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On the Cross
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The dreaded cross was the first thing that caught Sarah Aayari’s eye when she walked into Phipol’s dining hall. The young woman shuddered. The St. Andrew’s cross, composed of two dark wooden boards forming an X shape with an old leather strap attached to each end and a third board at the back that kept it upright, was brought out to punish major crimes. Its presence could only mean that something terrible had happened during the night.

She instinctively looked for her best friend, Xavier Montgomery, and easily spotted him among the crowd. Even if he hadn’t been so lanky, he would still have been impossible to miss with his long red hair, stubble, emerald green eyes highlighted with charcoal, ever-black clothes, pierced ears, and constant angry air. To her dismay, he didn’t look angry now, however, but restless and lost, his gaze shifting from the cross to the crowd, then to the door before returning to the cross. With a sinking feeling in her stomach, she moved toward him, but two guards grabbed Xavier before she could get close. She recognized Lassen Aman, a tall, muscular man in his late twenties with light brown hair and blue eyes, and Devra Ansermet, a thirty-year-old woman with long black hair and brown eyes. 

“Xavier Montgomery, you are under arrest for the murder of the guard, Samuel Meier,” Lassen announced in a neutral tone despite the rage burning in his eyes. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be held against you. Your crime having been witnessed by a member of the guard, and with the approval of Commissioner Schmid and Chancellor Maurer, no judgment is necessary. The sentence will now be carried out.”

Xavier’s mouth twisted into a rictus of pure hatred that Sarh—a nickname Xavier had given her—had never seen before, but he did not protest. She couldn’t believe it. Sure, since his parents had died when he was ten, her friend had been irritable and unsociable. He often said he didn’t like people, but deep inside she knew he was actually really sweet. 

He would never kill someone.

Probably.

Doubt crept into her mind. She wouldn’t necessarily put it above him to kill the people he held responsible for his parents’ deaths, given the chance. Of course, Samuel and his best friend, Lassen, were only thirteen or fourteen at the time and had nothing to do with the accident. But as guards, they now represented the power that had sent them to their deaths. On top of that, they were convinced that Xavier would inevitably fall into delinquency at some point, suspecting him of every degradation they saw and never missing an opportunity to remind him of it. Sarh didn’t want to believe it, but perhaps he had finally lost it.

A heavy silence fell over the hall following Lassen’s announcement. He continued, “I have always said that Xavier was a spiteful, sinister, violent individual. A tragedy of this sort was only a matter of time, and, may the Burning be my witness, he will be punished in a spectacular way to discourage any wannabe guard killers.”

He solemnly touched the flaming hand with an orange eye in its palm embroidered on his uniform, the symbol of the city of De Laus, as he spoke this last sentence. Sarh watched helplessly, her best friend being stripped down to his underwear, gagged, and strapped to the cross. Every second seemed to stretch out to an eternity. The cracked, timeworn straps were digging into Xavier’s pale skin, but he wasn’t struggling. He certainly realized that it was hopeless. Lassen pulled a branding iron from his satchel and handed a blowtorch to Devra, who heated the metal until it glowed a yellowish orange. Its head was shaped like an M, for Murderer.

The sizzling sound Xavier’s flesh produced when the torture instrument was pressed against his chest, over his heart, and the muffled heart-wrenching scream that followed brought the audience out of their stupor.

The smell of grilled meat wafted through the room. While some people gasped in horror and disgust, sometimes leaving the room, others shouted in encouragement toward the guards or in anger toward Xavier.

The iron left the flesh, tearing with it blackened strips of cooked skin. Wide-eyed, Sarh stared at the letter etched onto her friend’s torso. Its edges were black, while the inside was an angry red, contrasting with the paleness of his skin. She was ashamed to have doubted him. If he had really killed Samuel, which she refused to be certain of, he must have had a damn good reason. She had to believe that. 

Lassen’s voice arose again, “Through fire, this man’s sin is engraved on his flesh and soul, so that even after his death, everyone will know of his wickedness!”

Sarh met her best friend’s gaze and read in it a sorrow she couldn’t bear. She stormed out of the dining hall, bile rising in her throat.
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Xavier watched his best friend leave the room. Her light brown face had grown ashen, and she had refused to look at him. She must think he was a monster, like everyone else did.

He felt his heart clench.

He didn’t give a fuck what the rest of the world thought, the farther away they stayed from him, the better, but Sarh was different. She had always been there for him, had always supported him despite his difficult temperament. He did not want her to see him the way the rest of the world did.

A crack sounded and a burning sensation invaded his belly. He closed his eyes and screamed. When he opened them again, Devra was smiling wickedly at him, and Lassen was staring with cold eyes. They both held the leather whips that had been previously attached to their belts and looked ready to take turns lashing him. Xavier swallowed hard. The first stroke had been bad enough already; he didn’t know how much more he could take. He would have preferred that they just executed him quickly, but the crime he was accused of was too severe for that. The M on his heart was there to remind him. A second lash left a red trail across his chest, and he felt sweat beading on his forehead.

“Do you even regret what you did?” asked Lassen, his freezing blue eyes piercing Xavier. “You knew that Sam had a family. A beautiful wife and a lovely two-year-old boy, the same age as my daughter. She’s at home, inconsolable, and the poor child is too young to understand why Daddy won’t come back.”

The noise of the crowd, their cheers, gasps, laughter, and whispers seemed to grow distant, as if a wall separated them. Xavier squeezed his eyes shut. The crack of a twig. A hand on my shoulder. A rough voice. Stand still, you freak! His whole body was shaking, and tears were welling up in his eyes. A new bolt of pain shot through his body, causing a few tears to fall down his cheeks. Lassen wiped them with his thumb, the gentleness of the movement contrasting with the disgust in his eyes. Xavier felt his skin crawl.

“Is it remorse or self-pity? You know what it’s like to grow up without a father, don’t you?”

Devra answered Lassen’s comment mockingly, but Xavier didn’t hear her, lost within his mind. The tree bark against his spine. A breath against his ear. The sound of two hard surfaces colliding. A scream. 

The whip struck his crotch and Xavier’s eyes opened wide, his howl stuck in his throat with his breath. The pain was so great that the world went black for a few seconds. When he regained his sight, Lassen was still glaring at him with hatred, and Devra was raising her whip. Xavier’s chest was rising and falling rapidly, panic filling his lungs. More lashes rained down on him, again and again, on his torso, his stomach, his legs, his crotch, his face, splitting his skin, tearing his underwear, leaving fiery red streaks of agony all over his body.

Then, everything stopped. The room was almost empty, except for the cleaning crew and the two guards. Breakfast time was over, which meant that his public punishment—he was unable to think of it as a public execution—would not resume for several hours. Devra and Lassen tucked their whips back into their belts and left.

“I promise you, this was just the beginning,” Lassen hissed. “I don’t know what made you believe you could kill my best friend without consequence, but trust me, you’ll regret it.”

Xavier let his eyes fall on the blue studded rubber floor, too exhausted to hold his head up. It was not like he had any fucking reason to anyway. His ginger hair was pressed against his face, drops of bloody sweat dripped down, stinging his eyes, but his hands were still firmly attached to the cross, preventing him from wiping them. His body was twitching, his breathing jerky, and his heart was beating so fast it felt like it was going to explode. He didn’t want to die, but he almost hoped it would actually burst, so he could get out of this shit as soon as possible. It would be a final fuck you to Lassen.

The idea made him smirk despite the fear and pain.
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The hot mid-June air caressed Sarh’s face. She took a deep breath, trying to decide what to do. She didn’t need to work at the water treatment plant until after noon, and she couldn’t imagine going back to the old geography textbook she was reading while her best friend was being tortured. Strolling aimlessly through De Laus’ large streets, she tried hard not to think about the way Xavier’s skin had blistered and blackened around the M mark, how pained his muffled screams and his green eyes had been. She let her steps lead her, not noticing when the meadow along the side of the road turned into a small forest. Soon, she was standing in front of Thèque, the banana-shaped cloth factory where Xavier worked.

A flax field undulated lightly in the wind behind her, and some sheep grazed and bleated lazily in their enclosure at the front of the building, just behind an old oak tree under which a headless statue from the Old World seemed to be guarding them, impassive. Sarh never meant to come there, but now she knew exactly where she needed to go. She went around the factory to the remote bench that stood alone in the small glade between the back of the building and the forest. It was Xavier’s favorite place; he loved how quiet and peaceful it was at night after curfew, when everyone was fast asleep in their bed. It was a huge risk he was taking, but Sarh had never been able to convince him to stop. She just wished he didn’t always bring beer with him.

A discarded bottle caught her eye. It surprised her. Xavier may tend to drink more than he should, but he always cleaned up after himself. He didn’t want to leave a mess that would surely attract guards and make them patrol the place every night. Being caught out in the middle of the night would have meant trouble for him, of course, but not enough to land him on the cross. Whatever it was that got him arrested, it had happened here, she was sure. She looked around and saw that there were indeed signs of a fight. The ground had apparently been violently trampled, and more importantly, a large stone at the edge of the forest was covered with a red substance that looked worryingly like blood.

Sarh sat on the bench, her head in her hands. If Samuel and Lassen had come across Xavier, drunk and sulking after curfew, they would no doubt have accused him of being up to something. This would have inevitably angered him, causing him to insult them, possibly even attack them, leading to a confrontation that would have turned ugly. Sarh sighed. She loved Xavier, but she wished he wasn’t so damn self-destructive. She pushed back a strand of thick, curly black hair that had fallen over her face and stood up. If she stayed alone with her thoughts, she would end up doing something impulsive and stupid that would only make things worse. Instead, she decided to go check on Elder Louise Moreau, one of the few people still alive to have known the Old World before the Burning Skies swallowed it. Sarh was quite fond of the gentle eighty-year-old woman and thought that talking to her would calm her down a bit.

She walked briskly along the small forest path and crossed the old concrete bridge that led to Throle, where most of the apartments were located. She entered the long, angular red and gray building and headed for Louise’s apartment on the first floor. The crone hardly ever left her home anymore. Sarh had met her because she had volunteered to take care of her cleaning and keep her company. As usual, she knocked and walked in without waiting for













d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





