
        
            
                
            
        

    
 Prologue 
 Condemned 
 Lillin Etzel had lead a privileged life where no one expected anything at all from her.  Pitty she threw it away.  That was what people would have said about me if they were asked.  If, that is, they had anything at all to say about me.  On some level I must have been keenly aware of that while growing up.  A part of me knew that I was unspectacular to look at, and I wasn’t smart or particularly good at anything.  My family was doing well, and I didn’t want for material things, but I also didn’t have anything to mark my passing in the world. 
 My father had sat me on his knee when I was little and told me about the way of the Iron Will, the law of our land.  He’d told me how a person’s desire to succeed was all that was necessary for them to carve a path from childhood to adulthood, to make them successful and happy.  Yet I was handed everything I wanted without effort or work, and though I knew what ambition was, it had never been necessary for me.  Any risks I took held no consequence, because my parents would always come to the rescue.  So, I didn’t strive for success, or fight to carve a path for myself, because I felt success was owed me.  If I wanted something badly enough, I needed only to ask and my parents would provide it.  I both resented and embraced this. 
 I was spoiled, though at the time I would have protested violently if someone had suggested that to me.  I ate up my father’s talks about “carving a path” even though I didn’t have any idea what that actually meant.  I went to my lessons and told my friends about my great plans to own a shop of my own, and to host fancy events where boys came from all over to call on me, and I invariably disappointed most of them.  I prattled on about how I would make a name for myself doing this or that, the daydreams varying by the hour, and then I would come home and eat the pastries my mother had made, and enjoy the simple privilege of never having to work for anything at all. 
 I would tease my brother about how bad he was at maths, and laugh at my sister for her poor attempts to emulate my mother’s cooking, but I never bothered to look at myself.  It is far easier to judge others, to hold others under an intense light of scrutiny, then it is to look at your own failings. In fact, judging others was a wonderful way to avoid looking at yourself at all. I thought I was strong.  I thought I understood the Iron Will, but I knew nothing of strength and I knew nothing of Will. 
 My petty rebellion against the life I’d been handed was little more than the whim and folly of a petulant brat.  I think my siblings knew that, even my younger brother.  They both had real ambitions, goals that could only be obtained through hard work.  My desires were all self serving.  It should have been little surprise that fate twisted so dreadfully in my path.  I thought I could both be a rebel driven by Will, and always have my sheltered safe life there to catch me when I fell.  I was wrong. 
 I ran harder than I ever had in my life. My heart was pounding in my ears, and my legs felt like thin sapling branches, shaking with every punishing footfall as though buffeted by some terrible wind.  It felt like they might give and break at any moment.  In my right hand I held tightly to a new, if rumpled, dress I’d just stolen from one of the good shops down in Wendell Market.  I’d had my eyes on it for weeks and had finally worked up the courage to take it for my own.  It was far from the first thing I’d ever stolen, but it was the largest and the most expensive thing I’d taken, and the store was the fanciest I’d ever risked taking from.  In that moment I was filled with mild regrets.  No matter how hard I pushed myself, I could still hear the store’s security guard not far behind me.   
 “Stop and answer for your crime!”  The man shouted at my back, which only served to spur me on faster.  I couldn’t let myself be caught.  My parents would lock me in my room and they wouldn’t let me out until I was old enough to be married in another year or two, and that would only be after the city let me out of service labor.  The dress was expensive enough that I would be stuck in that for months.   
 My parents, I knew, would spend days telling me how disappointed they were, and that if I’d just asked they would have gotten me any dress I wanted.  I was so sick of them trying to do everything for me.  I was sick of them constantly trying to hand me everything and yet keep me completely under their wings.  I didn’t want to be their little princess, given everything I asked for just because I told them I wanted it.  I felt a powerful desire to take what caught my eye, consequences be damned.  I definitely didn’t need my parents to hand me a life.  I was strong, and I knew that I could make my own way in the world.   
 “Stop you little bitch!”  The man at my back yelled and his voice sounded closer.  “Things will go easier on you if you just give up.” 
 “Stov off!”  I yelled, not bothering to look over my shoulder to do so.  I sounded out of breath, even to my own ears.  I ducked down an alley and ran on until I spotted an open door.  Finally, a place to take cover.  Once inside I might be able to find somewhere to hide, a place to catch my breath which was burning in my lungs with each lunging gasp.  I ran through the open door and into a dimly lit building that was clearly some kind of warehouse.  Had the place been busy it would have offered me the ideal place to vanish, but instead I was left with only a few possible hiding spots, and very little time to get into one.  I jumped behind a large wooden crate and tucked myself as close to the back of the object as I could.   
 I was breathing hard from the running, and my heart was pounding in my ears.  It all seemed far too loud.  How would anyone be able to miss the sound of me gasping for breath, and the thrum of my heart hammering against my ribs?  I forced myself to breath slower, but a moment later I was gasping even louder to catch up with the breathing I’d suppressed.  I felt as though I was on the verge of passing out.   
 I did my best to listen, struggling to hear over my own body’s attempt to betray my position through heart and lung, for the sound of my pursuer.  His heavy steps stopped as they approached the door I’d ducked into.  As I sat huddled tight to the crate that was my hiding place, I just hoped he would decide to run by, but in my pounding, fearful heart I knew he wouldn’t.  The alleyway was too long, and I’d ducked into the room too quickly.  It was the only place I could have gone that he wouldn’t have been able to see me the very moment he rounded the corner.  Still, I held on to that slim hope.  How badly could he really want me for stealing one dress?  It was just some cloth and frill.  It wasn’t even that pretty.   
 “I know you’re in here.”  The guard’s voice echoed through the empty warehouse.  The sound of him pulling the door shut behind himself as he entered was so loud that it made me jump.  A heavy drop bar engaged a moment later, the loud thud of it slamming into place echoed all around.  I was locked in.  Of course I could unlock the door and get out, but how long would it take me to lift the locking bar and open the door?  It was heavy, probably had to be cranked by pulley to open.  That would take too long.  I’d never be able to make my escape now.  I was cornered.  Pure fear flowed through my veins, streaks of ice that made my fingers feel cold, and sweat bead at my brow anew.  My chest felt tight, my legs shaky. 
 “What’s going on in here?”  A strange voice called.  “Get out of my warehouse!” 
 I allowed myself a surge of well needed hope.  Perhaps the newcomer would kick the guard out and I would get out of this without getting in trouble yet.  My parents would never need to hear about any of this, and I could take a few weeks off from stealing.  Next time I would be more careful.  Instead of shopping the bigger market, I would  target places with less security.  I didn’t even want the dress anymore now that I was really thinking about it.  Sure my friends would have been envious, but it didn’t look like the kind of thing that really suited me.  The colors were too muted.  I preferred bright, fun colors, not dull black and lace.   
 “Sir, I have chased a thief into this building.  I will leave as soon as I apprehend her.”  The guard said, and my stomach clenched.   
 “Fine, whatever, but don’t break anything, and get out as soon as you’re done.  Also, try not to beat her here.  I have a shipment coming in any time now and I’d prefer not to have to mop up blood before I unload.”  The man said, obviously exasperated with the entire situation.  Hope slipped away. 
 “If she gives herself up now,” The guard called. “I won’t even beat her.”  He made sure his voice was loud enough for me to hear.  Did he really think that was going to work?  I wasn’t afraid of a beating.  I could live with a few bruises and scrapes, but I had no intention of doing service labor.  I wasn’t going to be a puppet for my parents again, a nice doll for them to dress up.  I wasn’t some animal that could be forced into whatever task people wanted to put me to.  If I’d wanted to be a slave, I would have tried for the Warden’s school.  I’d heard their training was the next best thing to slavery. 
 They had their big fancy school at the edge of the city, a gleaming white palace, ornate but not majestic in anyway.  It was like a monolith watching over the people of Black Mark, a tower from which we could be watched and judged by their cruel, dull eyes.  Their Will, the Iron Will, was terrifying and cruel, taking nothing but strength into account.  No, perhaps better a slave than a Warden. 
 “I don’t want to hurt you girl.  That dress you stole is worth more than a month of my salary.  When you steal from that store while I’m on shift, me and my family take a share in the losses if I don’t bring you back.  I have three kids, and they need to eat.  Come on out, give me the dress, and take your cuff on the hand.  It won’t be so bad.”  The guard made another attempt to lure me out, but I tucked myself harder against the crate.  His voice had been closer that time.  Was I supposed to be sympathetic because he’d get a cut in his paycheck?  Why should I care about him?  He was just a fool with a bad job that couldn’t take control of his own life enough to better himself.  If he couldn’t feed his wife and kids, then his wife should look for someone who could.  By the Blackened, I could have fed them better myself.  
 A boot scuffed on the ground to the left of the crate that I was hiding behind and I froze absolutely still.  I didn’t even breathe as the guard stepped around the edge of my hiding place.  Maybe, I thought, he wouldn’t look back if I pushed myself hard enough against the wood at my back.  I could feel the individual textures on the boards as they pressed into my flesh.  It had to be enough.   
 It wasn’t.  He looked back.   
 Our eyes met for a moment and then I exploded away, flying to my feet with every bit of energy I could muster.  I still had the dress clenched in one hand, though I didn’t really care about it anymore.  Now I just wanted to get away.  The guard was only a step behind me and I felt like I had to arch my back forward to keep out of range of his grip.  
 “Stop!”  He shouted, and I felt his hand latch onto my shoulder.  I spun frantically, tearing myself free from his grip, but the turn had allowed him to close the gap between us to nothing.  He was towering over me, his hands reaching to get a better grip on my clothes.  I screamed and dropped backwards, narrowly avoiding his attempt at a firmer hold.  I landed hard on the ground, my ass hitting something long and metal, something slightly sharp at one end, I noticed as it tore my dress and cut my leg.  I grabbed it, hoping it would work as a weapon, and brought it up before me as the guard bore down like some monstrous darkness coming to blot out the light from my life forever.  For a second my entire world was just the terrible man’s angry face, and then his weight slumped on top me and I kicked and screamed as I lost my grip on the metal bar and it tore from my hands, wrested away by my attacker.   
 “Get off me!”  I yelled again, but the guard wasn’t moving.  I felt something warm and wet was trickling down onto my shoulder, soaking into my clothes.  I screamed again and kicked, throwing my fists and rage against the man, trying to get him off of me, and finally it worked.  He rolled over onto his back, eyes staring up at the ceiling, a look of shock locked on his face.  A metal pry bar was wedged in the left side of his chest, the top of it totally missing within his body.  It was then that I realized what that warm wetness had been.  Blood.   
 My scream faltered and my face slackened as a sudden realization landed fully upon me.  He was dead.  I’d never seen anyone dead before, but I knew in an instant that the guard’s life had ceased.  There was a terrible stillness about him.  His eyes, still open, were cold and unseeing.  I looked down at myself.  I was covered in blood.  It was soaked into my clothes, and the dress I’d stolen was damp to the touch, though the black color didn’t show the red.  I reached out a hand and touched the guard’s shoulder.  He didn’t move.   
 “You can have the dress.”  I said in a shaky voice that didn’t sound like mine at all, as though that might bring him back from where I’d sent him.  I dropped the black fabric in his open hand.  “I’ll turn myself in for the dress.  I’m sorry.” I told him, and I could feel the burn of tears coming to my eyes.   
 “By the Blackened, she’s killed him!”  A voice shouted, and then there were other voices, all equally angry.  Someone grabbed me roughly by the shoulder and threw me to the ground, and a second later someone kicked me in the stomach.  More kicks and punches followed, a flurry of abuse that I barely felt.   
 I could do nothing but stare at the man I’d murdered until a blow landed squarely on the back of my skull and the world vanished from before my eyes. 
  
  



 Chapter 1 
 To Be Dead 
 1.1 
 I awoke in agony and confusion, thrashing around, trying to understand what had become of me, but the world I found myself in made no sense.  Everything was dark and dreary.  The air smelled of mildew punctuated by the unmistakable reek of death, like a butcher’s shop before the trash was dragged away for the day.  It took me a moment to understand why I couldn’t move, but soon the realization was heavily upon me that I was dangling from a wall, chained by my wrists.  I struggled to get my legs straight beneath me and push myself to a standing position, but it wasn’t easy.  My entire body hurt, and my wrists, which were bound by metal cuffs, and my shoulders, which had been supporting all of my weight for who knew how long, were throbbing in agony.   
 Tears streamed from my eyes as the last memories from before I’d blacked out settled back into clarity within my mind.  “Somebody help me!”  I screamed at the wooden door that was just a few feet in front of me.  The room I was in, the prison cell, wasn’t even large enough for me to lay down in had I been unshackled from the wall.  It was tight and oppressive, frighteningly small, and I felt alone and scared. “Mommy!”  I called, not even embarrassed to sound like a skirt hugging child.  “Daddy!”  I tried, when the first call didn’t provide any feedback.  Wasn’t anyone listening?   
 “Please, I didn’t mean to kill him!”  I yelled, and no one answered me.  There was no one to hear the pleading tones in my voice.  I let out an inarticulate scream and tried kicking out at the door, but it was just far enough away that my foot just sailed through the air, sending me falling forward to be caught by the cuffs at my wrists.  My right wrist popped loudly, sending a jolt of pain through the entire arm.  I forced myself back to my feet to stop the pain roaring through my wrists and shoulders, though the effort of holding my arms up so they weren’t hanging against the metal shackles was too much to keep up for long.  Soon I was once again at the mercy of the metal binding me to the wall.  I wept.  Time passed, though there was no way of telling how long.  It felt like an eternity, but the door to my cell finally opened.  The light that spilled in from the corridor beyond burned at my eyes as though I was  staring directly into the sun.  I winced and flattened myself against the wall.   
 “Mother?!”  I pleaded, hoping my family had finally come to comfort me.  I had never missed them so keenly before. 
 A female’s voice answered, but it wasn’t my mother.  “You don’t have a mother, Lillin.”  The voice said calmly.   
 “Of course I have a mother!”  I snapped back instantly.  “You have to let me see her. . .let me explain. . .” 
 “Shut up.”  The words were accompanied by a smack so hard that I careened into the wall at my side, bright points of light exploding in my vision.  “You don’t have a mother.  You don’t have a father, and you don’t have a sister or a younger brother anymore.  Your family has disowned you and stricken you from their book of names, as well they should.  Having a murderer in the family would have ruined your sister’s chance at marrying into a good name and ruined your parents business.  You can stop asking for them now, because they’re not coming.  No one is coming for you, girl.” 
 My jaw hung wide as those words sunk in.  The reality of the situation was finally hitting me, and it was agonizing. My parents had disowned me.  I had no family anymore.  There had been a time when I’d dreamed about that happening, being free of my family and able to carve my own place in the world, but now I was actually faced with the reality, and I was afraid and alone, it seemed like the most horrifying fate that could possibly befall anyone.   
 “It’s not true.  They love me.”  I said, and I started to cry again, this time the sobs shook my entire body.  I couldn’t stop them. 
 Another smack rang across my face, splitting my lower lip and sending a trail of blood flying from my lips to the floor.  “I said shut up.  I have others to consider today, and I’m not going to waste my time on some crying fool.  Listen closely because I’m not going to repeat myself.”  The woman’s voice was hard, cold, and unforgiving.  Her eyes were a dull green color, muted by a white milkiness that almost made her look like a corpse 
 I forced down the choking sobs that wanted to escape me, the pain and a rising anger stifling them for a moment.  I brought my head up to look more closely at the woman though it was difficult through the tears that still clouded my vision.  The moment I really saw her, really took in her features and those eyes, I recoiled as I realized what the woman was.  She was dressed in dark gray from head to toe, and her skin was so pale it looked like she’d never once seen the sun.  It was almost ghastly, like something dead for a long time. In the dull green of her eyes was a tiny black dot, clear and sharply focused on me.  I knew this look from stories, but I’d never actually seen one of them in person.  She was a Warden.  This was further evidenced by the sigil she wore on one of her shoulders.  It was a black line rendering of a clenched fist wreathed in the fire of Everburn.  She would have another just like it on the back of her cloak.  
 “You have been judged guilty of murder and sentenced to execution which will be carried out in five hours.”  The woman began coldly, as though reading off a list of uninteresting information.   
 I opened my mouth to say something, to protest and beg for my life, but I met eyes with the Warden and a vice like grip seemed to settle around my chest, squeezing the air from my lungs.  I couldn’t draw enough breath to speak. Was it fear?  It felt like something profoundly more than just fear.   
 “Your head is to be removed from your body, marked with murderer’s ink, and hung from the wall of this prison as a warning to others who would dare question the Will of the king and the Iron of his laws.  This is the penalty for the crime you have committed.”  The warden’s tiny black pupils locked upon me, ripping through me as though I had no flesh to keep the invasive gaze out.   “Now, you were so eager to speak, here is your chance.  Why did you steal that dress?” 
 I looked at the woman incredulously as the terrible pressure on my chest eased.  What did that have to do with anything?  Why would that question matter at all now?  “It doesn’t matter.” I stated flatly, wanting nothing more than to curl up into a ball and cry until there was nothing left of me. The line of questioning was pointless and upsetting.  I didn’t want to think about the things that had brought me here.   If execution was to be my end, what point did anymore speaking have? 
 “If it didn’t matter, why would I be here at all?  Don’t continue to waste my time.  Tell me.  Why did you steal the dress?”  The woman asked again, and I could tell her patience was wearing thin.  What did she expect for an answer?  What excuse did she want me to make?  I had nothing.   
 “I wanted it.”  I replied with the truth, a truth that had cost me everything.  I was going to die because I’d wanted a stupid, frilly black dress.   
 “You wanted it so badly that you were willing to kill to keep it?”  The woman asked.  “The guard’s life, it wasn’t worth as much as that dress meant to you?” 
 “I didn’t plan on killing him!”  I yelled in reply, my voice heated despite my fear.  “I was just trying to get away.  I didn’t want to get caught.  I didn’t want to be in trouble!”  Here I was now, in far worse trouble.   
 The Warden shook her head.  “Escape was your only reason for murdering a man with a wife and three children?  Those children will likely starve now.  His wife was a seamstress, but her hand was damaged on one of the crafting machines.  She can’t work, and he didn’t have enough set aside for them to survive.  They’ll have coin enough for a few months, but that will dry up quickly.  She’ll try and make a living selling her body, but she’s not very pretty.  She didn’t have to be because her husband loved her.  He was her world.  If she’s lucky her oldest daughter will survive long enough to pick up a trade, or follow her into prostitution.  So you killed that man and destroyed his family to get away with the dress?  You like black dresses that much?  You’re not very pretty.  It wouldn’t have looked good on you anyway.” 
 The Warden’s words were knives, slicing through my flesh and cutting away at my heart, at the foundation of who I was.  I hadn’t known any of this would happen.  I’d never meant to kill the man.  I didn’t want to hurt his children and his wife.  I looked at the Warden and shook my head in silent denial, shame.  “I didn’t want this.  I don’t even care about the dress.” 
 The Warden lifted an eyebrow.  “Oh, so you killed a man and ruined his family just because you felt like doing it?  You didn’t even want the dress?  That’s disgusting.  You really deserve what you’re going to get.  I feel bad for some of those heads out there, but yours won’t cost me any sleep when it joins the pile with the others.  You’re a real piece of trash.” 
 My self loathing turned to rage in the face of this uncaring, unsympathetic woman.  Sadness was swept away by anger at this terrible twist of fate.  I was going to die soon.  I didn’t have to take abuse from this woman too.  “I didn’t want to be a slave!  I didn’t want to listen to my parents, and I didn’t want to be forced into service labor.  I just wanted to be free.  If he’d caught me I would have been forced to work service labor, and then my parents would have locked me away until they could marry me off.  I didn’t want to kill him, but I couldn’t give up my freedom!”  I snapped off the words in a bitter growl.  They sounded selfish.  I knew my reasoning was selfish.   
 The Warden was quiet for a time.  She nodded and then shrugged.  “We’re all slaves to the Will.  If you’d understood that before you’d acted, you wouldn’t be where you are now.”  The Warden stepped back out of the cell and turned to a man who’d been waiting outside the door.  “This one is a death head.”  She turned back to me and smiled with an expression that never touched her eyes.  “Execution is too good for you.”  She said, and then the door slammed shut in front of me and I was left alone again, but this time with the added knowledge that I had been forsaken by my family and was already sentenced to death.  There had been no trial, and of course there wouldn’t have been one in a situation where there was a reliable witness and clear evidence.  I’d also confessed.  My fate was sealed.     
 I wasn’t sure what a “death head” was, but it sounded like I’d made my own fate even worse by talking to the Warden.  What did she mean that “execution is too good?”  I couldn’t imagine a worse fate at that moment.  A sudden surge of fear sprang up in me and I found myself pulling hard at the bindings on my wrists.  I wasn’t sure what propelled me forward, or what I hoped to achieve, but I needed to be free.  The metal cuffs cut into my skin, but I kept pulling.  If I could get my hands free, I might be able to escape when someone came and opened the door next time.  Escape was my only hope.  It was a stupid plan, but it was all I had. 
 I was positive that if I could get back on the streets I could make a life for myself without the need of my family.  I’d been stealing for long enough that it seemed I could survive on the skills I’d acquired.  I’d even made a few acquaintances on the streets who might provide me with a place to stay.  There would be a price of course, and I was well aware of the price a young woman could pay on the streets to get what she needed.  I’d learned that a year before when I’d needed a place to stay for a night after running away from home for the first time.  If I’d known at the time that a warm bed was going to cost so much pain and fear I’d probably have slept on the street or just given in and returned to my parents’ home for the night.  It hadn’t been a pleasant experience and the man who’d given me the bed had been dirty and mean.  It had soured me on the concept of physical intimacy, but if that’s what it took to be free, I’d have given any of it to not be locked in that cell awaiting death.   
 There was a loud pop and searing pain exploded up my wrist and into my arm.  A pained gasp tore between my lips as one of my wrists came free from the cuff it was locked into.  I could see immediately that my thumb was broken, and my wrist was getting black and blue quickly, probably sprained or broken, but in my view of things I was halfway out of my imprisonment.  I pulled and tore at my other wrist, using all of my weight to put pressure on the edge of my thumb.  It snapped painfully, breaking, but didn’t break enough to let me free.   
 I screamed in agony for a few moments before I could clear my head enough to start trying again, tugging and ripping at mangled flesh and broken bones.  It felt like my skin was full of jagged scraps of glass.  I froze as a sound caught my ears. 
 Footsteps were coming down the corridor towards the cell.  I groaned as I dropped all of my weight onto my still trapped wrist.  I had to get free.  Time was slipping away.  Bone popped and snapped, and this time I did break free, but it was all for nothing, the door to the cell was opening.  Two men grabbed me by the back of my dirty clothing and lifted me roughly from the ground as though I weighed nothing.   
 “Thought you were going to escape?”  One of them said.  He slammed his fist into the side of my face sending sparks of color and stars of darkness across my vision.  I thought I might pass out. “No escape for a murdering bitch like you.” 
 “Lay off her, Scav.”  The other man said.  “She’s got enough trouble in her life now.  Nothing you can do will make it any worse.” 
 The man the other had called “Scav” snorted and slapped me hard in the face again, this time with an open palm and the pain was inconsequential compared to that in my hands and wrists.  “Fine, fine.  She deserves it though.  Murdering bitch.  If it was my choice we’d be slicing her head off later with the others.”  Scav leaned in close and spat in my face before smacking me hard again.  “Damned ugly bitch isn’t even old enough to be any fun.   
 The one who’d defended her spoke again, sounding unamused but not all that bothered by the abuse his friend was dishing out.  “That’s disgusting, Scav.  Spit’s running down her face now.  He’s not going to be happy with you.” 
 Scav laughed.  “You’ve no sense of fun.  I ain’t afraid of that prick anyway.  He’s just a creepy old fucker what got his nose inna too much of my business.  What say we just slip this one out the back and cut her to bits, deliver her in parts to him?  We can say we found her that way.” 
 I pulled away from him reflexively, a strong desire to run filling me for a brief moment.   
 The other guard just frowned at Scav and lifted his sword point so it was pressed against the back of my neck.  “Keep moving, girly, or I’ll listen to Scav’s suggestions.  One less Deady ain’t going to bother anyone.” 
 “Don’t do anything stupid, girl.  You wouldn’t be the first I’ve had to bleed out on this floor.”  Scav added to me as my eyes caught his for a moment.  “I might not get to cut you into bits, but that’s alright too.  Wardens’re getting you.  You’ll wish I pulled you apart still alive.  You’ll be thinking back on all of this fondly.” 
 They again made reference to me not being executed, but if I wasn’t to be executed, then what was to become of me, and what’d it have to do with the Wardens? 
 Scav and the other man dragged me to a room at the far end of the hall from where my cell had been.  There was a table in the center of the room with straps all over it that they roughly tossed me onto.  For a brief moment I tried to struggle, but Scav grabbed one of my broken wrists and twisted it sharply, which sent a thousand sparks of bright light bursting in front of her eyes and a wave of nausea washing through me.  I didn’t even realize I was screaming until a moment later when the sparks cleared.  By then I was already being buckled into place, straps crossing all over my body until I could barely move at all.   
 My head was placed in a large clamp like device and the mechanism was tightened down until I couldn’t move my neck at all.  I was locked staring up at the dark, black ceiling.  The dungeon was deep in the ground.  I could smell the dampness in the air, and hear water dripping from the ceiling, ground water seeping through the foundation.   
 “I’ll go get the artist.”  The man who didn’t have a name said, and then the door to the cell opened and closed and I was left alone with the one called Scav.  Fear pulsed through me and I trembled.  I heard the sound of a knife clearing a sheath and a moment later Scav floated into view at the corner of my vision.  He was holding a long, very sharp knife.   
 “I’m going to take a little souvenir from you, darling.  Nothing you’ll miss, of course.  I can’t take a leg or an arm ‘cause they’ll notice that, but a finger . . . maybe a toe or two, well no one needs all of those.”  Scav’s voice was dark and vicious.  He moved closer and I lost sight of him as I felt his hand on foot.   
 I screamed and tried to pull away, but I couldn’t.  I couldn’t go anywhere at all.  Cold steel touched my flesh, and pain exploded through me a moment later followed by a flood of warmth. 
 “Shut your mouth, you . . . Fuck.”  Scav cursed quietly, jumping back from the table.   
 “What do you think you’re doing, Scav?”  A new voice spoke.  I couldn’t see who was talking and I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or more scared, but it was hard to think with the burning pain in my foot, and the feel of my own blood trickling out over my skin. 
 “I wasn’t doing anything, Artist.”  It was at that point that I realized “artist” was more than a job or a calling, it was a proper title.  “I was just . . . I thought you’d be a little longer and I was just taking a bit of a . . .” 
 “Taking a piece of a living child?  You cut off one of her toes?”  The Artist’s voice dark and angry.  “Are you aware that those we serve in this dungeon are the King’s property?” 
 Scav got defensive.  “She’s a fucking murderer.  She deserves worse than I’ve given her!” 
 “She’s a child, not even old enough to marry, and a client owned by your King.  You’re no better than those we lock up here.  You can be assured that this will be reported.”  The Artist’s voice was cold, angry.  I couldn’t help but think of it as the voice of my salvation.  My sobbing had turned into crying tears of relief.   
 Scav didn’t reply again, but the door to the room slammed closed hard.  The man known as the Artist sat down on a stool near the head of the wooden table I was strapped to.  He brought over a strange source of light and hung it over my face.  It hummed and had an odd blue tint to it.  The light blocked my ability to see the details of anything.  A dark shape leaned over me from above.   
 “Lillin, I am the Artist.”  The dark shape said.   
 “Thank you for saving me.”  I managed to say, though tears swept down my face.   
 “It’s not my place to judge you, or to punish you for what you’ve done.  I am here to do a job, and that is all.  I will be marking you as a death head, tonight.  Do you know what that means, Lillin?”  He replied, his voice strangely soft.  He moved down to my foot, and for a moment there was a terrible, stinging pain in my severed toe, but then the pain grew numb.  He repeated his question again.  “Do you know what that means, child?” 
 I wanted to shake my head, but the bindings wouldn’t let me do so.  “No.”  I finally answered with my voice quivering in fear.   
 “When a person is beheaded we ink their face with a skull, letting any who see their face know that they were beheaded for a severe crime against the Iron Will.  We call this the death mask.  You have been spared from wearing the death mask by the Wardens, who have decided that you merit a second chance at life, but only so long as you are capable of finishing their training.  However, your crimes demand that you be marked forever.  A death head receives half of the death mask.  If you are seen with a death head marking beyond the school of the Wardens before you obtain the title of Warden, you will be killed on sight by any authority of the realm.  For others there are many opportunities to quit the training, but you will not be given any.  You will complete the Warden training, or you will die.  That is what it means to be a death head.” 
 “I don’t want to be a Warden.”  I managed to say, my heart pounding in my chest.  It was foolish, really.  If it was that or die, could it be that bad? 
 “Then you’ll die, Lillin.  There are no other options for you.”  The Artist answered.   
 Not having a choice made me angry.  It sent a fiery spark through me. 
 “They’ll make me a slave.”  I spat the words angrily.  “Death would be better.” 
 The Artist laughed dryly.  “The Wardens are the only men and women who aren’t slaves, child.  The path may be hard, but if you truly want to be free, there is no road truer.”  He reached down next to himself and grabbed something from a small table at his side.  “I’m going to begin my work now. It is going to hurt a lot, and it will take a long while.  You can scream if you want, but the work will come out better if you hold as still as possible.” 
 I surged against the straps holding me in place once, but there was no moving.  There was no give to the bindings at all, and I hurt so much.  “I’m . . . I’m afraid.”  I said, my words sounding small. 
 “Fear will defeat you.  Don’t be afraid.”  He said, and then he began.  I couldn’t see what he was doing, but he worked with a small hammer and a set of rods that were sharpened on one end.  The pain was terrible, and the process was long, but as the pain grew and my face ached with each pass of his instruments, I was finally able to block out the horror of what my life had become.  The pain wasn’t the worst thing that had happened to me.  Wardens were the only people that were really free.  That’s what he’d said.  If that was true, than that was what this pain meant.  It was a path to freedom and rebirth.  It was my only path forward. 
  
 1.2  
  
 I was staring  into a puddle on the floor of the stone shower.  The water had been icy cold through the whole of it, but after almost a month in a cell with the only break in my imprisonment being the trip to the Artist to have my face inked, and then an occasional trip to an enclosed yard where I was run in circles to keep my body from atrophying, it was welcome. There had also been the trip from the cell in the city dungeons to the cell beneath the wall of the school, but the shower seemed so much better. It was a relief to have so much space.  I’d had to shower carefully, and hadn’t been able to be as thorough as I would have liked with my wrists bandaged tightly from where I’d broken them, but I was still relieved to have some sense of freedom, and to have the walls so far away on all sides.  There was room to breathe.   
 The trip from the dungeon to the school had been surreal, hazy and dreamlike.  I’d seen it many times from afar, a massive compound surrounded by a wall almost half as tall as the wall that surrounded the city itself.  The buildings contained within the wall were tall and bleak, gray like the Wardens they housed.  Approaching it, shackled to a cart, forced me to accept the reality of what was ahead of me, and it was a stark and frightening reality to accept.  
 The central tower of the school had loomed above me, the massive fire burning at the top of the tower like an eye that was angrily glaring down at me, judging me as the criminal that I was.  I couldn’t look away, and neither did I dare for fear that the whole massive structure might spring to life and stomp me from existence.  
 Only candidates for the Wardens passed through those gates, and the ones who came back, the ones who didn’t become Wardens, they didn’t talk about what happened beyond the walls.  Either they didn’t want to, or weren’t allowed.  Still, people whispered and guessed at what happened inside.   
 People spoke of Warden magic, called the Will, and what it could do to a person.  They said it could make a man take his own life without the Warden having to do more than glare with their strange, hazy eyes.  They said Wardens could heal wounds that would kill a normal man, and that they could fling objects without lifting a finger.  I’d never seen a Warden up close until that moment in my cell.  She’d felt every bit as scary as the stories made them out to be, and I’d felt something when she questioned me.  She’d done something to make me talk, to force me to tell her things I didn’t want to speak of. 
 I frowned at myself.  The face staring back at me in the reflection on the floor, however, was barely recognizable.  I’d never been pretty, not by anyone’s standards, but with half my face covered in a grim skull visage I was far uglier than I’d ever been before.  No one who saw me now would be interested in me physically.  I was flat chested, with a jawline that was too well shaped for a woman, a nose that was unfortunately long, and heavy eyebrows that made my already dark eyes seem darker still. My hair was long and dull brown.  The skull staring back at me from the reflection made me not just ugly, but frightening.  Perhaps that was for the better.  If I couldn’t be beautiful, I might as well be terrifying.  I thought it a fair image of what I was truly like inside.   
 “Get dressed.  Your new uniform is on the bench.”  A female’s voice broke my focus on the reflection.  I stood up to see a tall, lean woman standing at the door to the room.  She was dressed in tight fitting, plain clothing that looked like it had been designed to be rugged and flexible.  “Woman” may not have been quite right.  The girl was maybe a year older than I was, if not the same age, but she held herself confidently.  Her posture was stiff and proud, her shoulders wide set, and there was a clear definition of muscle visible through the fabric of her clothing. 
 “Who are you?”  I asked.  This was the first time I’d seen anyone that wasn’t a prison guard since they’d moved me from my cell inside the wall of the school to this new location.  I’d been surprised when they’d left me alone here.   
 “I’m Trilla Illfin, I’ll be responsible for your orientation into the training grounds.”  She answered calmly.   
 “The training grounds?”  I asked.  I’d known I was going to be training to be a Warden, but no one had told me when that would start, or how it was supposed to happen.  No one had told me anything really.   
 “Yes, deady, the training grounds.  This is where you get to spend the rest of your life trying to learn how to be something that none of your kind have ever managed to be.”  Trilla’s voice was cold and impassive.  “I was lucky enough to be assigned to you out of all the new recruits.  All of my friends got groups of ambitious newcomers to take care of, but I got stuck with you.” 
 I touched the tattoo on my face that was still sore and swollen.  “A ‘deady?’  Because of the tattoo?”  I was thinking of the skull design.  
 Trilla laughed derisively, an unpleasant and nettling sound.  “No, a ‘deady’ because none of you ever survive the training process.  In the entire history of the school none of your kind have ever made it to become a Warden.  You’re basically only here to give the other hopefuls something to abuse during training.” 
 This sent a scowl to my lips, and I responded in a snarl.  “I’m not taking abuse from anyone.” 
 Trilla’s reply was another round of laughter.  “Oh, we all take abuse, deady, but your lot get the worst of it.  You’re not going to have any friends, and no one is ever going to take it easy on you.  The minute you mess up, they chop off your head and ship it to the wall to scare the kiddies with.  None of the deadies from my cycle even made it through the first year, and looking at you I don’t see that changing.” 
 I swallowed hard, suddenly cold as though the icy water of my shower had just gotten to me.  “I’m not like them.  I’m stronger.” 
 Trilla sighed and rolled her shoulders.  “I don’t really care.  Just get dressed so we can get to the yard for the welcoming speeches.”  Her eyes flicked over my wrists and her already angry expression darkened.  “Are those broken??”  Her voice went up a notch in tone. “By the damned Blackened, that means even more work for me.  I must have done something particularly bad to get stuck with not only a deady, but an injured one.”   
 I tucked my hands behind my back self-consciously, though that only helped to expose my nakedness to this hostile new girl, which made me feel even more vulnerable.  I turned and walked quickly over to the clothes provided to me and began trying to get dressed with my broken wrists fighting me the entire way.  It wasn’t easy.  Every turn and movement of my hands hurt, and Trilla just watched me with a steadily growing ire.  Even with the help of a begrudging city healer the injuries were still fragile and painful.  The bones were partially knit, but they weren’t solid.   
 “My name is Lillin.”  I told Trilla as I finished pulling on the restricting shirt that came with the outfit.  It fit tight, especially around my chest.  For once I was glad that I’d never really grown much in that department. 
 “No, your name is ‘deady.’  I’m not calling you anything else, so get used to it.”  Trilla snapped.  “Let’s go.  We’re probably going to be the last group out there.”  She turned and walked out the door, forcing me to run along after her.   
 Trilla led us out a door different than the one that I had been brought in through.  We walked past a long hall crossed by other halls, each with sets of doors on either side the hallways.  “This is the dormitory.  You’ll have a room in here with two other bunkmates.  They will be randomly assigned tonight, after your first day of training.  Men and women aren’t separated, so you might be sharing a room with guys.  You better adapt quickly.  The men aren’t to treat you as anything other than a partner in training, and you aren’t to treat them any different.  Sexual relations are punished violently on the first offense, and on the second offense you are thrown out of the school.  Sometimes they throw you out on the first if you’ve gotten far enough into things.”  Trilla looked back at me with a mean smile.  “Not that I think you’ll have anyone wanting to carry on sexual relations with you, which is just as well since deadies are not thrown out of the school, they’re just executed.  It’s quite the show.” 
 I felt my face blush, stuck somewhere between being insulted and ashamed.  “I’ve had sex.”  I snarled back, realizing as I spoke that I should have just kept my mouth shut and accepted the insult on my looks.  The rest of her warning was far more troubling, really.  
 “That poor man.”  Trilla said with a sharp, mocking laugh.  “Did you have to kill him to get him to fuck you, is that why you have the tattoo?”   
 I froze immediately in place, shocked at her stinging, venomous words.  “Why are you being so mean to me?  I haven’t done anything to you!”  I demanded, and I was angry at myself to hear the tremble behind the words.  I sounded weak, and at that moment I felt weak as well. 
 Trilla stopped and turned on me.  “Why should I or anyone else be nice to you?  We had to fight for a chance to get into this school.  You got in here by being a murderer.  While the rest of us were struggling for a place on the training list, you broke the law and somehow ended up in here, and you’re probably just going to die.  On top of that, your fucking wrists are broken, deady.  Today will set our squad placement.  Because of your broken wrists this ‘squad’ isn’t even going to last past this afternoon  Just by being here you’ve made my life worse, and it isn’t that great to begin with.  Right now I am the only person who gives a shit about you at all.  If you, by some miracle, succeed today, we will be placed as a regular squad and might get other, more capable, members.  That looks good on me since I’m in charge of this team.” 
 “I don’t even want to be here.”  I snapped in a petulant way, and even as the words slipped through my lips I was keenly aware that they were the wrong ones.  She’d just told me that she’d gone through hardships to get her place here, and my words would serve little purpose other than to punctuate that I didn’t belong.   
 “Yeah, great.  We fought to be here, and you get the chance for nothing.  You killed someone, so you get shoved in here.  Why should we like you?  Maybe we should like you because you’re a murderer?  Maybe we should go soft on you because you don’t want what we fought to get?  Just shut up, deady.  Try to stay alive until you’re off my team.”  Trilla didn’t say anything else.  At all.  She led me out of the building and onto a field that was already covered in other groups of people.  Most of them stared at me as we walked past them. 
 “Nice deady you got there, Trilla.  Guess you really screwed up!”  A guy called at Trilla as she passed.  She didn’t look at him, but I could see her face grow dark and forlorn.  She led me well past that group and to an empty area at the end of the field before she stopped.  A few other stragglers joined ranks beyond Trilla and myself, but not many.  After a few moments the chatter in the courtyard became quiet as a group of Wardens stepped out onto the field.  There were three of them, two females and a man.  Their faces were all the same shade of dead white.  They wore outfits of gray that were tight fit to their bodies except for the sleeves which hung down over their hands.  Their shirts were hooded, but none of them wore their hoods up in place.  Though their outfits were similar in nature, I noticed each had a slightly differing style, unique portions that seemed a matter of preference.  Each had the Warden symbol emblazoned on their uniform somewhere, either on a sleeve or on their back.    The fist clenching Everburn was an unsettling symbol for some reason.  It was a reminder of the Blackened, of what they’d done for us so long ago.   
 Each of the Wardens also carried a different weapon.  One of the women had a long staff with a knotted, spiked end, the other had a short sword.  The man was carrying a set of curved long knives, one at each hip like someone might wear a sword.  
 The woman with the staff-like weapon stepped forward.  “This is the first day of a new year of training, and for many of you this is your first day of any type of training.  By the end of today one in twenty of you will have quit or died.  Over the course of the next two years of training the majority of you are going fail, die, be kicked out, or quit.  Few of you will even be considered for stage two of the Warden training, and that is because few of you are strong enough.  When I look at you I see little other than weakness.  Even those of you who might finish this part of the training are still weak now. 
 “Your bodies are undisciplined, and your minds are not prepared for the rigors that you’re going to face.  I want you to look at the groups you’ve been placed in.”  She said, pausing.  It seemed to me  that no one was doing what she’d told them, though I was looking at Trilla.  Trilla, however, wasn’t sparing me a second glance.  “I said,” her voice sharpened.  “Look at the groups you are a part of.”  Trilla still didn’t look at me again, but she did jump when the Warden’s voice rose.   
 “We have carefully chosen the placement of every trainee.  If you look around you and see weakness, that’s because you are weak and we want you to fail.  If you can’t prove that you are strong enough to carry yourself and the others in your group, then you do not belong here.  If you think that is unfair, it is.  Life is not fair.  Life is cruel, and it will destroy you at any chance it gets, and life has nothing on the cruelty of the Wardens.  To become a Warden there must be nothing harder than your Will, and for that to be true you must succeed when failure is the only option.  I am Yulin, and I’ll be your lead martial training instructor.”  With that, she stepped back, and the male stepped forward.   
 “Few of you will survive the first two years of training, and fewer still will choose to go on to the second stage of the Warden program.”  He began.  “Many of you only joined this training so that you could find a place in the elite guard, and those of you with that as your only ambition will probably fail.  If your goal is to be wealthy and comfortable, then this training will destroy you.  Here you will learn the true meaning of resolve, the true nature of our King’s Iron Will, and the importance of adherence to its principle.  Strength is the only absolute.  I am Sedth.  I will destroy your bodies and rebuild them into weapons.  I am the master of shaping.” 
 The final female stepped forward, her left hand on her sword hilt. She had hair that was blond and bright at the top, but silver and gray at the ends, and her eyes were a milky blue, like the eyes of a corpse that had once belonged to a bright blue-eyed person.  “The power we grant to those who can finish this training is dangerous.  It can not only be used to destroy others, but if used incorrectly it can destroy you as well.  Strength and determination are nothing without drive, knowledge, and a deep understanding of the world.  Those of you who wish to become Wardens will need to understand the world in a way that few ever will.  When the wind blows, carrying the cold bite of the eastern ocean with it, a Warden must understand what bearing that will have on fighting conditions and the moods of the people they will interact with.  Every facet of our environment, and every element of our history and culture is important in fully comprehending the world around us.  I’m Emeline and I’m the master of understanding.  I’ll see to it that none of you succeed without gaining a stronger understanding of your existence and your place in this world.” 
 Yulin stepped forward again, her expression stoic.  “The Warden training program is your life now.  This school is the length and breadth of your existence.  You will not sleep unless you are permitted, and you will not eat unless we say that you may.  Some of you chose to be here, and others of you are here because you have no choice, but none of that matters.  You are all equally without value from this day forward.  Now, prepare for your day one combat assessment.  All groups form up at the dustbowl.  We’ll be starting immediately.” 
 With that said, Yulin and the three others fell away and headed for the other side of the courtyard towards what looked like a dirt pit that had been hollowed into the ground.  It wasn’t deep, maybe two feet at the center and curving up to ground level at the edges that were some six feet out from that point.   
 “Come on.”  Trilla said, grabbing me by the arm and pulling me on towards the pit.  My mind was still trying to grasp the nature of this training.  It had sounded grim and terribly unforgiving.  The way they’d spoken had made it sound like many of the rumors I’d heard about this school might be far more accurate than I’d feared.  My heart was beating fast in my chest, and my stomach felt tight and knotted. 
 “You better fight like your life depends on it, because it does, deady.”  Trilla’s voice snapped me back into focus. 
 “What’s happening?”  I managed to ask,  suddenly very afraid for my life.  Everything was happening so quickly, and I was feeling more than a bit out of my depth.   
 “It’s a combat circle.  They’re going to assess our team’s performance in battle, and the teams that have no winners will vote one member out.  That member is cast from the training program.  In our case, since we only have two members on our team, they’ll cast off the weakest member, the one who lost by the most.  That isn’t going to be me, and you know what happens to you if you fail.”  Trilla replied coldly.   
 A streak of anger tinged with fear flared through me.  She was saying that if neither of us won, I was going to be the one to die.  “If you lose it should be even worse.  You’ve already gotten training!  This isn’t fair.”  I protested.   
 Trilla laughed darkly.  “Of course it isn’t fair!  Didn’t you listen to what Master Yulin said?  We were put into this group because they’ve decided that we’re both weak and they want to see us fail.  They are expecting to kick you out of the program today because you’re not strong enough, and more than that, the members of the teams that vote someone out are punished with an extra session in the Rift.  That is how this works.  They will have you killed, and I’ll be punished for being weak.  That is exactly what they want.  When I go to fight they’re going to pick someone that they know can beat me down.” 
 A shocked expression slipped onto my face, which I imagined looked unusual with the skull tattoo marking half of it.  “That’s just cruel!” 
 “That’s how they assure only the strong make it through this training, and I’m going to be one of those people, deady.  Mark my words, even after you’re dead and gone I’m going to keep on fighting.  They can’t stop me from making it through this thing just by being extra hard on me.  I have the Will to win.”  Trilla’s voice was strong with conviction. 
 “I’m not going to die yet.”  I said, trying to put the same conviction behind my words, but finding it hard to make such a bold statement when everything seemed skewed to assure I lose.  I wasn’t even sure how I was going to fight with broken wrists.   
 Trilla shrugged, “I hope not.  I don’t want the extra session in the Rift.  It’s grueling enough as is.  I wouldn’t wish it on my enemies.  Maybe on you, deady, but not my enemies.” 
 I frowned at her reply, but set my mouth in a firm line.  I had to toughen up, I knew, if I was going to get through this.  That meant steeling myself against Trilla’s taunting as well.  I tried to calm myself, to relax and force myself to focus on everything that was happening.  Trilla pushed me forward to the edge of the pit so I would have a better view, and I let her do so as Yulin stepped into the center of the ring.  She pulled out a rolled parchment and held it up in front of her. 
 “Kingston, Hindle, to the ring.”  She called out, and a powerful young man and a much smaller female stepped out into the center of the arena.  “The rules are simple.  You fight until one of you gives up, one of you can no longer get up, or one of you is dead.  No weapons, but anything within the ring is fair.  Bite, scratch, pull hair, it doesn’t matter.  Win.  Understood?”  She asked them, and then she looked at the rest of us assembled around the ring.  “Understood, all of you?  I won’t be repeating those rules.” 
 There was a general consensus of nods and positive acknowledgement.  Everyone looked exceedingly eager to see the battle get underway, but I was shocked.  The girl was more than a foot shorter than the boy, and not nearly as well built.  The fight was so uneven it seemed almost criminal.  She looked scared too.   
 Yulin turned and headed for the outskirts of the ring, and suddenly the girl burst into motion.  She shot forward towards the boy who was still watching the instructor go and she slammed her fist into his throat with surprising force.  He grabbed for his neck in shock and stumbled forward a step.  She used this forward motion to drive her knee hard into his groin and he fell to the ground, clutching his damaged genitals.  At this point the girl kicked him in the head, once, twice, a third time as blood and teeth sprayed across the dirt.  She stopped and took a step back.  The boy wasn’t moving.   
 Yulin finished her walk to the edge of the circle and looked back.  “Kingston wins.  Drag Hindle out of the arena and back to his squad.”  She unrolled the list.  “Yorvock and Felchron, you’re next.” 
 I knew shock was evident on my face when I turned to Trilla.  “Didn’t she cheat?  Yulin wasn’t even out of the ring yet?!”  
 Trilla shook her head.  “No, there is no cheating in the ring.  She was a second year and Hindle was a first.  She used her knowledge of the game to her advantage.  It was the only way she could win with their relative sizes.  It was smart.  No one else will get to do that.  If she hadn’t gone first today, she probably would have lost.  She’s not particularly strong.  That was an important lesson for all of us.  Watch all of these fights carefully.  The things you learn might save your life.” 
 Still stunned, I did as I was told, watching every single fight with careful attention and trying to learn as much as possible.  In most cases the fighter who put more thought into the fight seemed to come out on top.  Sex and size didn’t seem to matter as much as the determination to win and the willingness and thoughtfulness to be clever about how it was done.  The problem seemed to be, as far as I could tell, that the number of tricks to be done were wearing thin.  As the day wore on, there were less and less new ways to exploit opponents, and some few of the combatants were so strong that even very clever strategy was defeated by sheer strength.   
 “Etzel, Vandry, you’re next.”  A voice called, and my expression went cold.  Etzel was my last name, though my family had disowned me so I really had no right to claim it.  Still, the combatants were all called by their surnames.  A girl bigger than me, stronger looking, stepped into the ring, but I stood frozen.  Everyone was looking around, waiting for me to step forward, but I was too afraid to move.   They couldn’t mean me , I thought.   I’m not ready.   I would never be ready. 
 “Lillin Etzel!”  Yulin snapped.  “You will be ejected from this school if you don’t get your marked face out here immediately.  I will personally cut your head off right here.”  Her words were dark and cold, and I wondered absently how it was possible that she seemed to know everyone who was fighting.  I couldn’t remember having ever met the woman before. 
 “That’s you, isn’t it?” Trilla snapped, and then she was shoving me, stiff legs and all, forward to my death.  “Stop embarrassing us even more than you already have.”  She gave an even harder push and I tumbled the rest of the way into the ring, a cacophony of laughter and jeering following after me.   
 The other girl came on quickly while I was still struggling to get back on my feet without leaning on my two broken wrists.  The bigger girl leveled a powerful kick at my already injured ribs and it landed before I could manage to get up again, nearly knocking the air out of my lungs.  The more aggressive girl fell upon me then, ripping at my hair and pummeling me with fists as fast as she could.  The blows weren’t strong, but they were quick and aimed for my face and head.  I was losing.  I was going to die. I let loose a scream and slammed a hand powered by desperation and backed by an only recently beginning to heal broken wrist into the face of my attacker with as much force as I could muster.  A loud crack sounded and sparks of pain flared through my body.  My stomach turned from the sensation. 
 In desperation I slammed my head forward, smashing my forehead into the other girl’s face.  This caused her to back off for a small moment.  I still couldn’t really see anything.  My vision was swimming from the pain of fracturing my wrist again so violently, but I thought for a moment that I might have won the fight.  As my head cleared, though, it soon became apparent I was wrong.  The other girl rammed into me in a dive that took us both from our feet and slammed us hard into the dusty but solid ground.  I felt fingers curl into my hair and the next thing I knew my head was being slammed into the ground over and over again.   
 I struck out with my other arm and landed a hard blow, sending sparks of pain up my other arm.  “Help!”  I tried to call out, but the word came out as little more than a squeak as the blows kept slamming into my skull.  
 Blackness crept in around the edges of my vision, and before I knew it I was unconscious.  I awoke what must have only been seconds later as I was being dragged from the ring and thrown at Trilla’s feet.  The crowd was clapping and cheering as I looked back into the ring to see the other girl walking away the victor.  As she turned back in my direction though, it was clear that I hadn’t lost easily.  One of Vandry’s eyes was swelling closed with a huge bloody gash above it and her nose was flat and pouring blood down her face.   
 Trilla knelt down next to me with an almost amused grin on her face.  “You’ve got a piece of bone sticking out.”  She said and pointed at the wrist I had just broken again.  Indeed, there was a piece of shattered bone sticking out of the side at an unnatural angle.  My head swam and I almost passed out again.  Strangely it didn’t hurt that much, but seeing it was sickening.  “For being a coward you fought alright.  You still lost, but everyone was surprised.”  She stood up after that, clearly done talking to me.   
 I sat up in the dirt, already forgotten as the next round of fights kicked off.  I wondered if I would receive medical attention for my injuries or if I would just eventually die from them.  I was dead anyway if Trilla lost her fight.  It really didn’t matter.  No one cared.  I’d failed the one person that had a stake in things, and so now no one cared whether I lived or died at all.    
 There was a depressing finality to it.  I’d been given another chance, and somehow managed to squander it away.  Of course that wasn’t exactly right.  I’d tried, but it didn’t matter that I’d tried.  Trying didn’t keep me alive.  I’d needed to win to live and I’d failed, so clearly my will to live couldn’t outshine my opponent’s will to win.  That was a lesson in Will, and one that I could only learn once.   
 There were more fights, but I couldn’t bring myself to be interested in them.  They didn’t really matter.  I didn’t know who was fighting and had no stake in their wins or losses.  I sat in agonized misery and nursed my broken wrists as those around me completely ignored the fact that I was lying broken amongst them.   
 “Illfin, Kavinow, you’re fighting next.”  A voice called, and this shook me partially from my funk.  Trilla Illfin.  It was her turn in the ring.  I didn’t exactly care what happened at this point, but some morbid curiosity drew my eyes anyway.  It did matter, of course.  If Trilla lost, I would be killed, but I was already dead really.  I couldn’t go on like I was.  Still, I found myself crawling back to my feet and vying for a place to watch the fight.  If Trilla won, I might live to fight again, to try and make myself better.  It was all that I had.  I tried to force myself to care.  The pain in my wrists was so all-consuming that it was hard to see past it. 
 Trilla entered the ring, and I looked across the circle at the other combatant. My eyes opened wide in shock.  Kavinow was a monster.  The boy was easily seven feet tall, and twice as wide across as Trilla.  His fists were the size of her head, and there was something sort of off about his expression.  He looked less than whole, as though he wasn’t really a thinking being, but just one of instinct.  His expression was slack, his eyes not really engaging anything.   
 If Trilla noticed any of this she didn’t make any indication as she stepped into the ring.  The fight began. 
 Trilla exploded forward, a flurry of power and motion that was startling to see.  It was almost difficult for me to associate the foul mouthed, cruel woman I’d been with to this point with the agile, razor honed fighter that jumped forward towards Kavinow.  I’d taken the boast of my companion’s prowess as just that, a boast.  As Trilla advanced she rolled forward and I saw her come up with something from the floor of the arena.  I couldn’t see what it was exactly, but as Trilla closed the last of the distance between her and her opponent a streak of red opened up on his arm.  She’d clearly found some sort of sharp rock or a piece of metal, some debris on the floor that made for a fine cutting edge.   
 Kavinow grunted as his blood spattered across the ground, his eyes falling upon it with seeming indifference at first.  Trilla didn’t hesitate though.  She darted back in on his back and struck again with her makeshift weapon.  More lines of crimson opened across his flesh as the fabric of his shirt tore away.  She was taking him down, one hit at a time.  It was quite the spectacle.   
 Watching in stunned silence, I tried not to get excited at the prospect that she might win, that our team might not have to lose a member.  Of course I would be the member that was lost.  If Trilla won, then I could stay.  I could fight again, and next time I would do better.  Trilla was doing well.  A small smile managed its way to my face.    Despite moments before thinking I didn’t care, as the taste of a possible new chance touched me, I suddenly was consumed by it.  
 Trilla jumped on Kavinow’s back, her blade cutting into the meat at the base of his neck, and for the first time something lit on the giant’s face.  There was a spark in his dull eyes as he looked down at his own blood, and with that spark came something unexpected and terrible.  In him was a manifest rage unlike anything I had ever seen before. It was so terrifying that I actually opened my mouth to call out a warning, but it was far too late.    
 Kavinow reached over his back and grabbed ahold of Trilla by the head, his one hand closed around her skull. She struck at his hand, stabbing him time and again in the fingers, chunks of flesh falling to the ground.   
 “Stop it . . . “  I said quietly, my voice raspy and broken, sounding strange because of my shattered nose. “Someone stop it!” I said, trying to make myself louder.   
 Kavinow’s arm snapped over his shoulder, swinging Trilla by her head and there was a loud pop as something in her neck gave way and her body snapped forward like a whip.  Her entire neck distended in an unnatural way and her body went limp.  The small, sharp implement she’d been using, just a rock, fell from her suddenly slack hands.   Kavinow threw her to the ground and began to slam his fists into her but it didn’t matter.  She was already dead.  Blood splattered into the air and her body distorted, smashed and breaking, becoming a flesh sack full of broken pieces as he continued until Master Yulin approached him and suddenly his body hit the ground without her even touching him.  There was a stirring in the air, and an oppressive force rolled from her, smashing him to the ground violently.   
 “Enough.”  She said.  “This fight is over.  Kavinow, clean up your mess.”  She looked down at a list in her hand.  “Revin, Gillavan, you’re up next.”  She announced, and that was it.  The competition moved on to the next round.  Trilla was dead and no one spoke of it again.  It was like she’d simply ceased to exist.   
 The one person who’d cared anything about me one way or the other was erased and I was alone.  I wasn’t sure what this meant for me.  She’d said that one person would be eliminated from our group if we lost, but did her death count or would I still be killed?  The thought that I might live sent a rush of excitement through me that was immediately followed by a wave of guilt.  To take joy from Trilla’s horrible death was sick, but it had given me some small hope that I might go on living a while longer.   
 The mix of disgust at myself and hope was a terrible thing.  It felt like a knife had been plunged into my stomach and was being twisted.  The worst part was that I had no one to ask.  I didn’t know what was going to happen to me.  No one would talk to me.  No one would even acknowledge me.  My wrists didn’t hurt anymore, but with the bone jutting out of one of them I had to guess that wasn’t a good sign.   
 I sat and watched things unfold before me numbly.  I didn’t even notice when everything was over and people were called back into their groups.   
 “Those groups in which there were no winners, you will cast out one member of your team.  Choose wisely because the strength of your team is what takes you forward.  Weakness is failure.  Lack of will is failure.  Will is strength.”  One of the people responsible for our training was speaking but I didn’t hear any of it.  I was feeling light headed and nauseated.  Everything felt vaguely distant and confusing.   
 “Those two teams who had a member die, well, you’re the lucky ones.  You don’t have to vote anyone out since your weakest teammate is already gone.  Your teams will join now.”  The voice said, and I had enough sense to realize that they were talking about me, but I was still in a fog.  “Those who need medical help can now report to the black healer’s tent in the square.  In ten minutes we begin the casting out ceremony.  Anyone attempting to flee will be eviscerated alive.” 
 This place was a nightmare.  I couldn’t even begin to grasp if this was still real or if I’d fallen into some kind of delirious state of half-reality.  Were they really going to brutally murder those who tried to flee?  Why would anyone try to run when they could be gladly expelled from this horrible place?  Then it occurred to me.  There were others like me, those marked with a skull.  They couldn’t flee. If they’d been voted out they would be executed.  It might be in their best interest to try and run, but now doing so came with the promise of an even worse death.   
 Yet I was free of that worry.  Trilla had died so I didn’t have to.   
 “Go to the black tent.”  Someone said to me and I was pushed roughly in some direction.  I tried to look and see who had pushed me, but I couldn’t make out faces anymore.  Everything was hazy, voices indistinct, faces a blur of unknowable features.   
 “Deady.” 
 “Lucky deady.” 
 “Lucky.” 
 “Probably so happy that girl died.” 
 “So lucky.” 
 Were they voices or my own haunted thoughts echoing back at me?  I stumbled along until I reached a wall of darkness and stopped, and then a figure rose up before me and grabbed me by the shoulder.  I struggled against the grip, but it was too much to resist.  Was it death?  Was I being dragged into the great abyss? 
 “Hold still, creature.  If the magic sets in incorrectly your wrist won’t work right anymore.”  A voice, cold and angry snapped. 
 “What?” I asked, my tongue feeling thick in my mouth.   
 The loud snapping that followed resounded like a clap of thunder and came with so much pain radiating from my freshly re-broken wrist that I let out an agonized scream and almost crumbled to the ground.  There was another with an equal amount of pain, this one coming from my other wrist, and a moment later another pop sounded in my nose, followed by yet another wave of agony, but as it subsided my vision cleared and the haze of misery seemed to lessen.  I still felt weak, tired, but the pain was going away.   
 There was a skinny woman standing before me.  She was dressed in dark gray robes.  She had tattoos all over her face and arms, words, scrawled so small I couldn’t make any of them out, or perhaps they weren’t in a language I could read.  Her eyes burned an angry orange-red and there were pain lines etched into every nuance of her features as though she’d known and still knew great suffering.  She had a spiked collar around her neck, the metal studs sharp and dangerous looking, coated in dried blood, and it looked like there was a set on the inside of the collar as well as the outside so that they stabbed into the woman’s flesh.  There was a narrow channel in the center of the collar that looked like it could hold a small amount of liquid.  It was one of the strangest things I’d ever seen.   
 “You’re healed.  Eat heavily tonight.  Your energy was taken to knit the broken bones and cartilage.  If you don’t eat a lot you’re going to be weak for a very long time.  Go.”  She pointed back behind me towards a flap in the tent.  There were others around us, more people being treated for injuries with the same callous indifference.  It felt strange to have a healer seem so unconcerned with me.  Magic healing was expensive.  I’d never known anyone to have it done and here they were treating everyone.  Though I felt weak, I also felt much better than I had when I came in.   
 I found my way out of the tent and back out into the commons.  Groups had formed, people talking quietly amongst themselves, some laughing and joking while their comrades were healed, others looking wide eyed and scared.  They were all beginning to realize that what they’d gotten themselves involved in was far more dangerous than they’d thought.   
 The Wardens of Will were mad, an order of psychotics with no consideration for humanity.  Though I couldn’t decide who was more damaged, the Wardens or those who had volunteered for this training.  They hated me because I’d been thrown in here against my will, but they were the ones who were fools.  If I could escape from this place I would in a moment, but for me the only escape left was death, and I’d already dodged death once.   
 I was distracted from these thoughts by screams.  I looked around and saw a young man with a skull tattooed on his face shrieking at the top of his lungs.  I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but a group of others were around him, each trying to restrain him.   
 “No, you can’t do this!  I was the closest to winning!  Stov off, the Blackened have at you!”  He screamed, kicking and fighting those who were trying to hold him down.  “You’re weak!  Weak!  They said to get rid of the weakest, and it’s not me!  I’m not going!”  He swung a fist and it connected with the face of another young man, sending him reeling to the ground, and then a woman a bit older than me dove at his legs and dragged him to the dirt.  I came closer to hear what was happening, though I could already guess some of it.   
 Everyone in his team had lost and they’d chosen him to be kicked out, which meant he’d be killed since he was a deady.  A second boy had jumped on top of him and was now punching him in the stomach over and over again.   
 “Kill him, he’s dead anyway!”  Someone yelled.  Someone not even involved came forward and kicked the skull tattooed boy in the back which was met with laughter and cheers.   
 A streak of anger slashed through me and I charged forward, grabbing the boy who was on the deady’s back hammering away at him with his fists.  I pulled him as hard as I could and then struck him with my fist.  I wasn’t really good at fighting, but he was taken by surprise and the blow caught him in the eye and staggered him a bit, which was enough of a distraction to let me get a second punch in on his face.   
 I kicked the girl on the downed boy’s legs in the ribs as hard as I could.  “Get off of him!”  I yelled, not even certain why I was coming to his aid.  I had nothing to gain by doing this and everything to lose.  I was going to live.  This boy was already dead.  I was wasting my efforts.   
 The bigger boy, the one who’d first attacked the deady, stood up letting his first target go to focus on me.  I dodged back away from his first punch, but his second one got me in the stomach.  Breath exploded out of me and I immediately felt sick.   
 “What is this?”  A cold voice snapped.   
 The students not in their first year jumped to attention, and those new, like myself, also took notice and went quiet.  I recognized the speaker as Emeline, the woman who’d said she was the person in charge of our education.   
 The larger boy pointed at me.  “She’s interfering with the natural order.  We voted the deady out, and this deady came to her friend’s aid.”   
 “Is this true?” Emeline asked, looking at me with her milky blue eyes.  “He is dead already.  What matter is his life to you?  Clearly he hasn’t the Will necessary to survive.” 
 “His Will is stronger than theirs.”  I answered, a snap to my voice that I hadn’t expected.  “It took three of them to bring him down.  They only voted him out because he’s a deady.  They’re cowards, afraid to lose to someone stronger than them.” 
 Emeline smiled.  “It’s true.  They are cowards.  Everyone is a coward at their core, but all of you more than most.”  She looked back at the boy with the skull tattoo. “Get up, child.”  She snapped, and he did as he was told, though he was quite badly beaten.   
 “This other death head has taken your cause.  She says you are strong and she wishes to keep you as an opponent because she is brave or stupid.  Both, perhaps.  What say you, death head?”  Emeline asked.   
 “She can stov off.  They all can.”  He answered, spitting blood and maybe a fragment of tooth.   
 Emeline nodded.  “Good.  You two are now a team.”  She looked at the other recruits.  “You will select someone else to vote out.”  Then she looked back at us.  “You will be together until one or both of you die, or until training no longer requires a team.  I will arrange for your quarters to be moved together.”  With that she turned and walked away.   
 The boy looked at me, eyes full of a simmering, spiteful rage for a second before they cleared and he laughed darkly.  “Great, I guess we’re friends now.”  He crossed to me as the onlookers began to disperse. “I’m Zarkov.”   
 “I’m Lillin.”  I said, not sure I was happy about this change of situation.  Of course not being on a team with people who were set on killing a deady was probably an advantage.   
 “Why are you marked?”  He asked, pointing at his own tattoo.   
 “I don’t want to talk about it.”  I said quickly, probably too quickly.   
 He shrugged.  “Fine, whatever.  I’m marked for rape and murder.  The rape wasn’t real.  She wanted it, but when she got with child she told her father I’d forced her. So, I killed her.  I was angry.  Didn’t want to see my life ruined for something that hadn’t been what they said it was.  Meant to hurt her, but she died, child died too.”  He said it like it didn’t matter to him, but his eyes wouldn't meet mine as he spoke.  “I’m a fool.  I get angry and do stupid things.  Didn’t think and now . . . people died. I’m here.” 
 I had a hard time feeling sympathetic for him.  He probably had raped that girl and then killed her, I thought, though as soon as I thought of that my own situation came to mind.  How could I judge him for what he’d done when I’d done something terrible myself?  Were his reasons any less valid than mine?  I’d killed someone over a dress I wanted.  It hadn’t been intentional, but it had happened because I wanted something that didn’t belong to me.   
 “I . . . I was caught stealing, and there was a struggle when someone tried to catch me.  I killed him.  He had a family, a wife, children.”  I said, sharing with him despite my intention not to.  It felt surprisingly good to tell someone, to have someone else hear it.   
 “Sounds stupid.  At least we have that in common.”  He said, a half grin on his face that looked more sad than anything else.   
 My immediate thought was to snap at him and tell him that it was not stupid, but that wasn’t true.  Stealing that dress, and much of everything else I’d been doing had been stupid.  I’d put a comfortable, easy life on the line for nothing.  I wasn’t even sure what I’d really been rebelling against. I’d wanted so badly to be my own person, to not have to rely on others, but in the end I’d just been digging a hole in which to bury myself.   
 “You’re not wrong.”  I said quietly.   
 I could hear orders being called out and people began to form up into groups.  Zarkov and I were already in our group but we moved forward through the crowds to get a better view of what was happening.  This was it.  This was when deadies who were voted out would be executed and those who’d been cast from their groups who weren’t deadies would be kicked out of the school that they’d all wanted to join so badly.   
 It turned out that there weren’t any other deadies to kick out.  The rest of them hadn’t been on teams with all losses, but there were still a dozen people who were gathered together and marched from the grounds of the training facility.  Some of them cried, and others just looked miserable, but a few seemed happy, relieved to be leaving.  That would have been me if I’d been allowed to go.  I would have been relieved to have this nightmare coming to an end.   
 Unfortunately that wasn’t an option for me.  I would be here until I died.   
 “That ends today’s events.”  Sedth, the trainer who would specialize in honing our bodies said.  “If things seemed brutal and hard today that is because they were meant to be.  Nothing gets easier, though not every day will be this hard.  People died and people were lost.  The weakest were trimmed and the strong remain.  Tomorrow every person who was on a team that did not achieve total victory will report to training yard Rift.”  There was a general groan of agony from the second year students as those of us who knew nothing about what we were in for looked at their faces and tried to make some judgement about what was coming.   
 Zarkov and I were both new.  There was no good way to gauge what we would be facing in the morning, but I guessed it was very unpleasant.   
 “If you do not know where Rift is, I expect you to find out on your own.  There are plenty of others to ask.  You’ll be there before sun up.  Come dressed for physical activity.  The rest of the night is yours.”  With that he turned and left.  I saw the other trainers go with him, and then it was just us, all of these young adults left on their own.  They talked and laughed together, though some simply drifted off towards the area where our bunks were located, which reminded me that I had no idea where I was supposed to sleep now that Trilla was gone. 
 A young woman with long dark hair and a skull tattoo over half her face approached us.  “You’re both bunked with me.  Emeline’s orders.  We’re not teamed, but my room is empty since I lost my underling.” 
 “You’re a year two?”  I asked, excited to see a deady had gotten so far.   
 “No, year three.”  She said, voice cold and dark.  “I’m the last deady from my starting year.” 
 She led us from the commons and back into the bunk area.   
 “I’m Zarkov.”  My new teammate said, voice surprisingly chipper.  “Why are you marked?” 
 “Ori.  Treason.”  She answered. 
 “Treason?!”  Zarkov looked shocked.  “I’ve never known anyone who was in for treason.  That’s amazing.  What’d you do?” 
 “I threw my lot in against the King.”  She answered the question calmly and vaguely, as though discussing the morning meal.  There was a hardness to her that I’d never seen in anyone so young before.  I wondered if she would make it through training.  I felt if she couldn’t, how could anyone else? 
 “That’s it?”  Zarkov asked, looking skeptical.  
 “I’m Lillin.”  I said, feeling a strong desire to ingratiate myself to this much stronger woman.  I felt like she could teach me a lot.   
 She stopped and looked at both of us with dark eyes.  “Zarkov, Lillin, we’re not friends.  We share a bunk, but nothing else.  We can talk sometimes.  We can share a meal if we happen to be in the same place when we eat, but you don’t make friends here.  Attachments will not keep you alive.  They’ll only end up breaking you.  This is the most important advice anyone will give you.  Don’t trust anyone, and don’t ever call anyone a friend.  This is especially true for deadies.  Do you understand?” 
 Zarkov’s jaw had dropped and I saw anger flash through his eyes to be stifled with resignation. “Alright, fine.”  He said. 
 Her impossibly deep and dark eyes fell on me next.  “Understand?” 
 I nodded, unwilling to talk.  I felt like I’d just been reprimanded for doing something bad.  I realized I’d been hoping that Ori would be a friend.  I’d wanted Zarkov and Ori both to be friends.  It felt like we could have been strong together but Ori had just cut that off quickly and irrevocably.  She was three years into this training.  If anyone knew what was necessary to make it the rest of the way, it would be her.   
 I felt alone again.  I wondered if that was what the rest of my life would feel like.  Would I be alone until the moment I failed in some training exercise and was killed?  That seemed like the truth of it. 
 We reached the room and I immediately noticed that there were only two beds.  Ori pointed to one on the side nearest the door.  “That’s yours.”  She said. 
 “Whose?”  I asked, since she hadn’t specified me or Zarkov. 
 “Both of you.  There are only two beds and I’m not sharing mine.  I need the rest.”  She said, and with that she crawled into her bed and pulled the blanket up over her shoulders. 
 I blushed.  “We can’t share a bed.  I’m . . . and he’s.” 
 “Get over it.  Sex isn’t going to happen, and if it does you’ll both pay dearly for it  This is the only time of the day you get to rest.  Use it, and if you’re not going to use it, Stov off so I can.”  She snapped from beneath her blankets, and then was silent.   
 I looked at the tiny cot and then back at Zarkov. He’d been sent to the dungeons for rape.  It was impossible not to forget that.   
 He shook his head.  “Don’t look at me like that.  I . . . I told you it was a lie.”   He snapped, frowning.  “I’m just tired.  You’re not even pretty, so it’s not like . . . I mean, you look fine, but I’m not interested in you like that.  I j . . .” 
 “Shut up!”  Ori snapped, and Zarkov’s jaw snapped shut.   
 We crawled into the tiny bed together.  There was barely enough room for us to lay together back to back.  I was constantly aware of his presence there as I tried to find sleep amidst a sea of chaotic thoughts.  Ori had been right, though.  Despite being in bed next to a boy, sex was the furthest thing from my mind.  I kept seeing Trilla dying over and over again, hearing the sound of her spine as it had snapped.   
 She hadn’t mattered to anyone in the end, and she’d been more important than me.  She hadn’t been a deady.  I was worth less than nothing.  I might have cried if I hadn’t felt so incredibly empty inside.   
  
  



 Chapter 2 
 Beyond Rift 
 2.1 
 The Rift, as it turned out, was located on the furthest side of the training facility from the barracks.  Ori woke us, though sleep had been fitful at best anyway, and we got dressed in clothing that had at some point been left outside of our room.  There had been a whole bag with things in it.  The clothing looked exactly like what Ori was wearing, plain white outfit of sturdy material with reinforced knees and elbows, and a pair of boots that had clasps and buckles on them to adjust the size to a small degree.  Strangely enough everything seemed about the right size. 
 The only difference between my clothing and Zarkov’s was a binding strap provided for my breasts.  Changing had been awkward, though Zarkov had again assured me that he had no interest in my body.  I was sure there was some part of me that was delighted I wasn’t a sexual object for him, but being constantly reminded that I wasn’t attractive wasn’t exactly brightening my mood.  Neither was my mood lifted by the nearly crippling exhaustion that was sinking into me.  
 We grabbed food on the way to our destination.  Food that morning consisted of a bar of something that was tough and tasteless and that didn’t sit nearly heavily enough in the stomach, but it was all we got.  Everyone got one bar of this and then we went  on to our destination. 
 The walk to the Rift was a somber one.  Ori lead the way, but she was grim faced and unresponsive.  Any questions we sent her way about the Rift were met with a noncommittal grunt of indifference.  Zarkov kept up a steady stream of dialogue as we traveled along, a somewhat inane discussion of how this place was much worse than he’d thought it would be, and how he’d dreamed of becoming a Warden when he was little. 
 “Plus they get free healing!  Did you see that?  I broke my fist in the dust ring and I walked into a tent and some weird guy patched it right up.  He was right terse about it, but it felt great afterwards.  Hurt like touching the Everburn when it went, but then felt great.  Now those guys have power.  I should have aimed to be one of them.”  He said with a hint of wistfulness.  “Though I suppose it didn’t matter where I aimed since I ended up here.” 
 This finally seemed to catch Ori’s attention.  “The Tortured?  You want to be one of them?”  She asked with a derogatory snort. 
 “Tortured?”  Zarkov replied, eyes fiery for a second in offense.  He seemed to have a bad temper, but I could see him actively keeping it in check.  “What’s that?” 
 “It’s what the healers are called.”  I said, having heard of them myself.  Most people called them Dark Nurses, or Fel Clerics, but sometimes they were called “Tortured,” usually by the older generation.  All I knew was that their services were very expensive.  Only wealthy nobles and those in service to the King were allowed to use them.   
 “My oldest sister joined them.”  Ori said quietly.  “You don’t want to be a part of their order, trust me.  Did you see that collar they wear?  It cuts into their skin and they drip poison into it every day.”  The older girl shivered.  “She came back for her last visit when I was young and I walked in on her doing it. She told me it stops the worms inside of her from eating up into her brain.  She showed me them crawling under skin, said the pain was incredible.” 
 Ori shook her head. “I’ll never forget it, or that fevered look of . . . I don’t know, she looked happy about the pain.” 
 “You’re fucking with me.”  Zarkov scoffed, but Ori’s eyes were dead serious.   
 “Next time you see them look at their collar, and look at their hands closely.  Sometimes you’ll see the things moving through them.  They’re full of those bugs.  They use whatever power they have to keep themselves alive while they’re being eaten.  It’s awful.  I’d rather be here.”  Ori said, and there was no room left in her voice to call her out for being less than honest.  She didn’t really seem like the joking type. 
 My mind recoiled in horror at that.  They were infested with bugs, or worms.  What could that possibly do for them?  Was it intentional?  I remembered the one who had dealt with me had been wearing a collar, but I hadn’t bothered to look at her that closely.  I’d barely been in my right mind at the time.  The thought of constantly being eaten from the inside was more than a little troubling.   
 I found myself wanting to know more, to understand what it was that would make them do such a thing, but I knew I couldn’t ask Ori.  I could try asking one of the Fel Clerics, but the thought of being so close to them again made my skin crawl in horror and sympathy.   
 This disturbing train of thoughts was cut short as we caught up with a crowd of others who were all standing outside of two massive double doors.  The doors were wood and had been coated in tar so that they were a stark black color.  Metal cleats had been driven all down their length making them look horrible and twisted.  At the center of the doors, which rose nearly three times our height, were two large, circular handles of rusted iron.  I wasn’t sure how anyone could reach them and get enough heft on them to open these doors.  They must have, I thought, been built for giants.   
 Sedth, the man who’d said he would be in charge of our physical training, seemingly appeared from out of nowhere.  As he did so there was a strange, low vibration in the air that silenced everyone in our group.   
 “These are the gates of Rift.”  He announced.  “Your body and your mind are not one as they should be.  You may think they are, but they are separate, both tenuous at best.  Both must be reforged, and that is what will happen at the Rift.  There is nothing complex about this training yard.  You will go in, you will take a pack from the ground in front of you, you will put it on your back, and then you will go to the other side of the yard where there is another pack.  You will take that pack, put it on with the first pack, and then come back where you will add a stone pouch to your first, and then you will go back across and add a stone pouch to your second.  It’s simple.  It doesn’t end.  You don’t stop unless you die.  
 “I don’t personally have the time to watch this process so there will be other instructors there for you, though I would recommend you think of them less as instructors, and more as enforcers.  Train hard and well and I will see you again at the beginning of physical training.”  He said, and then there was a muted pressure, a complex swirl of unseen energy that cut around us and passed into the doors.  They swung open, silent and as though propelled by an invisible breeze. 
 “Wait, he isn't going to teach us anything?”  I asked, surprised.  I’d thought he was going to be one of our teachers. 
 “Those three only personally teach year three students. This year for me.  Until then you only see them briefly here and there.  Sedth will introduce the physical studies and the Rift again and that’s about it.  The year two’s will see him a couple more times, but he spends most of his time with the third year students, or so I’ve heard.”  Ori explained, but then she waved us off.  “It’s time.  Focus.  Don’t get distracted.  You don’t want to fail.” 
 Zarkov looked like he was about to say something else, but at that moment a clap of thunder rolled through the room and everyone was silenced as we looked out the double doors at what lay in front of us.   
 We’d passed other windows on the way here and there had been sun coming through them, but looking out at this courtyard that was surrounded on all sides by high walls, I could see not a single ray of sunshine.  The sky was so gray that it was almost black and rain poured down in sheets.  It was difficult to see much beyond the doors, but I thought I saw a dark wall rising high up into the sky.  I couldn’t make out the other side of the yard at all.   
 Ori and other more experienced and older looking students moved in quickly, grabbing up one of the packs laying on the ground and putting them on their back as the water seeped into their clothing and began matting down their hair, and then they were moving forward at a jog.  The first years looked back and forth amongst one another, but then we slowly began to move forward as well. 
 I crossed into the rain and found it to be shockingly cold. It was like bathing in a stream and immediately my clothes were soaked to my flesh.  The pack that I picked up was heavy, far heavier than I’d thought it would be and as I put it on my back it made me stagger backwards a bit.   
 “This is shit!”  Someone yelled angrily, and before he could get another word out someone came forward and slammed a fist into his face.  The man who’d struck him was huge, dressed from head to foot in heavy steel armor that showed not an inch of flesh. 
 “Move.”  He rasped, voice sounding like it was generated by the suit rustling together more than anything living within it.  It was horrifying and otherworldly, and I found my legs moving just to get away from it.   
 I ran forward, thinking I might catch up with those that knew what they were doing, but then I reached what looked like a wall but was actually a hill, the incline so sharp it was almost a wall.  The hill-wall was muddy with clumps of grass and rock sticking out of it.  I could just make out someone ahead of me climbing upward and I realized that I was supposed to go over this thing in front of me.  I took a hold of the clumps of grass and tried to pull myself upward, but the one in my right hand came free and I tumbled backward, carried by the weight on my back.   
 Others were attempting to do the same, some with more success than I’d had. 
 “Climb!”  That metallic voice roared and someone was thrown roughly at the wall.  
 I fought my way back to my feet and attacked the wall again.  I grabbed for rocks this time, bypassing the clumps of grass, and this allowed me to make some small amount of progress.  Even the rocks were slick and hard to hold onto and I found I had to lean heavily into the wall to stop myself from falling backwards.  I pushed upward with my legs and pulled with all the strength in my arms, climbing towards a top that I couldn’t see.  Looking upward was almost impossible with the rain pouring down into my face. 
 I heard something tumbling down the wall-hill and glanced up in time for a rock to slam hard into my cheek.  It cut me as it went by, gouging just beneath my eye.  I let out a scream of pain and surprise, and made the mistake of leaning backwards.  The weight of my pack carried the momentum of that lean and soon I was tumbling backwards, rolling down the hill, somewhere between a full fall and a tumble.  I hit someone else and then we both fell and smashed hard into the ground. 
 The air was knocked from my lungs and mud spattered into the wounds on my face.   
 “‘Fuck off ‘me!”  A woman’s voice yelled and someone hit me hard.   
 It was the person I’d knocked down.  She looked furious as she got to her feet and sent a kick aimed at my ribs.  It hit hard and it hurt, but I caught her next one on my arms. 
 “Climb!”  The metallic voice yelled, and the woman attacking me was flung roughly back against the wall.  “Fight on your time.”  It growled, and then it reached down and lifted me by the pack on my back and I was thrown forward into the other woman who shoved me back before shooting a murderous look at me.  
 “Fucking deady.”  She growled as she went back to the wall, he red hair looking almost black with mud as she started to climb again. 
 I wanted to yell that it wasn’t my fault, that I’d been hit in the face with a rock, but what did it matter?  She wouldn’t listen, and I had to climb before the man in the metal suit took his anger out on me.  I found another place on the hill and began again.  My fingers hurt, and my muscles were already sore, and I hadn’t even seen the top of this thing yet.  Others fell around me.  I passed a young man who was crying for his mother and simply hanging onto a ledge.   
 As I passed him something huge and heavy flung up the side of the wall and slammed into him, nearly knocking him back down the way we’d come. 
 “Climb!”  The metallic voice roared from below.  I realized it was a pack, thrown all the way from the ground.  I couldn’t even imagine the strength that would take.   
 I ascended for what felt like forever, going higher and higher, ever further into the void.  I could see nothing below me and nothing above beyond a few feet in either direction.  When my hand finally grabbed onto something different I was shocked.  My fingers hurt and were split and bleeding.  My arms were shaking badly.   I’d been using my legs to push myself up most of the last bit of this terrible hill.  Had it been any steeper I wasn’t sure it would have been possible at all.   
 Somehow, though, I had reached the top.  I pulled myself upward, climbing over the jagged lip of the hill.  The top of it was rock, slick and rough-hewn, that tore even more at my fingers.  I rolled out onto the landing, breathing hard, my heart hammering in my chest.  I’d never worked so physically hard in my life.  I closed my eyes for a moment and took a breath.  
 “Move!”  A metallic voice growled far too close and I scattered up and to my feet before I even saw who’d said it. There was another of the armored figures up here, two of them in fact, one on each side of this ledge we’d reached.  It was wide but not particularly long.  Beyond it I could see beams, old timber that was rounded and about big enough in width that I could get two feet on the top of it side by side but they’d both be slipping down the edges.  There were twenty of these stretching onward into the haze of rain and misery. 
 I was shoved hard towards them.  “Move!”  That metallic voice grated and I did as it instructed even though my lungs were still burning from the climb, and my limbs felt weak and shaky.  I approached the beams with trepidation.  The one I chose was slick with moss and rain and as I stepped out onto it, it creaked in an unsettling way.   
 Below this pole were more of them, staggered, and below those it looked like there was a pit of mud.  There were people down there, crawling through the mud, having fallen down.  I wondered what it took to get out, but I decided I didn’t want to know.  I started across the beam in front of me, still unable to see the other side.   
 I focused on caution over speed, taking careful steps but keeping myself moving forward.  After a short time I reached the pillar that this beam was tied into.  It was blocking the center of the path and their was only a narrow ledge around it, less than a quarter of my foot wide, barely wide enough to get my toes on.  The pillar was square shaped, each face of the square as wide across as me with my arms fully spread out.  I couldn’t tell what was beyond it.  
 I found myself looking down again as I approached this new obstacle.  The other boards below were low enough that I wouldn’t be able to climb back up to these if I fell, even if I hit one or two on the way down.  It was quite possible I could break something, and if I fell wrong I might even crack my head open.   
 Someone came flying down the beam next to me.  It was difficult to make out who it was, but they made it to the center beam far faster than I had and began to make their way around it, using the reach of their arms to hold onto the pillar as they went.  I slid out to it myself, stepping on the narrow ledge and holding as tight as I could to the pillar.  My fingers hurt a great deal.  The tips were ragged and torn from climbing the hill, but I wasn’t letting go here.   
 Mud was caked all around the tiny ledge which made it even more slippery than it would have otherwise been.  I managed to get around the first corner, but then found myself stranded on the far side as I found it difficult to keep forward momentum.  My hands searched the surface of the pillar for anything that might work as a hold, but I couldn’t find anything. The corners were the only thing to attempt to grip onto.  I pulled myself around and towards that next corner, but as I got there the person next to me screamed and it startled me.   
 I slipped, the toe of my boot coming off the ledge.  I had a grip with my arms on the edge, but it wasn’t enough to hold my weight and the weight of the pack.  I slowed myself, but splinters tore into my fingers and I slammed into the tiny ledge as I fell downward.  I bounced off of it and backwards, hitting another beam that knocked the air entirely out of me and made me lose my breath before I landed in the mud.   
 I was horrified.  I couldn’t catch my breath and my face was covered in wet muck.  I was trying to gasp for air, but I couldn’t get it into my lungs.  I managed to get flipped over and gasp for a small breath but the sludge in the pit filled my mouth and I choked on it, throwing up and hacking on mud that had tried to fill my lungs.   
 By the time I was able to get a hold of myself I’d nearly blacked out from lack of oxygen.  I climbed back to my knees as someone trudged by me, moving quickly to get through wherever we were.  I went after them numbly, looking for the way out of this pit.  I was still coughing and choking, my lungs wheezing, and my body throbbing from the impacts on the way down.  It was dark here, and looking up I could just make out the top beams over head.  I thought I saw someone running back the other way.  Had the first runners, those from the other years, made it all the way to the end already?   
 I wondered how much was still ahead.  I had no idea how far we had to go, or even how long we’d been at this.  The light never changed.  It was dark, and darker still in this pit, and the rain never seemed to let up. I kept marching through the mud which went all the way up to my mid calves, sucking at my legs and holding me down with every step, until I reached a wall that went straight up.  It was wooden and there were narrow handholds all the way up its side, only as wide as a nail, jagged and rusty.  They were spread out far enough that I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to climb them at all.   
 To the right of me, and high above, there was a male figure dragging himself up the wall, though I could see there was a lip at the top, something you’d have to go out and around.  I wasn’t even sure how that was possible.  I shook my head and nearly cried.  I felt defeated.  This was terrible.  My entire body hurt, my muscles felt useless, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to get up and over this wall.  I wasn’t sure I could do it even without the pack and without being beaten and sore.   
 Rather than fall apart where I was, I grit my teeth and started climbing.  The metal holds were firm.  They didn’t bend or move as I grabbed them, but they were narrow enough that they cut into my hands and hurt my feet to stand on.  I had to actually jump from one set to the next and then pull myself upward on arms that had almost nothing left.  I made it halfway up the wall and then couldn’t pull myself up again.   
 I wanted to keep going but I couldn’t.  There was nothing left.  I screamed and pulled, trying to lift myself higher, but my arms had failed me.   
 “Move!” A metallic voice yelled at me, and I wasn’t even sure where it was coming from. 
 “I can’t!”  I yelled back in frustration.  “I can’t do it!”  
 “Move!” It yelled again, the voice louder, seemingly coming from nowhere, but echoing all around me. 
 “I can’t move!  I have nothing left.”  I shouted the first part, and whimpered the second.   
 Something grabbed me from behind and suddenly I was ripped from the wall, torn from my hold, the metal grips ripping bloody lines in my hands as I screamed in agony.  The pit fell away beneath me, and then the ground and I realized I was being carried into the air.  I barely had time to register any of this before I was plummeting back towards the ground. 
 The world appeared through the haze of rain and came flying up at me unbelievably fast.  I thought I was dead, and then I jerked to a stop suddenly, just inches from the ground, and then was dropped.  I turned over immediately, looking up at what had just taken me through the sky and saw one of the armor clad men there, though this one had massive wings that looked like they were made of metal banded with strange, black string, and webbing stitched from old, tanned skins.  It lifted into the air and vanished into the rain again leaving me stunned and staring up into the downpour after it. 
 “Move!” A voice of metal screeched and I swung around to see another of the things, which I was beginning to think were not people at all, standing over me.  I staggered up, pushing myself up with bloodied hands.  My legs were shaking now from a combination of terror and exhaustion.   
 I turned, trying to take in my situation, and I saw that I was at the foot of the hill again.  I’d been brought back to the beginning.  Something inside of me broke and I began to cry.  I had to start all over again. 
 “Move!” The voice bellowed and I was shoved towards the hill.  I started moving, stumbling up the hill-wall, though it was almost impossible to move my limbs at that point.  Someone went running by me with two packs on, charging up the hill with surprising speed.  It seemed impossible.  This whole situation seemed impossible.   
 I began the climb again, though this time I wouldn’t manage to make the top.   
 2.2  
 By the time they let us out of the Rift there wasn’t one of us who wasn’t exhausted and beaten.  There were broken bones, bruises, split scalps, cuts and pains that didn’t even seem to have sources. We were summarily sent to a public shower and told to make ourselves clean, though the process was difficult beyond measure.  It didn’t matter that there were men and women slammed together in a small space, naked and in close proximity.  If anyone was thinking about sex or pleasure then it was beyond me how they managed.  
 After we’d finally finished cleaning up, the healers, the Fel Clerics, came in and repaired only the worst of our troubles, the broken bones, torn ligaments and any gouges that might become seriously infected.  They left us with bad bruises, soreness and the discomfort of skin rubbed the wrong way in wet clothing for far too long.  They seemed to take a certain grim pleasure in the process of healing us.   
 For my part I couldn’t take my eyes off the man who looked me over.  His eyes were dark as the woman’s had been, but it was his neck that I paid close attention to.  The way his collar dug into his flesh was horrifying.  His wounds were open, like doors into his body that didn’t even bleed anymore, though the flesh was red and angry around them.  
 “It’s called a gate.”  He said, voice dark, dispassionate but not cruel.   
 I looked away immediately.  “Sorry.” 
 He smiled thinly.  “It is the way of people to be curious.  We have our secrets, but this isn’t one of them.  The gate keeps the flesh reaver spore from crawling into our brains and killing us.  It will happen eventually anyway, but for now every day is trial of agony.”   
 I shivered a bit.  “That sounds terrible.” 
 “It is.”  He answered. 
 “Then why?”  I asked him, my curiosity getting the better of me despite my exhaustion.  
 “I want to be powerful, and I am.”  He answered.  “My Goddess, Kerrigona, grants strength to those who suffer in her name.  My healing gift comes from that, and there are other things we get as well, things I cannot talk to you about.”   
 I nodded briefly.  “Is it worth it, the power?” 
 “I would never give it up, not for anything in this world.”  He answered, a fervor to his voice that was startling.  “You’re finished.”  He said, and with that I moved on.  He hadn’t healed anything. Nothing on me was bad enough to warrant healing.  Still, I was terribly beaten and broken.  
 I limped all the way back to the barracks, not even bothering to go to the kitchen and grab whatever food they had for us.  I was done.  It was night out and the day was over.  In the morning we would have our first day of martial training, our first real day of learning, though I was certain there was much to learn from what had happened today.  Time in the Rift had never seemed to move at all.  It had gone on and on for multiple eternities, and now even though it had stopped, it still played in my head, a nightmare I couldn’t shake.   
 I never made it back up the wall, though I restarted it several times. Only a few of the runners had managed to go the entire day.  By the end of the day most of us had been thrown back on the hill and were just struggling to make it to the top.  None of the first years made an entire circuit of the course, and only three of the senior students kept going with any real consistency to their runs.  Ori was among those three.    
 She was incredible.  She wasn’t much taller than I was, and fully dressed she didn’t look any stronger, but I’d seen her in the showers.  Her body was almost entirely muscle.  She was lithe and perfectly formed.  There was no waste on her anywhere.  She didn't come out of things unharmed.  She had a bad bruise across her lower back and the straps from her pack had cut into her shoulders leaving torn segments of skin, but she was sitting up straight and not complaining at all when I got back to the room.   
 Zarkov didn’t look as good.  He was laying in bed when I got there, completely undressed.  He had bruises up his front spreading from just beneath his sex on his inner thigh and up to his chest.  There were cuts and lacerations all along it and his testicles looked swollen as well, though I was no judge of such things.  He saw me looking and pulled a blanket up over himself to account for some semblance of modesty. 
 “Sorry.”  I said, apologizing for looking. 
 “I fell on one of the poles under that damn crossing section, landed straight down my center.  Thought I was going to die.”  He said, groaning.  “It was my third time back there and I thought I had it that time.  I ran the last part and slipped.” 
 “You touched ground for too long.”  Ori said, laying back in her bed.  “The longer your feet touch the wood the more chance they have to slip.  You need to maintain constant, smooth forward motion.  You’re not running, you’re flying and just touching down when you have to.” 
 Zarkov laughed darkly.  “I was flying alright.”   
 “By the end of your first year you’ll be making a second run at it assuming you survive.”  Ori replied.  “The first year is the worst, but it never gets easy.” 
 “How many times did you cross?”  I asked her, needing to know what impossible level she’d set.   
 “Fifteen.” 
 My eyes opened in surprise.  “How is that . . . that is incredible.”   
 “No, it’s not.”  She said quickly.  “Rain is an easier run.  Snow is the hardest.  People have died on snow, and sun can kill you if you don’t make it to the reservoir in the middle.” 
 “I’m confused.”  Zarkov spoke, echoing my own feelings.  “Rain, snow, sun?” 
 “You mean in the summer and winter?”  I asked.  It was late spring now, though the rain had been unusual.   
 She shook her head.  “No, the weather inside the Rift isn’t natural. It can be manipulated.  It runs through different phases.  Today was rain.  If they’re feeling generous they can run it with no weather effect, or maybe just fog.  Fog isn’t difficult once you memorize the course.  Rain is punishing, but Snow is terrible.  You can’t see anything.  The white blinds you and makes things slippery, and the cold seeps into your bones.  It’s by far the hardest.  The sun is bad too.  There is sand everywhere and it gets into everything.  You might not realize it, but sand is abrasive.  It will rip your flesh from your body, and the sun dries you out.  If you don’t make the reservoir and clean yourself off and drink, you’ll die of dehydration.  It happens a lot.  They won’t run snow or sun for at least two or three more Rift’s.” 
 I shivered.  It all sounded horrible.  “How often do we have to do the Rift?” 
 “Well, this week you’ll be doing it twice, but most weeks it’s only once.”  Ori replied.  “Though punishment often gets you extra Rift runs. I had to run it every day for a week once.” 
 Despair welled up in my chest and I had to shove it down.  I would have to do that once a week for as long as I was here.  It was hard to stay positive with that reality hanging over me.   
 “I can’t do that.”  Zarkov said quietly, voice sounding strained, almost agonized.   
 Ori replied dispassionately.  “Then you’ll die.  Those are your choices.” 
 “We could escape this place.”  I said, the thought crossing my mind, though not for the first time.  Alone I didn’t think I could do it, but Zarkov and Ori would be a great help, especially Ori.  She was incredible.  I thought that beyond the walls of this place she’d be an invaluable asset.   
 “Clever.”  Ori snorted.  “Do you think no other deady has ever thought of escaping?  I’ve seen four escape attempts while I’ve been here.  None of them have ever made it beyond the walls of this place.  The golems come for you.  They can sense your intent, and they are designed to keep us here, keep us training.” 
 “Golems?”  Zarkov asked, though he quickly added.  “Those are what those things in the Rift are, right?” 
 Ori just nodded.   
 “They’re not people then?”  I asked, surprised, but also remembering how one of them had grabbed me and lifted me into the air.   
 Ori grinned darkly.  “Alright, kids, one last story and then it’s time for bed.  If you want to know about the golems, let me tell you what they are.  The Wardens created Everburn Academy as a place to train new members of their order in the ways of the true Iron Will.  It was named for . . .” 
 “Well obviously for the Blackened, right?  They were the first wardens, the men and women who stepped into Everburn and came out of the fires unscathed, gods?” Zarkov interrupted which got him a snarl from Ori.  Beneath her skull tattoo was a pretty face, though when she snarled like that it looked fierce.  Zarkov snapped his mouth shut.  
 “Yes,” She almost growled.  “It was named for the Blackened.  The Wardens needed a place where they could train new members of their order while keeping their ways mostly secret from the rest of the world.  Running an academy, though, takes a lot of manpower, and they didn’t want to have to rely on those who understood nothing of Will and what it meant to be a Warden. 
 “They designed the first golems from metal, infusing suits of armor with their Will and guidance of their principles and absolute loyalty to preset tenants.  For a time it seemed that this would work well enough, but the golems didn’t always understand their orders.  Occasionally they would take rules too literally.  They caused trouble and acted improperly.  They made mistakes that no thinking man would and that was because they did not think.  This was a problem, and became moreso when a misunderstanding with one of the golems led to the death of one of the King’s advisors. 
 “It was a huge mess, and afterwards the King almost ordered the golems be destroyed entirely, and the project stopped.  The men working on the golems, though, didn’t want to give up on their project, and the school still needed loyal servants that it could trust to be silent and vigilant.  Well, one of their number came up with what he felt was a brilliant idea. 
 “As you know by now training results in casualties.  People die, and some people have to be killed.  Deadies, are particularly useful.  You see, we can be dead without actually dying which makes us ideal for experimentation.  Once we fail the training we aren’t considered alive anymore and we lose all rights to determine what we intend for ourselves.  The Wardens decided that the best way to make sure the golems could interpret the rules accurately was to ensure that they had minds, minds carefully shaped by Will of course, but minds.   
 “They started taking deadies who’d failed the program and putting them into the armor, merging the golems and the failed Wardens into what they are now.  The golems are deadies in a can.”  She explained with a shrug, but there was a spark in her eye.  She was waiting for something. 
 I didn’t see where this was that disturbing at all.  This seemed like a good thing to me.  Maybe it was miserable to run around in one of those tin suits all the time, but it was a chance to live even after failing this program.  It seemed like some semblance of hope really.   
 “So failing here doesn't mean that we have to die?”  Zarkov said, a small smile on his face.   
 Ori’s grin told me this was what she was waiting for.  “No, you could become a golem if you’re good enough, but you don’t really want that.  You see, they don’t need all of the deady to make a golem, only pieces.  The golems have their own system of metal bones and bits inside them already.  The only thing they need is a mind and just enough to keep them connected to the armor.   
 “The first thing they do to turn you into a golem is cut away all of the excess, most of your body, arms, legs, the majority of your torso.  They keep the skull and the spine, your brain, the connecting nerve tissue and your eyes.  They remove the jaw and hook the vocal chords to the suit itself so that they can make their metal rattling voice sounds.  The nerves are reworked to the golem’s insides and then it’s all closed up and permanently sealed.” 
 Horror and revulsion rolled through me.  “That’s . . . doesn’t that kill the person in the suit?” 
 Ori shook her head.  “No, they’re kept alive through the Will of the Wardens, trapped at the cusp of nonexistence until they can be fed into the machine and kept alive by its design and the trapped Will of those who created it.  You’re alive through the whole process and you feel it all.  Worse, those things, they know what they are.  They’re not unthinking even if they’re slaves to the Wardens.  They know what they once were and what they have become, and they will never die.” 
 I swallowed hard, shaking my head in denial of this.  Zarkov was strangely quiet as well.  He normally had so much to say, but he was completely tight lipped.   
 “The first few attempts were given too much control over their mind, not tightened down enough.  It is said that they screamed and screamed non stop for days either from pain or horror, but that was fixed by tying them behind walls of Will.  They still scream, but now it’s only inside their shell.  Put your head up against one of them and you can hear the agony inside of the armor.”  Ori finished her story and tucked her hands behind her head as she smiled up at the ceiling, clearly happy to have horrified us. 
 “It’s not true.” Zarkov said.  “That’s shit.  You’re lying, or just spreading some rumor that people like to toss around when they don’t know what the truth is.” 
 Ori shrugged.  “You can believe that if you want, but they’ll teach you about the golems in year two.  If you get the chance to talk to her, ask Warden Emeline.  She’ll tell you just as I did.  Now sleep.  I’m exhausted.” 
 Zarkov was quiet.  I climbed into bed next to him, and instead of turning my back to him  I found myself curling up close to him.  He moved a little closer to me as well.  It wasn’t about intimacy.  We both just needed a little comfort after that story.  Now there was something even worse than being killed here.  I found myself hoping I’d be killed in the normal course of events rather than being eliminated some other way.  It might be better to go as Trilla had then to end up as a golem.  I wondered if it was really just deadies that were taken, or if that was an embellishment of the story?  Maybe none of it was real.  Ori had clearly gotten some grim satisfaction out of recounting the story, as though it didn’t bother her at all.  As though she was immune from the horror.   
 “Not real.” I heard Zarkov say quietly, but I thought it probably was real, at least partially.  He could try and talk himself out of what he’d just heard if he wanted to, but I didn’t see any purpose in Ori out right lying to us.  It would be too easy to disprove, and I remembered the eerie voice of the golems and the way it had felt to be close to them.  They hadn’t seemed alive.  I was caught by a sudden burning desire to see what lay beneath the visor on their armor.  It was perhaps a foolish thing to wish to see, but it would confirm the story and a part of me just wanted to know, to see the truth.  I needed to for some reason.   
 That night my dreams were full of terrible things.  
 2.3 
 The morning was filled with pain.  As I dressed in new clothing the following day it was an agony just to move my muscles.  I felt like I’d been beaten all day long the day before, and I supposed in many ways I had been.  It hurt so badly to move my arms that I winced every time I did, and my legs, while not shaking anymore, were stiff and difficult to move with any fluidity.  Zarkov seemed to be doing no better. 
 “My balls still hurt.”  He groaned after he was dressed.  “I don’t think I’ll ever be having children.” 
 This made Ori bark a laugh.  “I don’t think you will either. Wardens don’t have kids, and deadies don’t live long enough to become full Wardens, so I’d say that’s the least of your worries.”   
 Zarkov frowned at this reminder of his dwindling mortality.  I did as well.  The training was brutal and it felt like it was going to kill us, but sometimes I let myself forget that deadies never made it all the way through the academy.  We never survived until the end.  None of us had yet.  I thought Ori might.  She seemed so strong.   
 “What are we doing today?”  I asked, not sure if I wanted to hear it at all.   
 “Thanlosday is alway martial training every week.  Firstday is education, Thanlosday is martial, Willsburn is physical, Vialladay is back to martial, Reasday is education and then Kingsday is the Rift.  Of course if you’re in trouble you may run the Rift more than anything else.”  Ori explained.  She was fully dressed and heading for the door.  She didn't appear stiff or beaten at all.   
 “Wait, they make us work Kingsday?”  Zarkov groaned.  “That’s supposed to be the day of rest!” 
 Ori just shook her head and left the room.   
 “I don’t think we get a day of rest.”  I told him, then a moment later.  “Shit, we don’t know where we’re going. We need to follow Ori or we might be late!”  I jumped up and ran for the door, though it was much less of a run and more of a haphazard tumbling in the right direction.   
 “Stovin’ shit.”  Zarkov cursed as he followed after me into the hall.  Ori was already moving at a fast clip and it took quite a bit of effort for us to catch up with her.   
 “Where are we going?”  I asked her.   
 She glared at me as though annoyed to be questioned. “First food, and then the Forge.  It’s the other training yard.  If you’re lucky you’ll spend more time there than Rift.  Everyone will be headed there.  You don’t have to follow me like a starving puppy looking for a scrap.”   
 “Who else are we supposed to follow?  Almost everyone hates us.”  Zarkov complained in normal fashion.   
 “I hate you too.  Don’t forget that.”  Ori snapped, glaring at him darkly.  “I’ve better things to do then nanny for you two.”   
 I sighed and fell back away from her, giving her the space she seemed to want.  I wasn’t sure why she was so angry and bitter.  Actually that wasn’t true.  I knew why she was the way she was.  This place didn’t allow you to harbor friendships or any softness.  As much as Zark and I wanted to have someone who knew more than us to trust in and depend on, that wasn’t what this academy was for.  This was a school of hard lessons.  We were being shaped to be strong, to be like the Wardens, and they didn’t have friends.   
 “She doesn’t have to be so mean.”  Zark said quietly as he fell in next to me.  “I don’t think we’re that much trouble.” 
 “You seem like quite a bit of trouble to me.” I teased, though there was no real malice in it.  I didn’t dislike Zarkov.  He seemed alright, though his anger was frightening.  I could see the darkness in him that had gotten him his tattoo, and I still had trouble forgetting the allegations that had started him down his path.  True or not, I had trouble putting them entirely out of mind.  I did wonder, though, if he saw the same darkness in me.   
 “Fair enough.”  He replied with a short laugh.   
 We grabbed another of the tasteless breakfast bars before we walked the rest of the way to the Forge in a somewhat comfortable silence, following Ori, but giving her enough distance that she didn’t even shoot us another angry look.  More and more of the academy’s students gathered around us as we approached Forge which had a set of double doors blocking it off just like Rift did. 
 These doors were shorter than the other ones, and they weren’t tarred black.  They still looked old, and almost out of place where they sat, as though they’d always been there and the wall had been built around them.  It was curious.   
  I felt a good deal of trepidation as I approached those doors, afraid what I might see when they opened.  As dawn first crept to the horizon, coming in the through the windows along the hall at our back, the doors began to creak open.  They split open to expose an area nothing like the Rift at all.  There was a massive open area with training dummies and various equipment spread across it.  There was some varying terrain, wooded areas, fields, hills, but it looked like a relatively calm and peaceful place, somehow all of it contained by the walls of the school on every side.  We filed into it together and standing just a bit in front of us was Warden Yulin.   
 “Welcome to Forge.”  She said.  There were three other people with her, all of them clearly not Wardens, though each looking hardened and dangerous in their own right.  “Year two, you may go with Igori.  He’ll be managing your lessons.  “Year three, you’ll be with Kie.  She’ll handle most of your lessons, but I’ll be providing work on advanced techniques throughout the year.”   
 The students began to split up, the second years following the tall, attractive man who’d been identified as Igori.  He was muscular and powerful, with deep, warm hazel eyes and a smile that seemed to lay easily on his face.  I found myself wishing he’d been my teacher.  There were many things I wouldn’t have minded him teaching me.  That thought brought a bit of embarrassed color to my cheeks. 
 For all that Igori was beautiful, Kie was hideous.  The left half of her face was a torn mess of flesh and scar.  She was of average height and lean with narrow hips and an almost boyish figure.  She moved so smoothly it looked like she was floating, but her face would be difficult for anyone to find beautiful.   
 “First years, I’ll be seeing little of you, though I will certainly be reading reports on your progress.”  Yulin went on.  “You’ll be training with Shina.  She will see that you find your way to the weapons that best suit you and she’ll make sure that you understand how the others work as well.”  Yulin gestured to the remaining trainer with her.  As the others were led off and Yulin departed in the direction the third years had gone, Shina came forward.   
 Shina was short with close cropped brown hair and eyes that matched her hair color.  She had a few scars on her face and visible arms, but that seemed to be the way of all of these trainers.  Weapons training was clearly a rough job.  She was attractive, and it looked like she had large breasts that were tightly bound from the way her shirt fit, but her capability as a weapons instructor was evident in everything about the way she moved.   
 I couldn’t have placed exactly why, but her movement put me in mind of a saber cat, or a stalker wolf.  She was lithe and moved with intention.   
 “Your first year is hard, and weapon training won’t be any different.  I expect you all to learn a great deal and perform well physically each and every day.  I will help you find what weapon best suits your body and your attitude, and in return you will give me everything you have.  Some of you will fail. Most of you will fail, but that is the way of these things.  I expect no hesitance in following my instructions, and I will not accept any arguments about what you think is the best weapon for you.  You don’t know anything.  I don’t care if your family is rich and paid for sword lessons for you.  That probably just means you have a great deal of bad habits that will have to be beaten out of you.”  She shrugged her shoulders looking agitated.   
 “Swords are not the only effective weapon, and if they were, the standard bastard sword that almost everyone who has touched a sword believes to be the end-all of weapons, is only one of countless varieties that all suit different styles of combat.  Very few, if any of you, will end up using one as a primary weapon.”  She turned and started walking away.  “With me.”  She snapped over her shoulder as she began to lead us across the field and towards an area with practice dummies and several storage sheds.   
 “Line up.”  She snapped and then, as we hastily fell into place in some semblance of a line, she stood at the head of the line and began to judge us based on criteria that I couldn’t quite tell.  As she passed each of us she pointed us towards one of the eight storage sheds.   
 When she reached me I felt her intense dark eyes on my body and had the very distinct impression that my worth was being judged.  “Stand up straight.”  She said, and I did as I was told quickly.  There was a snap to her voice that made one want to do what she said.  When she spoke, it sounded as though she were just a moment from attacking. 
 She pointed towards a shed with a group of people standing next to it already and I went as instructed, not sure what the point of all of this was.  The people I was standing with all seemed of a certain type though and it took me a moment to realize that we all seemed to have close to the same body build, height, musculature.  It took me another moment to figure out that these sheds must contain weapons that she thought were suited to our current bodies.   
 “Alright, go into the sheds that I sent you to and pick a first weapon.  There is no hurry.  Your entire group could pick the same weapon and there are plenty for everyone.  These will probably not be the weapons you end up with at the end of training, but they’re a place to start.”  Again her instructions were crisp and clear, and spoken with some practiced ease.  She’d done this many times before.   
 I joined my large group of well over a hundred others as we approached the shed.  Zarkov wasn’t in my group, and I saw only one other deady and he wasn’t interested in me at all, so I tried to stay out of the way as we approached the door.  There was a tall, skinny man standing there.  He had angry features and a dangerous look about him.  His eyes were light blue, but they did little to brighten his overall look of pending violence.   
 “Ten at a time, no more.”  He said, and then began letting us into the room in groups of ten.   
 I was in the last group so I had a very long time waiting to sit and watch as people filed out of the shed with weapons in hand.  These weren’t fake weapons either.  The blades were sharp, the maces actually covered in dangerous spikes.  A large portion of my group had chosen swords, which I found interesting considering the speech we’d just gotten a few minutes before.   
 As the final group, the one I was part of, was led into the shed I got my first real look at my choices, and there were a lot of them.  I was surprised at how many weapons were in this room.  So many of them would just sit unused.  The cost must have been quite extraordinary.  Three of the people in my group walked in and grabbed swords before walking out without looking at the other weapons.  I guessed they’d been taught how to use swords and were thinking that was their best option.  They’d been specifically told not to do that, but it was likely that they each thought they were the exception to the rule.   
 I made my way slowly around the room, picking up each weapon in turn and trying it in my hand. I didn’t know what I was really hoping to achieve by doing this, but I also figured it was better than just taking something at random.  Finally, after much mental debate, I found myself looking at three different weapons.   
 The first was an unassuming looking staff that came up to just above my shoulder.  I’d thought it made of wood, but upon touching it I saw that it was actually metal.  There was a seem in the center and an intricate catch which made me think the weapon split there, but I couldn’t figure it out without touching it.  No one had taken one of these from the pile.  It didn’t have any kind of edge on it and I wasn’t sure how effective it would be in actual combat.  
 The next option I was considering was a spear.  It was as long as the staff weapon, but had a sharpened steel point at one end that seemed  to make it a much more effective weapon.  I’d seen one person take one of these.  I liked it because it looked simple and I could use it at a distance, but it was the third of my choices that kept drawing my attention.   
 They were a pair of small hand axes with blades on one side and a sharpened hook on the other.  I’d never seen or heard of anyone fighting with something like this before.  I’d seen a few people choose them, but they were intriguing.  I liked that they were to be used in pairs.  As the last other person picked up a curved sword and exited the shed I reached out and grabbed the set of axes and the leather belt that went with them.  I strapped it on as I joined the others outside.   
 There was still a small wait as other groups finished up, but then Shina spoke again.  “Alright, these are the first weapons you’ll learn.  I see most of you chose some type of sword.  Very disappointing.  Most of you are wrong, but you’re here to learn, so that’s to be expected.  If you did choose a sword you shouldn’t feel bad.  Some few of you will be best with a sword, but most of you didn’t choose the correct weapon anyway, so it’s not much of a problem.” 
 She clapped her hands together.  “Alright, now I’m going to break you up into training groups with my assistants.  There will be six groups and I will go from group to group each day so that you all have time with me as well.  My assistants, and those who work under them, are very well trained, each at least as good as I am, so no one is getting less training than anyone else. You will get out of this only what you put into it.  I recommend you put everything into it because failure gets you nothing.  Failure makes every moment you’ve spent here worth nothing at all, and wasted moments can never be gotten back.” 
 The six individuals who’d been by the sheds to see us through the weapon choosing process turned out to be Shina’s assistants, and each of thad had ten others that worked under them so that no group of students would be more than twenty large once everyone was split up.  We were quickly divided and I ended up in a group with the man who’d been at my shed whose named was Quin.  He actually managed to smile a bit as he introduced himself and it did some small bit to alleviate the fact that he looked like he might strike someone dead at any given moment.  Some very small bit. 
 He took the group of students he was given and broke us down into approximate weapon types and then assigned us to one of his subordinates.  I was put into a group with a woman name Arrai who was a massive tower of a woman.  She was solid muscle, bigger than many of the strongest men I’d ever seen.  She had an axe on her back that looked like it would be hard to lift, let alone use in combat.   
 “Alright, kids, you’ve been given into my care because you think you’d like to use an axe as a weapon.”  She said, a strange accent on her tongue that made her sound foreign in a way that she didn’t look.  “I will teach you why, for many of you, you’re probably wrong.”   
 With that we began a long day of education and physical work.  Axes had far more nuance than I’d originally thought.  There were general rules for striking and methods for attacking without leaving yourself open to attack.  Axes were flawed in that to be effective they had to have heavy power behind them, but the most effective axe strike would wedge the weapon in its target and make the wielder vulnerable to counterattack.  There were ways around this, of course.  
 Some weapons, like mine, had been designed with a secondary attack built in, and carrying a second blade meant that there was always something to attack with as long as battle pacing was kept in check.  Of course I gave up power for mobility, and lethality for speed.  Arrai pointed out that the work around for her weapon was unrelenting strength.  Her weapon wouldn’t get wedged in a target if she pushed it through the target entirely, and if it did get stuck, she had the power to swing her weapon and the corpse attached to it at the same time.  She admitted this wasn’t really a solution most people could work towards.   
 There was a great deal of discussion and drilling that first day, but overall it wasn’t too strenuous.  By the time we were heading back to our rooms for the evening I felt pretty good about the way everything had gone for me.  I was still sore and I knew I was going to have blisters on my hands from the axes, but compared to a day in the Rift, I felt wonderful. 
 I stopped in the mess hall on the way back and had a meal that consisted of a thick stew that was actually warm and a piece of bread that was fantastic, fresh and crusty.  It was the first real meal I’d had in quite a while and it was very satisfying.   
 When I got back to the room Zarkov was already there.  He had a short sword out and was swinging it in what I guessed was some kind of practice routine that involved raising it above his head and bringing it down straight in front of him over and over again.  I frowned as I entered.   
 “You really took a sword after the lecture we got?”   I asked incredulously.  I’d perhaps given his intelligence too much credit. 
 “The sword called to me, Lil.  You heard what she said.  Some people will end up with a sword, and I’m pretty sure I’m one of them.  It just feels right.”  He answered, grinning a bit foolishly as he played with his new toy. 
 “What did you choose?”  He asked, looking at my axes. 
 Before I could answer him Ori came back into the room.  She was wearing a bastard sword on one hip that she took off and placed next to her bed as she began to remove her boots.   
 “You picked a sword too?”  I asked, even more incredulous.  
 Ori snorted. “No, I’ve been training on the sword since the end of the first year.  It was deemed the right weapon for me, the one I was best with.  The first weapon I picked was the dirk and shield.  I’d always wanted to use a long knife, and that plus the shield seemed like a good pairing to me.  Apparently it didn't fit me well at all.”  She gave a shrug.  “I think Shina dies a little bit inside every time someone ends up with a bastard sword.”  Ori said, laughing darkly.  It was one of the few honest laughs I’d heard from her.   
 “So you two didn’t get along well?”  I asked, imagining Shina to be considerably harder on those who ended up with swords, specifically bastard swords.  
 To my surprise Ori blushed, her cheeks lighting bright red.  She waved a hand in the hair. “We were alright.  It doesn’t matter now.  I don’t see her anymore.” 
 I was confused by this response.  It wasn’t at all what I’d expected from her.   
 I tried to think of some way to flesh out this answer more clearly, but Ori was climbing into bed and she pulled the blanket up over herself with her back turned to us.  I knew the conversation was over.  I could have tried to press the matter, but that would just make her angry and I wouldn’t get anything else out of her.   
 I looked back at Zarkov who just shrugged before stripping down to his small shorts and crawling into bed.  I considered it for a moment, and then I slipped off everything but the binding on my breasts and my panties before crawling in next to him.  It was getting easier not to be bothered by it.  I didn’t hurt the way I had the night before, but I was exhausted and Zark had shown absolutely zero interest in anything about me physically.  It was fairly easy to think of him like my brother.  Like the brother I no longer had. 
 I fell asleep quickly.  
 The next day started much the same as the others.  We dressed and headed out to grab another terrible, dry breakfast bar before moving off to the day’s activities.  Today was our first day at the Scorch training yard.  Again we found ourselves before two large, intimidating doors, though these ones opened onto an area not unlike the one we’d been in for weapon practice, though this one seemed geared towards training our bodies specifically.  There were weights and areas where we could run in large circles indefinitely.   
 Warden Sedth came to greet us.  He didn’t seem particularly interested in the formality, but he played it through anyway.  “Here you will run through the fire of rebirth and be shaped anew in a form that is useful and powerful. It will not be easy, but working here will make you better able to handle the Rift, and this entire endeavor is about the Rift, so this is important.  You will be divided into groups and assigned to work in the areas that you most need to improve in.  You must develop strength and stamina, and after having watched those of you who ran the Rift for the first time on Firstday, I can say that you have a long way to go.” 
 With that he split us up into groups, and we were introduced to the assistants that would be handling our first year training.  We were put into groups based upon what we most needed to work on, and I was tossed in with a group of largely female students who apparently needed to build strength first and foremost.   
 The day was terrible.  Again, when I compared it to the Rift it wasn’t so bad, but it was definitely worse than the day of weapon training which had often had breaks from physical labor to discuss theory and reasoning.  This was an onslaught of lifting and carrying with very rare breaks that lasted only long enough to explain why we were lifting and carrying incorrectly and how to improve our lifting and carrying.  We also trained endurance, but it was mostly strength based.  We pushed our bodies through to exhaustion and then were fed a meal at lunch time, cheese and meat, and then put directly back into training.   
 At the end of the day, as the sun faded, each of us was visited by one of the Tortured who did something to us, though I wasn’t exactly sure what.  It didn't make me feel better at all, but I could tell that something was happening to me.  I could feel a change.  I headed off to supper and then returned to my room feeling exhausted again.   
 I was the first one back this time, though Zarkov wasn’t far behind me.  He looked tired and bedraggled.   
 “They had me running all day long.”  He said with a sigh  “Any time I started to slow down they had one of those damn golems behind us chasing after.  Now that I know . . . well, it was horrifying.” 
 “Did you get a look inside of it?”  I asked out of curiosity.  It had been brighter out in Scorch than it had been in the Rift.   
 Zark looked horrified.  “By the Blackened, no!  Why would I want to see that?  Are you out of your mind?  I didn’t even want the thing to touch me.  Poor bugger.”  He shook his head.  “Monstrous.” 
 “You aren’t curious at all?”  I pressed, surprised at his squeamishness, or maybe more surprised at my lack of squeamishness.  This was something I probably shouldn’t have been so curious about.  I wondered if there was something wrong with me since I couldn’t stop thinking about it now, not since Ori had told us that story.  
 Ori entered the room looking far better than either of us, as was normal.  She didn’t talk to us as she undressed and crawled into bed, and neither of us bothered to talk to her.   
 “Some things you’re better not being curious about.”  Zark said quietly as he undressed and slipped into bed.  I pulled off my clothes and joined him, laying facing him for a change.   
 “I guess I just want to know if it’s really as horrible as Ori said.”  I whispered the words so as not to disturb Ori. I was trying to make an excuse that seemed reasonable, or to justify my curiosity, but I knew that it was just because the image I had in my mind was so terrible that I wanted to prove to myself it wasn’t that bad.  It couldn’t really be as troubling as Ori’s story.  
 Zark turned to face me.  The bed was small and we weren’t at all far apart as we were now.  We were close enough to kiss, and for the first time since being there with him the thought actually crossed my mind in an amusing way.  A slight flush of heat ran through me.   
 “I’m afraid it’s exactly as horrible as she says it is.”  He answered softly.  His eyes held fear, which was something I’d never really seen there before.  “I don’t want to know.  One of us could end up there some day, and I just don’t want to know.” 
 I watched his lips move as he spoke again and thought about kissing him some more.  I wasn’t sure he was even a little attractive to me and I knew that I wasn’t to him, but it would be nice to be close to someone for a little while.  I pushed those thoughts away.   
 “Yeah, I suppose it’s better not to know.”  I said, though I didn’t completely believe that as I said it. I still wanted to see.  In fact, the reality that I might one day become one of those things just made me want to see more.  I wanted to know what horrors were ahead of me if I didn’t succeed.  Maybe seeing them would make me work harder.  Could I actually work harder?  I felt like I’d been putting everything I had into the things I’d done here, but I knew it wasn’t enough.  Seeing Ori made it clear that I wasn't good enough by a wide margin.   
 I fell asleep shortly after that, a deep blank respite, thankfully devoid of all dreams.   
 2.4 
 The following day we returned to martial training which was another long and difficult day of learning how to use the weapons we’d selected.  This one was more physical, with less explaining of fundamentals, though there was still a great deal of that, and repetition.  Everything we learned was drilled into us time and time again.  I spent a good portion of the day simply hacking away at a practice dummy with arcing side swipes.  At first it had seemed easy, but the instructor kept returning and fixing my posture and swing method, small, tiny adjustments that she said made me more effective, but that were harder on my body.  Plus I had to do it with both arms, and I soon found that my dominant arm could keep it up much longer than the other.  Before long I was in a great deal of pain, and the axes were pounding the palms of my hands, ripping them up from the repetition.  Blisters formed and then broke, the grips of my twin axes becoming increasingly difficult to hold on to. 
 I wasn’t the only one suffering, though.  Each one of us was doing the same sort of thing, working on some small piece of the total picture, beating away at it like it was a glowing piece of metal in front of a blacksmith. 
 “Muscle memory.”  Arria explained.  “We’re teaching your body to know what to do even if your mind is too tired or doesn't have the time to react.  I’m perfecting your form, and forcing you to repeat it so that eventually when you swing your weapon through this first form you’ll do it without thinking about it at all.  You won’t have to make adjustments with each swing. You’ll just know how to do it, and if you do make a mistake, you’ll know exactly what it is from feel alone.”   
 That was day two.  It was grueling and awful, and there were even a few times when I wondered if it was worse than the Rift.  It wasn’t, of course, but I was just far enough removed from that experience that I allowed myself to ask that question anyway.   
 Another exhausting day passed.   
 When we woke again it was on the dawn of our first trip to the place Ori called the Codex.  It was where our education would begin.  Unlike the three training yards, this place had a separate building with a normal set of doors that we passed through.   
 Warden Emeline was on the other side of the doors, and as we all gathered she began her introduction.  “Part of being a warden is understanding the world and how you fit into it.  Knowledge is a weapon that is every bit as powerful as those you picked up yesterday in the Forge.  Intelligence and knowing how to act on information will get you just as far as brute strength, further still because the real mastery of Will is the mastery of your own mind.” 
 She smiled, a strangely warm expression for one of the Wardens, however her milky blue eyes were a bit disconcerting when set above that smile.  I tried not to focus on it much, but the Wardens all looked like they had dead eyes, as though they’d stolen them from a corpse.  Every single one of the Wardens sort of had that look about them.  I looked at Ori and other third years and didn’t see that in their eyes at all.  When did that happen to them?  I wondered if it was some part of the training we hadn’t yet been exposed to, or if it was simply a look they intentionally cultivated to separate them from others.  That seemed possible, though how it might be done was beyond me.   
 The Warden went on.  “Years two and three, you know where you’re supposed to go.  Year one, you’ll be splitting up into individual classes on different topics.  You’ll be scored on your performance in these topics and every two weeks the lowest score will be cast from the academy.  If you are tied for the lowest score, you’ll be cast out as well.  This is one of the most common ways to be kicked from this program so that should tell you how much we value intelligence and reasoning.” 
 She began leading us down a hall in the same direction the other students had gone when we split off.  “This is Year three’s hall. “  She pointed as we went by.  It was a single hall with several doors down its length. I caught sight of Ori for a moment before she vanished into a room further down. “This is the Year two section.”  She pointed it out as we walked by.  I could see the hall where they would be studying, and it looked like there was an open door at the end that joined to another area.  It was telling that this section was bigger than the last.  The number of students got lesser all the time.  We continued on past that until Warden Emeline stopped.   
 “These next three halls will be yours.  In this first year you’ll be educated on the history of our order and the properties and sciences of this world.  You will learn to figure numbers and to read or improve your reading skills.  All Warden’s are well educated, and we expect a great deal from  you.  Those of you who can’t read yet will be at a disadvantage and will probably fail out of this school, but not necessarily.  We have teachers who will work with you.  Your failure or success will depend upon your Will to learn.” 
 With that she began to split us into groups, handing us off to assistants down each of the hallways.  Zarkov and I both ended up down the second hall, though we were split into separate rooms from there.  Inside the room was a rather severe looking man who identified himself as Horvix.  Without much preamble he began to instruct on the history of the Wardens. 
 “Will is the most powerful force in this world.  In the earliest of days humanity was weak, barely able to sustain itself in this world. Nature and beasts of the wilds were an ever constant danger.  Skolbala drove us to the ends of the world and tried to force us into the oceans, and they would have had not we discovered the force of Will to resist them.”  He began his lecture, though this was, so far, all things I’d learned in regular school when I was little.   
 “As our last settlement was shattered, the walls collapsed and the Skolbala came flooding in to consume what was left of our people, but Reas stepped before them and demanded that they leave us in peace.  Everyone thought she’d be destroyed, but instead her words carried a weight of Will unlike anything we’d seen before. The Skolbala stopped and took note of her, though they still didn’t understand what it was they’d come upon.  They attempted to charge again, but this time Reas laid them flat, drawing her Will into the very first concentrated use of Will magic.  Yet they still thought to challenge Reas’ Will.  They came back again, but this time she touched with the Everburn and brought down its fires on the attacking horde.”  He had a small smile on his lips.  It was clear he liked to tell these stories.  
 “Which of you will tell me what the Everburn is?”  He asked, looking amongst us.  I had no desire to talk in front of everyone, so I sank further into my chair, even though I knew exactly what he was talking about.  An excited boy towards the front jumped up from his desk.   
 “The Everburn is the eternal fire.  It was lit at the dawn of time by the first men and it has never stopped burning.  It is the source of true Will.”  He said enthusiastically, clearly hoping to be rewarded for his answer.   
 “Wrong.”   The teacher snapped, and the boy’s face fell immediately.  He crawled back into his chair as some of the other kids laughed at him.  “Shut up.”  The teacher scolded.  “He has more Will than the rest of you.  He was at least willing to try, even if he didn’t know.  Part of Will is confidence.  Who has the right answer?”  He asked, looking amongst us.  I tried not to meet his eyes.  The answer already given was the one that I’d thought had been correct.  That was what we’d always been taught.   
 “You, tell me where he was wrong.”  I looked up to see who’d been called, and realized that it was me.  My heart hammered in my chest as I stood up.   
 “I don’t know, sir.”  I answered, and I could hear the shake in my voice.  
 “Of course you don’t know.”  The teacher said as though it had been obvious I wouldn't have the answer.  “Sit down.”  He snapped, and I did as I’d been told quickly, my cheeks flushed with embarrassment.   
 “None of you know because it isn’t taught correctly in other schools.”  He replied cooly.  “The Everburn was not lit by the first men. The answer is in the name.  It is the ‘Ever’ burn. This is a fire that has burned for as long as time has existed and longer.  There is no beginning and no end to the flame.  It is the source of all things, not just Will, but it is the place where Will draws its power.”  He explained, though I thought the difference between the explanation offered by the boy in the front of the class and his was hardly worth noting.  It was clear he found it very important though.   
 He went on from there, and the lecture grew deeper, going into details of the politics of the era, and the early studies of Everburn.  I could tell immediately that this was going to be a class with a great deal to memorize and learn.  The story he’d told to start us off with was just a scratch on the surface of a much, much deeper subject. 
 It was a long day, but not at all physically so.  After the week I’d had to that point it was almost relaxing.  Back when I’d attended classes as a child I’d never thought to look forward to them. They’d been boring and tedious, but these ones actually were a respite from the physical chores of the rest of the week.  At the end of the day we were given a written test about what we’d learned that day, and I realized I hadn’t been paying attention as well as I should have.   
 It occurred to me as I left the classes behind that I might have just put myself in a very bad position, one that could lead me to be kicked out of this place. I’d have to do far better the following week.  I wondered what those who couldn’t read and write had done about the tests.   
 I returned to my rooms after eating with a mix of problems floating through my mind.  I was worried about how well I’d done in my classes, and I was equally worried about the fact that the following day was Kingsday and that we’d be in the Rift again.  It would be the first time that we’d done the Rift with everyone from all the classes and not just those whose teams had entirely lost.  It would be much more crowded.  I wondered how Ori had lost her fight. It hadn’t occurred to me to think of that at all until that very moment.   
 That meant that there were people out there even better than she was.  That was a frightening thought.  I was also wondering about teams.  We’d been placed into them, but it didn’t seem like there was ever going to be an opportunity for us to make use of these teams, at least not until the next year, assuming we made it that far.  
 “Ori, why do we get broken up into teams if we only ever do the fights at the beginning of the year?”  I decided to ask.   
 “That isn’t the only time you do things with your team.”  She answered.  “Once a month there is an event that your whole team takes part in.  You two are lucky.”  She said, looking between Zark and I.  “Generally they don’t room you directly with your team.  You two can communicate and figure out how to tackle the coming challenges.  I might not even see my other two team members until the day of the event, and normally winning and losing is done as a team.  To count as a win at least half of your team must succeed.  They say it’s important to work as a team, but apparently it’s not too important because they don’t give us many chances to do so.”   
 “What kind of events?”  Zark asked, his interest piqued.  
 “They vary.  Occasionally teams are pitted against each other in combat, but usually teams are sent through the doors.  They give you a task and shut the doors behind you, leaving you to fend for yourselves for a few days in dangerous places.”  Ori answered. 
 “They let us out of the Academy?”  I asked, my mind spinning over the possibilities of such an excursion.  If I could get out of school then I might actually have a chance of getting away from this terrible place.  I didn’t think there was any way they could follow me if I got out into the crowds of the city. 
 Ori laughed.  “Stop thinking about escape, Lillin.  It’s not like you’re thinking.  The training yards in the school can open up on different places.  I’m not sure how they work, what magic dictates their function, but they open into controlled spaces that the Wardens in charge of the school can manipulate.  They can shut the door on one place, and open it on another, but it’s all that same room.  You can’t actually go beyond the bounds of the training yard, and the golems are never too far away.” 
 “That’s impossible.”  I said before I’d really even thought about it much.  It was, though.  How could that happen?  There was only so much space inside the Academy.  The training yards already felt too big but if there was magic that let someone do something so spectacular, why didn't it exist in other places?  Why had I never heard of it before?  
 “It’s not impossible.  There are books about it in the Library.  The magic is in the doors themselves.  They existed before this school was even here.  They open a space that is bounded but exists outside of our own world.  Apparently if a person is strong enough in the Will they can manipulate what the door opens onto.  At least that’s what the books say, so I guess that’s right.  Some of the doors only open to other doors, ones that are far away.  Anyway, the doors weren't all together originally like they are now.  The early Will masters brought them here to the Academy so that the cult of the Way couldn’t get ahold of them.”  Ori explained, and I guessed this was something she’d learned during her time here. It certainly didn’t sound like anything I’d heard before.   
 “What is the cult of the Way?” Zarkov asked.  “Sounds stupid.” 
 “It is.”  Ori answered with a chuckle.  “When the Wardens were mastering the Will there were a group of people who didn’t want to accept the rule of the Iron Will.  In their minds Will was weak because it relied too much on individual strength.  They started developing their own method to achieve power, but it involved giving up your sense of self entirely and joining with a group of others.  To them the only true strength was found in harmony with others.  They called it The Way.” 
 Zark and I both laughed.  That sounded particularly ridiculous 
 “How could anyone ever find strength by giving in to someone else?  Who would lead?”  Zark snorted.  “They’d never get anything done at all.” 
 Ori nodded.  “They didn’t!  The Wardens pushed them out and cleansed them from the kingdom because their lessons were harming everyone.  That’s why history has recorded very little about them.  They were just trouble makers who tried to cause issues after the Warden’s had put down the Skolbala.  The Way users actually believed that we needed the Skolbala to achieve true synchronicity with their source of power.” 
 “Synchronicity?  That is just . . . That’s so stupid.  Were there a lot of them?”  Zark asked.   
 “More than you’d think.”  Ori nodded.  “With the Skolbabla gone humanity got comfortable and started looking for new ways to cause itself trouble.  The Way was just one of a few different cults that popped up afterwards, though they were the biggest of them.  They were dealt with quickly.”  
 “I’m glad they didn’t last long.”  Zark said, sighing and laying back in bed with a yawn.  “Can you imagine all of us trying to learn how to hold hands so we can share power?”   
 “Well, I wouldn’t worry about it.  No one wants to hold your hand, Zark.”  Ori said, slipping deep into her blankets and turning her back to us.  “Now sleep.  Tomorrow is going to be a rough day.” 
 I hopped into bed next to Zark, turning my back to him.  It didn’t seem like a good idea to be face to face with him today.  That had brought forth too many strange urgings that I didn’t want to think about or deal with.  As was normal when I got into bed in this place, my mind was spinning with a thousand different considerations. Still, it didn’t take me long to fall asleep.  The Rift waited, and I would need the rest.  
 2.5 
 We collected our food bars in moody silence and made our way to the doors into the Rift.  I wasn’t eager to see what would be beyond the doors this day.  I couldn’t help but imagine that it would open on to the horrible, raining course again and I shivered at the thought.  The chill hadn’t left my body for that entire night.   
 Warden Sedth was at the front of the students again as we approached the double doors.   
 “This is training yard Rift, and it is the single most important place you’ll visit while on your journey to becoming a warden.  Everything else you do here is to prepare you for the Rift.  You need to understand why this is important.  The Rift is here to break you.  It is here to push you to your limits and then beyond.  Your body and your mind exist separately within you, one representing your physical limits, the other your mental limits, and spanning the distance between them is a Rift.  You will never succeed in mastering your Will until you can cross that Rift. Body and Mind are one, but only if you have the Will necessary to make them so.  Your mind cannot fail if your body does not surrender, and your body cannot surrender so long as your mind refuses to let it do so. 
 “For those of you who weren’t here last time we came to the Rift, the goal is simple.  You will go inside, pick up a pack and put it on your back.  Then you will run to the opposite end of the course and pick up a second pack and strap it on.  You will then run back across the course and put a weight in the first pack, and then you will cross the course again and put a weight in the second.  You keep this up until the day is over.  You don’t stop.  You never stop moving.  If you stop for too long you will be dropped back at the beginning and forced to begin again.  Every two weeks those bottom students, the slowest crossers, will be cast out of the school permanently.  People die in the Rift frequently.  It is grueling, painful, and exhausting, but you will never stop.”  His tone dared anyone to question him, and no one did.  He spoke of our deaths as though they didn’t matter, and I was again reminded that here, amongst the Wardens and their tests, our lives had little meaning at all.  We were being ground away like burrs on the edge of a sword.  They wanted only the finest edge.  Nothing less would do.  
 The doors opened at Sedth’s back and we got our first look at today’s Rift.  As the giant doors swung back an unnatural stillness and silence slipped out of the room beyond.  Fog poured out of the doors.  I heard a general sense of awe from those who hadn’t been in before, and a sigh of relief from some of the year two and three students.  Fog was considered one of the better Rift’s according to Ori, but it still posed a problem for those of us new to the course.  We didn't know the course well enough yet to be able to navigate without sight.  We’d have to be careful.   
 Together we filed through the doors and began to grab packs.  The golems were there inside, watching over us as towering, awful sentinels.  I tried to peer up into one as I walked by, but I couldn’t make out anything beyond the visor of its armor.  I wondered if that visor was locked into place or if it could be lifted.  I shook the thought away for the moment and jogged forward to grab a pack.  If I got close to one I was going to do it.  I was going to try and lift the visor and get a look at what lay beneath the metal.  
 I wasn’t sure when the decision to do such a foolish thing had settled into me, but there it was.  As I admitted this to myself, a strange contentment flowed through me, as though I’d just put myself on the correct course.  The contentment was followed by a rush of excitement, and a tinge of fear.  It was almost intoxicating.   
 Pack in place, I ran for the first hill.  Without the mud it wasn’t as difficult to climb, though it still wasn’t easy.  The fog made things slick but not nearly as bad as it had all been in the pouring down rain. For all that the weather made it easier, there was a new problem to contend with.  
 There were a great many more of us here this time, and the hill was soon covered in people trying to climb it.  Of course the second and third years were up it much more quickly than the rest of us.  I watched them go, and made an effort to pay attention to tricks that they used, and methods that they applied as they climbed.  They followed certain lines up the wall.  That was clear quickly.  There was a pattern to the way they gripped and pushed with their arms and legs as well.  Clearly they also had more strength and coordination than I currently had at my disposal, but the way they moved was important too.   
 I tried to match what I saw, though it was much more difficult for me than it looked like it was for them.  I noticed immediately that I was able to move more smoothly, but I felt like I was expending more energy on the climb.  It took me a little while more at it before I realized that it wasn’t that I was expending more energy, but that the energy I was expending was more evenly mixed between my arms and legs.  I was also more stable on the wall.  My arms were clearly a weak point, however.   
 Still, I found myself at the top of the first obstacle much more quickly than I’d anticipated, though I was far from the first of the first years to make the climb.  I was somewhere near the lower half of those who’d made it, though I might have been the second or third female.  That wouldn’t matter eventually.  Men and women were expected to perform to the same level here, but for those of us just starting I didn’t think it was terrible.  Women weren’t really expected to be physically strong in normal society.  I let myself have a small moment to feel good about finishing so quickly, and then immediately turned my body and mind to the next task.   
 The beam in front of me was exactly as I remembered it, but it wasn’t covered in rain water and mud today.  It looked like it might be a bit slick with condensation from the fog, but it still seemed like it would be far easier to get footing on then it had last time.  I was about to take my first step onto it when a large boy who I didn’t recognize pushed me out of the way and charged past, running at a dangerous pace across the beam.  He’d clearly never run the course before.  He disappeared into the fog, and a moment later I heard the scream as he reached the middle and ran out of places to go.  There was a satisfying moment as his scream dropped down into the fog below and I could hear him bouncing off the lower beams on his way down.   
 I moved forward and got on the beam myself, testing my footing before I committed fully to my course.  It wasn’t terrific, but as I’d suspected it was far better than it had been last time.  I began to make my way across the beam.  Around me others were attempting the same crossing, most of us doing so cautiously, though some few were apparently in a mad attempt to make up perceived lost time on the hill.  After my first day it all felt remarkably fast this time.   
  
 I reached the center and knew that it was going to be a difficult section of this run.  Even when not as slick as it had been last time this wasn’t an easy thing to do.  I took a deep breath and pushed myself out onto the narrow ledge, grabbing for the edge of the central wooden pillar.  The wood was much easier to grip this time, but my hold still felt tenuous.  I told myself I shouldn’t look down, but truthfully I could only see about two handspans beneath my feet anyway.  I couldn't even see the first row of sub beams, though I could faintly hear people moving below.  It sounded like they were wading through water which made me think that the bottom of the pit varied greatly depending on the weather.   
 I made it around the first corner and onto the second which I began to inch my way around.  To my surprise my breasts were of great difficulty here.  I’d never really thought of them as big or in the way all that much, but while trying to stay close to the wall so I didn’t fall it seemed that they were impossibly large.  I got one foot around the corner and was almost all of the way around the beam when I suddenly found myself unable to correct my balance.   
 I needed to lean forward to counteract the backwards motion that had started while coming around the corner, but I couldn't.  There was no way to lean forward with the wall in front of me.  In desperation I kicked off and pushed myself in the direction of the beam I was trying to reach.  I hit it on my side and looped my other arm around, which slowed my slide downward and left me partially hanging from the narrow wooden walkway.  I was shaking, terrified suddenly of falling.  In my mind I knew that it would hurt, but that I would survive and there would be water down there to save me, but looking down into the fog beneath me it seemed like the pit was bottomless and that falling meant never getting back up again.  
 I growled with determination and pulled myself back up onto the path forward.  It took a good deal of what I had in me to do, but somehow I made it and got back to my feet.  I pushed ahead and soon I was off the beam and further into the Rift than I had ever been before.   
 The next area that opened up before me was difficult to get a feel for initially.  I stepped into a wooded area.  The fog made it difficult to judge accurately, but the ground was littered with debris from trees, branches, small sticks, a layer of detritus, and I could make out the shape of trees in the fog.  The ground seemed bumpy here, covered in hills and ruts, but I stumbled forward anyway, moving at a slow jog.  This all seemed too easy.   
 I was beginning to wonder if I’d somehow broken out of the course when I fell over flat on my face.  I looked back to see what I’d tripped on and noticed a thin trip line.  It had been all but entirely hidden in the underbrush.   Well, that hadn’t been too bad , I thought to myself.   
 “Move!”  A metallic voice grated from somewhere in the fog and I jumped to my feet and began to go forward again.  Not being able to see the golem, and knowing what it was, sent a spike of fear through me.  It was a monster hidden in the mists, and it would come for me if I didn’t keep moving.  Fear is a primal force, and it propelled me onward at a pace that I knew wasn’t safe.  
 I ran forward, rounded a tree and slammed face first into a wooden pole that was running across the span between two trunks.  I hadn’t even seen it before I smashed into it and hit the ground hard.  I’d hit my forehead and right eye mostly.  Blood trickled down my face and into my eye as I staggered back to my feet, shocked and confused for a moment.   
 “Move!”  The voice yelled again, and I began to stumble forward, still dazed from my hit.  It was difficult to get my bearings straight at all. I wasn’t even sure I was still going in the right direction.  I tripped over another tripline and landed on my chest, knocking the air out of my lungs.  The moment I hit the ground something huge swung by me, passing just over my head and I rolled over to try and see what it was.  I caught sight of something large vanishing into the mist off to one side.   
 I climbed to my feet, still trying to figure out what it had been, but then suddenly it was coming back at me, barreling through the fog at a very quick pace.  I dove out of the way, barely avoiding it as it swung by me.  It had been what looked like a massive piece of wood crafted into the shape of a pendulum.  I moved off to one side and watched for a moment as it came swinging back down through the woods again.  I had no idea what it was fastened to, or how it kept moving, but it was clearly meant to be there.  If that had hit me I could only imagine it would have broken me up pretty well.   
 “Shit.”  I cursed under my breath.  I had to wonder how many of those things were out here in the mist. They only made a slight creaking sound as they moved, the rope pulling against the strain of the weight.  It would be easy to miss it all together, and it would be impossible to know exactly where the thing was coming from until it was really close.   
 “Move!”  The metallic voice growled at me again, and it was closer this time.  I jumped forward and began to move again, though I wasn’t sure where I was going anymore.  I hoped I was still going in the right direction at least, but it was impossible to tell.   
 I didn’t go as fast as I had before.  I moved forward a few steps and then stopped to listen, then repeated it all again.  I tried to jog between stops to listen but I was afraid to go forward too fast.   
 I heard the sound of footfalls behind me and fear flooded through me.  I knew it was a golem.  Every instinct in my body told me one of the monsters was coming after me, chasing me through the fog.  I no longer felt excited to lift a visor.  I just wanted to be away from there.  Fast.  I didn't even look over my back, I just began to run.  I managed to duck another beam and make it over a few trip lines, and then I heard a creaking sound and looked up, trying to find the pendulum, but before I could spot it I was struck hard from behind and rolled off into the undergrowth as the dark, terrible weight of the pendulum swung by me.   
 I turned to see what had hit me and there was an older boy standing up and dusting himself off.  He had two packs on, one on his back, and one on his front.  “Those will brain you if you’re not careful.”  He said, turning himself and starting forward at a walk.  “You’re going the wrong way, Deady.  Back the way you came.  Much further and you’d be back to the beams.”  With that he started running again and I was left alone in the fog.  The pendulum swung back across behind me and I got up and turned, crossing its path quickly and heading back in the right direction.  
 He’d done me a kindness by knocking me out of the way of that pendulum.  I’d thought he was one of the golems.  My heart was still pounding in my chest.  I’d never been that afraid in my life, even when death had been imminent I hadn’t felt the fear pound through my veins like it had as my imagined horror had loped through the woods behind me.   
 “Move!”  A metallic voice screeched, and I didn’t hesitate to start running again, still chilled from my previous terror. Fear was impossible to master.  It struck and then clung on with long claws that sank through your flesh and into your heart. 
 I moved faster now, but still cautiously, listening and stopping when I had to.  I tripped several more times, and was almost hit by a pendulum once, but finally I climbed up a small hill and the trees cleared.   
 There was a smooth stone wall in front of me that stretched high up into the air, vanishing into the mist.  There were holes in it, about three feet tall, perfectly circular tunnels through the wall, though I couldn’t see any light at the other end.  I heard a clink behind me and turned to see one of the golems standing at the edge of the woods.  It didn't even have to speak.  I jumped forward into the nearest tunnel, crouching low to get in.  The pack didn't help.  It was narrow and tight against my body,  but any extra bulk just made things difficult as I moved forward into the darkness.   
 As The light from behind me became dimmer and dimmer I felt a surge of fear beginning to build up inside of me.  How far did this tunnel go?  I couldn’t see any light at the other end.  I’d thought for sure that I would be seeing something by the time I’d gotten as far in as I was at at that point, and the tunnel seemed to be getting shorter as well.  I could no longer just walk hunched down.  I had to start crawling on my hands and knees, and even that was getting difficult.   
 I took a deep breath and noticed that it felt like I couldn’t quite get my lungs completely full of air.  It was terrifying.  It made my arms shake and for a moment I hesitated, considering backing out of here.  The light was so dim now that I couldn’t see in front of me at all.  There also wasn’t enough room to look back behind me anymore. 
 “Move.”  The metallic horror called behind me and terror lit in my chest.  Was it in the tunnel with me?  Blackened, was it chasing after me? I began to crawl forward faster, though I had to get down on my stomach at that point, and each inch forward was harder to make.  If i moved too much my pack caught on the top of the tunnel.  My arms and legs couldn’t bend all the way anymore.  Everything was darkness and panic.  I began to breathe shakily.  I wasn’t going to make it.  Somewhere I could hear water running, but I couldn’t tell where it was coming from.  What if the tunnel filled up with water while I was still in it?  How did someone bigger than me get through here?  Was I supposed to take the pack off and drag it?  Had I done this wrong? 
 I began to make a low whimpering sound, but I was still going forward somehow, and then I placed my hand forward to pull myself ahead again and it touched on nothing.  There was a ledge in front of me and I couldn’t feel the bottom of it. as I pulled my head over it I could hear the sound of the water more loudly.  There was water down there somewhere.   I couldn’t tell how far down it was.  The closeness of the walls made sound echo loudly all around me.   
 I thought I heard the scrape of metal on stone from behind me.  “Move.”  That terrible voice crawled down the tunnel after me, and I let out a shriek of terror and pulled myself forward.  I hit something ahead of me and realized that this was a downward bend in the tunnel. It wasn’t opening up anymore, just going downward.   
 I was in full panic now as I climbed over the edge and slid headfirst downward until I hit some water.  It was cold on my arms, and then I had to crawl into it the rest of the way, soaking myself through.  I finally pulled my entire body into this new tunnel, this complete darkness, and realized it was angled upward.  I was crawling upward as water poured down at me.  It was quick running and if I moved my arms incorrectly it flooded up into my face.   
 Suddenly I realized that there was no way back and I didn’t know how I was going to go forward either.  It was so difficult to move.  How would I do this with a second pack on?  I screamed, terror coming to me as I realized I was trapped down here.  It was so hard to breathe, and now water was splashing into my face as well.   
 I couldn’t do it anymore.  I screamed again and began to claw at the tunnel, ripping my nails open and tearing at my fingers as I struggled forward, but I was making such slow progress, and the walls wouldn’t give.  They wouldn’t even give me a tiny amount of extra space.  Panic colored everything and I was lost in a wave of horror so complete that it threatened to swallow up the world.  I was going to die.  I couldn’t move, I couldn’t push out against the walls, and there was no light.  I was going to die, crushed to death by the weight of the world around me. 
 I wasn’t sure how long I stayed like that, fighting forward, mostly fighting myself, when suddenly a wave of fresh air hit me and I squinted ahead and saw a tiny spot of light.  I wasn’t even sure it was real, but I started to crawl forward faster then, digging my way ahead as quickly as I could.   
 The tunnel slowly got brighter, and then the opening was in front of me, widening a little until I could crawl again, and finally I pulled myself to the edge of that horrible experience and drew in a massive breath.  The water was being pumped up through a spigot at the mouth of the tunnel so that it could trickle back down into the darkness, and as I came to the end and got a look out beyond the dark, I could see that I was far above the ground.  How far I couldn’t be sure, but I couldn’t see the ground from where I was.  I pulled myself to be sitting on the edge, looking down into the mist.  Blood trickled down where I gripped the edge of the wall, running freely from my ruined fingers.  I had no fingernails left and every digits tip was torn and bleeding, but in that moment I didn’t care.   
 I took a deep breath, happy to be alive.  I knew I had to keep going.  I took another breath and pushed off into the fog.  I wasn’t sure how far I fell, but I hit the ground hard, not really properly prepared to roll out the impact.  I crumpled to the ground and took several scrapes, pushing myself back to my feet with hands that I was now, with the alleviation of my fear, beginning to realize hurt very badly.  I took a moment to look behind me and saw openings into the wall that looked like the ones I’d just come through.  This was the way back.  I’d have to do that again.  I turned away from it, shaking my head.  No.  I couldn’t. 
 I began to move again, at first slowly, but then a little more quickly.  I couldn’t see anything out here, and I wasn’t sure what they had left to put in front of me.  After a short time I found myself running.  The ground was open, grass covered, and after a time I got confident and began to run a little faster.  That was a mistake.  I barely saw the hole in front of me in time to clear it.  I jumped at the last possible moment and crashed into the ground on the opposite side, rolling over hard and dragging my face along the terrain before I got myself back to my feet.  I looked down the pit.  It was about eight feet deep with mud walls and hay at the bottom.  Those walls would make it very hard to climb out of.  I ran on a bit more cautiously, more and more of those holes appeared, but the run was long.  I wasn’t sure exactly how long, but it took me a good half an hour of cautious forward motion and jogging to finally reach the end, and it was the end.  I reached a small round clearing with thick trees all around it, and there were packs laying on the ground.  Stones hung on the trees, weights to be added to packs later, but this was the end of the first cycle.   
 I started thinking about the point at which I’d seen the first runner headed back in the other direction and I realized just how much slower I was than those from the other years.  They were incredible.  I hadn’t even been halfway and they’d gone all this way.  I wondered how it could be possible to be that fast at this.  I picked up a pack and put it on my front like I’d seen the boy in the woods do.   
 I was exhausted, and the weight of the new pack seemed staggering.  I felt like I still couldn’t catch my breath, and the tunnels were ahead of me again.  I was still shaken.  I didn’t know what I was going to do when I got there.   
 Suddenly I was falling face forward at a fast rate as something shoved me hard from behind.  The extra weight from the new pack brought me quickly to the ground and I skidded roughly there.  I turned over to see who had hit me and there was a golem towering over me.  
 “Move!”  It growled.   
 Anger flashed through me.  It should have been fear, but instead I was furious.  I’d felt so much fear earlier that suddenly this golem didn’t seem so intimidating.  I jumped to my feet and charged towards it.  I jumped up, using the joint of one of its knees and grabbed the visor on its helm, pulling it up as I came to eye level with it. 
 The creature’s metallic hands grabbed me and tore me away, but not before that visor tipped up and revealed what was beneath.   
 My breath fled my lungs, and my world froze entirely for an endless second.  
 It was true.  Inside the helm of the tin monster was a meat caked skull, still connected with nerve and lumps of flesh, two eyes hanging gelatinous from their sockets, but sealed behind some strange glass with metal edges bolted into flesh and bone.  There were black, slimy looking cords from the suit hooked into the bits of nerve and flesh still on the skull, and the whole thing was fetid and rotting looking.  Worse, as the visor had come open I’d thought I heard a terrible, agonized sound pouring up from within the suit.   
 Maybe it was just my imagination, or my consciousness recoiling, but I thought I’d heard a momentary shriek for help, for release, for death. 
 One of the things massive black hands fastened around my neck and the other came up to slide its visor back into place.  Two large wings tore out of its back, spreading out behind it and blocking out the sky as they ripped into the air and lifted us up into the sky.   
 I didn’t know what was happening, but I had a sudden crazy suspicion that it was going to take me high into the air and drop me to the ground for seeing into its secret. It was going to punish me for finding out the truth.  I could still see the horror that had been inside of it, and being so close to it filled me with revulsion.  This was the future that might wait for me.  I could become something like this if I failed.   
 What if that was what was going to happen to me now?  I gagged and choked in it’s grip.  I couldn’t even claw at its hands.  My fingers were raw and still bleeding from the tunnels.  I thought I was going to strangle, but then the creature’s other hand grabbed the back of my shirt and before I could contemplate anything else we were diving back at the ground at terrible speed.  I was dropped just before we reached the ground, but instead of flying away the golem landed next to me.   
 I looked around, trying to figure out where we were, but we weren’t in the Rift anymore, at least not any part I’d ever been.  There was no fog here at all. 
 “Where have you taken me??”  I asked, though it was hard to get the words out through my raw throat.   
 “Beyond.”  The metallic reply came from the body of the golem.   
 “It has taken you to answer for your actions.”  A voice said from behind me, and I turned to see a man in Warden attire that I’d never seen before, the flaming fist etched in black on his chest.  He had a long knife in one hand, and he stepped towards me with a dark grin playing evilly on the edges of his mouth.  
  
  
  
  



 Chapter 3 
 The Woods 
 3.1 
 “I haven’t done anything wrong.”  I snapped venomously at the man, taking a step back and away from him.  I wasn’t sure who he was, but I didn’t trust him.  This whole situation was unnerving.  Where was everyone else?  Where was I?   
 “Haven’t you, deady?”  His voice crackled with amusement.  “I’m sure that tattoo on your face is just a strange decorative choice then.  Clearly you’re an upstanding member of society.”  The amused chuckle that accompanied his words wore heavily on my nerves.  It sounded unhinged, and frightening. 
 “I’m already being punished for what gave me the tattoo.  I don’t know what this is about.”  I said, gesturing to the golem and the area around me.  As I looked at the thing again, the horrible remnants of a man, I shuddered. 
 “Right now this is about a trigger that you activated.  You’re the first of your year to do so.  You opened the visor on the golem.”  He said, that same grin still on his face. “There is always one who does and it’s always interesting to see who it is that first time.  You’re the first deady to do it, so that’s new.  I’m guessing someone told you the story?  You had to see for yourself??”  He sounded excited, eager even.  He walked across the space between us a bit, passing by a strange, small pond that looked full of foul black liquid.  I found the pool unsettling for some reason. 
 I frowned at the Warden, not sure I wanted to say anything about Ori that might bring attention to her.  I didn’t want her to be in trouble for my actions, though I really owed her very little.  “I was just curious.”  I said, folding my arms across my chest and standing up straight.  It was an attempt to look less afraid, though I certainly didn’t feel that way. 
 The man laughed.  “That’s true in a way, but you’re also lying.  Don’t lie to a Warden.  It takes Will to lie effectively, and to succeed you must have a stronger Will than the one you’re telling the lie too.  You’ll never out-Will a Warden.  You just look stupid.  Are you stupid, girl?” 
 I shook my head, anger flaring up inside of me.  “No, I’m not.  I still don’t understand why you brought me here.  Why does it matter that I looked under the golem’s visor?”  I shuddered again, hating myself for the sign of weakness.  
 “You’re trying to avoid my earlier questions.  It’s clear you’re protecting someone that you think is a friend, but it doesn’t matter.  Telling you about the golems isn’t giving away a secret.  I was merely trying to determine if you had some idea of what you were going to see before you did it. You did.  You knew, and yet you still lifted it.  Did you believe the stories were false?”  He pressed, and as he asked the question I felt a terrible weight pushing down on me.  It was oppressive, and suffocating.  Suddenly I was certain that the only way to get free of the weight crushing me was to speak truth.   
 “No, I knew they were true!  I just had to see.”  The words burst out of me.  It felt like I couldn’t have held them in if I’d wanted to, and I realized that he was using his Will on me.  The pressure was the direct weight of his Will pressing the truth from me, rending it from my mind.  I felt distinctly violated. It was upsetting. 
 “I made them.”  The man said.  He’d walked across the clearing to a nearby tree which he then leaned into in a casual manner.  “The golems are my creation.”  He added, and the weight of his Will, that last remnant of it hanging in the air, departed.  
 “That’s impossible.  They’ve been in the school for hundreds of years.”  I said, not compelled, but speaking my mind anyway. The relief of having that pressure off of me made me a little brave.  Perhaps foolishly brave. 
 “You are naive if you believe that the Wardens are constrained by human lifespans.  I’m not here to dispel your naivete though.  I’m here to talk about them.” He nodded towards the golem. “Did you hear it when you opened the visor?”  He asked. 
 I wanted to pretend I didn’t know what he was talking about, that I hadn’t heard the terrible shrieking agony of the once living thing, but I had, and I could tell he knew I had by the smile that spread across his face.   
 “Why are you doing this?  This doesn’t seem like a normal part of the training.”  I felt a tinge of fear spreading through me.  What if he really was the one who’d made the golems?  Had he brought me here to turn me into one?  My eyes flicked back to the strange black pool.  It was significant, I knew that. 
 “I’ve seen hundreds of these classes come and go.  I tried teaching some for a while, but I don’t have the patience for it all.  I have a streak of cruelty in me that runs deep.  Still, I’m a Warden and I’m powerful, useful, so they let me do as I will.  They need the golems, and it takes a certain type of Will to make them.”  He turned and started walking into the woods.  “Come with me.” 
 “No!” I said, certain that if I did as he said I wouldn’t be coming back from this side trip.   
 I could hear his laughter, and suddenly I was walking after him, body stiff and doll-like.  I’d never felt anything quite so revolting before. It felt like he’d grabbed the bones in my body and was moving them as he wished. I let out a scream of protest, and tried to resist, but I was helpless.  It was like falling.  Once you’d started, there was no stopping it until the fall was over. 
 “You can’t fight Will.  Not yet, maybe not ever.”  He said as we walked through the woods.  I looked to the sky and saw it was getting later.  How much time was left in Rift?  Would I be saved if night came before he did whatever he intended to do?  We exited into a clearing and I saw a rock pedestal ahead of me.  There was a suit of armor, a golem, laying on the slab.  That was all I needed to see. 
 I screamed and fought with everything in me, warring against the movement of my limbs.  It was no use.  I was a toy to this man, a plaything that he could use as he liked, and what he intended to do was something far beyond any horror I could have imagined before looking under that visor. 
 “No, please don’t do this!”  I yelled, trying again to regain control of my body but failing miserably.  I just kept walking forward until I reached the side of the pedestal and then I stopped.   
 “This one is empty.”  He said, looking down at it.  “I’ll fill it this year.  I fill one every year.  It’s impossible for me to do more than that.  It requires a monumental act of Will to make them the way I do.  It was easier when they didn’t need to be self sufficient, or I didn’t need to suppress their misery.” 
 I was shivering in terror now.   
 “Do you think it’s cruel?”  He asked, looking up at me.  He had milky eyes, almost yellow, and now that I was a bit closer to him I could see that there were streaks of black beneath his white sin.  His veins were black, even those running through his eyes.  “Do you think I’m cruel for making them?” 
 I nodded.  “It’s horrible.  What you do to them is horrible.  They are living people and you turn them into . . . things, suffering things.”  I couldn’t hide the revulsion in my voice, or the fear. I didn’t want to become one of them.   
 “Yes, I do.  They’re alive and awake for the whole process, even as I cut away their bodies to get to the pieces I need.  I tried knocking them out at first, but it was impossible to respark their existence later.”  He smiled at me and shrugged.  “You shouldn’t be so afraid.  This isn’t your fate.  You’re not good enough for this.  I have my eyes on a few.” 
 A sob escaped me as he said this, tears slipping down my cheeks.  The relief was so strong that I felt like I might collapse, but I still didn't have control of my own legs.  I was relieved that someone else would meet this fate, but it wouldn’t be me.  It was a horrible thing to be relieved by, and yet I couldn’t deny the feeling.   “Why did you bring me here?” The question was a whimper. 
 He shrugged again.  “Because you were curious.  You wanted to know, and now you do.”  He walked forward and began unfastening clasps on the armor which let him open it up.  There were thin black cords with hooks on the ends running in elaborate patterns, and strange devices full of miniscule black and silver gears.  It was impossibly complex.  It looked like the work of a completely insane watch maker.  The black cords and hooks reminded me of that pool near where we’d started, the little black pond. 
 “Every piece is crafted by hand.  It’s all I do, make the pieces and assemble them.  I build the armor here, the mechanisms, and complete the rest elsewhere.  I can finish one every year, and the process of mounting the living component is so complicated.  It is art, an art that very few ever see.  You get to see.  Out of the hundreds I’ve brought to see my art, only four of them have ever made it through the full training process.  That means, alive right now, there aren’t even enough people who have seen this art to count on a single hand.  Well, there are a few others, a few Wardens, but that is it.  Does that make my work any less beautiful?”  He asked, looking up at me again.   
 I wasn’t sure how to answer him.  He seemed completely out of his mind.  He was as twisted and wrecked inside as the golems were.  It made sense that he was the one who had created them.   
 “Your work is incredible, but it’s also vile and disgusting.”  I went the route of honesty.  He could tell when I was lying anyway.  I could have denied that his work was good in any way, but the technical precision of what he was doing was amazing, and I had to guess it had taken incredible patience and some kind of artistry to attain.   
 He laughed, and it actually managed to sound quite pleased.  “Yes, thank you.  Incredible, but vile and disgusting.  That is what you were brought here for, an opinion.  I could force every student to come and give me their view on what I’ve done, but I prefer just the ones that come to me.  I used to believe it might be some kind of drawing of fate, but as my belief in fate dwindled it has become more of a practice in habit than anything else.  Habit and . . . well, maybe something else.  There is a man with dark eyes in my dreams, and sometimes . . . “  He shook his head and waved his hand in the air, as if dismissing his madness for a moment.  “The first to get curious from a new year gets brought to see my work, the others learn about it from afar.” 
 He nodded to himself, smiling slightly, then his eyes snapped to me and his expression became dark.  “What’s your name, girl?”   
 “I’m Lillin.”  I answered, my voice a bit quieter than I meant it to be.   
 “Lillin.”  He repeated that.  “I’m Ghoul.  Well, that’s not my actual name, but that’s what I’m called.  I feed on the living for my work, so Ghoul fit well enough, and I rather like it.”  Ghoul turned and leaned over his unfinished golem.  He had a cloak on, the ends of it tattered and torn, threadbare in places, but it too had the Warden symbol on it, a fist clenching the Everburn.  That symbol seemed unnaturally black and white on that weathered cape.   
 “Are you afraid to die, Lillin?”  He asked, not turning back to face me.   
 “Yes.  I am.”  I again was truthful, though this time I wasn’t sure why.  He’d know I was lying if I didn’t tell the truth, of course, but it seemed cowardice to admit that I was afraid to die.   
 His reply was a bit of a surprise. “Everyone is.  The Wardens are more afraid than anyone else.  It’s alright to be afraid, but you must never give in.  Death has a Will of its own, and yours must be stronger than that.”  Ghoul said, voice harsh with determination.  “We must break the wall of Will, and Death must be defeated.” 
 “I’m not . . . “  I was about to say that I wasn’t sure what he meant, but I stopped myself.  “No Will can be stronger than death.”  I said on impulse. 
 Ghoul turned back to me, a slow smile spreading across his face.  “Correct, yes!  It’s true, of course.  They will try to teach you otherwise, but they are deceiving themselves.  Death can be denied, Will can triumph for a time, but she will always come back for you, and you can’t turn her aside forever.  Death is the ultimate Will, even stronger than Everburn, and I have seen both.  I know.” 
 He sighed.  “I like you, Lillin.  You’re clever.  It’s a shame your time is short.  All of you deadies, so short.”  It was hard to tell exactly where he was looking with his milky eyes, but I was fairly certain they’d passed to my torn fingers.  “The tunnel is small and cramped, but it’s just a tunnel.  You’ve come through it once and it will never get any more difficult.  In one side, out the other, some crawling in between.  Panic is your enemy there, not the tunnel itself.  You are your own enemy.  Remember that.”  He turned his back and gestured with a hand.  Before I could open my mouth again the golem that had been following us grabbed me and hoisted me into the air.   
 I was too confused to be afraid at that point.  Nothing seemed to make sense in that moment.  My meeting with Ghoul had been like something out of a nightmare, though the same could be said of most experiences that took place in the Rift, but this one felt poignant and sharp.  Ghoul had been an insight into a side of the Wardens that I hadn’t seen before.  For all that he was mad and dangerous, he was human, flawed and real.  I’d been looking at them like they were something else entirely, but Ghoul had shown me differently.  He’d also shown me that the lessons I learned here were not absolute.   
 I wasn’t sure if I believed he was as old as he said he was, but he had seemed ancient.  If he was that old, how old were the rest of the Wardens?  Did they never die?  It seemed like there would be an awful lot of them if every single one from the beginning of the academy was still around somewhere, and yet we rarely saw them.  Even the school seemed to have very few of them.  Most of our training was handled by those who’d chosen not to go past the first three years of the Warden academy.  Ori was almost as far along in her learning as they were, though they were older and probably had much more experience than she did.   
 My contemplations ended as I was dropped roughly back at the opening point of Rift, the giant hill-wall rising above me into the mist.  I groaned but got to my feet and approached it to begin climbing again.  There were others around, some climbing, some loading up stones.  No one seemed to have noticed I’d just been dropped in without having run back, and no one called me out on not adding another stone to my pack.  I hadn’t actually run the course, and I didn’t think I was ready to add even more weight.  I could barely climb as I was.  
 It wasn’t long before my talk with Ghoul was in the back of my mind, far under the agony I was feeling and the knowledge that I couldn’t stop until it was done for the day.  At some point we started to be plucked from wherever we were on the course and brought back to the beginning.  Another day of Rift was done.  It was time to be healed.  
 3.2   
 Time became a blur.  There was never a moment to break really.  Sleep was our only reprieve.  We had meals and our time in bed, and between those moments we stole a few minutes to talk and maybe laugh together.  Laughter was rare enough that it became like a drug, intoxicating, something you fought to enjoy in the moments that you could.   
 In some ways things became a bit easier with time.  I learned that though the later year students didn’t necessarily like deadies, they didn’t go out of their way to give us trouble either, and after the first four weeks at the academy, the first year students didn’t really have time to focus any hate on us.  They were as pressed as we were to do well.   
 One first year had developed a strong hate for me, however, and she was prone to going out of her way to make my life miserable.  Her name was Kiiava and she was the red haired girl that I’d fallen on while climbing the wall in the Rift the first time.  Apparently she held a long grudge.  In martial training she had intentionally hit me with the sharp edge of a weapon on multiple occasions, once opening a wound wide enough that I had to be dragged to the healers in the middle of training, costing me several hours of work and putting me behind the others.  Of course she’d been sent to the Rift for the rest of the day, which had only served to make her more angry.   
 After that she kept her tormenting to more subversive methods.  One day my clothing delivery came without a breast binding which got me in trouble.  Another day my clothes were removed from my locker while I showered and I had to go back to my room naked and without supper since I wasn’t going to go eat with no clothing to wear.  She hid my axes once, though I’d been fortunate and that had been the day we’d been assigned to weapons more fitting for us.  Very few people kept the weapons they’d chosen.   
 Trouble had been averted, but I still had to answer for not having weapons to turn in, and I pulled a week of Rift.  It was a bad week.  I was then even further behind the others when it came to weapons since I had only a single day with my new tools, as opposed to everyone else who’d had that first week of classes to practice. 
 Strangely I found myself with the staff weapon I’d been considering taking on that first day of weapon’s training.  I was the only one who ended up with a benign looking weapon.  Zarkov ended up with a haladie, a strange double bladed weapon that had curved blades on both ends and a center piece with a spiked knuckle guard.  He was incredibly displeased about it, but a lot of people were displeased with what they ended up with.  At least they didn’t end up with a stick.  Though technically my weapon was two sticks.  The staff split in the middle with a clever latching system so that it could be wielded like two swords with no edge.  This was a far stretch from the axes I’d dreamed of using.  They were faster, and almost ridiculously light by comparison. They also took a degree of finesse that my axe training hadn’t prepared me for. 
 Luckily we were far too busy for Kiiava to take her hate out on me over the following few weeks.  Her interruptions in my life were annoying, and they sometimes cost me some discomfort or embarrassment, but I thought I was doing well anyway.  It was amazing how far I’d come in such a short time.  I was so much stronger than I had been before.  I could run further, climb faster, and handle myself with much more poise and dexterity.   
 I would have been even more impressed with myself, but Zarkov had improved at an even more impressive pace than I had.  He was strong and capable, quickly getting very muscular and somehow more attractive.  I hadn’t anticipated a strong physical attraction to him, but as we trained more and more, and I spent more nights laying beside him in bed, it was becoming clear to me that I did find him quite appealing.  He could be funny, and he was surprisingly positive most of the time.  Sleeping next to him every night certainly didn’t make things any less awkward.  I considered bringing the subject up with Ori again, but upon trying she glared at me until I gave up on trying to speak with her.   
 It did help, of course, that he had no interest in me at all.  The fact that we’d both be executed if we tried to enjoy each other was also great incentive not to even touch at night most of the time.  There were some particularly rough nights where we stayed close together, and for me those night’s involved a good deal of sexual tension, but there was still nothing beyond the momentary closeness.  We’d never kissed.  We never even spoke of such matters.  It was better that way.  Neither of us needed the distraction.  Besides, sleep was too important to lose for the sake of physical release. 


 We woke to another Firstday and set about getting ready to head out for our classes.  Zarkov and I were running early, ahead of the rest of the pack as we often were.  It was easy to wake up early when you shared a small bed and disturbed each other quite easily.  We probably got less sleep than many of the other students, but we tried not to let it interfere with our performance.  Perhaps it was even an edge for us.   
 We left the dining hall and headed for the classrooms, but on our way there a man in Warden’s gear stopped us in the hall.  He wasn’t someone I recognized, but no one wore one of those outfits if they didn’t belong to the order so we stopped immediately when he raised his hand.   
 “Sir, are we in trouble?”  I asked, confused by what was happening.   
 “No more than any of the others.  It’s your first Trial day.  Is this your team?”  He asked, looking between us.   
 We both nodded.  I remembered Ori speaking of Trials, and that they were late getting around to them this year, but this was the first anyone besides her had spoken of them.   
 “Good, go to the Rift door and tell the Warden there that you’re group Axion One.”  He said, not explaining any of what that meant.   
 “Axion One?  What does that mean?”  Zarkov asked, always one to question things before he thought through the intelligence of doing so. 
 The man smiled which was a somewhat troubling expression on his pale face.  I noted that he had similar black streaks beneath his skin to Ghoul.  In a way it looked like his veins were pumping black blood and I was seeing it through the top layer of his skin.   
 “It’s your team’s first Trial, boy.  Now get moving, and don’t ask so many questions of the Warden’s.  Some of us would crush you for it.”  He said, waving us by, eyes moving to another group coming up behind us.   
 I grabbed Zarkov by the arm before he could speak again and dragged him down the hall.  “Must you always talk back to everyone?”  I asked him in an exasperated tone.   
 He laughed.  “Yes!  How else would I find anything out?  You have to ask questions to learn.” 
 “Yes, but when a Warden gives you an order, you just do it.”  I told him sternly.   
 He was shaking his head before I’d even finished.  “You should never do anything blindly, Lil.  It’s dangerous to jump into things unprepared.  We are here to learn the strength of Will.  Do you think someone with a strong Will does whatever is asked of them no matter what?” 
 I opened my mouth to reply and tell him that was exactly what we were here to learn, but then I thought about it again and closed my mouth.  I grumbled a bit.  “I still don’t think it’s wise to talk back to the Wardens.  Maybe they are trying to teach us to be strong Willed, but not when it comes to what they want from us.  They’re dangerous.” 
 “Everything here is dangerous.”  Zark answered as we rounded the final corner to the Rift.  There was another Warden at the gate, another we didn’t know.  She was standing close to the doors, a small black book open in one hand.  There were weapons piled all around the gate entrance and I recognized my staff immediately.  It was the only long stick there, though there was a single spear as well.  At least that one had a point.   
 The woman’s eyes flashed to us as we approached.  They were mostly white with just black dots in the center.  Her skin was a flawless pale color as well, none of the black streaks many of the others had.   
 “This is your full team?”  She asked.  
 I nodded, but Zarkov had to speak, as was his way.  “This is all we need.”  He said confidently.   
 “You were given a group designation?”  She went on, ignoring Zarkov.  
 “Yes, Axion One, Ma’am.”  I answered quickly.   
 “Pick up your weapons and one of the packs.”  She gestured towards a group of packs laying on the floor.  They looked large and heavy. 
 As we went to gather the things we’d been told to take, she continued talking.  “You will go through the door I open and proceed out until you reach an area of low grass.  There you will set camp and wait for dusk.  You are to arrive back at the entrance point just as the sun touches the horizon, not a moment sooner, and not a moment later.  Do not go into the forest for any reason.  Do you understand?” 
 I nodded quickly, confused by the orders, and uncertain what was happening, but doing my best to make sense of it all.   
 “So we’re just going camping?” Zarkov asked.   
 Her eyes narrowed angrily and Zarkov slammed to the ground on his knees and the air reverberated with waves of Will.  No one ever commented when the Wardens flexed their muscle, and I thought that strange.  It was an unmistakable feeling, and not a pleasant one.  “I’ve told you what is happening.  Do as you’re instructed.”  She said, and then she turned to the large double doors and pushed open a smaller, nearly invisible panel on the side of one of the doors.  This panel was a smaller door inside the larger frame, and one I’d never noticed before.  As soon as it opened the scent of wildflowers wafted through the gap.  “Go.”   
 Another group was approaching from behind us.  Five people walking together.  They had a big group, but we didn’t have time to take notice as we filed through the door and out into a densely overgrown area.  The door shut behind us, and when we turned back it was gone.  We were somewhere out in the wilderness.   
 “Well, I guess we go forward.”  I said, trying to get a grasp of the change of scenery.  The season felt wrong.  I was fairly certain that it was closer to fall outside of the academy, and this place definitely felt like it was in summer.  The air was sticky and warm.   
 Zarkov was breathing deeply and still looking around, his eyes alight with pleasure.  “We’re so free.  I haven’t felt this free since before . . . all of this mess.”   
 I laughed a little.  We did feel shockingly free in that moment.  The sky stretched out in every direction, broken by no walls that I could make out.  There wasn’t even a building or fence within our line of sight.  We began walking, and it was like the school didn’t exist.  I wondered how far we could go.  A large part of me wanted to just keep going forever.  There were allegedly bounds to the places that the doors opened onto, but it was hard to imagine that as we walked on and on for nearly a half an hour before we reached an area of low grass.  Ahead of us was a thick forest, the trees so dense that the world beneath them fell into deep shadows.  It was ominous.   
 “Maybe we should just keep going.”  Zarkov said quietly as I was setting down the pack of supplies we’d been given.   
 “What?”  I asked, surprised he’d suggest something like that.   
 “They can’t possibly be keeping track of us.  This could be our chance.  We could just leave, go and hide somewhere and they’d never find us.  We could be free.”  He said, his expression far more serious than it normally was.   
 I wanted to believe he was right.  In that moment it felt like it might be true.  When I looked at him I didn’t even see the skull on his face anymore.  We could just run away and hide in the wilderness.  Together.  Just the two of us. Maybe he’d even get over how ugly I was and we could be together.   
 Zarkov took my hand then, which shocked me so much that I froze in place.   
 “Lil, it would be just us.  We wouldn’t need to go back into a city ever.  We could live together out in the country.”  He came a little closer, and I was suddenly very aware that his eyes were intently on my own.  His body was so near that I could feel his warmth, like I often did at night.   
 A shadow flew overhead, circling us, and we both looked up.  The golem circled a few more times and then flew away and my heart fell, and Zarkov released my hand, his expression grim, then sad.  “Just playing.”  He said, the words hollow on his lips.  He turned and gave me a half smile that didn’t touch his glassy eyes.  “You’re too ugly for me anyway.” 
 “I know I am.”  I replied, and a tear slipped down my face, a salty wet line of betrayal tracing down to my lips.     
 His hand came up for a moment like he might wipe it away, and I saw a depth of concern behind his eyes that I’d never thought to see there, but then he turned away.  He couldn’t reach out to me.  We couldn’t get closer.  A part of me ached inside.  My heart felt leaden.  He did care about me.  He did want me.  I wasn’t really ugly to him, but none of it mattered.  We couldn’t get any closer. Being together meant death, and even if we could pretend we were free for a bit, we weren’t.     
 I forced myself to focus on opening the pack we’d been given and pulling things out of it.  A few more tears escaped my eyes, but I pulled myself sharply back under control.  Life was as it was.  I would make the best of it.  We had to survive, and that meant being stronger than anyone that had come before.  Zarkov and I could do it, and we would come out of this together.  Once we were full Wardens we could do what we wanted.  That was a goal I could keep in my heart, something to fight for.


3.3 
 The pack contained a few medical supplies, clean bandages, thread, alcohol for treating wounds, salve, dry meat rations and tack bread.  There was rope and a grappling hook, as well as a few other climbing supplies and some fire making gear as well.  I took these out and set about making a small fire with wood that Zark had been gathering from the immediate area without entering the woods.  We’d been told not to, and it was pretty clear that we were being watched.  I had no desire to bring wrath down upon us.   
 The day progressed quietly and we even managed to ignore, for a time, the fact that none of this was real.  We didn’t discuss anything that had happened when we’d first arrived at the camp.  It didn’t come up again, and I knew, in my heart, it would never be discussed again.   We couldn’t afford such conversations.  It was like it had never happened, and before long I wondered if it was some fragment of my imagination that had gone off on a flight of fancy inspired by the illusion of peace surrounding us.  
 I kept expecting something to happen, but the day was quiet.  It was the most relaxing thing that had happened to me since we’d arrived at the academy and I was beginning to wonder if we hadn’t been given a day off to relax and enjoy ourselves, but as the night drew closer and the sun began to fall towards the horizon the woods began to watch us back. 
 It was always darker beneath the canopy, and by the time the sun was low in the sky, it had settled to pitch black beneath the trees, and that was when the small silvery eyes began to appear in the darkness, occasionally reflecting light from the sky and not hinting at what lay behind those eyes.  It was clear that whatever was in there was focused on us, and there were a lot of them.   
 “We should head for the door out.”  Zarkov said as the sun got lower in the sky.  “We don’t want to be late.  We’ll arrive about on time if we get going now.”   
 I nodded my agreement and packed the last few items back into the pack before picking up my weapon.  The pole was metal, far heavier than it looked and it fit very comfortably in my hand. It was about the same height that I was and worked great as a walking stick.  I could fit it on my back in one or two pieces, though it fit better as two.  I’d been learning to fight with it for a few days now and it did feel much better than the axes had, even if it took a different set of skills to use. 
 Each end was weighted, though they didn’t appear to bulge at all.  The weight at the two ends allowed it to swing and spin quickly, momentum shifting from one side to the other on a pendulum, and when separated into two halves the weighted portions were kept at the far end away from the hand to allow for a more solid strike.  I’d been told that I shouldn't consider the staff a non-lethal weapon. When used correctly those weighted ends could easily deliver a killing blow, and if I mastered my Will, my staff would be far more dangerous than a sword.  I wasn’t sure about any of that, but, again, it did make a great walking stick.   
 We made our way back toward the door, and with a little bit of jogging, came into view of the portal at the exact moment we were supposed to, but when we got there the door hadn’t returned to where it had first vanished.  There was, however, a letter on the ground. It had a bright red seal that seemed to glow in the last rays of the day.  Zarkov and I looked back and forth between each other before I finally bent down and picked it up.  It had the crest of the Wardens upon it, a fist clenching the eternal fire.   
 I broke the seal and opened it.  I read it aloud for both of us.   

Students of Will,


Deep in the forest sleeps an ancient temple.  At the heart of the temple is a watcher’s stone.  Go and retrieve the stone and bring it back to this door.  The stone must be carried by hand.  The creatures of the forest will try to stop you.  You may use your weapons to defeat them.  There are two other teams of students also after the stone.  Only one team will claim it.  Those who fail will spend the next week in the Rift.  You may not use your weapons on other students.  If one of your teammates dies, you will bring the body back to the door or you will not return to the door.  If you are caught using your weapon against other students you will be risking banishment from the school.  We are watching.  

 “So much for the vacation.”  Zarkov replied dryly.  “I should have known there was more to this.” 
 I found myself scanning the horizon.  If there were two other teams, and we’d all been given a pack, then it was likely that the others had started a fire as well.  Unfortunately it was too dark now to see anything, and I hadn’t been paying attention while there was light out.  We had no way of knowing exactly how far away the other teams were.   
 “We better get moving.”  I said.  “These games are never fair, and we don’t know where the other teams are in relation to our goal.  I don’t want to spend the next week in the Rift.”   I’d just finished my last penance in the Rift, and wasn’t eager to go back. 
 “I‘m not sure whether or not it’s better to run Rift for a week or face those things out there in the woods.  There were a lot of them, and I didn’t like the way they were watching us.”  Zarkov said.  “Also, that part about carrying our dead back to the door makes me uncomfortable.  Clearly they expect some of us to die.” 
 “So you think we should just wait here and take whatever punishment they decide to give us?  If they catch us not participating we could be thrown from the school, and you know what the punishment is for that, Zark.”  I reminded him, already moving in the direction we needed to go.  He was following after, whether he liked the idea or not.   
 He chuckled dryly.  “No, I know we have to do this.  I just wanted to make sure that I’d voiced a protest so later, when I’m dragging you half dead back to the door, I can remind you that I didn’t want to do this and it was entirely your idea.”   
 “That’s more like what I expected from you, pushing the responsibility off on everyone else and sailing through as easily as possible.”  I shot him a grin over my shoulder.  “That’s what I like about you, Zark, you’re reliably unreliable.”   
 “Hey, I’m here, aren’t I?  I’d say that makes me at least fifty percent reliable.”  His sarcastic reply earned him an honest smile. 
 Our light chatter got a bit quieter as we drew near the forest again.  It was dark out.  Incredibly dark.  Either there was no moon wherever we were, or else we’d gotten unlucky and it was the night of a new moon because there was nothing in the sky but the stars, and they only offered so much guidance in the depth of darkness that clung to us.  Of course, beneath the trees it was even darker.  The eyes were gone now, and with the sun all the way down it was almost entirely black within the forest.   
 I grabbed the pack from my back and reached inside until I found some rope.  I took that and soaked a length of it in some of the potent alcohol in the medical kit and then I wrapped it around a fallen piece of wood several times before tying it off.  A moment with some flint and tinder and we had a torch.  I didn’t want to use anymore of our rope in case we needed it so we’d have to share.  
 “If I used anymore of that rope, we might not have it if we need it.  We’ll have to work with just the one torch.”  I told Zark, handing him the light and getting closer.  “Alright, let’s go.” 
 “Why am I holding the torch?”  He grumbled as we started forward into the dark.   
 “Because you have a weapon that can be effectively wielded one handed.” I answered. 
 “You can use half your staff one handed.”  He came back quickly.   
 He was right, of course.  I even had it stowed on my back in two separate halves.  It made it much easier to carry without having it get in the way.  The truth was I’d given it to him in an effort to protect him.  It was a strange gesture, and one I now felt rather silly about.   “Fine, if you don’t want the torch, then give it back!” I snapped, a bit more heatedly than I’d meant to.   
 “No, it’s not that.”  He said quickly.  “Sorry, I was just being an ass.” 
 “What, you?  Wow, what a surprise.”  I replied a bit tersely.   
 He laughed.  “You’re spending too much time with me, Lil.  You’re sounding almost as bitter and sarcastic as I am.” 
 Something moved in the woods around us and we both went quiet, freezing in place for a moment.  I strained my eyes to try and see something beyond the glowing sphere of our torch, but there was nothing but the dark.  We listened, waiting for something to give a sign of passage, but there was only the quiet of the night woods in response.  Occasionally a breeze would slip through the boughs, knocking loose a dead branch, or stirring the leaves above us, but nothing seemed out of place.   
 They were out there somewhere, the creatures with the silver eyes.  They hadn’t just vanished.  It was unnerving not to know where they had gone, but we couldn’t do anything except press on, and so that was what we did.  We traveled for another ten minutes, more or less walking in a straight line with no clear goal in sight, before we heard a scream from somewhere in the woods. It echoed through the trees and seemed to come from all around us.  It was definitely a human sound, and it was soon accompanied by other screams, yelling. 
 We had little time to worry about it though because a moment later little silver lights began to appear around us, eyes flashing to life in the dark.  At first a few pairs, and then dozens of them. They stayed just beyond the circle of light cast by the torch.  I drew my weapons.  My legs felt weak, my hands shaky.  This was a test.  The school was testing us.  We could beat this.  I kept repeating this in my head, trying to reassure myself without directly addressing the concern that they expected some of us to die.   
 There was one of the things directly in front of us, the closest of them, and I couldn’t quite make it out. It appeared to be about the size of a medium dog, low to the ground.  It’s shape was indistinct though, a mess of movement in the pure night void beneath the trees. 
 “Keep going forward.”  I whispered to Zark who nodded and took another step in the direction we’d been traveling.  The creature in front of us backed away, unwilling to step into the light   
 “I think if we keep moving like this, keeping the light on us, we’ll be alright.  They don’t appear to want to enter the light.  Let’s just keep going.”  I hoped I was right.  It was a bit of a leap in logic, but it was all I had at that moment.  For all I knew they were just waiting for the right time to attack us.   
 Zarkov was quiet, his weapon in one hand, the torch above his head in the other so that it cast the largest circle of glow possible.  We kept moving.  We managed this for another few moments before I almost tripped over something on the ground.  I looked down to see what it was and I saw an old piece of formed stone.  It was covered in moss, but it was clearly part of what had once been an intentionally formed archway.  There were other pieces around as well, though not many still stood.  The ruins.  We’d made it to the ruins.   
 “I think we’re here.”  I said, voice soft but excited, and that’s when the thing in front of us began to hiss, though the word didn’t quite accurately describe the sound it made.  It was a rattling, grinding sound that was like a hiss mixed with the noise of rough textured bone beings scratched together.  Suddenly it flared up in front of us.  It went from it’s low profile to being above eye level with us, and even in the darkness I could see it’s shape expand as though it had unfolded and opened up.  It was now directly blocking our path.  Behind us the others were doing the same thing, that terrible noise coming at us from every side.   
 I instinctively shrank back and almost ran into Zarkov. 
 “What should I do?”  He asked, looking afraid and uncertain.  He had to speak quite loudly because the sound around us was a cacophony of noise that it was difficult to hear each other over.  
 “Keep moving.”  I said, not really certain, but hoping the creatures would keep moving back if we kept the light burning into the dark. 
 Zarkov shot me a look that said he wasn’t particularly certain about that advice, but then he took another step forward in the direction of the thing in front of us.  It didn’t move, but this step allowed me to get my first good view of the horrors that had been following us through the woods.   
 It was difficult to say what it looked like because I’d never seen anything quite like it before.  It had legs all along its body a bit like a centipede, but the legs looked like they were made of bone, connected by leathery sinew, and its body wasn’t chitinous at all, but covered in pale flesh wrapped over a bizarre skeletal structure that was equal parts artistry and horror.  It’s head was like the skull of a dog, but the snout was longer, full of more teeth, all viciously hooked to draw things into its gaping jaws, jaws that hung far too wide.  It had that same, taunt white flesh stretched over its head, and eyes that looked like polished mirrors shone out from it, reflecting back the red light from our fire. 
 The sound it made seemed to come from the scrapping of its legs together, something like a rattlesnake’s rattle, but deeper, and with a low rumbling beneath it that might have come from the creature itself and not its legs.  It was a nightmare, something that shouldn’t exist at all in the waking world.   
 As we drew closer to it, it winced back from the light, its legs writhing together faster, making that awful noise even louder.  Some spark of rebellion flared up inside of me.  I gave a growl of anger and struck at its head with my staff.  The blow connected solidly and the creature fell back as its skull, protected only by thin skin, splintered and puss colored white-yellow fluid dripped from the wound.  It’s legs began to twitch and it fell to the ground and thrashed about.   
 “Shit, shit, shit, shit!”  Zarkov began to say over and over again.  “Oh Gods, Lil, what are these things?”  
 Other creatures were stalking closer now,  pushing at the boundary of light created by our torch.  I wondered how much longer it would burn.  The wood was surely burning by now, the rope long since consumed by the flames.  Time was slipping away from us.   
 “It doesn't matter what they are.  We know what we’re here for.  Come on, we’re close.”  I told him and pushed him to move again.  The death of one of their own hadn’t frightened the rest of the creatures.  They were now pushing against the border of light even more fiercely, their terrible bone-hissing sound loud and angry.  I had no doubt they’d be on us quickly if the light failed.  The first one hadn’t been particularly difficult to kill.  That was something, but there were a lot of them, and I doubted I could swat them all away fast enough.  In complete darkness we’d be at an even greater disadvantage. 
 A few moments later we began to see more structures around us.  We passed through an intact stone arch and suddenly we were in a sprawling relic from some bygone era. The scale was impressive, though clearly time had done it no favors.  Everything seemed built fairly low to the ground, no more than two stories tall at the highest, and most things were a single building high, many with no ceiling, though they may have had thatched ceilings at some point in the past.  There was a symmetry to the way everything was laid out, a pattern that was easy enough to discern.  The structure was clearly assembled with a purpose and that made it somewhat easier to navigate.  It spiraled towards a center, and we moved at a good pace traveling towards that center.   
 Every single footfall was hounded by the monsters in the dark, and some few of them got brave enough to press into our light, though it seemed to cause them physical discomfort.  I knocked those back that came too close, though this infuriated them, and one even charged in and struck at me with its bone-like limbs, ripping a nice gash in my arm before I struck it dead.  Blood trickled down from the wound reminding me of just how serious this situation was.   
 Screams sounded from ahead of us, as well as the sounds of a struggle.  A look passed between Zarkov and I.  This wasn’t our problem.  These other people weren’t our group and we had no commitment to give them any aid at all.  No commitment but for the fact that they were still people, and they still deserved a chance.   
 “There is strength in numbers.”  I said with a shrug, and Zarkov nodded.  We headed in the direction of the fighting, though it took us away from our inward spiral which I felt was leading us towards the stone we sought.  I had no way of knowing if that was a certainty, but it felt right.   
 We came upon the other group quickly.  There were three of them, or there had been at one time.  One was down already, being torn apart by three of the creatures just beyond the sphere of light being cast by a very badly built torch that was flickering out.  Zarkov surged forward as they came into view and I had to run to join him.  We joined our light to the survivors who’d been fighting back creatures that backed away, hissing at us as we approached, taking their food supply away.   
 A flash of red hair sent a pang of anger through me as I realized that one of the people we’d saved was Kiiava, the bitch who’d been making my life miserable since that first day in the Rift.  I choked back my hate for a moment, though.  Now wasn’t the time for it.  The other person with her was a dark haired girl who was carrying a spiked mace in one hand.  She had a bad cut stretching from her left shoulder down to just above her stomach.  It was bleeding profusely and she looked pale.  Her eyes were wide with shock.  I didn’t think she had long left like she was.   
 “We have to get Toma.”  The wide eyed girl said, pointing at their dead companion who was only an upper torso at this point.  My stomach churned at seeing him, the look of horror still on his face.  “We can’t leave here without him.”   
 Kiiava’s eyes met mine and I saw a look of pure hatred cross her features before she looked away.  “We should just leave him.  There isn’t enough left to bring back.  If we get the stone they won’t care that we didn’t bring him back.” 
 “He . . . we can’t just leave him here, not like this.  He was our friend.”  The girl who was bleeding out said.   
 “He was an idiot.  He made the shitty torch.  It’s his fault he’s dead.”  Kiiava said, pointing toward the center of the ruins.  “Come on, you’ve got the light, let’s go.”   
 Dragging the corpse of their friend would slow us down a lot, and those things were still shadowing us, still all around us.  I wasn’t sure how much longer our torch was going to burn.  I didn’t want to agree with Kiiava, but I also didn’t want to die to save a dead body, especially not when it meant nothing for my own group.   
 I took the girl’s hand.  “Come on, we’ll leave him.  It’ll be alright.  Let’s get the stone and get out of here.”  I told her, urging her to come with me as Zarkov began to lead us through the dark again.  The torch was growing a little dimmer, running out of burnable fuel.  The wood was being consumed.  We were lucky it had been dry enough to burn as well as it had.  I should have wrapped it deeper with rope, I realized.  We could stop and wrap some more, but if we messed up we could put it out entirely.   
 The other girl fell in with me, though she looked back at their fallen friend until he was completely lost from sight.  “Please don’t leave me to them.”  She said softly after we’d walked for a few moments.  “I don’t want to be eaten.” 
 “I won’t let that happen to you.”  I told her, squeezing her hand, but she was fading fast.  She’d begun to stagger and I wasn’t sure how much longer she would be alright.  I looked at our dwindling torch again.   
 “Zark, stop.  I need to bandage her wounds or she’s not going to make it.”  I told him, and he did, looking back at me with with a concerned expression on his face as he looked up at his torch.   
 “I’m not sure if we have the time to stop.”  He said, though he didn’t push anymore than that.  It was his way of telling me he disagreed with me, but wasn’t going to fight me on the point.   
 “She’ll die if we don’t.”  I said, already opening my pack and delving into the medical supplies.  This would take all of the gauze I had, and it would need more still, but this might be enough to give her the extra time to get back. 
 “You’re a real piece of work.  You’re going to kill us all to help her, but she’s already dead.  She should have stayed closer to the fire.  She’s dying because she went after Toma.”  Kiiava almost growled.  “We’re almost there.  We can have the stone any minute now.” 
 “We’re not going to let someone die when we can help them.”  I said, replying calmly despite the anger I felt inside.  “Besides, the stone will be ours when we find it.  We rescued your group.  There isn’t any reason why you should be allowed to have it.” 
 “You didn’t rescue us.  We were fine.”  Kiiava snapped, brandishing the weapon in her right hand, a sickle bladed sword of some type, a weapon that could barely be called a sword really.   
 I ignored her and treated the wounds on the injured woman, though I had to stop and strike down another of the monsters as it strode into our dwindling light.  The blow to its head knocked it down quickly enough.  I finished with the bandages and nodded to Zark.  “Alright, let’s go.”   
 We started to move again, but the creatures around us were getting increasingly hostile.  Kiiava and I set to killing anything that got too close.  It became a constant necessity.  During a low point in the attacks the injured woman spoke.   
 “I’m Jillian.”  She said quietly, voice shaky.  She was leaning heavily on Zarkov.  “I’m so sorry I was mean to both of you, to all the deadies . . . is it bad to call you that?  I just . . . I’m sorry.” 
 I didn’t actually remember her specifically being mean to us.  “It’s alright  We don’t mind being called deadies, not anymore.  This place is bad enough that being called what we are is the least of our worries.”   
 “Bad enough that you didn’t need more.  I don’t know what you did to get the tattoo, but it wasn’t my place to judge you.  . . . wasn’t any of our places.”  She said, drawing in a shaky breath.  She sounded like she expected to die.   
 I opened my mouth to say something in reply, but then we rounded a corner and came upon the last group, or what was left of them.  Creatures scattered as our light fell across them.  It was impossible to tell how many of them there had been.  I tried to count heads, but not all of them were intact enough for me to get an accurate number.  I thought there were four of them, though maybe five.  They’d been torn apart.  I didn’t know how they’d gotten here so fast ahead of us, but there was a small, round shaped white stone laying amidst the fragments of their corpses.  It was perfectly shaped, just large enough to fill my palm. 
 “That’s the stone.”  Zarkov said.   
 “Are you sure?”  I asked, my stomach trying to turn over at the horror of the mess around us.  So many people were dead.  It was hard to imagine this was only one test.   
 “No, but what else would it be?”  He went forward and, after sliding his weapon away to free a hand, picked it up, a look of surprise on his face.  “It’s lighter than it looks, and warm.” 
 We needed his weapon. “Give it to Jillian.  We need you to have your weapon in hand.”  The torch flickered and two of the creatures came crawling in towards us, their terrible hissing sound getting louder as they dove in to attack.  I destroyed one of them while Kiiava took out another looking anxiously at the stone.   
 “I should carry it.”  She said.  “I’m more able bodied than Jillian. I can protect it better.” 
 Zarkov had started moving and we all followed closely, far more more closely together than we had been before.  The torch was dwindling quickly now.  We had to get back.   
 “No, you’re able bodied, that’s why you need to be free to fight.” I tried to keep my anger out of my voice, but I couldn’t manage it.  She just wanted the damn stone.  It was blatantly obvious and more than a little distressing.  She was a real monster, far worse than the creatures we were fighting.  At least they were evil because that was their purpose.  Kiiava seemed to actively be pursuing her own vile nature.     
 We made faster time exiting the ruins than we had entering them,  but even then the torch was all but gone as we cleared the last of the stone structures, and the creatures were still all around us.  It was a constant fight now.  The small flame that remained held almost no control over them.  We needed to run, and we needed to run hard, but there was no way Jillian could manage it.  She was slowing down again.  Her wounds were bad.  It occurred to me in that moment that we were probably going to die.   
 “Stop!”  I called out and dropped to the ground quickly, ripping my pack open.  I pulled out the rest of my rope.  We hadn’t needed it. It might save us now.  I soaked it in alcohol and grabbed a nearby stick as another surge of creatures came on.  One snuck by Kiiava and came dashing for me and I had to dive back, dropping my work in the progress as I reached for my weapon and beat the creature to death.  It had landed squarely on my in progress torch and I had to push it off and clean things up to get to work again.  “Keep the damn things off of me!”  I snapped angrily.   I had the rope wrapped and was working on trying to strike the flint again.  I hadn’t been as careful this time.  We should have done this as soon as we’d found the stone.  
 The torch flickered out then and darkness fell in upon us as the creatures came all at once.  Jillian screamed, everything was a mess of chaos and something terrible and sharp slammed into my back, but I kept striking the flint, throwing sparks that exposed a desperate fight around me.  Then the new torch caught.  Bright light came to life around us and the shadows jumped back, as did some of the creatures, but not all of them.  I picked up the torch and staggered to my feet as blood poured down my back.   
 Zarkov was putting another creature down, as was Kiiava.  I couldn’t see Jillian.  I spun, looking for her, and then I saw her.  She’d been dragged away from us.  Two of the creatures were ripping at her body as her legs kicked and twitched, but her head was mostly missing.  She was dead.  I’d promised her I wouldn’t let her go.  I’d failed her.  The stone stood in front of us, in the middle of what remained of our party, the white surface now covered in blood, though as it sat there, strangely not rolling at all, the blood seemed to slowly slide from it as though unable to hold onto its surface.  So many dead.  
 “Let’s go.”  I said, picking up the stone with one hand, holding my staff and the torch in the other.  The torch was much brighter now, and the creatures were staying back as they had when we’d first lit the other one.  I should have stopped us and lit another torch earlier.  It was my fault Jillian was dead.   
 “Let me carry it.  My weapon is one handed.”  Kiiava said, holding out a hand to me as we moved on.   
 I tossed it to Zark instead.  “So is his, and he’s not going to run away with it and leave us to die.” 
 “You have the torch, where am I going to go?”  She asked, exasperated.   
 “She has a point, Lil. You’re much better with that staff with two hands.  I can carry the torch and she can take the stone.  It’s the best way to divide our load, and make sure she doesn’t run off.”  Zark said.   
 “Why don’t we give her the torch?”  I asked him, not happy at all with the idea of giving her the stone.   
 “You want to trust her with the only thing keeping us alive?”  He asked with a chuckle.   
 He had a good point.  I frowned.  “Fine, but I think trusting her with anything is a bad idea.”  I said, handing Zarkov the torch and passing the stone to Kiiava.   
 “I’m not going to get myself killed.”  She said, exasperated.  “The torch means staying alive.  I’ve seen what happens out here without it.” 
 “So you admit you’d take the stone and run if you weren’t being kept here by the torch?”  I asked, not particularly impressed with her quality of humanity.   
 “Of course I would.  I always win.  This is no different, but luckily for you, you have the torch.  Even if I could get that, I can’t take the torch, the stone, and still defend myself if something comes for me.  So I’m stuck with you, and you’re stuck with me.”  She said, shrugging.   
 I just shook my head.  “Fine.  Let’s just get out of here.  I’m tired of this place.  I’m tired of all the death.”   We moved forward again.  We were attacked several more times before the trees started to thin, and with them the creatures as well.  I was feeling cautiously optimistic as we drew near the exit.  We might well survive.  That’s when the surge happened.  We were close.  I could see the final line of brush at the exit to the forest, and then the line of glowing eyes circled us, and a moment later we were under full attack.  They screamed as they came into the light, but they didn’t relent.  It seemed they knew that we were close to escaping from their clutches and they were intent upon taking us down before we could leave.   
 We fought fiercely  There was no time to argue or fight amongst our own.  We barely had time to breathe between the waves of monsters come to kill us.  We tried to move our huddled group towards the line of shrubs as we fought, but it was slow progress and we were taking injuries, a cut here, a small bite there, but they were adding up.  I split my weapon in half and started using it as two pieces.  I couldn’t defend as much that way, but I could attack more, and I had to try something.  We were failing.   
 I crushed one creature and turned to another, but it was closer than I expected and its legs tore through my clothing and into my flesh, ripping huge gashes down my body before I struck it repeatedly in the head and knocked it back. I was getting exhausted.  I’d been fighting all night.   
 I roared in anger and launched forward into a new set of attacks, twisting and turning through the fighting styles I knew, destroying everything I could hit.  This was the last of my energy.  Somehow it worked.  The creatures began to dwindle.  Instead of dozens we were fighting maybe five or six.   
 I was finishing another of the creatures, crushing its skull into the ground, when I heard a loud crack and Zarkov’s voice went up in a scream.  I had to kill another monster, but I turned in time to see Kiiava running across the line of brush and out into the night beyond and Zark crumpling to the ground, though I could only just see him as Kiiava had taken the torch and the box when she’d left.  I rushed to his side and grabbed him, trying to lift him but he screamed.  I could hear things moving in the dark.  We’d killed a lot, but there were others, others who hadn’t come while there was light.   
 “Zark, we have to move or we die here.”  I told him, voice urgent.   
 “Yes, yes . . . alright.”  He said, breathing hard. “She broke my knee.  She kicked it out from the side.”   
 A surge of rage passed through me.  Of course she had.  The bitch.  We should have left her to die.  We’d ended up failing Jillian anyway.  I had to bite down the anger.  I couldn’t carry Zark and both halves of my weapon, and I couldn't fight one handed with the full staff, so I just dropped half of it.  I used the other half to swing at silver eyes as they came close while I backed us the rest of the way out of the forest.   
 Somehow we’d made it, but I’d taken several more nasty hits, and I thought Zark probably did as well. We were bloody and torn before we made it back beneath the stars.  It had been so dark beneath the canopy that even on a moonless night it felt bright with the stars overhead.  The creatures stopped at the forest line. It seemed to me it was plenty dark enough for them to keep going, and I'd feared they would, but for some reason they wouldn’t pass beyond the line of trees. I thought perhaps that was their home, their territory, and they defended it.  They didn’t care about those things beyond the trees.   
 I carried us all the way back out to the grassy clearing, through we hadn’t come out anywhere near our camp.  The area looked similar enough.  I could approximate the direction of the door from where we were. 
 Zarkov had lost his weapon.  I had half of mine, but we were free of the trees and Kiiava was nowhere to be seen.  I didn’t doubt she was already back at the door, probably being led victoriously back into the academy.  I laid Zark down carefully.   
 “What are you doing, we have to go after her!” He said urgently, body shaking from the pain.   
 “No, we don’t.  She’s long gone  We both know that.  We need to treat the worst of our wounds and make a splint for your leg.  We’ve lost.  We might as well make ourselves as comfortable as possible.”  I told him as I extracted the medical kit.  The supplies were mostly gone.  We had a small amount of alcohol and no bandages left.  There were a few pain remedies which I gave him most of.  I ripped off a good portion of my shirt and used it to patch the worst of our cuts.  There were some bad ones.  I doused a few in alcohol, but it didn’t matter how well we treated them.  If we survived to get back to the academy they would see us healed.   
 There ended up not being any good way to splint Zark’s leg so I found a good stick he could use as a crutch and then we got up and started back for the door again.  We had far more trouble finding it than I thought we would, and in the end we had to track Kiiava.  She apparently knew where the door was relative to where we’d come out, because she made a good line towards it. 
 To my surprise, when we got close, we could hear her.  She hadn’t gone back through.   
 “Open the fucking door!”  She was yelling at the top of her lungs.  “Open it!  I have the stone.  I win, let me back through.”  She was screaming, her voice sounding almost rabid.  As we approached her she rounded on us and held her sword up.   
 “Stay the fuck away!  I have it.  The stone is mine.  I won.  I got back here first.”  She growled, looking crazed and feral.  I’d have thought she’d be let back through.  I was confused as to why she was still here at all.   
 “I don’t even want the stone.”  I growled a reply.  “We just want to get through the door and go back to the school.  We’re injured. We need the healers.”   
 “Yeah, I’m sure.  You don’t want the stone.  I’m not going to believe something that is clearly a lie.  This stone is what sets us apart, deadie.  I was willing to do what it took to win, and you and your boyfriend there were pathetic, easy to deceive.  It took no effort at all to get back here with the stone.  You did all the work, and I used you.  You made it easy for me.  You don’t have what it takes to be a Warden.  You should just kill yourself now.  Walk back into the forest, both of you.”  Her words were like poison spilling from her mouth.  I knew she hated me, but it was still a surprise to hear so much anger come from her.   
 “If I could walk, I’d come over there and shove my foot up your whiny ass.”  Zarkov snapped, his voice full of anger too, but behind his anger was a certain resignation I’d not heard there before.  He was always so eager and energetic, but now he just sounded defeated.  It was actually startling.   
 “Try it you worthless pile of shit.  I’ll gut you and then your whore friend.”  Kiiava growled, raising her weapon, and it was at that moment that the door opened.  Kiiava almost jumped through the portal “I got it!  I won.”  She said as she pushed into the hall.   
 I just shook my head and helped Zark out into the passageway.  There were other students there as well, all in various states of distress.  As I came through the Warden at the door stopped me.   
 She was a different one than had been there earlier in the day.  It was strange to be seeing so many new faces.  Hers was oddly kind, though she had those strange dead eyes and that otherworldly pale skin. “Did you see the others?”  She asked.   
 I nodded, a slightly pained expression crossing my face.  “Everyone else died.  The third group was dead in the woods when we found them.  They’d reached the stone first, but their light must have failed them.  The rest of Kiiava’s group died in the woods as well.  Jillian . . . “  My voice faltered a bit.  I hadn’t realized how upset I was until this moment.  “I promised I’d bring her back, but the light faltered for a moment and they got her.  I failed her.” 
 The Warden woman nodded. “We know.  We watched everything that happened after you took the stone.  We couldn’t see what happened to the first group as the light went out.  You performed well out there.” 
 “They did shit!” Kiiava yelled, coming forward, the stone in her hand.  “I won.  I brought back the stone.” 
 The woman rounded on her and Kiiava collapsed to the ground on her knees as though someone had put their hands on her shoulders and forced her down.  “Where is the rest of your group?!” The Warden snarled, and I could hear the Will in her voice, feel the heavy pulse of it in the air.  I’d never felt a surge so strong before.  It almost made me shake, and it wasn’t directed at me. 
 “Dead, but I got the stone!” Kiiava said, voice suddenly desperate and small.  
 “We told you not to bother returning to the door without the others in your group.  We meant it.  You failed this event, and you broke a direct command.  You will spend the next two weeks in the Rift.”  The Warden snapped, grabbing the stone from Kiiava and then throwing her backwards with the force of her Will.  Kiiava slammed into the wall hard.  “Go see the healers.”  She added coldly before turning back to us.   
 “You did well, but you didn’t bring back the stone.  You will spend the next week in the Rift.  Still, your accomplishment is impressive.  The new moon cycle is the hardest version of that challenge by far.  To come back without losing anyone from your group is an incredible accomplishment.  Though you didn’t win the challenge, you should be proud of what you’ve done.  Go see the healers.”  She gave us one final smile before she turned her attention back to the door where another group was emerging.   
 As we headed for the Fel Clerics I felt a coldness bubbling through me.  We’d been given the hardest scenario.  They’d been trying to kill us again, pushing us up against the most difficult challenge.  I looked over at Zark.  He was smiling despite his pain.   
 “We did well.”  He said, some of his former exuberance coming back.   
 “They tried to kill us, Zark.  That’s a stupid thing to be happy about.”  I told him, voice cracking a bit more than I meant it to.   
 “Yeah, but they failed.”  He said, grinning like a fool. 
 “Not by much.  We were close to death several times.”  I replied, still angry, though I’d managed to hide a bit of it.   
 He laughed. “You’re angry because they tried to kill us, but you should be excited, Lil.” 
 I shot him an incredulous look. “What, I’m supposed to be thankful that I’m just still alive?” 
 “No, of course not.  You should be excited because the Wardens of Will just tried to kill us, and they failed.  We beat them.”  He said, laughing again.  “We beat the Wardens today.” 
 I raised an eyebrow.  That was a strange way to look at it.  A laugh slipped between my lips, an almost manic thing that bubbled up from inside me.  “I guess you’re right.  Today we beat the Wardens.  I can’t say that every day.” 
  
  



 Chapter 4 
  
 Blood in the Snow 
  
 4.1 
  
 I lost track of the months.  It was difficult to maintain a count of them because the training made things blur together. It never got easier.  When you got good at one thing, they pushed you towards the next, and if you got good at that, there was even more to learn and master.  The Rift never got easier.  You got further into it, certainly, but eventually the difficulty ramped up higher and higher until you were struggling again.   
  
 Dragging two packs through narrow tunnels with three extra weights in each one I began to realize that the the tunnels didn't even scare me anymore.  I wasn’t afraid of the closed spaces or the extra weight.  I wasn’t even afraid that I’d meet someone in the tunnels and one of us would need to give ground.  That did happen at times, but I no longer worried about it.  I just went on, pushing until I couldn’t push anymore.   
  
 There were four more challenges, so that must have put us into our fifth or sixth month at the academy.  The challenges all varied in difficulty.  None were as bad as that first one, though people were still dying and being dropped.  Two deadies had gone, publicly executed in the main square.  The whole school was summoned to the executions, and there were cheers and joking from most of the students, though the remaining deadies didn’t seem to enjoy it as much.  I knew I didn’t.  
  
 The oaf who’d killed Trilla was ejected from the school, but not before he went berserk and tried to kill several of his fellow students.  I was surprised he’d lasted as long as he had.  He wasn’t smart.  I thought he’d be put out far sooner based on the educational standards.  Ori had explained that the first ones to get dropped for low intelligence were usually the ones who were trying to be dropped.  They intentionally failed their tests as badly as they could.  That allowed for some particularly stupid people to stick around for a long time just by luck.   
  
 Kavinow, Trilla’s killer, eventually did get cut for his intelligence.  Apparently he ran out of people trying to get booted from the academy and ended up low man on the ladder.  When they told him, he exploded in rage and attempted to kill as many people as he could before he left.  Luckily there was a Warden nearby and he was quickly suppressed and ejected.  I found it strange that he could attempt to kill people when told to leave, and he was simply kicked from the school, but the deadies who’d fought hard to stay were executed in public for nothing more than their effort.  I understood the basics of it.  We were all condemned for our actions, but Kavinow had murdered Trilla, and now he was just free to go.  I wondered how long it would be before he killed someone else.  It didn’t seem fair at all.  It was cruel, much as was everything else about the Wardens and their training. 
  
 Kiiava was still with us as well.  She’d been assigned to a new group, and surprisingly they were all still alive.  I hadn’t had any problems with her recently.  She’d either given up on me entirely or was saving up for something particularly nasty.  I was upset that she was still in the school.  Like Kavinow, I felt that she was dangerous, that she didn't deserve to be there with the rest of us.  She seemed far worse than Zark or I.  It seemed to me she should have at least been expelled for what she’d done in that first group event.  
  
 Apparently there had been no clear evidence that she’d been the one to kick Zark’s knee out that night.  The stone hadn’t allowed a view of that at the time, either that or someone was bending the rules on her behalf.  It seemed to me the latter might be true.    It was frustrating, especially with the threat of death for any failure looming over my head constantly.  I could never relax.  I always had to be at my absolute best.   
  
 Physically I was doing very well. I was one of the Rift front runners for our class, but my scores in the education section weren’t as good as they could be. I had trouble concentrating on it all.  I wasn’t near the bottom, but I was closer to the bottom than the top, and that worried me.  Strangely Zarkov was excelling at both with equal fervor. He was the top physically and he was in the top five percent on the education front.   
  
 On top of all of that, his anger seemed all but gone.  The work he was put through here had focused him and given him something to work towards, and that seemed to have cured the darkness that was floating in him.  Even when something happened that would have made him furious in his earlier days, he managed to laugh it off.  His body had filled in more as well, and he was very attractive.  Laying in bed with him every night had become a practice in frustration, especially since that first group event when I’d learned that, under other circumstances, we might have been more.   
  
 I was changing as well, of course.  I was all muscle and strength now.  I was faster than Zarkov was by a good bit, and had better stamina, but I wasn’t as cut out for raw strength.  Eventually he’d pull ahead in the Rift because he could carry more weight than I could without straining.  Still, it was exciting to have come so far.  Despite my feelings for the way things were handled at the school, I couldn’t complain about the results. 
  
 Zark and I had become an incredible team.  When we worked together we were the strongest group in our year. We complimented each other in a way a lot of other teams didn’t.  No one congratulated you at the academy, but it was a source of pride for both of us.  We talked about it when we had time together, and it did bring us closer together, though we never crossed that line that we had come so close to crossing at that first group trial.  The promise of death was enough to keep us acting appropriately. 
  
 We hadn’t even kissed.  It wasn’t worth dying over.  Besides, we’d built a relationship of a different kind between us.  We had trust and friendship, and that was something that was clearly missing between most people in the Academy.  Even Ori, who we both liked, wasn’t nearly as close to either of us.  She’d finally relaxed a little, and she sometimes ate with us by choice, or joked around a bit, but she was a serious, somber woman for the most part, and she seemed to constantly be suffering from something.  I would have liked to have known more about her, but she was a closed book.  We didn’t even know how she’d gotten her tattoo, though by now we’d both talked about the situations around our own rather thoroughly.   
  
 It wasn’t a matter of bragging.  We were both very ashamed of the things that had brought us here, but we also wanted to make amends, to be better than we had been when we arrived.  It was strange that we were both so intent upon becoming Wardens now.  We’d just wanted to survive at first, after months of training, we wanted this as badly as any of the others, maybe more.   
  
 A part of me was vaguely aware that this had to do with the nature of the training.  They’d taken undisciplined, angry youths and shaped us into something firmer and more resolute.  We saw the changes.  They’d broken us down and built up something better, and we wanted more of that.  One could look at it as a strange desire to experience more pain, or as a logical desire to make ourselves better.  Either way, we were committed now.  The Warden training was our life, and we were prepared to do what we had to in order to succeed.   
  
 Things were going so well that when the golems came for us we weren’t even the least bit prepared.  They woke us from sleep and dragged us from our beds screaming.  There were two of them, and how they’d gotten into our rooms unheard I couldn’t guess, but we could do nothing as they dragged us through the halls and towards the Rift door.   
  
 It took me a bit to realize that there had only been two of them.  One had taken me, and the other had taken Zark.  Ori had been left in her bed, watching in shock and fear as we’d been dragged away.  She didn't know what was happening, and it was clear we didn’t know. 
  
 We reached the Rift door and there was a Warden there.   
  
 “What’s happening?!”  I growled, my voice full of anger and more than a little fear.   
  
 The warden didn’t respond.  He opened the smaller sub-door on the Rift gate and a moment later Zark was being dragged through by the golem that had a hold of him.  I thought I’d be going in after, that this was a group event even though we weren’t really due for one yet.  At least I didn’t think we were.  It was difficult to keep track of time, but it seemed we’d had one recently.  Then the door was pulled shut, and I realized we weren’t being sent to the same place.   
  
 “Where did you take Zarkov?”  I asked, trying to make the Warden answer me, but he didn’t even look in my direction.  A moment later the door opened again, and this time I was dragged through the gate and into a tent, a large pavilion style tent, and the room was full of Wardens.  I’d never seen so many of them before in one place.  There had to be at least a dozen of them.  Beyond the tent I could hear the sound of horses and people moving around, but the tent was entirely closed. The golem let me go and turned to stand next to the entrance.  The door I’d come through was gone.   
  
 I righted myself and stood up.  I was wearing nothing but my underthings and I hadn’t gone to sleep with my chest binding on.  I’d long given up being shy around Zark.  It was more comfortable to sleep without the pressure there.  I’d also long ago given up on being embarrassed about my naked body.  A warrior didn’t have time for embarrassment.  Still, there were twelve people staring at me with those cold, dead-looking eyes.  I could definitely feel the vulnerability of my lack of clothing.  I wasn’t embarrassed, but I did feel keenly weakened. 
  
 “You have been accused of sexual acts with a fellow student of the academy.”  One of the Wardens said.  “As these are serious charges, we have assembled a jury to hear you out.  We have testimony from several students that say you’re closer to the student Zarkov than you have any right to be, and we have statements from five students saying that you bragged about having sexual encounters with him . . . “ 
  
 “I have never!”  I snapped, voice angry and indignant. 
  
 A powerful force of Will knocked me back onto my ass.   
  
 “I wasn’t finished.  Hold your tongue until you’re asked to speak.”  The man’s angry voice admonished, face impassive even as his powers pressed me roughly to the floor for a moment.  “We have the testament of two students that say they walked in on you and Zarkov engaged in sexual intercourse.  Be aware that we have sworn statements from each of these witnesses.  How do you answer these charges?” 
  
 “I have never so much as kissed Zarkov.”  I said, voice a growl, though my cheeks turned bright red.  I was happy that at least one of them would be hidden by the skull tattoo.  “He is my partner in group activities.  That is as far as our friendship goes.”  
  
 “So you’re accusing almost half a dozen of your fellow students of lying?”  Another of the Warden’s asked, a female.   
  
 Anger burned up inside me and it filled the tone of reply.  “Yes, I am.  Was one of these students Kiiava?”  I asked bitterly, my mind already piecing together the events leading me to this point.  It wasn’t difficult to guess what was happening.  I’d known that things had been peaceful for too long. 
  
 “You don’t get to know your accusers. They have the right to accuse privately without fear of reprisal from you.”  Another of the wardens snapped. “Abuse of our tenants will not be tolerated.” 
  
 “You can force the truth from me.”  I said darkly.  “Do it.  Use your Will on me and make me speak the truth. You’ll hear that I have not ever done anything against the rules with Zark.” 
  
 “It’s not that simple.  You’ve been trained partially now, and you’d be speaking to save your own life.  You might be able to lie to us even when pushed by the Will.  I’m guessing you know that.”  The angry warden who’d told me I wasn’t allowed to know my accusers said.  
  
 My heart started to hammer in my chest as I realized that this could be the end of me.  I’d worked so damn hard and for nothing.  I’d avoided acting on what I wanted for all this time and now I was going to die for the very thing I’d denied myself.  They didn’t want to give me a fair hearing.  They were convinced I was guilty. 
  
 “If you’ve already decided I’m guilty, then why bother bringing me here?”  I asked, trying to force myself to be calm.  Death had always been likely.  Maybe it was time to face that I’d had a good run.  I was furious that a lie was going to kill me. Had it been my own failure I would have accepted what was coming, but this was wrong. 
  
 “We haven’t made that decision yet.”  A voice I recognized said.  I looked at her and saw it was the woman who had been so nice to me when we’d exited the Rift after Kiiava’s betrayal.  “Despite what some of us may be implying, we are here to discuss these rumors and understand from where they spring.” 
  
 “Ella, you really believe this many students lied?”  Another of the wardens asked her incredulously. 
  
 “I believe the deadies are often targeted, and this is especially true when they’re exceeding expectations at the school.  This team has come out ahead in every single group event they’ve faced, with the exception of the first, which they also performed admirably in.  We would be remiss not to take that into consideration as we look at this.  I have also seen the list of accusers, and I know for a fact certain parties on that list have reason to hold a vendetta.”  Ella answered.  “How well do you know any of these students involved, Harvok?”  She asked the other man in return.   
  
 The one identified as Harvok shrugged.  “How well do I need to know them?  Do you really think deadies are worth our time?  They’ll never be Wardens anyway.” 
  
 “They are both at the academy for murder of an innocent.”  Another woman pointed out.  “I think you give them too much credit.”  She said to Ella.   
  
 “Ask my roommate, Ori.  I’ve never been with Zark.”  I said, trying to get someone to listen.  “We share a bed, but we’re not intimate.” 
  
 “You’re not even wearing a bra.  We just pulled you mostly naked from the bed you share with this boy and you expect us to believe you two haven’t engaged sexually?  Who is Ori?”  This Warden was speaking for the first time.  His eyes were strangely black, his skin heavily laced with dark lines.   
  
 “I’m not going to sleep every night wearing a binder.  They’re painful and I need my rest.”  I explained, my tone still heated by my anger at the situation.  “Ori is . . . “ 
  
 “Ori is another deadie.  Her word has no value.”  The woman who’d sided with Harvok interrupted.  “She probably should be at one of these hearings as well.  I doubt she hasn’t fucked the boy.”   
  
 “You’re a vile bitch!”  I snarled, the words slipping off my tongue before I could even stop them.  The force of Will that hit me a second later slammed me flat to the ground, the pressure building until I felt one of my ribs snap beneath the raw force of the woman’s power.  I gasped in pain.   
  
 “You should have learned by now not to talk to your betters that way.”  The woman said, walking up to me, a grim smile on her face.   
  
 “Enough!”  Someone else called.  She stood up, a group of papers in one hand.  “Have all of your read these accusations?” 
  
 Everyone nodded confidently. The pressure on my body eased up and my rib popped again, sending sparks of bright light across my vision. 
  
 “Good, then let’s get down to the business at hand.  We have to determine guilt of the accused party, and since everyone is aware of the evidence, I believe we can do this quickly enough.”  She slammed the papers down on a nearby desk.  “No two accounts are identical.  Each one differs in key details.  They all have the same major points highlighted, but when we asked for detailed accounts, all of the stories fall apart.  I don’t believe any of these reports.”  She shuffled through the papers and drew out two.  “These two are the preliminary accusations that these students had witnessed Zarkov and Lillin engaged in sexual intercourse.  They describe the exact same time and place of the encounter.”  She picked up another two sheets of paper.  “These are the detailed investigations that I requested.  This one says that they were discovered engaged in sexual congress in the lover’s position on the bed, and this one.” She held up the other.  “Says that they were engaged against the wall next to the door.  These two witnesses stated that they were together at the time they witnessed this.” 
  
 “They could have seen things from different angles and . . . “ 
  
 “Stop trying to justify your own prejudices.”  The other woman interrupted, and there was an air of command to her voice.  “All of the detailed accounts are different.  A few of the general accounts are the same, but they don’t point to anything inappropriate. That’s why we request detailed accounts, because a general accusation tells us nothing.  I don’t believe even half of you actually read the detailed reports.  This is a sham.  The only thing we have evidence of here is that Zarkov and Lillin get along very well and spend time together outside of training.  This isn’t against any of our rules.” 
  
 Relief was washing through me, despite the pain I was feeling.  I dragged myself to my feet, though it hurt very badly to stand up.   
  
 The room was strangely quiet as most of the Warden’s refused to meet the eyes of the woman who’d spoken.  Only Ella’s head was up confidently.   
  
 “So you’re saying you have no feelings for Zarkov at all.”  Harkov said suddenly, a small smile on his lips.  “You’re not attracted to him?” 
  
 I tried to stand up straight but it hurt.  “I love Zarkov.”  I said clearly, which resulted in defeated faces turning to triumphant ones.  I wasn’t going to lie to these people.  “I don’t know how he feels about me, but I think he cares about me, but there is no rule against loving someone in the school.  I love him, but I have never so much as kissed him, and I never will.  Kissing him would be the same as killing him, as would anything else.  I won’t do it.  He is my brother, my team, and nothing more.” 
  
 Harkov frowned, and several of the others who had seen a gleam of victory also looked disappointed.  The woman who had spoken out against me several times still looked pleased with herself.  “Sleeping in the same bed as a man you love, and we are to believe that you have never done anything amiss?  That seems very unlikely.” 
  
 “It doesn’t matter what it seems to you.  It only matters what there is evidence of.  There is no evidence of wrongdoing.  You all know there is important business that needs doing, and this is a foolish matter that has been brought before us.  It’s time to vote.  We’re voting on guilt here, and we will base it on the evidence, of which there is none.  If you vote to kick out this promising student, then I expect you to provide a good explanation of why you’ve voted for that.”  The woman with the papers said, voice cold and calm.   
  
 “Show of hands, how many vote her guilty?”  She asked, and for a moment it looked like Harkov might raise his hand, but he didn’t.  No one did.  “Good, then this matter is over.  Take this woman to the healers, and then back to her room.  She has a busy day in the morning.  I want these students, particularly the two witnesses to the carnal acts, brought to me.  This is attempted murder of another student, and it’s premeditated.  We will deal with this matter.” 
  
 “Now see here, you can hardly pass a . . .” 
  
 Before anything else could be said, or I could hear anymore, I was being dragged out of the tent by the golem again. It easily pulled me out through the door that I hadn’t even known was back, across the threshold into the school, and then through the hallway to the healers.  It was quiet since it was the middle of the night.  There was a single woman on duty.  The golem dumped me in front of her and then left.   
  
 She approached me.  “Hurt yourself in your sleep?”  She asked, a somewhat viperous grin on her face, and a twisted light in her gaze.  
  
 “I had a meeting with the Wardens.  One of them didn’t like me.”  I answered as she drew close, her eyes slipping over my body in a strangely thorough way that made me remember I was quite less than fully dressed.   
  
 “Do you often have meetings with the Wardens while not wearing your clothes?”  She asked, her teasing tone a bit malicious as well.   
  
 “I was taken in my sleep.”  I replied, in a considerable amount of pain and just wanting this process to be done with.   
  
 She put a hand on my chest between my breasts and then slid it a bit lower, nearer where my broken rib was.  “You know, there are no rules against sexual encounters with people who are not students of the school.”  She said, her voice still teasing, still cruel, but also tinged with arousal in a way I hadn’t expected at all from one of her kind.  She stepped nearer to me, her lips coming close to mine, and her breath was warm across my skin.  My nipples hardened at her touch, a momentary confusion passing over me at the sensation that buzzed in my lower stomach.  “I could make this healing less painful, give you something to take your mind off the bone snapping back into place . . . “ 
  
 I hadn’t ever considered a relationship with a woman for myself.  It wasn’t that I thought they were ugly, or that I was disgusted by the thought, but I’d never considered an attraction to them, and certainly not with one of the Fel Clerics.  I remembered all too well what they were, how they crawled with parasites just beneath the surface.  Also, for some reason, Zarkov momentarily danced through my mind, bringing color to my cheeks. 
  
 I shook my head  “No, please, just heal me.  It has been a bad night.”   
  
 A streak of anger flashed through the woman’s eyes, but then an almost sad resignation followed.  “Of course, my apologies.”  Her grip switched to the place where my ribs were cracked.  There was a terrible surge of blinding agony that outweighed the pain of the initial fracture, and then the pain began to subside.  I didn’t call out as the bone repaired itself, but my vision swam for a moment and I was breathing a bit hard as the sensation passed.   
  
 “If you change your mind, I am Iyavi.  I’m here every Willsburn night.  I promise there will be no pain.”  She said, another of her dark, teasing smiles, and then she was back to work on something else. 
  
 I got up and made my way back to my room, not sure of what to make of any of that.  In a way I was flattered.  She’d been attracted to me.  That wasn’t something I encountered so often that it had lost its appeal.  At the same time I wasn’t even remotely interested in something like that, and it had come at a very bad time, just after having been accused of the same thing with someone I actually wanted.  I felt a general sense of shame over it.  When I reached the room Zark wasn’t back yet, but Ori was up when I arrived.   
  
 “Are you alright?”  She asked, voice actually filled with concern as I dressed and crawled into bed.  I didn’t want to be naked anymore.   
  
 “I’m alive.”  I answered, not sure where I stood beyond that at the moment.  “Has Zark been back yet?” 
  
 She shook her head.  “No, you’re the first.  What happened?” 
  
 “Someone reported us for . . .”  I felt myself blush.  “For having sex.” 
  
 Ori’s face went pale and she looked nervous.  “Did you?” 
  
 “No, of course not!”  I said quickly, angry.  Her words felt almost like accusation, though I was certain she hadn’t meant it that way.  “We’re here most of the time we’re not out training.  Have you ever seen us do anything inappropriate?”   
  
 She shook her head and let out a breath.  “Then who reported you?” 
  
 “I would guess it was Kiiava and some people she either forced into helping her, or that simply went along with her because they don’t like how well we’ve been doing in our training.”  I answered, still furious about this.   
  
 “Where did they take you?  I’ve never known anyone who was taken away and came back.”  She said, showing more interest in me than she had since I’d arrived.  I guessed the night’s events were probably more interesting than most things that happened. 
  
 “They took me to the Rift doors, and then through to some place where there were a bunch of Wardens, a dozen of them, maybe more.  It was some form of hearing.  They presented evidence and . . . “  I frowned angrily.  “Most of them wanted me executed.  They wouldn’t even listen to me.  No matter what I said it didn’t matter.  There were only two of them that I could see seemed actually interested in hearing me out, but fortunately they’d taken statements from all of the witnesses and the statements didn’t match at all.  At that point there wasn’t enough evidence for them to kick me out, so they returned me.”   
  
 I grinned wickedly.  “I called one of them a ‘vile bitch,’ and she broke my ribs.”   
  
 Ori looked horrified.  “You didn’t!” 
  
 “I did!”  I lifted my shirt and showed her the red, bruised flesh around where the break had been.  The healers always left us reminders of the pain.   
  
 “You’re lucky they didn’t kick you out of here for that alone.”  Ori had a mirthful expression on her face, and she actually laughed, a genuine sounding laugh, which was rare for her.   
  
 “I think they might have, but the woman who’d read all the reports shamed them into letting me go.  She said they’re going to find the people who made the false reports and they might be kicked from the school for attempted murder, since Zark and I would have been killed if we’d been found guilty.”  Mentioning Zark reminded me that he wasn’t back.  I looked at the door nervously.  “I wonder if he had an entirely separate trial.  I hope there was someone there to stand up for him.”  It occurred to me that if no one had spoken for him, he might be dead, though they usually publicly executed deadies. 
  
 It was quiet for a while in the room, and then Ori spoke up.  It came from nowhere, and it was surprising for the suddenness with which she spoke.  “I killed my uncle.  When you first got here you asked me why I was at the academy.  I said treason, and it was treason.  My uncle was a piece of shit.  He’d raped my sisters, all three of them, and then I’d gotten old enough to be interesting to him and he decided he was going to do the same to me.  He came for me in the night, slipped into my room and came and sat on the edge of my bed, but I was ready for him.  I’d seen him looking at me during dinner.  He’d bumped into me in the hall earlier, putting his hands all over me as he pretended to help me up, so after supper I snuck a knife into my room and hid it under my pillow. 
  
 “He reached out and grabbed me, and then leaned down to put his lips against mine so I grabbed the knife under my pillow and shoved it into his neck with all the force I could muster, and then I did it two more times, and he died right there on top of me.  Apparently I was screaming while I did it because my parents ran in.  They were furious at me, told me it wasn’t so bad and I should have just let it happen, my sisters had and they were fine.  They weren’t fine.  All of them were afraid, terrified women.  One of them became a Fel Cleric, and the others married men who used them badly and they can never quite meet your eye when you talk to them. Well, I wasn’t going to be one of them.”  She said, voice cold and angry.   
  
 “That’s terrible, Ori, but I don’t see how it’s treason, or even a crime.  That monster deserved what he got.”  I said, angry that she’d been forced into the academy for that.   
  
 “He deserved worse.  He’d ruined so many lives, and I figured it was probably more than just me and my sisters, but he was an advisor to the Court of the Iron Will, a high ranking one.  Killing him was a crime against the King.  I was tried and found guilty of high treason.  The penalty is public flaying and then boiling, so I was pretty happy to be brought here.  This place is terrible, but what I had in front of me was much worse.”  She said, shrugging and then laying back down in her bed.   
  
 “I’m sorry.”  My voice was soft and apologetic.  I deserved to be here.  Ori didn’t.  She should have had a life beyond these walls, and the hopes of a real future. 
  
 “Don’t be.”  She said, a small smile on her lips.  “I’ve lived more since I’ve been here than I ever did out there.  I was really happy here for a while.  Really happy.”  She said the last bit wistfully, that smile warm for a few moments before it fell away.  “But everything moves quickly here.  Nothing lasts.  If they suspect you’re too happy then things get changed.  Even if you’re not breaking the rules they’ll change things just to keep you miserable.  Happiness isn’t allowed.” 
  
 “What did they take from you?”  I asked, realizing this was at the heart of the reason Ori was such a hard person to get close to, and suddenly very, very curious about her.  I felt like we were connecting for the first time since we’d started sharing a room.  It was frightening, but it also felt important.  It felt like I needed to know her, to understand her.   
  
 “Love, Lil, they took love.  It has no place here.”  There was pain in her voice.   
  
 “You were in love with one of your fellow students, you didn’t . . . “  I began, but she was shaking her head already.  
  
 “No, not a student.  Someone else.  We never broke any rules, though we were lovers for a long while.  Others found out and we were split up.  Neither of us were punished, at least beyond being torn apart, but we don’t see each other anymore.”  Ori shot me a sad smile.  “When I get out of here, when it’s all done, I’ll find her again.  We can be happy.  That’s what I fight for.” 
  
 I’d never felt so keenly bad for Ori before.  I knew now why she went on with such grim determination, and why she was so hard to get close to.  The academy took away what you cared for, and the only way you could even hope to get it back was to finish the mess.  Deadies never finished.  It all felt so hopeless in that moment.   
  
 We lapsed into quietness then.  I kept waiting for Zark to return, but eventually sleep took me away, even in a bed that was far too big for just me.   
  
 4.2 
  
 When I woke the next morning I immediately reached out to check for Zark, and when I didn’t feel him I jumped awake, getting out of bed quickly.  I slipped off my shirt and put my bindings in place before redressing again.  I looked over to Ori was also finishing getting dressed.   
  
 “You didn’t hear Zark come back, did you?”  I asked her, nervously securing my boots.   
  
 “No.  I don’t think he did.”  She said, a sympathetic look of worry on her face.   
  
 “They wouldn’t . . . I mean, they let me go, they wouldn’t kill him would they?  If I was innocent, that means he was too.”  I wasn’t sure whether I was asking her, or trying to convince myself.   
  
 Ori shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Like I said last night, I’ve never heard of anyone who was dragged away like that coming back.  Until you were returned, I thought it was impossible to come back after being taken.” 
  
 I nodded absently and left the room without saying anything further.  I made my way to the cafeteria to grab food, keeping my eyes opened as I went.  I was looking for a Warden I could speak to, someone who might know more than I did about what had happened, but instead of a Warden I found Zarkov.  He was dressed and in line for food.  When he saw me he stepped out of line and came quickly across to me.   
  
 “You’re alright!”  He said excitedly, his eyes looking a bit glassy for a moment, and then he blinked it away.  “I mean, they said you were, but I was afraid anyway.” 
  
 “Of course I’m alright!”  I said, a bit giddy myself, though doing my absolute best to hold it all in.  “When you didn’t come back to the room I was terrified you were dead.”   
  
 He grinned as he led me back into line so we could get our food before going to training.  We only had so much time so it was better to keep moving.  “I was dead, as good as anyway.  I thought it was over for me.  They had agreed I was guilty of . . .”  He turned a bit red.  “Well, of exactly what we’ve never done, and they were getting ready to send me out for execution and this other Warden came in all of the sudden and started yelling at everyone.  They fought for a long time, and then at the end of it they took another vote and no one accused me of being guilty.  Apparently the people who made the accusations didn’t have their stories straight.”   
  
 “Yeah, I bet I know the woman who spoke for you.  She came to my defense as well.”  I said, breathing a sigh of relief, and reminding myself to thank Ella if I ever saw her again.   
  
 Zark’s expression fell a bit as we collected our food and headed for the Forge.  “Yeah, well, after they dropped the charges they all came together to split up our group.  I’ve been put with some other people, and they said to avoid confusion in the future, we won’t be sharing a room anymore.” 
  
 “Oh,” I almost whispered the word, and my heart sank.  We would see very little of each other.  Group events and the few moments in the morning and at night were really all we had together.   
  
 “Yeah.”  Zark spoke softly.  “They told me we’d be assigned new groups at the next group event.  I’m in a room with three other guys. None of them are deadies.  They really, really don’t like me.  I mean, Ori was cold, but these guys border on violent.  They made me sleep on the floor, not that I really slept much anyway.” 
  
 I sighed, remembering the conversation I’d had with Ori.  “If they suspect you’re too happy, things get changed.”  She’d said, and apparently it was true.  We hadn’t been lovers, but apparently Zarkov and I had found enough happiness that they’d decided it was better to split us into separate groups.   
  
 We ate as we walked, and we talked for a bit longer, but soon we were at the Forge door and our time was up.  We probably wouldn’t see each other again that day.  “Good luck, Zark.”  I told him as we filed through the door. 
  
 “Good luck, Lil.”  He said, and then we were going our separate directions for training.  After that we saw little of each other.  Some mornings we happened to hit the line at the same time, but not all of them.  We were so close together, and yet separated as though we were living on different sides of the city.  It felt like the end of a section of my life, the passing of an era.   
  
 A few weeks later it was time for a group activity.  I approached the Warden near the Rift gate and he asked for my name.  I gave it to him and he shuffled through some papers and told me to wait aside.  Other groups came in and were pushed through the door which opened up each time with a blast of freezing air.  He handed the members of the team heavy cloaks and sent them through with simple instructions.  “Walk to the fire and you’ll find your next instructions there.”   
  
 I watched a half dozen other groups go through the door before two people approached and he called me forward.  “Lillin, this is your new group.”   
  
 There was a male and a female in my new group.  They both had no tattoos on their faces, and yet both looked happy to see me for some reason.   The male was tall and slender with blond hair that was so light it almost looked white.  He didn’t seem particularly strong.  The female was about average, maybe a bit shorter than me, but she had dark hair and bright green eyes that were easy to get stuck on.  It wasn’t a matter of her being beautiful or anything like that, her eyes were just so bright that they made you look twice.   
  
 The Warden handed us each a cloak and then opened the door.  “Walk to the fire and you’ll find your next instructions there.”  He said, and then we were being ushered through the doorway and into some terrible, bitter cold world.   
  
 I’d run Rift with the snow before, but this was far worse.  The snow was up to my hips, and wind was cutting to the point that it even managed to rip its way through the heavy cloak.  As soon as the door shut behind us we started walking.  There was no point in talking because the wind was too loud for us to hear anything.  Distantly, between gusts of wind, I thought I could just make out a glint of fire.  I pulled the cloak as tightly around me as I could and started in that direction, taking the lead because the other two didn’t seem inclined to do so.  I had no intention of freezing to death.   
  
 I couldn’t have said how long it took us to get there, but we eventually reached the place with the fire.  It was a massive rock that happened to be faced in such a way as to have its back to the wind so that if you settled in close to it, the biting cold didn’t hit you as well.  A massive fire had been built there.  I guessed that the Wardens had started the fire because beyond the wood currently burning I couldn’t see so much as another single twig to pick up.  At the rate the fire was burning I figured we’d have another hour or so before it was down to just embers and things would start to get much colder, though the rock would radiate heat for a little while.   
  
 “I’m Clover.”  My new female companion said, smiling and holding out a hand.  I hadn’t expected an open hand of friendship from anyone, so I reached out and took it, grasping fists in a show of good faith.  
  
 “Lillin.”  I introduced myself, though if they’d been listening they would know that.   
  
 “I’m Avan.”  The guy gave his name, also smiling.  “We know who you are. Just about everyone knows who you are, at least in the first years.” 
  
 “Oh?”  I was surprised to hear that.  “You’re both first years?”  I was also a bit surprised at this.  Most of the time teams were split up between first years and others.  Zark and I had both been first years, but our situation had been strange.   
  
 They nodded and Clover spoke.  “We had a third year with us, but she died in last month’s group event.  She was bitten by a snake and had a bad reaction to the venom.  We were worried we wouldn’t be able to compete in team events without her.” 
  
 “We’ve been coming in last most of the time.”  Avan added somewhat quietly.   
  
 “We’ve heard incredible things about you, though!”  Clover seemed excited again. Apparently deadies were good enough for your team if they could help you win.   
  
 I gave a noncommittal groan and started looking around this area.  There was no snow here.  The heat from the fire had melted it away, and with the reflection of heat from the rock face it was actually quite warm.  I searched the area and then found a small box.  I didn't waste time considering what to do next.  These events were always a race of some type, even if it was just a race against the elements, or the threats that lurked unseen.  Time was always important.  I opened the lid of the box and peered inside.  There was a letter and an old pocket watch.   
  
 Avan reached in and pulled out the watch, looking it over curiously.  “My father had one of these.  This one winds itself when its moved.  These cost a lot.  I wonder if we can keep it?”  He asked, turning it over in his hands.” 
  
 I frowned and pulled out the paper. 
  
 I read it outloud so we’d all know exactly what was expected of us.   
  

Students,

  

When the time reaches the ninth hour of the morning you will begin today’s task.  West of your location is a mountain pass.  It is narrow and treacherous, and the wind whipping around it often causes rock slides and falls.  You will cross the entire length of the pass, and then the expanse beyond.  Beware the hunters.  Reach the cabin and ring the bell.  The last third of the teams to arrive will be on the Rift for the next week, and the final team to arrive will be expelled.  

  

The door will only open for complete teams.  Leave no one behind.

  
 A chill passed down my spine as I finished reading.  This team was coming in last most of the time, and this time last place would mean my death.  It felt as though this test was being aimed like a crossbow bolt directly at me.  Perhaps I was taking it too personally, but it was hard not to given recent events.  I hoped Zark was in a better situation than I was.  These two didn’t seem particularly skilled.  I wasn’t entirely certain how they’d remained in the school for so long.  Of course, they weren’t exactly incompetent.  They just seemed unmotivated.  Clearly they weren’t coming in last in their lessons or in physical training because they hadn’t been eliminated yet, but they were a bad team.   
  
 “What time is it?”  I asked Avan. 
  
 “It’s just passed eight.”  He said, turning the watch over in his hand.  
  
 “Alright, we have an hour to prepare ourselves for the trek.”  I turned and tried to get my bearings.  It was impossible to tell directions in the weather.  I looked over at Avan and he was still playing with the watch.  As he flipped it in his hand I saw that it had two faces to it.  I walked over and took it from him, which made him shoot me an angry look for a second.  “This is a compass as well.”  I offered in explanation, looking at the second face.  It was completely white with a red dot on the glass, and a black dot that moved beneath it.  It wasn’t obviously a compass, and I might have been wrong, but I watched the way the black dot moved as I turned and I didn't think I was.   
  
 “Are you sure, that could be anything.”  Clover said, sounding uncertain. 
  
 “They told us which direction to go.”  I answered.  “They wouldn't have done that and not given us the tools we needed to find that direction.  It’s a compass.”  I said more confidently.  “Nothing here is impossible, just difficult.”   
  
 I was thinking about the warning to “beware the hunters.”  That didn’t sound good.  We hadn’t been given any weapons for this trek, and that meant we were either supposed to find or make our own, or avoid whatever was hunting us entirely.  With the snow and the wind it would be easy enough to cover our trails, but I didn’t like the idea that we had nothing to fight with if we needed it.   
  
 “They didn’t exactly leave us with any supplies.”  Avan said, looking annoyed.  “Normally they give us something, but all we have is the letter, the compass, and a cloak.  That’s really not enough for this situation.  In a few hours we’re going to be hungry and we don’t have anything to eat.” 
  
 “Eating is going to be the least of our worries.”  I told him.  “There is something out there that is going to come after us, either a person, maybe a Warden, or some kind of monster or monsters.  Either way, we’re going to have to move quickly.  We won’t really have time to eat. We need to get to the cabin as fast as we can.  They didn’t say how far the trip was.  Maybe it’s only an hour or so.”  I was trying to be hopeful, but that seemed unlikely.  
  
 “It’s never that easy.”  Clover said with a sigh.  “I hate these team events.  They’re always exhausting, and I always end up running the Rift afterwards.” 
  
 “Yeah, but now we have Lillin.  She’ll get us through.”  Avan was grinning.  “No Rift for us this time.” 
  
 I shook my head, angry.  “It’s not that simple.  These are hard work.  If you don’t put everything you have into this, we could lose. Zarkov and I won because we gave everything we had to the effort.  If you want to win, and you don’t want to run the Rift for the next week, then you have to pretend like this is the only thing standing between you and death.”  For me it was.  I couldn’t come in last.   
  
 Smiles fell away a bit, both of them looking just a bit uncomfortable.  I wasn’t sure what they’d expected from me, but apparently anger and purpose were not what they’d had in mind.   
  
 “Listen, we welcomed you into our group even though you are what you are, so you could be a little less . . . abrasive.”  Avan said, a small flick of anger in his voice.   
  
 “I don’t need you to welcome me into your group, Avan.  I don’t even care if you both hate me.   For you this is apparently a game.  You’re used to losing, but if I lose I’m dead.  This isn’t a game.  What’s more, this situation could kill us.  People die at every single one of these events, and this one is particularly dangerous.  The environment is designed to hurt us, the path is designed to hurt us, and there is something out there that wants to hunt us down and probably kill us.”  I’d become increasingly angry as I spoke, and by the time I was finished I was shaking where I stood.   
  
 Avan turned away from me and refused to speak.   
  
 “We get it, you need this to live, but we’re just not that dedicated.  We’re here because we want a good paying job in the private guard when this is all done.  We don’t want to be recognized, and we don’t care if we make it to the end.  If we finish even the first year here it’ll look good.”  Clover said, shrugging.  “You’re here because you did something terrible.  Do you really think we should care about you?  You’re probably a murderer.  We’re not going to risk our lives or push ourselves harder than we have to.  If things get too dangerous we’ll do what we always do, find someplace safe to hide until we can be pulled out.”  She gave me a half smile and shrugged.   
  
 I’d never been so furious in my life.  “I am here for murder.  I killed someone in cold blood.  He had a family, and I stabbed him in the chest until he died.”  None of this was lies, though it certainly left out surrounding circumstances.  “He didn’t even have anything of value to me and I killed him.  I didn’t even dislike the man.  Now here we are, and I actively dislike both of you, and I have nothing to lose at all.  If we don’t get out of here fast enough, I lose, and that means I die.  I am not going to roll over and die.  I will kill both of you and drag your corpses to the end of this event if I have to, and if you think for a moment you can stop me from doing that, remember that I have placed high in every year one activity.  I am far more dangerous than either of you.  Even if you did manage to team up and take me down, I will kill at least one of you.  It is time you start being very concerned with my life, because yours now depend on it.” 
  
 They both looked at me, incredulous, but I stared each of them down, and saw the look of defeat in their eyes before they turned away.  This fight was over.  They’d lost before they even tried to stand up to me.  They were weak, and that made me angry.  It wasn’t even really that they were weak, but that they simply didn’t care that my life was at stake.  They didn’t want to get better.  They were too concerned with what they wanted and couldn’t see beyond it at all.   
  
 “Would you really kill us?”  Clover asked after a few minutes, voice timid. 
  
 “I’m dead if we lose this.  Killing you and dragging your corpses with me gives me at least a small chance.  Yes, I’ll kill you.”  I wasn’t as certain of those words as I made myself sound. Killing them would get me kicked out of the school if I was caught.  It was the last thing I really wanted to do.   
  
 “We’ll tell people you threatened us when we get back.”  Avan said, voice dark and angry. 
  
 I laughed.  “Is that a good idea?  You’ll tell people that you were going to give up but I threatened you and made you go on?  That just makes you both look like cowards,  and if they believe you and decide to act on it, you’ll have to wonder for every moment if I’m going to find you and take you out before they get me, and believe me, I will.”   It was shockingly easy to play the monster they thought I was, and I wondered how much, if any, of this was true.  It all made sense in a way, but I wasn’t really a killer.   
  
 I was.  What I’d done in my past was horrible, but that didn’t mean I wanted to, or could, kill again.  Still, they needed to believe I could do exactly that or I’d be dead.  The other two were quiet.  They looked sullen and unhappy about the way this was turning out.   
  
 “Look at it this way, it’ll be hard work, but in the end you won’t be last place, and maybe you’ll have earned some small amount of respect.  You have to hold here for three years if you want to get a fancy guard job.  Is everything you’ve been through here worth it for a little bit of respect from your friends who will think it’s impressive you lasted a few months?  You should have more respect for yourselves.”  I said, my anger fading a bit.  It was pathetic.  They were pathetic, and it was hard to even keep my ire up at them.  
  
 We sat in an oppressive quietness for a time, only the sound of the wind to keep us company.  I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, though each time I’d looked at the compass watch it had only been a few more minutes.  Time was moving slowly.   
  
 Finally there was a loud ding, and the compass alarm went off.  It was time for us to go.   
  
 “Come on, we’re going.”  I said.  I walked forward and handed the compass to Avan.  “Make sure you keep the black dot on our right side, and the red dot in front of us.  If you don’t, we’ll die.  There is no room for error.  Keep your cloak bundled tight.” I looked at both of them.  “Make sure every button is down, and keep your head low.  We don’t have anything to cover our eyes, so snow blindness could be a problem if you stare at the white for too long.  Avan, you’ll lead with the compass.  Don’t take your eyes off the compass.  Just keep going forward.” 
  
 “Wait, why do I have to lead?”  Avan asked, suddenly sounding scared.   
  
 “Because you’re the one who thinks you can overpower me from behind and kill me before I kill you.”  I said, guessing he’d at least have had that thought.  “I’m not walking with you at my back.  If you want to fight over it, I’ll win, and then you’ll have to do this journey badly beaten.”  I told him plainly.  I could tell by the look in his eyes that I’d called that very well.  “Come on, we’re wasting time.”  
  
 He started forward.  The bitter cold wind was soon wrapped around us almost as tightly as the cloaks we wore on our backs.  The constant whipping of the wind drove the cold through the fabric and into us far more quickly than I’d thought possible.  Within an hour of walking I was beginning to wonder if we’d even make the pass.  A half an hour later, we finally did.  We ended up coming in a little to the south of where we needed to be.  We reached a massive stone wall and followed it for a bit before we entered the narrow chasm, and just finding the pass was a massive relief at first.   
  
 Wind did rip down gap between the rocks, but it didn’t hit quite as directly.  The forces of nature were far more powerful high above at the top of the pass, but by the time they got to us they were greatly diminished.  Without the wind, it actually felt a bit warmer, though I was shivering, and it looked like the other two weren’t doing any better.  My fingers were stiff and hurt where they clutched at the front of my cloak.  I forced them to move and it was painful, but I could feel all of them and they all still responded to me, which seemed like a good indication that I’d avoided frostbite.  Running the Rift in the snow had taught me lessons on that.  Broken bones hurt, and they hurt a lot more when the healers worked on them, but frostbite was so much worse, especially when the healers fixed it.   
  
 It was amazing how something so cold, could burn so badly.   
  
 We pressed forward through the biting chill.  The stone walls above us went up high enough that I guessed it was twenty times as tall as we were.  The pass itself was just wide enough for all three of us to walk abreast and have a little extra room, though we didn’t do so.  Thankfully the snow wasn’t so deep here.  I was vaguely aware that my boots were cold and I feared that the melting snow may have come through them.  That was never a good situation to be in.   
  
 A few minutes after we’d started our trip through the narrow pass, a strong gust of wind above sent a rock the size of my head smashing down into the chasm ahead of us.  It landed just a few feet from Avan, causing him to shriek and fall backwards in terror.  If it had hit him, I was fairly certain it would have split his head in two.   
  
 “We should go back!  This is too dangerous.  Maybe we can go out and around this mess.”  Avan said, adding a few choice curses as he tried to recover himself.   
  
 “No, the instructions said to go through the pass.  We’ll do as we were told. “  I growled back, cold and miserable.  “Keep your attention at the top of the pass.” 
  
 “You said to watch the compass!” Avan snapped, voice angry.  “Make up your damn mind.” 
  
 “We hardly need the compass now, Avan.”  Clover said, and even she sounded annoyed with him, which was nice.  I didn’t have to yell at him this time.  “The pass only goes one way.” 
  
 We started forward again, Avan complaining about the fact that he was in the lead, and that we were being intentionally cruel to him, but I managed to phase most of it out.  It was far easier to keep focused on the pain I was in.  The physical discomfort was quite acute, but pain told me nothing had gone numb yet, which was what I was afraid of.  A dark spot along one wall of the pass caught my eyes.   
  
 It looked like a lot of other indents I’d seen, but it seemed darker, deeper.  I stopped in place.  “Wait up.”  I said, and the others stopped.  Avan even shut his mouth for a minute.  I moved closer to the strange indent, stepping around an old fallen boulder to get a better angle on what I was seeing.  As my eyes adjusted to the darker area I realized I wasn’t just looking at an indent, I was looking at a cave.  “There is a cave here.”   I reported to the others, and then I moved forward cautiously.  A cave was the perfect place for an animal to be hiding.  I remembered that I’d been told we would be hunted and I wondered if this was a smart thing to do. I could be walking directly into the layer of something dangerous, but curiosity drove me forward.  
  
 As my eyes slowly adjusted to just how dark it was in the cave, more and more of the features of the inside of the area became clear.  It didn’t seem all that deep, and there was a glint of something shiny ahead of me.  I moved forward cautiously, wondering what could be reflecting light inside of a cave.  I came forward a bit more and then stopped in my tracks as I realized what I was seeing.  It was a sword, leaned against the wall.  Occasionally the crosspiece caught the light and reflected it back.   
  
 I stepped forward and reached out to touch it, and then my eyes caught sight of the humanoid shape just beyond the sword and I jumped. 
  
 Clover screamed and Avan turned and ran. 
  
 “It’s alright!”  I called back over my shoulder.  Though it had taken me a long moment to realize that we weren’t in immediate peril.  We were not going to die.  Yet.  “He’s dead.”  I added, my eyes glancing over the thing in front of me again.  It was a man, or what was left of one. 
  
  I came forward and took the sword.  In many ways it was a standard weapon, but the crosspiece was an unusual bluish-silver, and the blade seemed lighter than I’d expected.  It was in incredible condition for how long it must have set.  The dead man it belonged to was nothing but bone and worn cloth, though that was odd as well.  I came forward cautiously.   
  
 He was wearing a cloak, though it was a strange piece of fabric.  It shimmered in a way, and for a moment I thought I could see right through it and the man shrouded in it, to the wall behind him.  I lifted it with the tip of the blade and the obviously very old material ripped easily, the shimmering effect that seemed to pass light around the cloth dulled.  “Magic.”  I said quietly, though it was clear it was old magic and that it wasn’t working well.   
  
 Beside the man, on the wall, was a drawing that looked like it had been cut roughly with a stone and then stained in blood.  It was black now, dried so long before that most of the blood was gone.  The image looked like a sun in an ellipse like an eye. The beams coming from it were drawn in squiggly lines, and there were symbols next to it that looked like writing in a language I’d never seen before. 
  
 I looked more closely at the body of the man who’d owned the sword.  His clothing, what was left of it, was torn open at the stomach as though something had attacked him and ripped into his entrails.  The blood was black now, but I could see where it had stained the fabric.  His leg was cut away at the thigh, and I found it lying near where his body was, as though it had been cut where he was sitting.  That was strange.  He had a bag next to him.  It was old and partially rotted, the fabric black and fragile looking.  I wondered what was in it and if it might be of value to us.   
  
 “Great, you have a sword, we should get out of here.  This place can’t be safe.”  Avan said, dancing nervously about the cave, his eyes on the body, no doubt imagining a thousand painful deaths that might have befallen the dead man, and were probably coming for him.   
  
 “Wait.  He has a bag.  I want to see if it has anything useful in it.  We need weapons.”  I told him, moving back to the body again.  I found a knife on his belt and I pulled that and tossed it to Clover.  The leather of the belt was fragile enough that I could pull the scabbard away with no difficulty, though the scabbard itself was only marginally better.  I moved past that to the sack which I opened with the sword.  The fabric fell apart as I poked it with the blade.  I gasped and fell back as it came open.  Arms and legs toppled out of the sack, or the remnants of them.  The flesh had solidified in the bag, somehow partially preserved by being in the sack, though clearly far from fresh. It was all mummified, but the limbs weren’t like anything a man would have.  They were monstrous, ending in claws that still gleamed and looked sharp despite their age.   
  
 Why did he have a bag of limbs with him?  I shook my head.  “Alright, we’re done here.”  I told the others.  “I don’t know what any of this is, but I don’t think we want to be here anymore.”   
  
 “Wait, we didn’t find me a weapon!” Avan complained.   
  
 “You can keep looking if you want, but I don’t think there is anything else here.”  I told him.  “And I’m not sure I want to stay here. We need to keep moving.  I get the feeling we were supposed to find this, but I think it’s a warning as much as it is a place for us to get some equipment.  This man died, and he might have gone insane in the process. He cut off one of his own legs and was carrying . . . well, a bag of other legs.  Something attacked him and tore out his guts, so I’d say he was in a pretty bad place, but it doesn’t really explain everything.  Whatever killed him, I bet there are more of them out here, probably things with arms and legs like what he has in the bag.  If they killed him, they can kill us to.” 
  
 “There are more of us.”  Clover said hopefully. 
  
 “Yeah, and none of us are swordsmen, are we?”  I replied, looking between them.  “I’m proficient with a staff.” 
  
 “Bardiche.”  Clover answered. 
  
 “Bladed gauntlet.”  Avan added.   
  
 “I’m guessing this dead man was good with a sword.”  I lifted the blade.  “This is an incredible weapon, very well made.  It’s simple, but perfectly balanced, and the metals are sturdy.  The edge is perfect.  This is not the type of weapon carried for show.  This man was ready to fight, and he was still killed.  That doesn’t bode well for us.  The only advantage we have is that we’re not here specifically to fight whatever this thing is.  We just have to get to the cabin.  We can run if we have to, at least once we’re out of this pass.”   
  
 “You’re probably reading too much into all of this.  It’s just a dead guy.  He’s been dead a long time, and he probably killed whatever killed him.”  Avan said, losing interest in all of this.  “Let’s just go.” 
  
 “These challenges always give you the hints and clues you need to beat them, and they’re very carefully planned out.  I don’t think this is a coincidence.  Keep your eyes out for something big and dangerous.”  I said, not wanting to argue the point, but needing the other two to be on guard.  I couldn’t watch everywhere at once. With that we returned to the pass.   
  
 I kept my eyes open as we moved, looking for signs of anything besides us having been through this area.  I didn’t see any tracks or sign of something moving through the relatively narrow trail, but it was treacherous.  There were several more times when we had to dodge falling rocks, and there was one place where we had to scale several fallen boulders.   
  
 Luckily climbing the hill in the RIft had prepared us for getting up difficult to scale surfaces, so none of us had too much trouble and we were soon on our way again.  Even if Avan and Clover weren’t top of the class, they’d survived this long, and that meant they were at least a little capable.  By the time we were nearing the end of the pass, I was happy for that.   
  
 “You aren’t weak.”  I told them.  “You should stop acting like you are.  You could actually make it through this training if you fought for it.”  I told them, perturbed that they didn’t seem to care.  
  
 “It’s a lot of work.”  Clover said quietly, and I thought I could hear a bit of shame in her voice.   
  
 “We don’t need this, any of it.  I can go home any time and not have to put up with all of this garbage.  My father runs a mill.  I can make money just dealing with customers.”  Avan added, but he’d lost some of the fight to his voice.  It sounded like he was just trying to justify laziness.   
  
 “Or you could dedicate yourself to this and come out of the other side of these three years as an honor guard, highly trained and skilled, a man that anyone could respect and look up to.”  I noted with a shrug.  “And you’d know you earned it.  Imagine the confidence you could carry coming out of three years of this. “ 
  
 Avan didn’t reply, and Clover was quiet too. 
  
 “I’m sorry I’m not what you expected.”  I told them.  “But this is my life.  This is a chance to be better than I was. I didn’t want it at first, but now it’s what I have, and I savor the opportunity to prove that I can be better than people think I am.  You should too.  You don’t have the same stakes, but you can work just as hard.  When you’re with me, I’m going to make you try.”   
  
 I gave them a smile and a shrug before looking across the white expanse in front of us.  “Last leg of this journey.  We just have to find the cabin.  Are we still headed west?” 
  
 Avan nodded.  “Yeah, pretty much, but I don’t see anything out there.” 
  
 “Yeah.”  I replied a bit quietly.  “I think this is going to be the most dangerous part of this journey.  Whatever is hunting us, now is when it becomes a real threat.”  In the pass we might have been together and a better single target, but the pass was dangerous.  A creature hunting us would prefer to take us in the open where we had no place to hide and there was no chance of the environment posing a threat.  Soon we would be in the open.  “Are you two ready to run?  I think we should move as fast as we can.” 
  
 They both nodded.   
  
 “Alright, no one is left behind though.  If anyone starts to fall back, we all slow down.  Most animals prefer to pick off the slowest member of a pack.  We’re stronger as a group.”  I told them, and again they both nodded.  “Let’s go.”  I ran and the others ran with me.  The snow was deep and our pace was considerably slowed by that fact, but we took off as quickly as we could.   
  
 For a few minutes the way was clear, or at least as clear as it could be in the blowing wind.  I kept scanning for danger, but all there was around us was the terrible void of white.  I had to put my head down at times, or risk losing sense of direction.  There were no markers to lock my eyes onto, nothing to find a focal point with.  I scanned around me again. 
  
 I saw something in the snow and stopped us.  “Hold!”  I called out as I trudged forward to see what my eyes had caught on.  Everything was so white it was hard to make out variances in the terrain, but I’d been right.  I knelt down.  “Tracks.”  I said quietly, and then louder . “Tracks.  These are animal tracks, something big.  Look, the toes are like a wolf, but much, much larger, and it’s clearly bipedal.  There is a circle here.  Why would it walk in a circle in front of us?”  
  
 That didn’t make sense with what I knew of predators.  I looked to the other two and they shrugged.  “Let’s keep . . . “  I started to say we should keep going, and then a howl tore through the air, louder than the screaming wind, and somehow penetrating the wall of snow falling all around us.  It seemed to shake the core of reality with its hunger.  It sounded like a wolf in a way, but something more as well.  Whatever monster had made the sound, I wanted nothing to do with it.  
  
 “Come on!”  I called firmly, and started running forward again.  The cold was mostly forgotten.  We ran for what felt like a long time, the howl chasing us, getting closer and closer each time we heard it.  We finally had to slow down for Avan who was starting to trail behind.   
  
 I stopped us.  “How is our course?”  I asked Avan who threw a frustrated look at the compass.  
  
 “It’s alright.  We’re mostly headed west.”  He answered, frustrated.   
  
 “Mostly?”  I asked, suddenly nervous.   
  
 “We’ve been going a little off course.  The howls are coming from the north side, and I’ve been pushing us away from them a little.”  He said with a shrug.   
  
 “No, Avan!  Don’t do that!”  I was angry.  “We could miss the cabin entirely in this snow.  The creature is driving us.  We don’t want to go wherever it is trying to take us.  It will be trying to box us in or split us apart.  We can’t let it dictate our direction of travel.” 
  
 Another howl erupted at our backs, sounding close.  Avan gave a jump forward.   
  
 “It’s hunting the same way pack wolves hunt, driving its prey to a convenient killing ground.  We either stop thinking like prey or we die out here.  I want to move west and north, compensate for how far off course we’ve gone, and hopefully we haven’t run too far in the wrong direction.”  I said, agitated.  I might have taken the compass from him, but I didn’t know how far we’d been running in the wrong direction.  “Remember, we die if we get too far off course.  There is no middle ground.”   I was happy I’d taken so well to the wilderness training classes we’d been given.  Some fields of study were hard for me, but those had always seemed simple, logical.  
  
 We started to move again.  The howling grew closer, and I thought I saw something moving in the snow near us once or twice.  It was still trying to push us, but this time we were staying in a determined direction.  I was almost losing hope when I saw the shape of the cabin dully outlined ahead of us.   
  
 “That’s it!”  I called out, and then we were all running.  We’d made it, finally. 
  
 A terrible growl sounded and suddenly Avan vanished in front of me in an explosion of kicked up snow.  I didn’t even see him go.  He was there, and then the snow exploded and he was gone.  I swung around, trying to find him, and was only able to locate him because of the screams.  As the snow settled I saw something huge and black huddled over and ripping away at something in the snow, something that was probably Avan.  I knew the black creature was whatever had been following us. 
  
 Clover screamed and the creature turned its head towards her.  It looked like someone had taken a wolf and human and shoved them together, and then decided the result wasn’t nightmarish enough so they’d stretched the jaws further, made them wider and crammed more teeth, needle sharp, into the mouth just to make it more horrifying.  It’s jaws hinged wide and it roared at her.  
  
 Clover stumbled backwards in terror, the knife I’d given her coming up in front of her.   
  
 I didn’t hesitate.  I dove forward, charging the beast while it was threatening Clover and had it’s claws occupied with Avan.  It heard me just before I reached it, but it was out of position.  As it tried to turn, my blade punched through its chest and tore out through the front of it.  The sword cut shockingly well.  It barely slowed as it ripped its way through the creature's ribcage.   
  
 I expected it to die, but instead it spun on me with enough strength to throw me backwards.  I kept my hold on the sword as it slid from the beast and I landed in the snow.  It was one me instantly.  There was no delay at all.  I was hitting the ground and the creature was somehow already above me, razor sharp claws coming down on me in a powerful barrage that I had no way to prepare for.  It was impossibly fast.  I couldn’t even see its movement, but I could feel my flesh ripping.  The claws were so sharp, razors that just shredded flesh and clothing like it wasn’t there.   
  
 I yelled in anger and managed to shift the sword just as it was coming down to bite my neck.  It would have killed me, but instead it bit into steel.  It’s jaws clanked against the metal, but I was getting weak.  I was bleeding a great deal and my wounds were deep. I could see bone over my ribs.  The beast had bright, terrible eyes, and I thought I could actually see a real desire to cause pain in its facial expression.  I’d never seen an animal with cruelty in its eyes before.  This one was intelligent, and full of ill intent.   
  
 It brought a clawed hand down and put it over my face, that terrible joy for misery alight in its eyes.  It was going to rip my face off, and it was giving me time to appreciate that.  I pushed my sword up, trying to force it into the creature’s jaws, but I couldn’t do it.  I wasn’t strong enough.  I screamed in rage as its claws sunk into my face and began to rip through my flesh.  One claw tore into my left eye and vision exploded away from that side as something hot and gelatinous poured down my cheek. The claw on the other side missed my eye but blood was pouring down my face into that one. 
  
 The beast howled in pain suddenly, and then it’s weight was coming off of me as it swung around.  There was a dagger stuck in the other side of its chest from the back.  The creature sucked in a breath and wheezed a growl, flecks of pink foam shooting from its gaping jaws.  I forced myself up and struck it as hard as I could in the neck from behind.  The blade cut deep.  The beast started to turn and then faltered, collapsing to its knees.  I swung again, and then again, and the creature’s head fell away.  It was dead.   
  
 I was shaky, but I remained standing.  Clover was shaking where she stood, looking down at the monster.  Avan was up, but he was torn open, holding his stomach in with his hands.   
  
 “To the cabin.”  I said, the words coming out wet as blood flowed into my mouth.  We made the rest of the trip to the cabin and pushed our way inside, slamming the door and bolting it behind us.   
  
 “Gods, Lil, your face . . . “ Clover gasped, looking at me.   
  
 I shook my head.  “Find the bell.”  Was all I managed.  I was never pretty.  I didn’t care about being even less pretty.  Clover ran across the room and picked up a small silver bell from the table.  She started ringing it.  A moment later a door opened up in the center of the room where there hadn’t been one before.  We filed through, though Avan wasn’t moving well at all.  He was pale and drawn, getting close to collapse.   
  
 As I crossed the threshold back into the academy the sword in my hand broke apart as though it were made of smoke that could no longer hold its shape.  I looked at my empty, blood soaked hand in confusion. 
  
 “Third finished.  Good time.”  The warden at the door said.  “Get yourselves to the clerics.”  That was it.  We had to carry Avan most of the way.  He passed out not long after we started down the hall.  Once we arrived, they split us up and we went to see one of the Fel Clerics. 
  
 “You’re a mess.”  The man who was seeing to me said.   
  
 “Monster tried to rip off my face.”  I explained. 
  
 He nodded.  “Looks like it.”  He touched me, and his magic took hold.  It was awful.  The pain that tore through me made me black out for a few moments.  When I came to I was shaking and exhausted.  
  
 “You’re going to have scars on your face.  I could have healed them all, but the Warden’s prefer you to keep your scars.  Your eye is restored, but the color is gone.  Consider it another type of scar.”  He said, and then he turned back to his things.  “You’re finished.  Leave.” 
  
 I got up and walked out, legs shaky as I returned to my room.  I missed Zarkov so keenly in that moment.  I wanted to see him for a little while, to talk to him about what had happened.  We’d done well at our challenge, but it had been terrible.  Luckily, I was tired and in enough pain, that when I returned to my room, my body handled the excess of suffering by blacking out in my bed.   
  
  



 Chapter 5 
  
 Ghouls 
  
 A month after my fight in the snow against the impossibly fast monster, I was fighting my next group challenge.  Avan was gone.  He’d stopped trying altogether and was washed out for physical ineptitude, but Clover was a different story.  A month after our harrowing run through the mountain pass she was a changed woman.  She was stronger, firmer of resolve, and almost unrecognizable from the person I’d last fought beside.   
  
 We didn't come in first in that trial, but we were far from last.  We placed in the top half and didn’t have to take the punishment for failing.  We also seemed to get along better, though I wouldn’t have exactly called us friends either.  We did, though, fall into a pattern of comradery that carried us forward through our challenges to the end of the year.  All these months later I still missed Zarkov, and still rarely saw him, but anytime we did meet it was a bit like coming home.   
  
 He’d grown stronger, broader, and maybe a bit colder in his time away.  He didn’t smile as much, and he’d gotten a few new scars, though nothing as jarring as the ones I wore on my face.  The scars from the claw marks down the top of my face were enough to draw attention, even with the skull tattoo to distract from them.  I’d never been a pretty woman, but now I was a topic of fear and rumor.  People whispered my name in the halls, avoided me in public places.  The exceptions to that were Zarkov, Ori and Clover.  Ori was the only person I saw regularly, and soon enough she would be gone.  This was the end of her third year of training.  From here she would go on to the advanced program along with all of the other third year students who wanted to move on.  Many would simply quit.  Three years in was enough to make the elite guard. 


  
 Ori’s leaving was upsetting for me.  Other than Zark, she was my only friend.  After the night I’d come back without Zarkov we’d gotten much closer.  We weren’t exactly giggling school girls talking about our hopes, dreams, and the boys we wanted to kiss, but we did spend most evenings talking before we passed out.  I found out that Ori had wanted to be a seamstress, that she’d had a bad first year and had almost washed out twice before she finally dedicated herself fully to this place.   
  
 She was in love with an instructor, but her only hope to be closer to her was to make it through all of the training, and that pushed her even harder.  She was second in her year, and she wanted first desperately.  It was nice to have someone to talk to, but speaking of love made me think of Zark, and what might have been between us, and then I was reminded that no deadie had ever made it all the way through training.  None of us.  Ori, Zark and I, we were destined for death.  If one of us made it, it would be a miracle. There was no chance we’d all get to the end.  The skulls tattooed on our faces were just a reflection of what we were. Dead.   
  
 As my first year ended there was no celebration to commemorate making it to my second year.  Ori packed her things and left, and on the day we’d normally have team events we were drawn out into the square to welcome the new recruits.  A young man named Tarn was assigned to my room, and he was terrified of me.  I showed him where he’d be sleeping.  I gave him my old bed and took Ori’s for no other reason than I could.  It felt right, like a changing of the guard.  We headed back out to the yard and were split into our teams.  Clover and I were joined by two new recruits, a male and a female.  This was the largest group I’d ever had.   
  
 Kavack was a big, brutish young man with cruel eyes and violence in his motions.  He had brown hair, and light eyes.  Everything was sharp and fast with him.  He lacked restraint and balance.  He’d probably get far enough on aggression alone, but I almost immediately didn't like him.  He attempted to intimidate me. He was taller than I was, broader across the shoulders, but he was soft.  I could see it in the set of his jaw, the weakness of his stance.  It was strange how quickly I could assess him and his failings.  I could break him, and a part of me liked the idea of doing so, but he was my teammate.   
  
 Unnya was thin and wiry, almost as tall as Kavack, but weighing probably half as much.  She had a determined set to her face.  Her hair was dark and so were her eyes.  Her skin was a lovely shade of olive. She didn’t like to look at me, but most people didn’t.  Kavack didn’t either, but he tried to stare me down every time our eyes met.  I’d seen myself in mirrors.  With the skull tattoo, my one white eye, and the scars down my face, I was terrifying.  I’d also taken to shearing my hair off short, which only added to the angularity of my face.  It didn’t make me look any more beautiful, but it certainly made me more intimidating, and here that was a good thing.   
  
 The opening lecture was much the same as it had been my first year.  I stayed attentive through the cues and then we were led off to the ring again, and my tension began to rise.  I remembered last year only too well.  For the first time in a long while I thought of Trilla.  I’d only known her for such a short time, but her existence had brought into focus just how brutal this place could be, and I owed her a lot for that.  Without her death, I would be dead myself, and I certainly wouldn’t have understood what it meant to truly need to fight.  She’d brought into focus what it was to struggle.   
  
 “What’s happening?”  Unnya asked, and it occurred to me that they never explained this part to the new students.   
  
 “We’re going to be paired off for fighting.  A team with no winners will have to vote someone out of the training program.  We’re not going to be one of those teams, but I recommend you keep your head about you.  There are no real rules to the fights, and as soon as your name is called the fight begins.  Hesitation here can get you killed.” I said, voice cold and precise.  
  
 “Two died here last year.”  Clover added, looking at me with a quick, sympathetic glance.  “Someone always dies. Don’t let it be you.”  She said to the others.   
  
 “I’m not afraid of anyone here.  There isn’t a single person I couldn’t take.”  Kavack said, smile confident.   
  
 “There isn’t a single student in year two or better who couldn’t destroy you, Kavack.  Just try not to get killed.”  I growled at him, though a small part of me was hoping he would be killed.   
  
 Kavack’s back stiffened and he stepped towards me like he intended to throw a punch. I stepped in and kicked out the back his leg. As his body fell towards the ground I joined his momentum and came down with my knee on his throat.  I had to break my own pace so I didn’t crush his windpipe and kill him, still he choked and sputtered.  
  
 “Calm, idiot.  We’re on the same team.  Anger gets you nowhere here. You need to be calm, cold, and collected at all times.  Rage is a weapon, but it is your enemy's weapon if you let it take hold of you.”  I warned him.  His fighting was getting a bit weaker, hands struggling less and less as he began to black out.  I eased off of him. He gasped for air as a few students around us watched, but most were disinterested.  The real show was in the ring.  Two people were already fighting.  “You should be watching the fights.”  I told him and Unnya.  “There is a great deal to learn.”   
  
 He finally managed to get up, but he shot me a venomous look just before he turned to the display of combat before us.  He was going to be trouble.  He’d always think he was better than me, and he’d always be looking for a way to attack me when I turned my back.  It was trouble waiting to happen.   
  
 “Lillin.  Zarkov.  To the ring.”  The voice called out, and my heart hit heavily in my chest.  It kept doing it, pounding like someone was striking me with a great mallet, but I moved forward on instinct.  I couldn’t believe they’d pair us off to fight.  We’d never fought each other before.  I didn’t want to fight him. Of course it occurred to me that was exactly why we were being matched.  They wanted us to break any kinship we had left, or to at least test if we could rise above that.   
  
 I entered the ring somewhat numbly and saw Zark enter across from me.  He was massive and powerful, and he moved smoothly.  He was a very capable fighter.  I gave him a small nod, and he returned it, eyes fixed in determination.  Neither of us could afford to lose this fight.  We didn’t know what was coming next.  The rest of our teams might lose, and then someone would have to go.  We couldn’t fail.  That was why we’d been called so early.  We were forced to fight our most aggressively.   
  
 We met in the middle of the ring, but there was no hand shaking or making up for old times.  Zarkov led in with a powerful strike that would have easily staggered me had I not sidestepped it.  I swept low, aiming for his legs, but he was dodging back even as I moved, anticipating my strike.  We’d both specialized in similar hand to hand styles, and it was showing here.  He knew the answers to all my moves, and I knew the answers to his.  He delivered blows with more force than I could, but my strength was longer lasting, it always had been.  Unfortunately he knew that, and he was faster than me to the strike, if not on the leg.  He pressed hard, pushing me as quickly as his body could move, and maybe a bit faster than mine could.  He slipped a punch beneath my defenses and hit me in the stomach, knocking me backward and sending waves of nausea rippling through me as I staggered backwards and tried to regain my footing.   
  
 I drew back and consolidated my efforts to attacking again.  I delivered a massive offensive flurry, putting absolutely everything I had into knocking him off balance, but he was just a little bit quicker in combat.  I tried to keep on the attack, but I wasn’t able to keep up with the pace he was setting and he slipped another punch through my defenses, this one clipping me in the side of the face and ripping my eyebrow open.  Blood flooded down my face and I reeled back in pain, unable to stop the world from spinning for a moment.   
  
 Of course he wasn’t going to go easy on me.  He came on strong, swinging and kicking as I retreated, trying to gather myself again and rebalance my position.  It was difficult to recover from a mistake, and Zark wasn’t making it any easier, but he got over confident, or too eager to end things quickly, and he stepped wide.  I dove on the opportunity, lunging forward low and behind his guard.  I dropped an elbow into the back of his knee, and then twisted my body through his stance.  I punched him in the balls, hard, and the fight was over. He toppled to the ground and I put him in a suppression hold until he gave in.  
  
 It took him a while to get back to his feet, and I felt terrible for hurting him like that.  It was the first time I’d ever intentionally touched his manhood, and I certainly hadn’t been kind to it.  No doubt that would be a rift that was hard to overcome.  He shot me a shaky smile as we parted and the next contestants were called. The battle had been fast, faster even than it had felt, and I’d won, but only barely.  If he hadn’t pressed so hard and had just kept using his speed to pick away at me around my defenses, I didn’t think I would have lasted more than another hit or two.  I was lucky. 
  
 As I returned to my group, still dripping blood, the new members of our team were looking at me in shock.  To their eyes I’d just taken out a monster of an opponent.  They had no way of judging us other than size.  Even Kavack was quiet now, nothing smart to say as I returned from battle.  It was just as well. I didn’t have the patience for him. A welling of guilt was rising up in me.  I hadn’t wanted to hurt Zark.  I hoped he’d forgive me.  The smile at the end made me feel like he might, but I couldn't be sure.  If things went badly for his team he might well hold a grudge.  My stomach sank.  
  
 Several others were called as I fought with this internal struggle, but finally Kavack was summoned to the pit.  He won his fight as well.  It lasted longer than mine, though, and his nose was broken by the girl he fought, though she certainly got the worst of it.  He beat her mercilessly into submission, climbing atop her and reigning his fists down on her even after she submitted.  He came back gloating, his eye sockets turning black from his broken nose, and his smile a show of dominance.  The girl he’d beat had been another first year, and she’d been much smaller than him.  It was a sad thing to gloat over, really, sadder still that he’d abused her so thoroughly and taken pleasure from it.  There was cruelty in Kavack, a great deal of it.   
  
 Clover was out next, and she won her fight as well.  Hers was short and concise.  She fought against a third year woman who was much slower than her, but also much stronger.    
  
 It was a while before Unnya was called, and when she was, it was to pair off against a third year boy much larger than she was, and clearly more adept.  The fight was short and brutal, and ended with me having to go and pick her up with Clover.  Kavack didn’t help.  Afterwards, the groups retreated to the healing tents, mostly splitting up, though Clover and I stayed to make sure Unnya got some care before we parted company with a friendly nod.  We wouldn’t be running the Rift, and that was at least something.   
  
 I returned to my room to find Tarn laying in bed groaning.  He had two black eyes and was moving rather stiffly.  I could only guess that he’d taken a bad beating, but not enough to warrant any serious healing.  They liked to leave you with some pain.  I’d lived with it long enough that I barely noticed it at times.  It was strange the way that you could, if needed, just ignore the pain.   
  
 “My team lost.”  He said miserably.  “I don’t think the fights were at all fair.  The girl they put me with was so much better than I was.”   
  
 “Life isn’t fair.  Those fights are designed to teach you lessons about the assumptions you make concerning life.  Nothing is sacred.  No friendship is too deep, no situation taboo when it comes to battle.  Sometimes you will have to fight those you consider friends, and sometimes you’ll have to fight people that you don’t think there is any way you can defeat.  You have to find a way forward.”  It sounded crass and heartless, but that’s how I felt too.  Having to beat down Zark had put me in a dark place, and I wasn’t sure I liked it at all, but what other choice did I have?  If I’d lost, that would have just made me a larger target for Kavack.  I’d freed myself of that, but at the cost of hurting someone I cared for. 
  
 “This is harder than I thought it would be.”  He said quietly.   
  
 I laughed a bit darkly  “Tell me about it tomorrow night.”   
  
 “What does that mean?”  He sounded scared.   
  
 “Oh, it’s better if it’s a surprise.”  I turned over and drew my blankets up around me without offering any elboration. 
  
 “Hey, I want to know what you meant by . . . “ 
  
 “Shut up, sleep.  You’ll need it.”  I told him, and then I closed my eyes and drifted off into darkness.  There was no safety in sleep, however.  Things were worse inside my head than they were in real life.   
  
 5.1 
  
 Months passed, hard months.  Team events had become nightmares for me.  Kavack was becoming more physically capable, and even more difficult to manage as he got it in his head that he was superior to everyone, and that he should have his way.  He kept trying me, pushing at my limits, and each time I was forced to aggressively put him back him down.  He feared me.  I could sense that weakness in him, but instead of being cautious and careful, his fear urged him onward.  He liked to face his fears.  He felt if he could defeat them he wouldn’t have to fear them anymore, and it wasn’t the wrong attitude to have, but he didn’t execute upon it in a healthy way. Every time I beat him his fear grew stronger, and every time he came back more aggressive than the last.  He was going to cost someone their life eventually.  I hoped it would be him.  That was certainly a bleak desire to have, but I’d rather have seen him die than anyone else in my group.   
  
 I liked Clover and Unnya seemed strong as well in some ways, though she seemed to have a weakness for Kavack.  I was fairly certain she had a crush on him, which wasn’t wise.  I didn’t doubt he’d take advantage of that if he figured it out.  Luckily, he wasn’t very smart.  He wasn’t exactly stupid, but he had a real failing when it came to actually thinking before he acted, and that didn’t get you far at the school.  I hoped he’d wash himself out sooner rather than later.   
  
 These thoughts were still pouring through my head as I headed back to my room after a long day in the Rift.  We’d been in the desert variant, and I was chafed in terrible places, and still feeling dehydrated.   
  
 I nearly jumped out of my flesh when a cloaked figure stepped out in front of me.  I reached for a weapon I didn’t have before I saw the Warden symbol and forced myself to calm.   
  
 I opened my mouth to ask what was needed of me, and then I saw the face.  It was Ghoul.  I hadn’t seen him since he’d had me swiped from the Rift over a year before.  “Ghoul?”  I asked, surprised. 
  
 “Oh, you remember!”  He said, sounding excited.  “Come with me.”  He gestured with a hand, and then he was walking quickly, turning down halls I’d never been down before.  I followed hot on his heels, my nerves running high.  It was late. I was supposed to be returning to my room.  There were penalties, steep penalties, for wandering around where I wasn’t supposed to be.  I hoped that Ghoul would vouch for me if any trouble came of this, but I couldn’t be certain. The man was very strange, possibly insane. 
  
 We walked for what felt like a long time, and then abruptly we turned and passed through a narrow door that set us on a path heading downward at a steep angle, broken occasionally by sets of ragged stone steps.  The air seemed to change as we got lower, and as we passed under an arch in the path it took an abrupt turn for the worst.  Instead of the dry, stale air from above, it became wet and fetid, smelling like mold and death.  I choked a bit on it and Ghoul laughed.  
  
 “Yes, I forget that most people aren't accustomed to the way things are down here.  These catacombs were here before this city was.  The city was built atop them intentionally because there is power here, a power older than all of us, old and dark.  We chose this site for the school because we knew we could connect it to these tunnels.  The Will users, Wardens, have sought the secrets here for years, but it’s so hard to understand these mysteries.  They’re different than our power. I tapped some of them for the golems, though.  In a way they’re like the doors, but they’re different too.  Old things, dark things.  I don’t think people would be happy if they knew about what is down here.”  He looked back at me and grinned.  “You won’t tell anyone though.”  The grin fell away and I felt dark, terrible rage sweep over me for a second.  “You won't tell anyone.”   
  
 I was shaking my head, and I knew that I wouldn’t.  I wasn’t sure if he was compelling me, or if it was all the terror that I felt, the threat in his words, but I had no intention of ever telling anyone about this.  He was nodding.  “Good, great.  Secrets are important.” 
  
 We went deeper still, the tunnels becoming strange.  They were no longer of paved stone, but instead looked like they’d been burrowed out by some kind of giant beast, rounded and uniform, but somehow natural as well.   
  
 For a very small moment, a length of time that lasted the moments between one blink and the next, I thought I saw a man in the tunnels with us.  He was on a side path that we were not taking.  He was dressed in black clothing, with pale white skin, and just as he was turning his head in our direction I blinked and he was gone entirely.   
  
 The strangest part was that for a moment, as he’d been turning to face us, I had been terrified to the core of my being.  I’d almost screamed.  My legs felt shaky, and I had to take a few breaths to steady myself, but whatever I’d seen was entirely gone.  There was no sign of the man in the strange black clothing.  Had he ever really been there at all?  I tried to push him from my mind, and before long I had mostly succeeded, except for a shadow that lingered somewhere in the back of my conscious, a giant, worm-like shadow, ready to burrow holes into the recesses of my mind where I hid all of my greatest fears. 
  
 We walked a while longer and the tunnel we were in opened up into a huge underground chamber.  Again, it didn’t look like anything that had happened by chance, but more like something that had been meticulously and precisely eaten out of the rock.  We came out onto what seemed like a beach and there was a path ahead of us that moved onward into an increasingly dark area.  Up until this point there had been sconces hammered into the walls, torches burning to keep the area lit, but out across the walkway in front of us there was no light.  To either side of the path, and lapping up against the shore, was a dark black liquid that smelled of death and putridity, a strange, sickly sweet smell that dug at my nose incessantly as though it was trying to claw its way into me.   
  
 “What is this place?”  I asked, and my voice sounded small and close.  It was as though I was talking with my mouth pressed directly against a wall. I’d expected my voice to echo in the large chamber, but instead it felt like it barely passed beyond my lips.   
  
 “This is the Cauldron, it’s where I draw the materials that I use to make the golems, the gears and the hooks, they all come from that black liquid.”  He answered, and his voice was close and small as well.  “The liquid . . . where that comes from . . . “  He went quiet, either unwilling or unable to elaborate. 
  
 I didn't really understand.  It didn’t make sense to me that the strange black liquid could be formed into solid things, or that this man, who by all accounts was ancient, had no idea where it had come from.  It did look thick, but how it could be taken and formed into metal components was beyond me.  It seemed strangely alive, as though it was possessed of a will of its own.  It bubbled at the shore, moving with the force of some kind of tidal action, but also in a way that had nothing to with the motion of any moon.  It seemed constantly in conflict with itself and the laws that should have governed its existence. 
  
 “Why did you bring me here?”  I asked another question, if for no other reason than to try and fill the silence that was only cut into by the otherworldly sounds of the dark liquid.   
  
 Ghoul looked at me, his head cocked to one side.  He looked confused for a moment.  “I don’t know.”  He shook himself a bit, like casting off a bad memory.  “Well, I know why I brought you, but I don’t know why I went to find you, or how I knew I would when I left here.  Maybe it was Will alone that guided me.  Maybe it is some shred of compassion that made me seek you out, or maybe it is the exact opposite of that.  Maybe this is cruelty.  I am a creature of malice and darkness.” 
  
 He laughed then, a sound as black as the liquid in the room, and it bubbled and churned like that liquid too.  “I don’t know.”  He said again as the laughter faded. “By some inner demon, or some outer demon, I was compelled to seek you tonight.  You are the first to come here, the first student.”  He smiled. “I was excited that you were still alive.  I’ve watched you.  You’ve done well.  I’ve seen stronger, but you grew quickly.  You learn well.  You don’t push ahead of everyone, and your test scores are not great, but you’re adaptable.  Your Will is much stronger than last time we met, dormant, but growing.” 
  
 I wasn't sure how to reply to the praise so I just shrugged.  “Thank you, I suppose.  Was there something I was to see down here?”  I felt like I needed to keep him moving towards whatever goal it was he had.  He seemed agitated and nervous, and as I spoke the small smile on his lips fell away.   
  
 “Yes, there are things to see.  Follow me.  Stay very close.  You can’t swim here.  If you fall, it’s over.  The madness will have you, and there is no coming back from that.”  With that he turned and started walking again, this time out across the rail-less pathway that stretched across the strange black lake.  He gave no indication what he meant by “the madness will have you” and I, perhaps foolishly, didn’t get up the nerve to ask him to clarify.  
  
 I felt a terrible pressure as we walked, as of something surrounding me and squeezing. It began to get dark fast, and then Ghoul’s Will came to bear, and the light around us seemed to focus so that it was just around us and nowhere else.  The rest of the room went black, and only the area immediately surrounding us was visible.   
  
 “Only Will users are supposed to be able to cross this bridge.  That’s why there are no torches any further.  If you can’t bring your own light, then you are not meant to be here.”  He laughed in that unsettling way that he often did.  “It has been getting increasingly difficult with time, either that or I’m getting increasingly weaker with time.  I suppose either is possible.  There has been a great deal of time passed since this all started.  Still, there would be so much trouble if anyone knew I’d brought a guest.”  This made him grin darkly. 
  
 “Of course I brought you anyway.  It’s a crime, you know.  The others would be furious with me.”  The path turned suddenly, and it had gotten much narrower. There was now just enough room to walk on it without falling off into the black that lurked below.  “I can imagine their faces now. They already hate me, but this would push them over the edge. They might well decide I wasn’t worth the trouble anymore.  This place is one of their precious secrets.  They don’t want people to know this is where it started.  They think it’s dangerous for others to know.  They think I’m dangerous.” 
  
 The light flared around us and I felt a wave of tension in the air that originated from Ghoul.  “They’d be right, of course. About all of it.  They should have let me go long, long before this.  They think my work is vital to the Wardens.”  He laughed once more, and then the path took another sharp turn at an odd angle.  “Like all people who build themselves an ideology, they’ve lost their way in the pursuit of that.  Power is a poison, Lillin.  Those who seek it will always find it kills them eventually.  Some may live long, long lives of wealth and extravagance, but all that breathes doesn’t live.  A thing can be dead and still be going.  Ideology does that.”  He stopped suddenly and turned to me, rotating on the narrow platform as though he wasn’t the least bit afraid he might fall, though I’d become increasingly nervous of exactly that.   
  
 “Remember that, dead things aren’t necessarily done things.  Some dead things keep going.  Yes, that’s important.”  His words were intense, loud, they almost echoed in the stifling room, and then he turned again and kept moving.  
  
 We walked for a bit longer and then I saw a light ahead of us.  We headed in that direction and eventually the walkway opened up onto another area.  We walked forward a bit, the source of light coming more into focus as we moved.  I could see a pedestal with something that looked like a small ember of coal atop it.  The light it gave off was purple in hue, casting the room in strange shadows.  I was so fixated on the light that I didn’t even see the things moving in the darkness at the edge of this new source of light until I’d almost reached the pedestal.   
  
 A terrible, indistinct groaning sounded and something dashed forward only to stop a few inches into the light as a chain snapped taut.  I whipped about and fell into a combat stance as Ghoul began to cackle again.  My eyes took in the thing before me and I recoiled in horror, almost backing too far in the other direction as another one of the things ran towards the light from the side I hadn’t been watching.   
  
 “Careful girl, there isn’t much room here for wandering about.”  Ghoul warned, and I forced myself to hold in place and look at the monstrosities before me.   
  
 They looked like they might have been people at some point.  Their flesh was peeled away and they were covered in the black stuff from the strange lake we’d just crossed.  Their eyes  were gone, sunken pits in their head, and their bodies looked as though they’d been reshaped by the messy black ichor.  Their bones were heavier, thicker, their muscles larger, bulging in places.  Their teeth were all sharp, needles hanging from their skeletal heads, and they had black horns that looked like they’d torn holes in the top of their skulls.   
  
 “What are they?”  I asked, and was upset to hear my voice was shaky.   
  
 “They’re what came before the golems.”  Ghoul answered.  “They’re named as I am, Ghouls.  We couldn’t get them to truly submit.  They’ll attack anything with a Will weaker than their own.  They’re as old as I am, forever trapped as they are.  It’s almost impossible to kill them.  We destroyed one, but it had to be torn into tiny bits, and those just kept moving.  We finally used Everburn to consume the pieces, but that was the only thing that stopped it.  They are possessed of a singular need to exist, a malignant yearning to consume and destroy no matter what.” 
  
 “I don’t understand why I’m here.”  I repeated the words again, feeling a bit shaky as I looked at the horrors straining at their chains to reach me.  They showed no interest at all in Ghoul. 
  
 “I don’t know either, but you should be impressed.  Very few have seen this.  Look, it’s an ember of Everburn.  No student has ever laid eyes upon it before.”  He gestured towards the purple glowing flame and my eyes slid to it in surprise.  It was one thing to hear about something in stories, legends, but another to see it made manifest.   
  
 “It’s smaller than I thought . . . dimmer.”  I said, looking into the churning purple thing.  It felt malevolent in a way.  I couldn’t say exactly what gave me that impression, but it did seem dangerous and dark, something alien and terrible that didn’t want me to exist in any way.  It was different than the black stuff, but equally foul. 
  
 “This is just an ember, Lil, not the fire itself.  The fire is kept somewhere else, a place where only a powerful Will user can even hope to go.”  Ghoul’s voice filled the space between us and drew my attention from the purple glow. 
  
 “It’s through one of the doors?”  I asked. 
  
 Ghoul shrugged.  “In a way.  The doors aren’t what they seem.  They can take you to places that exist if they’re used one way, but often times they take you to places that have already finished existing, or at least are cycling through existence, stuck in a loop.  They are shards of reality stolen from time, pieces of other worlds brought into focus for as long as you are inside the space they create.  When you exit the door, that space closes again and ceases to be until it’s reopened.  You can open one door to another, which actually takes you to a real place, but that requires more power, and some of the doors are impossibly far away.  Everburn is nestled at the edge of reality itself, a place so isolated and distant that I doubt anyone will ever see it again.”   
  
 “Why?”  I asked, surprised that the symbol of our order would be locked away. 
  
 “Not all of the stories we tell you . . . nor the ones we tell each other, are based in reality.  Everburn may or may not be the elemental source of Will, but it is an evil, dark thing.  It once rested in this cavern, put here by something we can’t begin to fathom, and look what became of this place.  Believe me, it is better locked away.  Those who came in direct contact with it were . . . “  golem shivered.  “Well, they were changed.”  He nodded at the two things on chains.  “These aren’t so bad, really.  You can see what they are. When the Blackened came back from the fires, they were something else entirely.  It took a monumental force to suppress them.“ 
  
 I felt a chill go up my spine and had to manually put it in check.  Were the heroes of legend really heroes?  What did “suppress” mean?  “This is why you brought me here?”  I asked aloud, suddenly not sure if I’d get to sleep that night or not.   
  
 He shook his head.  “No, this is a detour.  I brought you here to show you my latest work.  It’s important that you see . . . for some reason.  It’s a purpose.  It brought you to me in the halls.  Come.”  He gestured with his head and began to walk again.  I fell in quickly at his heels, not eager to be left alone in this place, his words rolling through my mind.  I’d been “brought” to him.  That felt strangely accurate, but I didn’t understand it at all. 
  
 We walked a ways and then there was a small door leading off the primary chamber.  Ghoul opened it without touching the door, which had no latches or handles on the side facing us, and then we went inside and the portal sealed shut behind us.  I heard it lock, though again there was no visible mechanism on this side of the door at all.  It was clear that it had been designed to only be useable by the Wardens.  It was Will locked. 
  
 Beyond the door was a finished corridor which looked like it could have been anywhere in the academy above, as though the strange cave system beyond hadn’t really happened.  It felt almost like we’d stepped through a magical door, though I hadn’t felt the shift I normally did when going through one of those.  It was a very subtle thing, something I hadn’t even noticed at first, but now I’d come to expect the sensation when stepping through the magical doors of the academy.  This was different.  This was just a finished area off of an ancient cave.   
  
 The corridor itself was simple.  A wood paneled floor, with undecorated walls and a low ceiling.   The hall was wide enough to walk with both arms stretched without touching the walls, but not much more.  There were wall sconces at staggered intervals on either side, illuminating the area in hues of fire light.  Ghoul stopped suddenly as we neared the end of the corridor and it opened into a large room with with heavy stone walls.  I could see some kind of table in the center of the room, though not much else beyond Ghoul himself who stood blocking the view.   
  
 “This . . . what I have to show you.  You’re not going to like it.  I’m not a great judge of others, but I’m not immune to empathy entirely.  This will not be nice for you, but it is necessary.”  He looked over his shoulder and back at me.  “You are the only one I’ve ever shown this to, Lillin.  Some things are not meant to be seen, and this is one of them.  It will change you, but I think that’s why I’ve brought you here.  You need to change.  You’re weak as you are now.  Too weak.  Will stirs inside of you, but it’s asleep.  You lack resolution.  This will give you resolution, or it will destroy you.” 
  
 His words triggered a fear response in me that almost made me turn and head back for that door behind me. I wondered if I could find someway to unlock the door myself and get out of here and . . . what?  Would I go back into the dark beyond by myself?   
  
 “What if I don’t want to see, Ghoul?  Will you take me from here?”  I asked him, even as my mind turned towards the table behind him and whatever might lay atop it.  Beyond the fear was a deep and terrible curiosity that wanted desperately to know what lay there.  What was it Ghoul was showing me?  Why would it change me? 
  
 He turned to me and his voice softened as he leaned in closer.  “I will.  I will take you from these tunnels as safely as I brought you, and you will never see me or this place again. I will wash it all from your mind, rip the memories from you and leave you untouched to resume your path through this school.  I promise you that Lillin.  I know I shouldn’t.  I can feel the ache to show you this in every piece of my body, but I would spare you this if you want me to.”  Ghoul said, so much compassion in his voice that I thought he might weep for a moment. 
  
 In that moment it would have been so easy to turn my back on all of this and leave.  Secrets were often best left as the property of others.  Not knowing could be a wonderful thing, and he had made it so easy.  I could forget everything.   
  
 “If I go on, will you wipe my memories then as well?”  I asked.  “If I ask you to after I see what you have to show me?” 
  
 He shook his head, expression firming.  “No.  You’ll probably want me to, but I won’t.  If you go past this point, then we have committed to a path together.  We’ve chosen to accept that there is something that compels us forward, and we are willing to listen, to entertain that something.  Once you invite the darkness, Lillin, you become something new and you can never expel it from within.  It knows you, and you will know it.”  He tilted his head a bit as if listening to something.  “Can you hear it?” 
  
 I raised my own ear, listening intently.  I could hear the drip of water somewhere, and a strange hum that seemed to reverberate through the walls.  I heard the faint sound of breathing coming from beyond both of us, in the direction of the table, but other than that nothing.  Strangely though, I felt a strong compulsion to see what was in the room again.  It almost felt like a push on the back, an urge to take a step further into the room.   
  
 “There it is.”  Ghoul said softly.  “A voice you hear not with your ears, but in the pit of your stomach.  It’s a tugging pull.  Something dark moves with intention, and we are pulled in the twisting vortex of its passing.” 
  
 I shivered.  “I think I do hear it.”  I said, looking past him at the room again.  Since I’d reached this school I’d had precious few points of choice.  There were no decisions for me anymore.  I simply did what I had to do, but here one was facing me.  “Alright.  Show me what’s in the room.”  I knew as I spoke them that those words were a terrible mistake.  I had committed myself to a dark path.   
  
 Ghoul nodded.  “Alright, follow me.”  He said, and then he turned and marched into the room, and I came after him.  There was a great rising trepidation inside of me that increased with every step until I began to make out the table in front of me and what was on it.  Trepidation fled to horror and disgust, and then horror and realization.   
  
 The human body on the table was flayed open, the skin slit and  peeled back to expose the workings beneath like some kind of macabre dissection.  Nerves had been delicately dissected from the body and were painstakingly sewn into hooks of strange black metal.  This person was being turned into a golem.  I  knew enough to understand that now. 
  
 It wasn’t pleasant to see, but at first I didn’t understand the full extent of the horror, and then my eyes caught upon a patch of discarded skin.  More than that, a face that had been scraped from a skull and left to rot on the table next to the body, an unneeded bit of the process.  Alone it was a terrible thing.  Without attachments or any knowledge about the person I was seeing changed it sent echoes of despair coursing through me, but then I recognized whose face I was looking at and the despair was all the more powerful.  The skull tattoo was the first sign of familiarity.  They were all the same in many ways, but each was also a little different, just enough to be recognizable to those who saw them constantly.   
  
 Even without any facial structure beneath the skin to hold it in place, I recognized who I was seeing, and the realization hit me firmly in the gut, making me feel instantly sick.   
  
 “Ori . . . “  The name fell from my shocked tongue, and the body’s eyes turned to me.  By the Blackened she was alive and aware.  The eyes, held into their sockets by muscle and nothing else, turned to me and looked upon me with pleading agony.  I could hear the silent plea for help, the scream to make it all stop, the pain and suffering.  She would have gladly taken death in that moment.  I couldn’t give her that.  I couldn’t do anything in that moment.  This was the worst thing I could have ever seen.  I was shaken to my core, snapped like the end of a whip, the shock deafening me to the world for a moment. 
  
 I took a step back and fell as my legs gave way.  Ghoul caught me.  “It’s alright, Lillin.  This is just a stage in her progression.  Soon enough I will remove her skull and spine from her body and she will be safely nestled in a golem.” 
  
 I looked up at him in disbelief.  “She will suffer forever!”  I said, horrified.  “Ori was in love!  She wanted to finish all of this and get back to her lover, how could you . . . “ 
  
 “Ori is in love.  She is still Ori.  Nothing has changed about who she is in her mind.  That will exist as long as these golems exist.  That is the nature of what I create.  Everything that Ori was will continue on forever in a march of screaming agony that cannot end.”  He answered, voice cold and impassive. 
  
 “Oh Ori . . . “  I whispered, shaking my head and looking at the horrified eyes that looked at me, and then back at her own ruined body.  She was a monster now, in terrible pain, and all of her hopes were gone. Death would have been better.   
  
 “Death would have been better.”  I said it out loud.   
  
 He nodded.  “Of course it would have, but then someone else would be here.  One every year.  Every year, without fail.” 
  
 “No!”  I yelled, and then I reached out and tore the knife from his belt, diving for the table in the center of the room.  I wouldn’t let this be her fate.  I wouldn’t let her suffer like she was.  This was too terrible.  “No!”  I yelled again, and then I was caught.  I was grabbed mid-leap, caught in the air as though a massive hand had reached out and taken hold of me.  I just stopped, and then I was slammed roughly to the ground.   
  
 “I’m sorry, Lillin.  I told you that you wouldn’t like what you saw.”  Ghoul said, coming forward.  He plucked the knife from my hand.  “I can’t let you ruin my work.  It is as much a part of me as your rage is a part of you.  If you destroy what I’ve created, you destroy me.  I understand why you want that, but I can’t let you do it.” 
  
 “Please, choose someone else, Ghoul.”  I begged him, though it was hard to talk.   
  
 “No, it has to be one of the best, but one who has fallen.  It had to be her.”  He said.  
  
 Rage rippled through me and I screamed and pressed back against the Will holding me to the ground.  My arms shook, my chest heaved, and for a moment I thought I might break free, and then the crushing force around me increased and I was pressed harder to the floor.   
  
 Ghoul laughed, a dark, empty sound.  “That was impressive.  I’ve never felt a student push that hard before the water test.  Now I see why we’re here today.  I think we just woke you up.  It makes sense.  I didn’t understand until just then. “  His laughter died away.  “It’s over, Lillin.  You can’t do anything here.  This wasn’t about you having a chance to fix this.  You just needed to see it.  I’m taking you back now.” 
  
 I moved against my own will, standing up stiffly and walking toward the door, my legs unable to control themselves at all.  From behind me I thought I heard some kind of silent scream for help, but perhaps it was just my imagination.  It was impossible to say.   
  
 “I’m going to tell everyone.”  I said, voice dark and angry as tears streamed down my face.   
  
 “You can. I won’t stop you, but the Wardens know what I do.  You’ll just draw attention to yourself, and it will probably end in your expulsion from the program.  We both know what that means for you.  You knew that this would be terrible, Lillin.  You invited this into your life, and now you’ll live with it.  You’ll live with it as I do.  It will change you.  It already has changed you.  The question is, what will you do with the changes that have been made here?” 
  
 I couldn’t imagine this change being anything but negative.  The hurt inside of me was so profound that I wanted to crumple up and die.  I surged against the hold Ghoul held over me, and there were small moments where I thought I might even break his grip, but in the end there was nothing I could do.  He walked me back out of the pit and back through the halls in a strange way.  We didn't take the same route we had coming in, and the halls all seemed different.   
  
 Finally he released me and I rounded on him.  “You’re a monster!”  I growled the words, fists shaking at my sides.   
  
 “Yes, I am.”  He answered calmly.  “So are you.  We all are.  This is what it means to be a Warden. You can’t look at the world in two colors anymore.  There isn't a wrong and right side to things.  Sometimes bad things are done for good purposes.  No, sometimes bad things are done for our purposes, I won’t be so naive to call them “good” and I recommend you don’t either.  I think I will see you again, Lillin.  Don’t die in the meantime.”  With that he turned and walked away.  I thought about following him, but knew it would do me no good.  He could pin me with his Will at any moment and vanish.   
  
 In a rush of stupidity I waited for a bit and then attempted to sneak my way back into his hidden catacombs, but the halls worked against me.  It seemed no matter which way I went I ended up back at the place he’d deposited me.  Finally, dejected and angry, I returned to my rooms.  My roommate looked relieved when I came in.   
  
 “I thought you were dead.”  He said with a sigh.   
  
 “No, not dead, but I would be better off that way.”  I snapped an acidic reply before slumping into bed.   
  
 Sleep didn’t come for me that night.  Instead, I was haunted by the memories of one of my few friends split to pieces and screaming.  In my mind she never stopped screaming, and her eyes never stopped pleading for me to release her, even if it meant releasing her to death.  Ori.  I wouldn’t forget her.   
  
  



 Chapter 6 
  
 City of Chaos 
  
 6.1 
  
 People came and went.  Death was just a part of the daily game we played, and it was hard to remember who had been with me a long time, and who had been with me only a short time.  My roommate never returned from training one day, and he was replaced by an angry girl who was struggling against the world.  She was there for a while, but then she was cast out of the program when she was caught fucking another student in his room.   
  
 After that there was another male, and then a female after him.  My group for group sessions changed as well.  Clover was severely injured and taken from the program.  The dark clerics could heal the wounds, but not the mental trauma that came with them.  Clover was ruined. Unnya failed out at some point, and I guessed it was intentional since she was quite intelligent and not weak. That left just Kavack and I.  He refused to fail.  He was clever enough to make it through the tests, even if just barely, and he was violent and strong willed enough to keep pushing through the physical challenges.  I hated him.  His cruelty was exceptional.  He relished hurting other people, and he never hesitated to take a moment to exert dominance over anyone he encountered.   
  
 The exception, of course, was me.  Ghoul had been right.  What I’d seen in the catacombs had changed me.  It seemed that I never felt anything but anger anymore.  I couldn’t find time to smile or enjoy myself.  I fought anyone and everyone who challenged me, and that meant Kavack as well.  He was strong.  Very strong, and his training was only making him more so, but every chance I had, I beat him down.  He loved to challenge me.  Every single group event became a battle between us, and each time I forced him down again, violently.  This led to us being disqualified twice and forced into double punishments.  We also began to lose more events than we won.  We were never last, but it wasn’t good either.     
  
 My scores had fallen off in the educational portion of the course.  I didn’t feel like studying for their tests anymore.  I did the minimum I had to and scraped by. I knew it was a dangerous game to play, but I also knew that what they were telling me, at least parts of it, was little more than lies.  I didn’t want to become vested in lies.  I would find my own truths once I became a Warden.  I would find those truths, and I would use them to change this place, to erase the nightmares that happened here.   
  
 I believed that to be my purpose.  Something had brought me to the pit to see what Ghoul was doing, and what other purpose could there be for that?  I felt like an arrow that had been loosed at a target, and that target was the Wardens.  I would become one, and then I would destroy them from the inside.   
  
 It was this determination that carried me through my third year.  Even with all the trouble Kavack gave me, I kept going forward.  Part of it might have been specifically because of the trouble he gave me.  Darkness grew in me, an anger that had no bounds.  They’d stripped me of friends and companions, so anger was all I had to fuel me when things grew harder.   
  
 Just as I was strongly considering killing Kavack secretly during one of our group excursions, my third year ended and I was told to gather my things and report to the public square.  As Ori had done long before, I gathered my few belongings, some clothing and some boots, and headed to the square.  Everyone left from the three years of training I’d undergone was there.  There were much less of us remaining then there had been to begin.  It was difficult to count since I'd never seen us all together in one place like this.  I guessed there was maybe a third, if that.   
  
 There was a single Warden in the square.  He stood atop a small wooden box, and as the last of us arrived he raised his hands and a hush fell over us.  I could feel the press of his Will, the urging to silence, but it was just a light touch on me.  Others looked as though their mouths had been forcefully gripped shut.  The Will of others had been greatly diminished for me since the change I’d undergone in the catacombs. I supposed I should thank Ghoul for that if I ever saw him again, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel grateful for anything to do with him.   
  
 “I am Warden Shaw.  Today I will divide those of you with true Will potential from the rest of you.  Congratulations on completing the first part of the Warden program.  For every ten of you that came into the program, less than three of your remain.  To get here you had to be better than seven others vying for these positions.  You should take strength and pride from that.”  He hopped down from the box and began to walk around our group, his voice still loud as he spoke.   
  
 “I said that I will divide you, but the truth is that you will divide yourselves.  From here on out, failure is death.  You cannot quit or fail from the program without losing your life.  That’s what it means to go forward.  You will succeed or you will die, and most of you will die.  At the most maybe ten of you will make it through the second phase of training, and there are currently 297 of you in this square.”  He let those words hang in the air for a while.  The silence was staggering.   
  
 “The good news is that you don’t have to go onto the next part of the Warden training.  For many of you, this is the end.  You can leave.  You’ll be handed a certificate stating that you completed the first segment of Warden’s training, and you’ll walk out of here and into an easy, comfortable, well-paying position with the private guard, or some other private military position of your choice.  You’ll do well for yourself, and it will be easy for you to provide for any family that you wish to have.”  Again, he paused to let those words sink in.  He didn’t talk about the deadies.  We had no choice.  We had to go on.  We couldn’t just leave, not like the others.   
  
 “This is how you are separated.  Those of you too weak to go on will leave now, and those of you with true Will are going to go forward. Most of you won’t make it to the end of training, but you will have proven that you had the Will to at least make the effort.   Things are harder from here on out.  The next year of your life is going to be the worst year of your life, at least until it kills you.”  His voice was cold and dark, deadly serious.  “So, without further time wasting, make your choices.  Those staying, stand here, and those leaving may go to the front gate now.” 
  
 It was immediately clear that those who’d chosen to leave, at least most of them, had made that choice long ago.  The group split quickly, most of us headed for the front gate.  It was a silent affair.  No one said a word.  There was no taunting those leaving.  I wasn’t sure what the others were thinking, but I was envious of those who could walk away from it.  I wished I could.   
  
 When the crowds had cleared, there were just under a hundred of us left.  I saw Zark not far from me, but after searching all the faces I could see that he was the only other skull tattooed person in the crowd.  We’d certainly dwindled, though there hadn’t been that many of us to begin.   
  
 On impulse I approached Zarkov.  He turned as he heard me coming and he smiled.  “Lil, good to see you’re still here.  I’d been hearing rumors that your team fell apart.” 
  
 I growled but nodded.  “They placed me with a piece of shit who got off on cruelty and felt like he needed to be stronger than me.  I wouldn’t let him.”  I ran a hand back over my shaved head and sighed.  “Wouldn’t it be nice to be walking out that gate now?”  I asked. 
  
 Zark nodded.  “Yeah, I’m as done with this place as possible.  I suppose we’re in it until we’re dead though.  Have you heard anything about Ori?  I know she made it through to the next part of training.  It’s supposed to be two years, right?” 
  
 I froze a bit, nodding slowly.  I couldn’t tell him much.  I mean, technically I could tell him everything, but what would it accomplish?  He didn't need to know, and I knew he’d be better off not knowing.  Knowing she was gone would be hard enough.  He didn’t need to know that she would now be one of the academy’s silent guardians.   
  
 “She didn’t make it.”  I said quietly.   
  
 His expression fell and he shook his head.  “I always thought if any of us was going to make it, it would be her.  Do you know how she died?”  The last question was hard to answer.   
  
 I looked away, unable to meet his eyes.  I hoped he took it for an emotional response.  “She . . . it wasn’t good.  From what I’ve heard it was very bad.”  I managed to utter, unable to go any further into it.   
  
 Zarkov put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed it.  Things fell silent between us then, no doubt because he was thinking about his lost friend, and I was doing my best to forget what I’d seen beneath the school again.  It was difficult to do.  Anytime I remembered those passageways the visions I’d seen there would haunt me for a while, a ghost that lived in my head and came randomly to terrorize me.   
  
 The public square was clear now except for those of us who’d stayed, and the Warden again stood atop his box.  “Up until this point we’ve told you there would be two years more of training before you became Wardens, but that isn’t true.  There is one more year.  I told you the next year of your lives will be the hardest, and I meant it.  By the end of this next year those of you who are strong enough of Will shall become Wardens, and the rest of you will die. The training won’t be done at that point, but you’ll know whether you’re a Warden or not.  It’s going to be a struggle.  Those of you who chose to stay and face this struggle are brave.  You should be proud of yourselves.  If you don’t make it the rest of the way, your families will be compensated.  That has always been our way.  Tonight, once you’re in your new rooms, you’ll be given paper and pen to write to your families.  The letters will only be delivered in the event of your deaths.  Think carefully about what you’ll tell them.  No details of the training are allowed.  We’ll be reading these before they’re sent to your families, so don’t try to sneak information out.”  
  
 He hopped off the box and gestured for us to follow him.  “Come along.  I’ll show you to your new rooms.”   
  
 I wasn’t sure who I would write.  Who would care what had happened to me?  Who would want to know how I was doing, and what would I tell them?  Thinking about it made me sad.  It made me miss what I had left behind, perhaps for the first time in years.  I told myself I wouldn’t bother writing a letter at all, but some small part of me wouldn’t let go of the idea.  
  
 We didn’t exit the courtyard through the door we’d always taken before.  We were lead to a smaller door, one that looked like it might lead to a storage closet or something equally unimportant.  It was short, some of the taller of us had to duck through it, and not that wide, but as we passed through it we entered into a wide hallway.  The Warden stayed behind and as the last of us passed into this new area, he closed the door and locked it behind us.   
  
 “None of you will go back through that door unless you do it as full Wardens.”  He said as he turned a key in the lock.  It occurred to me that this was intentionally symbolic more than anything else.  If the Wardens really wanted to lock a door to stop us from going through it, they could use an internal lock that could only be activated by Will.  I knew that because I’d seen such doors.  This was just a show, and it seemed to be working on the others.  I could see the determination setting in on their faces alongside the realization of what they’d just committed themselves to.   
  
 I thought for many of them this was the exact moment that they realized that they were committed to something that would drive them to either their death or completion of the course.  There was no turning back.  For Zark and I, there had never been any turning back. This was just the next step in the process.   
  
 The Warden moved to the front of our group again and led us onward until we reached a section of halls.  He broke us up into groups of about twenty and sent us down the halls to find rooms.  They were all the same, so any one was as good as any other.  We each had our own, though.  There was no sharing at this point.  I opened the door onto my own space and took a step in.  There was one small bed in the room and a tiny desk with no chair. The room was just larger than the bed.  The desk was pressed into the corner next to the bed, looking almost like a nightstand more than a desk.  I had seen larger closets before, but it didn’t really matter.  I would probably only be sleeping in there, nothing else, so it wasn’t as though the size was important.  At least it was private.  I could think without being bothered, and I hadn’t had this much privacy in a long time.   
  
 Back out in the hall the Warden was waiting for us.  “I’m taking you to your first training exercise.  When you return, your paper and quill will be in your rooms so you can write to whoever you choose.” 
  
 He was moving again then, and we followed after him.  He led us down the hall and out past an area he identified as the shower room, and then the cafeteria.  After that we reached a door and I felt a pulse of Will push out from him before he opened it.  I could sense the strange vibration of a magical doorway before he even did so.  It seemed to come from the stone just beneath the door, and to rise up through the frame.  The door opened onto an outside area.  I could smell the water before I saw it, but once I was through I could hear the lapping of the waves and I found myself in front of the largest expanse of water I’d ever seen before.  It seemed to stretch forever.   
  
 Warden Shaw led us up the beach and then stopped.  “Undress.  Leave your clothing here.”  He commanded.   
  
 We all did as we were told.  We were far enough into this process that nudity meant nothing to us.  We undressed and then Shaw directed us forward.  Now that we were closer I could see that there were poles sticking up out of the ocean.  There had to be nearly a couple hundred of them.  Each one was about two large hand spans around.   
  
 “Everyone will take a pole and hold it.  All of the poles with the exception of five of them have been coated in varying amounts of a substance that the local sea life finds particularly delicious.  The toothy little creatures will eat through the poles eventually, causing them to fall into the ocean.  If you’re atop a pole that falls, and you enter the water higher than your knee, than you have failed this challenge and you will return to the beach and wait for the others.  Swim quickly, mind you.  The creatures that eat the poles will sometimes eat flesh as well.  In the end, only five of you will have a place.  This will give you a small taste of what this year of training will be like.  Though there are many of you, only a few of you will actually make it to the end.  This will be your first chance to see who is stronger than you are, more skilled.” 
  
 The Warden grinned.  “The only rule is that you may not kill one of your fellow students to take a pole.  You may hold your ground by any other means.  There are shorter poles out there, travel poles.  They are narrow and much shorter than the higher ones.  You may use them to get from pole to pole, but you may not stay on them for any long period of time.  They are actually quite flexible, and will sink into the ocean if you try to hold onto one. 
  
 “There is a punishment for failure, and a reward for success.  The punishment will be hard, the reward quite wonderful.  I expect you all to work as hard as you can.  We’ll be watching, even if you can’t see us.  Now go, take a place.  This event usually lasts at least a couple of days.  Don’t disappoint us.”   
  
 I dove out into the water and climbed onto a nearby pole quickly, keenly remembering that he’d said there were things in the water that were hungry.  The others all moved quickly as well.  Soon enough we were all on poles, looking out across the water at each other.  
  
 “You’ll know when your pole is getting ready to go under.  Remember, if you go into the water deeper than knee level, it’s over for you.”  The Warden called, and then he was leaving, heading back out the door we’d come in through.   
  
 The world was quiet except for the sound of the water lashing against the beach, devouring it a few grains of sand at a time.  The pole I was standing on wasn’t exactly wide enough for both feet to rest on at the same time.  As a result, I had to switch my footing constantly, dancing back and forth when things became uncomfortable, though I eventually found that I could actually sort of sit on the pole, though it wasn’t easy, and the water lashed at me feet when I did.  This seemed like a bad situation.  Two days, he’d said.  In two days I was going to be miserable.   
  
 The others all looked much as I imagined myself to look.  We were cold and unhappy, our faces telling the story of our discomfort already.  I was glad not to have hair in that moment, because those with hair were dripping water down their bodies in what I could only imagine wasn’t helping the chill in the air.  No one looked like they were enjoying the proceedings.  I managed to spot the lower poles in the water, the ones used for crossing space without falling into the waves.  They barely stuck up above the surface of the water.  You’d have to jump down to them, and  then backup to a pole, making movement difficult, and they were sometimes covered by the waves as they came in, which made judging their exact position even more difficult. 
  
 I hoped I wouldn’t have to do much moving, but I had a good idea that was wishful thinking.  As poles began to fall, people would begin to vie for positions and I had no doubt that things would get complicated very quickly.  Of course, first we had to wait for something to happen.  It was strange how quiet everyone was.  We could have held conversations.  We were near enough that it would have been possible to do so, but there was a general sense of competition and hostility that hung about us.  Here, in the middle of this game, we had no friends.   
  
 I looked around for Zark and saw him quite far away.  He was on one of the poles nearest the edge of the area set out for this activity.  I thought it a poor choice of start locations.  His options for movement were limited if things went wrong.  I had two poles near me that were unoccupied if I needed to move.   
  
 Time passed, no sound but the movement of the waves against the beach.  It was peaceful, almost relaxing. It was easy to let the mind wander and for a moment I actually felt myself becoming drowsy. I bit the inside of my cheek to snap my mind back into focus.  That was a danger I hadn’t accounted for.  The more obvious dangers were easy to deal with, but the threat of boredom and exhaustion winning out was perhaps a greater threat, at least at this point in the game.   
  
 A scream to one side of me snapped my attention around, and I turned to see a large slender man teetering on a suddenly very unstable pole.  He looked terrified, and he took a leap for one of the small transfer poles between him and another nearby tall pole.  He managed to hit this first one alright, but he missed the second one and toppled into the water roughly, slamming into the pole instead of landing on it.  He called out in pain, and then a few moments later was swimming back to shore as fast as he could.  He began to yell and scream about halfway there, and by the time he reached shore he had several bite marks on his body, bloody gashes about the size of a coin all over him.  Whatever was in the water to eat the poles wasn’t uninterested in us.  It occurred to me that they must not have been here when we first arrived.  No one had been bitten on the way to their starting positions.   
  
 The tension rose and suddenly I wasn’t nearly as drowsy as I had been just a few minutes before.  I was as alert as I could be.  I wasn’t sure how long we sat in terrible silence waiting for the next pole to fall, but quite suddenly I saw someone jumping in my direction and realized that he was going to ram into me.  He hadn’t made so much as a grunt as he’d left his pole.  He was bigger than I was, and I realized that there was no way I could stop his momentum.  I leapt out of his way instead, jumping for the crossing poles and heading to one of the nearest empty positions.  The leaps were hard, and breaking momentum to stop when I got to the last pole was even harder.   
  
 I landed and windmilled my arms to catch my balance, but realized I was going over anyway.  I bent at the knees and grabbed the narrow stepping pole and swung forward with my momentum which very nearly sent me off into the water, but somehow I circled around and managed to get back to the top.  I shot an angry glare the man who’d nearly taken me out of this game very early.  He looked back calmly.  I didn’t know him personally, but I’d heard his name.   
  
 He was Gaveech.  He was allegedly always cool and collected, even in times of great stress.  Gaveech had placed higher than me in test scores and in physical training in almost everything. Had I been the kind to do such a thing, he would have been a great choice for personal rivalry, but I was fairly certain I couldn't beat him.  No one had so far.   
  
 As I looked at him I heard yelling in another direction and I turned to see more poles falling.  One fell with no one on it, but another two had students scrambling to get to new positions.  A small girl slammed into a much larger girl and knocked her into the water, and the other student managed to get to a new pole without much drama.  He even avoided overshooting and almost falling off.  My execution of switching poles had been the sloppiest with the exception of the first person who’d had to move.   
  
 I watched the girl who’d fallen into the water swim to shore, occasionally groaning in pain before she finally got there, dripping blood from wounds all over her body.  They looked painful, but not necessarily life threatening.  Still, I wouldn’t want to spend too long in that water.  The waiting started again then.  This time it felt longer than any other.  Night fell full upon us.  It was a bright night and there were three moons in the sky, a silver one, a red one, and a darker red one.  It was a strange sight, distracting.   
  
 “This . . . it isn’t possible.”  I heard one boy say.  “I know this place is magical, but there can’t be three moons.” 
  
 “Things through the doors aren’t real.  It’s all illusion.”  A girl answered.  “It’s belief in the illusion that makes it affect you.” 
  
 “How can you say that after all we’ve seen?”  Another boy snapped.  “How many people have you watched die?  I don’t know what those doors are, but what is through them is real, as real as anything else.” 
  
 “Quiet.”  Another boy said, agitation clear in his voice.  “You’re distracting me.” 
  
 “Do you think every battlefield you enter will be quiet?”  The first boy asked with a laugh.   
  
 It was strange how they flipped from men to boys in my head depending on the moment.  We were all still young, though life had certainly hardened us.  All of us were marriageable age now, but that didn’t change the fact that there was still room for immaturity, wonderment, and other childish aspects.   
  
 “Shit!”  Someone yelled, and I turned to see him jumping as his original roost toppled into the water.  He made it safely to another empty pole, and then as he stepped on it, it collapsed forward and tossed him into the water.  That one had been weakened as well.  He screamed as he hit the water, and then he was clawing his way back to shore.  His route took him past me and I thought I could see blood rising up in the water as he went, though it might have just been my imagination.  It was dark, even with the three moons.   
  
 As things settled again my mind went back to the discussion of the nature of the doors. I remembered what Ghoul had told me about them.  They were pieces of other worlds locked forever in reality, but only existing within the bubble they’d created.  I could have shared that information, but I doubted anyone would believe me.  Then it would be a fight to explain what I knew to be truth.  I determined it wasn’t worth the effort and frustration.   
  
 It was hours before anything else happened, and standing on the poles had gone from uncomfortable to painful.  They were narrow enough so that it took constant adjusting of balance to maintain a position, and that worked muscles slowly in strange ways, but constantly.  Shifting feet helped briefly, but that wasn’t great either.  You could position yourself to sit uncomfortably for a bit, but that was dangerous.  If things started to fall and you were sitting, then the game was at an end for you.  Things were going to get worse before they got better. 
  
 One woman even chose to jump from her pole into the water without it even starting to topple, and the sun hadn’t even started to come up yet.  When the next fall happened, it was chaos.  Ten poles went down, and more than half of them had people.  Those people went scrambling off in different directions, and suddenly there were fights for different poles.  A determined woman came charging at me across the stepping path, intending to use me to slow her forward momentum.  I jumped to one of the side steps just as she was about to arrive, and then she had too much speed and just toppled into the water.  I returned to my position quickly as she cursed and swam for shore.  
  
 I let out a sigh of relief, and then felt the pole beneath me shift.  I dove for the crossing poles only to realize the next positions over were all occupied.  I chose the smallest opponent I could and made a charge in their direction.  I slowed as I approached.  He knew I was coming, and he was watching as I drew near.  I sprang not at him directly, but at the the base of his pole.  I wrapped my arms around it as I came into contact with it and headbutted him hard in the shin, expecting him to take a fall, but instead he shifted and delivered a powerful kick to my face.  I grabbed his leg and twisted, and he went down, but he grabbed my head as he went and suddenly I was falling into the water.  Just like that it was done.  I hit the cold water with a gasp, and even as I got my head about me and began to swim I could feel the creatures in the water beginning to feed on me, taking bites of my soft flesh wherever they wanted to.   
  
 I held in any screams and swam for shore in anger.  I hadn’t lasted long at all.  I’d needed to go much, much further.  I wasn’t even in the top half.  By the time I reached the shore where the other miserable students who’d lost were sitting, I was bleeding from several different places, including one of my nipples which was mostly gone.  I looked at the bloody patch where it had been and thought that the healers probably wouldn’t fix that. I wasn’t that feminine already, and here was one more piece of that part of my identity that I would be missing.  It was an agitating thought.  It almost made me want to cry.  For some reason my first thought on seeing it gone had been, “I won’t be able to feed my babies.”   
  
 That was a stupid thought to have.  I didn’t have the option of having babies anymore.  It wasn’t as though if I succeeded here I’d get to have a family.  That part of my life was over.  I really wasn’t even a woman anymore.  Maybe I’d never been at all.  I’d come here as a girl, and now I was just a thing.  I shoved all of these dark thoughts deep inside of myself and locked them away.  They wouldn’t help me.   
  
 I watched the rest of the event unfold.  In the end it came down to just three despite there being five standing poles.  Zarkov, Gaveech, and a woman I didn’t know with short cropped black hair and a boyish figure that was chiseled and toned.   
  
 Warden Shaw returned near the end of the second day.  He’d made the winners stand out on their posts for hours.  He came forward and tossed a handful of something into the water, and then a few minutes later he ordered Zark, Gav and the woman back to shore.  They swam without being chewed upon.   
  
 “Today you’ve learned an important lesson.  You now know who among you is strong, who is clever, and who is willing to do what must be done to win at any cost.  If you were wise you watched every encounter you could and you learned from what you saw.  Almost every year the competitors who survive this event, also survive to the end of this difficult year, which means that it is even less likely for any of the rest of you to make it.  Those who fell in the first half, your chances of making it to the end of this are the lowest.”  He spoke flatly, but upon hearing that, my heart fell.  I had fallen in that first half.  Did that mean I was doomed? 
  
 “You make your own fate.  Going forward you should remember that you can lose at any time, and that losing will mean death.”  Shaw walked up to the first boy who’d fallen, and in a flash of motion so quick I could barely see it, a bright streak of red exploded across the boy’s face and blood poured out of a deep and terrible scar Shaw had opened up with a knife.  He screamed and fell back, clutching at his face.  “I might as well have killed him.  Losing is death.  Failure is death.  If you want to live you will not let yourself fail.  Get dressed.” 
  
 We rushed to our clothes and put them back on, blood soaking into the fabric from our wounds, at least those of us who were freshly wounded.  A few of mine still bled when I moved.  The bites had been deep and vicious. 
  
 As we finished dressing, Shaw turned and headed for the door which he opened without touching.  A moment later we were filtering through after him.  He took us down another hall and led us to a place where there were healers available.  It seemed so routine that we all fell into line and went through the old familiar pattern of being healed. 
  
 My bites were closed, but the scars left, as I’d come to expect.  We were given an hour to gather ourselves, sleep, and to prepare for our next task.  An hour.  Though those who’d finished at the top of the last event had the day to rest.  I returned to my room and found new clothing there, so I stripped off the old. I found myself looking down at my body as I did so.  I was covered in scars after all of my training, and each one came with a different story.  I looked at my missing nipple, a faintly different colored patch of flesh where once I’d had a functional piece of anatomy.  This training was taking everything.   
  
 I didn’t sleep.  I spent the next hour in a state of high emotional stress.  I dressed myself and sat on my bed, waiting for time.  There was a small windable clock on my nightstand, and as the hour flipped over I headed back into the hall.   
  
 Shaw was gone, and in his place was one of the Fel Clerics.  She waited patiently until everyone had exited their room.  As the last of us joined the group, only a minute or two after I’d exited, the cleric spoke. “Follow me.” She said, and then she led us through the halls.  “There is no pattern to your training here.  You will be put to the tasks that are needed to make you the men and women you must become.  It is important that you understand what you are, and what you are not.”  She stopped in front of a room.  “You must understand that your body, the things that your body experiences, the pain, the pleasure, the tension and the relaxation, these are all just moments, spun stones glancing across the surface of the water.  You are the water.  Experience is the stone.  You may ripple, but you’re always there.” 
  
 She pushed open the door and gestured for us to enter. “Step inside and take a seat.”  She said.  We did as we were told.  It seemed to be all we were good at doing, following directions.  I stepped inside and took a look around this new room.  There were chairs all around it, though not typical chairs.  These were immense, heavy oak chairs that were bolted to the ground, and they had straps and buckles on them.  There were other Fel Clerics in the room, at least twenty of them, maybe more.   
  
 “Sit!”  The woman who’d brought us in commanded with a cold, hard voice that sent a chill up my spine.  I jumped into the nearest seat as others did the same.  There were plenty of seats for all of us.  A few moments later one of the clerics approached me and began to fasten me into the very uncomfortable seat.  My arms and legs were bound hard in place, and then my waist, my torso, my upper legs, and finally my head.  I couldn’t move at all.  The straps were so tight that they hurt.   
  
 “You are all very fortunate today.  You’re going to do something that is forbidden for almost everyone who doesn’t wish to join our order.  We’re going to allow you to commune with our goddess, Kerrigona, for a few hours.  She will help you to understand what it means to surpass the physicality of sensation.  You will get to see our world in a way that very few do.”  She said, and the way she was talking scared me.  I understood a little of how these clerics worshipped their goddess, and I really wanted no part of it.   
  
 “What are you . . . what, no!  No!”  Someone began to scream, and then the words died out into a horrifying scream of agony and I tried to turn my head to see what was happening.  I couldn’t, of course.  There was no leeway for my head to move beneath the straps, but it wasn’t long before my need to see what was happening to others was alleviated by a Fel Cleric approaching me directly.  He had a small container in one hand, and I could see the worms crawling around inside of it.   
  
 The gray, finger long horrors were thrashing about violently.  They had external, hinged teeth on the ends of their head that were clearly designed for borrowing through flesh.  They looked as terrible as they were, though I’d never actually seen one of these outside of the flesh before.  My eyes went wide in fear as the room filled with screams.  The man didn’t even look at me as he approached.   
  
 I wanted to scream, but I refused to do it.  I would not give in to horror. I would not give in to fear.  He unscrewed the lid of his jar, and a moment later he spun it over and slammed the open end of the jar against the flesh of my forearm, giving the creatures no other place to go but into me.  They started immediately.  It was painful, but pain was only half of it really.  It was the horror of watching something alive and hungry, something you knew could kill you, ripping into your flesh, that was what truly made it terrible.  They burrowed in quickly, but as they got inside they slowed down.  I could feel them eating me, moving slowly, ever so slowly, up my arm, but they moved at an excruciating pace, and their passage caused a tremendous burning pain that felt as though it was lighting my nerves on fire.  
  
 The room was a cacophony of screams and begging for the worms to be taken away, and yet I found myself silent as I sat in agony. From the corner of my eye I could just make out the lumps in my arm as they borrowed through my muscle tissue, and it was terrible and painful, but I found myself looking up into the eyes of one of the clerics who had already finished her job.  Others were still being wormed, but this one was watching me with eyes that had a sort of satisfied, manic look to them.  She watched me with curiosity, and I realized I’d seen her before.  She was the woman who had healed me and offered to sleep with me that time I’d been taken to trial for the allegations of sleeping with Zarkov.  It was strange to see her again here.  I’d almost forgotten about her.   
  
 No doubt they thought us all quite pathetic.  They were full of these creatures.  There were so many of them crawling beneath their skin that they had to use their own healing abilities just to keep their bodies working.  They did this for power, and here, in this moment, they were showing us a taste of what their power had cost them and they were judging us weak.  I took a deep breath and pushed the pain from my mind, smoothing my features with conscious effort.  I wasn’t going to die, not like this.  It was in no one’s best interest for me to die.   
  
 Pain was just another step in this process, and I'd hurt before.  In fact, I’d hurt so many times, and so often it was worse than this was.  This was new and terrible, but it was just another pain that I would survive. I found myself smiling, a grim expression that set the corners of my mouth atwitch.  The cleric woman smiled back at me.  She came across the room and knelt next to me, her voice soft as she spoke.   
  
 “You are still beautiful to me.  More now than ever before.  You suffer with grace and dignity.  You’re the only one who isn’t screaming.”  Her hand ran over my arm, warm and gentle as it passed over the place where the worms cut through my flesh.  “My invitation is still, and always will be, open to you.”  She said, and then she stood up and gently kissed the corner of my mouth before she moved away and out of my line of sight.  
  
 As the first time, I felt strange about the encounter, though this time a certain heat had flared through me in response to her touch.  I couldn’t afford to become involved in something of that nature, to let myself find peace and pleasure, if that could even be found with her, so I pushed it away. I pushed it all away and focused on the moment inside my head.  I fell into my own thoughts and let pain become a background thing that didn’t affect me.   
  
 The other screams in the room slowly began to stop over the hours, and eventually the clerics came back and cut the worms from our bodies, stitching up the holes left in our flesh rather than healing us.  It was another scar we’d keep, a reminder of this lesson.  I wasn’t entirely certain what the lesson was, but I felt that it had to do with mastering the body, pushing your thoughts ahead of the discomfort.  I wondered if those who hadn’t gotten this training might be worse for having missed it.  This lesson felt particularly important to me for some reason.  The mind and body needn’t be chained together. One could be divorced from the other as needed.  Understanding that felt monumental.   
  
 And then it was over.   
  
 Reality snapped back into place as I looked up in time to see the worms that had been put into me dropped into a jar again, now covered in my blood.  Stitches were put in my arm and then we were shown out of the room and back to our own individual rooms.  I was left in a hazy place, one of confusion and introspection.  It was a long while before I found sleep, and when I finally did I was stricken by how detached from myself I felt.  I hardly felt like myself at all.   
  
 6.2  
  
 There was no system to the training we underwent as this new year churned on.  Martial training happened almost every single day, but there were other tests as well.  We tested in life or death situations often.  People died around us.  No one was ejected from the tests, not like the first three years of training.  If people failed now, it was because they died during a test, and it happened frequently.  Every day was different.  There was none of the monotony that had taken over during the first portion of our training.  I felt as though I never really rested.   
  
 Every two months we were sent through the doors to some other place and given a particularly challenging task to complete.  We climbed a mountain where the air was so thin it was hard to move it into our lungs.  We entered a system of caves that wound down far into the earth, slipping through gaps that barely fit us, and climbing downward until we reached a place where the rivers ran with flowing rock, and the ground burned our feet through our boots.  We fought our way to the top of a tower infested with giant spider-like demons and then jumped from the top, amidst the clouds, into a lake impossibly far below.  Three of us died because we hit the water incorrectly.  
  
 Ten months of living on the edge of death.  This was simply the way life was for us now.  There were fifty of us left when they gathered us together at the base of the trial door.   
  
 “Pair off.”  Warden Shaw ordered, and we fell to it quickly.  By now most of us knew who we preferred to work with.   
  
 Zarkov and I came together with a small smile and nod.  We were still incredible together, maybe better than we ever had been before.  My speed complimented his phenomenal strength, and unlike many of the others, we trusted one another.  We each wore our weapons already.  They let us keep them all the time now.  We didn’t go anywhere without them.  In many ways this year had more freedom than the first three, though it barely felt like it.  Every day was a struggle to stay alive.   
  
 “Today you will be seeing something very different.  Normally we send you through the door to a place where you and your partner must strive to survive alone against difficult circumstances, and that part hasn’t exactly changed, but you won’t be entirely alone.  We are sending you to a city that is in the throes of its last days.  It is being consumed by darkness and chaos.  In the center of the city is a tower. You’ll know it when you see it.  You are to go there.  We have laid signs for you to follow.  There is a storage room that is heavily protected.  You will go there and retrieve a watcher’s stone.  It’ll be sitting near an old driftwood box.  Once you have the stone, we will open a door to retrieve you, but not until then.  You may deviate from your task if you wish, but we will not retrieve you until you have the box, and believe me, the city is coming apart quickly.” 
  
 “Are the people hostile?”  One of the others asked.  
  
 Shaw shook his head.  “No, the  people  aren’t hostile.” 
  
 I didn't care for the way he phrased that.  The darkness, the chaos, that was going to be the threat to worry about.  It wouldn’t do any good to ask about the nature of the threat.  They never told us.  Adaptability was important.  It was part of the training. 
  
 “Also, from now on you don’t have to survive as a team.  You can if you wish, but you aren’t required to.  The door will open for you even if there is only one of you.”  Warden Shaw added this little bit as if it wasn’t of particular importance at all, but it sent a chill down my back.  It was the first time we’d been put into a group and not encouraged to work as a group.  Things had always slanted in the direction of us looking out for ourselves first, but this time they were actively setting us against each other if we wanted that.  I looked at Zark, and saw him looking back at me.   
  
 He was probably wondering the exact same thing I was.  Could we still trust each other?  We’d spent the better part of three years apart, but these last few months we’d been together more than not.  Now, though, we were at odds again.  Zark was top of the class and I wasn’t.  We complimented each other, but there might come a time when I was holding him back, what then? 
  
 We began to enter the door in groups of two.  Each time the door swung open I could hear screaming and smell fire and death.  It wasn’t a pleasant image I glimpsed through the crack between worlds.  Zark and I approached the door together, and soon enough we were sliding through to another place.  The door shut behind us as we exited into an alleyway. 
  
 Beyond the alley there were people running, screaming, ushering families quickly through the streets.  Everyone was going in one direction, away from something.  From the alley we couldn’t seen what it was they were running from, but I had an idea.   
  
 “I won’t leave you behind.”  Zark said suddenly, breaking my focus from studying the area we were in.  I looked over at him, surprised.   
  
 “I wouldn’t leave you behind either.”  I told him, my eyes on his.  My heartbeat quickened in my chest a little.  
  
 “I know you wouldn’t, but I wanted you to know that I’ve never stopped thinking about you.  When things get rough, I always focus on how we can be together if I get through this.  We’re going to get through it together.  We’ll be the first two deadies ever to make it all the way.”  He said, voice strong and confident.  “I’ll do it for you.”   
  
 I felt a strange mix of emotions.  Warmth washed through me, and my heart ached in a wonderful way, but at the same time I felt a surge of guilt.  I had thought the same thing about him sometimes, but more than that, I was driven by my desire to make it through all of this and to destroy it.  I wanted to change what the Wardens were, to break them down and make them pay for what they did to people.  They had to pay for Ori.  I couldn’t die until that happened. 
  
 But having Zark there in the end, that would make victory sweeter.  That would give me something besides anger to go forward for.  I smiled at him, and then I came forward and kissed him, deeply.  It was a slow, hot kiss unlike any I’d ever had in my life, and he returned it.  For a moment the screams and horror of the city beyond were almost forgotten and I entertained the thought of finding some quiet corner to enjoy him in, but as we parted determination filled me again and I nodded to him.   
  
 “Alright, Zark.  We do this together.  We go through to the end.”  I wasn’t doing it to be with him, not specifically, but I would be happy to be with him in the end.  I was certain I loved him, but sometimes love had to come after duty.  And I had a duty to Ori and all the others who had been pushed into those horrible golems.  I would change things.   
  
 With our resolve fortified, we headed out onto the streets amidst a sea of people running towards the outer wall of the city.  We could see it from where we were.  It rose high into the sky, a huge, metal wall unlike anything I’d ever seen before.  I’d thought the walls of Black Mark were impressive, but these stood twice as high, and looked like they had no joinings anywhere in their makeup.  I couldn’t even imagine the techniques used to make such a thing, though it was when I looked the other way that I was even more shocked.  A spire rose into the sky, a crooked black tower reaching far above the rest of the city.  It looked like a single claw gouging at the clouds, though it spiraled up from the ground, more like a horn, really.  The walls of the city were amazing, but the tower easily dwarfed their height.  I’d never encountered anything so high in my life. 
  
 “It must have taken centuries to build.”  Zark’s voice was full of awe at the spectacle before us. 
  
 “Well, they said we’d know the tower when we saw it.  I’m guessing that’s it.  We should get moving.”  I told him, and then began walking in the opposite direction that everyone was running.  It was hard going with so many people trying desperately to move the opposite way.   
  
 “Do you get the impression that people are specifically running from the place that we are trying to go?”  Zark asked after a bit.   
  
 I grunted.  I’d had that exact thought, actually.  “Yes, but are you really surprised?  It’s not as though the Wardens have ever sent us any place we wanted to be.” 
  
 He shrugged.  “We can hope, right?”  Zark added a bit of dark laughter to that, and I laughed with him.   
  
 I grabbed the arm of a man running by.  “What’s going on here?”  I asked, trying to get some information.  I was surprised at how easy it was for me to stop him in his tracks. I was used to dealing with people trained like I was.  We were all strong, but this man felt almost fragile in his weakness.  I realized he was the first “normal” person I’d encountered in years.   
  
 He gave me a confused look and started speaking in a long slur of words that were an unintelligible tangle of syllables I couldn’t make out.  He repeated a few things, words that didn't mean anything to me but seemed important to him.  “Mage.  Mechanna.”  Neither word related to anything I’d heard of before, but he kept saying them.   
  
 “What is a Mechanna?”  I asked, having to grab him tighter as he tried to pull away. I needed to get more information.  “Do you speak my language, any other language?”  I knew a few words in a couple different tongues.  
  
 Another long line of confused syllables spilled from him, then another slightly different collection of words that sounded like it was perhaps a different tongue, but still not one that I recognized.  He was looking back the way he’d come and then forward again.  It was clear he wanted to go.  I wasn’t going to get any help from him.  He pulled hard to get away, and this time I let him go.  He nearly tripped over his own feet in his rush to escape.   
  
 “Mechanna, and what’s a mage?”  I asked Zark, hoping he’d know what that meant.  “Have you heard either of those words before?” 
  
 Zarkov shrugged.  “I’ve never heard of a mage.  Mechanna, though, sounds a bit like mechanical, perhaps something like the golems?  I mean, most of his words sounded like complete gibberish to me.” 
  
 I shivered.  That sounded terrifying.  I wasn’t ready to fight golems.  I hoped it wasn’t anything like that, but at the same time I was positive it was something equally terrible.  None of these adventures were easy, and this one seemed to be something above the others.  This felt particularly nasty. 
  
 “Alright, let’s keep moving.  We’ll try to avoid anything dangerous.  The city is big.  It seems like we should be able to get around any dangers that are out here.  We can fight anything that stands directly in our path, and avoid anything else.”  I said, thinking that seemed like a good idea.   
  
 “You didn’t even need to suggest it.  I’m in no rush to fight monsters.”  Zark agreed readily, and then we were off again, winding our way deeper into the city.  It was a massive place.  An hour later things took a decided turn for the worst.   
  
 The streets were getting increasingly confusing as we advanced.  This was something that sometimes happened in large cities.  The places near the center, the older places, weren't’ as well planned and built.  Blocks became less square,more twisting and disorganized, so it wasn’t completely surprising.   
  
 The disorganization of the streets was a problem, but it was nothing next to what we saw as we turned a corner to align ourselves with the central tower.  The smell of death hit us just before we saw what was causing it.  The street was littered with the dead, and they were all torn to bits, missing limbs, pieces of their torso.  Some were disemboweled and strewn about as though they’d been opened and used as decoration.  Something that looked like a spider with metal legs was wearing the torso of a man, tubes and metal parts protruding from the flesh in strange places.   
  
 No, that wasn’t exactly right.  It wasn’t wearing the torso.  The torso was attached to the metal bits, worked into it as though it was supposed to be one thing, though the flesh part was clearly dead.  At least I hoped it was dead.  It crawled through the corpses, and then one of its metal legs came down hard on a torso, skewering it as it began to drag the thing away towards an alley.  Then I saw the others.   
  
 There were more of the creatures in various configurations, some with more legs, some with less, but all of them hacking apart bodies and dragging them off.  I could hear screams from further into the city, the sounds of doors being smashed down and windows broken.  They were killing everyone and taking the bodies somewhere.   
  
 “They’re making more of them.”  Zarkov said, voice a bit shaky.  “By the Blackened, this is a nightmare.”  He certainly wasn’t wrong.  We ducked back around the corner.  We still had easily another hour of travel to get to the tower, and I suddenly had the sneaking suspicion that the tower was the source for all of this mess.  It looked like the kind of place that would create monsters.   
  
 “We need to start being more careful.”  My voice was calmer than I’d expected it to be.  I drew half of my staff weapon so that I would have a hand free.  I could always draw the other half and connect them quickly if I needed it.  Zark retrieved his haladie from his back and gave me a nod.   
  
 “We’ll move carefully.”  He said.  “If anything gets in our way, we’ll attack quickly and violently than get moving again.  I don’t think staying in place is a good idea.  I don’t want to end up added to the collection of parts.”   
  
 I nodded my agreement.  “Alright, then let’s get going.”   
  
 We started forward again, moving street by street, alley by alley, checking each before we started down the next.  The strange creatures were everywhere, crawling across buildings, ducking into houses, and peering down narrow side streets.  It looked like this part of the city was mostly empty, though occasionally we heard screams and once we came across a man being dragged out of the window of his house.  I saw Zark tense like he intended to go after the man but I grabbed his arm.   
  
 “There is nothing that can be done.  This is just a fraction of time in a place that we’re only visiting.  It is only real as long as we’re here.  Once we’re gone, nothing we do here will have mattered.”  I warned him.  We didn't want to fight unless we absolutely had to.  Trying to save someone who would just fade away when we passed back through the doorway was foolish. 
  
 Zark looked deeply upset.  “Are you sure about that?” 
  
 I nodded.  “Yes.  I tried to bring something back once and it just vanished at the door.”  I didn’t want to explain how I knew that my theory was more than just a theory, that Ghoul had told me about the nature of the areas used in these training missions.  “While we’re here it’s real enough, but even if we save someone it won’t make a difference.  We can’t take them from here, and once we’re gone, they could reopen the door and it would all just start again. It’s a bubble that is constantly reliving these moments.”   
  
 It wasn’t easy for me to see or hear the things around us either, but keeping this truth in mind allowed me to stay sane.  It was the only thing I could do to keep level headed in the chaos.  We just had to survive and then we could go back to our world and this place, this terrible nightmare, would be over.   
  
 Zarkov sighed deeply.  “I hate it . . . just letting them die.” 
  
 “If you go after them, we’ll die, and we’re the only things here that are real, that will persist if we go back to our world.  I know it’s bad, but we just have to make it through.”  I told him, reaching out and squeezing his arm.  He gave me a nod, jaw firming up.  I could see the resolve in him.  He would do what was necessary.   
  
 More of the creatures began to appear as we traveled further inward and it got increasingly difficult to avoid them all together.  Luckily they seemed unorganized and confused, and they weren’t particularly well assembled either.  We saw one split apart in the middle of the road only to be dragged off by others of its kind.  It was like the person, or people, building them were still perfecting the process.  We even saw a person fight off one of the creatures with a sword and make a run for it with little difficulty.  It was their swelling numbers that caused the biggest issue.  
  
 We ducked into a small abandoned house as one of the larger mechanical monsters skittered out from a alleyway.  It was top heavy and having trouble controlling itself.  It looked like someone had strapped half of a horse to it.  The creature was skeletal in places with metal pieces and gears worked into the flesh.  It’s head lolled from side to side as though the spine was broken. Its eyes were glass now, orange, glowing windows that burned with some inner fire.  
  
 We stood inside the house and watched it fumble through the streets for a bit before we were sure it was away, and then we slipped out of the building and started down the road again.   
  
 “They’re getting more and more horrifying.”  Zark said with a dark, dry chuckle “I didn’t think that was possible.” 
  
 Someone stepped out in front of us. At least I thought it was someone.  They were dressed in a long tattered cloak, caked in blood.  I froze in place, and Zark did as well.   
  
 “Don’t go down this road.”  Zark warned the man.  “There is some kind of horse creature down there.”   
  
 The man raised his head and green glass glowed beneath its hood.  It came forward suddenly and I barely managed to dodge aside as a blade swept just inches past me and clattered against the stone of the ground.  I rounded on this new thing and got a better look at it.  It was humanoid in shape, though as the hood fell back I could see that its face was full of metal pieces, bottom jaw entirely gone.  It didn't seem to have full arms either.  Instead there were metallic limbs that ended in swords grafted to its torso.  This one was fast, too, and far more mobile than the spider-looking ones.   
  
 Zarkov spun to the attack immediately.  He was incredibly fast and one of the blades of his weapon slammed into the back of the creature’s neck, a blow that should have severed its head, but instead it clinked like one blade hitting another.  There was metal wound into its spine.  It rounded on him in an instant, blades slashing out.  Zark dodged backwards with precision, and then I came forward, drawing the second half of my staff weapon.  I wielded them like swords.  The first blow I leveled at this new threat’s skull, a blow that would have easily killed a man.  It’s skull cracked, apparently not entirely metal up there.  Brain matter splashed through the air to land on the ground a bit away with some pieces of skull, and the damn thing spun on me, lashing out with both of its arm blades.   
  
 I blocked one and gained a shallow cut across my arm from the other.  I used the momentum of my dodge to round on it quickly and level another staggering blow to the front of its face.  The glass lenses of its eyes cracked, the light going out as a thick, colored liquid poured from the damaged lenses.  It fell to the ground and began to whirl around violently, blades thrashing around in blind throes of death.  Zark and I both retreated away from the creature, moving further down the path the way we needed to go.   
  
 “That was close.”  Zark said, not sounding happy.  “That one was fast.” 
  
 I nodded.  “We can’t underestimate them.  It went down, but even fatally wounded it was dangerous.  Come on, we’ve got to be quicker.”  I said, and Zark just nodded his answer.  We started moving with a little less caution for stealth, but a lot more urgency.  Suddenly we just wanted out of this city.  We encountered another creature we couldn’t avoid, though this one had the spider-legs and wasn’t quick or well put together.  We dispatched it easily enough, though we discovered how powerful it was when it shoved one of its bladed legs through the wall of a building during the fight.  With a little more time and design improvement, these creatures would be devastatingly powerful and agile.  I was glad we’d been sent when we had.  Given a few more weeks, this place would no doubt be far more dangerous.   
  
 We were getting closer to the spire in the center of the city all the time, but finally we reached a point where we had to stop.  There was a large wall around the outskirts of the tower.  It rose some twenty feet into the sky above us and looked to circle the entire perimeter of the spire  The front gate was open, but there were metal monstrosities filtering in and out of it at a steady pace.   
  
 “We can’t go through there.  We’ll have to go over.”  Zark noted, not sounding impressed with the idea.  I looked up at the wall and had to agree with his current state of mind on the subject.  It was smooth like a mirror’s surface, though black.  At the top was a barbed, rusted stretch of curved spikes designed to be very difficult to climb over without suffering some nasty wounds.   
  
 “There is probably an easier way into this place, but I doubt it’s anywhere that the general public knows about.  The city might have a sewage system that runs under it, but I’m not sure how we’d even go about finding our way in, and then you can get lost in those things easily.”  I sighed, and looked around the wall as far as I could see. There was a tower a few blocks away.  It wasn’t next to the wall exactly, but it was high enough that it would give us a vantage over the wall.  
  
 I pointed.  “We should go down there and check it out.  We might be able to see something better from the top of that.  At the very least we’ll be high enough that we can see what is happening ahead of us.” 
  
 Zark nodded and we turned together and started walking in that direction.  Around the base of the spire the creatures were thicker than thieves on market day.  They shambled up and down the roads, smashing into building and ripping through the insides searching for survivors.  It was a terrible sight to see.  They weren’t particularly systematic about things, but at the same time it felt like they were becoming more and more organized.  It was strange.  This felt like the very early steps of some type of invasion.  I was happy this wasn’t my world.  Something told me these monsters wouldn’t stop at this city.   
  
 When we reached the tower we found the door had already been broken in.  I gave Zark a worried look and we nodded to each other silently.  There might well be something inside waiting for us.  We pressed in quietly, weapons ready as we made it through the first floor to a flight of stairs that led up.  There was a streak of blood leading back down the wooden steps, still wet, which meant that it was relatively fresh.  I stepped onto the first stair and it creaked beneath my foot sending a rush of panic through me.  The building was old, the stairs worn from years of use.  There would be no way to get up them without making noise.   
  
 I clamped my jaw shut and began a slow, careful ascent.  Zarkov followed me, and between the two of us it felt like we might as well have been singing at the top of our lungs as we climbed the steps.  From somewhere above was a loud crash.   
  
 “That has to be one of those things.”  Zarkov hissed, looking anxious.  “If it’s just one we can take it.  They don’t move well.  We could lure it into a doorway and we’d have the mobility advantage.” 
  
 I nodded. It was a sound tactic assuming we snuck up on it, and not the other way around.  So far they hadn’t seemed particularly stealthy, but if it just held still and waited for us to come we might still be surprised, and I didn’t think that would end well.  For a while the sounds upstairs continued, but by the time we’d gone up our fifth flight of stairs it was frighteningly quiet above us.  On the sixth floor we found a pile of bodies in various states of disrepair.  It looked like something had been collecting the people it found here and making a pile of them.  The streaks of blood ran from the pile back down the stairs.  Some of the bodies were fresher than others.   
  
 “This is a nightmare.”  Zark said quietly.  “They’re just killing everyone.” 
  
 I nodded.  “They’re using them for parts.  The dead become more of them.  Somewhere they have to have a forge to produce more of the metal bits.  I’d imagine that’s where they’re taking the corpses.  Or they’re taking them someplace cool to store them so they don’t entirely rot.  I mean, this many dead aren’t going to stay usable for long.”  I shrugged.  “At least I wouldn’t think.” Things were already getting putrid.  There were flies and maggots everywhere.  It was horrifying and disgusting.   
  
 We moved on past the sixth floor with our trepidation building.  It was eerily silent above us now.  The seventh floor was empty as well, and that left only one more floor above us.  It was where we were headed.  There was a roof with a parapet just above that.  It would provide an excellent view out onto the spire and its courtyard.   
  
 The eighth floor stairs opened onto a narrow hall.  We moved cautiously out into it and came to our first door.  We didn't know where anything was located here, so we pushed the door open and looked inside.  The room was clearly an office.  There was a desk, and rows of book shelves.  Everything looked strangely serene here, as though the chaos from below hadn’t yet reached this place.  We made a quick round of the room, and then went to the next. It was another office, this one still intact as well.  There was a partially written letter on a desk next to a spilled well of ink.  I glanced at it, but the language was indecipherable to me.  It wasn’t the first time I’d seen writing through one of the doors and not been able to read it.  Apparently the common tongue wasn't all that common.   
  
 We slipped out of that office and moved on to the next, and when we tried the door it refused to open.  It was the center area, the door that generally had the room that would open onto the next stairs, and the one that probably had our roof access. I frowned and growled quietly in agitation.   
  
 “It’s jammed.”  I told Zark.  He took the handle and gave it a turn and a push.  Someone behind the door screamed, a female voice. 
  
 She yelled something in that same unfamiliar tongue.   
  
 “Open the door.  We need to get to the roof.”  I called through quietly, though I knew that probably wouldn’t accomplish much.  So it hadn’t been one of the monsters making noise up here.  A person had been barricading this door.  
  
 The woman’s voice sounded again from the other side, a long barrage of nonsense words, and then a male’s followed.  I couldn't tell what they were saying, but they sounded frantic.  They were no doubt asking us questions about what was happening beyond their room, if it was safe to open the door, or maybe if we were actually people or more monsters.   
  
 I ran my hand across the door.  It was a thin wooden portal, clearly not designed to stand up to an assault. If the creatures came up they would rip it apart quickly.  Blackened, they could probably go through the wall if they wanted to.  It was strange the amount of faith that people put into the walls they’d built.   
  
 “Open the door or I’m breaking it down.”  I called out, drawing the second half of my weapon and putting them together.  The weighted ends would give me plenty of swinging leverage.  I guessed that they’d be terrified on the other side of the door, but we needed to get up on the roof, and we couldn’t just sit in this hallway talking to people who didn’t understand us. That was getting us nowhere.   
  
 The voices came from the other side again, though this time the male was louder, yelling.  He sounded angry.  Something moved below us, the metal clinking echoing up the stairs from several floors below.   
  
 “Damn it.”  I growled, and then I took my staff and swung it with everything I had at the door.  The sound of the impact was loud, but it splintered the wood as it hit.  The people in the room screamed, and something down below us bellowed as well, a terrible, inhuman sound that gurgled and rattled.   
  
 “Work faster.”  Zark said, looking back down at the stairs.   
  
 I didn't take time to acknowledge that as I began to hammer on the door repeatedly as hard as I could.  The metal clinking was coming up faster now.  The door fell open, splitting and splintering as Zark slammed into the damaged wood, exploding into the room beyond through a relatively small hole that I’d broken in the door.  I followed quickly after him, stumbling over a desk and a fallen bookshelf that had been pushed to form a barricade.  There was a man and a woman in the room who both went from terrified to relieved as we entered, though when the metallic clinking of our pursuer echoed through the hole we’d made they looked less relieved.   
  
 They both started chittering in their odd language at the same time, talking quickly and loudly over each other.   
  
 “Shut up!”  I snapped at them, and though they didn’t understand the words, they seemed to have gotten the tone.  More quietly the woman started talking again.  She was a thin, blond haired woman with light blue eyes.  She looked young, and her eyes were red from crying.  She was talking and pointing at the door.   
  
 The moment of calm faded when the monster following us came grinding down the hallway and slammed into the recently broken entryway behind us. Metal claws raked at the opening that was too small for it to come through.   
  
 “Roof!”  I yelled to Zark, though it wasn’t necessary.  We charged for what turned out to be a ladder in the back of the room that led to a hatch up onto the roof.  The creature at the door was slamming into it, splintering the wood further, and I knew that soon it would either knock the door in or break it open enough to come through.  The man and woman clambered to get up the ladder with us, and soon enough we were all on the roof.  I closed the hatch but there was nothing up there to put on it.   
  
 In the room below us I heard the sound of the door caving in, and then the creature roared again as its metal limbs clanked across the floor to the ladder.  Zark took up a position on the opposite side of the hatch and we both readied our weapons.  The two people were as far from the hatch as possible, screaming and crying.  I hoped the monster couldn’t climb the ladder, but that hope fled as the hatch surged upward and a terrifying head popped up through the opening.  It looked like it might have been a horse at one point, though it was skinned and the eyes replaced by red glass.  It screamed as though in terrible agony, though that might have just been the only sound it could make now.  I leveled a powerful blow at it, and it’s skull caved in as Zark did the same from behind, the blade of his weapon cutting deep.  The creature ducked its head and I heard the sound of some mechanism clicking and engaging inside of it.   
  
 Instinct took over and I dove to the side, not sure why exactly, but suddenly certain I needed to move.  I managed to get clear as it threw its head forward and spewed a jet of nasty, green fluid that sprayed across the roof and hit the jabbering male from the room below.  The liquid splashed across his legs and hips and he began to scream immediately.  I didn’t waste time looking, not then.  I hit the creature again, hard, as the screams of the woman joined the man.  Zark and I didn’t stop attacking until the monster fell back down through the hatch into a pile of thrashing metallic limbs.  The hatch slammed closed. 
  
 I turned to see what damage had been done to our company, and then immediately wished I hadn’t.  The male was dissolving.  His clothes had burned away and his flesh was sliding off of his bones as the green liquid just ate through him.  He was reaching for the female for help, but she’d retreated to a corner and was just screaming and screaming to herself.  The man’s bowels had started to fall out through the hole opened in his abdomen and they were dissolving too as they hit the the acid.  The woman threw up. 
  
 I heard Zark swallow hard, and I knew what had to be done.  I moved forward and leveled one powerful blow at the man’s head.  The weighted end of the staff tore through his skull and ended him almost immediately.  He went quiet, but the woman was still shrieking.  
  
 “It’s better this way.” I said, feeling sick, terrible.  I knew he wasn’t really alive anymore.  This scene wasn't actually happening at this moment, but that didn’t change the horror of it all, and the feeling of guilt that crept through me.  I’d just killed a person, and he hadn’t done anything to deserve it, but he wasn’t going to survive anyway, and this way his pain was gone.  I’d helped him.  I had to believe that or fall apart.   
  
 Zarkov put a hand on my shoulder.  “I wish I’d thought to do that.”  He said, his voice sounding weak and shaky.  “It was the right thing to do.”   
  
 I turned and looked out over the city, trying to clear my head and get a handle on what we needed to do next.  The view from the tower top was clear.  I could see over the wall into the grounds of the spire in front of us, and out into the city in the other direction.  I wasn’t entirely certain how to get over the wall just yet.  The gap between the building we were in and the defensive wall around the tower was large enough that the jump would be difficult, if it was possible at all.   
  
 The woman had stopped screaming finally and was rocking back and forth where she sat, talking to herself, and occasionally to us.  Her language was confusing though, the words a mess of syllables that were clearly a language, but might as well have been only sound. 
  
 “We can try and jump it.”  Zark said, looking at the gap between us and the wall.  The wall was lower than us.  There was a walkway along it for guards, but clearly there were none there now.  It would be a hard hit even if we could land it.  I wasn’t positive we wouldn’t break anything, and if we missed the jump we’d die.  Of course the alternative was going back down the tower or staying up here for the rest of our lives, which wouldn’t be long.  I had no doubt another of those creatures would be along soon enough.   
  
 “I think we’re going to have to.”  I answered, looking at the gap again.   
  
 “I can make it.”  He said confidently, taking in the distance with a critical eye. 
  
 I looked at him, trying to gauge his confidence level, and he seemed certain.  He knew his capabilities better than I did.  He was stronger than me.  He could probably jump further, though I was faster.  I didn’t think my legs could push off as hard as his though.   
  
 “It’s a long way down.  We could break a leg if we land wrong.”  I pointed out.   
  
 He nodded.  “I thought of that, and the wall is relatively narrow.  There is a chance I may have too much momentum and stumble off the other side.  It’s either that, though, or we go back down and look for another route.  I’m not confident that’s a good option, not with those thing out there.” 
  
 I sighed.  “Yeah, that was what I was thinking as well.  If you’re confident you can make it, then you should jump first.  I might need your help.  I’m not as certain about the jump myself.  It’s at the edge of my range.” 
  
 Zark looked over my shoulder at the woman who was now crying softly and watching us with a kind of horrified, wide-eyed gaze that told me she wasn’t entirely certain what to make of us.  “What about her?”  He asked, seeming uncertain.   
  
 “She won’t be able to make the jump. We can’t take her with us, and we both know she’s not really alive anymore.  This whole moment has already played out.  Nothing we do here changes anything except for the time that we’re here.”  I told him, though I could feel the surge of guilt at the thought of leaving someone behind.  It wasn’t an easy decision to make.  Even knowing what I did about the doors and how they worked in these situations, she seemed very real, and very afraid.  It was impossible not to feel any sympathy for the woman.   
  
 Zark nodded, and I could see him actively fighting his own doubt.   
  
 “We do this or we die.” I spoke slowly and clearly so he’d understand just how serious I was about this.  We didn't have a choice.  I put my doubts away and cleared my mind for what needed to be done.   
  
 I could see Zark getting himself together as well.  His shoulders stiffened and solidified, his posture straightening.  I could see him pushing the pain down inside of himself, the uncertainty.  He nodded.   
  
 He took four or five steps back from the edge then.  The woman came forward a little, looking at both of us with a tear streaked, desperate face.  She began to speak, her words coming out in a shuddering incomplete strands.  I turned my back to her and put myself between her and Zark.  He met my eyes for a second, and then his focus was on the jump.  He exploded forward towards the edge, and the woman behind me screamed and lunged for him as though she thought she might save him from killing himself, but I grabbed her and tossed her to the ground hard, pinning her face down on the ground as she thrashed beneath me. 
  
 She turned her head and was trying to look at me, eyes streaming tears.  She was confused and horrified, but I didn’t want to see her. I wanted to see Zark, and pinning her had put me too low to see if he’d made it.   
  
 “Zark?!”  I yelled, my heart hammering away in my chest.   
  
 “I’m here!”  He called back.  “I made it.”  He sounded just a bit shaky.  I had to guess it had been close.   
  
 The woman was babbling again, words pouring out of her in a nonsensical stream that I couldn’t decipher.  I took a breath and then slammed a fist into the back of her head, hard.  The blow knocked her unconscious.  I was a bit worried I’d caused her some lasting damage, though I quickly realized that was a foolish thing to be concerned about given the situation.  She was already dead.  I just needed her quiet, and not doing anything that might kill me while I was trying to make this jump.  Guilt gnawed at my gut. 
  
 I unlocked my staff and tucked it away on my back as I stood up.  I looked across the gap I had to jump.  It seemed impossibly wide.  Zark was standing there, near the edge, waiting to catch me if I missed, but even he could only reach so far.   
  
 I looked down over the edge.  It was a long way down.  I’d die quickly if I didn’t make the gap.  At least I wouldn’t be torn apart by the monsters.  I rolled my shoulders and stepped back, giving myself some room to run up.  I could do this.  I had to do this. It was that simple.  I couldn’t falter.  There was no room for failure, and there was no room for doubts.  I might not be able to control external influences, but this was me against the gap.   All I had to do was jump far enough to make it. I could do that.  The only limits I had were those I placed on myself.   
  
 I took another deep breath to steady myself.  I could do this.  With a yell like a battle cry I burst forward, pushing everything I had into my legs. The edge of the tower came up fast and then I was pushing off with everything inside of me to spring forward.  The ground vanished beneath me and the void opened up.  The world seemed to slow down and it felt as though I could feel the very wind itself resisting my forward momentum as I clawed my way forward through its suddenly very tangible grip.   
  
 My eyes locked on where I wanted to land and it seemed, in that moment, that I was pushing myself there by force of will alone.  Zark was in the peripheral or my vision.  The landing area was everything.  It was the focus. I was getting closer and closer, and then suddenly I hit it.  I landed and folded down into a roll as I did, dissipating the momentum as I’d been taught.  Zark grabbed me as I skidded across the wall, slowing the momentum that threatened to carry me off the other side.  I still came to a stop rather close to the opposite edge.  I hit the far wall, which was low enough that I could have easily toppled right over it, with quite a bit of force.  All that mattered, though, was that I came to a complete stop.  It took me a moment to get my breath back after the impact. 
  
 Zark was laughing.  “At first I didn’t think you were going to make it, but you had far more speed on that then I thought.  It looked like you almost shot straight across the gap.  That’s impressive.” 
  
 I looked up at him and grinned.  “Well, I couldn’t let you show me up.” 
  
 He shook his head.  “I didn’t, trust me.  I barely caught the edge.  You didn’t see?” 
  
 “No, I had to . . . “  I looked back up the way we’d come.  I couldn't see the woman from here.  “She thought you were trying to kill yourself or something.  She tried to catch you when you jumped and I had to restrain her, knock her out.”  It was likely that the monsters would come back and find her like that.  She’d be dead.  They were going to rip her apart.   
  
 “She’s already lost.”  Zark said, clearly able to see where my mind was going.  “This whole place is.  We just need to finish what we’re here for and get out.” It was his turn to remind me of the situation.   
  
 “Yeah, I know.”  I answered, and it was true.  I knew that.  Why, then, was it so hard to deal with?  The Wardens lacked compassion.  This whole situation was designed to burn out our compassion, and it wasn’t the first such position we’d been placed in.  This was why I was going on.  I was going to change things, and if I failed here, nothing would be changed.  “Yeah, I know.”  I repeated, and this time with more conviction.  I stood up and dusted myself off.   
  
 I walked to the edge of the wall overlooking the courtyard next to the tower.  “They said there would be signs to where we needed to go.  I haven’t seen one in a while, but now that we’re at the tower, we should be on the watch.”   
  
 Zark walked up next to me.  Below us the courtyard was eerily quiet, though somewhere distantly I could hear screaming, the kind that only came with a painful, terrible death.  
  
 “There are stairs leading down over there.  I thought there would be more of those creatures in here.  They said this place would be heavily guarded.”  His voice was a bit quiet, as though he was afraid of being overheard.  It was probably a good idea not to attract notice if possible.   
  
 “They said the watcher’s stone would be heavily guarded.  I don’t doubt that it is.  That means this is simple.  We just need to head in the direction that those creatures are going.  We need to find a place with a lot of them.”  I chuckled a bit darkly.  “Simple” was perhaps not the best word to use.   
  
 “That seems like a bad idea.” Zark noted with a shared bit of dark laughter.  “You’re probably right, though.” 
  


 “When we get there, and we find the stone, we’ll just grab it and fight off the creatures as long as we can while we wait for the door to open.  I imagine there won’t be a way to sneak in and sneak out.  I mean, we can try, but if things go wrong, we’ll just hold onto that stone and fight until we can’t anymore.”  I said, making sure we both understood what our goal was.  Once we had the stone they’d open the door, then we just had to get through it safely.  That might be incredibly difficult, but we were skilled.  We knew how to fight.  We might only need a minute at most to get to safety.  We could fight for that long I hoped.   
  
 “You make it sound simple.”  Zark noted with a shrug.   
  
 “We both know it won’t be easy, but we just have to get a hold of that stone.  After that it’s a matter of staying alive, and I don’t intend to die here.  This place is terrible.”  I shuddered a bit as I went back over everything that had happened since we’d stepped through the door to get there.   
  
 “Let’s find this thing, then.”  Zark said, and he turned and started for the stairs.   
  
 I fell in with him, keeping pace easily enough.  We crossed down into the courtyard and started making our way around the tower.  We both started heading for the main door.  It wasn’t a matter of having discussed a route, but there was just this impression that if this item was in here, it was going to be in the tower proper.  Probably at the top of the damned tower.  I looked up at the spire above us and felt a sense of dread.  It was so tall, and it looked like it might have a labyrinth of passages inside.  It was the sort of building that would be cursed in any old children’s tail.  It looked evil, if a building could be said to be so. 
  
 The closer we drew to the front gate, the slower and more cautious we became.  Strangely we hadn’t encountered any of the metal and flesh things yet, but we both could feel the tension of impending doom hanging above us.  We reached the front door of the spire and both of us stopped in our tracks.  It hung open, torn part of the way from its hinges. It was a massive door, so whatever had caused so much damage must have been very impressive.  Above the door was an arrow painted in what looked like dried blood, and above that was a single word.   
  
 “Right.”  It said.   
  
 “That’s our language.”  Zark pointed out.   
  
 I nodded.  “I’d say that’s one of the signs leading us where we need to go.”  I answered.  “I didn’t think they would be quite that obvious.” 
  
 “Well, it can’t be anything else.  No one here speaks our language, and I haven’t been able to make out any of the writing I’ve seen so far.  This was clearly left for us.”  He reasoned, and he was right.  I felt almost a sense of relief.  We were on the right track.  The question was did it mean to go into the tower and then go right, or to go “right” now?   
  
 “Do you think we go in?”  I asked Zark and he nodded quickly.  “Of course.  I mean, why would they bring us here and not make us go in?” 
  
 “Wait a moment.”  I told him and then I began to circle around the tower in the other direction, watching the walls as I went.  At first I thought my intuition was wrong, but then I found another red arrow painted onto the wall.  It pointed further along the side of the wall.  I made my way quickly back to Zark.  “I found another arrow.  We don't have to go in.”   
  
 “Oh.”  Zark seemed surprised, then just a bit disappointed. He looked back up at the tower.   
  
 “You wanted to go in there?”  I asked, surprised myself, though mostly at his strange apparent desire to go into that place.   
  
 He gave a small shrug.  “Aren't you curious at all?  I feel like the answer to the mystery of what’s going on must be in there somewhere.  Don’t you want to know what happened here?”  He looked at me, something like childish curiosity on his face.  It was so strange to see that there.  This was a bit of the Zark that had first come to this place before it had beaten the wonder out of both of us.  It was cute really.   
  
 “I suppose some small part of me is curious, but a much larger part of me doesn’t want to die.”  I said, shooting him a grin.  “So let’s just get what we need and get out of here.”   
  
 Zark nodded. “You’re right.  I don’t really want to have to fight anymore of those damn things.  I think the mystery will stick with me for a long time though.” 
  
 “Good.  If we have a long time after this then this went well.”  I told him, trying to get us focused on our task again. “Come on.”  I led him back around the side of the tower and showed him the next arrow.  It pointed further in the direction we were going so we kept on walking, though it wasn’t long before we began to hear the disconcerting metal clinking and rattling of the creatures again.  We were going the right way.   
  
 We reached a wall that stretched from the side of the tower across to the main wall.  It was about twelve feet high and there was a gate in it near the far side.  We huddled into the corner, there was shadow covering it and concealing our position, but from where we were we could see the horrible metal creatures going in and out of the gate.  There were a lot of them.  We counted eight or nine different ones, though it was difficult to tell for sure.  Though they differed, some of them had a similar look about them.   
  
 “Something is happening in there.”  Zarkov noted.   
  
 I nodded my agreement, looking up at the wall we were against.  It was a stone wall.  We could climb it easily enough, but what would be on the other side, and what might see us when we were on top of it?  We’d be out in the open.  The only other alternative, though, was the gate.  There was just far too much traffic there.  That left only the option to go over, though it wasn’t a great choice either. 
  
 “We’ll have to climb.”  Zark said, clearly reaching the same realization that I had. 
  
 “I’ll go up first.  You stay down here and I’ll let you know if it’s safe to join me.”  I told him, reaching for the wall.   
  
 He grabbed my arm. “I should go up first.”  He said, his eyes finding mine.  “This is dangerous and we both know I’m ahead of you in the class.  I’m stronger.  If things come to a fight alone up on that wall, I’m better suited for it.” 
  
 I frowned at him, not pleased to hear him using his class position as a reason to protect me.  “You’re stronger than me, Zark, ahead of me in the class pecking order, but I’m not fragile or weak.  You can’t protect me from everything.  We’ll both end up fighting before the night is out.”   
  
 “Yes, but not alone on top of a wall. In a fight between us I would win.  That means, alone, I am better suited to a fight.  It makes more sense for me to go up first.  If something happens, I’m better capable of taking care of it.”  He insisted.   
  
 I had a strong desire to punch him in the face.  Hard.  “I know what you’re doing, but you’re forgetting that we’re close enough in skill that I might take you in a fight.  In fact, I did take you in a fight last time we squared off.  You want to protect me, and that’s sweet, but I don’t want to be protected.”  With that I didn’t give him any further time to argue.  I pushed his hand off of me and started up the wall.  I moved quickly and easily up the ragged surface.  It hadn’t been designed to stop people from getting over it.  The wall was there to separate one area from another, which was good for us.  I reached the top lip and cautiously pulled myself over until I could see what was beyond.   
  
 There was a courtyard beyond with buildings in various places, but along one wall, one leading into the tower, was a doorway that the metal monstrosities were clearly guarding.  There were at least a half dozen of them standing outside the door, and as I was watching one of them went inside before another came out.   
  
 There were all different kinds of things here, some on two legs, some crawling across the ground like spiders, the organic bits a mix of animal and human, terrible glass eyes glowing in their decaying skulls.  There was an arrow painted on the wall, pointing at the door, though it looked almost enough like a random spatter that if I wasn’t looking for a sign I might have missed it entirely.  It was clear where our instructors wanted us to go next.   
  
 The top of the wall was narrow, and I’d only pulled up far enough to just get over the edge.  I looked back down and waved for my annoying companion to join me.  Zark climbed up quickly and was soon at my side.  He scanned the area below as I had.  
  
 “That door?”  He asked, pointing to the same location I’d determined was our destination. 
  
 I nodded.  “Yes, we need to get in there.  There is an arrow on the wall.”  I gestured in the direction. 
  
 “By the Blackened, there are so many of the damn things in here.  How are we going to get in that room.  We don't even know what it looks like inside. There might not be room for us to fight or run.” He whispered.   
  
 “We’ll have to draw them out, create a distraction of some sort, something that will bring as many of them as we can get away from here.”  I suggested. 
  
 “That’s a fine idea, but what do we do that doesn’t split us up and leave us vulnerable to attack?” His ability to point out the obvious fault in my plans didn’t really make me any happier with him.   
  
 “What if we find one of the creatures near the edge of the clearing and lure it away from the others a bit, and then attack it.  We can pin it down to a spot and when it screams to get the attention of the others we make a break from it and come back to the door?  I imagine it won’t give us much time, but maybe enough to do what we need to do.”  I suggested.   
  
 Zark was shaking his head.  “I don’t know if that will work.  We’d have to work really fast, and if anything went wrong it would be the two of us against this entire horde.  We can’t fight all of these.” 
  
 I sighed in frustration.  “We can grab one of the ones with two legs.  We break both of its legs and cripple its arms.  Each of us will take a side, and then we can jam it into one of the supply sheds on the opposite side of the wall and sneak through the shadows back to the wall here.  We climb atop it, and while the others are looking for the injured one, we jump down and grab the item we need from the room.” 
  
 “That’s the same idea.”  Zark pointed out. 
  
 “It is, but I took it further, gave us more time to work with.  Look, we can catch that one when it makes its next circle.”  I pointed to a two legged monster walking beneath us that had rounded the courtyard twice since we’d been up there.  “We pull it through the door and shove it in that building there.”  I pointed to a small building off to one side.  I wasn’t sure what it was, or even if it was unlocked.  “We can get back into the shadows and up onto the wall fast enough.  When we snag it we’ll make sure to silence it until we’re ready for it to call for help.  I can drop in behind it after you get its attention.  I’ll wrap my arm over its face and use my dagger to dislodge it’s arm.  You’ll have to take out both legs and the other arm, but that way it won’t make noise.” 
  
 My dagger was more of a tool than a weapon, but it would work for this well enough.   
  
 Zark still looked uncertain.  “I should be the one to take it from behind.”  He said.   
  
 I opened my mouth to protest, but he spoke quickly.  
  
 “No, it’s not about protecting you.  I’m stronger. We don’t know how much that thing will be able to thrash around. My hold will be better, and my primary weapon has a blade.  I can use that to disable at least one of its arms.  This isn’t about me being marginally better at fighting this time, it’s just logic.  Besides, being in front of it and being the one to lure it in isn’t exactly a safe place to be either.”  He made his case quickly, and he was right.  This time it did make more sense.   
  
 “Alright.  Then that’s what we’ll do, but as soon as that thing is stashed away, we run for it.”  I insisted.  “I don’t want to be here when those things come back, and I don’t want you stuck with it either.  No dying.”   
  
 He gave a small chuckle.  “Alright, no dying.  Let’s go then.”  With that we both dropped back down the wall and made our way toward the door.  We kept low and moved with our attention fully on the area around us.  Being spotted now would put us in a very bad place.   
  
 We reached the door through the wall quickly enough, and then Zarkov took a place next to it, ducked low and into the depths of the shadow cast by the wall.  I waited a little further out, watching through the door until I saw the shape of the two legged creature approaching the entrance.  It had a peculiar gait, something unnatural and unsettling about the way it shifted its weight around on legs made of a mix of flesh and metal that were poorly met together.  It reminded me a bit of the golems, and that was an unwelcome comparison.  
  
 I steeled my nerves, and as it drew near I whistled loud enough for it to hear, but not so loud that the sound would carry much further.  It stopped, it’s head swinging in my direction, and as soon as I saw the flash of color in its glass eyes I dove off to the side and out its line of vision.  I wanted it to suspect I was out here, but not to see me fully.   
  
 I could hear it switching paths, following what it had seen, and then I heard the sound of its metallic feet on the stone in front of the doorway and knew it was close.  It stopped.  I was off to the side now. I could see the door and it hadn’t come through yet, but I wasn’t straight on the door so I couldn’t see anything of what was beyond. Had I not let it see enough of me?  I looked to the shadow by the door.  Had it spotted Zark?  I couldn’t see him from where I was, but the thing was closer to him now than it was to me.   
  
 I held my position.  It’d had plenty of time to see me.  Jumping out there again would just give it a straight line of attack on me, make it easier for the thing to charge my position, and possibly alarm it enough that it would call out to the others.  I wasn’t going to allow for that.  Why was it holding back?  I wished I could see what was happening on the other side of the wall.   
  
 The seconds seemed to stretch out as I grew increasingly agitated.  Every muscle in my body was tensed.  I reached back and drew out the two halves of my staff.  Something was wrong.  The plan had gone awry and . . .  
  
 At that moment the creature stepped through the door.  It’s eyes scanned the area and fell on me quickly.  It sprang forward, mouth opening to let out a scream, but Zark was on it instantly.  He tackled it from behind, his arm going over its face.  
  
 They hit the ground hard as Zarkov’s weapon tore into one of its shoulders.  He attacked mercilessly, ripping into what was left of its arm.  The appendage had been mostly stripped away, the end replaced with a long, sharp blade that it was trying to bend around so as to strike at Zark.  I dove forward myself and began to hammer blow after blow into its other arm.  The assault was particularly brutal.   
  
 Even on this thing, this monster, it felt wrong to hold it down and rip its limbs from its body.  It made some noise as it struggled, but without being able to open its mouth it couldn’t really let much out.  Finally we had it mostly broken and dismembered.  We dragged it across the field and tried to throw it into the nearest room, but the room was locked.   
  
 “This will have to do.”  I told Zarkov, and he gave me a shrug and we let it go, making a break for the wall.  It began to make a horrible, inhuman screaming sound as soon as its mouth was free.  The sound was metallica and terrible, rattling up from inside of it as though it was made not by vocal chords but my some grinding and twining of metal.  Again I was reminded of the golems, and again a chill passed up my spine.  It thrashed in our direction, but there wasn’t enough of it left to chase us.  We fled from the screeching, gurgling roar of its distress. Nothing alive should have made a sound like that.   
  
 By the time we were a third of the way back to the wall more of the creatures in all manner of different configurations were pouring out of the door, headed in the direction of their fallen companion.  They didn’t see us, which was good since we weren’t trying to hide very well.  We were running. We scaled the wall without stopping, though we paused when we got to the top.  Most of the creatures were headed for the doorway out, so we dropped down on the other side and made directly for the entrance to the tower, the one with the arrow over it.   
  
 We didn't move as cautiously as we should have, but our time was limited now.  How long did we have before they realized this was all a distraction?  I knew it couldn’t be long.  We reached the entrance to the tower and Zark peeked around it and then shot back quickly.  
  
 “Four of them.”  He whispered the words, barely audible.  “They’re not moving.  The watcher sphere is on a shelf in the left back corner of the room.  The creatures are watching some box in the middle of the room.  It is all very strange, makes me feel ill at ease.  The whole room feels strange.”   
  
 “Stranger than what we’ve seen so far?”  I asked incredulously.   
  
 He nodded.  “There is something wrong with that room, that box.  We need to do this quickly.”   
  
 “I wasn’t planning on wasting time.”  I told him.  I took a deep breath.  “We go in together, grab the sphere, and fight off the creatures until the door opens.  Is there any other way to do this?” 
  
 He shook his head.  “This is the only way in.  The room is of fair size. We should be able to fight inside, but if we move all the way to the back down one of the rows we should also be able to keep more than one or two of the creatures from coming at us at once.   No matter how we do this it’s going to be dangerous. We’re going to have to fight.” 
  
 “Then we’ll fight as hard as we can.  Lead the way.  I’ll be right behind you.  We’ll try to get as far as we can without being seen, but once they spot us, we run for it.”  I told him, patting him on the shoulder.  This could very well be the end for one of us, I knew.  Or both of us.  I couldn’t find my fear just then.  It was lost in the cool certainty of my training. 
  
 Zark started forward and I stayed close at his back.  He’d drawn his weapon, and I still had mine ready as well.  We slipped through the door and I got my first good look at the room.  It was sizeable, and in the center was a large table that looked like it had once been used for eating, though now it held just a single box that was made of old and worn driftwood, gray-blue in color  The four creatures in the room were staring at it intently, imobile, almost like statues.  They were so intent that they didn’t even seem to notice us as we slipped into the room and flattened ourselves against the wall.  We started back for the left corner.  I could see our objective now.  The back of the room had rows of shelves, the shelves covered in books and documents, which made me reevaluate the use of the table.  This wasn’t a place to eat.  This was a planning room of some type.   
  
 Now that we were inside the room, I could tell what Zark had meant about the area.  It felt wrong. It felt dangerous and alive, like the entire place was crawling with bugs, but there was nothing visually off putting other than the four monsters around the table.  We slid back between the shelves cautiously.   
  
 I was amazed that we’d gone so far and not been noticed.  We reached the back corner of the room and Zark grabbed the stone, a grin spreading across his face.  “We made it.”  He mouthed the words, but didn’t speak them.   
  
 We just had to wait now.  The door out would open soon for us.  The seconds crawled by, and then one of the four creatures in the room moved, and the other three followed suit. Two of them rounded on us as though they’d seen us, through where we were huddled it would be impossible for them to have actually seen us.  There was no direct line of sight.  I knew they turned towards us only by the sound of the motion, and a quick peek from behind our cover.  They let out a horrible metallic screeching sound and charged in our direction.  We hadn’t done anything to alert them at all, but it wasn’t time to focus on the impossibility of our situation.  We had to act. 
  
 I pushed Zarkov down the nearest aisle and followed after him quickly.  In the corner we were more open, but down the row they could only attack us through one of the narrow channels, or that had been the plan we’d discussed outside, and when I’d initiated the motion, but the first metallic hybrid slammed through the line of shelves, nearly crushing us with the heavy piece of furniture as it tore through the suddenly feeble seeming obstruction to get to us.  I dove one direction and Zark rolled the other.  We had to split up to avoid being hit.   
  
 The creature was on me in a second, bladed metallic limbs thrashing around, cutting through the air inches away from my head as I tried my hardest to get back and away.  This one looked as though it had been a dog or a wolf at some point, though the organic parts were hard to identify now.  It walked on four bladed limbs, and had two more hinged, sword-like limbs that it used to slash at me.  I backed away, turning the blows aside with my weapon as I could.  The attacks were powerful and I couldn’t directly block one because I knew it would have sent my arms numb almost immediately.   
  
 I heard a loud scream from the other side of the room and knew that it was Zarkov.  My heart hammered in my chest as I tried to steal a glance, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of my current engagement.  The danger was too imminent.  A single slip in attention could kill me.  We were fortunate that only two of the creatures had attacked.  The other two had clambered onto the table and were apparently guarding the box, or that was the impression I got.  I couldn’t exactly look, and wasn’t that interested anyway.  
  
 The thing attacking me roared and came on even stronger, limbs flailing faster so that I was forced to fall back.  I couldn’t even turn the blades away fast enough.  It was forcing me back into the small nook we’d first hidden in after getting the sphere.  Out of the corner of my eye I saw movement outside the door. Reinforcements were coming.  Suddenly a line of light appeared opening up on a nearby wall, and I felt a surge of hope and relief.  The new magical doorway swung open.   
  
 “Zark, the exit!”  I called out, hoping he’d seen it too.  Hoping he was still alive.  I hadn’t heard him since the scream.   
  
 My back hit the wall and a clawed limb sliced into the meat of my leg as I failed to back out of the way in time.  The next three blows came fast, and I reacted on instinct alone, blocking each with my weapons, the blows so hard that my arms vibrated and shook, becoming difficult to feel.  I realized that I was on the cusp of a death I couldn’t escape.  The door was just a few feet away, but I couldn’t make it through.   
  
 I looked up into the green glowing eyes of my death as it approached, and something inside of me rejected this end.  I would not fall here.  Not like this.  This wasn’t even real anymore.  This was an echo of something gone.  I wouldn’t be killed by something that wasn’t real.  I screamed in rage and swung my weapon with my numb left arm. 
  
 For some reason the creature attacking me had stopped moving.  The whole room seemed still.  When my weapon hit the beast, it shattered, bursting into dust as though it wasn’t solid at all.  I was confused, scared a little, but I didn’t hesitate.  I ran across the room, limping heavily on my leg that was now torn wide open.  I found Zarkov laying on the ground, the creature above him frozen in place, claws raised as though it was about to strike.  He had his weapon up, terror on his face.   
  
 He gave me a confused look as I approached.  He had several bad wounds, a few of them fatal if we didn’t get him back.  I ducked down and grabbed him.  He still had the stone.  “Come on, while they’re . . . well, let’s just go.”  I said, and I started to drag him towards the door.   
  
 “I don’t understand what happened.  I was about to die.”  Zark said, voice shaky.   
  
 “Yeah, me too.  The door opened though, maybe it stopped things.”  It never had before, but I couldn’t be certain.  This whole thing was different.  I dragged Zarkov through the door and we collapsed on the other side.   
  
 Shaw was there, looking at the both of us as we fell across the threshold.  There was a strange expression on his face.  I’d never seen it there before.  It might have been surprise, or possibly distress, but it was fleeting and I couldn’t quite figure it out before it was gone entirely.  The rest of the hall was full of people in various states of injury, blood spattering the walls and floor.  I looked over and saw a woman die.  Her eyes becoming blank as I looked into them.  She was mostly gone below the waist.  Zark and I really didn’t look bad all things considered.   
  
 The Fel Clerics were passing amongst us, screams following them as their healing magic seared through the bodies of those around us.   
  
 “Out of the way, there are others who need to come back.”  Shaw barked an order, and we dragged ourselves aside to rest against a patch of wall that didn’t have others leaning against it already.  Zark was getting pale and shaky.  He’d pass out soon if he didn’t get healing, but I wasn’t afraid he’d die now.  They’d get to us in time, not like the girl who’d died.  She couldn’t have been healed anyway.  There hadn’t been enough of her left, not enough life to her.  I guessed that was why they hadn’t really made much of an effort.  
  
 People came and went.  Life was cheap here.   There were twenty seven of us left.   
  
  



 Chapter 7 
  
 Water Test 
  
 7.1 
  
 “Lillin?”  The voice startled me from my sleep and I almost entirely jumped out of bed, my hand going to the knife I kept beneath my pillow before I realized who it was, and then it almost went there anyway.  
  
 “Ghoul?”  I asked, shocked that he was there, in the dark, in my room.   
  
 “Yes.”  He said, voice quiet and thin.  “It has been a while.  I woke up a few moments ago with a need to see you.” 
  
 I frowned into the darkness.  I could only make out the vague shape of his body in the dark of my room.  “I hadn’t expected to see you again.”  I told him, trying to get the fog of my disturbed sleep from my head.  “Especially not after last time.” 
  
 “Friends always remain friends, through dark times and light.”  He answered, coming forward and sitting down on the bed next to me.  This whole situation was strange.  It didn't quite feel real.  I wondered if I was dreaming, stuck in some kind of nightmare waiting to spring its trap on me.  Certainly I hadn’t thought of Ghoul outside of my nightmares in a very long time.   
  
 “We’re friends now?”  I asked, a bit surprised to hear him use that word to describe us.  I had never considered him anything of the sort.  What he was to me was hard to define, but my feelings towards him bordered on hostile.  
  
 “Comrades then?”  He suggested. “We are aligned in a cause, though I don’t believe either of us understand the cause or what our part is to play.” 
  
 That sent a chill down my spine.  “Is it the Everburn?”  The question came unbidden as I remembered the malevolence I’d felt from the spark of that fire down in the catacombs below the school. 
  
 He shrugged.  “Perhaps, or perhaps I’m insane and I’m pressing you with my Will without intending to.  It’s impossible to say for certain, but here we are again.” 
  
 I didn’t much care for the implications of that statement.  Was he pushing me with his Will, forcing me to do things I wouldn’t normally do?  Had he forced me to see what he’d done to Ori?  Remembering her made me feel sick for a moment.  I nearly got up and walked away, but there was nowhere for me to go.  We were trapped here together, and I still remembered the compassion that had been in his voice when I’d first asked if I could just leave and not look at what he’d been about to show me.  That was the only thing that stopped me from demanding he leave immediately. 
  
 “What are you doing here?”  I decided to cut to the point of this.  I still wanted him gone. 
  
 “I’ve heard.  There are rumors going around that you or the boy have used your Will before the water test.  Was it you?”  Ghoul asked, and I could almost hear the grin on his face.  “Did you use your Will?” 
  
 I shook my head, then realized he probably couldn’t see me.  “No.  Well, I don’t think so.” 
  
 “One of you did. You interfered with the world they’d brought for you, froze it in place.  That takes a tremendous act of Will.  I think it was you, Lillin.”  Ghoul said, and he sounded excited.  “That just proves that I’m right about you.  You’re different.  You’re stronger than the others that have come before you. You have the potential to be the strongest Warden to ever rise from this school.  If you live.” 
  
 I remembered the moment when everything had frozen, the strength of my desire to survive.  Had that been a connection to Will?  It had felt incredible, powerful, but was that what I was reaching for?  I didn’t know how to accomplish it again.  I wasn’t even sure how I’d managed it that time.   
  
 “It might have been Zarkov.  He was almost about to die too.  I think it might have been him.”  I said, voice lacking conviction.  
  
 Ghoul chuckled.  “You’re lying to both of us.  Remember, you can’t lie to me.  You know it was you.  Besides, I know it wasn’t Zarkov.  He’s strong, but he’s not a Will user.  He doesn't have the spark he needs.  His body is powerful, and he is fighting for what he wants, but he isn’t pushing past his own limits.  His flesh holds him back.  If he dies he might well make a . . . “ 
  
 “No!”  I snapped the word harshly, louder than I meant to.  “No, Ghoul if we’re friends, or comrades, whatever we are to each other, please . . . if something happens to Zarkov just let him die.  Don’t make him one of those things.”   
  
 Ghoul was quiet for a moment.  “I want to, but I can’t promise you that, Lillin.  The choice isn’t entirely mine.  I am a Warden full, and that grants me power and a voice, but I am not one of the most powerful Wardens, though I have manifested ability in strange ways.”   
  
 It felt like a grip tightened around my heart.  “You will do what you can?”  I asked him, feeling like that if I could get that from him, it would have to be enough. 
  
 He nodded, a barely perceptible motion in the dark. “Yes, I will do what I can.  If he makes it to the water test then it won’t matter.  No golems come from the water test.” 
  
 My eyes narrowed, though I couldn’t actually see anything. “You’ve talked about that before.  What is the water test?” 
  
 He hesitated a moment before he spoke, and when he did, he spoke slowly and carefully, as though talking around something.  “All of the living trainees will be locked into small vessels that are filled with water.  You are given a straw to breathe from, and the vessel is sealed.  After three days in the vessel, you are removed and those who can get up and walk away from the test are Wardens.  Very few do.”   
  
 “You’re not telling me everything.”  I pointed out that I could see through his circular talking, hoping this would make him tell me more.  Instead he gave me an apologetic shrug.   
  
 “I can’t tell you anymore or you won’t pass the test.  If you know too much you might not pass at all.  Knowing everything would make it harder, maybe even impossible.”  He paused a moment before going on.  “It will be the most difficult thing you’ve done here.  Be prepared, but be confident.” 
  
 A frustrated sigh slipped past my lips.  “Why are you here?” 
  
 “If you pass the water test you will need to choose an area of study, a goal to pursue.  Wardens take many different rolls, none of them easy, but you must be a Scout.”  He said, voice suddenly and strangely heavy, serious.   
  
 “A Scout?  What do Scouts do?”  I asked, not really certain.   
  
 “They go places others won’t, see things others can’t, and learn things others are not able to.  That is what you must do.”  He almost whispered the words, but his tone was so firm that it was like a growl.   
  
 “I’m not sure that’s what I want to do.  I have goals of my own.”  I told him, and it was true.  I had not forgotten my desire to rip the Wardens apart.   
  
 I could see him shaking his head even in the dark. “No, you can’t do anything else. You’re a Scout, Lillin.  I dreamed it tonight, and when I woke I knew I needed to tell you. You will be a Scout.  They will want you to become a Knight, but you must push to become a Scout.” 
  
 A Knight sounded far more impressive to me, more powerful.  It seemed like the sort of thing I would be if I wanted to climb rank and take over the Wardens, destroy them from the inside.  A Scout sounded expendable. “You can tell the future now, Ghoul?”  I asked, skepticism a little more clear in my voice than I meant it.   
  
 “No!  Of course I can’t tell the future.  The dream wasn’t about prophecy.  It wasn’t a glimpse into what will be, it was a look at what should be.  Knights sound like they are full of glory. They fight and kill, carve the Warden’s path through the world, but they don’t have any say in their own fate.  They are soldiers. They don’t make decisions, and after years and years of battle they are worn thin.  They no longer focus on their own goals.  You are strong, through, and they will want you to help crush the . . . “  His words cut off abruptly.  “That isn’t to be said yet.” 
  
 “What do the Wardens do beyond the city, Ghoul?”  I had a sudden desire to know.  It was a question that had come to me a few times.  Not many Wardens stayed behind to train others, so what were the others doing?  There was very little news of the world beyond the city.  I knew there were towns beyond our walls, and then something called the Expanse. 
  
 “They do what they have always done, and what they will always do if things remain as they are.  It’s an endless struggle that keeps this machine running, grinding itself away at the top, and rebuilding its legs at the bottom.”  He shook his head.  “You’ll be told if you pass the water test. I can’t tell you. Betraying secrets is forbidden.” 
  
 “You’ve already betrayed secrets.  What is one more?” I pointed out, pressing for more.   
  
 Ghoul laughed, his dark sinister laugh.  “The answers will come in time, but you won’t have them from me.”  He stood up.  “I must be away.  Rest.  It’s almost done now.  We will see if this has all been worth anything, or if we’ve merely been played for fools by the voices in my head.” 
  
 I opened my mouth to talk to him again, but he was gone quickly, turning and sliding out the door like smoke fleeing a fire.  The room was quiet.  I sighed into the dark.  He was gone again, and I still had few answers, and now even more trepidation for the future.  What was to become of me in this water test?  And what of Zarkov?  We were going to make it through this together.  He was stronger than me.  Ghoul seemed less certain of him, but he didn't know him the way I did.  Zark was strong.  He’d always been strong.   
  
 I told myself this over and over again as I tried to drift off to sleep.  It took far longer than I would have liked.   
  
 7.2  
  
 “It used to protect us.”  The mayor of the small town said, his face ragged and gaunt, his eyes deep set in his face.  He looked tired, exhausted, as though he hadn’t slept in weeks.  There were only a few other people in the room with us, and they all looked equally spent.  His accent was thick, so thick it was difficult to make out what he said at times, but the fact that he spoke our language at all was interesting.  Most of the time when we went through the doors any writing we encountered was completely foreign.   
  
 This test had come as a surprise.  We weren't even due for another challenge, but they’d woken us in the middle of the night and told us all to assemble and break into groups of three.  There were nine teams of us, and we were sent through the door with minimal direction.   
  
 “Go to town, hunt the wolf.”  That was all we were told.  We were given no extra supplies, and they pushed through the portal as fast they could, stopping only long enough to have it cycle bubbles for each group.  It opened up not far from a small town.  It was dusk, and the season was Fall.  The trees were losing most of their leaves, and the air had a deep chill to it, the kind that didn’t seem so bad at first, but that had a way of sinking in over time.   
  
 I was teamed with Zark and Linna, both of whom routinely ranked higher than I did in training.  Linna was a clever girl who was always at the top of our educational studies, and she was incredibly quick in physical tests.  Her times were almost always top, and her reactions were uncanny.  I’d been faster than her for much of our training, but at some point she’d begun to pull ahead of me and I’d never quite caught up again.   
  
 Linna was tall and lean, with black hair and dark eyes, but an easy smile.  She wasn’t gorgeous, but she was pretty with her long flowing hair and even features.  Her skin had a lovely, dark color to it that made it look like fine satin.  I felt ugly next to her, but she never had a mean thing to say.  Despite the fact that I felt inferior to her, I didn’t dislike her at all.  I looked up to her.  Her effort to become as good as she was had been phenomenal.  She took the lead in speaking to the men of the town.   
  
 “Why did it stop protecting you?”  She asked, her voice firm but not accusatory, and she spoke slowly because of the difficulty caused by our offworld accents.  We were trying to get the story of what was happening with these people.  From what we’d learned so far, they’d had a guardian, a giant wolf that lived in the woods and had protected them from bandits and creatures they called “darklen” that hunted the area.  The wolf had been the protector of the town for hundreds of years, as long as they had histories written, and then, just two weeks before, she’d started taking people.  


They described her as a demi-god, a creature like the gods but different.  The gods, they’d explained, had been asleep for a long, long time.  They were behemoths in the guise of animals that were possessed of the will to create and destroy.  Demi-gods were common as well, though they hadn’t fallen into slumber with the gods, and most of them served as protectors, as had their wolf before this mess had begun.  They were attuned to the gods that served the area, carrying out their will to protect creation, but something had changed.   
  
 She came from the woods at dusk, grabbing children from the streets, adults too, and dragging them off into the woods.  She had changed as well, not the white wolf they’d long associated with safety and protection.  Her fur was mucky and muted, and she was crawling with some kind of infestation that bored in and out of her flesh.  It was getting worse too.  At first she’d just taken one a night, but now she was taking two or three, ripping down doors and going into people’s houses and dragging them screaming off into the woods.   
  
 “We don’t know!  We did nothing to her.  Every week we have gone to her shrine and left her meat and gifts, just as we’ve always done.  We love her, loved her . . . I don’t understand what has changed, but people are afraid.  They are leaving the town, and the rest of us don’t sleep at night in fear of what will come.”  He looked nervously out the window.  It was getting near dark.   
  
 “Please, if you can do something, we need help.”  He pleaded.  He was a strong looking man, maybe a bit past his prime, but in good shape with lines on his face that said he smiled often, or had smiled often.  Distress didn’t suit him.   
  
 “You said she is a big wolf, but how big?”  Linna asked.   
  
 “Well, she is a god of the wood, though not one of the major gods.  She is a little larger than a pack mule, but much stronger.”  He looked hopeful.  “We would never ask for you to harm her normally, but we don’t know what to do.  We think her behaviour is starting to affect the other creatures of the forest as well.  The sprites and fairies have been skittish, and one child claims she was bitten by one the other day.  Normally we would give no credence to such a claim, but . . . ”  He shrugged. 
  
 We all exchanged looks of concern briefly.  That was a very large wolf indeed, far larger than any we’d ever encountered.  Wolves generally didn’t attack people.  It wasn’t in their best interest.  They were largely peaceful animals that lived in their packs and kept to themselves.  They hunted game together and generally caused no one trouble other than an occasional farmer that made the mistake of housing livestock on land that they roamed.  This beast seemed quite different.  The stories of fairies and sprites were strange as well, though less worrisome.  Biting a child was unpleasant, but hardly a threat to us. 
  
 “If she dies, you’ll lose what protection you had here.”  Zark said quietly.  “Things won’t be the same.” 
  
 “If she lives, we will all die eventually.”  He said, and he sounded miserable.  “We do not want her dead, but we also cannot live on like this.”   
  
 Linna looked at each of us, and we gave her a nod.  This was what we were here to do after all.  We couldn’t turn back now.   She returned her attention to the men.  “We will do this for you.  Make sure everyone is locked away in the safest place they can be, but not all in the same place.  It would be dangerous to all hide together.” 
  
 “By now it’s already done.”  He answered.  “Everyone knows to be hidden by this time.  She’ll be here soon.  She comes into the village from the mountain side.  That is the direction in which her shrine rests.  Gods be with . . . well, I wish you good fortune.”  He changed his words, clearly realizing that the gods in this case weren’t really going to be on our side, seeing as we were intent upon killing one of them.   
  
 We left his home and headed out into the dark and deserted streets of the town.  It was really more of a village than a town, the houses spread out and the main street having only a few shops along its course.  There was no inn, and we’d been hard pressed to find someone to talk to.  When we’d mentioned we’d come here to hunt the wolf, things had changed quickly though.  We’d been led to the Mayor’s house by a small frightened woman who’d run away as soon as she got us there.   
  
 Now it was quiet again.   
  
 Linna was leaning on her spear.  “We should head towards the mountain and see what is to be seen.  Hopefully this won’t take long.  I’m exhausted.  I want to get back to sleep.” 
  
 Zark gave a snort and shook his head.  “They’re not going to let us sleep after this.  We’ll be sent off to weapon training as soon as we’re done here.  They hate to see us rested.” 
  
 “Let’s just make sure we survive this first.  We can worry about what happens after that when we get to it.”  I noted.  “We have to kill a giant wolf now, and I’m not particularly pleased about the idea.”  I’d been thinking about it, and Zark’s words stuck in my mind.  This was going to change this town.  A part of me knew it wasn’t real, that this was just a momentary glimpse into a world that might already be long dead, but that didn’t change my ability to look at the situation as if it were real.  Killing this thing would take away the protection the people had depended on for a long time.  For us it was just a challenge, an order given by those who were in charge, but for these desperate people we were altering the courses of the rest of their lives.  Well, we would have been.  I wondered if I was even supposed to be thinking about such things, or if I was really just here to kill.   
  
 We’d begun to walk as I continued along this line of thought.  “Do you suppose whatever is happening could be undone?  Maybe this infection the wolf has is curable?  That would be better for everyone involved.” 
  
 “Maybe, but we were told to hunt the wolf, not save it.”  Linna answered with a shrug.  “I don’t know as we have the time or the resources to do anything above and beyond that.  They seem generally content to send us out to achieve a single goal and come back.  I think part of these challenges is accepting difficult orders and doing them, no matter how hard it is.” 
  
 “What if they give us orders that are wrong?”  I pressed, honestly interested in hearing what the others thought of that problem.  “What if they don’t know everything about a situation, or what if their orders are dangerous for us and without good cause?” 
  
 “Lillin, the Wardens are just like soldiers.”  Zarkov added his own thoughts.  “We have to do what we’re told to do.  It’s the Iron Law.  Right now our instructors give us orders, but eventually our orders will be mandates of the King himself.  We can’t pick and choose which of his orders to follow.  Besides, he has a much larger view of the world than we do.  Maybe we can’t see everything he can.  He’ll need us to do what he tells us to do.” 
  
 Linna was nodding.  “We follow the King’s orders, but we have plenty of freedom beneath that.  We decide how we follow his orders.  It takes a lot of thought and improvisation.  I think that’s why our orders are generally simple.  They have a goal, but we have to find our way to the goal.  This time our goal is to hunt the wolf.  We’re not here to heal it, or to try to help these people really.  It just so happens that our goal aligns with theirs.” 
  
 Their replies were exactly what we’d been taught in school.  I was certain the Warden’s would be happy their training was taking so well, but I wasn’t nearly as satisfied.  I wanted to be a Warden, but I wanted it so I could change what they were.  I wanted it so things like what happened to Ori would never happen again, and that meant I had to change the way things worked.  I couldn’t just accept my orders and go on.  That was the path down which nothing got better.   
  
 “I don’t think following orders blindly is ever a good idea.  Sometimes there will be orders that ask you to do terrible things, and I think if you’re not willing to question that, then things will get worse and worse.  Some victories aren't worth what is necessary to give up in order to achieve them.”  I said firmly, and I was remembering Ori.  I wanted to tell them about Ori, about the golems, to make them see what I had seen.  I couldn’t, of course.   
  
 “You have to be careful with those kinds of thoughts, Lil.”  Zark’s voice was quiet and he shot me a concerned frown.  “You can’t step too far out of line and expect to keep going forward here.  Maybe it’ll be different when we’re full Wardens, but right now those kinds of thoughts will just get you in trouble.” 
  
 “Yeah, and we really don’t know much about the world.  We’re young.  The people giving the orders we follow have been around much longer, and they know more.  There are good reasons why they tell us to do what we do.”  Linna put in, smiling at me in a comforting way.  Neither of them really knew, or could think of a reason to question what we were doing.  I didn’t think there was any good way to convince them  
  
 I gave a shrug of defeat and let it go.  We had work to do now, things that couldn’t be put off while we debated the nature of following orders.  The opposite side of town, the one facing the mountains, was a mess.  The houses here were badly damaged, doors hanging off hinges, dried blood dragged across the thresholds, and signs of violence spattered about.  It was clear the beast was attacking the nearest houses to the road.   
  
  
 Even as we began to walk through them a howl sounded from the woods not far from where we stood.  It was loud, echoing through the valley around us, and seeming to cause the night to go completely still.  We exchanged knowing looks.  It was coming and we didn’t have much time to prepare.   
  
 “This is too large for a snare, and we don’t have rope.”  Zarkov pointed out.  
  
 “It’s a large beast, and that means it will have a lot of mass.  We should try and get it to impale itself on Linna’s spear.  That’s really the ideal weapon to take down something like this.”  I suggested.   
  
 Linna was nodding her agreement.  “If I can run my spear through its chest, it’ll die.  There is no doubting that.  If you two can get it to charge we can take care of this quickly.  I don’t see any point in stalking the creature.  It’s coming here anyway.  I’ll take up position behind one of these houses, and you two can lure it to move and show off any tricks it has.  I’ll watch, and when the time presents itself I’ll give a sharp whistle call and spring our trap.”   
  
 Zarkov groaned.  “Just don’t take too long.  I don’t want to be chased by a wolf all night.  It sounds exhausting, and I’d prefer not to go home with any massive tooth marks in my body.” 
  
 Linna grinned at him.  “Scars are charming, Zark.  You should be excited at the prospect of a few new ones.  What doesn't kill  you just makes you more handsome.”   
  
 I felt a slight surge of jealousy at that comment, but I pushed it down.  It was foolish to get jealous over some general banter and play, and it wasn’t like Zarkov and I were actually in a relationship.  “Well, I must be the most handsome one here then.”  I noted dryly.  “That would explain why all the girls are lining up to date me.” 
  
 Linna laughed.  “Yes, I know I can hardly resist you.  This entire time I can’t get it out of my head how badly I’d like to . . . “ 
  
 The howl sounded again, much closer, and our moment of levity ended.  Linna’s expression firmed, and the moment of merriment fled to the wind as we took up positions.  I stood on one side of the road and Zarkov stood on the other.  Linna vanished behind a nearby home.  We held our places and waited.  It turned out that we didn’t need to wait long.  
  
 The beast came stalking down the center of the road making no effort to hide itself.  The size was alarming.  I’d seen wolves before, though only in captivity, but this one dwarfed any I’d ever encountered.  It was larger than a pack mule, as we’d been told, and every inch of it rippled with muscle.  It had white fur, or fur that had once been white, but now it was a dingy gray color, and as it drew nearer I could see black things wiggling and writhing through its once pristine coat.  They looked like snakes, but as I watched them they dug into the beast’s hide, burrowing through its flesh as though nested within the poor thing.  It was infested, a bit like the Fel Clerics but to a much greater degree.  It’s eyes were tarnished gold.   
  
 It stopped just as it was about to enter the town, lifting its nose to the air and taking in the scents before it.  Those tarnished eyes immediately snapped to Zarkov, and then to me, and a low, deep growl rumbled through the air.  I had my weapon in hand, and my body was coiled, ready to move.  We had to determine this creature’s capabilities.  Linna would need to see it move before she attacked because she’d only get one good run with her spear. 
  
 It snarled, sharp canine teeth exposed, one of the dark worm creatures crawling from it’s mouth just to dive back into its cheek.  It was unnerving to witness, but I tried to remain calm.  The wolf charged.  The burst of speed was sudden and explosive.  It went right for Zark, darting across the ground with a lethal burst of speed.  He dashed and rolled from its path and it tumbled past as it tried to stop the forward momentum it had created, rolling across the ground in a cloud of dust and a shower of dirt.   
  
 Zarkov was back on his feet and moving into a stronger position as I snuck up behind the beast and spun my staff with all the speed I could muster, delivering a staggering blow to the back leg of the wolf-thing.  I’d expected it to fracture at the hit, and I did hear a snap, but to my horror a mass of the black snake-worm things erupted from the struck skin and bound the torn flesh back, knotting into the damaged area like cords of muscle around bone.   
  
 It rounded on me, jaws extending as it snapped forward, trying to get a hold of me.  I jumped back, swinging my staff defensively and slapping it hard in the side of the head.  The blow should have stopped the creature in its tracks, but it kept coming forward.  I turned and ran as the beast came clambering after.   
  
 One of the advantages of having a staff weapon was that it offered a mobility that other weapons didn’t allow for.  I used that to my advantage in that moment.  As I ran I planted the end of the staff and used my forward momentum to lift and fling myself with the flexibility of the pole.  I sailed through the air and landed atop a nearby roof, rolling and coming back to my feet quickly as the wolf behind me growled and snapped at the roofline.   
  
 I wasn’t certain that I was safe where I was.  The wolf was huge and it might have been capable of following me up onto the roof. I heard Zark give a roar and then saw him charge the wolf’s flank.  His weapon flashed as he struck again and again, and this certainly got the wolf-god’s attention.  It spun back around, snapping at him as he took off running the other way.   
  
 The wolf was on him quickly, changing direction and darting down on him as though it intended to end him without a moment of hesitation.  I heard a signal whistle from off to one side and realized that Linna was ready for us now.  The roof beneath me passed in a blur as I raced to the end and used my staff to jump across the street to another building.  It was a long fling, but I had experience with such movements at that point.  I landed smoothly and had gained ground on the wolf and Zark.  I leapt down from this rooftop and brought the staff down on the center of the creature’s back as I sailed past.   
  
 While I was close to its body I saw one of the terrible, black snake-like things reach for me and just avoided contact with it as I dove aside and turned back in the direction of Linna’s signal.  I had no desire to be touched by whatever parasite had infested the poor creature.  That seemed dangerous. If those things could take down that massive wolf, I didn’t want to know what they would do if they got themselves inside of me. 
  
 I hit the ground running, charging in the direction I’d heard Linna signal from, and the wolf was after me quickly.  It had to entirely change directions to get to me, but it did so fast.  Having a monster breathing down my neck was great inspiration to run as hard as I ever had before.  I gave myself fully to running away and just as I rounded the house in front of me, Linna was suddenly there, charging the opposite way.  We passed within inches of one another. 
  
 I heard her groan as she fell to the ground and brought her spear up directly in the charging wolf’s path, planting the blunt end.  It was too late for our god-creature to stop itself.  I barely had time to break my own momentum and turn.  The wolf fell on the spear with a roar of rage, imbedding the weapon nearly three quarters of the way into its chest as Linna rolled out and away, looking quite unhappy that she’d lost her weapon.   
  
 The wolf roared and snapped at the air, trying to get its jaws on the end of the spear, but it couldn’t manage it.  It should have just dropped dead.  There was no way that spear hadn’t struck both it’s lungs and heart as it went through, and the blade was large and double sided.   
  
 The wolf turned and growled, snarling at us as it circled in the street, black blood dripping from the new wound as those terrible snake-like things writhed around the hole in its body.  I realized that it wasn’t going to die.  We’d hurt it, but it wasn’t ready to stop yet.  I prepared myself for an attack, but instead it turned and began to run back up the path towards the mountain, limping heavily on one side, probably because of the angle of the spear in its chest.   
  
 Zarkov approached, looking after it.  “Did you miss?”  He asked, having not been close enough to see Linna’s attack.   
  
 “Of course not.”  She laughed.  “I don’t miss.” 
  
 “It’s true.  She hit exactly where she should have.  That spear is straight through the creature’s heart and lungs, but it’s still going.”  I added.   
  
 “Well we can’t just let it go.  We’ll have to track it.”  Zarkov didn’t sound pleased as he looked up the road after where it had gone.   
  
 “It might bleed out. We might have already hurt it enough to end this. We’ll just follow after and make sure it’s down.”  Linna sounded hopeful.  “There is no way it can survive those injuries for long. I don’t care how many worms it is full of.” 
  
 “Keep your distance from those things.”  I warned the others.  “I got close to one while I was turning the wolf away from Zark that last time and it reached for me.  I think they’re definitely key to whatever happened to the creature.  I don’t want to become like that wolf.” 
  
 “They remind me of the worms in the Tortured.”  Zarkov noted, disgust on his face.  “Only these ones don’t seem to kill you, they just get inside and take over.  The thing smells dead already.”  I’d had the same thought myself, though it seemed like there was more to it than the worms just taking over.  In some way it reminded me a bit of the dark liquid beneath the school.  The worms, to me, felt as though they had a malevolent and unified purpose, though that might have been my imagination filling in details that weren’t present.  It was the human mind’s natural instinct to personify things, especially where patterns could be found.  
  
 We followed after the trail left by the beast, and it wasn’t hard to do.  It was dripping black ichor and there was a trail of writhing snake creatures in its wake, though they seemed to be weakening and dying.  We followed that trail for nearly an hour before we reached an old iron fence surrounding an offshoot of the main road.  Beyond the fence the woods grew denser, as though this was some kind of preserve, an untouched place in the woods.  There was a wooden sign to one side, but it had been knocked over recently.  The sign read “Heart Shrine.”  The trail of black ichor lead inside.   
  
 “It’s in here.  We need to be cautious.”  Linna said.   
  
 I took my staff weapon and separated the two halves, passing one to her.  She took it and gave me a nod and a small, tense smile.  It was best that we were all armed in some way.  We knew what to do. The enemy was large.  We would strike it where openings lay, distract it from our companions when it became too intent on a single target, and keep attacking until it was finished.  This was standard tactics, even if the enemy was a bit beyond our normal scope.   
  
 The stench in the air here was putrid and foul.  Moving further into the sanctuary only served to make the smell stronger.  A little up from the gate we found a body.  Linna approached it cautiously, and I saw her expression turn grim as she made the same realization I had just made.  It was a child.  It was mauled, laying face down on the ground, unmoving.  The skin was ashen and cracked, dried blood and pus filling the cracks.  Flies swarmed about it heavily.  I’d never seen a corpse that quite looked like that before, but there was no doubt in my mind that it was a corpse.   
  
 “Poor child.”  Linna said, her voice agonized.   
  
 I had to agree.  Against that wolf the little one had never even had a chance.  We began to walk by, and then the corpse began to move.  Immediately we all jumped to alert.  It didn't make a sound other than the tussling of it’s body against the ground as it staggered to its feet.  The child must have been eleven or twelve years old when it died, judging by the size, but now it was distended and misshapen.  It turned to us with milky yellow eyes streaked with black.  It reminded me a bit of a Warden’s eyes, but the black that was subtle in some Warden’s eyes was heavily streaked in this horror’s face.  It lunged forward, surprisingly fast as it dashed towards Zarkov, the person who’d been nearest. 
  
 Zark danced backwards and out of the way, shooting us a confused look. He had his weapon in hand and could have easily struck his attacker, but he didn’t.  He didn’t want to hit a child, I realized, as he dove away from another attack.  Linna too stood frozen, half of my weapon hanging uselessly in her hand.   
  
 “It’s not a child!”  I barked loudly.  “You have to put it down.”   
  
 Zarkov looked at me, but danced aside again.  “I . . . I can’t!”  He said. “It still . . . she’s just a little girl.”   
  
 I opened my mouth to yell at Zarkov, but then Linna charged forward.  Her movement was fast and decisive.  She struck the thing in the head hard, once, twice, and a third time before it’s skull collapsed and it convulsed roughly and fell to the ground, twitching at a slowing rate until it laid still.  She’d gotten over her initial hesitance quickly.  There were none of those worms in this body.  What, then, was causing it to move?  I knew we likely wouldn’t get an answer to that.  We never really found answers. 
  
 I groaned in agitation. 
  
 I was glad Linna had acted, but I was also upset with Zarkov.  He’d needed to act.  “If it’s attacking you, it’s clearly an enemy!”  I almost growled the words at him, my voice more angry than I meant it to be. “You have to defend yourself and us.  It wasn’t a child anymore.” 
  
 He was looking at the little dead thing.  “I just . . . she looked like my little sister.”  He said, his weapon hanging loosely at his side in his hand.  I’d never heard him talk about having a sister, not even once.  We’d discussed our parents before, but somehow that had never come up.  “What if . . . maybe we could have saved her.” 
  
 “She was dead, Zarkov.  There was no coming back from that.”  Linna said, her voice firm.  “Lillin was right, and you have to remember, the people here aren't real anyway.  If it is trying to kill us, no matter what form it comes in, you have to be ready to act.  You could have gotten yourself killed, or you could have gotten one of us killed.  You need to be ready next time.”  Linna’s tone had a bit of a waiver to it.  Killing the child had shaken her in some way.   
  
 “Next time?”  He asked, still sounding out of sorts.   
  
 “The wolf has been taking people from the village for a while now.  I assumed it was eating them, but I think we know the truth.”  I pointed out the obvious, trying to sound sympathetic.  I didn’t want Zarkov to hurt, but he did need to get focused on the task here.  I wanted him to stay alive.  “This isn’t easy.  I know it isn’t easy Zarkov, but you need to shake it off.  If the others are like that one, we’ll need to dispatch them quickly.”  I hoped he remembered the lessons we’d learned in the twisted city on our last big event.  We’d had to do unpleasant things then too, though remembering back it seemed that I had done most of them.   
  
 “If it comes for us, we kill it.”  Linna said firmly.  “This I can do.” 
  
 I gave another concerned look at Zarkov, but he was nodding. “Yeah, I can do this.”  He said, but his voice lacked a certain steel and conviction.  I was worried for him.   
  
 We didn’t have to go much further to put our steel to the test.  Not a hundred more paces up the road two more of the people from the village sprang on us from the sides of the road.  These ones weren’t just lying around waiting for us to find them. They were poised and ready to attack, surging out of the woods with hands curled like claws and teeth gnashing.   
  
 They were strong, stronger than they should have been, but they lacked finer motor control.  They moved quickly, but in a jerky, spasmodic way, as though the dead tissue of their body didn’t quite work the way it should.  They reminded me a bit of the metallic monsters put together in the last challenge we’d faced, but they differed in that they still looked like people.  I could tell who these people had been, and though they were definitely changed, they were close enough that attacking them triggered a powerful emotional surge in me.  They also died so easily.  It felt as though we were attacking and killing helpless people, even if I knew logically that wasn’t the case.   
  
 Linna and Zark killed one, and I took out the other, though I noted that Linna delivered the killing blow on the one they were facing.  Zark disabled the creature with several precise strikes of his weapon.  I didn’t get to watch him closely, but it felt as though he was holding back.   
  
 The next wave of attackers was larger.  I didn’t get time to count them properly, but there were at least six or seven, and they came on quickly.  It was eerie that they attacked with no growling or noises at all.  The only sound was the movement of their bodies.  Fighting was generally more noisy, grunts and groans, angry yelling.  That was the nature of combat, but here these remnants of the townspeople were eerily silent.  I fought fiercely, though, falling back when I needed to.   
  
 They didn’t fight well. This wasn’t dangerous like the last challenge had been.  Every enemy wasn’t lethal, but every enemy was a blow to the Will.  I could feel the kills under my skin.  It was like when I’d killed the man being dissolved by the acid.  He’d needed to die, but it had left an emotional mark, one I still carried, and these were like that.  I knew they weren’t really alive anymore, and not just because this scenario only existed in this bubble of space, but because whatever had been done to them by the wolf had left them changed.  Knowing that, though, didn’t change how human looking they were, and how easily we could kill them.  Their strength aside, it felt like slaughtering defenseless children, especially when they came in that exact guise.   
  
 We killed nearly forty of them before we were all done, and I felt every death.  I looked at Linna and she looked shaken as well.  Zark was grim faced and pale looking.  There was no mirth or joking left in any of us as we finished the last of them.  We moved on silently, and soon enough we found the wolf again.   
  
 She was slumped against an old stone tablet in a grove surrounded on all sides by ancient looking trees.  The tablet was massive, every inch of it covered in writing that looked like one of the old languages we’d studied in some of our classes.  I could make out a few words, though the greater meaning of the full text was beyond me.   
  
 The wolf looked up as we entered the grove, a snarl falling to its lips, but it didn’t move from where it lay.  I wasn’t sure it could.  It was oozing copious amounts of black blood, the snake like worms wiggling from its flesh and falling to the ground.   It had clawed at the spear in its chest, trying to get it out, but that had only served to open the wound wider.   
  
 We approached it cautiously, slowly drawing near the beast as its growls intensified.  It bared fangs and snapped its jaws, but the effort lacked strength.  Linna came forward and grabbed the end of the spear.  With a mighty heave she tore it free and the wolf collapsed, a whimper dying on its lips as more ichor and worms poured from the wound.  It twitched another few times and then was still.  The crawling, horrible things inside of it wiggled a few moments longer and then they too stopped.   
  
 “That’s it then.”  Linna said.  I nodded, but I felt cold and empty inside.  It hadn’t been a great, heroic victory.  In the end the stark reality of killing all those things so close to people, and finishing off a dying wolf, had been an experience that was both difficult and trying on an emotional scale that I doubted any of us had expected.   
  
 I could see the lesson we’d been meant to get here.  Sometimes you had to do difficult things, and some victories wouldn’t feel like victories.  We sat in silence for a few moments, no one capable of saying much.   
  
 A golem stepped from the edge of the woods, moving remarkably quiet for such a large, metallic creature.  It had been here to watch and make sure we finished the task before a gate was opened up.  Seeing it, as always, sent a chill down my spine.   
  
 “I hate those things.”  Linna’s voice had a slight quake to it.  “Last year I got nervy and decided to open the lid on one.  I think the old rumors are true.  They are full of dead Wardens.  It was . . . well, I haven’t been able to forget about it.” 
  
 I winced and nodded, offering a look that I hoped told Linna I knew how she felt and more.  I had too many memories to stifle, and it was all a little too much on top of everything else today.  I felt a tear trace a line down my cheek and I hastily wiped my face on my arm.  
  
 “You alright, Lil?”  Zark’s voice was soft.   
  
 I nodded.  “Yeah, I’m just tired.  It has been a really long day.  I didn’t expect this all to be so . . . “  I shrugged and shook my head.   
  
 Zarkov seemed in agreement.  “It was worse than I expected.  I’ve never felt this bad inside after a mission before.  It wasn’t even that physically challenging.” 
  
 “It wasn't supposed to be.”  Linna said.  “I think fighting those things in the woods was the entire point of this.  They wanted to show us another way we could be fatigued.  It worked.  It will take me a long while to put this aside.”   
  
 The golem was just watching us.  No doubt it had somehow communicated we were finished.  We were just waiting for someone to open the door.  I wondered what would have happened if we’d killed the wolf in the town and hadn’t had to come out here at all.  Maybe that would have been almost impossible.  Certainly it hadn't stopped easily.  I thought it likely that most, if not all, of the teams had ended up fighting through the horde of lost town’s folk.  
  
 We lapsed into silence again, and it remained heavily upon us until the door opened and we were lead back through.  There were no other groups waiting, and the Warden didn’t say much other than instructing us to see the healers if we needed to.  None of us did.  There wasn’t much the healers could do for how we’d been hurt. 
  
 7.3 
  
 The training began to intensify in the weeks leading up to the end.  I’d lost track of time for a bit, but now it hung over me as a constant reminder that something terrible was coming.  The water test.  On the surface what Ghoul had told me about it sounded unpleasant but not unsurvivable.  Three days locked under the water with only a straw to breathe through.  That was manageable.  It would be an ordeal, but all of these challenges had been ordeals.  What bothered me wasn’t what I knew about the test.  It was what Ghoul hadn’t told me.   
  
 I had no doubt that three days locked in the water with only minimal air would prove challenging even beyond what I could imagine, but was it really so bad, after all that we’d done, that only a couple of us would survive?  All of us were strong at this point.  I wouldn’t want to fight any one of us in a head on battle, not even the ones who’d been placing last in things.  We were all close enough in skill that a fight could swing either way depending on environmental factors.  So how would this test break us down more than others? 
  
 That question plagued me almost to the point of complete distraction.    
  
 We were sparring together in the training yards when Warden Shaw came for us.  He entered the grounds and watched us for a while, which wasn’t of itself unusual, but then he called a stop to our training just a half an hour into things.  We were still a week out from the water test, so I wasn’t sure what this was about, but anxiety flooded through me as we gathered around Shaw.   
  
 “You’ve been training hard.  You are some of the best students we’ve ever had here.  There are more of you still alive then there are normally at this point, and I’ve had several of your instructors say that they saw potential in you.  That is why I’m going to do something I’ve never done before.”  All eyes were focused on him as he spoke.   
  
 My heart was hammering at my chest as though it might escape at any moment, and my mind filled with the possibilities of what might be coming next.  What did he intend for us?  Was it good, was it bad?  I wanted to hope it was something good, but it so rarely was, and this break of tradition, if that’s what it really was, was somehow threatening to me. Luckily I didn’t have to wait long.   
  
 “We are going to open two new teaching positions, and we would like two of you to fill them.  This means that your training here ends and you will go back to the other school and receive a bit more training on what it means to educate in this program.  This means you will never become a Warden, but you’ll be given the opportunity to pass what you have learned on to new generations.  It’s important to harness the potential we have here, to feed it into our up and coming ranks.”  He spoke clearly and without bluster, but his words seemed difficult for me to understand.  Was he really saying that we could just leave this training?  Now?  After all we’d done, we could just step out of this and into a regular life? 
  
 He probably didn’t mean Zarkov and I, though.  We were not like the other students.  We were deadies.  
  
 “What about Lillin and I?”  Zark asked suddenly.  “We’re deadies.  There is only one way out of this program for us.  We’ve been told that since we started.” 
  
 “This extends to both of you as well.  As I said, this is a first for us.  Normally we do not allow students out of this part of the training, and of course there will be many, many restrictions on what you can discuss regarding what has happened here.  If you were to talk about things you shouldn’t, then you would find yourself swiftly terminated.”  He said this as though “terminated” was just a word that meant we’d lose our position, though we all knew exactly what he meant.   
  
 “Have you already picked the two of us you will be taking?”  A girl, one of the lower ranked in the class, asked.  
  
 “The top four students will not be allowed out, and neither will the bottom five.  The other sixteen of you may decide for yourselves, though only two will be taken.” Everyone was looking back and forth between their fellow students.  We all knew our ranks, and I knew immediately that Zark and I weren’t getting out of this.  I was dead in the middle of the pack. I could get out if I wanted, but Zark was third right now.  He couldn’t.  If I was going to leave, then I’d have to leave without Zarkov.   
  
 Zarkov looked at me and mouthed the word, “Go.”  Very clearly.  He was willing to let me go.  In a way it made me angry.  He didn't think I could make it to the end.  He was trying to save me by pushing me out.  He was trying to protect me again, and I didn’t need protecting.   
  
 This was my chance at freedom, at a normal life, or a life as normal as I could expect to have, but I already knew that I wasn’t going to take it.  It would have been easy to jump forward and try to take this opportunity, but I realized I didn't want it.  I wanted to finish this thing now.  For the longest time I just wanted to be free, but now I wanted to break through the end of this mess.  I was going to become a Warden, and then I was going to crush them, change them from within.  I would stop others from dying to this training.  I would stop others from becoming like Ori.  My resolve strengthened.   
  
 I watched the others.  Four people came forward, all of them clambering for the two positions that would take them out of the class.   
  
 “There are only two positions available.  The four of you will spar, and the last two standing will be allowed to take the teaching positions.”  Shaw said, voice calm and neutral.  It was clear he’d planned for this possibility.   
  
 “What happens to the other two?”  One of the men about my age asked.  He’d been one of the four to step forward.  His name was Virin, but that was really as much as I knew about him.  I didn’t socialize with him at all.   
  
 “If alive, you’ll resume lessons and finish the training.”  Shaw responded. 
  
 The four looked back and forth between each other, and suddenly one of them dashed forward and plunged his knife into Virin’s stomach.  Virin was the largest, it was a solid tactical move.  The rest of us backed off as the fight went underway.  It was like watching starving dogs chase after a piece of meat.  They ripped and tore at each other using everything they had at their disposal.   
  
 “You should have gone.”  I heard a whisper and looked up to see that Zarkov was standing near me.   
  
 I glared up at him.  “I told you that we were finishing this together.  I’m not just going to run at the first chance that comes up, besides, look at them.”  I nodded at the four kids fighting.  Virin was laying slumped on the ground now, blood pouring out of his guts as he shook, dying on the ground.  “I might have beaten them, but I might have been killed right there, and for what?  A chance to live a life locked away in this school forever?  That’s not what I want, Zark. It’s not enough.” 
  
 “You want to die horribly in one of these tests instead?”  He asked, voice dark and angry.   
  
 “You don’t think I can make it out of this?”  I asked him, voice a bit louder than I meant it to be.  “Do you really not believe I can get through this?” 
  
 Zark moved a bit closer, whispering more so as not to draw attention.  “Most of us can’t get through this, Lillin.  I probably can’t, and I’m higher in the class then you.  Most of us are going to die, and we’re running out of time.  This was a chance.” 
  
 That was the truth of it then.  Zark didn’t believe we could finish the training.  He didn’t believe I would make it, and he didn’t believe he would either.  Suddenly I saw in him what Ghoul did and I hated it.  Zark, for all that he was incredibly strong, lacked the burn to succeed.  I was very worried about him.  He couldn’t make it like he was now.   
  
 I turned to him, my eyes locking on his.  “Zark, we’re going to make it.  Both of us.  We can’t fail.  This is difficult, but the only way we can be defeated is if we allow it to happen.  We cannot lose.  Do you understand?”  My voice was firm and a bit cold.  I wanted to put feeling into it, to kiss him and tell him that I wanted him to make it with me, but that would have been trouble for us.  Passion could come later.  We needed to be steadfast now.  We would have time for more personal pursuits in the future, to explore those parts of ourselves we’d had to hide all of these years.   
  
 He shook his head, the doubt clear in his eyes. “Of course, Lil, I get it.  We can make it.”  He said, but he didn't believe it. It made me want to cry.  I felt like I was already watching him die.   
  
 “Zark, we will make it.”  I told him firmly.  “Both of us.  It’s impossible to fail.”  It was for me.  I wouldn’t quit.  I wouldn’t stop.  I was going to be a Warden, but I couldn’t have willpower for him.  I couldn’t force his determination.   
  
 “Yes.”  He answered, voice more firm, but still lacking full conviction.  We had a little more time.  He might solid up.  Maybe the final test would force him to take that step.  
  
 I looked back at the fight in front of us.  Two of the others were kicking at a third who had finally stopped moving.  He lay there in a pool of blood and finally they stopped, looking up at Shaw.  Shaw nodded. “Alright, you two follow me.  The rest of you take these two to the infirmary then return to training.” 
  
 Chelas and Olva were done with their training.  Chelas had been towards the top of the class, probably just out of the exemption. It was strange that she would choose to leave now, but I supposed it showed that she wouldn’t have made it.  She didn’t have the Will to go on.   
  
 That was it, then.  It was over in that moment.  We took care of the two fallen and resumed training like it had never happened.   
  
 We kept training, kept pressing our limits, until the day before the water test.  We were brought to a room overlooking a courtyard I’d never seen before.  The yard wasn’t large, and it had a starkness to it.  There was no grass.  The ground had been covered in a poured hard mixture that they sometimes used on buildings.  There were holes in the ground, roughly rectangular, though it was difficult to make much out.  The holes had metal lids on hinges that looked like they were shaped to accommodate someone’s head and shoulders, and each hole had a pipe running to it from a system of pipes that ran over the courtyard.  
  
 I could guess what this was.  This was the water test.  I hadn’t quite expected the water tanks we were to be locked in to be so small.  They looked like they would be just large enough for us to fit in and not much more.  My heart hammered in my chest a bit. I still didn’t like closed in spaces.  I’d gotten good at dealing with the tunnels, but I’d never really gotten completely over the fear of cramped tiny areas, and this time I’d be trapped in there, the little tank filled with water, and all I’d have would be a straw to breathe through.   
  
 “This is the water test.”  Shaw announced, pointing out over the courtyard below us.  “This is where you’ll be finishing this part of your training.  Most of you will die here.  Only those of you who can prove a mastery over your Will are going to leave this courtyard tomorrow.” He gestured towards two of the holes in the back of the area.  These two were closed while the rest were open.  I hadn’t noticed at first.   
  
 As he gestured two golems came in from the sides and unfastened the lids.  They were locked down in such a way that they sealed water tight.  As they opened water came rushing out, and then a body, one in each, flopped over.  The golems grabbed the two bodies and dragged them from the holes.  They were pale and dead, clearly spent.  I recognized them, though.   
  
 It was Chelas and Olva.  I felt a deep stab of pain in my chest.   
  
 “There is no way out of the training program other than success or death.  We told you that when you first arrived.  Chelas and Olva thought they could get out, and were even willing to fight to break free.  They were weak of Will, and so they had the honor of showing you what the water test will do to you.  They were in there for a single day.  Look at them now.”  He did, even as the rest of us looked over their bodies.  They were naked, pale, flesh waterlogged.   
  
 “You will be locked in for three days.  Succeed and you walk from here a Warden in training, fail and you are a corpse.  Forever.  Go now.  You have the rest of the day to prepare yourselves.  I recommend you meditate on matters.  You may never have time to get your thoughts in order again.”  With that dismissal, we left.  For the first time in years, we didn’t have a set course in front of us for the rest of the day.   
  
 I went to find Zarkov.  He was wandering the hall beyond the room we’d been in, an aimless look on his face.  “I can’t believe this is the end.”  He said, voice a bit distant as I approached him.   
  
 “This isn’t the end.”  I told him, grabbing his arm and leading him further down the hall, not really with any direction in mind.  “Stop that.  Don’t you get it, Zark, this is the test.  If you want to succeed, you need to know you’re going to.  You can’t doubt yourself.” 
  
 Zark gave me a sad look.  “There is no chance we’ll both make it.  I don’t want to die, but I don’t want to lose you either.  What is the point in all of this if you die?” 
  
 “I’m not going to die.”  I told him, voice dark and serious.  I loved Zark, but his doubt in me hurt.  “You think you’re stronger than me because the numbers tell you that you are, but I’m the one with the stronger Will, Zarkov.  Between the two of us, you’re the one who is most likely to die right now.  I don’t want to go on without you either, but I will.  If I have to, I will, but please don’t make me do that.”  I told him, and then I leaned forward and kissed him, deeply, lingeringly, as heatedly as we’d ever engaged.  “Please don’t leave me alone.” 
  
 He leaned his head against mine as our lips parted.  “I won’t leave you, Lillin.  Wherever we go, we go together.”  He said, and there was the conviction in his voice that I wanted to hear.  My heart beat hard in my chest.  
  
 “Good.”  I said, and then I squeezed his hand tighter in mine.  “Come back to my room.”  I told him, knowing that it was a bad idea, but also fully aware that I wanted this now.  We’d avoided each other for years, but this time I would have what I wanted.    
  
 He hesitated for only a second, but then he was following after me as we quickly made our way through the halls.  My heart hammered in excitement.  I’d wanted this for so long now, and I was finally going to have it . . . to have him.  We’d be together, and we were going to beat that water test.  We were bound in fate now.   
  
 7.4 
  
 He’d left in the night so we could finish our sleep on our own, wake up in our own rooms, but I missed him.  I missed the closeness of the moment, the sweet words spoken in the silence of my room.  I wondered if any of the others were spending these moments the same way.  I hoped they were.  A lot of them were going to die.   
  
 I woke up and got dressed quickly before I exited through the door I would likely not be returning to, even if I succeeded.  I turned from my room and saw Gaveech standing at his door with another of the men.  Tivin.  He was near the bottom of the class.  They were holding hands, but when they saw me their hands parted.  I smiled at them, nodded, and then walked past them.  Zarkov and I weren’t the only ones to share a night.   
  
 I went to get food, but Shaw was standing in front of the door to the dining area. His eyes fell on me as I approached.  “You’re awake early.”  He said, voice calm and smooth. 
  
 I shrugged. “It’s a busy day.  I thought it best to get a jump on it, Warden Shaw.” 
  
 Shaw smiled.  “You’re afraid, but not as afraid as I thought you’d be.  You’re low in the ranking, Lillin.  That doesn’t bode well.”  He didn't stop smiling, though he’d pretty much just told me that it seemed likely I would die soon.   
  
 “I don’t intend to lose. Getting here has been difficult, and I am going to finish what I began.”  I answered calmly.  Inside I did have some fear and uncertainty, but I didn’t intend to let him feel that. 
   
 “I trust you slept well, then?  You are prepared for the trial ahead?”  He asked, and the slight quirk of his smile told me he either knew what had happened in the night, or suspected it.   
  
 “I slept wonderfully.  My evening stretches left me feeling ready for a deep sleep.”  I answered, returning the smile.   
  
 He actually chuckled at this.  “I’m sure.”   
  
 “Will we be having breakfast?”  I asked, noting that he was still in front of the door.   
  
 He shook his head.  “No, I’m afraid not.  Once the others arrive, I will take you all to the trial.” 
  
 I nodded.  “Alright, better to get into it now anyway.  Delaying the inevitable doesn’t make things easier.”   
  
 The others began to arrive.  There was an oppressive silence hanging over all of us.  We were twenty-three in number now, and at the end of this we would be much, much less.  For some this was like marching to their execution.  A part of me considered that possibility as well, but all of this time over the last few years had been time that I wouldn’t have had if I’d been allowed to stay in prison. I’d been marked for death.  What was left to lose?   
  
 I steeled my resolve.  Once we were all assembled Shaw led us down to the courtyard we’d overlooked before, but this time we entered through a door that took us right out into it.  He walked up to the first pit and called a name.   
  
 “Ifalta, stand here.” He pointed next to the hole.  “It’s important you be assigned to a space large enough to fit you.  The holes have been made just large enough to fit your bodies and some water.  They are small and uncomfortable.  Within minutes of being in the water chamber you will begin to hurt.  Within hours you will be in agony.  If you wish to be a Warden you will survive three days of this.”  He reached into a bag at his hip and drew it open, his hand going inside.  When it came up, he was holding small metal tubes, like a straw of hay though maybe just a bit wider.  “There is a hole in the top of each chamber that this goes through. We will push this down to you just before the chamber is locked and you will wrap your mouth around it and hold on for dear life.  This will be your only source of air until the end of the three days.  If you lose your straw, you’ll die.” 
  
 With that he finished marching us to the holes in the ground, putting each of us next to one.  Zark and I were quite far apart, probably because of our relative sizes.  I was small, and he was quite large.   
  
 “Clothes off and into the chambers.”  Shaw called, and we did as we were told, all of us stripping off our clothing and climbing into the chamber that had been set up for us.  It was tight.  It had been cut in such a way that it fit directly to our bodies.  There was a hole for each leg, and one for each arm, and once we were in I immediately felt the tension of being in a very tight space.  I could move, but not much, and moving rubbed me roughly against the inside of the metal chamber.   
  
 I had a strange impulse then, one that I should have probably squashed, but I couldn’t make myself.  “Zarkov, I’ll see you in three days!”  I called across the space between us, breaking the silence and drawing the looks of those who could turn to see me.  I might have felt a rush of shame, but I didn’t.  I wasn’t embarrassed.  Even if they suspected we were lovers, we were friends, and encouraging a friend was not something I would be embarrassed about. 
  
 “Three days, see you then!”  Zarkov yelled back, and then Shaw was going from chamber to chamber and locking the top down over them.  It closed on a heavy hinge, covering the head and shoulders of the person in the chamber, and then there was a port for a water tube to be connected, and a single, small hole in the top for the breathing straw.  
  
 Shaw came up to the side of my chamber and a moment later he was pulling the top of the chamber down over me. It was impossibly tight, and as darkness settled in around me and I felt the heavy metal of the chamber lid settle against my shoulders, I was suddenly keenly aware of just how small and tight this space was.  It felt difficult to breathe inside, as though the air was already too full with me for there to be any left to draw into my lungs.  I heard the sound of something being pressed against the top of the chamber and realized it was my straw being inserted.   
  
 I tossed my head back to grab it and found that there was only just enough room for this, and it put my neck at uncomfortable angle.  Three days.  Could I really do this for three days?  My heart hammered in my chest.  Yes.  I could do this.  I had to do this. I grabbed the breathing straw in my mouth as it was pressed down and began to force myself to breathe slowly and carefully through it.  I couldn’t start taking huge breaths.  In fact, the chest area of the chamber felt like it didn’t even have enough space for me to take large breaths.  If I tried my breasts pushed against the rough interior metal.   
  
 Three days.   
  
 The water began to flow in then.  It was sudden and it was cold, colder than I’d expected.  It poured down onto me, filling the gaps between me and the chamber quickly.  There wasn’t much room so the space filled up fast, creeping up my body until it reached my shoulders, then my neck, and then I knew that this was it.  This was the test I had to survive, and it was started.  The water crept up along my face, and then over the top of it, covering my mouth, and then my nose.  I was underwater entirely, in the dark, in a small cramped space, and all I had was my straw. 
  
 The pain came next.  It started in a hundred tiny places.  The inside of the chamber was rough, not well finished, and it rubbed against the skin, irritating, and it was impossible to find a comfortable position.  You couldn’t lean or relax at all.  Any attempt to do so just made you rub more roughly against the inside of the chamber.  I couldn’t keep track of time, but I knew it hadn’t been long yet.  The daunting nature of the three days before me struck at my resolve like a hammer.  I ground my teeth together and fortified myself.  I would do this.  I had to do this. I would not be weak.   
  
 Pain turned into agony, and it was while lost in the contemplation of this suffering that the sound of a muffled, gurgling scream came to me.  It was close by, though I couldn’t tell who it came from.  I knew what it meant though.  Somewhere near me someone was dying.  They’d messed up, lost their straw, or given into the pain and spit it out.  It was over for them.   
  
 I found that place inside of myself where pain was silent.  I found my center and fell inside, focusing on the silence and darkness of my own existence.  Time crept by.  There were other screams, though I didn’t count them, didn’t register them.  Hunger came upon me, the needs of my body pressed in and brought suffering of their own, but still I remained in my place of solitude.  A small amount of light passed through the hole the straw came through, and that was all the light in my world.  It changed as the day did, but even with that to tell the passing of time, I couldn’t keep track of it.  My mind wouldn’t hold to such fabrications as hours and days.  If I looked too closely at those things I might have to confront agony, and I would not do that.   
  
 Then, after a time I couldn’t fathom, the screaming began.  There was more of it.  A lot more.  Coming from different sides of me. It was all around me.  Why were so many people failing suddenly?  We’d been going for a long time now.  My mind spun through the possibilities, and then, out of nowhere, the straw was torn from my mouth.  The air that had kept me alive all this time was gone and the hole, that tiny light above me, was covered.  I tried to surge upward to put my mouth against the hole that the breathing tube had once come through, but it was sealed now.   
  
 I struggled, fighting against the metal cage around me, but it wouldn’t move.  I couldn’t force it away. I hadn’t filled my lungs much before the straw was taken away.  My air was dwindling fast.  Who had done this?  Who was trying to kill me?  Had they killed the others!?   
  
 “Help!”  I screamed through the water, but all this did was empty the last of my air.  My lungs burned, my vision was getting dark, the black closing in around me in pulsing, rippling waves.  Panic. Fear. Horror. I surged against the metal around me again, ripping at my flesh.  I couldn't take in a breath.  I couldn’t.  I was dead if I breathed in.  There was no going back from drowned.  I couldn’t.   
  
 I couldn’t.   
  
 I gasped.  The impulse was beyond my control.  Liquid rushed inside of me instead of air and my vision burst from black to white and I thrashed.  Death.  I was dying. I couldn’t feel my body.  I wasn’t ready to die. I wasn’t done with life.  I wasn’t done.   
  
 I surged, my body thrusting against my bindings again.  There was no air.  I wasn’t alive.  I couldn’t still be moving.  Where was the energy to fight coming from?  I didn’t know, but I refused to lie still and accept the end of my existence.  Darkness crept in again, swallowing me up.  It wanted to drag me down into nothingness.  I refused again, my body jerking violently as I fought harder. I knew I should be dead.  It had been too long without air now.  I was in agony.  My body was burning over every inch, demanding the oxygen I couldn’t give it, but I forced my way through the agony, past the pain, past the wall of darkness that should have been my end.  It kept rising to get me again and I kept fighting up above it.  I would not die here.  No one would kill me.   
  
 Then the top of the container was opening.  The water swept away and I gasped in air and water, choking, coughing, then throwing up and heaving, choking as hard as I ever had before.  My lungs were fighting to expel the water in them.  Someone was pulling me out of the darkness.  I looked up into the face of one of the Fel priests, a man I didn’t know.  He dragged me from the water, an expression of confusion on his face, as though he didn’t expect me to be alive. 
  
 I reached up and grabbed his robes.  “You tried to kill me!”  I growled, the words a wheezing hiss. 
  
 “No, no, no!”  He said quickly.  “It wasn’t me, I didn’t . . . “ His words cut off as Shaw came forward and broke my grip on him with a powerful tug.  He pushed the man away.   
  
 “Get up, Lillin.”  He said, and I did as he commanded, my legs shaky.   
  
 “How did you survive the water test?”  He asked, voice stern, but my eyes had gone elsewhere.  The fel priests were dragging everyone up out of their chambers now, and everyone was dead.  The bodies were white, and in some cases bloated and starting to disintegrate.  I was confused and horrified.   
  
 “You killed us  . . . you pulled the breathing tube out and killed us.”  I said the words in shock and horror. “Why . . . “  Then my eyes fell on Zarkov.  He was pale and white, blank eyes staring up at the sky, body bloated in a way that indicated he’d been dead a while.  I ran across the ground towards him and fell onto my knees at his side.   
  
 “Zark!”  I called him, as though my voice might bring him back.  “Zarkov!”  I called louder, and I reached out to him, pulling at him with all of my determination.  My Will roared at my need, a storm around me that centered on Zark.  His body jerked for a moment, his back arching and his hands grinding closed, ripping into his dead bloated flesh.   
  
 “Enough!”  Shaw barked and grabbed me by the shoulder, pulling me away from him.  “Stop that.  He’s dead and there isn’t anything you can do for him.  He gave up on the second day.  They never rise when they’ve been gone that long.” 
  
 “You killed all of them.”  I said, anger warring with my exhaustion and heartbreak.  “You killed him.”  I looked back down at Zark.  “We were supposed to do this together.”   
  
 “Come on.  You need to get dressed.  We have things to talk about now, a great many things.  We need to understand what happened to you.”  Shaw was saying.   
  
 “What happened to me?”  I said, looking up at him.  I stood up, rage throbbing through me.  “What happened to me?  You tried to kill me. You killed everyone else!  You fucking well know what happened to me.”  My voice snapped like thunder, and as the rage rose, so did a force within me, a power that felt like a great wave, a rush of power with no check in place to stop it from destroying everything in front of me.  I wasn’t sure what it was, or how to control it, but it made me feel indestructible.   
  
 Shaw frowned and a powerful weight hit me and forced me back down to my knees, and the wave parted around him as though he were a mountain.  “Don’t think to try your Will against me, girl.”  He said.  “You know nothing of strength yet.  You’re a Warden in training now, but you’re still small and breakable.  Don’t push past your boundaries or everything will fall down upon you.”   
  
 I looked up at him, fists shaking at my sides.  I wanted to hit him so badly.  I pushed harder and my legs shook beneath me, my muscles feeling stronger than they had before.  I got almost halfway up before Shaw’s Will hit me down again, this time so hard that the flesh on my knees split and blood poured down the ground around me.   
  
 “Stop it!”  He snapped, and his voice contained a pull of command that made me let go of that power I had.  I just dropped it and slumped to the ground.  He chuckled.  “Get up now. It’s time for you to start the rest of your training.”  He said.   
  
 Someone began to choke not far from where I was, coughing and sputtering, and I looked over to see Gaveech staggering around on the ground, throwing up water and shakily trying to get to his feet, though he failed.  He was still pale and white, dead looking.  Not too far from him Linna sat bolt upright, her pale skin almost shining in the sun.  She turned in my direction as she coughed and gagged, and I saw her eyes were gray with death. 
  
 “Looks like you have at least a few partners for the next part of your training.”  Shaw said, and then he grabbed my shoulder and pushed me towards the far end of the courtyard, and a door that would lead me to some new place.  A door that lead away from Zarkov, and away from my dreams.   
  
 I resisted, looking back at Zarkov again.  A golem had emerged from somewhere.  It was walking across the ground towards Zarkov, clearly here to collect the body.  I had a moment of deep fear as it went to collect him.  What if it was going to turn him into one of them?  What if Ghoul had lied and he could make them into golems long after they were dead?  Would he suffer the way . . .  
  
 I froze entirely.  The suit of armor was familiar.  All golems looked the same, but this one, something about this one I recognized.  “Ori.”  I said softly, and for the barest moment it’s head turned in my direction, and in that moment I heard the terrible, agonized scream ringing up from the abyss beyond the visor.  This was Ori, and she’d come to collect our friend.  This was the last time we three would ever be together.  A golem, a dead man, and a Warden new.   
  
 My chest ached, and Shaw gave me another push towards the door.  I stumbled towards it, my eyes ripping away from that last sight of my friends, what the Wardens had made of them.  There was no room for happiness in this world.  There was no room for dreams.   
  
 Any hope I had was dead, to be dragged away with everything that had mattered to me over the last few years of my life.   
  
  



 Epilogue 
  
 A Letter Home 
  

Dear family,

  

I know you weren’t expecting to hear from me ever again.  I know you disowned me so I wouldn’t bring shame upon you, but I have been given the task to write something for my family in the event that I don’t survive this next part of my training.  I have no one else to write, and it feels wrong not to do anything.  

  

I am so sorry for all the pain that I caused each of you.  I was an unthinking brat who didn’t know to be grateful for what the world had given me.  I wanted to carve my own path, and it never occurred to me what that might cost someone else. I deserve everything that happened to me, and everything that has happened since I’ve been here.  I will never stop regretting that my actions caused the death of an innocent man.  

  

I don’t want sympathy, and I don’t expect you to forgive me.  I expect that you will not forgive me, not ever, but I wanted to talk to you one more time.  I wanted to tell you that I am doing my best here.  I am in the final leg of the Warden’s training program.  I’ve made it through some incredible challenges.  I don’t know how much further I will last, but I am stronger and better than I ever could have been on my own.  

  

I have met every problem I’ve faced and rose above them.  I have seen people come and go, and I have so many new scars both on my skin and on my heart.  I don’t think you would recognize the person I am now.  I don’t think I would recognize the person I was before.  What I want you to know is that I am not going to quit here.  I plan to finish this.  I don’t know if I can, but I will fight until my very last to get through this training.  

  

I don’t have much other than myself to fight for, myself and a single friend who has followed me through this all.  Zarkov was a boy much like me.  He made a terrible mistake and has done all he can to better himself in the aftermath.  He is stronger than I am.  I admire him.  I know as long as he keeps going I can too.  He is my friend.  He is the only friend I have left, and I’m afraid to lose him.  I love him.  


Thank you for giving me a home, and I’m sorry I threw that all back in your face.  Maybe someday I will do something good enough that you can be proud of me again, but if not, know that I still love you all.  I miss you.

  

Lillin
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