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CRACK!

A branch snapped beneath Collin’s foot, and he clung tighter to the rough bark. The old oak tree groaned under his weight, threatening to break, but he didn’t stop. He had to see it for himself.

Higher and higher he climbed, ignoring the sting of bark-scraped palms. His mother’s warning echoed in his mind, “Don’t climb too high.” But curiosity burned hotter than fear.

At last, he reached a break in the canopy. He shoved his hair from his eyes and peered northward. Smoke veiled the normally clear sky, thick grey plumes billowing to blot out the stars.

The scent of ash burned his nostrils—acrid and choking in his lungs. His breath caught in his throat as he wiped the tears from his azure eyes.

North Town was on fire. Would the beautiful lake burn away? Where would Father teach him to go sailing? Would Mother still be able to buy her shoes from her favorite cobbler shop? Where would the animals go if the forest burned?

Then—a creak below. A soft thud.

“Collin, sweetheart?” His mother’s voice floated through the branches. “It’s time for bed.”

Still frozen with worry atop his perch, he whispered, “North Town is on fire.”

“Yes, my love. Come down now. Or I shall send your brother up after you.”

Collin hesitated, then glanced back once more at the blazing horizon. He wasn’t ready to come down. Not yet. But Mother’s voice was warm and sure and safe. He climbed down, yearning for the feel of her comforting touch.

The ground welcomed him with lush grass and rich soil. Around him, the meadow gladly offered its gifts. The crickets sang a symphony of love songs in the tall grasses, and the soft breeze whispered through the treetops, accompanying the jovial melody in perfect harmony.

It was a land that lived and breathed, a place where the sky and earth were entwined in an endless dalliance, where starlight serenaded the night. But tonight, the heavens were veiled in smoke, the meadow’s song muted in uncertainty.

“There’s a fire,” he said again, his voice trembling.

Squeezing his hand, she led him to their cabin. "It’s nothing for you to worry about, my darling.”

Their cozy house sat in a narrow meadow, cradled by forest and watched over by a towering oak. Its branches shaded the roof in summer and held warmth close in winter. A crooked fence carved out a wide and wandering yard.

Now in spring, the yard brimmed with wildflowers—bright, untamed things—and soft grasses that shimmered in the breeze. Each season brought its turn: sun-thick summer blooms, autumn’s quiet gathering of strength, winter’s hush beneath snow. And then, always, the first golden breath of spring.
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Inside the little cabin, Collin’s mother tucked him into bed beside his brother. She drew the curtains, closing out the hazy night sky. Her touch was soft and sure as she combed her fingers through her son’s hair, a quiet rhythm that eased him toward sleep.
“Don’t forget to say your prayers,” she whispered.
Collin frowned. “Why must we pray?”

"Because it helps to say your worries out loud.”

“Mam”—Collin grasped his mother’s hand—“can you tell me the story of our mountain?”

She sat down on the edge of the bed, making it groan beneath her weight.

“You’ve heard that story a hundred times, my love,” she said with a sigh—half exasperation, half affection—but she couldn’t hide the smile curling at the corners of her mouth.

“Close your eyes, darling...”

“My father told me the story of how our mountain came to be. Long before I was born, before his father and his father’s father, when the world was still young, a jagged piece of land broke through the surface of the sea. Formed in the clash of fire and water, born of terrible violence, the great mountain rose slowly from the deep, vast ocean.

“At first, only birds found their way to this lonely place, but they came bearing seeds from distant lands. Before long, towering trees rooted themselves in the rich volcanic soil, and the mountain was cloaked in growing things.

“Then a great sheet of ice covered the earth. Land-loving creatures crossed that frozen sea and found their way to the mountain’s edge. When the ice began to melt, it left deep scars—carving lakes, valleys, and jagged cliffs into the stone.

“The people who had journeyed over that ice gave this place a name, Crimisa. Life here was hard. The shifting seasons were wild and cruel, and many lives were lost at first. But they were strong, those first settlers. Hardy and stubborn. The ones who survived scattered through the mountain range and built their homes in its folds, founding the many villages that still stand today.”

Collin’s body was heavy with the setting of the sun, but his mind was still wide awake—filled with worries. "Would the fire reach Chroma? What happens to the rest of the world if...”

“Oh, darling! You need not worry yourself with such things!”

Collin squirmed out of his mother’s embrace. “How big is our world?”

“Our home is surrounded by valleys and coastline, but Crimisa itself is vaster than I could ever describe. There are still corners of our forests untouched by human footsteps, and mysteries sleeping in the depths of shadowed pools, waiting to be discovered. But far beyond our home, we are only a tiny gem in a vast crown. There are regions of the sky no eye has yet seen, and places so deep in the sea that creatures as large as islands drift silently in the dark.”

“Are there people living beyond Crimisa?” he asked.

“Oh yes, my love,” she whispered. “There are many cozy cabins nestled in woods, each with its own little garden. There are warm dinners cooking on hearths and quilts being stitched with steady hands. Starry-eyed lovers are falling into each other’s arms beneath lantern light, wedding arches are being strung with flowers. And just like in our family, there are mothers tucking their little ones into bed, and fathers showing their eager children how to read and write, guiding their fingers gently across the page.”

"Mam," said Collin’s older brother, his face a light in the glow of the candle.

She reached over Collin and tucked the blankets tighter around Connor. She stroked his hair. “What is it, my darling?”

“When is Da coming home?”

Collin brightened. “Can we wait for Da to come home?”

"Da won’t be home for a while.” Her voice was somber, but in the dim candlelight, Collin couldn’t make out Mother’s expression.

Brother’s voice was worried as he said, “But Da missed dinner.”

"Don’t worry yourself about it, Connor, sweetheart. Your father will come home when he does. Go to sleep now, both of you, and let good dreams find you." Mother blew out the candle on their bedside table. She closed the bedroom door, throwing the boys into impenetrable darkness.
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Sometime in the night, Collin woke to the sound of voices drifting from the front room. His brother Connor was still snoring softly beside him, undisturbed. Except for a thin beam of moonlight slipping through the small window, the room was wrapped in darkness.

Father’s voice was shaking.

It was muffled by the closed door, but Collin could hear it clearly enough—he was crying.

“I killed a man,” his father wept. “He had two children... How will I look myself in the mirror now?”

“You had to, Jiah!” Mother’s voice rose, raw and trembling. “They would have killed you otherwise!”

“Oh, Ismene... this isn’t right. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.”

Collin yanked the blanket up over his head, heart pounding, but it couldn’t keep the voices out—mother crying, father shouting, then both of them quieting into grief. Their words were broken, heavy, strange. He didn’t understand all of it, but he understood enough to know something terrible had happened.

A lump swelled in his throat, tight and aching. His chest felt heavy, like his heart was falling. He pulled his pillow over his head, pressing it down hard until the voices faded into muffled echoes. Eventually, sleep returned—but it did not come gently.

That night, Collin dreamed of the world breaking apart, of deep chasms splitting open beneath his feet, glowing with liquid fire; of mountains rising all around, hemming him in between rivers of flame. Sheets of ice chased him across the land, slow and silent, and then came a blaze so fierce it devoured everything—until the whole world turned to ash.
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Gray clouds had rolled in at dawn, bringing with them a cold, needling rain. The sharp scent of churned-up soil and wet wool lingered in the air like a breath that wouldn’t ease.

Collin and Connor stood patiently in line. They’d been waiting all morning for their family’s weekly meal allowance. Collin tugged at the collar of his cloak, which clung damply to his neck, making his skin itch. To make matters worse, Mother had told him not to let go of Connor’s hand.

He shook the wet hair from his eyes and tried not to shiver, but the chill sank deep, and his limbs wouldn’t stay still. Around him, the village square blurred with mist. Smoke drifted up from North Town, still smoldering in the valley below, and the sharp, bitter smell of burned timber clung to the rain. A tickle rose in his throat, and he coughed.

Farther up the line, Collin caught sight of his best friend. His heart lifted. He waved, and Aries waved back just as eagerly.

But the day refused to brighten. Instead, the sky pressed lower, the rain falling harder. Villagers scurried through the square with hunched shoulders and hurried steps. No vendors called out. No one lingered. The market stalls stood shuttered and empty, and even the bravest souls seemed to have vanished into the gray.

A boy with a mop of rain-soaked chestnut hair crept into the line. No one seemed to notice his stealthy arrival. He grinned roguishly as he came to stand just behind Collin and Connor.

Collin grinned back at once, but Connor eyed the boy with quiet suspicion.

Suddenly, the boy clutched at his coat pocket. Whatever was inside gave a furious wriggle.

Collin’s heart leapt. “What do you have?”

The boy’s hazel eyes glittered with mischief. He beckoned Collin to lean in closer.

Collin cast a glance at Connor, but his brother’s attention had already drifted elsewhere. Still holding Connor’s hand, Collin inched nearer to the boy with the sly smile.

The boy plunged a hand into his pocket. After a moment of fumbling, he drew out a fat brown lizard. Its narrow tongue flicked in and out, tasting the cold air.

Collin’s eyes went wide with wonder. “Where did you find it?”

“It was trying to cross the road, so I saved it. I’m bringing it home to my brother. He’s stuck in bed with a horrid cough, and I think this’ll cheer him up—at least until our mam finds it. She’s terrified of reptiles.”

“You’re Nic of Stargazer Creek,” Connor said suddenly, his voice stiff with disapproval.

Both Collin and the boy jumped.

“My mother says you’re very naughty, and we’re not to have anything to do with you,” Connor added, gazing at the boy with stern, narrowed eyes.

Nic quickly tucked the lizard back into his pocket, where it settled in the warmth, content. He looked at Connor with such exaggerated innocence that Collin couldn’t help but laugh.

Once Connor turned to face the front of the line again, Collin leaned in and whispered, “My mam says you’re naughty because you always climb over the fence to peek at the dancers practicing in the glass hall.”

Nic’s grin widened, bold and unbothered. “I’m going to kiss a Daughter of Venus one day.”

“Which one?” Collin asked, both skeptical and deeply impressed.

“No idea,” Nic said with a careless shrug. “Maybe all of them.”

Collin chuckled. Before he could ask how Nic was planning to kiss a Daughter of Venus, his attention was drawn to a group of hunters.

The hunters strode into the square like heroes returning from battle, their arms and backs burdened with the hulking bodies of wild boars. The air buzzed with admiration as they passed, and Collin stood frozen, heart pounding with awe. Their boots were caked in mud, their coats smeared with blood and sweat—but to him, they were magnificent.

His father walked amongst them, a cloaked huntsman—broad and confident, laughing with the others.

The hunters approached the clock tower, where a guard with a hard jaw and sharper eyes inspected each haul. One by one, the boars were offered up. One by one, the guard nodded.

A flicker at the edge of Collin’s vision pulled him from his thoughts.

A line of bedraggled children trudged up the hilly path toward the square. Near the end of the procession, a girl caught his eye.

Her golden hair—like sunlight at daybreak—fell in tangled waves around a head wrapped in white bandages. The cloak draped over her shoulders was far too large, nearly swallowing her thin frame. She was barefoot, limping slightly on the gravel.

Then she stopped.

Her eyes—dark, stormy blue—swept the square and locked on Collin. For a breathless moment, it felt as if she saw only him.

Then her older sister gave her hand a sharp tug, and the girl turned away, stumbling forward to catch up.

Collin’s stomach knotted uncomfortably. He kept his eyes on the girl, wishing to meet her startling gaze again.

He tugged on Connor’s hand. “That’s my friend, Dragonfly. We skip stones at the lake on Sundays... but she wasn’t there this week. Where are they taking her?”

“Stop staring.” Connor yanked Collin’s hood down low. His voice was sharp. “It’s not polite. They’re orphans now.”

“What’s an orphan?” Collin asked, pulling his hood back to glimpse her. Rain slid down his neck, cold as a warning.

“It means they have no parents.”

Before he could speak again, Connor yanked the hood over his eyes and turned him firmly forward.

Still, Collin craned his neck. He had to see Dragonfly. She looked lost beneath her tangled golden hair. He wanted to call out, ask what had happened, why her eyes looked so sad.
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The brothers huddled close, warming their chilled hands and rosy cheeks before the small, crackling hearth in the sitting room. Collin wrapped a soft, worn patchwork quilt—white, black, and blues—tightly around his narrow shoulders, its comforting weight pressing gently against his skin as golden sparks leapt eagerly from the blazing fire.

He slowly, almost reverently, turned the thick pages of a book he couldn’t yet read. His fingers moved with quiet awe, his breath catching slightly. In his vivid, restless mind, whole worlds swirled—miraculous and mysterious places that might lie hidden within that book’s secret language, waiting to be discovered.

"Mam! You promised you'd read to me,” Collin called.

When his mother failed to reply, Collin looked to the dining room. Mother was fretting with the food items from the week's meal allowance. She searched through the cupboards, muttering anxiously under her breath.

Just then, the heavy front door swung open. A gust of wind swept through the cabin, sending the fire in the hearth into a wild flicker. Shadows leapt and twisted across the walls, dancing like monsters.

A hooded and cloaked man stepped hastily inside, shutting the door behind him with a loud slam.

Jiah’s long, dark green cloak was soaked through with spring rain. Mud clung to his boots and tracked across the freshly mopped floor. His thick, sandy hair was damp and tousled, but his ardent blue eyes shone brightly, catching the firelight with an eager, restless gleam.

“Jiah...” Ismene’s voice was low, frayed at the edges. “There was no meat in this week’s allowance. Not even a scrap. How are we to last? The garden’s still bare.”

Jiah’s eyes sparked. “I have a gift for you.” He turned, sharp with excitement. “Connor—put Lumen on the mantel.”

The boy sprang from his chair and set the longsword in its place of honor. Jiah’s fingers fumbled at his coat buttons as if racing the moment. From beneath the heavy fabric, he drew out a thick, crumpled parcel wrapped in butcher’s paper and tied with thongs.

“What is that?” Ismene asked, her voice cautious, eyes narrowing even as she reached for it.

“Go on, darling, open it,” Jiah said lightly, toweling dampness from his hair.

Her fingers worked through the knots—too slow for Jiah’s grin, too fast for her pounding heart. When the paper finally fell away, the air seemed to twist in her lungs.

“Jiah,” she hissed. “That’s venison.”

The boys rushed to the table, their faces lighting at the sight of the red meat, the thick marrow bone. Collin nearly asked for stew before Ismene snapped, “Back to the sitting room. Now.”

As their footsteps retreated, she turned to her husband, her voice razor-thin. “Where did you get it?”

His smile faltered. “Izin and I—we trapped two bucks early this morning. Turned in the bigger. Kept this one...”

“You what?” she whispered, horror blooming in her face. “You withheld it? Jiah, that’s a crime!”

He stepped forward to quiet her, but she backed away. “No one will know,” he said quickly. “It’s safe, Ismene.”

“Safe?” Her voice cracked. “If they find out, they’ll take you. And what then? What happens to us, to our boys? You think you’re providing, but you're putting a noose around your own neck!”

Jiah dropped the towel. “I’d never let anything happen to you, you know that.” He reached for her hands, too cold in his. “I do this for you. For them. I’m not letting Montigo starve us into obedience.”

Her shoulders trembled as she blinked back tears. “You and Izin... is it just the two of you?”

He looked down, the hesitation too long. He rubbed the back of his neck with a hand. “Tomlyn, too. His wife’s due any week. And there’s the fellow from Black Timber forest. And—”

“Oh god, Jiah.” She stumbled back a step. “You’re not just reckless. You’re coordinated.”

“It’s survival,” he snapped, heat rising in his chest. “We bleed ourselves hunting for them, and when we ask for scraps, they tax us down to the marrow. What choice do we have?”

“Not this,” she moaned. “Not risking the gallows for stew bones.”

He encircled her within his arms, pulling her against him. “We have children, Ismene. That’s why we do this. Not in spite of it.”

Jiah pulled out a chair and sat down with a weary sigh. He beckoned the boys closer and rested a hand on each of their small shoulders.

“You mustn’t tell anyone about the meat,” he said, his voice low and serious. His eyes settled on Collin’s. “Not your friends. Not anyone. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Connor replied quickly.

“But, Da... why must we not tell?” Collin asked, his brow furrowed.

Jiah looked into his son’s wide, trusting face. He pulled Collin gently onto his knee and held both boys close.

“Come here, my beloved boys... How can I help you understand?”

He took a breath.

“I was born in a village called White Wood. It’s a farming community far over the northern pass. Life was good in my childhood home. For generations, we traded freely with neighboring villages—long before this land was ever called Crimisa.

“But one day, when I was just about Connor’s age, men came from Chroma. They were led by a man named Montigo. He told us we must join his society—or face more attacks. Montigo did this all across the land. The small villages fell quickly to his cruelty, and some were lost completely, their names forgotten. The larger ones—like White Wood and North Town—fought for years. But even they began to crumble.

“Some people say Montigo united Crimisa, that he brought order and a shared culture. But many more believe he conquered us by force. That he used fear and violence to break free people and bend them to his will.”

Connor’s eyes were wide. “But how does one man make a whole village do what he says?”

“Fear,” Jiah said softly. “Fear is a powerful weapon. Montigo uses cruel punishments to keep his control. When I was a boy, I watched his men burn our home—our barns, our crops. They slaughtered our animals... because my grandfather and father refused to pay his taxes. They believed in freedom. And Montigo made them pay for it.

“When people dare to speak their minds, to stand up for themselves—he doesn’t just punish them. He punishes the people they love.”

At that, Ismene gasped. Her eyes were wide with dread as she pulled Collin protectively into her arms.

“Jiah, don’t,” she whispered. “You mustn’t tell them such awful things. They’re too young.”

Collin didn’t quite understand the fear in his mother’s voice, or the terrible truth his father had just asked them to guard. But he knew it mattered. And he knew—deep in his chest, a secret burning quietly—that it must be kept.
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In the weeks that followed, Jiah continued to bring home meat: stringy rabbit one day, a wild pheasant the next, even a slab of boar so rich in fat it crackled in the pan. Sometimes fish, still glistening and limp, lined the counter before supper. To Collin, it felt like magic. His father had become a provider of marvels. Hunger became a forgotten ache, replaced by the thrill of not knowing what would be set on the table each night.

But as Collin savored his full belly, a quiet wrongness seeped into the corners of their home.

His mother no longer hummed old songs beneath her breath. The lilting melody that once drifted from the garden vanished, swallowed by silence and wind. She moved with a stiffness now, eyes flitting to the window at every passing footfall, every creak of the fence gate. If Jiah was even minutes late, she’d pace the kitchen floor, fingers worrying the hem of her apron until the fabric frayed.

Collin began to wake to muffled footsteps and whispered arguments behind closed doors. Once, he crept from bed and saw her standing alone near the hearth, lips moving soundlessly in prayer or plea, arms wrapped tightly around herself though the fire was high and hot.

Her skin grew ashen, translucent in the morning light. She barely touched her meals, nibbling at bread crusts while urging the boys to eat more. Her eyes reddened from restless nights, and some mornings she seemed surprised to find the sun had risen at all.

Collin didn’t understand what had changed. All he knew was that his father whistled and brought meat, and his mother—once the light of the house—had grown thin, silent, and watchful, as if waiting for a terrible shadow to come through the door.
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On a clear midsummer night, Ismene waited for her husband to return home after a long day of work. His dinner had grown cold and uneaten on the table, and still, Jiah didn’t come home. Finally, she put her sons to bed. With a forced smile on her tired face, she told them not to worry.

At dawn the next morning, Jiah still hadn’t come home.

Ismene wrung her hands as she moved distractedly through the kitchen, eyes darting to the window more often than the food she stirred. The smell of breakfast hung in the air, but no one was hungry.

Collin wanted to ask where Da was, but a fist in his chest clenched too tightly. The question caught in his throat like a thorn. He already knew what Mother would say—“He’s fine.” She’d force a smile, but her eyes would betray her. They always did.

A sudden, rapid knock exploded against the front door—frantic, relentless.

Collin and Connor both jumped in their chairs. Their mother gasped, sharp and strangled, dropping a spoon that clattered to the floor. Then she was moving—rushing to the door with a kind of desperate speed Collin had never seen in her before.

A small woman stood on the threshold, bathed in the trembling light of morning. Her pale yellow hair caught the sun, burning white around the edges like flame. Her chest heaved with sobs, her face streaked with tears.

“Lue!” Ismene cried. “What’s happened?”

Lue didn’t answer. She shook her head violently, words tumbling out between gasps.

“Come quickly—come now! The town square—hurry!”

And she turned and ran.

Ismene’s scream followed a moment later—a raw, broken sound that cracked through the air like lightning. Collin felt it hit his chest, felt it twist something inside him.

A chill rushed down his spine, fast and cold as a river in winter. His body knew before his mind did—something was horribly wrong. The fear bloomed in his mouth like a bitter fruit, thick and sour. He could taste it. His stomach lurched.

Connor grabbed his hand. “Come on!” he barked, yanking Collin after him.

They burst from the cabin into the bright haze of morning, their mother already far ahead, her dark skirts flying as she ran toward town. The boys stumbled through the wet grass and dirt, barely able to keep up, hearts pounding, feet slipping. The road to Chroma stretched ahead, but they had no sense of distance. Only the thunder of panic in their blood.
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In the mist-draped hush of morning, a crowd pressed into the sprawling town square. Six men stood rigid beneath the shadowy outline of the clock tower, their bare chests slick with sweat, wrists bound tightly behind their backs.

Jiah stood motionless, a deep gash running across his shoulder, bruises blooming dark across his jaw and cheek. Beside him, Izin swayed slightly, blood trailing from the corner of his mouth.

The others were no better—battered and broken, their bodies marked with lash wounds and open cuts, faces mottled with bruises. Together, they formed a silent tableau of defiance and suffering, framed by the pale light and the murmurs of the gathering crowd.

Collin clung to his brother’s hand as if it were the only solid thing in the world. Both boys trembled, eyes locked on the six men lined up before the clock tower’s looming silhouette.

He knew them all.

The baker with honey-colored hair who once gifted him sweet bread on his birthday. The steward’s son with the soft red curls now matted with blood, one eye swollen shut. His mother’s oldest friend, who used to braid wildflowers into her hair. Fathers. Neighbors. Friends.

Good men—all of them.

Around the square, iron-shod hooves struck sparks against the cobbles. The draft horses reared and snorted, muscles taut, eyes wide with agitation. The wagons they dragged loomed behind the guards—hulking.

Uniformed men prowled the perimeter, shoving the crowd back with flat blades and grim warnings. The townsfolk muttered in waves of unease, craning for a view, the tension rippling like storm wind through wheat. Some whispered names. Others said nothing, lips pressed tight with fear.

“What’s happening?” Ismene cried, her voice fraying as she shoved her way to a guard. “What’s my husband’s crime?”

The guard sneered and shoved her hard enough to make her stagger. “Silence, woman!”

“Please! He’s done nothing wrong! Please!”

“They are thieves,” he snapped. “And they will be punished.”

Ismene let out a scream that turned heads. She clutched her face, sobbing openly, but no hand reached for her. No voices rose in her defense. The guards remained still and cold as stone.

Then the noise died—snuffed out in an instant, as if the square itself inhaled and held its breath.

The crowd parted in a slow, fearful ripple. From a polished black carriage, a tall man emerged, draped in deep red velvet trimmed with silver. His face was hard, his hair thick and slicked back with precision. A child’s delicate hand appeared at the carriage door, and then a girl stepped down after him, helped gently by a servant.

She looked no older than Collin, but where his fingernails bore dirt from the garden, hers shimmered with gold dust. Precious stones glittered at her neck and wrists, threaded through her dark braids. Her eyes—unlike the man’s hard, dark ones—were a vivid green, curious, warm.

As they passed through the quiet crowd, the villagers closed behind them like a wave.

Head Captain Sol stepped forward and bowed low, his tone clipped and devoid of sympathy. “My Lord Montigo. The rebels we’ve been hunting were apprehended late last night. All carried unreported game—pheasants, rabbits, fresh eggs. We found a cache of cured meat—boar, venison—hidden in the baker’s shed.”

Montigo’s gaze was unreadable as it swept across the line of battered men.

“You all know the cost of theft,” he said to the crowd, his voice cool and steady. “Every time one of you hoards what belongs to the state, you steal from each other.”

He looked down at the girl at his side and allowed a flicker of something resembling a smile. “Today, my daughter, the village becomes your classroom. Pay close attention. This is how we preserve order. And what becomes of those who resist it.”

Collin trembled violently. Something terrible was coming—he felt it in his chest, but the shape of it eluded him.

“Close your eyes,” Connor choked out, wrapping both arms around him like a shield.

Collin twisted against him. He had to get to Da. Had to reach Mam. Mam was still sobbing, still pleading with the guards. Her voice was raw now—ripped from her throat—but she wasn’t turning away. He screamed for her, but the noise swallowed his voice whole.

“Aries, my boy, be brave!” Izin’s voice broke across the crowd, blood spilling from his mouth. His words rang out—not just for his son, but for everyone.

Then Jiah’s voice cut through the rising swell of panic.

“Do not allow them to take freedom from your children! My boys, my sons! Fight for your future! Do not be a bystander, stand up for what is right!”

A boot struck his stomach mid-sentence. He folded forward with a grunt. The sound of the whip cracked like thunder. Ismene cried out, her voice torn with terror.

The crowd surged. People pushed and whispered, eyes darting from guards to prisoners and back again. The atmosphere shifted—tightening. Fragile.

Guards barked louder. They shoved with their spears, snarling commands, but the edges of their control were unraveling like thread.

“Get on your knees!” the captain bellowed.

None of the six moved. Shoulders squared, jaws clenched, the rebels stood proud—unbroken.

Jiah closed his eyes, chest rising. His voice came steady and defiant, “We raise our voices, break the chain!”

Izin picked up the thread, fire in his voice. “With courage bold and hearts ablaze. United we will defy, through darkest days!”

“Get back, all of you! Stand back!” The guards bristled, blades ready, barking orders over the restless murmur.

“Silence! Get on your knees!”

The others—the bruised, the bleeding—raised their voices in unison. “No fear shall bind us, onward we stride, In unity, our strength will never subside!”

At first it was scattered, hesitant. But then—a tremor in the square. One villager repeated it. Then another. Then five. Ten. Their voices gained rhythm. Power.

“With hope as our shield, and justice our guide. We will rise! We will rise!”

Collin could feel it vibrate in the stones beneath his feet, in his ribs, in his spine. The chant filled the air, pulsed with conviction, and carved itself into the marrow of his bones.

“We will rise! We will rise!”

The six men would not be broken.

No threat, no blade, no barked command could drive them to their knees. They stood tall, unflinching, refusing to bow to the blocks placed before them.

Behind each rebel, a guard raised his sword.

At Sol’s signal, six blades swept into the air.

Only then did the men fall silent.

The thuds came one after another—dull, awful, final. Blood pooled across the courtyard stones. The cries that followed were not words, but primal sounds of disbelief and horror as the square erupted.

Collin screamed, but his voice vanished into the chaos.

The crowd convulsed into movement, fear detonating across the square like wildfire. People surged in every direction—trampling, shoving, shrieking. The press of bodies closed in from all sides.

Collin tried to run but couldn’t find his footing. A hard elbow caught his chest, someone’s shoulder slammed into his back. He reached desperately for Connor—and saw him shoved sideways, disappearing into the stampede like a leaf pulled under a tide.

“Mam,” he cried, twisting for any glimpse of her russet hair, but she was gone too.

Then—hooves.

A terrible thunder rose above the noise.

Across the square, the crowd split open, and the iron-shod beasts came barreling through. A dozen warhorses bore down on a thin row of protesters—young men and women arm-in-arm, voices raised in that same, defiant chant.

The driver lashed the reins. The horses surged faster.

But the line held.

They did not flinch. They kept chanting. Even as the beasts galloped closer, even as the ground shook, even as the sound rose like the earth splitting open—the line endured.

The world seemed to stop. Time hung like breath in cold air.

Collin couldn’t move. His legs refused. His eyes locked on the scene with helpless horror.

Then the chain began to break—one pair of hands unclasped, then another. Fear overtook courage.

But not all.

One figure remained, a lone man no older than the fallen six, standing in the exact center of the square. His arms stretched wide, head lifted to meet the oncoming storm. His voice cracked but did not falter.

Then—an arm gripped Collin hard around the waist and yanked him back.

He didn’t see the impact. But he heard it.

Bone snapping. Flesh torn. The deafening crash of hooves. And the screams—endless, harrowing—echoing through the square long after the dust had risen and the voices had gone silent.
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The days that followed bled together.

Collin moved through them like a ghost, untethered and numb. The scent of his father’s blood—sharp and metallic—seemed embedded in the fibers of his clothes, in the cracks of the floorboards, in the very air he breathed. It never left him.

At night, he couldn’t sleep. And when he did, it wasn’t rest—it was dread. He woke gasping, ears ringing with the memory of hooves pounding stone and the sickening crunch of bone. Those sounds didn’t fade. They echoed long after dawn, laced through birdsong and rustling leaves.

His mother cried until her voice failed her, until she collapsed against the hearth with nothing left to give. He watched her unravel piece by piece, but couldn’t bring himself to move, to speak, to comfort. He didn’t know how.

––––––––
[image: ]


Under the shroud of night, Ismene ran.

The moon cast long, twisted shadows across the forest floor, warping the trees into monstrous shapes. Eyes gleamed in the underbrush—animal eyes, wide and unblinking. On her back, Collin clung to her like a second heartbeat, his small fists clutching her dress. Behind them, Connor ran hard, breath ragged, feet thudding against roots and earth.

The guards were close. Their torchlight flickered through the trees—wild, jerking flames that carved terror into the dark.

A low branch lashed across Collin’s face. He cried out sharply.

Then a shape leapt across the path. Ismene stumbled, gasping, and fell—Collin tumbling from her shoulders with a cry. Connor tripped over her legs and landed hard beside them.

“Hush now—my love, my darling, you’re safe,” Ismene whispered as she gathered Collin into her arms. She held him tightly to her chest, heart pounding, voice trembling. “It’s only an animal. Just an animal. Nothing to fear, my sweet boy.”

“Mam...” Connor’s voice quivered as he clutched her sleeve. “They’re getting closer.”

She knew. She could hear them—boots crashing, branches snapping, voices barking orders. Time was slipping.

Ismene took Collin’s tiny hand and placed it into Connor’s. Then she pulled both her sons close, gathering them like sacred gifts. Her voice dropped to a rasp. “Connor—listen. You must take Collin now. You run, and you don’t look back.”

“But Mother—”

“No.” She cupped his face, kissed his forehead. “You run until you see the sea. You get on a trade ship. And you never, ever come back.”

The torchlight glowed brighter through the trees.

She stood Collin on unsteady feet and knelt before him, brushing a hand over his tear-streaked cheek. “I love you both. You are all I have left of Jiah—my heart, my soul.”

Collin looked into her eyes, and his heart splintered. He didn’t understand how love could hurt this much. He didn’t understand why fear could weigh so heavily in his chest.

Ismene kissed his brow. “Be brave, Collin. You be brave for me.”

Then she rose. One last kiss. One last glance.

And she ran.

Her skirt billowed behind her, swallowed by the forest. She never looked back.

Collin nearly chased her—nearly screamed her name—but Connor’s hand tightened around his, pulling him the other way.

Branches clawed at them. The moonlight vanished under the canopy. The forest was alive with shadows. Still, they ran—through brush and bramble, into the deep, unknown dark.

And behind them, the torchlight dimmed.

Collin knew, without being told, that their mother had drawn the danger away. She had given them the only gift she still could.

Her silence.

Her sacrifice.
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The sun scorched his face.

He tried to move, but pain clamped over every muscle. His eyelids were too heavy. The scent of salt hung thick in the air—brine, seaweed, something raw. Gulls called overhead, and waves crashed distantly like a fading memory.

His head spun. The earth tilted wildly beneath him. He reached out, grasping at nothing. Where was he? What had happened?

Before the thought could settle, the darkness surged again and dragged him under.

A shadow crossed over him.

“Captain Sol! I found the boy!” a deep voice called overhead. “He is down here!”

Pebbles skittered across stone. A thump of boots. A hand shook him roughly. “He is still alive.”

Another voice, distant and sharp, “Where is the other? There are two boys.”

“He must have fallen into the sea. No one could survive the plunge.”

“Bring the boy up. We’ll search again.”

The voices tangled in his fogged mind. Who had fallen? The words didn’t make sense. He couldn’t lift his limbs, couldn’t even speak. Rough hands hoisted him, jostling his body. New voices, more movement. The briny air of the cliffs gave way to the damp scent of earth, of trees and horses.

He drifted in and out as the world shifted around him.

Eventually, life pierced through the haze—familiar sounds: a wooden bucket dropping, the distant bleat of a goat, the soft creak of a cottage shutter.

Then—rough hands pulled him to his feet. He couldn’t stand. Two men kept him upright by the arms.

“He’s your responsibility now,” a guard grunted.

A blanket—thin but dry—was wrapped around his shoulders. Softer hands, steadier. They guided him inside, into warmth. A fire blazed in the hearth, and when he was lowered into its glow, it was like falling into sunlight. Too much. Too fast. He gasped, eyes fluttering, mind racing.

A voice broke through.

“Collin! I’m so glad you’re alright!” Aries. “Grandfather and I were so worried.”

Another voice, old and weather-worn, “We will take care of you now, my dear boy. We are your family from now on.”

Hands cupped his cheeks. Collin blinked up into a familiar face.

“Did you hear that?” Aries said with quiet intensity. “We’re brothers now.”

The fire’s warmth seeped into him. Slowly, Collin’s eyes cleared enough to see Aries. He turned, searching the shadows of the room.

“Connor?” His voice cracked. “Where is Connor?”

The old man knelt before him, face steeped in sorrow. “Connor... he was not. They searched, but—” His voice broke. “I’m sorry, my child.”

“Mam? Where is my mam?”

The old man pulled him close. “She never gave you up. The regime... They... I’m sorry, lad.”

Aries folded into the embrace. “You still have us, Collin.”

Collin couldn’t speak. Couldn’t cry. The weight of it all pressed down on him—too large, too cruel, too much all at once.

But in the silence, something within him shifted. A thread of innocence snapped.

He saw his father in his mind—tall, laughing, brave. He remembered his mother’s final smile, her voice in the dark. Connor’s hand in his.

That was the day Collin said goodbye to the boy he had been.

And he would never be that boy again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Sinking into Sunlight
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Collin lay back in the narrow canoe, arms folded behind his head, the sun warm on his face and the gentle rock of the lake lulling him into stillness. The sky above was so bright it made him squint, even with his eyes nearly closed. Water lapped softly against the sides of the skiff, each quiet dip of the oars like a whisper just beyond reach. His breathing slowed. His thoughts floated. The pull of sleep was gentle and steady, like sinking into sunlight. 

He was seventeen now—old enough to work, to carry a blade. Lately, people had started saying he looked just like his father. His grandfather said it most often, with pride and wonder in his voice. Collin didn’t remember much of Jiah, not really. But the eyes—deep and storm-blue—he remembered those. He caught glimpses of them sometimes in the lake’s reflection. Intense. Restless. Always thinking. Just like his father. 

Splash!

Collin jumped, setting the narrow skiff rocking from side to side. Ice cold water ran down the ends of his dark sandy locks and over his face and neck. His heart pounded violently behind his ribs. The dream still tugged at him—something about a voice he thought he’d forgotten—but the image dissolved before he could see it clearly. 

Aries sat at the front of the canoe with a mischievous smile. He held a dripping oar aloft, looking as though he was ready to send another spray of water over his dozing passenger. “Oops. Did I disrupt your beauty sleep?” He grinned, raising the dripping oar for another strike.

It was too hot. The kind of heat that turned thoughts to syrup and made even blinking feel like work. Collin’s head buzzed, thick and dull. His limbs felt boneless, useless, like he’d melted into the bottom of the canoe. He let one arm dangle over the side, fingers drifting in the icy water below. The shock of cold sent a brief jolt up his arm—but not enough to make him move. Even that felt far away. He couldn’t muster the energy to speak, let alone sit up. The heat had sunk into him, slow and heavy, and all he could do was float.

It was a windless summer morning in late July, the kind that felt suspended in time. The vast mountain lake lay perfectly still, its glass-like surface mirroring the unblemished expanse of the sky. Sunlight danced across the shimmering blue, blurring the boundary between water and air. Aside from the faint ripple of the lake and the distant song of unseen birds, the world held its breath in hushed tranquility.

Collin had grown up hearing how the North Town lake fed all of Crimisa. Now, drifting in its center, it felt like the lake held the last bit of peace left in the world. In long-lost legends, the valley was often referred to as the Moon Valley. From high atop the hilltop, as the moon rose each night, it looked as though the moon were rising from deep within the lake itself.

The massive lake sprawled at the valley’s heart, its dark waters threading into a web of slender streams and creeks that spilled life into the outlying villages. Dense forests pressed in along its edge, wild, ancient, and bountiful with game no matter the season. Atop a generous northern hill, a colony of lavish cottages caught the sun in glinting angles of glass, their balconies and gardens overlooking the lake like thrones. These homes belonged to village stewards, captains, merchants with deep coffers, scholars with rare books—names whispered with deference through the land.

To the east, where the shore softened into humble mud and gravel, the North Town village circle huddled by the water’s edge. Its narrow stone streets pulsed with movement: merchants barking from cluttered carts, smoke curling from stuffie taverns, and the mingled scent of baked roots and charred meat drifting from family kitchens tucked above bustling storefronts. Just beyond this crowded center, a broad road unfurled like a ribbon, guiding travelers away from the dense valley and toward the vast, humming square of Chroma.
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The canoe drifted lazily toward a white wooden buoy, its paint chipped and sun-bleached. Dozens like it bobbed across the lake, scattered like pale sentinels. Aries reached over the side, tugged the buoy up from the water, and examined the snarl of fishing lines dangling beneath. Each gleaming hook shimmered—stripped bare. He growled in frustration and flung the buoy back. “Every last one’s been picked clean!”

Collin yawned lazily. “Maybe if we stopped using mystery meat and desperation as bait, we’d actually catch something with gills.”

Aries let out a chuckle of agreement, but his laugh was drowned out by another strident splash. Collin fully expected to be drenched, but when not a single drop fell on him, he sat up and searched for the source of the disturbance.

An empty skiff was drifting a few dozen yards away. There was no sign of the rower. Around the craft, the water rippled as though something had just fallen overboard.

“She has the right idea,” said Aries.

Collin shaded his eyes with one hand, blinking into the glare. When the abandoned canoe drifted closer, he leaned forward, pulse quickening, a wide grin tugging at the corners of his mouth before he even realized he was smiling.

Dragonfly frolicked beside her canoe like a duckling splashing in a pond—hardly graceful, but lit from within by a kind of bliss. She swam ahead a few easy strokes before letting herself drift lazily back, limbs loose, unhurried. Her hair, a bright sheet of sunlight, floated around her shoulders in an ethereal halo. The locals called the color North Town Gold. It was warm and rich, like standing in the middle of a summer day.

Then, with no warning, she sank—vanished beneath the surface in a rush of tiny silver bubbles. Collin held his breath without meaning to.

She surfaced a heartbeat later, grinning, on the far side of her canoe. With a quick motion, she grabbed the edge and threw one leg over. Then came the inevitable tumble—limbs flailing, a splash—and she landed with a thud in the boat.

She’d gone swimming in nothing but her linen chemise and underskirt, and now her soaked clothes clung to her like a second skin, every curve and line of her body outlined in light and water. Quickly, she tugged on her overskirt and blouse with practiced ease, then twisted her hair into a tight coil, squeezing it dry over the side. Sunlight scattered through the droplets like tiny stars. She gave her long locks a brisk shake, then ran her fingers through to separate the strands. At last, she picked up her oars, locked them into place, and set her craft into motion.

Dragonfly of North Town was a quiet spell spun in sunlight—enchanting in ways Collin could never quite name aloud. She moved through the world like glinting water, shifting her shape to match its rhythms, reserved and elusive one moment, teasing and radiant the next. He’d always admired her strange grace, but lately, he felt a more insistent tug. The girl he used to chase along the lake’s edge was vanishing. In her place stood a woman whose beauty left him breathless, whose laughter curled in his chest like fragrance he couldn’t exhale.

He found himself watching her too long, speaking too carefully, wishing—though he wouldn’t yet admit it to her—for more than just memories between them.

Her canoe drifted level with the boys’ stationary craft. Droplets still clung to her lashes and the tips of her hair, catching the sun like beads of glass. She’d been out in the heat for some time—the sharp flush of sunburn blooming across her collarbone. The light, airy blouse she’d tugged on clung to her damp skin, translucent in places. The top buttons were left undone, revealing the soft curve of her neckline and just the faintest glimpse of cleavage.

And Collin forgot to breathe.

His eyes lingered—too long—on the hollow of her throat, on the single golden strand that slipped over one shoulder and curled along the rise of her breast. Heat surged into his face, rushing all the way to his ears. His heart tripped into a wild rhythm, every thud impossibly loud in his chest.

Say something. Witty. Charming. Anything.

But his mind, unhelpfully, chose that exact moment to vanish. Not a single word would come.

So he just smiled. Or tried to. It was the best he could do.

Dragonfly offered a shy smile in return, but the moment their eyes met, hers darted away. She gave a small tug at the top of her blouse, a subtle, nervous gesture—as if she knew exactly where his gaze had lingered.

Collin’s mouth went dry. A strange, soaring tingling crawled across his scalp. His eyes, unbidden, dropped to her lips—the soft curve of them, the way they held a trace of her smile. How many times had those lips haunted his thoughts? He ached to touch them, just lightly, to trace the fullness of her bottom lip with the tip of his finger. The desire to taste her, to feel the shape of her mouth against his, rose like a tide inside him.

Would she shiver when he kissed her—like a leaf trembling on a branch?

No. He clenched his jaw. Don’t think of that now.

Dragonfly glanced quickly at Aries. She motioned vaguely to the far side of the lake, saying, “The lines over there haven’t yet been checked.”

Inside her canoe, several large, glassy eyed fish with their mouths wide open lay on the bottom. A few even had the hooks still embedded in their cheek.

"Fantastic! Thanks," Aries said with renewed vigor. He picked up his oars and began rowing energetically in the direction she indicated. "There is always a good haul over there!”

Collin barely heard Aries's eager remarks. His mind continued to linger on Dragonfly as she paddled for shore.
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It was on that very shore where he had first seen her—Dragonfly, the girl who would become the axis of some hidden part of his heart. He and Connor had been out gathering wild berries, but the task felt dull and directionless. Restless, he had wandered down the slope alone, drawn more by instinct than purpose.

Then, by the lake’s edge, he saw her—a small girl crouched in the sand, completely absorbed in her art. She wasn’t building castles or tossing pebbles like most children did. Instead, she was coaxing worlds from the earth itself. With a stick clutched in one hand, she etched pictures into the warm, sunlit shore—trees with curling boughs, crooked little cabins, mountains rising sharp against imagined skies. Dragons coiled beside butterflies, defying scale and logic but making perfect sense in the universe she'd conjured.

Collin had stopped breathing. Something in the way she moved—delicate, assured—unlocked a stillness in him he hadn’t known he carried. He stepped carefully, reverently, through her creations, afraid to ruin them, afraid to ruin the moment. She didn’t look up until he was right before her.

“You’re blocking out the sun from my world,” she said.

He’d never forgotten that. Her voice had been light but firm, and her gaze—clear, crystalline blue—had cut straight through him. A spark had caught in his chest and held fast ever since. He dropped to his knees without a word and, fumbling for a stick, drew a bright, clumsy sun above her log cabin.

She laughed, sudden and bright, and scooted over to make room for him.

Even now, years later, after grief and change had weathered them both, Collin couldn’t pass that part of the lake without feeling the memory flare behind his ribs like a buried ember. From the beginning, she’d made space for him in her world. And part of him had never left it.
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Collin struggled to keep Dragonfly’s bright smile in his mind, but his reverie was melting like snow in the heat. Aries was talking to him again.

"Did you hear me?"

A wave of frustration washed over Collin. It was the heat, his interrupted vision, and... "No! What?"

Without breaking his strong, even strokes, Aries glanced back. "Maybe you should just ask her for a night out! Watching you drooling after her is tiresome!”

Collin huffed derisively. “Oh, sorry to be the cause of your discomfort.”

“Come on. I’m sure a rendezvous would do you good.”

Collin raked a hand through his hair and let out a groan. “She’ll refuse. I’m certain she only sees me as a friend. We’ve known each other too long—there’s no mystery left.”

Aries scoffed. “That’s rich, coming from the most mysterious man in Crimisa. Brooding silences and tragic gazes? You’re practically folklore.”

Collin gave a half-laugh, half-sigh. “I appreciate the sarcasm disguised as encouragement.”

“Oh, come now. If you managed to fall for her after all these years, she can just as easily realize you’re more than the barefoot boy who stole her apples. Besides, you’re not entirely unappealing—though that’s just my opinion. The women of the valley may form a different committee.”

“Glad to know I have your endorsement,” Collin muttered, a faint grin tugging at his lips. “I wonder what kind of fellow she actually fancies...”

Aries made a show of squinting into the middle distance, as if consulting some divine oracle. “Let’s see... tall, with dark hair and haunting gray eyes, and an unparalleled talent for rowing. Possibly with a tendency to speak in tortured poetry.”

Collin snorted. “You sound like Nic. Both of you assume all women are just lying in wait for your next dramatic entrance.”

Aries pressed a hand to his chest. “That’s slander. Nic thinks they fall for him because he’s mysterious. I know it’s because of the dimples. We suffer in different ways.”

Collin rolled his eyes. “Suffer is the right word.”

“If you’d just ask her out, I could retire from the matchmaking business in peace,” Aries said, lounging back with theatrical exhaustion. “My talents are wasted on you.”

Collin dipped his hands into the lake and flung a sparkling arc of water across the boat.

Aries yelped like a startled goose, jerking the oars and nearly sending them into a spin. “Hey! Aquatic assault!” he cried, scrubbing at his dripping shirt.

Collin grinned. “Thought you could use a bath.”

“I bathed last festival!” Aries protested, rowing with sudden fervor as if he could outpace another splash. “Quit it! The fish are judging me!”
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The last buoys on the far side of the lake had brought in nearly two dozen fish. Still flushed with laughter, damp from sun and spray, Collin and Aries returned to shore with the warm satisfaction that the long, sweltering day hadn’t been wasted after all.

As they hauled the canoe up onto dry land, a sudden rustling from the woods caught Collin’s attention. Hadria burst from the tree-lined path, her figure long and fluid, moving with an ease that made it impossible not to notice. Her raven-black hair streamed down her back, and as she ran, the colorful beads at her wrists jingled like wind chimes.

“There’s a bonfire tonight!” she called out, breathless but bright. “I shall see you both there!”

Aries waved just before Hadria vanished down the road to the North Town circle. He grinned and said eagerly, "I completely forgot about bonfire night! It will be your chance to confess your undying affection through the universal language of awkward dancing and poorly roasted root vegetables!”

Collin mumbled something vague in reply. How was he supposed to get Dragonfly alone? How could he even begin to ask how she felt without tripping over every word? He didn’t have the nerve—or the finesse—for that sort of thing. He should’ve paid more attention to Nic and Aries. Somehow, they’d managed to crack the code of girls—at least the part about asking them out.

While Aries prepared the smoking box for the fish, he kept chattering about Collin’s hopeless romantic efforts. It was maddening. Yes, Collin needed the advice—but did Aries have to act like he’d never spoken to a girl in his life?

Only half listening, Collin sat on the edge of the canoe with a knife in hand. He cleaned and gutted each fish with practiced ease, dropping them into the clean bucket one by one. The more Aries talked, the more his words grated. Collin said nothing. He just kept working, quiet and methodical, until the bucket was nearly full.

Aries was only a few months older, but sometimes he carried himself like he’d already wrestled the world into submission and now found it mildly amusing. He didn’t need to try to be impressive—he just was. People noticed him. Women especially. His grin alone could throw conversations off course, and Collin had lost count of how many dreamy stares followed in his wake.

But to Collin, Aries was simply... Aries. The same boy he’d grown up with, sunburned and dirt-smeared, daring each other into every kind of trouble. They weren’t blood, but that didn’t matter. Collin had long ago claimed him as a brother. And like true brothers, they’d mastered the art of irritating each other with precision—an eye-roll here, a well-placed elbow jab there.

Collin leaned into the canoe and reached for the last fish—a slick, wriggling thing that refused to be caught. Just as his fingers brushed its side, Aries bumped the canoe. The jolt sent the little boat rocking, and in a heartbeat, the fish and the knife tumbled from Collin’s hands. He lunged instinctively, but the fish shot past his grasp and landed with a wet slap between his boots.

“I know it sounds stupid, but just be yourself. Don’t play some role to impress her—women hate that. And whatever you do, don’t take Nic’s advice. Remember Uriah? That disaster was entirely his brother’s fault. If you just—Collin. Are you even listening?”

Collin jolted upright just as Aries rounded the other side of the skiff. The fish had slipped free—but the knife hadn’t. Its blade was lodged deep in his left palm.

He stared at it for a moment, then slowly opened his hand. Blood welled between his fingers, thick and startlingly red.

Aries sucked in a breath and scrambled to his side. “Oh god—are you alright?” His voice cracked halfway through, and the color had drained from his face.

“It’s nothing,” Collin muttered, but his heart was pounding. He kept his eyes averted, jaw tight. The pulsing throb in his hand was bad enough—looking at the blood made his stomach pitch.

Without a word, he tore at the buttons on his waistcoat with his good hand, yanked it off, and stripped the lining. He wrapped it tightly around the gash, fingers trembling. Dark blotches spread almost immediately through the fabric.

Aries crouched beside him, eyes flicking between Collin’s face and the quickly soaking cloth. “That doesn’t look like nothing.”

Collin gave a faint, forced smile. “Well, at least I caught something,” he said weakly. “Shame it was the knife.”

Collin clenched the wad of ruined linen. Of all the things, why did it have to be his new waistcoat, the gift from grandfather for his coming of age?

Turning seventeen marked a milestone in Crimisa—it was the threshold of adulthood. Once a student reached that age, the village stewards reviewed their aptitudes and interests, then assigned them a future, charted in the form of a career path.

Collin celebrated his coming of age with a midnight bonfire in his meadow, arranged by his closest friends. The night was quiet and warm, lit by firelight and laughter. He received a handful of simple, thoughtful gifts: the finely tailored waistcoat from his grandfather, a braided leather wristband from Dragonfly, a hand-carved box from Nic, and a quick but striking portrait sketched on the spot by Lekyi.

“Alright, we’ve hit the part of the day where I drag you to the hospital by your good hand,” said Aries.

“I’m fine. The bleeding’s mostly stopped.”

Aries frowned. “You look like you lost a duel to a butter knife.”

Collin delicately pulled away the fabric, wincing. “At least I looked good doing it.”

Aries shook his head, tugging on Collin’s elbow. “You’re pale and currently wearing your waistcoat as a bandage.”

“Let’s compromise—what if I limp dramatically and you feel heroic?”

“Perfect. I’ll tell them I carried you uphill both ways. Let’s go, tragic hero.”
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Collin trudged uphill, each step heavier than the last. Whether it was the heat or the blood loss, his head was swimming. He kept firm pressure on his palm; the throbbing had dulled, but blood still trickled steadily down his wrist. He could butcher a stag without blinking, but the sight of his own blood never sat well.

They finally reached the welcome shade of the trees, and a sliver of relief slid over Collin’s shoulders. The air was still stifling, but at least the sun wasn’t gnawing at the back of his neck. They pressed on toward the main road.

Chroma’s town square shimmered like a mirage—quiet, bleached by heat, nearly deserted. A few villagers loitered in the shaded stalls, their faces unreadable. No one spoke. No one asked questions. As Collin and Aries limped past—sweaty, stained, and sore—no one so much as blinked.

The hospital doors opened to a rush of cool air, sharp and clean. Collin exhaled without realizing he’d been holding his breath. Inside, the light was soft, filtered through heavy curtains that covered the tall windows, muting the harshness of the world outside. It was like stepping into a quiet pool—still, forgiving.

Footsteps echoed lightly on the polished floor, and then River appeared—bright-eyed, his expression lifting when he saw them. He wore the deep green uniform of a civil servant, sleeves slightly rolled, as if he'd been mid-task.

“Good afternoon, lads,” he called, his usual easy grace in place—until his gaze dropped to Collin’s bloody hand. The smile faltered.

River stepped forward quickly, motioning them inside. “Looks like you had a rough one. What happened?”

"I’m better at catching knives than catching dinner,” Collin mumbled.

River led them farther into the quiet, sun-dimmed hall. As they passed one of the narrow beds, a familiar figure perched at the edge, looking pale and slightly wilted.

“Uriah,” Aries bellowed, his voice echoing down the corridor. “Why are you in here again?”

Uriah looked up at them with tired hazel eyes, lashes thick and dark against his flushed cheeks. A mop of chestnut hair curled damply around his ears. He gave a small, apologetic smile before answering in a voice rough with exhaustion. “My cough came back. I’ve been keeping Nic up all night.”

As if on cue, he was overtaken by a violent fit of coughing, doubling over with a wheeze that made Collin wince.

The brothers, Nic and Uriah of Stargazer Creek, were longtime friends who might as well have been family. Though the two shared the same dark hair and broad build, Uriah always struck Collin as softer somehow. Gentler. He was the quieter of the pair, and lately, it felt like the weight of sickness was always hanging on him.

"Nic has to sleep in the sitting room because Uriah can’t stop coughing," River added. "Their mother asked Doctor Fol to give Uriah a much stronger treatment, but Fol is worried that the potent concoction will do more harm than good."

Uriah nodded vigorously. "Yes, the stronger the treatment, the worse I seem to feel everywhere else.”

Collin smiled encouragingly. “Well, look at you—milking a cough for a private room and all the nurses at your beckon call. Remind me to fake my own death next week just to keep up.”

River rushed Collin away while Aries remained with Uriah, cheering him with the latest news from the fish market.
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When they reached the far end of the hall, River gestured to a chair. He circled briskly to the other side of the table, tugged open a curtained window to let in the afternoon light, and cracked open a large medical box. Its hinges groaned like warning bells, and Collin stiffened.

River gently unwound the blood-soaked fabric from Collin’s hand, fingers deft but cautious. He leaned in to examine the wound, his brow already furrowing.

Collin couldn’t hold back a wince as the congealed blood and cloth was peeled away from his open wound. "So, doctor, will I lose the hand?"

River gazed thoughtfully at his patient’s injury. “I do believe I can save your hand, Collin. It’s your lucky day! If Charlie were here, he would take a saw to you without a second thought.”

“Please, stop!” Collin cringed as the vivid image
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