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Chapter 1 


Tomorrow morning, Reid Fenwick would hang by rope. He found himself in the cold dungeon, wondering how the hell he had gotten into this mess. In absolute terror, the last week rolled through his mind in the same way that a man’s life flashed before his eyes at the point of death. 
After hours of reflection, he supposed it all started when his boss, Roger Crane, shouted from the second-level deck that overlooked the entire automobile plant. That was when he was still on Earth. 
“Fenwick! Take lunch and be in my office in fifteen minutes!” 
After seven years of dedicated service, he figured the volume bonus was finally coming his way. He removed his gloves, his goggles, his ear protection, and his hard hat and placed all of his equipment on the workstation table next to the assembly line. He could feel the envy of his coworkers, who watched him strut up the stairs while they remained glued to their conveyor belts. It didn’t bother him. He needed this raise as badly as humans needed oxygen. Savannah’s heart surgery hadn’t been cheap. 
There was a spring in his step when he got to the top of the stairs. He felt reborn. The constant hum of machinery disappeared, and the smell of metal, oil, and paint fumes changed to the lovely aroma of pastries and donuts.
The break room was a good respite from the hustle and bustle of a line operator. It had circular tables in the middle and booth seats along the wall that were similar to the ones at Milwaukee Burger. 
After wolfing down his food (two peanut butter sandwiches that he sloppily made last night), he took a moment to prepare himself for his conversation with his boss. Presentation was everything. It was time to put on his corporate face.
Crossing the hallway was like leaving one planet and entering another. Office rooms presented themselves on his right and left. The stale scent of the cleaning materials replaced the pleasant aroma from the kitchen, and it made Reid want to gag.
Roger’s office was as expected: austere in every way imaginable. The walls were devoid of pictures, and the only items on his desk were his computer, a block of blue sticky notes, and a sharpened number-two pencil. Roger displayed rigid body posture, and he gave a forced smile—the type of smile a man gives to an unloving father-in-law during Christmas get-togethers. He combed his hair too tightly to the right, and his blue eyes poorly concealed his disgust for his employees. 
“Take a seat,” Crane said, pointing at the chair.  
Reid did as he was told. He knew Crane was a douchebag. It seemed like the guy couldn’t go two days without making sexist jokes toward the women or attempting to big-dog the male line workers with belittling remarks. Had the parameters of their relationship been different, had this been high school, Reid would’ve beaten Roger up and thrown him in a dumpster—but this wasn’t high school. Dealing out a firm whooping would not get him a bonus or raise. 
“It’s a pleasure to speak with you, sir,” he said kindly.  
Crane said nothing. Just gave his typical fake smile. After some time, his boss asked, “How has your day been, Mr. Fenwick?”  
Mr. Fenwick, Reid thought. Roger was talking to him as if they hadn’t sat at the same table for dinner. Reid knew the man’s kids, for Pete’s sake.  
“Good, sir.”  
“That’s good to hear… it really is,” Roger commented. He opened his computer and started clicking some buttons as if he were a doctor examining a patient's medical report. Then Roger said, “Looks like your production has been down over the past week.”  
“Yes, sir, but if you look at the total year’s production, nobody comes close,” Reid pointed out.  
“I suppose that’s true,” Roger agreed, shutting the computer with a crisp snap. When they made eye contact, it was as if they were communicating telepathically. With no emotion, Roger said, “We’re firing you.”  
The air left Reid’s lungs. “You’re what?” 
“We are terminating your services,” Roger said plainly.  
“I understand what you said, but Roger, c’mon, man. What about all those times I took little Kyle to T-ball practice?”
“It’s not my decision,” Roger claimed. “This comes from the top. Hardline Torque Automotives is outsourcing jobs in Malaysia to cut production costs. Three percent of the workforce is getting the boot.”   
“What in your right mind puts me in that three percent bracket? My production is higher than people who have been working here for twenty years. That’s two decades, Roger!”  
“Let’s keep things professional. I’m only doing my job.”  
Your job, Reid mused. He wondered if this had to do with the Christmas party last year. It wasn’t Reid’s fault that Roger’s wife was all over him. When she had kissed him, he grabbed her face and pushed it away, but Roger had walked in on them and must have imagined something else was going on. 
“So that’s it then?” he asked. 
“That’s it,” Roger said. 
Reid couldn’t believe the remorselessness of this man. He thought of all the times that Roger had bullied his co-workers. He thought of all the crap he had taken throughout the years. He thought about how he had busted his back every single day for years. All pretext flew out the door, and logic followed closely behind. 
“Your wife's a whore,” he said. 
“Excuse me?”  
“You heard me.”  
Roger’s face grew red. “Get out of my office and pack your stuff.”  
“Gladly,” Reid said, rising to his feet. 
“And speak in a way that suits the situation. You’re not at home. Show some professionalism.” 
When Reid got to the door, he turned around, gave a smart smirk, and said, “Have a splendid day, you miserable, pedantic prick.”  
Roger lost it. He stood up, pointed his large pointer finger at Reid, and said, “Leave my building right now.”  
“It’s not your building. You're just a supervisor.”  
Roger suffered a paroxysm, but Reid was already past the break room and heading down the stairs at that point.
“I know people! I’ll make sure you're blacklisted across every damn company in the city!” Roger yelled from the platform, his hands squeezing the rail, spit flying from his mouth.  
Dozens of workers stopped and stared. 
Hearing Roger shout was music to Reid’s ears. He knew the corporate lifestyle had his boss by the balls, and that behind his boss’s false bravado was a craven who hated his life. Within fifteen minutes, Reid had everything packed up. It wasn’t much—a stick of deodorant, a pack of gum, and a couple of granola bars that were about a year old. He left his gear in the locker for the next sucker. 
Seven long years of breaking his back and this was his reward? Fine. He didn’t need that job. He had been secretly working on his online business for quite some time now, and if he went all in, he could make it work. Perhaps this was a sign from God to pursue his passions.
It was going to be okay.  
But then a grinding sound came from his motorcycle, followed by clunking and then a low whine. He pulled over to the side of the highway and felt the chilly wind tickle his skin as the vehicles zipped by. As the sun scorched the back of his neck, he remembered the time he got third-degree burns while on vacation. It turned out alcohol did a good job of making a man forget to wear sunscreen. Safe to say he’d never go to Cancun again. 
Based on the sound of the engine, he figured it was a transmission problem. That was not good. A broken transmission cost a lot of money—money that he didn’t have.  
His trailer was two miles away. As he pushed the motorcycle along the shoulder of he road, a terrible thought crossed his mind: How would Savannah take it when she found out that he had lost his job? 
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Chapter 2


Everything in his trailer was small: the living room, the kitchen, the bathroom. Cruiser’s dog hair covered every square inch of his place—on the stained carpet floor, on the couch, on the red tiles of the cooking space. Everywhere. 
After Cruiser finally took a crap outside (he barked at a much smaller wiener dog for ten minutes), Reid hopped in the shower and had a terrible experience. The water dripped from the showerhead, which made him question if he had paid the utility bill, and the toilet reeked worse than Cruiser’s turds. He nicked himself twice while shaving. The cut on his chin was nothing. The cut downstairs was the real problem, but he had gotten the bleeding under control.  
It was almost 6:00 p.m., which meant Savannah would be home at any moment. He cleaned the dirty dishes in the sink, even though most of them belonged to Savannah. If time permitted, he would vacuum the floor too.  
He didn’t have enough time.  
Savannah came bursting through the front door. Her brown eyes gleamed with scorn, and her blonde hair was messy. She held an open envelope in her right hand and a very professional-looking letter in her left, the same letter he had received in the mail three months prior. The fucking IRS.  
“What’s this?” she asked, raising the IRS notice as if it were a note to a secret lover. 
“What’s what?” he asked, playing dumb. He realized there was no way he was going to wiggle out of this one.  
“Reid, stop it. The letter says we got a CP2000 a few months ago. Did you open that or not?”  
He had. The IRS notified him that he failed to report a $1,500 profit on an Ethereum investment. The crypto space was new to him. An honest mistake. 
“Reid… I asked you a question.”  
“Yes, it came in the mail,” he admitted. “I planned on saving a couple of paychecks to pay it off. I swear.”  
But now the paychecks were dry, so he supposed that plan had gone to shit. Savannah stormed toward the kitchen, plopped down in a chair, and smacked the paper notice against the table. “Don’t you know they can seize our bank accounts if we can’t get this paid? And have you heard about interest?”  
“That won’t happen,” Reid promised. He grabbed her hand, but she pulled it away.  
“REID!”  
He remained silent. How could he tell her that he got fired? Medical bills, mortgage payments, monthly motorcycle fees—it felt like a hundred-pound weight was crushing his chest. 
“Savannah, please don’t flip out when I tell you this.”  
Savannah gave him that look. “Reid.”  
“I got laid off.” 
“YOU WHAT?”  
He grabbed her hands and didn’t let them go this time. “But I have a plan. Trust me.”  
Savannah's body was shaking. “How are we supposed to afford the beta blockers and the follow-up appointments?”  
“Savannah. I have this idea—it’s an online business, and—”  
“Now's not the time for jokes,” Savannah said. “You have to go back and apologize.”  
“But e-commerce. Selling T-shirts. I’ve seen people do it before. It could be the income boost that we need.”  
“REID!”  
“Savannah, we’re going to be okay,” he claimed, gripping her shoulders.  
Savannah looked hopeless—her lips pouty, her cheeks red, tears running from her eyes. “Reid, just please. Roger is a good man. He will forgive you if you apologize to him.”  
That’s what Roger wanted—for him to come crawling on his knees like a supplicant begging for mercy. He had no plans of losing his dignity, but the more he thought about it, the more he realized it would be nearly impossible for him to make enough income from his online business in just one month. Three, four, five months? Maybe so. Thirty days? Not a chance.
Only one option existed. 
He rose to his feet, walked down the long hallway, and stepped into their room. Underneath the mattress was $300 in cash—the “oh shit” fund. He shoved it into his pocket. Savannah’s keys to her beat-up Honda rattled as he took them off the hanger.  
“Where are you going?” Savannah asked.  
He headed for the door. “To fix this.”  
“Reid, just hold on and sit down. Let’s think this through.”  
“I’ve thought it through.”  
“Please don’t leave,” Savannah pleaded. 
“I’ll be back,” he mumbled, though doubt clouded the truth of his statement.

    
  Reid drove the Honda through the back roads with the radio off. The trees were dark silhouettes in an even darker sky, and incoming car lights were sparse. Low-hanging fog burdened the road, but he could still see the dinky guardrail along the side. To his right, a massive cliff had a four-hundred-foot drop to a whole lot of nothing. The temptation whispered in his ear. With a hard jerk of the wheel, this would all be over. See ya later. Sayonara. Adios, amigos. 
But not yet.  
Not until he followed through with his final plan. He floored the gas and felt the engine vibrate. If the Honda broke down, it would be one more expense he couldn’t afford, one more reason to give up, one more reason to taste the darkness for the last time. 
Along the way, he reflected on better times, less complicated times. He always saw himself growing up to be someone important. A doctor. A lawyer. A scientist. A famous basketball player. The President of the United States. Somebody. Anybody. But certainly not a nobody. 
The parking lot up ahead seemed jam-packed with vehicles. Some were extravagant supercars, but most were beat-up Honda Civics with rust around the wheels. He found it funny that you could tell what type of person somebody was based on the vehicle they drove. You weren’t a loser if you owned an older car, but a clear distinction existed between someone who had a clean 1999 Impala versus a dirty one. He located a spot, parked, and pulled out the $300 from his pocket. 
“C’mon, baby,” he said with his eyes up in the sky. “For once in my life, make things go right.”
He climbed out of the Honda and trudged through the parking lot, keeping his head down. The last thing he needed was to get stuck in a conversation with somebody he hadn’t seen since high school. 
“How are you doing, Reid?” 
“I’m in crippling debt, lost my job, and my girlfriend hates me. How are you doing?” 
The cold air made him shiver. Back in the day, he would show up shirtless to the high school soccer games in below-freezing temperatures, the school’s colors painted all over his skin, but he wasn’t as tough as that guy anymore. 
Soon, the large gray building stood before him, the bright lights flashing on the electronic sign. The attractiveness of this place amazed him, but he knew casinos were very intentional and calculated with the design of their buildings; any sucker with a couple bucks was bound to pull off the road to test their luck.
Different people sauntered in as Reid entered the revolving door. Old men. Young men. Old women. Young women. They seemed like cheerful individuals who were looking for a grand old time. Reid sought something else: a miracle. 
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Chapter 3 


Where are they? he asked himself. Everywhere he glanced, he saw red—red walls, red carpet, red valet ropes. The slot machines in front of him had bright fluorescent lights and stimulating sounds, and some people looked as if they hadn’t slept in days. Alcoholic beverages rested on every machine, and the thick scent of cigarette smoke forced Reid to cough. 
He strolled around. His father, a former gambler, told him that casinos' sole focus was to get you hooked—no clocks or windows; labyrinth designs that made it hard to find exits; warm, soft colors such as red and purple and gold to make you relaxed yet excited. Battling these slimy tactics required awareness—not that it mattered for Reid. For better or worse, the forecast of chances called for an early night. 
“There you are,” he heard a familiar voice say. “We were supposed to meet at the front door.”  
He turned around. It was Ray, his old high school buddy. His shiny, black hair was slicked back like John Travolta in Grease, and his T-shirt sleeves were rolled up like a greaser. 
“I was at the door, and you guys weren’t there,” Reid claimed, glaring at the rest of the crew.  
“That’s because Frankie forgot how to walk without his ankle monitor on,” Nate pointed out. He was a big-boned guy with curly black hair that fell down to his eyebrows, and he only wore cut-off shirts because he wanted everyone to witness the tattoos on his arms. It seemed like he had a few more designs since Reid last saw him. Where did he get the money to pay for them? 
“You could’ve at least robbed a place that wasn’t a thrift store,” Ray mentioned to Frankie with a smirk.  
Frankie was short, skinny, and ginger, and his favorite outfit was a Tom Brady jersey and a Yankees ball cap. He seemed displeased with Ray's constructive criticism and retaliated with, “You need to worry about yourself. I heard Anna scratched your car with her keys. Did she find out about the six other girls?”  
Ray stayed silent. 
Nate kept Frankie on the hook. “Just admit it, Frankie. You’re an idiot who stole free stuff.” 
“It’s not about the money,” Frankie claimed. “It’s about the thrill.”  
“Thrill my ass,” Nate said.  
“Aren’t you a little saint?” Frankie asked Nate. A nefarious grin crossed his face. “Did you tell everyone about your new business venture?”  
Nate stepped forward, his imposing figure towering over Frankie. “You weren’t supposed to bring that up.” 
“Tell them, or I will,” Frankie threatened, not intimidated at all. 
Nate’s eyebrows contorted with anger. “You little shit.”  
Frankie had a mischievous smirk when he said, “Nate has decided that selling weed no longer suits his interests.”  
“It’s about time you stopped doing that,” Ray said.  
Frankie dropped the hammer: “Yep, instead of being a dope dealer, he’s moved on to fentanyl.” 
“Fentanyl? Are you fucking serious?” Ray asked. “That shit kills people.”  
“It’s higher profit margins,” Nate claimed, “and buyers know the risk before doing the deal.”  
“You probably don’t have any returning customers because they’re all dead. You're such a dumbass. I hope the cops arrest you,” Frankie said.  
Reid examined Nate and wondered how everything had gone wrong. As youngsters, they swore they would never do drugs. “If someone dies taking your stuff, they’ll lock you away for twenty to life.”  
“Look, I gotta eat, man.”  
Reid understood what desperation did to a man, more than his friends would ever know.  
But Frankie wasn’t buying Nate’s excuse. “Get a real job, you bum!” 
“Like you?” Nate asked. “I’m sorry, but I’m not working at McDonald's for ten bucks an hour.”  
“It’s thirteen bucks an hour, you idiot, and they have health insurance and tuition assistance,” Frankie snapped back.  
Nate laughed. “Tuition assistance—for you? You barely passed high school.”  
Frankie readied to make a comeback, but Reid yelled, “Guys!” 
Silence greeted his frustration. His stress must have been obvious because Ray said, “You good, man?”  
Reid could tell his friends the truth, but what would that accomplish? They had it just as bad as he did. Nobody would save him. 
“I’m fine—just don’t feel like standing around all day,” he said coolly.  
“He’s right,” Ray admitted, running his pocket comb through his shiny black hair. “Let’s have some fun.”  
That’s what this was to them. A bunch of fun. They didn’t know that Reid’s life was hanging by a thread, and he didn’t have plans to tell them.  
After walking along a large bend in the hallway, they came to the table games pit. Old men wore slacks, leather shoes, and sweater vests, and they played high-stakes table games. Poker. Blackjack. Craps. The disgusting scent of body odor and alcohol made Reid think that some of these old hags damn near lived in the hotel connected to the place. 
His friends split toward the blackjack tables, but Reid had his eye on a different game. 
“Hey, I’ll catch up with you guys later. The roulette table is calling my name.” 
“You gotta death wish or something?” Nate asked.  
There was no way in hell that he was going to answer that question seriously, but he found it odd how a person who sold fentanyl had accused him of having a death wish.  
“I’ll come with you,” Ray offered.  
Reid lifted his hand and said, “No, it’s all good.”  
“You sure?”  
He nodded. He had never been more certain in his life.
The roulette tables sat in small clusters of four, and an empty space existed between four old gentlemen who appeared to be friends. He took a seat. The table had a C-shape. About nine feet long. Green felt. The bowl-shaped structure consisted of plywood covered in laminate.   
The EDM music that played over the speakers got his blood pumping, but his experience lacked the typical, casual thrill associated with gambling on the weekends. With his life on the line, the bone-jolting thrill (or terror) made it hard to think. The elderly fellows to his right and left pinched him together as if he were a burger on a bun, and the stench of smoke radiated off them. They drank and joked: typical old-guy talk—wife problems, body pains, political grievances, sports. Reid paid them no mind. Didn’t have the mental capacity to. 
The dealer wore a black suit and had the sharp stare of a person who was one step ahead of everyone, but Reid knew a switched-on croupier didn’t matter for roulette. 
Behind the dealer, there was a circular bar, and the female bartenders wore black dresses with low necklines that revealed their cleavage; it didn’t surprise Reid why so many men were buying drinks. On the flat-screen TVs, the Los Angeles Sonics were beating up on the Milwaukee Blazers. In his younger days, he had dreams of one day playing in the NBA; now he sat at a roulette table gambling the last of his savings away. It was funny how life worked. 
On the corner of the roulette table, he noticed a $25 minimum. He pulled all three hundred bucks out of his pants pocket, gave the cash to the dealer, and received sixty black chips in return. A simple transaction—about as simple as his first bet would be. The other guys focused as the new round began. 
“Place your bets,” the dealer ordered.  
The layout sat on the right side of the table, a white box numbered from one to thirty-six. Reid made a straight-up bet by placing all of his chips on the box that said one. His odds of winning were thirty-five to one, the same chance as finding a hundred-dollar bill on the ground—or, to put it more brutally: the same probability as a poor, ugly man somehow pulling a gorgeous woman.  
“Are you sure about that?” one of the old geezers asked him. He had droopy cheeks and wrinkles all over his face.  
“Yep,” Reid said. Strategy meant nothing in roulette, and anybody who claimed otherwise was a big liar.
He figured that if God had better plans for him, then his bet would land. He had read online that intentionality was the key to unlocking the desired effect of manifestation, and at the time he thought that was bullshit—but desperate times called for desperate measures. He said to himself: Turn my life around. I want money. I want to be my own boss. I want people to view me with respect. I want to call the shots.  
“No more bets,” the dealer said.  
When Reid stood, his heart worked overtime. He wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans. The wheel spun. The white ball scattered and clacked across the wooden surface. C’mon, make this happen for me, he prayed. This was the fork in the road: one path to redemption, the other to death—whether it was spiritually, emotionally, or physically, he did not know. He didn’t want to know.  
The ball settled into the pocket. He couldn’t believe it. He froze. What would Savannah think? What would his friends say? The emotions running through his body were indescribable, and the world no longer seemed real. 
“One black,” the dealer called out, observing Reid to see his reaction. 
The old men around him rose to their feet, their eyes as wide as quarters. Reid nearly collapsed from shock. The ancient hags at his table found new life, surrounding him, hugging him, lifting him in the air and swirling him around as if he had just hit a game-winning shot to win the NBA Finals.  
When the celebration attracted the attention of the people from the slot machines, Reid realized how big of a deal this was. He concluded that slot machine gamblers and serial entrepreneurs had one thing in common: they traveled where the money was. 
When the old folks placed Reid back on his feet, the dealer solidified his fate by pushing a mountain of chips toward him, and the old men helped him count his winnings. Reid watched them to make sure they didn’t take any of his earnings.
“That’s $10,800,” the man with the droopy cheeks and wrinkles on his face said in awe. “You’ve got one hell of a night ahead of you, my friend. I know a couple of prime-time girls that will rock your socks off, my man.”  
He ignored the guy. $10,800 seemed like a lot of money to other people, but for Reid, the lump sum would only prolong his eventual demise. It was decision time: he could try to get his online business going within the buffer zone of time he had earned, or he could risk it all. Right here. Right now. Scared money don’t make money.
“What’s going on?” Ray asked. Nate and Frankie were behind him.  
Reid examined his stack of chips as if to say: Look what I got, fellas. 
When his friends locked eyes with his chips, they looked like they were staring at female anatomy for the first time. 
“Nate, imagine how many drugs you could buy and how many people you might kill with that,” Frankie said. 
Nate elbowed him in the side. “Shut up.”  
Ray said, “Cash out right now.”  
Reid had other ideas. He whipped out his phone and calculated the amount he would make if he made the same bet with all of his earnings: the screen said $388,000. Life-changing money. If he won, he would place a couple of low-risk investments and coast off them until the end of his days. The online business would be for fun at that point. Savannah would receive the medical treatment that she needed, and they could buy a house, and even have a kid. Savannah had wanted a child for years.  
“Place your bets,” the dealer commanded.  
Without hesitating, Reid pushed the mountain of chips to the number four slot; it had followed him throughout his entire existence. It was the number he wore for basketball, baseball, and football. It was the month and day of his birthday. It was at the fourth hour that he had his first kiss. And if his luck continued, it would be the number that finally set him free from the shackles of life. 
“You’re a fucking madman!” the old man bellowed. He turned to his buddies and said, “This guy’s out of his damn mind.”  
And maybe that wasn’t far from the truth. The odds of success would be the same as getting struck by lightning—slim, but still possible. 
“Reid. What are you doing?” Ray asked. “Take them back now! Think this through!”  
But he had already thought it through. This was destined to be. God was trying to tell him that his visions were premonitions of a future life—not delusions. 
“No more bets,” the dealer said.  
Everybody rose to their feet. The aged gentleman with sagging cheeks embraced his companions as if the bet were his own. People from the blackjack and poker tables—mostly retired men interested in proof that it was possible to beat the house—had migrated over to observe. The noise of the slot machines and conversations went silent, and the EDM music played in the background. 
Reid felt the gravity of the moment. His legs shook, and his armpits leaked sweat like a partially closed hose. The wheel rotated on its axis. The ball rolled. He could hear the clacking as it bounced from slot to slot. Do this for me, God, and I’ll walk in your path until the day I die. 
The wheel slowed down. The ball bounced into a slot. Then rolled to the next one. And another one. People screamed and shouted for the fourth slot. Even dealers from other tables had halted their games to check the result. And when the ball stopped for good, Reid fainted.  
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Chapter 4 


Reid leaned over the edge and stared at the lake below, which swayed and danced and reflected the moon's light. A hundred-foot plummet should get the job done. The wind ruffled his T-shirt, the blue steel beams felt cold against his hand, and seaweed and pollution struck his nose with a musty stench. 
When Savannah and he first started dating, they would walk along the sidewalk of this bridge to admire the view. They never had a reason to get as close to the edge as he was right now. 
Very few cars passed by, and none of them planned on being a hero. Why should they be? He was a nobody, and with one jump he could change a figurative meaning into something literal. One… two… three… jump! A gust of wind blew him forward, but his hand wouldn’t release from the steel beam. 
Fast breaths, wide eyes, tears—it all arrived at once. He examined the water and then surveyed his surroundings. A couple of vehicles ripped across the overpass—a beat-down blue truck and a maroon Buick. They weren’t going to stop him? Fine. He did the countdown again, but he failed to jump when he hit zero. When the memory of the roulette table flashed across his mind, he realized he should’ve stopped after his first win. $10,800 wasn’t enough to lift them out of debt, but it would’ve bought them some time. There was no time now. 
The sound of a broken engine darted his way. A redneck honked his horn, hugged the shoulder, and slammed the tires into a large puddle, which caused freezing cold water to splash in his eyes. He sat down on the steel frame and cried. Not just a little. A lot. Long sobs. The kind that made you shake. What have you done for me lately? That’s the world he lived in—and if that proved to be true, he wanted no part of it. 
He rose to his feet with newfound courage. There would be no countdown on this attempt. He gave a final look below and watched the subtle waves crash onto the beach.
“Um, excuse me, mister,” an unfamiliar voice said. 
He flinched, snapped his head around, and saw a homeless man. He had a shopping cart filled with plastic bags of ragtag clothing, canned food, and empty liquor bottles. 
“What do you want? Money? I’m all out.” 
“I didn’t mean to startle you,” the homeless man said. He appeared to be older. Fifty, maybe sixty. His skin looked old, and his teeth had a yellow tone, similar to a banana. He seemed like your run-of-the-mill homeless man—a big coat, loose sweatpants, some blankets.
“If you don’t mind. I’m kind of busy with something.” 
“If you’re looking to go bridge jumping, find somewhere else. This one is pretty high up.” 
Thanks a lot, Captain Obvious. How dumb is this guy? “I think this one will suit me just fine.” 
“If you say so,” the homeless man said. “Before you go, can you spare me a couple of bucks, mister?” 
You have got to be kidding me. He reached into his pocket and found a dollar and two quarters. The old man’s eyes lit up as if he had discovered a chest of gold, and he snatched the money.
“Thank you, mister,” the homeless man said, bowing his head. “A gracious man you are.” 
Look at the state of this dude, he thought. The poor man presented himself as a lonely vagabond whose primary source of income was begging. Where did his shame go? Perhaps this poor guy should jump with him. But despite his abysmal life, the homeless man gave him the biggest grin. 
“What are you so happy about?” he asked, flummoxed. Couldn’t this dude read between the lines? 
“What do you mean, mister?” the homeless man asked, as if Reid had spoken a different language. 
A dullard, he thought. This man is nothing but a dullard. Between the cold wind, his wet clothes, and the stench of this incompetent man, leaping off the bridge seemed easy now. 
“Wipe that shit-eating grin off your face,” he said. “Are you on drugs or something, pal?” 
“No drugs. No—just the bottle. Got me a sweet tooth for liquor. But that’s it. Yes. Yes.” 
His patience ran thin. “You have no house, and you sure as hell don’t have a girlfriend or friends. What are you so goddamn happy about?” 
“Real problems come when you have something to lose,” the homeless man beamed. “If you own nothing, nobody can take anything from you.” 
“Get out of here,” he said, returning his focus to the task at hand. The rotten odor of the homeless man smacked him in the face like a backhand slap.
“Mister, are you sure you want to do that?” the homeless man asked.
He glanced over his shoulder and said, “I’m positive.” 
“How do you know what’s on the other side?” 
Reid laughed. “There’s nothing on the other side, pal.” 
The homeless man shuffled toward him. “C’mon, mister. No sense in this. No sense at all. There’s people who would kill to be in your position right now. Somebody in Africa is on the verge of having their head chopped off with a machete as we speak.” 
“A swift death is the only thing a guy can ask for,” Reid said, no longer caring how morbid he sounded. As the homeless man closed in, Reid said, “Don’t touch me with your stinky hands.” 
But the homeless man didn’t listen. He reached over the small guardrail and grabbed Reid by the T-shirt with the force of clamps. 
“Let me go!” Reid yelled, fighting his hands. 
The dirty vagabond pulled Reid away from the ledge, but then something unexpected happened: the homeless man pushed him. It appeared intentional, but Reid didn’t have a beat to think it through. The air pressed against his back, and the moonlight shone on his face. His arms and legs swung wildly as he plummeted toward the lake. 

    
  The homeless man grinned as he watched Reid fall. In the past, he rarely had the honor of sending someone to their eventual demise, and he had done it so deftly. Sneaking the dollar bill into Reid’s clothing required precision, but the risk served as a means to shake Reid’s world up. Now that he had finished the job, home called his name. 

    
  Everything flashed before Reid’s eyes—past, present, and future. Riding bikes with friends. The campfires. The backyard baseball and football. High school flashed across his psyche: sports, girls, and cheating on exams. Then college filled his mind’s eye: getting lost in the sauce, partying, drinking, girls, failing classes, and flunking out, which all led to the nail in the coffin: debt. And then it snowballed from there, all the mistakes leading to this moment: the present. And the present determined the future, which remained blank. Uncertain. Up in the air. Never to be discovered. 
But then something peculiar happened. A vortex had formed. When he entered it, his body stopped, and he floated in midair. The water swirled around him and splashed his face. The air seemed hotter than he expected, and it had the reek of seaweed.  
Dark shadows glided through the surrounding water. They could’ve been fish, sharks, turtles, or something else. He didn’t know. Couldn’t tell. He gazed down at the blinding white glow, and as he approached the white abyss, an opaque tube surrounded him, blocking off all the water. It seemed as quiet as a soundproof chamber. 
He glided through the tunnel, moving slowly at first and passing by small offshoots that presented themselves to his right—circular openings that led to things he couldn’t explain. Through one of them, he spotted a city that was folding in on itself, the streets bending at a ninety-degree angle. Bizarre world after bizarre world revealed itself. 
His speed picked up. The wind faded away, the pressure evaporated, and now he glided along as if he rode an imaginary cart. How was this happening, and where was he going? Afraid, he tried to reverse his movement, tried to climb to the surface of the lake, but it proved to be impossible. Was this what dying felt like? He didn’t feel dead yet, but who said a specific feeling came with death? 
The translucent tube faded, and a flash of white light blinded him. He moved through the sky now—no, he fell through the sky. Somersaulting. Screaming. Losing control. The friction of the wind ripped against his skin. During his savage plummet, he managed to see a verdant forest that looked akin to a panoply of broccoli. Razor-edged mountain peaks poked through at various points and, with his current trajectory, it appeared he would be impaled by one—as if he were a drunken knight falling on his sword. 
He altered his movement by viciously swinging his arms and legs, and instead of landing on the jagged edge of a summit, he headed for the hard soil. What a great trade-off. At least it will be quick, he figured. But it wasn’t quick. It didn’t happen at all. Before he struck the ground, his body came to a painless stop, and he slowly lowered onto a patch of dirt with the grace of a mother lowering her newborn into the crib. 
Everything was wrong. When he rose and brushed himself off, he noticed his white T-shirt and jeans had been swapped for a purple robe. Birds squawked overhead. When he looked up, he witnessed a freakish animal drifting through the air: the thing had a bird’s body (feathers, wings, and claws), but an alligator head replaced the bird's head. Without knowing how he knew it, these animals were called Gatoreals. 
It didn’t stop there. Where an orange sun should’ve been, a blue sphere hung. His feet propelled themselves like a steam-powered train while the scorching sun bore down on him. When he glanced around, he noticed something odd: the trees were the size of plants, and the plants the size of trees. Bumblebees as big as lions rested on the large petals of the plants and, for some eccentric reason, Reid knew they were called Thunderbees. Again, he scratched his head, wondering where this information stemmed from. 
The dirt path cut through the forest, and he sensed it would lead him to safety. Although the Thunderbees wouldn’t hurt him, other creatures would. Right on cue, he observed a leopard with bat wings soaring across the azure sky and knew it was a Nocturn Grimwhispers. Luckily, the beasts found more interest in the Gatoreals.
He broke down the sequence that led to this moment, but it turned out that his chance for thinking had disappeared like a magic trick when a stranger wearing a green tunic and brown breeches cut across the dirt path. Reid considered hiding, but he didn’t want to step off the route. 
“Rafe?” the stranger asked, his eyes as bright as a passionate priest during a sermon. “Rafe, is it really you?” 
Reid didn’t understand. He longed to tell this man that his name was Reid, not Rafe, but the words sat trapped in the thin cords of his vocal box, which improvised its own response: “It’s me.”
The man jumped into the air in celebration. Reid’s eyebrows raised when he noticed the slicked-back hairstyle that John Travolta wore in Grease. The man’s jawline reminded him of someone else, and when the stranger got within ten feet, Reid nearly lost his marbles.
Ray? 
Ray hugged him and squeezed him tightly. “I knew you were still alive.” When they pulled apart, the man said, “Let’s get you to the keep. Your face will cheer up a lot of people.” 
He wanted to ask Ray what he was doing here, to ask Ray what was going on, to tell Ray that he had the wrong guy. But all he could say was, “Lead the way, Toric.” 
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Chapter 5


“Sir, are you sure you don’t know what happened?” Toric asked. 
“The last thing I remember is going for a hike,” Reid claimed, but why had he said that if he had fallen from the sky? And what was stopping him from displaying the panic within? Here he was, in some strange place. Had he teleported to the past? Or had he entered an entirely new world altogether? Considering the strange animals and wildlife, he leaned toward the latter. 
They put the forest behind them and thank goodness for that; the Dread Spinners, Gravemanders, and Dunewyrms came out to play at nighttime. A glacis presented itself ahead, and dozens of barrels with fires rising from them were spread across the land. Reid noticed it had gotten colder since the sun went down. Large groups of men huddled around the barrels as if they were a flock of penguins. Peasants, he thought to himself, from medieval times. They wore ragged tunics and breeches, and steam blew from their mouths with each breath.
“C’mon, Rafe,” Toric said, waving him on. 
The confidence with which he walked sheltered the utter terror hidden inside. Yellow tents were propped up all over the place, and little kids zipped across the cold dirt, whacking each other with wooden paddles. As Reid passed by, the peasants stopped joking, instead staring at him as if he were God. Some people even cheered and shouted his name—well, not his name; they howled Rafe’s name. He loved the attention, but did they realize he wasn’t the guy they thought him to be? A crowd of peasants migrated toward him. 
“Out of the way! Out of the way! The magnificent silk designer has returned!” Toric bellowed. 
Up ahead, a barbican preceded an immense moat, which circled the towering stone rampart. Within the barbican, a trio of soldiers wore camouflage military uniforms, similar to the ones the United States Army wore. Some things don’t change, he reflected.
Toric didn’t seem pleased at the fully raised drawbridge. “A bunch of dullards,” he mumbled. 
The guards pointed bows at them. One of them screamed, “Get back, peasants! The Convergence Festival isn’t for another three days!” 
Reid recognized Wymond's voice. He knew a bastard when he heard one. 
“How thick in the skull can you be?” Toric shouted. He cupped his hands around his mouth to project his voice. “Did your instructors stop making you memorize positions of authority? Maybe I should introduce myself. Hello, I’m the High Attendant to the Peacelord Varn,” Toric placed his hand on Reid’s shoulder, “and this is the silk designer. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?” 
Wymond said, “Nice try! The silk designer is missing!” 
“You dim-witted buffoon!” Toric shouted. “Clear your damn sockets out!”
It seemed like they did. The trio of guards lowered their arrows at once. 
“Forgive us, High Attendant. It’s hard to see from up here, and Peacelord Varn instructed maximum security,” Wymond mentioned. 
“And once he hears about this, he’ll instruct you to pick up dung from the stables … now let us in!” 
“Right away, sir.” 
“What are your names?” Toric asked. “I want to inform Commander Zarn about what a great job you’re doing!” 
Not a peep came from the three guards. 
“Wymond, you can’t hide from me!” Reid shouted.
“Rafe! You’ve always been a fellow of surprises! Our deepest apologies!” 
“Nothing a cold beer won’t fix!” he yelled. 
Seconds later the drawbridge lowered, and the portcullis lifted. As they crossed the bridge, Reid noticed that the wooden spikes sticking out from the moat were sharp enough to impale anybody who tried to cross. 
After passing through the portcullis, he stepped onto the hard-packed soil within the rampart. Although he had never entered the bailey before, he understood its layout instantly. The guest rooms were to the east, in medium-sized stone houses. Further northeast, he saw a row of thatched roofs and painted signs, which comprised the taverns that lined Summitway Road—the main road that split the entire bailey in half. 
The Great Bark Keep stood tall to his immediate left. It was a prodigious castle constructed out of limestone, granite, and gold, all held together by smooth mortar. Reid sensed its soul as if it were breathing the same air as him. There were four colossal watchtowers attached to the corners of the square building. Reid thought the one on the left looked comparable to the Leaning Tower of Pisa. 
Entering the Great Bark Keep felt akin to being swallowed by a vicious beast. After passing wide corridors and walking up a spiral staircase, they discovered Peacelord Varn in the chapel. The room was exactly how Reid imagined a medieval oratory would look. There were about ten rows of stone benches, sacred relics hung on the walls, and wooden arched ceiling beams lined the ceiling. The aroma of lavender burned from the candles that were located on the altar, and dozens of cushions sat facing the chancel. Peacelord Varn knelt on the cushion in the middle, deep in prayer. 
Without even looking at them, Peacelord Varn said, “Who goes there?” 
“It’s the High Attendant,” Toric piped up. 
“Your purpose?” 
“I come bearing a gift.” 
Peacelord Varn stood and said, “Gifts are surprises, and I don’t enjoy surprises.” 
“I understand, sir. But this is different.” 
When Peacelord Varn turned around, it seemed as though he didn’t trust the sight before his eyes. He was a portly man with tan skin and a soft face, dressed in a long-fitting peach tunic that consisted of mulberry silk. Rafe created the uniform himself, just as Rafe had designed all the clothing for the noblemen and women of the Great Bark Keep. 
“Seven Gods,” Peacelord Varn said in awe.
“It is I,” Reid professed, his professional-sounding voice tickling his brain. 
Peacelord Varn gave him a massive hug that made Reid feel as if he were being wrapped in a cozy blanket. The redolence of campfire smoke filled his nostrils. 
“But what has happened, Rafe?” 
“It is unclear to the silk designer what transpired outside these walls,” Toric interrupted. “I found him alone, sir, with no injuries. This reeks of the men of the Forbidden Island.” 
“We will have to conduct follow-up recon missions,” Peacelord Varn ordered. 
“Would you like me to inform Commander Zarn?” Toric inquired. 
Peacelord Varn dismissed the idea with a shake of the head. “Leave it to me.” 
Toric looked uncomfortable. “Sir, I am aware of the lockdown in place, but I had a gut feeling.” 
“How did you escape?” Peacelord Varn asked. 
“The postern gate,” Toric admitted, dropping his head in shame. 
“Who was working?” 
Toric hesitated and said, “I can’t remember.” 
Peacelord Varn’s stern face smoothed into a supple smile, his focus redirecting to Reid. “This is excellent news. The Land Leaders will be thrilled to know that you are safe.” 
The Land Leaders—Reid knew that in a couple of days, the realm's most high-ranking elites would arrive at Oakenmere to renew their support of the Peace Pact. 
“I look forward to upholding the standard of the Convergence Summit,” Reid mentioned. 
“Very good,” Peacelord Varn said. “It looks like I have quite a few folks to notify. The Seven Gods have blessed us with your return.” 
“It’s a blessing to be here,” Reid said, and he meant that. This new season of life seemed exciting and filled with endless possibilities.
Peacelord Varn’s loving expression never left his face. “Toric will assist you with anything you need.” 
Reid grinned, but as he walked out of the chapel, worry crept into his mind. The Convergence Summit typically lasted for a little under a week and required him to make the clothing designs for the Land Leaders. What would happen when the masses discovered that he couldn’t create the outfits?
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Chapter 6


Reid stood in the shower—but not just any shower. Six spouts blasted water from all directions: four along the tan tiled sidewalls, one on the sandstone ceiling, and one on the floor. The footprints on the ground looked similar to the type you’d see at TSA security systems in airports. It dawned upon him that nobody in this area knew what TSA was—or an airport for that matter. 
When he placed his feet on the imprints, the spouts shot firm jets of water (which seemed to be infused with shampoo) at his body. The aroma of wild berries tickled his nostrils. Wait a second, he thought. The medieval times don’t have showers. Now that he pondered his surroundings, he realized he had seen many strange things since arriving at the Great Bark Keep. LED boxes replaced sconces within the corridors, which caused the place to feel akin to a resort-style hotel with a barbaric theme. 
“Activate pleasure mode,” he said. The words popped into his brain out of nowhere.
The shower listened, and five minutes later he crept out onto the tile floor as a satisfied man. What a weird world this is, he reflected. And that’s what it was: a completely different world. When he grabbed the blue robe on the wooden bench and put it on, the smooth fabric felt like cool lotion rather than clothing. 
Through the mist, he saw a mirror on the wall that had a panel of touchscreen options, which lit up with an orange fluorescent light. He wanted to experiment with it, but he left it be for now. As he dressed, he noticed something idiosyncratic about his appearance: the eyes that stared at him through the mirror were not his own. They were clearly a darker shade of green. He thought about what happened to the Real Silk Designer. Rafe had gone for a walk into the forest, and then nobody saw him again. Meanwhile, Reid tried to end his own life, and here he was—not only alive, but in a better spot than before he fell off the bridge. How did that work? He didn’t know what was going on, but it seemed like he had no other choice but to play the part until he figured out more.

    
  Toric waited in a cushioned chair in the corner of the solar. It was still a mystery why he had searched for the silk designer when everybody had presumed him dead. Finding Rafe certainly didn’t make things easier for him. 
He examined the solar and found it to be far superior to his own. An expansive canopied mattress made of wool and feathers filled a quarter of the room, and a heavy white curtain surrounded it. When he wondered how often Sylvie and Rafe had used the bed, the images disturbed him. Tapestries of battle, religious stories, and mythological creatures lined the walls and created a cozy, inviting atmosphere. Chairs, carved chests, and small tables took up most of the living space. Rafe has more gold than the entire peasant population, he realized. A broad hearth burned in the opposite corner, but the warmth did little for his comfort. 
When the door to the restroom opened, Rafe stepped through. In his palm was the soiled purple robe that he had been wearing. 
Toric stood. “Allow me to take that.” 
When Rafe handed him his garb, Toric peered into his eyes and noticed a variation. Something unusual. But he couldn’t put his finger on what it was. He flashed a confident smile and said, “I suppose I should give you some space.” 
“That would be great, Toric. Thank you.” 
“If you require my assistance, line me,” Toric said. Behind Rafe, a red LED strip ran across the wall. The buttons allowed one to speak to someone from another solar—a luxury that very few noblemen had.  
He had overstayed, so he walked to the thick, solid oak door, undid the iron crossbolt, and opened it. The sight froze him. Sylvie was back from horseback riding, looking hot and sweaty and …
“Toric, it’s not working. The only thing that works is—” 
“C’mon in,” Toric interrupted, moving aside just before Sylvie could topple toward him. He no doubt wanted to kiss Sylvie again, but he didn’t want to hang by a rope for it. 
The sight of Rafe instantly resurrected her from her grief. 
“I’ll let you two be,” Toric said, exiting the solar at once.
He sprint-walked down the hallway. Shit, shit, shit, that was close, he thought. If Rafe found out about his secret, he could kiss this sybaritic lifestyle goodbye.  
When he folded the silk designer’s clothes (a process that was more of a nervous tic than anything else), his hand slipped in the pocket. He felt something hard and cold. When he pulled the object out, he saw two silvers and a green piece of paper. Upon closer scrutiny, the silver pieces exceeded the dimensions of Oakenmere currency, and they featured an eccentric illustration of an unfamiliar person. The green paper bills echoed the oddity. He looked back at Rafe’s room. It was the eyes, he realized, that’s what was different. 

    
  In the bedchamber, Reid stared at Savannah—no, a divergent version of Savannah. This woman wore an attractive outfit: an undergarment of chemise, a lightweight silk kirtle, and an overgown of velvet silk. All of her features were more defined than Savannah's: her face, her breasts, the shape of her body. Her hair appeared lighter as well, almost white, and it hung down past her waist. 
“Sylvie?” he asked. 
She ran to him, jumped, and hugged him, her legs wrapping around his back and squeezing him like an anaconda. He spun her in circles without comprehending his actions.  
“Rafe, you're alive!” she said, plucking him on the cheek with kisses. 
Her warm kiss on his skin pleased him, and her rosy aroma left him intoxicated. 
“I’m alive,” he said, but a trapped man existed behind these delightful sensations, behind the flesh of his body, and deep within his gut, he was screaming silently for her to stop. 
Thousands of memories between Sylvie and the Real Silk Designer overwhelmed his brain, as if this woman’s touch unlocked them. He experienced their pleasurable sensation attached to the memory, as if it belonged to him.
Like so many other people, she asked him about his disappearance, and he didn’t have any answers. When silence crept between them, Reid saw a longing in her eyes, an urge to enjoy an ecstasy she thought she had lost. She attacked him in the manner of an animal, ripping his robe off, running her fingertips down his chest, and kissing him on the lips. 
The touch, her taste, the sensations—it made him forget everything. But even as her supple lips met his, control was still within reach. He tried to grab it, tried to do the right thing, tried to push her away, but he failed—not because he had fallen to lust or temptation, but because some sort of force had stolen his autonomy. No question about it. 
“You're everything and more,” he whispered in her ear. 
She showed him how much she loved him. The passion, the dirty words, the screams—the experience existed in a tier above what Savannah could provide. When their tryst came to a crossroads, they lay on the bed together, looking up at the brick ceiling, both sedated by the chemicals of post-coital haze. Reid began pondering the future and its challenges. 
“The Convergence Summit is coming up,” he mentioned. “I’ll be busy for the next few days.” 
“I can’t wait to observe what you come up with,” Sylvie said, giving him another kiss. “You always find ways to impress us.” 
The smile that he offered didn’t stop the trepidation within. The thoughts and memories of the Real Silk Designer were in his head, but did that mean he possessed the same skills as the Real Silk Designer?
They remained in bed, sharing intimacy until slumber beckoned. When the lights were off, Reid stayed up for hours, his mind a tireless engine. All of this was better than he deserved, and when he admired Sylvie, he figured he could get used to this life. God worked in mysterious ways, and no other reasoning could explain how he ended up here besides divine intervention. I guess you really do listen, don’t you? he thought, his eyes staring at the ceiling—no, not at the ceiling, but past it. 
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Chapter 7


H-trae. It was the first thought that came into his brain when he woke up. It seemed like ideas and concepts and notions popped into his head at random times, and he couldn’t identify the catalyst for them. 
The needle room had a towering square window that allowed the blue radiant orb to shine onto the wooden floor. He had to focus. Block out all distractions. Eliminate all worry and panic. The scent of cranberry candles saturated the room with relaxation. His operating area consisted of two colossal worktables covered in linen sheets. The silk shelves on the far wall held every material he needed.
A flagon of wine rested on the table in the right corner. The Real Silk Designer usually had one drink to loosen up before he began and one drink afterward to celebrate his designs, so Reid figured he’d do the same. When he strutted to the turntable and placed a track on it, orchestra music blasted his ears—the harmony the Real Silk Designer desired. Was Rafe alive, dead, captured, lost? Reid didn’t know, and Reid no longer cared. He had to perform. 
The materials were resting on the tables: pins, scissors, shears, thimble, seam ripper, tailor’s chalk, measuring tape, ruler, pattern paper, dress forms. 
While mentally preparing to create the outfits for the Land Leaders, he remembered the pleasant surprise that had arrived earlier this morning. He had put on his white doublet and tan breeches, kissed Sylvie goodbye, and left his bedchamber to begin work. At the door, a man had stopped him. Black hair, blue eyes, skinny frame—it was Roger Crane, his prick of a boss from Earth. He wore a brown tunic with faded trousers. 
“Good morning, Rorik,” he had said. 
Rorik’s lips curled with joy, revealing white teeth identical to Roger’s. “Greetings, Your Excellency. It is truly a blessing that you stand before me today. I am at your service for now and forever.” 
Reid grinned. Karma at its finest. All the times that Roger had bossed him around had popped into his mind. He prepared to have fun with their new relationship. 
“Rorik, grab all of my gear, including the Curvekeeper,” he ordered. 
“Yes, master,” Rorik responded obediently.  
“And remember that the Curvekeeper isn’t a toy that you can use to satisfy yourself. Go find a tavern girl out in the bailey for that. It’s festival week. They’re crawling all over the place.” 
Rorik blushed. They both knew that he had once used the Curvekeeper for sensual purposes. It was one of Rafe’s more unpleasant memories. 
“Thank you for the reminder, sir,” Rorik said, his face red. 
Reid said, “Off you go.” When his servant scuttled down the hallway, he yelled, “And fetch me a coffee while you’re at it! No cream or sugar!” 
“As you wish, Your Excellency!” 
When Rorik brought his brew and equipment to the needle room, devious scenarios had run through Reid’s mind. Rorik sat there, tarrying for approval, his hands clasped together, his eyes hopeful. The brew tasted fine, Reid supposed, but black coffee was hard to mess up. He wanted to break Rorik’s spirit, wanted to spit in the drink and dump it in the man’s face, but he realized insulting Rorik made him no better than Roger Crane. 
“Find your way to the taverns, Rorik,” he instructed. 
“Sir?” 
“You’re dismissed for the day. Go have some fun.” 
Rorik looked confused. “But who is going to put all the supplies away when you're done?” 
“I will.” 
Rorik shook his head in disapproval. “My master will never carry tools.” 
“Your master orders you to walk to the tavern and to shove your dome in the first pair of breasts you see. Just ensure it’s a wench. I don’t need your noggin chopped off at the Gallows.” It appeared as if Rorik thought this was some kind of test of his loyalty. It wasn’t. “Rorik, go now before I change my mind.” 
Rorik bowed and left.
The symphony filled the room—a clash of violins and flutes and percussion. He stared at the work table and wondered if this was the moment his house of cards would come crashing down. 
In the beginning, he felt like nothing more than the assembly worker that he used to be, and this made him feel like a poor loser. There were so many materials and countless variations of silk. Where did he start? He picked up the scissors with his hands. Snapped them together as if he were a kindergartner.
And then it happened. His arms worked by themselves, as if he had fallen under some sort of magical possession. Everything flowed akin to a calm stream through the woods. The chair he sat on—which comprised the perfect mixture of wool, feathers, and horsehair—offered him a comfort that gave him the confidence to sit on it all day. 
And that was what he did. For hours and hours, he crafted each of the Land Leaders’ outfits and tailored them to their specific preferences. Without understanding where the information came from, he inserted the body measurements of each Land Leader into the Curvekeeper’s operating system, and it changed shape. He would place the pattern pieces over the garment, construct the cuts, and then drape the attire over the Curvekeeper. Once he positioned the apparel correctly, he would pin them side by side in the appropriate places, check proportions, adjust seams, and mark changes with chalk. It was as flawless as riding a bike or brushing his teeth.
The type of silk depended upon the terrain that the Land Leaders governed. After adding special touches to each suit and dress, he sewed the Land Leaders’ sigils on the heart of each outfit. Emberland’s emblem encompassed an infernal crest; Sundrath’s represented a sun submerged in a dune; Cloudspire contained a cloud with a lightning bolt running through it; Winterthorn wore a white stag standing on the peak of an ice-capped escarpment; Icerend preferred an icicle tower with a frozen moon; and the last sigil he stitched on Peacelord Varn’s outfit incorporated a mountain with verdant trees growing on top of it. 
And when the culminating stitch concluded, he leaned back in his chair, took a deep breath, and gave a joyous smile. Nobody needed to inform him that his craft outdid his competitors; he already knew. He filled his tankard with some spirits and danced around the chamber to the melody of the symphony. The vibrant colors of the suits and dresses stared at him in the face as if he were looking at a garden of some of the most beautiful flowers this world offered. The aroma of perfection wafted through the air. 
The cold concoction of a celebratory vino crept down his throat. How could things top this? He had the girl, the respect, the notoriety. Sure, there were some elements that he couldn’t explain, but was he really going to let that stop him from living his best life? He did a graceful spin and figured not. And perhaps his circumstances didn’t need to be solved. Perhaps he simply needed to receive this gift from God with open arms. Why should he deny it? 
He crept to the large window and surveyed the bailey down below. Sylvie was galloping around the yard with Riding Master Logno standing by. He realized that nobody danced between fierceness and elegance quite like her, and the juxtaposition of traits proved to be attractive.  
After finishing the last of his sweet and sour tasting wine, his awareness centered around Rafe. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t brush over the bizarre nature of his arrival into this world, along with the disappearance of the Real Silk Designer. It seemed too convenient, too pre-planned. But was he expressing a lack of faith in the divine? Could this really be God’s gift? It had to be. If he had the same thoughts, memories, and skills as the Real Silk Designer, then didn’t that make him the Real Silk Designer? He realized it must be so. 
Before leaving the needle room, Reid saw Toric watching and waiting for Sylvie to finish her lesson. He figured the High Attendant planned to escort her to the Great Bark Keep entrance like the true gentleman he was. Having trustworthy friends who looked out for loved ones seemed invaluable in a realm of duplicitous behavior, and he thanked God that someone like Toric existed in his life. 
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Chapter 8


The yard was a large rectangular area of packed soil, trampled mud, straw, and sand, surrounded by a white wooden fence. When Sylvie rode her palfrey, there were no jarring maneuvers; each step was like a boat swaying on calm water. 
A gritty odor of leather oil, mire, dirt, sweat, and iron fomented in the air. Many boys stepped onto the yard as kids but departed as men, she reflected, but there were no warriors out today—not when she wanted to ride. 
Riding Master Logno guided her around the training area at a slow pace. He was an old soldier who had let himself go several seasons ago, his belly sagging over his broad leather belt, his long white hair sparse and fleeting. For the past two days, Master Logno had been very hands-on with his training methods. 
“Don’t worry, my lady. It’s for teaching purposes,” Master Logno had said. 
But Sylvie thought differently. Logno’s wife had died from a heart attack nearly twenty years ago, and she suspected he made up for his loneliness by spending most of his time at the tavern or out on the yard, instructing young girls and using the same touchy methods that he was practicing at the moment. Out of mercy, she decided that as long as Logno's hand stayed above the small of her back, she would permit it. Making a big deal about it could lead to Logno losing his position, and she didn’t want that. 
Everything was going well until she laid eyes on Toric, who watched her from the white fence near the Great Bark Keep. He wore a green tunic, brown breeches, and a calculated stare. When the sun lit up his visage and exposed discontented facial features, she already discerned why. 
“That will be all for today,” she said to Riding Master Logno. 
“Okay, allow me to help you down, darling.” 
He helped her down all right. 
“Same time tomorrow,” she said.  
“Yes, my lady,” Logno agreed. His grin revealed chipped and crooked teeth. 
They split apart—Logno heading to the alehouse, and Sylvie to Toric’s location. She had been dreading this conversation with the High Attendant for some time now, but she understood it had to happen before things spiraled out of control. Her feet sank into the muck with each step, and her dread grew as she got closer. Summitway Road was empty, but she heard merchants putting together the stalls for the festival. It smelled as if they were already using the roasting spit. Boar, it seemed. 
“Good afternoon, my lady,” Toric said. 
“Good afternoon, Sir High Attendant,” Sylvie said. She didn’t enjoy giving him the title, but Toric hadn’t given her a reason to forget her noble customs. Although the man had legions of faults, being dumb wasn’t one of them. 
“Allow me to walk you to your chamber,” Toric offered. 
Sylvie feigned an appreciation expression. “A man as busy as you should not be burdened with such a menial task.” 
“Nonsense, my lady. There is nothing menial about escorting a woman of great prowess,” Toric claimed, lifting out his arm and smiling, because he knew that she lacked the ability—under the code of Oakenmere customs—to say no. 
Sylvie reluctantly locked arms with him, and they moved along the front walls of the keep, which cast a large, dark shadow over them. The temperature dropped ten degrees, causing the sweat on her skin to chill her.
“It’s a busy period for Rafe,” Toric mentioned.
Sylvie said, “His duties come first.” 
“A hardworking nobleman.” 
“It’s why I love him,” she stated, hoping Toric sensed the warning in her words. 
They continued strolling forward. The front entrance to the Great Bark Keep was about a hundred feet yonder, and Sylvie couldn’t wait to return to her room. She hoped that Rafe was waiting for her.
“Love can be a confusing emotion from time to time. Isn’t it?” 
Sylvie shuddered and remained silent.
A dark, narrow alleyway revealed itself to her right, and before she recognized it, Toric pushed her into the passage and pinned her against the rock wall. Pain shot through her shoulder blade, and she froze in terror. The sound of infatuation echoed along the slim corridor, and when Sylvie turned her head, she saw Eddie, one of the stable boys, indulging with two wenches behind a dumpster. She once thought he was a respectable boy who avoided that stuff, but apparently not.  
“Get lost! Or I’ll tell Forgemaster Barrow what you're up to!” Toric yelled. “And not a word about this to anybody, or all three of you will hang in the Gallows!”
The girls shrieked. 
“We didn’t see nothing,” Eddie said, picking a girl up, running deeper into the tight corridor, and then taking a left out of sight, buck naked. The other wench, the uglier of the two, trailed after both of them, shrieking and giggling in fearful ecstasy.
Sylvie was afraid as well, but the ecstasy wasn’t there. “Toric, release me.”
The mental anguish flashed across Toric’s face. “Sylvie, my love. What are we going to do?” 
When she saw how weak Toric appeared, her fear faded away. She winced. A small part of her hoped Toric would understand that their dalliance stemmed from pain and grief and sorrow. Love was a confusing emotion, but what she had with Toric didn’t qualify—far from it. “Get your hands off me, Toric.”  
Although irritated, he listened. 
“A day ago you loved it when I put my hands on you,” he said. 
She wanted to slap him right then for speaking in such a manner, but she restrained herself and said, “Things are different now.” 
Torment crossed Toric’s features. In a pleading tone, he said, “We can run somewhere beyond the lands of the realm. We can disappear. We can put all of this behind us.” 
Sylvie shook her head. “Rafe is my only companion.” 
“You don’t mean that.” 
“I do.” 
“You adore me,” he said, trying to kiss her. 
This time, Sylvie recoiled and slapped him on the cheek. “There are tavern girls down the road, Toric. Amara looks similar to me. She would be more than pleased to bed with someone as honorable as the High Attendant.” 
Toric held the side of his face. His eyes stared at the ground in defeat. “But what about last night?” 
“It was a mistake,” she said.
Something flipped in Toric—a dark expression came over his face. “You wanted it.”
Sylvie slapped him again, harder this time. “Be careful, Toric. They hang men on the Gallows for less.” 
“You would never,” Toric argued, holding his jaw, clearly disgusted. 
Sylvie said, “Don’t give me a reason.” 
“So we're just supposed to move on? Pretend it never happened?” 
“Yes. It ends here. At this precise moment. Do you understand me?” 
Toric looked akin to a young boy again, his countenance pouty. “I’ll escort you to the keep.” 
“I’ll walk myself,” Sylvie said, turning in the yard’s direction. 
Before she vacated the alley, Toric said, “You won’t tell anybody, will you?” 
She turned over her shoulder and said, “No, but if you continue with this, then it’s a different story.” 
And then she was out of sight at once. 

    
  When Toric watched Sylvie leave him behind, he couldn’t recall a time when he had felt so worthless. He dragged his feet to the drinking hall. Only one option would fix this, but he was uncertain whether he had the strength, courage, or foolishness to do it. This is all my fault, he thought. If he could change the past, he would never have exited the bailey to rescue Rafe, but when he contemplated it, he didn’t even remember leaving through the postern gate in the first place. It was almost as if he had entered a dissociated fugue.
“Great day to you, Sir High Attendant.”
Toric flinched and then relaxed. It was Jacob, the plowboy. A bale of hay rested on his shoulder. 
“Get to work,” he ordered. 
“Yes, sir, have a superb day,” Jacob said, running off before Toric responded. 
Alone once again, he fell into his thoughts. He never believed in demonic forces, but he seriously wondered if something had possessed him when he had left the bailey and found Rafe. That ridiculous notion made him laugh, but as he moved down Summitway Road, he couldn’t recall a time when he had felt so spooked or paranoid.
His bedchamber sounded nice. Exhaustion affected one's mind with a wicked grace comparable to none, and perhaps that was why he had perceived Rafe’s eyes as a slightly different shade. What lack of sleep didn’t do (unless the insomnia proved to be extreme) was make physical objects appear out of thin air. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the strange currency that he had found in Rafe’s robe. How the hell did the money get there, and who put it there? His consciousness conjured every scenario (some of them very laughable), but in the end he concluded that the currency must have been from the Forbidden Island—a clue that the Forbidden Men left behind as a joke. He tucked the money away and walked to his bedchamber. If he wanted to be with Sylvie, something had to give; she could not cherish Rafe and him at the same time. 

    
  Sylvie was in her bedchamber, lying next to Rafe. The flames of the hearth flickered, the howls of wolves in the forest caromed off the stone walls, and the moonlight waltzed into the room. They were tucked behind the thick walls, safe from the intrusions of the outside world.  
When they had gotten into bed with each other, she had to make sure she showed him how much she cared for him. The exhilarating experience appeared to be mutual. Afterward, she felt his stomach move with each heavy breath and saw the post-coital twinkle in his eyes. 
She longed to come clean about her affair with Toric, but she knew it would only cause more trouble. Toric didn’t deserve to die for what he did, especially when she had allowed him to do it. 
“The clothing designs are finished,” Rafe mentioned. 
She placed her hand on his chest. “May I see them?” 
“At the Convergence Celebration,” Rafe said. “I want it to be a surprise.” 
“I can’t wait,” she said, kissing him on the lips. 
“I saw you on the horse. How did the lessons go?” 
“Okay, I guess,” she said. “But Master Logno’s belief in hands-on training is a bit odd.” 
Rafe chuckled. “He’s a proficient teacher. Taught me how to ride my first warhorse.” 
“He could slow down with all the staring.” 
“Do you want me to talk to him?” Rafe asked. 
“I suppose that staring at a woman isn’t a sin.” 
“I suppose not,” Rafe concluded. 
“But is hand touching?” she asked. 
“Is it instructional?”
“He says so.”
“It’s probably not something to be concerned about,” Rafe said playfully, “but if he hits on you, then we might have to settle our squabble in the yard.” 
“Are you sure about that? Logno is an expert with the sword,” Sylvie said sarcastically. Logno was indeed a talent, but well past his prime years. 
Rafe wrapped his large, muscular arm around her. “Have you ever wondered how crazy all of this is?” 
Sylvie turned to him and said, “Huh?” 
“It’s just that … What did a guy do to get so lucky?” 
“There’s no luck involved,” Sylvie claimed, planting a kiss on the cheek. “You worked hard to be where you are.” 
“Have I? Every now and then it feels as if I’ve been handed all of this.” 
“You are given what you earn.” 
He planted a smooch on her lips, grinned, and said, “It doesn’t matter what you say. There’s nothing I could ever do to deserve you.” 
She snuggled up to him, realizing that he always had a way of making her heart glow, but when silence fell between them, she sensed his inner world running wild with thoughts. There had been countless occasions when she wished she had the ability to crawl inside his head so that she could understand him better. 
“The Summit Reception is tomorrow,” Rafe said. 
“What an exciting stretch,” Sylvie said, feigning enthusiasm. She had never enjoyed the Summit Reception, but she understood how much it meant to Rafe.
He turned to her and said, “Sylvie—I don’t understand—never mind.” 
“What is it, my love?” 
“It’s nothing.” 
“Tell me.” 
Rafe struggled with himself. Finally, he said, “What if some day we wake up and this is all gone?” 
Sylvie stared at him and laughed. “That would never happen, Rafe.” 
“But what if it did?”
Sylvie’s playful smile dropped when she saw he was being serious. “If we have each other, nothing else matters.” 
That made Rafe glow. He stole a quick kiss and then fell asleep ten minutes later, but Sylvie stayed up, admiring her husband. She knew that pushing down the guilt might kill her, but telling him the truth would destroy their love. If she could travel to the past, she would correct her mistakes, but time travel was just a fairytale that people told their children before bedtime. From this day forward, she would make sure that Reid never questioned her loyalty. 
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Chapter 9


Reid saw the rampart twenty feet away and picked up his pace, the moist air and thick clouds making it feel as if he were deep in the forest. A storm was gathering its strength like a crossbow, waiting to deliver its quiver of rain. Dust kicked up on his brown turn-shoes as he walked, and the aroma of roasted boar and chicken pervaded his nostrils. The spits were really cooking now. 
His mind sought asylum from the cold weather and drifted to the events of last night. Sylvie understood him and loved him for who he was—not for his accomplishments. It put a pep in his step.
With all the hard work checked off, he had a couple of hours to enjoy himself. This morning, he had Rorik take the Land Leader’s dresses and suits to the presser so that the outfits wouldn’t crease or fold. He delivered specific instructions about the perfume that should be applied to each design. The Land Leaders were very particular about the fragrance they gave off, and if he messed that up, it would completely ruin everything. 
“And when you're done with that, grab yourself a pint at the tavern and enjoy the rest of the day.” 
Rorik bowed and said, “Yes, sir. My luck has been running high with the harlots.” 
Reid had almost laughed. Everyone knew that luck didn’t matter when it came to pub girls. You were good for the coin or not, but he let Rorik live in his own delusions. 
The wall-walk stairs harbored similarity to the ashlar blocks of a pyramid, and he huffed and puffed the entire journey. Now that he had taken care of all the menial tasks, he figured he’d pay the bastards a visit. Commander Zarn had told him that Wymond, Jorund, and Roderick were currently on shift, and when he crested the stairs, sure enough, he spotted the trio of destruction. 
Wymond was launching a small rock over the parapet and into the abyss. The boy had lengthy black ringlets and one of the most average frames that a human could have. In many aspects, the bastard reminded Reid of himself—a kid with massive potential somewhere inside him; all he needed was someone or something to bring it out. 
“You know we have trebuchets for that, right?” Reid asked. His body shivered. It was at least ten degrees colder up here.  
The three bastards snapped their heads to him, and their faces beamed with joy. 
“Well, well, well… you're turning into more of a fop with each day that passes,” Wymond japed, examining Reid's clean white doublet and breeches. His thin lips curled into a wicked smile that revealed his dimples. 
“Better than a transvestite,” Jorund mentioned. 
“Finally decided to look at a dictionary for once in your life?” Reid asked Jorund in a lighthearted manner. He slipped their jests like incoming jabs. They were more boys than men, and could he blame them? With no wars and no threats, minor games such as these were the only way to prove themselves. 
A pile of ten stones sat next to the bastards, neatly stacked in two rows of five. Jorund picked up a rock and tossed it between hands, as if he was computing flight calculations that were far above his intelligence level. His ginger locks fell recklessly down to his forehead, and from this distance, his freckles looked akin to pockmarked flesh. 
“We're playing Closest to the Can,” Jorund mentioned, flipping the stone in the air. 
“What’s on the line?” Reid asked.  
“The only thing that matters,” Jorund stated. “Beer.” 
Reid walked closer to the parapet to see. Down below, the peasants congregated around the fire barrels as if they were cavemen. One barrel remained untended by villagers, and Reid had a good idea why. Hundreds of rocks lay around it. 
“How long have you fellas been playing?” Reid inquired. 
“Since the start of our shift,” Wymond said. 
Off in the distance, Reid acknowledged the large petals of the prodigious plants that stood comparable to towers. The air emitted an aroma somewhere between campfire smoke and body odor. 
When Jorund launched the stone, it flew past the drawbridge, over the moat, and struck the can. A high-pitched scream sounded off as if Hercules had thumped a gong. 
“It seems I have won,” Jorund announced. 
Reid thought back to all the times he had played Closest to the Can during his time in the Greenwood Guard. 
“Give me a throw,” he demanded. 
Roderick, a small boy who also had ginger hair, tossed him a stone. It was dense and cold in his palm. Reid warmed up his extremities, swinging his throwing arm around like a wind turbine. He had never been a talented baseball player in his past life, but now things were different. 
“Commander Zarn said you could throw a grenade further than a trebuchet,” Wymond noted. 
“We’ll see,” Reid responded, accepting the challenge.
The rock soared through the air with a whistle and landed in the center of the fire barrel. The three bastards were impressed. 
“I expect a tankard of beer by the end of the night—from the cellar,” Reid declared. 
“The cellar?” Wymond asked. “How the hell are we supposed to get down there?” 
“You're a bastard. Your greatest asset is getting into restricted zones.”  
“The cellar is locked,” Jorund stated, as if Reid didn’t know that. 
Reid rubbed his temples and muttered, “Unlock it then.” 
Before he left, he heard a loud groan coming from the forest, which was an unforgettable reminder of the dangers that lurked in areas that could not be seen.
On his trip to the keep, he saw the festival preparations were in full swing—jugglers, acrobats, fire breathers, singers, and gamblers were busy with their mock performances. The sweet scent of meat pies, stews, fruit tarts, and honey cakes invaded his nostrils. The list field had competitions such as archery contests, jousting, wrestling, and more. Reid wondered how many peasants were going to be carried out on stretchers tomorrow.
The Summit Reception commenced three hours later. Reid had spent some quality time with Sylvie in his room before they went down to the front entrance of the Great Bark Keep. All the noblemen and women were present, dressed in fancy doublets and gowns of different shades of green and brown, the colors of Oakenmere. They were draped in the Oakenmere cologne, the air heavy with the perfume of bark and grass and flowers.
The procession of noblemen and women lingered on the marble gate steps near the entrance, organized in a V formation, waiting to receive the Land Leaders. The rigid procedure of this event prompted Reid to think of a Catholic wedding where everyone had sticks up their asses. He longed for some Blacktooth Ale. 
The sight of Toric offered him some relief. The High Attendant showcased a pearly doublet similar to Reid’s, but he had green trim instead of gold. It dawned on him that he hadn’t seen the High Attendant since yesterday. 
“What’ve you been up to?” he whispered to Toric. 
Toric presented a friendly grin. “Just making sure that things turn out as they should.”
Reid patted him on the shoulder and said, “Without men like you, none of this works. Want to get a beer after this?” 
“I can’t.” 
Peacelord Varn wanted everyone to be in their positions, so Reid went to the apex of the fore-stairs and stood right next to Peacelord Varn himself. The Land Leader of Oakenmere sported a green silk mantle studded with diamonds, a very comfortable look for a comfortable man. Sylvie loomed on the other side of him, dressed in an alabaster gown decorated with sequins. 
He examined the bailey and saw the courtyard circle had a nicely paved road. Within the rondel stood a statue of Peacelord Varn’s ancestor, the first man to establish tranquility throughout the realm by pure violence. Across the expanse, Reid saw that the blue plasma field had fallen. Let’s see how the Peace Pact holds up this year now that the Shield of Protection is down, he thought. 
The cavalcade of transportation approached in diverse fashion: the Frost King of Winterthorn pulled up in a Snow Centennial, and High Sentinel Varra Keith of Icerend arrived in a series of Blizzard Hawks. The white helicopters were sleek and cut across the sky with tenacity.
The most threatening methods of travel were from Sundrath and Emberlands. King Thandor Velmar of Sundrath floated through the air in a bus that looked similar to the one from Fortnite. It was armed with a panoply of heavy machine guns, such as the Scale Binder Z1, Seabolt Turrets, and Sunfang Bolts. Lady Erina Vauylen of the Emberlands showed up in a jet-black supercar with tinted windows, and when she stepped out of the vehicle, sharp and dangerous eyes stared at him like piercing blades.   
A round of applause greeted the Land Leaders, but Reid recognized that the elites weren’t as warm to the introductions. Each leader had an assortment of bodyguards that huddled around them. Looks like they have a lot of faith and confidence in the Peace Pact, Reid thought sarcastically. 
Reid came second only to Peacelord Varn for greetings. He knew the Land Leaders possessed different customs, and greeting them in the proper manner remained crucial for the success of the Summit Reception. The Icerend Land Leader flaunted a snowy-colored gown that had shiny icicles hanging all over her slim physique. Her eyes glowed light blue, and her twin braids and complexion were pale white. Reid knew she was a young woman in the incipient stages of her leadership, but from what he heard, she’d demonstrated excellent competence so far. 
“It is my honor, High Sentinel, Varra Keith,” he remarked, bowing his head and kissing both knuckles. Her skin seemed cold, as if the glacial freeze of her land existed within her veins. He then kissed both cheeks. It was unacceptable and disrespectful to do anything less. 
“The honor is mine, Rafe,” Varra Keith said. “I hope you remembered the alterations to my gown?” 
“How could I forget?” he asked, remembering a conversation they had a year ago. 
“Very well.” She provided a petite smile and headed into the keep. 
The Cloudspire leader had gray tresses with a silver tiara. Her skin was brown, and she wore a gray, fluffy frock that seemed as if it had veritable clouds attached to it. She smelled similar to the damp air before a storm, and Reid felt comfortable in her presence, as if he was greeting a cousin—or even a sister. 
“Queen of Accord, Syria Temmis. May the sky remain pure,” he stated, kissing her left hand and not her right. Her touch bore softness. 
“And the ground remains prosperous,” Syria Temmis responded in her plush yet powerful voice. 
The introduction with the Winterthorn leader was cordial as always. The Frost King wore a standard white suit and spoke in a more casual manner, as if these customs and procedures were a joke. In a different world, Reid thought this would be a man he’d have a beer with at the bar. 
The Sundrath and Emberland introductions had a little more spice to them. Reid knew Lady Erina Vauylen punished her dissidents by pushing them off the floating platform that hovered over a land of volcanoes. King Thandor Velmar of Sundrath may have been worse. He would have his Sun Warriors hook the heretics onto the backs of Dunetalons and drag them through the desert until they died of heat exhaustion. 
Lady Erina Vauylen displayed an all-black dress as if she were attending a funeral. Her brown complexion shone as if it had been doused in oil, and her eyes carried a warning in them. Reid understood that the Realm of Emberlands despised all forms of physical contact, so he stayed rooted to his spot and said, “Lady Erina Vauylen.” 
“Rafe,” she answered back. 
He detected the snobby tone, but it didn’t offend him. As Silk Designer, his job demanded that he ensured all six Land Leaders renewed their vows to the Peace Pact, so he feigned a satisfied smile and guided her to the keep. 
When King Thandor Velmar approached him, they shook each other's hands. The Sundrath leader gripped tightly and controlled the shake, his red eyes staring at Reid like lasers. With his long black mane and orange suit, he came across as a drugged-out singer of a rock band rather than a leader of a realm. 
“Oakenmere is blessed to have our fire brother with us,” Reid announced. 
King Thandor Velmar gave a cruel grin. His teeth were as sharp as a shark’s. “Get lost in the woods?” 
Knowing King Velmar, Reid remained silent. 
King Thandor said, “I thought you were an enlisted man in the Greenwood Guard, not an officer. Oh well—luckily someone found you. How else would we have this glorious event?” 
Reid sensed King Thandor Velmar’s sarcasm, but he pasted a pleasant expression on his face and escorted him into the Great Bark Keep as if they were best friends.

    
  Toric watched Rafe leave. The guy made clothes, and people treated him as if he were Peacelord Varn. Ridiculous. He spat on the marble floor and gritted his teeth. 
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Chapter 10


The cellar had barrels of wine and beer stacked on stillages against the substructure wall, which had pipes running up to the vaulted ceiling as if they were vines. The overhang looked similar to the steel framework of a complex aircraft, and the LED lights made Reid feel like a movie star in a Hollywood studio staged to look like an undercrypt. 
As he sat on a wooden box, he recalled the supposed glory of the Summit Reception. He had caught side glances of men who wished they could be him, and women who wished they could bed him. The urge to indulge in lustful temptation with the mistresses was strong, but Sylvie had proved to be more than enough about an hour ago. 
“Running out of clean clothes?” Wymond asked. 
Although this was the occasion to let loose, he still wore his white doublet from earlier. After he and Sylvie had spent quality time together, he didn’t intend to go through the decision-making process of what to wear. Some would call it lazy, but Reid would call it efficient. 
“After I spoil this set, I’ll give it to you. Might be a pleasant change from your OCPs. Say, have you washed those things in the last year?” Reid asked. 
Wymond broke into a grin. “There’s the bastard in you talking. Thought you killed that guy. How was the reception?” 
“Fine. Same old, same old.” 
Reid suspected the Land Leaders were getting situated in the Great Bark Keep with the stewards and servants’ assistance. If he were lucky, he wouldn’t have to cross paths with any of them until the Sight of Summit. 
“Seems like there is enough brewage for all of H-Trae,” Reid noted, examining the three levels of barrels. 
Wymond shook his noggin. “Could you imagine what would happen if we supplied all the peasants with beer?” 
“Mutiny,” Jorund said, draining his tankard and filling it up again. 
Reid’s feet splashed in the puddles that formed from the small leaking pipe in the cellar’s elbow. The dampness provided the atmosphere with an earthy, mineral-heavy fragrance, which provided the perfect environment for lichen to grow on the stones. 
“So how has the Greenwood Guard been treating you guys?” Reid asked, remembering his heyday as if he were a gray-haired townie recounting high school football accomplishments. 
“It’s hell,” Wymond grumbled. “They got us waking up at five in the morning and running all over the bailey. The shifts suck too. Ten hours long.” 
“Keeps you busy,” Reid said. “A little discipline for you fellas isn’t a bad thing.”
“It ain’t a good thing either,” Jorund noted, leaning against a barrel of spirits and topping his drinking mug. “I mean, c’mon, it’s only a matter of time before a jolly fellow wants a wench and malt.” 
“Well, let this be the start of the reprieve from your duties,” Reid said, lifting his tankard to the sky.  
“Hardly,” Wymond challenged. “They’re forcing me to work during the Convergence Celebration.” 
“And me on the Sight of Summit,” Roderick said. 
“At least you guys will experience the Convergence Festival,” Jorund said. “I’ll be sweating my balls off in the barbican.” 
“And you’ll be shivering your balls off when night rolls by,” Roderick added. 
Reid laughed. “You sound like children.” 
“Don’t tell me you were happy about being dragged around,” Jorund said.
“I suppose not,” Reid admitted. “Commander Zarn finally split you fellows up? I would’ve judged that he’d do that after your first shift together.” 
“He calls us his bulldogs,” Wymond said. “Makes sense. He treats us as if we were dogs on a leash.” 
Reid deliberated for a moment, then said, “No extortion mission for you guys?” 
“Youngest guy is twenty-seven years old,” Wymond stated. 
“I figured Varn would give it to the senior members. It’s dangerous work. Any updates?” Reid asked. 
“Not that I’m aware of,” Wymond said. 
“It’s gotta be those juveniles from the Forbidden Island,” Jorund mentioned. “They’re always creeping around where they shouldn’t be.” 
Reid remained quiet. 
“Want to hit the taverns with us after the Convergence Festival?” Wymond asked with a sardonic twist of his lips. 
Reid laughed. “You know I can’t do that.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because I have a wife and responsibilities and a reputation to uphold.” 
“God, you sound ancient,” Wymond griped. 
“With age comes a bit of maturity.” 
Jorund threw his hands in the air as if someone had blamed him for stealing food from the Great Hall. “We get it. You’re the silk designer—too cool to hang with a bunch of bastards.” 
“If that were true, I wouldn’t be with you kindred spirits right now—would I?” 
Jorund’s lips twisted with amusement, and he lifted his drink up. “Cheers to that. Once a bastard, always a bastard.” 
Damn straight, he thought. When they all clanked their tankards and took healthy sips, the cold liquid slid down Reid’s throat like molasses, and it gave him a brain freeze that would put a chocolate shake to shame. After making a recovery, he realized that his leather shoes were now soaked from the puddles, and worse yet, the dripping sound of the broken pipe wouldn’t stop; it was driving him crazy.
“Is somebody going to fix that?” Reid asked, checking the junction.
Wymond moved his head from side to side. “Eddie’s sick.”
Jorund seemed distant. He butted into the conversation with, “Wymond, Rod—I was thinking we do a tavern crawl. Start at the beginning of Summitway Road and go all the way to the end. The final man standing wins. How does that sound?” 
“Like a fantastic opportunity,” Wymond said. “What’s the punishment for the losers?” 
“Never thought about that,” Jorund said, dropping his stare to think. His face lit up, and he snapped his fingers. “Losers have to take down Bella the Beluga Whale.” 
Wymond’s gaze looked disgusted and intrigued at the same time. “I suppose it won’t be too bad if we're hammered. You’ve got a deal. What about you, Rod? Are you in for some beluga action?” 
“Absolutely not, but something tells me I don’t have a choice.” 
“You don’t.” 
Reid couldn’t let them carry on in this manner. “What you fellas need is a solid girl in your lives—somebody who will keep you centered.” 
“Yeah, right,” Jorund said. “I’m not trying to hang in the Gallows.” 
“Nonsense,” Reid said, dismissing the statement with a swipe of the hand. 
“You think so? How about we ask our awesome pal Fenris about that?” Wymond said, turning toward the long, dark corridor. He cupped his fingers so that his voice caromed off the stone walls. “Hey Fenris, how are you doing back there?” 
Reid understood the dungeon existed beyond the crook of the passage. 
A poor dude started sobbing. “She’s a liar. I didn’t do it! Please let me out!” 
“No, you're a liar!” Wymond yelled. “No alibi! No eyewitnesses! You’re guilty!” 
Fenris continued to sob, and he begged for someone to rescue him. 
“Should’ve stuck to the wenches like the rest of us!” Wymond yelled. 
“She loved me,” Fenris said through the sobs. “She said she loved me.” 
Wymond abstained from his response. He turned toward Reid with a sly smirk and said, “Point proven.” 
Reid stayed silent. Sipped his Blacktooth Ale. 
Roderick said, “The dullard should’ve asked her to marry him first. Then the harlot couldn’t do anything about it.” 
Wymond waggled his head in disagreement. “Have you seen Fenris? His face looks like a wagon rolled over it. She would’ve said no.” 
“Fellas—if you treat a girl with respect, you’ll never be in Fenris’s position,” Reid said, making one more attempt. 
“Easy for you to say,” Jorund shot back. “For all we know, Fenris could be telling the truth. You can’t trust a noblewoman these days … but you can always have faith in a wench. They embrace who they are.” 
“And they’re safe,” Wymond added.
“I’m not so certain about that,” Roderick said. “Bruiser got a nasty infection from one of those broadside wenches last week. They almost had to chop his pecker off.” 
“Better his pecker than his skull, and it serves him right. That knucklehead will stick it in anything that walks,” Jorund said.
“Accept a decent woman,” Wymond emphasized. 
Jorund said, “At least he’s smart on that front. Probably earned a stretch off from work too.” 
Reid’s head swayed from side to side in revulsion. “You boys are hopeless.”
A second cry came from the dungeon—the shout of a poor soul whose wits had sailed away. It was long and painful and raspy. “Get me out of here! I can’t take it anymore!” 
“Shut up, Dale!” Wymond bellowed. “Maybe you should’ve thought about the consequences before taking another citizen’s life!” 
The madman failed to hear him. He kept on moaning and groaning and screaming as if he were a ten-year-old boy with a fever. The bastards and Reid tried to enjoy a conversation, but Dale’s petulant behavior made it impossible. 
Wymond pulled out a large ring of keys. “Let’s get out of here.” 
Reid supplied a proud smile. “Supply Master Dunn handed you the entire set?” 
“It’s easy to acquire things when you mention the silk designer’s name.” 
Reid understood that Wymond was pumping him full of shit. Supply Master Dunn had served in the Greenwood Guard with Wymond’s father, Torvald. When Torvald died, Supply Master Dunn became a second father. In other words, Wymond receiving the keys from Supply Master Dunn was similar to a rich father giving the car fob of his Lamborghini to his son for prom night. 
“A new shipment of firearms arrived at the postern gate. Would you like to have a peek?” Wymond asked. 
Did he want to inspect the newest methods of destruction? Of course he did, but he kept his exterior calm when he said, “It would be practical for the silk designer to examine the weaponry defending our walls.” 
Wymond grinned in a way that signaled disbelief. “You’re so pretentious sometimes.” 
“Pretentious … that’s a big word. Are the instructors running vernacular studies now instead of teaching you how to become a man?” Reid asked.
“Hilarious,” Wymond said. “Fill up your tankards and let’s roll.” 
They did. While departing, the lunatic from the cell persisted with his plea for help, but Reid accepted that nobody was coming to save him—and maybe it was time for the prisoner to do the same.  
Halfway up the spiral staircase, they passed Toric, who meticulously scanned a parchment as he walked. It appeared that he hadn’t stopped working since the Summit Reception. Reid's cheeks grew red when he examined the tank of ale in his palm; noblemen like himself weren’t supposed to hang out with guardsmen of such low rank. Then again, he had already taken care of all of his duties, so what else was there to do besides have a little fun?
“Rafe,” Toric said, shocked to see him at this late hour. He inspected the tankard and said, “Excuse me, I have business in the apothecary.” 
“Take a break, Toric … the Sight of Summit isn’t until tomorrow night,” Reid said. 
“You know how Peacelord Varn is.” 
Reid did. He expressed a perfunctory nod. “Rain check on the morrow then. The Convergence Festival. The peasants will rejoice at our arrival.”
“I agree,” Toric said. “Now, please excuse me.” 
“Of course,” Reid said, stepping to the side. 
They both went their separate ways: Toric down the corkscrew staircase, Reid and the bastards up it. 

    
  After a couple of steps, Toric turned around and glanced at the back of the silk designer’s head. No lies were told: he was going to the apothecary to grab the Lunashade for the Sight of Summit just like he had said, but he might have forgotten to mention the part about grabbing the Twilight Drop.
It was the last resort. 

    
  The armory was a rotunda in the center of the fourth floor of the Great Bark Keep, protected by two guards who were as tall as the twin towers. When they saw Reid, they moved out of his way. 
The place smelled of gun lubricant and cleaning supplies. Aisles of metal lockers and wooden benches saturated the middle of the room, and the gun rack that ran along the bottom half of the ironhold was filled with pistols, rifles, crew-served machine guns, and snipers. Reid knew that no one had used these tools of war in ages.
Once they reached the posterior corner, Reid saw the firepower of Oakenmere in all its glory—axes, swords, spears, hammers, and other war gear. Despite being decorations, he identified that the weapons hanging on the armament wall were sharp enough to kill, but the real action sat on the rack below. Wymond started pulling firearms off it: the Widow’s Curse, the Blood Psalm, the Jester’s Grin. These were all base model heavy machine guns that were comparable to the ones on Earth—standard 7.62 ammunition and heavy as hell. 
“Now let’s get to the worthwhile stuff,” Wymond said, moving along the rack. He pulled out the Scale Binder Z1. It was an automatic cannon with a crimson-red exterior—something Reid would have seen in a sci-fi video game on his Xbox. 
“Shoots purple gamma rays and reduces anything down to the size of an ant,” Wymond mentioned. 
Reid took the instrument of war and nearly dropped it on the ground. It was at least forty pounds. Wymond pulled one weapon after another off the rack and let Reid hold them in his hands. The bastard described the sheer power of the Sunfang bolt's red laser beams and the Seabolt Turret's vermiform heat waves, which possessed enough power to melt your skin.
But when Reid felt dizzy, he realized he had underestimated the Blacktooth Ale, which was far more potent than any high-proof alcohol from Earth. He fell, but all three bastards steadied him.
“What time is it?” he asked, his voice slurred. 
“About eight,” Wymond answered. 
“Escort me to my room.” 
The bastards had no objections to that. As they carried Reid out, his line of sight fell upon the master key that sat in a glass box mounted on the vault wall. Temptation flooded his veins. Even drunk, Reid remembered the key opened every single door in the Great Bark Keep, but he knew he should only use it during emergencies. The bastards dragged him out before he had the prospect to act. 
They emerged at his bedchamber five minutes later. Reid was leaning all of his weight on the bastards as if he was a wounded soldier in battle, and he felt as if someone had injected a local anesthetic into his jaw. Sylvie stood at the door to receive him, dressed in what appeared to be a long linen underdress, but his eyesight was blurring, so who knew? Moments later, he lay on his soft mattress without realizing how he had landed there, and he felt as light as a pigeon drifting with the wind. 
She took care of him all night. A puke bucket sat near the bed, and a cool towel rested on his forehead. The water globules crept down his cheek and into his mouth like raindrops sliding down a glass window. It tasted salty. She stroked the side of his sweaty hair and sang to him in a soft, angelic voice that calmed his nerves. The girl of my dreams, he thought to himself. He grabbed at Sylvie’s breast, as if making a drunken claim that she belonged solely to him. She giggled and nuzzled his hand away. 
“Not tonight, my love. Get some sleep.”
He presented a lecherous grin, and then let repose hit him. 
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Chapter 11


Reid parried Toric’s attack and countered with a midsection blow that brought Toric to his knees. They had been going at it for ten minutes, dressed in padded jackets, light helmets, and padded gloves. The equipment reeked of the hundreds of peasants who had worn it before him. He ignored his disgust in an effort to appear as an average guy—someone with whom the commoners could relate. 
They cheered Reid on and celebrated his victory, shouting from behind the wooden rails as if they were watching some sort of blood-battered barbaric event. Sweat drenched his green tunic, and the dirt had soiled the bottom half of his tan breeches. Toric lay down in defeat, mud smeared all over his surcoat, his helmet on the ground next to him, his black hair a sweaty mess. When Reid made a bid to help Toric up, the High Attendant pushed his hand away, got to his feet himself, and dusted himself off. 
“Let’s go try archery,” Toric demanded. 
“Sure,” he said. 
Toric had challenged him at sword fencing. Just like Toric had challenged him to wrestling, tug of war, stone throwing, hammer toss, and the foot and horse races. Reid saw nothing wrong with a little bit of competition, but he detected that Toric was growing more frustrated with each loss.
He walked along Summitway Road with Sylvie on his hip. She wore a silk green gown with a bodice underneath, similar to the rest of the women at the festival, but nobody wore it as well as she did. Reid refrained from looking too deeply into the circumstance, but she appeared to be uncomfortable with all the competition. He knew that if it were up to her, she’d be in the scriptorium reading a book. 
The villagers swarmed around him, praising him, trying to touch him. Some perverts strove to grab Sylvie, but the Greenwood Guards took care of them. Commander Zarn had provided a five-man detail of the strongest and biggest men that the Greenwood Guard offered. A protective shield surrounded Reid, but he still shook as many hands as possible, no matter the potential diseases of the peasants. 
“They adore you,” Toric said. 
But Reid was too busy with all the attention to address Toric. 
The amount of entertainment at the festival was staggering. Jugglers flipped six knives into the sky as easily as an investor reading the newspaper during the 80s. Fire breathers shot fiery blazes through the atmosphere like dragons, and actors took part in mummers’ plays. Reid’s senses flourished—the feel of the heat against his flesh, the aroma of boars and meat pies and sweet pastries, the sight of hundreds of people enjoying themselves, the sounds of jollification. Japes. Giggles. Laughter. Love. 
But his joy vanished when his mind drifted to last night’s dream. He had found himself in a shadowy cave. There had been a red plasma strip that ran around the entire rock wall, akin to the light of a lava lamp. Deep in the rock shelter, he glimpsed a trio of ample silver tanks. Although they were objects, they seemed to call his name. And then he had woken up, sweating and breathing as if post-marathon. When Sylvie asked what bothered him earlier in the morning, he brushed it off and got ready for the day. 
Being surrounded by such a glorious event eased his mind. The archery range consisted of a dusty and grassy field surrounded by wooden posts. Reid caught the stench of manure from the stables on the other side of the archery grounds. A market porter had set up a couple of archery targets that were made of lumber boards and had red rings. For a short-term function, Reid thought the quality was above sufficient. To the right, judges and squires sat under a triad of open tents. 
As they equipped themselves with bows, he decided he would let Toric win the competition, but that notion changed when he drew the arrow to his ear. A virtuous human would’ve allowed Toric to prosper, but the dark aspect of ambition within him had woken up like a savage beast. During all three rounds, he scored six bullseyes—the perfect score. His precision left the townsfolk speechless.
After the event, when they stepped onto the pavement of Summitway Road, Reid wanted to change the tone: “How about some food?”
“I’m heading to the taverns,” Toric said. 
“Sylvie and I will join you.” 
Toric shook his head. “It’s fine. Grab some shade in the Great Bark Keep.” 
He took the hint and said, “Catch you later tonight.” 
Toric gave a forced smile, shot Sylvie a hard glance, and then walked away as if his ass hurt from the beating he had received. Had Reid been paying closer attention, he would’ve realized the foreign exchange between Sylvie and Toric, but his mind was still on cloud nine, and a group of villagers shouting his name didn’t help that. If somebody would’ve told him that his world was about to be shaken up later that night, he would’ve called that person a liar. 
On the way to the Great Bark Keep, peasants swarmed them until they reached the main gate. When Reid had been on Earth, he remembered seeing celebrities getting pissed off when fans ran up to them on the street. He thought that was bogus. What did these famous actors and sportsmen expect? To Reid, attention came with the job. With that being said, he grew thankful when the Greenwood Guards played the bad guys, pushing the countryfolk down Summitway Road.
The day passed by in the same manner as a lazy Sunday afternoon. Unlike Reid and Sylvie, the Land Leaders avoided the Convergence Festival. They were infatuated with the top rung of the ladder of life and had no plans of falling off. And why should they leave? The Great Bark Keep provided plenty of food and wine; the stone walls blocked the raging blue sun; and the male leaders could have the best wenches in all the land brought straight to their rooms.
Later that night, they all joined in the chapel, everyone dressed in robes that matched the color of their realms. Sylvie, Reid, and Toric put on green garb; Peacelord Varn wore a brown robe; and the other Land Leaders wore orange, blue, black, white, and gray.
Nobody spoke. The chapel was dim, and the fragrance of baby oil and cranberries calmed Reid's nerves. Faint lanterns hung from the wooden beams of the arched ceiling, and hundreds of candles were laid upon the oak wood benches. The environment, the scents, and the robes—it seemed like he was entering a demonic ritual where men offered blood to their satanic leader for glory. 
Nonsense, he thought. The Sight of Summit signified the renewal of vows to the Peace Pact. Reid joined the rest of the Land Leaders at the front of the chapel, lowering himself onto the red cushion. It was soft and supportive. Everyone stayed silent. Everyone stared ahead. Peacelord Varn was standing at the altar with a chalice in his grip. The authoritative energy was bursting from the Oakenmere leader. 
“Allow the Sight of Summit to commence,” Peacelord Varn said, walking down the steps. “Remember the bonds that have allowed us to prosper. Find peace and forget war.” He emptied the contents of the chalice into the mouths of the Land Leaders as if he were a priest offering communion. “Rid yourselves of all that is evil,” he commanded with each pour. 
When Reid’s turn emerged, Peacelord Varn carried a comforting expression, said the chant, and poured the liquid into his mouth. It was cold, thick, and tasted similar to blackberries. As he flushed the juice down his palate, it stopped at the back of his throat as if it had frozen solid. 
He gagged on it. That wasn’t normal. He cried for help, but nobody heard him. His mouth salivated. Tears dripped from his eyes. His body vibrated. The room danced in and out. A glittering halo bent through the ether. The oak wood benches expanded into tall glass towers. He couldn’t escape. Stuck. 
A red essence shot from the head of Peacelord Varn and connected to Syria Temmis. Reid sensed an intimate warmth between them, as if he was holding a hot cup of coffee on a cold evening. Then his eyes snapped to his left, and he noticed Sylvie was curled up in a ball as if she were sleeping. Toric lay next to her. Two souls as white as a sheet of paper floated above them: Toric’s life force was trying to grab Sylvie’s, but she fled away like a victim running from a psychopath. 
His noggin moved as if somebody grabbed it with their hands. A burned demon child hovered above King Velmar, its wings as black as sin. Burning tapers were in its palms as it flew above the other Land Leaders, grabbing at their clothing and lighting them on fire. The baby’s giggle seemed as if it were coming from a full-grown minotaur.  
The flames swallowed the chapel. Sweat flowed from his pores. He attempted to flee, but he couldn't move his body. The monumental towers melted like wax, dripping onto his skin and scorching him. Death sang his name. They were all going to die. It felt as if time had stopped and trapped him in this eternal ablaze.
But the chapel reverted to its original design, as if some random guy on his couch had pressed rewind on a TV remote. The towering benches morphed to their base shape, and it appeared as if the flames of the candles were being sucked inward by the candlewick. The land leaders conversed as if it were just another day.  
Reid stood up and wobbled a bit. The burden of his enlightenment (or crazy hallucination with no meaning) followed him to his bedchamber, as if a grim gremlin of agitation fought to break free from the jail of his subconscious mind. When he glanced at Sylvie, a stratum of false perceptions had fallen, and he recognized an aberration in her appearance: she displayed hints of a woman at war with herself. How long had she felt this way? 
They stepped into the bedchamber. The fire burned in the hearth, and the timber made a crisp crackling sound. The stars of the night sky shone through the window and painted the cobblestone floor light blue. He lay in bed in his linen nightshirt, still feeling the lingering effects of the Lunashade. He rolled over on his side, away from Sylvie. She must’ve sensed his discomfort. 
“Are you okay, my love?” she asked, placing her hand on his shoulder. 
“I’m fine.” 
She started massaging his muscles. “Tell me, my love.” 
He turned to her and said, “I saw some things.” 
“We all saw things,” she said, stroking his hair. “The Sight of Summit helps us see.” 
“No, I witnessed stuff I wasn’t supposed to,” he corrected. 
Sylvie looked confused. “Rafe, I don’t understand.” 
He snatched her hands, took a deep breath, and grumbled, “Me neither.” 
“Is everything okay? I can track down Brew-Mender Brandon to mix you a—” 
“Let Brandon be,” he said. 
“Well, what is it then?” 
“I glimpsed something between you and Toric,” he mumbled. Why did he feel the need to disclose a strange vision that he spotted in a stupid hallucination? “Never mind,” he said. But then he noticed Sylvie’s face was white. “What’s the matter?” he inquired. 
“Rafe, I’m sorry,” she apologized, nearly in tears. 
“What’s going on?” he asked, his heart thumping against his chest. 
“When you were gone ….” She broke off into sobs. 
“Sylvie,” he said.
“He pressured me. I don’t know what happened. I hated myself for it!” 
His first reaction was to fall into anger. To cast blame. To ask her how she could have done this. After the incipient tide of negativity passed, he aimed to understand the impact of losing a loved one, even for just a few days—the emotions that would bring up. Then he reflected on his own life. Who was he to throw stones? They were both imperfect, but wasn’t that the beauty of love?
He seized her hand. “Do you swear it was a mistake?” 
“I do! I do! I do!” she pleaded, hugging him. “You are my northern star!” 
He waited. Thought some more. When he hugged her, he gently placed his palm on the back of her head. He endured her shaking. “It’s okay, Sylvie.”
They embraced for some time, experiencing each other’s warmth. When they pulled apart, she said, “I told Toric the truth. I clarified that he’d hang on the Gallows if he ever sought to make a move on me again.” 
Reid smiled and wrapped his arm around her. He had no doubt about her loyalty. Toric was a different story. It no longer seemed like the High Attendant’s competitive nature at the Convergence Festival was merely fun and games. 
“The past is in the past,” he concluded, kissing her. 
“What’s going to happen to him?” she asked. 
He thought for a moment, then said, “It depends.”  
“Well, I stand by your choice,” she stated. 
He nodded. “Let’s get some sleep. Big day tomorrow.”
Sylvie fell asleep five minutes later, but Reid stayed up for a bit. Wolves from the forest cried, as if singing barbaric admonitions. The pleasant aroma of kindled cedar could not quell the disturbance underneath the veil of his mind. And the disturbance appeared to be a magnet that pulled his thoughts to Toric. If Sylvie said their dalliance had been a participatory transaction between both parties, then he couldn’t send Toric to his death. He owed Toric a chance to apologize, but the warranty had a time limit.
Another issue prevented him from sleeping. The partial truth in his hallucination made him wonder about the other circumstances he gazed upon. He spent an hour contemplating the predicament, and although he fell short of answers, he found sleep. 
But it was short-lived when a trinity of hard knocks rattled from the chamber door. He rose out of bed. 
“What is it?” Sylvie asked. 
“Stay here,” he commanded. He grabbed the metal poker from the hearth and cautiously approached the door. “Who is it?” 
“It’s Rorik, sir! Open up, master!” 
Rorik’s voice sounded frantic. He lifted the crossbolt, opened the door, and beheld Rorik, who was nervously glancing up and down the corridor. Reid looked down both sides of the hallway, then at the Blazer F1 in his servant’s hands. 
“Rorik, what the hell are you doing?” 
“I’m sorry, sir. Frightening you is not my intent.”
“Get to the point,” he demanded. 
“Sir, we’re in a lockdown. Someone killed a Land Leader.”
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Chapter 12


Reid stood next to the oriel window, dressed in a light green doublet with brown breeches. Despite the setback, Peacelord Varn insisted on continuing the Convergence Celebration, hammering home the need for cohesion and unity now more than ever. 
Reid wasn’t feeling the cohesion. 
The Great Hall reigned supreme—it was one of the largest rooms in the Great Bark Keep. It had high timbered ceilings with banners hanging from the rafters; tapestries lined the walls; and a large chandelier shone down on them. 
They had already had dinner, a delicious panoply of beef, pork, roast mutton, lamb, duck, goose, venison, boar, and more. There were also mouthwatering side dishes of meat pies, spiced sausages, and pottage. The savory aroma lingered long after the stewards carried the plates away, but the perfume and cologne from the participatory members of the celebration soon overcame it. 
A hundred people, men and women alike, wore nice doublets and gowns, and the Greenwood Guard was working at full capacity. They stood at the doors, in the corners of the Great Hall, and out in the bailey. Watching. Waiting. Anticipating. Reid surveyed his surroundings and examined every individual with scrutiny. A cold-blooded killer existed in this space. Sitting in a chair. On the ballroom floor. Somewhere. Killing time before killing time—because that’s how it always went. Murderers never stopped at one person unless somebody caught them before claiming their subsequent victim.
The Frost King's absence stole the spectacle of the Great Hall. The musician gallery played folk music, but nobody seized the dance floor. People would normally get their groove on, laugh, and chug alcohol, but Reid saw anxious eyes and rigid body posture. 
He had not discerned the details of the Frost King's demise, but Rorik had told him that the cause of death proved to be poison. Peacelord Varn had a designated unit investigating the issue as the Convergence Celebration took place. 
Reid ruminated about his hallucination—specifically the burnt baby that terrorized the other Land Leaders. He scanned the room and spotted King Thandor Velmar of Sundrath. His black mane fell onto the back of an orange suit, which comprised Sunveil Silk, the silk of their land. The sigil of a sun sitting upon a dune glowed on the left part of his chest. 
From now on, Reid planned to keep a close eye on the leader. King Thandor Velmar was talking to Lady Erina Vauylen of the Emberlands, who wore a sable gown made of Emberthread Silk, with the crest of the exploding volcano on her right shoulder. Their bodyguards surrounded them, all dressed in their respective realm colors of orange and black. 
“Is everything okay?” Sylvie asked him. She had on a frock that matched the green color of his doublet. 
“I think so,” Reid said, his stare remaining on the Sundrath Land Leader. He experienced a queasy sensation in his stomach. The Lunashade had sent his bowels into despair ever since last night. 
“Would you like to dance?” Sylvie offered. 
He glanced at everyone around him.
“Sure,” he said, taking Sylvie’s small hand, unsure if it was a good idea. 
Before hitting the hall floor, he felt a human touch on his shoulder. When he spun around, he saw Toric. A glow sparkled in the High Attendant’s pupils, and his healthy complexion had returned now that he had completed all of his responsibilities. 
“Cheers to another successful Convergence Summit,” Toric remarked, handing him a drink. 
Reid’s shoulders sagged. How long was Toric going to prolong his confession? On the cusp of grabbing the beverage, he thought about his experience with the Blacktooth Ale a few nights prior, and then a bowel movement sent a fair warning that he had to find a restroom as soon as possible.
“Excuse me for one moment,” he said to Toric. Sylvie waited for him, but he informed her that he had to use the latrine. “Don’t leave the Great Hall under any circumstance.” Before exiting, he instructed a Greenwood Guard, a tall guy with a baby face, to monitor her until he got back. 
“What about you?” the Greenwood Guard asked. 
“What do you suggest? Have someone watch me take a shit? Do you want to wipe my ass too?” Reid asked. 
The guard received the message and stayed at the door. 

    
  Toric watched Rafe exit the Great Hall. So close, he thought. It took all of his effort to quell the shaking of the arm that held the poisoned draught.
Before he found a spot to dispose of the tainted alcohol, King Thandor Velmar swooped in and snatched the glass from him. Toric wanted to tell him to stop, but it felt like a metal contraption was holding his mouth shut. He had no choice but to watch King Velmar chug the entire pint, his Adam's apple bobbing with each gulp. 
“Forgebrew stout. My favorite,” King Thandor Velmar said. After smacking his lips twice in satisfaction and wiping his lip, he spoke his mind: “So I heard there was a master key that can open up every door in the Great Bark Keep. Any information about that?” 
Toric couldn’t speak. In ninety-six hours the Sundrath Land Leader would be dead. 
“Excuse me,” Toric told King Velmar. He rushed off the Great Hall floor and headed for the exit. 

    
  The latrine Reid entered looked similar to an 80s restaurant bathroom mixed with the barbaric nature of the medieval era. The fragrance of cleaning materials smacked his nostrils.  
Within a matter of ten minutes, after several painful bowel movements on the privy, Reid stood in front of the sink and washed his hands. The water was steaming hot and infused with soap that had a scent of blueberries. When the toilet flushed, he thought nothing of it. After rinsing off, he checked himself out in the mirror and saw a dude strutting behind him—a very familiar-looking dude. Reid whipped around to confirm the visual and realized his eyes were correct. 
Nate? he asked himself. Long, curly raven locks and big-boned—everything was the same except for his charcoal-colored suit. The gentleman’s name dropped into his head as if it had fallen from the heavens. 
“Your season of change has come to a close,” the man notified him. 
“Listen to me, Etan … this is my home.” 
“Your home is planet Earth.” 
“No, I belong here.”
“Not anymore,” Etan said. When he advanced to the door and messed with the handle, Reid started to sweat. The weight of this world was caving on top of him, ready to bury him. 
“I’m not going with you,” Reid said.
“You either come with me willingly, or I’ll drag you by force.” 
“Who do you work for?” he asked. 
“Follow me and you’ll find out,” Etan demanded. 
Reid had different plans. He attempted to cry for help, but something restricted his speaking ability.
“Where are you taking me?” 
“To the forest.” 
“We won’t make it … Greenwood Guards are crawling all over the place.” 
Etan gave a mischievous grin, reached into his suit pocket, and pulled out a circular object. “Nobody will see me.” 
Reid thought the blue, spherical device looked akin to a warped canine chew toy. With no escape, he had one option… but was he capable of taking another man's life?
Etan closed in, so Reid brought the battle to him, charging forward and tackling him, but it seemed like he had run into a brick wall. He slid to the ground, dazed, and then felt a strong grip yank him to his feet. Reid failed miserably when he tried to push Etan away. With a grip that possessed the strength of a bear, Etan slipped his arm around Reid’s neck and applied pressure. 
“Okay, I’ll walk!” Reid gasped right before he passed out. 
“Then move,” Etan said, pushing him toward the door. 
Reid did as he was commanded. 
“We’ll have to take the postern gate,” he said.
“Lead the way,” Etan insisted, “and don’t try anything weird. On Earth, you’ll be nothing but a missing person report. Happens all the time.” 
“The forest is dangerous,” Reid warned. 
“Once we get outside, follow the dirt path and shut up.” 
Reid plodded to the exit and watched Etan remove the metal wire contraption he had placed on the handle. It was a claw-like device that hindered people from entering the room. 
I’m a fool, he thought, as he stepped into the corridor. His father’s words came to his mind: nothing in life is ever free.

    
  Toric hid behind the corner of the passage and witnessed Rafe exit the latrine, but something wasn’t adding up. Five minutes ago, he had listened to two men talking. Rafe’s voice transmitted clearly, but the other fellow’s pitch sounded unfamiliar. And what an eccentric discussion they had—something about another planet called Earth. The strange currency he found in Rafe’s robe flashed before his consciousness. Perhaps the money hadn’t come from the Forbidden Islands after all. And what about the color of Rafe’s irises?
Two guys had spoken in the latrine, but Rafe walked out alone, and it turns out the Great Hall was not his final destination. Before Toric trailed Rafe, he crept into the latrine and checked the stalls to make sure the other fellow hadn’t stayed behind. The toilets were empty, so where the hell did the enigmatic man go?
The extreme and illogical possibilities that consumed his psyche no longer seemed laughable. The key to unlocking the answers existed within the palm of Rafe’s hand, so Toric tailed him at a safe distance, creeping along with light feet, measuring his shadow to make sure it didn’t extend into Rafe’s view. In truth, entering the Great Hall would’ve been too much to stomach; it would be impossible to look into King Velmar’s eyes after signing the Land Leader’s death warrant. Why had Rafe abstained from the goddamn drink? 
But this wasn’t over. The vast opportunity to take him out still remained. 

    
  The moist atmosphere saturated the air to the point where Reid could taste the water on his tongue, and fog hung just above the rampart as if it were some sort of evil entity that had crept past the guards. He neared the postern gate, which was narrow and half hidden by vines and brush. 
Reid’s feet mushed into the mud as he passed by the Gallows. As he walked by the scaffold, he noticed a shift in energy, as if some kind of grim vigor still remained from those who had been hung—to remind the persisting souls what happened to rule breakers. 
There were Greenwood Guards posted everywhere. On the rampart. Throughout the bailey. At every door. The urge to scream for help overwhelmed him, but he knew his efforts would prove futile.
As expected, Wymond guarded the postern gate. The bastard showed all signs of a post-bender hangover—pale skin, shadowed rings under his eyes, and dark hair that looked as if Bella the Beluga Whale had roughed him up. Reid prayed that Wymond would read between the lines, but then he realized that the lines were written with invisible ink. 
“Somebody lost a bet,” Reid mentioned, as if danger failed to stalk his future.  
“Rafe … coming to bring me a beer?” Wymond asked, a look of hope overcoming the depressiveness etched across his face. 
Tell him you're being abducted. “The last thing you need is a drink while on shift.” 
“That’s the only thing I need,” Wymond said. 
C’mon! Now's your only chance. Reid grinned as if nothing was wrong. “I’m looking to get some fresh air.” 
“You can’t be serious.” 
“I am.” 
“You realize I can’t permit you to leave. Not after what happened last go-around.” 
“Let me through.”  
“Sir, it’s not safe. We’re still on lockdown.” 
“Wymond. Step to the side.” 
“Absolutely not.” 
Reid was at a loss for words, and he didn’t know if he wanted to push the issue any further. If Wymond didn’t want him to leave, perhaps he would stay here … Perhaps he should head back to the Great Hall … Surely Etan wouldn’t reveal himself in the open …
A voice came from behind: “Don’t worry, Wymond, I’ll escort him.” 
Reid recognized the tone. He wheeled around and saw Toric strutting toward him. 
How did he find out my location? 
“High Attendant, are you sure about this?” Wymond asked. 
Toric nodded. “Of course. It’s no different from two Greenwood Guards going on a nightly patrol.” 
“Peacelord Varn said that—” 
“And Peacelord Varn is busy right now,” Toric declared. “Which means I call the shots.” 
Wymond didn’t seem satisfied with the response, but he reluctantly clutched at his holster and ripped out his Blazer F1, a lightweight pistol that shot red plasma rays out of it. When he gave the firearm to Reid, Toric snatched it and smiled as if someone had complimented him.
“Alright, let’s go,” Toric said, shoving the weapon into his belt. 
So they walked into the forest like two blind mice running into a trap. The darkness obstructed Reid’s vision, but he discerned the prodigious petals of the plants, which seemed as dense as stones. Large yellow circles called neonzappers flew across the sky and made noises similar to crickets. Reid would’ve soaked in the beauty, but dread hung over him like a cloud. 
They stuck to the main trail, which was a hard surface with loose dirt. The dawnroot trees that lined the pathway reached up to Reid’s knees, and the pine needles scratched Reid’s calves as if they were claws. Reid knew there were anywhere from 100 to 200 animals hidden on one sole branch. 
While walking, he sensed that the High Attendant was brooding. He either comes clean now, or I’ll make him come clean, Reid thought. But in all honesty, he didn’t care about that anymore. If he got shipped away, nothing mattered. 

    
  With the Blazer F1 in his pocket, Toric could make quick work of Reid, hide his body, and then return to the bailey. Spinning the narrative would be simple: since Rafe had been hell-bent on leaving the walls, Toric had no choice but to aid him as a guide. Along the journey, the savages of the Forbidden Island attacked, and despite a heroic effort, they stole Rafe.
The story would do the trick, but before he whacked Rafe, he aimed to solve the mystery. His suspicions were rising—the weird eye color, the foreign money, the mysterious chat in the latrine, the mention of returning to Earth (whatever the hell that meant). The silk designer was holding some deep, dark secrets, and Toric planned to expose them. He probed through his pocket, felt the matte finish of the pencil-shaped device, and pressed the record button, knowing that he could edit out certain parts of the conversation if he needed to. 

    
  “So you wanted some space?” Toric asked. 
No, I’m being forced against my will, and I never wanted to leave the bailey, Reid thought. Instead he said, “My thoughts are always clearest when alone.” 
“Well, I hope you can stand the company, considering what happened during your last excursion." Toric said. His tone sounded friendly enough. “By the way, sometimes I wonder if you're brave or stupid. Don’t you learn from your mistakes?” 
The Real Silk Designer left before—not me. “If I stopped doing things just because there were bad outcomes, I’d be bedridden.” 
“Wouldn’t we all be?” Toric asked in agreement.
An enormous cliff face presented itself twenty feet ahead, and it ended the trail they were walking on. As they approached the end, Reid believed that Toric was thick with gumption for giving him a homely about stupidity. 
“Sylvie was really upset when you vanished.” 
He’s finally going to admit what he did, Reid speculated. If he somehow returned to the bailey, Toric’s confession would change everything. He slid his hand into his pouch, felt the matte finish, pressed a button, and then pulled it out. “I can only imagine how scared and confused she must’ve been. How vulnerable.” 
When Toric’s footsteps drowned out, Reid spun around and noticed the High Attendant’s thoughts burdened him.  
“I can’t say I felt the same way,” Toric muttered.
Reid asked, “Huh?” 
Deep in inner contemplation, Toric said, “I suppose it’s natural.” 
Reid flicked his gaze at the Blazer F1. “Toric.” 
“I suppose it’s natural,” Toric repeated, “that Sylvie could finally do what she wanted when you disappeared.” 
Reid stopped dead in his tracks. The competitions at the Convergence Festival, the refreshment Toric offered at the Great Hall, the snatching of the pistol, the fashion in which he spoke and acted—how had he not seen it sooner?
“You poisoned the draught,” he said to himself. 
“Who are you?” Toric asked, pulling the Blazer F1 from his beltline and pointing it at Reid. 
Reid lifted his arms to signal that he meant no harm. “I’m Rafe. The silk designer.” 
“No, you're not,” Toric said, reaching into his pocket and dropping the dollar bill and two quarters onto the dirt path. “Explain yourself.” 
Reid watched the money fall and then stared at Toric, measuring, thinking, speculating. “Put the gun down.” 
“Who are you?” 
“I already told you.” 
Toric laughed. “Lie all you want. It doesn’t matter, I guess.” 
“Toric, let’s take a deep breath.” 
“Whoever or whatever you are… I don’t care—you should’ve stayed gone,” Toric insisted. Reid saw a facial expression that was not human. The barrel’s tip of the Blazer F1 glowed red as if it was begging to discharge a ray. “She loves me, Rafe—if you even are Rafe. You should have heard her scream when I was inside her.” 
“That’s not true; she confided in me that you forced her,” Reid asserted. 
“Oh really? What will transpire when you disappear again?” 
“You poisoned the Frost King,” Reid uttered in revelation. 
Toric seemed offended by the accusation. “Me? Kill the Frost King? I have no quarrel with that man. For all I know, you dispatched the Frost King, just like you murdered Rafe.” 
“That doesn’t make sense.” 
“You're his twin, aren’t you?” 
“Are you insane?” Reid said, staring at the Blazer F1. “I was prepared to forgive you. I am still prepared to forgive you.” 
“What do I need your forgiveness for?” Toric asked, lifting the Blazer F1. “You’re holding her as a prisoner, and there’s only one way to set her free.” 
Behind Toric’s right shoulder, Etan made a soundless appearance, as if someone had turned the light to the fifth dimension on. Reid was thrilled to see the jerk. 
“Toric, they’ll hang you in the Gallows,” Reid said slowly. 
“The brutes from the Forbidden Island can be tricky miscreants,” Toric said with a mischievous expression. “I did everything I could to save you, but they ripped you away, just like they stole you before.” 
When Toric placed his finger on the trigger of the pistol, Etan brought a large rock down on Toric’s head. Clunk! 
“Did you just kill him?” Reid wondered aloud, staring at Toric’s body. Blood dripped from his forehead like sap from a tree. 
“Maybe,” Etan said, throwing the corpse over his shoulder. “You got a problem with that?” 
Reid remained silent. 
“C’mon, let’s go. The Parallax Sheppard is waiting for you,” Etan said, picking up the Blazer F1. 
“The Parallax Sheppard?” Reid asked.
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Chapter 13


The red lava strip ran around the entire rock wall, and the three silver reservoirs were in the rear, barely visible through the dimness. They hummed and compressed. The juxtaposition between the robust scent of the machines and the earthy fragrance made for a unique aroma. 
Toric was lying in front of him on the hard clay surface, arms folded across his chest as if he were a mummy being laid to rest for the last time. Blood dripped from the top of his head as Etan stood over his body, thumbing through Toric’s pockets as if he was looting a dead soldier for supplies. Etan pulled out the Auradrive, examined it, and shoved it into a pouch on his suit. Reid wondered what caused the High Attendant to record the conversation in the forest.  
It didn’t matter. He had gone from being a famous silk designer to a victim of a human trafficking scheme within thirty minutes, but the real incident that threw a wrench in his belief system occurred when they initially came into contact with the bluff. 
“Now what?” Reid had asked Etan, seeing that the trail had ended. 
“We advance through,” Etan stated, with the casualness of someone who had phased through a plethora of walls in his lifetime. He had grabbed Reid’s hand and guided him toward the cliff face like a father guiding his son through the front doors on his first day of school. A cold, gray feeling had filled Reid as he dissolved through the wall. 
From the shadows a figure emerged, an individual who wore a dark cowl. 
“Tell me what is happening,” he demanded. 
The cowled individual remained silent. 
Reid turned to Etan. “Does he talk?” 
“When he desires,” Etan said. 
They waited in silence. Then the hooded person said, “Refer to me as the Parallax Sheppard.” 
“I’ll refer to you in any goddamn manner I wish,” Reid spat. 
The Parallax Sheppard rotated to three reservoirs. “Rafe, step forward.” 
And that was when the Real Silk Designer came out of the shadow, dressed in the same purple robe that Reid had worn when Toric first found him. The person looked exactly like Reid—the black hair, the color of his skin, his physical structure—but one blemish stood out: his eyes. Reid realized he was staring at his old body.
“Etan, take care of this man,” the Parallax Sheppard ordered, pointing at Toric. 
“Yes, sir,” Etan said. He dragged Toric to the tanks.
“What are you planning to do with him?” Reid asked.
“Don’t worry about it,” the Parallax Sheppard said. When the guy reached for his hood and pulled it back, Reid noticed he had on a black hockey mask. The eyeholes revealed a human pair of brown eyes that sparked a vague memory of a person he had seen before. Who had it been?
“Welcome to the Parallax Dichotomy Division,” the Parallax Sheppard said.
Reid peeked at Rafe’s hollow, blank gaze. 
“Why isn’t he talking?” Reid asked, referring to the Real Silk Designer. 
“Scientific measures.” 
Reid glanced at the reservoirs, then at Rafe, and said, “Look, I don’t understand what kind of sick operation you're running, but I told your friend that I’m not going back—not a chance in hell.”
“As much as I’d like to let you live here, there are procedures to follow and people to answer to.” 
“What procedures? What people?” 
The Parallax Sheppard dismissed him with a languid wave of his hand. “Unimportant.” 
“It seems pretty goddamn important to me,” Reid replied. “I have a right to be aware of what’s going on. Do you think I’m some guinea pig you can experiment on?” 
The Parallax Sheppard laughed. “Oh, but you are, Reid. You do what I want and say what I allow.” 
When Reid held his tongue, the question that he had buried for so long began to rise. “Why did you switch us?”  
“There are many reasons…” 
Reid clenched his jaw. “That’s not good enough.” 
“We strive to teach lessons.” 
Reid laughed. “You’re a shitting teacher then.” 
The Parallax Sheppard smirked. 
“You know what I think?” Reid asked. 
“Please,” the Parallax Sheppard answered. 
Reid spat on the ground. “I think this is all a load of shit.” 
The Parallax Sheppard remained unaffected. “Everything is energy, Reid. We monitor it, and we track it. Not just in a singular world. But an infinite number of worlds.” 
“Bullshit. The only lesson from this is that you're a cruel bastard who lives off false promises.” 
The Parallax Sheppard grinned satisfactorily. “You’ve been promised nothing, and if you think you had it hard, imagine how much Rafe suffered by living the life you created.” 
“Yeah, but Rafe doesn’t have to live on Earth for the rest of his existence. I do.” 
“What if I told you there’s a route where you don't have to return to Earth?” the Parallax Sheppard asked.
Reid said, “Huh?” 
“The War of Wills.” 
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Reid asked. 
The Parallax Sheppard seemed deeply pleased. “How badly do you want to stay on H-Trae?” 
“What do I have to do?” Reid asked. 
The Parallax Sheppard studied Rafe and stated, “You have to fight for it.” 

    
  Reid pointed the dagger at Rafe's throat. After the Parallax Sheppard had equipped them with the blades and black suits, they entered the silver tanks and teleported to a boundless space of blackness. Two inches of water saturated the ground, and stars from the solar system filled the sky in the same way a flick of a paintbrush blots a white canvas.
And then the match had begun. Within a minute, Reid had slashed Rafe in the arm, the leg, the calf, and the hand. Nasty, deep cuts—the kinds that lead to bleeding out. Rafe subserviently dropped to one knee from the pain.
“I’m sorry,” Reid apologized. “But there’s not a chance in Hades’ inferno that I’m leaving.” 
The Real Silk Designer didn’t mention a word, seemed incapable of mentioning a word, and Reid briefly wondered if this was because of the Parallax Sheppard’s duplicitous behavior.
As Reid stared into Rafe’s soul, he realized the importance of killing the older version of himself so that the new him could be reborn. When he slashed Rafe’s jugular, it felt odd—similar to a knife cutting through a cake, and the warm blood shot into Reid’s face. The air reeked of iron. 
His body trembled as the dark realization of his actions cemented itself into his consciousness. He tried to get away, but Rafe grabbed his arm with both hands.
“I—I—I had to do this,” Reid said, staring into the struggling eyes of Rafe. 
When the Real Silk Designer collapsed, the red fluid that surrounded him looked akin to an obsidian pond, and the potent stench of death made Reid’s nose wrinkle. He threw up all over the ground, making the cave almost unbearable for his nostrils. 
“Congratulations, Reid, or should I say Rafe,” the Parallax Sheppard said. He held Reid’s doublet and breeches in his hands like a maid. 
Reid hesitantly accepted his outfit. He never imagined he could take another person’s vitality, and he had done it so easily. 
“What happens to the Reid from Earth?” he asked. 
“At first he’ll be missing, and when nobody finds his body, they’ll assume he is dead,” the Parallax Sheppard explained, pushing Reid’s clothes into his chest. 
“What about Toric?” he asked.
The Parallax Sheppard whistled and said, “Etan, bring him out.” 
Seconds later, Etan stepped out of the penumbra with Toric by his side. The High Attendant’s doublet and breeches were clean, and there was no blood leaking from his head anymore. He had the same dormant look as the Real Silk Designer. 
“What did you do to him?” Reid asked. 
“Adjusted some things.” 
“Will he remember what happened?” 
“No. His recollection will contain the basic stuff—his name, his position, his relationship to you and the others. Important history and what have you.” 
“Anything else?” 
The Parallax Sheppard understood the source of Reid’s trepidation. “We have removed his moment with Sylvie from his memory.”
Thank goodness, Reid thought. “So all is good.” 
“It will be as if this never happened.” 
Reid nodded, and when he walked to the cave wall and phased through it, he did everything in his power to erase the disgusting acts of the past from his mind. A new life awaited him. 

    
  The Parallax Sheppard watched Reid and Toric leave. 
“I really thought he was going to be a successful candidate,” Etan remarked. 
“Me too,” Parallax Sheppard said. “Did you tamper with Toric’s Auradrive?” 
“I did.” 
“And did you upload the video we discussed?” 
“I did.” 
“And what about the Blazer F1?” 
“It’s in the front pocket of Reid’s doublet.” 
The Parallax Sheppard gave a cold nod of approval. “You can’t say we didn’t give him a chance to escape.” 
“No, you cannot,” Etan agreed. 
“Spin up the Parallax Rift. The board just approved a Perspective Swap between a homeless man from Balendard and the Prime Minister of Siminotrade.” 
“That will be a fun exchange. Prime Minister Luleth won’t sense what hit him until it’s too late.” 
“Let’s hope for a better result,” Parallax Sheppard said. 
“Is Parallax Master Parsons still on your ass?” 
“Worse,” the Parallax Sheppard said. “He’s making threats.” 
“I don’t get it,” Etan said. “Your Cull List has the highest rank in usage.” 
“Parallax Master Parsons doesn’t care about the Cull List. He’s looking for successful applicants.” 
“What for?”
“You saw how Parsons was at the board meeting. The guy aims to make the world go round and has some sort of guilty conscience when it comes to the Cull List.” 
“But it’s the principle upon which our founding fathers established the Parallax Dichotomy Division.” 
“I know, trust me, I know.” 
Etan hesitated for a moment, then said, “Sir, I almost forgot to mention … there was a guard at that postern gate. Wymond is his name. We’ll have to fix him up. He watched Toric and Reid walk out together.” 
“Do it now.” 
“Yes, sir,” Etan said, ghosting through the rock formation at once. 
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Chapter 14


The dressing room upheld the high standard of Oakenmere, and the air temperature was perfect—not too hot or cold. The aromatic scent of his clothing designs flooded the room. 
The journey from the cave had been seamless. Greenwood Guards stopped him and questioned his whereabouts, but Reid was in a position where he didn’t have to answer them. So he didn’t. 
Toric had spoken little on their return trip. He seemed neutralized. Neutered. Subdued into equanimity. Reid struggled to find the right words to say, so he remained silent. In the back of his mind, he wondered if Toric would recover from this. If not, would people’s suspicions rise? 
When he first stepped foot into the Great Hall, the changes to the venue were evident. Servants and stewards had pushed the food tables to the side of the Great Hall. Hundreds of black metal chairs engulfed the hall floor in neat rows, and the nobles sat on them, eager for the function to get started. The memory of an elementary school musical (the kind where the parents show up with cameras to watch their kids sing) came to Reid. A large crimson carpet, similar to the type that Hollywood actors walk down during movie premieres, stretched across the flagstone floor. 
Peacelord Varn had been the one who had instructed Reid to join the Land Leaders in the parlour when he had first arrived. The Oakenmere leader appeared to be far too busy to make any deep inquiries about his most recent whereabouts. 
While moving to the dressing room, he did his best to erase killing the Real Silk Designer from his mind. It was called compartmentalizing. Shoving it under the rug. Stonewalling himself off. Soldiers did it all the time. Besides, he belonged here—not on Earth. He pitied Savannah, but he had to make decisions that were in his highest interest. 
The dressing room contained a brown perimeter shelf that encircled the walls, and soft couches lined the rear wall. A holographic TV mounted just above the furniture played a droneless cartoon. Reid still couldn’t understand the juxtaposition of this ancient and modern world, nor could he fully grasp who had created this world in the first place.
The female Land Leaders competed for the title of the most stunning. They were leaning over the edge of the shelf, staring into the mirrors, and applying unique blends of eyeshadow with the same precision as a neurosurgeon. The Cloudspire ruler, Syria Temmis, chose natural beauty, her gray gown wrapped tightly around her skinny frame. All three ladies donned tiaras specific to the color of their realms. 
The men were up front, waiting anxiously for the celebration to begin. Reid stood adjacent to King Thandor Velmar of Sundrath, who sported an orange jerkin that reeked like the smoke of a house fire. The lord had a closed-off posture, as if the proximity with the other Land Leaders was an insult to his reputation. 
At the moment, King Velmar sat at the top of Reid’s list of potential murderers. A wooden desk in the right corner of the room had a pitcher of flavored water on it. Reid felt parched, so he walked to the table. There were fruit platters, bread and pastries, and much more, but his stomach wouldn’t hold the food. He poured two glasses and offered one to King Velmar. 
The ruler’s fire-tinted eyes glared at the drink with caution. “So kind of you, but I’ll pass.” 
Reid smirked and drank both cups while King Velmar watched. 
Sylvie was standing beside Reid, her brown eyes glowing under the light, her ruby lipstick contrasting with her white teeth as she smiled at him. She wore a pastel green kirtle made of leafspun silk. In all honesty, even ragged clothing couldn’t stunt her natural beauty. 
Sylvie expressed the most concern when he returned from his excursion in the forest. He told her not to worry about it, and she listened to him, wrapping her arms around his neck in a lasso of love, smiling, and nestling close to him. 
“They’re going to adore it,” she reassured him as they waited in the dressing room. When she kissed him on the cheek, his heart sang. 
In the last breath before they displayed their outfits to the masses, Reid pondered the insanity of this life. A week ago, he would have laughed if someone had told him that a secret organization swapped individuals between worlds. 
The minutes ticked down. When Peacelord Varn entered, his face fell into the category of a frantic mess. He commanded the Land Leaders to pair up, and they listened. The partners had been decided in a meeting prior to this event, so it proved to be a smooth process, as were most things with the correct preparation. Reid and Sylvie stepped into the line, their arms locked together; Peacelord Varn and the Queen of Accord, Syria Temmis, were in front of him. Reid recalled the connection he had detected between the two Land Leaders during his hallucination at the Sight of Summit and wondered to what lengths their passion extended for each other. 
When the door snapped open, hundreds of stares greeted them. Peacelord Varn led the charge, stepping onto the lush walkway. The orchestra played a soft melody as the couples walked, and the noblemen and women in the crowd rose to their feet and delivered thunderous applause. Then the voice of Laziel Thornbrace boomed throughout the Great Hall as he announced the names of the Land Leaders. 
On the surface, the Land Leaders’ outfits didn’t appear to be all that dazzling. Reid had done this intentionally. Little did anyone know, each suit and dress came with a special set of instructions to activate secret features inside the clothing. He had gone over the activation process with each Land Leader days ago to ensure they would nail it in the clutch. 
The result was a spectacle. As the Land Leaders hit the heart of the floor, their suits and dresses morphed into a sight to see. The Queen of Accord, Syria Temmis, had hydra-strands in her gown, which reacted with the vapor coil and silver dyes within the Mistgossamer Silk. Thick mist formed a cloud around her. 
King Velmar, the Sundrath tyrant, had a jerkin that had lumin-weave threads, which stored ambient light. Upon triggering the mechanism, the filaments rose in temperature and heated the copper-tinted microplates that were embedded in the Sunveil Silk. The garb glowed like the surface of the sun. 
High Sentinel Varra Keith, the Icerend overseer, wore a houppelande with a base fabric of cryo-weavings, which stiffened and sharpened when cooled. The frost veins within the threads carried alchemic coolant, which was the catalyst that set off the reaction of crystalline ice formations.
Peacelord Varn and Reid’s doublets remained natural. It was important to make the other Land Leaders stand out, and Reid succeeded in this pursuit. The oohs and ahs from the audience thrummed through the Great Hall, and the applause soon followed. 
At that moment, Reid imagined doing this year in and year out until the day he died. Life couldn’t get any better than this, but it sure as hell could get a lot worse.
And it did. 
Within a second. 
Toric rose to his feet and raced toward the center of the ceremonial carpet. The dormant appearance evaporated, and now he appeared to be a volcano ready to explode. Reid gulped.
“Stop! Stop the event!” Toric demanded. 
One by one, the orchestra stopped playing music until only one composer with a flute remained. With closed eyes, the musician seemed to have fallen into a flow state until the guy next to him produced an elbow to his stomach. The instrument offered a high-pitched squeal before silencing, and the throng’s applause halted. Nobody moved. 
“Toric, what is this disturbance about?” Peacelord Varn asked. His tan skin was growing burgundy, verging on purple. 
“The silk designer is a murderer!” Toric bellowed. 
Reid tried to argue with this, but it felt as if a steel trap had clamped his mouth shut. That goddamn Parallax Sheppard! This has his smell all over it. Gasps came from the noblemen and women. They all leaned back as if Toric’s words were objects being thrown at them.
“High Attendant Toric Leoric—that is an egregious claim to make in public! How dare you?” Peacelord Varn asked. 
Toric whipped out the Auradrive from his pocket. “I have proof!” 
Reid knew the Auradrive didn’t have any incriminating evidence on it; Toric had been unconscious when he had killed Rafe. 
In his rage, Reid shrieked, “Hang this fool in the Gallows for such an allegation! Take him away! Do it this instant!” 
Greenwood Guards bolted toward Toric, but Peacelord Varn stopped them. “Hold on! Halt! If the High Attendant is going to prompt such a claim, he has a right to prove it. If you have proof, then present us with the Auradrive, Toric.” 
“This is ridiculous!” Reid yelled. 
Peacelord Varn shouted, “Silence! The Auradrive. Reveal it at this moment!” 
Reid didn’t know what evidence Toric would conjure—if any—but he had to control the situation. Before Toric placed his Auradrive on the ground, Reid whipped out his own Auradrive and yelled, “Toric Leoric is a ravisher!” 
More gasps erupted from the audience, who might as well have been at a staged play at this point. Two young ladies fainted, falling off their chairs and striking the flagstone with a thump! Greenwood Guards rushed to their aid.  
Toric looked as if someone had shot him. His knees buckled, but he quickly regained his composure. “That imposter’s a liar!” 
He didn’t have an opportunity to consider the shame inflicted on his wife. He veered to Sylvie and begged, “Tell them! Tell them all what this animal did to you!” 
Sylvie cried. She childishly tugged at his sleeve and whispered, “Reid.”
“Sylvie—be strong,” he whispered into her ear. 
She rotated to the crowd, now sobbing, and when she supported Reid’s claim, her face had gone red; it appeared as if she wanted to disappear into a black hole. 
“And here’s the verification!” Reid shouted, launching the Auradrive onto the hall floor. The conversation between Reid and Toric as they walked through the forest played for everybody to hear. They all heard Toric admit to having had intercourse with Sylvie, along with his murder attempt on Reid. The voice was clear. 
“No! No!” Toric pleaded. “She’s lying!” 
Reid shouted, “Drag this fool to confinement!” 
The Greenwood Guards approached, but Peacelord Varn halted their movement again. “Wait one minute! The High Attendant will have a chance to prove his claim before sending him to the dungeons! It is the law!” 
The Greenwood Guards retreated.  
“My Lord—my Lady has confessed! By Oakenmere legislation, he is a guilty imbecile that deserves the rope!” Reid said, and some of the audience yelled in agreement. 
Peacelord Varn cut Reid off and howled, “I understand what the code is! Toric, on with it!” 
“Thank you, my Lord,” Toric said, his voice shaking. He was a dead man walking, and he knew it, but he turned to the masses and said, “As all noblemen and women are aware, Rafe fled from the Forbidden Islands with his parents when he was just three years old. This is known.” 
The Great Hall evolved into a courtroom. The congregation of the court waited for Toric to build his case as if they were the jury. 
“But what people don’t know is that Rafe had a sibling, who I believe was responsible for the silk designer’s first disappearance!” 
“Evidence! Produce the facts!” Peacelord Varn yelled. 
Toric continued. “Rafe escaped his twin brother, who lingered along in the forest, waiting for the next opportunity—but Rafe returned the favor!” 
And then Toric chucked his Auradrive onto the scarlet carpet, and holographic footage proliferated into the air. Reid saw that the recording contained a feigned video of him outside the cave. Not in it. And he was creeping up on the person who Toric claimed to be his brother. The imaging presented itself as realistic. When Reid blasted his so-called “twin” in the head with the Blazer F1, the throng gasped, and some maidens wailed. 
Peacelord Varn snapped his eyes to Reid. “How could you do this?” 
“Don’t fall for this,” Reid begged. “This chump is a backward crook.” 
Toric roared, “The murder weapon is in his doublet!” 
Peacelord Varn hesitated for a moment. With reluctance, as if fearful of what he might find, he ordered the Greenwood Guards to search Reid. The Greenwood guards placed their meaty hands all over Reid's bidding, ripping his nice doublet in half. When a Greenwood Guard grabbed the Blazer F1 from Reid’s pocket and lifted it for all to see, shouts and accusations flew Reid’s way. 
“That’s not mine! I’ve been set up!” he yelled, fully aware of who planted the weapon on him. I’m going to kill the Parallax Sheppard. 
“Lock them away!” Peacelord Varn demanded. 
Reid kicked, scratched, clawed, and spat, but it was no use. Sylvie dashed to him and grabbed his hand, squeezing it with a strength Reid never knew she had. But five vigorous men ripped him and controlled him as if he were a child. He wondered whether he would ever see her again. Meanwhile, Toric went without a fight. 
The guards dragged them to the dungeon. 
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Chapter 15


Tomorrow morning, Reid Fenwick would hang by rope. 
The steady dripping from the mortar ceiling was driving him insane. Four days—the duration they’d been stuck in this damn dungeon. There were no clocks. Reid kept track of time based on the meals that the Greenwood Guards brought them. Three a day. Twelve total. Four damn days. 
The frigid chamber encompassed no windows, which sent his circadian rhythm into pandemonium. His spine ached. The numbing, steel bench made sleep a torturous endeavor and having no pillows or blankets didn’t help. Fecal matter and piss filled his chamber pot, which caused it to stink worse than a pigpen, and the rats skittered across puddles that may or may not have contained urination from the last guy. It sure smelled like it. 
The rodents seemed to be his only friends, but he knew that wasn’t completely true. He had company—but his companions weren’t ideal. The Greenwood Guards spat in his food and made sick jokes about him, and Toric’s treatment wasn’t any better. In H-Trae, and in most places he supposed, the common folk held rapists in greater contempt than murderers. Not that it mattered—killer or rapist, they were both goners.  
“I didn’t do it,” Toric kept saying, his voice growing weaker as the hours passed. 
“Yeah, okay, pal,” Bardo said. Out of all the watchmen, Bardo sat at the top of the leaderboard for being the biggest asshole. He was a powerful guy with a half-shaved head, and his cheek and jaw bones could cut wood. “Save it for the hangman. Maybe he’ll cinch you tight so your neck breaks, or maybe he’ll tie a loose knot so you sit and squirm and struggle. Makes for more entertainment, and we love a good old spectacle. Isn’t that right, boys?” 
“Sure is,” one of the smaller guards said in a nasally voice.  
Deep down, Reid acknowledged that Toric was telling the truth. The intercourse between the High Attendant and Sylvie had been consensual, but Toric had dug his own grave by airing out lies during the Convergence Celebration. When they had initially entered the dungeon, anger filled Reid. If they had been in the same cell, he would’ve pounded the High Attendant’s face against the stone wall for being so stupid, but they placed Toric three cells down. 
“You numbskull,” Reid had mumbled during the first night.  
Toric twisted in bitterness. “Shut your trap.”
“What did you expect? That you would ride off into the sunset with Sylvie? She would’ve hated you for it.” 
“Give me his name,” Toric asked. 
“Whose name?” Reid asked, his rancor building. 
“Your twin.” 
Reid gazed at the ceiling, incredulous that Toric still believed he had killed his brother. “Do you even remember what happened on our walk through the forest?” 
“Of course I do,” Toric said. “You walked out of the postern gate and told Wymond that you craved some fresh air. Then you took his Blazer F1 and thought you could slip off by yourself and do the job with nobody noticing. It appears you were wrong.” 
“You're dumber than you look,” he said. 
“If I was so dumb then how did I sneak up on you and catch you in the act?” 
“Just shut the hell up,” Reid snapped. 
“No, you.” 
Despite feeling jaundiced, he pulled a morsel of hope from the conversation. If Toric claimed Reid left through the postern gate by himself, the solution was simple: get Wymond to inform Peacelord Varn that he and Toric exited the bailey at the same moment. The inconsistency in the stories would be enough for Peacelord Varn to at least consider Reid’s innocence. 
It didn’t turn out well. 
“You lying sack of bones,” Bardo spat after he left the cellar to confirm the story. “Wymond said you left alone, and that you robbed him of his Blazer F1.” 
Reid knew Wymond would never lie about that. The Parallax Sheppard had altered Toric’s Auradrive and his mind, which meant that he could mess with Wymond's psyche too.
“We strive to teach lessons,” the Parallax Sheppard had said, but what lesson had he been taught? That humans aspire to fuck each other over? He had played by the rules. He had won the War of Wills—fair and square. Now the fruits of his labor were being stripped from him for no reason. 
By the time day three arrived, his inner world became his only escape, so he consequently reflected on his previous life on Earth. It seemed similar to a distant dream, but the memories slowly flooded him as the hours passed and, to his surprise, he found joy: the campfires; the baseball games; riding bikes around town; drifting his car in the school parking lot; kissing Savannah late at night; the partying. Even the bad stuff wasn’t so bad. Insolvency sucked, but it sure as hell beat the eternal nap. 
Later that night, Bardo brought a salty mystery meat for dinner. Hunger had caused so much pain in Reid’s stomach that he forced the flesh down his throat, doing his best not to think about where it originated from. The thick and muscular texture made his jaw grow sore. When he finished, he rested on the bench and allowed the tears to fall down his cheeks. 
The next morning, Bardo appeared with a plate of thin gruel and stale bread. The cup of liquid looked as if it had been scooped out of a waste lake, so Reid poured it onto the floor, adding to the piss puddles. He pushed the metal platter away, but then his stomach growled, so he reluctantly ate the shitty food, which was watery and had no seasoning (or flavor for that matter). 
While eating, he saw Toric had submitted to a state of comatose. Dirt and mud soiled the green doublet he had worn to the Convergence Celebration. Although Reid concealed his emotions, he understood Toric's pain. Before entering the dungeon, people treated him like royalty, but now they treated him like vermin. 
Despite everything, a part of him felt pity for Toric; none of this was his fault. If Reid could set the record straight to free Toric, he would, but doing so would mean sending Sylvie to her doom—not an option. 
The best he could do was say, “I’m sorry.” 
Toric slowly craned his noggin toward Reid. “What?”
“I’m sorry,” he repeated bitterly, “for putting you in this situation.” 
Toric digested this apology as if he were trying to taste the sincerity. Then he said, “I must confess.” 
“Save it. I’m not a priest,” Reid said. 
“Guess we both know what it takes to kill a man.” 
Reid recalled Toric’s failed attempt to poison him with Twilight Drop at the Great Hall. With their demise so close, all quarrels had departed with the current. 
“Love’s a wicked thing,” he remarked. 
Toric rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m not talking about you.” 
“Huh?” Reid asked. 
“King Velmar.” 
Reid almost laughed. “That’s a good joke.” 
“I’m serious.” 
“Impossible,” Reid said. 
“Not on purpose. He snatched the beverage.” 
Reid registered that Twilight Drop had a ninety-six hour time fuse. If King Velmar consumed the draught at the Convergence Celebration, that meant his mortality would expire later tonight. Only the Lord knew what would happen if his death took place in Oakenmere. Mutiny, he figured.
“The Frost King,” Reid said, his gaze boring into Toric. 
Toric frowned. “I already told you that someone else killed him.” 
The only reason he inquired about the Frost King was his concern for Sylvie’s well-being. How could he protect her from the murderer if he was locked down here?
As if the universe read his thoughts, he saw a group of shadows, and seconds later, Sylvie walked down the sandstone treads. She wore a green gown and had red rings around her sockets, as if she hadn’t stopped crying since she left the Convergence Celebration. When she flicked an ugly stare at Toric, the High Attendant dropped his vision in shame. Bardo and the two other guards, who were short, portly, and uglier than dogs, surrounded Sylvie.  
The stench of his own shit and piss, the nonstop drip of the broken pipe, the occasional rat that zipped across the floor, the terrible food—none of it bothered him; Sylvie solely occupied his domain. When she ran to the bars and reached through them, her touch rejuvenated his soul and made him feel human again. Her lips were warm and soft, just as he had remembered them. A scent of flowers radiated from her—the only agreeable fragrance in this hellhole. 
“Enjoy this moment while it lasts,” Bardo pointed out. “Consider it a gift from Peacelord Varn. If it were up to me, I’d throw the girl in this shit hole with you so she can hang on the morrow.” 
“Call it poetic justice,” one of Bardo’s buddies said. 
They all snickered at that. 
“C’mon, fellas—let’s go play cards and drink some beer,” Bardo said. 
When they left earshot, Sylvie stared at him with frightened mocha-colored eyes. “Tell me it isn’t true, Rafe. Say this is all a lie.” 
It’s all a lie, but how am I supposed to tell you? 
He lowered his head to the cobblestone and grumbled, “I’m a murderer.” 
“Why, love? Why did you do it?” Sylvie asked in mental anguish. 
“It’s strange what desire does to a man.” 
“Desire?” 
“Yes, my love,” he said, struggling to make eye contact with her. “I must know—what is the condition of the Great Bark Keep?” 
“The Land Leaders have extended their stay to watch,” Sylvie said, now bawling. “How cruel can they be?” 
Reid looked up. “They’re going to watch?” 
She nodded. “They have no hearts.” 
He didn’t care about the cruel gesture. King Velmar’s death would rouse the Sun Warriors. 
“If only I had a key,” Sylvie said, reaching through the grating and rubbing his greasy hair. “We could run. We could go somewhere where nobody would discover us.” 
A key, he thought to himself. It was a lightbulb moment. An epiphany. He should’ve realized this sooner. 
“Sylvie, listen closely,” he whispered, peeking over her shoulder. Bardo’s buddy, the portly Greenwood Guard, cackled and smoked and drank. “There’s a master key in the armory. Find Wymond—” He paused. Could he trust Wymond? He shook his head. “Locate Jorund. He’s either working the wall or is in the barracks. He will take you to the weapons storage. On the far wall, there is a box. The code is 320492849. Repeat it to me.” 
She did. Whispering. 
“Good—someone poisoned King Velmar, and he’s set to die tonight. Once that happens, go straight to the box and do whatever you have to do to get the key.” 
“King Velmar was poisoned?” 
He shot a quick glance at the High Attendant, who dared not meet his gaze. Then he heard the boots of a Greenwood Guard. “Look, the clock is ticking. Secure the key and come directly down to the dungeon. Sprint to this cell and unlock it. I’ll deal with the guards. Do you understand?” 
“I do,” she whispered. 
When they touched lips, Reid hoped it wouldn’t be for the last time. 
“All right, lovebirds. This season of passion is over,” Bardo said. The guard grabbed Sylvie by the arm and yanked her to the staircase. Then Bardo stared at Reid as he slapped Sylvie on the bottom. “That’s a fine piece of ass. Don’t worry, babe. When these two are dead, I’ll tuck you in and keep you warm at night.” 
“They’ll hang you for that!” Reid shouted in rage. He tried to shake the iron bars, but they didn’t budge. 
“Her word doesn’t mean shit if I have witnesses that say otherwise,” Bardo hissed, staring at his fellow guards. “Isn’t that right, boys?” 
The other Greenwood Guards both nodded, a nefarious expression etched on their rat faces. Bardo glared at Toric and said, “It’s too bad nobody had your back. People must hate you. Look at your best friend. He was the one who put you there.” 
“You rotten scumbag,” Toric spat, clenching his fist. 
Sylvie attempted to rip her arm from Bardo’s grip, but Bardo’s strength outdid hers. The guard laughed as he dragged her up the stairs. Sylvie glanced at Reid for the last time and nodded her head in determination. As she left Reid's view, his conscience was crystal clear: if he escaped, he would kill Bardo and make the other guards wish they could hang by rope. 
Sylvie’s vacancy brought him to square one—alone, tired, and surrounded by hell. Doubt cluttered his resolve: Sylvie had expressed her adamant loyalty ever since he returned from the forest, but would her claims hold strong? 
“Do you think she’s going to do it?” Toric asked. 
“Of course I do.” 
“Do you intend to let me out?” 
“Yes,” Reid said. 
“Good.” 
He closed his eyes and felt the barrier to his true motive come crashing down. It killed him inside to know that he was putting Sylvie in harm's way for his own benefit. Sleep seemed to be the only antidote to the pain. 
A couple of hours later, he woke to the steady sound of the foul runoff leaking from the conduit that ran along the outside of his cell. Its consistency drove Reid into lunacy. He wanted to break that slow, daunting rhythm, wanted to rip the pipe from the wall so that it would shoot out with the pressure of a fireman’s hose and cause chaos. 
But the pipe required no human intervention because it burst on its own. Reid let out a maniacal laugh, but stopped when the sludge rose to his ankles. Then it rose to his knees. Then his upper thighs. When the seaweed-colored fluid bypassed the bend in the corridor, Reid could hear Bardo shouting at his comrades to get the hell out of there. Their footsteps matured into quiescent echoes as they climbed the steps. 
“Wait! Wait!” Toric yelled, but the watchmen had already vacated the area. 
The pipe’s leakage didn’t slow down. The icy water crept to Reid’s waist. His breathing elevated. It wouldn’t take long for them to be submerged. He realized there were so many changes he needed to make in his life. So many bridges he needed to mend. If he survived this and went home, he’d march to Torque Automotives and beg Roger Crane for a job. He would hug him and apologize for how he had acted. If he survived this, he would hold Savannah, kiss her, and swear that he was ready to change. The freezing liquid inched up to his neck. He rattled the confines of the cell with all of his might, but his effort proved useless. He cried for someone to save them, but nobody came. Sylvie, where are you? 
Toric was struggling just as violently. The water slithered up to Reid’s chin. When he grabbed the copper pipes on the ceiling to lift himself up, it felt similar to grabbing icicles. Why has no one come to save us? he wondered. Peacelord Varn believed in honor and upholding the standards that had allowed Oakenmere to prosper for centuries—leaving a man behind (no matter how guilty) was not in his playbook.
The rising current covered his mouth. He should’ve gone home when Parallax Sheppard told him to. He was a dullard. An idiot. A coward. When the sludge slipped past his nose, he pulled himself up and took a final breath. And then the water fully submerged him, and all noise ceased. Hanging by the rope now seemed like a generous gift compared to drowning. 
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Chapter 16


His lungs burned as if somebody had crawled down his throat and lit firecrackers inside his guts. The temptation to let the liquid flood through his mouth overwhelmed him, but he understood that meant death. The muddy water clouded his vision. Large barrels of wine floated through the corridor like submarines, while smaller objects such as tankards, boxes, a couple of cards, and a shoe drifted around. 
At first, he wanted to fight his demise. His arms and legs punched and kicked and squirmed, but then he experienced peace. A warm, pleasant sensation tickled his stomach, and the black dots in his vision seemed akin to a cool hallucination rather than a worrisome health defect.  
Memories of Savannah and him flashed before his mind. They had just started dating. Her beauty and humor had captivated him, and they had big plans to travel around the globe, and that would have been a thrilling experience, but it wasn’t a safe move, and he thought securing a job was smarter, so they could get a place to live, where they could raise a strong, healthy boy, who was going to be a star-athlete of the football team, and—
His last visitor came. Sylvie. She paddled to him as an ethereal mentor, ready to grip his hand and dance him into the world beyond worlds. He waved at her. Broke into a giggly smile. Any second now, and all of this will disappear, he accepted. The sludge cascaded into his mouth, but his throat triggered a laryngospasm.  
When he watched Sylvie unlocking the cage, his last sense of sanity had pulled him out of his final madness. A ghost didn’t stand before him; Sylvie did—the real Sylvie. 
The cell door opened. With no time to waste, he propelled himself toward her, his entire body screaming in pain. Sylvie seemed content with leaving Toric to die, but Reid thought otherwise. He grabbed Sylvie by the ankle, seized the master key from her hand, and swam to Toric’s cell. 
His eyeballs felt ready to burst, and each stroke took as much effort as curling a fifty-pound weight. Reaching Toric appeared to be an anomaly, a feat that defied human physiology. When he unlocked the cage, Toric glided out. 
All three of them maneuvered around the floating objects. Reid's vision was blackening as if he were staring through the dark tint of a window, and the resistance of his movement was comparable to a man trying to walk on Jupiter. 
And then the chilly air struck his face, and oxygen flooded his lungs. He couldn’t tell how long he had lain on the frigid limestone half-landing, but he got to his feet when the water from the cellar nipped at his toes. The cold temperature of nighttime made his body shiver. 
After getting enough oxygen, he kissed Sylvie—a big, wet one. They hugged and felt each other’s warmth while Toric stood out of the way, as if he were a fly on the wall. 
“Thanks,” Toric said, giving Reid a hug. 
As much as Reid desired to sit and sing Kumbaya, he knew they needed to escape.
“We don’t have long,” he pointed out.
Sylvie reached into her green gown, pulled out a Blazer F1, and handed it to Reid. “King Velmar tried to assassinate Syria Temmis in her bedchamber, but the poison got him.” 
“He what?” Reid asked, but he didn’t receive a response. He suddenly heard shouts from the main level of the Great Bark Keep. Commands and orders. Then he heard gunfire. Then he heard war cries.
“What’s going on?” he asked Sylvie. 
“The Great Bark Keep is under attack.” 
“Under attack?”
“King Velmar had a clandestine force just outside the east fortification. Same with Lady Erina Vauylen. They’ve been waiting this whole time.”
“Those traitors,” Reid said. 
“This is good,” Toric declared, his cheeks red with embarrassment. “Don’t get me wrong. War is horrific, but we might be able to sneak by.” 
Reid realized the High Attendant had a point. The clacking of boots against stone sounded off, and it was growing louder. Familiar voices registered in his ears. 
“Why the hell are we doing this?” It was the short, portly Greenwood Guard with a rat-face. 
“You listened to Peacelord Varn, didn’t you?” Bardo said. “Consider us lucky.” 
Reid gripped the pistol and aimed it at the top of the staircase. When Bardo turned the corner, fear filled the bully’s eyes. 
“Not such a tough guy anymore, are you?” Reid said. He dropped them before Bardo or his companions could speak or react, and their bodies rolled down the stairs and stopped at the quarter-landing. The laser beam had perforated their stomachs and had caused their entrails to spill onto the stone surface like snakes, the blood pooling around them and painting a thin coat on the landing. The stench of death lifted into the ether.
Without hesitating, Reid said, “The portcullis will be closed. We have to take the postern gate.” 
"Wymond's at the gate. He’ll let us through,” Sylvie claimed.
“Wymond’s at the gate?” Reid asked, his heart racing. 
Sylvie nodded. 
If the Parallax Sheppard had Wymond under his mental control, that presented friction. But was there an alternative? He examined his Blazer F1 and wondered if he could pull the trigger against someone he loved.  
When they reached the front entrance of the Great Bark Keep, Reid noticed the juxtaposition of the dry climate compared to the moist cellar, and he also observed how empty the place was. Amidst the turmoil, it appeared that soldiers had abandoned their posts to join the skirmish in the bailey.
The inside of the keep had an eerie, deserted feeling to it, but the courtyard was a completely different story. Greenwood Guards hid behind any cover they could find. Stables. Barricades. Parapet bases. Buttresses. Meanwhile, emerald, orange, and red lasers collided with each other in a cataclysm of combat. 
Reid discerned that the Greenwood Guards had made their battle preparations. They wore their moss-verdant nanofiber chest plates and barbute helmets, which were transparent and could track the heat signatures of the enemy. Emerald energy beams shot from their long grove lances as they fought to protect their land. Reid realized that most of these incipient servicemen lacked real combat experience, and it showed based on the staggering death toll. 
From afar, he viewed combatants clad in orange and black armor. The invaders. They were climbing over the east battlement and pushing inward. Reid figured that King Velmar must have lowered the Shield of Protection before he had died, allowing the wrath of hell to be unleashed.
Reid stumbled over his feet and vomited. Hundreds of troops—Greenwood Guards, Sun Warriors, and Magma Men—lay sprawled out across the battlefield, their blood staining the mud, dirt, and grass. Was he responsible for all of this?
Two destrier horses were twenty yards away. A young-looking Greenwood guard—most likely a private—sat on the destrier closest to the Great Bark Keep, dressed in a deep green travel cloak and standard battle gear. His body shook and flinched as crimson particle beams zipped by him and burned the field. The poor soldier wore a face of regret, and he was not alone. Reid figured the fresh-faced generation wanted the benefits that came with joining Oakenmere’s army without having to fight in armed conflict—but it didn’t work that way. 
Reid knew that three people could fit on one destrier, but that would slow their speed down and leave them prone to danger. Two destriers would allow them to race through the night at blinding speed. A much safer bet. He studied his pistol, then the kid on the horse. How old? Eighteen? Nineteen? He gulped. He was about to do it—
“Private Dursk! Get your ass over here and help me with this Widow’s Curse. Weapon’s all jammed up!” It was Commander Zarn’s rough voice, calling out from the alleyway.
The private gladly hopped off his horse, tied the lead rope to a wooden post, and raced toward the passageway of the Great Bark Keep. Reid knew this was their chance. He stared at Sylvie and said, “You and Toric take the horse on the right, and I’ll ride the other.” 
Sylvie grabbed his arm and said, “No—we go together.” 
He pulled his arm away and commanded, “Do as I say.” 
Although reluctant, Sylvie listened. As he moved, he felt the vibration from the scintillating rays that impacted the muddy grass. The reek of blood and piss and shit triggered a post-traumatic response, dragging his mind to memories of the dungeon. Men were letting out war cries. Men were shouting commands. Men were exhaling their last breaths before death swept them away. To Reid, their closing breath sounded the loudest of them all. 
A quick-release knot secured the rope to the wooden post. The horse, which was covered in battle gear such as padded leather, chainmail, and metal plates, neighed and shook its mane as Reid mounted it. When Toric and Sylvie mounted the other horse, Sylvie glared at him with weary eyes as if she understood what Reid planned to do. 
The hostilities raged on. He caught the sound of Commander Zarn yelling at the low-ranking soldiers to fix the weapon system. There were a couple clinks of metal on metal, and then a young man, probably Private Dursk, yelled, “It’s fixed!” 
“Good—mount it on the horses!” 
But by the time Commander Zarn and his troops stepped onto the enclosure, the destriers were gone. Reid was leading the charge to the postern gate. Greenwood Guards—tasked with external threats rather than internal matters—occupied the rampart on the bailey's western flank. That was until Commander Zarn screamed for a platoon of guards to chase them down. His stentorian voice echoed off the walls for all to hear. 
The race began. Reid’s destrier drove forward at the same speed as a car driving through a residential area. The wind howled against his skin. Death made him forget the world, and his focus tunnel-visioned on the side gate, his only hope for survival. He listened to the galloping of Sylvie and Toric’s horse close on his tail, then the triumphant roar of an angry crowd. He peeked over his shoulder and witnessed something out of a western movie film: an amalgamation of civilians with pitchforks and torches, accompanied by Greenwood Guards with grove lances and horses, was heading for him.
Modern and ancient attacks rained down on him from the wall walk. Arrows thumped the dirt meters away from his horse, and scarlet rays torched the grass. Tendrils of smoke rose into the atmosphere. The burning odor reached his nose and reminded him of the memories of Tom Storch's yearly crop fires in his old hometown. 
The impact of the Sunfang Bolt created craters the size of graves. He imagined his destrier being struck by an arrow; how he would be launched into the depressions that surrounded him; how the Greenwood Guard would bury him alive. But then he realized the sloppy shots indicated the marksmanship of a private with no combat experience. The veterans, the ones with real skill, were busy fighting the Magma Men and Sun Warriors. 
But even a fledgling could get lucky. 
As he drew closer to the side gate, he had forgotten about the biggest problem of all: Wymond. The bastard was fifty feet ahead, a Blazer F1 in his hands. Don’t do it, Reid thought, placing his finger on the trigger of his own gun. Don’t make me do it.
Wymond fired first, but the shots weren’t aimed at Reid; they struck the platoon of Greenwood Guards that was chasing him. When the peasants dropped their torches on the ground, the grass lit on fire, and a ring of flames created a curtain that split the courtyard in half. On the other side of the flames, Commander Zarn glared through his pilot shades, his face pockmarked, his lips a flat line of disgust. Reid let out a breath of relief when Commander Zarn decided to cut his losses and focus his efforts on the siege.
Wymond waved them on. “Get out of here. Hurry up!” 
Once Reid was inside the tunnel of exit, safe from the arrows and lasers, he had an itch to flex his investigative muscle. 
“Wymond, when Bardo came and asked you if Toric and I left together, you said we didn’t.” 
Wymond looked down in embarrassment. “I know you wanted me to lie so you could escape, but I couldn’t do it. I had to tell them the truth.” 
That was all Reid needed. The Parallax Sheppard was a conniving lunatic, but Reid struggled to figure out the man’s endgame. If he really had controlled Wymond, then why was he suddenly letting Reid escape? He wished he had more time to think about it, but he heard the guards from the wall-walk nearing in on him. 
“You did the right thing, Wymond. I won’t hold it against you. Always be honest, no matter what.” 
Wymond still looked uncomfortable. “Did you do it? Did you kill your twin like they said?” 
“I am a murderer. But it’s not what you think.” 
“What do you mean?” Wymond asked. 
The footsteps from within the rampart grew louder. 
“There’s no time to explain. Keep working hard and keep your nose off the wenches and beer and find yourself a good girl,” Reid advised, bending down and patting Wymond’s shoulder. Then he did something unexpected: he whacked Wymond across the head—not enough to kill him, but enough to knock him unconscious. It was the only way that Wymond would be able to avoid punishment. 
They raced through the tunnel and arrived in the forest, where the Neonzappers creaked and the Sharppredators roared. Reid realized the dangers of the wild were similar to the inverse of a nuclear blast. At ground zero, the animals were harmless—even playful—but if one walked a little further into the wild, it was trouble: Dunewyrms swallowed men whole, Fotrangs used their pincers to tear guys limb from limb, and Gravemanders shot acidic phlegm that melted flesh of bones. 
Toric sent his destrier in a direction that Reid had no plans of following. He stopped along the rampart. 
“Reid, c’mon, we have to leave right this second,” Sylvie said, looking over her shoulder. 
Reid shook his head. “I can’t leave with you, Sylvie.” 
“But you must!” she yelled. 
“You guys venture that way,” Reid said, pointing to the north. 
“Reid, no!” she yelled. 
He longed to run off with them, but he recognized this wasn’t his life anymore—nor was Sylvie his true love. 
“I’m not who you think I am.” 
“You’re everything and more, my love,” Sylvie whispered. 
“You can clear Toric’s name, but my name will never be cleared.” 
“Don’t do this to me,” she begged, now fully in tears.
The man you need to be with is already gone, he thought. A tear dripped from his eye. “Never return to these walls. It won’t be safe. Go to the Cities of the Secluded. They’ll protect you.” 
“No, Rafe, no.” 
He rode gently toward her. When he beheld Sylvie’s sadness, all of his guilt and shame welled up inside him at once. He assumed Rafe’s identity one last time, kissing her on the lips—not for himself, but for Sylvie.  
“You must come with us,” she demanded. 
“I have to return to where this all began.” 
“The Forbidden Island? Are you crazy?” she asked. 
He remained silent. 
“Will I see you again?” she asked. 
“Perhaps in another world,” Reid replied, and then he flicked his eyes to Toric and said, “Go.” 
Toric nodded, whipped the reins, and sent the destrier into a gallop.
“Wait!” Sylvie cried, reaching for him, but it was too late by then. 
He turned toward the south and glanced at the summit of the cliff face. Listening to Sylvie scream tore him to pieces inside, but it was time to go home. With that being said, the journey still presented challenges. A massive cacophony of gun blasts and yells and blood transmitted outside the barbican. The Greenwood Guards were pushing back the Sundrath and Emberlands' forces, which occupied the route he needed to take to reach the Parallax Sheppard. 
The chatter and footsteps of Greenwood Guards sounded off from the postern gate tunnel.
“He’s still alive,” a guard mentioned. 
“C’mon, let’s track him down,” another said. 
Into the battle Reid went. 
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Chapter 17


Reid felt as if he were a war journalist—watching the battle from afar, but still in grave danger. The volcano armor of the Magma Men was sable and shaped like broken lava crust, with jagged lines running from head to toe. They shot at the Greenwood Guards on the rampart with Magma Pulse Emitters, and the short concussive bursts blasted chunks of stone into the ether. A tide of attack and defense collided outside the walls of the Great Bark Keep—if there were hell on earth, this was it. 
The Sun Warriors crept along with stealth, wearing lightweight armor that consisted of Solarsteel plating, which was made to refract light.
The Greenwood Guard responded with heavy, overwhelming gunfire from the top of the fortification. Upon contact with the intended targets, the purple beams from the Scale Binder Z1 made the Magma Men and Sun Warriors shrink, rendering them impotent. The red laser of the Sunfang Bolt added more gore, its energy shafts perforating through the chests of its adversaries.
Reid had ditched his horse a while ago. As he crept on, he caught a whiff of the burning skin from the deceased, along with the vital fluid that left their bodies. When vomit released from his gut, he wondered if there was anything left in his stomach to puke up.
Diverting from the foot trail meant risking an encounter with dangerous animals, so he continued on his route and hoped the war fighters wouldn’t spot him. At the peak of his peril, he came within inches of the Sun Warriors and Magma Men, who were too busy dealing with the Greenwood Guards on the defensive walls to take notice.  
He wished that sneaking past the threats was the end of his troubles, but he still needed to cover more ground to arrive at his final destination. He felt the heat of the vermiform waves smacking near his toes and tasted the brown ribbon of earth as dirt lifted into the atmosphere.
On he carried. Although exhausted, he took notice of the panoply of timber that surrounded him: Brazil nut, cacao, fig, and fruit trees. Fifteen feet away from the trail were the two-hundred-foot ferns, bushes, and brambles. There was no rhyme or reason to their colors—purple, yellow, blue. He wished he could take the time to admire this world’s beauty, to soak in and bask in its glory, to pluck a branch from a tree and take it back to his bedchamber—but he couldn’t anymore. 
A vermiform ray landed inches to his right and lifted him ten yards toward the heavens. After buckling his knee when he fell, his vision narrowed in on the cliff face up ahead, and he sprinted forward with the images of his old life on his mind.
But then red lasers zipped by his head—smaller and more targeted blasts. He glanced over his shoulder and spotted the modest platoon of Greenwood Guards that had followed him from the postern gate. Some of the weaponized rays smashed the forest floor while others struck the rock wall, sending a miasma of smoke aloft. The haze concealed his movement, but as he moved through the dust, he choked on diminutive particles that sat in the back of his throat.
The sounds of war trailed off, but then the earth shook as if God had wrapped his palm around H-Trae. Reid stumbled, smacked the hard clay, rolled over, and saw the ferns and brambles being steamrolled by large shadows. Enlarged spiders came into view. Fifty feet tall. The Gravemanders. When the beasts headed for the fortification, their sharp pincers were indiscriminate in their attack. Sun Warriors, Magma Men, and Greenwood Guards were torn apart, their blood falling like rain onto the hundreds of dead men who already occupied the forest floor. The monsters crawled over the rampart in the same manner that humans step over footrests. 
What have I done? he thought. 
The shouts of the Greenwood Guard told Reid that they were close. He shot up and raced in the direction of the Parallax Sheppard's lair, but instead of phasing through cave rock, he ran into it. The warm streak of blood that trickled down from his temple tasted as if he’d stuck his tongue to a metal pole. 
“No. No. No. NO! NO!” he yelled, getting up and smacking the rough surface of rock. “Let me in! Let me in! Please send me home! HOME! HOME!” 
The high-pitched squeals of the Gravemanders, the stomping steps of the Greenwood Guard, the near misses from piercing rays—H-Trae had fallen. 
“I’ll do anything! I beg of you—just send me home! I should’ve gone home when I had the chance! PLEASE!” 

    
  His body phased through the cliff exterior at the last moment. He performed a visual scan: the lava strip flowing around the walls of the room, the three silver tanks in the back, the frigid air. Check, check, check—he had reached his final destination. 
The Parallax Sheppard edged out of the dim shadows, wearing his dark robe and obsidian hockey mask. Etan followed, dressed in his charcoal-colored suit. 
“What brings you back so quickly?” the Parallax Sheppard asked. 
Reid sensed the sarcasm. He clenched his fist in rage. “Do you think this is a joke?” 
“Hardly.” 
“People are dying out there. Honorable people. Oakenmere will never recover from this.” 
“And whose fault is that?” 
“You set me up,” Reid said, taking a step closer to the Parallax Sheppard. Etan obstructed his path, his colossal, bulky shape acting as a divider. When Reid stopped his approach, Etan slid to the side. 
“I presented you with an option,” the Parallax Sheppard corrected. 
“No, you lied. You manipulated Toric and Wymond.” 
“Did you kill a man or not?” 
“I did, but not—” 
“Then if you killed someone, you should've hanged for it. Am I wrong? Is that not the law of Oakenmere?” 
“You bastard.” 
“I’ve been called worse.” 
“If you wanted me dead, why didn't you leave it up to the Greenwood Guard to take care of me?” 
“I don’t covet your death,” the Parallax Sheppard claimed. 
“Then what the hell do you want?” 
“To open your eyes.” 
As Reid stood there, he swore he could register the screams of men who were being ripped asunder by Gravemanders. He stared at the Parallax Sheppard, then at the three tanks. “Did you aspire for H-Trae to go up in flames?” 
“I strive to follow the agenda of the Parallax Dichotomy Division. It is not my job to ask questions.” 
“You used me,” Reid said, disgusted.
“I taught you a lesson.” 
“You’re—you’re—you’re out of your mind! H-Trae was a peaceful place!” Reid screamed, spit flying. 
“Realities are pendulums, Reid,” the Parallax Sheppard stated in a soft voice. “It swings between good times and bad times, but sometimes it needs a little push.” 
“Just get me out of here.” 
The Parallax Sheppard gave a wicked smile. “What is that I hear? You desire to return to the planet you so desperately sought to flee?” 
“You heard what I said.” 
“As you wish.” The Parallax Sheppard moved to the side. “Come along and we’ll get you situated.” 
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Chapter 18


There his trailer sat, right before his eyes, the most beautiful red piece of junk he had ever seen. From his peripheral vision, he noticed that the neighbors had painted their home a new color since he had been gone—blue in place of white. Very nicely done. 
The odd, metallic scent of the air must have been a result of him being displaced from this world for nearly a week. When he arrived within two steps of his front door, memories from H-Trae flooded him—mostly bad ones. He shook his head. The past was in the past. 
The end of the working hours meant Savannah would be home. He contemplated his words, unsure of what to say, and then decided that a simple but heartfelt apology would be best. He took a deep breath and then entered through the front door. 
The place was not as he remembered. Cruiser’s dog hair no longer littered the gray couch, and the carpet appeared to be crystal clean, as if it had been replaced altogether. Someone had put away the dishes, scrubbed the counter, and wiped down the tile floor, which seemed odd because Savannah wasn’t the cleaning type. The stacks of papers that were piled on the kitchen table had vanished, and Savannah’s medical bills on the fridge were gone. Who had done all this cleaning? 
He heard footsteps and then Cruiser’s collar clinking together. His dog turned the corner and entered, but the pug didn’t look friendly when he detected Reid. It bared its teeth and gave a low growl. 
“Cruiser, what’s the matter, boy?” It was Savannah’s voice. 
When she entered the living room, he saw she was pulling a tank top over her bra. When they made eye contact, she appeared stunned. 
“Savannah, I’m sorry for everything. I promise that I’ll be better from now on. I’ll drive to Hardline Torque Automotives tomorrow if that’s what you want.” 
Savannah froze. 
“I know things haven’t been easy with the heart surgery, but—” 
She let out a scream, the type of shriek that the main character gives when they finally see the monster or ghost in the horror movie. It jolted Reid and forced him to retreat a few steps.
“Ray! Grab the gun!” 
“Savannah, what’s going on?” said Ray’s voice from down the hallway. 
When the individual burst into the family area, Reid couldn’t decide if the dude was Toric, or Ray, or an entirely altered person: H-Trae and Earth collided until his brain picked one. Ray appeared the same as always—dark hair, sharp jawline, jeans, no shirt on—but he held something concerning in his hands: a twelve-gauge shotgun. 
Ray stepped in front of Savannah. Pumped the shotgun. “Who are you? And what are you doing in my house?” 
“Who am I? Ray, are you fucking serious right now? It’s Reid, your best friend since preschool.” 
“How do you know my name? Have you been stalking me?” Ray asked, stepping forward and flaunting his weapon. 
Reid gazed at Savannah and laughed. “Hilarious—tell him to put the gun down.” 
The fear on Savannah’s face never softened. She yelled, “Get out of here or I’ll call law enforcement on you!” 
“This is my residence as much as yours!” he bellowed. 
Ray stepped closer to him. “Listen here, you lunatic. I’m going to give you ten seconds to evacuate my property.” 
“Your property?” Reid asked. 
“LEAVE NOW, YOU SICKO!” Ray pushed Reid toward the door. “Savannah, dial 911.” 
“Already on it,” she said, whipping out her phone. 
Ray threw him out of the trailer as if he were a drunk idiot being thrown out of a bar. A man's voice, which blasted through a radio, stopped him from reentering his residence. He pivoted and saw a guy watering his grass, but it wasn’t Mr. Sam; it was somebody else—a younger gentleman. Did Mr. Sam move out? An even more suspicious sight slapped him in the face: all the dwellings were a different color. He nearly collapsed. 
“Next up on 97.1 is Separate Stays by Journey,” the person on the radio said. 
Had he heard that correctly? Reid knew the song was called Separate Ways, not Separate Stays. When he crossed the street, he noticed a fresh blacktop running for miles. No way they could accomplish that job in a week. The lines in the middle of the road were green; sometimes the construction workers painted the lines yellow, but never green. He gulped. 
“Excuse me, sir,” he said to the young man who was watering his flowers. When the individual turned, Reid’s knees buckled. Skin as white as snow, white hair, white eyebrows, a steep chin and thin nose—it was the Frost King from H-Trae. 
“Thellis Kaelwyn?” 
“Huh?” the man asked. 
“You're the Frost King,” Reid stated, entranced. “But you should be dea—” 
“Listen up, asshole. You think it’s funny making fun of an albino?” 
“I’m—I’m serious.” 
The young man’s face shifted from anger to worry. He peered down at his hose as if he were prepared to use it as a weapon. “Look, pal, I don’t know who you are, but I suggest you disappear before I call the authorities.” 
He considered the metallic redolence, the freshly painted houses, and the blacktop. He shot a glance at the Frost King. “Where am I?” 
“Fernhollow Bend. Ever read a sign before?”
“I mean, what planet am I on?” 
“I was wondering the same thing,” the dude said, concerned. 
“Just please help me,” Reid begged. 
The man measured him, then said, “Earion. You're on Earion.”
Reid veered away and rushed down the sidewalk. No, no, no, no, no. 
“Hey, hold on for a second, pal,” the guy demanded. 
Reid kept walking, and then he started running. He had no clue where he was heading. The pungency of the air, the road, the varied establishments—it was all modified. 
“He lied,” he mumbled under his breath. “He lied. He lied. He lied. He lied.” 
A car raced over the hill, an SUV that had the words Huntington Police on the side—but this wasn’t a police vehicle he recognized. Instead of the primary colors being blue and red, they were emerald and yellow, and the emergency light bar on the top of the automobile flashed in the wrong hues. It didn’t surprise him when the siren transmitted an aberrantly lower tone than the ones he had known. 
“There’s been some concern from some residents in this neighborhood,” the bigger sheriff said, stepping out of the parked squad car. His sable uniform had patches of saffron and green at his elbows, knees, and shoulders. Are these guys wanna-be cops? Reid wondered. When he noticed the cop’s tan complexion and coal-dark tresses, his mouth dropped. 
“Peacelord Varn?” Reid asked. 
“We’ve got a real prankster on our hands, don’t we, Callahan?” the officer mentioned to the other cop. He tapped his nameplate twice. “It’s Officer Varn. You must not be from these parts.” 
The words spewed out without him being able to stop: “No, I’m from Earth.” 
When Varn gave Callahan a mysterious glance, a group of three kids came racing down the sidewalk on hoverboards. 
“Someone is having a bad day,” a familiar voice mentioned. 
Reid gazed at the boy who had spoken and saw ebony ringlets and narrow eyes. It was Wymond. The other two were ginger with freckles. Jorund and Roderick. 
“Get your asses home, or you’ll be on the wrong end of your mothers’ belts,” Varn warned. 
“And tell your moms to save me some pie for later!” Callahan added. 
“Wait! Wymond, come back!” Reid shouted. 
Wymond never even glanced over his shoulder. The two troopers stared at him with weary expressions.
Varn said, “Earth, I’m not sure I know where that city is.” 
“Look, Peacelord Varn. H-Trae needs you.” 
“I’ve had enough of the jokes,” Varn barked. “The report of the breaking-and-entering fits your description. You’re being detained.” 
“You're not listening to me!” Reid bellowed. “The Parallax Sheppard sent me!” 
“Yeah, and Kate Upton wants to suck my dick,” Varn said. “Your name, son. Tell us your name.” 
“Help me return to Earth.” 
The two cops gave each other another one of those looks that asked, Is this person fucking crazy? Callahan whispered into Varn’s ear: “This might be the lunatic who escaped from the Madhouse last week.” 
Varn digested the information, paused, and said, “Son, identify yourself. I’m not going to say it again.” 
Reid said, “Please, all I want is to go back to my old life.” 
“We can give you a hand,” Varn said, giving a measured glance to Callahan. “Come along with us.”
Desperate for some type of assistance, Reid crawled into the cruiser, but perhaps it would’ve been better if he had sprinted in the opposite direction. On the ride, he saw that the estates and avenues were the same except for slight modifications: different signs, different colors, different exterior designs such as chairs and patios. 
When they passed the police station, Reid asked, “Where are we going?” 
“Just stay quiet,” Officer Callahan ordered. 
Reid hated the response. The locked doors prevented his escape, and steel bars ran along the windows, so breaking the glass wasn’t an option. When they pulled off the main street, they drove down a dirt lane surrounded by apple and mango trees. To his left he glimpsed Blueglass Lake, which once had a potent light blue color, but now it looked muddy green and had a reek akin to a landfill. 
Memories filled his brain. A long time ago, his school had gone on a field trip to visit the Ridge Asylum for the Afflicted. When he realized this was the same route, his stomach rolled over.  
“Turn around,” he demanded. The cops ignored him. “I SAID TURN AROUND, GODDAMMIT!” 
Nothing from the officers. 
As they approached the building, Reid noticed it had changed. On his field trip, the place was a comfortable white manor house, but now everything was black. Dead vines crawled up from the ground and wrapped their arms around the insane asylum as if they were trying to drag it into Hell. The white sign said Madhouse in blood-red writing in lieu of its original moniker, which he remembered had been in gray. 
“This—this—this is against my rights!” he screamed. “I want to speak to a lawyer!” 
The police vehicle slowed down to a stop. Officer Varn said, “We just have to check a few things out.”  
Due to Reid’s resistance, the troopers lifted him out of the squad car and carried him up the enormous steps as if he were a child having a tantrum.
“Let me go! Get your sweaty hands off me!” Reid demanded, kicking and shoving. 
Once they moved inside, Reid noticed everything was white: white nurses’ uniforms, white walls, white desks, white patient gowns, but at the front desk, he spotted a black woman with raven hair and shadowy eyes. 
“Lady Erina Vauylen. You and Peacelord Varn need to make amends to save H-Trae!” 
The woman said, “Reid, I’ve told you many times before, and I’ll tell you again: my name is Kelly.” 
“So this is your guy?” Officer Varn asked. 
“That’s him,” Kelly said. “Let’s get him strapped up.” 
“Stop this madness!” Reid demanded. 
Nobody reacted to his demands. Seconds later, a nurse rolled out a large chair with leather straps. He fought like hell, but there were seven people grabbing at his arms and legs. They lifted him up, slammed him in the restraint chair, and tied his extremities down until he couldn’t move an inch. Lady Erina Vauylen had a long needle in her hand, and she poked it into his shoulder, which caused drowsiness to overtake him. 

    
  The ward was as small as a prison cell. There was a metal toilet and sink. No TV. No furniture—just a hard bed to which he had been strapped down. Through a tiny window that had iron bars on it, Reid could see the twilight of the night. He still felt groggy.
The silence made it feel as if he was in a soundproof torture chamber, but then a shadow flicked across the room. When Reid scanned the space, he didn’t detect a soul, but he sensed somebody’s presence. When he closed his eyes for a moment and tried to steady his breath, a tear dripped down his cheek. Although this world seemed similar to home, he was still a trillion miles away. 
When the shadow drifted from wall to wall, he spotted the cloaked figure. Reid’s body jerked and spasmed as he tried to reach the bastard, but it was no use with the leather straps. 
“How could you do this to me?” Reid asked, on the verge of tears. 
“Now, now—accountability is a skill you must learn to master,” the Parallax Sheppard asserted calmly. 
“I wanted to fix my life,” he claimed, gritting his teeth. “How am I supposed to do that when I’m strapped down?” 
“You wanted to do what was best for you,” the Parallax Sheppard said. “And you doomed the lives of millions of people because of it.” 
“That’s not true!” 
“You have failed me,” the Parallax Sheppard said, and for the first time, he removed his hockey mask. 
Realization struck Reid in the face like a backhand slap. “You’re—you’re the homeless man,” he said, remembering the moment the homeless vagabond pushed him off the bridge. 
“I told you that you would regret making the jump,” the Parallax Sheppard declared. 
Reid was sobbing. “You’ve taken everything from me.” 
“You're wrong,” the Parallax Sheppard corrected. “I have set you free. I have taken the burden of your problems away.” 
Reid's body shook. “Home.” 
The Parallax Sheppard stroked the side of his face and said, “Perspective is a beautiful thing, my friend, isn’t it?”  
Reid said nothing. His eyes became glassy. 
“Savannah’s dead, Reid,” the Parallax Sheppard said. 
Reid’s gaze remained vacant, but a tear trickled down his cheek.  
“Drank herself into oblivion. Choked on her own vomit. Dead. And what about Peacelord Varn? He’s dead. Somebody shot him in the head while you were trapped in the dungeon. Nasty death. Lady Vauylen joined the Sundrath and Emberlands forces together. H-Trae has fallen.” 
The news sent him into a state of catatonic shock. 
“But don’t worry, your Sylvie is still alive. She’s falling in love with Toric as we speak.” The Parallax Sheppard bowed down on a knee so that he was eye level with Reid. “Thank me, my friend. There may come a day when I need you again, but for now, I think I’ll leave you where you are. Thank me before I go.” 
His anger forced him to break out of his catatonic shock. “YOU SACK OF SHIT, I’LL KILL YOU!” 
“Goodbye for now, Reid,” the Parallax Sheppard said, smiling. He backed into a corner of the ward. 
“COME BACK HERE! COME BACK HERE!” 
The echo of heels clicking emerged from the hallway. As the metal door opened, the Parallax Sheppard disappeared into thin air. 
“NOOOOOOOO!” Reid yelled. 
Lady Vauylen walked in with the big needle of a shot. Reid shook and screamed and cried. 
“Shhhh … it’s okay. This will calm you down,” Lady Vauylen said, sticking the needle into his arm and injecting him with the sedative.
And as he felt sleepy, a vision of Savannah fluttered across the back of his eyelids. If desire was a lusty, beautiful woman and perspective was a hometown girl—Reid had danced with both.
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