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Jamie stared down at the knife in his shaking hands. Despite everyone’s assurances, it was impossible to mentally prepare himself to kill everyone he loved.

“Respawn timers have been set and double-checked. Same for respawn coordinates.” The voice behind him filled his heart, though for the first time in millenia, it did not bring him peace. “Hey. You okay?”

Jamie turned and fully took in the love of his life. She was beautiful, a mahogany-skinned goddess with carefully-braided black hair still wearing the same blue scrubs she’d worn on the day they met, her brown eyes as warm and comforting as ever. He hated admitting weakness to her, though if he’d learned anything in the last seven thousand years, it was that she wouldn’t judge him for it. “I don’t think I can do this, Meryn.”

She wordlessly hugged him, and in an almost ritualistic manner, planted kiss after kiss on his bald head before kissing him gently on the lips. “I know. It’s kind of horrific. But we’ve all done worse things over the past couple of weeks. And this is the only way to make any of it worth it.” She lifted his chin up with her hand, forcing him to look into her eyes again. “You can do this. I believe in you.”

Not trusting himself to speak, Jamie grimly nodded. Meryn flashed him a smile and took his free hand, leading him back to the cave’s main chamber. Inside were seven stone slabs, all large enough for a person to lay on, six arranged in a semi-circle, all pointing at the seventh, which ran lengthwise and sat just opposite the cave’s entrance. Four of the six slabs were already occupied, as Mai, Ethan, Victoria, and Cris lay patiently waiting. 

Alera stood by the fifth slab, her ice-blue left eye and warm green right eye both twinkling as she looked up at Meryn and Jamie. “Just triple-checked everything. Respawn is in less than an hour. I’d say it’s now or never.” She looked up at Jamie in particular. “You’ve got the commands memorized, right?”

This was the only thing he felt certain about, so he nodded and said, “Been drillin’ ‘em for three days straight.”

“Good. We’re in uncharted territory here. We have no idea what’s going to appear when we respawn. It could fail, in which case all six of us will just come right back. It could just be one of us. It could be some weird hybrid homunculus thing.”

Victoria complained, “Please stop with the homunculus theory, we are not going to become some human-octopus thing.”

Cris, Mai, and Ethan chuckled as Alera stammered, “Y-you don’t know! It could happen!” She turned back to Jamie. “Whoever or whatever it is, it’s likely that they’ll be very confused about what’s happening. All you have to do is guide them to the endgame and instruct them to put the commands into the terminal. Should take no more than a week or two.”

Jamie tried to force a confidence he didn’t really feel into his voice. “I got it.”

She winked at him. “Let’s do this!”

As Alera lay herself down on the fifth slab, Meryn led Jamie, still trembling, over to the first slab where Mai lay watching them curiously. “Jamie, you sure about this? You look like a turkey on the day before Thanksgiving, doll.”

Jamie swallowed heavily and lied, “I’m ready.”

Mai took his free hand with her left even as Meryn moved to the opposite side of the slab to take Mai’s right hand in hers. “It’s alright. It’s just a simulation. I’ll see y’all in a few minutes.” As Meryn gazed at him and nodded, Mai added, “I’m ready.”

He slowly, hesitantly raised the knife and placed it against her neck. Tears immediately filled his eyes. “I love you, Mai.”

She squeezed his hand. “I love you, too. Go ahead. Do it.”

Jamie looked at Meryn, steeled himself, and quickly slit Mai’s throat.

He cried and firmly squeezed her hand as she gurgled and choked, her lifeblood spilling freely. Meryn gently stroked Mai’s hair and quietly whispered, “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’ll be over soon.”

Jamie’s tears fell and mingled with Mai’s blood as he whispered, “I’m so sorry!”

After a moment, her gurgling ceased and she fell quiet. After a few seconds longer, her hand went limp. Meryn reached across to cradle Jamie’s face, then took Mai’s other hand from him and folded them over their dead friend’s chest.

One by one, Meryn and Jamie went to each slab, took their friends’ hands, told them they loved them, slit their throats, and tried to comfort them as they died. Jamie cried the entire time, no matter how much his friends insisted that it was okay and that they’d be together again soon. He’d hoped it would get easier, that he would become numb to the grisly business. But the reality was that it got harder and harder to watch his loves slip away at his hands — and he knew the hardest of all was still coming.

As he watched the light drain from Alera’s beautiful mismatched eyes, and Meryn gently closed them for her, the two of them were alone, and the silence was cacophanous.

Jamie begged, “Stay with me. Please.” 

Her tone reflected understanding tinged with sadness. “I can’t.”

“If it’ll work with six, then it should work with five!”

“We made a promise.”

Jamie broke down, sobbing, as he collapsed against the last slab in the semi-circle. “Please…I can’t stay here all by myself.”

Meryn gingerly knelt down next to him and took him into her arms, cradling his head against her chest as his tears turned the front of her scrubs a slightly darker blue. “My love, my whole world, you won’t be alone. Even if I don’t come back…you know I’ll always be with you.”

He gazed at her through the tears. “‘Til the end of time.”

“Exactly.” She helped him stand, and kissed him for a long moment. She touched his face as tears began to well in her eyes. “My beautiful boy. I know we’ve asked a lot of you, but I wouldn’t ask if I thought you weren’t strong enough.”

She sat on the slab, and lay herself down on it, her eyes never leaving Jamie’s face. He knelt at her side, the bloody knife in his right hand burning a hole in his soul.

Meryn took his free hand in both of hers and she just looked at him for a moment. “Oh, what the hell, one more for the road?” And she grabbed his head and pulled him in close, kissing him intensely. When she at long last broke off the kiss, Jamie felt nothing but bitter regret. She reclaimed his free hand.

“I’m ready.”

He stared at her for what felt like ages.

“I’m not.”

She smiled gently at him. “I know. But we’re running out of time. It’s easy, love, here —”

She removed her right hand from Jamie’s free hand, and softly clasped his knife hand, guiding the blade gently to the edge of her neck.

Jamie’s dread manifested as a lump in his throat so big, he was barely able to eke out the words, “Meryn, I—”

Her eyes radiated sorrow. “And then you just—”

She sharply pulled the knife across her throat, cutting deep.

“NO!” Jamie yelled as the blood started to flow. “OH, GOD!”

He struggled to free himself so he could help her, but Meryn’s grip was like iron even as she was asphyxiating, though her eyes carried nothing but love and sadness.

“Meryn don’t leave me please please please — "

He froze as she started to mouth something.

“My…beautiful…”

She lost her grip, and her arms fell uselessly to her sides. But even in death, her eyes did not leave his face.

Jamie wailed in absolute despair, and threw the knife as hard as he could to the other side of the chamber, where it hit the stone wall and floor with a clatter. He clutched her body, howling, and cried. He climbed onto the slab with her and lay next to her dead body, murmuring the word “no” over and over again.

He was truly and awfully alone.

Time lost all meaning. Every second felt like years. Ice ran through his veins, collected in his stomach until finally he couldn’t bear it any longer, turned away from Meryn’s corpse and violently retched and heaved, emptying his stomach contents onto the stone floor of the cavern.

He stared at the pile of vomit for a long time. He wasn’t thinking, thought was impossible. He was a shell, providing empty reactions to empty actions, and the only certainty now was that he would never be full again.

Jamie stood, bleary-eyed and shaky as he looked across the chamber at the bodies of the only people he’d spent time with for millenia, and he quickly turned, unable to handle even an iota of incoming emotion. He stumbled away from the slabs and towards one of the back chambers, away from anything resembling feelings.

In the empty chamber, Jamie’s legs gave out, and he went down hard on his hands and knees. He registered the pain but ignored it, turning his body over to sit on the cold stone floor. He sat, stock-still, and stared at the blank wall. How much time passed, he would never be able to discern. It was just him, the empty cave, and brutal silence.

Until the most unexpected noise broke that silence - a baby’s cry.

Jamie didn’t react to it at first. The baby’s cries continued to echo through the cavern for a while before he could summon the cognitive power to recognize what it was he was hearing. And he allowed himself to feel confusion.

He stood up, and walked on unsteady legs towards the sound, entering the main chamber. His friends’ corpses were gone, vanished. Even the blood had disappeared, leaving the six stone slabs as clean as they had ever been. Atop the seventh slab rested the source of the new noises.

A baby with rich copper skin and just a single wisp of jet black hair lay swaddled in a pink blanket, squalling away.

As Jamie tried to grasp what had just happened, she looked at him with eyes like little black marbles, and she quieted as she took him in. And the horror of what he would now be forced to do hit him.

They both screamed, their voices raised in fear and anguish echoing throughout the cave.
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Her first memories were of Lucky.

He was a large, oafish man with flaming red hair and a matching mustache and goatee that he made an effort to keep trimmed. He had bright blue eyes and a big hooked beak of a nose, and while Rekha found him quite scary as a child, he was also very protective of her, and his hugs and smiles were always warm.

The homestead she shared with Lucky was small but cozy, consisting of two small bedrooms and the main room, which included a fireplace and chimney made of stone, a simple table with two chairs, a standing pantry, a hatch in the corner leading down to the larder, and the front door. Lucky had built the house himself in his younger years, and he was inordinately proud of it.

When she was very young, Lucky gave her a stuffed animal for a birthday present. It was kind of a misshapen lump with a silly grin, but she had loved it ceaselessly, carrying it everywhere she went. Unfortunately, there were a number of arguments as he insisted it was a bunny rabbit, when to her eyes it very clearly resembled an emaciated bear. She was an obedient child, though, so she deferred to his judgment and named the toy Bunyo.

Rekha was ever curious, always sticking her nose where it didn’t belong and taking apart Lucky’s things to see how they worked, but fortunately for Lucky, she was also smart and capable, and she usually successfully put his things back together again. Bunyo was the lone exception to this rule - she would never harm him. Though her love was enough to change his shape ever so slightly that as she got older, Bunyo took on a more worried look, and she, in response, would be even more protective of him.

She was always spending her time with three other children, Varian, a slight blonde boy, Dargen, a tall boy with ginger hair, and Dargen’s sister Irynn, who frequently wore her red hair in braids. The four of them were inseparable, and got into trouble as often as not - but their bond was solidified one sunny afternoon when they’d all climbed the tree in Lucky’s backyard. 

They were sitting together on a thick branch, telling stories and making each other laugh. One of Varian’s stories tickled Irynn so much that she lost her balance and started to fall backwards out of the tree. Rekha reacted instantly, locking her legs around the branch even as she threw herself backwards, shooting her hand out to catch Irynn by the foot in the nick of time. Irynn’s cries alerted Lucky, who emerged from the house and started running for the tree, even as Varian grabbed Irynn’s other foot, and Dargen jumped down from the tree. Dargen caught Irynn’s torso and held her up until Lucky arrived to get everyone down safely. Lucky admonished the older children and brought the shaken Irynn inside, giving her milk and sweetmeats until her crying subsided while her friends looked on anxiously.

From that point on, Rekha appeared to have learned a lesson. She practiced good common sense, staying away from dangerous things and places, and often keeping her friends out of trouble besides. Still, no child is immune to accidents, and Lucky occasionally had to whip up a poultice for scrapes and bruises, taking her to the town midwife for the occasional illness, and on one occasion when she’d tripped over a tree root while running, took her on a two-day trip by wagon to Cloydun to see the closest healer who could mend her arm.

One night, when she was eight years old, as she was drowsing in her chair by the fire, Rekha looked up at Lucky and asked a question that was increasingly necessary. “Uncle Lucky, are you really my uncle?”

He kept stoking the fire. “Somebody been carryin’ tales or summat?”

“Varian says he’s never seen a family with different color skin.”

He snorted. “Varian needs tae get out more.” Lucky set the poker back in its stand and took a long look at her. “Maybe yer old enough after all. Gimme yer hand.”

Rekha went from drowsy to fully alert instantly as she sat up and extended her hand. As Lucky knelt down in front of Rekha, her slender brown fingers were quickly engulfed by his massive pink hand’s grip, squeezing her hand gently, before uncharacteristically raising her hand to his lips and kissing it.

“Rekha, love, I’m so sorry. I’ve got nae idea who yer parents are.”

She slumped a little in her seat and her eyes started to water. My parents didn’t want me?

“An old man I’ve nae seen before or since came to me door with a basket and said I had tae take care of ye. An’ I argued with ‘im, and he just said I was made fer this.” Lucky’s eyes welled up. “An’ then he pulled back the blanket, an’ I saw yer face. An’ I knew. I knew he was right.”

Rekha looked into Lucky’s loving gaze, at a total loss for words.

“So ye see, it dinnae matter whether you’re me blood. I wanted ye to be me own. So ye can call me ‘Papa’ or ‘Uncle’ or ‘Lucky’, an’ I’m still gonna love ye and protect ye like me own daughter, lass.”

Rekha impulsively hugged Lucky and cried. He swept her up into his arms and carried the little girl into her bedroom as the weeping subsided. He lay her down on her bed, pulling the covers up and tucking her in.

“You go to sleep now, girly. An’ take nae heed of Varian or anyone else - family’s who cares fer ye, and that’s that.” He turned to go.

“Uncle Lucky! Could you sing me a lullaby, like you used to?”

Lucky turned around with a smile, and got down on one knee next to her bed.







The moon is high now,
The day is ending 
Better count up
The sheep you’re tending
Close your eyes, love
As you’re yawning
I will be here
‘Til the morning







“Good night, love.” He whispered as he turned and left the room.

All thoughts of her parents banished, Rekha fell asleep easily.




* * *




Shortly after that night, she started having sleepovers at her friends’ homes. She asked Lucky repeatedly to let her invite her friends to their house for a sleepover. “There’s nae enough room for two of us - dispel the thought of five!” was Lucky’s standard answer.

One day, while eating breakfast together, Rekha did not accept that. “Come on, Uncle Lucky, they can sleep on the floor. And I’ll help with the cooking and the cleaning. Please? I don’t ask for much, and I really want this.”

“‘At’s true, ye don’t.” Lucky sighed. “Ye’ll take full responsibility fer ‘em?”

Her eyes widened with excitement. “Absolutely!”

He stared at her for a moment from across the table. “Very well. Let yer friends know they can stay with us tomorrow night. I’ll even whip up a batch o’ me famous cookies, what do ye say to that?”

She squealed with delight and ran around the table, giving Lucky a slightly-awkward hug from the side. “Yes! Thank you, Uncle Lucky!”

“Yer welcome, girly - now finish yer breakfast and get tae school.”

Rekha’s smile was beaming all the way through the walk to the little red house that served as the town’s school. It was the only house in town that was painted, and even then Mr. Abersham had had to travel to Cloydun to buy the paint. 

Miss Abersham, an austere but kind woman in her thirties, taught all of the town’s younger children reading, writing, and arithmetic during the morning sessions, and the older kids learned history, science, and more advanced mathematics during afternoon sessions. Rekha and her friends were all still in the younger class together, but starting next year, Dargen, being one year older, would start attending the afternoon classes instead.

“Alright, class, settle down, please,” Miss Abersham commanded as Rekha was taking her seat. Varian looked over at her, and she just grinned and winked at him.

The teacher smiled at the eight students sat neatly at their desks. “We’re going to start today with some social studies. For Nedra, Marth, Soren, and Kavi, this is all brand new, but for Dargen, Rekha, Varian, and Irynn, this is more in the nature of a review, so please let the younger children answer first. I’m still going to need you to pay attention, though, and there will be a presentation at the end from both groups.”

Dargen audibly groaned, prompting a sharp look from Miss Abersham. He sighed and lay his head on his hands. “Yes, Miss Abersham.”

“Good. Now, who among the younger children can tell me - what’s the name of our planet?”

Little Nedra, Varian’s four-year-old sister, raised her hand. “Primordia?”

“That’s correct! And who can tell me the name of the Kingdom we live in?”

Soren, a brown-haired boy with a perpetually congested nose, raised his hand, and Miss Abersham pointed at him. “Da Kingdom of Vaker.”

She raised a finger. “That’s ‘Vakar’, but otherwise exactly right. Who is our current king?” She waited a moment, but none of the younger children raised their hands. She looked expectantly at the older children and said, “How about you, Varian?”

Varian answered, “King Vakar VII.”

She nodded. “Long live the King.”

The children all faithfully repeated, “Long live the King.”

“Now, I’m going to split you into two groups, Dargen and the older kids, I want you to put together a short presentation on how our kingdom was founded. I’ll work with the younger kids on a presentation on the benefits we’ve enjoyed since becoming a kingdom. Alright? Okay, class, huddle up, and let’s get to work.”

As they pushed their desks together, Rekha prepared to give her friends the good news, but Irynn beat her to it. “Alright, Rekha, spill it.”

“What?”

“You’ve been grinning like a fool since you walked in. What happened?”

Rekha’s grin grew even wider. “Sleepover at my house tomorrow!”

Irynn squealed with joy even as Dargen raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t Lucky say there wasn’t enough room?”

“We’ll fit. Promise.”

“Hey.” Mrs. Abersham leered at them from the younger kids’ desks. “Work on your presentation, please - you can gab on your own time. You don’t want to make King Vakar mad, do you?”

Varian sarcastically drawled, “Wouldn’t want that.”




* * *




It was pretty much unanimous: Rekha’s sleepover was a success.

Lucky had prepared a couple of bedrolls, and Rekha, true to her word, had assisted with cleaning the house and helping Lucky prepare dinner for all of them. After they’d eaten, he treated the group to a groaning plate of cookies that the gang practically devoured in minutes.

He put a deck of cards on the table and asked, “Who here knows how to play ‘Go Fetch’?”

Everyone except Varian raised their hand. “We don’t have a deck of cards at my house.”

“It’s nae a problem, lad, I’ll teach ya.” Lucky’s head came up suddenly.

“Something wrong, Uncle Lucky?” Rekha asked with concern.

“I think I mighta left me tools outside. Ya know what—” Lucky handed the cards to Rekha, “—teach Varian the game, I’ll go an’ make sure everythin’s squared away.” He got up and went to the front door. “Won’t be two shakes.”

She lazily shuffled the deck as Lucky left the house. “It’s a pretty simple game, Varian. Everybody starts with six cards.” She started dealing to the four of them. “The goal is to get rid of all your cards.”

Irynn had a slight scowl on her face. “Card games again? This is stupid.”

Varian reared back comically. “Whoa there - you’re usually the first to suggest a game - where’d this come from?”

“I don’t know…I just…I’m not in the mood.”

Dargen piped up. “Fulgin got into a huge fight with our parents today. Irynn might be reacting to that.”

“I guess that might be it. I don’t know.”

Rekha stopped dealing the cards. “We don’t have to play if you don’t want.” 

The front door flew open, hitting the nearby stove with a bang, causing Rekha to spill the cards on the table. Lucky filled the doorway, his face urgent and intense, and there was a strange orange glow behind him.

“Dargen, is anyone in your house?”

“What?”

Lucky practically shouted, “Is anyone home?!”

Dargen shrank back, confused and afraid. “F-Fulgin said he would be out with friends tonight, b-but Mom and Dad should be home.”

Lucky grabbed the front door knob. “Stay in the house!” He headed back out, and shut the door behind him.

Irynn asked with a quiver in her voice, “What’s happening?”

Varian went to the window and pushed open the heavy shutter, peeking out. Rekha once again spotted that orange glow reflecting off of his face as his eyes grew wide and he shouted, “Holy Esyu! Guys, your house is on fire!”

Dargen stood and ran to the front door, and the rest quickly followed as they all rushed outside. Once Rekha cleared the doorway, her quick pace started to slow as her brain tried to take in what she was seeing.

The entire house was ablaze. Several people were gathered outside, watching helplessly, as several others with buckets, Lucky included, formed a line reaching to the town well.

Next to her, quietly, Irynn said, “Mom? Dad!”

Even as Rekha turned to look, Irynn burst into a sprint, making a beeline for the blaze right behind her older, faster brother. Rekha and Varian quickly followed.

Irynn screamed, “MOM! DAD!” even as some of the nearby adults caught her and her brother and stopped them from running into the house.

Dargen struggled momentarily and shouted for his parents only once before collapsing in tears.

Rekha and Varian could only stare in shock, but Rekha’s attention sharply focused on Irynn, whose wails stopped forming words altogether.

The sound of Irynn screaming in horror again and again would haunt Rekha’s nightmares for years.
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The funeral was a quiet affair. Rekha had never been to a funeral before and did not care for the experience. Lucky had insisted they wear their finest clothes, and in Rekha’s case, that meant donning a brown woolen dress that she’d always found itchy and uncomfortable.

All thoughts of her own comfort vanished when they arrived and she saw the crowd that had gathered, with more still arriving. The whole town must be coming.

The grieving youngsters stood next to the caskets. Fulgin, the eldest, was fourteen, but he already had thick red sideburns and a fair amount of stubble. He was only slightly taller than Dargen but not as big, instead he was thin as a rail. He stood cold and stoic, with only a melancholy gleam in his eye as a hint to his real feelings. Dargen was still in the same clothes he’d worn the night prior, but there was an empty, haunted look on his face.

Irynn was destroyed. She was weeping and clinging to the casket. Rekha’s heart shattered, seeing the pain of this gentle girl displayed so openly.

The town Elder was a severe-looking man wearing a long robe that probably used to be white, held closed with a simple rope belt, and wore his long graying hair and beard in beaded braids. He spoke of lives built around love, the love they had for each other as well as the love of their children. He spoke of Esyu taking care of them in the afterlife, words meant to be comforting, but Rekha saw no comfort on Irynn’s face, she simply cried harder.

Dargen had to gently pry Irynn’s hands from the casket before they could be laid to rest, and he gathered her up in a massive bear hug. She clung to him and wept as her parents were lowered into their graves.




* * *




Life slowly mutated into a new normal. The townsfolk made sure that Fulgin, Dargen, and Irynn always had food and a place to sleep while the town carpenter and the lumberjack worked to rebuild their home as quickly as possible. Fulgin helped out where he could, and seeing his capabilities, the carpenter and lumberjack both took him on as an apprentice.

Rekha had unofficially appointed herself Irynn’s caretaker. She was endlessly solicitous of Irynn’s comfort, always keeping her company and trying to put a smile on her face. Dargen and Varian also deferred to Irynn’s wishes to some degree, and when the little girl realized the power she now wielded, she took advantage outrageously. Irynn learned how to cry at the drop of a hat to get her own way, and Rekha bent over backwards to please her. 

Despite being the youngest, Irynn became their de facto leader. As the others began to realize they were being manipulated and crying became less effective, her tactics changed. She wheedled, she cajoled, she negotiated, and when all else failed, she withheld her love.

One day, when the two of them were alone together in Irynn’s house, she was feeling particularly peckish, and she preyed on Rekha’s helpful nature to steal some cookies from Lucky’s pantry. “Come on. Please?”

“No, Irynn, you’re gonna get me in trouble!”

“Rekha, when have you ever been in trouble? You’re such a goody-good all the time.”

She instinctively disliked being called that, and a note of uncertainty entered her voice. “No, I’m not…”

“Look, he probably won’t even notice. Just run in, grab a bunch of cookies, and bring them over! Then we’ll split them and play some games.”

“I don’t know, Irynn.”

She huffed angrily. “Fine. Just go home and be a goody-good then.” She crossed her arms and turned her back.

Rekha squirmed uncomfortably. “Alright. Alright.”

Irynn turned back around with a wide grin. “Yes! You’ll be fine. I’ll be here when you get back, okay? We’ll eat cookies and tell each other fortunes with my crystal!”

Rekha slunk back home, hoping Lucky would be in the back or out somewhere, but luck was not with her, as he was watering the potted plants out front, and spotted her right away. “Rekha?”

She started guiltily. “Yes?”

“Irynn send ye home early or summat?”

Her mind raced. “No…I just…forgot something.”

He looked at her peculiarly, then shrugged. “Well, go on, get it then. It’s only a few hours ‘til supper.”

She quickly ran inside. With her heart pounding, she spied the hatch in the floor leading to the larder, looking up with a touch of panic at all the open shutters on the windows, letting anyone who happened to walk by see what she was doing. Okay. Breathe. I can do this.

Rekha ducked down, lifted the hatch, and slipped inside, letting the hatch close behind her. It was dark, but she knew exactly where Lucky kept the cookies - they were in a large can made out of beaten metal that sat on a shelf right next to the hatch. She reached in and grabbed several cookies, putting them in her pocket.

As she exited the larder and glanced at the windows to make sure she was not seen, Rekha stood up and froze. Wait. I said I forgot something.

She went to her room and looked around until she spotted what she was looking for. She grabbed Bunyo and tried to figure out a natural way to hold him such that he would cover the bulge in her pocket. She settled on loosely holding him by the neck at her side, and confidently strode back outside.

As she started to head back to Irynn’s, Lucky shouted, “Hey!”

Rekha froze and slowly turned to face him, carefully keeping Bunyo in front of her pocket.

“Yer taking Bunyo with you?”

She nodded rapidly. “Irynn wanted to play dolls. Bunyo’s the closest thing I have.”

He mulled that over, then nodded. “Just make sure ye remember to bring ‘im back. I’ll be bringin’ a load of vegetables to old man Garnswyth’s, and then I’ll get dinner started. Don’t be late, lass.”

Rekha nodded gratefully and quickly headed back to Irynn’s house.

Irynn squealed and hugged Rekha when she revealed her ill-gotten gains, and they spent the afternoon eating cookies and telling each other made-up fortunes using Irynn’s favorite dark blue crystal. Maybe she was right. Maybe this wasn’t worth worrying about after all.

She learned how wrong she was when she returned home.

The table had been set, and there sat a bowl of soup lightly steaming in front of Rekha’s chair, but Lucky was oddly silent as she closed the front door.

“Thanks for letting me take Bunyo,” she said as she deposited him on the bed in her room, “we had a lot of fun today.”

Lucky raised another spoonful of soup to his lips, but still said nothing.

She missed that danger signal, and returned to the table to sit in her accustomed chair and grabbed her spoon. “I told her, next time, we’ll just use her dolls. She’s got plenty.”

Lucky dropped his spoon into his half-empty bowl. “Stupid.”

Rekha stopped. “Sorry?”

“Ye must think me so very stupid.”

“What?”

“Was it yer idea, or did she put ye up to it?”

Uh-oh.

Noting her guilty look, Lucky nodded. “Well, I hope ye enjoyed the cookies ye stole, because I won’t be makin’ ‘em again.”

“I’m sorry.”

He yelled, “SORRY DON’T CUT IT, LASS!”

Rekha froze. Lucky had never raised his voice to her before.

He breathed heavily for a long moment before quietly speaking, “I didnae know how to sew.”

Rekha’s eyes were glued to Lucky’s face.

“For three weeks, I went to see Lady Abersham, so she could teach me to sew. An hour, every day, for three weeks. I wanted ye to have somethin’ special, somethin’ that belonged to only you. An’ I cannae tell ye what it meant that ye loved him.”

Rekha wanted to look at Bunyo, but could not tear her eyes away from Lucky.

“Ye lied to me, ye stole from me, and ye covered it up with a gift I worked so hard to give ye. I thought I raised ye to be better than that, but I’m so disappointed, I haven’t the words.”

Her eyes welling with tears, she struggled to speak. “I…I…”

Lucky got up from the table. “I’m going to bed.” And he went to his room and closed the door as Rekha sobbed behind him.




* * *




Rekha’s teenage years were more difficult. Puberty’s not easy on anyone, but Rekha arguably had it worse than most, as Lucky’s first reaction to her bloodstained bedsheets was to go running to the town midwife. She was kind enough to explain to both of them what was happening, but she was also unkind enough to gossip about Rekha’s ‘becoming’ to half the town after they’d left. The boundaries of Rekha’s mortification were stretched quite a bit for a few weeks, and she found herself reluctant to leave the house.

Lucky took the opportunity to teach her some self-defense he’d picked up in his army days, and Rekha took to it like a duck to water. She relished the feeling of power and self-confidence that washed over her whenever she managed to best Lucky while sparring. 

One particularly sunny afternoon, Rekha was practicing sword-fighting with Lucky with wooden sticks, but Lucky’s defense was so quick and masterful, she could not land a single hit. In frustration, she threw her stick at a nearby tree.

Lucky raised an eyebrow. “What’s the tree done to ya, lass?”

“It’s pointless! I can’t hit you!”

“Then ya hafta change it up. Come at me in a way I cannae expect. If ya dinnae like the game, dinnae play — it’s that simple, lass.”

She thought about this for a moment, then retrieved her stick, returned to her position in front of Lucky and assumed a fighting pose. She struck at his right arm, which he blocked with his stick, pushing hers away. He then launched his own overhand strike, aiming for Rekha’s head, but she got her own stick up, blocked it, stepped forward and kicked Lucky in the shin. He yelped and dropped his own stick, hopping on one foot and attempting to massage his shin with both hands.

He laughed ruefully as he sat down on a nearby tree trunk. “Well, that’s one way to do it.”

Rekha nervously held her stick in both hands. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, lass. You used another weapon at yer disposal - an’ resourcefulness could mean the difference between a great fighter an’ a dead one.”

Winning was a rare occurrence at first for Rekha, but after a few years of regular training and practicing, she’d matched Lucky’s skills, and their practice sessions became less and less needful.

It was also around this time that Rekha started paying more attention to Irynn on a physical level. Her body had started changing about the same time that Rekha’s had, and Rekha found those changes fascinating. Even when all four friends were together, Rekha found her eyes drawn to Irynn’s perfectly rounded arms, the gentle swell of her breasts, or her endlessly pretty green eyes.

On another of a long series of sunny afternoons, the group were hanging out in a clearing they’d found in the woods just outside of town. Varian hadn’t arrived yet, but Rekha and Irynn were casually chatting while Dargen appeared to be intently inspecting a tree.

Rekha asked, “What are you doing over there, Dargen?”

Irynn added, “Yeah, what are you up to?”

He replied, “Can’t I just admire nature? Why do I have to be ‘up to’ anything?”

Rekha smiled. “Because we know you.”

Irynn laughed. “Yeah, since when have you ever enjoyed ‘admiring nature’?”

Dargen stood up straight. “Sheesh, I feel like I’m in front of a town tribunal. Not that it’s any of your business,” he turned and grinned evilly, “but I’m looking for spiders.”

“What, so you can torture Varian again? Esyu, what IS it with boys being mean for no reason?”

“It’s not for no reason…it makes me laugh.”

Rekha raised an eyebrow. “Sorry, she meant ‘what is it with boys being psychotic’?”

Dargen scoffed. “Come on. It’s all in good fun. You know I’d never hurt him.”

“Did it never occur to you that scaring him IS hurting him?”

Irynn’s tone took on a note of command. “Dargen, stop it.”

He sighed. “You girls are no fun at all.”

Just then, Rekha heard the sound of someone running and breathing hard. As she turned towards the sound, Varian burst into the clearing.

Breathlessly, he said, “Armored soldiers…in town square…Elder said…get everyone there, quick!”

Rekha looked at the others, their mouths open in astonishment. “We’d better go.”

The four of them covered the distance back to town fairly quickly, though they didn’t go at a full sprint, sparing Varian from exhaustion. When they arrived in the square, it was lined with townsfolk. The others split off to go join their families, but Rekha couldn’t see Lucky in the crowd, and instead kept her eyes on the center of the square, where four men in full armor were having a conversation with the town Elder.

The soldiers’ armor was pristine and burnished to a fine shine. Emblazoned dead center of their chestpieces, in blood-red stone that had been polished until it gleamed was a symbol of an eye with a sharp, jagged outline and a pitch black pupil. The same symbol could be seen on the back of their cloaks.

Rekha couldn’t hear what the soldiers were saying to the Elder over the sound of the surrounding townsfolk murmuring to each other, but one word kept popping up in the gossip: “Legion.”

One soldier’s voice did eventually get loud enough for Rekha to hear over the crowd, as he asked the Elder, “Is this everybody?”

The Elder took one last look around the town square and simply nodded.

The soldier took off his helmet, and removed his chainmail coif, revealing greasy-looking black hair, icy blue eyes, a small upturned nose, and thin lips. He shouted, “Ladies and gentlemen!”

The crowd quieted.

He stalked towards the center of the town square. “Ladies and gentlemen of Bromsford, My name is Captain Malvus of the Legion, and I am here today on a matter of utmost importance. There’s been a report of a dangerous criminal in the region, and I intend to find him.”

He glanced around the town square. “Has anyone here seen or been in contact with Belgam the Mageblade?”

Rekha’s eyes popped open as the nearby townsfolk’s jaws dropped in astonishment and the buzz of the crowd rose to new heights. Belgam the Mageblade was a legend. Many of the stories she’d heard as a child from her friends and the occasional traveling storyteller delved into his exploits, but they’d all cast him as a hero - a former master of the Magic Academy who’d retired early in order to hunt down the dangerous yai, mages whose magic had spiraled out of control and threatened reality itself.

And while the buzz from the crowd was most astonished that Belgam would be seen anywhere near Bromsford (“Here?!” being the most-oft repeated refrain), Rekha couldn’t wrap her brain around something else Captain Malvus had said.

“He’s not a criminal!” She’d said without thinking.

Instantly, Captain Malvus’s head spun around, and he locked eyes with Rekha. His mouth twisted in a slight smile, but his eyes burned with a dreadful intensity as he approached the teenage girl.

“Well, I suppose you’ve heard the stories. We all have.” He turned to include the town in that statement, before turning back to pierce Rekha with an unsettling gaze yet again. “But you shouldn’t believe everything you hear in stories, little girl.”

Rekha didn’t respond, choosing instead to cross her arms, though she noted with some concern the nearest townsfolk stepping back to distance themselves from her.

Malvus’ grin grew wider. “Unless, of course, you have information you’d like to share? The cells in our Citadel are actually quite comfortable, though I’m afraid you’d find interrogation less than pleasant.”

To the right, Lucky emerged from the crowd. “No! Ye get away from—”

Before he could take two steps, one of the other soldiers drew their sword and placed it at Lucky’s neck. Lucky froze in place as a gasp went up from the crowd.

With a look of dismay, the Elder shouted over the murmur of the townsfolk, “Captain, there’s no need for this!”

Captain Malvus turned. “Now, everybody calm down. We’re not interested in hurting people, but any information leading to Belgam’s arrest will be well rewarded.” He looked back at Rekha. “And anyone found to be assisting him in any way will share his guilt - and his sentence.”

Just then, a thunderous detonation elicited a gasp from everyone in the square. Everyone looked around for the source, and Rekha couldn’t see anything at first, but after a moment, a column of smoke arose from a long way off to the south, in the direction of Cloydun.

The soldier with his sword at Lucky’s throat lowered it and shouted, “Captain! The Citadel!”

Malvus grimaced and turned back to Rekha. “Shame. I think I rather like you, you’re a rather unusual little girl.”

Rekha’s eyes hardened. “You’re just another bully.”

He gave her a quick grin before turning back to the other soldiers. “Get the horses! We ride to the Citadel, double-time!”

As the other soldiers raced off, he turned back to Rekha, walking backwards as he did so. “Next time we meet, I think you’ll find it was a mistake to get my attention.” And with that, he turned and ran off.

As Lucky rushed in to hug Rekha in relief, and the other townsfolk began to crowd back in around them, Rekha thought that Malvus’ last statement was probably the only thing he’d said that was true.
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Life settled back down after the Legion visitation, though interest in the old stories was renewed, and the gang started having imaginary adventures like they did when they were kids, pretending to be Belgam and a team of mages hunting down yai. More than once, Rekha imagined fighting Captain Malvus, in between bouts of thinking about or staring at Irynn.

While Irynn didn’t seem to mind Rekha’s attention, it was clear that Irynn was more interested in the changes the boys were going through, and that soured Rekha on the boys just a bit, sometimes preferring to stay home rather than listen to Irynn go on about Varian’s hair and cheekbones. Though to Rekha’s delight, Varian seemed uninterested in Irynn’s attention, and Rekha and Varian grew closer as a result.

It was one of those days she’d stayed in that her hand started tingling and wouldn’t stop. Rekha massaged it and her arm, but it just kept tingling. Lucky was no help, he just said, “Ye probably slept on it wrong, lass, it’ll work itself out,” and went back to tending the chickens. Yes, and by then I’ll have been driven mad.

After an hour or so, Rekha had had enough. She grabbed her wrist with her left hand, and opened her right hand palm upwards. She imagined the tingling as energy leaving her hand and was surprised to feel a jolt in her mind.

A small candle-sized flame appeared, hovering just above her hand.

Rekha gasped and fell backwards, the flame disappearing even before her butt hit the floor. She looked at her hand, but there were no marks. Her hand was weirdly cold, and it still tingled, but Rekha was less concerned with that at the moment.

She stood up, and held out her arm and opened her hand. She concentrated, once again imagining the energy coming out of her hand, and again she felt that peculiar jolt.

A small flame danced merrily in the air above her hand.

Rekha stared at the flame in awe. Is this what I think it is?!

The back door creaked open and Lucky walked in. “Damned foxes got in tae the coop again, I’m gonna have a talk with—” He stopped dead as he spotted the flame above Rekha’s hand. “What are ye—yer gonna burn yerself, lass!” He swatted the flame, and it vanished.

“No, Uncle!” Rekha searched for the words but simply said, “Look.”

For a third time, she summoned a small flame that danced and bobbled in the space above her hand.

Lucky’s jaw dropped. “Esyu have mercy.” He looked into Rekha’s eyes. “Put it away, girly.”

Am I in trouble? Rekha closed her hand and the flame disappeared.

Lucky clasped the girl by her arms. “Do ye know what this means?”

She shook her head.

“Yer a mage, Rekha!” Lucky gave her a great big smile and picked her up, laughing, into a big bear hug. He swung her around with glee before putting her down on her floor again and staring off into the distance above her head.

“Bromsford’s never had a mage before.” Lucky looked back into Rekha’s eyes. “I’m gonna speak tae Lady Abersham about yer schoolin’, see if there’s anythin’ to be done. An’ then I’m gonna tell the Elder, he’s just gonna burst!”

Oh, Esyu, not again. “I’m sorry, maybe we don’t tell the whole town weird things are happening to Rekha?”

“Make no mistake, lass, we’re nae tellin’ anyone but them. Last thing ye need’s that damn Legion comin’ back.”

Why would they come back? I thought they were here for Belgam…

Lucky took in the confusion on her face. “Do ye not understand, girly? This is great news! Once ye graduate from the Magic Academy, yer gonna be a higher-class citizen! You’ll be able to go anywhere, do anything ye want!”

Her eyes widened.

Lucky put a hand on her shoulder. “An’ knowin’ ye as I do, yer gonna do great things.”


* * *


Great things, my ass.

Rekha pulled the bucket through the effluvium at the bottom of the pit under the outhouse, and with an exhalation of disgust, dumped it in the wheelbarrow. It had been six years since Rekha had learned she was a mage, and between that and being two months from her eighteenth birthday, Rekha had hoped she would no longer be expected to handle certain unpleasant chores, but Lucky disabused her of that notion swiftly.

Taking care not to inhale through her nose or touch any part of her face or clothes, Rekha tossed the wooden bucket into the wheelbarrow and grabbed the handles.

A familiar voice shouted from behind her. “Hey, Rey!”

Rekha grinned as she spun around. While puberty had indeed been kind to Varian, he was still a slight boy for his age, with undeniably pretty, almost feminine features, and he was wearing his usual white shirt open to the chest and tight, form-fitting leather trousers. He also wore a smile from ear to ear.

A passing breeze blew a whiff of fecal matter between them and both smiles dissolved.

“Oh, Esyu!” Varian waved his hand in front of his face. “Wash day, huh?”

Rekha nodded. “Yeah, sorry. It’s my turn. I—”

She quickly picked up the wheelbarrow and rolled it a few more steps away before returning to her friend.

Varian said witheringly, “I cannot believe your uncle makes you muck out the outhouse.”

“I can’t believe you suckered your mom into doing it for you.”

Varian’s eyes flashed. “Suckered is a strong term. We have an arrangement, I clean and put away the dishes for every meal, and literally anyone else takes care of the outhouse. I’m not a muck boy.”

Rekha went to wipe her brow, but caught herself in the nick of time, carefully keeping her hands away from her face. “Yeah, it’s not fun. So, did you just come by to rub it in, or is something going on?”

“We’re getting together at the clearing later. Dargen says he’s gonna try to swipe some honey wine.”

Rekha laughed. “Hasn’t he learned from the last time?”

“Apparently not. The scars still haven’t healed from the thrashing his brother gave him.”

“Well, as soon as I’m finished - and bathed - I’ll head over.”

Varian smiled. “Great, see you there!” He turned to leave, and was a few steps away when he suddenly stopped and turned back around. “Oh, and Rekha?”

She wiped her brow, and cursed when the putrescence assaulted her nostrils. “Yeah?”

“You might want to sprinkle some crushed rose petals in the bathwater. Just sayin’.” He waved his hand in front of his nose and strolled away.


* * *


After Rekha had returned the wheelbarrow and the shovel to the shed, she heated up some water over the fireplace, filled the shallow washbasin behind the house, took Varian’s advice and added quite a few crushed rose petals, and luxuriated in her bath for quite some time. Always feel like I could spend a week in here after cleaning the outhouse.

When she finally finished, Rekha got dressed in her favorite outfit, a tight-fitting leather vest that left her arms bare, brown cotton pants tightened around her waist via drawstring, and soft leather boots. She pulled a comb through her hair and checked herself in the mirror before heading out.

As per usual, she could hear her friends before reaching the clearing. They seemed to be engaging in something causing raucous laughter. She heard Dargen say, “Wait, wait, let me try again!” Curious, Rekha ran to the clearing.

She cleared the tree line to see Varian leaning against a tree with a smile on his face, and Dargen standing in the center in a simple green tunic and plain trousers, red-faced, holding one hand out, palm forward. Irynn was standing a few feet behind him in a green peasant dress with her arms folded and a smirk on her face.

Rekha said, “What is—”

Varian and Irynn both waved her off, with Varian adding, “Wait for it.”

Bemused, Rekha watched as Dargen strained with effort. 

“HeeeeyyyyYYYYAAARGH!”

The moment his shout ended, all of them heard a tiny, squeaky fart.

Laughter immediately burst out of the group, even as Irynn judiciously took a few more steps backwards and Dargen attempted to catch his breath. He was now the tallest boy in town, and was frequently seen “walking out” with this girl or that, given his rugged good looks and muscular physique. Irynn was frequently in braids or pigtails, and today she’d opted for both, with her ginger locks setting off what Rekha thought of as the prettiest green eyes.

As his laughter wound down, Varian opined, “Sorry, Darg, I don’t think you’ll ever be a mage.”

Irynn laughed, “Pretty sure they don




























































