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Yuli

Sochi, Roche, Second Age, 1998.

A seagull cried overhead as Yuli perched on a barrel and watched enforcers surround the Quiet Waters inn. Smoke rose from the little shrine in the inn’s courtyard, tugged about by the icy sea winds, but Yuli now knew that the offerings were only a cover. That fire hadn’t been lit with prayers to the gods. He’d even seen it grow cold many times in his past few weeks of spying.

This was his favorite part of the job—finding where the gods were forgotten and making things right again. Places like Quiet Waters, where sacrifices were neglected and offering fires ignored, called down the hatred of the gods onto the land.

Roche was already a barren place because of the gods’ curses. It was only due to the guidance of the priests that the land was not wholly consumed by fire and ash. Yuli was banned from serving in the priesthood, a fact sealed by the slave tattoo on his cheek, but he could still serve the gods by exposing unbelievers. Anyone who found and reported Christians would be blessed, both in this life and the next, even if they were born slaves.

Claws scratched on wood, and Yuli looked over to see a seagull perched on the barrel beside his own. The bird tilted its head to stare at the fish pie in Yuli’s hand.

“It’s mine,” Yuli said, turning away from the bird. “My master gave it to me as a gift.”

Every time Yuli brought word of the whereabouts of Christians, his master rewarded him. Sometimes he offered a few coins or a worn cloak, but Yuli liked it best when the old priest gave him food. As a slave, Yuli wasn’t allowed inside the best inns and taverns. But that didn’t stop him from standing outside and smelling the food.

Across the street, the enforcers broke the inn door and rushed inside, swords drawn. Yuli knew what they would find inside: a Christian family holding an illegal worship service on a sacrificial morning.

The inn was a perfect cover. With patrons visiting from other lands, the family would have had to remain at work to serve the sailors. The patrons, unfamiliar with the customs of the land, wouldn’t notice if the inn received a stream of Rochen visitors who should have been attending the sacrifices at the heart of the city.

When the first terrified scream filled the air, drowning out the nearby gulls, Yuli knew it was time to leave. If word got out that the little boy begging scraps around the shipyard was a slave for the High Priest of Sochi, his spying days would be over.

This was his least favorite part of the job—watching people who had been kind to him die. Sometimes the enforcers killed them on the spot. Other times, the prisoners were kept alive until a market day so everyone could watch them die.

Either way, blood was spilled and the gods would forgive their trespasses. The ocean town of Sochi would be cleansed, and perhaps Yuli would receive another pie or two. These days he was always hungry, and pie kept him full and warm.

The cook at Quiet Waters often gave him pie. Whenever she saw him begging in the courtyard, she would call him over and give him something warm to eat. She used to offer him a place by the fire, but once he was certain they were Christians, he had to refuse. Eating food from her hands was bad enough, but stepping under her roof? The gods would never forgive that.

Yuli’s stomach growled, and he took a bite of his fish pie. Sailors were streaming out of the inn doors now, fleeing the prospect of watching an execution. Today was their lucky day, for no one would expect them to pay for their drinks now that the proprietor was arrested.

The gull made a grab for the pie, and Yuli chased it away with a wave. After a final glance at the Quiet Waters, he hopped off his barrel and made for the harbor. By his estimation, he had enough time to check on one of his other suspected locations and return to the inn before the recorder came to log the raid.

If he timed everything right, there might be a few minutes during which the inn would be completely empty. Patrons gone, owners captured, enforcers hunting down those who escaped. It would be just enough time for Yuli to slip inside and do a small raid of his own. He knew exactly what he would grab.

One of the daughters played the gusli. Yuli knew very little about instruments, but its glittering pearl decorations probably meant that one was worth some money. Yuli knew a ship captain that would pay money, questions unasked, for a nice gusli.

The daughter certainly wouldn’t need it anymore. Yuli would miss hearing her music, like he would miss her mother’s steaming hot pies. It was a pity that they chose to anger the gods by worshipping one they couldn’t even see. Yuli didn’t understand how such kind, smiling people could bring down anger and judgment onto their own home.

He caught a whiff of blood on the wind and picked up his pace. He had done his job, and the gods would bless him for it. The Solovyov family was no longer his concern.
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Anya Solovyova

Ozveny, the Royal City of Arribor, Second Age, 1998.

“Once upon a dreary night,

a cold and wild winter night,

a minstrel came, with music fame,

and knocked upon the door.

She left fresh snow upon the floor,

and set her boots beside the door.

With gusli bright and voice so light,

she shared her tale of woe.”

Anya sang to the sunrise, her voice raspy from a night of little sleep. Staring at the starlit garden was better than sleeping through nightmares, and now she had a terrific view of the hrad towers turning from gray to gleaming white as the sun rose.

She pulled the blanket closer around her shoulders and leaned back against the porch railing. Lights glowed behind the windows of nearby houses as people rose and stoked their fires.

Ozveny, the Royal City of Arribor, was waking up. Anya sniffed and continued in her sing-song whisper.

“A lover gone, abandoned so.

The minstrel cries, Oh death and woe!

As blood is red, and graves hold dead,

my lonely tale is true.”

Over two weeks ago, what had started as an ordinary church service had soon become a bloodbath. Christian worship was banned in Roche and, somehow, the priests must have learned that Anya’s family held services at their inn.

Some of the Christians were killed trying to escape. Others, like Anya and her father, made it out alive. The rest were captured and publicly executed a few days later.

Because Quiet Waters was such a popular place to eat, the locals were particularly distraught at learning they had been served by Christians. The ensuing hunt for survivors was enough to convince Father it was safer to leave Roche than to try and stay hidden. The small group of Biblia smugglers they worked with helped them board a ship, where they left everything behind—including Anya’s mother.

“You’re up early.”

Anya looked up to see Father crossing the garden. Their hosts had erected a temporary home out of the garden shed, giving Anya and her father a bit of unexpected privacy. Compared to sharing a cramped room in a ship with ten other people, or trying to find sleep in a bumpy cart, the garden shed was quiet and spacious.

“Did you have another nightmare?” Father asked, taking a seat on the porch beside Anya and sliding an arm behind her shoulders.

The memories of Vera’s death had frequently haunted Anya’s nights since the day of the raid. If she closed her eyes, she could still see her sister kneeling in a patch of snow with her hands tied behind her back. If she let her mind and hands grow idle, she could see the bloody sword piercing Vera’s heart.

“Da,” Anya said, rubbing her eyes. “I couldn’t sleep, so I came out here so I wouldn’t wake you.”

“A garden is one of the best places to watch the sunrise.” Father took a deep breath and sighed. “Let me go in the house and see if there is hot water for tea. Wait here.”

Anya waited, her hands resting useless in her lap. She needed something to do, or else her mind would wander...

She didn’t want to remember blood dripping onto snow.

She didn’t want to remember death lurking behind the eyes of the man holding the sword.

She didn’t want to remember the tattoos marking the man as a silencer.

She didn’t want to remember the way the crowd cheered as the silencer cut through the group of Christians.

She didn’t want to remember, but she did anyway. There was nothing else to do. Back home, she would have risen before the sun to prepare the inn with the rest of her family. Breakfast at Quiet Waters needed to be prepared before their customers woke. Horses had to be fed and readied for departure.

The Solovyov family didn’t dare risk hiring servants, lest word get out that they were Christians. That meant they did all the work themselves. Mother cooked, Father saw to the stables, and Anya and her little sister Vera did everything in between.

Father returned to the porch with two cups of tea. Anya gratefully took the offered drink, breathing in the relaxing steam. She pushed away a lingering memory of blood and dead eyes and turned back to the sunrise.

“We made it,” Father said. “Our first morning in Ozveny.”

“Not all of us made it,” Anya replied.

Vera was dead. Some of the other Christians caught worshipping at Quiet Waters had been killed with her. The ones left alive would surely be sent to the Games of Silence, where their painful deaths would be inevitable.

Only Mother’s fate remained unknown. She had fled with some of the children, and no one had heard from them since. The smugglers had promised to find her and send her on the next ship.

Anya could only hope they were able to keep their promise. She looked at her fingers, feeling the calluses beneath her thumb. She’d left so many things behind in Roche—her books, her beloved gusli, her new boots. But she would gladly never see them again if it meant Mother would live.

“Perhaps we should go for a walk while we drink our tea,” Father suggested. “Sitting here and doing nothing will not ease our fears. And I want to look at all those gardens.”

Father hated being still. Anya understood his need for movement. Wandering through the strange city couldn’t be as dangerous as hiding for their lives in Roche.

The sun continued to rise as Anya and her father stepped onto the road and began their walk. This early in the morning, they appeared to be the only souls out and about. Dew coated the moss-covered stone walls and sparkled on flowerbeds.

Roche was a dreary land, full of black earth and gray stone. There were no trees, and greenery only grew where it was carefully tended. Only the wealthy had enough money and servants to afford gardens.

Arribor was alive. Trees grew in the fields and valleys. Flowers bloomed beside every house and cottage. The air smelled clear, and warm winds promised a beautiful summer.

Anya tried to hate it. She walked past beautiful gardens and houses while her sister lay dead in some unmarked grave. She lived in quiet and safety while her mother remained missing. How could she enjoy herself when every breath ached with the pain of loss?

“Any word about Mother?” The words slipped from Anya’s lips. She knew the answer. It was the same as it had been for weeks.

Her father shook his head. “The next Biblia smuggler ship was supposed to sail out two weeks after we did. If she’s on it, we won’t know until they reach land.”

Anya didn’t want to wait two weeks for news. She wanted to know now. “I hope she’s all right. The smugglers said they would find her, but what if they don’t?”

“We should never have left Roche.” Father stopped and took a sip of his tea. A long moment passed before he spoke again. “I should not have listened to the others and let them convince me. There is nothing for us in Arribor.”

He’s right. We should never have come here. Anya took a sip of her tea and found it was already cool. She’d hardly drunk any of it. The temptation to fling it to the ground was strong, but she forced her grip on the handle to soften.

It was not her cup. She was a guest living off the kindness of others. The Rochen Biblia smugglers had contacts across all of Arromëre, and some Arriborn nobles were willing to open their homes (and their garden sheds) to help Christians in need.

“I’ve never seen so many flowers.” Father pointed to a house on their right. A stone walk led the way from the road to the front door, surrounded by rosebushes and small trees. “I’ve wanted to do something like that in front of the inn for years.”

Roses were expensive to buy and difficult to keep alive once in the ground. Sometimes it seemed like the very dirt of Roche was determined to keep things of beauty from thriving.

“I think it would look pretty with roses out front.” Anya swallowed a wave of sorrow. They might never stand outside Quiet Waters again. Someone else would run the inn. Someone else would tend to travelers. Their former livelihood was gone.

She took a few quick sips of the cold tea and turned to study the next house. More flowers. More green. More proclamations of wealth and happiness.

God, forgive my attitude. These are probably nice people living here. It’s not their fault my family is broken. It’s not their fault that Arribor is green and Roche is not.

“What happened here?” Father crossed
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