielders considered a threat? 

“Is this true?” the man holding the blade to Hawth asks.

“He has albinism,” Hawth says, trying not to move. “He’s my kid brother. You all looked into my family before. We aren’t Keepers.”

“Hawth, don’t!” Zeer pleads.

“How old is he?” the woman asks Hawth.

“Bite me, bitch,” Hawth snarls.

“How old? Or I will have you both killed,” the woman snaps.

“Sixteen,” Hawth lies, grunting as the blade was pushed into his neck. “If he was a Keeper, he’d have that magic by now.”

“Is he telling the truth?” the one holding Zeer asks, her eyes going to him. This gets Zeer to nod frantically. “Bring up his file,” she orders.

Glancing to his brother, Hawth gives Zeer a reassuring nod. Hawth was trying to stay calm for both of them, but he couldn’t hide the fear in his eyes. Zeer watches the man let Hawth drop to the floor before pulling out a device to take a picture of Zeer’s face. Hawth tries to move to his younger brother, but the woman puts a hand up to stop him. There’s a long pause as the system brought up his file based on facial recognition.

“Fourteen,” the guard informs.

“So, you lied to the UC?” the woman asks, her cold gaze going to Hawth.

“Please, don’t hurt him,” Hawth begs, his tone composed. “He’s just a kid. Come back when he’s 16 and I swear he won’t have magic.”

The woman puts her hand out toward Hawth. She releases a tendril of purple smoke from her hand. Zeer watches in horror as the smoke bolts into Hawth’s mouth and his brother’s chokes fill the air. Though Zeer wanted to look away, he couldn’t. Each passing second felt like a year as Hawth struggled to breath. Zeer had no idea how, but she was killing his brother right in front of him.

Attempting to rush over and help, the male guard shoves Zeer to the ground again. He put a boot on Zeer’s chest, making sure he stayed down.

“Stop!” Zeer pleads trying to squirm free. “I won’t fight if you let him go! Let him go!”

The woman ignores Zeer’s pleas as Hawth’s face turns red. The smell that accompanied this made Zeer’s stomach churn. She wasn’t just choking him; she was doing something even worse. How did Shadow magic even work and why couldn’t he look away from Hawth?

His stomach drops as Hawth stops struggling and goes limp. The woman pulls her fog back, Hawth’s dead eyes resting on Zeer as he slumped against the side of the wagon. Blood oozed from his mouth and nose. Zeer could feel tears start streaming down his face. How could this woman just kill his brother?

“Send Queen Mala’s condolences to the family if they are of any importance,” she says. Her eyes go back to Zeer, the teenager crying harder now. “This one though?” she states, her gaze fading to gray irises. “You’ll be useful.”

“Useful for what?” the other guard asks.

“Classified,” the woman snarls, yanking Zeer to his feet and cuffing him.

With a growl, Zeer bites at the woman, snagging her arm. He latches on, forcing a scream from her. His sharp Aitian canines easily pierced her skin. The taste of blood fills his mouth, and the woman smacks him over the head with her fist. Releasing her, Zeer smirks.

“Watch yourself, maddux,” she growls, jerking him to the exit of the cart. 

She pushes Zeer out, letting him land on the path with a thud. Another UC Guard heaves him to his feet. He cranes his neck to try and see his brother. 

“You can’t just leave him there!” Zeer pleads. “Hawth!”

“Follow orders and I won’t kill you,” the woman hisses, her eyes dark again. “You belong to Queen Mala now.”
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Blind folded, stripped down, showered in freezing water, scrubbed raw, and shoved in a cell. These people hadn’t given Zeer a scrap of clothing. All he could do was sit on the stone floor shivering while he waited. He had been sitting here for hours, maybe a full day. There was no way to tell how much time had passed. He wondered if the shop owner told his mother what happened yet, or maybe she called into town.

Feeling the grief and tears come to his eyes again, he tried to shake the thought of his family. The worry for his mother and siblings was greater than what he felt for himself. Riin was sick that morning. She had been wracked with a fever when she woke up. That left his mother home alone with a sick teenager and three children under the age of twelve. She was expecting another baby too. She was due for her seventh child in just a month. She needed her eldest children now more than ever. Yet Hawth was never coming home and at this point, Zeer probably wasn’t either.

As much as he hated to admit it, he wanted his mother. He wanted to head up that trail to the farm, walk into the house, and be greeted by the smell of buttermilk biscuits. His sister Ruthy probably would have done most of his chores by now. If his mother had gotten word of what happened, she would have called their father and he’d be heading home to comfort the family but wouldn’t get a chance to mourn himself. He’d be right back to running the farm the next day with two less sets of hands. That meant Riin and Ruthy would have to start picking up more of the manual labor.

His eyes dart to the door as it opens, and a guard appears. They move into his cell and yank him to his feet. The man shackles his ankles and wrists, Zeer not able to do much to cover himself. This was humiliating. Stripping him down to have him in his most vulnerable state. He gasps as the man blindfolds him before leading him from the room. The cold stone at his feet was making him shiver more.

After about ten minutes, he hears a door open and close behind him. The guard moves him into a room and attaches the shackles around his wrists to a post of some sort. They keep his blindfold on as another enters. He hears their footsteps approach, the person starting to circle him.

“A little thin, don’t you agree?” A woman voices to the room. “Up his ration intake for the time being. How long until his sixteenth birthday?”

“15 months,” a man responds.

“A bit of a stretch, but it will work,” the woman says. She spoke elegantly, which showed an Ozran elite. “That will give us plenty of time to evaluate and prep him as we finalize our preliminary research. An interesting subject for the study. Pre-exposure.”

Prep him? Prep him for what? He glares as the blindfold was taken off. He locks eyes on an older woman. She was probably in her 60s or maybe older. Her yellow eyes, purple skin, and steely gray hair told him she was Aitain. She had an electronic tablet in her hands, her eyes going from the device to Zeer several times as she continued to circle him. It was then he realized she was taking photos.

“I charge for private shows.” He scowls, the woman ignoring his remark.

“Born and raised in Vyrelai, Ozra,” she reads. “Your family is fairly wealthy... It says in your file your father used to be a fine jeweler, but now he is retired. Yet occasionally goes to trade shows as an expert.”

“You murdered Hawth,” Zeer growls.

She pauses her round. “Hawth?”

“My brother.”

The woman looks to the tablet. “Hawthorne the Third,” she says, nodding her head. She watches him continue to glower for a moment before letting off a laugh. “Still has a fighting spirit. Good. You will need it. I am Doctor Murdyn,” she shares, coming to look at him from the front. “You are going to be a very special project for me. The first of many. Queen Mala is simply fascinated by the proposal, and you will be patient zero.”

She pulls a piece of silver metal from her pocket and shows it to him. He watches it glimmer in her hand a moment as someone rolls a cart into the room. Looking at the cart, he feels his stomach tighten. There was a larger piece of metal, scalpels, a suture set, a few other medical supplies, and bandages. The woman smiles at him as she goes to put on a pair of gloves and pulls the cart closer.

“This metal is from Aitus. Its sole purpose is to keep relics from entering the hands of the Source Keepers,” she informs, glancing up to watch for a reaction. “I think of it more as a remedy though. A way to rid the body of an infection. You see, a Source is a parasite. It is a living entity that attaches to you at birth. It needs a host to survive. That is why it’s painful. If it were natural, it would not hurt you. Currently the one in your body is dormant, but you will come into your Source soon enough.”

“I’m not a Keeper,” he retorts.

He feels his body begin to shake with fear as she moves to his back. He tries to shuffle around the pole, but the woman quickly responds.

“Restrain him,” she orders the others in the room.

He lets out a grunt as two guards hold him steady. He feels the pole in front of him dig into his chest as his legs lock into place. He screams in pain as the woman slices into his back. She did nothing to ease the agony as she dug the blade in. He could feel the blood trickle down his spine and to the floor. His vision starts to go hazy, but a guard kicks him in the shin before his eyes could flutter shut. He lets out another scream as she shoves something into the wound. He tries to suck in his tears, his breathing ragged, as the adrenaline began to numb the white hot, searing pain in his upper back.

After another minute, he feels her begin to suture him, aggressively wiping away the blood as she went. He lets out a few whimpers as the pain returned. Once she completed her stitching, she signals the guards to release him. He slinks to his knees in response, the wound on his back throbbing. What the hell did she just do to him?

“That’s it?” he asks through gritted teeth. “Barely felt a thing. I think you can do better.”

“Clean him up,” she orders. “I want him on antibiotics. Give him a hearty dinner tonight, and make sure he eats it. I want him brought to an examination room for a psych evaluation by Bretta as soon as she is available.” She moves back to the front of him and tilts his chin up to look at her. “Welcome to level three, Mister Skerrick.”
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His hands were shackled to a table in the middle of the room. He had checked, and it was bolted to the stone floor. Maybe if they gave him some clothes the shivering would cease, but no. He had been here for three days and nothing. Not even a blanket.

Hearing a scream somewhere within the prison, he leans into the table to cup his hands over his ears. He closes his eyes tightly. He couldn’t help but wonder who was crying in agony. He had been hearing it off and on since he arrived. He takes a deep breath before pulling his hands away. He couldn’t let them see his discomfort. His father had always told him and his siblings to be resilient. To hide their fears when facing them. That way, no one would know his weakness.

He looks to the door as it opens, a woman entering. She was dainty with thick glasses. Her hair was pulled up into a messy bun. She looked exhausted. Her purple skin, gray eyes, and gray jacket gave her a monotone appearance. She had documents in her hands as she shuffled into the room. Looking up from her papers, she lets out a sigh as her feet pause.

“Get him some clothes!” she shouts.

She sets her paperwork down before going back to the door. She stands there a moment, turning her head to Zeer and giving him a friendly smile. After a few minutes, he sees someone open the door and hand her a set of white garments. Keeping her pleasant smile, she places the clothes on the table. She pulls a key from her pocket and undoes the shackles that held him, Zeer automatically going to rub his sore wrists.

“Get dressed,” she urges, going back to the door. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

As the door closes, he hesitates. He slowly begins to pull the garments from the stack, studying each item carefully. It was a white shirt, a pair of matching pants, under shorts, and slippers. Looking to the door and then back, he concedes. What was the worst thing this woman could do to him?

Slipping into the clothes, he makes himself comfortable again in his chair. The clothes, no matter how plain, made him feel more like a person at least. He still couldn’t shake the shivers though. It was a bad habit. He tended to shake when he was scared or nervous. Even his teeth were chattering.

His eyes dart up as the woman comes back into the room. She now had a blanket in her arms. She moves to him and gently pulls up his shirt to check the wound on his back. He winces as she removes the bandage to take a better look. He hears her let out another sigh before she lets the shirt fall and drapes the blanket over his shoulders. Without thinking, he pulls it close, hoping it would stop the shakes.

As she moves around him, his eyes follow, until she takes a seat across the table. Pulling out a pen, she starts to look over the papers in her hands. It was everything she needed to know about the patient sitting in front of her.

“Zeer Hawthorne Skerrick,” she nods to herself. “Hawthorne is unique.”

“It’s a family name,” he mutters.

“Your father’s and your older brother’s name also.” She smiles at him, adjusting in her chair. “How was life in Vyrelai? I hear the weather there is wonderful this time of year.”

“I wouldn’t know,” he whispers.

Keeping his eyes down, he waited for what horrors were coming next. Surely this woman was going to do something to him. The implant had been throbbing for days and he couldn’t lay on his back or lean on the walls of his cell. All he could do was rest on his stomach until this stupid thing healed. If it ever would... He had no idea how large the piece of metal was or how long they’d leave it there. It hurt too much to try and reach around and feel it and he had no access to a mirror.

“I’m Doctor Bretta,” the woman finally shares. “I’ll be checking in with you from time to time until the completion of the study. I’m hoping we’ll grow to be friends.”

“I don’t want friends,” he snarls, looking at her. “I want to go home.”

“I wish that were an option.” Bretta frowns before looking back to her paperwork. “It appears you passed your physical examination. Healthy as can be. I’d expect nothing less from a noble born from Vyrelai. A little underweight, but that seems to be a pattern since the genocide started. Fourteen. A bit young.” She looks back to him. “I’m going to hold off making any conclusions on your mental health until you have acclimated to your new environment. I’ll see if we can get you something for enrichment. Any requests?”

He stares at her in shock. Acclimating to his new environment? Things for enrichment? She was talking about him like he was a new pet. His stomach sinks realizing that was probably the case. No one in this place was going to see him as a person. He was an object. An animal. Something for them to poke and prod.

“You seem like a clean cut boy. No problems with substance abuse. No run ins with UC. A very clean record, Zeer. Your parents must be proud,” she continues, ignoring his look of annoyance. “I’ll speak to the warden about getting you some cards, puzzles, and a few other things to pass the time. Do you have any hobbies?”

He lets out a shocked laugh at the question. Hobbies? Was she really asking about his hobbies right now? This woman had to be joking.

“I think we’re going to be great friends, Zeer.” She smiles, putting her papers down. “We’ll be a team, you and me. How does that sound?”

“I’d rather you hit me in the face with a shovel,” he bluntly retorts.

She frowns at the response before reaching into her pocket. She pulls out a small bag and opens it. She pulls a cookie from it and places it on the table. Studying it, Zeer raises his brow.

“I’m not your enemy, Zeer,” she assures. “If you want to make it through this, you need to understand I’m on your side.”

His eyes shift from the cookie to the doctor’s face. Perhaps she was telling the truth. She didn’t get a say in who Mala took in, but maybe she had a say in who she let out. There was no hope of seeing Hawth again, but perhaps his sisters or parents were still alive. Or would the UC have gone after them too? Would they wait until they confirmed Zeer was a Keeper or not before killing them?

No one else in their family had been marked, so when Zeer was born, it was a shock. Even the Elder Council of Vyrelai found it strange and agreed it had to be albinism or a mutation. They couldn’t trace anyone on either side of parent’s tree to Light Keepers. Not on Aitus or on their new planet.

Reluctantly, he reaches for the cookie and takes it. She gives a smile in response.

“You’ve been eating all your meals,” she continues. “That’s wonderful to see. It looks like your sleeping has been rather irregular.”

“I don’t have a bed or even a toilet,” he shares, staring at the cookie. “I’m cold.”

“I’ll take care of that,” she eases. “I’ll make sure you get a cot and blankets tonight. We want to make sure you are as comfortable as possible before your Source comes in.”

“Why?” he asks, cocking a brow.

“A discussion for another day,” she says, getting up from her seat and placing another cookie on the table. “A treat for a job well done. It was nice meeting you, Zeer. We’ll have another chat in a few days. Okay?”

He watches as she leaves the room. Why was she being nice to him? Why would they make him comfortable if he were a prisoner? Why did they want to make sure he was mentally sound? Was he? After the last few days, he felt anything but. He was tired, scared, miserable, and nervous all at the same time.

His eyes dart to the door as the guards come back in. One smacks the cookie out of his hand and shoves the other off the table. He shouldn’t have stalled. Who knew when he’d be given another treat like that again.
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Tracing the cracks in the stone floor, Zeer had spaced out. It had been over a year in this place. He learned to eat his meals and drink his water, or he’d be punished. For an hour every day they had him walking on a treadmill and for another hour he was doing things like pushups or lifting weights. They wanted him physically in the best shape possible. If he tried to refuse any of it, he’d get a swift beating. His face was probably black and blue now. One of the guards had even broken his nose. Doctor Bretta was pissed about that one.

When she saw him the next day, she reset it as best she could. It throbbed for a good two days before the pain subsided. After that he tried to eat everything on his tray, even the things that he didn’t like. The vegetables were his least favorite, but he remembered his mother telling him to accept what others gave him and to be grateful. Was he grateful? The only thing he appreciated about the food was not getting beaten if he finished it all.

He lets out a sigh as he lays back on the stone. He quickly winces at the pressure. The wound was healed, but if he tried to lean back, the metal would press on his spine. The pressure would send a shooting pain down his entire body. He sits back up and takes a deep breath as he glances to the clock. It was nearly lunch time.

Bretta had been true to her word. She got him moved to a cell with a toilet. He had a cot on the floor with a mattress pad and several blankets now. She got him pillows, a couple of puzzle games, and even some hygiene products. Though he only got to shower once a week, it was nice to have a toothbrush and deodorizer. The best was the clock. Knowing what time it was made the days feel more bearable. The year in solitude was starting to get to him though.

There was never a dull moment in the Skerrick household because it was always teeming with life. His siblings ranged from three years old to 20 when he left home. Well not anymore... Hawth was gone. Now Zeer was the eldest, and with him currently sitting in this cell, that put Riin as the oldest Skerrick child. His mother also had to of had her new baby. That sibling would be a year old now. It was a sibling he may never get to meet. The idea makes his stomach churn.

Every little sibling he had; he was there when they were born. Not in the room, but he was right outside the door. He held each of his sisters within just a couple of hours of them coming into the world. It was always an exciting time for him and Hawth.

By the time Joya was born, Zeer told Hawth he was getting tired of having babies in the house. That was the third little sister they had and Hawth sat him down and explained how amazing a new baby was. That they as a family had the opportunity to add another great spirit to the world and mold them in the ways of their ancestors. He told him how rewarding it was to watch Zeer, and their sisters grow and learn and that he needed to see their siblings as a gift. That conversation made Zeer see his little sisters in a different light.

He started seeing Riin, Ruthy, Joya, and Vaeri as a blessing rather than an inconvenience. It made the sleepless nights more bearable and gave spending time with his siblings purpose. The day he taught Joya to read was probably one of his proudest moments. When she read her first book to him, he couldn’t help but smile. It was rewarding, just like Hawth had said.

He hears someone talking outside his cell. He quickly recognizes a guard’s voice, causing him to perk up. He sits up straight and waits for her to come in. Soloris was the woman in charge of taking him to his meetings with Bretta. She was a forceful woman, tending to shove him around on their trips. On their last walk, he told himself he was going to shove back.

The door opens, Soloris entering in her usual grumpy manner. Without saying a word, she hauls him to his feet. She places the blindfold over his eyes and the shackles on his wrists and starts the same march he had done countless times. As they turn a corner she shoves him, the action setting him off.

Stopping his feet, he feels her go to shove him again. As soon as her hand touches his back, he turns and uses his entire torso to push her. She lets out a scream as she falls to the ground. Trying to wiggle the blindfold off using his nose, Zeer quickly realized how stupid this was. He felt a sharp pain hit his leg, Soloris whacking him with the cane all guards wore on their belts. He stifles a scream as he flails his leg out trying to kick her. It doesn’t take long before she had him pinned, face to the wall.

“Wrong move, maddux,” she growls, smacking the middle of his back with the stick.

He lets out an agony filled scream, Soloris purposely making sure to hit the metal implant. The pain ripples down his spine as he falls to his knees in pain. He takes a few ragged breaths before she jolts him to his feet again. The metal starts to throb under his skin as they move down the hall.

Hearing the door open, he grunts as she shoves him to the floor. She hits him a few more times for good measure, Zeer curling into a ball. Each hit was sharp and left a stinging on his skin. She starts going for his face, Zeer using his arms to try and protect himself. The cane going across his forearms was just as brutal. This goes on for a few minutes before she starts to slow her pace.

“Next time, I won’t go easy,” Soloris threatens, finally yanking the blindfold off.

“That was easy?” he asks, his eyes going to her with a smirk. “Barely felt a thing.”

“Sophos, I wish they’d kill you already,” she snarls, pulling him to his feet and getting him into the chair. “If I knew they’d station me on a smart mouthed minor, I wouldn’t have taken the transfer.”

“Where’d you come in from?” he asks, with a sly grin, blood trickling from his mouth. “The way you hit, must have been a daycare center. Maybe an old folk's home?”

She smacks him in the back of the head, before leaving the room and slamming the door. Looking down, he sees the blood dripping onto his white shirt and the welts on his arms. He starts to laugh at the sight. This was his life now. This was his fucking life.

Wiping his mouth on his shoulder, he laughs again. If his mother saw him beat to shit like this, she’d have a fit. She’d send his dad or Hawth after whoever hurt him. He rarely had to fight his own battles, because his mother would go into momma bear mode. It had been like that since the moment he was born. He could hold his own, but he tended to rely more on his wit, while Hawth used strength. It was an odd comparison for the two sons.

Still laughing, he hears the door open. Looking to the entrance he sees Doctor Bretta, a frown on her face. She looked upset by what Soloris just told her. He wasn’t sure if it was at him or at the guard, but her look of unease just made him laugh harder.

“What just happened is not funny, Zeer,” Bretta scolds, moving to the table. “You assaulted a guard.”

“Bitch assaulted me first,” he snickers back. “Sophos, this is all going to be so stupid when I turn 16 and you realize I’m not a fucking Keeper. I expect an apology.”

“Keep acting like this and you won’t make it to your 16th birthday,” she heeds, sitting down.

“This place is a fucking joke,” he replies, leaning on the table.

They lock eyes for a few moments before Bretta clears her throat. She was currently prepping five others for this study and Zeer was the most uncooperative of the bunch. She wasn’t sure if it was due to his age, or upbringing, but he was stubborn, crass, and didn’t seem to take any of this seriously. While others saw yielding to demands as a means to survive, Zeer saw it as giving up. He was the only one going into this with a fighting spirit, and she was proud of him for that. That meant he might have a chance.

“What were you told about level three before your detainment?” she asks, folding her hands on the table.

“Nothing,” he shrugs. “I’m not supposed to be here.”

“Surely your parents told you something,” she urges, raising a brow. “You were detained as a possible Keeper before. I find it hard to believe they wouldn’t try to prepare you in some way.”

“I’ve lived in the middle of bum fuck nowhere for two years because of that wrongful detainment,” he says. “If they taught me anything, it’s that you people are a load of idiots who don’t know the difference between a Keeper of Light and a fucking Aitian with albinism. The Skerricks don’t have a single ancestor with Keeper blood. You can tell that to your fucking Queen.”

“You’ve gotten vulgar,” she sighs, going to write down a note.

The comment gets another laugh out of him. “Are you fuckers really in a place to lecture me about my fucking language? If you’re going to make me eat, sleep, and shit in the same room, at least let me talk how I want.”

She takes a deep breath and looks at him with soft eyes. “What can I do to make this easier on you?”

“Let me talk to my fucking family for starters,” he snaps. “You want me to cooperate? Make this shit worth my damn effort.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” she replies.

“Then fuck your fucking study,” he replies, moving his hands to flip her off. “You can kiss my purple ass.”

He watches her take a calming breath. He was pissing her off with every word he spoke. Did he want Bretta angry at him? She was the only one even remotely nice in this place. She brought him sweets and games. She made sure he didn’t lose his mind.

“I get to meet with you weekly until you come into your Source,” she reminds him. “Please don’t make them revoke that privilege.”

He frowns at the statement. Maybe he did need to cooperate a bit. No part of him wanted to though. He wanted to be just as heated and feisty as he was raised to be. With that comment, she gets back to her notes.
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Several more months had passed. They had moved him to yet another cell that was somewhat furnished. This one even had a wash basin.

Currently he was working on a mountain range puzzle. He could probably knock it out before lunch tomorrow. He had quite a routine established that made his imprisonment at least bearable. He’d work on his puzzles in his cell until he had sessions with Bretta, showers, or his scheduled exercise time. During all of those outings he’d make sure to voice his disdain and usually try to get a rise out of Soloris.

Looking over to the clock, he watches it tick closer to midnight. Getting up from the floor, he moves to his cot and pulls out a small box from underneath. Bretta had given him a slice of pie to celebrate his birthday. She didn’t want him to spend the day feeling alone since they didn’t have a session. That was what she did. She made sure he always felt taken care of. Judging by the constant screaming he could hear echoing in this place, he felt lucky.

When they would walk him down the hall to his Bretta sessions, the cries just got worse. For about a month he heard a woman in agony begging for death until one day she just stopped. He heard another man softly crying along the same hall. When he asked Doctor Bretta about them, she said not to worry. That he would meet them in time. He wasn’t sure he wanted to meet them.

Sitting back down at his puzzle, he opens up the box. It was a slice of peach pie, just like he requested the year prior. He had always loved peaches. His mother had a crate shipped in and they’d have jellies and canned peaches year round. His favorite was when she made pie or put the canned peaches on top of warm vanilla cream. He wondered if he’d ever spend another birthday with his mother again.

Glancing to the clock, he notes that midnight was just two minutes away. He lets out a heavy sigh. Tomorrow would tell his captors if he was held justly or not. It could possibly mean his release. If he truly wasn’t a Keeper of Light, he could go home. It was one of the few things that kept him going the last few months. Bretta could see he was losing his fight and told him if he made it to his birthday, he could go back to his family.

Going home felt like a distant dream. He wasn’t even sure if his family was alive. They could have killed them, just like they killed Hawth. He shudders at the idea. His brother had just turned 20. That meant he could finally go out on his own, and he planned to once the farm was set for summer and his unity bonding with Greer was done. They were going to travel south to celebrate and see the ocean. None of them had visited a beach before, and that’s what Hawth wanted. He wanted to see the great oceans and enjoy the water every single day.

He hears the small beep from his clock to signal it was midnight. He looks down at his hands waiting for something to ignite, but it was calm. Maybe that meant tomorrow would be a normal day.

“Happy birthday, Zeer,” he mumbles to himself, taking a bite of the pie and going back to his puzzle.

After finishing up the sweet treat, he gets up again. He shoves the box back under his bed, planning to return it to Bretta at their next session. Crawling into bed, he stares at the ceiling for a moment. Part of him wondered if his family would still celebrate today. His eyes well up thinking about it.

He feels a twinge in his back from the metal. Wincing, he turns onto his side, the pain subsiding. Shaking off the ache, he lets himself lull off to sleep, but his sleep was quickly interrupted by searing pain.

Waking up in a cold sweat, filled with agony, Zeer writhes in his bed for a moment. Looking at his hands, he could see the glowing veins ignite. Every part of him felt like it was on fire as the vessels in his body filled with the white hot glow. When the heat hits his back, he screams. This shouldn’t have been happening. He wasn’t a Keeper.

Sitting up felt nearly impossible, but he did it. Tossing the blankets off, he tries to get to his feet, but instead, finds himself collapsing to the floor. The scorching pain was coursing through him as the burning hit his eyes. Bretta said it would hurt, but this bad? He wasn’t prepared for it to be this bad! It felt like he was going to explode. Each pump of his heart sent the agony deeper. Even his brain felt like it was on fire.

He thought about calling for help, but who would? All the others who sat screaming in their cells were never acknowledged. Curling up into a ball on the floor, he feels the tears come to his eyes. They even felt like flames licking his cheeks. It seemed the longer this went on, the more the pain ignited. Each inhale was filled with acid and each pump of his blood was kerosine waiting to burn. How long was this going to last?
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Leaning against the wall, Zeer had gone numb to the pain. They left him in his cell alone screaming for two days. He was shaking heavily, the chills feeling uncontrollable. He wasn’t sure if he was trembling because he was cold, or because he was still in agony.

Around him, his cell was in disarray. It was obvious he had powered up a few times, setting his puzzle ablaze. The charred remains sat in the center of the floor. Zeer used his water jug to put it out. He didn’t even care. He couldn’t keep water or food down anyway. The pain he was in was too much and had made his stomach tight.

Closing his eyes, he feels a jolt in his skull. An image begins to play on the back of his lids as the heat hits them. He was running through a forest... but it wasn’t him. He was too low to the ground. He lets the image play as he comes to a stream. He pauses, looking at the fresh water and moves toward it. Going in for a drink, he cocks his brow. The reflection in the stream was a red fox. He watches it wince in pain as another wave of agony takes over Zeer. Forcing himself to open his eyes, the image goes away.

He lets out a shuddering breath as his cell door opens. Part of him wanted to dart at whoever was there, but he felt too weak to try. As Doctor Bretta enters, he relaxes slightly. He takes his blank gaze to the floor as the door closes behind her. Her legs come into his view. She was wearing a heat resistant suit.

“How are you feeling, Zeer?” she asks, crouching down and grabbing his chin carefully. She forces his gaze.

“Like shit. Thanks for asking,” he whispers, his voice hoarse from the screaming.

“They wouldn’t let me see you,” she says.

He lets himself relax a bit more as the tears come back. He averts his gaze to the floor again. The emotion causes his Source to hit his eyes, making him scream. He had figured it out. Every time his Source reacted; the pain got more intense.

“Zeer, you need to try and stay calm,” Doctor Bretta instructs. “Look at me,” she pleads, Zeer doing so. “Your Source makes the metal react. Do you understand?”

He nods his head, but he couldn’t get it to stop. It was making his mind feel like jelly. His vision was blurring as he tried to focus on her. It was like he was battling to keep his sight in the room and not back at that river.

“The metal will kill you, just like it did the others,” she explains. “If you can’t find a way to control it, you will die. I need you to understand that.”

Nodding his head again, he sucks in his tears. He needed to be resilient and never show his fear. It was going to be harder since the thing he needed to hide his fear from was himself.

Taking several deep breaths, he lets his Source subside and the pain dulls. Why hadn’t she come two days ago? Why didn’t she prepare him for this? Wasn’t her job to keep him mentally sound? Letting him suffer in agony for days didn’t help in the least. If anything, his mind felt the most unstable in his life.

“Can you eat?” she asks. “What about water?”

He shakes his head. “It hurts.”

“Okay,” she breathes. “I’m going to take you to the lab. If you can’t eat, you need your nutrition somehow.”

He nods and lets her urge him to his feet. Walking was painful. His joints felt like they were filled with sand. When they exited the cell, he felt relief seeing a wheelchair. Perhaps they actually would take care of him. As Bretta gestures to the seat, a guard attempts to take Zeer. She glares before shooing him away.

She gets Zeer into the chair and begins to wheel him down the hall. He hears the guards behind him talking amongst themselves, but only one sentence was audible. “Clean it out for the next one. He won’t be back.” He feels his stomach clench at the comment but continues to take deep breaths. He could control his emotions. If his Source reacted to his emotions, he needed to be void of them.

As they entered the lab, he was greeted by the screams again. The agony filled cries seemed to be louder this time and hit him harder. He winces as the pain begins to echo in himself. Why was this so intense?

Doctor Bretta takes him to a room and urges him to get up. The room was small, padded, and had nothing inside. She frowns as she leaves him to sit on the floor but returns with a medical cart and a nurse. He felt his nerves set in by the looks on their faces. Both of these women felt guilty. Why were they guilty?

“He needs a PICC line for liquid nutrition and fluids as well. Don’t let Murdyn near him until he’s at least hydrated,” Bretta orders. “We need to make sure his PICC line is patched up well so he can’t tear it out.”

The nurse nods her head and begins to do as instructed. Zeer looks at Bretta with fear in his eyes. As the seconds ticked on, she looked more and more upset.

“Let me do it,” Bretta states, moving the nurse. “I’d like a moment with him.”

The nurse nods again and pulls away. She had already numbed the area and prepped the items on the cart but would let Bretta insert the PICC line. Kneeling down in front of Zeer she begins to prepare the site.

“I want you to listen to me,” Bretta begins, speaking in hushed tones. “You’re the first one put into these studies who had time to acclimate. That metal has been in your blood for over a year, meaning your body is used to it. That alone gives you better odds than anyone else in the lab.” He watches her and gives a nod of the head. “I'm working on a medicine, but in the meantime, try to make yourself valuable. Show Murdyn and Queen Mala you need to survive. Find your peritia. Your gift... If your gift has value, then so does your life. Strike a deal. You still have fight left in you.”

“What deal?” he asks, speaking lowly.

“A deal that will help you survive.”
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Another four weeks had passed. Zeer felt like he was going mad as he sat there in the cushioned cell. Other than the daily bag change for a feeding tube and bathroom privileges, his days were spent alone. He had gotten thinner since he came into his Source. His body was burning through whatever they were feeding into the line. They had tried to take him off it a few times, but each time just left his cell coated in vomit. The pain in his body was not welcoming any food or water. Swallowing hurt in a way he couldn’t even explain to his captors. He had gone numb to the burning in his veins, his mind eluding it to nothing more than pins and needles.

He jumps as the bolt on his cell was undone. He kept his gaze ahead, waiting to see who was going to come in. He expected it to be the nurse, but to his surprise, it was Doctor Murdyn. He hadn’t seen her since his intake and the insertion of the metal in his back. She had lost interest in him up until his magic manifested.

“I have someone for you to meet,” she states, grabbing his arm and coaxing him to his feet. She unhooks the feeding tube a bit aggressively. “Bretta said I should let you out at least once a week for enrichment, but I never do that for the others.”

He numbly lets her guide him out of the room. The woman didn’t even bother to shackle him, knowing if he tried to run, he wouldn’t get far. She takes him down a hall. They walked for a bit, his legs shaky, until they came to a door. She unbolts the lock and shoves Zeer into the room before closing it. The push forces him to stumble and fall to the ground with a hard thud.

Getting into a sitting position, he looks up to see another Keeper of Light. They had a numb look on their face with silent tears streaming down their cheeks. He looks over his shoulder to the door and then back to the man. He looked no older than Hawth. Probably in his 20s.

“Hello?” Zeer asks.

The man’s gaze darts to him. The craze in his eyes resembled a rabid animal, as he bolted from his corner and toward Zeer. Scrambling to his feet, Zeer moved back toward the door, but it was locked.

“You here to torture me too!?” the man screams. “I’ll kill you!”

Zeer gawks, as the man dives toward him again. Jumping out of the way, Zeer falls to his hands and knees. Adrenaline shoots through him as he gets his footing and rushes toward the other side of the room. Why did Murdyn put him in here? Was she trying to get him killed? He hears the man scream as he rushes him again. Avoiding the Keeper was only making him angrier. What choice did Zeer have though?

The man pauses and moves toward the glass window in the door. He slams his fist into it with bear like strength, shattering the glass. Zeer could see blood dripping from the man’s hand as he bent down and picked up a spike. He watches the Keeper’s Source ignite as it heals him, pulling a guttural scream. Feeling the panic sink in, Zeer tries to come up with a plan. There wasn’t one though.

The man rushes him again. This time he grabs Zeer’s arm, forcing him to fall hard on his back. The metal slamming into his spine caused Zeer to let out a shocked gasp as the pain ran down his body. It stuns him for a moment as the man takes the glass and begins to stab his chest. Zeer feels his Source activate, heat hitting his torso. Part of him felt eased by the sensation, but it was quickly overtaken by pain. As he attempted to squirm away, the man sliced at his face. This forces Zeer to put a hand to his left eye.

Zeer begins to scream as the door to the room opens and the crack of an arrow flying resounds. He feels the man go limp on top of him, the glass still stuck in his chest. Soloris comes toward them and shoves the other Keeper off Zeer, letting Doctor Murdyn come to view him. She laughs, seeing Zeer’s Source ignite and the pain on his face.

Regulating his breathing, Zeer squeezes his eyes shut until his magic subsides. He could taste blood, his mouth quickly filling with the copper and pooling in the back of this throat. He rolls onto his side and spits out a puddle of crimson. Moving his hand down his face he could feel the slice from the glass had gone deep, the split in his lip very evident. His left eye was nothing but red, the blood pooling in the socket.

“Heal yourself,” Murdyn orders.

He wasn’t going to let his Source power up. He actually preferred to bleed out. At least then he’d be free. He could maybe visit his family in their dreams. Assure them he was safe and at home with the Elder Spirits and no longer suffering.

“Heal yourself, or I’ll let you die!” the woman snarls.

“Death sounds better then breathing the same air as you,” Zeer laughs, blood trickling down his chin. He could hear the slur in his speech from the split lip.

“Take him to the clinic,” Murdyn snarls. “He’s the most stubborn yet.”

The comment gets another laugh out of him as he rolls onto his stomach. That’s what this was. This was a test. She wanted to see how much control he had of his magic and was shocked. Having only had his Source for less than five weeks; it was impressive he could shut it off. In fact, most Keepers couldn’t stop their Sources from doing natural processes like healing.

He honestly didn’t even know he could heal. It made sense. He had definitely broken a finger slamming his cot against the wall and the pain eased within thirty seconds. It also explained why the PICC line hadn’t bothered him. His body healed the insertion site rapidly. He wondered if that made Bretta’s job difficult.

He chuckles again as they roughly pull him to his feet. He was starting to feel lightheaded as the blood continued to pour from his face and chest. He was shocked that his left eye was still intact considering how bad this felt. Looking down, he could see he was coated in blood and laughs again. The fact he survived another horrid day was comical.

“Get him stitched up and put back in his cell,” Murdyn orders.

“The plush one?” Zeer mocks. “I like it in there. It’s soft, like your head.”

The comment gets a growl out of Murdyn as she storms out. They leave the room, Zeer unable to stop laughing at what just happened. What else was there to do?

He snickers again as they plop him down in a chair in the clinic and a nurse comes in. This was the same woman who had been giving him his daily feeds. Her name was Nora. She was always gentle but rarely looked him in the eyes. It was like she didn’t want to get attached to another patient that was destined to die.

“Oh, Zeer,” she scolds, closing the door behind her. “Just heal yourself.”

“I power up, it’ll hurt,” he shrugs. “It’s not that bad.”

“Stop talking,” she sighs.

She cuts his shirt off to reveal at least a dozen partially healed stab wounds. She looks them over but decides to focus on his face. Face injuries always bled dramatically. He hisses as she begins working on the wound. He could feel every movement and every stitch. When she got to his lip, she lets out a sigh.

“You don’t heal this, you’ll have a nasty scar,” she heeds, glancing into his eyes for the first time since he met her. He shrugs in response. After finishing her stitch job, she pushes away from him. “You are one hell of a fighter, kid. You might give Murdyn a run.”

“That’s the goal,” he laughs breathlessly with a bloody smile.
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