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			1

			REAGAN

			To find the truth of the realm. The dream of his foolish patron who brought Reagan to this lifeless place.

			But Reagan couldn’t blame the fool—Damien—for hiring him and his wife, Astrid. All his life, Reagan had been a hunter. He was the finest tracker and his wife was the best shot in Kaeyn Arenth. The two people, daring enough to venture deep into the Dark Woods. But even they had no idea what to expect beyond the Dark Woods.

			Until now.

			Drudging up the wind-scarred trails of a craggy mountain, Damien soundly cursed the night that had put them in this position. Ten nights ago, Damien had come knocking on their door, wearing something very odd. A coat, very much like his own hunting leathers, fell smoothly down to his knees. The patterns etched onto it was unlike anything Reagan had ever seen. Feathers and foliage curled and eddied from the hem up, like smoke trails from a bonfire. The threads were a warm yellowish tone reminding Reagan of the ambers found in the mines of the Kerlen Trails. Underneath it was a jerkin of sorts, as intricately decorated as the coat he was wearing. Two rows of buttons on his midriff fastened it. A hat adorned his head. None of the sort Reagan would find in Kaeyn Arenth. Like a teardrop, its brim adhered to its crown, shaping a pointed front and rounded back. A white feather roosted on top of it and more of the same yellowish pattern bedecked its edges.

			The chill northern wind had set his own body trembling under his mere hemp tunic, but the stranger before him gave no indication of a weather cooler than a windless night. Reagan had wondered if the jerkin had been crafted from unusual materials.

			Damien had claimed he came from Verdania. Reagan could only guffaw at such a ridiculous claim.

			Stories of Verdania were common in Kaeyn Arenth. Legend spoke of a floating kingdom above the clouds. They called it the kingdom of heaven, a home of the Angels. It was folk lore. Myth. Something no sane Morbidian would believe. Only an idiot might believe such a thing.

			But the machinery the traveller carried, if there was a single proof of a Verdanii, that was it. A wooden stick augmented with bronze—a metal as fictional as the myth it came from. Bronze shared the same colour as the embroidery on his clothing. Beautiful and warm, Reagan thought. Damien called it a rifle. Having demonstrated its use, the rifle’s thundering roar made Reagan believe all the stories Damien had told him.

			Damien had offered Reagan a bag of coins for safe passage to the Blackened Peak. But Reagan had no use for a fictional land’s wealth. He desired the rifle, nothing less. As he would expect, Damien groused and haggled at first. But when Reagan hammered an ultimatum to the Verdanii’s head, Damien let off a conceding sigh. “Only after you get me to the Blackened Peak,” Damien said before agreeing.

			They departed the very next day. Reagan brought his trusted bow and dagger with him. A quiver of arrows for the Dark Woods. Another quiver for the Mourning Mountains beyond the woods. He considered another quiver for the Blackened Peak, but his hands were full. Astrid came along as always. Damien brought the rifle with him, saying that it could protect them. Reagan did not doubt him one bit.

			And that was why they now found themselves here. Three wanderers, lost on the trails of the Blackened Peak, seeking for a fool’s dream.

			The higher one climbed the Blackened Peak, the colder and darker it became. How long had it been since they last saw civilization? Reagan could not remember. The path was scraggy rocks with hardly any proper footing for them to walk on. Trees were scarce. The land, barren. There wasn’t enough warmth nor light for greenery. There was no life there. No hares, no snakes. Not even flies or maggots.

			At first, he was grateful for the missing animals. It meant no threat, unlike the Dark Woods. Then, the food ran out. With nothing to hunt, dread came.

			“I would start heading back to Kaeyn Arenth,” Astrid suggested, as she bit down the last bread.

			Reagan nodded. There was nothing in that place.

			“We press on,” Damien insisted.

			“Don’t be daft,” Reagan argued, “that bread was the last of our food. We’ll die of hunger first if not anything else.”

			“You can leave, if you wish,” Damien replied. He tapped on the bronze of his rifle and it clanged twice. “But this won’t be yours.”

			Leaving him was tempting. No weapon was worth more than a life. But they continued to move forward.

			Reagan was considering abandoning the quest when the rocks turned black and became smooth like glass. The blackness of its surface sucked all the colours touching it, the ground now shrouded in lightlessness.

			It was unlike the darkness of night. Any other night, the moon gleamed with an entrancing blue somehow making the world around him seem enchanting. This… 

			This felt like death. Like someone had stolen the colours of the world. Like moments before he let loose an arrow to a deer’s heart when all he could hear was the thumping of his heart, and all he could feel was the unsettling trepidation of missing his shot.

			An ominous, perplexing cry echoed through the black lands. For all Reagan knew, it could just be in his head. The sound of a woman’s weeping. Her cries pulled the strings of Reagan’s heart, cajoled him with a sense of pity. A voice overflowing with suffering and torment.

			Help me! The voice begged and sobbed. Almost bawling.

			“Who are you? And what do you want from me?” Reagan’s voice quavered. He was still striding deeper into the black lands.

			Read the book, Reagan. The book will tell. Hurry, please! It’s painful.

			“What book? And how do you know my name?”

			Read the book. The voice echoed, still sobbing. 

			“I don’t unders—”

			READ THE BOOK! The voice roared.

			Reagan yelled, hands raising involuntarily to cup his ears. 

			“Reagan!” Astrid’s hand jerked his shoulder. “What’s happening? Who’re you talking to?”

			“Someone needs help… Further up the mountain.” The sentence took seconds to form.

			“Reagan, there’s no one here.”

			Reagan looked around. Nothing but colourlessness and the black rocks.

			“I, uh…” His heartbeat hastened, banging against his ribs like a bird trying to escape its cage.

			“We have to turn back,” Astrid pleaded.

			“We press on,” Damian refused. “A few more climbs and we will reach the peak. Have faith! Samael protects us.”

			 Reagan could not see the paleness on Astrid’s face. In that place, everything was monochrome. But the dread in her eyes was clear as day. Her dread injected terror in Reagan. Not because he feared for her, but because she was the bravest person he had ever known. And she was afraid.

			Cold sweat flowed down Reagan’s brows. Turn back, turn back and never return to this dark place.

			No, Reagan. Don’t abandon me. Please… it’s painful. It was that voice again like it could read his mind.

			“Did you hear that?” Astrid asked.

			“Yes… Yes, a woman! She’s crying. You hear her too?” Reagan replied to his wife. Finally reassurance that he was not just hearing things.

			“No, no, it was a man’s. He was shrieking. Yelling for help.”

			“I don’t hear any voice. No man nor woman,” Damien said.

			“We’ve gotta help them. Reagan, we’ve gotta help them and then, we get out of this place.” Astrid said.

			She clutched his wrist. Before Reagan could answer her—before he could suggest otherwise—Astrid dragged him further into the black lands. The huge black cliffs around them narrowed, converging into a single trail. Standing before them was an archway built by the same glassy black rocks that made the peak of the mountain.

			Beyond, a valley rested. Black rocks formed a cromlech in the valley. In its centre, the black rocks fused to become something tethered to the very mountain.

			Save me, Reagan. You are the chosen one. Save me from this torment.

			The black rocks became a maiden. Young and eternal. Reaching out for him. The blackness of her skin and her gown were as deep as the night sky itself. They glinted with each movement she made, glittering like stars in the darkest night.

			“You’re beautiful.” Reagan gaped. He didn’t care that his wife was by his side. He had seen the most beautiful woman in Morbidia. Far more beautiful than Astrid was and ever will be. He could not hear what Astrid had to say, nor cared. He reached out for the maiden’s hand. To feel her.

			Only a finger away from touching her, Reagan heard the heavenly thunder again. From the rifle.

			The maiden’s hand shattered like glass before his eyes. She shrieked in pain and her body shifted and churned. Wings sprouted off her back and she became a flying beast. Her wings whipped a mighty gust of wind past Reagan. They were feathered, very much like the birds. But scales covered her body like a snake. Her jaw was long and her teeth were fangs ready to tear him apart. Her other hand turned into talons, as menacing as any predators in the sky. In spite of her new appearance, she was still the black rocks that made the mountain.

			You dare bring HER weapon into our home? It shrieked. The valley roiled. The very surface of the mountain creaked and shifted and turned. The black rocks breathed and more of her kind emerged from the surface.

			“Reagan! We have to go,” Damien hollered. “Let’s go, I’ve gotten it. The truth of this realm!” He cocked his rifle again and fired at it. The beast shattered in front of Reagan.

			The Son of Verdant has the Book! The mountain screeched. It sounded like death. As if the victims of war rose from the ruins of battle and wailed in unison. As like the curdling of a man right before a sword cut through his neck.

			Reagan took Astrid’s hand. Run, just run. He scrambled, finally awake from his trance. After managing a few strides, he realised Astrid was lighter than she should be. There was her arm, but she was nowhere. Chunks of meat falling like rain from where she should have been.

			The mountain had turned his wife apart.

			The death screech continued. The beasts flew around him. Vultures around a carcass. A carcass. That was what he was. 

			“Damn it, Reagan! Move!” Damien called again, followed by another loud bang and the sound of rocks shattering.

			Move.

			But he couldn’t.

			The pain encroached throughout his body from his spine. His hands jerked and twisted and tore. The talons ripped and shredded his back. He fell to his knees. And when he thought he would finally drop to rest, he flew instead. His lower half, missing.

			Down below, he saw Damien scurrying beyond the archway. The rifle still in his hand, the book on the other. And the last glimpse of the world he saw was the fangs of the mountain.
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			Kadmon

			For as long as I remember, this realm was ruled by the Dead. Endless armies of corpses that walked along the Great Plains. Nobody knew how they came about. But there is one truth we all knew: They are and will always be enemies of the Living.

			Sometimes Kadmon wondered what would happen if Prince Damien did return. How will Verdania change? Kadmon leaned on the armchair by the hearth, long gone cold. His fingers turned the last crisp yellow paper of ‘The Prince Who Sees Beyond the Crown’. He had spent the entire night reading it, aloud at first for his dear friend, but turned to silence after he had gone to sleep. Time ticked fast every time he peered into the pages, and dawn had arrived unexpectedly.

			His eyes throbbed from a night’s worth of candle-lit reading and lack of sleep. I need some light, he groaned. This entire place needs light. Shuffling to the window, Kadmon rubbed his eyes before opening the curtains to greet the morning light.

			Magna’s light pinched his eyes. He closed them once again, letting the sting dissipate before slowly, he opened them once again. His vision cleared to a scenery beyond the glass window. He appreciated the simplicity of the housing buildings of Pauper’s Pit. Kadmon had known Pauper’s Pit for eighteen years, yet it was his first time receiving the Pit’s morning from a proper window. Dilapidated tower blocks surrounded him, as packed as he could remember. Below, the road was narrow, more an alleyway than an actual street.

			Why not some fresh air too? Kadmon shrugged and opened the window too. The dense and vile stench of Pauper’s Pit rushed into the cabin. Kadmon regretted it immediately. Four storeys high from the piss-stained road, he hoped the scent would be fresher, but he couldn’t be more wrong. Kadmon let go a gentle chuckle, thinking how much of a fool he had been.

			In spite of the stench, there was gratitude in his heart as he leaned by the window. He looked around the cabin he was in. Austere and adequate. A hearth to keep it warm. An ample-sized wardrobe. An elegant oak table, perfect for studies. And most important of all, a bed for a night’s rest.

			No home in Pauper’s Pit could be as well made as a knight’s cabin.

			If only I could call this place home. Kadmon sighed.

			Kadmon was no knight. In fact, he was the opposite of one. He was an acolyte of the Church. A servant of Samael.

			This cabin belonged to his friend, Cain Rath, who was still sleeping like a baby. Kadmon shook his head. “First day as a knight, and he’s already late,” Kadmon mused.

			Kadmon considered waking him up, but Cain had, at last, slowly opened his eyes, yawning and stretching to rouse himself up.

			“Good morning, Cain,” Kadmon said to make sure he was awake.

			Cain still laid sprawled on his bed, lazy and ignorant of his tardiness. His smoky grey eyes scanned Kadmon. Up and down. Left and right. Their eyes met and Cain smiled in the most silly way.  Is there something on my face? Kadmon raised an eyebrow. 

			Realising Cain was not moving from his bed, Kadmon cleared his throat. “You’re running late, Cain Rath.” 

			Cain’s eyes widened. “It’s today, isn’t it?” He jumped off his bed and bolted towards the wardrobe.

			Kadmon snickered. He couldn’t help it. “It is an exciting day, isn’t it? First day as a Verdanii knight. You did it, Cain. You fulfilled your dream to become a knight!” Five years, he had known Cain. Five years, his friend had attempted to attain knighthood. Today, he conquers it, Kadmon smiled with pride.

			“It’s far from over, Kad. I haven’t met the king and the princess! I haven’t lived in High Verdania. This is not enough. It’s just the beginning!”

			How high can he dream? Kadmon wondered. He didn’t hate Cain for his ambition, but Kadmon wished Cain would appreciate what he already had. “I don’t think this place is too bad. You’ve got everything you need here. You even have your own private bath. Do you know we don’t have that in the cathedral?” 

			Cain opened his wardrobe. Inside, an armour of ashen grey without a single dent on its surface rested around a frugal wooden stand. With it came a cobalt cloak. This is the garment the Angels gave us to protect ourselves. Kadmon felt his heart skip a beat as he contained his own excitement. Magnificent.

			“Eh, it’s alright. It’s what a blue-cloak gets.”

			Kadmon frowned at the way Cain disparaged his own home. Only two moons ago, you’re living in a hovel, Kadmon wanted to say but kept it to himself. Let’s not ruin his illustrious day.

			

			“After my promotions, I’ll live in High Verdania. You can stay with me then,” Cain continued.

			“First, you’ll have to be a white-cloak. That’s a long way to go, Cain.”

			Verdania had a way to rank their knights. Starting from blue, followed by black, white and finally red. Blue cloaks were for the newly knighted. Their purpose was to enforce Verdanii laws within the city. The black-cloaks were Verdania’s main infantry. Should the king decide to go to war, those with black cloaks would be in the front line. They were ruthless, vowing their entirety to Verdania. The white-cloaks were Verdania’s elite forces. The king assigned the most important of missions to them. In other circumstances, they also led legions of black-cloaks to fight Verdania’s war. 

			And then, there were the red-cloaks.

			“Do you think I’ll ever wear red, Kad?” Cain was touching his blue cloak in the wardrobe.

			Would be the first, isn’t it? A pit dweller red-cloak. Imagining the pride in Cain’s face as he donned the red-cloak made Kadmon smile. To see the lost, broken boy he had met in an alley of the Entertainment District transformed into a king’s guard. To see Cain protecting the princess. And to know he had helped Cain in that path.

			“They’re the finest. It’s not an easy feat, Cain. It would take years to wear red. And you may need to know people in Verdant’s court too,” Kadmon said.

			“So it’s impossible then?” Sighing, Cain turned to see Kadmon. Excitement left his eyes, replaced by a sullen look.

			“I didn’t say that. I said it’s going to be hard. But if there’s someone who could do it… It’s you, Cain.” He wasn’t sure how ostensible his claim was, but he was sure Cain needed it.

			Kadmon could’ve sworn he saw Cain blush. Saw a tinge of redness on his dark skin before he quickly turned back towards the wardrobe.

			Cain pulled out the breeches and gambeson, wearing them with ease. Too easy, Kadmon thought, noticing how lean Cain was for an average knight. The way the gambeson dangled on his body removed the dignified look Kadmon would expect from a knight. And Cain’s indifference on the matter galled him.

			Kadmon trotted to him, stopping Cain’s hand when he reached out for his armour. “You do know the laces are here for a reason right? Let me help you.” Running his hands around the gambeson, Kadmon weaved knots across his back. Cain’s shoulders perked up when the fingers grazed his skin. Then, for Angels knows why, Cain was shaking his head.

			“Something wrong?” Kadmon asked.

			 “I… You know, I have had this place for almost two moons now,” Cain said. “You come over almost every evening to read me stories, but this is the first time you’ve stayed the night. Why?”

			Cain had brought the matter about living with him too many times. Kadmon didn’t stop working on the laces, pulling the fabric taut around his chest and arms. A little distraction so he would not overthink Cain’s question. Yet, it didn’t help one bit. I cannot replace your late father, Cain Rath, Kadmon wanted to say. I cannot be with you all the time. 

			Kadmon dug for a better answer. “This is your home, Cain. My place is in the parsonage beneath the cathedral. It’s not as nice of a place, but it is where I belong.”

			“I mean, why did you stay the night?” Cain corrected.

			So, I was overthinking it, after all. Kadmon sighed. “Because I want to see you in your armour. You worked very hard for the past five years. I want to see the fruit of your labour.”

			Kadmon heaved the armour out of the wardrobe. The shadows had hidden the details in the armour, but it was now clear in the light. Three diamond shapes were engraved on the grey metal breastplate. They coalesced, their ends meeting at the centre of the breastplate. One diamond covered the left chest and the other covered the right. The last ran vertically across the abdomen. From afar, it looked like a three-pointed star meeting on Cain’s chest. Kadmon lowered and cinched the breastplate onto Cain’s body. Greaves covered his calves. Every piece of the ashen grey metal latched onto Cain. There was no reflection on the armour. Its smooth surface devoured most light, leaving only an elegant lustre.

			The blue cloak was then brought out from the wardrobe. There were two metallic pieces on two of its corners, identical in shape and mirroring  each other. Each looked like a fang of a wild beast. Kadmon brought the cloak around Cain’s neck. Over his shoulders. Towards his breast. The contraption clicked as Kadmon slid the fangs into each diamond. There was a clear view of the three diamonds and the two fang-shaped pieces overlaying it. The Mark of Verdant.

			Locked in place, the blue cloak hung down Cain’s back, reaching only a few fingers off the ground by his heels. Kadmon stood before him, admiring his new look. Kadmon nodded. Finally the majesty I’m looking for. And Angels, he looks good in it.

			“I’m proud of you, Cain, you know that, right?” Kadmon said, tidying the creases on his blue-cloak. “Yours is the armour that guards the Living. The warriors of life. Champions of the Angels. The realm venerates you. And your kindness and honour will bring you to greater heights.”

			“It’s all thanks to you, Kad,” Cain said. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

			Kadmon shook his head. “It wasn’t me who had spent day and night training in Ashen Keep.”

			“No. But you—” Cain paused, pursing his lips.

			What could possibly be playing in his mind, Kadmon could only imagine. Mayhap the days they spent together, dreaming of a better future. Or in the darkness of the night, underneath the roof of a candle-lit hovel where Kadmon would read him stories after stories to inspire him. 

			And so before Cain could find the words he wanted to say, Kadmon placed both of his hands on Cain’s shoulders. “That’s what friends do, alright?”

			Cain’s huge, bright grin was enough for Kadmon.

			“So, how long will you be gone, anyway?” Kadmon asked as he let go of the knight.

			“A moon, at least. The king wants me South, towards Maút.”

			“Is that why you asked me to read you ‘The Prince Who Sees Beyond the Crown’ last night?” It was Kadmon who was beaming this time. He had never seen the world beyond the Verdanii wall and so did Cain. The books were their only reference. Lucky for him, Kadmon thought, he gets to see it first. 

			“I was hoping the adventures of Prince Damien would excite me.”

			“Ah yes, you’ve always been inspired by Prince Damien.” It was a popular story among pit dwellers like Kadmon and Cain. A story about how the heir to the Crown forwent his throne to see the realm. The brave Prince Damien Verchiel ün Verdant. That was three hundred years ago.

			“The prince never returned, you know,” Cain japed. “What if I never return?”

			“Then you’ll condemn me into waiting for the rest of my life. Make sure you return, Sir Cain Rath. I’d love to hear about your adventures. I want to know if the realm is as written in the books.”

			“You’ll wait for me?”

			“Always, Cain.”

			“Tell you what.” Cain opened a drawer in the wardrobe where he kept all the trinkets important to him, including the key to this cabin. “Since I’ll be gone for a while, there’ll be no one staying here.” Cain gave the key to Kadmon. “Stay. Use the place as you wait for me. Use the shelves for your books. Stay warm by the hearth.”

			“I- I can’t. This is your home,” Kadmon stammered. “And I’m no knight, I shouldn’t be staying in the knight’s district.”

			“Oh please, everyone in Pauper’s Pit shares homes. If they don’t, bodies will fill the streets! The law doesn’t forbid others from living with knights. Besides, you like this place. Take care of it for me.” Cain pressed the key onto Kadmon’s palm. “Keep it.”

			“I—Thank you, Cain.” 

			“Now then.” Cain trotted to the door. “I should get going. I’m running late and haven’t even gotten my arms from the Red Hall.” As he opened the door and egressed, Cain asked, “Do you want anything from the Southern Nations?”

			Kadmon chuckled, shaking his head. “I’ll see you in a moon, Cain.”

			“Take care, Kad. I’ll think of a gift along the way!” Cain smiled and left.

			The key in his hand was dull for such a precious thing, too banal and small to be of note to any blacksmiths of High Verdania. But to Kadmon, it was the most valuable thing in the world. This entire place and the memory of Cain with it. His friendship and his trust. May it never change.
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