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Chronicles of the Varian Empire

THE ENLIGHTENED EMPEROR


Part One: The Orphan

THE GUEST
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Visits at night? he wondered, hearing the monastery's doorbell. The sun had gone down, but he was still working with the help of an oil lamp. The library was filled with shadows, broken here and there by a few torches.

He stretched his limbs, yawning. Maybe it was time to go to bed, his eyes hurt. He had been copying that manuscript for a whole day, and it had been one of the most boring jobs he had done so far.

"Lost, come, quickly!" A friar showed up at the library door and Lost barely managed to focus on Brother Hope's face. He was shortsighted, and the only work he could (or would) do was copying manuscripts.

"What's going on?" he asked, getting up and grabbing the oil lamp. He was tall and skinny, and had to bow his head to pass through doors.

"A wounded man, he fainted in the courtyard," Brother Hope answered.

Lost knew he was the youngest resident of the monastery at the moment, as there were no novices and the younger priests were all around the world. The Itinerant Friars' monasteries were for their elders to rest and die in peace.

Lost followed Brother Hope into the moonlit courtyard, where he gave the lamp to Brother Pity, who had been waiting next to the unconscious body of a young man with a mane of dark hair and wearing travel clothes. Lost picked him up and took him to the closest cell, laying him down on the spartan bed. The stranger had a broken arrow protruding from his hip.

The two old friars came in with water and bandages, and started tending the wounds of the unconscious youth. Lost lit a bigger lamp so they could see what they were doing, observing with curiosity the pale face framed by its black mane.

The friars had taken off the wounded young man's tunic and his sword, and Lost's eyes kept going from the unconscious half-naked body on the bed to the sword abandoned on the floor. The stranger must be a warrior, but he looked too young to be a veteran. He didn't have big scars, but Lost knew there were ointments that could hide them – one of those was also in the monastery's pharmacy, and he asked if he should go and get it.

"Not now," Brother Pity muttered. He had sewn the wound and Brother Hope was just finishing the bandaging on the injured man's hairless torso.

"When do you think he'll come back to his senses?" Lost asked, anxious. The mysterious stranger excited his boundless fantasy and he looked forward to hearing his story.

"If he survives the night, maybe tomorrow." In spite of his name, Brother Hope was a pessimist.

"You youngsters are always in a hurry," Brother Pity sighed. "And then you find yourselves with arrows in your body."

"Not me!" Lost protested.

"Go to bed, Lost." The Prior arrived at that point, and Lost could only bow and obey.
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Lost didn't sleep much. He kept dreaming about the young warrior telling him unbelievable stories of faeries, Genn, Amazons and other more-or-less legendary creatures. At dawn he was up.

"You're up very early today." Brother Cook smiled at him when he entered the kitchen.

"Has the guest come back to his senses?" he asked, sitting at the kitchen table to have breakfast.

"No," Brother Cook answered. "Why do you care?"

"Nobody ever comes here!" Lost sighed. "Except the brothers, or the village people. But I know them, and I know what they'll say. But that stranger... he's a whole new world, I wonder where he comes from!"

"You are aware of how big the Empire is, aren't you? You could have visited most of it, if you had taken the vows."

"I felt no inclination to be an Itinerant Friar."

"So you should be happy to be the only layman here."

"I am, but you could all be my fathers or grandfathers!"

"The door is open, Lost, you can leave when you want." Brother Hope came in with fresh eggs and vegetables for Brother Cook. "We respected your choice, we will not stop you if you decide to leave."

"I know." Lost lowered his eyes, depressed. Sometimes he felt very lonely. Nobody cared about him. The friars had their lives, and he wasn't one of them. He lived with them because he had nowhere else to go, but often dreamed of having a real family and the affection it could give him.

He wondered if the stranger was as lonely as he was. He hadn't even spoken to him and he already felt drawn to the dark-haired youth sleeping in Brother Sun's bed. 

As soon as he finished his breakfast, he rushed to see the wounded guest, thinking it was time he left the quiet life of the monastery. Time to chase away the laziness that had kept him here for the entire twenty years of his life and start exploring the world. The other orphans that had grown up with him were long gone, he better look for his own way too.

Maybe the stranger would love company, he thought, observing the hairless face – less pale than the night before – and chest that moved with every breath. Maybe the young warrior needed a squire, or he could just take him to a town where they could both find work. Lost refused to think that his own shortsightedness could prevent him from becoming a warrior.

Horses burst into the courtyard and Lost looked out of the small window. Three riders – one of them richly clothed, the other two probably his guards – stopped their mounts in front of the Prior. They were armed, both with swords and bows.

Lost glanced, worried, at the wounded guest. The broken arrow extracted from his body was still on the bedside table. Were the riders after him?

"My lord." The Prior was undaunted by the men's weapons. "To what do I owe this visit?"

"We're following a wounded man," the mounted lord answered with arrogance. "His horse died not far from here, therefore he can only be hiding here!"

"This is a place of prayer and penance, weapons should be left at the door," the Prior replied sternly. 

"Give me that bastard Oliver and I'll leave immediately," the lord retorted. "He's a traitor, thief..."

"My lord, this is a monastery. It is our duty to help whoever seeks shelter within these walls. You shall not commit violence in here. If the man you seek has committed a crime, he shall be judged outside of these walls."

The Itinerant Friars were nonviolent by their vow, but they did have weapons for self-defense. Three crossbows and two wooden staffs backed up the Prior's order.

The mounted lord hesitated. "He can't stay here forever," he said at last with contempt. "We shall wait for him outside the walls."

The Prior nodded and the three riders left.

Lost realized he had held his breath throughout the conversation and exhaled with relief. It wasn't the first time he heard such discussions, but he cared very much for the safety of this particular guest.

He turned towards the bed again and was startled to see the wounded young man was conscious. His blue eyes met black ones, and he blushed under the stranger's stare.

"When did you wake up?" Lost asked, a little embarrassed.

"I heard the horses," the young man answered.

Lost helped him to sit on the bed and rushed to the kitchen to get some food.

"Thank you." The guest accepted the tray with a graceful nod. He didn't look like a traitor, or a thief. He actually looked like a maimed Sila – not that Lost had seen many Sila in that forsaken corner of the Empire, but he had read about the Magical Races.

"You're Oliver, aren't you?" he dared to ask. "They're after you."

"Yes." A half-smile made the pale face look younger, almost boyish.

"What did you do to be chased like that?" Curiosity got the best of shyness.

"Nothing." Oliver lowered his eyes and stopped eating. "Some hate the fact that I exist."

"I know what you mean." Lost still remembered a visit to a little town when he was still a child. People had kicked him and called him "thief" and "beggar" only because he was an orphan. He had refused to go out of the monastery since – but maybe now he was big enough to defend himself and strike back.

"I doubt it." Oliver sighed.

"I've been called thief and beggar."

"Not as often as I have."

"Well, you don't live in a monastery, do you?"

Oliver smiled. "Are you saying I should stay here forever? I'm sorry, I love women too much for the chastity vow, and not even the Itinerant Friars would accept me."

"I'm not a friar either," Lost replied showing his lack of tonsure. "And I made no chastity vow." He blushed. "There are no women here anyway."

"That's why I can't stay," Oliver said with an impish smile. Then he was serious again, staring at his hands in his lap. "I'm a demon's son."

"There's no such thing," Lost said, taking the tray and putting it on the floor by the door as Oliver had eaten enough.

"That's what you think," Oliver retorted. "Anyway, I don't believe in the Supreme Being and never will. Human religions are not for me."

"So you do have a religion?" Lost asked, curious.

"Yes, even if I don't know much about it," Oliver answered with a shrug. "The Magical Races worship the Immortals. I'm supposed to believe in Ether, but I've never met a Genn, so I'm not sure what that worship actually implies."

Lost gaped. The Magical Races. Oliver must have met some Sila to know about the Genn. The Genn were legend now. They had been chased from the Empire a little more than half a century before, and if any had survived the purge by Vario X, they were hiding where Humans would never find them.

"Why are they chasing you?" he asked bluntly, recovering from his surprise. The stranger was more and more mysterious with every word he said.

"I didn't kill anyone." Oliver shrugged. "Like I said, I'm a demon's son."

"There's no such thing," Lost repeated through clenched teeth.

"I thought the Supreme Being had defined that Genn were demons." Oliver was sarcastic now.

"No, that was Vario X in the year 171," Lost corrected. "The Supreme Being doesn't mention the Magical Races at all."

"Smart-mouth. What's your name?"

"Lost."

"An orphan. Well, I'm a half-blood."

Lost stared at him, incredulous.

Oliver averted his eyes, thoughtful. "My father was Genn. I never met him, of course. He loved my mother, but her family managed to get rid of him. Except my mother was already pregnant, so here I am."

"I was found not far from here by an Itinerant Brother," Lost said. "I grew up here, learned to read and write, found some history manuscripts... I thought the Genn were long gone!"

"Actually, their last standing town was destroyed less than thirty years ago. And in some places the hatred for Ether's people is still very strong. I had to learn to defend myself very early."

"Will you teach me sword techniques?" Lost asked, hopeful, glancing at Oliver's sword.

"I'll think about it." Oliver's impish smile was back.

Lost grinned at the guest whose recovery seemed well underway.
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Lost started to bring the most interesting manuscripts into Oliver's little room. The guest was still bedridden and declared to be too tired to read, but listened carefully and showed a prompt intelligence and very good memory.

Eventually Oliver got back on his feet and it was Lost's turn to listen and learn. Oliver's sword was heavier than his staff, so Lost held it with both hands. His short sight didn't help him, especially when he tried to use the bow.

"Don't squeeze your eyes," Oliver teased. "You see how reading too much can ruin you?"

Still, laughter, especially Oliver's, hadn't sounded that often in the monastery in years. Oliver was easygoing, unless asked to talk about himself. Lost still didn't know where he came from, he only knew Oliver was a wandering adventurer.

"Oliver, they're still camped out there, waiting for you. How will you leave?" Lost asked eventually, seeing his new friend had recovered but the men chasing him were still out there in plain sight.

Oliver went up the monastery rampart to check the situation, followed by a worried Lost. The monastery had been built as a fort long before the birth of the Varian Empire. The Itinerant Friars had adapted it to their needs, keeping the high walls from crumbling, so it still looked more like a castle than a monastery, especially from the outside.

"Quite stubborn, huh?" he said, staring at the tent planted outside the wall, next to the main door. The single gate was open during the day, but locked at night, and they hadn't tried to sneak in yet. "I could take them down with a crossbow."

"You want to kill them?" Lost protested.

Oliver stared at him. "Either them or me, Lost. That's the only law out there. You kill or get killed. It's mere survival."

"Only animals behave like that!"

"Humans are animals. No, they're actually worse than animals." Oliver went back to the courtyard and looked around. "Where is the friars' armory?"

"I'm not telling you! I doubt your precious Genn would approve!" Lost crossed his arms on his chest, standing his ground.

Oliver looked at him. "So, what would you do, Smart-mouth?"

"Well, I..." Lost stammered. "Can we think about it?"

"I've done nothing else since I heard the threat," Oliver replied.

"If I asked them to leave?"

"They'd laugh at you."

"I could offer them money. There is some in the monastery's coffers."

"Not as much as the fat bastard has at home."

"I could invoke their mercy, their honor, offer them eternal salvation..." Lost was running out of ideas and Oliver's sly smile told him he wasn't getting any closer to his goal. "I don't know." He admitted defeat. "But I can't let you kill them in cold blood. You'd become the murderer you say you're not."

"Fine," Oliver snapped. "Find a solution in a day or I'll do it my way. I've been here too long."

He turned his back on Lost and went back inside, kicking a hen out of his way. He must be very nervous.

Lost sighed and decided to consult the Prior.
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Like the castles still in their lords' hands, the monastery had a secret passage to allow escape in the case of a long siege – something that hadn't happened in centuries. Most people had forgotten the former use of the monastery's buildings, but Lost remembered the manuscript mentioning it as soon as the Prior reminded him of some history.

"Of course!" He brightened. "Has anyone ever used it?"

"Not in my lifetime." The Prior smiled. "I sure hope the tunnel hasn't crumbled for lack of use."

"None of the refugees ever used it?"

"Most joined us, others surrendered or were killed. Some waited long enough for their pursuant to leave. Brother Hope came here in his youth, hunted for thievery. We gave him two meals a day, so he stayed and became one of our best preachers."

"Oliver would never join you," Lost said, depressed. "He cannot accept our faith."

"I'm not asking him and he hasn't offered, so it won't happen." The Prior smiled. "But what about you? You never took the vow either – are you planning on leaving?"

"I... I think I'm ready for the world," Lost said hesitantly. "I want to go with him."

"I knew it. But what if he doesn't want you?"

"Could I offer him money to take me to the nearest town?" Lost suggested.

"I guess. I'm sure he'd do anything for the money. But don't trust him too much."

Lost nodded, still thoughtful. He didn't think Oliver would do anything against him, but the Prior was right, he shouldn't put all his trust on a stranger. Because no matter what they had told each other in the past couple of weeks, Oliver was still mostly a mystery.
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"Where does this go?" Oliver asked, staring at the little door at the back of the cellar that opened to a dark tunnel.

"Do you know the region?" The Prior showed him an old parchment of the secret passage.

Oliver took a folded and thinner parchment from his pouch and displayed a very good map – probably Sila workmanship. Lost stared goggle-eyed at the map, so much more precise than the Human-made drawing the Prior held next to it.

"Wonderful," Oliver said, folding his map with a smile. "I'd make a donation if my latest master out there hadn't forgotten to pay me."

"You can always send it later when you make a fortune," the Prior answered, amused.

"I'll be there to remind him!" Lost said.

"You?" Oliver stared at him, puzzled.

"I'm coming with you. Please? I want to see the world."

Oliver glared at him, then grinned. "You read the Old Tongue, right? You can come."

Lost sighed with relief. Apparently he didn't need to pay Oliver, as some form of barter was going on. Although Lost had no idea why Oliver would need someone who could read the Old Tongue. There were very few Genn manuscripts left, and most were at the Capital.

"Good luck," the Prior said, offering his torch to Oliver, who smiled.

"Thanks. I'm sorry I can't join this brotherhood, but not even the Fighting Monks appeal to me."

"I know, the Empire's religion can't be good for a half-Genn," the Prior replied.

Lost wondered how the elder man knew. Had Oliver talked to the Prior as well?

"Lost, your cloak," the Prior chided. "It will soon be winter out there. Get your things. And bring a spade – you might need it if the tunnel collapsed."

Oliver stopped checking the entrance of the tunnel and went to gather his few belongings as Lost rushed back to his room. He found Brother Cook waiting for him.

"So you're leaving," the round friar said with a sad look. "I knew it, but hoped this moment would never come."

"I'm sorry." Lost was torn between his fondness for the cook and his eagerness to follow Oliver.

"I'll survive. Take these." Brother Cook gave him traveling provisions and a small pouch of coins. "It's my savings. I don't need them, and you can't go out in the world without money."

"Thank you!" Lost hugged him with gratitude. "I really must go," he added quickly. "But I'll come back to visit."

He rushed back to the cellar, hoping Oliver hadn't left him behind.

"You're late!" Oliver teased. "I got the spade, let's go."

Lost followed him inside the handmade tunnel – although previous generations must have been shorter than him and he had to hunch to avoid banging his head on the low ceiling.

The tunnel was narrow and damp, but went straight through the earth's bowels. Sometimes rocks had crumbled, but the passage was never completely closed.

When it was totally dark both in front and behind them, Lost broke the silence.

"Oliver, I thought you only told me about your Genn father."

"Yes. You're too young to know a half-blood when you see him."

"I didn't know there were many of you," Lost muttered.

Oliver stopped and turned to look at him. "Not many," he assured. "But older people remember the Genn. The Prior noticed I never shave and I'm almost hairless on my chest."

"But you have dark hair and eyes, why the Genn? Weren't they all blond and blue-eyed?"

"Yes. But the Prior recognized my accent. I grew up not far from the last Genn city."

"Where is it?"

"Who knows?" Oliver resumed walking with a shrug. "The ruins are covered by vegetation now."

Near the exit they had to use the spade to dig their way out. They emerged in the woods at sunset. Oliver went to have a look at the little lake to ascertain his whereabouts while Lost admired the orange stripes in the sky, thanking the Supreme Being for another day.

"We should camp here," Oliver said. "The woods at night can be tricky."

He chose a clearing protected from the wind and quickly lit a fire. They ate the friar's food, but Oliver said they could hunt or find an inn soon.

Lost was excited at the sudden freedom, but tried to keep it to himself. He lay down with Oliver under the stars and the trees, but it took him some time to fall asleep.

Eventually he dozed off. He slept without dreams, and when he woke up he wondered where he was for a moment. Then he remembered and pulled himself up, euphoric.

Oliver was already up and coming back from the lake with damp hair and his tunic in his hand.

"Want to bathe?" he asked cheerfully.

"N-no thanks." Lost didn't dare telling his friend that he couldn't swim, therefore he'd rather stay away from lakes and rivers.

"Good, let's go, then." Oliver pulled on his tunic and grabbed his stuff. Lost noticed he brought the spade along, instead of leaving it behind as not needed.

There would be time for more questions, he thought as he followed Oliver's brisk pace through the woods. He felt light as he walked towards a new life.
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THE SHELTER
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"I've been meaning to ask you," Lost said as he walked next to Oliver in the woods. "What do you live on?"

Oliver grinned. "Perdition, my savant friend," he answered. "I've been a bandit, a mercenary, and even a male courtesan. Sometimes they call me the Wanderer."

"Don't you have a home?"

"In theory the family household is in Havenstock. But they kicked me out when my mother passed away. I have a Shelter far from so-called civilization where I keep my treasures, but usually I stay at Baba's Inn down in Ennismore. Baba gives me good discounts if I keep her company from time to time."

"Is she... beautiful?"

Oliver burst out laughing. "A Goddess," he assured. "But you'll meet her soon enough as we're headed there. I need to stop at the Shelter to get some money, but that's our final destination."

"I have some money..."

"Thanks, but I allow only women to pay my expenses, possibly the most beautiful and rich – and you're neither," Oliver replied with his impish smile.

Lost didn't insist. He was curious to see his new friend's Shelter.

"What do you live on?" Oliver asked, bouncing Lost's question back to the sender.

"I copied manuscripts," Lost answered. "I could be a scribe on the marketplace or find a library or a university."

"You need Havenstock or the Capital for that," Oliver replied. "Besides, it would finish ruining your eyes."

"Did you ever study?" Lost frowned. He couldn't believe his job had ruined his eyesight, although bad light and long writing hours probably hadn't helped either.

"Why?" Oliver chuckled. "The best teachers were for my cousins, the noble brood! Not for the poor bastard that I was. I can read enough to know what I sign, and I can write my name. Not that I ever needed to write letters home anyway!"

Lost pondered the news. So Oliver was from a noble family, albeit a bastard half-blood. "Oh, well, I'm sure you know the world more than I do."

"You bet," Oliver replied. "The real world is different from books, trust me."

"That's why I'm following you," Lost said.

His naivety seemed to amuse his traveling companion – who knew for how long. He really hoped the price to pay wouldn't be too high.

Oliver stopped to look him in the eyes, now serious. "Don't change too much. Don't let the world change you."

Lost nodded with a lump in his throat. It was the first time Oliver showed some interest in him.

As if he regretted his words, the young half-blood resumed walking and left the path to enter the depth of the forest.

"Hey, wait for me!" Lost rushed after him, afraid of losing him in the thick undergrowth. He lost any sense of direction as he tried not to break his ankles on the uneven terrain, but Oliver seemed to know where he was going.

The trees and bushes opened on a clearing. Still panting, Lost bumped into Oliver, who had stopped without warning.

"Hey!" Lost protested.

"Look", Oliver replied, staring at the opening in front of him.

Ruins. Broken walls and crumbled buildings covered by vegetation. Young trees all around the area, although the two travelers had trudged through a much older forest.

Lost moved closer to the ruins and found some inscriptions. "The Old Tongue!" He glanced at Oliver, incredulous. "That's what's left of a Genn town!"

"I knew it." Oliver smiled absentmindedly, looking around. "I can't read it, but when I found this place years ago, I immediately felt at home. Welcome to the Shelter, Lost. Come and discover its treasures."

"Are there manuscripts?" Lost asked, excited, following his friend through the crumbled buildings.

"Somewhere, yes," Oliver answered. "There isn't much else besides what I brought here through the years. This town was conquered, ravaged, destroyed and abandoned, but soldiers aren't interested in manuscripts. What didn't burn back then is still here."

"How do you know the town's history?"

"I've been to war. I know how these things work."

Oliver entered an opening that seemed to go underground, probably a cellar with ruined stairs. He lit a torch and guided Lost along a corridor to an underground room that received some daylight through holes near the ceiling which must have been at ground level outside. Under one of those holes there were the remnants of a fire, so that must be the cooking space, with a few logs and fagots next to it.

Oliver put the torch in a ring on the wall and threw the spade and his travel bag in a corner. "Welcome to my humble abode," he said, standing in the green light coming from the holes curtained by foliage and grass. "It's not a castle, but it's warm, dry and safe. If you don't mind, I'd like to eat something before showing you around."

"Good idea." Lost was curious, but also starving. The room had no furniture except a wooden chest and two mattresses. Some shields were hung on the wall opposite the holes and the light showed the Genn craftsmanship at its best.

"I don't bring many people here," Oliver said, starting the fire. "Actually, you might be the first who lives to tell the tale. The only other person who knows this place is a Sila who saw the smoke of my fire one day and came down to investigate."

"You know some Sila?" Lost stopped looking around to stare at Oliver in disbelief.

"Only one," Oliver said. "Winged Basti is almost as naive as you. But he's my friend and never betrayed my secret."

"I won't betray you either," Lost promised, ignoring the threat. "Besides, I think I'm lost."

"That's your name," Oliver grinned. "So it's perfect."

Lost smiled. "Ah, maybe, but I didn't chose it. I mean, if I had taken the Vow I could have changed it..."

"I don't mind calling you Lost. The Itinerant Friars don't have much imagination when they need to give names to infants abandoned at their doors, though... you must have been very small."

"Newborn. The other baby was called Found. Older children came with their own names, but I had none."

"Sometimes I think no name is better than a name like mine," Oliver sighed. "And no, I don't want to talk about that."

Lost nodded, accepting the mystery of his new friend's birth. His own name was way too obvious about his origins – should he change it?

"Nah," Oliver shrugged when he asked him for advice. "It shows who raised you, a guarantee of your education. Keep it, you'll be fine."

***
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Oliver didn't know why he had brought the orphan to the Shelter. Of course, Lost could read the Old Tongue, and he could always get rid of him afterward. But he wasn't too keen on killing Lost – he knew he could trust the scribe.

He smiled at Lost, who immediately smiled back at him, hopeful. I haven't been very nice to him, he thought. But there was plenty of time to start a real friendship. For example by submitting to him first the manuscript that had given him a shiver of recognition even if he had no idea of what it was about. 

Waiting for Lost to finish reading it was a welcome torture. He'd finally know, hopefully, why that particular find seemed to mean so much to him. It was kept in a precious ivory casket with a medallion, and the thin Genn paper was bound with a soft leather cover. It looked like a small book that had been kept closed by the chain of the medallion he was now toying with and that had been wrapped around the booklet when he had first opened the casket.

"You were right, the town was assaulted and taken," Lost said, emerging from the manuscript. He pondered before asking, "Oliver, how far is Havenstock?"

"Not far." Oliver shrugged, staring at the ivory casket's sculpted sides. "A few miles to the south, at the edge of the forest, why?"

"This town was destroyed a quarter of a century ago," Lost mused. "How old are you?"

"Twenty-five," Oliver answered. "But I don't care about such historical details." He wanted to know what the strange manuscript said.

"Which is bad, because I believe you're the cause of this destruction." Lost looked at the manuscript again, flipping through the thin pages with a frown.

"I am?" Oliver stared at him, incredulous.

"How powerful is your mother's family?"

"They're second only to the Imperial Governor, who is their friend."

"Then they had the power to call an army and march on a city if they wanted to."

"Of course. Havenstock is the noblest town of the Empire, second only to the Capital. It's filled with mercenaries and private guards and has its own town militia."

"So that's how it happened."

"What happened?" 

"I thought you weren't interested in such historical details!" Lost teased.

"Tell me what happened!" Oliver demanded. He had obviously been right to be drawn to the casket, the medallion, and that particular manuscript.

Lost's smile vanished. "This is the journal of the governor's son. Jinxie was the last Genn city, where Vario X forced all the Genn to retire. It had its own governor, but like you said, it's very close to Havenstock, where there was another governor – a Human. The Emperor wanted to keep an eye on the demons exiled by his father. Because your mother was a member of a respected household, those in power were outraged when she became pregnant with a Genn child. This gave them an excuse to punish the culprit and all of his kind."

"But my mother loved my father!" Oliver protested.

"But she was a woman, her opinion didn't count," Lost replied. "She found refuge within these walls and her male relatives put siege to the town. She went back to them, hoping they'd spare her lover and his people, but it was useless. Jinxie was destroyed, and the survivors went north."

"Even my father?" Oliver insisted.

"I think so. The journal is consciously concluded. I have no idea if they reached their destination, but I think the journal was left behind on purpose."

"Doesn't it say where they went?"

"Ravenlock. Do you know where that is?"

Oliver pulled out his map and observed it with a frown, reading all the names he could find.

"Is that the whole Empire?" Lost asked, impressed, glancing over his shoulder.

"Yes," Oliver answered, absentminded. "Do you see that name anywhere?"

"No... where did you get that map?"

"Winged Basti is a Map Maker."

"Oh. So he drew this?"

"Yes, but the Sila don't write. So I jotted down some names, but I've never heard of Ravenlock. Might it be some Genn code word?"

"We should study their history. Havenstock?"

"No, they hate the Genn there." Oliver shook his head and folded his map. "The Capital. The university there might have something." He hesitated. "Lost, I'll make you the perfect warrior, but you must teach me to read the Old Tongue."

"Sounds like a good deal," Lost said. "If you're not afraid to ruin your precious eyes with study."

"Shut up, Smart-mouth." Oliver smiled against his will. "I knew I was doing the right thing by bringing you here."

"I'm not the only one who can read the Old Tongue."

"No, but you're the only one I trust." And the only one working for free.

"Because you know you can kill me any time and get away with it?"

"All the scholars are harmless like you. At least you're young."

"What about the Sila? Doesn't he speak the Old Tongue?"

"Yes, but like I said, they don't write – and they don't read either. Their culture follows the oral tradition only."

"Then you're stuck with me. Find a clean parchment and some charcoal, and I'll see if I can show you their alphabet."

Oliver obeyed. During his past visits he had put all the manuscripts he had found in a rectangular room not far from his Shelter. He had often admired the miniatures and drawings, sighing over the harmonious, unreadable letters, and now he looked forward to the chance to study it all.

Bringing Lost had been a good investment after all. It had even revealed some of his own back-story. The medallion had a picture of his mother, so it made sense that the enclosed manuscript said something about her.

The "library" – another dry cellar with no windows he had adapted for his own needs – had a table and a bench, and bookshelves that hadn't crumbled or burned. Oliver lit two more oil lamps so that Lost could start teaching him. He found parchment and charcoal, and sat next to his new friend.

Hours flew by as Oliver worked on learning his father's written language.

"You must have it in your blood," Lost said. "It took me one month to remember all the letters and a year and a half to understand the structure of the sentences!"

"It helps that I know some words and expressions from the oral language," Oliver said, concentrating on the word he was writing.

"Winged Basti, huh? In a week you'll be better than me."

"Sounds perfect, Teacher. I have a lot to read."

"You mean you took me out of a monastery to lock me in a cellar?"

Oliver smiled against his will and looked at Lost's disappointed expression. "No. In a couple of days I'll take you to Ennismore," he promised.

"Good. How about eating? It must be dark outside by now."

"You're right." Oliver put down the charcoal with a sigh. "Enough studying for today."

They went back to the Shelter in the darkness.

"Where were you?" A voice coming from the side of the fireplace startled them.

Oliver lit the torches with his oil lamp and smiled, hearing Lost gasp at the sight of Winged Basti.

"What are you doing here?" he asked the young Sila, who came forward, but stopped when he saw Oliver wasn't alone.

"I stopped by to see if you were in and saw your things, so I decided to wait for you," Winged Basti said hesitantly. "This place is no longer secret?" He shyly pointed at Lost, who was gaping.

Oliver grinned. Lost had never seen a Sila up close and he was obviously awed by Winged Basti – like most Humans who didn't daily interact with Sila. Oliver had to admit Winged Basti was gorgeous even by Sila standards, with his long mane of blond hair and feathery blond wings. He was as tall as them and wore the tight-fitting shirt and pants of the Sila, with boots unsuitable for long walks as he obviously preferred to fly.

"I was studying with Lost," Oliver said, going to the fireplace to start a fire. "Did you know this was a Genn town?"

"Of course," Winged Basti replied.

"Lost is teaching me to read the Old Tongue," Oliver continued, excited. "Can you believe my father actually lived here?"

"And Baba who misses you." Winged Basti made a sad face, but his brown eyes were teasing. "She keeps asking everyone what happened to her Oliver..."

"I don't belong to her! Anyway, in a couple of days I'll bring Lost to Ennismore and leave him with Tadeusz."

"Poor Lost." Winged Basti looked at the orphan and smiled at him with sympathy. "You have no idea what awaits you with that crazy wizard!"

"I stay with Oliver!" Lost protested.

"I'll be here," Oliver replied. "You said you didn't want to be stuck in a cellar. Spend some time in Ennismore and see how you deal with people, and I'll pick you up whenever I leave here."

"All right." Lost sighed, disappointed. "Will you lend me Baba as well?"

"If you want." Oliver laughed and Winged Basti guffawed. "But I can introduce you to other women! I know all the whores of Ennismore."

"We'll see," Lost muttered.

"He can sleep at Baba's," Winged Basti said, amused. "Cheapest inn in town anyway."

"Of course. Will you eat with us?" Oliver asked.

Winged Basti shook his head, as usual. 

"The Sila would never share your meals with you, it would be bad for both," Lost said, probably citing one of his books.

Winged Basti stared at him with curiosity. "Where did you find him?" he asked Oliver who was busy warming up the leftovers of the previous meal's stew.

"In a monastery," Oliver answered. "He's a scholar. He knows everything, but it's as if he doesn't know anything. I bet he never saw a naked woman!"

Lost blushed and Winged Basti burst out laughing.

"Then don't let Baba be his first! He'd be traumatized!"

"We'll see when we're in Ennismore. Where are you headed?" Oliver inquired.

"To the Capital. I'm on duty with the Emperor this month." The winged youth sighed, but Oliver smiled.

"I'm sure Winged Maya will be there. You won't get bored. Besides, I know you and Vario are good friends."

Winged Basti stuck his tongue out at him. Oliver told him where he had found Lost, ignoring the orphan's puzzled expression – he must find it strange that Oliver called the Emperor by his first name.

"I flew over it while I was coming here," Winged Basti said, serious now. "Keller really wanted you. He must have found out you ran away, because there's only smoking rubble left."

"Shit." Oliver's smile vanished too and he frowned as he poured the stew for himself and Lost.

"What does that mean?" Lost asked, wary, accepting the meal but glaring at the Sila.

"If you wanted to go back, it's too late," Oliver said, deadly serious. "The bastard hunting me was waiting for his men. As soon as they arrived, they attacked the monastery. When he found out I wasn't there anymore, he burned everything."

"How can you tell, you weren't there!" Lost protested.

"I know Keller, you don't. I'm sorry, Lost, but if you had stayed there, you'd be dead by now."

Lost put down the wooden bowl, his lips trembling in disbelief. Tears filled his eyes as he slowly realized what had happened. He hid his face in his hands and started to sob.

Oliver put one hand on Lost's shoulder and squeezed it. "Lost, I'm sorry. They were good people who succumbed to the violence of an arrogant lord. I swear I'll avenge those innocent friars. I know where Keller lives."

"No." Lost calmed down and raised his head, his face still wet with tears but with a stern expression. "I want to kill him myself."

Oliver gave him a long, considering look. "You're upset. We'll talk about it tomorrow."

Lost sniffled and gritted his teeth, shaking his head.

"Finish your meal, get some sleep, and we'll discuss it again," Oliver insisted.

Lost glared at him, then sighed. He nodded and dried his tears, picking up the bowl and eating without looking at anyone.

Oliver glanced at Winged Basti who shook his head. Oliver shrugged. Of course the Sila would not approve. But Vario was too far away to ask him for justice. He would make his own justice, but he'd rather leave Lost out of it.

He felt guilty for bringing destruction on the kind friars' heads, and he needed a plan for a swift and clean revenge. Hopefully the night would counsel him – and Lost.
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Winged Basti waved them good-bye the next morning and took off for the Capital. Lost was brooding and Oliver respected his grief.

"So, do I take you to Ennismore or what?" Oliver asked.

"Lord Keller," Lost answered bluntly. "I want revenge."

Oliver sighed. "I think you should let me do it."

"I'll kill that bastard," Lost said through clenched teeth.

"Fine, let's find horses to get faster to his castle." Oliver gave up arguing.

Around midday they left the forest and reached a farm, where they managed to buy two decent horses at a fair price. Not war stallions, but at least four legs that could take them faster to their destination.

"Oliver." Lost stopped his friend before they mounted. "I can't ride."

Oliver sighed. But they were both in a hurry, so they had no time to waste.

"I'll teach you on our way back," he promised, jumping on his saddle. "Ride behind me for now," he added offering his hand. "Hold tight. We'll switch horses when this one gets tired."

Lost obeyed. When the horse moved, he grabbed Oliver's tunic with a terrified gasp. Oliver was about to tease him, but refrained. Neither of them was in the mood for jokes anyway.

They trotted on all day, spent one night under the stars, and then reached Keller's lands. Lord Keller was a country nobleman who looked after his fief without bothering with town life. He was king in his lands, therefore he didn't care for meeting nobler lords who could belittle him.

Oliver had been in his service for a few months, in the castle guard, but his Genn agility had earned him the envy of his companions-at-arms. In peace time there was no need to save each other's life on a daily basis, so Oliver hadn't really bonded with anyone. As a mercenary, the locals mistrusted him, and he was probably paid more as well. So rumors about him started spreading, and eventually Lord Keller was told the half-blood had seduced his wife.

"And is it true?" Lost asked, his sorrow overcome by curiosity for Oliver's story.

"That Lady Rowena was mad about me, yes." Oliver chuckled. "But even if she thinks herself as a great beauty, she's old and plump and so totally fake she disgusts me on sight – I think she was the one who started the rumor because I kept her at arm's length. I can be the perfect courtesan, but I choose with whom, dear Lost, and I won't let the first perfumed whore that lusts after me get her way. I'm in charge, she's not."

Lost didn't comment. He was probably too taken by his revenge plans to lecture Oliver on his sinful life.

"Now that we're here, what have you planned?" Oliver asked, changing subject.

"I want to kill that man," Lost said through clenched teeth.

"Lost, that's a guarded castle," Oliver insisted patiently. "Do you want to kill him and be killed, or kill him and live?"

Lost pondered. "I want to live. Tell me what I should do."

"Good. Here's my plan..."
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They entered the castle on foot, Oliver hunched under Lost's cloak with his hood up, leaning on Lost's staff like an old man, his other hand on Lost's shoulder. Lost guided him like someone used to old men leaning on him.

"You're walking too fast," Lost whispered after they passed the gates. "Just follow me." He slowed down and Oliver adjusted, adding a fake limp to keep it slow.

"Try to find a sword," he whispered back. "I doubt you can use mine."

Lost nodded, looking around as they traversed the busy courtyard towards the great hall. But no matter how much he squeezed his eyes, he couldn't see abandoned swords. The blacksmith's shop must be in the village outside and the guards kept theirs in their scabbards – no way of finding the armory and stealing a weapon.

Lord Keller sat in his carved wooden seat as usual. Lost left Oliver by the door and joined the short line of peasants requesting justice from their lord. There were only two guards in the great hall.

A peasant was about to join the line as well, but Oliver blocked the way with his staff. "If you care about life, stay away and keep everybody away," he whispered, showing the hilt of his sword hidden under his cloak. "I know how much you all hate Lord Keller, if you stay out of the great hall, you'll be rid of him today."

The startled peasant nodded and backed away. Lost turned to glance at Oliver who nodded, determined. 

"Unless you want me to do it," the half-blood whispered.

Lost shook his head with a frown. "Just back me up as promised," he whispered back.

Oliver signaled him to move one step forward and he did, wondering if Oliver had his own reasons to want Lord Keller dead. From the story he had been told, Lost couldn't tell. He thought Oliver couldn't be as mad as he himself was, but maybe Oliver hadn't told the whole truth. Still, the half-blood had come up with some kind of plan, and Lost decided to concentrate on the execution. Where could he find a sword?

As Oliver had imagined, nobody else showed up as the line in front of Lost thinned.

The last peasant left and Lost stared undaunted at the friars' murderer. His anger and sorrow made him uncharacteristically cold-blooded for the first time in his life. He didn't think he could be so determined in resorting to violence, but the man's face made him grit his teeth in anger.

He bowed, keeping his emotions under control.

"My lord, I'm here to offer my arm. I lost my sword, but if you lend me one, I'll show you what I can do." He was bluffing, of course, but he wouldn't give Lord Keller the time to realize he was better with his staff than with a real blade.

Lord Keller glanced at the guards who snickered. He gestured to bring one forward, and the closest guard unsheathed his weapon, offering the hilt to Lost.

"A great blade," Lost said before thrusting it into the lord's chest. He found more resistance than he thought through flesh and bones, and pulled back his arm, frightened. It wasn't as easy as he thought it would be.

Oliver got rid of the cloak and threw his knife at the still-armed guard. He rushed by Lost's side too fast for anyone to react and grabbed the orphan's wrist, thrusting again with more strength.

"If you're so delicate, you'll never kill anyone," he grunted, holding Lost's wrist and forcing him to end what he had started.

Lost stared horrified at the still and bloodied body on the seat. Oliver let him go, retrieved his knife and Lost's cloak, glaring at the surviving guard who was stunned into inaction.

"Lost, move before more come!" he ordered.

Lost snapped out of his shock and rushed after him. Nobody seemed to notice the cloaked man was now walking up straight, followed by a very pale young man with a bloodied sword half-hidden by his hoodless cloak.

They quickly exited the castle walls and jogged back to where they had left one of the horses.

"Get moving!" Oliver said impatiently, giving Lost's cloak back and recovering his.

Lost was still holding the sword and obeyed, still dazed by what he had done. Everything had gone too fast.

Oliver spurred the horse to get back to the other mount and the cover of the woods.

"Stop," Lost ordered when they were far away at the top of a hill.

Oliver obeyed and Lost slumped to the ground, planting the bloodied sword in the soft terrain and vomiting.

Oliver watched him, unmoved, then got off the saddle and walked to him. "Better?" He offered their travel flask so Lost could rinse his mouth.

"No." Lost was too traumatized to accept. "I shouldn't have done it, it's awful!"

"That's what Humans do," Oliver replied sourly. "That's what he did to your holy friends. The first time it's hard, but you'll get used to it."

He threw down the flask and backed away. "Look at that sword. It's yours and will become part of you." He unsheathed his own and swirled it around. "It will become an extension of your arm, and even if you'll use it mostly for defense at first, you'll end up using it in cold blood as well."

Lost turned to look at him. He couldn't focus on Oliver's face because of his short sight and tears, but the half-blood sounded sad. As if Oliver was missing his innocence. If he ever had it in the first place.

"Sorry I forced you," Oliver said. "I should have done it. I had more reasons than you."

"Never mind." Lost turned back to stare at the sword planted in front of him. "You saved our lives. I don't want that sword, though, it's stolen. I'd rather buy another if I really must."

"Good idea. Leave it there, we'll find another in Ennismore."

Lost grabbed the flask and got up. He rinsed his mouth and joined Oliver, who was sheathing his sword.

"I wish I was like you," Lost said.

"Don't," Oliver replied. "Just be yourself."

"You just told me I'll change."

"You will. But you won't become what you don't want to be. Don't think with a sword like I do."

"You've been using it for years. Many teachers would tell me I'm too old to learn."

"True." Oliver smiled. "It's time I take you to town. You badly need a shave."

Lost touched his bristles and smiled against his will. Oliver was still clean-shaven and looked younger than him.

"Don't you ever shave?" Lost asked.

"No." Oliver chuckled, putting one arm around his shoulder. "My father's blood, remember?"

Lost smiled again, relieved. The sword stayed where it was, at the mercy of rain, wind or the first bandit who found it.
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