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  Chapter 1


Great golden beams of light broke through the cloud cover to invigorate a few chosen grass patches across the slew of rolling hills below. Rav sat atop a hill, basking under a sunray, hoping to use its warmth to reenergise his failing body, but he still felt tired. Unbearably tired. Tired that had worn his muscles away until only skin sat on his bones. Tired that had sunken his cheeks and blackened his eyes. Tired that had turned him from a vibrant young man into a walking corpse.  
The air was windless, his long, greasy hair sticking to his face like strands of tar. Why did he feel so sick? Why was he fighting to keep his stomach from roiling, to keep his jaw from shaking? Why did it feel like it had the first time he’d murdered? All he could smell and taste was bile, something he should’ve gotten used to by now, but its slick sourness still filled his head as though he were drowning in it. The sunlight did nothing.
Keep going. 
He opened his eyes, and dizziness spun the world around him, his vision intermixed with sparkling fog. After steadying himself, he built momentum, then tried to stand. His ankle buckled, but before he fell, Lyra caught him. Two months of travelling had left no mark on her. Clad in polished full-plate armour, with silky black hair and glowing skin, she was a picturesque beauty too precious to touch. Her haunting blue eyes bore down into Rav’s.
“You are too weak. Eat.” 
Her voice still lingered around him like nature’s lyre, but Rav had long become numb to its allure. The food wouldn’t stay down—it hadn’t for weeks. He’d chew until his jaw ached, but then… He broke from her gaze and stared at the ground. Three years to become as strong as a Baron and he couldn’t even swallow soup. He dry-heaved and held his mouth, vision darkening.
“This is…” Lyra held him still.
Pathetic. Reckless. …Nameless. No tears came; his eyes were too dead.
“I do not know what is wrong,” Lyra’s voice wobbled. “You should be well.”
Rav continued dribbling acidic saliva, head hanging, unable to find the answer himself. Why was he so weak? Everything had started fine. They’d eaten mutant meat and talked about the World, making swift progress out of the Stone Steps and into the surrounding hills, nearing the grasslands that led to the Sink. Until. 
Shame. Loneliness. Nameless. 
The thoughts kept returning no matter how hard he fought them off. Whether he cried or laughed or slept, they were always there. The Sink was ahead, a place said to forge heroes, a place where he would reclaim everything he’d lost, so why…? Why was he so worthless? He’d give anything to feel Cyrn’s hand on his shoulder. Kayla’s kiss. Wakeman’s hug. 
Keep going. 
He wiped his mouth, used Lyra as support to get up, and managed to stand on his own. “Let’s go,” he croaked. One hill, then a plain, then the Sink. Just a little further. Rav trudged on, purposeful and powerless.
“You cannot keep wearing that.” Lyra indicated Rav’s chainmail shirt, the blood that still stained it hidden under dirt and grime. “It is too heavy for you.” 
He ignored her. Wakeman was dead and only what little he’d possessed remained. It didn’t matter how heavy his friend’s old armour was; even if he was to die, he’d die with it on.
“At least let me carry your other belongings,” Lyra pressed, reaching for the small bag Rav carried, which only contained a small urn with the last of Wakeman’s ashes, a scented cloth gifted to him by Kayla, and his journal. 
He turned away from her, hugging the bag close to guard it from her grasp. They were his too. No matter the difficulty. One shaking step after another, Rav pressed ahead. Lyra sighed before collecting three bags the size of her torso and following.
Nameless, Nameless, Nameless. 
“Tell me… about the grass…lands,” Rav wheezed.
Lyra smiled softly. “They are called U’ul Ba’a, or Fool’s March.” She then furrowed her brow. “You must be careful there; mutants roam the plains.”
MUUH. Oil-black eyes and giant horns, Rav saw the mutant goat once more. It never slowed, never rested, never stopped hunting him down. Always with him, a part of him. “…Like the one I fought in Stone’s Way?” his voice trembled.
“Some.” Lyra nodded.
He sighed. “I’ll die.” A sliver of desire to live sputtered as he said the word. No. How could he die before returning to Pitt? How could he die when his family still needed him? But it faded, as it always did. It was his fault Tibald had found a weakness to control Cyrn with, his fault Pitt was going to be enslaved by Baron Hewett, his fault Wakeman was dead. He didn’t have to return. Maybe he shouldn’t.
Lyra tried to catch his eye. “I can guard you on the plains, but, Rav… I cannot protect you in the Sink; there are too many dangers for me to face alone. If you do not improve enough to save yourself, you will not survive.”
He stared at the ground once more. “And my Calling?”
Lyra gave up trying to meet his gaze. “What you saw is only a possibility, not a certainty.”
Looking at his wretched body, Rav tried to laugh, too exhausted to manage more than a quiet wheeze. Wasn’t he already close to what he’d seen? Here he walked, more ghoul than man. All he needed was the strength to eat someone. “I think it’s coming true,” he whispered. 
“Do not talk about it,” Lyra snapped.
“Why can’t you know?” Rav huffed. “I don’t understand.”
Lyra sucked her teeth. “I have told you this many times before. It is for the same reason I should not have hinted that the medicinal paste Tibald gave you was able to heal Finn’s injuries. I guided you to change the outcome of his circumstances with a single irresponsible glance. If I know what you have been Called to do, any slight motion of mine could impact the outcome the World desires. That cannot happen; the World’s plans are not mine to meddle in.”
“We saved him.”
Lyra hardened her tone. “It was wrong.”
They fell silent. Rav thought back to the young man they’d healed. What was Finn doing now? He’d survived a mutant attack only to live under Tibald Sar’s tyranny. The Ghoulsmen had all worked so hard just to have every life they’d protected suffer. Everyone’s sacrifice was for nothing, all because of him.
“How do you say Sink in your language?” Rav murmured, trying to think of something else before his thoughts dragged him back into the mire. He worked his lips to pronounce the word. “Ga’thew, right?” 
Lyra tutted. “It is pronounced Ga’thew’. Ga’ackre for the broken ground, thewsh for the air in the fall, and silence for the unknown.”
“Silence like ‘World’?”
She shook her head. “The World is different. The Sink is silence of the unending fall; the World is silence of eternity, of peace. You can hear the World all around you. If you listen.” She tilted her head at him.
“I’ve tried,” Rav mumbled. “Every night, I search for It, but there is no silence. Even when everything else goes still, all I hear is my blood pumping through my ears.”
Lyra smiled at him in encouragement. “Keep trying. The World has Called you, Rav, and you are Ah’ ke. A piece of the World already sits in your neck, all you must do is feel it.”
He scowled. Had he really been Called? People were supposed to see their future selves, charismatic and potent as they achieved the impossible. All he’d seen was himself as a ghoul climbing out a stranger and eating them alive. Why couldn’t he just ask her about it? Why was she so adamant about abandoning him if he did? He scratched the back of his neck. As for the Heaven’s Tear, it was no more than a blemish on his skin, a square black stain with a missing corner he couldn’t remove. It did nothing. Where was its supposed power? Or was he just too pathetic to use it? 
He stomped step by step to the top of a hill and looked out with a grunt. Finally. Beneath him spanned a plain of straw-coloured grass with a slight purple tint at its tip, reaching all the way to the horizon. Stray breezes sent it shifting in waves, rustling, making it seem as though it were fur on the back of a great beast. Rav clenched his fist. Unnerving. How could so much ground be so flat? It was the opposite of Stone’s Way. How far from home was he? Stomach churning, nausea roiled within him. Lyra was standing at his side, so why did she feel so far away? Is that what being in Heaven did? He was here, alone. Lonely.
“Ga’thew’ has many places more beautiful than this. There is a city called Suelkoff that is built under a river. The riverbed is made of crystal, so sunlight shines through it to glitter over the streets. If you survive the journey through Li’bo Sh’za and reach Ut Sh’za, you can bask in its light too.” She coaxed him forward.
What was the point in beauty when it was empty? And how far away was this Ut Sh’za? How deep did Lyra want to drag him into this place? That’s all she wanted, wasn’t it? That’s why she seemed so far away. Helping him was just to serve her World. Rav eased his way down the hillside, finding the grass blades to be taller than he’d expected, standing a full head above him as he reached the bottom.
“The path is here.” Lyra led him to a narrow gap that split through the grasses, disappearing deep inside the plain. “’Zet Ar attack by ambushing from the sides; keep your guard up until we reach the camp.”
’Zet Ar? Rav went hunting through his mind for the term. Where was it? Ah. Lesser mutant or descendant from a weak bloodline. The monsters that inhabited the first section of the Sink, Li’bo Sh’za. He nodded at Lyra, uncaring. It wouldn’t make a difference if he was cautious or not when he was so weak. 
They entered the passage, the thick smell of dust reminding him of abandoned houses and old mineshafts. Rav sneezed. A while later, more unease set in as swaying grass engulfed him, blocking his peripheral vision. This place was so much… tighter, more pressing, suffocating than Stone’s Way. Even the mazes within the boulder fields weren’t this choking. Lyra marched on, unperturbed. Rav felt his panic rising and let out a wheezing chuckle. He had no energy to spare; how could panic affect him? He shrugged his chainmail up, then continued, the afternoon passing by in a yellow and purple blur. 
As the sun set, they came across a large metallic mound, half-buried in the ground next to their path. 
“This is our camp,” Lyra said, reaching for a handle to open the hatch door.
He stumbled inside the dome and searched for a place to lie down, finding a cloth bed at the far end of the small room, which he collapsed onto before closing his eyes. Freed from labouring, his body melded into the thin mattress, never wanting to move again as he listened to Lyra closing and locking the hatch before rummaging in one of her packs. Tchi’, fwish, she lit a candle. Ba, ba, ba, she walked up to him and shook his shoulder.
“Try and eat.” She pressed something mushed to his mouth.
Rav sealed his lips shut and tried to roll away.
“Rav. Eat,” she ordered. For her. Even if she was a fanatic. 
He opened his mouth and took a bite of some well-mashed roots, finding them sweet and starchy, seasoned with salt. Chew. Rav slowly ground the paste and prepared to swallow. Just swallow. Please. His throat wouldn’t work… it wouldn’t let him. Saliva built in his mouth until the roots liquified. It felt as though he would choke if he forced it down. Force it anyway. Rav opened his throat, and bile came spewing out, forcing him to spit the food onto the floor next to him.
Lyra kept calm, used to the events. “I will get something for your stomach.” She glided across the room to search in her pack, and by the time she returned, Rav had fallen deep asleep.

    
  Rav gasped awake, clammy in his mail shirt. A nightmare. He couldn’t piece it together… he didn’t want to. It was always his face, dead and smiling. Wakeman, I’m sorry. But his apologies did nothing. If only he’d been smarter, stronger, Wakeman wouldn’t have duelled Tibald. Wouldn’t have died. Wouldn’t be no more than ashes to be scattered in the wind. He touched the small urn hanging around his neck. If only he were more like Cyrn, none of this would’ve happened. 
The candle had long been extinguished, leaving him in darkness. It was deep in the night, and now he was stuck. Stuck with his thoughts until morning came and he started walking again. 
Nameless, Nameless, Nameless. 
Rav’s throat went dry. He felt around him and touched the leather of a waterskin. Lyra. His chest constricted as though a boulder sat on him, his cheeks burning with shame. Every kind necessity she did for him was a reminder of the wretch he’d become. How could he be so useless? She fed him, protected him, cared for him. Day after day, she put up with his pathetic state and never complained. And day after day, his gratitude built, growing so heavy it had become crushing. What could he do about it? There was no way to repay her, no service he could perform for her that she needed or wasn’t better at. He didn’t even know her. Lyra was in Heaven.
The concept had made itself clearer as their journey had progressed. Lyra existed in another world that freed her from the rules of this one, almost gliding as she walked as though she had no weight, everything seeming light to her, no burden too heavy. She had no momentum either, stopping and turning without stumbling. Rav had watched her hunt, failing to comprehend what he was seeing. His mind predicted where she should’ve been, how she should’ve leaned slightly forward or taken an extra step to balance, but she never did. Light and carefree, the World let her do as she pleased, unbound by its laws. That’s when he’d realised it. Perhaps there was no “Lyra”. At his side was Ha’th Bey Riene, a devotee of the World. A stranger. Another fragment of Pitt drifted out of his grasp.
He sipped from the waterskin and washed out his mouth. Now try. Little by little, Rav drank, practicing his swallowing. Water went down, so why couldn’t food? It wasn’t long before the waterskin emptied, and he lay back down in the dark to listen, trying to quiet his thoughts in hope that he’d catch the World. Maybe if he heard It, everything would change. Maybe he’d connect to his Heaven’s Tear and gain the power he needed. But there was no silence. 
Nameless, Nameless, Nameless. Useless. 
Without Cyrn or the Ghoulsmen, Rav understood what he was. All the talk of power. All the plans. All the fights. It was them, not him. 
Woooo. He flinched as a mutant’s howl rang out across the plains, more following to bring the night to life. But how could those howls compare to the roar of the beast he’d fought? MUUH. Echoes of the mutant goat filled his head as he settled back down, never able to hear beyond his memories. 

    
  Tchi’, fwish, Lyra lit her candle, illuminating the room. “We have to set off early to reach the next camp before dark.” She rolled out of her bed and began strapping her armour back on.
Once dressed, she collected Rav’s waterskin, shaking it to see how much was left. Empty. Her face remained still, but her eyes betrayed her curiosity. They both knew not to mention it—what if he stopped drinking too once the words were made real? Rav swung his legs out of bed, aching. Lyra pulled out some dried meat and chewed it in front of him, enticing him to try some. Rav looked away and gagged.
Finishing breakfast, they set off into the dawn light, the rising sun heating the damp soil to create a humid environment that had Rav sweating. His hips had begun to give a sharp pain when he strode too far, his left ankle seeming to grate against the bone in the socket. Lunch was over quickly, just more water. Endless swaying grass until the sun was setting.
“We need to hurry; we have been slower today,” Lyra urged Rav on.
He strained as hard as he could, but the movements were too tender.
“The camp is close,” Lyra kept encouraging him.
Rav hung his head as he lumbered on, fighting to keep himself from collapsing.
“Let me carry you.”
No. How could he face the dangers of the Sink if he couldn’t even walk there by himself?
“Rav, you will not make i—” 
Ssh. From the right. 
Lyra dropped her packs and drew her longsword. Grrrrr, growls came from all around them as half a dozen ravenous beasts lurked out of view. Rav reached into one of the packs to collect his spear but wasn’t strong enough to lift it out the bag. Pathetic. He slumped down and laughed at himself as Lyra took a stance next to him, eyeing the grass. Sh, sh, sh, the mutants circled around them before—Arrr. One of them darted out and took a swipe at Lyra’s back. She turned and slashed upwards at its paw, severing it in a gush of blood. Rav smiled in the hot spray, watching the mutant retreat. It was a large wolf with straw-coloured fur and overgrown teeth that jutted out its mouth. Not even as fierce as the normal mutant goats that roamed Stone’s Way. He was going to be killed by something that unimposing? He smiled wider, face contorted with shame. The goat ’Zet Ar could’ve killed a dozen of these things without issue.
Seeing their leader injured, the remaining mutants shot out to protect it, harassing Lyra. One went for her leg, while another barrelled into her. She kicked the first away, then grabbed the other before driving her sword through its belly. It whimpered as it went still. The other two backed away, slinking into the grass while Lyra pulled her sword out of the dead wolf and lunged to stab the kicked one. Paw severed, the leader had hidden behind the grassline, skulking, and with Lyra busy, Rav knew he was vulnerable. He watched the beast sit back on its haunches, ready to pounce at him. A single thrust of his spear would’ve deterred it, but as he was now, what could he do? This was it. All the scheming, all the running, all the sacrifice, leading to this. Dead in a field. No parents, no brother, no Kayla. No revenge. 
He’d never butcher Ronin Luke, never see Tibald Sar’s dying eyes, never skewer Baron Hewett. Wakeman would be dead, Pitt would be destroyed, and they’d live on. It couldn’t happen. He wouldn’t let it happen. Being worthless wasn’t an excuse; he’d sworn to fight for Pitt until his last breath. 
And. He. Was. Still. Breathing. 
Rav forced himself to stand as the beast pounced at him, jaw wide, teeth like daggers. Silence. Then power surged through him from the back of his neck, flowing out his skin to linger on its surface like rotting smoke. Under its visage, he seemed to rot, flesh falling into hanging scraps, nails hardening into blackened claws, face no more than bone, sinew, and grey teeth. Rav became a Ghoul, swiping at the beast’s jaw to tear it out with inhuman strength.
“AHHHH.” Again and again, he tore into its body, ripping out chunks of flesh and smashing organs in a storm of viscera until the mutant was no more than scraps of meat scattered across the ground. Covered in blood and stinking bowels, chest heaving as he panted, Rav felt his stomach finally settle as he started to drool. How delicious did all that meat look? Diving into the mess barehanded, he slurped down chunk after chunk until he couldn’t stuff any more down his throat. Only then did the power fade. Ghoul receded back into his neck, Rav saw his true self once more, tears dripping off his chin onto his bloodstained hands. He’d tried so hard to help Pitt, but all he’d done was make it worse. He’d fought and bled and schemed and loved. He’d done his part, so why was it all so wrong? 
“Rav…” Lyra whispered.
Ah. She was there. He sniffed, wiping away the tears as he took a few shaking breaths. “I, uh… Let’s get moving before more come.”
Lyra’s grin nearly split her face in two.






  
  Chapter 2


Lyra kept glancing back at Rav, eyes alight. He watched the ground, brow furrowed. The way he’d killed that mutant, it was as though he’d been the beast. Disgusting. Barbaric. Inhuman. Intoxicating, enthralling, addicting. What would Cyrn have thought if he’d seen it? Would he have been impressed or frightened? What about Kayla or Wakeman? Did it matter? It was the action that mattered, not the outcome. That was what Wakeman had believed—that was his legacy, the legacy Rav would continue. Killing the mutant was a good action. Eating was a good action. And he’d been the one thing he’d needed to be to help: powerful.  
“We are here,” Lyra announced, standing next to another metal mound.
Rav came to, realising he’d wandered further down the path than she had. The sun had set, leaving a faint glow in the sky to his back. Turning around, he realised how sticky he was, dried blood on his face and hands. He stretched his skin to break the layer into flakes, then picked at it as he ambled to the mound while Lyra struggled with the hatch, trying to yank it up and open.
Rav blinked. Lyra failing to do something? He lifted his head and focused on what was happening before him. Wow. He could see her once more, sweat lining her brow, pink cheeks flushed. How had he forgotten? She was… alluring. Something you strived for, never to achieve. The mound was a work of art too. How much metal had to go into building one of these? How could you transport it through the mutant-infested plains? How had he missed it? An entire room made of metal. Pitt didn’t have anything like it. This was the outside world, this was what it had to offer. A world of marvels and opportunities for him to seize. For him to wield against his enemies.
“Can you help?” Lyra stood back and asked.
No… Wait, could he? What if he used his Heaven’s Tear again? Perhaps he wasn’t so useless. How had it felt? Rav focused on the back of his neck, willing the power to flow out once more. Nothing happened. Think about the fight, think about being on the brink of death. Nothing. Think about the anger. Nothing. Think about revenge. There. A twinge. Hold it. Rav squeezed all he had out of his body, desperate not to let the sensation go, and just as the power began to flow… dong, gung, eee’u. He lost focus as the hatch opened. 
In the dim entrance stood a woman with dark hair. Wrinkles lined her face, her skin well weathered, putting her somewhere between thirty and fifty. Dressed in the same plate armour as Lyra, with black, tight-wound hair that was matted from years of travelling, she appeared to be another Sister. Thin, dry lips, a few freckles, but her eyes… they were like amber in firelight, golden brown with flecks of yellow.
“Ca’ome ’ U’ul Ba’a,” she called out.
“Ha’th Bey Riene, eh U’ul Ba’a ’ Ga’thew’ ’ah,” Lyra replied.
The woman stepped out to embrace her. “Ar T’ch Shr’.” She then looked at Rav, who stood in a daze. 
“I don’t speak Earth and Thunder,” he mumbled.
The woman smiled at him. “Hu v’ sh.” 
Lyra stepped between them, severing the enthralment that held Rav. “That means ‘listen in your sleep’. It is a way of saying ‘may the World speak to you’.”
“I can also speak your tongue.” The woman had a high-pitched accent as she changed language, as though if she pronounced the words too harshly, they would break. “You stink of blood. Come in.”
The three entered the mound, the older Sister locking the hatch behind them while Lyra lit a candle. 
“This is Ar T’ch Shr’. She is also in Heaven,” Lyra muttered as she dumped her bags next to a bed, Rav stumbling after her. “Her duty is to keep watch over Fool’s March, maintaining the camps.”
“Call me Siere.” Siere moved to a bed and undid the straps of her armour to get comfortable in the robes beneath, then went over to a pot of rich stew.
Rav touched the smooth metal wall. “You built these things?” 
Her laugh was like pearls dropping on crystal. “The God King built these; I only take care of them.” She waved her hand to dismiss the matter after catching Lyra’s glare. “You are far too weak to concern yourself with him, though. The World will make you who you are meant to be.” She served stew into bowls, raising an eyebrow at Lyra.
“I have not explained.”
Siere frowned in confusion. “Why? He has been Called.”
“We must be patient,” Lyra said softly.
Siere snorted. “Fine. He is yours to guide, Sister.”
Rav snapped around to face Siere as he caught on to their conversation. “How do you know I’ve been Called?” 
“All those in Heaven will know,” Lyra answered. “Just like you will know all those who are in Heaven.”
Another of her vague answers. If Lyra didn’t want him to know something, there was no point further questioning her about it. He tried another approach. “Why must you be patient, then?” 
“You know why.”
Rav sucked his teeth. All he wanted was to save Pitt. All she wanted was for him to serve the World. Just as there were things he couldn’t say to her, there were things she couldn’t say to him, or they’d drive each other away. “It doesn’t matter,” he spat. “I’ll use whatever the Sink can give me.”
Siere laughed. “The Sink will not give you anything. You must take it.”
“Then I’ll take it.”
Siere laughed harder. “What will you take? You are weak, skinny, untrained—”
Lyra glared at her as Rav shrivelled back down, and the room followed her gaze, bearing down on Siere. Siere smiled, and the pressure reversed, sending Lyra stumbling back.
“Ee wa, I have been in Heaven far longer than you.” Siere picked up a bowl and set it before Rav.
Nameless, worthless, reckless. 
He stared at the bowl, bile rising up his throat. Lyra stepped forward again, still locked onto Siere, teeth gritted as she continued fighting against the pressure. Rav glanced at her and grimaced just the same. Revenge. He couldn’t be weak. Grabbing the bowl, he stuffed a fistful of stew into his mouth, joining Lyra in glaring at Siere. Swallow. His throat opened and the bile rose, but Rav stuffed another fistful of stew into his mouth and shoved everything down. One fist after another. Siere laughed again, then froze, eyes wide. As Rav stuffed another fistful in his mouth, his figure shifted, and the flicker of a nightmare surrounded him. Lyra caught it too, turning to Rav as the pressure dropped, but the nightmare was gone. 
She faced Siere once more, glowering. “He is mine.” 
Siere dropped her posture, head low. “Yes, Sister.” She brought Lyra a bowl of food, all of them sitting to eat.
“Are you going to Blood Marsh?” Siere asked. 
Lyra nodded. 
“That is a good place for him to start. Baron Glass is ruler there, acting in Jinkin’s name. Give him my token and he will help.” She reached into a bag near her bed and pulled out a metal token with a mutant wolf imprint, handing it to Lyra, who tucked it into her own bag. 
“Why would an Ah’ ke like him be in Li’bo Sh’za?” Lyra asked. “Has Jinkin lost control of their path through the Sink?”
Siere glanced between Rav and Lyra with a slight squint before she answered. “Jinkin remains in control. They claim he has been sent back there to oversee food moving from Blood Marsh to their other cities.” She paused. “But there are rumours that he was injured in his last battle and has retreated to the outskirts of the Sink to recover. Despite his presence, the area still has the chaos you are looking for. Another Sister came through a week ago from there saying that three Barons have fallen in the last six months. There are plenty of new teams forming to scavenge.”
“I see.” Lyra fell into thought.
Rav choked down the last of his meal. It was too much, piling on top of the raw meat from earlier. He lay on his back, clenching his jaw. It. Will. Stay. Down. He focused his thoughts on suppressing the gagging. Lyra watched over him, reaching out as though she wanted to stroke his cheek before pulling her arm back.
“I would never have thought him to be Ah’ ke,” Siere murmured.
Lyra shook her head as she smiled at him. “He is not Ah’ ke yet; his Heaven’s Tear is incomplete. But he will be. The World must have an important role for him to play.”
Rav felt their gazes and worked harder to keep his food down. The Sisters began to speak in Earth and Thunder, leaving him out of the conversation. Fanatics. They were using him, manipulating him towards their own ends, but that was fine. He’d use their help to become powerful enough to do what he wanted, and once he had what he needed, he’d leave it all behind, World and all, running far away with his family just like they’d planned. All the care his guide showed was false, a façade designed to force him deeper into the Sink. She was Ha’th Bey Riene. It hurt, but it was true. 

    
  Rav woke in the afternoon, Lyra taking care as she wiped the dust off her bracer with a sweet-scented oiled cloth until it shined once more while she watched over him from her bed.
“Rest for today,” she said. “Siere is out patrolling. You must recover from your fight before we walk to the next camp.”
He picked more blood off himself, holding his bloated gut, but in the quiet, last night’s conversation kept repeating in his head, thrumming in his skull with every pulse of his heart. The only gratitude he could show Lyra was by following her deep into the Sink, but he couldn’t do that, not when Pitt needed him. Not when it was obvious that was how she wanted him to feel. An itch started in his bones. His fists kept clenching, his teeth gritting. He hadn’t had the energy to be annoyed before, but now… he needed to calm down.
“I’m going out.” He marched to the hatch and heaved it open before stomping down the path ahead. 
How could Lyra expect more from him than he’d already given? He wasn’t born in the Sink or in Heaven, no one had taught him any special techniques like Tibald’s movements. He was just himself—a boy from Pitt. Why did he have to be here? Why was she so determined to force him into service for her World? This wasn’t where he belonged; Lyra had dragged him along for her own selfish plans, manipulating him like everyone else. He grabbed a fistful of grass and tore it out, ready to scream. But she’d also cared for him, supported him, believed in him. That was the result, not the action. Rav stormed ahead until the pain in his hip returned, realising the metal mound had long disappeared behind him.
The sun had almost completed its arc in the sky, leaving little light to get back before dark. An ache also ran down his neck to his back and legs, everything stiff. How had he walked so far? Rav couldn’t help breaking into a grin as he realised the answer. He had energy again. The food had stayed down. He’d done it. If he could manage that, then maybe… maybe he’d make it. The Sink, his family, the Ghoulsmen. Tibald Sar. It was doable. Difficult but possible. All he had to do was keep going. Turning around, he managed a limping jog back to camp, soon seeing Siere striding towards him with fierce intent. He rushed to meet her, face falling. 
“Has something happened? Is Lyra alright?”
“You cannot walk off on your own,” Siere shouted, snatching out to grab him.
Rav tried to dodge her hand, but Siere was too quick, catching his chainmail to drag him back with her. “Let go of me,” he growled as he pawed at her arm, too weak to remove it.
“This place is filled with mutants. You are not strong enough to walk it alone,” she chided.
“I’m fine,” he spat. “And what does it matter to you if I die?”
She pulled him in front of her, lifting him off the ground like a doll. “It matters to the World. You have been Called, Rav. You must answer.” 
She shifted him onto her shoulder and jogged back to camp, unperturbed by Rav fighting with all his strength to wriggle free. How was she able to treat him like a backpack so easily? How pathetic was all his previous joy? He was still so weak. Rav struggled until exhaustion without achievement. The only way he could break free was with the power in his neck. The Ghoul. Focusing, he tried to summon it before coming to a sputtering stop. Would it even work? No. Even as that monster, Siere was too strong.
“Where’s Lyra?” he shouted.
Siere pursed her lips, voice terse. “She went searching back out U’ul Ba’a. She thought you had run away.”
Run away? Rav went limp for the remainder of the journey, and back at the camp, Siere opened the hatch, dumped him inside, then shut the door. Rav heard a thunk against it, picturing Siere leaning against the hatch to ensure he couldn’t get out. Trapped in the dark, it was a long time before he heard anything outside.
“Let him out,” Lyra shouted. “Rav is mine.”
“He is in there for his own safety.” Siere’s voice was cold. “And he belongs to the World.”
“What can he do for the World trapped in there?”
Siere huffed. “You are his guide. That is a duty, not a privilege. Learn quickly, or you will waste him.”
Lyra opened the hatch, the light from her torch revealing Rav sitting by a bag, eating strips of dried meat in silence. She rushed to his side.
“Are you safe? I thought you would be back soon; I was worried.”
“Worried I ran away,” Rav spat. “You thought I was a coward. You thought I’d abandoned everything I set out to do.”
She frowned. “No. I was worried you had collapsed.”
“That’s…” He went silent. How pathetic had he been during the journey here? Wasn’t it fair for her to be worried about something like that? Wasn’t he still nothing more than luggage to Siere? Maybe Lyra could be forgiven…
Siere entered and lit a candle, shutting the hatch behind her. “See, he is fine. You said he needed to rest this morning anyway.” 
…But Siere couldn’t, not for carrying him when he’d worked so hard to walk on his own. Not for laughing at him or treating him like a possession. Rav didn’t look at her, unable to suppress his snarl, listening as Lyra and Siere spoke Ca’ome for a while, eating and washing up until they settled down for sleep in their beds, Lyra to his head, Siere to his feet. 
A while later, Rav yawned, rage cooling, finally drifting off. But it wasn’t long before he gasped awake in the dark. Nightmares of the mutant goat, of saying goodbye to Kayla, of losing his friends and family. Of Wakeman’s dead body rising as a ghoul that tore him apart. Here he was, stuck again until morning… Something felt different this time. Rav looked around him, seeing nothing but black. Hungering black. It wasn’t empty as it had been before; something was here with him.
“Rav…” the voice from Ghoul Wood called.
Ghouls were watching over him. He felt it. If he reached out, he’d touch festering skin. It should’ve been terrifying, but there was a strange comfort in being trapped in the dark, as though it were the dark of his room in Pitt, of waking up before snuggling down and drifting off to sleep again. He wasn’t alone when he was surrounded by these horrors, almost as if… he was now one of them. There was something else too. By his feet was a sensation, an inkling of a notion. Fear. Fear of being alone. No, more than that, it was a fear of losing harmony. Being disconnected. 
Rav stood and walked to it, the ghouls shifting out of his way. Closer to the fear, he understood: he could make it worse. With his command, the ghouls would dive into the feeling and worsen it, magnifying the fear a thousand times. Siere’s fear. A dozen ghouls waited, ravenous. The power of the Ghoul Wood dreams was his to command. Siere’s worst nightmare was his to bring to life. A way for his pathetic self to fight back.
“Go,” Rav whispered, breaking into a grin.
Ten ghouls tore open her nightmare and dived inside. Rav lay back down, listening as Siere tossed and turned in her sleep.






  
  Chapter 3


Rav watched Siere wake shivering, Lyra holding her in place. She was lying on the floor next to the hatch after rolling out of her bed, her clothes ragged. As she unclenched her fists, torn strips of cloth dropped out. 
“Are you awake now? What happened?” Lyra soothed her, stroking her hair.
Siere moved her hands frantically, searching for something invisible around her until she found it, relief replacing the frenzied panic that had overtaken her. “I… I… Monsters… rotting corpse monsters dragged me out of Heaven,” she stammered, eyes wild. 
Lyra looked up at Rav, who remained sitting on his bed, observing Siere and the effects of his nightmare. Siere caught Lyra’s look and faced him as well, understanding flickering in her eyes.
She tensed, fists clenching. “You did this?” 
Lyra held her still, moving herself between the two.
“Aye.” Rav wriggled his skeletal body to life while miasma flowed out of his skin to turn it black with rot, the Ghoul draped over him. “And I can do it again.”
Siere was stronger than him. She knew it, he knew it. She held back, unclenching her fists while sinking away from him. Rav towered over her in his Ghoulish visage for a moment longer before stopping the flow of miasma and absorbing the phantom back into himself.
“We’ve wasted enough of the morning; let’s go,” he snapped, collecting his bag and walking out the hatch. 
Lyra dropped Siere, grabbed her bags, and followed him, eyes gleaming. 
Outside, Rav caught his breath, heart thundering. Sunlight shone through the grass tips, tinted purple as it dyed his skin. He held his hand out in front of himself, mesmerised. What else could he do? He strode towards the next camp with a smile, thinking over his Heaven’s Tear’s power. It produced some strange miasma that hovered on the edge of existence that only he could see. If he wanted it to affect the real world, he had to make it dense. It took effort to push it out of his skin, and the more he squeezed into reality, the more it drained him. Furthermore, the further away he pushed it, the harder he had to concentrate to keep it up and the weaker the wisps became.
Keeping it on his skin made it manageable, though, allowing him to use the energy to give himself a Ghoulish mantle and enhance his strength, as though he was wearing living armour. Anything further was too much for him to make real, but things didn’t always have to be real. 
Nightmares. 
In someone’s mind, was the phantom of a ghoul any less real than if they were facing one awake? Phantoms of ghouls that preyed on a person’s greatest fear. What was more terrifying to a Sister than losing their connection to the World? With a dozen ghouls, he’d made Siere vulnerable, meek. However, the target had to be asleep; as soon as Siere had woken up, the sensation had disappeared. There was also Lyra. Her fear hadn’t appeared, for some reason. 
He’d learn more about what he could do later, and besides, his Heaven’s Tear wasn’t even complete. At least there was a path to grow his own strength now: become better at wielding the Ghoul. Next, he needed soldiers, people who could compete against Baron Hewett’s army and protect the citizens of Pitt. Then, he needed a destination for everyone to flee to, a place far away from the Sink. Most important of all, he needed a Name. The Carvell Name lost to him now. For respect. For a home. For Kayla. He needed a Name.
Three Barons dying in Blood Marsh meant wandering soldiers. What if he found a few more like Thorley and Wakeman? People who understood how dangerous the Sink was and sought to escape it. They could also give him a better understanding of the land around the Sink or maybe even a map to guide him. With enough soldiers loyal to him and the acknowledgement of those in the Sink, Rav could get a Name. He’d return in glory, slay Tibald Sar and Baron Hewett, then leave Pitt behind. Blood Marsh held everything he needed. 
Sunlight glinted off Lyra’s armour, catching his eye. He also had her. He had to be careful of her. After what he’d done to Siere, maybe she should be careful of him. He tapped into his Heaven’s Tear to charge ahead but instead found himself falling.
“Ah.” Collapsing to the ground like a carcass, Rav was unable to move his limbs. 
What? 
Why?
It was as though he were under the effects of a paralytic.
“Rav.” Lyra darted forward to roll him over, her gaze filled with worry.
“Why?” Rav struggled to ask.
She inspected his eyes, gums, and nails, finding nothing. Then, she sat him up and pushed his hair aside to see the black mark on the back of his neck. “Ah. You have overworked your Heaven’s Tear,” she said. “The World’s power is not easy to bear; using more than your body can support will exhaust you. It will take time for you to regain feeling. Rest for now.” She heaved him onto her shoulder, setting off once more.    
Rav didn’t protest—Nameless, reckless, useless—guts squirm- ing in guilt over his accusation. Every time he thought the worst of her, she only proved herself to care. At what point did her façade become her? Maybe he’d been wrong all along. Maybe it was Lyra who was pretending to be Ha’th Bey Riene. Maybe he wasn’t so alone.

    
  Two weeks later, they neared the end of Fool’s March. Rav developed his control of the Ghoul, working on drawing it out and dispelling it, testing how long he could last before his body gave out. As he was now, he could become a monster for twenty breaths a day, but after that, he was no better than dead. There were no nightmares for him to practise with. Lyra’s fear remained hidden, and even if he’d seen it, he wouldn’t have attacked it with ghouls. 
For three meals a day, she prepared mashed roots for them to eat, Rav using his brutal eating strategy to finish whatever he was given before showing off the empty bowl to her. She smiled at him with pride each time, as though she was seeing glimpses of the gem buried beneath the rock. She still kept her secrets. He was making progress, and she wouldn’t risk changing that. Rav didn’t care, though; he’d be gone before they were relevant. 
They reached the last camp before the border of the Sink, and as they settled in for another night of paste and lukewarm conversation, they heard banging at the hatch door. Lyra re-equipped her armour, drawing her sword, while Rav grabbed a spear, now able to lift it once more. Lyra pulled the lock down, easing the hatch open.
“Ar T’ch Shr’,” Siere called. “I have come to see the Ah’ ke before you enter Ga’thew’,”
“Sister.” Lyra let her in, going to prepare food for her to eat.
Rav lowered his spear but remained standing, watching Siere’s every move. The effects of the nightmare had worn off; the Sister was back at her strongest. 
Siere nodded his way, solemn and respectful. “You look better. Stronger. It will not be long before you fill that chainmail.”
Rav stared into his bowl, his armour suddenly feeling as though Wakeman were still clinging to it. 
Lyra shot Siere a warning look.
“You look like you are ready for the Sink,” Siere corrected, voice sincere. “There is a place in Ut Sh’za, the second layer, called Varheart. Once you are done with Blood Marsh, head there. It is a place for people to find f’zul, direction, purpose.”
Lyra glared at her again.
“I also brought you this.” Siere pulled a small piece of curved metal out of her pocket. “It is called a napet. They are fashionable in Ga’thew’. It is a way for people to hide their Heaven’s Tears or pretend they have them to deter attackers, like this.” She lifted her hair and pressed the metal over the back of her neck, hiding the skin beneath. “Hiding it when you are weak will help you avoid trouble, and if you pass the World’s test, it may also be useful in hiding how many Heaven’s Tears you have.” 
Rav looked between the two, lingering on Lyra. His Heaven’s Tear made him powerful, but it also made him a target. She’d explained it back in Pitt. Nearly everyone in the Sink would strive to kill him and take it for themselves if they found out. He gulped. 
“You said I’d be safe with Sisters, that because they’re in Heaven, they’re saturated with the World’s power already and can’t use Heaven’s Tears, but what if someone else discovers what I have? Can I—”
“No, you cannot just give it away.” Lyra lowered her head. “To take a Heaven’s Tear, you must kill the owner and cut it out their head.”
Rav sucked in a breath. As if the Sink wasn’t dangerous enough. He reached over to receive the accessory from Siere. “Thank you.” He placed the metal on his nape, finding it cool as it stuck in place.
“I can guard you in Li’bo Sh’za,” Lyra mumbled.
Siere snorted. “You will need to. The first layer usually is not dangerous for Ah’ ke, but most Ah’ ke are well-trained warriors.” She went into her bag and brought out an expensive piece of cloth that seemed to have been spun from clouds. With expert care, she unwrapped it to reveal an ornate flask. Candlelight flickered over the various illustrations encrusted onto it, displaying mountains, seas, birds, life. It was the World, delicate and savage. Inexplicable, like reading a sound. “There is also a custom to perform for those Called before they enter Ga’thew’. This is King’s Blood.” Siere held it as though it were her own soul. “Every person to become someone in Ga’thew’ has drank from this. Now, it is your turn.” She held it out for him.
Rav reached out to collect it, and as his fingers touched the surface, his hand seized up. It didn’t “feel” like anything he’d ever touched; it was an emotion that travelled up his arms to his soul. He was holding a piece of history, something archaic, wonderous, infinite. Pulling off the cap, he pressed the liquid to his lips, its scent hitting him first, giving him visions of his parents, Healanor and Senior Carvell, sitting by the fireside. He saw warm nights in the Alley Camp with the Ghoulsmen and hot nights at home with Kayla. The smell of Pitt and Stone’s Way in one overwhelming burst.
The first droplet sent his head swirling, drunker than he’d ever been before. His entire body flushed red, burning with heat, making him feel as though he were glowing. It was the taste of every family meal, every victorious return from Stone’s Way, every piece of love that Pitt had to offer. A taste of Heaven, intoxicating bliss. Rav gulped a second drop, and the burn became an inferno, searing his nerves. The liquid weighed like a mountain on his tongue, pressing him deep into the ground to be buried for eternity. The love was still there, but now he had to fight off the agony to get to it. How long could he suffer for that love? The love he missed so dearly. Bones creaking, Rav took another drop. His bones cracked, splintering, shards piercing out his skin, each nerve melting into lava. He disintegrated under the weight, incomprehensible. 
“HUUU.” Rav gasped, pulling the flask away, reeling from the pain, longing for the love. 
Siere was next to him, holding him steady as she recovered the flask, sealing and storing it away. Vision blurry, he wiped his eyes, finding them filled with tears, his cheeks wet as he fought to control his wobbling lip.
“Drinking three drops is impressive,” Siere murmured. “Most people fall from the smell alone. Most Ah’ ke only manage one.”
He trembled, eyes wide, yet captivated. “I need, I…”
Siere smiled as though familiar with the look on Rav’s face: so desperate for more, yet so terrified. “You only get one drink. One chance. There is only so much to share among all those Called.”
Rav slumped on a bed, eyes open but unseeing. He’d experienced it once more—Pitt, Stone’s Way, his friends, family, everyone, everything good. He’d been himself and Wakeman had been alive. The pain still lingered, his jaw clenched, but it was worth it. If that was what he had to endure to see Pitt as it had been, a Pitt without Tibald Sar or Barons or the Sink, he’d do it again. If only he could’ve held on longer. What was his torture compared to Wakeman’s death? He would bear it. 
Memories fading, Rav regained his senses, wincing at the harsh sounds of Siere and Lyra speaking Earth and Thunder. “What does three drops mean?” he interrupted.
“Drops of King’s Blood indicate your affinity with the World,” Siere explained. “With a Heaven’s Tear, it is expected that you could drink one. Two more drops mean you can handle two more laws of the World, two more Heaven’s Tears. That is rare; few manage to bear more.”
“You do not need to think about them.” Lyra’s voice was clipped.
“Tell me,” Rav pleaded. “What danger am I getting into?”
“Alright, I will tell you about one of them,” Siere cooed. “When the God King drank from the flask, he took a mouthful.”
Rav halted his quick response, mouth hanging open. It must’ve been a lie; three drops had torn apart every fragment of his body, yet someone had drunk a mouthful? It wasn’t just a test of willpower; he’d wanted to bear the pain to see Pitt, he just couldn’t. How had the God King’s body not given in? What could have driven him on? How much had he loved his home? 
“Ar T’ch Shr’, the God King had already reached the fifth layer before he drank from the flask,” Lyra interjected, then looked to Rav, face pale. “Rav, the God King is in F’a Sh’za, the eighth layer of Ga’thew’. We will not meet him or anyone like him. We will focus on Blood Marsh. The rest of Ga’thew’ can be discussed later.”
Siere shrugged. “How deep in the Sink he was does not matter; he still drank a mouthful. Do you understand what that means, Ah’ ke? That is what the World can make you.”
Rav nodded, slow and determined. Blood Marsh, Baron Glass, I’ll take what I need from you. His appetite returned in force, driving him to the leftover root paste. This time, no bile rose, allowing him to eat with more poise. 
Siere gave Lyra a smug look.
“He is still mine,” Lyra warned.
Siere met her gaze with cheek. “He is the World’s.” 

    
  They finished the last of their journey through Fool’s March the next morning, Siere accompanying them, coming to a stop at the end. Rav looked up from his feet. The narrow path through the grasslands opened up to a large hill, at the top of which was a metal watchtower four storeys high, a bonfire burning on the highest floor. Silhouetted figures stood around it, watching the surrounding lands.
“That is the guard watching for ’Zet Ar leaving Ga’thew’,” Siere informed him.
Rav squeezed his fist and dug his nails into his palm. Were they responsible for the monster arriving in Stone’s Way? “Who do they serve?”
She chuckled. “Who do you think?”
Rav glowered. “The God King.”
“No.” Siere laughed harder as Rav blinked in surprise. “They serve us.” She indicated Lyra and herself. “We Sisters guard the instruments of the World, helped by those who love beyond themselves. Perhaps once you have completed your Calling, you will join guards like them and protect other Called Ones.”
Rav glared at Lyra, and she winced, dropping her head. “Had they known you were to be Called, they would have helped. Sometimes, mistakes happen.”
“And sometimes, mistakes are made,” Siere murmured.
Rav scoffed to himself as he trembled. Of course. Why would Sisters care for anything beyond their World?
“There is a town on the other side of the hill. We should stay there,” Lyra hurried, fidgeting as Siere talked to him.
Suddenly, Rav felt his surroundings go still, stagnant. Sound was dull, as though he were concussed.
“I do not have much time.” Siere grabbed him by the shoulders, her eyes fierce. “Ha’th Bey Riene thinks you are too fragile for the Sink, but I see your soul, Rav. Thousands travel these lands, but very few are like you. You are someone who will thrive against the monsters, someone who will give everything they have to overcome the trials the World gives them. You do not need coddling; you need to be thrown into the wild. This is how you will become powerful. It is not an easy path, but when all else seems hopeless, know that the World has Called you to it with the knowledge that you can overcome your trials. Whenever you lose faith in yourself, the World will be there to catch you.”
Siere broke her seriousness and winked at him. “I will also let you know another of Ha’th Bey Riene’s secrets: we Sisters are also called Brides of the World, betrothed from birth. If you want one of us, you will have to become that which we love most.” She glanced at Lyra.
Rav’s blood roared, his voice breaking out into a shout, “I love Kayla.”
Siere laughed as everything returned to normal. Lyra was still focused on continuing the journey, unaware of the words spoken.
“If you wish for a new guide, come find me, Rav.” Siere hugged him, drawing Lyra’s ire.
Rav shoved her off him and turned his back to her, marching up the hill. Lyra grinned, waving goodbye to Siere before following. Once over the hilltop, he looked across the other side, finding that the hill extended much further down than they had climbed up. The land below was barren and rocky, devoid of grass, with pale clumps of weeds sprouting between cracks. It felt darker. The Sink. Smoke rose in the distance from a small town that had a few carriages travelling to and from it.
“That is Fermuch, named from the Eastern lands,” Lyra said.
Rav stretched his neck. “It’ll be nice to see people.”
“These will not be the ambling people of Pitt,” Lyra warned.
“Aye, I know.”
They headed down the slope.






  
  Chapter 4


They stopped just before they reached the bottom of the hill. This was it, Rav’s first steps into the Sink. He took a breath, then strode forward, ready to run at the slightest threat. Nothing happened. He stamped the black, cracked land under him. 
“It feels the same as everywhere else,” he noted, both with relief and disappointment. 
Lyra raised an eyebrow at him. “Why would it be different? This is only the start of the Sink.”
Rav huffed before walking on, but as he took his next step, everything melted away, replaced by a vision of an enormous ice castle. It wasn’t the structure of the fortress that caught his attention, though, but the bloodthirsty battle taking place beneath the battlements he stood on. Thousands in black and brown armour clashed in the snow below, creating a maelstrom of screams and violence. Kill. The thought filled every mind, including his. Limbs were hacked off and guts were split open, dyeing the white landscape red, yet he had no fear. He was used to scenes like this, the veteran of a hundred battles watching with commanding experience.
“Call the charge,” he ordered, his voice matured to sound like his Pa’s yet heart-wrenchingly sorrowful.
The portcullis heaved open, allowing the cavalry itching inside the castle courtyard to come storming out along the drawbridge to carve a scarlet line through the opposing forces. Thousands died, all under his control, his prowess. The soldiers admired him, loved him. They all fought in his Name. It wasn’t long until the brown armoured enemy broke, leaving nothing but pockets of disorganised ragtag units to be hunted down.
“WAAAAH!”
As the castle shook with the cheer, the vision passed, leaving him back on the empty ground. Rav shivered.
Lyra turned back to face him. “Why did you stop?” 
He frowned in thought. “I think I had a Calling. This one was as it is supposed to be, yet somehow wrong. Potent and powerful, but also… hollow. The one I had in Ghoul Wood was far more visceral…” He trailed off, holding his tongue before Lyra could reprimand him.
She also frowned. “A Calling? You cannot have another one. Are you sure it was not a hallucination?” She took a guarded stance, scanning the empty landscape around them for any threats.
“I’m sure. It was—” 
“Then do not say any more,” she snapped.
“How will I know what happened if I don’t tell you about it?”
“Telling me would not work anyway; I have not had a Calling, so I do not know what they are like,” Lyra said, exasperated.
“But you’ve heard about them before.”
“Rav, ugh.” Lyra dropped her shoulders. “When we reach Blood Marsh, I will ask the other Sisters about it.”
They continued walking; however, Rav remained tense for the rest of the journey. If he hadn’t experienced his Calling in Ghoul Wood, he would’ve fully believed that vision was a Calling. After all, he’d become who he wanted to be—someone with the power to kill all his enemies. So why did he feel like prey? He growled, shaking off his nerves.
“Do not use your Heaven’s Tear unless you are going to die,” Lyra warned him. “If others see it, they will attack, and I will not be able to save you from all of them.”
He scowled. “I’m not stupid.”
It wasn’t long before they reached Fermuch. Black stone buildings patched with rope and wood made most of the houses, while those too poor for stone used wood covered in tarp. Two types of people walked its dingy streets: bright-eyed opportunists and crafty nihilists, both dressed in drab cloth armours. They either bartered or lamented by drab stalls, all snatching glances at anyone quiet. If you weren’t going somewhere or fleeing something, then you had to have what you wanted and there were no guards to stop anyone from stealing. Between sewage and cheap perfume, it smelled desperate.
Rav followed Lyra through the winding streets, wary of the vicious looks thrown their way. He drew his knife and flicked it between his fingers as Lyra led him through the town. Hidden at the back loomed a stone mansion, its exterior carved with images of different mutants. Plate-armoured guards stood by the single gate leading past the fence surrounding it. Was that where they’d be staying? 
Before they left the main town area, a large, unwashed man with unruly brown hair and a scar cutting across his nose emerged from an alleyway to block their path, leering at Lyra with unsavoury eyes.
“I’ve not seen anyone as ripe as you, heh heh heh.” His voice was deep, rumbling. “How’d a sprout like you get such a pretty guard?”
“Ha’th Bey Riene hu v’ sh,” Lyra replied, staring him down despite being shorter.
The man dropped his gaze to the ground and made to bow, all bravado gone. “Forgive me, Bride. I did not know I was addressing someone in Heaven.” He watched Rav from low, all lechery gone as his face fell. “My name is Bo Hart. For you to be in the company of a Bride, does that mean you’ve been Called?”
Rav looked to Lyra, and upon seeing her nonchalance at the situation, he answered, “Aye.”
“Heh heh heh, only someone with such a destiny could receive the aid of the World. If you’re looking for helpers in the Sink, I can be of service. What’s your Name, Called One?”
Rav’s stomach sank. “…Rav,” he near whispered.
“Rav…?” Bo Hart urged him on.
Rav hardened his face. “It’s just Rav.”
“Nameless?” Bo straightened with a snarl. “How wretched was your crime if you’re Nameless despite being Called? What a waste.” He spat on the ground and stomped away.
“You do not need people like him.” Lyra patted Rav on the back, then continued walking to the mansion.
Rav’s breath was stifled, the sting of the admission like a hot needle in his soul. That was who he was now, someone to be reviled by common vagrants. 
Nameless, Nameless… Revenge. 
No. It was a reminder. Of what he’d lost and what he would reclaim. He marched after Lyra with gritted teeth. No one else bothered them until they arrived at the entrance to the mansion grounds, where two guards stood either side of thick, metal gates.
“I am Ha’th Bey Riene,” Lyra announced to one. “Send for Baron Hafar.” She faced Rav after the guard signalled to a servant within the grounds. “Do not worry; Hafar is only a minor Baron owning little land. He is dependent on us Sisters to protect his territory from mutants.”
Soon, a portly man in opulent robes came moseying out of the mansion front doors, surrounded by three people who vied for his attention. Black hair, brown eyes, cheeks wobbling as he shooed his retinue off with a wave. Once he caught sight of Lyra, he smiled so wide his eyes became crescents. “Let them in, let them in,” he called, the guards obeying so Rav and Lyra could walk into the mansion grounds to greet the Baron, who bowed to Lyra. “Dear Sister, how may I be of service?”
“We seek food and shelter for a night before we leave for Blood Marsh in the morning,” Lyra said.
“Blood Marsh? What a coincidence. I have a caravan delivering ore to Baron Glass leaving tomorrow. You could travel with it if you like. As for staying the night in my home, those of the World are always welcome here.” After Lyra nodded, he beamed, but his nose twitched as he faced Rav. “Are you an aide of the World?”
Looking at his smug face, Rav saw every greedy merchant who’d thought they could plunder Pitt. “Aye.”
“Your Name?” he followed.
Rav clenched his jaw. “Rav.”
“Rav who?” Baron Hafar’s voice was tinted with disapproval, as though he knew the answer already and was just waiting to make his remark.
“Just Rav.”
“Huh! Nameless!” Baron Hafar put his hand to his mouth, feigning surprise as his eyes glowed with schadenfreude. “I do not allow Nameless to enter my estate; however, for Ha’th Bey Rien, I shall make an exception.”
“It is pronounced Ha’th Bey Riene,” Lyra snapped, turning Baron Hafar’s glee into embarrassment. “Prepare food and our rooms.”
“My apologies, dear Sister.” Baron Hafar bowed. “There will be a room for you in the east wing of the mansion with the best view of the sunrise. Your aide will have suitable accommodation elsewhere. There will also be a banquet tonight.” He hurried to lead Lyra into his mansion.
Rav followed, staring at Lyra’s back with a twisted expression somewhere between a grimace and a smile. She was a good friend. If only it wasn’t all an act to manipulate him.
The mansion doors were huge slabs of stone that had been carved with intricate images of caravans traversing the barren land. Another two guards opened and then closed them as the three entered. Despite the oppressive grittiness outside, the interior was luxurious, consisting of gold chandeliers, thick woven carpets, and varnished wood, all polished until gleaming, with fires burning in every visible room while candles lit every dark corner. Rav looked down at the dirt he’d just trekked in, flakes of dried blood falling from his skin and hair to the floor. Baron Hafar noticed too. 
“Leera,” he shouted. 
An older woman in servant’s robes rushed down a staircase to the right, then looked to Lyra. 
“Sister, allow me to show you to your room. I’ve had a bath drawn and a platter of fruits readied for you to enjoy. Leera will take care of your companion.” He glanced at his servant, and an understanding passed between them.
Lyra looked to Rav, who snorted before going to Leera’s side.
“Excellent.” Baron Hafar led Lyra to the staircase. “The second floor was completed fifty years ago by my grandfather, Pius Hafar…”
Leera took Rav to the back of the mansion, down the servants’ stairs, and into the damp basement, winding between stacked food barrels to reach an empty storeroom. Inside was a small bed, a bucket, and a single candle burning on the bedside table.
“This is our last free room; the others are occupied by those preparing for the caravan to Blood Marsh tomorrow,” she explained as though helpless, already stepping away. “Goodnight.”
Rav placed his bag on the bed, wrinkling his nose at the sour smell of perishing food as Leera left. He closed the door behind her, breaking his façade to reveal the fury in his eyes. How could they treat him like filth to be hidden away? He had far more honour, loyalty, and filiality than any of those people. Slumping onto his bed, he hit the wall beside him. What could he do about it, though? That was the worst part about all of this; that’s what hurt the most. Wasn’t this the treatment he deserved? Nameless. Blowing out the candle, he festered in the dark.

    
  Knock knock. 
Leera opened the door, flooding the room with light. Rav sat up, knife in hand.
Leera flinched back. “S-Sister Lyra has requested your presence at dinner,” she stammered, eyeing his grimy outfit. “I have prepared a bath and fresh clothes for you.”
“I’m fine as I am,” Rav growled. “Leave.”
Leera bolted out the room, shutting the door behind her. 
Rav collected his bag and exited soon after, finding the dinner hall by following servants carrying serving platters and cutlery inside, the banquet still being set up. He took his seat on the left of the table, where he could look out the window to the far-off horizon, barehandedly picking at the roasted meats and vegetables being laid out. Maids huffed at his unwelcome presence but said nothing. Rav held back his sneer, ignoring their treatment of him. Besides, why would he care about their opinions anyway? These were greed-ridden people of the Sink. He was here to plunder what he could, then return to kill Tibald Sar.
“Rav,” Lyra called as she entered, smelling of the petal-lain waters she’d bathed in. Adorned in light-blue silk clothes, skin still glistening, she took her seat opposite him.
Rav glanced up with a grunt before stuffing more meat in his mouth. Lyra picked at a few fruits herself, the maids’ faces falling at the sight of her joining in with Rav instead of reprimanding him. He looked up once everything was ready, noticing five places set. Him, Lyra, and Hafar, but who were the other two for?
“The dining hall is this way. It is one of the oldest parts of my home, built before the Sink was formed,” Baron Hafar’s gloating voice came from down the corridor.
The Baron led the way into the banquet hall, followed by a young man. Tall, blond, and muscular, with a faint scar across his right ear, he walked, talked, breathed like he was a heroic adventurer. Judging by his silver necklace and robes, he was a wealthy Contender too. Rav squinted at him. The young man looked back at Rav and Lyra, showing his disdain and respect in turn.
“I believe you are Ha’th Bey Riene,” the young man bowed as he





OEBPS/images/5d11c0de-cb7f-4b11-8f3a-2569aa4ae536.png







