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About 100 years ago...

“

I don’t understand why mother waited until now to send me to Animus Rock,” Lilli said with an indignant huff, “as I am to be elderclaim. It doesn’t seem right to keep me apart from the Kingdom that I’m meant to lead someday.” 

“Yes,” Amos echoed absentmindedly. “Surely, Lilli,” he said, “but Mother just wants what is best for you.” He paused and swallowed hard. “We all do.” 

Lilli paused her lively gait and turned to look at her older brother, widening her turquoise blue eyes, reminiscent of a twilight sky.  “How can anyone know what is best for me but me?” she asked him pointedly. 

Amos blinked back at her, not having a good answer. No one knows what’s best, he thought to himself. 

Outwardly, Amos Minney shrugged. 

It was nearing the end of Spring Equinox, nearly time to pack the carriages and return to Littlebell. This was the first equinox that Lilli was permitted out of their blood realm, as her eighteenth year was fast approaching. Despite their father’s concerns and Amos’s contesting pleas, Sia Minney demanded that her charmed daughter be sent to Animus Rock for some of the traditional Vanguard schooling. Amos agreed to bring the girl for a quarter of a moon only, to give her a taste of what she was to inherit, and to interact with the other bloodlines, under supervision, of course. Sia was staunchly New and scarred from the horrors of the Blood Wars, so she was particularly careful. But since her trusted eldest son Amos was going to be with the girl, she put her worries aside. 

Amos gazed down at his comely sister where they’d paused in Eden’s maze aside white-blanketed evergreens and a snowdrift. Tiny magical flakes nestled in her pale braided hair and melted on her ebony skin. He was glad for the girl’s beauty because it distracted from her genius. He was sure Lilli was much smarter than he was and although he would never admit it to himself, Amos knew deep down she would be a better leader for Littlebell’s realm than he. 

Still, he was stalwart in the plans he’d set into motion so many years ago. 

Lilli seemed to accept Amos’s non-answer and fell back into a lively pace again, nearly skipping through the banks of snow accumulating on this section of the path. She was used to her older brother’s quiet ways. Her intricately patterned gown, mimicking white lilli flowers, her favorite, made a smoothing path overtop of the snow. Overhead, snow churned beneath the true sky of blinding white clouds atop of bright blue sky. Amos glanced upwards and briefly appreciated the magical secrets of his long-ago Vanguard ancestors - the ones he was intending to honor by taking back his birth right. 

Amos cleared his throat. Lilli noticed with a glance over her shoulder. “I have some men to introduce you to,” he said to answer her gaze. “Old companions from my time at Academy.” 

“Vanguards?” Lilli asked with deep curiosity. “Oldblood Vanguards?” she added, slowing her pace, creeping grin growing up both cheeks. 

It made Amos’s deception all the easier that his sister was intrigued by what wasn’t permitted. Since childhood, if you told her she couldn’t have something, the girl demanded it instantly. She always wanted what she couldn’t have. 

Amos nodded. “Yes,” he told his little sister. “Oldblood Vanguards. Norland and Brochet.” 

Lilli’s pale eyebrows lifted high then she squinted her brilliant almond shaped eyes. “Bin and Lucien?” she asked. 

Amos nodded again. “Yes, they are old companions of mine,” he said carefully.

“Mother would never allow it,” Lilli said to Amos with a mischievous smile. “I’m to have nothing to do with Old blood.”  

A third time, Amos nodded. “Yes.” He paused. “But mother doesn’t need to know.” 

Lilli’s heart nearly burst from excitement and gratitude. She has always wanted to meet the other kind of Vanguards and now was her chance. “Thank you, brother!” she squealed as she leapt forward, throwing her arms around her stoic kin. 

At her affectionate touch, Amos balked slightly, cringing deep down at her inherent warmth and trust. 

“This way,” he said in little more than a grunt after enduring the hug. The teen-years girl happily obliged and almost skipped from glee behind him, following Amos out into the Vanguard Tree field. 

The enormous oak in the center of the maze towered over Lilli and Amos as they exited one of Eden’s paths and walked into the flowering meadow, just recently bloomed as it was just now Springtime in the Kingdom. Overhead, the magical clouds broke and the true sky of fluffy white over top of blue was all that could be seen. 

Amos headed to an outcropping of large boulders on the side of the field where his long ago sworn allies Bin Norland and Lucien Brochet stood, conferring after the previous day’s Council session. Amos had not been permitted to attend, on Sia’s orders. He was commanded to watch over Lilli instead. 

Amos’s resentment was layered so thick that, at this point, he didn’t know who he was without it. Hate defined him. 

“Why if it isn’t Lord Amos,” Bin said with a scathing smile and teasing inflection upon noticing Amos and Lilli approaching. 

Then Bin realized instantly who the gorgeous young woman with the Minney was. She is real, he thought, heart dropping into his stomach with a thud. He hadn’t fully believed the tale despite Brochet’s assurances so many years ago. He’d heard rumors too of late, but what smart man believes rumors? Bin considered himself the type of man who needed to see and touch a thing to believe in it for himself.  

Lucien Brochet stood back a bit, leaning with his accentuated white cape’s shoulder against the rocks, watching Amos and Lilli approach with knowing eyes. A mischievous smile stole across his lips when they were only a few paces away. He folded his arms. 

Lucien and Bin both were now nearly forty years old and their faces showed their age in wrinkled lines, mostly around their eyes. 

“Lord Norland, Lord Brochet,” Amos addressed each of the oldbloods as he approached with a dutiful bow of his head. “It’s good to greet you.” 

“Aye,” Bin grunted distantly, unable to take his eyes off the blue-eye, completely spellbound. 

“It is good to greet you,” Lucien replied customarily with impeccable diction and a slight nod.

Lilli’s gaze widened as she approached. She’d heard about oldblood skin was but wasn’t ready for how pale they appeared in the sunlight, particularly in comparison to her skin’s coal-hue. Both men were exceedingly tall for what she was used to and both had full heads of hair, where most Littlebell native men lost theirs around the time they were that age. She felt a jolt of excitement run up and down her spine at the way they looked at her, particularly the one with the block jaw and black eyes. Lilli was used to men stumbling over themselves for her yet never had she experienced how it felt to control one so powerful. How it felt to be with another Vanguard. How forbidden. The idea was enticing. She caught the black-eyed man’s gaze briefly, then bit her lip and looked away smiling. 

Bin Norland blushed. 

“Yes,” Amos responded to Lucien’s greeting curtly, “and you as well.” He cleared his throat. “This here is my sister Lilli.” He bit his lip to reveal a deep dimple, thrusting Lilli forward with a gentle nudge of his hand. She took a few steps then brazenly tilted her round face to gaze up at the taller men. 

Lucien and Bin both had expected the girl to be meek and timid, as all Minney women were rumoured to be, but this girl was brimming intensity. Not only was she beautiful but the slight girl was extraordinarily imposing. Lilli stood with a straight back and unwavering eyes that pierced the unsuspecting oldblood men with calculated calm. 

“I am Lilli Minney,” the girl said with resound. “Littlebell elderclaim,” she added confidently, pride bubbling in her chest. 

“Is that so?” Lucien said coyly, eyes briefly flashing to glance at Amos. He looked away. “I am pleased to greet you, truly,” Lucien added with feigned sincerity, an ever-present Brochet trait. “To see you with my own eyes is, well, my Lady, it is a miracle. You are as lovely as the rumors say.” 

“You are,” Bin barked blindly without thinking. Lucien raised a sharp eyebrow his way and half frowned. 

“We are to leave for Littlebell shortly,” Amos said, knowingly meeting Lucien’s eyes. The elderclaim ceremony was only in a handful of moons, he thought. Hardly any time for the oldblood boys to make good on their promise. “Lord Brochet,” he said with emphasis and raised eyebrows. He was tired of waiting for something to happen. He had waited almost eighteen years. “A word.” 

Lucien nodded and pushed himself from his leaning rest aside the rocks. The pair strolled further into the center of the field, through blossoming grass, to rest underneath the Vanguard Tree as they conferred. 

“Have you forgotten?” Amos asked angrily once he and Lucien Brochet were far out of Lilli’s earshot. “Or do you simply want to torture me?” 

Lucien raised his eyebrows slowly. “I am shocked you approach me in such a way. Afterall,” he added, “we have an accord. Do you not trust?” He flashed a mischievous smile. 

“But Brochet,” Amos argued, “when will it happen? She is going around announcing herself as elderclaim, in front of my own face, I may add!” Amos felt his blood sizzling beneath his veins. He felt his head may burst. “It is the highest insult.” He paused, nearly too dizzy from anger to speak. He’d waited patiently, feeling this way, for eighteen years. The time for action had come. “Something must be done before the ceremony,” he said. 

Lucien’s mood fouled. “You do not command me, Minney cunt,” he said in a scathing growl. “Even if I help you, if I’m kind enough to bestow elderclaim on you, you never have the right to address me in such a way. Do you not know who I am?” 

“Brochet,” Amos lowered his voice to a whisper. “I seek your help because of who you are.” 

At that Lucien broke again into his characteristic smile, placated for the time being. “I had spared you the details up until now, Lord Amos, thinking I was doing you a kindness. Don’t twist your mind in a knot with worry. The deed will be done. Do not think I have forgotten. You know Brochet never forgets.” 

“I know,” Amos said quickly. “It’s just that...”

“You don’t know,” Lucien interrupted, sharp black eyebrow raising above one hazel eye. “Or else you would never have questioned me. My word eighteen years ago should have sufficed.” 

“Yes,” Amos said, wanting to argue, yet ashamed, instead fell silent. 

Lucien felt a shadow of pity for the man. He understood a bit about ambition and dreams above one’s station. “I have it on good accord the girl has a favorite grove at the edge of your realm. Truth?” he tiled his head to the side, jostling his thick hair. Lucien rested his hand up against the time-weathered bark of the Vanguard tree, feeling her knots and grooves. 

Amos nodded. “Yes,” he said, thinking of the stories Lilli had told him about her beloved trees. She spent hours, sometimes days with them writing and singing ballads. In Littlebell, she’d gained a reputation as a talented bard. “Yet she is protected when she goes.”

Lucien snorted. “By Morfit guard alone.” 

He was right, Amos thought, nodding slightly. How did Brochet always know everything? “Yes, just a Morfit Guard. But still they are well trained,” Amos added, feeling a hint of defensiveness and blood pride. 

Lucien chuckled, laughing in a way that made Amos feel very small. “Not well trained compared to Westerviolet Guardsmen,” he said, but Amos only shrugged.

“What is the plan then?” Amos straightened his back. “To take her from the grove?” It was hard to say the words, harder than Amos had realized it would be, although he’d fantasised about it happening over and over since her birth. He tried swallowing but a lump caught in his throat. Amos shrugged his feelings aside. 

Lucien nodded. “Aye.” He paused to feel crisp Spring wind rustle his hair. “It’ll be as if she disappeared.” 

Meanwhile, Lilli was left alone with Bin. She looked up at him with wide eyes, like the child she was, never having seen any part of the Kingdom besides Littlebell. Never having been with a man. Bin gazed down at the blue-eye as if she was Emihir herself. He was awe-struck by her beauty and more-so by her command and poise. 

“You’re Norlandblood, huh?” Lilli asked Bin brashly, studying him as if he were a cow for the slaughter. No one had ever looked at him like that before. “You don’t seem evil to me,” she finally said, then flashed a deep dimpled grin. Her turquoise eyes sparkled in the bright sunlight. 

Bin stood a bit straighter, yet his chest felt hot. His pale cheeks flushed. The girl’s beauty was overwhelming. Her wit more-so. Everything about her ensnared him. 

Despite himself, Bin Norland was in love. 
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Present Day

A

nimus Rock was a massive stronghold placed along the winding Missi River, about halfway from Wraithswail to Hellswater. Sloping meadows and patchwork farmland outstretched both flat horizons, bottoming out in the Missi’s river basin until lapping up against Animus Rock’s fortress wall. Eight luxurious stone towers with octagon faces–atop the castle herself an octagon with eight sides–shot into the sky from the top of a high piled motte in the very center of the city. Ravens nested amongst stone statues in overwhelming multitude. The birds’ bodies appeared tiny from great distance and together looked like pulsing black clouds over it all. 

Sybil and Rose arrived late to the Fall Equinox Ball, a yearly celebration marking the beginning of that season’s Council session. There were large balls in the fall and the spring, as well as to commemorate the Summer Solstice, with Winter Solstice reserved for Vanguard Day celebrations. 

Sybil wore an intricately crafted gown in her bloodline’s signature color, tight to her bust but flounced out at her waist, in mimic of the gowns of old she saw displayed in the East Tower. She’d had it custom sewn by a native brought in from Ironbark exactly for that purpose. Her hair was piled high on her head, stuck with gem pins, and the ouburous hung between her breasts. Her lips were rubbed in berry balm and her eyes, dark and biting, were unlined. Rose was in a similar dress with a much higher bodice and no flouncing. Her dress fell flatly to her well crafted boots. Her hair, like Sybil’s was knotted on her head in an intricate fashion and stuck with gem pins. She felt ridiculous and uncomfortable, wishing she could let it free, but Sybil demanded she adorn herself properly for such a formal event. Rose obliged. 

When they arrived, Sybil hung back along the stone railing overlooking the large ballroom’s activity. She swallowed hard, realizing her gown was entirely out of fashion. She had expected to stand out, but not so drastically. Now, the high native women of Animus Rock and most of the Vanguard women as well, oldblood or new, wore draped gowns with mostly high necks, and their hair cropped short to their chins. On their ears, endless baubles and gems hung, clanging as they turned their heads. Sybil eyed them all with distain, wishing it was an earlier time, before natives were allowed to attend such extravagant festivities. How far we have fallen, she thought. 

Most of the newblood Vanguards hung by the large windows reaching over the ballroom, aside iron candelabras sparkling with yellow light. Most of the oldblood Vanguards gravitated towards the Tourmaline Throne–a massive block of black stone carved into a seat, where the King of the Vanguards typically rested. But that eve, Humphry Bellamine was notably absent. Sybil didn’t know him. He was younger than she and only reached Academy once she was already back at Westerviolet, married to Rosen, then pregnant with Rose. But she had not heard good things about him. She did see, however, his sister Verity with her husband Herman Graves, dancing. 

When Sybil had taken stock of all below her, she descended the large staircase that spilled the balcony onto the dance floor. It was as if time paused. The music even stopped. All turned to look at her, some whispering, others gasping at her arrival. She felt herself buzzing, internally screaming with glee, outwardly aloof and calm. 

She greeted her old friends and was cordial to those of other bloodlines, all the while brimming with excitement. Several Norlands attempted to dance with her and she refused. Several Thornes attempted to fetch Animus wine for her and she declined. A few eligible Busk men began to approach her but she turned her nose up at them, as any respectable Vanguard woman would do. She looked for her old friend Rupert, and Hector Graves, but she did not see either. 

The oldblood women fluttered around her, asking her about Westerviolet, her late husband and her plans for Council. Some newblood women, like Galla Morfit, glared at her meanly from the side of the ballroom, although she waved and smiled politely. She was still who she had always been. The center of society. In control of it all. Sybil Brochet. 
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While staying at Animus Rock, Rose and Sybil occupied one of eleven villas overlooking the Missi in the east of the city. 

Each villa’s high, arched entryway faced Animus’s impressive towers on one side and the Missi on the other. Each villa was a small empire in and of itself, abuzz with life, requiring countless native hands to operate.  Each structure was four stories high, constructed of yellow stone. Each was decorated differently, to suit each respective bloodline’s sensibilities and style. 

Inside Thorne’s Villa, the ceilings were high with the walls painted thick coats of plaster in whites and creams. Gauzy curtains blew through open air doorways. The floors were polished grey stone. Inside was pristine and alluring, with unusual potted plants at every corner, yet felt inexplicably impersonal and cold. Not unlike Thorneblood. On the balcony of each level was a garden, allegedly reminiscent of Graceview herself, and from the river-facing side it appeared that an exotic forest sprouted from the murky waters of the Missi.  

Sybil and Rose had a breath-taking view of the sunrise over the Confines from where they sat on the highest veranda, atop iron chairs topped with ruby cushions. The pair drank from sweating goblets and the tart lemon aroma of their homeland drink floated through the hot, late-summer air. The breeze blew ripples across the wide muddy river, cut by various fishing vessels and wide barges. 

“Ice.” Sybil sloshed the contents of her cool drink back and forth. “It’s how you know you’re somewhere of note, Rose. If they give you Winter Garden ice.” 

Rose nodded, sighing silently to herself. She squinted from the rising dawn, then glanced down to Ellie, snoozing at her feet. 

Sybil initially forbade the dog from making the journey to Animus Rock but had a change of heart when she saw Rose’s heartbroken face. Even she, for all her cold ways, couldn’t take her child’s only friend. Even if it was just a lowly hound. She couldn’t understand the girl’s connection to the animal, but she didn’t have to. If the dog’s presence kept Rose placated and calm, dutifully learning her lessons like an oldblood Vanguard should, then so be it, she’d thought. 

“We’ve made it, Rose.” Sybil said, taking a sip. “Nearly,” she added with a wistful sigh and a quick glance to Animus Rock castle’s Eighth Tower. Only the King and Queen, and their children, were allowed inside. 

After Rosen’s death she’d decided on a new ambition. If she couldn’t have love, she wanted power. She wanted to reach the highest tower. She wanted to be Queen. 

“Did you see Aftea Regnard’s hair at the ball yesterday? Tousled about her face like a sand-blown hive. She went on and on and on about her daughter’s delicate condition, as if everyone didn’t know. Yes, they found a good earthblood to marry her to, I expected nothing less. Her being an earthblood and her reformed husband of hers can preach all they want, but mark my words, that baby is Edgar’s,” Sybil said in a scandalous whisper, “but, he’s off at Wraithswail training. How convenient, especially for Herman.”

Rose didn’t respond. She hated gossip. But, oh, how her mother loved it. 

“Her hair! Did you see how thin? I swear, I spotted horse mane! The scandal. Gachan Regnard’s wife, balding!” Sybil laughed, taking a sip of her cold drink. “Mine doesn’t look like that does it?” she asked Rose quickly, voice lowering slightly, adjusting her shiny raven mane over one shoulder. 

“No. You have nice hair, Mother.”  

“Are you sure? You would tell me, wouldn’t you?” 

“Yes, Mother.”

“Oh, you will never believe what happened to the Morfits! You know Lady Faye?” 

Sybil blathered on as Rose pretended to listen, holding her drink, taking a slow sip, watching cawing birds with black beaks diving in search of their first meals of the day in the lazy brown Missi. Rose had never seen such strange types of fowl before, or such a large body of water. She looked upon the new scenery with wonderment. 

“I heard the news last eve,” Sybil said. “Both old Morfits losing it in their late years.” 

“That is sad,” Rose replied, half listening, studying the foreign activity on the river below. She’d never seen a river before, only a mote. She imagined all how many people went up and down that river every day. Everything that lived in that river. All the animals that drank from it. How alive that river was. Part of her wished she could jump on a barge and explore it for herself. Or dive in and swim away from her mother. 

“Not all!”

“Not all what?” Rose asked, concentration broken, turning to look at Sybil with a slight frown.  

“Old Goodman Morfit decided to take his senile wife on a carriage ride, unaccompanied.” 

Rose knew it was improper for Vanguards, especially elderly ones, to travel unattended. “How far?” 

“Days from Croft, I hear.” 

That surely sounded like something one shouldn’t do. “Really?” 

“He did!” Sybil said, lifting both sharp eyebrows emphatically high. “He may be the oldest in the Kingdom, after Hjalmar, and your grandfather, of course,” she added. “But still, Goodman readied a cart and horse all alone. Faye is furious at the earthblood for not stopping him. Furious! Rupert more-so I’d imagine, I haven’t spoken to him of it yet. He was not there last eve. I’d be surprised if they haven’t already been sent to the pyre. I don’t blame either of them. Those earthblood should have done something. Those earthblood should have stopped them.”

“What happened?” 

“Faye said they found a horse and cart missing. Searched the castle and the grounds and found no sign.”

“Where’d they go?”

“No one knows,” Sybil said cryptically, taking a sip from her glass as the rising sun cast her pale skin in an ethereal glow. Rose listened, concern for the old Morfits mounting despite having never met them. “They didn’t leave a note nor tell an earthblood,” Sybil explained. “The search went on and on. Faye said it was terrible. After four days, they were discovered in a thicket off an abandoned path, stuck in the mud. Calla was dead in the cart, like she’d starved, the invalid she was. Goodman dead next to it, as if he’d tried to go for help and fell and hit his head.”

Rose gasped, face cast in gold and magenta streaks from the dawn.  

“Awful,” Sybil said carelessly. “How could Rupert let that happen?” she whispered, almost to herself, glancing to the side. She knew Rupert Morfit to be far more calculating. He’d never permit such an accident befall his elder. Suspicion bubbled in her chest, but she suppressed it for analysis later. 

The sounds from the river played in the background as a cart barrelled and bumped over the stone road out front. Bees flew amidst the fruit trees over Rose’s shoulder. Sybil snapped from her pensive lull as quickly as she’d drifted into it.

“What do you know about the Morfits?” 

“You just said their castle.”

“Tell me, then.”

“Croft?” Rose asked, squinting her eyes from the sun. 

“Say it with conviction, my sweet.” 

“Croft,” Rose said firmly. 

“Good. The proper name is Croft Hold. But close. What’s their emblem?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Think.”

“Mother...”

“Try.”

“I haven’t learned it!”

“It’s the Lady of Justice.” 

“What’s that?” 

“She’s like this,” Sybil demonstrated with her hand, sitting up a bit straighter in her chair, “weighing what is right and wrong. The Morfits are all about what is fair, except they change the meaning to suit their whims. Be careful about their children,” she added, lowering her hands, sinking back in her iron chair. “They may be tattletales. I remember how Rupert was when we were young.” Sybil took another drink, remembering the time he told the Lessonmaster that she was running in the corridors. How his eyes lit up as she was berated. That was when she decided she hated him. “Look at this great city. It’s amazing what our Vanguard Ancestors did,” she added gesturing up. “Do you know why it’s called ‘Animus Rock’?” 

“No, Mother.” 

“It’s named after the center of the mind. The Animus.” 

“Really?” Rose’s eyes widened. Finally, her mother had something interesting to say.  

Sybil nodded. “Oh yes,” she said surely. “First built as an enormous library and the seat of power for the Ancestors. Each tower for different grand purpose. And back then, the fortress wall didn’t exist.” 

“You mean the big one when we came in?” 

“Yes, that one,” she said, dark hair glinting in the rising sun as she nodded. “Back then, it was simply the castle and hailed as the center of the Kingdom and the fulcrum of all knowledge and learning left in the world. It was the second of the great bloodline castles constructed after the very first Vanguards came.”

“When did they build the wall?” 

“More than two hundred years ago.”

“Why?”

“The Nomads.” 

“What happened?” 

Sybil sipped her drink, furrowing her brow in a creased line briefly. “The Nomads invaded, but were no match for us,” she said. “We defeated them. Yet they did considerable damage. It prompted our people to think about security. They built that monstrosity,” she said and pointed at the wall.  “It’s overkill if you ask me, but it is impressive.” She bowed her head slightly. “I will give the Ancestors that.” 

The Animus Rock fortress wall towered so high that it cast a shadow across the entire river and valley around, and nearly over Rose and Sybil themselves. Fortunately, the Villas were built in line with the eastern lip of the wall facing the river, bottom half fully fortified, top open in balconies looking out to the river below. Gazing to either side revealed the massive grandeur of the wall, as if it was constricting the mighty Animus Rock city from all sides, consuming whatever lie within, instead of its intended purpose of keeping things out and away. 

Rose felt the sun on her face and listened to the chatter of birds, stomach knotting with pending excitement for her first day. 

“Tomorrow,” Sybil said, “be prepared for anything. Who knows what these children’s parents have told them of you. Always remember, you are a proud Brochet. Full of honor. We are eternal. We need not stoop to their level. Never reveal your thoughts. Never let them see you sweat. Do you understand?” 

“Yes, Mother,” Rose said quickly, brows pinching to match her mother’s expression. 

“Good,” Sybil sipped her drink slowly, thinking briefly about her first day of Academy so many years ago, looking out over the river. How, right after entering the lesson room, she was teased by Tamasyn Warn. The whole lesson, Sybil plotted against the girl, wanted to poison her food, or smash her stupid gem band, but then fortune favoured her. Right after the lesson, when the children were mingling in Eden, Tamasyn tripped and fell face first into the dirt. Sybil stood smugly as everyone laughed.  

“I hear there are twin Warn boys around your age,” Sybil said. “I’m sure they are trouble.”

“Why, mother?” 

“The Warns are heathens, dear. They have wild customs and barbaric, earthblood-infested traditions.” 

She thought about their ridiculous scars and long, scraggly hair. And, of course, their wild green eyes that looked like a Guardsman’s dagger in the light and cut just as sharply when they were enraged. They would certainly be fearsome to face in a battle, Sybil thought. No wonder they earned so much coin for it.  

“What’s that mean?” 

“The Warns have a strange tale,” Sybil told Rose. “Once a storied old bloodline, they were great fighters and even held a satellite Warman training facility at Ironbark.”

“Where’s Ironbark?” 

“West. At the edge of the Bone Mountains.” 

“Near Creed Point?” 

“Good girl, close,” Sybil praised, white-dazzling smiling. “Near it, although much further south.” She gestured in that direction with her unencumbered hand, dark gown’s sleeve flapping in the early breeze. “The Warns held Ironbark for the Old for years, then the Plague hit. Every single Warn, and Calvanese and Duran died during the Plague, except for Erik Warn. The youngest of the brood. He was only a boy and left alone at Ironbark, taken under the care of surviving fighters in training at the camp. These trainees rebelled from the way of the Warmen and against the Kingdom. They convinced young Erik to change his bloodline’s objectives.” 

“How?” Rose asked. 

“To be mercenaries.” Rose scrunched her face. “That means they get paid to fight in wars,” Sybil explained simply, at Rose’s expression. “Erik Warn betrayed the Old when he married the earthblood daughter of one of the fighters who raised him. Remember what Grandfather and I told you of the Blood Wars? Erik was instrumental. He agreed to fight for the New against the Old, accepting payment from Demos and Morfit. With Old bloodlines Duran and Calvanese dead, this gave the New a strategic position West of the river. It nearly bested us. Nearly,” Sybil repeated for emphasis, taking another lemon-scented sip. “But we had the Norlands on our side. You’ll meet Xoana’s girl, I’m sure.” 

“Who’s that?” 

“Evia,” Sybil said. “The youngest of Hadrian Norland’s horde. I’d imagine she is tough. All those brothers. You’ll know her by her pale skin and paler hair. She will certainly be ugly, being Xoana’s,” Sybil snorted, “but one cannot fault her for that. She did not choose that swine of a mother.” Rose nodded and a breeze rustled her wide curls. “I hear there is a Demos this year too,” Sybil added. “A girl. Malla. Like her grandmother’s name, Mallia,” she added, chuckling. “Poor old Antca, so jealous of her younger sister always. They were both much, much older than I, but the animosity was still palpable between the Demos girls all those years ago. It’s true Antca is homely, and she shouldn’t have done what she did. But still, I pity the creature. Ugly woman.” 

“What did she do?” Rose was having trouble following. These Vanguard stories were more confusing than any lesson she’d ever had in Westerviolet. It amazed her how her mother spoke of the interweaving threads as if they were clearly written on parchment. 

Sybil took another sip of her drink, crossing her legs at the ankle. “I was quite young,” she explained. “This was years ago. Antca Demos was unwed, wilting in her middle years, while her much younger sister Mallia was blooming. Antca was jealous of the attention her sister got from suitors, while Antca herself, the elder heir to the Demos fortune and bloodline, was unwed. Antca grew to despise her New family. Her mother, in particular.” 

“Why her mother?”

“Because her mother favored her sister,” Sybil said obviously. “The girls had different earthblood fathers too. Antca’s father was killed at the start of the Uprising and her mother remarried after, later giving birth to Mallia.” 

Rose nodded, beginning to understand. 

“Antca Demos fell in line with Thorne, in fact,” Sybil added scandalously. “She married Dugland Thorne against her mother’s wishes. Their son is Ivor, nearly my age, just a bit older, and magistrate. No children. But, back to Antca. Her story is tragic because, on her escape from Hellswater to Graceview to be with Dugland, she murdered her own mother in spite.” 

“No!” 

“She did,” Sybil said, nodding, forcing down the sick smile she couldn’t help but feel growing. Oftentimes, Sybil’s emotions didn’t come out correctly. She’d cry when she was happy and laugh when she felt horrified. She wasn’t sure why. 

“No one knows if it was out of passion or planned,” she explained. “Antca stabbed her mother straight through her heart, then ran off with Dugland to Graceview in the far South where she was out of reach of retribution, since Thorne would not turn her over.” 

Throne was a very secretive bloodline. Hardly anything was known about them. One would call them obstinate, if not for their charm. 

“The act was further catalyst for our Kingdom’s political churn. Nothing is ever caused by just one thing, Rose,” Sybil added, dark eyes flashing. “At Academy they may say that the Uprising began after Haulfrun Graves murdered his son’s new bride, or they may say it was caused by Bin Norland’s capture of Lilli Minney,” she emphatically said, “or both. It’s also possible it was a plot by Oliver Demos and Adrian Morfit to open lines of trade. That would surprise me least. War is good for business.” She paused. “Anyway, I hear Mallia’s granddaughter is just as lovely as all the Demos women are supposed to be. They are merchants and water people. Sweet talkers and swindlers. Low-bred gamblers. You should avoid the girl all together.” 

Demos were known to be very beautiful–in a bare type of way–unreasonably enigmatic and had addictive personalities, with a propensity for games of chance. That’s largely why the best gambling was in Hellswater’s realm. 

Rose sighed.  

“I’d avoid any Regnard children if I were you as well,” Sybil added callously. “Hard to tell nowadays whether they’re Old or New. They have pinched faces, brash voices, and sour dispositions. Ugly women. You can’t miss them.” Sybil took a sip. 

The Regnard bloodline was ideologically split, therefore, the blood was muddled. This meant that the stereotypes of old applied less and less with each generation. True, in the past Regnards, particularly the women, were homely, but in the present day, that was not always the case. However, Sybil was biased. She was basing the majority of her assessment of Regnard on Xoana. And Sybil hated Xoana. 

“Beware of any Thornes. You can’t trust them. Beautiful, enchanting even, but avoid them. They are not worth their wiles and tricks.” 

The Thorne bloodline was mostly oldblood and the most mysterious of the bloodlines still living. Very little was known about them, even by the other Vanguards, and this added to their allure. It didn’t hurt that they were icily attractive, usually with white blonde hair, cold stares and sharp cheekbones. 

“Oh, and don’t get me started on Busk! Just speaking to one may rub their stink off on you. Disgusting blood, Busk.”

The Busk bloodline descended from the most lowly of Vanguards in ancient times and the other bloodlines in present day treated them like it. They were given the worst land, worst castle and, in the early days, the worst natives to experiment on. Because of that, natives from the Confines were known to be quite dull. The Busk Vanguards, whether truth or not, were thought to be as well. 

“Is there anyone I can be real friends with?” Rose asked. 

Sybil furrowed her brow. She took another sip. She thought to herself, real friends do not exist. 
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A

tiny bell rang overhead as Digory pushed through the yellow keyhole door, knob shaped like a pyramid, into Littlebell’s Apothecary. 

His eyes quickly adjusted to the low light. He sniffed the air. It was as if it had just rained, but the sun was shining outside. And indeed, petrichor-scented candles burned in two neat rows atop a wide mantel over a brick fireplace. A long examining table, lower than typical, was his focal point on entry. Refined instruments sat on a squat table aside it, also in the middle of the room. There was not a speck of dust on the surely waxed, buffed wooden floor. Far different from the Apothecary Digory was accustomed to in Westerviolet. Much neater, and cleaner. This Apothecary was kept with fastidious pride. 

To his left was a fully lined wall of ancient books, arranged by color of binding, secured with ink-black geodes to hold them in place. Aside that was a wooden table covered in a pale-yellow cloth, piled with ancient books and scrolls either stacked or open and place-marked next to an assortment of parchments, a white-feathered quill, and a tiny ink vial. A four-tiered shelf loomed in the far corner like a hiding shadow. Competing vials of various sizes, shapes, colors, and opacities hung in its racks. Digory could only imagine the tinctures and potions contained within. 

The air was thick and the incense hung low like fog above the slat wood floor. Digory took a deep breath and scratched his beard. He exhaled a smile while his boots kicked through the cloudy mist as he entered. 

A round, old woman draped in patterned white and blue robes turned from where she stood organizing parchments and scrolls. 

“What is it, child?” she asked him gently.

Digory gestured with his bandaged shoulder. “I’m injured.”

Her alert expression softened. “Here, here,” she shuffled over.  Her skirts, covered in designs of miniature flying birds, twirled around her like white clouds against the sky in wind. She patted a wrinkled hand with many gemstone rings on the heavy examining table. It banged loudly. 

“Sit.”

Digory obeyed, dropping his satchel to the floor, impulsively cradling the arm of his damaged side. “What should I call you?” he asked as he studied the woman’s leathered skin while she fussed with his dressings. She smelled of the earth, like fields of wheat and corn mixed with tobacco drying in an old barn’s rafters. It was comforting merely being in her presence. 

“I am given many names,” she said, glancing up to meet his gaze briefly, “but please, Laila will do.” She glanced back down at the neat bandages as she gently unravelled them.  

“I’ve never seen eyes that color before, Lady,” he said pointedly, noting her stare to match the blue in her skirts, realizing what it must mean. Realizing who she must be. 

“Laila,” she corrected him, smiling, dark, diaphanous skin crinkling aside her eyes and lips. She turned to fetch an implement. “Let’s give this a look.” She cut away the crusted cloths wrapped around Digory’s shoulder and wound. They were dried and he winced as they were torn away. Digory’s eyes widened as Laila poked at his wound. “You should have come sooner,” her ancient voice chided.  

“I came as fast as I could.” 

“No, no,” she shook her head, intricate grey braid swaying across her back slowly. Digory shot his head up. “This happened many days ago, child.” Laila met his befuddled, wide-set eyes. “Possibly a moon.” 

“Are you mad?” Digory broke into his brilliantly handsome smile. “It happened not two days ago!” He scratched his beard in disbelief. 

She smiled warmly, poking the pink wound. “I say it’s healed.”  

Digory frowned as he felt it with his hand. Sure enough, tender new skin edged a caked black scab. The wound was healed far beyond anything possible in a day and a half. Laila continued, shuffling away from him, stitched booties sticking out beneath her sky-colored skirts. 

Digory wondered silently about this strange Vanguard. Was she really who he thought she was?

“I’ll apply a salve that will heal it further,” Laila said over her shoulder as she headed to the far corner of the hazy room. 

“I don’t have coin to pay you,” Digory said bluntly. Beneath the surface, his mind bubbled in thought. She couldn’t be who he thought she was. And yet, her eyes told all.  

As Digory pondered to himself, the entry’s bell chimed. A spry young man with a deep dimple and impish brown eyes entered the cloudy chamber. He had a commanding, magnetic presence. Digory’s head spun to the door and his hand jumped to hover over his hip’s concealed dagger instinctually. 

“Mimi,” the young man said hammily, gesturing outwardly as if addressing a cheering crowd. “Don’t take this man’s coin.” 

“My Leon,” Laila melted into a warm grin, thin skin pulling tight against her old cheeks and neck. Digory relaxed his hand. “What brings you to visit your old grandmother?”

If that’s Leon Minney, I am right, Digory thought. This woman is not only Vanguard. She is Littlebell’s elder. 

“To ask if you’ll come,” Leon began. “It’s the last night of ‘Native’s Revenge’. The people would adore it if you...” 

“I have work here to do,” Laila said gruffly, turning in a swish. She shuffled to the ominous shelves in the corner and picked up a series of vials filled with various tonics and herbs. She examined each vial carefully, rolling it around in her fingers, studying the various powders and liquids within, until she settled on a dusky purple mixture. Ink flower salve. It would prevent infection. 

“But, Mimi,” Leon pleaded, androgynous face pinching like a toddler near tears. He took a step, hand stretched outwards. “It is the pinnacle of my achiev...” 

“I said,” Laila interrupted again, turning in a furious huff, blue eyes gleaming, “I have work. Enough.” At the stung look on Leon’s face, Laila added gently, “You know my feelings, child.” She paused and bit her lip as she glanced to the upper floor briefly, where those too injured or ill to move lay on cots. “I won’t have you ending up like your father.” 

With that, Leon’s huff melted. “Mimi,” he said, smiling. He took a step towards her. “I am far more than my father.” 

Digory noted how the old woman rose her eyebrows; she was struck by the comment. 

Then Laila shook her head and turned quickly, muttering something to herself as she gathered a series tiny vials filled with dire clove, yellow cane and bone violet; all in different shades of colored glass and stopped with pieces of clay. When mixed with ink flower, this assortment of herbs produced a potent healing salve rivalling blue thimbleweed poultice. 

“What about you?” Leon turned, speaking to Digory directly without having glanced at him once from the time he walked in. Leon leaned towards him, dimple smiling. “You are far too beautiful for us not to have met.” 

Digory deep-bellied laughed, then flexed his jaw. He unconsciously leaned away. “You aren’t shy, are you boy?” 

Digory wasn’t sure yet what to make of this newblood Vanguard. He’d heard rumors about the young man, though. Leon Minney supposedly enjoyed taboo festivities with women and men alike, as well as being a pain in his older brother’s ass, more than anything else, according to Sybil. 

“Not shy,” Leon said, “and no boy.” He held his hand up in Littlebell’s customary greeting. “Leon. Leon Minney,” he said. Digory watched the strange gesture wordlessly. He’d heard of Littlebell’s odd customs but never witnessed them himself. Not until now. “And you are?” Leon asked. 

“Rune,” Digory said, lifting his right hand clumsily to match Leon’s gesture, unable to properly bend his ring and pinkie finger. “Name’s Rune.” Digory’s pride gave way to his practicality. For as silly as he felt, he knew it was in his best interest to try to fit in. 

“Pleasure, Rune,” Leon smiled, endeared by the foreigner’s attempt at the customary Littlebell greeting. Leon eyed Digory’s shirtless physique and many scars. “What brings you to my grandmother’s table, Rune?” 

He took striding steps to gracefully rest a hip against the examining table, not far from Digory’s side.  

“Helping a friend,” Digory said. “His brother ran off.” 

“You are harbouring fugitives, is that it, Mimi?” 

“We’re from Baneswood,” Digory offered quickly. 

Leon nodded, ignoring the fact that Digory was quite puny to be a Baneswood native, assuming him to be from the Littlebell borderlands where natives between the realms mixed and tended to be smaller. He turned his head slowly then traced a finger up Digory’s muscled forearm. Digory pulled back. “And what did that?” Leon pointed at the pink-healing wound in Digory’s shoulder. 

“Leon, leave him be,” Laila said as she approached, mixing the salve. She gently applied the mixture to Digory’s wound. It tingled like a creed of pin pricks against his skin, skirting the line between pleasant and painful. He swallowed hard and glanced quickly at Laila while she applied the salve. 

Digory responded to Leon, “Raiders.”

“You must come tonight.”

Come to what, Digory wondered. 

“Native’s Revenge is a once in a lifetime affair,” Leon went on dramatically, drawing the syllables out. In the background, Laila huffed. Leon glanced to her, frowning quickly, then smiled again while eyeing Digory. 

Digory wondered what the young man had done to displease his grandmother so. 

“Tell me you will be there, new friend. Beautiful stranger. I will tell just where you shall sit, and you shall be my guest after.” 

This was a rare opportunity to gain proximity to a newblood Vanguard and Digory wouldn’t have it squandered. He looked at Laila with a wide smile and sarcastic tone. “Should I go with your grandson?” 

Laila was unamused by the theatrics. Frowning, nearly muttering, she said, “Do what you wish, child. It’s none of my business.” She waved her hand high in the air, as if to be done with both of them. 

Leon laughed in a low and throaty chuckle as he pushed himself from his lean against the table with a leap. 

“What will it be, new friend?” he asked Digory, crossing his arms, colorful-patterned robes, apple red with magenta bursts, bunching at the billowy sleeves.  His clothing was of significantly higher quality than most of the passers-by Digory witnessed in Littlebell so far. “I leave in five moments,” he added hopefully, holding his palm out with fingers apart, glancing to his grandmother’s progress dressing the wound. “Come with me if you are done here.” He lowered his hand. Digory noted a heavy gemstone ring on each of his thumbs. 

Rings were only worn by those of the red faction within Littlebell, and traditionally, unless Vanguard, only by men. But Digory didn’t know that, much less what they symbolized, or what charms they were said to possess. The rings Leon wore hinted to his bicurious nature. And were said to make him more attractive. 

“Give me two more and I will be finished with him,” Laila huffed as she rewrapped Digory’s wound in clean, crisp cloth bandages. “Leon,” she barked, “Fetch one of your brother’s tunics. I keep some in that chest over there. I won’t have him leaving here like a beggar.”

“Pardon me asking,” Digory said, “but if you are Vanguard, why are you here?” He glanced around the tidy, smoky apothecary. “Why not in the castle?” 

Leon laughed as he sifted through a chest of fabrics aside the bookshelf wall, holding up one showy garment after the other, until plucking a starched grey tunic from part-way down. The quietest one. Digory let out a slight sigh of relief. “You’ve never been to Littlebell, have you?” 

“We live with our people,” Laila interjected as Leon stood. He took several steps across the Apothecary’s polished floor, then, after holding the tunic up briefly to eye that it would fit, tossed Digory the garment. Up close, the fabric was far more intricate than from a distance, edged in fine embroidered detailing of tiny ink flower bouquets. Very fine clothing indeed. Digory nodded to the doe-eyed man in thanks as Laila’s ancient falsetto droned on. “Each Minney goes where they are suited. Rarely do we choose to live in the reaches of the castle. It puts us too far away. Without our people, we are nothing.” 

Laila Minney was a woman of the people and enjoyed being among them. While technically the elder of the realm, her eldest grandson Prihim primarily handled running it. 

“Well said Mimi,” Leon half hugged her with one thin arm around her sloped shoulders, then kissed her caverned forehead. “With that, I depart.” 

“Child,” Laila shot her head up, impressively thick braid swishing across her back, “will you take something to eat? You are as thin as a pole. It isn’t right.” 

Leon shook his pretty head, “No, no,” he smiled wide. Both cheeks deeply dimpled. “I am just fine.” He looked at Digory. “New friend, Rune of Baneswood, will you be my escort to the theatre this evening? You must not refuse, as I am Vanguard and...” he burst into laughter. “Just... will you come with me?” 

“I don’t know about escort...” Digory said, in half-seriousness, half-jest. Leon’s propensity towards unspoken predilections was the talk of the Kingdom, in polite whispers, of course, although commonplace within Littlebell’s realm. The concept intrigued Digory, as it was so foreign to him, although the thought of himself lying with another man turned his stomach. He’d never encountered a man who fancied men before. Such activities were obviously forbidden in Westerviolet. Punishable by death, naturally. 

Leon chuckled. “It was a reach,” he conceded, holding his hands out in peace. “Fine, then. As a friend?” 

Digory held eye contact as Leon slipped a small tablet from his pocket into his mouth. The man smiled as he chewed, deep brown pupils growing huge. Unnervingly, he didn’t once blink and never broke eyes with Digory. Digory studied the man’s brown irises, like silt swirling in a river. 

“Aye,” he finally said, glancing away from the odd stare. Rubbing his hand unconsciously over the edge of new bandages Digory added a bit louder, “Aye, I will go with you.” He couldn’t miss an opportunity to learn more about the New, for Sybil, of course. 

And he had to know what that pill was. 

“Ay!” Leon cheered, hopping across the room. He kissed Laila on the cheek once more. “I love you Mimi,” he said as he swung a thin arm around her fleshy shoulders. 

“And I love you, dear Leon.” She hugged him tight. “Keep this young man out of trouble,” she said, pulling back. “He is not ready for your crowd.” 

“All respect, I can take care of myself,” Digory interjected, trying not to chuckle, standing from the examining table. His etched muscles flexed beneath new crisp dressings. These newbloods don’t know the half of it, he thought. It is they who aren’t ready for me. 

“We’ll see,” Leon laughed. “Let’s go.” 

Digory pulled the grey shirt over his head quickly. It fit loosely, too long at the sleeves. “Who’s is this?” he asked, examining the fine stitching, running the bumped thread and miniature beads under his finger and thumb. He rolled the tunic’s sleeves in part for the length and in part to hide some of the embroidery. He didn’t want to stand out. And finery didn’t suit him. 

“Primin’s,” Leon replied casually, looking up at the taller Digory. “He won’t miss it. Come on.” 

With the chirp of a bell, Digory followed Leon out of the keyhole-shaped door and down the red and orange cobblestone streets of Littlebell.

The theatre was round with arched entryways and no windows, scented of turpentine and sawdust. It’s reaching walls towered high up to vaulted rafters, painted white against dark wood. The ceiling domed at the highest point with a circular cut out directly mirroring the stage below, open to the star-filled evening sky. The stage was in the center of the structure, surrounded by semi-circle benches atop fresh cedar shavings, offering the ample audience 360-degree views of the performance. Three stories of balconies offered alternate, elevated views. 

Digory sat on a low bench in the very first row closest to the stage, close enough to see a marking for direction; a small X in black soot. 

It was a warm night. The air hung moist and still. Plump, furry bats flapped and dangled amongst the rafters. Crickets droned outside in symphony. 

Digory sat forward, resting his elbows on wide-apart knees as he observed patrons filter into the round space, competing patterns of robed gowns, billowy tunics, and flowery trousers, laughing, talking, and arguing amongst themselves while waiting for the performance to start. Most were golden-haired and almond-eyed, with coal-dark complexions, much darker than Westerviolet natives, or the Baneswood people Digory had seen. Women with competitively intricate yet shockingly similar thick braids long down their backs. Most women had bottom lips stained tangerine, eyes lined heavy in black, and fingers tipped in red. Few here in the theatre had blue-tipped fingers. Men had short hair and clean-shaven faces. Most wore rings. The way the men and women squawked back and forth made Digory think of birds during mating season. The people gestured wildly with their hands when they spoke, or laughed, or did anything, really. And so much smiling for no reason! 

Far different from the meek, understated tone of Westerviolet, Digory thought. It was raucously loud in the pitch-black theatre. It reminded him of a barnyard. 

Digory leaned to a man near his age sitting immediately to his left. “Where is the curtain?” 

The man sat with hands in his lap studying the tops of his square-toed boots. He popped his head up at Digory’s deep voice, as if interrupted. “What?” Berry-red, dilated eyes locked on Digory’s. 

Digory asked in half jest, while smirking, “Aren’t theatres supposed to have curtains?” That’s what Sybil told him of the one she visited in Animus Rock, anyway.

The aloof man looked at him funny, as if insulted. Digory silently noted the long-ago healed scar down the man’s nose, impressed into one nostril and halfway down his jowl. He wondered what this man had done to gain such a nasty mark. It wasn’t long ago earned. Maybe he shouldn’t have spoken to him so brazenly after all. His hand hovered over his hidden dagger.  

“You’ve never been to the Littlebell theatre before,” the man said as a statement, not a question. 

Digory shook his head ‘no’ as the crowd groaned and moaned as performance time neared. So much filth in one place, he distinctly thought, squelching a sneer, glancing around. The man next to him relaxed immediately, turning to face the stage. “You will see,” he said with the slightest lisp, followed by an endearing, repetitive chuckle. “You will see.” The man was indeed Digory’s age and nearly his stature; vascular veins snaking up hardened forearms, with thinning blonde hair speckled grey and a clean-shaven jaw. 

“I’m Rune,” Digory said.  

The man’s red eyes assessed Digory quickly, glancing him up and down briefly. “Good to greet you,” he said.

Digory nodded, thankful not to make a fool of himself again, unfamiliar with Littlebell’s customs. The man half shifted his weight to face him. 

“I’ve not met you before,” he observed with a squint. “Why are you here?” 

“You’ve met everyone in Littlebell?” 

“Aye. What brings you here?” 

“Leon,” Digory said simply. 

The man turned, sitting back a bit, glancing up to the round stage. “I didn’t take you for one of his.” 

Digory laughed, shaking his head, scratching his beard. “I’m not.”

“What then?” 

Digory shrugged. “Just met him.”

The man’s smile peeled into a curled, jesting grin. “Is that what it’s called?” 

“I swear it,” Digory said, raising his eyebrows, shaking his head with a smile and a side glance. “I’m from Baneswood.”

“I am not to judge,” the man began, “but you say it is so, I believe your word.” The man paused, adjusting his leather belt over an ostentatious orange, gold, and lapis floral-patterned robe, with low cut v underneath a braided toggle cloak. It seemed fine, indeed. This was likely a man of note. “If not one of Leon’s, then, what brings you to Littlebell?” He turned his head slightly. “The Occident, honey or the bare? You don’t strike me as one of the Faith.” 

The crowd around them bubbled in an excited gasp followed by an audible cheer, then a whooshing hush. Red candles laid around the perimeter of the stage, engulfed by the blackness of the theatre, indistinguishable until now, were lit by black-cloaked attendants one by one. A hooded figure appeared next to the stage to their right. He was slight-shouldered, beneath dark emerald green - black in this dim light-robes, holding matching red candles stoically. 

“Later,” the man whispered to Digory. “It’s starting.” 

Both shifted to look towards the stage.

The halo of flickering candles burned in a glowing ring. A small woman appeared next to the stage holding a candle beneath her chin like the hooded figure. She had an immature face with pleading eyes and an innocent smile. She wore a sole skirt of sheer red fabric gathered at her navel, split with deep slits to her thighs, jagged and ripped at the hem, pouring down to her slight ankles like a waterfall of blood. 

A series of chimes rang out from beyond the theatre’s arches, harmoniously pitched with disorderly rhythm, sending the bats screeching. The cacophony was jarring; both beautiful and ominously frightening. The notes rose high in the vaulted theatre with the shrieking bats, together erupting from the circular star-filled dome. 

Apart from the chiming hymn, the theatre was deathly silent. 

The audience leaned forward eagerly, collectively holding its breath.

Then, the hooded figure to Digory’s right lifted from the ground as if he magically took off into flight, gown flapping behind him like the wings of an angry bat. The crowd gasped, cheering oddly without sound. Instead of clapping, hands thrust upwards with elbows bent as all shook their palms back and forth while wiggling their fingers. All around the circular stage was a swirling river of silent dancing hands, nearly art by itself. 

Digory glanced around in confusion, noting the unfamiliar hand movements while keeping his own hands buried deep in his lap, pressing his fingertips and thumbs together. Now he was even more uncomfortable. He just wanted to leave.  

Hovering over the audience, the hooded figure rose high into the vault with cloak billowing like black smoke in his wake, illuminated from below by the halo of candles. Chimes roared in the background as figure swayed back and forth, menacingly, from above. Digory squinted, noting the series of ropes and pulleys nestled high, then turned to glance about to see the same crew who lit the candles, off-stage labouring to hoist the figure by a rope. 

Then the figure threw the cloak’s hood back dramatically from his hovering spot amidst the rafters.  The delighted audience below erupted again in a silent, hand wiggling cheer at Leon Minney’s famously dimpled face. He wore a black metal crown with sixteen points on his head, pushed down over coarse tufts of golden hair. At the silent applause, Leon beamed, smiling pridefully, then opened his hands. The discordant chimes paused briefly, then shifted to a droning, pulsing rhythm. 

One hand clutching the candle, the other palm outward, Leon Minney addressed the silent crowd in an evocative song.  

“All who gaze upon my face 

are entitled to everlasting grace! 

You heathens do not know

How far your small minds have to go. 

But fear not, 

for we have come

to save you from 

your minds so numb.

Come, rejoice,  

all who are near. 

Your saviour. 

Your liberator. 

Your Vanguard is here!” 

By the end of his first refrain, the room’s mood flipped as if the hall burst into flames. 

Grinning faces fell to scowling frowns. Almond eyes squinted. Hands flew up, like before, except now fingers clenched tight, pale-knuckled fisted, punching into the air, billowy patterned sleeves flailing wildly. The audience was irate. Digory shifted backwards in his seat on the bench, crossing his arms across his chest. HE smirked at the blasphemy in delight as he glanced about. This isn’t as bad as I imagined, he thought. The half-naked woman with un-braided hair and sheer red skirts remained still aside the stage, delicate upturned face emotionless, under-lit by candlelight. Digory studied her briefly as candlelight flickered against her supple figure and innocently beautiful, nearly child-like face. 

Leon raised his voice and lowered his tone, still singing in haunting melody. He pointed at the audience with a finger.

“Ignoble wretches, 

every one

who fails to believe 

will be undone. 

We Vanguards 

are here to save you.

Boorish souls. 

Look to me and I will be true. 

Cut your braids. Burn your boots. 

Only earthblood will refute. 

The way to piety, 

to clarity, to grace

is to rub yourself clean. 

You must not think 

of the vile stink 

of your soul.” 

At that the chimes abruptly ceased. Leon’s melodic words reverberated about the round theatre like a gong. Incensed, the audience silently punched the air again at Leon’s taunting, insulting melody. Multi-colored tunic sleeves billowed and danced. 

Digory half smiled at the mocking tune, arms still crossed stoically in front of his chest, eyes upturned at the performance. He thought of how every single one of the earthblood within the round, open theatre would be cut down for such blasphemy if Tomas or Sybil had anything to do with it. For a quick moment, he imagined doing it himself. Slicing through the crowd with his blade or picking the audience off, one by one, with his crossbow. 

Then, the petite woman in red was thrust unceremoniously into the rafters with surprising speed like Leon had was. This snapped Digory from his reverie, pulleys groaning under the force of robed men tugging in the background. The woman’s sheer red skirts fanned out beneath her as she swayed with the undulating movement, dangling from the string. Amazingly, the candle she held stayed lit as did the one in Leon’s hand despite their back and forth movements through the air. The jumping halo of flames on the stage cast coiling shadows as the woman was pulled to a daunting height. She faced Leon. Both performers swung in silence like garbed pendulums: one red, one emerald shadowed black. The audience craned their necks as they all gazed upwards in unabashed awe. Digory sceptically kicked his legs out in front of himself and crossed his arms behind his head as he lifted his eyes to glance up with the others. 

The chimes changed again, this time all ceasing except a sole high-pitched tinkle, the sound stars would make if they could sing. The striking woman, bare breasts peeking through waves of hair, sheer crimson skirts, ragged at the ends, barely covering her frame, opened her mouth in the most breath-taking, complementary song.

“All who breach our noble shores,

all who eat our long-prized grain,

all who shout commanding roars 

are walking, 

breathing, 

living 

pain.” 

The woman’s voice was warm, with raspy depth, drawing the audience in, lulling them calm. Her brow was set. It cast black shadows over ruby-red eyes that the candle she held made glow. Silent hands in the audience jumped into the air, fingers spread, wiggling violently in agreement as she went on. 

“He is pestilence. 

Famine. 

Dread,” she sang, pointing the candle at Leon with both hands.  

“Vanguards lie.

Their blood is dead!”

Many in the crowd leapt to their feet including the man to Digory’s left, standing with both hands high into the air, fingers spread, shaking them back and forth excitedly, calico robes bucking with his movements, dilated eyes locked on the vocal beauty above. Many had difficultly controlling themselves. Soon an audible murmur collected around the theatre. 

The woman threw her candle to the stage, toppling wick over base until it crashed violently below. 

When the candle landed, each candle surrounding the stage’s perimeter briefly surged upwards impossibly high, as if oil had been doused on the flames. Many gasped, throwing their hands over their eyes at the shockingly painful blast of bright light in the dark, nearly un-lit theatre. A poor man to the edge of Digory’s vison had a sleeve catch ablaze, luckily doused quickly by pats from nearby friends’ cloaks. Watching this, Digory snickered. 

Then the chimes stopped abruptly. 

“I cast you down!” The woman shouted with throat-cracking emotion. Her glassy eyes pooled with tears that dripped from her cheeks. 

The crowd held its’ breath once more as Leon seemingly plummeted out of the rafters, as if the attendants had dropped him, free falling to the stage. His black emerald cloak flapped loudly in his wake. Many gasps and a few horrified screams cut the air. At the very last instant, the ropes held. Leon was saved, stopped just a breath from the stage. His crown fell, landing with a hollow clank, then rolled loudly until it dropped with a metallic echo, without disturbing the circle of candles. Slowly the attendants lowered Leon the rest of the way and he feigned collapse, expression dolefully pained, reaching for the woman above him. 

He lay dramatically atop the black X. 

“You have doomed yourself, 

your family,

your town 

to disrespect me, 

a man of the crown!” 

Leon sang like a man scorned; wrathfully, painfully inflected, pointing skyward. Pleasant face scowling. Gesturing angrily at the woman. The audience booed in response silently, with gesticulating fists. Digory was impressed by his acting. 

The beauty replied in her enchanting, engulfing tone. 

“Hubris alone befalls you. 

How to live without the truth? 

To conquer, control. 

That is the lie. 

You care only to pacify 

and ensure you satisfy

your soul’s broken ache. 

Despicable snake.”

All around the candle-lined stage and up three stories of balconies, dark hands with pale palms flickered with widespread fingers excitedly. Bats flapped in and out of the starry open dome. The chimes rang brusquely once more, loud and jarring, causing many to jump in their seats at the unexpected din. Digory chuckled, fully enjoying this theatre now despite himself. The woman in red opened her wide mouth again, teeth flashing as she sang her final monologue. 

“I cast you out, 

I cast you down. 

I spit at you 

and your crown. 

No longer will we have you here 

unless agreements you do adhere

Peace, joy, life, and love.

Alas...

Fools, each and every one. 

Do not what they have done. 

Wash not a metal glove.” 

Then the beautiful performer threw her head back. She jostled her thin hair dramatically over her shoulders, exposing her chest fully. She unfastened the ragged, blood-colored skirt, revealing a dark tuft between her thighs. The audience went up in a roar of cheering delight at her nudity. Tinkling chimes mimicked starlight once more as the woman held the sheer garment behind her, head still cocked back, face tilted up at the moon, rocking back and forth. Leon bucked and twisted beneath her. It was as if he was dying from his place on the stage. 

Watching Leon, Digory was sure the man had never actually witnessed someone die. 

The audience was all on their feet now, mostly faces upturned to the beauty dangling above. Her sheer red sheet was like a battle flag behind her. The rest of the audience glared and scowled at Leon. He was crumpled in a pathetic ball on the stage. Although mostly silent apart from tinkling chimes, humming crickets, and flapping bats, the theatre was quietly aroar. Everyone gestured wildly with silent wiggling claps or aggressive punching boos. Digory alone remained seated at first until the invisible pressure of the crowd was overwhelming. Despite himself, he felt compelled to join. He found himself standing with the others, shaking his palms wildly, fingers spread and wiggling. To his surprise, he was almost enjoying himself. 

The chimes halted. The theatre was left gaping and soundless all the way up to the open-air dome. With little cloud cover the stars glinted elegantly above, bright white flecks flickering against the inky sky. Digory looked up at the round
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