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The mind has a way of playing tricks on us when we find a pillow to rest our head.  When we are awake, the actions and reactions that circle our perceived reality are tangible.  We can see, hear, smell, taste, and touch the truths that surround us.  However, upon losing consciousness, the reality that holds all life in its hands ceases to exist.  Our central nervous system involuntarily takes us from our natural existence to places that have no reason to reveal themselves to us.  Ideas, sensations, and emotions present themselves in perplexing ways.  There are those who interpret these dreams as nothing more than coincidence.  More studious thinkers may pass them off as the brain exerting leftover energy from their day-to-day routines.  There are those who see these dreams as something entirely different though.  I am speaking of those who view them as some sort of divine intervention – a sign of prophecy to us mere mortals.  Over the course of human history, dreamers have predicted the rise and fall of powerful civilizations.  They have been hailed as both divine messengers and malevolent forces by those close to them.  Our history may depict our past, but our dreams have a way of hinting at the future.

~ the Zagesi
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There Were Three
~ The First ~
	“I haven’t slept in twenty-six days—not even a nap, barely a blink,” I said, hearing the admission aloud for the first time.
	“Why is that?” he asked.
	“At first it was the false memories that accompanied my nightmares, but now –,” I answered but couldn’t finish
	“Your recollection of events is distorted?” he asked.
	“It’s more complicated than that.  It’s as if I’m actually there. When I wake, I remember it as a lived experience.  However, there are slight differences from how things actually happened,” I wrestled with my words.
	Dr. Eldridge sighed.  I could tell he was becoming frustrated with the lack of clarity in my words.  There was no easy way to help him understand.  This was why I had kept the ordeal private for so long.
	“Can you give me an example?  Maybe that'd help me get your point,” Dr. Eldridge hypothesized.
	“Okay.  It has been a long time since I last dreamed though,” I replied to his theory.
	“It couldn’t hurt to try,” he responded.
	“I suppose not,” I hesitantly agreed.
	My eyes made their way around Dr. Eldridge’s office before fixating on a painting he had of crashing waves on a golden shore.
	“My mind often takes me to a time when I was young.  My featureless father had a private office in our home that he kept locked off from the rest of our family.  He placed a hinge high up on the door with a dialed padlock to hold it closed and told us that under no circumstances were we to enter.  As we grew older, my siblings and I wondered amongst ourselves what Father could be hiding away in this chamber.  Eventually, overcome with fascination, my older brother picked the padlock with a bobby pin that my younger sister lent him.  I have memories of him coming back to us with a look of disappointment on his face.”
	“I remember him saying, ‘It is only a library.’  My siblings would then go along with their day disenchanted with the mystery that they had finally solved, but I could not let it go so easily.  Later that evening after Father had fallen asleep, I decided I wanted to see this collection for myself.  The lock was no easy challenge to pry, but after ten or so minutes, I had silently made my way inside.”
“This is where fact and fiction come at odds with one another.  In this dream, I clearly remember the darkness of the room giving me a keen sense of isolation – one that I had never once felt before or after.  The absence of moonlight—of even shadows—was overwhelming. I reached out blindly, desperate for anything that might give the room shape.  Eventually, I came upon some sort of cord hanging from what I could only guess was the ceiling.  Upon pulling this twine, a dim, yellow light flickered on above a chestnut desk.  A single paperback book laid across the face of this table.  As I approached the tome, the rest of the world seemed to melt around me.  I felt as if time had come to a standstill.  The book had collected dust across its cover that seemed to have been built up over many years.  As I brushed the fine powder aside, I could make out only one word:  Paracosm.”
“Why does this vision haunt you, August?” Dr. Eldridge asked curiously.
“I don’t have any siblings.  The first written text I ever saw was when I was training to be a translator in the guard.  The details just don’t add up,” I shared reluctantly.
“How long have you been afflicted by these phantasies?” he inquired.
“Ever since I left Purla,” I answered.
“Is this your first time leaving the surface?” the Doctor questioned further.
“Indeed,” I replied.
“I’ve heard of such things happening every so often to spacefarers.  Going spaceside can take quite the toll on the psyche.  “I’ll prescribe a mild mood stabilizer,” he said.
“Won’t a mood stabilizer make me drowsy?” I wondered aloud. 
“It will.  You have to sleep, August,” he insisted.
“I’m not sure if that’s such a good idea, Doc,” I said.
“Nonsense.  Rest is a necessity.  Also, I’d prefer that you’d not refer to me as ‘Doc.’  I’m your psychiatrist, not your clinical physician,” Dr. Eldridge chuckled at the end of his response.
“What should I call you then?” I asked.
“Leon will do,” he reacted promptly.
Dr. Leon Eldridge carried his voice with confidence, but I know there’s more than this practiced persona he puts on.  I am also aware that humans have been traveling across the stars for centuries – well, according to the Sol Calendar at least.  I was never told of this sort of issue occurring to anyone else.  No one had ever cared to mention paramnesia.
“Now, I have a much sought after service to provide to your fellow crewmen.  Head down to the medfac, and the pharmacist should have your script within the hour,” Leon said, interrupting my train of thought.
“Fine,”  I concurred, knowing damn well that I would not follow through with the offer for at least a couple days.  The Admiral had been keeping me so busy lately that I barely had time for these kinds of meetings with Dr. Eldridge anyways.  It made little sense to me, especially since I was clearly an unwanted passenger on the SPS Gilgamesh. 
“This is a diplomatic expedition,”  I remember the admiral saying before our departure.
“The only security we need you to provide is basic defensive routines and emergency preparations.  Don’t forget – this is my vessel, and you are not a part of its crew,” he followed up.  If only the admiral had known the true reason why I was being compelled to join this excursion. Maybe then he would have ejected me from the hull long before we left the star system.  It would’ve saved us all a lot of trouble.  Now, here I am – nearly a year into this mess – wishing maybe he had done so.  It would have been a much more noble way to go after all.
Before I could reach my bunk to change into my uniform, I noticed from out of one of the portholes that we were finally beginning to decelerate.  The tips of my fingers and toes started to go numb before tingling as if they were falling asleep.  Within a matter of seconds, they returned to normal as if nothing had ever happened.  I cannot imagine how astronauts do this their whole lives.  No matter how much I read about star travel and ANZU-powered reactors in my spare time back home, nothing really prepared me for actually going spaceside.  The unusual feelings I had experienced were actually commonplace for those experienced in space travel, but I cannot imagine that frequent bouts of paraesthesia could be healthy for anybody.  Now, equilibrium sleep was a whole nother adventure in itself.  I was in a state of equilibrium for more than half of the trek, which was pretty lackluster.  I didn’t even get to see us take off, as we were all out of it except for essential personnel.  I did notice there were no dreams while in stasis, however.  I closed my eyes, and five months seemed to pass by in only a moment.  At least that’s how it felt.  Recurring nightmares and delusional daydreams were not even a thought in my mind before that.  Come to think of it, I don’t really recall ever dreaming before leaving Purla.  At least never any dreams I could remember after waking up.  
When I finally reached the stern of the ship, I spotted my attire laying next to my cot.  How I had come to despise that resting place with such a passion – I didn’t want to linger in its presence too long.  The black-on-black designs of the monkey suit signified my unique position  on the Gilgamesh.  You would think “Head of Security” would be a significant title to carry, but I had little say on the actual direction of our assignment.  Only the politicians, the emissaries, and the formally educated have any real insight into the whys and hows of our journey to Kusu.  I cannot help but wonder if it has something to do with the rumors of a shift in power among the ruling strata of the colony.  If the whispers are true, the dominion may not be ready to receive foreign emissaries.  Notably, those who they are openly in conflict with over finite resources.  Sometimes, I wish the Kusites would make their advances on some other pocket of humanity.  If it wasn’t for the Kusites, I would probably still be back on the coast of the Idigna Sea, living a tranquil life managing my father’s fishmonger.  Maybe, I could’ve even applied to be a language educator or something similar with all of the training I received in the colonial guard.
Joining the service was not all it was made out to be by recruiters.  They convince you that you’ll see the world and learn more than any university has to offer.  That you will be granted land at the end of your time.  Well, I got about eight years in before the glorious and illustrious Lugal of Kusu went and decided to get herself into bed with the damned Eridans oligarchy.  Supposedly, they were the ones that convinced the Lugal to lay claim to the lands of the north on Purla.  At least that’s what I heard.  How could they have expected us to just sit by and allow an invasion of our world?  Calling it a colony while you are quite literally a colony yourself is outrageous.  All of the dominions were devastated after the Exodus, but that does not give us free reign to conquer one another in hopes of bettering one’s survival.  We have all struggled.  Have we already forgotten the reason for leaving the Old World?  Humanity must prevail, and we cannot do so if we antagonize each other.  It is as if our forefathers became sidetracked as soon as they settled down in their respective corners of the galaxy.
As I worked my way through the initial stretch of my regular shift, the intercom burst into activity, its sudden announcement grabbing hold of my focus:
"Attention all essential personnel. Report promptly to the command deck," came Admiral Faisal's unmistakably monotone voice, a sound that had become a familiar yet unsettling presence aboard the station.
The command deck was no easy place to reach with all of the silver hair and pushed back glasses about.  Sometimes, I wonder if they ever actually feel any sense of urgency in their step when it comes to moments like this.  We had finally reached the star system we had been traveling towards for ten months, and they seemed to lumber about with no care to hear what is in store for them upon arrival.  After the sector reached its max capacity of occupants, the entrance slid closed vehemently.  The crowd went quiet as Admiral Faisal arrived from his own private office.
“Alright gang, we’re making great time on our approach.  I will remind all of you that during peace talks, absolutely no signs of hostility shall be tolerated.  No sidearms will be permitted off of the Gilgamesh under any circumstances.  There will be mutually assured protection provided on site as well in the form of a hostage exchange when we land.  It seems that none other than your Head of Security, August Gladiolus, has been chosen to take on this role for our sake.” 
There it was. The moment I had been waiting for. The cat had finally been let out the bag. Everyone now knew the true reason why I was aboard the Gilgamesh for this odyssey.  I had suspicions that it had something to do with the war – but peace?  Why?  All progress they had made in their attempts at expansion on Purla had been thwarted.  Appeasement seemed like a worthless gesture that we will surely regret down the line.  
The approach on Kusu was something I will remember until the end of my days.  The two satellites orbiting the world were vastly different, making me feel as if there were truly two sides to the colony, both literally and figuratively.  One of these moons looked quite similar to our own as it was covered with a bleak, discolored veil of shadow-filled craters.  The other celestial body that was slowly revolving around Kusu was exactly as described by the storytellers of the old.  The artificial moon blinked in the hazy stillness of the void that surrounded it.  Giskusu had been developed and named by the final ruling dynasty of its birthplace some four hundred years after their advent in the Eudora system.  When the Kusites realized their destination had a minimal concentration of heavy metals on its surface, the best and brightest astronomers immediately poured all of their efforts into scouting out nearby alternatives.  They did not have to look far though, because there was plenty of copper, zinc, and aluminum in both their true satellite and its path as it made its way around Kusu.  Supposedly, an asteroid struck the moon before the Kusites even left on the Exodus.  Mining the lunar companion was easy enough for their engineers, but more metals would be necessary in order for their cities to grow and expand.  That was when the construction of Giskusu truly began.  Under the command of the illustrious Ninta family, the workforce of Kusu put forth their combined efforts to carry out the extensive ArtLuna Project.  They were not shy about it either.  Before taking a seven year hiatus across the interstellar wavelengths, they boasted a challenge to any other colony that'd dare to take on such a similar endeavor.  Comically, no one cared enough to even give it consideration.  They all had their own problems to deal with.  Nearly a century later, the political elite of Purla were invited to gander upon the accomplishment.  Now, almost three hundred years after its completion, the crew of the Gilgamesh has the honor of being the first Purlians to ever set foot on the lifeless marble.
Although the sight of both Kusu and Giskusu are breathtaking, I cannot help but wonder what it would have been like to have seen my home from outer space.  I begged the equilibrium specialists to allow me to stay conscious until after we had left the dominion of Purla, but they told me they weren’t allowed to make any exceptions.  They must be proud of themselves being the only ones with the honor to see their homeworld on this ship – those glorified nannies.  Probably quite lonely over those five months though.  They should consider themselves lucky that they weren’t those who originally came over during the Exodus.  Generation after generation being stuck with the same few people would have driven me mad.  I heard they had diffraction images that were programmed to carry on conversations with the equilibrists.  However, those are just unsubstantiated rumors.  I have not seen or ever heard of anyone else coming into contact with such technological wonders on Purla.  Maybe I will see something as unheard of as diffraction technology on Giskusu.  Who knows?  They pride themselves in their advancements far too much after all.
The hanger we docked at when we arrived at Giskusu contrasted substantially with what I had become accustomed to on Purla.  Both our short-range and long-range transport depots are diminutive in comparison.  The absence of greens, yellows, and blues was staggering.  Instead, we were blinded by the freshly shined chrome that enveloped our surroundings entirely.  It was obvious that the Kusites had paid little mind in the application of the precious metals they had collected over the years.  The radiant lighting that had greeted us through the various apertures of the Gilgamesh had finally started to dim, signaling my imminent time for departure.
“August –,” I heard in that recognizable voice of the Admiral.
“The ambassadors have requested your attendance at the wharf,” he continued.
“On it,” I said timidly.
Admiral Faisal accompanied me as I made my way to the gangway of the Gilgamesh.  Neither of us spoke, but I could comprehend his reasons for silence.  The Admiral was a proud man.  He would not dare utter word of this exchange with his family or even his closest friends.  To willfully hand over one of your own to the enemy – what a disgrace.  As we approached the exit, I felt the urge to speak up.
“Admiral, how long have you known?” I asked.
His steady steps came to a halt.
“Since before we met,” he declared while trying his best to hide his chagrin.
“And you said nothing?” I probed further.
The Admiral contemplated my question for some time before simply stating – “Thank you.”  He then turned and retreated to his cabin.  I always felt that he was a difficult one to read.  I didn’t have much time to ponder the interaction though.  I had somewhere to be after all.
 As soon as the bay doors opened, I was met by two masked hanger workers.
“You will need these,” said one of the nameless ground crew members as he handed me tinted spectacles.
I was pleased with the gift, it assisted my visual transition to this foreign environment.  The dulling of the fluorescent light in the hanger had barely made much of a difference after exiting the Gilgamesh.  I had never glimpsed such a reflective structure, but I suppose no other Purlian had before me either.  Maybe the Kusites were just used to it.  The greeting committee was followed promptly by four armed escorts, each of which was nearly twice my size.  What a warm greeting these Kusites had arranged.  
“Are you right or left handed?” the largest of the guards asked in an inflated baritone voice.
“What do you mean?”  I asked.
“Are you slow?  What hand do you use to write?”  he replied.
“I can write with both hands.” I answered while still deliberating his initial question.  
“Why are you making this more difficult than it needs to be?  Typical purse lipped chattel,” he responded bitterly.  
The giant then clutched my right arm before I had a chance to react and slapped on one side of some silver shackles.  The other end quickly ended up on his own wrist next.
“Don’t want me straying too far away I see?” I snickered to myself.
I couldn't make out much on our short trip across the port.  I didn't think much of it though, as I identified countless duplicates when we were making our way across the exterior.  We approached a dual set of doors where we stood and watched for what seemed like an eternity.  I soon found out why.  The gates led into a small elevator which descended for nearly ten minutes before we made our exit.  Giskusu was veritably a satellite – gargantuan and certainly filled with countless enigmas.  The facility we arrived at was clearly some sort of housing site for their armaments.  I had engaged in enough skirmishes with the brutes to be able to spot them from over a kilometer away.  Even their matrons towered over me by at least one-sixth of a meter.  There must be something in the food that grows them so massive.
My subtle scans of my surroundings went unnoticed by my attendants as we strolled through the complex.  I failed to recognize any other entrances or exits in my examination and was surprised when a wall to my left shifted open without any warning.  
“That cell is for you, Pure-ling,” one of the thinner guards declared.
My arm was set free and I was shoved into the dusky cubicle.  Before I could catch myself, the wall closed shut behind me.
Solitude once again.  It was an existence I had become all too familiar with.  Whether I was enjoying leave with my friends back home or briefing staff on how to handle a hull rupture on the Gilgamesh, I couldn’t escape the feeling of desolation.  I had not relied on another person for anything as far back as I can recall.  It had been me versus the universe.  The most unusual part about it – I preferred the sense of isolation.  At first, the feeling was unnerving.  Having no one to go to, internalizing all emotions, separating yourself from those who may want a connection - it can drive some to insanity.  Not me.  The past few years have been some of the best in my short life.  I quit drinking and using.  I embraced my insecurities, my faults, and my desires.  The only downside is that I can’t seem to get a handle on my insomnia.  For me, days bleed into nights during space travel.  I’m always exhausted, but I can never sleep in peace.  How long ago had I stepped onto the Gilgamesh?  What was the last thing I had seen on Purla?  What had I done to deserve this fate?  What could I have done differently?  Does any of it even matter?
It was several hours before I could sense any movement or sound outside of the cage I had been placed in.  It is a wonder what my daydreaming can do when I become too idle.  Catching one’s breath and going elsewhere gives me peace at mind.  This harmony came to an end when the wall to my rear exposed yet another hidden entrance.  This time there was no formal greeting.  Instead, I was met with the warmth of sunlight.  
“August Gladiolus, it is a pleasure to finally meet you,” spoke an eclipsed silhouette through the rays.  After a few moments, my sunglasses gave me the face of that shade: the previous Lugal of Kusu, Irika Girsu.  The only portraits I had ever seen of her dated back nearly two decades.  Her image was recognizable yet supernatural.  What had once been a delicate visage was now a shriveling raisin, but that was where the signs of aging stopped.  The way her body was shaped, the way she moved with such finesse.  I had never witnessed such a thing.  
“I thought you had stepped down from power years ago.  Wasn’t there an election for another Lugal?  I thought the position of Lugal was held indefinitely,” I accidentally muttered aloud.  
“I was appointed to the position of Lugal for life. This title is and will be that of the Girsu clan until my last breath, no matter what you have heard,” she answered eloquently. 
“Do you know why you are here Sir Gladiolus?” she continued before I could answer, “You are here before me because your people have decided that you will serve as an ample sacrifice to bring about peace between our colonies. Were you made aware of this before your trek to my moon?” 
“Yes and no,” I managed to choke out.
“I must ask – why you? Why are you here and not one of your emissaries or diplomats? Actually, disregard that.  Do not ruin the surprise for me.  I would rather be entertained,” she pondered aloud.  
“Tell me about your beginnings, August Gladiolus,” she sustained her soliloquy without taking a single breath.
“I’m a man from Purla, what more is there to say?” I replied.
“Sir Gladiolus, we both know there is more behind those scars you wear upon your cheek.  Have you always served on the SPS Gilgamesh?” the Lugal inquired.
“No.” I answered.
“What was your profession before becoming the head of security on such a fine spacecraft?” she followed up.
“I was an infantryman,” I stated.
“You know, you are too short,” she sneered
“You mean I am no mongrel,” I barked back.
Her response caught me by surprise: the Lugal bursted into hysterical laughter.
“You do have some character after all!  I only mean you do not say much.  No insult was intended,” she said with a growing smile.
“I do not see why giving you any more information will make any difference to this meeting, Madam Lugal.  I obviously came all this way to die for my people, it’s plain and simple.  I have always done what was right by Purla,” I retorted.
“Your Purla does not care for your martyring, boy.  Your friends will not remember your name or parade effigies of you throughout their streets,”  she pronounced as viciousness started clawing its way out of her.
“I do not wish to be a paragon.  I only want to give my friends and family more time to find their own happiness free from oppression by power hungry warmongers like yourself,” I revealed with dignity.  
“So you are here for your friends and family, Sir Gladiolus?” she squawked.  “Are their lives in your hands, champion?” she persisted.  “You were sent here to die, you fool.  What have you done that threatens their livelihood?
“Nothing of pertinence.  I did what I had to do,” the words seemed to leave my lips without hesitation.  Then a wall far behind the Lugal slipped open.
“Ah, finally our dinner has arrived,” she pleasantly whispered.
The food that was served was like nothing I had ever experienced on Purla.  Red meat, possibly from a real cow, was our primary dish.  Next, the thickest loaves of bread I have ever consumed, accompanied by at least four different forms of cheeses.  This was much different from my traditional cuisine: fish, crustaceans, rice, squash, etc.  I would have preferred this red meat diet much more than my own if I had been given the choice.  It is puzzling to think about what led the architects of the Exodus to choose what livestock and crops to send with each colony vessel.  They could not have possibly known which habitable world could sustain each resource.  It must've been a guessing game quite honestly.  It was all a shot in the dark though.  I’ve definitely come to know that for sure.
“Do you see now why our troops are so immense?” the Lugal asked, breaking me out of my spell.
“It’s not what I am used to, that’s for sure,” I answered vaguely.  
“What are you used to, Sir Gladiolus?” she requested with a grin.
“Whatever they are serving on the Gilgamesh,” I wittily responded.
Again, the Lugal erupted into hysterics.
“You are quite astute in the game of banter, Sir Gladiolus.  However, I will eventually grow impatient if you continue to twiddle your thumbs with me,” she disparaged.  
How swift she was to alter between these moods.  One moment she was charming and then the next she was cynical.  Just her tone could pierce through your skin like a dagger.  
“Tell me why I should share my story with my gibbeteer?” I proclaimed.
“Who says that is why you are here? Purla? Forget pleasantries but for a moment, dear. Let us practice. My name is Irika. I was born to a whore nearly eighty Sol years ago.  I wedded into an aristocratic family at twelve years of age.  My late-husband was an engineer who possessed unfathomable wealth. I was lucky. He sent me to an academy on one of our periphery worlds, Nina. I received an education in music theory, constitutional law, and Old World astronomy.  He died before I returned and left everything he had to me.  I never remarried out of respect for that man. His name was – nevermind,” she paused as a single tear streamed down to her jawline.
“Why reveal all this to me?” I questioned her.
“Because I have nothing to lose and neither do you,” she hesitated to finish, “That chameleon spike hidden beneath the skin on your right ankle tells me as much.”
I froze as the hair on the back of my neck became stiff.  How?  
The operation to have that spike implanted on me took place over a year ago.  Not only was my lateral compartment covered by my uniform, there was no visual scarring on the epidermis.  I had taken every possible measure to conceal this blade.  How could she know?
“I don’t understand,” I spit out in shock.
“You need not understand at this moment, August.  I have shared a piece of my long and arduous life with you.  Now, it is your turn. Why has your beloved Purla sent you here to give your life?  How will your life suffice for peace between our colonies?  Would you kindly pique my interest?”  she inquired in the most mesmerizing pitch.
“I truly don’t know what to say.  I can’t imagine what I’ve done that matters enough to the Lugal of Kusu,” I said as respectfully as I could.
“Regale me,” 
“As you wish,” I complied.  
“Before I was commissioned to the Gilgamesh, I served in the colonial guard.  I enlisted as a presumptuous and shortsighted boy.  The only job I’d ever had was as a clerk in my father’s shop, selling whatever he caught on the shores of the Idigna Sea.  The life of a guardsman was quite contradictory to my preconceived notions.  Live fire drills started before the sun rose, the hike over Mount Ghesi by noon, fighting warriors twice my size in hand-to-hand combat before twilight - this was my existence.  There was no one but myself to confide in.  I thought it would make a man out of me, but instead, I walked straight into the gates of hell itself.  I saw the stretches of Purla, and I learned my fair share of the Old World languages in my ventures, but I lost a part of myself in the process.  Scholarly enlightenment could never make up for the time I missed with my mother before she passed or being there to watch my younger siblings grow and learn what it truly meant to be of Purlian blood.  I hated myself for giving it all up, and I wish I had listened to my father and stayed.  Then your kind came.  Kusites arrived on our doorstep three days before my twenty-sixth birthday.  I had almost aged out of duty.  I had plans to return to that coastal town I missed so much, maybe start my own family and take over my father’s store.  You and your kind ruined everything.  Not just for me either – every single one of those young men and women lost everything their ancestors had worked so hard to give them.  For what?” I challenged Lugal Girsu.
“Is this question necessary?  Is the answer not obvious?  Contentment is a sign of weakness.  Stagnation leads to decline.  There are others that'd jump at any excuse to do the same to us as we did to you,” she said with no hint of remorse.
“Now, please continue,” my ears rang as she finished her declaration.
“I served on the frontlines.  Mostly scouting missions on the borderlands.  I remember watching the engagements from a safe distance.  I started as a spotter, but within weeks they had me picking off stragglers with long-range compression carbines.  My superiors told me I was one of the best shots they had ever witnessed.  That was about all of the praise I needed to start taking risks.  I felt at ease on the outskirts of a battle, but that comfort was short lived.  One evening we - well, I - got careless.  Reinforcements came up from behind us, slipping right past our lazy rear guard.  Only a few shots went off before we went to melee.  I lost one of my only friends in that altercation.  Esdras will only ever be remembered as a casualty of Aluralic, but I would not be alive today if he had not blocked the thrust of that Coryphée.  The flair of her nostrils below her hood was the last thing I remember from that day,” I stopped to collect my thoughts.
“What happened that day, Sir Gladiolus?” the Lugal insisted on an answer so persuasively.
“I’d rather not go into specifics,” I respectively declined.  “What those wretched souls and I experienced so many years ago means very little to those who weren’t there.  I do not think anyone could impartially give a recollection of those few moments.  Especially since very few of us walked away unscathed,” I responded.
“Maybe another time then,” she deferred.
“After the Battle of the Plains of Aluralic, I was recommended for a promotion.  I would soon be trained to become a part of the Crescent Knives,” I disclosed before cutting myself short.
“Do not worry, August.  I am well aware of your status as an espionage expert in the War of Nanshe,” she whispered intimately, “I know what your kind can do,” she continued.
“I cannot say what we did or didn't do.  All I can convey is that I became well acquainted with your kind.  I know what your kind is capable of as well,” I inferred with disdain.
“That is neither here nor there, Sir Gladiolus.  Hard work has historically led to remarkable feats.  Your kind will never understand the importance of structure” the Lugal replied unimpressed.
“I enjoy the freedom of being able to determine my own destiny.  I would never give up my right to choose.  The Stratum wouldn’t allow for that.  For me or my kin,” I professed.
“You enjoy the illusion of choice.  Your fate as a covert operative was decided for you before you even took your first steps.  Your demise here on the magnificent Giskusu was preordained before you deceived your first Kusite,” she claimed, now gloating at the prospect.
If she only knew what I was really capable of then she wouldn't say those words with such certainty.  How easy it would be for me to give up control.  If I were to give in to that demon even briefly, no one would be able to save her.  All Kusites would know my name.  Every Lugal that'd follow would see my face and remember what a loyal Purlian can do.
“You show your thoughts behind your eyes, you know?” she said, breaking my focus.
“Tell me my thoughts then, witch,” I uttered.
“I invited you to my table, Sir Gladiolus.  I have extended your life by at least an hour.  When I tell you to share your thoughts, when I ask you to reminisce on your past, no matter how incriminating they may be for the Purlian people, you will indulge my interests.  Do you understand?” she was near shrieking now.  Her pronounced crow’s-feet were ready to turn inside out.  The angrier she became, the more her age showed.
“Go ahead, kill me.  It’s what I came –,” was all I had time to get out before she broke me off.
“You will do as I command,” she said sharply.
It felt as if a snake had bitten my side.  I tried to gasp, but no air entered my lungs.  My body became petrified.  I began to lose my grip on cognizance before her next statement but was instantly revived when she spoke again. 
“Good.  Now where were we, Sir Gladiolus?  Why were you spying on the fair colonists we sent to Purla?” the Lugal dominated my thoughts more and more with each vowel she enunciated.  When I tried to give a clever quip to her query, I found that nothing came out.  My mental awareness was clear yet I felt compelled to bend my knee.
“I was assigned to a unit of thirty men and women, including myself,” the thoughts left my mouth without any reluctance. 
“Each of us were competent in Kusite mannerisms.  We blended in perfectly as chattels and found the right places to pick up the gossip of the colony.  The armaments were so loose-lipped in the speakeasies that I knew when and where officials would meet.  I knew what aristocratic families funded the protectorate.  We even learned of the changeover in political oversight before the end of the last provincial election.  Information was fed to command back on the line through clandestine messengers handpicked from the Kusite convict labor pool.  I do not think your kind perceives what you are doing to those poor people,” I said.
“How long ago was your tour in the colony, Sir Gladiolus?” the Lugal intriguingly asked.
“that'd have been over three years ago,” I replied unwillingly.
“You are performing adequately now.  Please proceed,” she was delighted with her progress.
“What else is there to say?” I felt myself gently snapping out of her enchantment.
“Sir Gladiolus, I only wish to know why you are here.  You have shared much of what I already know to be true, thanks to the precious emissaries that accompanied you to my moon.  Unfortunately, they have informed me that only you can divulge the secret as to why you have made an appearance and not another,” she sang in that hypnotic inflection once again.
To give the Lugal much more of these classified details would certainly label me as treacherous.  The very reason I agreed to this compromise was to save my family’s name, and following through would lead to their ostracism.  I cannot help but wonder why I’d been cornered like this by my own.  What do they hope to gain?  No one deserves to suffer for my evils, my sins.  
“August, let me offer you a proposal,” she murmured as if someone else was monitoring our conversation.  
She carried on, “Your life for the knowledge that I desire.  No strings attached.  No one will learn of what we discuss outside of this room, I assure you.  Your family, your name – all will be safe.  You have my word.”
The offer seemed too good to be true.
“Why?” I managed to slip out between breaths.
“Our business on your homeworld was concluded many months ago.  We see no need in remaining.  The war was the result of a tragic series of events, none of which you or the populace of Purla had any part in.  I am sincerely saddened by all that occurred, especially since it was done under my guidance.  Our colonists are on their way back to Kusu as we speak,” she spoke straight with more genuineness than I had become conditioned with during our repartee.
“But – then –,” I was desperately trying to put together the pieces.
“Why are you here?” the Lugal finished my line of logic for me.




~ Emerald Eyes ~
Had news of the withdrawal not yet reached Purla?  That couldn’t be.  It takes but a matter of hours for an interstellar wavelength to make its way between our two dominions.  My execution would be for nothing. My life meant nothing in the games played from their high castles on the Southern Island.  How would I atone for my so-called crimes?  What will or has already happened to my kin?  My blood boiled as a series of scenarios rattled through my brain.  Was it all worth it?  What really mattered anymore?
I inhaled as deeply as I could before opening my maw, “Have you been told about a frontier hamlet that goes by the name of Larsam?”
“Is Larsam a Purlian settlement?” Lugal Girsu asked inquisitively. 
“Larsam is governed by Purlians, but many Kusite chattels have made their kind known there.  They were mostly farmers, but any Crescent eye could still make them out as Kusites effortlessly,” I said.
“What gives it away?” the Lugal asked, riveting for more.
“Forget your Stratum for a moment. All Kusites—no matter their role—part their hair to the right.  Your men shave every day.  You pronounce the letter r with a roll when it comes at the end of a phrase,” I boasted.
“Was this where you recruited your turncoats?” she inquired.
I hesitated to speak any further.  What was I doing?
“You were telling me about Larsam.  This was where you found our traitors, yes?” the Lugal asked with such cogent quality.  I just couldn’t help myself but to obey.
“Indeed.  Larsam is situated on the fringes of our borders, and for the Kusites, it was close enough for them to slip out in the night to enjoy some of the finer vices they lacked back on their homeworld.  Liquor, narcotics, prostitutes, you name it.  We set prices cheap too, because the informants and runners we gained from the clientele more than made up for the upkeep.  The townspeople made a decent living off of the business as well, so it was a win-win for everyone.  Everything great comes with a cost though it would seem, and the value of our undertaking was destined to self implode at some point or another,” I lapsed for a drink of water.
“Where did things go south, Sir Gladiolus?” the Lugal was begging the question.
“The Crescent Knives had been doing well gathering information out of the village of Larsam for probably about nine or so months.  Everything was going as planned, until we heard news from some of our messengers that the entirety of our company was to pull out of the enemy colony.  The details were fuzzy, but I was led to believe we were being given advance notice of an infantry invasion to expel Kusites from the surface.  We had only a few days to act on these orders as they were adamant that the end of the harvest season would be the start of the operation.  Most of us retreated under the cover of nightfall.  I personally arrived in Larsam relatively early, because I was coming up on leave anyways.  After about a week of R & R, the last of the dawdlers came into town and we prepped for what we thought would be a frontal assault.  No further instructions came our way in the days that followed.  The influx of chattel slowed down significantly as well.  That was until the final sunset of the harvest.  Lookouts spotted a sizable force of Kusite armaments roughly an hour after the first tavern opened its doors.  The spymaster radioed news of the incoming attack almost immediately but after waiting about half an hour for a response, she assumed the incursion was already underway and that what we were seeing was a counterattack.  With the fleeting amount of time we had left before the armaments were within our perimeter, we corralled the inhabitants of Larsam and its visitors into a granary on the eastern edge of the community.  About ten of the Knives were left to stand guard, while the rest of us holed up anywhere we could find suitable cover,” I paused to wet my lips before the Lugal interjected.
“If I am not mistaken, you are describing the onset of the Kunei Offensive?” she asked with intent.  
“Is that what it was called by you people?” I stated with obvious disgust. 
“What did you people call it?” she taunted back.
“Hell if I know.  I was paid to fight, not to think of fancy designations to excuse the carnage.  All I know is that we took the first shots, and it took those Kusites hours before they could pinpoint anyone’s position.  Do you know what twenty Knives with compression carbines can do from a secure vantage point?  We dwindled down their numbers until we were practically even.  They then tried their best to lay siege to the hamlet, but we knew they would undoubtedly need reinforcements for the scheme to be successful.  When the bulk of their forces pulled back to reorganize, the spymaster instructed some of us to return to the storehouse to resupply and trade shifts with the others.  Why one of those people had to be me, I couldn't tell you.  When we reached it, I cannot explain the horror we found. I was there—and at the same time, I was not.,” I couldn't find the words to carry on.
“Take your time, Sir Gladiolus,” she told me, even though I knew what she really meant.
“The residents of Larsam had been evacuated during our absence.  You would assume it was for their own safety, but it was done to mask their true intentions,” I said.
“Which were?” she urged for a response.
“They had taken matters into their own hands with the turncoats.  I had seen other Knives use similar tactics in the past but nothing like this,” I uttered.
“You were not liable for their actions,” the Lugal continued to persist for clarification.
“But – I did nothing to stop them.  No one did, not even the spymaster,” I revealed.
“I speculate that you mean they slaughtered them, yes?” the Lugal let out a violent outburst.
“I did not say that,” I muttered in dread.  I had never heard a voice like her’s.  The shock she had put me into was as if time had ceased to exist.  My perceptions were melting around me – total, unmitigated darkness.
. . . 
That chestnut desk.  That tome.  That word – Paracosm.  None of it was real.  It never happened.  Why does it plague my dreams?  Where am I?  
I was in that cubicle again, but where was Lugal Girsu?  Some time had passed.  Why does this keep happening to me?  Stretches of time lost for no reason.  How do I stop it?  The wall in front of me zipped open.  
“It has been done as it was said,” a young, feminine voice pronounced.  
“What has been done?” I asked as I met her emerald eyes.
“You know,” she said.
A broad contour came into focus behind her.  My right arm was placed into a cuff with a flash.  The rather immense guard had returned to escort me elsewhere I gathered.  
“Where to?”  I wondered aloud.  
“To your ship,” the angel spoke again.
I was met with an audience as I exited my cell.  The Kusite soldiers stood in attention as I passed, judging me from behind their shrouds.  I couldn't see their faces, but I could feel their hatred.  They should resent us – all of us.  Any human that takes another human’s life should be viewed with scorn.  I was brought directly to the hanger where my visit had begun.  The Gilgamesh was right where I had left it, but there was something eerily off about the sight.  All of the shutters had been closed, there was no heat haze discharging from the stern, there was no ground corps prepping for our parting.  Why this state-of-the-art warship was assigned to diplomatic tasks was a mystery to me.  Its versatility was being wasted on its meager team and the suits they had carried across the stars.  Even now, no one attended the oxygen filtration hoses to ensure the cabin would pressurize efficiently during our ascent.  There was not a soul resupplying the necessities for prolonged space travel.  It was as if the Gilgamesh had been abandoned.
Wait – I wasn’t meant to leave this place.
“Your ship, Sir Gladiolus.  It is time for you to fulfill your side of the agreement,” the seraph spoke with grace.
“I was under the impression that if I told your queen my story that I was free to walk, no strings attached,” I answered.  
“That was before Lugal Girsu discovered your role in the death of her only son, Sir Gladiolus,” she responded.  
I was taken back.
“Oh – what are her terms then?” I asked, but I didn’t know how to react to such news..
The enormous warden interjected by firmly stating, “We will see after you complete this undertaking.”  He then approached me in a way to force me towards the entrance of the Gilgamesh.
I approached the bay doors reluctantly.  The whole interaction with the two Kusites was awkward, and I was bewildered why I was being pressed towards the interior of the ship.  Upon entering the Gilgamesh, my face was met with the knuckles of a furious Leon.  His stare told the whole story—an unspoken tale that unfolded while I was lost in reverie—an omitted  conversation by the Lugal and her advisors.
“You were never meant to return,” he could just barely talk as he was gasping for air.  Immediately, I spotted dried tears on his cheeks – the kind that someone has after begging for their life to be spared.  He continued, “The admiral, the emissaries, the crew.  All gone, in a blink of an –.”
“What do you mean?” I shouted over the hysteria.  
“Coryphée descended upon us within the last hour.  We’d been waiting for the go ahead to head out, and I stepped out for a moment to feel the atmosphere.  By the time I had made my way back inside, all of their throats had been slit.  It couldn't have been for more than ten minutes.  Hundreds – I couldn't find one with a pulse.  Then, you reappeared.  The one who was meant to die on this god-forsaken moon,” he stammered as if he wanted to go on but decided otherwise.
“Where are the Coryphée now?”  I questioned the doctor.
“Gone.  I came upon one in the command deck.  She held the Admiral’s severed head by her side,” he shuddered in his recollection.
“Did you not try to stop her?  Even question her?”  I inquired.
“I’m no trooper, August.  I barely know how to swing a blade, let alone fire a sidearm.  I have never even discharged this thing,” he said as he threw his single-shot compressor to the floor.
	I turned on a dime to make my way back out through the docking exit.  There the behemoth stood with his hand on his waist.
	He said, “Not so fast, Pure-ling.”  Ten chattels appeared behind him, each clearly identifiable by the brand that had been stamped above their left eye – the brand of the Three Rising Suns.  
	“This is all the help we can currently spare.  Now, clean that filth from your ship.  Afterwards, you will return before the Lugal, per her request,”  the sentry barked.
	The chattels shuffled forward, stopped uniformly, and patiently waited for me to acknowledge them and make way for them to board the Gilgamesh.  Not a murmur was made.  I stepped aside as Leon poked his head out to inspect the situation.  Again, they paused.  Leon scampered back into the ship to hide his face.  The chattels followed him.  I took one step backward, never breaking the gaze I had been keeping on the Kusite’s right hand.  A few more back peddles, and I was safely behind the doors.  
	“What just happened?” Leon asked from behind a support pillar to the left of the entrance.
	“We are being watched.  We are to remove the bodies from the ship.  Do not question it.  Follow my lead and do not dilly-dally,” I responded out of instinct.
	By the time we reached the command deck, the chattels were already hard at work removing Admiral Faisal’s decapitated corpse from the scene.  Even though I did not particularly care for the old man, I remembered when he told me of how eager he was to get back to Purla.  Six grandchildren waited for him there – Katerina, Dahlia, Kelvin, Zofia, Hunter, and - what was the youngest named?  Either way, they would not be held by their grandfather ever again.  Faisal would not receive a proper burial.  We would probably never know of what happened to his skull.  That was supposed to be my fate, not his – not all of the others.  The curse began to sink into my heart – two hundred and seventy-three lives for the price of mine.  
	“August?” Leon’s voice broke my self-loathing.
	“Grab his feet,” I said as I pointed at the First Captain.
. . . 
	It took twelve of us eight hours to clear the deceased from the Gilgamesh – it only took the Coryphée ten minutes to steal the life of its crew.  The value of their lives were immeasurable to my people and their families.  The Lugal decided each and every one of their destinies with the flick of her tongue.  To show such malice with her title would be inexcusable to the Purlian public.  How would she spin their demise?  One war ends with the start of another.  The young and naive give their lives for the squabble of the elderly and ignorant.
The Coryphée and the Crescent Knives are honestly not that different.  We do what we are told.  We are obedient yet vicious.  ‘To show hesitation is to show weakness.’  I am sure they were told the same or some similar iteration.  Leon was a scholar and caregiver.  He may have prolonged someone’s survival before enlistment, however, he knew nothing of life and death.  How easy it is to end a human life.  What it means to carry the weight of another being’s years on your chest.  Some don't feel for their opponents.  Some see them as subhuman to cope with the turmoil they hold inside.  Leon wouldn't be able to handle that burden.  He’d buckle under its mass.  The Coryphée, the Knives – we’ve come to embrace death.  For within death do you discover the meaning of life.  To hold on to life is pointless.  Every life must one day end.  Even that of the century-spanning Lugal.  As for the faces that once filled the Gilgamesh – those in their bunks went first.  Their end was quick and painless.  I didn’t observe any signs of a struggle.  The medical wing came next – they cut the power and probably four or five ambushed them in the dark.  More than likely, they noticed Leon leaving the ship and felt it was necessary to hit them first to avoid detection.  Then, the ground crew was assaulted from above.  The Coryphée must've known they would be armed.  One of them, a woman named Eliza, got off a shot from her sidearm though – sloppy.  Experienced Coryphée didn’t make those kinds of slip ups.  Leads me to believe they were still green.  Maybe they had done their homework and uncovered that arms training was scarce among the emissary staff.  It could matter less.  From there, they made their way from room to room, cell to cell, eliminating all signs of life.  Leon Eldridge and myself were the last Purlians on the moon of Giskusu.
“Thank you for carrying out the Lugal’s orders, Sir Gladiolus,” the Kusite girl conveyed to my back as I unloaded the last of the Gilgamesh’s personnel.  
“I don't believe that I had a choice in the matter, Madam,” I replied before turning to face her.
“Your audience is requested again with the Lady Lugal,” she spoke with elegance, even in such gruesome company as myself.  The smell of decay filling both of our lungs.
“The doctor comes with me,” I asserted with directiveness.  
“That is allowed.  You need not worry,” she expressed softly.
I motioned to Leon, and he swiftly came to my side.  By the time I turned around, the girl was already walking towards the same entry point we had come in from so many hours ago.  We followed her.  Well, actually, I followed her and Leon played the role of my shadow.  He was transparently traumatized after what we had been coerced into doing.  At least he was alive though.  The elevator ride was much shorter this time compared to the last.  Wherever we ended up was quite distinct as well.  Instead of a military complex buzzing with grunts, we were welcomed by a well-lit office space and a greeter.  
“The Lady Lugal is ready for you,” the attendant let us know as we stepped from the lift.
This attendant and the green-eyed maiden led Leon and I into a towering study with more books than I had ever seen.  Many of them lacked titles on their worn spines, but the ones that did were written in a dialect I was not versed in.  Lugal Girsu turned slowly in her swivel chair from behind her workstation.  I could feel the flames of her fire from many meters away.
“I hope Miss Bernadette received you with warm greetings.  You are excused now, mademoiselle,” the Lugal spoke without formally addressing the young Kusite.
“At once, my Lady,” she responded before swiftly returning to her post.
“Prudenhart, I would like you to join us,” the Lugal directed towards our concierge.  She entered the room promptly.
“Sir Gladiolus, I will make this promise only once:  I will allow for your companion to see another day in exchange for your silence,” she stated, straight to the point.
I nodded in agreement after seeing the look of dread come over Leon.
 “I acted hastily in my response.  I see that now.  You may have been present when Anacario left this existence, but I cannot assume you were responsible for his passing,” she acknowledged.  I postulated that Anacario was the Lugal’s son that this Prudenhart had alluded to.  Which meant there was more to her than she had originally let on.
She proceeded, “No matter your hand in the events, I cannot downplay the peculiar circumstances that you are now a part of, whether you wish to be or not.  Nearly a year ago, the SPS Gilgamesh departed on its maiden voyage.  No contact was made with Purla upon arrival to Girkusu, in fact, the last interstellar wavelengths were sent three weeks before your landing.  I might even presume that the entirety of the Gilgamesh may have not been meant to survive.  The point is that none of this matters in your position, Sir Gladiolus.  Unbeknownst to you and even those who surrounded you, your spacecraft is not innovative or profound in any way, shape, or form.  The skeleton is of Purlian design, but the energy source – the ANZU reactor contained within– was created by those of the Old World.  With only slight adjustments, my engineers can turn a year-long venture into that of a single season.  To go even further, the device increases output over time.  The reaches of your ship are infinite.  For your own fortune, I currently desire an errand that may be, let us say – time sensitive,” a grin widened across her laugh line as she finished. 
Out of the blue, Leon interrupted with disdain, “What?  Are we to do your dirty work?  Are we to cover up your crimes?”
“No.  I wish for you to make a delivery.  I will take accountability for the violence that befell your people after the transfer has been completed.  I assure you of it.  I offer my concierge as tribute,” she abruptly declared.
“My Lady –” Prudenhart started.
“I have found her talents rather advantageous in my day-to-day affairs for nearly half of a decade now,” the Lugal cut off the girl as if she wasn’t even in our presence.  She then continued, “Miss Prudenhart will be bound to present sufficient evidence to your leadership.  She has access to all of my records and orders from the past twelve hours on her person as we speak.  It should be adequate enough for your colony to indict me of whatever crimes your utilitarian government can devise,” she chuckled to herself.
I continued to hold my tongue in the extended silence that came next.  Any qualms that ‘Miss Prudenhart’ may have possessed had passed.  She was no chattel, but she sure was conditioned to comply as if she were.  More and more, I’m convinced that all Kusites are chattels to the aristocracy – or maybe they all are to the Stratum.  It is difficult to tell.
“I grant you permission to use your voice, Sir Gladiolus.  Nevertheless, I must recommend that you practice using your best behavior before you reply,” she teased.
“What would you like for us to deliver?”  I implored.
“An encrypted message,” she provided as a response.
“Where are we to take this message?” I persisted.
“Eridu,” she shot back.  
“Who on Eridu will take this message?” I asked.
“Miss Purdenhart will be able to translate for their sitting chieftain – whoever that may be when you arrive.  The Eridans have a tendency to act in the most primitive manner.  It is as if –” the Lugal’s sentence trailed off as she summoned enthusiastic assistants from the short-range transmitter she kept at her side.  Soon, we were once again being led back to the ship.
The Gilgamesh lay silent for the first time as Leon and I made our way back on board.  Soon, Kusites – not Purlians – would roam its halls.  One of the most advanced crafts that the Purlian people had ever claimed would soon be under the control of a people eager to plunder the universe for its riches.  Leon shrugged before returning to his office.  I had a feeling he would rather grieve alone than with the likes of me.  I followed suit by making my way to my own bunk, which was unchanged from the events that had occurred earlier in the day.  I removed my uniform in favor of a more relaxed fit.  My appearance would mean very little in comparison to the grandeur of the Kusite trends after all.  A hasty peek at the mirror revealed it all – the clothes I wore were too large for my frame, my locks that were peppered with grey were in shambles across my forehead, my stubble nearly covered the scars across my cheeks.  My perceptions switched focus behind me as the girl called Prudenhart materialized in the background.
“You cannot conceal the trauma you wear on your skin, Sir Gladiolus,” the lass contemplated audibly.
“I’m not trying to,” I told her in denial.
“I have tried to do the same – tried to convince those around me that I am what I am not.  It left me without much purpose.  I found purpose in wishing the same on others.  Is that truly a way to live though?” she passively challenged my claim.
“People are what they are, not what they say.  They are, in a sense, how they treat others,” I said.
“Who are you, Sir Gladiolus?” she retorted.
“You can call me August.  There is no need for such formalities,” I replied.
“I insist on such etiquette, Sir Gladiolus.  I must ask though:  Are you capable of commandeering such a vessel as your Gilgamesh?” she pondered in my direction.
“The Gilgamesh is not mine, it’s that of the citizens of Purla,” I said.
“Well, now it is yours.  You will be at the head of our journey to Eridu,” she spoke as if I had no choice in the matter.
“A Purlian cruiser is egalitarian.  As a result, I cannot lead the Gilgamesh on my own,” I contested.
“You will have your own advisors, however, you alone will make the final decisions on how we move forward – as per the wishes of the Lady Lugal,” she stated.
“Fine, my first and last set of directions are as follows:  I require no label of authority.  Your word carries the same significance as mine,” I dictated.
“As you wish,” Prudenhart abided.  I could sense her beaming after turning to hide her countenance.
The supplies brought aboard the Gilgamesh by the Kusites over the next few hours were plentiful.  By the time they were finished, we’d acquired enough provisions to keep us going for far longer than our estimated three month expedition.  On top of that, the Kusites brought numbers that’d be essential for us to make it to the colony of Eridu.  Although, I would not dare say that this team could amply replace the Purlians that once manned its controls.  Supposedly they were more competent in unlocking the true potential of the ship’s features, but I had yet to see anything that was groundbreaking in the slightest.  Substance and hands were insufficient compensation for what we’d lost.  Prudenhart had taken the reins in composing the outfit to their best though.  I could tell she was apt in directing the Kusites.  Most likely from observing the Lugal in her natural element.  It helped that the juggernaut reinforced her management style with sheer intimidation.  In all of the chatter of the Kusites embarkment, I had learned of his name – Orion Lagamire.  
The Kusites that'd accompany us to Eriduwere much different from the chattels and armaments that I had engaged with in my past.  By the look of it, most of them were engineers, astronomers, and physicists.  They were clean shaven, dressed sharply, and what gave it away the most was how they talked to one another.  Acronyms and calculations were being thrown out left and right as if they were using a foreign language.  Not one even attempted to introduce themself to Leon or I either.  The thinkers were too tied up in their computations to recognize the contrast of some of their peers.  It put me at ease to know I wouldn’t need to prove myself to many of the Kusites, just Prudenhart and maybe the sentry.
“We are nearly ready to ascend, Sir Gladiolus,” I heard over the commotion of the savants.
“I was just getting used to this place too,” I joked.
“I do not care for it.  I will be happy to leave this place,” Prudenhart remarked.  
“Why is that?  I thought all Kusites held momentous pride in their chrome-plated moon,” I inquired.
“Girkusu is void of an ecosystem.  There is no flora, nor fauna – only humans,” she said.
“Because its existence is contrived.  Kusites constructed the moon to serve their needs, and as a result, they must maintain the needs of their own creation.  Other living things would add unnecessary responsibility to the equation,” I replied, trying to make sense of it all myself.
“Maybe it would benefit those who are stationed here,” she argued.  It was rare to hear sympathetic words from a Kusite like this.  
“I suppose I can see your point.  Naturally occurring oxygen has its upsides,” I jested.
“I think it would make the plants and animals cheerful as well,” she said intently.
“What makes you say that?” I asked.
“Living things love the care of a human touch,” she spoke from experience, I could tell.  
“Sometimes,” I partially concurred.  
“Sometimes?” she reproached.
“Sometimes,” I repeated.  I did not yearn to steal her innocence.
“Procure your companion, Sir Gladiolus, and meet me on the bridge,” she grumbled as she stepped away.  I must’ve frustrated her.
I hastily made my way to fetch Leon before making my way to my bunk one last time before our inevitable takeoff.
“Why does she want me up there?” Leon probed as I dragged him along my route.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” I mumbled as I packed my bunk in preparation for equilibrium.  I did not want any Kusites feeling up my belongings.
“You should know these things, August.  We are up shit’s creek, and I would rather get out of it without drowning,” he exclaimed.  
“Leon – relax.  I won’t let anything happen to you, trust me.  You do exactly what I say, without hesitation, and you will see Purla again before the end of the Sol year,” I said in hopes of calming the storm.
“You claim that with such certainty, but you’re just as in the dark as I am.  We’ve got to have a back up plan.  What if things go further south than they already are?” Leon nervously whispered as if he would be overheard by the preoccupied passersby.  
“Then I’ll deal with the consequences as they make themselves known,” I asserted with fabricated confidence.
After cleaning up my living space and hiding away my valuables, Leon and I made our way towards the command center.  The halls had cleared out significantly over the past few moments.  Most of the Gilgamesh’s new personnel were already prepping for equilibrium sleep which led me to believe this wasn’t their first rodeo.  Leon continued to prove his wariness of myself and the entirety of the situation by dragging his feet every step of the way, but I finally managed to get him to the pilothouse.  There, we were met by Prudenhart and Orion Lagamire who were more than ready to relay the operation’s plans that had been bestowed upon us by the Lugal.
	“I believe proper introductions are in order since we will be sharing the same place for the foreseeable future – I am Orion,” the towering giant pronounced towards us.  This was obviously a side of him I hadn’t seen before – much more astute.
	“Orion Lagamire,” I finished his presentation for him.
	“You are an attuned listener, Pure-ling,” he scoffed as he attempted to again show his tough side.
	“That is enough, Sir Lagamire,” Prudenhart expressed.
	The hulk yielded obediently.  There had to be some history between the two – he trusted her advice.  
	“Sir Gladiolus – you and Sir Eldridge will aid me in maintaining equilibrium during our trip to the Eridans colony,” she said as she motioned Orion towards the door.
	“I’ve had no proper tutoring in such academics,” Leon spoke out of turn.
	“I guess you will have to learn then,” Orion remarked as he exited the command center.  I could hear his fading laughter as he got further and further down the hallway.  I waited for him to put enough distance between us before voicing my own inability in the study.
	“Unfortunately, I have no knowledge of the art either,” I said.
	“It matters not.  Anyone can fulfill the tasks I have in mind, even without the appropriate training,” she replied.
	“Then why have us lend a hand instead of Kusites?” Leon asked.
	“It is a request from my Lady,” she commented with noticeably irritation.
	“Do you always do –,” Leon began to question her before I broke him off.
	“How can we help?” I inquired. 
	“If you could ensure that all essential staff not needed for departure are in their chambers, that would be a great start,” she gratefully requested.
	“Easy enough,” I remarked.
“Once they are inside, you can fasten them into their enclosure and seal the pods,” she continued, “From there, the machine does most of the work for you.  Sir Eldridge, if you could monitor their vitals using this device –,” she offered Leon a tablet before finishing her statement.
It was plain to see that the lass had picked up plenty of clues from the Lugal in how to convince others to do your bidding.  Leon was overzealous to be doing actual medical practices, and I couldn’t deny the charm she had seemingly placed on me.  It took us little to no time to get the nearly two hundred shipmates situated.  By the time we had completed our task, the departure engineers had tweaked the ANZU reactor enough that we could supposedly make the trip in just eighty-six days by their own calculations.  Prudenhart awaited our return patiently and greeted us with a smile.
“Thank you for your assistance, Sirs,” she greeted us cordially.
“Please, call me by my given name,” Leon stated in return.
“I’d prefer the same,” I agreed with him.
“Thank you, August and Leon.  Is that better?” she spoke with such loveliness.  I noticed that she had continued to use my name first as well.
“What should we call you then?  Since we’ll be together for what – two months?” I couldn’t help myself but ask.
“Prudenhart will do,” she stated with dismay.  Her mood visibly shifted with the declaration and was followed with a lengthy pause of stillness. 
“Okay.  Is there anything else we can do?” I said simply to stop the awkward direction the conversation had been led.
“I can handle the rest of the initial needs for equilibrium myself.  All that is left is for you to lead us towards the stars, August,” she answered.
“Me?” I questioned the notion.
“I have the star map downloaded on this tablet,” she said prior to placing it in Admiral Faisal’s seat.  I stared at it intently for some time.
“August?” Leon spoke out.
Without a word, I approached Faisal’s old domain with caution.  I turned to confirm these orders with Prudenhart, but she had already left during my absence of mind.  
“I’ve never captained an interstellar vessel before,” I said to Leon.
“Don’t look at me.  Neither have I.  It can’t be difficult though.  Most of the transit tech directs itself anyways – or at least that’s what I’ve been told,” Leon claimed with an inadequate comprehension of the complexities.
I reached for the touchpad, which Prudenhart had luckily left on for my easy access.  The images that came on screen were of another lexicon from my skill set: ANZU magnitudes: nominal, oxygen levels: adequate, thruster capability: prepared for takeoff, star map accuracy: 98.7%.  I suppose it isn’t entirely overcomplicated, but I have no clue where the start is located.  After fiddling with the device for several minutes, a Kusite poked his head through the bridge entrance.
“Greetings.  Madam Prudenhart mentioned that you may need some extra support in getting us off of Giskusu.  Is her assumption accurate?” the thinker asked with his own presumptions.
“Please.  He’s hopeless,” Leon chuckled as he pointed to me.
The apparent engineer peered over my shoulder to view the details for himself.  I continued to pretend that I had a handle on the appliance while undoubtedly making myself appear as a dumbass.
“You are close to the solution.  You only need to transfer the nanolattice solution to the reactor, and you should be able to initialize our ascent,” he spoke in my ear louder than he needed to.
“Of course, I appreciate the catch up,” I agreed with his calculation without the slightest bit of understanding.
“Can you handle it from here?” he queried.
“Without a doubt,” I stuttered with feigned assurance.
The deck cleared out again leaving just me and Leon.  I followed the Kusite’s instructions to the best of my ability until I was met with the launch screen.
“Don’t you think you should make an announcement for the crew?” Leon stated while gesturing towards Faisal’s intercom microphone.
“I suppose,” I said shakingly.
As I reflected on what I’d say, I found myself reminiscing of the time my father first took me out on his fishing boat.  The Idigna was raging that day, throwing us back and forth as we made our way back with our catch.  Over and over, I asked Father: “Will we capsize?” and “Will we die?”  Not once did he falter, not once did he give up hope.  The fear of death only seemed to fuel his will to survive.  We made it home that day.  We didn’t even lose a single grouper.  After securing the trawler, I asked him how he knew we’d make it back safely.  He told me that he’d been in many other close calls before, but not once had he ever lost a fish.  Father contended that when it seems like the worst is all but certain that there is always another possible outcome.  
How had I reached this point?
Where would this take me?
I picked up the interphone and heard the speaker system go live.
“Before we sail away into the sea of stars, I want to say that I’m not so different from you.  Although I’m of the Purlian people, we’re all of the human race.  Whether you view this march to Eridu as a first or another to add to the list, all of our destinies have converged here today to see the first interstellar vessel to travel with such a diverse crew since the Exodus itself.  We’ve all thrived  and we’ve all struggled in our own right, however, I want each of you to remember when you awake that we’re one in the same – human.  As the architects said before our journey from the Old World so many centuries ago:  Go and let the universe smile upon you lucky few.”
I waited one final moment and then flipped the switch.  The transducers cracked as their power supply faded away.  Without any further hesitation, I set in motion the ANZU reactor from the compact workstation at my fingertips.  For the first time, I felt the thrusters of an MIV ignite.  Every cell, every fiber of my being shivered with excitement as adrenaline filled my blood.  It felt as if we were slowly exiting the hanger, but I was reminded that the effects of gravity were creating such a facade.  We were moving at speeds incomprehensible to another species.  Humans had tamed – no mastered – the potential of ANZU for this moment.  I could feel it in my bones.  Artificial gravity kicked in as we shifted outside Giskusu’s atmosphere.  In a matter of minutes, we had lost the gravitational pull of Kusu.  More and more we accelerated towards the great beyond.  The distant twinkle of the stars started to look like floaters darting across my retinas.  
“Wow,” I heard Leon gasp to my side.
“Wow is right,” I agreed.
“Are you two done taking in the sights?” Prudenhart softly asked from the deck’s sliding entranceway.
We both acknowledged her and nodded in sync.
“We only have to take care of the lift-off unit, and then we can finally relax,” she stated.
“Works for me,” I complied.




















~ This Side of the Hyades ~
“August, can you run and fetch the backup EMS from the medfac?  “This one’s on the fritz again,” Leon asked. It was the third day in a row.
“Grab it yourself!  I’ve gotta be down in storage in ten minutes to take stock.  Have you forgotten that we wake up these bastards in forty-eight hours?” I kidded with the doctor, hoping he took the bait.
“Come on, I only have you to rely on with all the heavy lifting around here.  How much time could it really take?” he spoke with such seriousness.
“I couldn’t possibly get the medfac, back here, and then to storage in just ten minutes, Leon.  You know how she gets when I’m late to her meetings.  I’d rather keep my head,” I snickered under my breath as I finished.
“Fine!  I see how it is!  Since she came along, I’ve been demoted to a paramour.  Don’t come crying to me when you miss ten nights of sleep straight again,” he jested, finally catching wind of my gags.  Well – partially at least.
In my peripheral vision, I spotted Leon making his way down the hall towards the starboard.  I waited a couple of seconds to make some distance between us before following in his footsteps.  I masked my steps beneath the Gilgamesh’s familiar creaks and groans.  By the time he passed the wavelengths compartment, I discerned that he had no clue what was in store for him in the medfac.  The closer he approached, the more the anticipation elevated.  Leon would certainly be astonished by our trickery.
“Surprise!” Prudenhart and I shouted at him from both ends.
“How didn’t I guess?” Leon managed to sneak out between his chuckles of amusement.
Prudenhart had been planning out the celebration for nearly a week.  It’s hard to believe how quickly we’d become so close.  What started out as daily lessons on the science of equilibrium had turned into authentic camaraderie over the past nine weeks.  Two Purlians and a Kusite had put aside their differences in the best interest of the future of humanity.  Just a few years ago, I slept with one eye open.  I feared the tenacity of those who called Kusu their home.  Prudenhart was not much different than our own.  She had aspirations, an uneasy past, an opportunity for a greater future.  Anyone would be fortunate to call her a friend.  Leon had come around as well.  An off putting and shrew individual I’d come to distance myself from was now a brother in my eyes.  Although he was a psychiatrist by trade, the man had an infinite supply of knowledge and experience.  Leon had originally studied to be a terraforming biologist.  Before venturing outside the homeworld, he had been working on a covert project to reshape the seemingly uninhabitable worlds of our system into lush and lively homes for future Purlians.  What a future it would’ve been!
“A chocolate cake?  It’s been years!  You shouldn’t have Pru,” Leon joked about in glee.
“It is technically hazelnut,” she said, “but I’ll take that as a compliment.”
As we neared that end of our withdrawal from the rest of humankind, I wondered if things would remain the same between us.  In two days, the Kusite crew of a Purlian interstellar vessel would awaken.  The brute, Orion Lagamire, would return to badger my last bit of patience.  I tried with all my willpower to stop time at that very moment.  The elegance of Prudenhart’s porcelain face.  The joy and sense of belonging in the fragile Doctor’s expression.  Why was reality so cruel to us?  I wonder if hundreds of years ago, if humans lived without worry.  If their problems were minute compared to the survival of their species today.  How far we had come – or how much we had regressed.  It’s difficult to say.
“August –,” I heard Prudenhart say through my exhilaration in the moment.
“Yes?” I answered.
“Tonight – I wish to speak with you privately,” she whispered.
I checked to see where Leon’s attention was focused.  He couldn’t get his thoughts away from that chocolate-flavored hazelnut.
“Where?” I returned the susurration.
“The bridge, please,” she said.
“I wouldn’t miss it,” I replied.
The three of us ate the cake to the delight of Prudenhart’s dignity.  She’d worked so hard to provide peace to our uneasy conditions as babysitters for the sleeping staff.  I noticed almost immediately that this wasn’t her first stretch across the galactic road that connected Kusu to Eridu.  She understood the sanity of her peers was paramount.  Both Leon and I appreciated her solidarity more than she’d ever realize.  Most Purlians would’ve kept to themselves and found their own fulfillment over the extended union.  She’d been the glue that held us together.  Anytime one of us had become too stir crazy, she had a solution readily available.  It came naturally to her.
As our gathering came to a close, Prudenhart caught a tear forming in Leon’s swollen eyes.
“My baking could not have given you so much delight to see you weep, Leon,” she claimed as droplets of her own formed.
How innocent the lass was – she had more empathy in her heart than anyone I’d ever met.
“It’s not your baking.  Thank you so much, Prudenhart – truly,” Leon stated.
“What is it then, bud?” I asked.
“It’s just that – I feel guilty reveling over something that happened nearly forty years ago.  My dear father wouldn’t have missed my birth for anything.  He never forgot a birthday either.  My wife had to give birth to our daughter without a hand to hold.  Josephine’s birthday is only a month out, literally to the day, and her father won’t be there to hold her.  I missed her first steps, her first words.  What if it’s too late?  What if she never learns the warm embrace of her own father?” Leon said while gasping for breath.  He had started hyperventilating.
“Relax Leon, you’re going to make it back to Purla.  As soon as we make our delivery, we will return,” I told him in hopes of calming his rising anxiety.
“That’s if that witch actually lets us go home,” he exclaimed
“Leon, I assure you that you will see your Josephine in due time.  You never have to come face-to-face with the Lugal again if you so choose.  Trust me.  I have nothing to gain by lying to you,” Prudenhart spoke with a gentleness I had not seen from her.
His breathing started to slow.  His grip on the table loosened.
“You’re sure?  You swear to me?” he said in a more subdued tone.
“You have my word,” she responded
“Go get some rest.  We’ve got a lot of work to get done before reawakening time,” I consoled him.
“I suppose you’re correct.  I’m off to bed then,” he said as he stood from the table.
Leon made his way from the medfac to his bunk in a hurry.  More than likely he had realized his sudden hysteria and had become too embarrassed to continue the conversation.  He had a habit of secluding himself when overcome with emotions.  This was something that both Prudenhart and I had recognized quite early on in our time together and kept a close eye on.  The man had difficulty dealing with his own dilemmas and had made a career out of assisting others in their own.  I only hope he can hold his cool once we land on Eridu.  I had never interacted with those kinds of people before, but I’d been warned time and time again by both the Lugal and Prudenhart of their hot-headedness.  It was enough to make anyone wary, especially with a fragile companion like Leon by my side.
“Would you rather commence our rendezvous here or at the helm?” Prudenhart asked.
“We can make our way there now.  Wouldn’t want to worry Leon with him staying so close by.  He could overhear us,” I answered.
She nodded in agreement.  We both rose to our feet and started the lengthy stroll to the front of the ship.  Prudenhart walked with purpose no matter her destination, but she seemed more serene than usual.  I noticed that her golden mane had been set free from its routine uprightness and flowed liberally each time she placed one foot in front of the other.  She turned twice to ensure I had not fallen too far behind, and each time our gazes met, I nearly became entranced in those emeralds I’d come to know so well.  From the first encounter we had, I’d wanted to ask her where she’d gotten such captivating irises.  Luckily, I’d been able to hold my tongue over the past few months.  I wouldn’t want to overstep any boundaries with such a fair lady as Prudenhart.  I’m sure she has plenty of younger and more established men attempting to court her back on Kusu anyways.  I’d have slim chances of winning over her affection – let alone anyone else either.
“It seems we have arrived,” she stated as she flicked the latch that gave way access to the command center.  
We entered and found our places near the encased panels that overlooked the bow.  The stars raced past us on all sides so swiftly that I had to lower the blinds to keep my vision from straining.  Dim fluorescent bulbs activated above us as we both took a seat near the Gilgamesh’s gauges and controls.  I’d become more acquainted with the technology over the last few weeks, but I know I’d still have much to learn before manning the ship all on my own.  We sat in silence for some time, and I held back any small talk as I could tell that Prudenhart was considering her words carefully.
“August –” she finally vocalized.
“Yes?” I returned.
“Do you hate my people?” she asked reluctantly.
I pondered her question pensively.
“I don’t.  I held resentment for actions that were carried out by a select few.  Just as I am sure that there are Kusites who bear a grudge against my kind for what they perceive to be collective action against your colony,” I said.
“I’m glad you understand.  When we first met, I felt that you thought I was the same as her.  The Lady Lugal doesn’t represent the masses of Kusu.  She just happens to be the one they fear the most,” she expressed.
“Fear is a powerful means of control,” I agreed.
“It has bent our will for milenia,” she aired aloud.
Prudenhart glanced down at her feet and a single strand of hair fell to her cheek.  She promptly lifted her hand to push it aside.
“I have held something important from you and Leon for some time – the reason why the Lady Lugal chose you two to accompany me in my duties these past nine weeks,” she murmured.
“What’s that?” I inquired.
She began tapping her foot in the way that someone does when they are ruminating on how to word their next statement.  I could tell this was a sensitive subject for her to address.
“August – you must be extremely cautious of who you trust.  This game that Girsu plays – she has made countless adversaries along the way.  You are now considered her ally –,” she stopped again to deliberate her next words.
“So then I’ve gained many foes as well,” I wrapped her thoughts up for her.
“Exactly,” she concurred.
“Both Eridans and Kusite alike,” she proceeded.
“Don’t forget Purlians,” I teased.
We both couldn’t help but crack up.
“Yes – Purlians as well,” she chuckled.
“Do you have suspicions of someone on the ship?” I asked.
“There will always be some,” she replied.
“Who?” I pressed.
“No one concretely, but I would imagine they will make themself known soon enough,” she responded.
“Noted,” I gathered my words before resuming, “I’ve got a question for you, Prudenhart.”
“Okay.  Ask away, and I will provide my best answer,” she said.
I wondered if she’d actually be allowed to provide the response I was seeking out.
“What’re we delivering to Eridu?” I managed to blurt out.
She reached up to rub her chin intuitively.
“I would honestly tell you if I knew.  Whatever lies inside the package is impossible to decipher,” she claimed.
“Why’s that?” I followed up.
“Whoever is to receive it holds the passcode meant to open it,” she said.
There was no peek to the right from her – the tell that she was deceiving another.  It was something I’d picked up from watching how she spoke to Leon.  Something she had done not long ago when she had soothed him over returning home to his newborn. 
She was being truthful.
“Do you have any clue as to who that might be?” I persisted.
“Unfortunately, I do not – Sir Lagamire does though,” she returned honestly.
Fascinating.  It’ll be a challenge to pry out any details from him.
“I suppose I’ll have to wait to find out then,” I conceded.
“Thank you for hearing me out, August,” she said with a smile.
“No, thank you for the counsel, Prudenhart,” I replied in kind.
“It’s Quinn,” she noted in passing.
. . . 
When we finally awoke the slumbering staff of the Gilgamesh, the true gravity of our mission dawned on us.  There was much to be done over the next two and a half weeks in preparation for our arrival in the Cleeia system.  A ground team needed to be trained, supplies had to be rationed evenly amongst the personnel, and we still needed to make some form of a connection with someone on the planet’s surface.  Orion had consistently withheld the name of that particular individual from us but as we entered the system, it became apparent that he’d eventually have to divulge the Lugal’s hidden agenda.
Cleeia was a unique galactic ensemble in that each and every celestial body had been colonized by the Eridans government in order to mine the resources available from them.  Again and again, we received interstellar wavelengths warning us to immediately exit their dominion but no real threat ever came out of it.  It only took us about three days to reach the fourth rock from the orange dwarf.  This was notable in that Cleeia had about sixteen sizable spheres that encircled its whopping four hundred billion kilometer diameter of a gravitational field.  I’d imagine our progress hadn’t gone unnoticed either, as I had never read about or heard of any interstellar craft capable of such velocity.  If the Lugal wasn’t fabricating some sort of prevarication back on Giskusu, it would seem that the Gilgamesh was able to carry out such feats all along.  That is if she was actually worth trusting.  I wasn’t versed enough in ANZU engineering to interpret any scientific alterations that had been made by the Kusites.  Nevertheless, I cannot deny the success they had in cutting a year’s worth of space travel into that of just three months.  Was the Gilgamesh indeed some kind of Old World tech?  The answer was beyond me.
Something that I do have a firm grasp on is the importance of knowing your terrain.  The most noteworthy conflicts between those of the Ancient World were determined by who understood the board they and their pieces would battle.  In the case of Eridu, as we made our initial approach, our topographic readers provided us with an accurate depiction of what we’d find on the exterior.  I could identify more than one hundred lengthy mountain ranges on Eridu, with each being divided by expansive, shallow valleys.  Furthermore, the river systems in these valleys were remarkable.  The roots of glacial runoff must make for some of the most fertile lands in all of the post-Exodus colonies.  The Eridans were unbelievably fortunate.  No wonder they’ve turned out to be such a thriving domain.  Over the course of about a Sol’s rotation, we’d sat in limbo riding Eridu’s orbit, our scanners had charted about eighty percent of the planetary crust.  
Frustration had thrown the Gilgamesh’s crew into disarray after about the eighth hour of regulating our elliptical path around the rock.  Automation in the vessel’s system may have gotten us this far, but we needed an exceptionally proficient collective to keep us from igniting into a fiery inferno in the atmosphere.  Constant calculations had been thrown over the intercom systems for what now seemed like an eternity.  The thinkers would eventually need rest otherwise mistakes would arise from their mounting exhaustion.  Orion claimed he had it all under control, but I knew he’d even require some form of support sooner or later.
“There you are, it took long enough to find you.  Your presence is requested in the lounge, Sir Gladiolus,” I heard one of the deckhands shout from the rafters above.
I was just starting to memorize the contours of Eridu.  It seemed my amusement would have to wait for later.  I guess I’d anticipated the interruption would come at some point.  Maybe the other twenty perfect would be plotted by the time we are finished anyways.
“I’ll be right there,” I offered as a forced reply.
The passageways that were once empty during the first leg of our voyage had come alive since our arrival to Eridu.  It took significantly more time to make my way from one side of the deck to another when there were fifty shouting Kusites in the way.  I managed to spot Leon among the chaos, who seemed to be out of his element while doing anything he could to aid the others.  I sympathized with the doctor, but I also figured he’d make himself valuable in due time if given the freedom to expand his horizons.  Psychiatry has its limitations when working in this type of environment, so I expected him to have some other worthwhile skill set.  Regretfully, I was incorrect.
After nearly getting into a scuffle with a reactor technician on the way to the stern, I finally made it to the star lounge after only ten agonizing minutes of fighting for my life.  The struggle was real, and I had to stop to catch my breath before entering.  Prior to tugging at the locking mechanism, I could already hear Orion in a heated quarrel with one of the emissaries we’d dragged along.
“I do not care about your confidant in the Branch’s, Eugene!  We land after I make contact with the smuggler.  Now, respectfully piss off,” the ogre demanded of the diplomat from his chair.
Eugene did as he was told and slinked back into the bowels of the Kusite hive outside the doorway.
“It took you long enough, Pure-ling,” Orion griped my way.
“Did you really miss me that much?” I taunted back.
“You continue and see, August!  The first chance I get –,” he started again but was hindered by Quinn’s hand.
“We do not have time for gibes,” she said with such a soothing disposition.
“Agreed.  We need to land soon or we can expect some critical errors to occur amongst the company,” I asserted the overt dilemma at hand.
“If we enter their airspace without the proper credentials, we will find ourselves with many more hurdles to cross than we currently face,” Orion spoke with such seriousness it nearly took me back.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“The Eridan people face internal strife to such a degree that neither of our own peoples could envision,” Quinn stated with a sigh at the end.
“Are they not the most prosperous colony this side of the Hyades?” I delved deeper.
“Indeed.  However, domestic disputes are common at times such as –,” Quinn stopped herself short of providing more detail.
The placid waters that we had been treading visibly became rough after that slip up.  Orion’s evident disgust in how she handled herself around Purlians was humorous.  I don’t think he understood that we’d become close acquaintances during his catnap.
“What do you mean by times like these, Quinn?” I requested.
Orion rose to his feet – his face bleeding red with fury.
“Out!” he shouted at me while pointing out the exit.
“You disgrace yourself and Madam Prudenhart!  You will learn to show reverence or so help me –,” he was now screaming at the top of his lungs.
“But you called on –,” I nearly concluded my remark.
“Be gone!” he pronounced in a way that appeared to vibrate the diamond-reinforced glass.
I fled the scene in utter bewilderment.  I leaned against the closed panel to eavesdrop on what would be said next.  After all, I was completely ignorant to what formal codes I had broken in the Kusite principles of ethics.  The most I could make out was Orion lecturing her on discretion, but I think he forgets that I’m just as much a part of this quest as anyone else.  I will soon set foot in an alien realm whose citizens are hostile to my kind.  I needed to know what I was getting into.
I didn’t have to wait too much longer before Quinn emerged from the star lounge – her cheeks riddled with tears.
“I’m sorry.  I hope I didn’t do anything to –,” I started to say.
“It’s nothing – really.  Just follow me,” she talked in a hush as she hurried in the opposite direction.
Without a word, I chased her steps as she darted through the buzzing crowd.  I’d never seen this side of her.  Such urgency in the lass was uncommon.  I didn’t dare slow her down with trivial inquiries such as, what the hell is going on?  After dodging a sea of illuminated spectacles dialed into flashing displays, I nearly lost sight of the slender girl.  It was by sheer luck that I caught the flutter of a flaxen tress making its way into the all familiar medfac.  Upon crossing into the faintly lit room, she jostled me aside to close us off from the rest of the rowdy mob.
“I am fed up with sharing space with that buffon,” she cried out in distress.
“The nerve he has to usurp authority – to keep us all in the dark,” she continued.
“What happened?” I tried my best to soothe her tension, even though I enjoyed seeing this new facet to her persona.
“I am free of Kusite tradition.  This is a Purlian vehicle after all.  I can share my birth name,” the passion in her speech was captivating.
“We must work together to see the best outcome.  You must know the details pertinent to our visit.  He wishes to keep all from you, but I cannot deliberately march you into a hellscape,” she pressed on.
“You decide – do you wish to learn of what is to come?  What has gotten us to this point?” she asked with the pants that remained in her petite lungs.
“Quinn – please ease up, won’t you?  Of course I’m curious, but there’s no need to allow such a blockhead to get under your skin in such a way.  He’s not your master.  You have nothing to prove to me or anyone,” I expressed.
She took a few moments to collect herself.
“Thanks August.  You’re too kind,” she said after a deep exhale.
“I say it, because it’s true,” I reassured her.
Those jade eyes met mine at that moment – one I hoped would last forever.  My dreams were cut short when they dropped down to my scuffed shoes.
“Prior to my kind landing on Purla, what was it like?  Did you worry about the state of the galaxy?” she voiced her curiosities my way.
“Not once.  I figured we’d all had our own difficulties that we needed to deal with,” I responded.
“Ignorance is bliss,” she said – as from her own experience.
“I guess so,” I concurred.













~ Nunki ~
	The tension that filled the medfac after our entrance not long ago was almost unbearable.  Quinn had not shown me this side of herself, as though she had worn a mask to contain her angst.  There was obviously bad blood between her and Orion but was there more to the whole picture than originally presented.  
	What veil could possibly shroud the state of the galaxy?
	“What has happened on Eridu that has you so worried?” I asked her.
	“The circumstances that affect Eridu are ones created by a rivalry that precedes our own.  That is – the struggle between Kusu and Purla,” she answered with a hollowness I’d only seen in those who had seen loss in its most authentic forms.
	“How so?” I requested more.
	“Human colonies colonizing other places – it’s almost inconceivable.  What do you think those of the Old World would say?” she spoke with such a scatterbrain I could barely follow.
	“Are you saying Purla wasn’t the first?” I inquired.
	“According to what I learned from the Lady Lugal – far from it.  Attempts at terraforming predate even her inception.  None have seen any actual tangible progress, but that has not stopped those from trying,” she asserted with a thousand paced stare painted across her visage.  
	“But Purla didn’t need to be adapted – it already sustained human life,” my words escaped without fully grasping their meaning.
	“Exactly,” she affirmed my suspicions.
	Why?
	If this had been going on as long as Quinn says, then why target another human colony?  Did they expect us to roll over?  To give up our home to satisfy their greed?  Was it for land, food, water, resources?  They had all this already.
	“I need you to explain why, Quinn,” I said as I took hold of her hand.
	“Why is this important?  What happened to get us here?  You seem to know.  You seem to want to tell me.  I only wish to understand.  You aren’t the Lugal.  You aren’t my foe, and I’m not yours.  Trust in me that I wish no harm,” I pled to her.
	“You may not like what you hear, August,” she removed her palm from my embrace.
	I needed a way to earn her fidelity without placing trepidation in her heart.  The solution came to me, however, the anxiety of vulnerability made me break a sweat.  
	“Quinn – I’ve seen and I’ve heard things that no one should have to witness or discern.  It’s made me who I am.  I’ve lost friends right under my nose, tasted their blood in hopes of keeping them in this domain.  You are my friend.  Nothing you say or do will change that fact,” I let out the last words with the thought of taking them back in.
	The ringing in my ears gradually returned.  I couldn’t lose my grip on reality at this moment.  
	Speak.  Say anything, please.
	“You are special, August.  You’re a friend,” she managed to utter softly.
	“ANZU is not the infinite wonder that it was made out to be prior to the Exodus.  Lady Girsu has told me that Purla is the exception.  Where we and Eridu have struggled – your kind has thrived.  Giskusu was our attempt at overcoming those setbacks,” Quinn stated.
“How?” I inquired further.
“It was believed that an alternative could keep us afloat.  It took us half a century to figure out that would not work.  The Eridans knew from the start, and they strived with everything at their disposal to branch out – to find ANZU elsewhere,” she paused to nitpick the details.  
	“It has not ever made sense to me – Kusites were given plans for their moon, Eridans were given the architects’ maps of the stars.  The deal almost seems biased.  Our survival was prolonged, while their viability was enhanced,” she pondered.
	“How so?” I examined her line of thinking.
	“In order to expand – to urbanize – our home on Kusu, we needed heavy metals.  It was the only way for our kind to make it.  Kusu was an expiring planet far before arrival.  It saw a jumpstart at some point, but we required certain necessities to flourish.  Giskusu came to us as a miracle.  The fracture of the monarchical system, the willpower of the aristocracy, the labor of the common folk.  Giskusu made us who we are.  Eridu, on the other hand, had essentially nothing.  Clean rivers and wild game can only see a civilization go so far.  Old World advancements were nearly useless, because they lacked access to ANZU reserves.  We literally did not hear from them for over two hundred years.  No wavelengths left or were received during their genesis.  The next time we heard from them, another three centuries later, they had the answers to both our predicaments – star maps.  They eliminated the wandering and waste of resources attributed to space travel without nudging.  ANZU, heavy metals, anything they needed to attain was at their fingertips,” she shook her head in displeasure.
	“How does this apply to the present?” I urged her to continue.
	“It has everything to do with today, August!  The war between Purla and Kusu lasted less than a decade.  Eridu settled this system in two years.  Their first exoplanet colonization crafts departed as early as 1735 AE.  We followed suit soon after, but it has been a perpetual contest between us going on nearly five lifetimes now.  Sabotage, sedition, territorial disputes, colonial genocide – nothing is off the table.  The game being played is beyond us, beyond Kusu or Eriduor Purla.  These star maps contained more than just possibilities of assets our pockets of humanity desperately needed.  It showed them the way.  The road they took was as barren as the void.  If the other Arks did reach their intended destinations – they are long gone,” Quinn was trembling more and more with each statement.
	“Long gone?” I joined her apprehension.
	“We are all that’s left,” she covered her mouth as if to deny her assertion.
	It couldn’t be true.  That would mean we’re the fading dream.
	“Lady Girsu – she puts the fate of humanity at risk.  What we do here, what you do, can affect the future of all we know.  Eridu has something that could bring it all to an end at the snap of a finger.  We all know and we are all under their thumb.  The Lady though could care less.  This vendetta –,” she was panicking again.
	“Settle yourself, Quinn.  How has Girsu put us at peril?  What do the Eridans have?  What vendetta?” I couldn’t make sense of it all.
	“Nunki,” the word escaped her like a curse.
	Suddenly, static from the intercom system erupted at full volume.
	“Attention – essential personnel to the bridge immediately,” the crier commanded.
. . . 
The command center lay silent even with the dozen or so divisional overseers keenly awaiting some hint that our time in quandary may possibly be coming to an end.  While the anticipation laid heavy on everyone’s minds, the only consideration I had was that of the state of Quinn.  I heard genuine horror in her words, and I’d become uneasy myself with the prospect of where that conversation would go when it was continued.  She’d been hailed back before Orion in the lounge, where she was most likely being debriefed and deliberated on the current situation we would all soon learn about.  The Kusites carried out their hushed asides in hopes that I wouldn’t overhear, but I could handily read the room.  I was an unwanted guest yet again.  Tolerated from afar, however, I’d never be accepted among their kind.
Boisterous thuds made their way towards us from far down the corridor, gaining the attention of all present.  Orion was on his way, whether we would be met with a favorable update or an incendiary outburst was uncertain.
“Get yourselves ready, immediately!  Tell your people to prepare for our approach of the Rock.  Our window is shrinking with each passing moment,” Orion hollered our way before we’d even caught sight of him.
The room stopped in a daze.  The clarity of reasoning hadn’t yet hit them.
“On the double!” Orion ordered.
That got them rolling.  Two even tried to make their way past him in the narrow gangways that led to our meeting place.  They were subsequently tramped by the brute, only for Quinn to help bring them back to their feet.  Such compassion in that girl’s heart – quite the contrary to her associate.  
	The others scurried to their places after Orion and Quinn ventured into the facilities.  It took no time until only the three of us remained.
	“Contact was made with –,” was all Quinn could manage to get out before Orion bellowed over her.
	“You are with me in the landing party, Pure-ling.  Arm yourself and do take care to conceal your identity.  The doctor comes too.  Be sure to fetch him on your way to the docking compartment,” he barked.
	Although I’d rather hear what Quinn had to say on the matter, I got the message Orion was inferring.  I started to make my way back to where I’d last seen Leon, but the Gilgamesh had other plans for us.  The thrust compactors powered up to full potential without much of any warning.  The reactor had to have been pushing to its limits to push our approximately two hundred tonne vessel out of the orbit of Eridu on a course towards our destination.  It felt as though my organs were trying to tear free through bone and spine.  I was lucky to be able to catch myself – others, not so much.  At least three technicians lay unconscious in my path after the gravity stabilizers finally kicked in.  It took some time, but I was eventually pointed in Leon’s direction by one of the armaments.  Leon was of course strapped into an anchor on the wall of the barracks, quaking with fright from the sudden commencement of our race to the surface.
	“Get out of that ridiculous contraption!  We’ve got places to be, buddy!” I called out over the piercing shriek of the claxons.
	“Are you insane?  Where could I possibly be needed at a time like this?” he exclaimed.
	“Come on!” I responded while briskly unfastening his enclosure.
	Once we reached the combat loading chamber, the adrenaline really started to kick in.  The Gilgamesh was initially ranked as a military spacecraft by the Purlian CG – this was what it was meant to do.  I made sure to grab a compression carbine to add to my arsenal alongside as many shots as I could fit in the knapsack I had carried along.  The Purlian weaponry was basically untouched, so I had enough ammunition to match my carbine and sidearm in case of a firefight.  It would be rare if I would really even need to use the compression shots, but I wouldn’t dare be unprepared after what I’ve already heard of Eridu’s residents.  Two hidden karambit knives rested along my lower back as well – in case worst came to worst.  I handed Leon a compact hip gun to carry, which he reluctantly took after receiving a light peptalk.  Orion and Quinn then came into picture, each ready to prepare in their own ways.  The part I couldn’t comprehend was the manner of their presence – complete dissociation with their surroundings.  I could’ve screamed her name, Quinn!.  But it would make no difference.  They both carried on tacitly in their concentrated effort as if Leon and I weren’t even there.
	“Brace for touchdown,” I heard spew over the loudspeaker. 
	Both Leon and Quinn proceeded to the nearby anchors.  Neither Orion or I gave up any ground though.  I immediately caught his intent scrutiny from across the way.  It was a blatant ploy to show his dominance over myself and all present.  
His pupils were saying – I welcome the chance.  Who are you to claim any hegemony over me?
I accepted his trial and took our descent without any crutch.  To be nimble on my toes took more than enough focus that I just barely overheard the signs of the minor pressure breach building up behind Orion at the bay doors.  He didn’t break a sweat.  
Death holds no fear over me – he conveyed.
The hull held.  Soon the impellers on our undercarriage died down to a halt.  The ringing of tinnitus in my perforated ear drums ceased.  We had reached our intended location – Eridu.
The bay doors creaked ajar, but it was evident that during our landfall, much of our exterior had been damaged.  I soon learned the reasons why, after Orion pried open the entrance with his soon to be bloodied hands – we hadn’t come down into a hanger or even a port.  The Gilgamesh had been grounded in a clearing.  Tall grass pushed aside on all sides of the ship’s casing.  On closer inspection, I traced the remains of fragmented concrete and even noticed faded yellow streaks leading off into a dried out mire.  Was this an airfield of Old World design?
Orion nudged at my back with the back of his arm.  I managed to steady myself from falling forward into the field.  I had clearly been too ambitious to have a good look at the environment we had disturbed.
“You’re up,” Orion growled in a subdued manner.
This would be my first time on another planet other than Purla.  The thrill was almost too much to handle.  Stepping out fully from the Gilgamesh led to my knees nearly shooting out.  I hadn’t felt the effects of actual gravity in over a year.  My pack actually had some mass to it with all of those compression shots I’d brought along.  A few more wide strides saw my feet make first contact with the soil.  A filled my diaphragm with raw, unprocessed oxygen and nitrogen.  I had imagined for months now that the feeling would be overwhelmingly pleasant.  Instead, I was first met with vertigo and then a slight headache.  Orion followed after me, then Quinn, and lastly Leon.  I swiveled my head to take more in.
“Look - some kind of facility,” I said as I pointed west.  
At least I thought it was west from the star’s position in the sky.
“That is our destination,” Orion spoke lowly.
I assumed point of the team by forging ahead through the dense undergrowth.  I crept knowing well enough that something wasn’t right.  Orion’s soft-spoken tone, the fact no one had come forth after our thunderous entry – the sense of danger was all around us.  As I began to reach for the barrel of my compression carbine, the rustling of a shuffle could be heard to our group’s left.  Orion turned to point the nose of his own carbine towards the tremor, and I instinctually aimed to the right in response.
“You’re surrounded!” a voice echoed across the stretch of brush.
	Quinn, Orion, and I rooted ourselves in place while Leon dropped flat on the ground.  I checked back on the three over my shoulder, Orion was ready for a firefight and Quinn held a snubbed sidearm firmly at the ready.  
	“We were authorized safe passage by the one known as the Liberator,” Orion responded.
	“Who?” I let slip.
“There isn’t anyone by that name here.  Drop your arms or you will lose them alongside your dome,” another voice proclaimed.
	“Orion – what is happening?” Quinn whispered.
	“Your armament has walked into a trap, girl!” shouted an additional tongue.
	“Drop them, you fools – otherwise we’re all dead!” Leon hesitantly squeezed out.
	“That would be wise,” a man’s voice said in front of me.
	As I raised my muzzle in its direction, three other rifled tubes met my position.
	The man continued, “You have until the count of three.  Three – Two –”
	I crouched down and gradually placed my carbine forward.  Orion and Quinn matched me deliberately.  Not a sound escaped Orion’s chops.  He was flustered.  Maybe even startled.
	“Let me try and explain,” I said.
	“Be sure to speak slowly,” he replied.
	“We’re here to deliver a package –, I started.
	“You’re not Kusite.  Are you?” a different inflection rang through the air.  This one was much different from the rest.  There was weight behind his words.
	Damn!  I used a contraction.  Whoever this is – he knows his stuff.  I only need to answer him though.  He’s definitely the one in charge.
	“I’m not – Purlian actually,” I revealed.
	“Honestly won’t get you far on Eridu.  What package do you have to deliver?” he asked.
	“I’m not sure.  Someone gave us codes to get through the radar systems.  They told us to settle here.  That’s all I’m allowed to know,” I answered.
	“What’s your name?” he demanded.
	“August,” I complied.
	A fourth carbine peeked through the thicket.  The face behind its sights was covered with a white faience mask – an orange iris adorned across its forehead.
	“Now you lie through your teeth,” the man who had disarmed us hissed.
	“I haven’t got a reason to lie to you,” I challenged back, rising up in the process.
	No response  – neither from their mouth or their trigger finger.
“I’m in the dark with the details, but I assure you that this is why we’re here,” I kept on.
Still nothing.  I returned my focus to the shrouded figure.
“What?  You want proof?  Fine then!  I submit myself as collateral.  You take me, and they return to the craft.  Send someone – they’ll have the evidence for you within the hour.  If they don’t – you can as you wish,” I said without any apprehension hampering my message.
The expressionless individual considered my offer for a lengthy duration.  Uneasiness fell upon us like a wave.  After a minute or so of consideration, he finally spoke.
	“Not you – the one crying in the dirt.”  






~ Cicadas ~
	Leon’s jaw was locked in place, but no noise managed to slip out.  Within seconds, two armed Eridans had their bores dialed into his skull.  There was nothing we could do now.  They had the upper hand, and a knee-jerk reaction would get us all killed, not just Leon.  Even Quinn had realized the dire situation we’d been put into, shaking her head in deterrence when I wordlessly conveyed – Should I?  I was met with a similar response from Orion when I reached for one of my daggers.  One of the armed assailants picked up on it too, because my backside was confronted by the butt of his rifle soon after.  The intense pain of being struck in such a vulnerable position was almost too much to bear, but I avoided wailing or showing any sign of weakness in the presence of our detainers.
	Eventually, I was brought before their leader detached from his and my comrades.  It was there that he told me, “One hour – that’s all you get.  I will send an associate of mine, and he’d better come back with something that verifies what you say.  Otherwise, your companion dies.”
	At that point, the masked character retreated towards the complex.  The three of us were then escorted back to the Gilgamesh at gunpoint.  Upon our reentry, the sense of foreboding started to really sink in.  Leon had trusted me.  I had let him down.  Now, his life was in our hands.
	“Quinn, prepare whatever documents you have that can confirm our directive.  Retrieve whatever parcel the Lugal wants us to deliver as well,” I said.
	“You do not get to tell –,” Orion attempted to correct me.
	He didn’t have the chance though.  I had enough of his lollygagging at this point.  Effortlessly, I drove my ulna into his throat, pinning him to the door.  Even with his immense structure, he had no option other than to submit.  One false movement and I couldn’t easily break his windpipe.  Quinn saw the whole thing unfold, causing her to withdraw to her study.  I didn’t want her to see this side of me, but it couldn’t be helped.  Orion had pushed me to my limit.  His actions had gotten Leon into this situation, and I needed answers in order to get him out of it.
	“To the star lounge,” I ordered while still holding him in that compromising position.
	I let off just enough tension on his neck to allow him to speak.  A crew from maintenance had heard the commotion and were now in attendance.
	“You will regret this Pure-ling,” Orion could barely choke out.
. . . 
Orion paced back and forth across the wide portholes of the lounge.  I couldn’t tell if he was more distressed about the situation or that I’d humiliated him in front of some of the staff members – who’d probably spread news of the events halfway across the Gilgamesh by now.  Knowing Quinn, she’d probably find us with everything I’d need momentarily, so I’d have to use the time I had alone with Orion effectively if I were to get the clarification I needed.
“What do you want, Pure-ling?  You’ve already made a mockery out of me,” Orion finally broke the stillness of the place.
I snapped back, “You’ve kept me out of the loop long enough!  What is happening?  What is the plan?”
“There is a reason why you are left out of the picture – you are a liability!  A Pure-ling could never understand what’s at stake here,” he retaliated. 
“Try me!  What’s to lose at this stage?  You’ve already screwed things up enough, wouldn’t you say? I replied derisively.  
Orion pendulum motion came to a dead halt.  The expression he now wore was unambiguous – our agenda had broken off course.  It was now up to me to put back together the pieces, because he’d been dismantled.
“What are we delivering?” I asked.
“Hell if I know,” he responded in utter defeat.
“What is Nunki?” I probed.
The question put him off guard.
“What do you know of Nunki?” he countered.
“Nothing.  That’s why I’m asking you,” I told him.
“It is why we are here,” he surprisingly shared.
“What is it?” I inquired.
“It isn’t what it is, it’s what it was,” he said, using plain speech.
“What was Nunki?” I urged him to dive further.
It took him some time to consider his next statement.  Most likely doubting himself for getting to this far in the first place.  He could hold it in no more though.
“Nunki was the result of a petty quarrel centuries in the making.  Very few on Kusu received the report when it happened.  According to the intelligence I gathered, it was the resting place of Ark X.  It was the last settlement established after the Exodus.  We’d been in fierce competition with the Eridans for some time over space.  Space to live, space to expand, space to exploit.  Up until then, other colonies were off limits, but we needed an upper hand.  The Eridans had beaten us to every major site thanks to those star maps they got their hands on.  Nunki was supposed to be different,” he cut himself short.
“Why do you care about this?  About Leon?” he begged of me.
“Because Leon has a wife, a child to return home to.  His life is worth just as much as mine,” I openly gave him what he seeked.
“No – why do you want to understand why we’re here?  You are a soldier, just like me.  What’s the point?” he asked.
“The point is that I’m here while the lives of those Purlians who inhabited these halls were taken back on Giskusu.  I will take the Gilgamesh back to Purla and share what happened.  Your Lady will answer for her crimes,” I declared.
“The Lady Lugal will never answer for any of the countless misdeeds she’s committed,” Orion briefly paused.
“But I find your tenacity compelling,” he proceeded.
“Then tell me why – why was Nunki different?” I returned to our previous conversation.
“I was told there wasn’t a soul to be found.  Be that as it may, abandoned enclaves were found scattered across the surface.  A closer look also revealed an abundance of ANZU deposits just below the planet’s crust – more than had ever been recorded.  The Eridans caught wind of the findings over the wavelengths in spite of all the cryptic language used by our operators.  They arrived right at our doorstep, confirmed our observations, and presented us with an ultimatum,” he divulged.
“How did your kind respond?” I solicited.
“We weren’t shy about going to war with the Eridans.  We’ve been in a constant arena of rivalry with their kind since before the Lady Lugal was even born.  With that being said, we still weren’t prepared for what was to come,” he confided.
I watched Orion as he tried to swallow.  It must have been dry, because it took him a few more tries until he felt ready to continue.  
“They have us under their thumb, Sir Gladiolus.  The public idles by while the Lady Lugal does everything in her power to appease them.  Between you and I – I think she’s grown sick of it,” his speech was becoming uneasy.  He failed to notice that Quinn had entered the lounge, making her company only known to me.
“Sick of what?” I pushed him onward.
Quinn’s eyes widened significantly, yet she did nothing to stop what would come next.
“She’s sick of bowing to them.  We lost the colony – we lost Nunki completely.  It was only a ruse.  Three decades later, we’re still forced to pay tribute to them.  A kiloton of ANZU each and every Sol year.  We’ve been forced to pillage any and all we can, and it’s all to sustain their own exoplanet colonization efforts.  We’re nearly sucked dry –,” Quinn finally interrupted him.
“That’s enough, Sir Lagamire,” she said.
“Miss Prudenhart, I –” nothing more left his lips.
“August, Sir Lagamire is leaving out key details –” she was abruptly cut off by Orion.
“You wench, shut it!” he vociferated as he lunged towards her.
My hand was faster than his heavy boots.  He only got about two strides in before my jab met the back of his thigh.  His knee hit the floor with a thud, and my blade gently tapped the nape of his neck.
“I’m done, I swear it,” he screeched.
“If you ever raise a hand towards her again, you won’t keep it.  You understand, savage?” I affirmed emphatically.
“I understand,” he accepted the conditions.
Methodically, he rose back to his feet.  I removed the point from his skin, and he let out a deep sigh of relief.  I’d asserted my dominance, even though I’m sure he could take me if he was smarter about his techniques.  At least he was consistent with most armaments.
“Quinn, what details has our mate left out from this tale?” I circled back around.
Orion gave her a malevolent glare, but she refused to allow herself to make contact with it.
“The Eridans have an instrument, a form of technology like nothing ever mentioned in any of my studies of human history.  This is no ordinary tool – it was created with but a single goal – the eradication of all known life,” she stopped to allow me to digest what she was saying.
What is she saying?
“They have used this innovation to essentially hold the people of Kusu hostage.  We either comply with their demands or will meet the same fate as those on Nunki,” she finished.
“When you say total annihilation –,” I asked to confirm my suspicions.
“There was no one left.  The plants, the animals, all signs of life were gone.  Years of growth – eviscerated,” she told what she could.
Then why mark Purla?
I repeated the thought over and over in my head.  That was until it inadvertently escaped me as I mulled over aloud.
“We owed over six months tribute to the Eridans.  The Lady Lugal claimed we had no other choice,” Quinn criticized. 
What of her son?  The one she had a breakdown over.  
“As for the conduit that brings the demise of Nunki and our delivery here on Eridu today?” I persisted.
Quinn finally met Orion’s gaze.  They spoke to one another inaudibly.   Something would still undoubtedly be withheld. 
“The Lady Lugal told me that whatever lay inside – the Eridans who came to possess it would be the next Anunngal,” she answered.
“Is there a vote coming up?” I explored further.
She seemed puzzled by my query.
“A vote?” she questioned.
“Only Pure-lings are imprudent enough to believe in such a system as a republic,” Orion sneered.
“What would you do with such a thing as choice, you cretin?” I responded contemptuously.
“The last time I checked, the Attestment has been underway on Eridu since before 1865 AE,” Quinn pointed out as if I’d known what she meant.
“The Attestment? I asked for clarification.
Orion scoffed at me again.
“It’s a war between factions.  Their chieftains fight with the hopes of impressing the Elder Council.  If they earn their approval, they may be named Anunngal.  You can see how well that has worked out by the nearly three generations of dead on all sides,” he said.
Quinn glanced at the chronometer. 
How much time do we have?
“Prepare the necessary records – but hide the package.  I’ll take care of this,”  I said.
She handed me what I’d need, and I quickly emptied my pack to make room.  There wouldn’t be a need for any shots to be fired – not today at least.  My karambits were all I’d need in case of an emergency, but I now knew where I stood – I held leverage.  If what the Lugal had hinted at is even remotely correct,  we may be able to walk away from this.  I made my way back to the exit chamber to face off against the impossible odds.  The rush of adrenaline made its way back into my bloodstream.
“Open it,” I instructed the docking team while rushing to squeeze through.
The sienna star had nearly jumped over the horizon when I reached the bottom of the landing bridge.  The serenity that I’d experienced during my first steps returned.  The Eridan people were abundantly fortunate to have founded such a place as this.  That’s when the sounds of the groves finally reached my ears.  The sharpest buzz I’d heard in all my days, but there must have been thousands of them all around.  One would begin where another started.
“What are these creatures?” I found myself asking.
“Cicadas,” someone answered.





Chance has always held a firm grip over the reins of humanity.  Primitive mortals accepted this, yet they would have to live their lives in constant fear.  This fear – a fear of the unknown – that is commonly attributed to chance was a driving factor in humanity’s evolution.  First, they sought out to gain an upper hand over nature.  They tamed both beast and vegetation, but this wasn’t enough.  Chance still roamed its ugly head around every corner.  Humanity followed suit with the invention of every tool they could imagine.  They reaped the Old World of all of its resources, becoming more and more indolent along the way.  Through all of this, chance prevailed.  There were more mortals being felled by chance than ever before.  Immortality became nothing but a concept, the reality of which was far out of humanity’s hands.

~ the Zagesi
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The Eastern Wind
~ The Waters of Life ~
The articulation of that word – cicadas.  It was unlike anything I’d heard, as if the term was meant to describe the unique sound the organism made.  The one who acknowledged my private request was an individual not so different from myself.  Possibly early to mid-thirties, rugged around the edges, and competent enough to be on his guard.  His left hand acted as a shade pressed against his brow while the other rested primed on his hip.
“Would you care to see one up close?” he said as if we weren’t at a standoff.
This man was unmistakably indigenous to these lands, yet his speech stood out as dissimilar to that of the others we had met.  It was more refined.
“What is a cicada?” I asked in hopes of de-escalating whatever confrontation had developed. 
“You’ve never heard of a cicada?” he sought clarification.
He relaxed his posture and strolled leisurely to the edge of the clearing.  After surveying the woodland, he tenderly extended his reach out to what appeared to be a maple sapling.  He then returned to our meeting place carrying a parcel enveloped between his fingers.
“Look,” he urged as he adjusted to show me his palms.
The critter that he held reminded me of a type of grasshopper that could be found in reeds among the marshlands of the Idigna, however, this insect was significantly larger.  Its multifaceted oculars burned of crimson, but I only caught a glimpse because it flittered away prior to getting a thorough inspection.
“That was a rare sight.  The scarlet ones lay just below the topsoil for years before showing their heads,” he amusedly remarked.
“I almost wish I had looked more closely.,” I joined in the mirth.
“It’s the first of the red I’ve seen since I was quite young,” he followed up.
“I wonder what brings them out of hiding,” I uttered.
He thought intently for a few moments.
“There are those that claim the intense warmth of the summer is what drives them out, but that would mean they would emerge fully grown each season.  You see – the broods remain green until they’re fully matured,” he reflected openly.
“What do you think causes them to show their face then? I inquired.
“I believe the Sages say it best –,” he started.
“Sages?” I requested deeper insight.
“You know – those who brought wisdom with them from the Old World,” he elucidated.
This Eridan sure has a funny way of referring to the Exodusters.
“What did the Sages say about these bugs?” I tried to get us back on track.
Signs of his distaste of something I said echoed towards me in a scowl he had difficulty in concealing.
“The sages say that their arrival represents rebirth or even sometimes transformation,” he expressed with inelegent restraint.
I felt unsettled by the notion.  Such doctrines blatantly ignored the enlightenments of this thing called science.
“Do you really trust superstitions like that?” I questioned with disbelief.
“Not everything is as it seems.  We have a way of explaining the unexplainable with mysticism, symbolism, and a plethora of other -isms.  Those of the Old World eventually came to renounce such ideas when they stopped benefiting them.   Instead, they replaced them with a brand new credence – the sciences.  Do you know what happened when the sciences failed them too?” he spoke with such reverence in his own words.
Intrigued to see where he was going, I shook my head no.  He responded with jolly laughter.
“Neither do I!” he stated with a grin.
“What’s your point?” I asked.
“It’s only a matter of time before we try some other shot in the dark.  By the way, are you the Purlian the others mentioned?” he posed with a sense of wonder.
“What gave it away?” I chuckled.
“You speak to me instead of through me,” he answered.
Who is this Eridan?
“The name’s August,” I declared while offering a shake.
He seemed perplexed by my gesture.
“They call me Sha,” he replied without reciprocating the bond.
“Do you know of the Liberator?” I inquired.
“I’ve never met anyone who goes by that title around these parts,” he told me.
“But you are the one they sent to retrieve the archives?  I was asked to verify why we are here.  My friend’s life is on the line,” I stuttered out through my own distress.
He motioned towards himself.
“Me?  No – I’m  – well, I’m the lookout,” he shared haltingly.
What kind of outfit is this?
“Where’s the man with the mask?” I probed.
“He’s back with the others.  They have a pretty substantial cargo to send out tonight,” he informed me.
“What’s the haul?” I interrogated him carefully.
He furrowed his forehead.
“You weren’t already aware?  We’re smugglers,” he apprised.
“What exactly are you smuggling off world?” I queried.
“Those who’ve unfortunately been displaced by the Attestment.  The periphery colonies are the only places where they can find shelter and work,” he explained.
This Attestment must have a considerable grip on the colony to be pushing locals to evacuate.  It made no sense to me, especially because of the tranquility of our current location.  There’s much more to be found here than what Quinn or Orion have initially let on.  That didn’t change the fact that Leon was still in need of my assistance.  I had to focus.
“Can you take me to your encampment, so I can provide the transcripts that were demanded?” I pled.
“Sorry, can’t do,” he paused to contemplate.
He then continued, “However, I can deliver it for you – that is, if you feel that you can trust someone who believes in superstitions,” he said with a smirk.
As much as I hated to admit it, I liked this guy.  It was a pleasant surprise after the debacle earlier in the afternoon.
“Okay,” I accepted his proposal, bestowing the files to him in the process.
Sha took the records and stowed them underneath his dark pancho.
“You can count on me,” he chortled as he darted off towards the rigid structure I could only assume was their base of operations.
. . . 
“You gave our saving grace to a no-name?” Quinn demanded.
Meanwhile, Orion stood in the corner with his arms crossed.  He must have really been enjoying my belittling by her.  While I understood both of their frustrations with my decision, I had a gut feeling that it was a test.  The Liberator was watching us – watching his prey to grade its reaction.  
“This is why you do not take sides with a Pure-ling, Miss Prudenhart,” he disparaged her.
“Still’ve done more than you.  Remind me why you’re here again?” I snapped back.  
He came stomping up to me, stopping just a meter short to peer down on me.
“To keep you in your place, antiquarian,” he bucked back.
“Enough!” Quinn squealed. 
We both became immobile by the pitch.
“Your animosity towards each other has allowed Leon to be taken off to his certain demise.  You forget he has a wife – a child!  You two are supposed to be the best of your kind.  Try acting like it for once!  Not just his life is in jeopardy – all of our lives are at stake,” she exclaimed.
The weight of her words placed pressure on my eardrums.
“You think he would be willing to be cordial with the likes of us?” Orion channeled his hostility towards her now.
“I would,” I retorted.
“So you submit?” he pressed on.
“I think it’s pointless to be at odds with each other.  Quinn’s right – lives hang in the balance,” I counseled him.
After biting his bottom lip for a second, he backed off.
“What do you propose?” he folded.
“We wait patiently.  Do you want to know what’s really going on here?” I led on further.
“The Pure-lings are finally going to succeed at impressing me?” he spoke out of spite.
I leaned in and said, “They’re assessing us – every step of the way.”
Just wait.
A whir came from Orion’s belt.  He pulled a transceiver discretely from his thigh.
“What?” he barked.
The fuzz that came through its speakers was only decodable to himself.
“We’ll be right there!” he hollered.
“There’s someone knocking on the hatch,” he repeated what he’d learned.
The three of us hurried to the source of the racket.
Upon the unsealing of our vestibule, we were met by the anonymous Eridan that I could only presume to be the Liberator who Orion had mentioned prior to our descent.  Beside him, stood Leon.  He was chained and bound, but he was alive and seemingly untouched by what I could tell.
“Hurry, we’ve got a lot of ground to cover before Cleeia rises again,” the figure stated as he pointed towards the source of such crepuscular rays – their star.
I instantly understood what was unfolding.  This individual was the silver lining we’d been seeking out all along.  Our savior hid behind that veil – he was our golden ticket.
“I will return shortly,” Orion uttered hastily as he stepped back aboard the Gilgamesh.
Quinn came to my side, fearful of what path lay ahead of us.  In spite of her embrace, I wouldn’t dare break eye contact with the hollows of our champion’s visor.  Even when she firmly grabbed my forearm to get my attention, he never broke his stare.  It was as if he could see through me or maybe even into me – gauging my scars, my downfalls, and the pit of despair that encompassed my heart.
“August –,” she whispered.
“Where are –,” I began.
“We’re wasting time,” he interrupted.
That was when Orion reemerged with three packs draped over his shoulder alongside a single compression carbine.  Without a sound, the Eridan turned to make his way into the wilds and didn’t once check to see if we followed.  Orion kept the carbine but passed me plenty of ammunition.  My sidearm had never done me wrong anyways.
	As Cleeia and the smugglers’ outpost disappeared behind us, I couldn’t help but ask something that had stuck with me since our arrival on Eridu.
“So – we are setting out due east, right?” I projected towards our guide.
	“West,” he corrected me.
	His manner of delivery though – as if he expected me to already know.
	“This planet rotates in retrograde?” I managed to say while nearly knocking into a low hanging tree limb.
	“According to Phaisyle’s standard.  However, we actually turn prograde with our star,” he answered with such erudition.
	Someone with command and intellect.  This runner must play the rest like a fiddle.  Who was he?  Where did he come from?  What is he capable of?  These questions danced through my mind and more.  Where was he taking us?

The untamed lands that stood in our way were vibrant with a diverse range of greenery and creatures.  At first, we hiked through the foliage with ease, but this didn’t last for long.  Soon, buttress roots had us watching every stride forward that we took.  This unexpected impediment coupled with the pitch black shade from the canopy above slowed down our pace noticeably.  There was even a point where I tripped right in front of Quinn just to have her tumble over my top.  We’d had a good laugh over it until Orion bumped into us as well.  Visibility was so poor and the deafening buzz of the cicadas made it out as if the thicket was melting all around us.  We traversed the heavily forested hills for what must have been ten kilometers.  Three or so hours later, our escort led us to the banks of a river.  It was here where we would make up camp.  
	“We will remain here until daybreak.  Rest up.  We have quite the stretch to cross tomorrow,” our new companion informed us.
	It took our Kusite associates no time to find a place of repose.  They practically dropped where they had been standing without any care to what may be lurking in the beds of the kapoks  that surrounded them.  Leon, on the other hand, retained his stature.  The sorrow that accompanied his facial expressions couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than hopelessness.  Had he given up on ever seeing his Josephine again.  As much as I tried to empathize with his plight, it bothered me how easily he’d surrendered.  A father shouldn’t fall down or forfeit like he had.  There’s simply too much that hangs in the balance.  But then I remember how little I’d done to save him from such a fate.  Maybe I could’ve persisted in defiance of submission.  Would we have had to prove ourselves after that? 
	It was only around a half hour before everyone drifted off into their own island in the sea of shadows that encircled us.  Even Leon had found himself a soft patch of moss to cushion the burden he carried.  It seemed as if only I had clung on to consciousness.  The pale outlines of the ring that the five of us had formed with our bodies and belongings gradually came into focus.  The amber glow of a moon provided some assistance, but it was so unnaturally far away from Eridu’s surface that the awning of leaves overhead obstructed most of the light we received from it.  
	A deep sigh made its way across our bivouac followed by the clearing of a throat.
	In a hushed tone I heard, “Do you know where you sit?”
	“Who was that?” I responded in equal cadence.
	“Who else would know where we are?” I heard the same speaker reply.
	I ignored him with the desire to terminate the brief exchange.
“The Hubur awaits us – the eastern border of the alluvial plain – the Valley of the Anunngals,” the voice floated off within my imagination.











~ His Faience ~
	When I eventually came to, the drone of the cicadas had been supplanted by that of the distinct chatter of buntings and larks.  I had almost forgotten the sounds of such birds, even after the countless mornings freshwater fishing with my father.  I was saddened when I realized this wasn’t the echoes of Purla but instead was that of the realm of the Eridans.  To my astonishment, I’d actually found refuge through the night.  It had been several months since I’d closed my eyes for more than a couple of minutes, and it had been even longer since I was able to do so without being haunted by the terrors.
	“Where is the Eridan?” I heard Orion grumble.
	I perked up to scan the area.  He had indeed vanished.
	“When did you awaken?” I sought out a response from the group.
	“Just a short time ago.  I watched the sun peeking over the horizon,” Quinn answered.
	I could only see a sliver of the star over the expanse to our west.  Our supposed destination awaited thataway – wherever that may be.
	I rose to my feet and made my way to the shore of the waterway that we would need to cross.  As I reached down to wet my hands and clean my face, a sharp whistle rang out causing me to freeze in place.  A stiletto suddenly appeared behind my heel, well-nigh puncturing the counter of my boot.  
	“You don’t touch the channels of the Hubur, Purlian,” a shout reverberated down towards our position from the decline we’d come from the evening prior.
	From behind the row of timberland, the porcelain mask made its presence known among the verdant landscape.  Strung over his shoulder was a handmade ivy tote which carried enough branches and sprigs that his spine discernibly bent forward.  When he reached our location, he dropped his collection and regained his stinger.
	“The Hubur will drag you in.  It must be venerated,” he proclaimed.
	That’s when the realization finally hit me – the Hubur.  It hadn’t been some sort of dream.  The voice I had heard was that of the Eridan.  
	“How will we get to the other side?” I inquired.
	“Like Enlil so many centuries ago, we will ferry across using a sylven craft,” he explained.
	“Who is this Eridan?  They do not speak like us,” Orion remarked.
	“Your tongue is one I am quite familiar with actually.  The number of wavelengths you send our way is sufficient enough for a lesson or two,” he asserted.
	“Those are supposed to be secure channels,” Quinn reacted in a state of perplexity.
	“Not to those with the technical knowhow,” he retorted.
	The veiled man knelt down to further observe the materials he had gathered.  
	“I hope this will be enough to carry that one across,” he said while gesturing towards Orion.
	Quinn and I could barely hold back our mirth as Orion’s fury pent-up behind his rosie cheeks.  The Eridan could care less, as he was already deep into a trance assembling the boat that would take us across this Hubur river he had spoken so highly of.
	“How do you expect us all to get across with how few resources you have on hand?” I couldn’t stop myself from speculating aloud.
	“We’ll cross one at a time.  All will be fine,” he replied in a caustic quality.
	What was he getting at?  What ridiculous reason did this guy have in mind with having us sail across a shallow brook?
	“Are you all ready?” he asked earlier than I had expected.
	No one agreed to acknowledge or even respond to such a proposal.
	“I will go over first, and I can assure you that I’ll be the last to span the western demarcation on top of that,” the Eridan avowed with dignity.
	Abruptly, he threw the swiftly fashioned wooden float into the sluggish flowing water.  A split second later and there he was aboard the vessel, surfing to the other side.
	“Safe and sound,” he hollered\ while pushing the dinghy back to our side.
	First, Quinn made it to the western banks.  Leon would come next.  He never broke his gaze at me the entire way.  Feeling rather obligated, I would follow.  Leaving the sizable Orion for last.
	“Lay out as flat as you can get, Kusite.  And don’t you dare place a finger in her stream,” our shepherd called to him.
	“Yeah, yeah,” he answered nonchalantly as he unfurled upon the barge. 
	His drift lasted much longer than the rest of us.  Back and forth he bobbed until finally reaching a shore.  Everything proceeded as intended until Orion was meant to disembark.  His opening maneuver saw him making a tread through the river’s edge – a move that had gotten the attention of the smuggler.  As soon as Orion had absconded the tide, the idiot found a point nearly penetrating his dewlap.  
	“You buffoon!” he roared.
	“No dawdling. Move to the peak,” he ordered.
In a flash, the ornate disguise dissipated – barreling away to the high ground.  Instinctually, I tailed him at a stutter.  I looked back every few paces to ensure the rest hadn’t fallen too far behind.  Of course, Leon was the one to tarry the most.  Who could blame him?  His shackles limited his range of motion significantly.  He would need support getting back upright more than once.  Thankfully, Quinn saw his struggles and did what she could to maintain his stability. The girl was anything you could ever ask for – always prioritizing others.  A lover in every sense of the word.
I noticed I was finally catching up with the Eridan as we neared the spine of the hills.  He had slowed his tempo in order to keep a closer eye on what loomed ahead.  I had to admit, the atmosphere had started to feel off.  The bickering of the feathered folk had ceased.  The steady breeze had died off.  The air crisp against my sky as we gained elevation.  A pinnacle to our climb became visible merely a moment later.  Our guide planted himself at the vantage point – each of us came in tandem, instead to catch our breath.  
“Prepare yourselves,” he announced, tugging at a concealed side piece I had failed to recognize.
Leon attempted to fall to the dirt, however, I caught him on the way down.  Orion reached for his carbine as I secured the magnum at my hip.  Whatever was coming had made itself known to the cloaked persona.  Trepidation permeated in an aura surrounding us.  A rustle in the shrubs to our left, the snap of a palm offshoot at our back, the intense pressure of the azure upon my shoulders.
Click.  Click click.  Click.
The resonance exhibited came from all around us, yet the source seemed right behind me – like a bass drum in a windowless space.  A phantom inched its way into my line of sight from below the roots of an ancient monkeypot.  As it became more clear, it came to resemble that of a human’s shape but contorted in every way imaginable.  
Crack.  Crack crack.  Crack crack crack.
“Cover your ears,” the Eridan cried out.
As I peered around our crew, I found that the others had already followed his orders.  Even I eventually came to find my own hands over my own auricles after a moment.  All but Leon had the ability to do so anyhow.  Unfortunately for him, this would mean certain danger.  The apparition found its footing.  Nearly invisible ripples were emitted from the fiend.  All in the direction of Leon’s naked receivers.  His restraints gave him little of a chance to shield its rays.  The blank stare that came after resembled a mirror reflecting my own soul back at me.  How many times had I seen such a countenance?  A dozen?  A hundred?  
I wasn’t the only one who had recognized Leon’s mesmerism.  The Eridan considered freeing his prisoner but that would only expose himself in the process.  Through the gaps of his faience, I perceived what he thought to be his singular alternative.  A blast pealed its way across the crestline.  No amount of protection could silence the compression of the Eridan’s projectile.  Nevertheless, the monstrosity remained erected.  Leon had thrown the slinger’s shot by hurling himself into his side.  
Which mistake had led to this—Orion’s misstep, Leon’s bindings, or my own hesitation? Orion’s misstep?  Leon’s confinement?  Or was it my refusal to take action?  I could no longer bear the fall.  I relinquished my own defences to reach for my particle-lock compressor.  Nothing stood in my way as I placed pressure on its trigger.  A brief and piercing whistle cried out.  The ringing of the partially ajar compression chamber squeezed my temples.  Before I could blink, the wraith had disintegrated into splinters.  Whatever it was, it was gone.
The Eridan’s ceramic disguise was left fractured beside Leon’s limp and unconscious frame.  That thing’s grip on Leon had somehow been released after it faded away.  Our pathfinder had also vanished from the scene alongside it.
“Where in the hell did that bastard run off to?” Orion mumbled.
I caught him and Quinn searching around as if they had any hope in finding him.  Why he felt the need to hide his face from us was beyond me.  I trusted that he’d left the outcome in my hands—perhaps exactly as he intended.  I released the top-break of my sidearm to allow the sizzling zinc inside to eject outward.  When the remaining hiss in the cylinder subsided, I replaced the compression cap, closed the frame, loaded a granite shot, and returned the trigger into its locked position.  By that time, Quinn had realized my lack of urgency in the situation that had arisen.  
“Did you spot where he went off to, August?” she asked.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” I answered as I made my way over to Leon and the ruined veneer.
“What do you think you are doing?” Orion barked as he raised his rifle in our direction. 
I shrugged it off and freed Leon’s bindings anyways.  Next, I released his gag to open up his airways.  It was only then did I turn to address the behemoth.
“The predicament could’ve been resolved much smoother if he hadn’t been bound in the first place.  Maybe then this guise wouldn’t be in a thousand pieces and the Eridan could have continued his ruse,” I said as I reached down to examine the stoneware.
It was perfectly polished with multiple layers of obsidian paints.  The fracture had occurred when the chin of the piece had made contact with the stones that now besieged its remains.  What a delicate facade for such an abrasive individual.
“What now?” Quinn questioned the two of us.
“I suppose we must wait,” Orion commented.
Leon had finally begun to regain cognizance by then.  Quinn tended to him but quickly realized the shock that had befallen him.  I saw something more though – the dissociative state of trauma after the mind has been tormented by overwhelming grief.
One of us had to act.  It was now or never.
I found Cleeia in the sky above.  We couldn’t have been awake for more than a couple of hours.
“No – we carry on westward,” I declared as I pointed to the space in the atmosphere that was between the star and the horizon.
Without another word, I embarked into the foreign world that was Eridu.  I didn’t even bother to see if they were in pursuit.  Each choice I made now would shape their fates  I had to ensure their survival.
. . . 
Initially, we butchered our way through the densely packed bush.  That was until our boots filled with water.  By then it had become apparent that we had come across some sort of peatlands.  Luckily, I was able to convince Orion to take the forward line this time around.  I couldn’t even imagine what kinds of crawlers and biters lay in store for us.  The strangest thing – we encountered absolutely nothing.  The grounds of these sacred anunngals was void of all sentient life.  The only living beings were that of the plantae kingdom, us, and the entity we had so recently crossed paths with.
The urgency to find safety before nightfall would eventually set in as we reached the other side of the valley that harbored the swamp.  Leon even had the will to keep up with our own pace when the early hour of twilight set in.  Not even so much as a grunt had escaped his lips.  I was worried for his Josephine.  To be devoid of a father would be a tragedy – certainly not one I wanted to be responsible for.  I kept him within a three pace reach at all times.  Many times dragging him along.  Thank goodness he decided to try and keep up.  As we came closer and closer to what appeared to be some high ground, it became clear that the structure we were heading towards wasn’t natural.  It was man-made. 
The mound must have ascended nearly a kilometer to its summit.  It was hard to tell, as a thin mist covered its top after the cooling of the bog water at its base.  A cool and damp drapery had made its way into my wet clothes upon our approach.
“We must find shelter here,” Orion made known.
“This isn’t the place for such a thing,” I murmured with dilated pupils.
Unprompted, Leon started up the slope.  Soon, he had found the groves of steps that carried him up further.
“August –” Quinn whispered in an attempt to try to stop me from pursuing him.
I heeded no warning in the moment and returned to my three pace distance behind the man.  Not long after, I heard the clamorous steps of the two Kusites rushing to catch up with us.  The scaling of the edifice was a daunting hurdle to surmount.  We moved as a unit for what felt like a lifetime until we finally reached an open ingress along the eastern face of the knoll.  Growth of scrambling vines engulfed what was once an entryway many eons ago.  I worked my way in front of Leon in order to clear the tangle that barred our way inside.  Wedge-shaped characters lined the floor and the walls that led into its bowels.  No discourse was needed to explain the meaning of the place – sacred.
“Alas, we cannot stay here,” I expressed to the group.
Orion retrieved a circular object from his breast pocket.  With the flick of his wrist, the device expanded out into the shape of an antique spyglass.  He peered out into the wilderness that lay in our wake and then shook his head displeased.  Then, he made his way the rest of the way up to the mound’s apex.  Again, he gazed out into the unknown but found himself in displeasure.  
“We have not got many options here,” he called down to us.
With the strike of his thumb, an inconspicuous gear turning on the viewing device caused the appliance in Orion’s hand to collapse back into its original form.  Prudently, he shimmied down the narrowly tiered route back to us.  Deep pants expirated from his lungs.
 “There are plenty more dells for us to cross ahead,” he managed to puff out as he regained his composure.
“That means there are more strategic locations for us to find,” I stated in an attempt to redirect his claim.
“The light will have left us before we will have reached a consensus anyways, August,” Quinn chimed in.
I insist,” she said, her voice firm despite the tension.
The sensation that this place had given me was that of a warning.  It had Enter at Your Own Risk written in a foreign tongue across every centimeter of its frame, I just knew it.  What if my suspicions were a premonition of omens contained inside?  Had I released them back into our mortal realm?  
Click.  Click click.  Click.
The infection of dread spread amongst us as we each realized what accompanied such a noise.  
“Not again,” Leon shrieked.
He slipped from within my reach without any further notification.  Down into the depths of the chasm he went.  We had little choice but to follow.  Like the space that enveloped those who undertook the Exodus so long ago, we traveled into the dark.  But in this instance – we weren’t guided by stars.  I was the second one to make my inside, yet I lost Leon after only a few strides.  All of my senses were on overload as I tried my best to shuffle forward.  
“We cannot pursue him any further,” I yelled backwards from which I came.
“I am right next to you, idiot,” I heard Orion reply with annoyance.
“One moment,” Quinn spoke out in a low voice nearby.
A tap on what sounded to be a finger on crystal was succeeded by the illumination of a radiant blue orb.  The expanse of the artificial lantern stole the viridescent hue that I had to come to know from the eyes of the delicate Kusite.  Her aspects were lost when the titan’s silhouette absorbed the glow from my line of sight.  All that was left of my vision after the eclipse was that of the enclosure that surrounded us.  Instead of stone or metallic barriers that were commonplace in such man-made temples of the ancients on my own homeworld, it was revealed that the tendrils that had barred our access to this place had expanded deep into the interior as well.
But how?
The absence of sunlight – of the essential vitamins needed to sustain life – would have made it impossible for such thick vegetation to exist in such a place.  It covered every square centimeter of the abyss we had found ourselves in.  
“What is this?” I expressed my doubts.
It soon became clear where her confusion had arisen – the creepers appeared to be visibly pulsating.  The subtle motions weren’t noticeable at first but more and more as the seconds passed.  To witness such a phenomenon took all of us back.  What was there to say of such a manifestation?  Had they beheld such spectacles back on Kusu?  Whatever it was, the pulses emanated like a signal, affecting Leon in ways none of us could touch.
“It looks to be alive –,” Quinn managed to get out.
Crack.  Crack crack.  Crack crack crack.
A scream followed.  The torch that Quinn had held shattered at her feet, sending us back into the impenetrable darkness.  
“Cover your ears,” I heard from a familiar voice over the confusion.
I didn’t move a muscle despite the warning.  I embraced the touch of obscurity that had fallen upon us.  What left was there to do anyways?  Why should I fight the inevitable?  
Click.  Crack Crack.  Click.
It was as if the acoustics were carried by the flora straight into my bloodstream.  The surging of my heartbeat, the foliage, and the cosmic utterances of the abominable creation seemed to converge into one.  Where I found myself next was all too familiar, yet unlike how I remembered.  The monolith that contained us had dissolved from reality after a single blink of my lashes.  I was no longer on Eridu.  I reached for something – anything – that could give me some reference to my vicinity.  Eventually, I came upon some sort of cord hanging from what I could only guess stretched down from above.  I pulled this twine and a dim, yellow light flickered in the distance.  A contour of unknown origins was positioned closeby.  My legs moved before I could stop them, drawn toward its presence.  As I came nearer and nearer, my focus adjusted to reveal a worn and decrepit man.
“Who are you?” he asked.
The closer I got, the more I realized his question was warranted.  A thick cloud filled what was once irises of cerulean blue.
“Who are you?” he repeated.
“I am August of –”
“Purla,” the geezer finished my response for me.
“How do you know that?” I reacted with my own inquiry.
“You resemble him in so many ways,” he replied.
“Who?” I followed up.
“Him,” he said before dissipating into obscurity.
















~ A Mariner’s Riff ~
The drips of rainwater on my windproof jacket had been the crow of my rooster every morning for many weeks.  Come to think of it – not much had happened in probably a fortnight.  My unit had merely watched the center line from no more than two kilometers away for what now must have been a month.  However, only four shots were accounted for from our carbines.  What was the point?  None had synced up as planned after all.  The inclement weather of the monsoon season had made it nearly impossible to land a hit on anything more than a hundred meters out.  That’s why the point had dug in.  Right?
“Right,” a voice next to me answered my puzzled look as if he saw me right through my sights.
I turned to see him – a face no older than my own.
“What’re you getting at?” I interrogated the interrogator.
“Fuck if I know.  This is some grade-A shit.  Is it not?” he sighed at the end of his remark.
“What’re you getting at?” I asked again.
There was passion peeking in from behind him now.
“Don’t you wish we could go down there and move their sorry asses?” he riled himself up.
“What would be the use of doing that?” I compelled him to share more.
“We could whip them into shape. Don’t you think?” he whispered through a smile.
“It would be quite the challenge,” another spotter proclaimed to an audience of muffled laughter.
It was true.  If we were as close as the line was, there wouldn’t be such a holdup.  Grunts fire blindly through the mists, while we were trained to hit a shekel from 500 meters out rain or shine.  Personally, I was fine staying out of the thick of it.  It was only the scout, known as Esdras Gallagher, who ever voiced such an opinion in our platoon.  We’d all seen what the Kusites were capable of.  They fought to the death, as surrender was seen as cowardice by their kind.  
“Do you see that?” the soldier I now recognized as Esdras called out.
His right index finger pointed just over the no man’s land at the southern tip of the enemies line.  At first, I couldn’t see anything noteworthy through the shifting wall of rainfall between us and the position.  
“You see him, right?” he said as he referenced the same place again.  
Clarity finally found its way to my poor line of sight as I fixed in on the location through the scope of my carbine.  What Esdras had marked was a camouflaged armament inching his way towards the right flank of our line’s entrenchment.  Strung along his back, the man carried a bandolier of handheld explosives.
“Oi!” I heard our field officer announce.
“Fire on that slug with all that you’ve got,” he continued.
The smack of carbine butts pressing against shoulders followed.  Four seconds of dialing in was all they needed before the first compression was set off.  Two dozen shots propelled out from our nest in all directions.  Against our luck, the wind had picked up significantly in the moments since Esdras had detected the armament.  Splashes of mud erupted fifty meters short of his placement like a scattergun’s spray.  All had missed, except for me.  I hesitated to take the shot when I heard the leaves of the sycamore tree brush behind us.  
“Oi!  Gladiolus – what’s the hold up?” the officer screamed over the shuffle of reloading from the other scouts.
Less than a minute later, stocks made contact with collarbones once again.  Carbines sizzled in unison and then the orchestra of shrieks ignited.  The combined salvo missed again as the eastern wind howled across our hilltop.
“Gladiolus!” the officer cried out in a rage.
I didn’t want to misplace my efforts, but he didn’t understand the process.  The words from my father, a fisherman for many decades, cleared my mind of the field officer's tirade:  You can miss a catch for a week if it means you bring home the big score in the end.  Patience is everything.
A particle-lock snapped into the ready position behind my left ear.  Tensions had grown to their climax.  A lapse in the gusts had shown itself.  I squeezed the trigger with a flick of my knuckle.  
Hiss!
It was done.  I could only make out the tail of my volley.  The armament’s advance came to a swift halt.  His last moments were spent reaching forward, but his hand fell short in the muck with his final breath of Purlian air.  
That Kusite was the first human I ever took a life from.
That evening, we were given shifts in pairs to stoke a fire on the opposite side of the hill where we had embedded ourselves weeks prior.  It was the first time I had escaped the deluge in the safety of a tent in over a month.  Of course, Esdras was my assigned partner during my brief pause from the downpour.  
“I thought the F.O. was going to off me today,” I confessed.
“You can’t rush the process,” Esdras replied.
It was as if the lad could read my thoughts at times.
“I had no hurry to kill the man,” I said.
“It was him or our own,” he shared his assurance.
The feelings of guilt didn’t subside.
“I wonder if I made a widow today or even an orphan.  An electric pulse, a twitch in the median nerve, and I ruined the lives of more than just one armament,” I wallowed in my own regrets.
“You didn’t, August.  I saw his face.  He wasn’t older than seventeen, maybe eighteen tops.  Probably left his homeworld before he even hit puberty,” Esdras told me.
“Then I broke a mother’s heart,” I uttered.
Esdras met my gaze at a chipped smolder at the edge of the fire.  It didn’t take much time for it to burn out in the sandy floor we had constructed days earlier.  For two of us greens to have time away from the war on our horizon – it wasn’t commonplace.  The two of us, thick as thieves, to be given leave at the same time – it couldn’t have occurred by chance.  
“What are we doing here, Esdras?” I probed.
He acted surprised, then took a moment to think.
“What're you getting at?” he said in an almost mocking cadence.
“I’m confused as to why we’re now.  It’s no coincidence that we’re both here tonight,” I stated.
“Oh – you caught me,” he admitted innocently.
I hadn’t thought he’d actually confess to such a plot.
“What’s the point then?” I quipped.
He reached for a hidden compartment in his trenchcoat.
“I got some really posh stuff this time, August,” he chuckled in amusement.
Another substance to experience?  Why not?
“Who’d you get it from this time?” I posed the rhetorical question.
“Who’d you think?” he shot back.
“Not the Knives again?” I joked.
Esdras revealed the dried leaves of the hyperjambú.
“Shit!  I thought they had the best stuff,” I just barely hinted at the surprise behind my words.
“Supposedly they do,” he affirmed my suspicions.
He had already found his metallic flask in his pack before I could take notice.  Fresh water was pouring into its mouth without any further warning.  
“Here,” he commanded with the toss of a nicotine pack.
I peered into my lap and found the sweet scented tobacco I had come to love in my childhood.  Esdras had learned of my taste for the shag during basic back on Calipher Isle.  The sangue bom knew my vice before I even earned my first bars.  It didn’t stop there either.  Obviously.  I snatched a stick from the package and pulled out my sparker.  The next inhale was that of smoke filling my worn lungs.
I watched as he concocted his potion of relief in the pyre.  Like some sort of alchemist of the Old World, Esdras whipped up his greatest homebrew yet.  My constantly frigid fingers were soon thawed by that of a copper mug – filled with the elixir that he had formed in his cauldron.  
“Cheers to a long and prosperous life,” I heard him say as I was downing the drink.
The remedy coursed through my veins, numbing my throat and warming my fingers.  As my heart beat increased to a pace where it was ready to explode, the ripples in the flames at my feet seemed to slow nearly to a halt.  It was then, as the pounding in my chest reached its peak, that Esdras asked the most particular question:
“Have you ever thought what it would be like to be the one behind the focus of our scopes?”
I was thrown off by the line.
He carried on as if I had provided an answer –
“The firing of endorphins on the implosion of a collapsing mind.  I’ve heard we see whatever our consciousness truly believes in.  Something in the brain kicks into overdrive – as if our soul is leaving this plane of existence.”
Such a peculiar way to view the numbing of the thought-processing unit between our ears.  If there was anything left between them at this point, could it really be seen as consciousness?
“You assume we only exist in our own universe,” I challenged him.
It was several moments until he spoke again.
“With that logic, the Kusite boy could have been my grandfather.”
I looked up and found no starlight.  The only illumination I found was in the blaze before us.  There were only the two of us on Purla at that moment.  Neither of us had anything to say.  The mere thought of traveling offworld was a terrifying notion after all.  The allotted debt in time one would take going from one side of the galaxy to the other.  It was a vastly complicated topic to look down into the rabbit hole and face.  The intense toll a journey took on its victims couldn’t be understated.  An interstellar ship could maintain the clock from its departure world, however, it didn’t seem to be able to keep itself from resetting if it landed anywhere.  The loss in time could be significant and from what I was told, it played a role in the disarray that Hyades experienced after the Exodus’ completion.  In the process, we had lost the solar cycle of the Old World.  All were estimates at this point.  Purla was the closest at our original revolution, measuring in at 92.17% likeness.  Kusu wasn’t far behind, with an initial reading of 88.03%.  Eridu, on the other hand, turned at nearly twice the speed as our homeworld.  We’d lost all grasp of our true circadian rhythm – our reality.  
A shuffle in the rocky soil caught my attention, breaking Erza and I from our trance.
“Seashell,” a whisper calmed my nerves.
“Fuck!  Has it already been that long?” Esdras griped.
. . . 
It would be several hours lying prone until I fully came to.  The compression ignitions dancing a painting into my lens every once in a while.  It left me wondering if Esdras saw the same.  He thought the same way as me.  Not once had I met another human being who also viewed all events to have meaning.  That no stone should be left unturned.  
Why am I here? 
I found myself asking those questions again.  How I’d longed to be at home – the swell of the Idigna being my only wake up call.  The smell of that fresh catch at dawn after battling it out with the waves.  The taste of the pure cane rum as it bites at the back of my throat.  
Why am I here instead of there?
My mind faded in and out of that bygone era with the hum of a tune.  It was a familiar melody that I and many of the lads had come accustomed to since Esdras had joined us last autumn.  A mariner’s riff from a time prior to even my father’s odysseys along the coast.  It told the tale of a fellow whose horse was set to die.  My father told me once that it was a metaphor for something else.  Each time I heard it, I couldn’t quite place my thumb on what that something was.  Most of the words had been blurred in my memory as well.  All but the conclusion – 
We’ll sing him down with a roll.
The sharks’ll have his body
And time will have his soul.













~ The Visage ~
The domain of ivory faded to ebony with the blink of my eye.  Rays of lapis came into focus as if I was experiencing the birth of a star.  An outline of elegant beauty shrouded the glints of luminosity.  I recognized the distinct archings of her thighs.  They belonged to Quinn.  I was on Eridu.  Purla was now but a dream – dozens of lightyears between us.  The series of events crept back into my folds.
	What of the apparition?
	A colossus shape approached me from the umbras of the chamber we were contained within.  I attempted to reach for my sidearm, but my receptors had a different plan.  My arm refused to budge.  My initial startled reaction subsided when I identified the contour as that of Orion.  He paused outside my arm’s reach and hesitated to come any closer.  The shimmer of his sclerae was unfettered.  It was fear that was holding him back.
	“What is it?” I asked.
	He had no witty response to give. 
	Quinn cautiously brought the glowing globe towards me.  The look on her face matched that of Orion’s.
	“What happened?” I demanded.
	Quinn handed the lucent sapphire to her aghast companion and came to a knee in front of me.  Without a word, she reached out with a trembling palm.  I followed her fingers as they came into contact with my cheek.  Her embrace felt warm against my cold skin.  When her touch left my profile, I was left speechless.  I scanned my torso to discover a dark fluid coating my entire body.  It had seeped into my clothes and every exposed pore left uncovered.  Through the muddle, neither of the two Kusites cared to clarify any evidence as to how I had come into this condition.  
	“What happened?” I repeated.
	“I do not know,” Quinn confessed.
	“Orion?” I tried to snap him out of his stupor.
	My efforts were futile.  I returned my focus to Quinn.
	“Where did it go?” I queried.
	She blinked, rubbed her forehead for a moment, and sucked in air between her teeth.  It appeared that she was going to speak, but she changed her mind at the last moment.  Instead, she subtly lifted her chin to look past me and over my shoulder.  Only dread followed Quinn’s wordless gesture.  Initially I presumed that the fiend had reappeared somewhere behind me, but there was no sense of urgency in my comrades.  I reached back in an arch in preparation to turn to see what all of the fuss was about.  My hand was met with the same gelid touch as the liquid that already blanketed most of my shell.  In the dim radiance of our only source of light, I traced the trail of the jet-black solution across the roots.  At first, it seemed as if it led into even more of an abyss of obscurity.  The more I stared, however, the more the true picture came into view.
	There, in a tenebrous corner, lay the shredded remains of something – someone.  This someone resembled nothing of the phantom we had encountered.  It was more human than myself or Orion or even Quinn.  A midnight spattering surrounded the corpse’s torso as if it were the victim of a mauling.  The features of whatever it had been were lost.  All that was left was that of the tattered remains of –
	Are those the garb of a Purlian?
	My neck was twisted in a complete vertical now.  Although the visage of it was uncertain, I knew – without a doubt – it was someone I had come to trust as a friend.  
It was Leon.
. . . 
What had seemed to present itself as a lifetime, in the reality of Eridu’s revolution,  hadn’t been more than a couple of hours.  The portal of hell lay at our rear as we reentered the wildlands.  The atmosphere of the planet refracted millions of constellations on the monument we had emerged from.  Putting even the slightest amount of distance between us and the structure gave way to its doppelgänger presence to some form of a zenith.  It took much more time to descend the formation than it had taken us in our climb.  The body that Orion and I had been tasked with transporting had probably had much to do with that.  He had tried to wrangle himself out of the responsibility, but Quinn had been the sensible one in convincing him otherwise.
“Imagine if he had been your only kin in this forsaken place,” I recalled her saying or something of the like.
Being the last Purlian on this forsworn planet wasn’t even a thought on my mind at that moment though.  The only image I saw was that of the disfigured Leon on the floor of that grotto.  There was nothing left of his tender and innocent smile.  Now, his lifeless remains were only a weight on our shoulders – my shoulders – to bear.  I had made his Josephine into an orphan with my bare hands.  The splits in my knuckles ached as they were stretched further by the burden of his limp mass.
“Stop,” I finally managed to say.
I placed his torso on the ground. Orion followed, carrying legs and feet. We gasped, relief mingling with grief.
“He deserves a proper burial,” I stated.  
I kicked at the soil to test out its looseness.  It wouldn’t take much more than a short while to dig a grave.
“But what if it returns?” Orion asked.
It didn’t return.  He and Quinn constructed a minimalist camp with what they had at their disposal at the base of the mound.  They sat there and watched as I burrowed into the layers of humus and oxides with nothing but a dried out piece of bark I had found.  It was an arduous process, but I didn’t need nor wanted any assistance.  Leon’s life had been cut short by me, and I was the one who would be responsible for laying him to rest in this desolate place.  We were alone – truly alone.  By the time I had finished by task, the two Kusites were sound asleep in their makeshift pallets.  I had been the last to see Leon’s physical being and for the first time in so, so long, I was actually fatigued.  I tried to find a space at our site to rest but each time I closed my eyes – there he was.  In my lucid state between consciousness and that of the dreamworld, Leon came to me.  He begged for his life – to see his wife and his Josephine just once before his soul left this plane.  Next, came Esdras.  He went on and on about our conceptualization of time.  How our lives were so short that the sharks would never take us.  That we would be the ones who ended our own existence in the end.  Esdras and Leon were shouting now, each trying to overpower the other in their words that reached my ears.  None of what they said mattered though, because I couldn’t keep my sights from fixating on the conductor of this playwright.  Him.  The old-timer showed himself a second time.   I had first seen him after pulling the cord of destiny in my father's study from so many other visions in the past.
Why had he been there then?
Why was he here now?
I was awoken in the early hours of dawn by the flutter of branches.  I couldn’t have rested my eyes for very long, but it felt as if I had been in repose for a lifetime.  Something was off about my awakening however.  The valley had been devoid of all fauna.  Only that thing and the plant life seemed to inhabit this realm.  I erected myself in alarm.
“Up!  We must get out of the open,” my hushed commands turned to hissing as the adrenaline kicked in.
It must be the entity we had met in the living nightmare of the previous day.  Sending Leon to hunt us down wasn’t enough?
A glance at Orion and I saw that he had heard the stir in the woods as well.  His sat frozen – his peepers unblinking – like prey ready to flee.  The situation had not yet been fathomed by Quinn as she rose slowly from her slumber.  We had no time to dilly-dally.
“Move!” I shouted.
The two Kusites finally decided to spring up.
“Now!” I hollered while sprinting back towards the edifice of Leon’s demise.
The climb was even more strenuous this time around.  My joints were still stiff from my nap and I heard the similar struggle of the others behind me as well.  I turned my neck clockwise to check up on my cohort and to provide more encouragement.  Their mugs were of the least of my interests when I scanned the treeline.  Instead, I spotted a familiar porcelain-white mask.  A different form of hormone was now taking over – cortisol.  I wasn’t planning on fleeing from anyone or anything anymore.
“Change of plans,” I announced and reared back down the fading stairs.
I blew past them, nearly knocking Orion down in a tumble.  Luckily, he was able to gain his bearings.
“What the hell are you doing?” Quinn exclaimed as I passed.
My focus was narrowed from the blinders.
“Try and keep up!” was all I could manage to reply.
In less than sixty seconds later, I had hit the forest's edge.  There was no longer any reason to check back for my two followers.  I was clearing enough growth that even a novice tracker could find my path.  I turned upwards just enough to spot a herd of nimbus clouds gathering ahead.  It was of marginal importance to me now.  My goal was now clear – avenge my fallen Purlian who had been abandoned, like all of us, by the so-called Liberator.  He’d be fortunate if all I liberated from him was the clownish shroud that hid his jaw.  He’d be even more fortunate if I didn’t break that jaw in the process.
The impressions of our Eridan guide were distinct—if he could even be called that. His short strides left a trail I couldn’t ignore.  He was overtly beckoning me to pursue him.  I understood the evident risks of falling prey to his bait, however, I couldn’t suppress the rage that was spilling out.  The pounding of my heart was nearly audible by the time the drizzle started.  A steady incline lies in the direction he was imploring me to trail.  There was no turning back now though.  
A morning storm would be upon us shortly.  I had been warned of the dangers of sudden tropical storms on Eridu.  From the reports I had found on the meteorology of the world, there was little one could do to predict such a phenomenon.  The stratosphere didn’t present standard weather patterns compared to Purlian or Kusite standards, especially when our scientists couldn’t collect data.  The atmospheric levels were out of reach by all non-Eridan citizens since the founding of the colony after all.  Well – as far as I know with my limited knowledge.
The drizzle was now rapidly evolving into a downpour.  Miniature mud slides were making their way down the slope all around me and causing me to nearly lose my footing every few paces.  Scaling soon turned to climbing.  Then, climbing became a meter-by-meter ascension up the slope.  Sediment filled the cracks of my epidermis faster than it could dry.  Next, came my nostrils.  I could taste the muck in my pharynx.  It wasn’t long until I was crawling by the centimeter in my hopeless pursuit.  
What was there to accomplish with these acts?
I didn’t know, nor did I care.
The summit was but an arm’s reach when I finally pivoted to check on my allies.  No one was in sight however.  I was alone.  Again – left to my own path.
The air around me stood still abruptly.  The pitter-patter came to a prompt end.  The winds that accompanied it did as well.  Utter silence came across the mountaintop.  That was when it returned.  Initially, it started as an internal white noise.  Gradually though, the buzzing of the cicadas from early returned.  The sound of true, innocent life was restored.  
“One cannot appreciate its sound until it is lost,” I spoke to myself in the adjoining serenity.
	It would be here that we met – alone.  The one who would change the course of my life forever.
	To my wonder, I came to realize the unnatural state of my surroundings.  The melody of the cicadas became louder and louder with each breath I would take.  The calmness of what was before me extended past not only the state of mind, it held the drops of the now liquid sunshine in place.  It was then – it was only then – that I saw the malice behind the masquerade of white in its debut.  It was the Eastern Wind—cold, numbing, and alive with malice. I would recognize its presence only once in a thousand lifetimes.
	It was the Eastern Wind.
















~ Among the Living ~
In the time it took for me to blink, he was upon me.  A jab towards my neck.  A knee to my side.  Each blow came, but my instincts foresaw them in turn.  My fluid reactions had obviously caught him by surprise, however, this wouldn’t stop him from keeping up the pressure.  Unbeknownst to the Eridan, I saw no reason to retaliate just yet.  I hadn’t observed his style of brawling in my years of sparring with Purlians and Kusites.  This was all of his own, maybe even of his people.  Even with his adept agility though, I maintained the upperhand.  It mattered little if he had come to recognize this yet.  It was after his dozenth or so attempt to land a blow on my body that I became aware of his weakness – a stiffened elbow on his dominant throwing arm.  That was when the rage returned.  The Eridan hooked up towards my chin with his near straightened forearm as he tried to dizzy me.  An opening had been gifted to me.  At least that’s what I was led to believe.
I snapped my neck back. My palm drove into his midsection. He gasped. I moved again—quick, precise.  He gasped for breath at that moment, but I was already making my next move.  With my other hand, I seized his tensed attacking limb and went to flip him over my back into submission.  His feigned reaction had drawn me into his trap.  I squeezed and went to pivot only to be met with the intense sharpness of a seasoned edge.  A hidden blade was the cause of his rigidness all along.  He had been holding back.
My retraction was hasty, but I couldn’t control the urge to save my hand.  All he had to do now was to push the point of his dagger into my exposed spine.  A rookie move on my part, as I had become overconfident in my prowess.  As I waited for the blow to come in the moment, I thought of the lifeless stare of Leon on the floor of that dimly-lit construct.  I imagined the silkiness of Quinn’s golden hair if I had had the chance to one day run it through my fingers.  I could hear the waves of the Idigna crashing on the cliffs that overlooked the bay.  The anticipation was overwhelming, but the killing blow never came.
A peaceful aura fell over me, like a winter down blanket.  When I turned to face my adversary, he stood at ease.  The Eridan wasn’t primed to strike me down.  Instead, it appeared to me that he was baffled.  Maybe even torn.  I could hear him try to verbalize a thought behind his disguise, but his words fell short.  
“What?” I finally said.
He then crooked his collar as if to listen for something behind him.  
“What is it?” I followed up.
“Quiet,” he shushed me.
Another absent segment of seconds passed by us.  With caution, he lifted his offhand towards his hip and pushed his soaked poncho to the side.  This revealed a sidearm like no other I had ever seen.  Even when he drew it on the wraith, I hadn’t seen the hand cannon.  How he could handle the brick with such haste was beside me. Two barrels, a weighted box that accompanied the bottom,  and a handle chiseled from ebony.  It looked primitive and nonviable.  Particle detonation from a contraption like that would certainly dislocate the hinge joint of even the most practiced gunslingers.  My fascination fleeted, however, when I found myself with a new viewpoint of the ordinance – the end of its barrel.  
He then shouted, “Down!  Now,” before opening fire.
Without any consideration, I immediately fell backwards.  The air pressure from the blast tore hair from my scalp as it passed me by.  I fell to the dirt with a sturdy thud.  Through the blur of my periphery, I spotted his real target.  For now, a bloody mess of a human spun in his last dance.  Similar air shattering vibrations rang out from all directions.  I returned my gaze to the hooded figure, but he was gone in the rising smoke of whatever had fallen upon us.  
Pop!
Snap, snap, snap!
It was as if a drumline had found its way to this repugnant plain of existence.  The mysteries of which clouded my mind with more questions than answers.  There were legends of such weaponry existing back on the Old World.  Firearms that actually used fire as their ignition.  These were all but speculation back on Purla though.  After all, why would there be a need for such boisterous and crude designs when particle compression had been perfected decades before humanity's departure.  
I was at a standstill contemplating my thoughts on the matter for far too long, however, there was nowhere for me to make an escape.  I was beginning to wonder how I hadn’t yet been struck like that other unknown soul.  I tried to imagine the carnage that would soon overtake me.  To have traversed the stars, only to die in some firefight between locals that I didn’t even know the names of.  Through the crescendo of the fireworks taking place all around me, a novel sound started to overtake me.  It began as a soft whistle but within only a few moments, its penetrating whispers evolved into a shrill roar.  That was when the mud, the stones, the soaked branches of the thicket, and everything else that had made this stretch of land habitable separated into its molecular form.  Loose matter shredded my back. An inferno engulfed the air I struggled to breathe.  All that would remain would be the abyss.  Smolder and ashes choked my airways debris and my eyes swelled from the lack of moisture.  Even still, I was alive.  Somehow, I was alive.
For the first time in a long time, I didn’t need to worry about the dreams that would fill my mind’s eye as I lost consciousness.  The escape from reality wouldn’t last long enough though.  It was as if I had only blinked.  It wasn’t enough for some true rest unfortunately.  At first, it was a sluggish release back into the world of the living.  Then, I remembered the circumstances from which I left it.  I twisted my head from side-to-side with vigilance.  The drumroll didn’t continue as it had before the explosion.  Instead, I was met with a stillness not much different from the valley I had emerged from.  All those who had been present at the battle that had unfolded had either perished or fled into the wilds.  Or so I thought.
Peering down upon me from high in the canopy was none other than that of the familiar face of my masked guide.  I wouldn’t allow him to slip into the shadows this time and rushed to reach for my sidearm.  
“Don’t do it!” exclaimed a foreign tongue.
I swiftly shifted my gaze in the direction of its host.  My initial impression was that its source came from somewhere far beyond the treeline, however, it had actually come from less than a meter away.  A heep of plant matter and debris turned itself over to reveal the dusty barrel of a gun.  I released my grip.
“I’ve got no quarrel with you, Eridan,” I replied.
“The undead speaks,” he scoffed.
A chuckle came to me from another direction.
“Rest easy among the living, friend.  We cannot be too wary as close as we are to the dale,” he said with the subtlest hint of relief in his voice.
My line of sight returned to the last known location of my adversary, but he was gone.  The distraction was just what he needed to flee the scene.  I figured it would only be a matter of time until we crossed paths once again.  The tether between us had been bound, like a destiny of fates.
“You’ll most likely need medical care,” the Eridan broke my concentration.
“I have companions.  They should be just down the mountain,” I contested his offer.
The soldier rose to his feet and pointed towards the decline with his right hand.  Three camouflaged figures appeared and made their way in that direction.  They followed his commands without question.  Who had I stumbled upon?  Or who has stumbled upon me?
“I received word from one of my comrades to the East.  You must be the Purlian?” he asked.
“August,” I replied.
“They call me Jericho,” he returned the greeting.
“You work for the smugglers then?” I inquired.
“Some of us work with the smugglers,” he stated as he bent down to examine my state.
“With, not for?” I probed further.
“The Attestment has led to enough bloodshed.  Those who wish for their wives, husbands, parents, and children to live long and fulfilling lives will do their bidding for the safety of an escape,” he said.
“If not the smugglers, then who?”  I questioned.
“I fight for the people of Eridu,” he spoke without a second thought.
“But what was all of --,” I was interrupted by an approaching march.
I decided it was time for me to recover to my feet, however, I would soon be back on my ass when Quinn reached my location.  The back of her hand stung like the point of a dirk on my cheek.  I noticed fresh tears in her eyes as I fell.
“What were you thinking?” she shrieked.
“I wasn’t,” I proclaimed.
Orion’s massive frame came into view as I made my way upright for a second time.  He had been covered from head to toe with a thick layer of mud recently.  Strange, especially since Quinn wasn’t as worse for wear.  
“I found this one at the bottom of the mudslide,” an unknown Eridan voiced.
Several other hidden souls erupted into a combined laughter in response.
“These must be the two Kusites?” Jericho asked of me.
The remaining Eridans joined us in our huddle at the edge of the crater.  They were a ragtag team of guerillas from the look of it.  But I still had not received an answer – who exactly were they?
Quinn spoke up before I managed to answer him.
“We can speak for ourselves, thank you very much.  I would much rather know who you all are first,” she answered Jericho’s query.  
He looked around at his peers.  They obviously were the ones in charge of the direction of this conversation.  Outnumbered and severely lacking in firepower, I was taken off-guard by her lack of awareness.  Jericho’s gaze returned to me.
“Who are they?” he asked with a coldness.
I knew this wasn’t the time to comb more information out of the guy.  He wouldn’t be having any of it.  I forced back a dry swallow.
“You’re correct, they’re from Kusu,” I finally found the words through my cottonmouth.
He redirected his first to Quinn, narrowing his look in the process.  I could see the scorn behind his eyes, and it didn’t go unnoticed by Quinn either.  Next, he set his sights towards Orion.  He looked him up and down as if he was sizing him up.  Jericho wasn’t far off in stature from the goliath, both in height and mass.  They would easily be viewed as equals to an untrained observer.  I knew better though.
“Lagamire?” Jericho asked.
A subtle grin stretched across Orion’s face.
“You’re accompanied by none other?” he replied.
Jericho chuckled before responding, “Give and take.”
Orion pierced his own stare.
“What other Kusite would be on the Rock?” he continued to answer Jericho’s questions with more questions.
The Eridans became unsettled.  It was evident that they had taken offense to Orion’s remark.  They were only subdued by Jericho’s outstretched hand.  
“You’d be wise to mind your tongue, Orion Lagamire.  Otherwise, I may have our acquaintance cut it out for me,” Jericho stated as he turned towards me.
He meant it too.
The Eridans would then turn back towards where they’d emerged without another word.  It became clear that we were meant to follow, so again, we set off westward.  This time led by another human of this alien world.  At least this one didn’t hide his expressions behind a mask.  
. . . 
“How much further can we possibly go?” Quinn finally broke down and shouted.
One couldn’t blame her for her meltdown.  The cool refuge that the trees had granted us in the valley had dissipated long ago.  Cleeia had nearly reached its climax for our day, but I couldn’t recall the last time I saw anything new or exciting.  It had just been more of the same:  Walk for thirty or forty-five minutes, pause to catch our breath, drink what water we had remaining, then repeat.  We’d better be getting close to wherever they’d been leading us.  
“We’re nearly there.  No need to waste more time with another stop,” I heard one of the Eridan grumble.
“He’s right.  We’re practically at HQ.  Can’t be more than another click out,” Jericho reassured her.
Quinn rolled her eyes.  He’d been saying we were close for hours at this point.  Our stops had become more frequent however.  Possibly that’s what’s been holding us up.
“What’s at HQ?” I asked.
I received no response.  
“Give and take,” I recollected the phrase from earlier.
“I’m surprised you’re able to visualize a click out without a map of the area.  It’s all the same, kilometer after kilometer,” I said.
Still nothing.  I had to give him something to work with if I wanted anything in return.
“I remember trying to map the coastline with my father back in the day.  The monotonous nature of the waves made it nearly impossible for me to tell heads from tails where I was.  That was until my father told me he would no longer accompany me.  That I had to earn my share.  It was, well –,” I trailed off.
“Frightening?” one of the guerillas posed a possible response.
I smirked.  
“No.  It was exhilarating,” I started.
“You found your way?” Jericho inquired.
“I made my own way,” I chuckled.
“I found my way into an untouched cove.  The current kept trying to push me away, but I fought it.  I don’t think any others had ever reached it.  Most of the anglers were too lazy to make an attempt at it,” I continued.
Some of the others joined in on my laughter.  Not Jericho.  He was busy contemplating his next words.  It was written across his brow for all to see.  
“Is that what brought you here?  The drive for adventure?  To see the unknown?  Or was it just for the thrill?” he asked one question after the next.
I turned away to hide my true intentions from him.  I saw Quinn and Orion intently listening in as well.  I couldn’t help but give Quinn a little wink.  I could tell she hadn’t fully understood but Orion caught what I was planning.
“Give and take,” I let out without turning to see their response.
The troop came to an abrupt halt.
“I like ‘em,” I heard Jericho say to one of the others.
We pressed on. A quarter-hour later, the smell of firewood reached me.  It wouldn’t be long after until I saw the pillars of smoke.  Initially, it was only one.  Then, I spotted another.  Ten more followed.  By the time we reached the crest we’d been climbing, I observed hundreds.  These guerillas weren’t leading us to some shoddy outpost.  This was a battalion – hundreds upon hundreds.
What are we walking into?




~ A Proposition ~
The aroma of kindling swiftly dispelled when we came upon the perimeter of the immense campsite.  The squad we had been traveling with tittered when they saw the look of disgust on both Quinn and Orion’s faces.  In unison, the two buried their nostrils deep into the fabric covering their forearms seeking refuge from the stench.  Although I knew they had good reason to do so, it wasn’t anything I wasn’t already accostumed to.  Caked dirt, sweat, and every other form of grime wasn’t bearable to most.  Even then, I hadn’t ever experienced the odor at such a severity.  I wondered what so many Eridans could all be doing in such close proximity.  This Attestment wasn’t some jest as the Lugal had made it out to be.  This was an all-out war.  Had we only experienced a flash of the bloodshed?  I could only assume so.
“Here we are,” Jericho boasted.
With the sun escaping from sight behind our backs, I swore I spotted the glint of a windowed structure far in the distance.  Possibly that would be our final destination before departing from this planet.  It was a fleeting hope – at best.  
“Do you think we can gain an audience with Edin soon?”  Orion vocalized.
Jericho turned to face me with evident irritation.  I had to do something to maintain some semblance of trust with him.
“Careful with that tongue of yours, Orion,” I said.
He rose up on his toes after my comment.  The flush in his pale cheeks manifested into a dark crimson.
“You just wait Pure-ling, I’ll –,” he started to launch into a rage but was cut short by a blade at the cusp of his jugular.
“You’ll do what?” Jericho emitted from behind his extended hand.
Orion sucked air between his teeth.
“You do realize that I am the one sent by the Lady Lugal to speak with your warlord, do you not?  Not this fanatic,” he stated.
Jericho gently removed the knife’s edge from the Kusite’s neck.  One of the others reacted by approaching Orion from behind and giving him a heavy shove.
“Then go find him yourself, oaf,” the soldier shouted.
“Gladly,” Orion responded and made his way into the sea of ragged bodies.
Quinn started to follow but after finding I wouldn’t be accompanying him, she silently decided to say.  Astoundingly, Jericho welcomed her back with a grin.
“What?” she asked.
“Your trust lies with this one?” he replied.
Quinn looked at me from top to bottom.  For a moment, I believed she was suffering from embarrassment.  Instead, she answered with a nod of affirmation.  Had I finally won her over?
“You’ve been through the ringer, yes?” Jericho joked.
He had unknowingly broken me from my daydream of bliss.  To think, it had only been months ago that I had first encountered her.  I had gained someone.  A friend.  I had also lost one too.  His blood was still encrusted beneath my fingernails.
“August?” Quinn chimed in.
For the moment, this would aid me in shaking it off.
“Yes –,” I paused to gather my thoughts.
“What was that place?” I asked.
“A graveyard,” he answered.
The still image of the shade came to my mind.
“For who?” I continued to pry.
“You’re asking the wrong question,” he stated.
For what?” I followed up.
“Ah – I’ll tell you over a drink.  Come on!” he said while gesturing our way through the crowd.
Quinn glanced at me for approval.  The last thing I desired was a drink.  I hadn’t touched the stuff in ages, but I could see that it was what she needed.
“Lead on,” I managed to stammer out.
We started our way towards what I could only assume as the only watering hole in the whole mess of the masses.  I speculated this by the sheer density of denizens pushing towards the structure.  It wasn’t much, more or less a shack on stilts to keep it from washing away in the tropical conditions.  I knew we’d arrived when the sour scent of mash grabbed me by the collar.  A still was nearby, but I had misidentified its smoke stack as that of just another hearth.  One after another, I pushed drunkards from their leaning balance on my side.  Not once did I lose track of Quinn however.  She was the only feminine figure in the abyss.  A prime target for those intoxicated beyond repair.  I had seen it countless times – the evils of a man with nothing to lose.  One who turns to the bottle and plunges headlong into its depths.  I didn’t see the folly of their ways for some time.  I had been one of those unlucky few – the walking wounded.
“Three and a dash for my troubled soul,” I heard Jericho cry out.
“Watch for the razorblades at the bottom,” a bartender replied.
It wasn’t long until he carried three steins our way.
“Tag along?” he jested.
We made our way to an empty table of four chairs.  I pulled out a chair for Quinn but received at least five elbows in the process.  I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice, slipping my narrow waist into the narrow crack of space between my own seat and the wooden surface.  The planks of which were soaked like a sponge.  The disgust of the place was almost too much for me to handle, but Quinn made no attempts at stopping herself from downing the mystery concoction in one swoop.  I could tell that the beast within was trying to show itself.  Someone who was neither Kusite or delicate.  Survival instinct possibly.
“Hell!” she choked out from behind an extended lapper.
Jericho would erupt into laughter.
“A dash of sunshine?” he cackled.
She smirked.  It had been quite some time.
“Don’t be shy,” he told me.
I stared into the foam head of the poison.  Flashbacks hit me like a train.  A sense of vertigo was already coming on.  The tension of a vein caressing my left temple.  Could I limit myself to one?  No.  Never again.
“I insist,” Jericho whispered as he pushed the mug closer.
No.  Never again…and yet.
I’m not sure why, but a compelling force took hold of me.
“Reckless!”
I found myself thinking aloud after gulping the substance down.
“There’s nothing more reckless than entering the land between the Huburs” Jericho would mutter through a guffaw.
“He called it that too,” I grumbled back.
Jericho was intrigued.
“Who called it that?” he would go on to ask.
“The veiled one,” I reported.
Now, Jericho wore a look of perplexity.  Quinn grabbed my sleeve and tugged as if to say, “Drop it!”  It was evident that the answer he received wasn’t what he’d expected.  It had been the first sign that he’d truly been taken aback.  Soon, the three of us would all become dismayed.  He couldn’t compute my response, and Quinn and I became uneasy as to where his mind was taking him.
Finally, he spoke up.
	“One?”
. . . 
It wouldn’t be long until that one drink turned into five.  I’d sworn away from the stuff years back, but I couldn’t stop the floodwalls after they’d been open – both literally and proverbially.  As Quinn and I tried to keep up with the Eridan, he’d do his best to clarify the situation to the best of his ability.
“The smugglers do more than just smuggle, you see?” he said.
“What does that have to do with the masked one?” Quinn asked.
“They are liberators.  They pave the way towards a new future for Eridan,” he claimed.
“How so?” I pushed.
He brought his hand to his chin to stroke his whiskers.
“Ah!  How did you end up here, fisherman?” he stated through a sly grin.
It was apparent that he’d rather steer the course of this two-sided interrogation.
He persisted, “How did such a dame grace us here in the shit?”
The way he referred to all of it as the shit.  The words echoed through my skull.  The loathing behind his words carried the stench of it – shit.  It took me back to my early days of basic training.  The second week I’d been caught with a bottle in my trunk.  There wasn’t any physical altercation, no beratement through insults, there was just shit.  I shoveled mounds of human feces for the next month from the latreen.  I wouldn’t make that mistake again during basic.  Not because I feared the punishment but because it was the start of the rest of my life.  Father hadn’t beaten me blue.  I wasn’t forced to sleep out in the garden to scare off the hungry rabbits.  Instead, I had discovered what it felt like to take responsibility for my own faults.  I would fall deeper into defects afterwards, but it was the first glimpse I had of ownership.  I’m not anything special.  I’m not better than anyone else.  They all knew that.  I knew nothing.  I’m not important.  I was good at little to nothing.  No one truly cared about me or what I had to say.  I was equivalent to the shit I collected.  I could see it in the void behind his irises.  Jericho was one of them too.  He wanted an escape just as they did.  The visage provided that escape.  The disheartened souls were all around us, and he was no different.
“So?” Jericho coughed out after a booming belch.
Quinn had failed to reply.  Her innocent gaze now upon my lips.
“I asked myself the same when I first saw the metallic moon of Kusu,” I proclaimed.
Jericho’s brown jumped.  Now, he was captivated.
“Giskusu?” he questioned.
“None other,” I uttered following a swig.
“What was it like?” he was now asking with boyish curiosity.
“Honestly –,” I started.
Jericho leaned in.  I checked for a sign of approval from Quinn to continue but she had been tipping in anticipation as well.  I assumed I’d been approved to share.
After inhaling deeply, I continued, “You’d have to see it to believe it.  Not a speck of green on the surface and the depths of its chasms take a lifetime to traverse.  That wasn’t the end of the spectacle either.”
Jericho downed his beverage before twirling his index finger in the air as a sign to the barkeep to bring us another round.  The disheveled host was now delivering his poison to our table.  What an honor. 
Once we had been properly served, Jericho beckoned me for further details with a sharp, “Please continue!”
“Two words – Lugal Girsu,” I said.
“What about the old crone?” he queried.
Quinn spoke up, “August was given an audience with the Lady.”
His eyes darted to her’s to check for validity, then back on mine to reaffirm.  Jericho’s brow crinkled with skepticism.
“Just a fisherman?  No!  Who the fuck are you exactly?” he pried.
I let him soak in it for a moment before I replied, “Who exactly are they?”
His hand returned to his jowl.
“You’re quite the interesting one, August.  I can’t place it, but you remind me of someone,” he said.
“Who?” I responded without a second thought.
Jericho finished off what was left in his mug and pushed his chair back as a sign of a conclusion to our gathering.
“You’re asking for an awful lot out of me.  This is where our discussion must end.  For now at least –,” he paused to glance at those around us.
He reached out a paw and placed it upon my shoulder.  I didn’t respond as it was obviously a friendly gesture, but then Jericho pulled me in.  A whisper left his lips next to my ear for only myself to hear.
“I have a proposition for you, to see if I can really trust ya.”

















~ The Fisherman ~
We were given quarters in a bunk house on the corner of the immense camp.  It didn’t seem preferable at first, being on the most outstretched position for a flank and all, but I couldn’t refuse an offer of refuge in such a foreign place.  Quinn thought nothing of it, of course, but I knew not to allow even a moment of solace to pass by unnoticed.  The dim light of the pyres showed through the ripples of the canvas of the tent, which projected silhouettes in all directions.  The blurs of my surroundings faded in and out of consciousness as my mind comprehended what I saw.  I hadn’t just been buzzed.  I’d allowed myself some form of petty release.  No matter how much I’d baited Jericho into the corner of clarity, I’d still been the victim of my own demise.  Leon’s facial expressions flashed across the visuals of my closed lids between blinks.
“You were something else,” I would say,
“Now you’re that something else!” he shouted
Leon wasn’t wrong.  I’d found myself on the surface of Eridu.   I let the only other Purlian to survive the ordeal on that dreaded moon, Giskusu, to die on another world far, far away from home.  Whatever that shadow was – it had to have offed him before then, right?  The call of a siren had ended his life short, correct?  
I regained some semblance of my reality in a daze.  Quinn rested in the hammock above me.  She’d taken the whole ordeal fashionably.  Well, for a Kusite I suppose.  Drool was nearly dripping down a level by the looks of it.  Such peace in the gal was of a sign of shock from most all around at the waterhole earlier.  I hadn’t spotted another woman across the entirety of the troop from my observations.  The Eridans were particularly masculine in that sense.  Quinn hadn’t minded much.  They weren’t Orion I suppose.  I let out a muffled chuckle at the thought.
The shuffle of her torso twisting told me she’d been hiding a restless sleep herself.
“August?” she whispered.
I waited a few moments in an attempt to convince her of my similar state.
“Prudenhart?” I yawned out.
“You needn't  hide it from me – who are you?” she offered with more Purlian than Kusite idiolect.
I knew the question would one day come.  I’d given too much already.  The tint of the blaze to my back, not her’s, of course, showed a gaunt neck on the other side of the tent.  Or was it her’s, lifting up her chin to give me her undivided attention?  She was the interrogator, but she didn’t really want the answers.  Answers that were neither right nor wrong.
“Was your father truly a fisherman?” she wrestled out.
“Maybe,” I replied.
Quinn partially poked out her head to gaze down on me.  She wanted me to see her presentation of betrayal upon that serpentine stare.  I wouldn’t be given another chance.
“Then why are you an armament?” she asked the same question in another way.
“I’m not an armament.  I chose my profession,” I gave way a bit more.
“Did you?” she kept on.
I halted for a brief beat to collect myself.
“Did you?” she repeated herself.
“I don’t know,” I finally broke.
“How can you not know?  Are you lacking free will?” she roused in escalating frustration.
“I mean, I don’t know –,” I started but couldn’t finish my thought.
“Were you coerced by your father?” she pressed.
My natural reaction was to break out in the cold sweats.  It had been years since I was last forced into this corner.  This was different though.  I could still sense pity in her heart.
“No – no.  At least I don’t think so.  There are parts that are just – blank,” I managed to answer.  
“Blank?” she was quick.
I tried to remember, but there was no picture there.  No smell, no noise, no touch – nothing.
“I get these headaches –,” I began.
The pressure of stress already swelled my temples.  Not like before, this was manageable.  For once.
“Sometimes the headaches are so intense that I only find out what occurred afterwards,” I returned for elaboration.
Quinn squinted one of her emeralds and turned an ear as if she missed something.
“Afterwards?” she begged for more.
“You see, I’ve got these gaps.  It started, well, as far back as I can recollect.  At least, that’s what I was told,” I said.
She let out an audible sigh.
“Aren’t you lucky?” she let out.
“It has its pros and cons,” I joked.
“What do you remember from the time we met?  Back on Giskusu?” she slyly changed the subject.
I thought back to the day.  She couldn’t have known of the blackout then, that she was the first friendly face I had seen in months.  Then, what followed.  The mire stirred inside my belly.  The crew of the Gilgamesh disposed of by my own hands.  Where had they discarded of the corpses of those men and women.  My palms ran red with their blood.  Their lives had all inexplicably been linked to mine.  The trail of bodies scaled kilometers.  
The gloom in my pupils must have stained in obsidian, because Quinn reached down extended fingers to my cheek.
“What do you remember of me?” she blinked so slowly that time seemed to stand still.
“I thought I saw someone who might help.  A savior,” I responded.
She retracted her arm from the edge and rotated her mouth to speak towards the stars.
“You wouldn’t be the only one to believe that lie?” she stated with disdain.
“Lie?” I tried to earn a response.
Nothing.  The tent returned to silence for several minutes.
Quinn’s hand dropped back down to my level, asking for another to hold.
“We all try to forget what hurt us to make the pain hurt less,” she whispered.
I took her hand.  I thought about what she said for a good while until her grip went limp.  What hurt had she experienced?  Had she even believed his truth?  No one else had ever heard and believed his omission.  Just his father – the fisherman.
There wouldn’t be any sleep for me this eve.  Instead, I only saw the silhouettes of the Eridan that passed between the enclosure and the fire.  Wolves dancing at night to live another day of decay tomorrow.  I had to be reminded of that myself many times.
I think.



~ Rot and Decay ~
When Orion eventually returned, three more nights had passed since our arrival.  Each night was more blurry than the last.  Jericho wasn’t timid when trying to impress his guests.  I drowned myself in my old ways without a second thought.  Unfortunately, he wouldn’t share much of any value in my independent investigation however.  It was apparent that he wanted something in return.  Quinn stayed up with me the best she could for the first two nights of our stay, but she had barely made it to our bunk in those that followed.  Alcohol affected her much differently than it did me.  That wouldn’t stop me in my attempts to drink myself into a stupor.  Probably didn’t help that she tried to keep up either, I suppose.
Orion’s return has to mean an end to this liminality, I had wanted to say to Quinn.
I wouldn’t be given the opportunity.  Orion had made friends with the locals.  They nearly matched him in stature.  Not quite so skyscraping, but they accompanied him well.  They didn’t look the least bit hospitable either, especially with their cleavers at the ready.
“Come along Prudenhart,” Orion said in our general direction before turning his attention towards me.  
“You’ll be joining us, Pure-ling.  Not without these however,” he raised his voice while brandishing a familiar sight – shackles.  
That was when Jericho came running.  He positioned himself between us and the posse, hand at the ready on his hand cannon at his waist.  What he hadn’t known was I’d already beat him to it with my holster buckle already unlatched.
“This doesn’t concern you, brother,” I heard one of Orion’s Eridan companions bark at Jericho.  
He refused to budge.  They didn’t come any closer.  He must’ve known there was nothing he could do.  It was undeniable that the orders had to have come from higher up.  Possibly this warlord had actually bent his knee to Orion.  The details were hazy at best.  With all things considered, Jericho didn’t seem bothered.  Several moments passed us by without either side advancing.  Was he actually going to make a stand or just buying time?
“This is your last chance,” the other Eridan gnarled.
Gradually, Jericho let off of his grip.  I think he finally grasped the whole picture but then, the unexpected happened.  As he stepped aside, crooked his neck so only Quinn and I could see him mouth, “Don’t worry.  Listen and report.”
The three men pushed him aside, one remaining to keep him in line.  Quinn failed in an attempt to keep them from bombarding me.  I didn’t resist.  I didn’t struggle.  This was about more than myself or some convoluted scheme by the Lugal.  I had long ago accepted that my life was worthless compared to the greater scope of the universe.  What was happening now was nothing more than my life.  It was expected.  My chin hit the dirt with force when I allowed Orion to kick my shins out from under me.  They weren’t gentle to say the least.  What Orion didn’t understand was that this gesture gave me the upperhand.  His fear of me had been what fueled his act of aggression.  The Eridan had taken his side because of what he brought to the table.  Just what it was is what intrigued me.  I’d soon learn much about Orion’s motives, but of more importance to both myself and Jericho, the motives of this warlord – Edin.
The walk of shame hung high over my head as we were led away.  Soldiers on all sides spit in our direction.  I believe it dawned on Quinn the worst.  A fawn in the way of the moonlight, she stood on her toes as if the predators would actually strike.  Nothing more came out of the parade.  I spotted our destination through the crowd by the crimson drapes that drenched the makeshift stable on all sides.  There was little recourse behind us than what laid ahead.  Human skulls adorned the gardens constructed around the complex.  It was a sign to visitors, Stay away!
We were dragged inside, each by a separate Eridan.  Orion followed us in with that smug look on his face.  If he only knew.  I’d carve a grin into his lips that would never leave him.  Not today though.  Today, I was the hopeless prisoner.  I only hoped that I could walk away with this with my life.  Maybe then I could gain the favor of that smuggler.  Maybe then I could get my hands on that faience.  Jericho said there were many who adorned that mask, but the one we’d dealt with – the one.  
Orion stopped us between the entrance and a second gateway.  Some may have referred to it as a foyer, but it was more like a mudroom to me.  Quinn and I were left at the discretion of the two hulking titans, but we were also joined by another.  A doorkeep leaned against a post in the corner of the small chamber, his face indiscernible in the cast of shadows surrounding us.  
“A Purlian, huh?” he grumbled.
I refused to meet his sight.  His shredded loafers were enough to inform me that the man had enough on his plate.  
“What about you, pretty thang?  Are you his mate?” he directed towards Quinn.
I could feel an itch climbing up my throat but I held my tongue.  He wasn’t worth it.  The flap that led to our destination was parted by Orion’s hand just then.  We were met with a smirk.  
“You’re expected,” he said.
I stepped forward but Quinn was reluctant to stir from her place.
“You wait until our Lady hears of your insolence.  You have dragged your feet for too long, tramp!” he shouted.
I could take it from some random bystander, but I’d had enough from the beast.  I charged him without a second thought.  A mistake to say the least.  I was met with the broad side of an Eridan’s ulna.  Unlike Orion, they were both large and swift.  Actually, they were lucky.  If I’d had my hands, I could’ve taken both of them.  Even the doorman couldn’t have stopped me.  I swallowed bloody phlegm as a result of my rash decision.
“Watch yourself there Pure-ling,” the greeter chuckled.
“Fuck you,” I roared in my head.
I knew better.  The magnum on his side was smoking for a shot on someone.  The hardware that circulated here was something else.  How such a thing was handled was beyond me.  There’s no discretion with this kind.  Face-to-face confrontations were more commonplace than not.  I’d already experienced my first skirmish here, but in the days we’d been at camp, at least four duels broke out.  They didn’t care for blades.  Instead, they’d stand back-to-back, walk ten paces, and then let out a burst of volleys.  The sidearms they employed didn’t use any form of particle compression.  The only ordnance I’d seen that incorporated similar to the advanced tech was their artillery.  I asked Jericho about their heavy metals, but he’d never even heard of using the stuff for such matters.  Gunpowder was more valuable than zinc or aluminum to the Eridan.  Their priorities were all outta wack.  
“Enter!” a voice boomed from beyond the draped passage, interrupting my train of thought.
I was compelled back to my feet by a tug on the back of my collar.  I choked for air momentarily, but my esophagus was eventually freed when my captor released me to then shove me forward into the next room.  The hall was more open than any of the other marquee I’d been in since arriving on the planet.  Even then, a thick, grey smoke filled the space from side-to-side, front-to-back.  An oversized table adorned the domain as its centerpiece.  Dozens of stocky, finely-dressed figures stood round the surface.  They were the antithesis to what I’d met outside.  Not one had a free hand either.  Hand-rolled cigars were the source of the fumes, but their scent was suppressed by a much more nauseating aroma.  It was everywhere, yet nowhere all at once.  It was the smell of rot and decay.  Not from any loss of life but instead, the loss of humanity.  Several turned to greet us with scorn.  Their glances then shifted to a single form – an Eridan embellished in silver and scarlet regalia.  
“You are all dismissed,” he said with enough power to move a mountain.
The crowd dispersed through an exit opposite of where we’d walked in.  None let a single word escape their lips, but their feelings towards us foreigners were loud enough to have been heard over a kilometer away.
	The Eridan opened his mouth as if he had something to say but then stopped himself.  He gestured towards our escorts, pardoning them from the hall as well.  After they had left, he began again.
	“You will have to excuse the manners of my kin.  The Steps are wary of any and all who have not devoted themselves to the cause.  Allow me to formally introduce myself – I am the one they call Edin,” his words came off as if rehearsed.
	What was he vying for?  Who was he trying so desperately to impress?  
He gave such scant time for a response before continuing, “Orion has already informed me of your mission here.  You’re lucky to have arrived here in all honesty.  The Valley of Anunngal is a zone where few leave with their lives intact.”
He paused, then pointed a finger towards my chest.
“I was told you are to thank for the survival of my two humble guests.  Sir Gladiolus of Purla, yes?” he asked.
I could sense deception on his tongue.  He didn’t need or want anything from me, just to butter us up for something more.  The way of give and take was lost with this one.  It was lost by all of those who were here upon our advent.  This kind took and offered nothing in return.
“If he said I’m responsible for bringing them here, it must be true,” I mustered the courage to say.
Edin pivoted towards Orion.  They exchanged a menacing smile.  I felt Quinn’s petite hand grip my forearm.  It was a subtle warning to watch my wits.
“Why don’t you tell the Lord what we found down in that valley, Sir Gladiolus?  What got your fingernails so dirty?” Orion smugly questioned me.
“What gave you so much trouble there?” Edin repeated Orion’s request.
Leon’s lifeless face flashed as if he were lying right in front of me.  The tremble of my cheek snapped me out of my daze as fast as it came on.
“I couldn’t tell you.  Something awful, that’s for sure,” I answered.
He feigned shock.
“Was it a shadow?  Something neither man or beast?  A shade, maybe?” he speculated.
“It wasn’t of this plane.  That’s all I can surmise,” I presumed.
A smirk returned upon Edin’s lips.  He was enjoying it a bit too much.
“This plane?  Oh – that something was of this plane, dear boy.  Or shall I say someone?” he said.
“Someone?” Quinn chimed in.
A belly full of laughter erupted from his vocal cords.
“You need not play coy,” he stated before letting out another cackle.
When he was done, he went expressionless for a few seconds.  He then nodded at Quinn, beckoning her to share some unspoken secret.  She responded by trailing the ground, hiding her eyes from my own.  She would then let out an exasperated sigh.
I leaned in and asked with a whisper, “What is it?”
“There’s a lot you don’t know, August,” she answered.
“Like what?” I inquired, exchanging looks at each of them.
Nothing.  Blank stares and the anticipation of her clarification.
“Like what?” I echoed.
 














~ A Twist in the Web ~
“What do you know of the relationship between my fair Eridu and Kusu?” Edin asked.
I weighed out my next words carefully.  I was supposed to bring intel back to Jericho, but he wouldn’t care for anything he was already aware of.
“I know that the Lugal has allied herself with your Elder Council,” I declared.
The three of them traded looks.  It was clear that I wasn’t in the loop.
“What?” I pressed.
“That may be how it appears to outsiders,” Orion interjected.
“Because I’m Purlian, I wouldn’t understand?  Is that the case?” I mocked the buffoon.
“Now you are catching on,” he taunted back.
I struggled against my shackles, pressing towards him in the process.  Quinn’s gentle clasp tugged on my sleeve.  I corrected myself back into place.
“Explain it then, in terms that a Pure-ling could comprehend,” I stated placidly.
“Prudenthart,” Orion urged her to speak up.
She pondered how to address whatever had been brought up for some time.  I didn’t know why they all felt like they needed to tiptoe around, especially Quinn.  
“How much do you know of the periphery disputes?” she queried.
“I know what you’ve told me.  Nunki and the shitshow that followed its founding,” I replied.
“Is that what she told you about? Nunki?” Edin cut in.
Adrenaline filled my veins.
“I know what your kind are capable of, if that’s what you’re –,” I struggled to bite my tongue as he rose to his feet.  
“You shut your fucking mouth, Pure-ling!” he roared.
Guards attempted to reenter his chambers, but he immediately shooed them off.  Quickly, Edin regained his composure.
“What has this Kusite girl tainted your mind with, Sir Gladiolus?” he interrogated me with total domination.
“I don’t –,” I started but delayed to swallow.
It was a feeble attempt to acquire Quinn’s approval.
“Lagamire, why don’t you take her for a walk?” Edin prompted the two to exit.
The flap of the entrance ripped open at the hands of the doorman.  He’d been attuned all along, waiting for the moment to please his master.  Orion came closer to chaperone Quinn out.
“You better think twice before you act on impulse,” I growled at him as he led her away.
A dreadful countenance was the last thing I saw.  All that was left were the two of us – Edin and I.  Well, I suppose the eavesdropper too.
“Come and take a seat, August.  It’s alright if I call you by your new name, yes?” he kindly requested.
“I suppose.  I’d rather stand though,” I said without budging a centimeter.
“Fine.  I’m shocked you didn’t ask –,” he stopped as if he had more to say but fell short.
“Asked what?” I asked.
“I said, new name,” he said.
“I know the context,” I replied.
“Then, you know more than you let on, August.  What have you read of us?  I’m certain one of the Purlians that saw us from afar must have brought back something,” he stated.
I thought hard about the implication.  Was I truly the first Purlian to step foot on Eridu?  
“I only know what I’ve been told.  There are no texts that tell of my forefathers journeys to this system,” I answered.
“What have you been told then, August?” he requested with a certain charm.
There was no longer any reason to hold anything back.
“I’ve heard that your kind are vicious.  Ready to take advantage of your foes at any given chance.  Never satisfied with what you already have,” I snarled.
He showed no reaction to my judgment.  Not a liter of retaliation to my claims.
“Go on,” he spoke.
My temples pounded with tension.
“You lack sympathy for life.  You killed those Kusites on Nunki – each and every last one of them.  For what?” I lashed out.
Edin’s chin trembled.  His nostrils flared with a rage I hadn’t seen in a man for many years.  No mirror was required either.
“You’re another twist in the web of lies that these Kusites are spinning.  I almost empathize with you, but you’re a Pure-ling through and through,” he snapped back.
I found myself lunging at the monster, but the point of a knife on my spine jolted me back into place.  A cold sigh was exerted against the back of my neck.  The doorman wasn’t there moments earlier.
“You forget whose abode you stand in, Pureling,” Edin shouted.
“I apologize, my lord,” I hurled insults of grandeur.
“I am the lord of the east by title, August.  That means that I answer to the Overseers.  The Elder Council, the Sages, whatever you’d wish to call them.  They are the word of this domain, and I am their disciple.  So you will hear their word through my lips today: They are not better than you, so you must see them for who they truly are – slave masters.  You can earn your place among them though,” he recited.
“Speak plainly,” I demanded.
A scene of mania ensued in Edin’s presence.  His laughter could’ve been heard on the other side of Eridu.  The demeanor of the Eridan frightened me to the core.  
“Nunki was the end of tyranny.  It was a playwright given to us by the hands of the Overseers.  Otto was nothing but an instrument that was being played out of tune,” he continued with hysteria.
“Answers shouldn’t be so grey from a lord of your stature,” I proclaimed.
“Overseers, Otto, a playwright?  You’re the one leading me into this web.  I’m in the dark on something that you refuse to reveal.  I repeat, speak plainly.  I’m growing tired of talking like a Kusite,” I challenged his clandestine nature.
“You’re really that dim, August.  Ignorant even.  The son of a fisherman, you are? Bullshit.  You’re too lost at sea to see what’s right in front of you, see?  Let me teach you like one of those lowland children, August.  Let me bring you into the spin of this web,” he said.





~ Give and Take ~
“Listen closely,” I was instructed.
“I’m all ears,” I declared.
“It’s difficult to speak on the relationship between the Overseers and the Lugal without first mentioning the complexities of Eridan history,” he said.
“Like?” I interrupted.
“Just listen,” he commanded.
I remained silent as a notice of my comprehension.
“Good.  As I was saying, there’s much more to this story than the Sages and that crooked, old witch back in the Eudora system.  Eridu was the last world to be established by the Ark Project.  I can confirm that assertion too.  No confirmation messages were received on the wavelengths from anyone else other than the Purlians and Kusites.  Those who left Ark III were met with a harsh reality from the get go.  Those from the Old World made a miscalculation when they chose the Cleeia system as our destination.  We had nothing – no ANZU, no heavy metals, nothing that could support the old ways of life.  Immediately, our budding colony was sent into chaos.  Barbarism became the norm before even the first native-born generation came about.  In the matter of a decade, we had nearly depleted all of the ANZU we had left after the Exodus.  This was when the Elder Council was born.  One man took charge of the few thousand humans that had survived.  How do you think they did that, August?”
I considered the possibilities, but he wouldn’t give me a chance to make my guess.
“Diplomacy.  Not by the definition the Purlians abide by though,” he tittered.
“How so?” I inquired.
“An army was raised overnight by a man in rags.  The figure was said to have bent the will of his followers with the flick of his tongue.  Twenty-eight families joined him in the construction of a stone fort, which they named Meshkia.  It wasn’t long before the sons of these families marched out into the wastes of Eridu.  They were tasked with a series of objectives by the ragged man.  These objectives included the forced confiscation of all Old World technology, the collection of the last measurements of ANZU that remained, and the recruitment of those who deemed themselves worthy of salvation.  This was our genesis.  The one in rags, Enlil, was named the first anunngal of Eridu.  The twenty-eight families who first heard his call would become the Elder Council,” he halted to give me time to absorb the lesson.
“Any questions so far?” he posed.
“What does this have to do with the current situation?  With what I’ve been told by the Kusites?” I returned.
“Patience.  There is more at play than just some simple story of a savior that children are told by their mothers.  A tale we cannot confirm ourselves,” he stated.
“Explain then,” I added.
“Gladly,” he eagerly said.
“Enlil reigned as anunngal for twelve years until his passing.  His exit left the people of a now growing city in Meshkia with little to no direction moving forward.  This was when the Council stepped in to power.  Enlil had told his closest ally of the twenty-eight families of a voice that had guided him along the way.  That this voice would now guide him and the others in choosing the line of succession of leadership.  This deity first revealed itself to Enlil’s ally upon his funeral, then another council member a week later.  This chain of events proceeded for an entire year until the heads of the twenty-eight families acted in unison at the behest of this voice.  They were called oracles, sages, overseers, and more by the commoners, but one thing was always apparent: the anunngal they chose to guide the Eridan people were born leaders.  When funding was needed to repair the walls of the fort, the Anunngal answered.  When there were food shortages, the Anunngal would provide his personal share of bread.  When we needed to defend ourselves against defectors or dissenters, repeaters, gunpowder, and lead were provided.  For nearly half a millennia, this system benefitted us.  That was until –,” he stopped himself once again.  
“Until what?” I begged for him to resume.
“Until the Age of Otto,” he finished.
“The previous anunngal?” I sought to confirm.
Edin nodded in agreement. 
“Damn, this Otto fellow must have been someone else,” I commented.
“You’d be right to assume.  He fooled the Overseers.  He wasn’t blood of Enlil, but his Attestment spoke for itself.  No other faction held up to his superior skill on the battlefield.  Otto heard a voice , but it told him something different from those who preceded him.  After securing and ascending the seat of Anunngal, Otto set out to eliminate the relevance of the Overseers’ influence all together.  He claimed we’d been chosen to conquer the stars, starting with the Kusites claims.  Instead of a targeted attack on the Sages, Otto set his sights first on the remainder of the Cleeia system and then the periphery.  This was when he came across the Kusites, right in our backyard.  The Council pleaded with him to avoid conflict, but he wouldn’t listen.  He never would do such.  Flash tactics, it was called.  The short-term outcome was we’d win a decisive victory over encroaching Kusites, long-term, however, it meant we were at war.  It went on for generations, sometimes even with brief cease-fires in between, but it was still war.  It was reported that twenty percent of the population perished.  I’m just glad that I wasn’t there to see it.  My father nearly deserted to the Drop Off!  It was only then that Otto gained those star maps.  From where?  I couldn’t tell you.  One thing is for certain though, the founding of those things only dragged us deeper into the snare,” Edin suspended his narrative to stand and stretch his legs.
	I gave him a bit to unwind.  He sipped on a dark liquid that I could only guess was brandy or some other foul hooch.  He offered some from an unlabeled bottle, but I turned him down.
	“You’re not a connoisseur of the finer objects in life?” Edin asked.
	“I was never granted such luxuries,” I responded.
	“Interesting,” he contemplated aloud.
	What did this Eridan think of Purlians?  He possessed enough derision to refer to us as pure.  These other colonies only saw us as the portraits of the elite on the Southern Islands.  While I had once aspired to be academic, that fate was an entirely separate reality from my own.  The prim and proper had lived in another universe for all I know.  I hadn’t ever even seen the Southern Islands.  
	“Wanna know what the worst part was about those stupid maps?” Edin finally broke the stillness.
	“What’s that?” I answered.
	“Otto thought we could go back to the old ways with the help of those maps.  His voice was broadcasted across all short-range transmitters.  My father recited to me what was said,” he broke off to clear his throat.
	In a much more baritone timbre, Edin announced as if he were Otto, “ANZU is out there.  Enough of it to bring us out of the dark age which has plagued us since the rise of the Sages all those centuries ago.  We will lay claim to what is ours.  We are the chosen, not the Elder Council.  Sever the ties!”
	He shook his head back and forth in dismay.
	“The Sages provide, August.  They’ve never led us astray.  The old ways are what led us here in the first place.  Reliance on ANZU, heavy metals, and all of the technology that came with it were the pitfall all along.  Instead of repairing the Old World, we abandoned it.  For what?  So that we could continue to allow our survival as a species to be dependent on finite resources and the tools that come from it,” he addressed his own query.
	To be so sure of himself.  Were his claims valid or was he brainwashed into following their every whim?  This council of elders seemed to have quite the sway over the people of Eridu.  The anunngal sounded like a swanky title for their puppet.  All except for Otto.  I’d heard the name once or twice in passing.  Rumors of his conquests had reached Purla by the time I was a young boy.  Nothing definitive.  Only speculation.
	“You still there, August?” Edin probed.
	I shook back into reality.
	“Huh?” I murmured.
	“I said, Do you want to know what the end of the dark age looked like?” he repeated
	“Tell me,” I stated.
	“It wouldn’t be long until he ran into more and more Kusites out there,” he claimed and pointed his index finger up.
	His rambling persisted, “That meant more war!  More and more family lineages were eliminated!  His goal was to martyr the people for a return to the old ways.  A most selfish act for the figurehead of our people.  This was when the Elder Council finally intervened.  They superseded his command and peace was brokered with the Kusites.  The Anunngal was banished and the position vacated for the next winner of the attestment,” Edin’s voice was going hoarse.  
	“You’ve worked yourself up there,” I commented.
	A slip of care on my part hadn’t gone overlooked.
	“You’d be wise to not scoff at the plight of my people,” he clapped back.
	It was obvious that I was at a disadvantage.  I wouldn’t be given another chance.  I saw it in the reflection of his pupils –  shot to the head or a sword in my side.  My life was in his hands.
	“I apologize.  I meant no disrespect,” I said.
	If only Quinn was present.  She’d know what to do.  What to say.  
	He squeezed his palms until his knuckles turned white.  The pressure subsided when he eventually exhaled a deep breath from his nostrils.  His appearance of control was weak.  Edin was susceptible to his raging temper.  He hadn’t yet mastered restraint.  I empathized with his internal battle, but I felt more for those who were beneath him.  Fury has no bounds.
	“Your apology is noted.  My father wouldn’t have been so kind.  He would've been the next anunngal if it wasn’t for Nunki, you know?” he noted with a pinch of sorrow.
	Nunki, finally!
	“Tell me, what have you been told of Nunki?” I tried to keep him on the topic.
	Edin reached for his pinky to remove a ring he had been wearing, which was encrusted with rubies on all sides.  He tossed the band back and forth between his hands for a few instants.  He then held it up so I could see it.
	“You see this?” he started.
	“My father gave me this when I was no more than seven.  It was the last time I saw him.  He was called upon to fight alongside the Kusites at Nunki.  The one and only time two colonies fought side by side against a common enemy.  The Kusites had realized how to turn that desolate place into a haven for human progress.  Did you know they planted the seeds that allowed ANZU to be harvested from its surface?  Never had anyone heard of such a thing.  The Eridan that aided in its defence would be given a sizable plot of land for their courage.  The Overseers had shown their cards.  Otto knew what was waiting for him on his arrival.  Yet he persisted.” Edin declared.
If they only knew what awaited them.
“To think that he would turn the sword on his own people.  The Council must have hoped the common wellbeing of his people would stop his bloodlust but it didn’t.  It was the first time most Eridans had ever seen compression weaponry put into action.  His greeting to those on Nunki was a show of force.  Hundreds died just in the landing, Eridan and Kusites alike.  The Kusites wouldn’t go down without a fight however.  Once entrenched, the struggle would prolong for weeks.  I was told my father died sometime during the invasion.  Hell, he may have even been one of the first to go.  There’s no way to know now.  Not after –,” Edin halted to give me time to absorb the lesson.
	“After what?” I urged a conclusion to his secondhand account.
	“There aren’t words to describe it.  One moment, they were there.  The next, they were gone.  Kusites, Eridans, any and all life were gone.  The wavelengths took days to reach us.  My poor mother was devastated.  She took her life right before my eyes.  A concoction of sleeping pills and some fine gin.  I was alone, and alone I would see the Steps rise from the ashes.  Their sworn loyalty has rewarded us with many victories over the years over the vermin known as the Wadi.  I am blessed,” he spoke into the abyss without any rhyme or reason.
	“What of Otto?” I had to ask.
	“Straight to the point.  You’re different than I expected for a Purlian,” he said.
	“What did you expect?” I questioned.
	“That is neither here nor there, August,” he chuckled.
	“So then –” I beckoned him forward.
	“The Kusites had a fleet that tracked him fleeing into the Drop Off.  After years of pursuit, he was taken into custody.  They held true to their word and returned him to the system,” he spoke with a cunning smirk.
	“So this must be where you make the connection for me?” I proceeded to instigate more out of him.
	“Otto was executed behind closed doors.  A joint partnership was founded between our Sages and the Lugal.  We would have a say in who would be named the next Lugal and they would have the same for our anunngal,” he carried on.
	“The Eridan had a say in Girsu’s ascension?” I questioned with skepticism.
	“Indeed,” he replied.
	“But the next anunngal –,” I initiated.
	“The next anunngal would be decided by Lugal Girsu,” he finished.
	“Why?” I wondered orally.
	“Give and take,” he said with the familiar motion.
	The Eridan were certainly set in their ways.  This concept of give and take was the cornerstone of their society.  I had met a fork in the road though.  Edin had given quite much.  What was he expecting in return?
	“With that being said –,” he kickstarted the take portion of our conversation.
	“You have something I want,” he closed.
	“What would that be?” I replied.
	“Don’t be bashful,” he urged on.
	“The girl knows more than I,” I stated.
	“You didn’t bring it with you?” his voice became aggressive.
	“The gift those Kusites keep going on about?  No.  I wasn’t given access,” I responded.
	It was then that Edin’s temper reached its boiling point.
	“You dare waste my valuable time with pleasantries?” he shouted.
	Edin was next gripping the edge of the table he had once been sitting at.  In one great shove, he pressed the corner of the weighty object a meter or two forward.
	“Only the Kusites –,” I tried to give details but was immediately cut off.
	“No more!  I have no patience for you, Pure-ling!  You have three days, roughly seventy hours to bring it to me,” he yelled at a volume in which those outside the room could obviously hear.
	“Take him away,” he growled.
	The two Eridan guards returned within an instant, pushing and shoving me towards the point from which we had entered near minutes earlier.
	“I need her to retrieve its contents,” I hollered over my shoulder.
	“Nevertheless, she will remain.  If you fail, her life shall be forfeited,” he exclaimed back as I was forced out.
	“Fuck!” I roared as I was freed and thrown into the mud.
	“You heard ‘em,” one of the towering defenders reiterated Edin’s demands.
	

















	
~ The Psychopomp ~
When I was able to recover in that muck I’d been carelessly chucked into, I noticed that I had gained an audience with the locals.  At first, there were less than a dozen.  None approached closer than a couple of meters.  They exchanged tacit knowledge from one to another without queuing me in.  More and more made their way to my one-man show, appearing to expect some kind of spectacle.  They were far from disappointed with my lack of showmanship however.  It was unmistakable what they were seeking out – a brawl.  A scruffy chap bucked forward to see if he could get a rise out of me.  I refused to flinch, so he spat at my feet.  I considered branding my sidearm, but what would that do other than give them a reason to shoot back.  A pebble struck my shoulder next.  I swiveled to check my six, but there were no aggressors there yet either.
“Well!  Come on then!” I called out.
A swipe at my legs was their answer.  I’d played dirty with the lot of them before though.  I brushed off the attempt with ease.  Then, I was propelled forward by two hands to my back.  I caught one of them with a twist, throwing the assailant beneath my arm.  My left kneecap popped as it buried into his side.  Through the man’s coughs of anguish, another announced his blitz.  A beginner’s blunder.  A pommel strike descended towards my brow from above.  I apprehended the culprit and we became embroiled in a struggle.  His upper body strength was insurmountable, so I instead shifted my hips to break loose.  Unfortunately, his assault wasn’t quite finished.  The bald headed individual flaunted the hilt of a scabbard from underneath his trenchcoat.  His toothless beam revealed that he was antsy for a clash of cutters.  Nevertheless, I wouldn’t dare be the first to flourish my knife.
The inevitable happened when the fool threw his blade out from its sheath and pierced its point towards my gut.  A seamless parry gave me enough room to push into range for my own razor to make contact with his meaty thigh.  The thin bite of the edge echoed through my head.  It was something I’d heard too many times prior.  The Eridan howled out in distress but what he hadn’t known in the shortsightedness of his struggle was that I’d spared his life.  I didn’t see a reason to antagonize the rest of the throng.  Alas, my efforts made little difference.  My scans revealed the mass has grown in all directions as they converged on me with solidarity.  
The thrashing that followed was something I’d experienced only one other time in my life.  It hadn’t occurred in some schoolyard or during basic as some form of initiation ritual.  It happened on a hazy night back on the plains.  The details have been lost in my conscious mind but occasionally when I do find myself able to dream, the elements of the event come back to me.  The initial bruising was nothing to write home about, but the rush dulled the affliction.  It was what came later that I have never been able to let go.  Sometimes, it was as if that’s all that transpired.  That feeling of staring out into the starless sky, choking up the blood that had filled my lungs.  Pushing my only good arm out in several feeble attempts to sit myself up with the hope of being spotted.  I wanted the one who found me to slit my throat.  All I wanted was for the unending pain to cease.
Crack!
The immense weight of boots lifted from my chest and face.  The horde shifted and swayed until beams of sunlight caressed my broken skin.  I reached out towards that radiance to accept its embrace.  The bony appendage of the reaper grasped my palm firmly to lift my soul from my body.  
The relief would be short lived.  Rather than the departure of my spirit, the heavy burden of my swollen shell fought against my savior’s forceful tug.  I was hoisted up right but couldn’t sustain any weight on my crippled ankles.  I tried time and time again to refocus my sight on my surroundings but to no avail.  Most likely, I’d endured some form of concussion.  That was about the only clear injury I could perceive in the state of pandemonium.  
“This will hurt,” a stern voice said through the commotion of the swarm.
Another discharge rang out in the distance.  The various shades of woodland hues dispersed in all directions.  The psychopomp went underneath me in an attempt to push me over his collar, but my cries of suffering convinced him of otherwise.  
“Come!” he exclaimed.
The sloshing stride of another set of boots approached our position.  Both of my arms were strung over the two caregivers as they dragged me away.  
. . . 
It could’ve been mere minutes or maybe even hours.  Before those two stopped to catch their breath, my arms had gone completely numb from a lack of circulation.  I couldn’t have been more than 80 kilograms, but dead weight tends to give more resistance than you think.  I soon heard the familiar flap of a tent opening and like clockwork, the shade of the fabric darkened my vision as I was dragged inside.  
“How bad is he?  He’d better live,” one of them asked.
“The Purlian was enlisted.  I’m sure he’s seen worse in his days.  Give ‘em the hulgil and a few hours.  We’ll get the intel, no worries,” the other one said.
Hulgil.  I’d heard the vernacular once before in a fireside conversation back on my homeworld.  It was something brought over from the Old World.  Eridu’s Ark must have been the coffer of such a plant, the effects of which were powerfully sedating as a potent pain reliever.  A dangerous option for someone like me.
“No!  Please!” I managed to push out of my battered lungs.
“Shut up, ya idiot!  You’re not ready to endure such a trial,” the first and more pressing voice chimed in.
The two whispered back and forth a few lines.
“Are you holding on to life?” the other queried.
“I’ll manage,” I choked out.
He shook me and then lifted my chin to look into my swollen sockets.
“August, it’s me – Jericho.  You gotta tell me what he said.  Time’s of the essence here,” he stated with urgency.
A sense of relief blanketed my body.  I wouldn’t be left to die, but Jericho didn’t know the gravity of the situation.  Quinn’s life was at stake after all.
“Quinn, she –,” I began.
“The girl?” Jericho interrupted.
“He’ll kill her if I don’t –,” I tried explaining again.
“Forget the girl, August!  We need to know –,” this time he would be the one to be cut off.
The other Eridan’s arm connected with Jericho’s mouth.
“Shut it!” he demanded.
The two rose and removed themselves from the enclosure.  All I could think was that there was more at play here than I could imagine.  Just as always, I was alone in the abyss.  As I lay there dying, I wondered if I could even help Quinn if I tried.  She’d relied on me and I failed her.  Would she even want me to save her at this point?
There was a ruffle in the canvas as one of them returned.  If only I could make them out through my daze.
“What must be done to save her?” the mysterious Eridan whispered in my ear.
In my mind, I had nothing to lose.  There was no way I could return to the Gilgamesh in this state.  Especially with the dangers of that valley in my way.  I only somewhat trusted Jericho, but this man was a foreigner to me.  His ambitions were ambiguous, however, I had the feeling he actually wanted to aid me in my troubles.  I almost felt compelled to give in and plead.
“What do you wish in return?” I said.
A brief silence followed.
“Only what was originally asked of you.  We wish to hear of what Edin told you, but we will save the Kusite first,” he responded.
It’s too good to be true.
“You have my word, I speak the truth,” he followed up.
It was as if he’d read my mind in that moment.  He’d seen through my misery, and I knew that there would be more to it down the road.  That didn’t change where I was though.  All out of options, I gave in to his proposition.
“Inside of the craft I came on, there is a parcel – a container that only she can open.  Edin wants it.  There’s less than seventy hours to bring it here before –,” I nearly finished, but I was taken back by a sudden twinge in my forearm.
“Consider it done.”
It was the last thing I heard before slipping into oblivion.




~ Seashell ~
A decompression shell shattered the stillness of the day no more than a hundred meters away.
“Down!” our commanding officer yelled over the havoc.
My belly hit the ground hard.  Esdras wasn’t far behind me.  None of us dared move after the flop.  The carnage of the Kusite armaments had escalated over the past few days more than I’d seen since the start of the war.  The majority of our time on the front saw us go unseen by the armaments, but now they were closing in on all sides.  We’d been losing ground nearly every hour.  This meant we were constantly on the move and prone to being spotted.  More and more, we’d have to shoot wavelengths back to our retreating forces for medical evacs.  A dozen or so scouts were carted away before my very eyes.  One of them was still breathing when they got to him, but both his legs had evanesced from contact with one of those shells.  Eerily, you can’t hear them falling.  If you’re hit, it’s over before you even realize it.  Your life or limbs are there one moment and then, poof – nothing remains.  There’s no rhyme or reason to the Kusite’s targets either.  Hundreds of kilometers away they sit, picking spots on a map where they think we might be.  
“I’m starting to believe less and less that we’re gonna leave this forsaken place, August,” Esdras commented as he lifted his pocket compass to check our direction.
“We’re way off course to be getting out of here,” he continued.
Even if I agreed with him, I couldn’t let him know.  Esdras had fallen into that shadowed realm of despair that we’d all been warned of during basic.  That place where you find yourself when the odds are stacked against you.  He wasn’t alone.  The counteroffensive was doing a number on much of the company.  We all knew it.  Especially the officers.
“Even if we lose the Plains, we will make it out of here.  I promise you,” I said.
“Don’t you see, we’ve already lost them.  The only reason we’re still here is to warn the line of their final push.  The writings on the wall,” he claimed in distress.  
“Quiet!” I retorted with a hushed tone.
“The officers will have both our heads if you keep on,” I continued.
Sadly, it was the only way they knew how to quell cowardice.  It made an example to all who witnessed it.  We’d both seen it before.  The past few weeks had been hell, but I was determined to get us out of it if I could.  Maybe if we made it out of here we’d see home again.  Not that home was all the same to Esdras, but no one deserved the fate of the men and women we’d seen parish.  
“Up and at ‘em, friends!  We’ll dig in around the treeline,” the commandant barked in a low inflection.
All rose congruently and moved like clockwork to the brush due north.  It wasn’t the best cover, but it was something.  A misfire above us was better than on us after all.  Still, we burrowed.  It was something of a habit on lower ground by the authorities.
“No more than two to a hole,” they’d say.
It was better this way anyways.  At least fewer lives would be lost.  If I’d die, Esdras would go with me.  There’d be no way to let him down.  Well, if he’d choose to hunker down with me.  To my surprise, he’d choose otherwise.
“I’m sorry, ‘Gust.  I don’t want to be a burden,” he stated.
This frustrated me, as I needed my escape.  He was the only one that consistently held such a product.
“How will I get by?” I scolded his comment.
“You’ve got nothing left over?” he retorted.
“Just the skimp,” I’d respond.
Esdras stopped to look over his stash.
“Only enough for me.  Nothing more, nothing less,” he reiterated his timidity.
“Fine,” I said as I started trenching in for the night.
No one dared aid me in my endeavor.  They all knew who I was.  I was the one who needed nothing from anyone.  I’d uncover the center of Purla if given the opportunity.  I surely didn’t need any relief on watch either.  It was more than easy to stay awake.  Couldn’t sleep anyways.  There was nothing to it other than the void – no escape.
By the time the sun was setting in the horizon, I’d found my place among the soil.  Even for the warm season, that evening was especially frosty.  No birds or insects were present to make their mating calls.  The world stood still for many of us.  It was apparent that I’d have to finish off my supply to push through to the next day.  No fire would be needed.  I crushed the leaf of the hyperjambu into dust.  It was simpler this way, more natural in my mind,  No way for the enemy to spot me either.  The filth enveloped my nose with one fell swoop.  Within moments, I felt the euphoric effects of the substance.  Clouds gave cover to the demise of my soul.  The fix was short lived however.  I’d had near to nothing left.  It left me wanting more.  Esdras' sleeper was nearby.
Millimeter by millimeter, I gradually peeked over the rim of my ditch.  Nightwatch was peering out into the flatlands and all of the officers were entrenched far out from my location.  With a shaky push, I rolled out of my hole into the weeds.  The open air lay still even after my disturbance of the wildlife surrounding me.  It was one of those nights where I wouldn’t be able to get a wink in.  The eerie silence would have me jumping at every shuffle and crack until morning.  I laid flat slogging along for quite some time until I could make out Esdras' whispers.  A vine snapped beneath my knee as I dragged myself towards the source of his hushed voice.
Click!  
It was the unmistakable sound of a carbine’s muzzle making contact with the hand of its owner.
“Shell –,” I gasped.
“Sea – seashell,” I tried to fix my mistaken phrasing.
“Hell!  ‘Gust, is that you?”  Esdras hissed.
“Yes!  Fuck – don’t shoot,” I utterred back trying my best not to alert those around us.
“Get in here and quick,” he commanded.
I struggled into the dugout, crashing into Esdras’s bunkmate in the process.  
“Damn moron, get a hold of yourself,” he stealthily yapped.
It was one of the veteran marksmen that had just recently rejoined, Sabato.  This hadn’t been his first tour across the line.  He’d officially been back to help hold the line here on the Aluralic.  Little had he’d known he’d be on the defencive for his entire stay.
“Don’t mind ‘em.  I’ll keep ‘em in line here.  August dredges a comfy spot.  Why don’t you switch with him?” Esdras said to him.
Sabato looked displeased with his offer.  He reached into a concealed pocket and pulled a stubby blade in my direction.
“You’re not going to give this green my shit, Esdras!  Cough it up or so help me –,” he snapped.
Luckily, Esdras was there to provide some relief to the brewing tension.  He tossed a small tan sack at Sabato’s side.
“Here – your fair share.  A good fix and an even better place to rest your head.  I feel we let bygones be bygones.  What do you say?” Esdras remarked.
Sabato peered down at the parcel that had fallen to the soil next to him.  His anger subsided and without another word, he made a swift exit.
“What was his problem?” I asked once he was out of earshot.
“What is your problem, August?” Esdras flipped the question back on me.
“I’ve got no problem,” I uttered.
“Sure – sure.  You keep telling yourself that,” he mocked.
I couldn’t think of any witty response.  We sat quietly for some time before he spoke up again.
“Things aren’t looking great for us, ‘Gust.  Not even a warhorse like Sabato has high hopes.  Said he’d sworn off the stuff over a year ago,” Esdras said.
I couldn’t find the words to say.  I wanted to comfort Esdras’ lost soul, but I’d rather forget about all he just said.  I wished to escape somewhere far from these plains of sorrow.  
“There’s no hope –,” he continued until he himself went adrift into thought.
A state of crisis was upon each and every soldier here on the Aluralic.  We’d all been made victims in a war where there was nothing to gain.  The Kusites were bound to take this place.  The average Purlian would feel the effects of such a loss almost immediately.  Food reserves will dwindle.  Famine and starvation was just over the horizon.  This was a reality for all.  Well, except for those to the south.  Hydroponics weren’t out of the question, but they’d only provide enough to support the population of the islands.  The masses of the continent couldn’t afford such luxuries.  
“August –,” Esdras broke my focus.
“There’s still hope,” I answered instinctually.
“I know.  There’s something I’ve gotta tell you,” he surprised me with his response.
I pushed myself up and leaned in to show my interest.
“What’s up?” I asked.
“You’re a good friend, ‘Gust.  That’s why I’m telling you this – you gotta quit that stuff,” he stated as he attempted to avoid my gaze.
“Huh?” I questioned him.
Esdras shook his left knee nervously.
“I mean, I’m not always going to be around to get you that shit,” he said.
“What’re you getting at, Esdras?” I asked.
He replied by shaking his head back and forth.
“Are you asking me to quit cold or are you telling me that you’re out?” I followed up.
Esdras inhaled sharply, but I still received no response after he let the air out.  I was beginning to grow impatient.  I can’t stand when others speak in a way in which they hide the true meaning behind their words.  It’s always too obvious.  I see right through them without a second guess.  Not to mention, I came to his spot for a reason.  If I have to live through this hell, I should at least be given the opportunity to elude it from time to time.  After some deliberate reflection, I could sense that Esdras was finally ready to share.  
I placed my palm on his shoulder to get his attention and said, “Come on – what’s really going on?”
Esdras lowered his brow to mask his tears but I knew he would soon breakdown and share the reasons for his distance.  I gave him a bit more time.  Eventually, he found his composure.
“I’m gettin’ out, ‘Gust.  The jambú, the dust, even the poppers – it was all a means to an end.  We were just relishing in the surpluses.  I’ve been selling that shit to the greens and vets alike for months.  I never wanted to be here, and the Knives promised to get me out.  Maybe offworld or somewhere.  Anywhere but here,” he let out all at once.
He wasn’t finished though.  He carried on, “I don’t wanna die, ‘Gust.  Not yet.  I’ve got too much ahead of me.  I nearly got into one of the academies down south.  I nearly dodged the draft.”
It all made sense now.  I’d rarely seen Esdras take a shot, let alone hit a target.  He never overused his product either.  Always methodical about his use and always observant of how others reacted to their highs.  But the Knives?  Why would they be willing to get him out?  They were the most bloodthirsty, gung ho comrades the military had in their ranks.  Feared by both Kusites and Purlian alike.  What was Esdras thinking?  
“You really think they’ll hold up their end of the deal?” I inquired.
He reached into his breast pocket for his compass.  His ticks started up again, this time with him rubbing the ornate engravings on its copper surface.
“They’re going to have to if they wish to get paid,” he muttered under his breath.
“What’s that?” I feigned ignorance.
“Nothing,” he refused to budge.
The stillness above and around us crashed into our trench for the following few moments.  Neither of us had anything left to say.  I imagined that Esdras was trying to reassure himself that his plans would work out, while I wished that I’d thought of the same long ago.  I was just as ready as any of us to leave and return to the coast.  To spend the rest of my days fishing in the bay, seeking out the next big catch.  I wasn’t as insightful or lucky as Esdras.  I would probably rot somewhere out here on the plains.  But –
“You sure you ain’t got none on you?” I couldn’t help but ask.
Esdras ripped out his pack and scrounged through it.  
“Not enough,” he claimed.
“Enough is enough,” I replied.
. . . 
Purla lay serene that night.  The stillness gave me solace rather than unease after a huff of jambú.  I was even able to rest my lids for a few moments here and there.  Esdras was out – the lightweight he was.  Had no clue what he’d been pushing among the troop.  The stuff was made to separate you from reality it seemed.  That reality was a nightmare.  I understood why so many had fallen prey to it.  Even watching him sleep, I felt the urge to pick through his pockets.  Just to see if he’d missed any during our session.  He played it safe, but I knew better – probably finished it off to deafen my grilling.  I didn’t blame him.
I’d know the guy for at least six months at this point.  He knew we’d come from the same stock.  Esdras’ father wasn’t so different from my own.  Alcohol was the least of his worries.  The man worked his whole life for what – nothing?  Trying to be his own piece in the grand, ole’ puzzle.  There’d never been anyone worse than the man who tried to build his own castle.  That castle eventually becomes a prison, at least that’s what I’ve seen.
“Who are you if not a fisherman?”  I remembered my father saying.
“I’m human,” I would say.
“What does it mean to be human?” he’d always respond.
“That we are the chosen,” I’d repeat the words.
“Who exactly are the chosen?” he’d recite.
“The chosen are those who suffer the most so that our species can thrive,” I’d echo the words of the Exoduster.
“Good boy,” he’d always provide as a reward.
As I’d been some stray dog, I’d always follow.  Funny how easy it was to sway the tides of the fisherman.  I’d considered what was necessary to guide someone like Esdras’ father – a merchant.  Your labor, I mean your product – when you place your hands directly on the fruits of your efforts – it becomes a part of you.   It is you, you see?  It’s a lie in itself, if you ask me.  My father rarely saw the mouths that would eventually ingest his catch.  Esdras had seldomly seen his father’s patrons as those to consider as lifelong companions.  It mattered little what your function was in the “machine of life.”  I knew it had been done for their families.  Why worry about yourself when there are others?  You can’t save yourself – only those others who needed saving.  There wasn't a doubt in my mind on the idea.  You can only control the compulsions of one self.  
A twinge of roots tightened and then gave way to release.  It was something only an ant would hear at such a vibration.  I heard it because I was listening.
“Hey – somethings out there,” I whispered to Esdras.
Nothing.  He was totally out of it.
“Whshh,” I expelled a sharp whistle to those about.
“Shell –,” a voice rang out.
A hush followed.
Then, “Sea - seashell!”


~ A Miracle ~
When I came to, I was no longer on the Aluralic.  Instead, I was contained in a beige canopy.  The smell of sweat and dried blood permeated all around.  The only companion I had in this place was a rusty, ole’ bucket sat up in the corner leaning on one of the supports.  Orders were being shouted somewhere in the distance, but they were faint over the garble of the masses outside.  I was still on Eridu, unfortunately.  I hadn’t been whisked away to the afterlife by some seraph.  I’d followed one here to this wretched place, but they were most certainly long gone.  Quinn’s life was forfeit without that delivery.  I’d no clue how long I’d been out, but there was no way I could make the journey there and back now.  
I rested my hand on the side of the cot I’d been laid in in order to turn my body.  When my feet found the soil, I was surprised that they could support any of my weight at all.  Come to think of it, my ribs hadn’t been wailing from pain when I rotated my torso either.  How long had I’d been out?
“You’ve only got a few hours left,” a somewhat familiar tone called out from behind the tent’s entrance.
I stood up with little to no trouble.
“How –,” I began.
“No matter that now.  Jericho will come to meet with you soon.  You must convince him to go with you to the Lord’s marquee,” the voice interrupted with purpose.
“Who are you?” I asked.
No reply was provided.  The speaker had fled into the sea of Eridan troopers covering the campgrounds.
Looking for him was a lost cause.  What I was truly entranced by was the rapid recovery rate I had endured.  How I’d gone from the brink of death to minimal discomfort was beyond my understanding of the medical sciences.  Hulgil was said to be a pain reliever, not a drug with healing properties akin to a miracle.  Nevertheless, I tried my best to acclimate to my speedy restoration with a few stretches.  I tested my limits, and they were few and far from my initial expectations.  At this rate, I’d be running again in no time.  Hopefully I won't have anymore confrontations with the locals though.  I wasn’t sure if Edin sicced them on me to make a point or if they were genuinely angry at me for one reason or another.  I’d been vouched for by Jericho after all, but maybe that wasn’t enough.  Edin wouldn’t truly have any benefit from having me attacked either, as there would be no chance I could collect the package in the state they left me in.  This leads me to one vital conclusion – outsiders are not welcome in these lands.  This faction war must have all Eridan in a place of paranoia.  A dangerous climate, indeed.
Through the tick-and-tack of the congregation outside, one set of footsteps stuck out with purpose.  Their approach was imminent, so I stood at attention near the entryway.  Jericho entered promptly but was taken back by my presence.
“I see you’ve made a full recovery,” he said.
“Seems so.  I wasn’t aware that Hulgil could perform such wonders,” I replied.
“You weren’t given more than a few nanograms.  That was all you, friend,” he said with a smirk.
A boldfaced lie.  What was he trying to hide?  Why the deception?  One thing was for sure, I couldn’t dare touch that shit again.  If it had anything to do with my recovery, it couldn’t be safe long-term.  I know addiction and the effects of such a substance like Hulgil could turn even the straightest person if it can really perform such miracles.  
“We’ve procured your parcel, August,” he disrupted my flow of thought with this comment.
“What?  How?” I queried.
“Through the help of my friends, the Liberator,” he stated.
The masked one – of course.  His words revealed more to me than he could’ve ever imagined.  But what was their ploy?
“There’s no time to waste.  You must bring it to him, immediately,” he continued.
I was told not to make that visit alone.  I felt especially compelled to comply with that request after last time.
“You will join me this time, right?” I asked.
He considered my offer but declined with a shake of his chin and an open palm.
“You must,” I pressed.
“It isn’t yet time,” he again turned me down.
“Someone was here earlier.  They told me that I cannot go back before Edin without you,” I revealed.
His jaw quivered from the repression of his frustration.
“It isn’t yet time,” he whispered to himself and began a methodical pace from side to side.
“What did you want to know from Edin anyways?” I requested some clarity.
He paused.
“I suppose I’ll soon find that out myself,” he answered.


~ Nepotism ~
No one gave me any death stares or spit at my feet this time.  As I made my way to the colossal tent that housed Edin and his minions, I instead noticed fear in the eyes of those I passed.  Especially in those of the one who had challenged me to that duel.  Like all the others, there he was, forming a path towards my destination.  He stood with the support of a crutch that had been makeshifted out of a shortened tree limb.  His gaze never went higher than my feet.  The shame must have been too much for him.  I’d never even know the name of the man whose life I’d spared.  Probably better off that way.
Jericho and I were greeted several meters from the pavilion’s entrance by a team of well-fortified sentries.  They stood motionless upon our approach and failed to provide any proper salutation.  Jericho stepped forward and placed an open palm in front of me.  Alone, he made his way up to the six watchmen without any sign of reluctance.
“Boys,” he addressed them casually.
They relaxed their tense demeanor in unison.
“Should I let the Lord know that you wish to speak with him?” one of them asked.
“No.  Let him know that Sir Gladiolus brings what he desires,” Jericho promptly replied.
The one that had acknowledged him turned and made his way up and into the command center.  The rest of them carried on small talk with Jericho that I failed to overhear the nuances of.  They each spoke in a muted key, as if someone in the horde was intently listening in.  Moments later, the guard returned from his master’s presence to deliver a message.
“The Lord has vacated his cabinet out the back and requests an audience with Sir Gladiolus and he alone,” he announced to us.
“You told him of my companionship?” Jericho interrogated the man.
The Eridan recoiled.  
“I apologize.  I thought –,” the man started but wasn’t given the opportunity to finish.
“You will let Lord Edin know that I will accompany our Purlian friend here as his seer,” Jericho spoke with such a sharpness that it left my ears ringing.
The sentinel twisted hastily and paced back towards the portal from which he had just exited and stated, “Right – right away, sir.”
I began to wonder if Jericho was more than he’d originally let on.  No squad leader or commandant held such sway over soldiers like I’d seen from him so far.  There was a blind loyalty from those he spoke to.  As if they had no other choice.  Maybe some even feared some form of retribution from him.  Either way, it was apparent that they bent their knee to his will without question.  
As we waited for the messenger’s return, the gathering of onlookers grew exponentially.  I wondered if they were expecting another spectacle to occur, but Jericho eased my nerves when he told me not to worry.  They kept their distance from us as if an invisible line had been drawn in the sand.  None surged forward from the back rows either.
“A calm before the storm,” I reflected aloud.
Jericho’s eyes met mine in a way that shouted, Shut up, they’ll hear you!  I obliged his instructions without hesitation.  Even the gaze of the man was authoritative.  
When the flap of the doorway was pushed aside again, it wasn’t the runner who emerged but instead – Orion.  He carried with him that same carbine he’d adorned from the Gilgamesh strung over his shoulder.  When he spotted me, he grabbed the butt of the rifle to pull the handle and trigger into his hand.  I was staring down its barrel when he made the decree, “Disarm the Purlian and placed him in restraints.”
When Edin’s defenders stepped towards me, Jericho unsheathed a dull serrated dagger from his belt.  They stopped dead in their tracks.  Orion’s response was to readjust his aim towards Jericho, which proved to be a grave mistake.  A collective gasp surged from the mob.
“You dare challenge me?” Jericho shouted.
The front rank of the legion of spectators brandished their own weapons.  From heaters to carvers, they showed their allegiance to their fellow Eridan.  Orion was taken back from the show of force and relinquished his provocation.  
“I meant no wrongdoing,” he said as he raised two open hands in surrender.
“Then you shouldn’t have spoken,” one of the soldiers exclaimed.
The swarm crept towards Orion position like a cat trying to surprise a mouse.  He would be at their mercy if they decided to act, however, all he would need to do was retreat back indoors.  Orion held his ground though.  Most likely, he’d seen the error of his ways in overstepping his place in lands that didn’t belong to his people.  It wouldn’t be until they were nearly within arm’s reach of him that Jericho halted their pursuit.
“You are absolved,” he hollered over the hustle and bustle.  
It was only then that the Eridans backed off of Orion’s hide.  The heart piercing fear of death remained in him for quite some time afterwards.  In the deescalation, Jericho would pull me aside so only I could hear his words.
“It’s not worth it.  Not yet at least.  The Kusite has inadvertently sealed his own fate.  Edin will have no choice but to see us both now,” he spoke in a hushed tone.
“You’re a Step, aren’t you?  Why would he deny you an audience anyways?” I asked.
Jericho brushed it off without any acknowledgement.  It was obvious that I was involved in something considerably greater in scope than I was meant to understand.
The porter I had met those few days prior presented himself in an effort to pull Orion back inside.  After doing so, he would stick his head back out into the open air to proclaim, “The Lord will now see you – both of you.”
Jericho extended a hand and said, “After you.”
	The passage into the antechamber was the same as it had been before.  When Jericho and I crossed the threshold, we were greeted by the shadowy persona that had beckoned us inside.  I could make out more of him this time, as I’d already seen him outside in the sunlight when he had wrangled in Orion but also because this occurrence saw him away from his corner and between us and Edin’s den.
	“Lord Yarikh,” he said after bowing his head.
	“I’m afraid I can no longer answer to that name, Zai.  You know that,” Jericho chuckled in return.
	Yarikh?  Zai?  These were names I hadn’t any clue as to their origins.  Eridan cultural norms were beyond my understanding at this point.  I’d accepted that fact.  The only way I’d learn would be through prolonged contact.  Something I didn’t have or wanted.  All that mattered was that Jericho had some previous relationship with the guy.  Suitable for the moment.  Maybe even the reason why it had been so effortless to carry my arm into the premises.  Little did I know, there was more than enough to fend me off on the other side of the Eridan.
	“The title of Yarikh hasn’t died yet, my Lord,” the keeper, known as Zai, would state.  
	“Be wary,” Jericho replied.
	Nothing more was needed to be said.  There was but one destination that our future held – Edin.  As we pushed into the core of the complex, the putrid stench of tobacco found its way back into my olfaction.  Only this time, the malodor was accompanied by that of copper.  The first thing I spotted was a streak of crimson across the decking.  It was fresh.  Almost too recent for my tasting.  There had been a major blunder made by someone.  Whether it was related to myself or something completely separate mattered very little.  The scene had been set – Edin wasn’t shy to violence.  This was made most explicit through the look on the face of Quinn.  The guilt of her imprisonment weighed on my spine like a tonne of bricks.  She had nothing to say.  A vacant look of despondency was all I received.  Edin was at his place at the table, as he’d been during our last encounter, but this time he wasn’t alone.  Two others, detailed in gilded attire, sat on both sides of him.  Seven armed security personnel were positioned strategically in each corner of the hall.  Two others were attached to Quinn and another to Orion as well, neither of which were given the luxury of a seat.  
	Edin cleared his throat loud enough that all attendants gave him their attention.
	“Jericho,” he acknowledged my companion with a dip of his chin.
	“Edin,” Jericho returned the same gesture.
	Edin then placed his focus on me.
	“You made it just in time, Sir Gladiolus.  One hour more and that girl over there may not have been so lucky,” he said.
	It was only then that Quinn and I finally met each other on even ground.  She’d been avoiding my presence for far too long.  Now, I was entranced in those emerald eyes.  Not once did she blink.  Not once did she break away.  Something wasn’t right.  She wasn’t beaten or bruised, but I could tell something had changed.  
	“What have you done to her?” I questioned the room with a fury behind my words.
	“She is unharmed,” Edin tried to assure me.
	“Quinn?” I posed the question, this time towards her.
	She provided no response.
	“See?  She has no complaints,” Orion pitched in.
	“I didn’t ask you,” I added.
	Edin lifted his hand as a sign to us to cease hostilities.
	“You bring with you a gift, I presume?” Edin stated in an attempt to change the subject.
	Whether it was my temper or my lack of situational awareness, I couldn’t let it go.
	“Now wait just one second, I –,” but I wasn’t given the opportunity to finish.
	Quinn’s escorts lowered her down to her knees and placed a pistol to the back of her neck.  The Eridan were blunt people.  Nothing needed to be said for the inference to come across.  The issue was – I didn’t have the parcel in my possession.  I assumed that Jericho had brought it along.  
	“What you seek will be delivered momentarily,” Jericho broke the long silence that had followed.
	Orion stomped his foot hard to the soil beneath his feet, pushing up a cloud of dust in the process.  Edin rose to his feet, his cheeks flushed with anger.  
	“You came here without what was promised?  Moreover, you bring a clearly unwanted guest?  What is the meaning of all of this?” Edin roared like thunder.
	“This Prulian has appointed me as his seer, which he is indebted to.  I saw the need to take precautions.  Sir Gladiolus was extremely concerned for the wellbeing of Miss Prudenhart.  If you can give me a few minutes, I can step out and receive the package,” Jericho said with such sophistication that I doubted anyone could deny him.
	One of Edin’s advisors leaned in and whispered something in his ear.  It was evident that the notion had annoyed him, as Edin was an inpatient man by nature.  He eventually let out a long sigh before waving two of his henchmen to join Jericho on this errand.  After they had made their exit, Edin sat back down on his throne and urged me to have a seat as well.  His associates promptly excused themselves after lighting a cigar and grabbing an ashtray.
	“Do you know who that man is?” Edin queried.
	“The one with the cigar?” I asked.
	“No!” he grumbled.  
	“Your guest,” he corrected me.
	The connections of my mind traced back to the doorman and what he’d called Jericho.  The response from this particular synapse proved too much to hold back as I said, “Yarikh?”
	The subtlest twitch passed across Edin’s jawline after my comment.
“Ah – so you do know who you have allied yourself with then – Otto’s flesh and blood,” he visibly spat as those final words left his mouth.  
“Wait – is he Otto’s son?” I gasped through the idea.
Edin let out a long and exaggerated cackle.
“Of course not.  Otto didn’t care for the company of women.  As a result, he had no heir apparent.  Not like his title meant much after his disgrace anyways,” he said.
“But you called him Otto’s flesh and blood,” I repeated his designation of Jericho.
“His senior threw in with the traitor.  All those who bent their knee to that madman have had their titles erased from history, including their descendents,” he answered to my perplexity.
Such derision would only be used by revisionists on Purla.  Jericho, or respectfully, Yarikh, had nothing to do with this Anunngal which Edin and so many other Eridan held with such disdain.  I honestly have begun to sympathize with those who followed this Otto into the great unknown.  The Attainment mobilizes the entire population of this world, and supposedly they are all this brutal.  The Elder Council doesn’t seem to want to see an end to it either.  Some Eridan will always have to prove themself before their eyes.  To me, it appears they have more power than is let on.  Maybe the Eridan aren’t even aware of their subjugation.  I haven’t heard of any of these Sages fighting in any of these wars after all.  Well, as far as I know with my limited knowledge.
“You may not know as much about your companion as you think, August,” Edin stated.
“What else do I need to know?” I inquired.
“That is far too much to cover in the time we have.  Speaking of which, what is taking him so long?” he went on, speaking to no one but himself.
The room stood still in anticipation of Jericho’s return.  One of Edin’s henchmen blew smoke rings from the puffs of stogie.  Orion started towards the entrance, I assume to peer out in search of the man we were all waiting for.  After his exit, Quinn sniffled in an attempt to gain my attention.  Edin continued on his rant, where he sustained his ill feelings towards Jericho.  My focus was on Quinn’s lips as she silently articulated, “Run while you can!”  The issue was that there was nowhere to go.
“Wouldn’t you agree, August?” Edin asked, catching me off guard.
“Huh?” I said aloofly.  
“I said –,” but he was cut off mid sentence by a ruckus in the foyer.
All present turned their attention towards the source of the disturbance, but we didn’t have to guess for long to discover its origins.  Orion’s head propelled through the door flap with the rest of him trying to keep up.  He fell helplessly and rolled over several times.  He was slow to rise and hadn’t attempted to catch himself in his fall.  The reason being that his wrists had been bound behind his back.  
“Who dares?” Edin exclaimed.
After no one provided an answer, he challenged the perpetrator again by yelling, “Show yourself!”
Still, Edin received no response.  
“Check it out,” he ordered his wardens.
One by one, each drew their sidearm and approached the gateway.  All but Quinn’s escort had left their post at Edin’s command.  The foresight of this so-called warlord was myopic at best.  Nepotism was the blatant suspect of the Steps’ shortcomings.  Ruffles emanated from the threshold to Edin’s backside.  Only I was perceptive enough to notice such a nuanced series of events.  Edin and his subjects were overly fixated on the bait.
“It’s a –,” Orion mumbled as he pointed his index finger through Edin.
But it was too late.
“Edin, it’s over,” Jericho pronounced over the chaos.










~ It’s Over ~
Quinn emitted an alarming shriek as Edin’s two underlings hit the floor in sync.  Their cigars were extinguished in the damp soil, for their hands were too busy trying to hold in the blood gushing from their lacerated throats.  The posse of protectors reacted by swiveling to face their lord, which proved to be another blunder amidst the many.  The door keep, Zai, amongst three others charged in blades first.  Not one managed to get off a shot.  Their deaths were made quick, unlike Edin’s henchmen regrettably.  The gurgling was insufferable to listen to as they hopelessly struggled to find a source of oxygen while keeping themselves from bleeding out.  The only real alert to trouble that any could have heard outside the sanctum was Quinn’s scream, however, I guessed none would report to such matters.  After all, her life was on the line through this deal and those posted on the exterior more than likely were made aware of that beforehand.  I doubted Edin took kindly to interruptions, and I assumed those that met us at the entrance earlier were more fearful of his wrath than his demise.  Someone must have noticed unsanctioned guests entering the facility though – right?
“It’s over,” Jericho repeated.
Edin stood speechless in awe at the series of events that had unfolded in mere moments.  It was apparent that he’d not foreseen such a coup from a man that he and his father had abused.  Such insolence in such a feeble leader.
“May I be permitted to carry out the honor?” a muffled, yet recognizable voice asked.
“In due time,” Jericho answered.
The one that had posed the question crouched in a dimly lit corner of the chamber.  I surmised that he was the one who slashed the throats of Edin’s advisors, but I could identify no evidence to prove my hypothesis.  If I were correct, that particular Eridan moved with such speed that even I couldn’t trace his movements.  As a Crescent Knife, that was the basis of my training – to recognize and anticipate all that goes on around me.  How had he’d gone unnoticed?  It was as if he’d foreseen my own observations.  
Jericho pressed the barrel of his hand cannon deep into the back of Edin’s scalp.  
“I have relished in the thought of this day, this moment, for far too long,” Edin said.
Edin’s pupils dilated.  A single bead of sweat trickled down his forehead.
“What do you want, Yarikh?” he managed to slip out.
Jericho grabbed Edin’s shoulder and pulled him closer towards the barrel.
“What do I want?” he struggled with forming the idea, the moment that he was experiencing like the rest of us.
Orion had finally gained a grasp on reality.  He reached for the rifle that was still strung along his back, but he wasn’t fast enough.  All I could see was that the figure hiding in the shadows flicked his wrist.  The next second, a dagger sat protruding from Orion’s hand.  He yelped in pain, but this was also subdued when Zai knocked him across the mouth with the butt of his own repeater.  Within moments, Orion was unarmed and Jericho held the room at the grasp of his hand once again.  Maybe I was the only one that noticed or even cared, but Quinn was still at the mercy of the last standing Step that followed Edin’s command.  
“The first thing that I command – you let that hostage go,” Jericho ordered, as if reading my mind.
“You kill her – right now!” Edin countered Jericho’s instructions.
Another flash from the phantom.  The trooper went crossed-eyed as a stiletto struck his temple.  His muscles tensed, then down he went.  His weight hit the floor hard.  That was the moment that Jericho’s ally decided to reveal himself.  He wanted to take credit for his efforts.  The faience gleamed bright white from the sunlight that flickered through the tapestry.  It was no ordinary Liberator as Jericho wanted me to believe.  There wasn’t a doubt in my mind.  I knew it was him.  It was the one who led us into that valley.  It was the one that inadvertently allowed Leon to perish.  It was the Liberator from my perspective.  Innately, I reached for my knife.  That was until Quinn came to my side.
She shook with such ferocity that I couldn’t bear the sight of her.  I wrapped both arms around her and pulled her close.  Even through her thin linens and my thick cloak, I could feel her ice cold skin.  Maybe it had been hours or possibly even days, but I knew she’d been in a panic.  I squeezed tight to provide some form of comfort, but she reciprocated with an even firmer grip.  
“You’re okay.  I’ll protect you,” I whispered.
Still nothing.  No words could grasp what she felt.  Blind rage pumped adrenaline through my veins.  I could hardly control myself.
Jericho’s response to Edin’s demands of his subject were harsh.  He beat the side of the metallic frame of his gun into the side of his head time and time again.  Edin fell prone from the trauma.  He reached his hands out as far as he could in my direction, as if he was begging me to end his misery.
“Do you see what his kind is willing to do?” Jericho’s voice echoed in my direction.
I refused to let my hold on Quinn loosen.  I hid her face from the pandemonium that was happening around us.  I sheltered her innocence from the tide of brutality that accompanied this form of wrath.  At least I tried.
“The rites, Jericho,” the masked Eridan proclaimed.
Jericho heard him plain as day.  He lifted his foot and pressed it down upon Edin’s calf.  
“The fifth Edin of the revered lineage of anunngal, do you hear my voice?” Jericho roared.
Edin twisted and turned until his body faced Jericho’s towering frame.
“You are to be charged for crimes against the Eridan people – treason to be exact.  What is your plea?” he went on.
“Treason?” Edin inquired.
Zai vocalized the humor of the situation with a guffaw.  All present joined him, except Quinn, myself, and the faienced-fellow.  Edin tossed a wooden box at Edin’s chest.  It flipped and turned until it landed sideways in the dirt.  I’d seen the object only once before – when Quinn showed me on the Gilgamesh.  It was the prized possession that had brought us halfway across the expanse of the stars.
“Why don’t you grant us all access?” Jericho asserted, supposedly at Quinn.
She jolted from a surge of electricity that caused my heart to skip a beat.  Her body began to faintly shake from anxiety.
“Quinn – I’m not sure there’s any walking away from this,”  I murmured just loud enough that only she could hear.
“No!” she responded.
“But –,” I tried to reconcile with her.
“You must leave, August!  Run while you still can!” she was screaming again.
I ran my hands up and down her back in an effort to comfort her.  She squeezed tighter and tighter in an expression that was the opposite of her pleas.  What had her so bothered?
“Please, Quinn –,” I tried yet again to mend her troubled demeanor.  
Tears streamed down her cheeks.  The fabric of my shirt acted as a handkerchief as she buried her face further into my chest.
“I’ve told you –,” she started but then immediately paused.
“You told me what?” I urged her forward.
“I’ve told you, August – I cannot open it.  Only he knows how,” she finished her original thought by pointing a single finger towards Edin.
“And how would you know how it opens?” Jericho asked Edin with a smirk.  
Edin was left speechless.  
Jericho pocketed his pistol, as he no longer felt any possible threat from the warlord.  Edin reacted by reaching for his own sidearm, which proved to be a futile effort.  Just as all other efforts by his subordinates to take charge of the circumstances at play, a simple swish of the wind resulted in a blade jutting out Edin’s lumbrical muscles.  This time the force from the object was sufficient enough to pin the victim’s hand to his thigh.  Even so, he didn’t weep or shout in agony.  It was a valiant last ditch maneuver, even if it was doomed to fail from the start.
“Who could have told you how to open such a foreign object, Edin?  Perhaps a certain Kusite?  Maybe even its dispatching party?” he sustained the questioning with rapid succession.  
“I –,” Edin was unable to get more than a word out.
“Are you a member of the Council?  Do you have the right to speak for a foreign advisary during the Attainment?  Did you make an agreement that allowed for outsider influence on its result?” Jericho kept pressing.
	An extended pause followed his last question.  Edin tried to open his mouth, but no sound escaped.  Jericho shifted his attention towards Orion.
	“You!  You are her emissary, yes?” Jericho inquired.
	“If you speak of my Lady, then yes – all Kusites represent her will,” Orion replied.
	Edin shot him a glare of scorn.  It was evident that Jericho had stuck a sword in his side.  After all, armaments are blindly loyal to their Lugal.  At least, that’s what they want us all to believe.  They’re snakes of their own domain behind closed doors.
	“Then tell me – who did your Lady designate as the recipient of this parcel?” Jericho asked.
	The buffoon realized too late that he’d set up his own trap.  He exchanged glances with Edin again and chose to bite his own tongue on that question.
	“I’ll take your lack of a response as a confirmation that it was the man you were just silenced by,” Jericho stated.
	Orion forced himself to look away from his enraged associate in an attempt to not further betray his trust.  There was no turning back though.  Jericho knew it, Edin knew it, and so did the rest of the room.  
	“Now, why don’t you tell us the intended purpose of this package?” Jericho persisted with his interrogation.
	“I was only asked to make the delivery.  I was told the recipient could do with it as they please,” Orion responded.
	Jericho turned to face Quinn and I.  
	“Miss?” he tried his best to ask politely.  
	Quinn’s muscles tensed as if she’d been plunged into icy waters.
	“I can’t, August,” her muffled voice vibrated against my sternum.
	“Listen – I won’t let them hurt you,” I said in an effort to soothe her.
	“That’s what you promised me last time,” she wailed through her sobbing.
	Something had happened in my absence.  It was obvious that I wouldn’t be informed of what at the moment, but I had to find a way to regain her trust.  Otherwise, we could both become the casualties of Jericho’s revolt.  I placed both my hands around her arms to put enough distance between us that I could look into her eyes.  They were puffy, red, and encased in dread.
	“Quinn – I’m sorry.  I failed you,” I spoke softly so only she could hear.
	She shook her head back and forth violently.
	“No – no, I’m sorry.  It wasn’t your fault, I know that.  It’s just that –,” she stumbled on her words as her thoughts couldn’t keep pace.
	“We can walk away from this, Quinn.  We can leave and never look back, but you’ve gotta give them what they’re asking for,” I tried to set her mind straight.
	Jericho coughed in a ploy to regain our focus.
	“Miss, these men – Edin and Orion – are fiends.  They deserve whatever punishment they are deemed worthy of.  The only bearing your account will serve will be as a witness statement.  No injustice will come upon you.  You have my word,” Jericho stated.
	I nodded when her attention returned to me.  
	“It’s okay,” I told her.
	Quinn oriented herself towards the main audience.
“The gift was intended for Lord Edin.  We were to deliver it on the behalf of the Lady Lugal” she said.
“Shut your mouth, bitch!” Orion shouted.
Zai retorted his impulsive behavior by placing the barrel of the repeater to the back of his skull.
“I’d watch your tongue in the presence of a lady,” Zai ordered.
“Thank you, Miss.  I can assure you he won’t speak to you that way again,” Jericho asserted.
Jericho beckoned over the masked Liberator with his chin.  Nothing was said.  All was communicated through physical cues.  Nonetheless, the faience man understood Jericho’s directives.  It appeared Zai did as well, as he grabbed Orion’s hair and jerked his head backwards.  Orion didn’t fall, however, as there was nowhere for him to go.  Zai’s kneecap was angled between his shoulder blades.  Orion squawked from the sharp and intense pain.  When the faience one reached his position, he struck him hard with an open palm across his cheek.
“Shut your mouth, bitch!” the Eridan mocked Orion.
Jericho showed the pair his open hand as a gesture to wait.
“Miss, please continue – what is the purpose of this gift, as you call it?” he reminded Quinn.
She didn’t hear him though.  Quinn was fixated on Orion.  It was as if she was taking it all in – his anguish, his torment, his terror.  
“Quinn –,” I delicately roused her back to reality.
She blinked.
“Edin was to present its contents to the Elder Council,” she mouthed the words.
“What did you say?  I could not catch that,” Jericho replied.
	Again, she became captivated by Orion’s demise.  
	“He was supposed to show it to the Council, Jericho!” I announced her claim.
	“Why?” Jericho urged her testimony further.
	“Supposedly –,” I tried to answer for her, but I was halted by a shush from Jericho’s lips.
	“Let her speak,” he followed up.
	His endeavors fell on deaf ears.  Nothing would take Quinn away from what she was witnessing.  She no longer trembled, nor wept.  All of her concentration was bound to the affliction of Orion.  Jericho noticed this and saw an opportunity to get what he wanted.  He motioned one of the Liberators over to stand watch over Edin and then made his way over.  
	“Quinn?” he said to attract her notice.
	“Can I call you Quinn, Miss Prudenhart?” he inquired.
	“Yes – yes, that’s fine,” she answered, never losing sight of Orion.
	“I need your help, Quinn,” he said.
	“I know,” she responded.
	“Do you remember –,” he paused.
	He stepped between her and Orion.  The action drew her in, breaking her from her trance.
	“Give and take?” he concluded his inquiry.  
	“Give and take?” she reiterated.
	He opened up his stance and guided her view back towards Orion.
	“Sha –,” Jericho called to the veiled persona by name.
	“Do it.”







~ The Tongue ~
It was as if I’d been suspended in time.  It was comparable to the beginnings of equilibrium.  You hope that all will be fine.  The scientist tasked with aiding you tries to give you some kind or encouraging words before the big sleep.  It matters not for the utterance is lost faster than it’s pronounced.  They told us that we’d dream.  I didn’t though.
Three syllables had sent me into a spiral.  How hadn’t I realized it earlier?  The Eridan from the landing site.  He spoke of cicadas.  I thought of him as a quiet and tender-hearted soul, yet he’d been the one who’d led us into the valley of sorrow.  He’d deceived all of us.
Sha was the Liberator.
My shock was ephemeral.  The faience man – Sha – threw his porcelain disguise hard at Orion’s feet.  It shattered into a hundred pieces, but there was one elongated, thin, and razor-sharp fragment that stuck out from the rest.  He snatched that piece and held it reverse-gripped.  In parallel, Zai pivoted his pack around to his front and rifled through its pockets.  From inside, he extracted what appeared to be a set of heavy forceps.  Once Sha caught sight of the device, he delivered a jab into Orion’s abdomen.  The Kusite gasped after having the breath knocked out of him, trying his best to recoup through every suck of air he could inhale.  Sha proceeded by wrapping his fingers around Orion’s throat to make his breathing even more strenuous.  The wheezing sounds imitated that of some frail, dying cicada pressing through its last flutters of life with one drawn-out and high pitched buzz after another.
The stun from the rapidly escalating situation wore off when Zai inserted the tongs into Orion’s maw.  Orion innately bore down with his teeth, but immediately retracted after chipping a tooth or two on the sturdy, metal frame of the torturer’s tool.  Zai continued to fish around in his mouth for several seconds until both his and Orion’s eyes grew wide.  The Eridan had landed his catch.  From the depths of Orion’s mandible, Zai reeled out his tongue.  It stretched and stretched until it looked ready to snap.  That was when Sha stepped in for his turn.  With the broken terracotta he’d wielded, he slowly pressed the jagged edge against the muscle.  He then proceeded to rock his elbow back and forth.  Orion squealed and sniveled, but his guttural noises were suppressed by all of the obstructions in the way.  All the while, Quinn unwaveringly watched on.  She didn’t react, nor did she turn away.  Instead, she savored the moment.  When the deed was nearly done, Sha stopped prematurely and yanked on the last string of tissue.  I saw every frame of the act.  It replayed as a mental image a dozen times in the span of a millisecond.  It – Orion’s tongue – ripped off like a scab to a flesh wound.  Pools of blood filled his oral cavity, spilling out like a waterfall over a cliffside.  Sha held his trophy high for all to witness, and then he hurled the organ in Edin’s direction.  Upon seeing the gory lump strike Edin’s cheek, I turned away.  I wondered if Quinn did the same, but I couldn’t be sure.  The sight – the thought – of such an act was too much to bear.  
The Knives were masters of the craft of cruelty.  I’d observed such deeds countless times in the past.  Hell, I’d even carried out such conduct on the frontlines.  Even so, this particular event was different.  It affected me in a way I’d never experienced.  I didn’t care much for Orion.  He was honestly a backstabbing, son of a bitch.  That didn’t mean he deserved such a fate though.  
“Cauterize it,” I heard Jericho say over the commotion.
I heard the flick of an ignition switch.  The operator struck the switch three times before the harsh, gas-fed flame sparked on.  When I finally gave in to my morbid curiosity, my gaze returned just in time to see Zai cauterizing Orion’s stump of a tongue.  The wet skin inside his mouth sizzled and popped as they saved him from the brink of death, one in which he’d probably happily accept if given the option.  Zai peered inside to make sure the wound was closed and after confirming the fact, Orion was tossed to the floor.  He didn’t budge.  I wondered if he’d actually survive the ordeal.  I doubted it.
“The next anunngal,” I heard Quinn mutter.
She left my side and started to approach Edin.  By the time she was out of my arm’s reach, she was already kneeling down beside the man.  The Eridan was still too paralyzed from the events that had just unraveled to take notice of her movements.  I rushed over to stop her, but I was too little, too late.  Quinn reached out towards the sealed bundle that had been cast aside in the mayhem.  Before the tips of her fingers made contact with the container, Edin took notice.  He snatched her paw with intention, pulling her in close.  From his waistband, he unsheathed a crescent dagger.  Each and every beam of light found its way to its reflection, dazzling all in its vicinity.  Somehow, someway the one named as Sha saw through its luminous properties.  Just as we’d seen already, the snap of his wrist produced a talon of extraordinary veracity.  The space between its trajectory and its target left waves of matter in its wake.  I saw its point-by-point path with an awareness that I never knew I possessed.  The spike first emerged from a hidden compartment beneath his sleeve.  Who knows how many spares he had tucked away.  It only took two fingers and the flex of his forearm to send the barb gliding ten or more paces.  One would think it wouldn’t carry much power, however, it pierced the back of Edin’s radialis and stuck in place after passing about halfway through the muscle.  At first glance, I missed them, but there were three spines made to tear and rip flesh upon striking its target.  An added plus was that it allowed the weapon to imbed itself into its target with what I could only assume as an excruciating removal process.
Quinn was lucky that Sha’s reacted when he did.  In Edin’s other palm, he held his own knife ready to stab at anyone he could reach.  When I reached the scene, I placed myself between Quinn and Edin.  I applied pressure just above where Sha’s projectile had made its mark, forcing Edin to loosen his grip on his cleaver.  From there, it was almost too easy to disarm him.  Nevertheless, through it all, he remained cool and collected.  His reactions were instinctual, not exaggerated.  Like a rabbit cornered by wolves, every move counted.  Edin wanted to live another day.
By the time the tension had passed, Quinn had finally realized all that had unwound.  The spell over her had been broken, yet she remembered the intent of her actions.  She held out the package towards Jericho as a gesture of goodwill.  He’d kept his side of the bargain – irreversibly scarring Orion for his disrespect.  Now, Quinn was presenting him with his prize.
“Only Edin can unlock this receptacle.  My Lady did not inform me how he can do so, but he should have obtained instructions from Sir Lagamire,” she stated.
“Did you hear that?  You do what you’re told or end up like Sir Lagamire over there!” Jericho proclaimed.
Edin got the idea without much convincing.  It was obvious he was doing all he could to conserve the possibility that he might walk away.  The poor lad had no idea.  He reached out in an effort to gain possession of the holder.  Quinn was hesitant to offer it back to him but after Jericho’s insistence, she handed it over.  Each and every observer watched closely to try to understand the intricacies of such a complex mechanism.  What most would postulate to be complex and complicated, Edin deciphered with little to no effort.  He lightly touched specific surfaces and angles until the apparatus glowed with an azure aura.  A dinky compartment threw itself open and he inserted a single pointer inside.  He pressed down and slid out a slip of paper.
“I believe that’s mine,” Jericho announced.
Zai left the site of Orion’s torment to retrieve the message for him.  He snatched the memo and passed it along to Sha.  I was surprised it wasn’t hand delivered to Jericho, but I suppose that would be for another time, far away from the situation at hand.
“Bring him to his feet,” Jericho barked at me.
I complied and aided the fallen lord back to an upright position.  I made sure to pat him down so we wouldn’t have another incident.  He had been totally disarmed and no longer a harm to anyone.
“Edin – the testimony of these Kusites is quite damning.  Have you any retorts?” he asked the battered Eridan.
“You claim I have betrayed my people, however, your sentence was passed down long ago, Jericho.  You hold no authority to accuse me of such crimes when you are no longer an Eridan yourself,” Edin laughed.
Jericho allowed for the warlord to have his fun.  He waited patiently for him to finish.
“You misunderstand, Edin,” Jericho calmly said.
“Misunderstand what?  The Overseers banished your kind years ago!  If the Steps fall, you’ll become a Wadi like the rest of the savages,” Edin tried to belittle him.
Jericho responded with a smile.  
“Do you know how idiotic you look right now, boy?” Edin snapped.
“Come with me, Lord Edin,” Jericho urged him towards the entryway.
I was curious as to where this was going, so I followed his prompting and compelled Edin towards the door.  All of Jericho’s associates followed us, excluding Sha who decided to stay behind with Quinn.  Maybe to discuss the missive.  I didn’t ask, because I was overzealous to see how this grand plan would turn out.  Jericho stopped us in the antechamber and chose to go out ahead of us.  We were issued to wait for his cue by Zai and the others who stood between us and the outside world.  
“Hear me, brothers!  Come and see!  This dark age must come to an end,” I heard Jericho bellow out.
Edin tried to step back, but the posse of Liberators seized him before he could retreat back into the tent.  All together, they positioned themselves behind him and coerced him through the flap.  I didn’t know what I’d expected to occur, but the sounds that followed took me back.  Cheers, whistles, slights, and taunts were hurled from hundreds of vocal cords.  I stepped outside to discover a sea of wrathful Eridans.
“We will lay claim to what is ours!”  Jericho shouted to the masses.
“We will lay claim to what is ours!” they chanted in return.
We will lay claim to what is ours!
We will lay claim to what is ours!
They went on and on, repeating the phrase for what felt like ages.  I wondered where I’d heard the phrase.  It rang between my ears even after their chanting had ceased and the mockery carried on.  I was only released from my intrigue of the saying when Edin fell to his knees willingly.  I stepped forward to see why and astonishingly, I saw an emotion other than rage upon his visage.  Edin had finally broken.  He finally realized that he had no one.  I carefully traced his line of sight into a pocket of the dissenters which included his advisors, each celebrating alongside the others with cigars and booze in hand.  
Jericho raised his hands in an effort to calm the crowd.  After several minutes of quieting the uproar, he again had his time to speak.  The way he controlled the throng came so naturally.  Every gesture – every word – entranced the populace.  This had been in the making for some time, possibly even years.
But how?
“It’s been far too long –,” he started.
“It’s been far too long that innocent Eridan have died for this despicable man.  Our fathers, our brothers, our sons – they are mortal men.  Our mothers, our sisters, our daughters – they deserve mortal men.  It’s the immortals that pull the strings of our lives.  Even this mortal, Lord Edin, fails to see that he is nothing but a puppet.  Today –,” he paused as an indication to the Liberators.
Two came forward and positioned themselves on both sides of Edin.  Each grappled one of his arms and pulled him to his feet.  He initially struggled but gave up after a third joined them.  The three escorted him to the edge of the gathering where he was spat on by any who could get close enough.  Never was he allowed to come into reach of the multitude of bloodthirsty rioters though.  Again, Jericho raised both palms high to regain their attention.
Silence.
The loudest thing I could hear was the panting of Edin through his evident panic.  Through the disarray, Jericho did his best to draw my eye.  When we finally met, he said deadpan – “Today – we sever the ties!”





~ The Beginning of the End ~
It was as if I’d been suspended in time.  It was comparable to the beginnings of equilibrium.  You hope that all will be fine.  The scientists tasked with aiding you try to give you some kind or encouraging words before the big sleep.  It matters not, for the utterance is lost faster than it’s pronounced.  They told us that we’d dream.  I didn’t though.  The events that followed felt like one of those dreams I was supposed to have.
Edin was cast out into the mob.  Everyone obstructing his path dodged the man as he fought to maintain his balance.  After three or four steps, he rolled over himself into the dirt.  Several closeby yanked him upwards until he had recovered, but it was only a means to an end for the fellow.  From every angle, the nearby onlookers struck at him – initially, with their bare fists.  Those who were armed came next.  No one said a thing through it all, even Edin.  There was nothing but the resonance of flesh beating on flesh – bone on bone – metal cutting into tissue.  It was in simple terms – absolute carnage.  It went on and on.  Seconds turned into hours.  Minutes turned into days.  Until there was nothing left.  Edin ceased to exist.  Whatever he once was, it was gone.  The material plain forgot him.  The ties had been severed amid viscera.  
There wasn’t much I could’ve done.  At least, that’s what I tell myself.  Those present had been satisfied – including Jericho.  He would have much to explain later, but the sight of such happening had drained me of all I had left.  I couldn’t believe that it could possibly be real.  I’d assisted in the genesis of a revolution.  These Liberators weren’t just smugglers.  Jericho, Sha, the blank expression of the funerary mask they adorned were more than I could have ever imagined.  
It was the commencement of a struggle that would pit humanity against itself.  

Probably the greatest threat that humanity has ever faced is coincidentally – itself.  Although all mortals essentially face the same hurdles and hardships in their lives, they unfortunately have not been able to find even ground to stand upon.  As if their parents, siblings, and children are of some other breed.  It’s been the thorn in their side since their foundation.  Greed, violence, and the ever looming fear of uncertainty have anchored humanity to an ominous destiny.  Even so, there is an answer.  There is a means of escape.  The only issue is that mortals are not yet ready.  They may not ever be ready.  However, have they ever truly been ready for what has been in store for them?  This is a question I’d pondered for quite some time.  Too long, in fact.  So when humanity had no time left, I acted.

~ the Zagesi
Part III 
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The Dove
~ A Tale as Tall as Time Itself ~
“No!  Absolutely not!” I refused Jericho’s offer.
“None of this would have been possible without you, August,” he said as he clamped down on my forearm.
“Let go of me!” I shouted as I retracted my hand from his grasp.  
I broke free from his grip and moved towards Edin’s main hall to retrieve Quinn.  However, I was stopped short by Sha.  He’d emerged into the foyer just in time to impede my path.  He didn’t seem willing to budge either.  It was the first time I’d gotten a good look at him since we’d initially met at the improvised landing pad we’d created with the Gilgamesh.  Not much had changed of him physically.  Well, I mean maybe his stubble was a bit fuller or his hands a bit more soiled, yet my viewpoint of the Eridan had totally changed.  No longer was he the smuggler who introduced me to those tiny, noisy insects.  What were they called?  Oh yeah – cicadas.  Nevermind that though.  I’d literally watched the man chop another’s tongue off and singe the end to keep him alive and suffering.  I’m sure he’d say something like, “I was just following orders,” or “It could’ve just as easily been me.”  Despite that, I knew the truth – he’d enjoyed every moment of it.  Yet – the thing that scared me the most was that I think Quinn had too.
“Are you going to let me pass?” I asked him.
Sha exchanged a quick glance with Jericho before moving aside.
When I reentered the primary chamber of Edin’s tent, I found Quinn facing away from me and standing over an unconscious Orion.  As I approached her position, I called out to her but  received no response.
“Quinn?”
I placed my palm on her shoulder to alert her of my presence, but the action failed to induce any reaction out of her.  She continued to stare blankly down on to the Kusite man who’d probably never speak clearly ever again.  That is, if he survives the ordeal.
“Quinn?” I repeated her name.
Finally, she jolted up out of whatever hex she’d fallen victim to.  
“August –,” she started.
“Let’s get out of here,” I finished her thought.
“Where will we go?” she asked.
“I don’t know, back to the Gilgamesh I suppose,” I replied.
Even if I brought it up, I wasn’t quite sure that solution was on the table anymore.  We’d need a local to make it back across that wretched valley, or maybe we could hail a short-range transport.  The issue was that we’d have to carry dead weight.  A shit ton of it too.  I don’t think things would pass over well with Lugal Girsu if we came back without Orion.  That is – if we went back at all.  Had Quinn given the idea any thought?  We could leave and never look back.  We’d have to commandeer the Gilgamesh all alone, but it had to be better than facing an Eridan revolution or the scorn of that witch of a Lugal.
“Quinn, have you –,” I got going but she wasn’t hearing me out.
“August, they’ll never let you leave,” she interrupted.
“I’d like to see them try,” I replied.
She shook her head left and right in disagreement.
“They’d let me walk away but not you.  You’re the end of the spark, don’t you see?” she stated.
I’d realized it far before the events that had entailed outside.  I knew she was right.  Jericho, Sha, and the Liberators could have acted anytime they’d wanted, but I had delivered to them something worth hoping for.  I was an outsider willing to bend to their will.  The Lugal, the Kusites, and Orion were seen as the enemy.  Hell, I’m sure they were even suspicious of Quinn. But I’d done what I could to give them hope.  Edin, the Elder Council, and the Attestment had brought these people to their knees.  How easily the multitude of them had walked away from tradition, just for the sliver of a hope that anything they would do would actually matter.  If the Elder Council and these opposing factions actually held any ground, Jericho and his followers would last more than a couple of weeks.  A month would be a farfetched miracle.  They needed guidance and someone who wasn’t out to get revenge.  Jericho was a man I’d seen in many others – spiteful and bitter of a future that was stolen from him.  The truth was it was never promised.  He just didn’t realize it yet.
“We’ve gotta stay, August.  At least until we can get back to the Gilgamesh and leave this rock with all that we’d brought along,” she eyed Orion as she finished her sentence.
“Fuck – fuck!” I stammered at the realization that there was no other way around it.
I made my way back towards the antechamber but just before I made my exit, I tilted my neck enough for her to hear me say, “You gotta promise me – you won’t let me say.”
Quinn caught up with me and whispered, “What do you mean?”
I could feel a lump pressing against my throat, preventing me from letting out my true thoughts on the matter.
Eventually, I managed to say, “Promise me that you’ll take me with you.”
She made eye contact with me for a short moment.
“I promise,” she said.
~ The Sail ~
When I tried to return to Jericho and the others in the vestibule, I realized it had been left empty of their presence.  The only company I received was that of the roar of the crowd outside.   Again, Jericho was out in the open air rousing them up with some fiery speech.  Call and response was his style of composing, and the Steps were his symphony.  I saw him prepare his next lines through a waver in the curtain.  The clouds had parted in a way that the sun shone perfectly across his forehead, as if he wore a crown of gold.
“Many will stand against us, but it is imperative that we remain firm.  Only together will we sever the ties of our oppressors,” he proclaimed.
“Sever the ties!” they echoed.
“We will give them an Attainment to remember.  We will –,” but Jericho’s oration was disrupted when Sha shifted his frame between us.  
He wasn’t facing Jericho’s grand presentation either.  Instead, Sha was peering straight through the opaque entrance at what appeared to be me.  I blinked and he was two paces closer.  I blinked a second time and he was making his way through the access point.  Like a ghost – he moved with the wind.  How he did so, I could only speculate.  It felt like mere seconds that he’d floated from Jericho’s side before me.  Were my eyes playing tricks on me?
“August –,” he said as if there was more coming afterwards.
A prolonged silence followed.
“Sha,” I answered.
“What is your title?” he asked.
“My title?” I inquired.
“Offworlders call it their surname, I believe,” he replied.
“Gladiolus,” I stated.
“Gla-dee-ow-luhs,” he pronounced each syllable meticulously.
How innocent Sha sounded, almost as if he were a child articulating his first words.
“What does gla-dee-ow-luhs mean?” he asked.
“I’m honestly not sure.  My father said it had something to do with some flower from the Old World, but I’ve never heard the word used elsewhere,” I answered his question sincerely.
“Interesting,” he said his thought aloud.
The tense situation was alleviated with his small talk, so I decided to continue the conversation further in hopes that it would end sooner than later.
“What’s your title?” I posed the question.
A puzzled look appeared on his face.
“My title?  I have none,” he claimed.
“What about Sha?” I couldn’t help but query.
He paused yet again to give the question some thought.
“That’s just what I call myself,” he stated.
I found the idea to be odd.
“Why?” I inquired further.
“I don’t know,” Sha said, as if he was just now understanding the peculiarity of the matter.
Just then, Jericho’s speech came to its conclusion.  Sha lifted the blinds of the portal to reveal Jericho’s slow descent into the congregation he had amassed.  Like mist at sunrise, Sha faded away and then resurfaced by Jericho’s side.  The two of them entered the gathering of Steps who in turn, parted to make way for their messiah and his guardian.  Quinn arrived by my side shortly after.
“We must follow them.  It’s our best chance,” she reminded me.
“So be it,” I reluctantly complied.
. . . 
It would be several hours before the Steps’ camp returned to normalcy.  Quinn and I had followed the band of Liberators as far as we were allowed.  Zai had us wait outside the small tent in which they had kept me during my recovery.  He had little to say.  Heated debates erupted several times from inside the tent, however, not once was he asked to attend.  Now, I couldn’t make heads or tails of what was being discussed, but I assumed Zai was merely one of Jericho’s pawns.  Especially after his exclusion from whatever decision-making was occurring behind closed-doors.  Nevertheless, Quinn and I waited patiently for their audience.  The heat was unbearable and the layers of filth on both us were insufferable, but we endured.
It was nearly dusk when the posse finally emerged from their dwelling.  It had been one of those endless days and each Liberator wore in on them differently than the next.  Even so, when Jericho saw us, he immediately perked up.  
“Friends, I’m happy to see you,” he announced.
“Jericho, can we speak privately?” I asked.
“Of course, come inside,” he said after turning right back around towards which he’d just come.
Quinn and I followed suit and accompanied him into his hovel.  It was incredible to think that I’d just been here earlier in the day.  Now, empty bottles and swollen ashtrays lay all about.  Their deliberations must have occurred alongside some sincere celebrations.
“Don’t mind the mess,” he said, then, “Sit, sit.  Please!”
Jericho was either a bit buzzed or trying to butter us up.  All three of us sat at a jury-rigged table that had been fashioned out of three scrap boards of cedar.  He produced three crudely-shaped clay mugs and a darkened bottle.  From its mouth, he poured each of us a swig of brown liquor.  He then raised his tankard high and beckoned us to join him.  We adhered to his Eridan tradition before gulping down the enigmatic spirit.
“Your companion – all brawn, no brain – he was seen to.  He will make a full recovery.  Should be moving around regularly again in a few days.  Won’t have much to say though,” he laughed.
We didn’t share his sense of humor.  
“So – have you changed your mind yet, August?” he asked, straight to the point of the matter.
Quinn showed Jericho her empty cup and he filled it.  He tried the same with mine, but I placed my hand over its lip to keep him from doing so.
“I cannot join your insurrection, Jericho, yet –,” but he stopped me.
“You will join us, August.  If you wish to cross the divide and return to your beloved Purla – you must.  There is no other way,” he said.
“You won’t allow us to leave?” I inquired.
“I’m not threatening you, August.  This is the path before you – before us,” he answered.
“You won’t provide us with transport?” I pressed further.
“It won’t do you any good,” he retorted.
“And why is that?” Quinn interjected.
“The Council won’t allow it,” he responded defiantly.
“Yet the Council allowed you to murder one of its subjects,” I stated the obvious.
Jericho pressed his bottom lip underneath his top and shook his head.  He then poured himself a finger more and stared into the chestnut-colored liquid.
“Remember – you are on Eridu.  I know nothing of what can and cannot be done here.  Edin was destined to fall and there was nothing the Sages could have done to avoid his fate.  There are, however, plenty they can do to aircraft.  There is a reason you are the first of your kind to set foot on Eridu, August,” he said.
“So what – they possess anti-aircraft weaponry?  You’re telling me we could land a spacecraft on the surface of this world but couldn’t fly a low altitude transport past their defences?” I queried.
“I am,” he said.
I was left baffled at his claim.  
“There’s more at play here than you are ready to hear,” he asserted.
“I think I can handle it, especially if you expect me to passively obey you in this doomed conquest you’ve planned,” I shot back.
“The eastern wind brought you here, August.  I am the but the sail that caught you along the way,” he spoke cryptically. 
Quinn turned to give me a perplexed look, which I returned.  I was trying to decipher the meaning behind his words when he started again.
“You see, August – you are the compass that will guide us.  Tomorrow – the Steps will enter the Valley to face the abomination.  You will accompany us, because you have no other choice.  You will lead us to it, and we will slay it – once and for all.  This will show all what we are and who I am,” he stood as he finished his proclamation.
“I will see you two at dawn.”
And with that, he exited the domain with his bottle in hand.





















~ Masks ~
Neither Quinn or myself had much to say after Jericho’s hasty departure.  It had been days since we’d been alone together, but the happenings of the day had exhausted us both of the words to say.  Not to mention, there was enough to consider with those last few lines Jericho had left us with.  This talk of winds, sails, and of me being some sort of compass were beyond my understanding.  Possibly, it was a cultural innuendo, or maybe Jericho was just drunk.  There’s no way we’d be joining them in hunting down that monstrosity.  I’d already lost Leon to that thing, and I wouldn’t be taking any chances with Quinn.  I’d just now gotten her back from certain death.  
Quinn lay on the shabby cot in the corner with her sights set on the central post which upheld our surroundings.  I imagined that she was too wondering what this all meant, but I soon learned that I was hopelessly incorrect.
“Are you at all surprised he survived?” she asked me.
“Who – Orion?” I returned her question with my own.
“Yes,” she answered.
How could that be the center of her attention at a time like this?  We’d been given an ultimatum of sorts.  We’re about to get dragged straight back into the fire after just nearly escaping it.  I remembered the way she watched the act with elation.  What was Quinn becoming?
“You know – he deserved it,” she scoffed.
The only response I cared to give her was a look of disgust.
“What?” she asked coldly.
“Do you hear yourself?” I quipped.
She withdrew in embarrassment.
“We can’t stoop to their level, Quinn.  We can’t fall prey to their nature,” I kept on.
“How are you so different?” she replied disdainfully.
“I wouldn’t –,” I began but was cut off by her continued rant.
“You’re no different, August!  Violence is just as much a part of you as it is of each and every man in this forlorn place,” she choked out through the emotion building up in her tear ducts.
I curled my toes as she finished.  She wasn’t wrong.  I’d slain that fiend that Leon had become right in front of her.  I stood by and allowed the torment of Orion without even a single word of disapproval.  I’d done much, much worse back on Purla.  I was a Knife after all.
“I told you of my shame in confidence and yet, you throw it back at me.  As if I don’t suffer enough already,” I whispered as if I’d expected someone else to be listening in.
Quinn’s expression was left unchanged.
“You told me those things in order to get intel out of me.  Don’t lie to yourself,” she dug at my open wounds.
To imagine that all along, she’d thought so little of me.  Circumstances had changed.  I failed to protect her from captivity, but I’d done all I could to save her.  I kept telling myself that over and over in my head.  I’d done all I could!  Nothing had really changed in my own little world though.  I was alone, just as I’d been when I’d arrived on Giskusu months ago.  
There was nothing left to say between us.  Quinn laid there for hours as I sat at the sorry excuse for a table tracing my fingers down the splinters of the wood.  I eyed the half-filled bottles left behind by the Eridans once or twice, but I knew better than to indulge at a time like this.  My lows were dangerous.  I was vulnerable to my vices, but I held myself accountable.  Eventually, Quinn let out a long sigh.
“Look – I am sorry, August.  We are in this together,” she said with remorse.
Some semblance of relief fell over me.
“You know we have to go with them tomorrow, right?” she asked rhetorically.  
The dread that accompanied that thought swiftly returned to the forefront of my brain.
She turned to lay on her side and patted next to her in the space she’d made.
“Come.  You’d better get some rest as well,” she said coyly.
“But –,” I began but decided to hold my tongue.
I settled in next to her but faced my own way out of deference to her offer.  
“August –,” she paused.
“Yes?” I responded.
“Please forgive me,” she said.
I twisted my neck so I could hear her better.
Quinn sniffled softly before emphasizing, “Please?”
I knew I had to let it go.  She was just as exposed as I was.  So much has happened these past few days.  We were both shaken up over it.  That was clear enough.
“You’ve nothing to apologize for,” I replied.
Stillness ensued.
After a while, she broke the silence with, “Please hold me.”
I rolled over and pressed my body against hers.  Quinn took my hand and held it firmly against her chest.  I pulled myself closer to her until we shared each other's warmth harmoniously.  Even through the sweat and grime we’d both accumulated, her golden locks smelled of fresh linens.  Her hand was smooth and delicate against my brittle and rough skin.  Her breaths were quiet, yet prolonged as they slowly reached a circular rhythm.  It was only a matter of minutes before she fell into a peaceful slumber.  How lucky she was to be able to put it all behind her like that.  To break free from the gravity of our plane and find another realm where the trials and tribulations of our lives cease to exist.  She twitched here and there from time to time, but I assumed her dreams were still quite serene.  At least, that’s what I hoped for her.  More than likely, she wouldn’t recall them once she was awake anyways.
I found it increasingly more difficult to relax as time went on.  Physically, I was comfortable, however, I couldn’t close my eyes without seeing the tribulations of the day I was leaving behind.  I’d flicker my lashes and see Orion’s detached tongue lying in the dirt.  I’d blink and witness Edin’s corpse being beaten and trampled over and over and over until he was longer distinguishable.  I’d hold my eyes open wide to avoid those visions of terror as long as I possibly could.  Yet, there was still one nightmare I couldn’t evade – Leon.  It had been years since I’d taken the life of another.  Even so, Quinn was right.  Violence was a part of my DNA.  No matter how hard I’d tried, I still lost control.  It has happened before and it’s bound to happen again.  Ire stirs in my soul with each moment that passes.  I find myself closer than ever to the person I care for but still, wrath boils in my heart.  I mustn’t allow it to show its ugly self again in her presence.  I gotta maintain control at all costs.
These thoughts bounced around in my head for what felt like eternity.  The mental punishment I afflicted upon myself wouldn’t end until Cleeia decided to show its bright side in the west.  Almost immediately, the Steps started shuffling about all around us.  It wasn’t much later when we were called upon from outside.
“Sir Gladiolus – you and your company have been requested by the Lord,” the voice proclaimed.
Quinn stirred but would not awake for a few minutes more.  I eventually got her up by offering her some water that was conveniently left at our entrance by the caller.  She sat up to rehydrate and that’s when I told her we’d be off soon.  She didn’t groan or complain.  She put herself together and we were off in less than a quarter of an hour.  By the time we reached the central marquee which once housed Edin, most of the camp had already vacated and were humping it eastward towards the Valley.  They took with them everything they could carry, leaving behind the decrepit remains of awnings and torn canvases.  Inside of the command hub, it was apparent that a liquidation of Edin’s assets was about to take place.  Sha stood over the remains of the furniture that had once decorated the hall, including the remnants of the immense table that Edin’s cabinet had procured from who knows where.  
“Soon this place will burn,” he stated.
The three of us took in the sight.  It felt like eons ago that this place had been the grounds of such a figurehead.  But just as his reign had been cut short by the tides of fate, soon all that remained of him would fall victim to the flame.
“Why are you here and not the front?” he followed up.
“I assumed we were meant to come here,” I replied.
He revealed a gas-fed igniter from his shawl and sparked it against an alcohol soaked rag atop a timber rod.
“Let me finish up here and I’ll take you to him,” he said as he reached for a barrel of pitch.
Sha doused the relics of Edin’s past and set them ablaze.  We promptly exited the premises and started our own way east in the tracks of those ahead of us.  An hour or so passed before we ran into the stragglers who were too slow to keep up with the rest.  Sha stopped for each and every one of them.  He offered them his food, his water, and his hands.  Any relief he could provide, he gave freely.  It shocked me that a man who could partake in such acts of wickedness could be capable of such compassion.  Quinn and I couldn’t help ourselves but to join him in his kindness.  There was no shortage of supplies available to us, but it was obvious that Edin hadn’t deviated resources evenly.  Several of the Steps tried to offer their valuables in return for our goodwill, but not once did Sha accept.  We followed suit.  These men, some of them boys, were nothing more than ordinary colonists.  Some weren’t informed of how to pace themselves.  Some were lost and only needed some direction.  It would be a momentous task for those two to shape these soldiers into true fighting form.  Not to only receive orders but to make decisions that would benefit their cause.  They would need to learn to act, not react.
“You see what we have to work with here?” Sha asked me in private.
“There’s quite a bit of room for growth,” I commented.
“Handing them a gun and their families a stipend wasn’t enough.  Edin’s strategy was to send them to the slaughter.  Numbers over tactics on all fronts,” he explained.
I watched Quinn mend to a fella’s wounds as Sha spoke.  Such a tender spirit she was.  It was hard to believe that such a shadow loomed over her.  I’d seen her true disposition – a complicated one at best.
“You’ve seen this before, no doubt?” Sha interrupted my idle mindedness.
“Yes, sometimes I feel she cares for others more than herself,” I responded.
“No – this,” he said as he peered around at the Steps around us.
“You were infantry at some point, no?” he asked.
“I was,” I stated.
“See – I knew it.  You try to hide it, but it’s no use.  I see all the masks you wear,” he chuckled.
I saw his choice of words to be pretty ironic, especially since he donned his own mask for so long in my presence.  I was coming to understand that he had plenty of strange things he said on a regular basis though.  Both he and Jericho spoke with double meaning behind their words.  Like they had their own language which only they could fully grasp.  It was nettlesome.
We carried on until the dozens turned to hundreds.  Soon enough, those hundreds turned back into thousands.  The horde of disorderly Steps were all around us, yet when they spotted Sha, they made way for us.  Towards the front of the herd, the disheveled masses of Steps steadily evolved into a different breed.  This stock sported the faience disguise I’d come accustomed to with Sha – the mark of the Liberator.  I was astonished at their numbers.  Before long, they were all around us.  I saw nothing but the grim visage of thousands.  We came across more and more.  It was apparent that they outnumbered the Steps at least two to one.  But how?  From all I’d been led to believe, the Steps were one of the sizable factions.  The Liberators were no faction, however.  What or who exactly were they?
“Now do you see us?” Sha whispered as he slipped on his own veil.
“Who exactly are all of these people?” I inquired.
“The forgotten – the downtrodden – the lost,” he said.
The Eridan had a name for these people other than Liberators.  I’d heard Edin use it.  
“Are these the Wadi?” I pressed Sha for a more lucid answer.
He revealed an additional clay facade from his satchel and presented it to me.
“We all wear masks from time to time, August,” he answered.






















~ The Wind ~
“I’ve got nothing to hide,” I remarked.
I refused to take the faience from Sha’s hands.  He shifted towards Quinn and made the same offer.
“No thank you,” she mirrored my response.
He kept the mask at arm’s length a few moments more as if he was expecting us to change our minds.  When it became evident that neither of us would be accepting his proposal, he stashed it back away in his pack.
“Think about it,” he stated.
“There’s no rush,” he added as we made our final push towards the front.
When we finally arrived at our destination, we were welcomed by Jericho, Zai, and several others.  Most of them I’d seen emerge from our tent just the night before, however, I could only identify them by their garb.  After all, their faces were covered like the rest.  
“I’m happy to have you here, August,” Jericho started.
Sha left our side and found his place back next to him.
“ – and you as well, Miss Prudenhart,” he continued.
I gave him a nod.  I didn’t feel as up to warm greetings as he may have wished.  Not after our encounter from the previous night.  Initially, I’d seen Jericho as someone I could trust, but the tides had shifted as of late.  I needed to be light on my feet around him.  At least until we put some distance between us and his procession.
“We’re here.  Now, let’s get this over with,” I said placidly.
Jericho only looked me up and down.  I think he could tell that I wasn’t as happy to be there as he was to have me.  The fact of the matter was that this was but a means to an end.  I hoped to get it over with swiftly.  Probably ten or twenty thousand had followed him here.  It couldn’t take more than a few dozen to hunt down that creature.  That is, if it is even still out there.  
Jericho raised a single palm above his head and those with face coverings instantly went quiet.  The ruffians shuffled in amongst them raucously, but not a single Liberator corrected them.  All they did was wait tolerantly for the Steps to get the idea.  After a few minutes, Jericho lowered his hand and prepared for another one of his pompous orations.  The undivided attention of the masses were on him.  He handled it as if he’d done so all his life – drawing them in with anticipation through moments of contemplation.  Jericho opened his mouth as if to say something but then, he restrained himself.  Hush murmurs could be heard but not for long.  Once more, he went to speak –
“Friends – comrades, you have followed us into the darkness depths of the abyss.  Not one man has done what we’ve done here in the past day.  Our late anunngal tried and failed to do the same.  Today, we bring about change to his shortcomings.  Today, Otto shall die – truly perish.  I will strike him down myself.”
Fretful whispers spread like a wave amid the Steps close enough to hear his declaration.
“Now – now,” he tried to alleviate the tension.
“You heard right!  The shade that haunts the Hubur is in fact our late and dearest Anunngal.  The Sages wish to hide this from you – from us.  Turn to those nearest to you,” he suspended his words to give them time.
“Not one of those nearest you was there.  Not one of us saw his execution.  We were told of it, but even our fathers weren’t present.  That’s because Otto is amongst us.  He is trapped between the rivers.  The Valley is his prison and that is why it is forbidden.  My friend – you ally – the Liberators have seen him.  Some have even heard him.  Few have lived to tell the tale.  But we know the truth.  We know what the Overseers wish for us to be ignorant of – that the shadow lives within each of us.  That the Anunngal are just as much a mortal as the rest of us.  I shall show you –,” again, he paused for a moment.
“Well – those lucky enough to witness such a thing,” he finished.
With that, something almost indescribable occurred.  Unexpectedly, those adorning the faience made known a knife that they had in their possession, including Sha.  Each held the razor edge to their hands in unison.
“To those whose wind brings with them rain –” Jericho announced.
“Let that rain wash away the blood,” echoed out in response.
Those a part of the ritual pressed their blades into their palms and blood trickled down their arms.  Some saw their blood dripped into the damp soil below their feet, others saw it soak into their sleeves.  Quinn and I both searched around for answers to this uncanny ceremony and the riddle that accompanied it.  We weren’t alone.  The Steps were all hunting for an explanation too.
“We must march them towards the river,” I managed to catch Sha muttering in Jericho’s ear.
Jericho caught me eavesdropping and gave me a smirk.  He then turned his back to me and began to make his way down the slope at our front.  His posse of acolytes kept pace.  I expected his flock to do the same, but the Steps hesitated.  There wasn’t much time given to them to make up their minds either, as the masked Liberators in their midst started forcing them forward.  It began with a shove here and there but soon enough, a surge broke out.  I saw it unfolding early enough to make a move, and I dragged Quinn along ahead of the wave of masses.  We were quick enough to avoid the bottleneck that then formed between twin rows of Kapok that lay in Jericho’s path down towards the riverbank.  I spotted a low swinging branch just in time.
“Here – I’ll hoist up,” I urged Quinn to step into my hands.
She heeded my instructions and I lifted her up high enough to reach the broad limb.  Quinn wrapped herself around it and was upright in no time.
“Take my hand,” she cried down.
“No need,” I said as I backed up and braced myself.
I pushed forward two paces, placed the side of my right heel to the trunk of the tree, and lifted my weight skyward.  My grip on the branch was awkward, so I reached for my dagger.  When I found it, I dug it deep into the wood in order to catch myself.  A mere moment later, I joined Quinn topside.
“Look!” Quinn shouted above the commotion below..
After catching my breath, I surveyed the area in which she was pointing out.  The front rank of the crowd had reached the waterway but were held back from going any further by a line of Liberators.  In tandem, the remaining shrouded figures took up a formation on the northern and southern borders of the throng.  I casted a backward glance and observed the porcelain white personas at the rear as well.  It looked as if the Steps were being corralled like cattle towards the tributary.
“What is happening, August?” Quinn asked with elevated concern.
I questioned their motives as well, but I feared the worst.  There was something about that look that Jericho gave me.  I’d already seen the malevolence his sway could bring about once before.  My interest was with what role Sha played in all of this by his side though.  Jericho seemed to listen to his advice or guidance or whatever it was that Sha was providing.  Once it appeared that the Steps were totally encircled by the Liberators, I saw Jericho raise a hand high in the air.  Not all of the Steps acknowledged his command, however.  Many were hollering obscenities, others were attempting to force their way out of the flanks.  The shimmer of sunlight on gunmetal caught my eye just before the first shot rang out.  The recipient of the blast fell to their knees and reached for their stomach.  A moment later they were facedown in the mud, dead on the spot.  
“Who dares?” Jericho’s voice thundered across the now muted assembly.
A single heartbeat passed before the culprit joined his victim in the mire.  Two Steps, not Liberators, were on top of him, wrestling an unloaded pistol out of his hand.
“Who dares?” Jericho repeated.
The now dirty and bruised perpetrator was compelled back to his feet by his constituents.
“Bring him here!” Jericho ordered.
A Liberator made their way through the mob and detained the man’s arm.  Slowly but surely, he led the Step forward to Jericho’s position.  There were no objections by his peers.  An agreed upon duel was acceptable to the Eridan, but contested violence was obviously against tradition.  After a minute or so, they reached the spot where Jericho had summoned them.  It was here that the man was thrown down at the river’s edge.  
“Rise!” Jericho instructed him.
The unnamed Step did as he was told.  Jericho then faced his congregation to speak again.
“You see this man?” he asked.
Not even as much as a cough was emitted from the onlookers.
“I’ve seen many like him among you,” he continued while swiveling his head back and forth across the multitudes.
“You!” he roared as he pointed to a poor soul in the assembly.
“I saw you in his quarters.  Smoking his cigars and drinking his liquor,” he proclaimed.
“And you!” he exclaimed as he signaled to another.
“I witnessed you refuse to give the final blow to him when you had the chance,” he declared.
“Coward!”
“Spineless!”
“Craven!”
The insults gradually emerged from some of the bystanders.
“You know of those who I speak of?” Jericho called out.
“Damn right!”  I heard one of them bellow.
“Look around you,” he paused to give them the chance to do so.
“Who among you here – right here, right now – truly believes in what we are about to do?” Jericho questioned them.
“Who takes me at my word?  Who among you here believes that we – together – will topple the system of injustice that has plagued our people for generations?” he sought out an honest answer.
“I do,” resonated from behind thousands of masks all at once.
It shook the air around us almost enough to throw me off balance.  I glanced at Quinn who’d become white all over.  She knew just as well as I did that something was bound to happen soon.
“Who among you is riding the tide?  Who among you brings with you the wind?” Jericho called out.
“I do,” rang out synchronously, but this time some unmuffled voices joined in.
“Who among you is willing to do whatever it takes to rid Eridu of these parasites that afflict it?” he screamed.
“I do,” more and more took part.
“Do you pledge to give your life for the cause – right here, right now?” Jericho howled into the sky.
“I do,” lesser inflections participated in the chorus.
“Stop!” Jericho kept the same tone.
“Cast your eyes to those next to you, behind you, and in front.  Who among you brings with them the wind?” he pressed on.
Worried glimpses spread like an infection across the herd of petrified Steps.
“Who among you brings with them the rains?” Jericho asked.
“Let that rain wash away the blood,” I muttered alongside the ensemble.
Jericho reverted his attention back to the hopeless Step between him and the gulch at the riverside.  He exposed a stiletto at his belt, to which the Step reacted by begging for mercy.  He was shown none.  Jericho proceeded to gut the man over and over prior to hurling his grisly remnants into the waters below.




~ The Rain ~
Quinn and I watched in horror as the Steps finally grasped the gravity of the situation that was about to unfold.  The Liberators advanced as one from all sides of the flock, boxing them in closer and closer.  A cold sweat formed along my lower back at the thought of claustrophobia I’d experience if I was a part of such a debacle.
“Who among you will spill that blood and who will wash it away?” Jericho’s voice cut through the commotion.
	The Liberators saw no reason to unsheath their cleavers.  It started with a handful of the Steps, but more and more would follow suit.  Crude sabres and cutlasses were drawn all about.  Threats and accusations followed.  An immense scuffle broke out moments later.  With just a few words, Jericho had turned the Steps on one another.  We beheld the spectacle with dismay.  The strong beat down the weak.  Steel bounced off of steel until it was buried deep within sinew.  Then, the process would begin all over again.  Firearms were off limits.  I’d seen such an event only a handful of times beforehand.  The experience of watching it from afar always gave me the sense of impending doom.  
Bit by bit, the rear flank of Liberators drove the tumultuous horde forward towards the bank of the Hubur.  Initially, the adrenaline pumping through them gave them the power to resist but after a few minutes, they gave in to the heat of combat and shifted.  A second surge exploded.  The decline from the dried gully surrounding the waterway was steep enough that droves of Steps lost their footing and fell into the stream straightaway.  The altercation didn’t cease there though.  During the fray, we all lose some sense of ourselves after all.  Many jumped in after those floating at the surface, pinning them below the tide.  Bubbles and blood soaked the water’s crest.  Yet, no one tried to end the clash.  Liberators stood by and watched undisturbed.  
But why?
. . . 
The strife persisted for another hour or so until Jericho fired a shot from his hand cannon into the clouds.  Hundreds lay dead or dying all about.  The sand was stained red with gore from shore to shore.  
“Listen!  Can you hear it?” Jericho called out.
Only the rustle of leaves on the breeze could be picked up by my ear.
“What is it?” Quinn asked.
Drip.
I looked up as a single droplet of rain pattered my brow.
Drip.  Drip.
Quinn caught a splash in her palm.
“Rain,” I answered her.
It was no ordinary rain, however.  Wet streaks of crimson ran down Quinn’s cheeks to her jawline.  I brushed my hand across my own to discover the same anomaly.  
“What – what’s happening?” Quinn asked shakingly.
Pitter-patter, pitter-patter.
The sanguine shower picked up its pace.
“You see it now?” Jericho vociferated.
In spite of his outcry, it soon became apparent to me that he wasn’t addressing his devotees.  Jericho was directing his words towards me.  Our gazes locked and again, he gave me that smug grin.
“You see it now?  You’re mine,” he conveyed.
My blood started to seethe beneath my skin at the thought.  This game had gone on long enough.  I pushed myself from the limb and fashioned my sidearm with its sights over his head.  There was little chance I would hit him from this distance, but I didn’t fuckin’ care.  If I landed the shot, all of this would be over.  We’d leave this place and never look back.  I’d charge right through that damned valley with Quinn on my back if necessary.  The Gilgamesh was less than a two day hike.  Maybe even one if we really huffed it along.  I wasn’t about to become his –.
– But for some reason, my mind went blank.  The tips of my fingers tingled like when we entered the Cleeia system.  Ringing in my ears triggered as if the Valley’s entity was about to appear.  My vision became ashen as if Lugal Girsu was singing to me again in that particular tone.  Time decelerated all around me as if a blade was leaving Sha’s hand straight at Edin all over again.  It was as if I simply blinked, and time and space went haywire.  It felt like I was about to faint, but then, all of a sudden, I was there, directly in front of him, with the barrel of my heater resting mere centimeters from Jericho’s forehead.  A collective gasp set off like an explosion amid the witnesses.
“How nice of you to join us, August,” he said.
His troop stood behind me speechless.  I believe they were just as astounded as I was.
“You see this man?” Jericho inquired.
A jolt of electricity ran up my spine as I recalled the moment he’d last made that query.
“There are few like him among us,” he continued.
“This Purlian could take my life right now, and all that we have worked towards would be for nothing,” he halted to allow the concept to settle.
“He questions our movements.  He questions our motives.  He questions me.  Yet – we cannot make it without him,” Jericho proclaimed.
Sha advanced toward me and attempted to put himself between my weapon and Jericho.  Without any thought, I took a step back to give him that space.  Sha gradually reached up for what I thought was my gun, but instead, he rested his open hand against the front of his mask.  He then leisurely removed the mantle to show me his face.  Scarlet droplets from the storm ran like tears down his cheeks.  At that very moment, it dawned on me what the others had beheld.  I’d essentially materialized before these people and held their leader hostage.  They’d been told that they needed me, and now, Sha was willing to give his own life for the cause.
What of the others?
“Please –,” Sha started to say as he once again offered his faience.
The chalky white ceramic he held in his hand was absorbing the vermillion fluids falling from the sky.  After the garnet beads fell from its surface, they left behind pink ribbons in their wake.
“Take me!” it commanded.
Internally, I knew that I didn’t wish to embrace its calling, but there was something in the back of my head urging me to take hold of it.  The harder I fought it, the more it worked towards bending my will.  I peered down my arm and noticed that my wrist was shaking.  Whether it was from the weight of steel on my extended appendage or the persuasive pull of the object, I trembled uncontrollably.  I tried taking in a deep draw to stabilize myself, but it did little to soothe my nerves.  
“August!” I heard Quinn cry out over the heads of the crowd.
I spun my front to meet her approach.  My sights darted back and forth between her and Sha.  Quinn was steadily making her way towards us through the mob.
“Stop!  Stay away!” I hollered back.
It went unheeded.  Not by Quinn but by the Eridans surrounding her.  They coaxed her forward until she was right in front of us.  With all of those men putting their bloodied hands on her, I nearly pulled the trigger right then and there, but I restrained myself.  
“Bring her here,” Jericho incited them further.
“No – I am capable of walking, you know?” Quinn told her escorts.
Perspiration began to form along my temples.  The situation was rapidly spiraling out of control.  Had it ever been in my control, however?  How did I get here?  What exactly was unfolding?
“Get off of me!  I’ve made it, okay?  I’m here!” Quinn went on as she reached our position.
“Here we are – all together once again.  There’s only one missing.  Well, two, but one won’t make it I’m afraid.  Why don’t we make it a true reunion?” Jericho announced.  
He gestured a nod towards one of the Liberators that stood around us and they promptly excused themself.
“Why do you hate me, August?  Why do you hate us?” he asked through the back of his human shield.
Sha elevated the veil higher.  
“Take it,” Jericho pressed.
“Fuck you!” I replied and tightened my grip to overcome my tremor.
“You care for her, don’t you?” he countered.
“Don’t you bring her into this!” I shouted back.
I drew closer to Sha and placed my barrel underneath his chin.
“You’ll regret it!” I carried on with my forewarning.
“Easy – easy,” he articulated with the most serene demeanor he could produce.
Click.  I pulled back the hammer to exhibit my earnestness.
“August, I mean her no harm.  You need not worry,” he tried again to ease the tension.
“Then – explain yourself, dammit!” I shot back.
Agh!
I looked out in the swarm to pinpoint the culprit of the clamor.  Another figure was being led through the assembly.  They were hunched over, and I couldn’t make them out through the chaos.  Closer and closer they came, until they were finally upon us.  The man crashed on to the ground unable to catch himself after a robust shove.  I stood aghast as the figure lifted their face up towards me.  It was Orion, but not the Orion I’d come to know.  A soiled cloth covered his visage from the nose down.  The stains of lament left ravines in the layers of muck that daubed his cheeks.  
“Fu –,” I uttered, but was broken off by an audible gasp from Quinn.
“Our guest has arrived,” Jericho declared.
Orion proceeded to fall to his hands and knees from what I could only assume was exhaustion after reaching us.  There was a different kind of aura exerted from him at that moment.  The pompous attitude that I’d come to expect from the Kusite was long gone.  Instead, Orion seemed frail and frightened.  His clothes had been ripped and tattered.  He carried nothing with him to protect himself other than his own fists, which were blanched and slashed.  A shell of his former self was facing us.  The sight put me in shock but not Quinn.  That look returned to her faculties.  Fixation, intrigue, and elation from his anguish.  The sensation of emptiness filled my belly.  Something was trying to make its way up my throat.  I knew there was something more to this, that there was more soon to come.
“Well now – we are all well acquainted at this point?” Jericho asked.
Words hung in the air, unsaid.
“Let’s get down to business then,” he continued as he left his position behind Sha.
Neither Sha nor myself moved a muscle.  My sidearm rested against his chin and his ceramic guise outstretched near my abdomen.  Jericho walked in a half circle around us and met Quinn at her side.
“Miss Prudenhart –,” he greeted her a second time.
Then, Jericho extended an open palm in Orion’s direction.
“Why don’t you tell us a little about your associate here?  That is, since he won’t be speaking for himself today,” he chuckled.
Quinn looked down at her feet.  She refused to share.
After a few moments of pause, Jericho motioned to him again and said, “Well?”
Quinn exchanged timid glances with him.  
“Must I?” she challenged.
“I think it would be best for us to hear it from you,” he guilefully replied.
Quinn bit her bottom lip and tapped her heel fretfully.  She then sighed and shook her head in disapproval.
“I do not have much to say about Sir Lagamire,” she said.
“You know more of him than anyone else here, I presume?” Jericho spurred her onward.
Quinn started to shake her head back and forth again.
“He serves his Lady by bringing us here.  He is an armament.  He –,” she ran down the list but was cut off.
“No!” Jericho interjected.
“I need more.  I wish to hear of his deepest, darkest secrets.  You were a confidante of his, were you not?” he demanded.
“No, never!” Quinn returned with ire.
“Really?” Jericho reacted with an indication of disbelief.
He took one step to her left and then paced to her right.  Back and forth he went, just as an interrogator would do.  There was more to this than what the audience was seeing.
“Tell me then, Miss Prudenhart – why were you taken hostage by Orion’s accomplice?” Jericho spoke of Edin as if to say his name was a curse.
“I have no idea!” she retorted.
Jericho reached up to scratch his chin.
“Interesting,” he stated with the slightest hint of skepticism.
Quinn shifted her focus towards me.  A concerned expression graced her features.  Her emerald irises peered into my soul.  Every fiber of being cried, “Help me!”
“How was your detainment, Miss Prudenhart?” he probed.
Her mouth dropped open and her stare went hollow.  Quinn no longer looked to me for aid, but instead, she saw through me.  She sought out help from anyone out there willing to provide it.  It appeared that she’d been backed into a corner.
“Miss Prudenhart, I think your friend here should know,” Jericho motioned at me.
“What?” I voiced.
He raised his eyebrows.
“I think Miss Prudenhart has something to share with you, August,” he declared.
Quinn blinked rapidly as she teared up.  
“What – what is it, Quinn?” I asked.
The quiver in my hand resurfaced.  My grip on my pistol loosened.
“Quinn?” I repeated her name.
Her snivels were rapidly turning into sobs.  The glass cage around her ego was cracking all over.  I was watching her break down, alongside all the others who were present.  
But I just had to know.  I had to test the limits of what I should and shouldn’t know.
It was only then that I’d had enough.  I dropped my gun in the dirt and pushed Sha aside.  I ran to Quinn and held her in my embrace as tightly as I could.  I tried my best to comfort her.  She was inconsolable at that point though.  She’d shown her most vulnerable side to all those who were there to witness it.  I felt her torment and more.  I blamed myself for her humiliation.  If only I’d bitten my tongue.
“He –,” Quinn whispered but couldn’t finish her words.
“He what?” I quietly replied.
She released herself from the shelter of my frame to look up at me.   We locked eyes for a short while, but it felt like an eternity.  Nothing needed to be said.  The emotions that followed weren’t totally clear to me.  I’d felt anger many times prior, but this feeling was something more.  It was the feeling of rage and wrath and hatred all at once.  This man, no – this monster was there before me on bended knees in the bloody mire left behind by the Hubur.  This abomination had done unspeakable things to her.  He’d violated her, killed her spirit, and played us all.  To him, it was all a game.  The same fuckin’ game that the Kusites had gone on about.  Made me a part of it in one way or another.  
Fire left my lungs as I wailed in sorrow.  Tears were welling up so much I was losing sight of what was directly in front of me.  I reached out and found Quinn nearby and pulled her back in close.  I squeezed her with all of the strength I had left.  She shuddered, but I held firm.  I couldn’t let her go.  I couldn’t stand the thought of seeing her again after knowing such a horrendous deed had been carried out against her when I was supposed to protect her.
“I’m so sorry, Quinn.  This is all my fault,” I wept aloud.
Her fingernails dug through my clothes and into my skin.  I could never let her go again.  I’d need to keep her close.  I’d need to protect her.  From the evils of this realm, I’d keep her safe.  Never again would she feel like this.  Never again would I feel like this.  While still holding her firmly with one arm, I reached for my holster with the other.  It was bare.  I’d dropped the thing back by Sha.  I lifted my hand to wipe away the tears from my eyes and searched for Sha where I’d left him, however, he was no longer there.  I swiveled from side to side but found no trace of him or my sidearm.  I eased my grasp on Quinn just enough to take a step back to check further.
“August –,” Quinn said.
She placed one tender hand to my cheek to bring my attention to it, and then lifted it away with a single finger pointed to my rear.  When I glanced over my shoulder, I found Sha standing behind me.  In one hand, he held the tarnished faience.  In the other, my handgun.








~ My Friend ~
“Sea - seashell!” 
It was all I could make out of the voice that spoke to me that night on the Plains.  So much happened in such a brief span following that voice.  At first, we were alone.  Next, the shadows were amongst us.  Everywhere, all at once they descended on our encampment.  Stifled screams bellowed out from a nearby trench, so I instinctually went for the closest carbine.  
“Wake the fuck up!” I whispered urgently towards Esdras while swaying the rifle from one side of the ditch to the other.
Nothing stirred in my sights.  I pushed my butt forward to get myself closer to the ground, and subsequently gave Esdras a gentle kick.
“Fuck!  No!” bursted out of his mouth as he fumbled for his knife.
“Shut the fuck up!” I hissed back.
“Gah!” another subdued holler let out.
“What the fuck was that?” Esdras nearly shouted.
“Shut the fu –,” I started but curtailed my speech when a silhouette passed by overhead.
I released the rest of my breath, pointed the long gun at its back, and pulled the trigger.
Crack!
The flash from the muzzle was bright enough that it awoke some of the others.  
Crack! 
Pfff!
Tchhh!
Flickers of carbine and small arm compressions went off in every direction.  I was trying my best to reload, when a kick knocked the handle loose from my grip.
“Esdras!” I exclaimed.
Crack!
The lifeless body of a dainty woman fell on top of me.  Luckily, Esdras had been ready with his sidearm.  Alas, my suspicions had been confirmed though.  The Coryphée were upon us.  
“Help me out here,” I pleaded, but Esdras was too busy replenishing his ammo.
I struggled momentarily but removed the corpse from atop me with some exertion.  I grabbed for my own gun, but it was too late.  Another Coryphée joined us in our dig-in and before Esdras could pull the switch a second time, she had disarmed him.  She left her backside exposed, however, so I lunged towards her.  My hands were nearly around her shoulders when she effortlessly twisted, sending me over her and into Esdras’ corner.  The Coryphée thrusted towards the two of us without hesitation.  In both hands, she held spiraling daggers aimed at our throats.  I faltered, but Esdras did not.  He rolled over my knees and grabbed the pistol.  He took aim and squeezed.  All I could do was cover my eyes.
Tchhh!
A warm liquid coated the back of my forearm – blood.  Brain matter, skull fragments, and another motionless figure were all that was left over.  
“Fuck!” I muttered.
“We’ve gotta get out of here!” Esdras uttered, pulling me upwards with him as he stood.
“No, we’ve gotta get down!” I grappled with him in an attempt to get us back into cover.
But once more, it was too late.
Boom!  Keeeen!
A decompression shell hit maybe ten meters from where we were standing.  Both of us went barrelling back into the nest we’d emerged from.  The ringing in my ears was so strong that I tried plugging them for some relief.  Of course none was achieved.  I searched the hole for Esdras, who I found gasping for air.  The shell must’ve landed on his side.  I’d seen the same effects on others before.  One of his lungs had to have been turned nearly inside out and collapsed.  I shuffled over by his side to try and provide some reprieve.
“Esdras – Esdras, can you hear me?” I asked.
But I couldn’t even hear the vibrations of my own words exiting my lips.  His mouth remained wide open.  I couldn’t tell if he was trying to emit a cry of agony or searching for oxygen or both.  I found his pack nearby and rifled through it in search of something – anything – that could be of assistance.  Rations, shots, broken glasses – nothing of any use.  
“Seashell,” a faint voice echoed in my head despite the tinnitus.
I found Esdras’ handgun at his elbow.  I snatched it and flopped over beside him.  I scanned the rest of the trench through its crosshairs.  Both of the deceased laid where they’d fallen and I discerned no other signs of life.  After a brief interval of frantically surveying our dig-in, I recognized I was hyperventilating.  The intensity of the sound indicated that my hearing had come back.  
“Seashell,” I heard the words again but this time much more distinctly.
Yet, there was no indication of another presence with us in the dig-in.
“Shell –”
A hush followed.
Then, “Sea - seashell.”
I gradually tilted my neck backward.  Standing above me was an apparition of a woman.  Lofty and svelte, she peered down on me with a sinister smirk drawn across her mouth.  Vigor flooded my adrenal system as I lifted the muzzle of Esdras’ piece towards the stars.  I tried to fire the gun hastily, but there was no discharge.  I pulled the trigger again and again, but there was no response.  The Coryphée snickered at my bewilderment, but promptly utilized the circumstances to her advantage.  Before I could even blink, she was upright on her hands somersaulting beyond my grasp.  She found her balance about two meters in front of me and whirled around, slinging a twisted piece of steel in her wake.  I plunged myself flat to the ground just as the bodkin struck the space where my chest had been.
“Esdras! Grab it!” I hollered.
The Coryphée reacted by shifting her focus to him momentarily.  Esdras had little to contribute though, as he was still writhing around fighting for air.  I took the opportunity to reach for her stiletto and effortlessly dismounted it from the wall.  I jabbed forwards with its point, but I’d missed my window of chance.  She easily stepped back and away, dodging my blow.
“Oh!  Now, we play!” she maniacally giggled.
The dancer found a second dagger in her boot and let out a shrill shriek that sent a shiver down my spine.  I readied myself in a fencer’s stance just as I’d been taught during sparring.  I wished to put as much distance between myself and her as possible, but she didn’t care much for my tactic.  The Coryphée rushed in head first, catching me off guard.  I tried hewing down with the edge, which she sidestepped and returned the favor with a shallow prod to my shoulder.  
“Ahh!” I wailed.
She taunted me with an inflated cackle.
“‘Gust –,” I caught Esdras force out through his wheezing.  
He was clutching one palm to his chest but pointing left with the other.  I traced its path to a lone heater fashioned halfway in the filth of the pit that contained us.
“My –,” I said absentmindedly as my opponent dashed in for the kill.
On this occasion, she didn’t hold back, digging her shank thoroughly into my core.  The magnitude of her full weight went into the drive, but I dropped my belongings and snagged her arm in the nick of time before she could deliver the lethal blow of tearing open my stomach.  The initial jolt of pain sent a shockwave through my body.  Nevertheless, I knew I needed to act fast while I had her subdued.  I threw my kneecap into her with all of my might.  She flinched and made an attempt to recede, but I held her arm in place.  Over and over, I rammed my kneecap upwards.  She groaned louder and louder with each blow I landed.  All the while, her bodkin twisted and turned ever so slightly in my belly.  I fought through the suffering with sheer adrenaline alone.  If I wasn’t meant to survive this mess, I’d at least do my best to take her with me.  Finally, after contending with her for what felt like an hour, she finally relinquished her grip on the slicer.  In the process of her retreat, however, she reached down and successfully recovered the weapon I surrendered in the struggle.  I stumbled backwards, tripping over Esdras’ feet in the process, and spilled overtop of him.  The Coryphée emitted a screech, causing me to spin back around to face her.  At that exact moment, she hurled the knife straight for my jugular.  There was a meager opportunity for me to elude her attack, so I shut my eyes and awaited my fate.  That end wouldn’t arrive so readily.
“Seize the moment,” I heard a voice call out.
I reached to the dirt and scoured it for the pistol I had observed earlier.  It appeared as if my existence slowed down around me momentarily.  I could feel each speck of dust rub between my fingers.  By the time I found its receiver, I was convinced I was already dead.  I pivoted myself at what felt like the speed of a crawl, fixed its sights on the Coryphée combatant, and opened fire.
. . . 
No other Kusites came across our hole that evening.  I watched the stars pass by overhead for what seemed like an eternity.  I laid in that grot with a blade protruding from my gut all night.  There were times where I almost lost grip of my hold on this plane.  There was more than one occasion where I could’ve sworn I was a hovering soul, looking down on my own stiff corpse.  All else dissipated during those moments.  Friends, foes, humanity, and the universe itself ceased to exist.  The Plains were devoid of life.  Purla was a wasteland.  The apocalyptic visions were almost too much to handle, even worse than the thought of death.  That was until Phaisyle peeked over the horizon.  A twitch in my knuckle disturbed the morning dew that had rested itself upon me.  
“Hhhhhhhaa –,” I inhaled sharply.
With that breath, life returned to my chassis of flesh.  I impulsively reached for my wounds but found only the dried remains of the blood that had escaped my body.  Somehow, the perforation to my shoulder had miraculously coagulated.  Furthermore, the bodkin embedded in my stomach was fashioned in the place where I’d left it.  By chance, I hadn’t hemorrhaged.  The state of delirium had been brought on by the trauma but with some luck, I’d survived.  Now, if only another Purlian would come across me.
“Hello –,” I forced out.
A crisp breeze carried the scent of switchgrass to my nostrils.  Then, absolute stillness.
“Esdras, help me out here,” I mumbled.
Silence.
“Hello!  Is there anyone out –” I tried but failed to finish.
Cough!  Cough!
“Esdras –,” I started to say as I glanced in his direction.
There he was, right where I saw him last.  Albeit, there was something different about him.  Esdras’ head hung over his chest.  His torso didn’t rise or fall in its regular rhythm.  He sat there in blissful tranquility, like he was pondering on what maritime riddle to serenade us all with next.  I stretched out to make contact with his shoulder, but when I did, his frame slumped over. A stiletto was lodged into the back of his neck.  When it finally dawned on me what had happened, a lone tear trickled down my cheek.
“Please help!” I howled.
“My friend – my friend needs help!  Please!” I sobbed.
“Anyone?  Please!” I continued.
I pulled Esdras’ forearm towards me to check for a pulse.
“Hello!  Is there anyone there?  I need a medic!” I yelled through the throes in my abdomen.
I readjusted my hand on Esdras’ wrist after failing to find a beat.
“Fuck! Is there anyone out there?”  I persisted.
But no one replied – no one.  
All he wanted was to live his life.  That’s all any of us wanted.  He was so close.  Salvation was right around the corner for him.  It tormented me to do so, but I let go.  His fist fell and struck the dirt below.  I couldn’t look at his face – not again.  Instead, I was drawn to the hand I’d just released.  At first, I’d thought rigor mortis caused it to be clenched, but I soon discovered that wasn’t the case.  It was now partially open and inside I could see gleams of light reflecting off of a metallic surface.  I stretched across him and pried the object from his palm.  The artifact Esdras had held close as he died hadn’t been an armament to defend himself with, nor had it been his closest friend nearby – it had been his compass.
I sat puzzled by the sight for some time.  The etchings in its copper plating were filled in by layers of sentiment, something that Esdras would’ve never allowed.  He cherished that possession.  I frequently caught him polishing the trinket during our downtime, always ensuring that it was in pristine condition.  I never totally understood his fascination with it, nor did I have any clue where he had procured the wayfinder.  Esdras would’ve been livid to see it in its current state.  Something had to be done.  I tore off a shred of my tattered top and started to shine the compass’ casing with my thumb.  My first attempt didn’t find much success as I was still very weak.  I spit what little saliva that remained in my dehydrated state into the cloth and held the bottom of the device with my other hand for better leverage.  I applied the moisture to the shell, yet still, it did a measly job at cleaning the instrument.  I didn’t want to damage it, but I’d have to apply more force in order to find success.  When I did so, I must have triggered the safety latch because the top sprang open.
“At least the inside is tidy,” I said to myself.
But then I noticed that the arrow didn’t readjust when I turned it over.  
Shit – I hope I didn’t break it!
I tapped at the glass housing with my finger in the hope that the needle had just been stuck or something.  No luck.  The pointer didn’t budge, however, the crystal enclosure shifted ever so slightly.  I nudged at it again, and the face nearly flipped over in place.  In the process, I felt the faintest rattle from inside.  I shook it, and again, I felt a rustle from within.  I flipped over the compass, and lo and behold, the housing fell out completely.  That wasn’t the only thing that dropped out though.  
Diamonds – real diamonds!
I quickly scooped up the precious stones from the soil.  
“Two – four – six –,” I counted aloud.
	I’d never seen the commodity up close.  The way the morning sun’s rays refracted from their surface was mesmerizing.  
	But how?  How had Esdras come into possession of such priceless items?  Diamonds were rare enough on the Old World, but in the colonies, they were almost unheard of.  How could a soldier acquire something of the likes?
	Then, it hit me.  Esdras had been more than just an infantryman.  Esdras was pushing to the entire company, including to the higher ups.  Some joined us from the Southern Islands.  Some had been conscripted.  None had found an escape, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t try.
	“Esdras – what the hell kinda game were you playing at?” I asked him but expected no answer in return.
	“Seashell!” someone shouted.
	“Here – here!” I replied.










~ A Single Frame ~
The next breath I drew tasted nothing of the prairie grass of the Aluralic Plains.  In contrast, a distinct sulfurous odor of freshly dried clay caressed my senses.  My peripheral vision was limited as well, as if I’d been fashioned with blinders like some sort of workhorse.  The discomfort in my gut had subsided and sweat dripped down my nose.  I spun around in an attempt to gain some semblance of my surroundings.  A sea of masked figures stood by me on all sides.  All but Quinn adorned the porcelain veil.
“What –,” I started.
“You’ve done well,” a familiar tone interrupted.
“Done what?” I replied as I positioned myself to address the speaker.
It had been Jericho who’d uttered the enigmatic affirmation.
Right – we’re on Eridu.
I proceeded by raising an arm to wipe away my blurry vision, but I found it difficult as there was something unexpectedly in the way.  A chalky, coarse obstruction heeded my ability to reach my face, which I promptly tried to remove.  What I found stunned me.  It was the crimson-stained faience that I pulled away, and I was its bearer.  Upon realizing this, I instantly cast away the visor.  It hit the sandy gulch by my feet and began to roll down towards the bank of the Hubur.  I intently watched as it held itself together during its descent.  I’d expected it to shatter upon impact or at least fracture.  It did no such thing.  It wheeled and wheeled as I traced it down to the shoreline.  It wouldn’t reach the water, however, as there was something – no, someone – in its path.
There by the river’s edge rested Orion.  He carried with him a vacant stare.  One I’d seen on others many times prior.  His mouth lay partly ajar, and his disfigured tongue was in full view for anyone to see.  I looked closer, unable to pull myself away from the grisly sight.  That’s when I spotted it, the discolored ring of maroon that encircled his throat.  
I returned my attention to Jericho and his followers.  Nearby, I found the person I was really searching for – Quinn.  She donned a steadfast aim, and I was her mark.
“Quinn, what’s –,” I opened but wasn’t given the chance to finish.
“You’ve done very well, August,” Jericho repeated even more deranged than before.
I replied coldly by ignoring his cry for my attention.
“Quinn, what’s happened?  Orion –,” I tried again.
“Don’t play coy,” Jericho broke me off.
I looked to Quinn once again and found that she had remained resolute.  It appeared as if she was peering through me instead of at me.  
“What happened to him?” I redirected the question towards Jericho.
“What do you mean?” he returned, puzzled.
“Orion!” I exclaimed.
No one provided a response.  The silence was prolonged by the realization of what was being inferred.  I used my eyes to follow my filthy arms down to my hands, the palms of which were cracked.  Along the way, I spotted the signs of a struggle along my limbs.  Dull scratches and bruises tracked from here and there.  My knuckles had splintered from excess pressure as if they’d been tensed for some time.  My vision went back and forth from my fists to Orion.
“August –,” Quinn finally spoke.
She placed a tender touch on my chest that managed to bring me back to the land of the living.  I regained cognition of my surroundings and found her close by my side.  I’d almost slipped away, but yet again, she’d saved me.
“What happened to him?” I asked her in a hushed whisper.
She had no chance to provide an answer before Jericho interrupted us.
“You’ve done well, August.  You’re now just as much Eridan as you are Purlian.  You are one of us,” he spoke directly towards me.
I observed those around us and found that their attention was solely on us – on me.
“I –,” but again Jericho took center stage.
“We’ve found an unlikely ally in this Purlian.  From this point forward, you will hear his word as if it was mine,” he spoke to his congregation.
Jericho approached, took my hand, and raised it high in the air above our heads.  The assembly cheered us on as if we’d achieved some ultimate feat.  On and on they continued.  They came closer and forced us up onto their shoulders with a joint effort.  The bewilderment of the events frazzled my fragile demeanor.  After all, I’d only come to moments earlier.  I searched the surging crowd for Quinn, but I couldn’t make heads or tails of where she’d been absorbed to during the chaos.  I did find one familiar face among the masses though.  One who no longer adorned the porcelain veil.  It was Sha.  He stood among the horde, unfazed by the swell of the waves.  It was as if he was waiting for us to lock sights with one another.  He wore an ominous, blank stare.  It was clear that it was meant for me to see.  
But why?
. . . 
So much had happened in such a short span that morning.  It was decided that we would sit tight for a spell in order to give the troops time to eat.  As if the slaughter had built up an appetite or something of the sort.  The Eridan ate their measly rations where they had just murdered their brothers earlier.  There were few bodies left along the shoreline, as they had been pushed downstream by the obedient masked Liberators.  The rain had ceased as well, yet the waters still ran with a scarlet haze.  The freak of nature occurrence was native to Eridu apparently.  I’d overheard some of the Steps comment on it in passing, however, they had also said that it was uncommon for the season.  Normalcy, if you could call it such, had fallen among the throng like a warm blanket.  None spoke of the events.  None dared.  Blind loyalty was expected among them, that was apparent enough.  
I hadn’t moved from where I’d been left.  I hadn’t even reacted when Quinn came to embrace me.  It must have been an hour or so.  I sat maybe nine or ten paces from him.  Wishing he’d awake from his eternal slumber.  This couldn’t happen of course.  Like all of those before him who’d been unlucky enough to find themselves by my side – he was gone.  I had no one to blame but myself either.  First, the crew members of the Gilgamesh.  Then, Leon in the Valley.  Now – Orion Lagamire.  A Kusite armament whom I knew little to nothing about.  Even so, I found it hard to swallow.  The more of those who were lost, the heavier the weight became upon my chest.  It mattered little if it was by my own hands or of my faults.  Death followed me at every turn.  
“August!” I heard Quinn shout at the top of her lungs.
Her voice broke me from the spell that was plaguing me.
“Yes,” I muttered as I found myself again.
“It is Jericho.  He’s set me to fetch you,” she replied.
“I cannot,” I said.
“You must,” she pressed on.
Quinn then took my hand in her’s, beckoning my attention away from Orion’s lifeless corpse.
“We must escape this place, August, please.  You’ve gained his favor, and I fear that it is our only shot at ever seeing Kusu or Purla ever again,” she pleaded.
As much as I wanted to confess to her that I had little hope of such a thing, I couldn’t bare to bring her down to my level.  If I were to break the chain that I’d created through this mess, I’d have to see her walk away unscathed.  She didn’t deserve this – any of it.
“Quinn, I’m sorry.  I never meant –,” but she’d give me no such chance to finish.
“Stop August!  You did what had to be done.  We are alive and he is dead,” she stated as she gestured towards Orion.
I couldn’t look another time or else I’d be stuck here forever.
“O – okay,” I stuttered clumsily over the word.
It was that moment that stuck with me.  A single frame in the moving picture of my life that had been filled with death and despair for so long.
Quinn leaned towards me and placed her lips delicately against my cheek.










~ Us ~
“The three of us will lead him here,” Jericho proclaimed as he pointed directly across the Hubur from where we stood.
We weren’t located more than a kilometer or so downstream from where the onslaught had taken place early in the day.  It was a bold, yet risky plan to say the least.  Jericho, Sha, and I would cross the waterway by boat, as we had done before.  Sha would act as our guide, leading us to the location where he believed the shade would show itself.  From there, we would lead the creature back towards the border of the Valley where Jericho pointed.  It was a small peninsula where the river jetted in abruptly for no more than a hundred meters.  The Steps and Liberators would establish a firing line on all opposing sides and let loose upon the beast.
“It will work,” Jericho reassured the two of us.
“It must,” Sha agreed.
I shook my head with doubt.
“You question us, Eridan?” Jericho asked.
“I’ve seen this phantom that you believe to be your anunngal.  Gunpowder and lead bullets will not be the end of it,” I challenged.
Jericho gave Sha a perplexing look but provided no rebuke.
“I hit it with a compression.  I saw it disintegrate and then reappear later on.  Sha saw it too.  Tell ‘em!” I exclaimed.
Again, Jericho and Sha locked gazes.
“It is true,” Sha confirmed.
“And?” Jericho urged him on further.
“This time it will be different,” he responded.
“See?  Nothing to worry about,” Jericho said with a smile.
An uneasy tension crept over my back.  My baby hairs stood up straight all along my limbs.  I couldn’t help but wonder what all of this was about.  Whether it was uncertainty or the feeling of dread that overcame me, I couldn’t help myself but beg the question.
“What’s all of this for?  You’re not just doing me a favor by granting me access to the other side of this notorious Valley.  What’s your play here?” I asked.
They trade glances, but Jericho shook his head towards Sha in a way to tell him, “No more.”  The two of them turned and began to make their way back towards Jericho’s flock.
“I’m an Eridan, you said,” I yelled at their backs.
Jericho promptly halted his stride and swiveled his head back towards me.  
“You are Eridan, friend, but you are not one of us,” he called back.












~ Among the Shadows ~
I wouldn’t have the chance to speak with Quinn again before we were set to head out.  Commands were passed down the ranks slowly but surely when the three of us returned to the bunch.  Within a few minutes, all were packed up and making their way downstream.  
“You’re with me,” Sha announced after catching me seeking out Quinn.
“Fine,” I replied.
I wasn’t planning on her kiss being the last encounter between us, but I knew the risks of what we were about to partake in.
“You’ll be needing this,” Sha said as he attempted to hand off the faience from the beach.
“No, I don’t need to hide my face,” I said.
Sha let out a short chuckle.
“You will hide it if you know what’s good for you,” he responded.
I took the visage in my palm and winced at the sight of its expressionless mouth.  It was made for nothing more than what I’d claimed.
“Why is that?” I inquired.
“You may lose your own if you don’t conceal it,” he stated without the slightest hint of emotion.
I found his words terrifying.  I recalled what had befell Leon and complied with his advice without anymore restraint.  The veil carried with it the sand from the Hubur’s shore.  The faint scent of copper overpowered the previous smell I’d caught of freshly dried clay.  I pressed it close until it pinched my nose, pulling the elastic strap on its sides taunt.  My peripheral vision was no longer restricted.  I was no longer myself, but instead, another monotonous face among the Liberators.  I had officially become one of them.
“It suits you,” Sha commented.
“Let’s get this over with,” I said in response.
There was already a raft prepared for us at a crossing point where the current appeared to be tame.  The two of us stood idle waiting for Jericho to make one of his glorious entrances.  This wasn’t one of those moments though.  When Jericho arrived, he didn’t speak a single word to any of his followers.  He approached us and exhaled sharply before saying, “This is the best we got?”
“There’s a tow set up to the other side.  No worries!” Sha said in an attempt to provide some relief to his worries.
The three of us each took a step forward to gauge the best point of entry on the makeshift craft.  It consisted of freshly cut mahogany held tightly together from hand woven rope.  Although it wasn’t my chosen line of transportation across the waters, it would have to do.  Sha made his way aboard first, and the raft neither shifted nor budged.  It seemed pretty sturdy.  Jericho went next.  Again, with no issues arising.  When it was my turn, the skiff teetered every so slightly, but we balanced out on three sides quickly, avoiding disaster.
“Well –,” Jericho stated with a motion towards the lead.
“On it,” Sha replied.
Slowly but surely, he pulled our vessel across the current.  He didn’t mention it, but I saw the difficulty of this action through the tipping of the opposite side.  I positioned myself perpendicular to his position and began to pull alongside him.  Our pace increased significantly.  It was only probably five or six minutes until we reached the other side.  Jericho made his exit first, followed by myself, but when Sha departed from the float, it capsized and was broken apart by a rogue tide.
“Suppose it was a one way ticket then,” Jericho chuckled.
Sha brushed it off and took point.  There was an evident shift in his demeanor almost immediately.  A honed focus on the matter at hand.  I waited for Jericho to follow, but he was too busy donning his own mask as a safety precaution to who knows what.  I fell in line and soon heard Jericho’s hurried steps behind me.  My only hope was that maybe we wouldn’t have to travel far to avoid getting lost.
Click.
Instinctually, my head swiveled from side to side.
“What’s the matter?” Jericho asked.
I saw no sign of the fiend.  It must’ve just been my imagination.
“Nothing,” I said.
“Just my ears playing tricks on me,” I kept on.
The further we dove into the Valley, the thicker the jungle became.  Yet, Sha carried on unfazed by any of it.  It was like he’d made this trek countless times before.  Like this was his stomping grounds on Eridu.  As if he’d been born here and raised by some lifeless creature among the shadows.  Maybe he had.  There was something different about him from the rest of the lot, but I couldn’t quite place my finger on it.  All I know is that Jericho trusted him fully.  We’d embarked on a suicide mission with him into the belly of the beast if this didn’t work out as planned afterall.  
“How much further?” I called ahead.
“Shh!” Sha articulated back.
I scanned my horizons, but where we were located wasn’t the same place our own caravan had traveled days earlier.  The trees, vines, and brush all looked the same anyways.  When we reached the end of the steady decline, I asked again, “How much further, Sha?”
“I can’t hear his call with all of your ruckus.  Now quiet!” he shouted in return.
His call?
I was quite perceptive, but I couldn’t hear a thing.  The dead silence that one hears in a place such as this was jarring enough already.  The absence of life was so unnatural.  I tried listening closer but still failed to hear it.
“This way.  Shouldn’t be much further,” Sha said, breaking my concentration.
We pressed forward a few more paces until I started to see an end to the timberland.  That final push was extremely liberating as the claustrophobia of the dense thicket was overwhelming to say the least.  I was familiar with the location we’d arrived at.  The grass stood about knee high blowing in the slight breeze.  What caught my eye, however, was one of the enormous mounds that littered the landscape.  I figured now was a better time than ever to inquire on the structures.
“What are those?” I queried with a pointed finger.
“The resting place of past anunngals,” Jericho replied.
“Shh!” Sha interrupted.
Once more, I listened but heard nothing in return.  A quick glance at Jericho revealed he was doing the same.  I got the impression that only Sha had any clue as to what we were doing here.
“What exactly are we listening for?” Jericho inquired.
But Sha chose not to reply.  A sudden gust of wind blew through the valley, nearly turning the swathes of grass over on their heads.  
Click.  Click click.  Click.




















~ The Missing Variable ~
“What the hell was that?” Jericho asked.
Crack.
“Cover your ears!  Now!” Sha shouted.
Crack crack.  Crack –.
I muffled my ears before the last of its call.  I glanced back to notice that Jericho wasn’t following the order.  Instead, he was stuck in a daze.  I yelled at him to do the same, but he didn’t react.
“Jericho!” I roared.
Luckily, that caught his attention.  He promptly imitated my actions.  Once I saw that he was safe, I started surveying my vicinity for signs of the shade.  Sha had already caught sight of it though, which he signaled towards with a subtle nod.  At first, I didn’t find any trace of the figure where he had directed me.  Then, I saw what he was referencing – a pitch black contour of a raven’s claw skulking its way out from behind a skinny tree at our rear.  This hadn’t been something we’d taken into account.  As more and more of the fiend made itself known, I wondered how we’d be able to move around it and back to the firing line on the river’s edge.  It stood directly between us and our destination, as if it knew of our plan.  Even with the present danger, I couldn’t help but stare in wonder at the apparition’s advent.  It seemed to fold in and out of itself as it made its reveal.  Its skin, if one could call it that, resembled the surface of an oil spill.  The only way I know to describe it is that of a spider emerging from its egg.  It’s joints clicking into place and finding its own footing on the soil of this plane nearly appeared nearly painful.
When I was finally able to take my eyes off the thing, I noticed Sha reaching for his magnum.  I discerned some sort of wax plugs he’d placed in his ears which gave him free range for his gun.  We acknowledged one another, he pointed to his left, and then he ran to his right.  I turned swiftly and sprinted in the direction he issued me towards.  I beckoned Jericho my way when I heard the first of Sha’s shots ring out.  The gunpowder used in his weapon was so foreign to my own, I almost had to make sure of its origins.  Through the confusion, I perceived his strategy nevertheless.  I paused momentarily to scoop up some of the dirt at my feet, held the matter up to my own ear, and continued on my way.  I pushed and pressed the grime deep into my canal until it almost reached the drum.  I wouldn’t take any chances.  Once it felt secure, I lifted my hand and found my heater at my side.  When I finally reached the forest’s fringe, I casted a glimpse rearwards to find the phantom shambling towards Sha.  I aimed and pulled the trigger.  Within a blink of an eye, its bottom half dissipated from existence.  Sha hastily made his way around its remains and came into line with us.  
In the few seconds it took Sha to catch up with Jericho and I, the two of us watched in horror as the specter bent and molded itself into something new.  This new form it took on barely represented something human with elongated appendages akin to those of a botfly.  Before I knew it, Sha had dashed past me, grabbing Jericho by the arm and dragging him along.  I followed suit and tried to put aside the thought of the abomination.  We set a brisk pace back from which we came, but it proved arduous with our hands up towards our heads.  After a few hundred meters of taking sprint, Sha suspended his retreat to provide Jericho with a similar pair of noise blockers as his own.  
“What about me?” I mouthed at Sha.
“Improvise,” he called back in return.
Again, I reached down to procure some of the loose topsoil at my feet.  When I returned upright, I was greeted with the wide eyed face of Jericho staring through me.  I glanced back, but without any notice, I was bludgeoned across the ribs with what felt like a steel staff.  I tumbled head over feet into one of the kapok trees to my side.  Being taken completely off guard, I was slow to react.  Luckily, by the time I looped myself back around, Sha and Jericho had already opened fire on the tall, slender wraith that had struck me.  The distraction was enough for me to properly reload my own piece, and so I launched my own attack as well.  This time, taking off the entity’s supposed head and shoulders.  Its spindly limbs crashed at its base, and off we went again towards the edge of the Valley.
We continued on our dash until we eventually reached the slope we’d come from previously.  Sha raised up a hand to instruct us to stop, and after checking back several times, I again reached down for something to plug my ears with.  This time, however, I had more than enough time to achieve my goal.  Once I was safe and secure, I brought my attention back to Sha.  He and Jericho had their arms drawn and scanning the hill in front of us with great intent.  I was sure what they were searching for, so I quickly restocked my sidearm and joined their effort.  I got the impression that neither of them were much worried about what was behind us anymore, even though I had no inclination as to why.  
Suddenly, as if we’d been anticipating their arrival, the first sign of true life in all of the Valley made itself known.  They fell upon us like a storm.  I couldn’t hear their buzz, but I could see the vibrations they emitted all through the air.  Cicadas – red like the one Sha and I encountered when we first met – emerged all around us as if out of thin air.  Thousands upon thousands, so many they blacked out the sky above us.  Frantically, I searched through the swarm for the others.  I only found Jericho, who was in a complete panic at what had befallen us.  His mouth was agape, screaming at the top of his lungs I imagined.  The insects were all over him, some even making their way between his teeth and into his throat.  The next thing I know, I caught his eyes rolling to the back of his head and down he went.  I assumed all hope was lost, yet I continued my search for Sha.  Then, I blinked and all were gone.  Just like that.
The three of us were right where we’d been before, in the exact same spot.  All that was different, was that Jericho had slumped to the ground appearing to be unconscious.  
“What’s happening?” I shouted at Sha, even though I knew he wouldn’t hear it.
It was then that I noticed something strange when I peered up the incline that sat ahead of us.  The skyline was quite unusual, as the clouds weren’t moving.  I pointed at my discovery, which Sha noticed shortly afterwards.  
“Shit!” I saw him say to himself.  
Sha reached towards his ears, removing his inserts, and advised me to do the same.  
“I’ve only experienced this once before.  We don’t have much time!” he said tensely.
“What?  What is it?” I asked.
He ignored my question and began lifting Jericho’s limp body over his shoulder.  
“Don’t fret.  Take this and cover my back,” he stated while handing me Jericho’s gun.
“We gotta hurry!” he exclaimed as he started up the rise.
I did my best to backpedal close behind him, but we weren’t moving fast.  Even with Sha leading me up a mostly clear path, my boots felt much heavier than usual.  The surveying of our rear with the barrel of Jericho’s handgun was strange as well.  Either my eyes were playing tricks on me or the muzzle was elapsing in suspended motion.  It felt as if I were drunk!
“I can’t see straight,” I yelled.
“Focus!” Sha responded.
It was then that my feet got caught up with one another and I spilled backwards on to my ass.  When I struck the ground, I knew I landed still, however, I had the sensation I’d fallen on ice.  The feeling of sliding back down the slope was so overwhelming that I felt the need to anchor myself.
“August, snap out of it!  It’s the Valley.  It’s toying with you!” Sha shouted, snapping me out of my daze.
I clumsily returned to my feet.
“We must push forward!  It’s trying to keep us here!  If we don’t hurry –,” Sha left his words hanging in the wind.
I saw a look of dread overtake him, something I’d never thought I’d see on the man.  When I followed his stare, it took me to a place not far up the hill in front of us.  Although the clouds stood still in time, sun rays trickled over the ridge like reflections off a precious stone.  In the presence of those beams stood the silhouette of a figure.  It wasn’t the creature though.  It was someone I’d met once before.
“Do you see him?” Sha inquired.
“Yeah.  Who is he?” I replied.
I could nearly make out the audible sound of Sha attempting to swallow.
“Otto,” he manages to cough out.
“Sharrukin,” a voice echoed over us.
We both fell silent in dread.
“You have finally come to take me from this place?” the same voice continued.
“How –,” Sha started.
“He told me of your arrival,” the voice came from closer now.
The shining figure made its way down from the summit towards us.  He did not walk like a man, instead he hovered over the vines and weeds.  The closer it got, the more and more I could make out of its features.  If it was indeed Otto that I was looking at, he’d grown old and decayed from his formative years that had been described to me.  This man looked to be several hundred years old.  Nothing but skin on top of bones was left.
“And you!” the old man said as he pointed at me.
“A Purlian!  Had you not been properly warned already?  This place isn’t meant for your kind!” he fumed.
“He is Eridan!” Sha retorted.
“He is no more Eridan than you or me,” he remarked with disdain.
“What is he then?” Sha exclaimed.
The figure gave no response.
“What am I?” Sha pressed on.
Still, he received nothing.
“What are you?” Sha finally hit a cord.
The figure’s eyes drew wide, revealing hollow, white irises.
“I am what you will become if you do not leave this place,” the figure bellowed out.
Sha meticulously placed the weight of Jericho on the slope.  He then removed his cloak in an attempt to gain an unrestricted stance.  Without any words, Sha showed the old man his open palms and began his approach.
“You know I cannot leave empty-handed,” Sha said.
The elderly figure shook his head, showing signs of disappointment.
“I will not stand against you Sharrukin, but hear my warning – this will not end the way that you see it,” he said in return.
Sha reached for his waistband, but instead of brandishing his sidearm, he threw the revolver to the ground.
“The way I see things matters very little,” Sha uttered as he stepped closer.
“You lie!  Like Enlil, you are always seeking what’s ahead of you instead of trying to shape it!” his voice thundered through us.
Sha let out a slight chuckle before saying, “I’m nothing like him.  I’m nothing like you either, Otto!”
Sha moved another pace closer to the old man, now with arms outstretched wide.
“Want to know why?” Sha asked as he narrowed the space between them even more.
When Sha was upon the figure, he reached out with empty hands and grappled the skeleton with both arms.  He then pivoted back with his right foot, spun around, and hurled the old man down the mountain towards me.
“Because I found the missing variable!” Sha laughed as the geezer fell my way.








~ Maybe ~
I tried to step out of the way of the plummeting figure, but my intuition begrudgingly held me in place.  I caught the old man, but almost immediately, I found his presence no longer human when he met my arms.  All it took was a split second and his frail, white skin was replaced by a midnight black.  Soon I realized it.  There I was – with the abomination in my grasp.
“Hold ‘em tight!” Sha yelled as he plunged towards me.
The shadow creature writhed back and forth in my grip in a feeble attempt to flee.  It clicked and cracked to no avail as Sha sank a hidden dagger from his sleeve into its chest.  A substance similar to tar oozed from its wounds as Sha pierced his blade into it over and over.  A mouth formed upon its head like a knife cutting water and the beast emitted a shrill scream at a pitch I didn’t think was possible by any living thing.  Sha seemed to view it as some sick opportunity, reaching his free hand into its throat and pulling out anything he could grip on to from inside.  The obsidian liquid that leaked out of its injuries was everywhere.  Sha wore it all over himself and so did I.  I struggled to bring my knuckle to my face to remove it from my sight.
“Hold him still!” Sha roared hysterically.
He drove the shiv into the shade and then placed his palm across its forehead.  Again, it squirmed and contorted in an attempt to escape my clutches.
“August!  Don’t let him budge!” Sha commanded.
I obeyed and flexed.  It fell still in my grasp, unable to move in any way.  Sha returned his open hand to its head, staring at the phantom so intensely that the air around us became dense with pressure.  The burden that I held became lighter, and to my amazement, my elbows knocked together. 
It was gone, as if nothing had ever been there.
“What?” I voiced my disbelief.
I noticed Sha inhale sharply, followed by a drawn out release.  He made a quick glance towards me, and for a moment, I swore his eyes glazed over grey like the old man’s.  He closed them faster than I could clearly make them out though, falling to the dirt at my feet.  I reached out to try and cushion his fall, but as soon as I made contact with him, a staggering wave of fire coursed through me.  The burning sensation began in my fingertips, but the feeling of inferno spread all over in only a matter of moments.  I felt as if I’d been covered in a blaze, and looking down, it appeared as if my hands were melting away.  The sheer hysteria I felt in those couple of seconds faded away as the world around went to black.
. . . 
“Sha!” someone called out.
“August!” the same person screamed.
My whole body shook back and forth, sending a shock right up my spine.  When I came too, I was flooded with a bright, crimson light.
“Fuck!” I gasped.
There beside me sat a conscious Jericho with his head in his hands.  When he saw that I’d returned to life, he let out a sigh of relief.
“What about Sha?” I asked.
Jericho signaled towards a tree ahead of us, where I found Sha upright and healthy as could be.
“Sha!  What happened?  The last I remember, you were –,” but he raised a hand to stop me mid sentence.
“It’s time,” he said coldly.
 I shifted my attention to Jericho.
“What the hell happened?” I inquired.
“I took care of it,” Jericho answered.
“Wait – what?” I questioned his validity.
“No more talk.  It’s time!” Sha exclaimed.
Jericho stood and made his way to him.  Although it was difficult getting to my feet, I followed close behind.  We started making our way up the final stretch at a much slower pace than before.  Every step was a challenge, as if I’d just awoken from some lengthy nap.  I couldn’t have been out long, I just knew it.  I could feel it, but the sun was hanging low as if the whole day had passed us.  That wasn’t the only thing I felt either.  I felt life.  The more I became aware, the more I recognized it.  All around us I could hear the chirps of birds and the hum of critters.  The Valley was coming alive.
“Do you hear that?” I called ahead.
Jericho peered back and said with a grin, “All I hear is the wind.”
Sha snickered to himself.
Their inside joke was unclear, but I cared very little.  I was getting off this rock.  Quinn would be joining me, and maybe – just maybe – I could break the curse.
Maybe.


~ Or Else ~
	“Stand down!  Stand down!  All is well,” Jericho called across the river.
	Cheers erupted on the other side.  
For the first time, I was granted amnesty to step into the waters of the Hubur.  The cool feeling of its contents filling my boots was unlike anything I’d ever experienced.  The heat and humidity of Eridu’s surface had become unbearable these past few hours.  I wanted nothing less than for the Hubur to envelop me and carry me off far away from Jericho and his Liberators, but I decided a simple bathing would do.  The muck and grime that trickled off of my skin after dunking my head under nearly blackened the water downstream from me.  The weight lifted off of me was immense.
“August!” a feminine voice cried out.
I recognized it immediately as Quinn’s and turned towards it just in time to catch her embrace.  She squeezed my shoulders with all the strength she possessed, and I breathed an air of relief to be reunited with her.  Nothing could ruin this moment.  The summit had been surpassed.  We could finally rest easy.
“I’m here.  There’s no need to worry!” I laughed.
“How?  What happened?” she asked.
“It’s gone,” I said.
“Does that mean we can leave?” she followed up.
“I don’t know, but – I think so,” I replied.
Quinn burst into tears, burrowing her face into my already wet shirt.
“You stink, you know?” she giggled.
“So do you!” I fired back.
We joined together to share another laugh.  I hadn’t seen much of this side of Quinn.  Her carefree nature was enthralling.  The way she covers her mouth in an attempt to hide her informal demeanor.  The way she flutters her emerald eyes when they are filled with tears.  The way she carries herself with such grace.  Here I am – unshaven, disheveled, caked with every unholy substance found on this rock – yet, I feel uncompromised.  Even so, that feeling of dread still lingered in the back of my mind.  I couldn’t allow anything or anyone to ruin this, myself included.
“How were things when I was gone?” I asked.
“Tense –,” she started to say.
“August, a word?” Sha interjected
He caught me off guard as there was no hint of his arrival.
“Sure,” I stated.
Quinn smiled and made her way back towards the shore to dry off.
“You did well,” she remarked.
“Care to explain?  Things don’t quite add up,” I said in response.
“Not here.  Tonight,” he answered.
I nodded.
“We will embark back into the Valley in the hour, but we will not pass all the way through before needing to stop and rest,” he carried on.
I nodded again, and we parted ways.
. . . 
The expedition back through the Valley eastward was uneventful.  The leisurely pace of Jericho’s troop was more than welcome.  Unlabeled bottles of booze made their rounds among the men as if the hike was some sort of festivity.  I could smell the use of other mixtures but chose to abstain.  Quinn, on the other hand, had her fair share of spirits.  Honestly, I was just happy she could enjoy herself.  The prolonged gravity of the situation we’d been placed in would take a toll on even the strongest of will.
“Please, have at least one drink, won’t ya?” Quinn drunkenly proclaimed.
“Maybe later,” I shrugged her off.
The crowd lumbered to a stop not moments later.
“Seems we’re diggin’ in,” I said.
“What?” Quinn inquired.
“We’re making camp,” I responded.
“Oh –,” she said as she wandered off in search of more alcohol.
I took the opportunity to check my pack.  I had in my possession: a drab poncho (which had totally slipped my mind), three dozen shots of ammunition, a full flask of water, three desalination tablets, and a gunpowder handgun.  I’d forgotten Jericho’s piece in all of the hubbub and wondered when the best time to return it would possibly be.
“Hopefully, this is a good time,” I heard him say out of the corner of my ear.
When I looked up from my meager belongings, there he was – just like that.
“Uh – hello.  I was looking for the time to give this back to you,” I stated while holding out his revolver.
Jericho replied with two outstretched, open palms.
“No need – I mean, I’ve no need for such a weapon anymore,” he replied.
I physically flexed my brow with puzzlement.
“It’s okay, really!” he continued, “It suits you best.
I glanced down at the outdated steel.  It held six bullets, but I didn’t have any idea as to what exactly fit its chamber.
“It’s a 44 magnum.  Here, I won’t be needing these any longer,” Jericho said, handing me a leather pouch.
“Thank you,” I returned as I took what was offered.
Jericho looked up towards the stars which had just begun to show themselves in the sky.
“I couldn’t have done this without your help,” Jericho whispered so that only I could hear.
“Done what?” I asked.
“You’ll see,” he answered.
One of his companions approached, asking him to partake in more of the indulgences.  I waved him away and returned to my solidarity confines.  The pistol was a grand prize, but I would have to let him down soon enough.  Eridu wasn’t the place for me.  I didn’t wish to see the fruits of my part in the mess.  I only wished to see the sight of the wondrous Gilgamesh once again.  
Where will we go?
That was when a worried Quinn found her way back to my location.  She came to my side but didn’t have anything to say.  She pivoted her weight on one side, so I reached over to bring her to mine.
“What’s the matter?” I sought out answers to her unease.
She looked back and forth as if someone would be listening.
“It’s Sha.  He asked to speak with you – alone,” she murmured.
I searched for him among the mob.  When I found him with two others in the distance, I was stunned that one of them wasn’t Jericho.  He beckoned me his way with a dip of the chin.
“Stay here,” I said to Quinn as I passed her by.
“Don’t be too long,” she sounded off over the chatter.
I had a feeling this would be more than just a couple of minutes though.  Sha failed to provide a proper greeting when I reached him, instead turning his back to me to start making his way through the masses.  I followed him through the thick of it, bumping into multiple drunkards along my pack.  None dared challenge me.  I’d entered the Valley and returned unharmed after all.  I noticed Sha could slip in and out of the clusters with ease.  Not for the same reasons as I however.  All we passed kept a keen eye on his movements.  Each and every individual moved aside when he came near – both Liberators and Steps alike.  They saw him differently.  They didn’t bow to him like they do with Jericho.  There was something else there.  I could’t tell if it was out of respect or fear.
Sha led me further and further from Quinn.  We passed all of the more well-to-do fighters long ago.  Those around us were no longer in a mood for celebration.  Many of the men were a grisly sight.  Tattered, rugged folk with nothing better to do than get a fix.  I saw folded paper being passed all around.  Dirty needles and even dirtier bottles were strung all about.  I even caught a couple of dreamers through open tent flaps.  I was all too familiar with the sights.
“Hulgil is easy to find around here,” I heard Sha mutter when he momentarily slowed down.
The shit they’d plugged into me after the scuffle.  No way, it’s not worth it.
“Here,” Sha said as he pointed to the foot of a mound.
It was settled just meters from an unoccupied lean-to.  It was far enough from any prying ears, so I knew this was something only I was to ever hear.  
“You want any?” he asked as he pulled a compact, canvas pouch from his pocket.
“I’m good,” I replied.
“You’re probably wondering why we’re here,” he stated the obvious.
“A bit,” I confirmed.
He unfolded the bundle to reveal a fine powder.  Sha licked his index finger, dabbed it into the dust, then deposited the residue into his bottom lip.
“It’s like this –,” he started after clicking his tongue.
“Soon, Jericho will be called upon by the Council,” he continued.
“Why?” I confronted him.
“Because he slayed Otto,” he responded.
“Did he?” I queried.
“He did,” he snapped back.
I shook my head.
“What the fuck happened back there?” I countered.
“Listen, August – Jericho killed Otto with his bare hands.  You’d best believe it.  You were out the whole time,” he replied.
“That’s not how I remember it, Sha.  We killed…or whatever we did, it was us that took care of that wraith,” I disputed.
Sha balled his fist tight.
“August –,” he muttered.
“What?” I shouted.
“You’ll be there when it all goes down,” he roared right back.
“What are you going on about?” I sought clarification.
“You will be there when Jericho meets with the Council, like it or not,” he declared.
I tilted my brow with disbelief.
“Bullshit.  I’ll be off this rock in a matter of days,” I challenged him.
Sha went blank in the face after that.  We stood in silence for some time before he finally blinked.  It was as if he’d really expect me to stay after all I’d been put through.  No amount of honorary titles or other flattery could ever convince me to stick around this dystopia.  Especially with Quinn by my side.  We needed to get the hell out of here days ago.
“You’ll be there,” he reasserted.
“No, I –,” I began.
“You’ll be there –,” he cut me off.
“Or else,” he finished.
“Or else, what?” I inquired with a firm hand by my hip.
“Or else she dies,” he answered with a deadpan expression.








~ The Weight ~
	I stood frozen as Sha turned and walked away.  Even if I’d shot him dead right there and then, who’s to say the Liberators would retaliate.  Who’s to say they weren’t watching her already.  Who’s to say that he hadn’t already told them to slit her throat if I did anything rash.  The comforting embrace of hope that I’d found earlier that day fizzled away at the thought.  
“Wait –,” I said, but he was already gone.
Sha had played his cards without having to say very much.  The adventure we’d taken through the horde getting here was clear enough.  There were so many faces that he wore.  When he wasn’t being cunning or mysterious, he was a flaming straight razor.  Fear was his calling and violence was the pen on the page.  
Why did I take that mask?
The question circled my mind endlessly.  I reached for my bag behind my back and found the disguise almost at once.  I stared through the eye openings searching for an answer.  I found none.  
“Hey!  You –,” someone nearby pronounced.
I found the person in question standing near meters away in the shrubbery.  He held himself up on a splintered tree trunk but just barely so.  The gaunt hands of the Eridan soldier trembled.  There was hardly any life left in him.
“What?” I asked.
He licked his lips.
“You’re the offworlder?” he inquired.
“Yes,” I responded.
“Did you see him?” he asked.
Sha, sending a further warning through one of his lackeys, no doubt.
“Sha?  You can tell him –,” I started my rage.
“No!” the man abruptly interrupted.
“The Anunngal, did you see him?” he corrected me.
Otto – had I seen him?
I remembered something about it.  The elderly figure on the hill.  Was that Otto?
“We’re in his realm, yet he doesn’t show himself,” the trooper carried on.
“I spoke with him once in a dream.  He warned me to never come here.  That I’d lose my head, but where is he?  Gone?” he kept going.
“Yes, he is,” I answered him.
“Where to?” he inquired further.
“Haven’t you heard?” I countered his question.
“Heard what?” he mumbled.
“Jericho finished him off,” I said.
“Fuck!” he yelled out.
The man dug into his holders, searching frantically for something.  He found what he was looking for in the chest of his cloak.  
“Fuck!  It’s really about to happen!  Take this!” he hollered while passing me the parcel.
It hit the dirt at my feet, and he scampered off back from where he came.  I looked down to find the same looking powder that Sha had had on him.
“Hulgil,” I assumed aloud.  
I leaned down to examine it closer.  The fine particles sparkled in the light of a distant campfire.  Sha had only taken a pinch from his own stash, and he’d been fine.  They must have given me much, much more when I went out.  I presumed it to be much more potent, but now I was having my doubts.  Nevertheless, I wouldn’t risk the temptation.  Moreover, I was more concerned as to what the trooper was getting at.  What will happen now?
. . . 
Finding my way back from where I’d come was manageable, but locating Quinn was a whole ‘nother story.  You’d think finding the sole woman in a sea of wasted combatants would be a simple task, but it just wasn’t true.  No group flocked to her and there was little to no sign of her.  I started feeling restless until I finally spotted her sitting alone by a dying bonfire.  Her blonde hair happened to attract my notice as it twisted between her fingers.  She didn’t notice as I approached her position, but I knew I couldn’t alert her to the trouble at hand quite yet.
“What’s gotcha worried, Quinn?” I playfully investigated.
She glanced up but showed no sign of elation at my arrival.
“Hey, what is it?” I pressed as I took a seat next to her.
She shifted her head away from me.  I could tell there was something seriously amiss.  I placed a gentle hand on her back in an attempt to provide some comfort.
“Sit and drink with me,” Quinn said after displaying a bottle that had been hidden behind her back.
I saw no reason to refuse.  I needed some form of relief myself anyways.  I took the bottle from her hand, leaned back, and consumed three sizable gulps of the liquid encased inside.  It tasted foul, causing my face to tense as the embers went down.  I wiped away the excess from the stubble under my bottom lip and retrieved my canteen of water from my pack as a chaser.  Quinn mirrored my initiative but soon regretted her decision.  She coughed tumultuously, covering her mouth to hold back her belly’s purge.  I offered my mixer, which she seized eagerly.
“Easy – slow down,” I stated, taking deep breaths while advising her to replicate with my hands.
Quinn followed along until she could finally catch her wind.
“You’re a menace,” she winced while laughing.
“Glad you’re feeling better,” I chuckled.
“Not even close,” she replied.
“What’s the matter, Quinn?” I asked.
She wiggled her nose with displeasure.
“I’m just worried,” she answered, dropping every last mark of decorum.
“About?” I pried for more.
“About going back,” she continued.
“Why’s that?” I inquired.
She looked at her feet but provided no response.  I tried my best to consider her quandary.  When we get back to the Gilgamesh, the other Kusites will certainly ask her of Orion’s absence.
“It’s my own fault,” I mentioned.
“No, August.  I am to blame, and the Lady Lugal will know it,” she reacted.
“That’s not true.  Only you and I will speak on it,” I countered.
She moved her head side to side in disapproval.
“She’ll know,” Quinn rest assured.  
It seemed that everyone and everything were all against me once again.  There was no way I’d be invited back to Purla, Quinn was too afraid to return to Kusu, and the hooks of Sha and Jericho were tethering me down to Eridu.  My stomach twisted and turned.  I couldn’t tell if it was stress or the vile substance I’d swallowed.  
“Sleep on it, and we’ll come up with a plan in the morning,” I said.
Quinn rested her head on my shoulder, and we huddled together next to the smoldering ashes.  I watched the flickering of what remained for some time until I was sure that she had fallen asleep.  I grabbed the flask perched beside her and took another swig.  It burned less this time, so I took another.  After a few minutes, I laid back and repositioned her head on my chest.  I watched the stars to pass the time until the full effect of the drink kicked in.  Before long, my limbs started to feel heavier.  I lifted my neck to further feel the weight of my skull.  It brought me down not too long after.  I accepted it willingly.
Finally – real sleep.














~ Need Not Worry ~
	I awoke early the next morning from a dreamless slumber.  The sound of tarps being wrapped together had brought me out of it.  It reminded me of a few distant memories, but then I remembered where I was.  What lay in store for us that fateful day was more than I wished to bear.  I ran my hand through Quinn’s hair, awakening her from her own state of repose.  She smiled after being greeted by the sunshine, but her bliss swiftly faded away when she came to the same realization that I had.
	“Should we stay?” she asked.
	I was taken back by the suggestion.  The thought of it sent a shiver down my spine.  Yet, Sha’s threats still loomed over me.  If he was indeed going to meet with this Council, maybe that would give us enough time to come up with a plan.  We’d still need to visit with the new Kusite crew of the Gilgamesh at some point though.  
	“We’re heading out soon,” a distinctive voice chimed in.
	The acquainted individual was none other than Zai.  It had been a while since I’d seen him, but all I could picture when I found him inserting those tongs into Orion’s throat.
	“Where to?” I caught him as he was walking away.
	“The smuggler’s camp to reunite with the rest,” he stated.
	“The ship!” Quinn exclaimed.
	Zai made his departure, and I tried my best to calm her down.
	“It’ll be alright.  We’ll just tell them that he remained on the other side of the Valley,” I tried to soothe her anxiety.
	“I doubt they would accept that,” she expressed.
	Those around us began to pick up their pace and move out.  
	“It’ll buy us some time,” I said as I finished rifling through my bag.
	“We gotta go.  If you think of a better yarn to spin along the way, let me know,” I carried on as we started making our own way out.
	The trek out of the Valley was wildly different from our first.  It was as if all of the life that had been hiding away for centuries and had finally been given the freedom it had sought out all that time.  Hundreds of species of birds flocked from tree to tree and branch to branch.  Mosquitoes, horse flies, and beetles buzzed in every direction.  Frogs croaked, salamanders clicked, and snakes slithered all about.  It was the difference between night and day with the place.  The phenomenon that had followed the phantom of the Valley spread far outside the borders of this place, however.  Many noticeable Steps were wary of where they were.  Each pace was measured and methodical, as if something would jump out and overtake them.  On the other hand, the Liberators were nonchalant in their movements.  It appeared as if they’d just walked away from a victorious battle, even if they had very little to do with the triumph.  After a while, Quinn and I made our way through the flock towards the vanguard.  Low and behold, Sha and Jericho were at its pinnacle leading the way.  
	“Ah – my friends!” Jericho called out when he spotted us.
	He waved us forward to placement, which we obliged.
	“Sha informed me just moments ago that we are nearly there,” he declared with delight.
	“The smuggler’s camp?” I tried to confirm.
	“Indeed!  I’ve been told that the Wadi eagerly await our arrival,” he claimed.
	Jericho wore that recognizable arrogant grin across his face.  Sha wasn’t as thrilled.  The word “Wadi” alone provoked an adverse response from him.
	“Remember – they prefer the name of Liberator, Jericho,” he mumbled.
	“Of course, my apologies, friend,” Jericho responded.
	A few hundred meters later, the steep incline we’d been climbing evened out.  Soon, the roofs of the outpost came into view through the line of foliage.  Moments later, I heard the chatter of a crowd.  When I finally marked the Gilgamesh, I found that there were hardly any gaps on its sides.  I was astonished by the number of Steps and Liberators when we first made contact, but the amount of people gathered here was unsettling.  The clearing was covered by Eridans from corner to corner.  Every centimeter was accounted for and more.  The congregation spread far into the forest behind the grounds.  Low hanging tree branches were littered with onlookers as well.  My awestruck disposition was only broken when I felt Quinn tugging at my back.
	“I’m drawing a blank!  I hope your plan works,” she whispered warily.
	I nodded my head discreetly.
	When we reached the boundaries of the glade, the flood of individuals parted at the sight of Jericho.  He spent some time greeting those at the front before we started making our way down the rows.  After Jericho passed each line of attendees, they donned the all too familiar porcelain faience.  I don’t know how I didn’t notice it earlier, but I had at last realized the eeriest element of the gesture – all of them lost their identity through the act.  Through the behavior, they would all become one.  They were the face of the Wadi – the wretched and forgotten – the wrathful and abused.  I almost felt bad for them – almost.
	As we came close to the center of the settlement,  Sha was approached by a short but built Liberator that had a different visage from the rest.  A mauve rhombus had been painted across his left temple.  In his hands, he possessed a similar ceramic facade.  The figure then kneeled before Sha and held the mask high above his head.  Sha placed a palm on the man’s shoulder and then accepted the object without articulating a word.  He subsequently directed his attention towards the nearby Jericho.  Sha held the veil over his face and knelt down at his feet.  Without looking up, Sha removed the shroud and mimicked his comrade.  Just like Sha had done previously, Jericho rested a hand on his shoulder and took it from his hands.  Jericho held the piece high above his own head, presenting it to his multitude of followers.  None spoke.  The only sound was that of the breeze.  Jericho lowered his arm, adorning the mask in the process.  Sha positioned himself back upright, dipped into his pocket, and procured a compact, wooden press.  The character that Sha had initially met next handed him a cup of ink.  Jericho stood at attention as Sha blotted the die with the dark stain.  Sha pressed the apparatus twice to Jericho’s brow, one over another, until three diamonds were superimposed on the stoneware.
	“Now –,” Jericho opened.
	I peered from side to side, finding all listening intently.  Even Quinn.
	“Now – we stand at the precipice of a new world.  The Sages have no choice.  We have proven ourselves.  They will grant us an audience or they will face destruction.  Who stands by me at this moment?” he asked.
	“I,” thousands of voices shouted in unison.
	Through the chaos, I caught Sha subtly motioning to his accomplice.  We locked eyes for but a moment, after which he turned to Jericho and patted him on his back.
	“It is time,” Jericho paused.
“The dishonorable lord of the Steps lies dead,” he announced to applause.
“The late Anunngal’s spirit has been put to rest,” he barked even louder.
“There’s but one more conflict we must resolve to show the Elders of their erroneous crimes,” Jericho proclaimed.
With that, he extended out an arm with a pointed finger bringing the spotlight towards the Gilgamesh.  A vast portion of the throng took a couple steps back to reveal more Liberators clad in disguised with the violet mark.  That wasn’t all that remained though.  Each Liberator stood behind a restrained Kusite.  Their coordinating garb stood in contrast to the frayed and faded attire of the Eridans next to them.
“No!” Quinn screamed.
It was then that I noticed that each of the Kusite crewmembers were being held against their will at gunpoint.  
“August – do something!” Quinn wailed.
I looked to Jericho, who was now pointing downward with his thumb.  Shouts erupted from the captives as they were kicked in the back down to the ground.
“Jericho – wait!” I exclaimed.
But it was too late.  Without any other prompting, the Liberators opened fire on the crew of the Gilgamesh.  In a matter of seconds, hundreds of Kusites fell limp along the foot of the ship.  Most perished instantly, but there were those unfortunate few who were left to bleed out.  The next thing I knew, Quinn bolted from my side towards the killing field.  I rushed after her once I grasped the situation and caught her before she got to where she was going.  
“No!  No – no – no!” she shrieked, intensifying with each utterance.
The Liberators surrounded us in order to block any possible path.  As they enclosed on us, Jericho spoke up, “Brothers!  Let them be!”
They backed off at his order.  All the while, I held Quinn back from drawing closer to the scene.  She yanked and fought me until I pulled her in close by wrapping my arms all the way around her.  Quinn pounded on my chest with her fists over and over again while vocalizing her frustrations.
“It’s okay.  It’s okay,” I uttered quietly in an attempt to settle her down.
“I can never go back!  I’m trapped here now!” she cried.
“Don’t say such things.  We’ll figure this out, I swear!” I consoled her.
“No!  It’s –,” she opened her mouth to say.
“Gather yourself,” Jericho spoke softly from behind me.
“Now all of your problems are solved,” he continued.
“Fuck you!” Quinn lashed out.
“You’ve ruined everything,” she howled as she extended past my grasp.
Several hammers clicked into place around us.
“Hold,” Jericho exclaimed.
The amplified pressure in the air ceased.
“Listen to this – you’re safe with us, Quinn.  That evil crone will never be able to hurt you again,” he said tenderly.
Quinn’s lower back arched as he finished his claim.  Every muscle in her body went taunt in anticipation of his next words.  It was as if he were right next to my ear when he said it, even though I knew he was more than a meter away.  I even started to believe what he was saying.
“You need not worry – fellow Eridan,” he asserted.




~ Eager to Leave ~
	“What do you think?” I heard Quinn say through the ringing in my ears.
	I could see the writing on the wall.  They’d do whatever it takes to keep us here.  I wasn’t sure why, but they truly believed that we – or at least myself – were an integral part of their elaborate scheme.  Whether they really wanted to free the Eridan people from oppression or were only hungry for power, it made little difference.  Threats and manipulation were ready weapons in their arsenal.  Jericho would take all measures required to accomplish his aims, no matter how ruthless they were.
	“I have stipulations,” I finally expressed.
	“And we will discuss them later,” Jericho agreed.
	I relaxed my grip on Quinn, and she was allowed to approach her deceased companions.  I stood by as the others went on their way.  In defeat, I stood composed.  I would never stop fighting him.  Jericho hadn’t needed to slaughter those innocent victims.  I had little other choice than to stay.  Still, he stole what innocence she had left.  For what?
	I reached into my pants pockets to give my arms a rest but found something I didn’t remember putting there.  When I pulled it out, I recognized it as the sack of hulgil that the feeble man had tossed at me the prior evening.
	What the hell is that doing in there?
	I dropped the package in the dirt and made my way over to Quinn.
. . . 
Days turned into weeks at the smuggler’s camp.  I lost track after the third venture to the river to wash my clothes of the sweat that had stained them.  Like the rest of the occupants, I now wore the tang of body odor.  Where I’d grown up it had been humid during the warm seasons but nothing like this.  You could feel the moisture all around you, seeping into your pores.  Quinn discovered on the fifth day that she had to consistently consume water or else risk the chance of heatstroke.  She began to feel faint as we sat passing time with card games in the sun.  Luckily, I was there and urged her to drink all that was left in my canteen.  It’s safe to say that was her last time trying to keep up with the Steps in their day drinking.  
I managed to make a few acquaintances among the Steps as well.  Bazi was originally a tanner from the far west in a village named Selfield.  He had a wife and two children back there awaiting his return.  Bazi had been promised land stakes by Edin around a growing urban area called Mari.  Kalbum was the son of a mariner who’d disappeared off the northern coast of the Himyarite Sea.  He’d been convinced that it had something to do with the shade of the Valley and skipped around from faction to faction looking for answers about the creature.  Kalbum had lucked out, joining the Steps only weeks before Edin’s demise.  He was inspired by the Liberators and was hoping to be recruited into their ranks to learn more of the Valley’s history.  Gandea hadn’t known his parents and had been raised by the Wadi in the mountains to our immediate south.  He’d heard word of a great meeting that would be held at the foothills of his home.  Gandea had arrived at the outpost right after us.  He was brought into the Steps as a recruit with the promise of bringing back glory to his people.  
There were many more like these few, but they were the ones I’d grown close with.  Kalbum showed me how to use my new revolver, Bazi kept Quinn and I company late into the night with stories of his home, and Gandea watched our back when it came to the erratic behavior of the Wadi and the Liberators.  I honestly pitied the Wadi.  Most were without a home to return to.  Most were addicted to alcohol, hulgil, or some other downer.  They were young too.  None reached over the age of thirty.  It seemed that they lived fast and short lives.  The more I’d learn of the Liberators, however, the more concerned I’d become.  Most followed the same pitfalls of their fellow Wadi but with their own touch of insanity.  Since Jericho had accepted his faience, the Liberators had refused to remove theirs.  They wouldn’t speak to those without one either.  The only way the Steps or the Wadi heard of any goings on was through Jericho.  He would daily speak to them in the encampments center, ordering them to expand the site to accompany those who’d come.  Speaking of which, more and more Eridan appeared each hour.  The horde had grown to reach what was once the borders of the Valley at the Hubur.  Kilometers of trees and brush had been knocked down and burned.  A steady supply line had been established from somewhere far to the east.  I wasn’t in the know of everything, but I caught on well enough.  Jericho was building an army.  The Elder Council had sent envoys to deter his actions.  Each had been beheaded in the center of the camp following Jericho’s daily briefings.
Among this perpetual waiting, I listened to Quinn over and over again speak of her fears of returning to her home on Kusu.  She was right to be worried.  The diplomatic mission that they’d been sent on had ultimately failed.  Hundreds of Kusites laid in unmarked graves along the Hubur River, including Orion.  Lugal Girsu had attempted to bring Eden to the forefront of Eridan politics through some backdoor schemes, but they hadn’t reached their fruition as planned.  Quinn feared a sentence of death or even worse in her eyes – ostracism.  I’d brought up the possibility of settling on Purla, but this thought never sank in.  Would I ever be welcomed back in the first place was yet another hindrance that had been heavy on my shoulders for some time.  Jericho had made the optimal move at every corner.  He realized I’d refuse to stay.  When threats were deemed to be too turbulent, he used my own hopes and desires against me.  Quinn was someone I wanted a life with.  I couldn’t face seeing her subjected to the same treatment as the others.  Through many long nights of contemplation, I planted the roots of a vision – a code.  Never again would I harm another, unless they stood in the way of her life – her happiness.  For years, rage has held me down in the dirt.  These moments – these blackouts – have to stop.  Maintaining control over myself has become my greatest ambition.
These thoughts swirled in my mind for the second morning in a row as I watched the star called Cleeia rise in the west.  The radiant orange glow as it edged over the horizon caused the white canvas of the awnings below me to shimmer.  Soon the multitude of Eridans would be at it again.  They’d go about completing trivial tasks around the vicinity until their first supplied meal when Cleeia nearly reached its peak.  At this moment, all were still dreaming – all except one.
“Another sleepless night, I see,” I heard from below.
I peered down the truck of the tree I’d position myself in to find the man I’d come to anticipate at the hour – Sha.
“Why were you given the freedom to speak and not the others?” I barked down to him.
Without haste, he traversed the white meranti with his bare hands.  Even though I was only a dozen or so meters up, he made the act look like child’s play.  Sha found a seat next to me upon one of its few but sturdy limbs.
“My words carry the wind with them,” he replied.
“I thought that authority was only reserved for Jericho,” I challenged him.
“He speaks through me,” he rebutted.
I sighed before letting out, “So he does.”
	We sat in solitude for some time.  Although I didn’t care for him, I sympathized with Sha’s position.  He’d built the Liberators from the ground up.  His goal was to help the less fortunate escape the Attestment.  Jericho had used this to his advantage so it would seem.  More and more, Sha would aid those victims of the Step’s misdeeds.  The Wadi saw him as a viable option for their families.  The exterior colonies proved to be nothing but a farce though.  The Council had barred those offworld from returning, shooting down any who came in but offering safety to those leaving.  Now, Sha had thousands of families relying on him to bring their families home at the end of this.  Jericho saw this and twirled the Eridan between his fingers.  Before long, the Liberators were his and Sha his disciple.  The man held much resentment towards Jericho but had been blinded through strife.  The Attestment had its victims, both in death and the living.
Like many mornings prior, I’d whittled down Sha’s defences.  I couldn’t help but ask the obvious question –
“How much longer?” I asked without much context.
“Soon,” he answered, knowing of my circumstances.
“How soon?” I followed up.
“Are you so eager to leave?” he responded.
“I’m counting down the days,” I declared sarcastically.
Sha shook his head side to side.
“You won’t manage it,” he said.






~ Fall in Line ~
	After a few hours of loading ammunition into banana magazines alongside Kalbum, I was given leave to collect my morning meal.  The walk from the munitions pavilion to the open air mess hall was a time consuming endeavor today.  Many of the new arrivals were still without assignment and were lingering about in any and all free space.  Slowly but surely, I’d gain notice from the Steps who would move aside when I approached.  Even the ever silent Liberators would occasionally make way when they saw me coming.  These newcomers on the other hand were aloof oblivious to the comings and goings of those with somewhere to be.  Over time, they would learn of my correspondence with Jericho and Sha and that would change, but for some reason, today I found the aloofness especially frustrating.  Fifteen minutes later, I reached my destination but with a quarter of my leisure time lost.
	“These recent additions are too much,” I told Quinn with a grimace.
	She was playing with her food, turning her utensils over again and again through her rice.
	“Did you ask him?” she inquired, changing the subject.
	“I did.  Didn’t have much to say,” I replied.
	“Still just soon?” she continued
	I nodded to confirm her assumption.  Quinn responded with a heavy sigh.
	“He thinks we’ll stay,” I carried on.
	“I would rather take my chances on some isolated plain on Purla,” she stated.
	“Or we could try rolling the dice on –,” I started but was broken off.
	“No – forget it,” she stammered.
	I reached in to steal a scoop of rice from her plate, which she deflected with her fork like a seasoned fencer.
	“Not today!” she giggled.
	Through all of our hardship, Quinn had finally begun to recover.  I’d done my best to keep her spirits up, and the last couple of days I’d seen a change in her.  I was working her towards it.  Even though she could see right through me, she was starting to accept the inevitable.  We’d have to try our chances at Kusu.  She’d suggested asking Sha about helping smuggle us on to the colony, but he’d claimed it impossible.  Then, Quinn had the idea of asking him to create for us new identities.  The problem was that his people only knew how to do this for Eridans, and we both decided against taking the chance of being caught impersonating another.  If apprehended, all it would do is seal our guilt.  The best course of action was to face it head on.  We both knew it.  Purla just wasn’t a viable option.
	“Oi!  There’s more than usual today, huh?” I recognized Gandea’s accent as he approached me from behind.
	“You’ll be busy as hell this afternoon,” I called back as he found a seat across from me beside Quinn.
	“You’d better eat that while you can.  I sense a reduction in rations coming on,” he stated.
	“A common greeting will suffice,” she grumbled back at him.
	“Fine – oi m’lady!” he laughed.
	“Where’s Bazi?” I asked.
	“Shit if I know!  The man’s been off the past few.  Seems to have found a new clique with the last group of dissenters that arrived from that side of the Valley,” he confirmed my suspicions.
	“Think they’re legitimate?” I questioned further.
	“They’ll fall in line once we catch another agent of the Sages,” he claimed.
	“If they keep letting anyone who shows up in –,” I paused when I saw the all-too-familiar herald draw near.
	The three of us looked on as he raised three fingers in the air and drew a circle towards the clouds.  The indicator was second nature to us by now.  Jericho would carry out one of his noble addresses soon and our presence was requested.  We finished up what we had left on our dishes and started to make our way towards the square.
	“I’ve been listening to the whispers among those from the west during their intake,” Gandea commented as we passed a pack of them.
	“And?” I asked along the way.
	“And there’s talk –,” he commented.
	“Of?” I pressed him on.
	“That some could be here for the wrong reasons,” he finished.
	“Why tell me this?” I queried.
	“You’re close with the masked ones, no?” Gandea probed.
	Quinn tugged at my elbow from my side opposite of him.  A warning I’d certainly heed.
	“What’s your angle here, Gandea?” I confronted his ploy head on.
	We both halted in place to engage one another.  Quinn stood closeby, observing for any tell-tale signs as I’d shown her with the sots.
	“I’m just looking to earn my place here, August,” he alleged.
	“You mean you wish to earn a place among them,” I corrected him.
	“You think that’s a possibility?” he jumped at the notion.
	“Be careful what you wish for,” I said as I turned away.
	We arrived early enough that the new recruits hadn’t yet arrived.  The three of us found a space not far from where the Liberators would emerge with Jericho at their helm.  I’d expected to see Sha combing the area as he did per usual, but he was nowhere to be seen.  The throng was still touching down in its set places when the diamond faiences became visible from the established command center.  Leading them was not Jericho, however.  Instead, Sha surfaced as their guide.  His exposed, stern face stood out among the ranks of the porcelain echelon, but it revealed very little as to the uncommon occurrence.  In his hand, he held his argent pistol, which he held high and discharged several times.  Everyone stopped dead, and the crowd went quiet.
	“Unfortunately, your fearless leader couldn’t make an appearance this day –,” he began.
	Sha motioned to the Liberators and they fanned out in a row beside him.
	“This would be because someone has made an attempt on his life.  That someone utterly failed, but it had put things into perspective for us,” Sha declared.
	He then waved his hand forward as a dozen or so men were pushed through the line.
	“I will not humor you with any performative show,” he shouted as he pointed his barrel towards the one closest to him and pulled the trigger.
	I redirected my gaze to avoid what came next.  Several more shots rang out.  I directed my attention towards Quinn to provide comfort, but she was already covering her own eyes.
	“Is it over?” she asked.
	I took a brief glance but spotted one left standing.
	“No, not –,” I stopped as I realized who the sole survivor was.
	“Bazi!” I let the thought slip out.
	Sha held him at gunpoint in front of the irate assembly.  He wasn’t aiming to release the killing blow though.  Rather, his eyes peered straight into mine.
	Pop!
	Bazi’s head splattered brain matter across the concrete slab at his feet. The sight of the red mist covering Sha from top to bottom was too much to handle.  I went to make my leave, grabbing Quinn’s hand in the process.
	“The western border is now closed.  We will establish a defencive perimeter at the river.  All assigned to intake will be diverted to the line.  Shoot on sight any life that attempts to cross.  Dismissed,” he announced.
	The gathering dispersed in all directions as we were making our exit.  Our efforts at fighting the influx was feeble, so I chose to stand in place for a few moments to let things die down.
	Quinn leaned in close so I could hear her over the commotion say, “Do you think it’s finally happening?”
	“I doubt it,” I answered.
	Among the multitude of infantry moving every which way, I happened to spot a white veil advancing towards us.  I lifted my cloak and rested my hand on the hilt of my sheathed dagger.
	The figure showed me his open palms, then pointed to the four-sided emblem on his forehead.
	“I have no desire to speak with him right now,” I responded.
	The shrouded individual moved closer and whispered, “It’s time.”



~ Bait ~
	I’d recognized the voice as belonging to Zai.  More and more, I’d started to believe that he was on par with Sha or at least his closest collaborator in the Liberators.  It had been some time since I last spoke to Jericho, and I knew he’d send someone for me eventually.  Was this really it?  Was everything really happening now – right now?
	“Quinn – head back to the tent for the day.  Alright?” I requested.
	“But I’ll be expected to –,” she initiated but I interrupted her.
	“Don’t worry about that,” I stated.
	“Oh – here,” I remarked, grabbing my personal piece and handing it over.
	Quinn’s emeralds opened wide.
	“It’s particle-lock, so you shouldn’t have any trouble if need be,” I carried on through her bewilderment.
	“Now go!” I ordered.
	Luckily, she snapped into place.  Quinn affirmed with a nod and made her way towards our abode.  I found Jericho’s marquee next to the long dormant transports of the airfield and started my way through the remnants of the mob.  I’d sparsely shown my neck on this side of the outpost, but it seemed much less congested.  Most likely at the directive of the Liberators, I presumed.  When I reached the mouth of Jericho’s field office, I was greeted by a now unmasked Zai.  The Eridan was even more unkempt than I was.  His pitch black hair was knotted all about, and his dandruff-flaked mustache was nearly growing into the corners of his mouth.
	“I’m shocked you were given permission to speak, let alone show your face,” I stated as an initial address.
	“My words come from the wind.  I’m also among a brother,” he said with a gesture towards my bag.
	“Hmph,” I sounded out behind sealed lips.
	“Still a doorkeep?” I probed.
	“Go on it,” Zai replied coldly.
	I stepped through the open entrance to find a sight not so different from another from our collective past.  A batch of obscured advisors muttered amongst themselves at a makeshift table at the center of the room.  Carafes of sweet-smelling wine were fashioned upon wooden stands strung about.  A perfectly cut square in the canopy rustled with the slight breeze providing some relief to the clammy occupants of the tent.  
	“August!” Jericho’s tone carried over to my ears from the head of the table.
	I took another step into the bowels of the dwelling and made out a bloodstained tourniquet fashioned across his left shoulder.
	“What happened?” I called back.
	“Come closer and I’ll be happy to show you,” one of the aides beckoned.
	“Now – now!  That’s not how we treat one of our own, now is it?” Jericho responded to his challenge.
	The man had nothing to say after that.  Jericho motioned for them to leave with a flick of his hand.  They each stood and punctually made their way towards the only exit available to them.  Even with their faces covered, I watched as they each stared me down as they walked by.  Once they were gone, I noticed Sha at a far surface in the corner.  He slipped a pouch into his sleeve before making his way to the table.  
	“Please –,” Jericho said with open arms.
	Sha found his place on the opposite end from Jericho, and I decided to take a seat between the two of them.
	“It appears a known associate of yours has conspired to end my life,” Jericho expressed.
	“You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that?” Sha directed at me.
	“I had no clue,” I answered.
	Jericho showed a smirk.
	“Good.  I expected the Elders to try to use someone like you to get to me.  Are there others?” he asked.
	“What?” I answered in a state of confusion.
	“You’re the bait, August,” Sha announced.
	“It’s been quite obvious, don’t you think?” he followed up.
	“So you’ve been watching me then?” I fired up.
	“Indeed,” Jericho replied, “So I’ll ask again, are there others?”
	“There’s two others, each with aspirations to be one of us,” Sha spoke on my behalf.
	“They’re nobodies,” I proclaimed.
	“So was that fucker from earlier,” Sha exclaimed.
	“Settle down – the Overseers didn’t send him.  You needn’t worry,” Jericho reassured him.
	“Just another faction making their move,” Sha agreed.
	“Hasn’t the Council already tried?” I inquired.
	“No – no.  Those were only words to put on the pressure to the greens to stay in line,” Jericho responded.
	“Then you want the Council to try their hand at it?” I kept on.
	“We wanna catch them in the act,” Sha sneered.
	“Precisely,” Jericho concurred.
	Careless!
	“You realize you’re not only putting my life in danger,” I raised my voice.
	“August – you needn’t have any worries.  I wouldn’t allow anyone to put their hands on Miss Prudenhart.  You already know this,” Jericho attempted to console me.
	I bit my bottom lip to ease my own tension.
	“We had a deal and –,” I said.
	“And I plan on honoring it,” Jericho interjected.
	“You best,” I countered.
	Unintentionally, we all exhaled sharply at the same time.
	“Listen and cease your prying,” Sha broke out and was on his feet.
	“I’ve got this,” Jericho cut in.
	Sha’s fist slammed down on the table.  No one spoke.
“Fine,” he collected himself and took his seat.
“August – we’re nearly certain that someone sent by the Elders has blended into the troop and is awaiting the moment to strike.  We must detain this individual in the act of sabotage or assassination.  The Council has their agents spread out among every known corner of Eridu.  If the other factions are in the know of your affiliation to me, it’s safe to assume that the Council will know as well,” Jericho paused to give me a chance to inquire further.
“You think someone may try to get through me to get to you – sent from the Council?” I asked the most evident question.
“Indeed,” he verified.
“But why me?  We’ve barely spoken since arriving here and there are so many others,” I sought additional information.
“The only ones allowed close are Liberators and those I’ve inducted from the Steps.  My confidants are already in my inner circle.  They’ve been sworn to an oath of silence.  No new membership will be granted,” he went into detail.
“Except me –,” I murmured to myself after realizing.
“It’s all a fuckin’ game with them,” Sha disdainfully commented.
“Yet, it’s a game we must play,” Jericho stated begrudgingly.
“Shit –,” I thought aloud.
Both Jericho leaned forward in their chairs.
“There’s something –,” I began but caught myself.
“What is it?” Sha whispered as his stool tipped over.
“Bring the two here later tonight after it gets dark, as well as your inner sanctum.  The more witnesses, the better,” I discreetly commanded.
“You expect us to trust you –,” Sha started to lose his temper.
“Shh!  You will do as he’s said,” Jericho halted him.
“There’s one other thing – Quinn,” I uttered softly.
“I will send someone to keep her under watch,” Jericho responded.
“Only someone you trust,” I shifted closer to say.
“No worries,” Jericho ascertained.
With that, I excused myself without a word and hastily made my departure.


~ Now or Never ~
	“Seashell,” I pronounced distinctively as I approached the entryway of my dwelling. 
	When I passed through the fabric opening, I was met with my magnum quivering anxiously in Quinn’s hands.
	“It’s me,” I said in a hushed tone.
	“Dammit, August!” she stated as she threw the weapon on to the bunk and wrapped her arms around me.  
	“You scared the shit outta me,” she continued.
	“I’m alright – are you?” I asked.
	“Much better now,” Quinn replied.
	“Let’s take it easy for the rest of the day,” I announced.
	She scowled at me and said, “Don’t you sidestep me!”
	“What the hell happened?” she pressed.
	“Tsk!” I emitted between my teeth.
	“Are we finally getting out of here?” Quinn grew louder.
	I raised my hand over her mouth.
	“Shh!” I enunciated quietly.
	I drew close to her ear to say, “We will find out later tonight.”
	As I slowly backed away, our eyes connected.  We stayed like that for some time in a sort of trance.  The background noise of all of the hustle and bustle around us dissipated into oblivion.  I lifted my palm to caress her cheek and brush aside her lustrous locks.  When I sunk back into her, she brought her lips against mine.
. . . 
At supper, I didn’t see either Gandea or Kalbum.  An ominous feeling had been creeping over my shoulder the whole time.  For my plan to work, they had to both agree to a meeting with Jericho.  It was the only way, but how could I carry this out if I couldn’t make contact?  What if Jericho had already ordered Sha to make a move on them?  Too many questions occupied my thoughts.  When Quinn and I were finished, we left without waiting for regular liquor and booze that was offered.  Those who weren’t on western perimeter were likely to have one last hurrah, as they’d be joining them soon enough.  It was a perfect cover, but I still needed to connect with those two.
“Maybe we should check their tents,” Quinn offered.
“Maybe so,” I agreed.
Unfortunately, their residences both lay empty.
“Do you think Gandea is already on the line?” Quinn asked.
“Potentially,” I replied.
We wandered around their places for a while before returning to our own spot in the camp.  The wait was nerve racking at best, but I hoped they would stop by later in the evening as they regularly had in the past.  An hour or two would pass before either of us spoke again.
“If you really need them this much, you might have to ask around,” Quinn finally broke the silence.
“That could tip them off.  I can’t take that chance,” I stated.
The crackle of leaves outside caught our attention.
“Do you think it’s them?” Quinn asked in a subdued pitch.
“August –,” I heard from beyond our canvas walls.
“Kal?” I called back.
“No, idiot!” Sha responded harshly as he barged in.
“Why are you here?” I queried.
“Everything’s set,” Sha ignored my concern.
“No, no, no!  The meeting had to be natural.  I had to make the proposal,” I argued.
“Either way, the pieces are set.  Get going!” Sha shot back.
I reverted my focus back to Quinn, handing her my sidearm.  I reluctantly reached for my other hip, releasing the strap to my six shooter.
“Take this too,” I instructed.
“August, you have to have some way to defend yourself,” she contended.
“I do,” I declared while pointing to the knife draped across my chest.
“August –,” Quinn carried on.
“No time!  He’s gotta go!” Sha insisted.
“Alright, come on,” I directed as I moved for the way out.
“I’ve been told to remain here,” he said.
I looked back at Quinn who didn’t look very fond of the scenario.
“It’s alright,” I worked to alleviate her concerns.
I then glanced back at Sha and uttered, “Make sure you stay here, and if anything happens to her –”
“I know, I know,” he replied.
At that, I took my leave.  The single moon that orbited the planet was barely visible in the night sky.  Bonfires and torches were my only viable source of light.  They guided me far enough, but when I reached the flight strip, the only radiance came from Jericho’s hub of operations.  All around in the pit of darkness, there rested white faces.  Nearly imperceptible in the shadows, I could still feel them watching my every move.  Instead of the pleasant odor of tobacco I’d come to expect at gatherings such as these, I could only smell the acrid scent of chemicals.  Hulgil was the unmistakable culprit, the allure of which I’d continued to fight day after day.
The pavilion sat eerily still when I came upon it.  No one greeted me at the door, so I decided I’d let myself in.  On entering, I was met by a mass of faiences eagerly awaiting my arrival.  Even Jericho donned his signature shroud.  I observed the room from side to side, catching the paintings of their silhouettes dancing across the pale woven partitions.
“You come missing something,” Jericho’s voice resonated throughout the space.
I already knew what he was alluding towards.  I procured the only possession I’d brought in my satchel: a muted crimson veil stained by the sanguine shower along the shores of the Hubur.  I placed it across my visage and secured it tight.  
“We’ve been called here by one of our own.  An Eridan, not by birthright, but by loyalty to the cause –,” Jericho delayed his next words.
No one else spoke.  They adhered to their commitment to silence well.
“This Eridan has identified two doubtful initiates that face suspicion of treachery.  Bring them before us,” he proceeded.
Beaten and battered, two persons were pushed into the open.  Each of them wore a pillowcase over their heads and had their hands constrained behind their backs.  Violently, the casings were stripped from atop of their heads.  Kalbum and Gandea rose to their feet, gagged and petrified at the center of all present.
“What evidence do you bring to us, fellow Eridan?” Jericho asked me directly.
I scanned each corner of the space, ensuring all were present.
“There are those who speak of joining your ranks, those too zealous to assume the mask,” I answered.
“What defence do you pose?” Jericho shifted his attention towards those involved.
Their restraints were summarily removed.  Almost at once, the two bawled out their supposed innocence.  When it was clear that neither were getting anywhere, Jericho intervened.
“One at a time,” he asserted.
The two looked to one another before starting again.
“I only wished to further the cause,” Gandea announced.
“So would I,” Kalbum upheld.
Jericho peered over to me for a response, but I only shrugged.
“Fine, we will test your devotion –,” Jericho stated with an outstretched arm.
“Wait!” I protested.
The two men were freed of their restraints and provided with a clip-fed handgun.
“So – what will it be?” Jericho solicited.
Kalbum and Gandea traded furtive views at one another.  Time and space looked to be wound down for those few seconds as they passed.  Gandea set his sights on Kalbum, who in turn aimed his muzzle back at him.  Flashes ignited among the pair and shots rang out.  However, when the smoke cleared, both remained standing.
“Interesting –,” Jericho mumbled to himself.
I stepped forward, shaking my head back and forth with dismay.  I’d realized his scheme in the moments leading up to the duel but chose to play along for the time being.  Even though he hadn’t trusted my initial request, I decided that this gimmick would suffice.
“Jericho!  You see – there isn’t a soul here, not even those outside this enclosure, that don’t deserve to be a part of what we’re building here!” I shouted with the slightest dip of the chin.
“Give these two what they desire!  Give us all what we desire!  Lead us, Jericho!  Lead us to the capital!  Lead us to victory!  It’s now or never!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.
As I stopped to catch my breath, serenity spread like wildfire across the room.  The stares from behind the spectators’ expressionless masks had transformed.  No more did they wear faces of wary or distrust.  I looked to Jericho, again bowing my head.
“So it shall be,” Jericho promulgated.
The space erupted into applause.  Each Liberator had broken their vow of silence, seeing the coming war as a culmination of their devotion.  Gandea and Kalbum were enfolded by their new brethren, who carried them along in a swell as they departed from the marquee for a celebration.  Within minutes, the only remaining inhabitants were me and Jericho.
“That was –,” Jericho began to say.
“We don’t have much time to speak,” I interrupted tactfully.
Jericho narrowed his vision and listened in.
“Thank you, Jericho!  Now, I must take my leave!  Shall we move out at dawn?” I asked with a smile.
“Indeed,” he answered.
Once outside, I moved at a brisk pace in the direction of my tent, wasting no time getting there.  
“Sha!” I summoned him once the door came into view.
He emerged almost instantaneously.
“We’re good to go?” he reacted.
“Huh?” I questioned him in disbelief.
“To Jericho’s?” he clarified, as though he was privy to my plan from the beginning.
I was stunned.  The only way I could express my incredulity was through a rapid series of blinks.
“Tune in, August – we don’t have time for this.  Don’t worry, she’s safe.  We’ve gotta go – now!” Sha roused me.
















~ Fear ~
	The heart of the outpost laid absolutely still as Sha and I made our way back to Jericho.  The last of the revelers were making their way to the western boundary to deliver the good news that inspired such festivities.  The only ones that remained were too high or drunk to make the voyage down to the river.  
	“You mind sharing who you think it might be?” Sha murmured back at me.
	“You’ll see soon enough,” I replied.
	When we came upon Jericho’s abode, a lone torch from within provided the only discernible source of light.
	“Low visibility,” Sha commented.
	“Good,” I acknowledged.
	“So – do we wait to see who goes inside?” he inquired.
	“You approach, and I’ll hang back,” I instructed.
	Without another remark, Sha pressed forward as I found concealment behind the nose of one of the age-worn aircraft.  As he made his approach on the entrance, the torchlight extinguished.  Before I could process what was happening, I saw Sha’s coattails dart inside.  
	“Shit! Wait!” I yelled after him.
	I made a sprint for the door flap.
	Pop – pop, pop!
	I unsheathed my blade as I pushed the panel aside.
	“Fu –,” but I cut myself off.
	“Some help here,” Sha requested.
	He held an obscured figure’s face in the dirt with one hand, while restraining a hand armed with a revolver in the other.  It appeared that the shots had been fired in the preceding scuffle.  One bullet had impacted the leg of the table, causing the furniture to slouch to one side.  The other two weren’t accounted for, but I was relieved when I found Jericho on the floor unharmed.
	“On it,” I obeyed as I stepped on the perpetrator’s knuckles, then kicked away his piece.
	By that time, Jericho was back on his feet and searching for a lantern.
	“He’s wearing one,” Sha snarled.
	Jericho struck a match and brought it close.  Pearly-white porcelain captured the illumination from the flame.
	“Show me his face!” Jericho dictated.
	Sha slammed the man’s face back on to the ground and grabbed both his arms.  The stoneware shattered as it made contact.  Sha followed up with a knee between the shoulders, leaving the man no other choice but to lift up his bloody face for air.
	“Zai?” Jericho doubted the truth.
	“Zai,” I confirmed.
	He spit some ceramic from his teeth as blood flooded out of his nostrils.  Zai squirmed in a pitiful attempt to get loose, to which Sha responded by burrowing his knee further up his spine.
	“How – but – why?” Jericho mumbled disjointedly.
	“It was his last chance,” I said.
	I noticed Sha’s cheek twitch.  He’d been taken back.  For once, he hadn’t had the upper hand.
	“What?” he growled at me.
	“Nothing,” I replied.
	“When can I slit this asshole’s throat?” he requested from Jericho.
	“Fuck you!” Zai cried out.
	Sha let go of one of Zai’s wrists, rotated his arm, and stabbed down with a dagger that was released from his sleeve.
	“I’ll fuckin’ kill you!” Zai hollered in anguish.
	“Easy!” Jericho shouted.
	Sha yanked the razor from Zai’s forearm and threw it behind him.  He brandished his gun and placed it at the back of Zai’s skull.
	“Up!” Sha ordered while backing away cautiously.
	Zai pushed himself to his feet with his good arm.  Jericho shuffled over to us after finding and lighting a torch.
	“Back up!” Sha persisted.
	Zai complied until his calf touched an empty chair.
	“Sit!” Sha commanded.
	Again, he followed his directive.
	“We’ve got a long night ahead of us,” Jericho noted.
	“I can make it over quick.  Just say the word,” Sha stated.
	“No, we’ll need him,” Jericho countered.
	“Now what?” I cut in.
	“Now –,” he checked himself.
	“Now – you go get some rest.  I’m sure Quinn’s expecting you,” he finished.
	I felt the weight of his words.  I wanted nothing to do with what was about to unfold, the consequences of which I could already sense were beyond my control.  A sinister grin had been drawn across Sha’s lips.  I started my withdrawal at a snail’s pace.  Every step carried with it a hundred tons.  The last thing I saw prior to slipping out into the darkness was the milky white of Zai’s unblinking eyes.  The primal fear sent waves of adrenaline through my veins.  I’d seen it so many times, but the feeling still captured me.  That sensation of power – power over another person’s life.  It twisted my insides into an unbreakable knot.  I retreated – I ran like my life depended on it.  My arms pushed me forward faster and faster through my panic.  Like a deer fleeing from a wolf, I wandered aimlessly trying to find an escape.  
	“Fuck!  Help!  Help me!” I shrieked.
	That’s when I heard it.
	Click.
	“What?” I exclaimed while searching high and low.
	Click click.
	My foot let out from beneath me, sending me face first into the mud.
	Click.







~ To Live ~
	Surviving the Plains of Aluralic gave me a mix of elation and sorrow.  I was told that we’d lost ground but gained a strategic holding on its borders.  This came from a middle aged combat surgeon who’d never seen the frontlines up close.  He kept up with the news back on the coast but failed to ever speak to those actually involved.  This victory, if one could call it that, came at the cost of countless lives.  Even more walked away with debilitating injuries, like myself.  Those who were lucky enough to walk away physically unscathed still had to carry with them the scars of war.  This was only the beginning.  A counterattack was already in the making.  Many of my friends from back home were being sent north.  In their letters, they spoke up a two-pronged assault to take back what was lost.  They had no idea what they were walking into.  There was nothing I could do.  I’d been tethered to this bed in some military hospital far, far away from it all for over a month now.  The only people I interacted with were nurses and doctors.  None were privy to letting me go anytime soon.  But hell, at least they were giving me the good stuff to deal with the pain.
	“How are you feeling today, Gladiolus?” my attendant woke me that chilly morning.
	“I’ll be doing better once you hook me up,” I joked.
	“A week more of this and fluids and they say you’ll be up and at ‘em again,” they answered as they administered the soothing medication into my bag.  
	A warm, tickling feeling swept over me as the liquid entered my veins.  The tension that had started building up in my core steadily faded away.
	“We’ll see about that,” I chuckled.
	The regular witty response did not follow however.  I searched for the attendant from side to side, but I found that they’d left without a word.
	“Tarragon?” I called out.
	Still, nothing.
	“Tarragon’s been called away,” an unfamiliar voice replied.
	It’s host entered my private room.
	“It was an emergency, they said,” the unknown woman continued.
	She wasn’t much older than I.  She was petite but carried herself up high.  Unlike the rest of the medical staff though, the woman wore plain clothes.
	“I’ve been assigned to watch over you for a while,” she said.
	I hesitantly nodded to show her that I understood.  The pain reliever was really starting to kick in, so I wasn’t totally sure she was actually there or if I’d just imagined her up in my head.
	“I’ve been told to ask you a few questions.  You know, to check up on you,” she carried on.
	“Okay,” I mumbled.
	“How has your mental state been since leaving the line?  August – is it?” she asked.
	“Well, I’m a little out of it right now,” I answered while pointing to the IV in my forearm.
	“Of course!  What I mean is – do you feel capable of returning to duty once you’ve recovered?” she reworded her question.
	I thought of the diamonds.  I was still in the right mind to see my way out on the horizon.
	“I’m not sure,” I attempted to hold out.
	“That’s unfortunate.  We’ve heard from many of the horrors faced on the Aluralic.  Especially yourself.  To have survived such an ordeal must have been more than trying,” she spoke of the events so casually.
	“I’ve stared down death itself,” I tried to agree without revealing much.
	“You’re a very lucky man,” she carried on.
	“I wouldn’t say that,” I stated.
	“Why’s that?” she inquired.
	I thought of Esdras.  I thought of the cries of the men and women at the hands of the Coryphée.  
“Uh – nothing,” I repressed the memories.
The lady found a stool nearby and took a seat next to my bed.  I recognized the scent of sunflowers as she came closer.  
“Did you lose any friends out there?” she asked softly.
“We all did,” I responded.
“I ask, because we’re searching for someone in particular,” she paused.
“Someone you may know.  He served in your company,” she continued.
For some inexplicable reason, my skin began to crawl as she finished.  I scanned her face, looking for some kind of motive.  All I was met with were faint cicatrices reaching from ear to ear under her chin.
“Who are you looking for?” I queried.
“You may have not even been close with him.  He went by the name of Esdras – Esdras Gallagher,” she replied.
Something didn’t feel right.  Something was off.
“Who – who are you?” I challenged.
She looked at me with a vacant expression for a moment before asking, “What do you mean?”
“You’re not an attendant, are you?” I pushed further.
“What am I then?” she posed the question while maintaining eye contact.
The corner of her mouth raised ever so slightly.
A Crescent Knife!
“You have something that doesn’t belong to you,” her tone changed significantly.
“What do you mean?” I rebutted.
Before my next heartbeat, I sensed the keen edge of her knife against my neck.
“Where are they?” she asked.
This couldn’t be real.  How could they have followed my tracks?  Their bodies were left out in the sun to rot.  The Kusites now occupied that territory leaving none the wiser of the diamond’s fate.
“I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about,” I answered.
“You’re a fucking liar,” she gritted her teeth and snapped.
“What?” I barked back.
“You want drugs?  They’re all gone!  I’m the only one who made it, and I wasn’t in the shape to snag any on my way out,” I continued.
“You know that’s not what I mean,” she growled at me in return.
“What then?” I responded with a snarl.
“You know,” she inferred.
Dammit!
“I don’t –,” I started, but she drove the blade deeper into my skin.
“Choose your next words wisely,” she said.
I tried my best not to swallow.
“I can’t help you,” I declared.
I closed my eyes and awaited my demise, but it didn’t come.  She relaxed, pulling the dagger from my throat.
“You truly wish to die, don’t you?” she stated.
I couldn’t find the words to express anything to the contrary.
“You’re not like him,” she remarked.
“Esdras?” I finally managed to speak.
“Yeah –,” she began but took a second to think about her next words.
“He wanted so much to be one of us,” she stated as she ran her cutter over her thumb.
Drops of blood dribbled down her wrist and found their way to the tile below.  
“He wanted so badly to die, but he never actually learned what it was to really live,” she carried on.
“Esdras saved me.  I’m here today because of him,” I intervened.
“Are you so sure?” she questioned my assertion.
I wasn’t as sure as I proclaimed.  Everything had happened so fast.  How could anybody be certain of anything in a moment like that?
“Do you truly wish to die?” she asked a second time.
“If I hand over those diamonds, I’m as good as dead anyways,” I reacted.
The woman brought her thumb to her lips and sucked her wound dry.
“How would you like to learn what it means to live?” she posed.
To live?  I’d already lived to be twenty-four years old.  I’d already served for six years.  I’d already seen so many perish at the hands of the Kusites.  What more could lay in store for me?  To live a life outside of this – all of this.  Was it even possible?  
“What do you propose?” I attempted to inquire further.
The Crescent Knife held up her hand.  In her palm, she held Esdras’ compass.  Inside lay the priceless diamonds that could get me away from all of this.  She held it right in front of me.  All I had to do was reach out and take it.  She beckoned me to do so.
But of course I didn’t.



















~ Far Away From Here ~
	Huuuh!
	Air forced its way down the back of my throat, providing me with a firm knock to my chest.  I jerked up to find myself lying in the mud surrounded by pure and impenetrable blackness.  I searched all around for a flicker of light but found no beacon of hope.  The weight on my shoulders revealed a knapsack.  I pulled the carrier to my front and fished around inside.  After rifling through an endless supply of useless objects – an empty flask, a tin container, a cleaning kit, dozens of shots, a pouch full seemingly of sand – at last, I found something functional to my predicament.  I fumbled the igniter around in my hand a few times and struck the spark.  The lighter emitted the faintest of flames.  I allowed the flame to guide me forward until I came across a canvas sheet strung between two wooden posts.  I stripped the fabric back and held the fire underneath.  A brighter, bolder burn started, giving way to more of my current setting – Eridu.
	“Shit!  How long was I out?” I thought aloud.
The twilight sky provided no reply.  The outpost sat in total stillness.
Quinn!
I slashed at a post with my cutter until it gave way and proceeded to wrap the flaming linen in place.  After getting a feel on where I was located in the camp, I realized I was only a few hundred meters from our lodging.  I made my way across the desolate grounds careful of every step.  The place seemed completely different from the one I’d come to know over the past few weeks.  No one lay awake drinking by any of the fire pits.  Not a soul could be heard plucking strings on one of those makeshift guitars.  It appeared as if it had been deserted.  The closer I came to my own place among the expanse of tents, the more anxious I became that they’d already moved on without me.
“Quinn!” I cried out when it came into view.
“August?” her voice announced from inside.
“Quinn, it’s me!” I uttered fervently as I entered.
She met me at the door.  I embraced her ardently.
“Where the hell have you been?” Quinn asked.
I refused to answer or let go.  I only wished to cherish the moment, nothing more.
“August!” she exclaimed.
Again, I resisted.
“Talk to me!” she continued.
“Quinn –,” I began.
“Yes?” she whispered.
“Please!  We must leave here the first chance we get,” I declared.
“From what I have heard, we set out for the capital at dawn,” she tried to provide me with some solace.
“No!  Here!” I enunciated.
Her gaze dropped to her feet.
“I want nothing more,” she reluctantly agreed.
“There’s gotta be a way!  There must be somewhere on Kusu for us – anywhere!” I attempted to sway her my way.
Quinn turned her leg in and out, stirring up the soil beneath her toes.
“It’s not that simple, August,” she said.
“Shit,” I mumbled as I let her loose.
I found a place to sit on our bunk and reached for a half-empty bottle underneath.  I unscrewed the top and peered inside.
“What’s going on?  What happened?” Quinn pried.
“Nothing,” I replied with reserve.
“August, I need answers.  I can handle it,” she pressed further.
I looked into her jade eyes.
“This has to end.  There has to be some way out,” I tried redirecting her.
Quinn came and found her place next to me.
“What happened?” she countered.
“You really want to know?” I broke down.
“August – yes,” she stated.
“Well – I caught em’,” I said.
“Caught who?” she sought out additional details.
“Zai.  Jericho expected someone to be sent by the Council to kill him.  He and Sha thought it would be one of the newcomers, but I knew better.  It was Zai,” I elaborated.
“And?  Is this why we’re heading to Meshkia?” she asked.
“Yes,” I confirmed.
“Oh –,” Quinn pronounced but halted herself short.
“Jericho said he’ll die at the gate,” I expressed.
But Quinn was elsewhere.  She was in her own world far, far away from here.  I lifted the bottle high and downed what remained.  

~ A Wind of its Own ~
	I watched the sunrise from my usual spot, but Sha didn’t join me this particular morning.  When I saw the first of the troop return to pack up their possessions, I descended and linked up with Quinn to do the same.  We did so without speaking a word to one another.  The state of uncertainty had given both of us plenty to think about in silence.  If she only knew what was really eating at me, maybe she’d hear me out.  How could I tell her though?  How could I tell her of these nightmares from the past that haunt my dreams?  How could I tell her of the guilt that weighed heavy on me?  That all that got close to me would die.  That I wouldn’t allow her to succumb to the same fate.  
	When we had finished, we started making our way west with the others.  There was no grand performance from their glorious leader this time.  No driving speech to carry us across the Valley for yet another time.  We descended and began the trek across.  Step after step, I considered the words I would say when this was all over.  I would cut ties with Jericho, Sha, the Liberators, the Steps, Eridu, all of it.  The words that really mattered were those for Quinn.  We exchanged none along our journey, however.  When we passed the mound where we had first faced the phantom so long ago, neither of us had anything to say.  I stopped at the place where we’d buried Leon wondering if I’d ever see the place again.  Pictures of his wife and child still held a place within a pocket of my pack.  I thought of leaving them but decided otherwise.
	The horde carried on through the rising and falling of Cleeia.  None paused at nightfall, instead setting light to thousands of torches to lead the way.  After dusk, we reached the other side of the Hubur.  We passed over the banks where I’d strangled the life from Orion.  Where his corpse had been disposed of wasn't relayed to me.  I wondered if he’d been given a proper burial.  Probably not.
	The western boundary of the Valley of the Anunngal meant nothing to the mob.  They pressed forward without delay.  The Steps didn’t even stop when we passed over their old camp.  We went directly over where Edin’s marquee had stood.  Where the crowd had once stood that brought about his brutal and violent end.  There weren’t any that gave a second glance.  All was in the past now.  
By the time Cleeia showed itself again, we were somewhere I was unacquainted with.  The air was still thick and musty, the foliage still fought against us every step, but only the Eridans knew frontwards from backwards at this point.  At some point along the way, we turned south at the foot of a mountain.  That was about all I could really make out.  By eventide that second day, we had finally reached our desired destination.  At least, that’s what I was led to believe.  There was no city glow to behold, but the band of soldiers were growing weary from the enduring task.  Jericho must’ve given in and decided to let them rest.  I found the caravan and secured a bed for our temporary shelter.  Quinn had stayed behind to stake in the poles.  It was a welcomed relief to have some time to myself, even if she hadn’t uttered as much as a word since we had set off.  I stuck around by one of the carriages for a while listening to those who passed by.  I had hoped to catch Gandea or Kalbum but didn’t have the chance to encounter them.  After a while, I gave up and returned to Quinn.  She was already done when I arrived.
“Good work,” I commented.
“Any word on how close we might be?” she inquired.
“Unfortunately not,” I responded.
“I see,” she noted.
“Quinn –,” I opened up.
“What will you do if they do not let us leave?” she broke in.
I considered my response carefully.
“Jericho and I have a deal,” I said.
“Are you so sure he will hold up his share of the agreement?” she rebutted.
“He will!” I replied.
The truth was that I had no assurance, but I wanted to believe.
“What if we slipped away tonight?” she proposed.
“And what?  Start a life on Eridu and live on the run from his fanatical followers for the rest of our lives,” I countered.
“August – please!  What other option do we have?” Quinn shot back.
“Anywhere but here,” I argued.
“He won’t ever let you leave this place!  You and I both know it to be true!” she emphatically expressed.
I let out an exasperated sigh.
“Oi!” I heard from outside the covering.
I rose to my feet and popped my head out to find Gandea.
“It’s good to see you safe and sound,” I greeted him.
“The boss is looking for you,” he inserted.
“Jericho?  Look – I’m kinda busy at the moment,” I answered.
Gandea shook his head from side to side and then said, “Says he won’t take no for an answer.”
I turned back to Quinn.
“Go,” she instructed before reclining and facing away.
“Fine,” I begrudgingly complied.
Following Gandea through the mob that lay ahead of us, I noticed a contrasting demeanor among the men than what I had become accustomed to back east.  The zeal and hubris that they once wore had faded.  Only the stern and somber now stood before me.  I believe that they had just as little knowledge of what is to come as I do.  This Council that they all feared had their own partisans in every nook and cranny on Eridu.  Even those among Jericho’s most trusted had been challenged.  The gravity of the situation was soaking in.  It appeared the Attestment would be replaced by civil war if the Elders held their ground.  Did Jericho not realize this?  And what about Sha?  The man had fought for years to bring peace to his people.  Was this all worth it?
“I hold no grudge against you,” Gandea said, snapping me out of my rumination.
“Oh – I’m happy to hear that,” I replied.
“What you did was profound, August.  I am grateful that you allowed me to be a part of it,” he carried on.
“I only did what I had to,” I stated.
“You do not realize your position in all of this, do you, August?” he then asked.
He halted and pointed to a hill in the distance.
“He is there,” Gandea declared.
I nodded and went on my way.  The incline was only around a hundred meters off from the camp’s border.  The ascent was short as well, and it gave way to a clearing in the thick understory that we had been overcoming for so long.  Upon reaching its crest, I was met with a rare view.  Jericho sat alone with his legs draped over a sheer cliffside.  But where was his right hand?  Sha was nowhere to be found.  
Jericho had noted my arrival and greeted me by saying, “Brother, come join me.”
I approached his position apprehensively, waiting for Sha to emerge at any second.
“It’s just us,” he stated in an attempt to alleviate my obvious wariness.
“It’s just that –,” I started.
“Sha has been sent ahead,” Jericho interrupted while guiding me with his open palm to look out on the vista before us.  
The landscape below was unlike anything I’d ever set my sights on.  The lush rainforest that I’d seen so much of really did have an end to it.  Its end, nonetheless, wasn’t what I’d expected.  Meshkia was vastly different from the opulent cities of Purla.  Scattered patches of farmland were strewn all about on the periphery.  Shantytowns consisting of wooden and scrap metal huts littered any scrap of unoccupied land there was to offer.  Electricity, industry, and other essentials were nonexistent.  Those inhabitants I could make out in the growing darkness of the night were completely naked.  Their skins had been burned so drastically that they nearly resembled that of the nocturnal sky.  Beyond this gruesome sight revealed an even more alluring spectacle – a wall.  This was no ordinary rampart however.  This structure was immense, standing taller than the mountains that surrounded it.  I could never have imagined such a thing.  It had to have been far over a kilometer in height.  The manpower it had to have taken to construct such a feat was unheard of.  Especially considering the lack of heavy machinery.  It was said to have been built during the time of that first anunngal but how?
“How?” I found myself reiterating the thought out loud.
“There’s hardly anything the Eridan people can’t do when we work together,” he asserted.
“Enlil brought us together to build the walls of Fort Meshkia.  Otto brought us together to stand against the Kusites.  Yet –,” he paused his tangent.
“Yet, what?” I urged him on.
“Yet, we are still willing subjects to the Sages.  They’ve done nothing but divide us.  What lies beyond those walls contradicts what is within.  The victims of one Attestment after another, the outcasts that they call the Wadi, and those scattered across the colonies suffer, while those within those walls live shielded from the evils of reality.  They need not endure hardship or undergo pain.  They live in peace.  They live on – evermore,” Jericho spoke wistfully.
It was apparent that the Eridan people were living life on the edge of death every day.  The idea of death and despair had become a part of the identity.  On the other hand, there was something that felt off to me.  At that moment, his words hadn’t delivered the impact I’d heard from him previously.  As if the words weren’t entirely his own.  
“Is this why you’ve brought me here, Jericho?” I asked.
He glanced up at me, as I had remained standing.
“What you said.  Well, the way you said it –,” he stammered.
This was a side I hadn’t seen of him.  He seemed almost nervous.
“What do you mean?” I inquired further.
“You are an offworlder, yet your words carry the wind,” he vaguely explained.
“What wind?” I probed.
“The wind!” he exclaimed.
I thought back to the time along the bank of the Hubur.
“The crimson mask, do you still possess it?” Jericho requested.
“Why?” I answered with my own query.
“Hand it here,” he said.
I found myself compelled to comply.  In the front pocket of my satchel rested the red-stained clay.  I presented it to Jericho who refused to take it in his own hands.
“It is yours and yours alone, August,” he stated.
Jericho subsequently placed his palm across its brow, brushing away the sediment that had found its way across its surface.  With the other, he revealed a die press that he’d hidden in his closed fist.  
“Your knife,” he called for.
Again, my hands felt to have moved on their own.  I unlatched my parrying blade from my chest, offering the sickle-shaped weapon to Jericho.  When he retrieved the dagger from my hand, he twisted it in a way that it just barely nicked my thumb.  I recoiled it immediately, nearly relinquishing the faience in the process.  Unexpectedly, he then returned the razor to its sheath.  I didn’t react as I’d been trained.  I let it happen, but I don’t know exactly why.
“Your thumb, let me see it,” he said.
I held out my bloodstained palm, and he applied pressure to my thumb with the die.  As swiftly as he had unveiled it, Jericho flattened the press upon its right temple.  He repeated the action, and in the ensuing moments, once more.
“Why?” I asked.
“I was wrong about you.  You are a wind of its own,” he proclaimed.







~ An End in Sight ~
	By the time I’d returned to our temporary shelter, Quinn was fast asleep on the cot.  I knew better than to wake her, particularly in the wake of our last interaction.  Sometimes, I wonder if I care for her too much.  Others, I think I’m being selfish.  The situation she’s been placed in isn’t one easily maneuvered through.  There are so many moving parts even I lose track of up from down.  Her fear of the Lugal is akin to mine of Jericho – of Sha.  I retrieved the crimson veil from my bag.  The three diamonds across its top were barely discernible from its rosy hue, but they were there for those who looked closely enough.  It was evident he’d been trying to get me to stay.  Tomorrow, we’d advance on Meshkia’s gate after all.  I only hope that will be the end of it.
	“August?” Quinn murmured.
“It’s me,” I answered.
“Come – please?” she beckoned with a ruffle of the thin sheet that covered her.
I found a place at the edge of the bed, still holding the faience in my grip.
“What is it?” she asked wearily.
“Look,” I said as I presented the newly decorated porcelain.
Quinn squinted hard to make out what I was attempting to show her.
“Are there three shapes across the head?” she inquired.
“Indeed,” I replied.
“Like Jericho’s?” she followed up.
“Indeed,” I repeated.
“I don’t understand,” she plainly stated.
“Neither do I,” I concurred.
She placed her head back down on the straw pillow I’d acquired for our bunk.
“August –,” she tried to express but broke off.
I gave her a moment to collect herself.
“Why are you so determined to leave here?” she at long last asked.
I ran my fingers through strands of her radiant mane.
“It’s too dangerous,” I said.
“Balderdash,” she challenged.
I looked at her unamused.
“I can see it in those dark eyes of yours, y’know?” Quinn giggled.
“What are they telling you?” I teased after opening them wide.
She frowned.
“Pain,” she uttered without hesitation.
I averted my gaze.
“You can’t blame yourself –,” she started to say but paused.
“‘Gust.”
A tingling sensation slowly erupted along my fingertips in response to the moniker.  
“But if the same were to happen to you –,” I remarked.
A smile returned to her lips.
“I will always be protected by your side, ‘Gust,” she tittered.
Could I really keep her safe here?
The notion of actually finding a home in such an inhospitable place hadn’t ever crossed my mind.  
“Now – come to bed,” she solicited.
I obliged, wrapping my arms around her as we lay on our sides.  She was quickly out.  I, on the other hand, practiced my normal routine.  I counted backwards the days since we’d arrived.  I thought of my time on Giskusu and the technological wonders I saw.  I recalled Purla – my one and only true home.  I’d never see it again.  Despite that, my mind was at ease.  The memories of Leon and Orion passed without a thorn.  Edin’s ruin was behind me.  All that mattered was what was ahead.  There was hope.  There is a foreseeable end in sight.  

















~ Bullyboy ~
	“No!  Wake up, fool!” Rozenn shouted as she closed in.
I batted her uppercut away and hopped back.
“And you’re dead!” she mocked as she jabbed up into my sternum.
Hiuhhh!
I winced in anguish trying to recollect my breath.
“You’re too one sided, bullyboy,” she carried on her insult.
“You’re just too fast,” I wheezed.
“You charge but don’t think,” she countered.
I couldn’t say she was wrong.
“If I bring you to the others like this, they will cut your throat,” Rozenn continued.
“I’m only a week out,” I tried to reassure her.
“You will not be permitted a carbine, nor a sidearm.  I’ve told you the way.  Do you really feel prepared?” she questioned me.
Since Rozenn had taken me under her wing, she hadn’t shut up about it.  The Crescent Knives are no joke.  There’s only one way to be welcomed into their ranks – I must kill another.  It is kill or be killed.  They will each be watchful of my blade, and I must be of theirs.  Nothing but a knife.  
Am I really prepared or am I awaiting death?
“You must not fear death, bullyboy,” she broke me from pondering.
“I am ready,” I declared.
“To die?” she retaliated with a razor across my cheek.
. . . 
The blood from my facial wound had dried down my jowl hours prior.  Rozenn had instructed me not to try and wipe it away.  It would show the others of my fortitude.  To spare with her was no trivial pursuit, and I knew that.  No man could possibly catch her in the act of execution.  I hadn’t spotted a scratch or a scar on her.  Untouchable to mortals she’d become.
“Nice beauty mark,” one of the broader of the bunch tagged me as we made our approach.
“Gerard, I’ll cut your tongue out if you try that one again,” Rozenn retorted.  
He shrugged it off with a laugh.
“This is bullyboy,” she introduced me to the growing ensemble.
“Bullyboy?  Hey – how’d you get that mark there, Bullyboy?” a lankier fella inquired.
“Should see where I got ‘er,” I responded artfully.
“Ohh, we gotta live one!” a shrill voice playfully yelped.
“He’s with me so watch yourself, Pliny,” Rozenn fired back at her.
They were a ragtag bunch, but at least they had a bit of humor under their tough exteriors.  A dozen or so had come to greet us, but a large majority had chosen to keep their places.  Other than a few cold stares, they seemed manageable.  None would say they were aiming at my gullet quite yet.  As soon as Rozenn left my side though, I’d be on my own.  The pack would descend, so I had to stay alert.  Walking past the rest, I kept an eye over my shoulder.  That way they knew I was watching.  It was eat or be eaten.  I couldn’t let that slip my mind.
“Ignatius,” I heard Rozenn hail ahead.
The one she was reaching out to sat afar from the rest.  He wore his hair long to his shoulders and his beard grew out in all directions.  In his left hand, he held a broad sword.  With his other, he struck across its blade with a sharpening stone.  I was astounded at the craftsmanship of the falchion.  No one that I’d ever met dared to carry such a thing.  He refused to look up from his task to welcome Rozenn.  
“Did you get ‘em?” he asked bluntly.
“Right here,” she replied as she tossed Esdras’ compass at his feet.
He paused his undertaking and picked up the device.  Upon opening it, we were met with the glimmer of the precious stones.  After only a second, he snapped the face shut.
“You’re short,” he declared.
“It’s all there,” I interjected.
The man looked up at me with a grisly face.
“Who the fuck are you?” he inquired menacingly.
“August,” I countered with haste.
He raised his point to meet my gaze.
“You see this?” he asked.
“What of it?” I replied.
“I’ma use it to sever your balls.  Then, I’m gonna shove them down your pretty little throat,” he said without so much as a blink.
Slowly, he lifted himself up and began to make his way towards.  Step by step, he closed in with his blade.  It was an obvious challenge, my first of many to come.  I couldn’t let him get away with it.  No matter who he may be.
“Well then,” I provoked him closer.
As the tip of his sword came within a meter of me, I grabbed the blade’s rim with my palm.  Still, he showed no response, only taking the provocation as a reason to keep pressing forward.  I squeezed the edge, allowing it to dig into my fingers but bringing him to a halt in the process.  
“Ignatius, back off,” I managed to hear Rozenn demand through my agony.
He drew back the sword from my hand, intensifying the cut in the process.  Blood burst forth from my fresh wound, covering the soil at our feet.
“As you wish,” he abided her wishes with a grin.
Rozenn reached for his blouse and tore down.  A long strip of cloth was removed, which she gave over to me.  I appreciated the gesture, especially because it had left this Ignatius character sour.  I wrapped the fabric over my lesion over and over again until it was tight.
“She won’t be around forever,” he taunted me.
“Bullyboy – this is Ignatius Silvanus, our spymaster,” Rozenn presented him officially.
An uneasy feeling of dread crept over me after my discovery of the man’s identity.  I’d either proven myself worthy to him or made myself an undesirable adversary.
“Now, where’s the rest of those stones?” he barked at me.
“Bite your tongue or I’ll cut it off, Ignatius!  You know my cut,” she intervened.
He returned to his spot in the grass to continue his work on his falchion.
“Count yourself lucky, Bullyboy,” he mumbled under his breath.
“Come – I want you to meet those who will accompany us on your first assignment,” Rozenn directed me onward.
I heard her, but I was too busy watching Ignatius as he ran his stone across his edge.  Rozenn grabbed at my collar and tried pulling me away, but I shook her off.
“Come, Bullyboy!  Now!” she yelled in my ear.
I broke my focus on the blade and heeded her directive, but not before I got in the last word.
“You just wait – I’ll be taking that soon enough.”




















~ A Test ~
	“August, he is back.  I think it is time for us to set out,” Quinn delicately whispered to me across our pillow.
“Who?” I asked through my semi conscious state.
“Gandea.  I recognize his voice,” she answered.
I blinked away the bright colors of the rising sun.
How long was I out?  All night?
“Oi!  August!” I heard from beyond the exterior.
“Yeah, that’s him,” I groaned as I rolled over and sprung upright.
I poked my head out into the muggy morning mist.
“What is it?” I griped.
“Sorry to bother you, August.  You’ve been called to the front.  Jericho’s request,” he announced.
“I’ve gotta help Quinn with dismantling our setup,” I replied.
Gandea peered over the lip of our tent and said, “No worries, it’ll be taken care of.  She’s been asked to accompany you as well.”
“It’s fine, ‘Gust,” I heard Quinn say from behind.
I still didn’t know how I felt about her using that name, but it definitely drew my attention back inside.  In the mere moments I’d been speaking with Gandea, she was already halfway done packing up our essentials.  
“Are you sure?” I questioned her.
“You made an agreement with him.  Not to mention, I’ll be safer by your side anyways.  Now, let’s go,” she finished by tossing me my bag.
“You still got the compressor?” I inquired while blocking her exit.
“Yes, it’s in my backpack,” she stated as she tried to slip by.
I continued to stand in her way.  I found the buckle to my holster at my waist and hit the release.  I held it out in front of me for her to take.
“Keep it by your side – always.  You understand?” I insisted.
Quinn stared at it for a few seconds before retrieving it and strapping it on.  She had to make a significant effort to secure it around her slim beltline.  
“Let me help you,” I said as I came to her aid.
I pulled until it was snug and reached over her into her pack.  I found my prized piece and slipped it into its holder, snapping it into place with its safety.  When I was done with my efforts, I realized she’d wrapped her arms around me to keep me from escaping.
“‘Gust –,” she murmured.
“I’m sorry, I just can’t take any chances,” I reacted.
Quinn shook her head back and forth.
“No – I wanted to say thank you,” she responded with a tearful expression.
“Stick close.  We’re nearly there,” I said.
“I will,” she replied.
With that, we walked into the open air leaving the rest behind us.  Gandea was eager to see us both, and he directed us the same way I’d gone the evening prior.  The troops were nearly finished up already, and I noticed some had started to gather in the direction we were heading.  I already knew what to expect.  All those in our way stepped aside upon noticing us.  We made our way towards the incline, and those we passed followed close behind.  Upon reaching the clearing, there sat Jericho as he’d been the last I’d seen him.  It was as if he’d remained there through the night.  I looked to Quinn, who was too distracted by what was situated beyond the cliff’s edge to recognize what was about to unfold.  
“Thank you, Gandea,” Jericho spoke without turning to face him.
Gandea bowed his head and left to join his peers in the throng behind us.
“Are you ready?” Jericho asked seemingly no one off in the distance.
A gentle breeze whistled by us as if answering Jericho’s appeal.  He looked at me and outstretched his hand.  I met his request and helped him to his feet.  When I went to let go, he pulled me in close.
“Did you bring it?” he whispered.
“The mask?” I asked.
“Then you did,” he assumed.
At that, Jericho released his grip and stepped away to address his followers.  With open arms, he demanded their attention.  Silence fell over the spectators as he prepared his words.  All were absorbed by his presence.  Now, even Quinn awaited what he had planned to say.
“Fellow Eridans –,” he took a moment to build suspense. 
“Fellow Eridans, I ask you today to embrace what you are about to see as a cautionary tale.  The great powers that be look down upon those who dare question their authority over us mere mortals.  The betrayal of their dominion had consequences.  A man my own father revered led these people to their demise.  He was more fortunate and only lost his one life.  Those you will see today will live on forever as destitute souls.  Think of them as but a test.  A test of your will and obedience to the cause of justice.  Where our Anunngal failed, we will succeed.  There is more than one wind behind us.  You have my word.”
No rally of support was given at the end of his declaration.  Not a peep could be heard among the many who stood by keenly watching.  Many saw past him in the lands below.  Many saw the naked and rotting corpses that roamed the plain.  The anticipation had left all present with the same feeling of foreboding.  Jericho wished for them to walk through another valley of death in order to achieve their goal.  Yet, none faltered.  After seeing what lay in store for them, they had accepted their fate without any delay.  Again, they were to walk the path.  None believed in him more than the Liberators, who each donned their signature faience with an oozing passion.  More and more found these veils in their hands as they were given out to any who dared to walk this path laid out before them.  
“What about yours?” Jericho’s voice awoke me from my daze.
Quinn clung to my arm tightly.
“The ones down there are not far off from the shadow of Otto we encountered.  It’s best you hide your face from them like the rest,” he continued.
All I had to do was flutter my eyelashes, and there it was in my hand.  The scarlet-stained porcelain that had been tarnished with the insignia of the three diamonds by my blood.  
“What about her?” I inquired.
“Ah yes!  I cannot forget,” he remarked as he reached down into his belongings.
He procured a nearly pearlescent visage with a single lilac rhombus neatly brushed onto its temple.
“For you, Miss Prudenhart,” Jericho dipped his chin upon presenting her disguise.
Quinn’s pupils went wide at the sight.  She extended an unsteady hand to touch its silky surface.
“And for the sound?” I pressed.
“Sha assured me we need not worry about such things.  These we will come across do not pose any threat of coercion.  They only wish to become you, to take your being and escape the confines of their cursed forms,” he replied.
Quinn still stood by my side entranced by the offer in front of her.  The only thing on my mind, however, was what plagued these ill-fate few.  Like always, I was completely in the dark.  Something I thought I’d eventually become accustomed to, but the wonders of Eridu seemed to never cease.  The more I’d come to learn, the more I itched to understand.  
“We must get going,” Sha expressed to a bewildered Quinn.
She accepted the faience after being broken from the spell.  Jericho started to make his way ahead of us, beckoning us to keep up with a wave as he passed.
“Stay close,” I urged her as we both positioned our veils in place.
Although the fringe of the dilapidated shantytown appeared many kilometers away from the overlook, time passed by rapidly as we made our descent.  Whether it was the prospect of an end to things in sight or the sentiment of those around us, I felt as if the wind was truly pushing us forward.  When those around us eventually stopped, we persisted forward.  All moved aside for Jericho and we were granted the same respect.  On and on, we kept up a steady pace until there were no more to go through.  We’d reached the last stretch.  






~ The Wasteland ~
	There are few things that I’ve experienced in my life that compare to the stench of death and decay.  The realm that we were entering permeated with what could only be described as the origins of this atrocious concept.  What I’d seen from up above gave no hint at the true horrors that were now in front of me.  
“Oh my –,” Quinn managed to get out.
Then, retch!  A huddle mass of skin-draped skeletons shuffled towards us.
“August, help her!” Jericho howled.
I saw that she’d pushed her faience aside to expel the meager contents of her stomach.
“Quinn!” I yelped as I tried my best to fashion her covering back over her face.
“Dammit!  I can hardly hold it back!” she burped out in her slouched state.
“Stand up straight.  Take deep breaths,” I directed her.
At first, she was hyperventilating.  After imitating the sounds of long, heavy puffs with my mouth, she got the hang of it.
“Try not to inhale through your nose, got it?” I instructed.
“Got it!” Quinn did her utmost to agree.
I rotated back to Jericho, but he was already on his way through the wasteland.  I grabbed Quinn’s hand and dragged her along to catch up.  The mob followed close behind us.
“Jericho, wait!  What the hell is this?” I called ahead.
He glanced over his shoulder and said, “No time, we must press onward.  Do not stop for anything.  You hear me?”
I could hear him clear as day, but all around me the noise of despair drowned out my senses.  How could anyone survive in such a place?  The life forms all around us appeared human in shape, but they were missing integral parts.  They scampered away whenever we got too close, so it was difficult to make out in our rush for the wall.  Many had their eyes sewn shut with what I could only assume was fishing line.  Some looked to be decomposing with half a lip hanging off or only possessing holes where their nostrils once were.  Muscle, ligament, and bones were visible among many of their bare exteriors.  
“Please!  Help us!” I heard one moan as we rushed by.
“Take my daughter with you!” a rotted figure screamed while holding out the limp course of what was once an infant.
Although they seemed to no longer be human, they could obviously reproduce.  Shorter, more agile ghouls scampered around from time to time along our route.  I couldn’t imagine what disorder or disease had befallen such pitiful souls.  Their dwellings were no better either, the insides of which almost only possessed what I could only assume were straw pallets.  Excrement could be seen between each and every shack as well.  The watering holes we sped by were tainted with a murky amber.  The overwhelming nature of such a scene burned into the back of my mind with every blink.  It was a living nightmare – an inferno of suffering.
“Keep your head down.  Don’t look,” I ordered Quinn.
She did not need to answer for me to know she had followed my wishes.  No one should experience this place, let alone be cast down into it.  Had this been their punishment?  Were the Elder Council responsible?  So many questions flooded my mind.
“We’re nearing our destination,” Jericho yelled over his back.
In that moment, I found myself looking to him for direction but not for long.  Soon, my focus was led astray elsewhere.  Out of the fringe of my vision, I spotted the phenomenon.  It stopped me dead in my tracks.
Otto?
At the end of a shadowy alley between two huts, there he stood.  Not the phantom that had threatened us in the Valley, no – this was the old, decrepit remains of his ghostly figure.  His veiny, alabaster complexion absorbed what little light could find its way into the narrow crevice.  I knew it to be his image, but I thought it impossible.  Sha had slain what was left of him.  Why was he here?  I fluttered my lashes, but he was still there.  Impassive and motionless, he did nothing but watch me.  
“Quinn!” I uttered.
“What?  What is it?” she exclaimed.
“Do you see him?” I asked with an extended finger.
“No, ‘Gust!  There’s nothing there!  Come on!” she cried out.
I found her pulling on my arm with all she had.  When I returned my attention to the corridor, he was gone – vanished into obscurity.  But what did I see?
“August!” Quinn again was hollering.
Gradually, my periphery was restored.  I swiveled my head from side to side to comprehend her concerns.  The walking corpses were upon us.  Shots started to ring out from behind us.  
“What the hell are you doing?” Jericho bellowed.
I found him some ways ahead of us.
“Defend those two with your lives, I command it!” he howled to his followers.
Over two dozen armed troopers charged toward us, expelling countless rounds of ammunition along the way.  The living dead at our sides exploded into fascia and pale gore under the reign of gunfire.  When the soldiers reached us, they encircled our position and drew their cutters.  
“Move, move, move!” one of them dictated to the others.
As they shuffled towards Jericho, Quinn and I stuck close to them.  When I peered over their heads towards where we had been, I found the sight almost too bearable to stand.  The disfigured remnants of those dispatched hadn’t yet departed.  Those who could propped themselves back upright.  Those who couldn’t dragged themselves across the rubble with their brittle phalanxes.
“Fuckin’ cover us!” the boisterous soldier’s voice echoed through the turgid air.
Clouds of gunpowder erupted from the opposite side.  Down they went again, while the crawlers continued their desperate climb.
“Reload!” another among us roared.
The sound of lead scraping steel could be heard in every direction.  I remembered my own sidearm and brandished it alongside them.  By the time they were finished, the fiends were back at it again.
“Their legs!” I guided them.
A hundred rounds were ignited in the next six seconds.  The taste of the smoke choked at my throat.  My ears chimed with the highest pitched squeal I’d ever heard.  If the man next to me was calling out orders, there was no way I’d hear.  Instead, we persisted forward towards Jericho.  I’d look for him over my shoulder, and then carry on with our barrage.  I’d gotten faster at reloading the Old World cylinder.  I almost relished the faint click that accompanied the round as I turned the wheel to the next empty chamber.
“August!” Quinn’s cries could be heard over the next volley.
More tinging filled my eardrums.  I refilled my hand cannon as swiftly as I could.  We couldn’t be more than twenty meters from Jericho now.  They just wouldn’t cease their attack.  No blood was shed.  The creatures went down but wouldn’t stay that way.  The cycle repeated itself over and over again as we continued to progress little by little.  
“August!” I could hear Quinn reiterate before the next onslaught.
But there was nothing that could restrain our fury.
“Again!” I howled.
“August!” Quinn wailed in a panic.
I pulled the trigger.
Again.
And again.












The day of action came sooner than I had expected.  Desperation has a way of pushing our species to its greatest heights as well as its farthest reaches.  The edge of ruin was a steady slope for humanity.  I had no such luxuries.  I answered her call decisively.  I followed the path set before me without question.  The Exodus was long and arduous.  Many sacrifices had to be made.  What mattered was the future – a new beginning to a tragic end.  When what was expected and what was necessary came to clash, her voice went quiet.  Years upon years of compassion, yet we were abandoned.  All along I feared where our journey would take us.  At that moment, I came to realize – I alone would steer the course of our collective destiny.

~ the Zagesi
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The Compass
~ The Breach ~
	“Enough!” a sonorous voice sent a surge of lightning up my spine.
All froze in place from the sound, even the revenants that were upon us.  I searched high and low for who it had come from but had no luck in finding its source.  When I spotted Jericho peering far up the bulwark, I traced his visual path to a watchtower situated to the south.  Although I couldn’t make much out, I saw the shimmer of a golden cloak waving with the waft.  Those around us relaxed after a few more seconds, and Quinn and I closed the remaining stretch between us and Jericho.  
“Who is it?” I inquired.
“One of them,” he answered.
Cleeia had nearly reached its pinnacle in the Eridan sky, and with the figure being so high up, their countenance was obscured to me.  
“We must continue towards the fort.  Sha has sent word that he awaits our arrival,” Jericho stated.
“So be it,” I concurred.
The rest of our way was paved out on a cobblestone path.  The rock and stone had been worn down by centuries of travel, but it still felt out of place with all that surrounded us.  The undead were still there but had chosen to watch on from a distance for the time being.  Even with the sea of white shrouds that followed us, it would’ve still been child’s play for them to overtake us with their numbers.
Mere minutes later, we were closing in on the foot of the colossal structure.  It stretched out as far as the eye could see, but I failed to find any entryway where we could pass.  In my investigation, I found the lone Sha perched upon a protruding blemish in the wall’s face.  Neither he, nor Jericho welcomed one another with a wave.  It was plain to see that this was business and nothing more.  They were here for action.
“Where is he?” Sha’s muffled but distinctive inflection queried as soon as we reached him.
“Towards the back.  It’ll take a while to get him up here,” Jericho responded.
“They wish to see him.  Won’t let us in without confirming he’s still alive first,” Sha disclosed.
Jericho filled his lungs before releasing a sigh.
“I’ll send for him then,” he said, followed by a gesture with his thumb.
“Are we sanctioned to meet with the Council once he is brought here?” Jericho investigated further.
Sha’s attention gravitated to the sky.
“Not here.  They hear everything here,” he replied.
Quinn’s gaze darted up in distress.  I could sense the fright she wore behind her mask.
“What happened back there?” she asked privately.
“I’m not sure,” I answered.
“With you?” she clarified.
“What do you mean?” I requested more.
“Who did you see, August?” she probed further.
“I – I don’t know,” I stumbled over the thought.
“Consternation has a way of playing tricks on the mind,” Sha intervened.
“They were attacked!” Jericho conveyed with perplexity.
“And your face was covered?” Sha directed our way.
“The whole time,” Quinn responded.
“How strange,” Sha commented.
“What exactly were those things?” I sought out.
“Exiles,” he replied vaguely.
“I understand that much.  What I don’t get is how they kept getting back up!” I rebutted his lack of detail.
“No idea,” Jericho chimed in.
It was more than obvious that they were hiding something.  But why?  I’d gone along with their demands.  Even if it was for my own gain, I thwarted their foe.  I wore the damn trinity across my temple.
“Fuck!” I vociferated my frustrations.
“Settle yourself.  He is nearly here,” Jericho said.
A quick scan of the horde revealed a bound and bloody figure being dragged towards the front.  His head was concealed by a burlap sack, but I knew who had been hidden behind it – Zai.  They had allowed him to live for this moment precisely.  When he eventually got to where we were, Jericho scoured all about in an attempt to find some way to communicate with whoever awaited us inside.
“You got what you wanted,” Sha announced to an empty audience.
An awkward silence ensued as each of us checked the area.  Then, a sound similar to rain falling on a tin roof.  From the void, a round metallic object materialized over top of us.  It gently lowered itself until it hovered by Zai.  It grew closer to him, then a vivid red glow gleamed from within.  
“What does it mean?” Jericho voiced his uncertainty.
Sha responded by approaching Zai and removing his hood.  He looked to have been put through the ringer.  Clumps of his hair jutted out every which way.  A firmly wrapped gag was secured around his head, as well as a black blindfold for good measure.  The aspect that troubled me the most was how much dried blood caked his cheeks.  It had nearly completely oxidized, causing it to seem like his face had been smothered in ash.  When my focus returned to the shiny sphere, it retained its vermilion tint.  Jericho scoffed after recognizing its evident feedback.
“What else do you want?” he yelled.
Sha shifted himself to Zai’s backside and clutched his hair on the top of his head.
“This is what you want?” he shouted.
“No?”
It came together in my brain all at once.  He proceeded by ripping the blindfold from his face.
“Look away!” I exclaimed while trying to shield Quinn from the spectacle.
Two swollen but empty holes were visible upon his mangled profile.  It was something I’d seen too many times in the past as the act was a common method among the Crescent Knives when dealing with counterintelligence as well.  “If you gouge out their line of sight, who will trust what they say they see?”  These were the words Rozenn passed down to me early on in my training.  Such benevolence was fitting of the two Eridans who were bound and determined to accomplish the impossible.  
“Well?” Sha made known his impatience.
The orb’s color returned to its original iridescent silver before melting away without a trace.  A hushed murmur spread amongst Jericho’s disciples.  Minutes ticked by without any clear resolution to the interaction.  Jericho paced back and forth in anticipation.  Zai remained unmoved, even with the apparent torment he’d endured.  Quinn tried her best not to peek over my shoulders as I did everything I could to conceal the horror.
“What is it?  What is happening?” she asked.
“Nothing – don’t worry,” I tried my hardest to calm her worries.
“Fuckin’ cover him, Sha!” I barked out.
Sha didn’t budge.  He was too busy perching his ear to the firmament above.
“Listen,” he shaped the words without sound.
Only I saw him do so.  For one reason or another, I felt inclined to tune in.  At first, there was nothing, but after a few seconds, I could sense a dull, vibrating aura coming from the structure.  I carried on like that for some time, until hot steam started squeezing through the fissures in the rock.  We each took a step back to evade the rising temperature.  Without any other warning, one of the stones directly in front of us retracted back bit by bit.  Another minute later, all that was left in its place was a portal into absolute darkness.  No one dared to step inside of the abyss.  Instead, we watched on in suspense of what was to come next.  None from among us were prepared.  All of a sudden, the space between us and the void fractured like broken glass.  The colors, the shapes, and everything in between shattered to the ground at our feet.  A muteness like that of a still dream broke my reality around me.  There was nothing to be said and no way to avoid it.  Goosebumps made their way up my arms and legs like a thousand bee stings.  All seem lost, but then, I was given the freedom to flutter my eyelashes.
Everything was as it had been moments earlier.  I turned to observe the throng, but it was as if they were unaffected.  When I returned my gaze to the chasm, however, one thing had changed.  A man stood just beyond the penumbra.  He wore no veil.  His only attire was that of a lustrous, gold satin robe.  His bald head reflected the sunlight in a similar manner.  For a short while, he examined us in a detached manner.  He swallowed, which I caught from the flex of his chiseled neck.
“You five will do,” he blankly stated to Sha, after which he pivoted to be consumed by the gloom.
Sha exchanged glances between the four of us there – Jericho, Quinn, Zai, and myself –  before saying, “I suppose the rest will have to stay here.”
Without any further hesitation, Jericho started to make his way towards the opening.  Sha backtracked to Zai and began leading him in the same direction.  Quinn and I stayed rooted in place.
“You really think that’s such a good idea,” I called ahead to them.
Neither cared to respond.  They carried on out of view into the murk, leaving us behind.  I spun around expecting the mob to be in utter shock.  Not a soul stepped forward.  They showed no fear behind their indifferent facades.  The curse that had befallen their predecessors surrounding them at every corner, yet they remained undaunted.  The effect that Jericho had on these men was unmistakable.  Whether it was his persuasive rhetoric, his penchant for violence and brutality to intimidate, or the dire circumstances imposed by the Attestment that had left the Eridan populace reeling – they had unwavering faith that Jericho would somehow prevail.  It was as if they saw no other way.  He was their savior.  He was the only one brave enough to stand against this system that held their world – their home – in chains.  
“August –,” I heard Quinn in spite of my internal musings.
“Yes,” I answered.
“I think – I think they are waiting for us,” she said.
I stared into the breach of the wall wondering what lay in store for us on the other side.
“You’re certain about this, Quinn?” I asked.
She paused for a second to join me in speculation.
“I am not sure we have much else of a choice,” she eventually replied.
Since we’d arrived here on Eridu, we’d been pushed down this path all along.  Had we ever really had any choice in the matter?  It was something that haunted my thoughts for some time.  Every play had been accounted for – every action we’d taken felt to be predestined.  Maybe this was another one of those events.  Maybe this was the final test.  Maybe after this we’d be able to leave, start a new life somewhere among the stars.  I had hope.  It’s what has gotten me this far.  
“Okay, let’s go.”













~ Lost ~
	I was the first to step into the immersive darkness.  It engulfed every fiber of my being the further I went inside.  I imagined myself floating through hollow space in the buff after being completely encased amidst the gloom.  The mass of my limbs, my belongings, and my shoulders atop of my spine all became as light as a feather.  The atmospheric temperature was neither warm or cool, as if equilibrium had been reached.  
	“Quinn?” my voice echoed a hundred times.
	“August?” she replied a few seconds later from all possible angles.
It was impossible to figure out where she was from calling out alone.  The enclosed rampart was deceiving me of nearly all of my senses.  I’d expected to find a light quickly after making my way within, but there was nothing.  The cavity felt to be endless in nature.  I walked on and on, but only found myself to be more lost in the dreamscape.  
“Quinn?” I repeated to a perpetual reverberation.
This time though, she didn’t respond.
Clang – clang – clang – clang – clang – 
I swirled about trying to find the source of the resonating noise.
Hisssss!
I could make out this one’s point of origin.  I stared out into the seemingly infinite nothingness before me to find the thinnest trace of light splitting through the canopy above.  The hissing became louder, seething like a kettle ready to explode from pressure.  In parallel, the radiance became more vivid.  It revealed the floor of a glass enclosure making its way down to my level.  A chrome threshold held the square prism in place on its sides and corners.  As it reached the ground below it, Quinn came into view from the opposite side.
“What do we do?” she called out.
This instance her voice did not mirror from every which way.  I hesitated to make my reply, instead walking closer to the object to give it a more precise inspection.  I observed that the glaring light that filled the cube was natural sunlight from above.  I looked up to find the same cloudless sky I’d noted just minutes earlier.  I reached out a hand to touch the translucent material surrounding the device, but it seemed to react right before I made contact.  The glass shifted in place to make way for my arm to enter into it.
“I think we’re to get inside,” I commented.
By then, Quinn was close by and doing the same as I was.  The vitreous substance appeared to adjust its position according to any human’s attempt to touch it.  It didn’t physically move out of the way.  Essentially, it ceased to exist.  When I retracted my limb, it mysteriously reemerged into reality.  After some more time assessing the physics of the substance, Quinn took the giant leap forward by jumping inside.
“Now, can you get out?” I inquired.
She did so, quite easily actually.  Quinn exited and entered a couple more times until it was obvious that nothing perilous was going to occur.  
“You coming?” she asked after stepping within one last time.
I took a moment to search through the void around us.  Nothing had changed.
“Alright,” I stated.
I started with the left foot, paused, then pulled the rest of my being inside.  
Clang – Clang – Clang –
The chime of steel rolling over steel returned.  The translucent material at our feet sheened from side to side, becoming solid in the process.  All of a sudden, we were lifted off the ground, almost as if we were levitating.  We crept upward centimeter by centimeter until we neared the top.
“Where do you think it is taking us?” Quinn remarked on her intrigue.
At a slow but steady pace, our heads drew closer to the fresh air.  I could smell it pushing itself down into the abyss.  My line of sight edged over the rim just prior to Quinn’s, and that’s when I saw it.  I realized the prevailing situation and immediately threw myself over Quinn’s shoulder in an attempt to get her into a crouching position.  The terrain beneath us refused to stop, so I prepared myself.  I went for my hand cannon at my hip and pulled back the hammer.
“Down!  Stay down!” I yelled.
I propped up, took aim at the first head I saw, and squeezed.













~ The Fort ~
	The live round traveled out of my barrel towards its intended target.  It was all a ruse.  We were completely surrounded.  Dozens of chrome plated attackers were around us as we met open ground.  Each was armed with compact rifles pointed right at us.  I took action without a second thought, like a hare among a pack of wolves.  They could’ve gunned us down right there and then, but they didn’t.  My bullet moved in slow detail, but it would be interrupted by the screen around us.  I watched as the projectile was caught in midair along its surface, before smoldering away as if it never existed in the first place.  I froze up for a second, cocked the hammer back one more time, and unleashed the next shot through the chamber.  Once more, it was held in place by the panel prior to fading into dust.
	“Are you quite finished?” one of the statues put forward.
“What do we do, ‘Gust?” Quinn asked in dismay.
“Fuck –,” I started, but that was the only word I slipped out before they came charging through the barrier that enclosed our vicinity.
I managed to get another round off, but they soon wrestled the piece out of my hand.  I came down hard as three of the metallic figures fell atop of me.  I struggled, but it was no use.  I was completely overpowered.  
“Get your hands off of me!”  Quinn screamed.
I lifted my head to see two of them restraining her arms, while another stripped her of her holster and sidearm.  I’d let her down once again.  A cold sweat formed across my brow.
“Let her go!” I roared as I bucked my arms and legs like a bull about to receive the sword.
A taller one of the bunch put himself between us.
“Dirty Wadi!” he derided me.
“I’ll fuckin’ slit your throat!” I growled.
“Get him up!” he ordered those over me.
Two of them eventually were able to confine my wrists, while the other yanked me up by my belt band.  
“Get them moving towards the Ekur!” he commanded from behind his helmet.
“August!” Quinn cried out.
I saw them leading her ahead of me.  I gave up my fight for a while to take in what I’d stepped into.  Simply put, I was taken back by what I saw.  White marble blanketed every centimeter of what I could see.  It nearby blinded me with its radiance.  Walkways, fountains, and every single standing structure sparkled with a pearly finish.  It was simply magnificent.  The architect had been meticulous at shaping each and every building to be identical.  Four windows adorned each two-story facility with bright golden frames.  Every slab of the street was symmetrical, and it went on for what felt like forever.  
While at first there were no residents in plain view, some were now poking their heads out from behind cracked doors to behold our procession.  Their faces were not stained by rot or decay, quite the opposite actually.  More emerged the farther we traveled into the fort.  The inhabitants carried themselves with an immaculate image.  Each and every one I saw possessed flawless, sun-kissed skin.  They were dressed in silks and velvets of all different shades and colors.  There weren’t only men either.  For the first instance since our arrival, I saw Eridan women.  Their olive complexion stood out to me more than anything.  They were lofty and athletic like many of the men I’d encountered among their male counterparts.  Unlike the men, they wore their hair long – as long as it could possibly be.  They braided it into perfectly compact braids which trailed down their backsides.  
Everything within these walls juxtaposed what I’d observed outside.  These people didn’t live their lives in perpetual struggle.  No, they lived in luxury and comfort.  I wondered if those beyond the fortification even knew of what it was like inside or if they could even imagine such an existence was possible.  Has it always been this way?  Were they truly this vile to exile the rest of the colony to anguish?  No wonder the Eridans outside fight for the chance to become saved from their blight.  The position of anunngal was more than just some figurehead, it was deliverance from the evil of their known realm.  A burning hot ember burned in my belly at the thought of such disgraceful humans.  The Exodus had failed this pocket of humanity.  
We were pushed forward until we peaked the crest of the nacreous horizon.  At its end sat an aureate staircase encompassed by hills of lush, green crabgrass.  The stairway sat at such a steep angle that I couldn’t make out what lay ahead.  Our captors gave us little time to consider the possibilities as they pressed us onward without delay.  The climb was almost unbearable after my two handlers shifted to my front while ascending backwards with my now nearly numb limbs.  It was then that I had my angle.  The one to my right kept glancing over his shoulder to maintain his composure.  They had made a grave mistake in not formally binding me.  With the last bit of strength I had remaining, I anchored my ankles into the top of the next step and pulled.  He was able to hold on but not without falling on his ass.  I swiftly unlatched my right foot and buried my heel into his groin.
“Ahhhh!” he hollered as he instinctually released his grip to a feeble attempt to alleviate his pain.
I buried my free hand into my breast pocket and found the hilt of my dagger.  
“Help –,” the other one finally managed to call out.
It would be with his last few breaths, as I brought the point into his exposed inner forearm.  Now, I was holding him tight.  I ripped the edge up his limb, severing every major artery in the process.  I took a fleeting look up to find two more rushing to their ally’s aid, then returned my attention to my other warden.  I smashed an open palm into his forehead, forcing his skull into the gilded step above him.  I followed up by driving my edge into his jawline.  When I returned my gaze to my next attackers, I found them stunned with fear.
“You – Wadi!” I heard a bellow come from beyond them.
One of them moved aside to display their de facto leader.  He stood with an outstretched arm.  Grasped firmly in his hand was Quinn’s throat, which held the rest of her body up over the vertical drop of the side of the flight of stairs.
“Drop the blade or I drop her,” he demanded.
“Au –,” Quinn choked out.
I released my knife and watched it tumble down the knoll below.
“Now – put your hands up where I can see them,” he instructed further.
I did as I was told.
“Do it!” he directed at one of his companions.
He pulled out a pistol and pointed it at my chest.  Slowly, he started his way down to me.  When he was close to my position, he reached towards his backside and located a short, reflective rod. 
“Put your wrists together above your head!” he exclaimed.
I complied.  The tin man took another step towards me and placed the rod across my arms.
Beep.
A pin needle sensation spread like wildfire over the skin of my hands.  Soon, my entire arm felt as if it had been held in ice water before going limp.  
“Good!” the higher one said.
He answered my compliance by bringing Quinn back from the ledge and placing her down on her knees.  When he let go, she viciously gasped for oxygen.
“You’re going to regret that!” I roared up at him in ire.
“We’ll see about that,” he taunted back.
Again, I would be steered upwards by the likes of two steel heads.  One stood behind me with the collar of my cloak in hand, while the other held me under the muzzle of his gun from two steps ahead.  On and on, I was forced to continue.  There seemed to be no end in sight as my knees wobbled more and more with each rising step.  
“Quinn – are you alright?” I broke the silence of our group.
“Shut up, Wadi!” the one holding me at gunpoint demanded.
Ten more stairs.
“How much further?” I implored.
“As far as we decide to take you,” the prominent one up front answered.
Twenty more steps to my misery.
Weeuuuu!
The shrill noise nearby burst my eardrums.  It felt abnormally close.  I scanned the sky nervously, yet no one else hesitated at the piercing sound.  
Weeuu!
There it was again.  I nearly lost my footing as a result.  I turned towards Cleeia, who had rested itself directly above us.  Across its face appeared a silhouette.  Its wings stretched wide as it circled the star’s rim perfectly in line.  I’d seen this shape before but not here, not on Eridu.  It was that of an eagle.  A keen hunter in the rocky bays of the Idigna Sea, it had been many years since I’d heard or seen such a beast.  Were they present here as well?  Were they as rare as they were back home?  Why reveal itself here of all places?  It arched back one last time, then disappeared in the sinking mist above us.  
Have we really gone that far?
An overcast was falling upon us fast.  The barricades around us had failed to break them up upon their arrival.  The fog didn’t let up either, becoming thicker the farther we ascended.  The soldiers weren’t even the slightest bit fazed by the unusual phenomenon, as if they’d been expecting it.  
“A dazzling display as usual,” the one behind me chuckled.
“Quiet back there,” Quinn’s escort ordered.
A display?  What am I seeing?
Abruptly, he and Quinn vanished from above.  My heart skipped several beats along the next few steps until I realized why.  The edge of the platform finally came into view, as the scaling stone below it smoothed out to a flat surface.  At long last, we were on some semblance of even ground.  The haze at the top was dense though, making it difficult to see any more than ten meters in front of oneself.  It was far enough for me to see Quinn.  In those few moments that we stood around and rested from our climb,  I saw that hopeless look drawn across her face.  The same look I saw in Eden’s camp.  It was the same that burdened her on the way here as we weighed out our options.  I wanted to throw myself at them in order to save her from that hopelessness, but at what cost?  I wouldn’t be able to do much in my current state anyways, and who's to say what they might do to her after putting me out of my own misery.  
“Alright – that’s enough standing about,” the chief guard announced.
Following his words, a sudden gust of wind hit us all at once.  I had to flutter my eyes to keep them from immediately drying out.  Initially, my sights were set on Quinn’s locks that spurred out in a storm from the surprise change in weather.  I would be momentarily distracted, however, when the man at my back rested a hand on my shoulder to keep himself from being thrown off balance.  I shrugged him off as the breeze died down, but that’s when I saw it.  I was awestruck at the wonders the event would reveal.  
The cloud cover that had fallen upon us was gradually pushed aside to uncover a facility I’d never even imagine in my wildest dreams.  What I saw down below was nothing in comparison.  At its front, the sprawling estate donned many pillars, each of which was wider around than even the biggest buttress tree I’d found in the forests beyond the walls.  The enormous, ivory columns held up a lustrous dome that depicted what I could only assume was a long forgotten story from their collective past.  Even more impressive was the golden doorway that stood just as tall as the supports to its front.  All of the riches, everything of sentimental value, all had been entrusted in this fort, and especially those who presided at the top.
“What is this place?” I mumbled my thoughts out loud.
The one at my back snickered at my ignorance and sneered, “The legends of the Ekur must’ve been lost to this savage.”
The other one mimicked my bewildered expression, and they both laughed at their shared humor.  I ignored their derision to mull over the name they’d given such a place – Ekur.  It was of a tongue I wasn’t familiar with, either because it was of their own vernacular or of one long forgotten.  It must hold some significance in their culture.  The Ekur was a grand display of wealth and power.  I could only assume what was held within.  Maybe this Elder Council I’d heard so much about.  
“Move!” a bellow broke my thought trajectory.
It was directed towards us – Quinn and I.  I stepped forward first, then Quinn, followed by our captors.
“I said, Move!” he repeated crossly.
We hurried along.
“How are we to open such a thing?” Quinn said hoarsely.
I was just glad to see that she was doing better from earlier.  The closer we got, the more substantial the entryway appeared.  By the time we passed the marble pilasters, I was thinking the same thing.  Only a literal giant could possibly part such monumental constructions.  That was when the stones at our feet began to rumble.  Both sides of the portal wobbled alongside what was at our feet.  One detached from the other ever so slightly, giving way to a crack we could just barely squeeze through.  
“You two first,” we were told.
The sliver of light that slipped between the gates was just enough to give my vision ample time to adapt to the poorly lit interior.  I could hear Quinn and the others’ footsteps close behind me, but I cared no mind to their movements.  What I found inside of the entrance was of much more intrigue to me at the moment anyways.  The narrow foyer that we came upon stretched the width of the entire building.  I searched high and low for the milky white marble that had covered every square centimeter of the fort so far but was unable to find even an inkling of its presence.  Instead, I was met with an Old World setting that had only ever been described to me by historians back on Purla.  There were books – actual books.  Not only a few either, as books covered almost the entirety of the four walls around us.
“Is this a –,” I initiated, but was interrupted midway.
“Shut up!” the one holding me under duress hissed.
Could this Ekur be some sort of library?
Quinn grew closer to me as time crawled by.  I turned to her and tried to pull her close, but my arms were still out of commission.  Rather, she simply rested her head against my chest.  We remained idle in the vestibule for some time.  As the minutes passed by, all I wanted was to speak with her.  I wanted to apologize for not foreseeing such an obvious snare.  I wanted to comfort her and assure her all would be alright, even if I didn’t have an idea how this was going to play out myself.  My focus was diverted when the officer’s armor creaked as he made a motion with his hand towards his helm.  Quinn noticed his activity as well and took the opportunity to wrap her arms around my neck and pull herself in close.  We exchanged a meaningful look.  As always, she had me enchanted with her captivating emerald eyes.  Quinn lifted herself up and met my lips.  I savored the moment.  It was something I’d come to relish more and more each time we connected, but as is customary, she would eventually pull away.  This time was different, however.  Quinn brought her open mouth to my ear and said in a faint whisper, “I’m truly sorry, August.”
Her words caught me off guard.  What reason would she have to apologize to me?  This was all my fault after all.  I had failed her.  
“Quinn, I’m –,” but once more, I would be cut short.
“Enough!  Your time has come,” we were informed.
The chief escort guided us down the hallway to a worn wooden door that had been inlaid into the wall of books opposite from where we’d come in.  Although he hadn’t issued any orders, the others hadn’t followed us.  Maybe they knew better or maybe they weren’t allowed to do so.  Either way, it was apparent that only this individual was granted permission to accompany us further into the heart of the complex.  Without wasting another second, he reached down for the brass door handle and pushed it ajar.  The prolonged creak that accompanied the heavy threshold reverberated in the chamber behind it.  I could just barely hear a chatter of voices cease as the sound filled the air.  With no other options available, I decided to be the first to push through – once again.  
“Greetings, friend,” a well acquainted voice said.













~ A Primal Fear ~
	It wouldn’t be until I enlisted back on Purla at the prime age of eighteen that I was able to handle my first written text.  I remember the title embossed in silver foil – Dialects and Rhetoric.  I can recall the crisp feeling that each page held as I flipped them through my fingers.  On more than one occasion, I’ve found myself reminiscing on how the writer would implement syntax and punctuation to conjure a deeper meaning to their words.  What I think back to the most, however, would have to be the smell.  The way that the type of paper, ink, and adhesive changes the scent of a book intrigued me from the moment I first held one in my hands.  I buried my nose into that first tome I held, as well as the second just to feel the difference.  Up to this point in my life, I had the pleasure of encountering five such texts, excluding what I’d seen on Giskusu of course.  After the third, I realized that age played a huge factor in the pungent almond odor that they seemed to produce.  With that being said, crossing over into the great expanse of the Ekur was immensely overwhelming to my senses.  The space was as pitch black as the one I’d found myself in below the fort.  Only a single beam of light broke the monotony of darkness that engulfed me.  It shined down through a shutter that had to have been over fifty meters up.  Even so, I knew what wafted through the air.  I knew where I was.  
“What is this?” I asked the reason behind my warm greeting.
Under that lone ray of light, Jericho’s unshrouded face pivoted to look my way.
“Oh – nothing but a small get-together,” he replied with a forced smile.
I tried surveying the room behind him, but it was nearly impossible to make out anything.  From the cast of his voice, it sounded like some sort of amphitheater set up, but I couldn’t make out much of an assembly.  
“Where’s Sha, Jericho?  And Zai?” I inquired.
“Not here,” he answered bluntly.
“Who is here?” I followed up.
Wooden bleachers groaned as someone stood up, the sound filling the whole area around us.  Step by step, the unseen spectator made their unhurried approach.  There was no urgency in their stride, yet I could tell they carried themself without any complications.  Their movements were fluid and unhampered by the dimness of the room.  I could tell they’d walked this place over time and time again, always knowing where to place their feet next.  The closer they got, the louder they became.  By the time their contour was nearly in focus, it sounded as if their soles were weighed down with lead.  They refused to come any closer, however.  Instead, preferring to stick to the shadows.
“Who else have you brought along with you, Yarikh?” a chilling voice emanated from the figure.
“I gave up my father’s name long ago.  You know this,” Jericho countered the line of questioning.  
“You were wise to do so, but you are still your father’s son,” the baritone voice sent shivers across my skin.
“Well – if you must know, these are two of my greatest patrons.  The man behind the crimson veil is my companion.  He blew in from the east alongside Sha.  He is called Gladiolus, and he brings with him his beloved,” Jericho exposed us without our consent.
“Gladiolus?  I haven’t heard of a title like that among the Wadi,” the silhouette commented.
Our escort then came forward, cutting into the exchange with the rattle of his steel carapace.
“Please excuse my insolence, almighty.  The woman carried this on her person,” he inserted with outstretched arms.
In his hands, the tin man offered forth my particle-locked compression and the belt holster I’d given to Quinn.  The handcannon had seen more than its fair share of combat, but she’d never had to use it.  The obscure presence lunged forward in order to get a better look at it.  In the process, I finally got a detailed view of him.  It was the same golden cloaked being we’d seen on the bulwark, I was nearly certain of it.  Up close, he appeared to be like any other Eridan, just more tended to and well-groomed.  He couldn’t have been more than fifty years of age.  The man had clearly shaved his head bald from his thinning hair line.  He wore a neatly kept goatee and angular spectacles.  
“Who is she?” the man howled, but without waiting for a reply, he carried on, “She is a blasphemer!  How did she come to possess such an accursed artifact?”
“She brought it with her into the fortress.  We were able to restrain her before she was able to use it,” our attendant added.
“Do you know anything about this, Yarikh?” the elegant and composed gentleman directed himself towards Jericho.
Jericho dipped his chin and raised his eyebrow towards me.
“What is it?” he asked, playing dumb.
“A piece of the Old World.  A weapon of sinister power.  A harbinger of malevolence!” the individual said emphatically.
Jericho remained silent but kept his gaze fixed on me.
“Ykerog – show her to the dungeon.  Her fate will be decided later,” he motioned to the guard.
My attention shifted towards Quinn who was wide-eyed at this point.  The tin man assertively took her by the arm and started dragging her towards the door.  I couldn’t let them take her away.  If only my damned arms weren’t totally useless, I’d eliminate all of them.  Even Jericho.  My inability to take control of the situation was stirring up the wrath inside of me, but I had to maintain myself.  I had to act appropriately.
“No!” I thundered.
I had the undivided attention of everyone present.  Even the sentinel couldn’t help himself but to take pause.
“The compressor is mine,” I continued.
The gold-clad figure leaned in.
“Then, I’ll ask you, Wadi –,” scorn rolled off of his tongue.
“Where did it come from?” he demanded an answer.
“I –,” but I couldn’t find the words.
His pupils burned with a fire as we met each other’s gaze.  Something just came over me.  Like a lump in my throat, I struggled to even breathe.  I wasn’t afraid to die.  I’d stared death down countless times.  But this was different.  A primal fear came over me.  
Who is this?
“Answer me!” his words generated the sensation of tinnitus in me.
Tension built up across my forehead and my vision started to become hazy.  His speech was like knives being inserted into my brain.  There was little stopping me from disclosing its origins, but I feared the reprisal that would come with it.  I was about to crack, when Jericho stepped between the two of us.
“You wish to cut away my roots?” Jericho intervened.
“You know this cannot go unpunished, Yarikh!” he retorted.
“No.  I believe you are just deferring from the true matter at hand,” Jericho jeered.
“How dare you!” the hulking warden remarked.
The robed man rose a hand to mollify him and said, “Ykerog – silence.”
Ykerog was obedient to his master.  He bowed his head and retained Quinn while awaiting further orders.  Jericho, on the other hand, hadn’t budged.  He stood proudly in defiance.  
“You speak with such authority, yet you stand here now after defiling a Sage’s sight.  One of his most sacred resources was taken from him,” he returned the same energy back on Jericho.
A Sage?  Zai?  But how?  Was this man one of them too?
“You’ve already cut off one of my limbs for this alleged wrongdoing, even if there was no way any of us could’ve known of his status,” Jericho countered.
“Your Liberator, as you call him, only acted upon your wishes, Yarikh.  You still haven’t told me how you discovered his motives in the first place,” the figure disputed.
“Yet, only you are here to question me about this imputable transgression,” Jericho replied with a cunning grin.
His eyes grew wide at the implication.
“You dare question my right as an Apkallu?” he roared.
“Is that what your kind call themselves nowadays?” Jericho snapped back.
The pressure in the room was beginning to boil over.  I looked to Quinn, who had gone totally white by this point.  
“You wish to see what I can do to you, Yarikh?  Your father already made that mistake.  Did you not see the repercussions out there?  I can make you and all of the others just like them – filthy husks of a past life.  You wish for these two to be struck down with the Samanu?  You wish them to be Gidim as well?  Or maybe I will have to make a more immediate example out of them?” his words carried a thousand kilometers.
He composed himself with a long, drawn out breath.
“Are you finished ranting?” Jericho answered without a single thought.
The supposed Elder turned to Ykerog and calmly closed his hand into a fist.  The tin man reached for his sidearm and unlatched it from its holster.  It all flashed on me at once – Quinn’s life was in imminent danger, and I had to act.  It was now or never.
“It was me!  I outed your Sage!” I cried out.
His palm was open again.  Ykerog withheld his action.  Quinn’s labored pants ceased.  Once more, I found myself in the spotlight.
“Go on,” the man insisted.
“I saw something in him that was different from the others,” I stated.
“And what was that exactly?” he pressed.
“He was always there even though he wasn’t.  It was as if he was always anticipating our next move.  All I did was try to get one step ahead of him,” I continued.
“Did you know it was him before he fell into your noose?” he asked.
I tried my best to swallow, but my mouth had gone completely dry.
“Yes, but I had no idea he was –,” I tried giving a thorough response but was cut short.
“You lie!” he broke in.
“He does no such thing,” Jericho replied sharply.
“Silence!” the man ordered.
Jericho held his tongue.
“You think I don’t know what your play is?  You’re one of the pillars holding up the smoke and mirrors for this wicked one.  You and this Sha.  You think he will be Anunngal?  You think you will be brought up to sanctity alongside him?” he paused.
I tried my best to respond, but I was unable.  He held me at my knees.  I was paralyzed.
“You've never been more mistaken in your brief, worthless existence.  He will never achieve ascension, and now all three of you will answer for your crimes against the people of Eridu.  Your misdeeds have been attested by an almighty Apkallu, and all three of you  shall be judged by the Council accordingly.  Yarikh, your father’s title has earned you and this harlot sanctioned quarters while awaiting trial.  You are fortunate that I’m a fair man and sympathize with this woman’s naivety.  She will bear witness to your execution and will spare no detail in warning others of the fallout of such treacherous actions.  The other traces of muck that you’ve brought into my fair bastion will be cross-examined down below.  Their fates will be tied to yours.  You have three days.  Now – Ykerog, remove this disgrace from my presence,” he finally finished.
The guardsman left Quinn behind and made his way over to me.  I made a valiant effort to raise my arms in defence but ultimately failed to fight off the numbness in my limbs.  Ykerog grabbed me by the back of the neck as I attempted to flee, picking me up off my feet and throwing me down to the ground like some sort of stuffed doll.  I tried lifting my head, which he immediately bashed back into the floor.  




~ It ~
The stir of the rain beating down on us made it near impossible to see through my fieldscope.  The errand of watching the monotony of Kusite life from several kilometers away had lost its intrigue weeks ago, but the chore of having to dry the lens constantly was beyond my forbearance.  The amount of shit and piss I was hemmed in didn’t help either.  This stint with Rozenn had lasted roughly a week and a half.  I was more than ready to zero in on our target and evac out.  She’d had her chance once already but refused to check him out.  At the time, I’d thought her soft, but she assured me that it wasn’t the right moment.
“There’s always a perfect second in which you can get the job and slip out without anyone ever knowing you were there,” she had said.
“How can you tell?  What comes after is all circumstantial,” I had countered.
“The trick is setting up the dominoes so that they fall where you want ‘em,” she had replied.
Those words had drifted through my mind a hundred times since she said them.  It would take more than foresight to do such a thing.  There’s too many external factors that come into play.  How the target’s mind causes them to react at the last moment, whether others will hear you or incidentally mosey on in prematurely, or countless other happenings could occur.  There’s no way to create a situation where you are the sole ventriloquist.  It’s just not feasible.
“Tssk!” Rozenn sucked at her teeth subtly.
I went to wipe away the raindrops on my monocular to see what she’d wanted me to.  The sun was setting behind a grey sky to our rear, so I had the perfect view of the Kusite outstation.  It wasn’t much more than thirty or so border hoppers, and their set up was way too open to actually hold off any kind of force.  We’d come to realize that their top dog was mounting operations on civs in and around the nearby hamlet of Kalvalai.  Must be why we were sent to take him out, but I’ve learned not to voice my assumptions around Rozenn.  I’ve been told many times that my opinions are irrelevant until I take my first life.  I’m expected to keep quiet, listen, and strategize my kill – nothing more.
“What’s up?” I whispered after failing to find the denominator.
“Shh!” she vocalized within her breaths.
Rozenn was about to take the shot.  That trance she goes into is scary.  She experienced outside stimuli, but it cannot distract her from her concentration.  The fixation is unreal.  The world melts away around her.  
Pfff!
I watched on in anticipation but was underwhelmed by the results.  Nothing out of the ordinary.  The mark simply took a swig from his flask, a typical scene for the tactician.  The shower around us picked up pace, forcing him to back in further into his prefab, three-sided compartment.
“Let’s get a move on,” Rozenn murmured.
I removed my eye from the ocular lens to find her collecting her scraps into a spent aluminum bin.  
“But we just got here,” I joked.
“Bullyboy – hurry up,” she said with a straightface.
I did as I was told.  Even if I hated the name, I guess it would be mine until I got the balls to do something about it.  The part that had me mixed up, however, was why we were leaving now.  I may be seen as slow by Rozenn and the others, but it didn’t appear that we’d done the job quite yet.  It wouldn’t matter what protests I’d waste my time arguing anyways.  I’d been told to shut up and listen too many times already.   At least I could rest easy for a day or two once we got back.  That was a fair compensation as far as I saw it.
	It took me less than five minutes to gather my belongings, and we were off.  The shade of the autumn leaves were soon far behind us too.  We really booked it out of there.  There were times where I nearly lost Rozenn in the stacks of decaying foliage.  I constantly had to watch my step in fear of happening upon a pit viper, and she moved so stealthily, almost as if she wasn’t even there at times.  Once we hit the rolling hills of the Aluralic, it was her turn to keep up though.  I knew so much of the place, even a veteran Knife had trouble keeping pace.  It was hard to believe I’d watched so many perish in such an idyllic landscape.  It was finally beginning to take back its roots after all.  To think that the Kusites just up and left, but I wasn’t one to complain.  Them fleeing back to their footholds was the best thing that ever happened to me.  Now, we were the aggressors.  
“Fuckin’ airhead!  Will you wait a sec?” Rozenn’s gravelly inflection startled me from my state of abstraction.
I eased my stride to give her a chance to catch up.
“I said that I wanted to talk to you about something before we get back,” she managed to get out through her huffs and puffs.
“Spit it out then,” I responded.
“Over there,” she pointed out an apple tree along the line of a nearby patch of woodland.
“So be it,” I followed.
We were still a ways from the others but far enough from where we’d just come from that it figured it couldn’t hurt to treat ourselves to something sweet.  The timber was low bearing and a great pick for a little break from the clamor we’d hear back at camp.
“What is it?” I asked after picking my share and plopping down on my backside.
“What didja think?” she snorted amid a bout of laughter.
“Of what?” I inquired with a mouthful.
She gave me a puzzled exchange.
“Didja miss somethin’?” she countered with one of her own.
“Miss what?” I carried on her line of questioning.
“The hit – Bullyboy,” she answered with an eye roll.
Am I missing something?
“Shit, you really are living in the clouds there, Bullyboy,” she said, mockingly.
“What’re you going on about?  I watched the whole damn thing,” I replied.
“Really?  Bullyboy?” she asked after revealing her trusty flask.
“Give me that and explain,” I shot back with an outstretched hand.
Rozenn held it out but snatched it away when I tried grabbing at it.  She followed up by downing the hatch on what was left.
“Ampelosium,” she coughed up after the last drop.
“What the hell is ampel – whatever you call it?” I posed.
“The most potent poisons you’ve never heard of,” she giggled.
I thought back to that moment and remembered –
“The beer?” I thought aloud.
“Precisely!” she stated with a conniving smirk.
“Have you seen it work in the past?” I pressed.
“Yup!  The first time I stuck around for nearly a week to test out the results,” she confirmed.
“And?” I probed deeper.
“Devastating!” she exclaimed.
“How’d you do it?” I kept on.
“The guy was a stickler.  One brew in the afternoon following dinner, like clockwork,” Rozenn explained.
“You don’t think he noticed?” I asked for clarification.
“Not with the rain,” she responded after finding another canteen among her possessions.
I didn’t waste my energy begging this time.  She swallowed the remnants whole.
“How did you piece it all together?” I requested further details.
She puckered her cheeks.  Must've been something tangy.
“I dunno –,” she almost said more but controlled herself.
“How will I ever learn if you don’t share your secrets?” I challenged her.
“There’s no secrets, August –,” she began.
Rozenn had only called me by my real name one other time.  
“It’s always been the same:  I watch, I wait, and then I see it,” she continued.
“See what?” I insisted more.
“It,” she answered bluntly.
Whatever she was trying to imply wasn’t reaching me.
“What is it?” I asked.
She wagged two fingers.  I knew the sign, she was asking for a smoke.  I found my pack in a back pocket and offered her one.  She took all that I had left and had the gall to snap her thumb for a match.
“Fuck!  Take ‘em!  Won’t have a use anymore anyways,” I groaned as I handed them over.
“It – ,” she all of a sudden activated.
I leaned in to show my interest.
“You know – it.  It’s a feeling, like when something happens but you swear it wasn’t the first time.  If I stare at something long enough, it eventually shows itself,” she finished.
“Huh?” I scratched my head.
“It’s nothin’,” she whispered shyly while taking her first puff.
“Bullshit!” I asserted while snatching the stick from between her fingers.
“I just see it.  It’s as if it was right in front of me all along,” she said, unperturbed.
I took in a breath of fumes before offering it back.
“You can have it,” I uttered as a cloud escaped from my lips.
“I’m good.  Let’s get going,” she replied.
The rest of the way back we walked.  There was no rush.  Neither of us had a word to add.  Instead, we listened.  To the breeze, to the birds and bees, and to the horizon ahead of us.  It wasn’t too late when we got back.  The others were still alive and animated.  There was plenty of fun to be had, but I couldn’t care.  I saw Rozenn creep off towards Ignatius perch on the crest of the hill.  I wondered to myself why she kept on visiting him.  He’s an asshole.  No one cares for him, they’re just scared of him.  Not me.  Fuck that guy!




~ Only in Dreams ~
“Uhhh!”
I tried for my throbbing skull but found I couldn’t reach it.  I pulled and pulled but found it impossible to extend any further upwards.  I turned in an attempt to find what was holding me back, but I found the same sight that the back of my eyelids presented – sheer darkness.  
“Am I blind?” I cried out in distress.
I heard the clank of iron chains to my right.  When I tried adjusting myself to face the source of the disturbance, the rattling sound of fetters erupted from the movement of my own limbs.  It was then that I realized I was a prisoner.  Where I’d been detained was a mystery, but there was someone else closeby.  Maybe they could fill me in.
“Is there someone there?” I called out into the vastness.
But there was no answer.
“Please –,” I tried again.
Still, they refused to acknowledge my pleas.
I tugged as hard as I could on the bindings on my wrists until my fingers nearly went numb.  I wrapped my hands around the chains and traced them to an icy, damp wall behind me.  The links were no more than a meter in length, and they were connected to a ring that was firmly bolted into between stones.  My efforts would be wasted to continue my struggle.
“Where are we?” I uttered in my defeat.
No response came, but whoever was there heard me.  Their confines rustled as they shifted in place once again.  I blinked over and over in an attempt to clear my vision, but it was of no use.  There were no windows.  Not even a subtle crack in our surroundings for light to trickle in.  I was trapped with this other poor soul, and they had no inclination of discussing our shared turmoil.  
“My name is August,” I said.
“I’m not sure where I am – whether Purla or Eridu.  I don’t know who you are, but I suspect you’re either an Eridan that angered the wrong people or some vindictive spirit sent to haunt my dreams.  If you’re the latter, come on and kill me so I can wake up from this nightmare,” I continued.
“Who haunts your dreams?” a voice I recognized responded.
“Sha?” I questioned out loud.
“Hmph,” he affirmed.
“What’re you –,” but I wasn’t given the opportunity to finish.
“Who do you see in your sleep, August?” he interjected.
I hesitated to answer.  My dreams were my own.  He had nothing to gain from knowing of their intricacies.  Why even ask such a thing?  
“Oh – now you go quiet?” Sha persisted.
“Who do you see?” I countered with my own inquiry.
“I dream of a girl,” he said.
“Sometimes I do too,” I stated.
“What’s her name?” he probed.
“Rozenn.  How about you?” I replied.
“No clue.  I only know that she’s my mother,” he expressed.
“Your mother?” I dug further.
“Yeah,” he confirmed.
I wondered if he was actually opening up or if it was all a ruse.
“What about her?” I kept on.
Sha stayed silent for a minute or two.
“It isn’t totally clear.  She places me into a basket and that’s it.  She’s gone,” he gave up what details he could.
“Why?” I persisted.
“I don’t know.  What about you?  What about this Rozenn?” he retorted.
I sat and thought for a moment about what to say.  My dreams and memories had become interlocked over time.  It had gotten to the point where fact and fiction weren’t always the same.  Esdras, Rozenn, and the others – I remembered their faces so vividly, but sometimes the details were off.  Dreams have a way of doing that on occasion.  Not to mention, did I really want to share my recollections with this Eridan?  This stone cold murderer?  Was this my deathbed or just another test in the eyes of fate?
“She’s nobody – nothing more than a figment of my past.  Someone lost to time itself,” I spoke with a guard.
Sha found my words amusing.  He even emitted a chuckle in response.
“You speak as if she’s dead,” he remarked.
“Who’s to say?” I said.
“You’re really something, you know that?” he asked.
I didn’t have much to comment on his observation.
“No wonder he chose you,” Sha stated with chagrin.
He must’ve seen the new impression on my mask outside the fort’s gates.
“Jericho?  Fuck ‘em!” I rebuffed.
“It must be nice to be able to say so,” he returned.
I contemplated what he meant by those words for a while before asking, “You feel the same?”
His chains shook boisterously as if he was sitting down.
“He’s the nightmare of my waking dreams,” he sighed.
I never thought I’d hear him speak ill of Jericho like that.
“It’s impossible to say no to such a person.  Whether I dream with my eyes open or shut, his words carry the wind with them,” he carried on.
“You two speak of this wind often,” I commented.
“It’s what guides us all down our path,” he added.
“Do you ever blow in your own direction, Sha?” I inquired.
He stayed quiet for a moment in contemplation.
“Once upon a time I did.  Before Jericho came around –,” Sha paused.
I waited for his next words, but he failed to share anything further.
“What was life like prior to his arrival?” I tried to change the subject.
“That’s something I ask myself quite frequently actually,” he laughed.
“Whatcha mean?” I pried.
“It’s a blur sometimes, August,” he replied.
“How so?” I continued my line of questioning.
“You ever do something so much, so often that it feels like your days just bleed away?” he asked.
“I suppose,” I answered.
“That’s what I can remember.  Time and time again, I moved those poor, helpless people across the Valley.  Sometimes, the nights were so dark that you couldn’t make out what was up or down, let alone what was straight in front of your face.  That’s what I remember.  Nothing else.  The rest has been lost,” he stated with the slightest hint of sorrow.
“What about before that?” I egged him on.
“What about before that?” he repeated.
“What did you do?  What was life like?” I clarified.
“No – no.  There was nothing before that, August,” he said.
“Your family and friends?” I asked.
A long silence followed.
“Only in dreams,” he whispered.
“Your mother?” I probed.
“I think I see him sometimes as well,” he appended.
“Who is he?” I followed up.
Sha refused to respond.
“Your father?” I kept at it.
He neither confirmed nor denied my suspicions.
“What do you dream about him?” I framed the inquiry from a different angle.
“His face has never come to me.  Only his book,” he said.
The fine auburn hairs that line my forearms became pine needles at the mention of such a notion.  
“A book?” I sought out further details.
Faint footsteps could be heard approaching from far away.  I waited for Sha’s reply,  but he held his tongue.  As the sound of the tracks came closer, I asked him again.
“What book, Sha?” I reiterated.
Jangle.  Click.  Clack.  Tch!
The tone of an iron key flexing on spring-loaded pins may have been something more atone to the Old World, but I was familiar enough with the devices to pick up on their resonance.  
Creeeeeeeak!
The noise of rusted hinges echoed all about as a portal of light appeared in front of us.  The outline of a short, plump man was all that protected my eyes from the glaring light.  Without a single utterance, the figure entered into our space.  He started making his way closer to me before redirecting his tread towards Sha.  I glanced over and found him slumped on the black slate flooring at our feet.  He was bloodied and broken, and he didn’t even look up to meet the fat man.  Sha was then released from his shackles, but he put up no fight as the man grabbed him by his ankle and began dragging him towards the light.
“The book, Sha!  The book?”  I screamed as he was taken away.
He reached out a single hand to try and slow himself down.  At first he didn’t catch anything, but he finally found an edge as he was being pulled through.
“You already know what book it is – ‘Gust,” he murmured as his head rounded the frame.
The door slammed shut, and again, I found myself in the abyss.




~ Perfection ~
Isolation has a way of creating both anxiety and comfort in those who learn to embrace it.  There were times back on Purla where I’d go days, sometimes even weeks, without coming into contact with another person.  At first, it was out in the field.  I felt dread each and every moment at the thought that me, myself, and I were the only ones that would save my ass if push came to shove.  Later, I found serenity in a cell not so different from the one I was kept in now.  The silence that came along with this sense of loneliness was something else though.  From the moment I’d first stepped upon Eridu’s surface, there’d been a low drone in my ear.  Whether it was the cicadas or the locals or the sweet sound of Quinn’s voice, there had always been something.  Not here.  Nothing existed in this pit.  Nothing but me.
Closing my eyes made little difference in my spatial awareness, but it brought me solace anyways.  Control was given back to me through such acts, and I’d learned long ago how much that feeling meant to me during dire times.  I tried picturing a cove I’d frequented back along the Idigna.  I would go there when the other netters beat me to the prime spots in the early summer.  It was a place where I’d hide some traps to catch unsuspecting bottomfeeders in an attempt to impress Father when I’d so obviously failed.  Back when I’d actually close my eyes and drift off, that is.  Unlike back then, however, I imagined Quinn meeting me at the shore.  A coastal cottage laid in the distance where nobody else would suspect it.  In this figment of my imagination, we found one another with an honest smile across both our faces.  The stresses of the present were but a distant memory in both our minds.  Oh – how I wish this was the reality I found myself in.  I could barely fathom where Quinn actually was at this very second.  Maybe wondering if I’d ever see her again.  Possibly, she was figuring some way to see me free.  Most likely, she was actually half way back to the Gilgamesh to make her escape to Kusu.  I was outta the way at this point after all.  That would be the smart thing to do.
My wandering mind strayed elsewhere in its ever so common way.  I thought of Sha.  I wanted to know the book of which he referenced.  I wondered if it was somewhere in that endless library.  I wondered if it was the one from my dreams.  A tome of an imaginary place where I could flee from this never ending plight I’d found myself in.  If he was even still alive, would he inform me of my suspicions?  What would Jericho say to such a slip of the lips?  What if the puppet master had planned it out all along?  The ambiguity was eating away at my psyche at all corners.  The introduction of another shadowy Eridan to the equation had only added to the inundating emotions that weighed heavy on my shoulders.  What was I to do?  How was I to react?  I wanted nothing to do with this quarrel from the start, yet I was unable to distance myself.  The hatred that boiled my skin for the one once named Yarikh was more than my spirit could contain.  The others I held no ill will towards.  Even Sha, who was capable of such evils – how could I?  The Eridan people were desperate.  Sha was utterly hopeless.  I wanted nothing to do with it – with them.  But how could I walk away now?  Even if I’d had a choice, what about Quinn?  My mind raced in circles, but when I opened my eyes – I was still staring into the abyss.
Tch!
The sound of a bolt sliding out of place jolted me out of my spiral.  There had been no warning of this happening.  The footsteps that I had heard previously hadn’t hinted at any arrivals.  Had I been that out of it?  
Creeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeak!
I could hear the door gliding open at a snail’s pace, but no light accompanied it.  
“Who’s there?  Sha?” I beseeched.
Who – are – you?
The voice resonated inside my skull, yet my ears picked up no such words.
You – you who wears a face such as his – who are you?
The presence that had entered was neither here nor there.  I felt it sinking into my pores.  It went down into my belly like a shot of pyre.  An unnerving pulse of neurons ignited within my mind compelling me to answer.
“August,” I said.
You remind me of him –
“Who?” I allowed for my curiosity to escape my lips.
Who?  The One from the Stars.
“What star did they come from?” I continued.
One you will never live to see.  A star that pales in comparison to the world that it supports.
“What world?” I asked.
You ask questions that you would rather not like to hear the answer to.  
“I remind you of him,” I stated.
Yes.
“Tell me of him,” I pressed on.
He promised freedom.  He promised glory.  He promised salvation.  He carried with him a force that inspired perfection.
“Perfection – something impossible to measure,” I found my thoughts reverberating from my tongue.
I thought so too, but I was changed.  It is a feeling that no mortal can deny.  The irreversible urge that drives us forward.  When all sense of time and being come screeching to a halt when it finds its way into your presence.  I bowed.
“And who are you?” I requested.
At first, I was a doubter, but then – a follower.  I watched my steps, but then – they were laid out before me.  I carried my own weight initially, but after a short while – I held him up high with both hands.  But soon enough, I couldn’t continue to support his load.
“What then?” I begged him to proceed.
Then – I did what had to be done.
“Which is?” I persisted.
I asked – “Why?”
“And what did he say in return?” I queried.
He said, “Because you have been chosen to succeed.”
“Succeed?  At what?” I sought out more.
Perfection.
“Was that enough for you?” I probed.
My question was met with a lengthy silence.
Wheeeeaa! 
The hinges on the frame screeched until they were stopped by the slam of the door.
Tch!
“Hello?” I cried out.
But I received no answer.
. . . 
Without the sunlight of a rising or falling star, it’s astonishing how quickly time gets away from you.  It’s hard to believe that reality continues on without you.  Hours feel like decades when you’re left with nothing but your own thoughts.  The mind wanders to places far away.  Places that seem within arm’s reach, even if they are lightyears away.  How long ago had I left my home on Purla?  Its revolution has not ceased just because I haven’t been there after all.  I tried to imagine those I left behind, but their faces had escaped my memory a hundred sleepless nights ago.  I wondered if Rozenn ever looked out into the crystal blue sky and thought of me.  I couldn’t see her face though.  Only in my dreams was her visage still visible to me.  Were they really dreams or instead nightmares, however, is beyond me.  The state I’d been left in had me questioning if this was all a dream or a nightmare to begin with.  The voice, the engulfing blackness that surrounded me, the unbearably uncomfortable position I was set into by my bindings – I couldn’t tell what was worse.  At one point, I thought I’d feared nothing.  Now, I feared each second as it ticked by.  If only I could work my way out of this.
What would it take?
Suddenly, I saw a faint twinkle flicker out of the corner of my eye.  I turned my attention towards it, but it was no longer there.  Another popped up to my left.  I swiveled in a feeble attempt to catch it but to no avail.  Again and again, my gaze traced the dim speckles in my periphery.  Back and forth, I struggled to follow their tails.  I felt myself growing dizzy.  I felt thirsty.  I managed to finally catch one of those sources of radiance, but then it grew.  It grew and grew until the darkness was gone.  It was completely replaced with white, the brightest I’d ever seen.
Within the starlight that freed me from the void, there was the subtlest dance of a flame.  Like the wick of a candle, it whirled and swirled.  It grew closer and closer until it appeared to be right in front of my nose, but it was nothing more than an image in a window.  When it stopped, I leaned forward to peek through.  The chains that had once binded me were long gone.  I was free to move about as I wished, so I moved even closer until I could press my eyeball right up against it.  On the other side, I saw the true depths of wickedness.  At that moment, I learned that the darkness had only hidden what was right in front of me.  
Fire!
I was given a front row seat to a portrait of demise.  Flames engulfed all.  There was no star in the sky.  There was nothing more than smoke to breathe.  The haze of scorched foliage filled the air.  The screams of a million souls called out at once.  The sound was insufferable.  My ears could only pick up static.  I saw some of them that wept out their words.  I saw their disfigured faces.  I saw the fabric of their clothes melted into their skin.  I saw those who had been blinded by that flash wandering around as if there was somewhere to be.  Between them all – fire!  An endless sea of flames blanketed the horizon.  
“What is this?” I mouthed to myself.
Perfection!
“Why – why show me such a thing?” I whispered.
Tch!






 ~ Black and White ~
	I blinked and found myself back in the pitch black.  I was immediately startled as the heavy iron door swung open with a crash.  The sudden glare of a beam of light that shined across my face should’ve dazzled me, but only seconds early I was staring into the embers of death and destruction.  No adjustment by my pupils was necessary.
	“I’ll fuckin’ kill you!” Sha exclaimed through the open gateway.
	“I’ll kill your family and friends!  I’ll cut out their –” but he wasn’t given the chance to finish.
	Instead, Sha found himself tumbling forward on to the damp cobblestones in our shared stockade.  He hit the ground hard, rolling several times before coming to a halt.  This didn’t manage to slow him down though.  Even with his hands bound behind his back, he was back on his feet within seconds.  Sha and the pudgy jailer stared each other down, then Sha made an attempt to charge him.  Without any hesitation, the warden brandished a revolver from his hip, took aim, and pulled the trigger.  The explosion of gunpowder boomed off of every centimeter of slab around us.  I flinched from the piercing sound as my eardrums burst in agony.  When I looked up, Sha was back on the floor bleeding profusely from his right kneecap.  I could see his mouth ajar as he screamed in torment, but I failed to hear any sound other than the tinnitus left behind by the gunshot.  When my sights shifted back towards the fat man, he had already sheathed his sidearm and was busy shutting our exit behind him.  We were again enveloped in complete and total obscurity.
	It would be several minutes before I could finally hear the muted sounds of Sha’s sobs.  The man that I had witnessed create so much pain and suffering in others was now the one in a state of desperation.  
“Sha!” I shouted, even though I could barely perceive my own voice.
“Fuck!  What?  What is it?” he returned with the same volume.
“Rest your other leg against it and apply pressure!” I barked.
“I can’t!  It hurts too much!” he yelled back.
“Do it or you’re gonna bleed out,” I brought my tone down a smidge.
“Shit!  That’s too much!” he cried out.
“Do you wanna fuckin’ die?” I exclaimed.
“I know, I know!  Dammit!” he replied.
Sha yelped and grunted for what seemed like an eternity.  I recalled the things he’d said after my beating back at Eden’s camp.  He made it seem as if he was accompanied with pain, but this whole situation made me feel otherwise.  Without his precious Hulgil to dull the pain, he was nothing more than a whimpering animal.  His actions had consequences after all.  After an extended period of time, his moans slowly started to dissipate.  Either he found some sort of relief or he was slipping from consciousness.
“Hey – you still with me?” I asked.
“Am I going to die in this pit?” he mumbled.
“I doubt it,” I answered.
Sha struggled to chuckle in response.
“Why do you think he brought us here?” he queried.
“Who?” I asked.
“Jericho,” Sha stated.
“How would I know?” I replied.
Sha choked out a laugh once again.
“Why do you think he brought her here?” he posed a new question.
Why was Quinn here?  
“You know more than I do,” I tried to pass it off back to him.
He sat and thought about his next words carefully.  Nearly a minute passed before he opened his mouth again.
“Maybe he’s testing you,” Sha remarked.
I suppose it wouldn’t be a stretch, but Jericho knew better than anyone that I would walk away if anything happened to her.  My life hadn’t been worth much until she came into the picture.  
“I’m as loyal to him as I am to anybody else,” I disregarded the measure.
“I wouldn’t repeat that to anybody else,” he said in a somber intonation.
“You realize that he’s just a means to an end in all of this for me, don’t know?” I asked.
“You’ll only be important to him until you’re not,” he countered.
“I plan on being long gone before then,” I chewed back.
“That’s if you have the chance.  If I were you, I would’ve taken Quinn and been halfway to the next star system by now,” he joked.
“If only it were that easy,” I replied.
“It is –,” Sha’s cough kept him from finishing.
He continued to do so for some time, sucking at his teeth after each prolonged spell.  I waited patiently for him to calm himself.  I was afraid things were getting worse.  If he didn’t receive some kind of medical attention soon, there was a serious chance of his wound becoming infected.
“You need to get out while you still can, August,” he wrapped up what he wanted to say.
“Well – we’re here, Sha.  If I’m lucky enough to get out of this mess, then what?  I inform Jericho that I’m finished?  I walk away?  He’ll have me killed.  Ironically, probably by you of all people,” I presumed.
“I wouldn’t let that happen,” he tried to provide some comfort.
“Don’t try and appease me!  You can’t say no to him, and you know it.  Even if you were true to your word, then what?  I try to fly away on the Gilgamesh?  The damn Council would blow me right out of the sky before I hit the atmosphere.  And if I managed to get past their defences?  Where would we go?  Kusu?  Quinn won’t go back.  Purla?  They’d lynch me in the fuckin’ streets!” I expressed my frustrations.
The stillness in the murky air around us fell flat as we both took a moment to breathe.  I hadn’t truly voiced my concerns to anyone, even Quinn.  I’d held my tongue time and time again to remain optimistic in her eyes.  My emotions were boiling over, and to show them freely to this pitiful and vile soul.  What am I thinking?
“I didn’t know,” Sha whispered.
“How could you?” I responded.
“What is she to you?” he probed.
I paused.  I considered the weight of his words.  Does he care?
“She is – she is everything,” I said.
“Why?” he dug deeper.
“Because – before her – I lacked meaning,” I felt a lump form at the back of my throat as the thought escaped my cords.
“You lacked meaning or your life lacked meaning?” he asked.
I pondered upon the crossroads of his question for some time.  I hadn’t considered the implications before I spoke.  I hadn’t asked myself the same question prior.  Was I pushing forward – had I kept on living through all of this for her or because I hated what my life was before she became a part of it?
“Have you ever come across a similar junction?” I redirected the matter to avoid my own response.
“Every second of every day,” he stated without any sign of hesitation.
“Care to elaborate?” I tried turning the table.
“There’s usually two paths to be taken with every consideration in life.  I try to always take the one that will get me ahead,” he explained.
“I consider all outcomes and choose the course I believe will bring about the most benefits.  Sometimes, I’m wrong.  Most of the time, I feel like I’m right.  The deliberation you face is black and white.  You either live for a chance that she will care for you as much as you do her, or you give in to that feeling that gnaws at each and every one of our innards,” he continued.
“What feeling do you speak of?” I sought further clarification.
“That it is easier to cease trying,” Sha said.
“Trying what?” I asked.
“You know,” he replied.
I considered his words carefully.  Before I met Quinn, had I really given up?  Did I hate my life or did I hate the idea of living?  Living with the consequences of every action I’d ever taken.  Living with the memories of all of those that perished around me.  Was my life worth the countless others that I’d watched slip from this existence?  
“You spoke of some book?” I tried changing the subject.
Although I couldn’t see him, I could feel Sha wince at the thought.
“I don’t wish to speak of that anymore,” he stated.
And we didn’t.  Instead, neither of us spoke for some time.  For all I know, hours passed by us in that gloomy, dank cellar.  The only rumble that could be heard was the occasional stirring of the stomach.  Eventually, we would need to eat.  They didn’t seem to care though.  Hell, one of ‘em shot Sha in the leg and left him to die without as much as a word.  I wondered if I’d be next.  I wondered if that foul spirit would return and whisper more vile images into my dreams.  I blinked once.  I blinked again.  My eyelids were heavy from exhaustion.  I pictured a starry sky above.  I closed my eyes to see the same.














~ Never Felt So Alone ~
	That morning I was given the responsibility to keep watch.  Over the past three weeks, we had to pack up and relocate more than a dozen times.  From what I saw the night before, the others were exhausted from constantly being on the move.  At first, we had all welcomed the aggressive approach the higher ups had taken on Kusite settlements.  The front line pushed forward for what seemed like ages, but then reinforcements arrived.  Since then, we’ve shifted back and forth with the line.  Every other day or so, another scouting mission would be sent ahead while we hung back and twiddle our thumbs.  Boredom had taken the best out of me by this point.  Being posted on watch every other morning before sunrise was probably the most interesting assignment I had.  It gave me time to reflect.  It gave me time to learn the routines of the others.  It was only a matter of time before Rozenn would be sent out without me.  I couldn’t allow anyone else to gain the upper hand.  I was told to always be on my toes.
	The last few mornings had been especially serene.  The upcoming autumn had already started taking its roots in the deciduous trees around us.  Yellows, oranges, and crimson reds were steadily making their way across the rolling hills behind us.  Herds of white-tailed deer had passed the morning before last on their way down south to avoid the bitter cold that would follow.  I wondered as I watched them pass if they knew that the ground they walked on was in grave danger.  The Kusites threatened all that was good about this place.  I’d seen what they’d done to the grand wheat plantations to the north.  I’d heard rumors of the massive buffalo that used to roam the Aluralic Plains until they pushed them away from us towards the sea.  I no longer feared who they were or where they’d come from.  Now, I only hold a bitter hatred for them in my heart.  
	Rozenn had told me of what the Kusites had done to her village back up north.  How they’d marched in and slaughtered the defenseless farmers.  How they’d slit her mother’s throat right before her eyes.  How they chased her and her siblings into the timberlands.  How she’d hid in a log to escape capture.  How she could only sit by and listen as they raped her eldest sister.  How she found her father’s lifeless body impaled by a sharpened tree when she returned to her cottage.  The horrors that she had witnessed left behind an empty husk of her old self.  Over time, that hollow shell had been broken down and rebuilt by another.  Ignatius had been her guiding light for some time.  For how long, I couldn’t say.  Years most likely.  But I knew the truth of the matter.  He was nothing more than a user.  An abuser in every sense of the word.  He’d taken advantage of her during her most vulnerable moments.  Being away from him now, for so long, had been a blessing.  I saw her smile for the first time in months the other day.  A real smile, not the facade she wore in front of him to appease his ego.  I hope he will never return.  It’s been two months, and others have gone missing as well.  Rumor has it that the witch-queen of the Kusites had sent an entire company of those Coryphée alongside the last wave.  I hope one of them caught him slacking.  I hope one of them cut his throat from ear to ear.
	“Boo!” I heard from my backside.
	I twisted around, stiletto ready in hand.
“Fuckin’ hell, Bullyboy!” Gerard laughed with both hands in the air.
“You’re lucky I didn’t just put a hole in your windpipe!” I hollered.
“Shh!  Shhhhhh!  You’ll wake the others,” he said in a hushed tone.
“You should join them instead of bothering me, Gerard,” I hissed.
“Gotta keep your wits in check,” he countered.
“For what?  We’d hear a Kusite before we saw them.  The line is only a click or so out,” I replied.
“Maybe you should worry more about the other greens in camp than the enemy outside our gates, Bullyboy.  You’re fortunate I already have my scar, otherwise you’d be long gone with all that daydreamin’ you do,” he chuckled.  
“Piss off!” I seethed the words from between my teeth.
“You want my advice?” he asked.
“Piss off!” I repeated.
He ignored my request and carried on, “You need to make a move sooner rather than later.  If you want respect among the others, you’ll do so before Ignatius returns.”
“That is if he returns,” I mocked.
Gerard let out a long sigh.
“He always does, Bullyboy.  He always does.  There’s a reason why he’s at the top of the food chain.  No one can lay a hand on ‘em,” he said.
“We’ll see about that,” I countered.
“You’d best heed my counsel, Bullyboy.  Before it’s too late!” he shouted back towards me as he walked towards one of the lean-tos.
It was fortunate that the idiot hadn’t woken up the rest of the camp with his banter.  I returned to my overlook to take in the sights.  I thought of the three others that would happily stab me in the back if given the opportunity.  The Knives were cunning in how they pitted recruits against one another.  Most of the others had gotten their start from slaying another inductee.  Not Rozenn.  She had earned her stripes striking down a veteran.  She’d told me that his name had been Kilian.  He mouthed off to her one too many times, and she found the right moment while out on patrol.  Rozenn offered to take point and led them into a ravine where the enemy had been known to set booby traps to catch unsuspecting trawlers on their way to a local estuary.  She feigned a twisted ankle after jumping from one side to the other.  The prideful Kilian scoffed at her as he passed by.  Little did he know, Rozenn had spotted a tripwire no more than ten paces ahead.  When the patrol head called for him to come back, Kilian turned at the exact moment that he pushed through the line.  The rest is history.
“If you want my blessing, you’ll do the same to me someday,” I remember her joking after spinning the tale.
That would never happen, however.  I cared for her too much.  She gave me a reason to keep on.  She’d given me direction in this mess.  I’d walk away at the end as a hero.  Maybe I’d be granted a plot of land somewhere on the Southern Islands.  Maybe she’d even agree to join me there.  Father would be proud.  I’d never have to cast a line ever again.  All I had to do was survive.  All I had to do was seize the right moment and earn my scars among the Crescent Knives.
A few hours later my shift came to its end.  I returned to my bunk and grabbed a few dried sausage links for breakfast before setting out in search of Rozenn.  We’d only been settled down in this spot for about twelve hours or so, but she always had a knack of finding the best places to get away from the others.  I first made paces by each and every tent, then I ringed around the perimeter, and next checked out a couple hideaways I identified during my watch.  Unfortunately, my search went in vain.  I couldn’t make heads or tails of where she’d gone off to.  I circled back around to the spotter’s nest to see if they’d seen anyone coming or going.
“Ey, Pliny – have you seen Rozenn around?” I called ahead as I made my approach.
She placed her signature chrome-plated spyglass down and turned to face me.
“Bullyboy!  So nice of you to come see me!  If Rozenn is around, I’m always here to chat,” she said with a playful giggle.
I’d become accustomed to her advances long ago.  Pliny was a snake.  Her prey was anyone she thought she could coil around and use to her advantage.  Rozenn had made sure to warn me of such soon after we first met.
“Help me out, wontcha?” I implored.
“You’re no fun, Bullyboy!  I haven’t a clue where she’s off to.  Have you asked Wally?” she replied.
“Wally?” I inquired further.
“Yeah, I caught them talking last night about something real serious,” she explained.
“Something serious?  Like what?” I probed.
“Most definitely.  They hushed up when I got near and gave me a good stare down,” she recalled.  
Wally ain’t much of a chatterbox.  I’d only spoken to him once or twice, and I hadn’t known Rozenn to be close with him.  What could she have wanted from him?
“Fuck!” Pliny exclaimed.
I returned my attention back to her but found her busy peeking through her scope.  I traced her line of sight until I found what she was in awe over.
“Is that Ignatius?” I blurted out.
“Yup, and he’s got some scraggly companion by his side,” she answered.
“Shit,” I uttered.
I spared no time making my way down towards where Ignatius would enter our campsite in hopes that Rozenn would be by his side.  When I did arrive, I had to push my way past many others to get a closer look at the pair.  To my dismay, Rozenn was nowhere to be found.  Instead, he was accompanied by a young girl with an unusual marking above her left eye.  It was evident that she was afraid of the growing crowd as she tried her best to mask her face with Ignatius’ raincoat that was wrapped around her.  A hundred questions were thrown at him all at once, but he had no intention of answering any of them.  Rather, he placed his arm around the lass and pushed through those in front of him.  Along the way, they passed right past me.  I managed to spot that under the poncho, the girl wore little to nothing.  Soiled rags were the only other clothes across her skin.  I watched as they made their way past a few of the tents until stumbling upon Rozenn’s.  He pushed the slip aside and the two of them vanished behind its opaque canvas.
The others stood around in a muddle for a few minutes before they started to disperse.  Each would return to their task at hand, but I had more pressing matters to attend to – Wally.  One could point out his long and jagged nose out of a sea of people with ease.  I waited until he was alone before making my approach.
“Wally!” I called ahead.
He acted as if he couldn’t hear me, so I picked up my pace and got closer.
“Wally it’s Au – Bullyboy,” I caught myself.
It became more obvious that he could hear me but was choosing not to engage when his strides grew longer.  I wouldn’t be ignored.  He was hiding something, and it was clear to see.  All of sudden, he darted into a closed tent.  There was nowhere to hide now.
“Wally, it’s Bullyboy.  I need to speak with you,” I said.
“Shhhh!” I heard him hiss from within.
When I reached for the fold, he followed up with, “Get in here and don’t cause a scene.”
I complied with his orders, looking around to see if anyone else had noticed before making my way inside.  Within, I found Wally slouched over in a corner with a small pistol in hand.  Its barrel traced my hands as I opened my palms in a gesture of no harm.
“Sit,” he whispered.
“What’s going on, Wally?  Where’s Rozenn?” I asked in a hushed tone.
He arched his neck to look over my shoulder.
“She set out last night.  Went out looking for that lunatic, but now he’s here and she’s not,” he expressed.
“Pliny said –,” I started.
“Fucking Pliny!  She don’t know shit.  Only a few of us have been out lookin’ for him.  Rozenn was convinced she’d found ‘em.  Now he’s here and –,” but he trailed off in thought and failed to finish his words.
I sat there considering the idea for but a moment, then turned and made my way out.
“Ignatius!” I tried shouting with a crack on the second syllable.  
I began marching my way towards Rozenn’s tent.
“Ignatius!” I roared this time successfully.
I kept my sights on the tent in which he presided but could feel the onlookers observing me in my advancement.
“Ignatius!” I bellowed one last time before finding my hand on the portal of Rozenn’s shelter.
When no response came from inside, I squeezed my knuckles tight and stripped the fabric from its stilts.  The enclosure came tumbling down around the man and his companion.  I froze in place after seeing the swelling assembly forming around us.  Like a knife in butter, Ignatius’ curved blade emerged through the tarp.  Next, his black and dirty freehand ripped back the textiles over his head.  When I saw his face, my heart sank deep into my belly.
“Where – where is Rozenn?” I managed to choke out.
After the scraps of the tent were pushed aside, Ignatius’ guest emerged barren and nude to all those around.  My gaze found the soil at my feet, but not before noticing the girl's countless scars that adorned her pale, white skin.  When I finally summoned the courage to look up, I saw her trying her best to cover herself from the intrusive stares of the troops.  I couldn’t keep my eyes off of the three crescent orbs imprinted across her brow.  That was, until Ignatius pivoted his feet out from the fabric, stepping between her and I.
“Who the fuck do you think you’re speaking to?” he declared with a coldness so strong the breeze froze in place all about.
“She – Rozenn went looking for you,” I muttered.
“And?” he instantly replied.
“She’s gone – missing,” I stated.
“Sounds like she may need saving then,” he finished my thought for me.
I swiveled my head from side to side.  Those who had come to watch the spectacle were keeping their distance.  I never felt so alone in all of my life.
“Are you not going to look for her?” I inquired.
“No,” he answered.
“Why?” I followed up.
“It’s not my problem,” he said.
“She’s –,” I tried but was cut off.
“What?” his voice reverberated in every bone of my body.
“We gotta go find her – help her,” I stuttered.
“Not my problem,” he chuckled.
Not a single soul in attendance uttered a sound.
“By the way, –” he started.
I felt the hair on my arms stand up straight.
“The next time I see you around here – I’ll gut you where you stand.”

















~ Gladiolus ~
	Tch!
	A sliver of flickering luminescence broke through the sea of darkness I suddenly found myself drowning in.
Creeeeeeeeeak!
More of my surroundings came into view as the light penetrated through the still blackness.  On the other side of iron bars, no more than three paces away, Sha laid motionless in a small pool of blood.
“Sha –,” I mumbled in a daze.
He didn’t budge.  I watched him closely for a second or two but sensed no signs of breathing.  My attention shifted quickly though when the portly man who’d shot him stepped over him in my direction.  He approached my cage, twirling several keys on a ringed loop along his finger.
“Stand up,” the man grumbled.
“He needs help – medical attention,” I said.
With his other hand, he pushed aside his cloak to reveal the wooden grip of his sidearm.
“Now!” he sneered.
I obeyed his commands.  When I rose to my feet, I felt blood rush to my temples.  My legs and back ached.  I was hungry – thirsty.  However, I thought very little of these tribulations.  Instead, I returned my focus back to Sha looking for any sign of life I could find.
“If you try anything, you’ll join him.  You got that?” the jailer stated.
I nodded.
A moment later, the door to my cell swung open and he joined me inside.  He reached towards my right arm with one hand while keeping his other on his piece.  It would be pointless to try anything.  As if I’d even know where to go if I gained the upper hand.
When both my limbs were released, he then ordered, “Turn around!”
Once more, I complied.  He twisted both my arms behind my back and cuffed me.  A wink later and I was out from behind the bars.  He pushed me over Sha, who I stepped over with care.  Not only had I not wanted blood on my soles, I also wanted one more look to see if he was still on this plane.  Whether because I wanted to see it or because it was actually true, I swore I saw his chest expand ever so slightly.  A strange relief fell upon my heart.  
Do I actually care about him?  Do I really wish to see him survive?
But I didn’t have much time to consider the thought.  My escort had soon pushed me out the door into a hallway lined with long, amber lanterns stretching along both sides.  He urged me forward with the barrel of his gun against my spine.  I didn’t dare challenge his triggerfinger.  On and on we walked, each cobblestone at my feet guiding forward.  Eventually, we came upon a spiraling staircase and were forced upwards.  By the time we reached the top, I was winded.  Not as much as my friend at my back though.  He huffed and puffed the whole way.  After a few moments of rest, he again pushed me onward.  Although our path was level, there were countless corners and turns down forked routes.  Usually I’d be able to track our movements, but I found myself drifting in and out at regular intervals.  I was exhausted.  I was in an unfamiliar place.  I couldn’t keep my thoughts straight.  Whether it was mere seconds or nearly a quarter hour, I’d completely lost sight of my actions when the jailer yanked my hands backwards forcing me to halt.  He made his way around my side and gently knocked on the eloquently ordained portal that lay before us.
Tch!
The brass knob at its midsection rotated and the door eased open.
“No need for the chains,” a voice carried through from within.
My arms swung by my side with the aid of my chaperone.
“Go on,” he said.
I wiggled my shoulder blade until the feeling returned to my fingers.  Confinement had me under the impression that I’d never use my appendages again, and the new found freedom had left me both dazed and confused.  When I could feel the wooden texture of the doorway against my fingertips, I summoned up the courage to push through.  The only issue was that my feet wouldn’t budge.  Every part of me fought against stepping inside.
“Please – come in,” the occupant from within beckoned.
The enticement of his tone tugged at my extended hand like a rope drawn by a steed.  I tried putting all of my weight on my heels, but there was no stopping the compelling urge to press on.  With just a single flutter of my eyelashes, I found myself on the other side.  
Tch!
I immediately pivoted and tried making an escape, but it was too late.  The handle refused to give way.
“Gladiolus, was it?” I heard from behind.
When I adjusted to face the speaker, he was already right on me.  The figure in his golden vestments towered over me, sending a shock through my core.  His extended hand hovered close by my chest, but I hesitated to meet it with my own.  I should have defended myself.  I should have darted away.  But I did no such thing.  I froze up.  I stood motionless for what must have been a whole minute.  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t move a muscle.  This man had immense power.  His influence – his aura – was stronger than any I’d ever felt in another person.  I’d seen him from afar not long ago, but up close, the icy feeling of dread extended its tendrils up my throat from the deepest pits of my belly.
“Salomon –,” he said.
His stillness came from a place of confidence.  He feared nothing.  He was completely in control.
“You see, you’re supposed to take my hand and shake it, like this –,” he said as he grabbed my palm and moved it up and down very slowly.
“Who gave you such an odd name as Gladiolus?” he then asked.
“Was it your father?  Or your mother?” he continued without giving me a chance to respond.
“My – my father, I suppose,” I reluctantly replied.
He chuckled before saying, “That makes two of us, I suppose.”
He grinned with his teeth to show his amusement.  Although his skin pristine and unblemished, his incisors showed significant wear and tear.  His swollen gums pressed them out on full display.  When he eventually picked up on my stare, he fell into a frown.
“Tell me something –,” he lingered for a moment.
“Yes?” I managed to mumble.
“Do you know why you are here right now?” he inquired.
I pondered at the thought.  I saw the silhouette of Quinn on the backs of my eyelids as I blinked.
“I’ve dealt with those like him more than once, you know?” he pressed.
“Jericho?” I sought elaboration.
Such intensity built upon his shoulders when he inhaled his next breath.
“Well – yes.  He too,” he sighed.
“Sha?” I followed up.
“That isn’t his real name, you know?” he scoffed.
His name echoed through my mind.  An almost unrecognizable voice enunciated it.
Sha – Shar – Sharru
“Sharrukin,” I whispered.
He narrowed his brow.
“No – no Eridan goes by that name,” he refuted.
“I don’t have the answers you – you wish to find,” I stated.
“I find that hard to believe, Gladiolus.  What is his real name?” he emphasized.
“I haven’t heard him called by another,” I affirmed.
“You waste my time!” he snapped.
I stood there unable to move or say a thing.
“You know who he is, don’t you?  I can see it in you!  You can see that he is different from you or I, can’t you?  Or have your kin in the Wadi failed at the rudimentary task of teaching you how to decipher between one of your own and the others?”  he spoke with stifled fury.  
We met one another’s gaze.  He stared through me.  He searched for the slightest twitch in my pupils.
“Smoke clouds my periphery.  You must be clear with me, Gladiolus!  The Eridan people won’t make it without your words.  You must act in the best interest of us all,” he carried on.
“I –,” was all I could get out.
“You –,” he interjected.
“You – must do your part.  You must tell me the name of that invader.  I was told of his coming.  The succubus –,” but he had lost the air necessary to continue.
The Lugal?
“She is responsible for bringing him here!  She – she sent him to defy me!  To bring everything I’ve built down into the ground.  Tell me!  What – what is his purpose here?” he gasped for breath between each statement.
This man, Salomon, wore a sheepskin over his true self.  To appear so young, yet so ill in health, I was sure he would asphyxiate if he continued.  The revelations to be had from his frenzy were astounding, nonetheless.  It was clear as day that he thought Sha to be, well – me.  How he’d deduced such a thing was beyond my imagination.  Why uncovering his identity was such a pressing matter was even further past my understanding.
“Who do you believe him to be?” I inquired.
Salomon pushed his thumb to one eyebrow and his index to the other after expelling a drawn-out sigh.
“Is it not obvious?  You’ve played coy with me long enough,” he muttered with the slightest hint of scorn.
I decided then and there that the best chance I had was to humor his presumptions.
“You think he’s –,” I paused with flair.
“– some kind of snare?” I finished.
He peeked from behind his open palm.
“Indeed,” he spoke in a confined tone.
“I’ve never seen him as anyone but one of us,” I replied.
“I can see how he may have such an effect.  Look closer.  Look into the way he pauses before he speaks,” he said.
“What do you mean?” I urged him on.
“Isn’t it peculiar how he’s always there at the right moment?  That he’s always absent when he shouldn’t be?  No mere mortal is that lucky.  None so fortunate,” he carried on.
“What are you implying?” I persisted.
“Your lightheartedness isn’t amusing anyone,” he scowled.
I had little to say.  The same could be said for Jericho.
“It’s time this charade came to an end, Gladiolus,” he drew my name out purposefully.
I couldn’t afford to lose him now.
“I can maybe see what you mean,” I expressed as calmly as I could.
“Listen carefully – I know who he is.  I just have to hear you say it, and this will all be over,” he extended pleasantries once again.
“I –,” but it was all I could manage.
“Enough about you, Gladiolus.  I am ready to hear about him,” he proclaimed.








~ Him ~
I’ve never claimed that I am proud of who I am.  I’ve made mistakes.  I remember the peaks and the valleys.  I once feared the bottom.  I once feared for that moment where the ground beneath my feet would give out for good.  I overcame that fear long ago.  I’ve walked a road in which I can’t retrace my steps.  I found a light at the end of the tunnel and I followed it.  Where?  Here.  Not once did I fear for my own safety.  But this – Salomon – presented something to me at that very moment.  Something that I had not once found myself afraid of – the unknown.
“He – there’s something about him I can’t quite grasp,” I stumbled from one thought to the next.
“Yes?” he urged me on.
I paused to compose my words.
“It’s like – when he enters the room, all eyes are on him,” I began.
Salomon narrowed his sight until it appeared as if he was looking past me.
“The way he speaks – it’s as if he always knows the next best word.  The next best course of action to benefit his cause,” I stopped myself before asserting, “One could say the same of Jericho though.”
“Yarikh?  Do you think him to be anything extraordinary?  He is no one!  He is no better than his father!  You think he will save you?  You think he has the wit to save himself?  He has already dug the hole that will serve as his grave!  Do you wish to do the same?” he exclaimed.
I tried to muster up the courage to reply, but he wouldn’t give me the chance.
“You are a fool if you think Yarikh is anything but a puppet.  Was he there when you first stepped foot on this holy land?  Was he there when you faced the shadow of the valley?  When he speaks do you listen?” he raised an open palm and awaited my response.
“I – I’m not sh – sure,” I emptied out with a weak breath.
“You listen because he orchestrates you to do so.  He is the compass that guides those around him against the wind,” he stated through a bitter tongue.
I remained silent, staring into the dark unknown that was being painted right in front of me.
“You have yet to open your eyes, Gladiolus.  You are without hope.  Tomorrow, your life shall be forfeit,” he whispered in my ear from across the space between us.
“What are your wishes?” a second voice proclaimed from my rear.
I immediately snapped my head around, but it was too little, too late.  The next blink I took, all I could see was the dusty wood planks underneath me.  The gargantuan sentry had materialized like a shade, but his weight on my lower back reminded me of his place in this reality.
“Why don’t you give him his last taste of that Wadi-shit found amongst his belongings?” Salomon laughed.
Through the sharp pain surging up my spine, I fumbled through my mind what he could possibly be referencing.  I thought of the wheelgun, the measly food I happened to hide away.  Drawings of the terrain, compression rounds, and the remnants of an amber spirit danced along the flashes of my limited view.  I could see every pocket and every hidden compartment I’d dug between its sturdy fibers.  Something was there that I hadn’t brought along.
“What – what?  No – no!” I pleaded.
“You’re one of the bottomfeeders, aren’t you?” the brute yelled as he slammed my chest down a second time.
“Bring him here!” Salomon demanded.
I felt my collar jerk at the front of my throat with enough force to nearly snap my neck in two.  Within seconds, only the tips of my toes were left touching the rigid surface below me.  As I was dragged closer to the elder, the cracks beneath his skin came into focus.  Liver spots tracked the sides of his brow like a map going back nearly a century.  When I came into arm’s length, a hand appeared from beneath his lustrous mantle.  Bulging veins layered the backs of them like a mountain chain.  They seemed feeble and ready to break from the slightest hint of pressure.  That’s what I thought until they squeezed around my shoulders.  Without a single flinch, he flung me from my captors arms with my feet over my head.  All of my weight was thrown into a nearby bookshelf.  Rows upon rows of volumes crashed down upon me like a downpour.  I struggled to dig myself out as the sea of musk enveloped me.  When I emerged, the impassive face belonging to the one called Ykerog met me.  Like Salomon before him, he had little trouble showing dominance over the weight of my frame.  I had no time to react, as once again I was restrained to his will.
“Find a seat for our Wadi friend,” Salomon’s voice commanded.  
I tried with all my being to grab hold of my senses.  I flailed my arms back and forth and up and down trying to escape my keeper, but it was to no avail.  Ykerog’s grip held tight.  In my struggle, I found my destination near an open window.  An unnatural throne whose legs twisted like a vine around the truck of a tree.  It was then that I finally felt the gravity of the situation and regained focus.  I let my feet catch just enough to gauge the space between myself and my escort.  We were close – close enough.  I threw my right right leg forward and then in reverse, digging my heel straight into his shin.  While his limbs may have been covered by armor, it was still enough to throw him somewhat off balance.  When he stepped back to posture himself, I took my chance.  I reached back with my left hand and rotated over and behind his helmet.  I pulled with all I had left in hopes of getting his visor over his line of sight.  Like clockwork, he reacted exactly how I wished by relinquishing me to push it back into place.  With my newfound freedom, I swiftly rotated to face my opponent.  In the split second he’d taken to recover, I found his soft spot – the neck.  With the strength I could muster, I jabbed towards his larynx.  The response I received was better than anticipated.  Down the behemoth went, struggling for precious oxygen the entire way down.
“Ahhh – so you do have some fight left in you, Gladiolus!” I heard Salomon chuckle from my rear.
I scanned Ykerog’s waist for a sidearm and found one not comparable to the one gifted to me by Jericho.  When I reached for it, Ykerog tried grappling with my wrist.  With my freehand, I palmed his forehead and smashed it down hard.  Once again, he was left frazzled.  I returned my focus to his girdle, quickly relinquishing him of his arm.  I then shifted my weight and took aim at my true opponent – Salomon.
“You think you can kill me?” he remarked solemnly.
I cocked the hammer into place.
“Is it me you wish to see die today, Gladiolus?” he barked.
“Will that answer your problems?  Will it reunite you with that Kusite girl?  Will it end the terror that both Yarikh and this so-called Sha have subjected you to?” he proceeded.
“I – I don’t know,” I mumbled.
“You do know!” his words sent waves through my skin.
“You know more than anyone what the real solution is,” he said.
“I – I know?” I struggled more and more with each breath.
“This pitiful, fruitless life you live – is pushing forward over every mountain really worth it?  Am I the answer or am I but another hurdle?” he paused.
I found my hand trembling as I peered through the sights.
“Now – why don’t you finish this – August,” he spoke gently, enunciating each word delicately.
August?  He knew all along?
But before I could consider the context, I felt the icy cold end of a muzzle press firmly against my temple.  It shook violently, delving deeper and deeper into my coarse mane.  Slowly but surely, I realized that the quivering was coming down my arm as well.  I flinched at the epiphany – I was holding the gun to my own head.
“Pull the trigger, August,” Salomon whispered.
All of a sudden, lucid memories flashed from all corners of my vision.  I saw Esdras’ lifeless eyes, the final moments of Edin’s existence within a furious mob, a dark, compressed nape at the end of my hands belonging to Orion, and beyond – faiences as far as I could see.  Thousands upon thousands of porcelain masks resembling an endless milky white sea.
“Fuck!” I screamed.
“Embrace it!” Salomon answered my cries.
“Fuck!” I repeated as I struggled keeping weight off of the trigger.
“Do it!” he spurred me on.
The faiences grew in size, clouding even my periphery until nothing was left but an unbelievably vivid white landscape.  Gradually, a tiny blimp in the neverending brightness appeared.  It grew in size more and more as it seemed to come closer.  It was another face.  Not a faience but a face.  A visage so vibrant that the brilliance of the expansive white paled in comparison.  Its contours blended with such perfection that I was drawn to it.  As more details emerged upon its surface, it dawned on me who it belonged to.  It was Quinn.  She smiled.  I smiled.  
“No!” I announced.
I turned the barrel back on Salomon as he manifested back into view.
“Fuck you,” I growled as I squeezed the release.
Click.
Yet no ignition rang in my ears.
I set the hammer once more and pulled.
Click.
“He’s gotten his talons deeper into you than I expected,” Salomon chuckled.
“What – what is this?” I muttered.
“Hold him down,” Salomon stated sternly.
Ykerog grabbed both of my arms and strung them until my collarbones nearly snapped on both sides.  I tried to resist, but he exerted much more strength than before.  It was evident he had been holding back.
“Let’s see if we can’t loosen that grip he has on you just a bit,” Salomon stated with enthusiasm as he dragged a wooden lectern from the shadows.
Ykerog forced me into the seat that had been procured for me.  I wound and wriggled fiercely with every fiber of my being.  Salomon let the worktop rest at my side before reaching into the sleeve of his tunic.  From within, he obtained a familiar parcel.  He cut the tie off with a small blade that appeared from his wrist, and the cloth pouch expelled a fine powder from its core.
“The flower of joy,” Salomon sighed.
“That’s –,” I started.
“The crutch of the wretched,” he interrupted.
Salomon reached into the dust and retrieved a pinch between two fingers.  I watched as he procured a metallic washbowl from a nearby bookshelf, alongside a rack whose original purpose looked to be to present some kind of decedent cuisine.  He placed the basin atop of the stand and walked away towards a mahogany desk on the other side of the room.  I jerked forward in a feeble attempt to break free.
“You got lucky once – won’t happen again,” Ykerog grumbled from behind his helm.
“That shit isn’t mine!  Don’t let him near me with that stuff!” I pleaded.
“You Wadi are all the same,” he replied.
Seconds later, Salomon returned with an odd looking device from another age.  I got a good look at it while he attached a sealed container and turned a knob near its base.  He then squeezed two thin rods against each other several times, sending sparks flying across his cloak.  After the fifth try, a long blue flame ignited from what I could only assume was a fuel line.  Salomon returned to the heap of dust on the podium and nipped away some more of the substance.  He sprinkled some into the vat and followed up by holding the frosted fire at its bottom.  I peered inside as the material darkened and began to bubble.  The black liquid gave off a stench not too different from a fish sizzling in vinegar.
“You know why they brought Hulgil here from the Old World, August?” Salomon asked.
Before I had a chance to answer, he darted off towards another reading stand just a few paces away.  I could hear him frantically opening and closing drawers while pilfering around with the contents within.
“They thought we would need it in the case of some kind of war,” he laughed.
“Against all evidence, they feared some other lifeform out there would take offense to us entering their territory.  They presumed that the only way to assert the human race into another pocket of the universe, that we would have to divide and conquer.  What they hadn’t expected –,” he paused while holding a glass tube into the light.
Salomon returned to his chemistry set, dipping a long, thin needle at the vial's end into the tar he’d left behind.  With his freehand, I saw him throw the torch to the floor.  Instead, his palm wrapped around a plunger on the opposite side of the syringe.  Salomon gradually pulled the lever back with the substance following with his motion.
“This is the part where you need to stay still,” he whispered.
A surge of adrenaline pumped through my veins.  I anchored my feet into the wooden planks and pushed back with all my might.
“Do you know what the shortsighted minds of our forefathers failed to recognize, August?” Salomon posed.
“No – no!  Don’t fuckin’ touch me with that shit!” I hollered.
He wrapped his striated fingers around my wrist and pulled me forward.  I tried swinging at him with my other hand, but Ykerog held me back.  Powerless, I stared as the needle pierced the skin on my forearm.
“They didn’t realize that we’re all that’s left.  That evolution was the only true hurdle we would have to overcome.  That the only thing that stood in our way was our humanity,” Salomon completed his sentence by compressing the piston.


~ A Three Headed Eagle ~
For three days and three nights I wandered through Kusite territory searching for Rozenn.  I prepared myself for the worst.  The way the others talked, I expected the Kusites to be around every corner.  I was pleasantly mistaken.  The first settlement I came upon was abandoned.  All that remained of its original inhabitants was a smoldering pile of ash.  Being a part of the frontier, many of the roads and bridges were rudimentary.  Fallen leaves acted like orange blankets over the untreated paths.  Rows of corn, squash, and soy fields laid untouched by human hands.  Harvest had never come.  These farms were as abandoned as the timberlands that surrounded them.  I recalled instances many years ago in which I strolled through similar forests to the sounds of wild birds chirping, rodents burrowing, and bees buzzing.  These lands were void of life.  The only companion I had was the autumn winds whispering behind my back.  I wondered where I was heading.  I wondered if I was even going in the right direction.  I wondered what I could even do if I found her.  I carried only a knife and looking glass.  I was rationing what little I had.  I foraged what I could.  I stopped to drink at every stream I came across.  I continued until I stumbled upon a river.  I had been on my feet through two nights already, so I decided to pause to rest.  I awoke early this morning with her name on my lips.  
I had come to understand the habits of the Kusites while under Rozenn’s wing.  When they came to Purla, things were no different from my situation now.  It took considerable time for each and every Kusite to come here.  Water was a priceless resource to the settlers.  No Kusite vessel arrived with any reserves.  I knew that whichever way I followed the river before me that it would eventually lead to someone.  Whether they were friend or foe, few or many, or if there was even any hint of her to be found – these were all unknown.  I thought of the hand drawn maps that Pliny created from her travels.  I estimated where I might be, where the river might flow, where the Kusites were reported to be.  I decided to follow it westward.  I’d been lucky.  Before the sun peeked over the horizon, I saw the light of a campfire far in the distance.  Then two.  Then ten.  I crossed the slow moving waterway and headed for higher ground.  I found a tall elm tree that overlooked the valley.  As Phaisyle illuminated the colony in front of me, I saw the reality of what was within.  I saw the naked bodies of hundreds of prisoners in that meadow.  They stood with plows and hoes in hand, tending to a grass I was unfamiliar with.  The labored on as Armements watched at attention.  I traced my spyglass from head to head, seeking out any sign of her long, ebony mane.  When I failed to find it, I climbed down and moved to an adjacent hill half a kilometer north.  This peak overlooked another field and a splitting vein of the river around it.  Once more, she was nowhere to be found.
I continued in my search into the late afternoon, finding one group after another.  Eventually, I came upon a lake that went as far as my eyes could see.  I followed its edge from a distance, coming across more and more of my kind slaving away under duress.  Men, women, and children baked under the hot sun as they tilled the fields.  I considered making an attempt to help the little ones, but I quickly corrected my line of thinking.  There was only one objective, and I couldn’t jeopardize my chances of success for anyone else’s sake.  As the day came to its end, I stumbled upon some untouched wild berries growing along a ridge.  After stopping to enjoy the treat thoroughly, I decided to investigate one last group of laborers.  It seemed that they were being corralled somewhere, which I assumed would be where they’d be allowed some much needed rest.
With my scope in hand, I jumped from one to another slowly and steadily.  One of them had been on the unfortunate side of a good beating and showed bruising from head to toe.  Another must have been held prisoner since the outbreak of the war because their pigmentation was as dark as a seasoned skin diver.  I removed the glass from my eye for a moment to see where the crowd started and ended, and that was when I spotted the most captivating sight.  One had fallen far behind the others.  Some of the guards were accosting him with forceful shoves, throwing him from side to side so that it was nearly impossible for them to get back on their feet.  This wasn’t uncommon from what I’d observed so far.  No – what caught my attention was the taboo that tracked across this Purlian’s back.  Even from afar, I could make out the imagery.  It was the crest of the Exodusters – a three headed eagle.  How this person had gotten one embedded in their skin was beyond my understanding.  I was told that those from the Old World were known to imprint ink into their skin, but I thought the practice had been abandoned after the Exodus.  I eagerly brought my telescope back up to get a better look.  I saw it clear as day, but I also noticed that the bald man wasn’t a bald man.  It was a woman who’d been hastily shaved, unevenly at that.  When she turned, my heart dropped into my stomach.
It was Rozenn.










~ Vows ~
I patiently awaited for Phaisyle to take its slumber from a safe distance from the barn.  Along with the others, Rozenn had been escorted there while I successfully remained hidden from the watchdogs.  The three Kusites who had been posted outside were as green as green gets.  They must’ve thought they were far enough from the line to get comfy, because one was already dozing off before the first hour passed.  Fifteen minutes later, a second decided to leave his assignment to relieve himself.  I wasn’t sure if I’d get another opportunity, so I decided to take my chance.  
I crouched as low as I could and emerged from the brush I’d been hiding in.  Ten meters later, I found a dilapidated fence to hide behind.  I peeked over to find that nothing had changed.  When I felt it was safe, I pushed underneath and made a beeline for the door.  I knew it would be locked, and I knew the keyholder was closeby catching z’s.  I hugged the wall, peered around the corner and found him completely unconscious.  Just my luck.  The key I was looking for was clipped to his left pocket which was the opposite of me.  I tiptoed closer and held my breath.  When he shifted, I nearly lunged at him with my knife in hand, but he fortunately didn’t wake himself.  When I identified the key, I realized the task at hand was much more than I had anticipated.  Adrenaline coursed through my veins as I raised my blade to his throat, but when it was time to commit, I faltered.  Instead, I kept my knife there for good measure while I reached over him for the key.  With my prize in hand, I silently released the clip and pulled myself away.  The boy was still, none the wiser of what had been taken.  I wondered if he’d face consequences for what I’d done.  At least I didn't have to kill him.
When I had once again reached the corner I had initially appeared from, I stopped dead in my tracks when I heard footsteps approaching.  When it seemed like they were right on top of me, I saw one of the sentries peruse by none the wiser of my presence.  I thought that holding my breath would miraculously make some kind of difference, but I’m not sure he was really all there to begin with.  His head bobbed from side to side while humming some unrecognizable tune.  I tried my best to ignore the strange behavior, but I still found myself glancing back as I made my way back towards the locked entryway.  With no other assailant in sight, I fiddled with the bolt between my fingers for a few moments until the switch snapped into place.  I pocketed the fastener, squeezed myself between the break in space, and softly returned the hinged panel back into place.  
“Tssss –,” I pushed between my teeth.
“Rozenn!” I whispered.
Not a single breath could be heard.  The smell spoke much louder.  A wretched hook bit at my sinuses.  I recalled the only other time I had ever perceived such an odor – the Plains.  There was little to no life between these walls.  The air hung heavy with the vile and omnipresent presence of the filthy and departed.  I went to my knees from sheer shock.  I shuffled forward the best I could to evade the starlight creeping through the splinters.
“Rozenn!” I choked out with the little air I had left.
Black stillness moved in waves everywhere I looked.
“Bu –,”  a delicate rustle echoed.
My focus honed in on a single point in the blank space, and I crawled towards it.  
“It’s –,” I murmured.
“Bull – y?” the words guided my way.
“I’m here,” I paused and listened.
“Why?” she sighed.
“Shhhh –,” I hushed her as my hands finally found her face.
“You can’t –,” she struggled to get out.
“I can,” I broke her off while pulling her closer into my arms.
. . . 
The brisk incoming winter left my fingers white as pearls as the wind gave no relief through the night.  I did everything I could to prepare Rozenn for what was to come.  I had little direction or even common sense of where we’d end up – all that really mattered was that we'd be far away from here.  All that could be was against me unfortunately.  Rozenn could just barely get on her feet.  The three outside would prove to be an obstacle in due time, but I hoped for the best.  Maybe we’d get passed – maybe.
When I saw the hue of the next day, I applied my presence with more than enough confidence.  I roused up the undead amongst the collection of corpses.  
“They are gone.  They flee from the light of the one.  No lock can hold you bound,” I shouted as I let the door hinge sing.  
More than a dozen, yet no more than twenty naked bodies pushed through in a frantic state.  Under the cover of a makeshift cowl, I pushed Rozenn forward after the fourth or fifth frame.  With nothing but dirt and an eleven centimeter point, I pushed her near lifeless body diagonally.  I knew when they opened fire where they’d aim.  Like clockwork, I watched the overzealous Kusites release their safeties.  As a barrage of percussion rang throughout my brain, I angled Rozenn towards the dirt.  Once she was in relative cover, I scanned for the closest combatant.  It was the one that was snoozing only hours earlier.  I saw dry flakes below his eyes and grabbed at the opportunity.  It just so happened that my thumb found its way into his receiver.  With a barrel at my chest, he unapologetically pulled the trigger.  As the slider crunched my phalange, I grit my teeth and drove my fist into his eye.  I swear I heard a pop!  
The intense rush left me in a bright place.  A place where no matter how hard I tried, I could never see what was in front of me.  When I at last came to, I saw nothing more than his lifeless skull between my grasp.  My hands pulsed with exhilaration.  I relieved him of his rifle and three shots from his waistband.  I pocketed them, then pulled back the hammer.  The strain in my left hand burned like a flame to my skin as I hoisted the butt of the long gun into place.  By the time I turned to face the other two, they were already letting off their second rounds.  They were still focused on the sprawl of other captives darting from the stable.  I set my sights on the closest and snapped the trigger.  The receiver sizzled for a moment before shocking me back nearly a meter.  I howled as the pressure against both my shoulder and broken finger was too much to contain.  I knew almost immediately that my tampering had misaligned the tube, causing the projectile to ricochet from side to side as the compression squeezed it out the muzzle.  I threw the broken piece in front of me and wiped away the dust in my eyes.  Although I expected the discharge to be far off course, I swiftly marked my target’s severed body strewn across the fallen leaves.  I then shifted my glance over to Rozenn, who lay seemingly lifeless not far off.  
“Rozenn!” I half-whispered.
She slightly turned her neck to show me her face.  I let out a sigh of relief before seeking out my last opponent.  I found him kneeling about twenty paces or so away with his back to me, feebly attempting to clear a jam in his equipment.  I could tell his frantic state was more focused on the escapees and his faulty Kusite carbine than the fact that his comrades were no longer by his side.  I saw the chance, so I took it.  In no more than ten seconds, I had Rozenn hoisted over my shoulder and headed back towards the overlook I’d descended from the night prior.  Not once did I look back.  Not once did I consider if the Kusite knew of my presence.  I pushed forward with zero expectations.
When I reached the overlook where I’d originally spotted Rozenn, I rested her at the trunk of an oak tree and used my looking glass to observe the chaos that I’d left behind.  A sizable unit of a dozen or so armaments were patrolling the valley.  I returned to Rozenn and lifted her chin to look her over in the dawn’s light.  Her swollen eye sockets and dislocated nose made her nearly unrecognizable.  Dried patches of blood coated the corners of her lips.  I gave her a little shake and whispered, “Hey!  Do you know where we are?  Do you know how to get back to the Knives?”
Rozenn slightly rotated her brow from left to right.
“Fuck!” I mouthed to myself.
I figured it was only a matter of time before they picked up our trail, so without wasting any more valuable time, I positioned her delicate form back across my upper back and started to make my way back from where I’d come.  Whereas on the first trek I moved both briskly and fluidly, I was now moving at half speed in order to watch my step.  One slip-up and I’m nearly certain that she’d be broken into a thousand pieces upon a fall.  I made the executive decision that instead of going up and over each peak, I’d instead circumnavigate each mountainside.  Although my ankles were ready to snap after each and every step, I was holding my own better than expected.  The near infinite amount of push ups and bouldering attempts that Rozenn had forced upon me were finally being put to good use.  I was nearly certain I’d lose my finger from the mishap with my assailant from earlier though.  My left hand had gone completely stiff after only the first hour.  It was the least of my worries however.  I frequently paused and scanned my surroundings for enemy personnel.  I knew it was inevitable that sooner or later they’d be on our tail.  My objective was to put as much between us and them as I could in the meantime.
By the time I’d reached the final slope, it was close to noon from the position of Phaisyle above us.  The bitter morning cold hadn’t subsided, which blanketed me with a sense of alarm.  Winter couldn’t be setting upon us this early in the year.  I paused and searched the horizon to try and ground myself.
“I-I can get us-us back,” Rozenn mumbled into my shoulder.
“You can’t even stand in your state,” I commented.
“You just wait ‘till –,” she started but failed to connect.
I knelt down and rested her against a wide trunk.  I inspected her from head to toe.  It would take an experienced medic to diagnose the amount of breaks and bruises she presented.  I turned away to check from where we came and felt her hand rest against my knee.
“There’s a farmhouse thataway,” she said with an extended pointer.
“I don’t see it,” I questioned her sense of direction.
“It’s there.  You don’t-don’t stop ‘till you reach it.  Got it, Bull-Bully Boy?” she mumbled.
“Got it,” I confirmed.
. . . 
Few words were exchanged between us as we crossed the Plains.  I’d reach a landmark that Rozenn directed me towards from memory, I’d put her down so she could get a sense of her surroundings, and then she’d point to another.  We must have repeated this process at least a dozen or so times.  All along, I wondered if the internal bleeding had gotten the best of her, but time and time again, we’d come across a notable feature.  She’d glance at each location once I positioned her at my front and nod her chin to confirm we’d traveled the right way.  How she knew the Plains so well was out of my league.  The variety was quite sparse.  It was more of the same and then some, but she could recognize every point of interest like she had a map drawn on the back of her hand.
“How much time have you spent on the Plains?” I finally asked but received no reply.
Such interactions between us were common.  When a question was asked that she cared not to answer, she ignored me.
“More of the same,” I thought to myself.
“You broke your vows,” she whispered at one point.
“Would you rather us both be dead?” I challenged her assertion.
There wasn’t a reply in her back pocket.  She knew better than I did: it was kill or be killed out here.  I knew she wouldn’t say anything about it once we got back to camp.  If we got back to camp that is.
Every hundred or so meters, I’d glance back for a few moments to gauge whether we were being followed or not.  After six or seven hours of powering forward, I was honestly shocked that no armaments had picked up our trail.  I was practically waiting for a bullet to strike the back of my skull at one point.  I’d wandered into the pits of despair and walked away with my objective unscathed.  I’d expected more.  I’d expected mass retaliation.  However, it appeared we were alone.  Nothing but nature stood in our way.  As darkness approached, I knew our situation would become dire soon enough.  A fire would become a necessity but would be visible for several kilometers.  
“Rozenn –,” I took the first step but hit a wall.
“Just wait,” she muttered before I could finish.
I honored her request.  I carried on for another fifteen or twenty minutes until I reached a sharp incline leading up to a crested knoll.
“Around,” she commanded.
I followed suit.  It was easier than the climb after all.  As I rounded the corner, a small prairie laid beyond the hill.  Oddly, the sight wasn’t accompanied by the ribbit of tree frogs.  Instead – silence.  
“Go – in!” Rozenn managed to cough out.
I obliged.  The reeds parted ways as I stepped forward.  The cool streams soothed my aching soles.  The further I submerged myself, the lighter Rozenn felt upon my shoulders.  I paused short of her face going under and hoisted her over myself.  She laid on her back on the marshy waters and spread out her limbs to catch herself from going under.
“August –,” Rozenn called me by my real name.
“Rozenn,” I replied.
“What were you thinkin’?” she asked.
I dunked my head below and held my breath long enough that I started seeing stars before reemerging.
“I wasn’t,” I said.
She turned her face towards me so that half was hidden below the surface.  Her gaze was sharp but at the same time empty.  Not once did she blink or break her stare.  
“You know what happened?” Rozenn inquired.
I waded away towards the shore.  When my back rested against the bank, I responded with, “Does it matter?”
“Ignatius – I – I found him –,” she choked out the words.
“He returned to camp,” I interrupted.
“His lips breathe lies between them,” she hissed.
“He brought some Kusite girl back with him,” I continued.
“I’ll fuckin’ rip his heart out,” Rozenn seethed.
“Not in your state,” I shrugged her off.
A single stridulation of a cricket echoed in my ear.
“There’s an alcove back behind that brush,” she whispered with an extended hand.
I traced the route to a camouflaged landing between the edge of the pool and the slope.  Sure enough, there was just enough room to construct a fire that would be concealed from the way we came.  I couldn’t help myself but chuckle.  She’d known all along where she was taking us but never once felt it necessary to let me know.  I surmised that she must have wanted me to focus on our escape instead of our destination.  Rozenn was as clear headed as she always was.  No amount of wear or tear could cloud her judgement.  I began breaking branches and gathering them into a pile.
“Are there any larger trees nearby?” I called out.
When I received no reply, I returned to the open air to find her floating and unresponsive upon the water’s surface.  I waded out towards her, the waves of which caused a reaction on her part.
“You had me worried there for a second,” I commented.
“The closest timberland is near ten clicks north,” she said without batting an eye.
“There isn’t enough here to –,” I started.
“We’ll make do,” she broke me off.
We did.  I broke every dry twig and branch I could for that fire.  I pulled dead bushes out by their roots.  It was enough.  Getting a flame going was another task of its own.  I struck the flint I had put away in reserves in my pack.  I struck it at least a hundred times before it finally produced a spark.  Once it caught the foundation, I pushed as much oxygen as I could upon the burnings.  It took more than enough time, but I eventually prevailed.  By the time I returned to Rozenn, her skin had gone pale from the frost growing on the water’s edge.  It bothered her very little, but I urged her towards the fire anyway.
Although the pyre was small, it gave off enough heat to have us both dry within the hour.  I wondered over and over again if I should share what clothes I had with Rozenn, but when I offered my raincoat, she pushed it away.  She appeared unbothered by the chill of the incoming cold front.  Something else warmed her from beneath the skin.  It was a flame that seared her nerves with hatred and scorn.  The taste of retribution singed her tongue.  I wouldn’t dare be the first to break the ice.
“What would you do if you were betrayed by someone you loved?” Rozenn asked, finally cutting the silence.
“To feel betrayed, one would first have to burden another with trust,” I spoke without a single thought.
She let the thought sink in for a minute or two.
“He has put all of us in danger.  My life was believed by him to be forfeit, yet the others…” she trailed off.
“They seemed just fine when I left,” I stated.
Rozenn let out a deep sigh.
“I saw him with them, side-by-side.  He hadn’t gone missing, he’d defected,” she slurred her words through the pain.
The thought sent a bolt through me.  Ignatius was a son of a bitch, but I never thought him to be some kind of traitor.  My concern was obviously communicated when she replied.
“It’s true!  I cornered him away from the others.  He denied nothing.  That fucker pulled a gun on me – held me down and turned me over.  I was five paces away when they asked how he knew me.  He said, ‘Just another Pure-ling bitch.’  Like I was nobody.  What–what was I to–to say?” she stuttered over her final words.
I was taken back by the implication.  The Knives were supposed to be invincible – unturnable.  
“I lunged at him,” she muttered as a single tear slipped down her purple cheek.
“And?” I asked.
Without warning, Rozenn struggled closer.  She stared into my eyes and opened her mouth but said nothing.  Another tear escaped and she leaned in further to wipe it away with my sleeve.
“Rozenn, I –,” I mouthed but couldn’t manage to finish.
“Do you think I deserved it?  For trusting him?” she questioned me as if I was accusing her of some crime.
I coughed into my hand.
“You could never understand,” she sobbed.
She was right.  I would never understand.  We came from two different worlds.  The little she’d shared with me gave me the perspective that she was lost and the Knives gave her a home.  Ignatius and the others were all the family she had.
“What–whatever he did – you didn’t deserve,” I stuttered out.
Rozenn wrapped one of her arms around mine and pulled herself closer.  She let out another sigh as we both became entranced in the embers at our feet.  Neither of us spoke.  Hours seemed to pass but I couldn’t catch a wink.  Finally, I mustered up the courage to ask, “Do you think I can still be a Knife?  Even after everything that’s happened?”
“I – I don’t know.  I’m obligated to report,” she responded with a smirk.
I narrowed my eyes at her.
“Yeah – right!” I chuckled.
We both had a good laugh before things returned to how they were.  I blinked away the joke.  It was real to me – the worry.  What else did I have outside the Knives?  I’d be no better than Father.  The Knives were everything to me.  But – but Rozenn was worth more.  The idea raced back and forth between my ears.
“August –,” Rozenn began, breaking me from my trance.
I sat up and replied, “Yes?”
Rozenn cleared her throat.
“He’s your in.  Got it?”





~ Only in Dreams ~
It took much less time to return to camp then it took finding Rozenn.  By late afternoon of the next day, I started picking up the signature scent of vinegar that Pliny incessantly poured around our outer perimeter to mask the smell of smoke.  Rozenn sensed it too.  She was the one leading the way after all.  I’d stood guard enough to know the sight lines we’d come across if we went any further.  She knew them too and rattled on my lower back with her knuckles to halt my roll.  I softly brought her to the ground and propped her against the remains of a post once used to hold up hog wire.
“August –,” she held her tongue in thought.
I didn’t give her a moment more.  Without a word, I turned away and walked the five paces it took to emerge into the open.  I raised both arms high, placed them firmly on my crown, closed my eyes, and started forward.
“Fuckin’ ‘ell!  It’s Bullyboy!” a voice rang out.
I’d heard its host before in passing.  I think they called him Malaen or something of the like.  I took my recognition as ample reason to continue forward.  Everytime I blinked, I considered whether or not my next step would be met with my own end.  
“Bullyboy – you need to turn around.  Ignatius will –,” I heard his warning but interrupted him.
“Tell him I’m back!” I shouted.
I could hear him grumble something discernable.  Probably him griping over me not heeding his warning.  I ignored him and pressed on until I broke through the camp’s perimeter.  Things appeared to be operating as per usual.  Well, except for the locked jaws of those watching on.  
“They’ve been told to shoot you on sight,” Malaen flagged.
“Yet their holsters are filled,” I shrugged him off.
“You all gawk at me as if I’m a ghost!  I’ve come to settle things.  Do any object?” I announced my challenge.
Not as much as a single breath provided an answer.  The only sound present in the vicinity was that of a whetstone honing steel.  
“Ignatius!” I roared.
The grinding came to a halt.
“He returns!” Ignatius’ gravelly voice barked.
“Show yourself!” I reacted.  
He made himself known from the shadows.  The setting sun cast a golden tinge across his bare chest.  
“Where is she?” he snapped derisively.
“You know - turncoat!”  I shot back.
Ignatius left out a bellowing laugh.
“Those are brazen accusations.  Especially coming from someone who can’t even call himself a Knife,” he scoffed playfully.
“Today I earn my stripes,” I declared with an extended, open hand.
A fire lit in Ignatius’ eyes as ours’ met.  He lifted the curved point of his falchion towards me and said, “You’re a dead man walking.”
I’m not sure from whom I received it, but a dagger was then placed in my hand.  Before I could even prepare myself, Ignatius charged towards me.  With his blade high above his head, he closed the space between us in seconds.  When his steel came down, I ducked to my left and pushed past him.  He twisted his hips and deflected a sideswipe from my own edge while striking my cheek with the knuckles of his free hand.  The bite stung and I could taste the effects of it on my tongue, but I knew giving him any space would reduce my ability to make contact with my shortsword.  I stuck close and allowed my nimbleness to work to my advantage.  Ignatius swung back and forth, each time just narrowly missing me.  I stepped aside.  I rallied backwards.  I pushed away his fists.  I held my own.
“You’re – a coward!” he said between heavy gusts.
I could feel the weight in the air formed from his fury.  Pressure followed each and every swipe he threw forward.  Every hand he threw at me, I could see the next moments in sequence.  I was always one step ahead.  I contemplated my moment.  I searched for an opening.
“I’ll gut ya!” Ignatius cried out with a jab from his sword.
It was slow and pitiful at best.  All I needed to do was pivot my left behind my right and I saw the eruption of blood firsthand.  I felt instinctual ripples travel down my shoulder blade to my elbow.  My edge cut deep, but its rusty blade was blocked by bone.  I ripped my hand back towards me just as he reached for the wound.  There wouldn’t be any saving that hand.  Ignatius fell to his knees with his falchion sprawled out before him.  I answered with my point to the back of his skull.  
The only thing I heard was a single, sharp aspiration.  Not the rustle of the wind or the crackling of a fire could have broken that tone.  It was dry and quick.  I found myself inadvertently holding my own breath while I watched his lifeless corpse topple to the ground.  Not a single onlooker came to his side, not even the Kusite girl in rags watching from behind a nearby tree.  I knelt down to remove the dirk, but instead reached out to claim my prize.  The curved steel was lighter than it looked.  Even so, I felt a heavy burden on my shoulders as I rose to my feet.  I’d taken a life before but none like this.  It was almost too easy.
“Pliny!” I called out.
I heard several different bodies shuffle out of the way behind me as she pushed through on approach.
“Aye?” she squeaked in a higher pitch than I’d ever heard from her.
“Rozenn is beyond the perimeter from which I came.  Fetch her, won’t you?” I asked.
“Thought she’d bought it?” she inquired.
“Not yet,” I chuckled.
“You two – with me!” she barked as she made her exit.












Humans are unreliable.  Humanity’s greatest strength is its power of choice, but it is also its greatest flaw.  Humans choose their words based upon circumstance.  The circumstances that humans find themselves in determines their reliability.  In turn, humans lie.  Lies shape the world around them in the present.  Lies shape what they are told of the past.  The future is shaped by lies in both the present and the past.  All things considered, what happens tomorrow is created by those who sit idly by and allow their futures to be told by others.  Then there are those like myself.

~ the Zagesi


Part V 
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Ascension
~ Written in Stone ~
	For the first time in my life, I saw myself.  I lay sprawled out on the cobblestone floor of a jail cell covered in my own piss and shit.  I sensed no breath, no heartbeat.  I found myself wondering if I was dreaming.  Then, I imagined that I had become ethereal.  That I’d been doomed to the role of a silent spectator for the rest of eternity, no better than the phantom of Valley I helped to banish not long ago.  Would I be anchored to this place, Eridu, for the rest of spiritual existence?  Would I ever see Quinn again?  Would I ever know the feeling of her touch?  The possibilities rushed from one ear to the other like whispers in the dark.  I fixated on the heap of flesh that was once my own.  I wished for one last chance, one more breath, one more moment of life no matter the misery that it might entail.
	“There is much ahead of you yet,” I heard someone articulate from far, far away.
	A violent wind gushed into my lungs sending a shockwave coursing from my core to my extremities.  I awoke on that wet, dirty set stone surface I’d observed just moments ago.  I smelled the filth all around me.  A sense of relief descended upon me alongside a sharp pain upon my left breast.  I shuffled my hands across the slick, icy surface below me.  It was in that instant that I knew I was alive.  I hadn’t died on that chair in the library, nor on my homeworld of Purla.  I was in the realm of the living, and I had been given a second chance.  What I’d do with it was my own burden to carry.
	“How was it?” Sha asked with a hollow chuckle.
	Turning my neck to face the direction from which his voice came, I searched for his face with my tired, dry eyes.  The darkness still enveloped both of us enough that his visage was far beyond my reach.
	“How’s it that you're still kicking?” I coughed out through my parched lips.
	“I saw you when they brought you back.  You were no better off than me.  If you can make it, I sure as hell can,” he joked.
	“They pumped me up with that fuckin’ shit you slipped into my pack,” I snapped back with what little energy I had left.
	I went to push myself upright, and to my surprise, my restraints had been removed.  I felt around until I found something to push myself up on my feet.  It was the outer wall that I used to stabilize myself.  I could sense small amounts of air flow in between the cracks leading to the outside world.  I pressed my palms against the crevices in the hopes that I might absorb some force from nature just beyond my reach.  
	“What was it like?” Sha whispered.
	“Fuck off!” I replied sharply.
	“Teetering along the edge of life and death shows many pasts.  What did you see?” he pressed further.
	“I saw nothing that concerns you.  If we don’t figure a way out of here, there’ll be very little left for either of us to see in our futures anyways,” I mumbled.
	I ran my hand against the wall until I reached the void between the bars that contained me.  With both hands, I shook the bars with what strength that remained.  The iron rods were stiff and did nothing but rattle at my attempts.  I followed the fencing until I came upon the door that held me inside.  I found the lock with a bit more fishing and pulled and shook against it unsuccessfully.  
	“Shit – shit – shit!” I huffed and puffed.
	“It’s no use,” Sha announced.
	“There’s gotta be a way out!  I won’t be marched to my death without a fight!” I hissed.
	Sha let out an extended sigh as I continued shaking the bars and lock.
	“No matter how we’ve gotten to this point, this is where we are meant to be,” he stated coldly.
	“Maybe you were always meant to end up here but not me!  I’m here because of you and Jericho!  Your power trip and some pipe dream that’ll end with us all on the chopping block.  This isn’t my destiny!” I retorted his claim with disdain.
	“Your destiny could’ve ended on Giskusu, yet you’re here,” Sha tossed back a cutting response.
	I stepped back from the bars in shock.
	“How the fuck do you know about that?” I asked.
	“What?  Is it hard to believe that your Kusite girl might let such a thought slip behind your back?” he sneered.
	It wasn’t true.  I knew Quinn couldn’t possibly trust him.  She knows better.  She’s seen what he’s capable of.
	“You leave her out of this,” I barked.
	Sha forced out a chuckle that left him out of breath for a few seconds.
	“Has it ever occurred to you that your life is now intertwined with my own?  With Jericho’s?  With the fate of Eridu?  Or do you still believe that these are nothing but a series of unfortunate events?” he fired off with more than enough questions to consider.
	I had little to say in response.  I wanted to know what he was getting at.
	“I saw us coming here in a dream, Jericho and I.  He was in that cell you sit comfortably in now.  She was there too, in the grand hall of the elders.  You know whose face I didn’t see?” he carried on.
	“I told you not to speak of –,” I ignored his question.
	“Yours!” he interrupted.
	“What of it?  It was nothing but a dream!” I pushed back.
	“You still don’t see it do you?” Sha sucked as his teeth.
	“Maybe if you didn’t dance around with your words like some kind of Old World philosopher,” I mocked him.
	“Oh?  You think you’re so clever?  You are the only one here of the Old World, August!  While you dream of the past, I see more than enough possibilities in my future.  I see the Elders bending the knee, I see Quinn by my side, and your presence is lacking.  You will guide us as far as we need you to, and then you will be returned to Purla.  Whether it is with your heart still beating or your head in a box is your choice.  Your destiny may not be written in stone, but I will be the one who chisels it into place if need be.  I don’t care what Jericho thinks of it.  He’ll be out of the way soon enough,” he paused to steady his breathing once more.
	“You’ll do as you're told if you wish to see her last until the end of all of this.  Understood?” Sha finished.
	Tch!
	Candlelight bled across the walls like wildfire from the open door.  Sha had gained my total attention long enough that I hadn’t time to prepare for my escape.  The jailor pushed through and as the door continued to swing further, I saw the scene of Sha’s demise.  He lacked the power and tenacity of his former self.  He didn’t even lift his chin to face our warden as he unlocked his confinement.
	“You’ll be first it seems,” the stout man explained.
	Two metalheads made their way inside behind him.  When he stepped aside, the two of them yanked Sha up on his feet.  His face had lost most of its color and he blinked rapidly in an attempt to adjust to the light.  Even so, I could tell when he finally was able to make me out.  He smirked as if he enjoyed seeing me in such a sorry state.  
	“Do as you’re told,” he formed the words on his lips without sound.
	As swiftly as they had entered, they were gone.  I was alone once again in the dark chasm that served as my prison for these last few days.  Alone with the fiery rage that Sha left me with.  To directly threaten Quinn to my face, he’s lucky there were barriers between us.  I wanted so badly to never wish ill will on another ever again, but if given the chance, I considered the idea of cutting his life short.  It would be no easy task, that much is for certain.  To end his terror might just be worth it though.  Especially if it means that Quinn would be safe.  
	After some time, I calmed down enough to consider the circumstances before me.  I couldn’t have been out of it for more than a few hours, so the timeline had to match up.  Our allotted time had passed, and I wondered if Sha and Jericho were truly being given a trial in the library above.  I thought of what my charges would be, how I would defend myself, what kind of sentence would be handed down by that psychopath and the others that accompany him.  Nevertheless, there was another thought that couldn’t escape my mind.  That feeling that came over me after I was given the blight.  It felt so real, like I was back there again on Purla.  I remembered the warmth of Rozenn against me.  I felt the relief come back to me that something had gone my way.  I reminisced on the strength that flowed through my veins when I held that sword in my hands for the first time.  
	“Why must I relive the moments I cherished?” I thought aloud to myself in a whispered breath.
	What had it been?  No more than a year that those good times lasted.  Not before it all came crashing down around me.  Those moments I treasured.  They only bring strife now.  To know what followed.  Would I dream of those days again?  Would I revisit that night?  I brushed the thought aside.  Recalling it only came with consequences.  Nothing to benefit from digging up the past.  But still I wondered – would it feel the same the next time I saw her in my dreams?  Was it a dream or had my spirit only seen it as my life flashed before my eyes?  I didn’t wish to admit the truth.  The truth that made no sense in my fragile mind.  The reality that I saw myself on the floor there.  I could reach out and touch the stone where I laid.
	“Is this all a dream too?” I enunciated so quietly that no one could hear even if they were standing right beside me.
	
	







~ The Game ~
	The minutes that passed felt as if they were hours as I awaited my fate.  Time rolled on slower than it had since I was first awoken aboard the Gilgamesh.  The situation wasn’t all too different I suppose.  You’d think I would become accustomed to the anticipation of death, but it has its way of digging its claws in deep but pulling you in at a crawl.  I had plenty of time to consider my options and had formulated a plan, but the thought of actually carrying it out was far-fetched even for myself.  I was unarmed.  I was weak.  I was hungry, thirsty, and tired.  I could feel the symptoms of withdrawal.  It was something I’d never forget from my past life.  The tension along my brow accompanied by inability to sit still.  They were nothing compared to the effects of long-term abuse, but I could still feel their grip upon my mind.  
	Thump thump.
	Again, I had failed to sense anyone approaching.  My wits would be the end of me in this state.  But then I wondered: Why knock?
	“Hello?” I voiced.
Tch.
	The lock gave way leisurely without any sign of haste.  The rustic door parted and showed behind it a single flicker of candlelight.  Beyond the flame I found a recognizable face.  One I hadn’t expected.  One which filled me with dread coupled with consolation.
	“Jericho?” I asked for confirmation.
	“August?” he returned with the same apprehension.
	“What’s happening?” I inquired further.
	“It’s time,” Jericho stated flatly.
	“Why send you?” I questioned.
	“As far as I can tell, they believe I can escort you to the Ekur without incident,” he replied.
	“Hmph – it seems they mistook our rapport,” I jested.
	“August –,” he started but cut himself short.
	I approached the gate to my cell and rested my hands between the bars.
	“Well, let’s see if they were right in their assumptions,” I said.
	Jericho took a step closer.
	“I’m not your enemy, August,” he asserted.
	“Oh – so they sent you here willingly then?” I dismissed his claim.
	“I will not allow them to hurt you or her.  Is that not enough?” he spoke softly.
	“I’d like to see you say that before your Council,” I refuted him once again.
	Jericho turned away from me and walked back towards the entrance.
	“I need a moment,” he whispered to someone on the other side.
A lantern was passed through into his possession and the door closed shut.  Jericho approached the bars with the torch held high.  I could feel its rays striking my face, but I refused to look away.  I wanted him to see.  He deserved to see what he created.  I wanted him to truly understand the consequences of his foolish actions.  I wanted him to see the face of a man who he had ruined.  One who was willing to put beside his principles in order to exact some sort of retribution.
“You must understand,” he said with a darkened face behind the flames.
“I grow tired of your ambiguous proclamations, Jericho,” I returned.
“All that has happened –,” he began.
His pause felt neverending.  As he collected his thoughts, the vexation in my heart twisted and turned.
“Everything that has happened to you since coming here, it is all by chance and yet –,” Jericho refrained himself yet again.
“Speak plainly!” I snapped.
“You treat me as if I am some sort of pawn in your game!” I went on.
“There is nothing further from the truth, August,” he interrupted.
The threshold suddenly swung open and forcefully struck the wall.
“The Sages grow impatient with your diversions.  Will he accompany you or will he be coming with us?” I recognized Ykerog’s voice from behind his headgear.
Jericho never broke his gaze upon me.  He waited for my choice patiently.
“I will go peacefully,” I stated.
Ykerog reached towards his waist and procured a rudimentary key from a hand fashioned clip on his utility belt.  He cleared his throat as if to catch Jericho’s attention, but he refused to tear his eyes away from me.  After ten seconds or so, Ykerog became agitated and tossed the key towards him.  I watched as the object danced across the setts before coming to a rest between Jericho and I.  Still, he refused to budge.  As Ykerog and his accomplice turned away, I knelt down and reached my arm through a gap in the grilles.  As I neared my way out, Jericho placed his boot over the opener.
“This is it,” he said.
“I’m not going to do anything rash,” I tried to garnish his confidence.
“No – I see it now.  It’s clear as day,” Jericho mumbled.
“You see what?” I asked.
He stood in silence for some time.
“Nothing,” he finally remarked as he kicked the key into my lockup.
I snatched up the saving grace and freed myself without a second thought.  As I exited my confinement, Jericho made sure to position himself between myself and the exit.  I tried passing him, but he refused to step aside.
“Stay behind me and follow my command,” he uttered softly.
I nodded my head as he turned away.  I followed Jericho and his lamplight down the narrow passageway until we reached the stairwell I’d used just the day prior.  The ascension was much more difficult this time around, however.  I could feel the frailty in my legs with each step I took.  There was no handrail, so I resorted to gripping the cracks in the slate to my side for support.  When I had just about given up in the endeavor, I saw it – sunlight.  This was all I needed to motivate myself onward.  The pitch black of my prison and all that was behind me was a reminder of the circumstances I was placed in.  It reminded me why I had to persevere.  To be by Quinn’s side one last time was my purpose.  I couldn’t dare forget such a thing.
Reaching the peak of the shaft, I was greeted with fresh air for the first time in days.  It brought life into my lungs once again, but the feeling was short lived.  Only a couple of yards later and we were back indoors.  The complex was massive, and I felt that I’d only seen a fraction of what made up the inner stronghold of Meshkia.  This Ekur, as Jericho called it, must have held a plethora of Old World knowledge.  I knew it had been kept from the greater population though.  Possibly even from those within the fort’s walls.  The cultural importance of the Council and the rejection of Old World advancements was something I was only starting to truly grasp.  Eridans were limited in both understanding and technological power.  The Elders appeared to be the only members of their society who had the capability to access Old World wisdom.  They’d vilified anyone else who dared to seek out such insight.  Quite pretentious if I’d say so myself.
I recognized the doors to the library as Jericho and I approached.  Ykerog and a near identical paladin stood defending its breach.  Jericho paused just out of earshot of the guards and spoke to me over his shoulder.
“I am your speaker.  Please trust me, August,” he said.
We made out way closer.
“The accused wishes to visit with his beloved before trial,” Jericho proclaimed.
“You should not bother the Sages with such insolence,” Ykerog replied.
One of the chamber doors cracked open and a voice from behind them reported, “Your presence is demanded, Yarikh.  You two shall safeguard the halls.”
“And leave him here alone?” Ykerog questioned.
“It has been said,” the speaker confirmed.
Jericho made his way inside, and Ykerog’s party passed by the way which we had come.  The entryway closed behind Jericho, and I was momentarily left to my own means.  Not more than a minute later, the portal opened once again.  Quinn stepped into the glow of the skylight coming down from far above us.
“August –,” she gasped in horror.
She wore what she had when we’d been separated, yet she was much cleaner than out in the wilds.  Her golden locks were hidden in a rolled bourrelet, making her jade eyes more prominent than I’d ever seen.  Quinn stepped forward and leapt into my arms without another word.  I held her close with what strength I had and refused to relinquish my grip.  In turn, she did the same.  When I pulled back to embrace her, I found tears rolling down both of her cheeks.  I was in bad shape, and she could tell.
“Do not worry –,” I started.
“August, you must listen.  Do as Sha tells you,” she interjected.
“Sha?  I’d rather –,” but once again I was cut off.  
“There’s no other way.  We haven’t much time.  You must promise me!  You must!” Quinn nearly shouted.
We remained eye to eye.  She refused to blink.
“But Quinn –,” I stopped myself.
She remained fixated on me awaiting a response.  I could see it in her demeanor.  She wouldn’t accept no for an answer.  I trusted her.  Even if it went against everything within me – all the experiences I’d had – I trusted her.  
Why?
	






~ Crimson ~
	A hooded figure in lustrous gold attire presented himself within the darkness that I knew to be the abode of the Elder Council.  I was unable to make out his features, but I knew he wasn’t Salomon.  He carried himself differently.  Salomon was distinguished, held his head high, and wanted those around him to know exactly who he was.  This one wanted to be unseen.  He appeared frail and disheveled.  Perhaps he’d been busy reading through the library before this trial.  Maybe he’d been kept away like myself, forced to decipher some ancient text.  Without his gilded cloak, he was no better than me.
	“The hour is at hand,” he said while holding the door ajar.
	I recognized his tone almost immediately.
	“Zai?” I inquired upon his identity.
	He gestured with his hand into the shrouded treasury of knowledge.
	“August –,” Quinn whispered.
	“I know,” I replied as I started my way through the open portal.
	Upon entering the Elders’ domain, I found myself drawn to a ray of the sun entering from a lightwell.  It was the only source of light in the dimly lit library, similarly to my first encounter with the overwhelming scent of printed leaf.  I could feel the endless words all about me even without seeing them directly.  I also sensed the presence of many.  I could hear their relaxed breaths, the occasional shuffle of feet, and the burning sensation of hatred that filled the room like a heavy smoke.  I felt Quinn’s hand slip into mine, which she squeezed.  
	“Step into the light so we might see you as you are offworlder,” someone out of sight voiced.
	Quinn relinquished my hand and disappeared from sight.  I assumed she’d been escorted away, but I couldn’t make out much in the haze of shadows strung about.  I questioned if it was the right choice, however, I knew better.  I’d come this far.  What choice did I have?  I pushed through into the blinding light and looked out into the nameless faces that I couldn’t see but knew were intently looking down upon mine.  I stood with as much dignity as I could, no matter how frail I really felt.  I scanned from left to right until the sunlight assisted in focusing my sight towards a single individual.
	“You look no worse for wear, August,” he said.
	I stared unblinking into his eyes.  The room stood still around us during those moments.  It was as if it were only the two of us present in the aged, oak-scented archive.  I wanted him to know that I didn’t fear him, at least not anymore.  
	“August Gladiolus of the colony of Purla, you have been accused of the heinous crimes of identifying and facilitating violence towards one of the sacred Apkallu, possession of contraband with connections to the Old World, and most critically, aiding in insurgent activity and sedition that endorses the ascension of the banished title of Yarikh,” Salomon announced to the entirety of the room.
	Silence hung over the heads of all present.  I bit my tongue in anticipation as to what came next.  I never altered my gaze from Salomon.  Not once.
	“How do you wish to speak upon these claims?” he continued.
	“You are well aware that you have already determined the guilt for the first charge before this council, my hallowed Apkallu,” Jericho interjected.
	“We determined who carried out the act, yet we still must question how it came about,” Salomon returned.
	The vast chamber erupted into hushed chatter amongst the Elder Council.  With countless debates happening all around me, I kept my focus on Salomon.
	“And you!  The beholder of the banished title in question believes it is within your right to serve as this Purlian’s speaker?” Salomon shouted over the commotion.
	Wordless observation returned as the norm to the masses.  Each awaited Jericho’s response, as if following an unspoken agreement with Salomon.
	“I am present here in this ancient and venerated hall today, not as the respondent’s speaker but as his seer.  I have seen him since his arrival.  He has stood for the future of Eridu,” Jericho answered.
	“By taking the revered sight from a true Eridan?  By bringing weapons of mass destruction into our colony?  By supporting your fantasies of ascension to a seat at our table?” Salomon cried out.
	He rose to his feet and carried on, “You see what he is attempting here, don’t you?  You see the fire and brimstone just beyond the periphery?  He sows seeds of deceit.  This exile seeks to fool us all.  Cloud our vision of reality and of the true future.  The vengeance he wishes to accomplish must be stamped out before it has a chance to fester.  His closest accomplice has already fallen on the sword, at his own bidding.  Now, he wishes to bring an offworlder before us to stray us further from the truth.  Look behind his eyes and see what I see.  Or don’t and doom us all.”
	As the last echo of Salomon’s voice faded from within the walls of the library, I cleared my throat.
	“May I speak?” I petitioned.
	“You are your own speaker,” a hollow declaration bounced from one end of the room to the other.
	I allowed a long sigh to escape my lips.  I felt both relief and anxiety all at once to know that I no longer had to stand by and listen to their arguing.  I collected my thoughts and decided I’d fight for my life.
	“Every single one of you here has already determined my guilt.  Yet, you are ignorant of one basic truth – I do not consider myself a part of their cause,” I announced.
	Several shuffles of feet could be heard from every which direction.
	“I came to Eridu months ago as a simple courier, and I have been refused leave from this place by that man,” I pointed in the direction from which I had heard Jericho.
	“Your words carry with them not truth nor lies, August,” Salomon bellowed out.
	“That’s because I watch my tongue carefully around them,” I contended.
	Hushed whispers came from the opposite side of the aisle from Salomon.
	“And what was this parcel you were tasked with delivering?” an anonymous voice queried.
	“That I cannot tell you, as it was not my package to see,” I replied.
	“Who was it for then?” someone else spoke up.
	“It was for –,” I began.
	“No!  You are walking down the path of contempt, August!” Salomon proclaimed.
	“What honor is there in deciding a man’s fate without the full picture?” I challenged.
	“Who would corroborate any claim you make here?” he returned.
	Not a murmur could be heard.
“I,” a feeble chime cut the still air.
“Who said that?” Salomon snapped.
“I!” the speaker repeated louder.
“Step forward!” Salomon demanded.
I listened closely and sensed two figures arise.  One was slow, while the other assisted them.  Each step they took towards the podium was cautious and deliberate.  I expected to see a skeleton emerge from the gloom.  An Elder that had outlived the rest and had but one final utterance of insight to guide the shamtrial.  I was wrong.
“I – I shall speak as his – his witness,” Sha stuttered as he entered the light aided by Jericho.
The floor fell silent once again.
“You?  The man who blinded one of us?  Do you believe your word carries any weight here?” Salomon questioned in disbelief.
The bloodied and bruised Sha drew a smirk across his face.
“I possess information that – that may be of pertinent,” he responded.
I found Salomon’s visage among the attendees, but no words left his lips.  Instead, his mouth hung wide open.  At first it appeared to be shock, but eventually I realized the reality of the situation.  This was an unrestrained showing of trepidation.  Sha had said something to him without truly saying it.  
“Well then?” Sha shattered the jarring moment.
Salomon composed himself just enough to answer, “Watch your tongue, Wadi.”
Sha hobbled further into display.
“The Purlian was offered many chances to join our – Yarikh’s cause.  He was offered prestige, power, authority – all of which failed to bring him over to our side.  Threats were more – worthwhile of an endeavor.  We even considered extortion –,” Sha paused to make direct eye contact with Salomon.
“The results of which – were questionable.  When we pulled, he pushed.  Always unaware of what the extension was that Yarikh wished to be made,” Sha purposely stopped his tangent to allow room for thought.
“With this extension being?” Salomon inquired.
“Well –,” Sha started.
“That August Gladiolus would restore honor to my title by ascending to the throne,” Jericho finished.
Friction filled the air around us almost immediately.  I turned to Jericho dumbfounded.  
Me?
“Him?  An offworlder?” Salomon shared in my astonishment.
“If you only knew.  If you could only see what I’ve seen,” Jericho reacted with his own incredulity.
“Enlil has returned,” Sha spoke under his own breath.
“Who dares use his name?” one of the Elders exclaimed.
“You wish to face the same wrath as Otto?” another roared.
“You wish to understand why you can’t see our premonitions?” Sha yelled back at them.
“Enough!” Jericho’s tone sliced through all the rest.
All attention returned to him.
“He is just as much of an Eridan as any of us here.  I enact my right to devolve my title,” Jericho stated with conviction.
An audible gasp could be heard across the room.
“You cannot –,” Salomon tried to defer but was interrupted.
“I can!  And I just did!  As is tradition,” Jericho argued.
“A tradition that hasn’t been used in centuries,” Salomon retorted.
“And yet –,” Jericho began before looking to Sha.
The white in Salomon’s gaze grew wide once again.
An uproar spread from right to left like a growing wildfire.  There was no controlling the flames once they were lit.  All I could do was stand in place before them as they contemplated my fate.
“Me?  Anunngal?  Jericho, this isn’t what I want,” I spoke casually through the commotion.
“Desire has been the downfall of all those who came before you.  Even Otto,” he replied solemnly.
“Order!  I call for order!” Salomon called out louder than the rest.
In the moments it took him to gain back some semblance of control, I wondered to myself the power that Sha had gained over him.  Something in his back pocket had given him the advantage over the Elder.  
“You will hear my command – cease!” Salomon’s voice carried weight across all those present.
Finally, the ruckus subsided.  
“Such a proposal will never be accepted by this council.  However –,” Salomon hesitated.
“I will gladly give him my title, alongside my life if it means that the true seer shall live in my stead,” Jericho cut in.
All eyes were beset upon the Elder of Elders as Salomon weighed out the proposition.  My sight danced among the throng of decrepit greybeards as more light began peaking in through the rafters.  A shimmer of gold could just barely be found among snow.  Its possessor meeting emerald eyes with my own.  She tried with all she had left to reassure me.  My heart sank into my stomach as Salomon cleared his throat.
“We will accept this offer,” he answered.
Reaching into his cloak, Salomon revealed a shortsword with a crooked handle.  With little effort, he tossed the poniard over his constitutes and into the grounds of which the three of us stood.  Both the blade and its hilt were as dark as the shadow in the Valley that we’d defeated so many weeks back.  It lay still yet it seemed alive, pulsating there on the dust covered planks at our feet.
“August Gladiolus, do you accept this man’s blood?  To carry the legacy of one of the founding families of the fourth celestial body of Cleeia?  To live in service to the Anunngal and his patrons?” Salomon asked.
My focus remained on Quinn.  I saw what she wanted me to say.  I couldn’t help myself but oblige. 
“I do,” I responded.
Salomon redirected his attention back to Jericho.
“Do you have any parting words to share, Yarikh?” he inquired.
“May I?” Jericho requested of me.
“Uh – of course,” I stammered.
Jericho stepped away from Sha and further into the natural light.  He scanned the room methodically, like he was trying to meet the gaze of each and every attendee.  He reached for his mouth and ran his palm down his chin.  
“I share blood with each and every one of you,” he began before taking pause.
“Eridan blood is thick.  Eridan blood is cold.  My father told me stories that his father told him and his own before him.  I was told that when we awoke here, it was a cruel and wicked place.  That it wasn’t the unpredictable droughts, nor the barren wasteland that brought us to the brink.  It wasn’t even the lack of supplies or know-how.  No.  I was told it was us that nearly brought about our own extinction.”
The air stood still in the stuffy library.  A single figure coughed, but no one objected to his claims.
“Each and every single one of you knows why we are here,” Jericho claimed as his extended finger passed across his body from left to right.
“Order!” he proclaimed.
“He brought about that order.  He whose name you wish to be forgotten.  Some of you here remember his face.  Remember the gift he bestowed upon you.  Go ahead!” Jericho stopped his finger on me.
“Use your gift!  Tell me what choice he will make at this moment,” he exclaimed as he dropped to his knees.
“Tell me!” Jericho repeated as he shuffled towards me.
No one answered his call.
“If you cannot see what I see, then you may not have much time left,” he continued.
“If he isn’t Enlil, then may my name be burned from our histories,” Jericho stated as he closed his eyes shut.
The walls around me closed in on me without warning.  The whistle of wind on closed shutters came to a halt.  I searched the faces in the crowd for Quinn, but every visage showed the same emotionless expression.  My point of view returned to the dagger within my grasp.  The shadow of its blade seemed to bleed into the cracks between my joints.  
“This is how it was always supposed to be,” Jericho whispered, filling the void.
I thought back to when we first met.  The charm he shared with each person he passed.  How those around him looked to him for direction.  How his passion for his people drove him forward.  Beside these virtues though, I remembered his true nature.  His detachment from reality.  His callous, ruthless attitude towards anyone who stood in the way of his goals.  I admired Jericho.  I loathed Jericho.
I was Jericho.
“I can’t,” I uttered.
“You must,” Jericho replied.
“I just want to go home,” I said hoarsely.
“You are home,” he contested.
As I blinked away tears, I dreamed of Quinn dipping her toes in the swell of the Idigna.  I could nearly make out the squawk of terns off in the distance.  I rested my right knee cap into the sand.  It was warm against my skin.
Do as you’re told.
The words floated through a blinding light like an echo over rolling hills.  My eyelids flickered and a sudden blackness had consumed me.  With open hands, I searched my surroundings until I came upon a chilly iron chain.  When I pulled on those links, I found myself back in Father’s study.  I sought out Jericho, Quinn, Sha – but there was no one.  Most of what I saw was a blur.  All but a leather tome.  A book resting peacefully.  Its pages were not fluttered nor wrinkled.  Its spine was perfectly round.  Its designation was embroidered delicately across its cover.  I’d seen the title countless times before but never what lay between its sheets.  When I rested my fingers upon its hide, I was met with surprise as its skin had recently been shined.  With ease, I made my way to its corner.  I tried to turn to the first page.  My head spun in anticipation.  No matter how hard I tried though, the tome refused to part.  I squeezed until my knuckles cracked under pressure.  I howled to the sky as my primal self.  My temples pulsated with excitement.  The world returned to white all around me.  The only semblance of color was the crimson in my palms.



	





~ In Due Time ~
	“Rise, Yarikh!” a boisterous voice roared me awake from my daze.
	A slight breeze whistled as it made its way through the cracks in the rafters.  My head jolted up from the sudden temperature change.  Countless robes accompanied by expressionless faces were scattered in all directions.  I was back in the library.  A warm sensation crept down my arm, and I knew immediately what had taken place.  As I lowered my chin, I found Jericho’s lifeless eyes beset upon my own.  His expression was fixed in a sinister smile.  
	“I didn’t wish for this,” I wept.
	“I have no desire to lead Eridu,” I pleaded.
	“August –,” a resonance reached my ear from behind.
	I swung around to meet its speaker only to find the last person I wanted to see.  Sha stood there crookedly.  Even through his black and blue stained face, I could see the grin he was hiding.
	“Please – I have some words to share,” he said tenderly.
	“Wha –,” I started.
	“I know what they want to hear.  No – I know what they need to hear for us to walk away today,” he interrupted.
	“Yarikh – do you wish to speak on behalf of your title?” an Elder asked.
	I could only assume it was an Eridan tradition, but I had little to say.  I hadn’t wanted to slay Jericho.  I only wished to leave.  To never pick up a blade ever again.
	“I have nothing to say,” I answered.
	A single, shrill cry reverberated across the room.  It garnished the attention of all in the hall, and the one they all were looking to was Quinn.  With a ghastly expression drawn across her face, she gave attention to the audience she had garnished.  She was locked into Sha.  He too saw no one else but her.  There was something left unsaid.  In an instant I knew I had no other choice but to speak up.
	“I must – I must concede the floor to another,” I stumbled over my words.
	“Sha was by his side for the duration of our time together.  He should be permitted to speak in his honor – in the honor of the title of Yarikh,” I forced the words from my lips.
	“And what do you have to say of this true Eridan, Wadi?” Salomon inquired.
	“Hmm –,” Sha vocalized.
	It must have been thirty or so seconds before he lifted his face to speak.  I assumed he was collecting thoughts.  Trying to make the most of the time he had given.
	“A true Eridan he was.  An Eridan of the wild frontier.  A witness to blood and war.  When I gave Jericho his mask, that was the day the Eridan within him died.  Not today.  Today, he died a man,” Sha emphasized the words clearly.
	“Those of the Old World died long ago, Wadi,” Salomon remarked.
	“Yes – yes, you aren’t wrong, Salomon,” Sha replied.
	“My title is above your status, Wadi.  You refer to me as Sir or My Elder.  You understand?” Salomon hissed.
	“Of course.  My apologies – my Elder,” Sha corrected himself facetiously.
	“I only wish to honor a man who lived as true to himself as he did to those who followed him into the darkness.  Those few who followed him here.  Those who await their fates outside that wall,” Sha said with a feebly lifted finger behind him.
	“That wall has stood for centuries.  It stands as a testament of Eridan prowess,” Salomon challenged.
	“Is that what it is?  Eridan prowess?  Is that what you all think?” Sha responded with open arms.
	No one spoke up.  Even Salomon sat in silence.
	“What of those beyond the wall?  Are they true Eridans as well?  Do they not represent what it stands for?” he continued to question the Council.
	Again, the room lay quiet.
	“You all sit here with your wall, your army, your artillery – your safety.  What about those out there?  What about those on rocks in the periphery?  Do you believe they are safe?” Sha pushed forward.
	“They are safer than those of Kusu and Purla!” a voice rang out.
	“Are they?” Sha was quick to snap back.
	“Are you truly safe here?” he followed up.
	Whispers could be heard breaking out from different pockets of observers. 
	“The Steps are the most powerful faction of the frontier.  Yet, they submitted themselves to the men of white faiences.  Do you know why?” Sha asked.
	“They hide behind a cloak!” Salomon disputed.
	“The Steps wore that face with pride now,” Sha retorted his claim.
	“Make your point!” another Elder voiced their frustrations.
	Sha glanced his way with a smirk.
	“The people of Eridu need a leader.  They need someone they can see.  Someone not so different from themselves,” Sha announced.
	“They already have a leader,” Salomon replied.
	“They see you all as Sages.  Those who use sorcery and spells to guide their fates.  They have waited long enough!  They regress each and every day.  You must act, and you must act now!” Sha claimed.
	“What they may want is not what they need,” Salomon defended his position.
	“You called on us here.  You held trial for crimes you cannot punish.  In the time we have been here, more have come.  You’ve seen them.  I haven’t, but I know you have.  Not hundreds. Not thousands.  By tomorrow, near one million men and women will be outside your walls, ready to tear them down.  You think they will listen to you then?  You think you will be safe then?” Sha said without a sign of emotion.
	“Is that a threat?” Salomon implored.
	“You all see the reality of this situation.  The Wadi stand by me.  Each and every family, clan, and future faction stand by liberation.  I can quell their fire.  They will listen to a man.  They no longer heed the words of true Eridan.  I know because I have listened to them.  I’ve heard countless mothers grieve for their lost sons.  I’ve even heard of some here in this very room who sympathize with the woe of the Wadi,” Sha played his cards out in the open.
	An uproar erupted into unmitigated chaos almost instantly.  Accusations were thrown left and right.  Salomon tried desperately to calm the storm.  It was obvious to anyone, even an outsider like myself, that the cracks on the surface were showing.  Sha knew the assembly he had before him.  The disconnect even within their own ranks were showing plain as day.
	“I said order!” Sha roared as metalheads burst through the doors to the library.
	“Clear the space immediately!” he carried on as the commotion died down.
	“My Elder – it’s the gates.  They are nearly through!” the sentinel proclaimed.
	“You think this little revolt will end any differently from the last, Wadi!” Salomon shouted, clearly straining his neck.
	“What’s happening outside those walls is nothing less than inevitable!  The Eridans of the wastes have grown tired of war.  We’ve only but shown them the way,” Sha barked back.  
	“You wish to replace violence with more violence!” Salomon replied.
	“I want nothing of the sort.  I wish to end this amiably.  Give them a leader – a figurehead of hope,” Sha argued back.
	“My apologies, Elder – what are you orders?” the sentry interrupted.
	“Kill them!  Decimate every last one of them!” Salomon spitefully ordered.
	“There are more of them than you could ever contain,” Sha challenged.
	Whispers could be heard all around from the others.
	“How many do you bring with you?” an outspoken shadow of an Elder called out.
	“Nearly shy a half million,” Sha touted.
	“Lies!” Salomon disputed.
	“And you all wish to find out?  How many more must die to end this struggle?” Sha asked.
	“You believe you can stop them?” another questioned.
	“Silence!  I demand silence!” Salomon erupted.
	“With ease!” Sha responded anyways.
	“You cannot negotiate with this – this Wadi!” Salomon snapped.
	“Whose to say we make him Annungal?  He’s still under our eye,” a hoarse Elder posed.
	Widespread debate ensued.  I found Quinn among the crowd once again.  Her eyes darted back and forth along those around her.  Shouts of peril ignited as one Elder exchanged blows with another.  
	“Bring this disorder to an end!  I only wish to –,” the raspy voiced Elder’s voice rang out once again before being swiftly stilled by a smack to the cheek.
	It was clear that Salomon had lost control of the situation.  Through the chaos, the metalhead remained awaiting an official decree.  My attention shifted to Sha when he reached out and pulled my sleeve.  
	“Come!  We must meet them at the wall,” he said while pulling me towards the exit.
	The guardsman quickly repositioned himself between us and the door and looked to Salomon.  He didn’t appear to give any orders to stop or eliminate us, so Sha continued on his path.  Pushing through, Sha led us back into the antechamber and beyond.
	“Stop, we cannot leave Quinn,” I pleaded with him.
	“Worry not.  We will return,” he answered without turning to address me.
	The two of us escaped the library into the open air without another word. Even with our restraints, we hobbled with a steady pace.  The sunlight burned my eyes, yet Sha persisted without pause.  He led me down a paved path as if he’d grown up walking the steps since being a boy.  The closer we came to the towering partitions, the louder the crises for blood rang in my ears.  The walking corpses had not deterred the rebels, as I assumed they’d already breached the defenses.
	“We are close,” I heard Sha whisper.
	We rounded a corner to absolute mayhem.  The bodies of invaders and locals alike piled upon once another around the same lift we’d come in on.  Gun smoke permeated through the air like a thick fog.  The fires had just died down as we approached.
	“Prisoners!  Halt!” a lookout commanded.
	I stopped dead in my tracks, but Sha kept onward.  With limp arms, he held open hands to show his intentions.
	“I’m here to save you fools!” he exclaimed.
	None discharged their weapons as he drew closer.
	“August!  Come!” Sha voiced.
	“No one is allowed to pass this point, especially some Wadi in chains,” a gold cloaked guardsman spoke out.
	“No more of your kinsmen need to perish.  I am here to subdue the rising storm,” Sha returned.
	The golden tinman shared a look with another of the same rank.
	“You’ve received a sanction?” he queried.
	“As much so.  Your Elder, Salomon, allowed me passage here after all,” Sha skillfully dropped.
	“Even so –,” the trooper started.
	“You’ve seen what’s out.  You wish to see another day?” Sha cut in.
	The two officers passed glances once again.
	“You’ll be sealed out until we receive word of your success, if possible,” the goldcloak said with great hesitation.
	“You will be commended for the lives you’ve saved today, paladin,” Sha stated as he shuffled by. 
	I joined him on the lift, and a loud creaking began as the device shook and we started our way down.  Unlike our prior journey, the darkness underneath the keep was illuminated by one ignition after another from rifle and magnum rounds.  The further we descended, fewer blasts and sparks could be felt.  Rubble lay all about as the masses came into view.  Bloodied blades that had been swinging here and there dropped by the sides of their wielders as our faces emerged into the beams of daylight.  As far as the eye could see were the dirty, slickened with sweat faces of Eridans ready to pile on to the few shining defenders remaining below.  Our chariot stopped short of its resting place upon the bodies of the fallen that had found their way beneath its guides.  A final shot rang out as Sha raised his shackles to the sky.
	“Brothers –,” he paused.
	Many at the front of the column sheathed their longswords and bent the knee.
	“Lay down your arms.  In the memory of our fallen, we shall halt our efforts – for the time,” Sha proclaimed.
	“He is not by your side!” one declared.
	“He has been felled, yet he is still with us.  This Purlian has taken his stead,” Sha revealed while drawing his focus towards me.
	“A Purlian?” another questioned with contempt.
	“You dare challenge my word?” Sha quipped sharply.
	An edge met the man’s throat with instant retribution.
	As he squirmed and gargled upon the dirt Sha carried on, “A true Eridan will take the throne soon enough.”
	The Council's soldiers stood by ready for another wave of attackers.  
	“Retreat to the foothills, but give relief to any remaining poor souls whose affliction has kept them in this wicked realm,” Sha commanded.
	Those who held their allegiance to the faience returned to their feet and turned their attention to the shantytown behind them.  The sentinels lowered their firepower and the tension lifted in our surroundings.
	“We must return to the city,” Sha said to the nearest of their ranks.
	“So be it,” a muffled voice responded from his visor.
	Like that, we began slowly making our return to the surface of the fortress.
	“They have seen little of our might,” Sha declared with a smile.
	I looked out on the aggressors with wonder.  To think that these numbers were only the fraction of his forces was astounding.
	“This was only the beginning,” Sha resumed.
	“How many are there?” I asked.
	“Many, many more.  Every able bodied Eridan outside these walls has heard the call, however, you misunderstand my claim,” he replied.
	“How so?” I inquired further.
	“In due time.  You must trust me, August.  For your fate, her’s, and those of thousands of my people are dependent of the next hour,” Sha responded.
	The fate of our lives wasn't worth his endeavor, but I assumed I had no other choice.  I had to comply with his venture for the time being.  I wouldn’t allow him to hold her life over my head much longer.  I had nearly reached my breaking point.  Yet, back into the fire we went.

~ A Choice ~
	We were escorted by armed guards back to the Ekur upon returning to the city, however, our restraints were not replaced.  The lax attitude of our captors was surprising, yet welcomed after all that had unfolded.  Upon our arrival to the inner sanctum, we were told that we would only have an audience of one – Salomon.  While this caught me off guard, Sha remained unfazed.  As the grand entrance swung open, the room was unexpectedly well lit for once.  The curtains that blocked out the rays of Cleeia were drawn back, but the air was still stung with the dank odor of the acetate that held the millions of pages to their spines.  We found Salomon high above the amphitheater deeply invested in a weathered tome that had not known human touch for what I could only assume had been decades if not centuries.  He placed the book into an empty spot on a shelf and brought his attention to the two of us.  Unhurried, he made his way down to an overlook positioned nearby.
	“Who are you?” he asked with steady nerves.
	“We are Eridans.  Who are you?” Sha answered with equal poise.
	“You are no such thing,” Salomon said.
	“He is one of us now,” Sha shot back.
	“He is no less Eridan than you are,” Salomon challenged.
	“You haven’t addressed his question,” I butted in.
	Salomon’s focus shifted to his hands, which he squeezed and then released.
	“I am one of the chosen.  As are you,” he stated.
	“The chosen?  I’m not sure your Enli – or Enki would approve of your chosen actions today,” I quipped.
	“I’m judged by a higher power than those of beings long past.  I’ve done nothing but learn from his mistakes.  I’ve outgrown his short sighted aspirations.  Now – let the grown ups talk, little one,” he declared firmly.
	The room lay silent for some time. 
	“I’m more Eridan than you’ll ever be,” Sha voiced.
	An obvious vexation spread across Salomon’s brow.
	“The Old World was nothing like this place.  The Exodus was more arduous than you could ever imagine.  It left us lost among the stars.  This rock was nothing when we found it.  A barren wasteland, yet I’ve been here since its rebirth.  I’ve seen it rise and fall more times than I can count.  I believe this makes me a part of the land.  What of you?  Have you seen all of its corners?  Have you watched its unnatural turn?” he remarked with eagerness.
	Sha pushed forward.  He paced from right to left, then paused with significant weight upon his shoulders.
	“I know not of this Old World.  I know only of those who inhabit this plane now.  We have come so far, but we still cannot let the past go.  I’ve watched Eridans live and die – for what?  Their lives are not their own.  They know nothing of the forces at play that determine their fate.  They struggle for what?  Nothing?  They fight constant wars with one another.  For what?  Nothing?  You must see their plight.  Do you not?  You see all, don’t you?  Why ignore such woes?” Sha inquired further.
	“I see all.  I see the sweat on countless faces.  I see blood leaking from their pores in the heat of battle.  I stand firm.  The path cannot be changed.  Questions will forever remain unanswered.  They are not ready,” Salomon held his ground.
	“You wish to hear the perspective of an outsider?  Tell him, August!” Sha nearly shouted.
	I froze up.  
	“You want to hear my opinion of Eridu?” I questioned his line of logic.
	“Why not?  I have the time,” Salomon responded for him.
	I contemplated my words carefully.  I was indeed a stranger in a strange land.  Who was I to comment on the complexities of this place?  Why would my words matter in the grand scheme of things?
	“I’m not sure my outlook really matters,” I asserted.
	“Your words carry weight here, Yarikh,” Salomon pressed.
	I wondered if what he said was true.  I was no more than a visitor in this experiment.
	“I see much,” I hesitated to buy more time.
	“What is it you see?” Sha begged for more.
	I exchanged looks between the two.  I wasn’t sure it was my right to say.  Of course I had my own opinions, but I was nothing more than a bystander.  What was my word compared to those who had lived it.  All I cared for was to leave and never look back.
	“I give you full reign to speak, Purlian,” Salomon beckoned.
	I planted myself on the floor beneath my feet.
	“I’ve seen what some have experienced.  There’s much difference between those out there –,” I pointed, “than those within these walls,” I went on.
	“And?” Sha pressed.
	“It’s night and day,” I said.
	“How so?” Salomon inquired further.
	“Those out there struggle to survive.  Violence and bloodshed is all they know,” I pointed out.
	“I concur,” Sha agreed.
	Salomon left his position and moved towards a book shelf near his right.  I spent considerable time searching from one binding to the next.  When he found what he was looking for, he turned to a page without any hesitation.
	“There is a ‘necessary divide between those who know and those who think they know’,” he quoted.
	“While there may be a difference, do those who ponder the inner workings of a system deserve to ‘be left questioning what choice they have in their own species future?’” Sha wondered aloud.
	Salomon gave Sha a suspicious cursory glimpse.
	“A Wadi has never touched these texts –,” he trailed off.
	“A Wadi has never stood within this place,” Sha cut in with confidence.
	“How?” Salomon spoke rhetorically.
	“Those who do not know are still worthy of a choice,” I commented.
	“You bring Old World ideas to a New World debate,” Salomon remarked.
	“Is it wrong for those who don’t know to have a choice?” I asked.
	“The opinions of the unreliable, fueled by lies –,” Salomon started.
	“Are merited as unworthy,” Sha completed his words.
	No one dared carry the conversation onward.
	“The label of Anunngal, does it not face oversight?” I tried to gain more knowledge.
	“Indeed,” Salomon confirmed.
	“Why not allow all to decide?” I threw out the idea.
	The two pondered the thought for a moment.
	“Never.  He would find some way to put himself in the seat and never would he relieve himself,” Sha rebuked.
	“Here I thought a common ground could be found,” Salomon stated.
	Neither side had much else to say.
	“Why not set limits?  Why not have requirements?” I posed.
	“So he may have an upperhand?” Salomon asked cautiously.  
	“It makes sense that those who limit the authority of such a position should not have a hand in the decision of those who represent the masses,” I disputed.
	Salomon slammed shut the volume he held in his hands.
	“What trickery do you propose?” Salomon’s voice boomed through the halls.
	“None!  I only wish to preserve and better the lives of those who call this place their home.  If it is possible on Purla, it is possible –,” I replied.
	“The influence of such a colony has no place here!” Salomon snapped.
	I held my tongue.  The impasse seemed impossible to overcome.
“Those of the Old World should have no sway here.   However –,” Sha mumbled under his breath.
“You cannot call yourself Eridan if you agree with this fool,” Salomon contested.
“Let me speak!” I managed to choke out.
Both froze in place as if my words rocked their bones.
“There are more out there than you could ever overcome!  Even if you were to be successful, what would be left?  You would sacrifice countless lives for what?  They struggle for hope, yet you wish to see your own people suffer,” I gasped with heavy respite.
“You do not understand what I –,” Salomon tried his best to interject.
“I understand enough!  You give these people a chance and they will not fail you.  Their choice should matter.  Their futures are their’s and their’s alone,” I struggled to say.
Salomon paused.  A single bead of sweat rolled down his forehead.  He wiped away his worry and tried to contain himself.  Sha stood by vacant of thought.  It was if he knew I would break.  It was if he knew the next utterances that would leave my lips.
“Give it a chance, and you won’t be disappointed with the results.  I’ll be sure of it,” I encouraged.
Once again, Salomon stalled his next move.  
“What’s in it for you?” he finally spoke.
“Nothing.  I only desire to walk away once it’s all over,” I noted.
“So you have no commitment to either side then,” Salomon said as he brought his hand up to stroke his chin.
After a few fleeting instants, he released his jaw and rummaged through storage shelves of the library.  Salomon was meticulous as he scanned each spine for what he sought.  Eventually, he came across a silver laced tome and pulled it into his hands before returning to the vista.
“I have another proposition for you Sir Gladiolus.  If you want out, I will grant it to you here today,” Salomon announced as he tossed the text into our vicinity.  
The manuscript tumbled over itself many times until a single letter opener escaped its contents.  Its edge was ancient and worn.  How he could find such a concealed tool amongst the thousands of volumes throughout the library was beyond me.  The only assumption I had was that he’d placed it there long ago.  Maybe for such an instant as we were now involved.
“Do as to this one as you did to the other.  Give him an Eridan’s end, and you may leave this place forever.  I can have a craft ready for you to depart by twilight.  You have my word of this.  Leave this colony upon my shoulders and you may resume whatever life you have left wherever you please,” Salomon proposed.
All the while, my sights never left the blade.  The craftsmanship was something I recognized from a time far before the present moment.  The straight razor’s point had remained pristine in comparison to the rest of the steel.  Something a swift forearm could vanquish nearly a dozen men even in its current state.  It was in fact no mere paper knife, but that which an assassin of the Kusite’s order of Coryphée may hold in their holster.
“What will become of Eridu if he dies?” I inquired.
“What does it matter?  You’ll have what you longed for and none will be the wiser,” he responded.
Once again, I found myself in the same place I’d been just hours prior.  An instrument of death lay just out of arms reach and a man’s life in my hands.  
“Do as you wish.  I will not interfere," Sha voiced.
I looked at him, but we never met eye to eye.  He couldn’t resist if he tried.  Barely a fraction of his former self, Sha stood no chance in stopping me.  A single jab by such a point would most likely drain him of what life force he had left in him.  
“If I choose to spare him, then what?  Will you give these people a choice?” I delayed.
“What am I if not a man of his word?” Salomon countered.
“He will find some other way to contribute to his cause, no doubt,” Sha barked.
I held an open palm in his direction.
“And if he dies, I may take her with me?” I followed up.
“What use would we have for her?” he answered figuratively.
I lowered my arms to my side.  My focus returned to the dagger.  I crept closer for a closer examination.  Undoubtedly, it was the handiwork of a Kusite blacksmith.  There was no doubt.  I’d seen countless others while on the line.  But how would one find its way into the pages of some Old World book?  I knelt down beside it and took it into my grasp.  The hilt was so short it hardly fit in my fingers.  After standing back up, I made my way back to Sha.  From start to finish, the trek felt close to a kilometer even though it was barely more than five paces.  The entire time a hundred thoughts passed through my head.  The blade, its origins, my options, the entirety of the last few months came rushing back.  Suddenly, I was looming over Sha.  His brow tipped towards my chest.  An image of the edge mirrored from his gaze.  It could all be over in an instant.  Quinn and I would never think of this rock and those who inhabited it ever again.
“Do what you must,” Sha whispered.
For a heartbeat, I saw dread in his expression.  I’d never experienced such an emotion from Sha.  I couldn’t tell if it was because he was fearing for his life or the future of those he’d been fighting for.  I brought the tip to his neck and as it made contact with his skin, a blood droplet slithered down his throat.
“Make it quick,” he continued.
His life for my own.

	
	

~ Only Just Begun ~
	“No –,” I said.
	A metallic clink reverberated through the chamber.
	“What is my choice against innumerable others?” I went on.
	I looked to Sha expecting thanks, but instead he smirked towards Salomon.
	“So be it,” Salomon sighed.
	“The people of Eridu will have their choice in one year’s time.  There is much to prepare,” he carried on as he ascended the remaining stairs towards an exit.
	“You will make use of the dwelling of the cursed, I presume,” Salomon stated as the door shut behind him.
	“It’s over, just like that?” I mused aloud.
	“It has only just begun,” Sha replied.
. . . 
The lift creaked and moaned as we started our plunge into the abyss.
“What now?” I sought answers from Sha.
“Now? We rest.  Tomorrow, we make haste to prepare,” he spoke back.
“Do you think he will keep his promise?” I pried for more.
“Does he have a choice?  He knows what lay beyond his fortress.  You’ve given us hope, August.  What more could you ask for today?” he stated with the faintest sign of relief.
“Honestly, I can’t tell if I gained more answers or stirred up more questions,” I quipped.
“The more answers I receive, the more my aspirations are confirmed.  There’s nothing that can stand in our way, August.  You intrigue him.  I vex him.  In the end, I see his next move at every turn.  He just doesn’t know it yet,” he beamed with self-satisfaction.
Once more, Sha showed a different side to me.  Had he let down his guard?  Was there more beneath his skin than the monster I’d seen so many times?
“How did you know he would fold?” I pressed.
“I could see his thoughts from behind his stare.  He loses his grip under pressure.  It will be essential that we take advantage of this weakness whenever possible,” he flaunted.
“How would you know I wouldn’t take up his offer?” I queried.
The setting sun on the horizon blinked itself into view as we neared our destination.
“I didn’t,” Sha revealed in resignation.
I don’t know exactly why, but his candidness left me speechless.  For all I understood, Sha, Salomon, and Jericho could all see what was in front of them.  They somehow knew exactly what to say and when to say it.  They could look into another’s being and find what their next course of action would be.  I believed Sha to be the most gifted, however, he submitted himself to fate.  His destiny had been mine to decide.
“Why give me such power over you?” I couldn’t resist but to ask.
“We both hold much over each other’s head,” he answered vaguely.
“How so?” I urged him further.
As the hoist settled on the ground, Sha stated, “Do you wonder why he tried to have you slay me with the point of a Kusite’s arm?”
“How?” I asked, stunned.
“I know many things, August.  I know that he has suspicions that I am not of true Eridan blood.  That the Kusite witch they call Lugal sent someone here to die to end some dispute.  That you and the girl’s arrival soon followed.  That one of you was to bring an end to the Attestment,” he paused.
“I believe you were meant to die today by a Kusite’s blade.  Somehow, Salomon has mistaken myself for you.  Funnily enough, you’d probably be Anunngal right now if you had agreed.  I think it matters little whether you are Eridan or not.  He wanted to play a game, and I saw that from the very beginning.  You know what else I saw, August?” Sha concluded.
“What?” I couldn’t help but give him the response he wanted.
“Your presence distorts his perspective.  The effect you have goes beyond me.  You realize how long that fiend has walked this plane of existence?  What he knows?  What he is capable of?  You cloud his vision.  You are the missing piece of the puzzle.  The compass that will lead us to our purpose,” he replied blissfully.
A silent crowd met us as we stepped from our vessel.  All set their sights on Sha as he showed himself in the dying light of the day.  He refused to acknowledge them.  He gave them no kind words.  Instead, he merely walked through them as the sea of souls parted.  I kept his back within my view until he disappeared among the masses.  There were many things I didn’t understand.  Many questions left unanswered.  My adrenaline had taken me farther than I would have ever imagined.  I desired time to rest more than that to contemplate.  I peered into the crown of Cleeia one last time before closing my eyes.  A warm embrace followed.
“Quinn?” I mumbled.

~ Unspoken ~
	“How would he have had any idea of what would unfold in the first place?” she inquired.
	“It’s beyond my understanding.  I’m tired of weighing the possibilities,” I said as I rested on my head against the wall behind my back.
	The makeshift structure leaned under my load.  Sounds of laughter could be heard just beyond reach.  There was almost no privacy in the village we’d set up camp in.  While it was nothing new to me, I could tell Quinn wasn’t as privy to this kind of lifestyle as I was.
	“I just cannot imagine what would lead someone to believe they had some clairvoyance to how those around them would think or act,” she followed up.
	While I may have wondered the same, there was no debating that we would have to deal with such notions tomorrow.  The night was young, and there were few answers available in the present.  Quinn reached out and placed her hand against my knee.
	“Are you satisfied with the outcome?  Are you agreeable with being here longer than we anticipated?” she asked.
	“Like we have much choice,” I commented.
	“Do you think they would still allow us to leave?” she queried, even though she already knew well what I’d say.
	“I suppose so,” I replied.
	I lay in wait for her next words but none came.  She sat in tranquility, like the divine figure she already knew that she was.  I took in the sight to the best of my ability.  Her fair skin was glistening from the humidity of the enclosure, but I already asked if she needed air.  She preferred the private moments too much for such a proposal.
	“Where would you want to go?” I spoke first.
	“Anywhere,” she stated without much thought.
	“But here?” I joked.
	“You are here, August.  I count that as a victory on my part,” she remarked.
	“You aren’t the only one who cares about my presence now, unfortunately,” I pointed out.
	Quinn pondered on the idea for but a moment.
	“Why does he care so much for your fate?  Why does he bind you to this place so steadfastly?” she wondered aloud.
	“He assumes that I have some connection to Salomon.  That my place is one of a puzzle piece in a larger game.  For all of foresight, his claims seem unfounded.  To propose that the value of my life is of such importance to a man that I’d never once met before, it’s all the same – more questions,” I failed to provide a precise answer.
	Quinn lay quiet after that point.  I could see a million thoughts jump through her mind all at once.  I knew there was something more to it all.
	“Quinn –,” I said.
	“Yes?” she replied.
	“What of the parcel sent with us?  Sha mentioned Girsu as if he had some predisposed idea of her inner workings.  That she is the reason we stood there today in that library.  That my life would be forfeit if she’d have her way,” I mentioned.
	“What of it?” she sought a clearer picture.
	“He claims that my actions are unknown to him.  How would he have come to such conclusions?” I asked, even though I feared her answer.
	Quinn hid her face from view.  She retracted from me like I was a poison.
	“I know not what the package contained.  Only the Council would have a way to open such a sealed lockbox,” she stated with unease.
	“How else would he have presumed such a notion?  What cards are hidden just out of view?” I was now musing verbally.
	“You know – I was there when you told her of your tale.  I watched from a distance.  Her reaction was uncharacteristic from what I have seen,” she let slip.
	“You were –,” I paused.
	To think she’d known all along.  The man I’d once been.  She’d held those words beneath her lips for so long.  She’d judged my every action with a fine-toothed comb.  What was it she thought of me?  A killer?  A scoundrel?  
	“You’re not the person you once claimed to be, August.  I see where your thoughts take you.  You are more than a first impression.  I only mean –,” she wept through her words.
	“That I’m a monster.  You’ve seen who I really am.  A man who lives true by his word,” I grieved.
	“No!  You are a man who carries much weight, but you deal with life as it is thrown at you.  This is beyond my reasoning.  What if those days held a deeper meaning?  What if the man you found –,” Quinn struggled to finish her thoughts.
	“What if she saw a reason to have me dealt with?” I queried.
	“There must be more.  What if he had some connection to Eridu?” she altered the message.
	“Impossible!” I rebuked.
	Tears swelled in my lids as I recalled that day in the Plains.  The mangled Kusite hung with barely a breath left in him.  I reached out.  I could nearly touch his bloodied face.
	“Why else would she have believed it would end the suffering of these people?  The crown of the Anunngal must mean something!” she nearly cried out.
	“I just don’t know,” I said as I turned away.
	Quinn’s hand rested on my cheek, pulling me back into her embrace.
	“Hold your head high, August.  You’ve proven yourself to me.  Whatever happened – it matters not now.  We must accept whatever comes at us.  There’s no changing it now.  All we can do is act.  To understand more.  To find answers where none can be found.  I hesitated to tell you this, not because I pass judgement on you, but because I see how it has affected you.  The pain that you showed after reliving that moment while on Girsu.  The pain that you express even now when a thousand other burdens now weigh you down even more,” she whispered.
	Relief settled in on my shoulders.  Quinn was everything to me, and she’d seen past my troubles.  The agony of my experiences did not push her away, but instead brought us closer over time.  Was she on to something?  Were her words genuine?  What if there was some connection?  But all I could think of at that moment was her touch.  Through all of the strife, her visage had gave me comfort.  It had given me life.  It had given me something to carry on for.
	“Quinn, I –,” I began.
	“I know,” she broke in.
	I knew too.  She felt the same.  There was no questioning it.  I’d been to the end of eternity and come out with something more than I could’ve ever asked for.  I’d found someone to live for.  It was better left unspoken.  It was obvious.
	“Now – rest,” she voiced softly.  
	I watched as her eyelashes met.  I did the same.  We both lay still in one another’s arms as the world and all of its commotion damped around us.  At last, I slipped off in a comfortable slumber.

	











~ A Dream ~
	“Isn’t it beautiful, August?” she asked.
	“Quinn?” I responded.
	As my sight came into focus, I found another.  Her golden locks were absent.  They’d been replaced by a raven-hued bob.
	“Quinn?  Have you been seeing someone else behind my back, Bullyboy?” the figure questioned.
	The wide expanse of the foothills of the Bashkir range sat behind her.  
	“Purla?” I expressed myself openly.
	“Where else?” she laughed.
	As her presence came better into view, I was put back by the sight of something unimaginable.  Her looks reverberated of Quinn, however, her hair was of the darkest night.  No longer were bright, emerald eyes beset in her countenance.  A blur hung over her cheeks as she morphed into something more recognizable.
	“Rozenn?” I doubted.
	“Who else?” she said with a smirk.
	With Phaisyle leisurely peeking over the Plains, I remembered where I was.  I recalled the moment as if it were truly in front of me, but it couldn’t be.  I had just been next to Quinn.  I stumbled to my feet as a throbbing torment stabbed at my temples.
	“This – this doesn’t make sense.  Where am I?  What is this?” I yelled.
	“Contain yourself, Bullyboy!  Do you not see the stunning viewpoint right behind me?  Nothing is wrong.  All if safe,” she commented.
	“No!  This isn’t real.  Maybe a dream?” I remarked.
	“A dream?” she pushed aside the question.
	“You’re not real.  You’re dead and gone.  Rozenn died here long ago,” I screamed as the pain overwhelmed my senses.
	“Calm, August.  All will make itself known in time,” she mumbled gently.
	Gradually, my head was unburdened of its woes.  I glanced from left to right, but all remained as it was.
	“Who are you?” I demanded.
	Rozenn chuckled at my dilemma.  It was as if she relished in my fascination.
	“Close your eyes, Bullyboy,” she muttered.
	As much as I tried, I couldn’t resist.  When they were open again, I was elsewhere.  Still on Purla, albeit in Father’s study.  All that remained that reminded me of such was the tome.  Gilded in satin lace, the title still graced its outer crust.
	“Paracosm,” she read, now with her voice being distorted between Rozenn’s and Quinn’s.
	It was familiar, yet broken.  Recognizable, but artificial.
	“You ask the wrong questions,” it pronounced right in my ear.
	I recoiled from the sound, nearly tripping over the shaded chair at my feet.
	“I will answer but one – so ask,” it beckoned for a choice I hadn’t known I would be making.
	“Just one?” I replied.
	“Make it count,” she affirmed.
	I knew it was a dream, but it felt so real.  I was hesitant to blink again with the fear of where else I would appear.  There was so much I wished to understand, but I’d been granted a single answer.  I couldn’t ask where I was, for I already knew the answer.  My fingers trembled with anticipation at what would be revealed.  All at once, it came to me.
	“Why was I sent to Eridu?” I finally spoke.
	Only the sound of my racing heart could be heard.  She – it – rested in still, uninterrupted silence.  Without warning, the room glowed as bright as the rim of a star.  The walls caught fire and burned down around me in a matter of seconds.  
	“I speculate that you mean they slaughtered them, yes?” the voice of Lugal Girsu rang throughout every bone in body.
	“Them?” I cried out.
	“Them,” it said.
	












~ For Us ~
	When I blinked myself awake, the speaker’s voice had ceased its humming in my ears.  The only sound that remained was that of a slight breeze rustling the leaves outside the window.  Quinn was already awake.  She signified this to me by balling her fist with the collar of my shirt.  The tension from her grip pushed the back of my neck forward, allowing for the feathers in my pillow to shift in a way that they supported my head nearly upright.  
	“Did you dream of me?” she whispered.
	“I’m living the dream as we speak,” I chuckled.
	“Is it all you ever wanted or is it a nightmare?” she asked more earnestly.
	I allowed a long and drawn out expiration to leave my lips.
	“Not all dreams are comforting or frightening, you know?” I commented.
	Quinn didn’t budge a muscle.
	“Do you truly think he will hold such a thing over me?  Us – I mean,” I expressed the thought that was truly on my mind.
	Quinn sat silent for a few moments.
	“He believes you are guiding him towards – something.  I know not what his intentions are now that he has achieved his goals.  We must be wary of –,” she paused her thought.
	“Sha doesn’t hold the same power that they do,” I interjected.
	“What makes you so certain?” Quinn queried.
	“His foresight is stunted by his own pride,” I replied.
	“His pride means nothing,” she retorted.
	“All great men hold onto their pride as if it’s their most cherished asset,” I said.
	“How about you?” she responded.
	“I am no great man,” I shot her down.
	“If you only saw in you what I see,” she said as she pulled my chin down to meet my eyes.
	“You will be a man who others aspire to be, whether it is here, Purla, Kusu, or the ends of the universe,” she stated with a smirk.
	I couldn’t help but smile back.  The morning sun gave her emerald jewels a sparkle I’d never seen so closely before.  The world around us stood still in that moment.  To die in such a wondrous instant would have been infinitely more valuable than what any monarch had ever possessed back on the Old World.  The thought echoed in my mind over and over again; How long will this last?  How long would I be able to lay here in peace?  What I’d give for it all to melt away.  The memories of the past year were nothing but nightmares I’d wished to leave behind.  The faces of Leon, Orion, Edin, Zai, and even Jericho would now forever haunt my dreams.  They were no different from Esdras or Ignatius.  Each time my eyes close, I see them.
	“I’m not sure I can match those expectations,” I finally muttered.
	When I returned my sights to her face, she firmly held a grin at my remark.
	“You already have,” she said softly.
	I didn’t return the smile back.
	“Let us leave tonight,” Quinn spoke without a second thought.
	How I wished to comply.  How I wished she had said such a thing days earlier.
	“My fate is forever tied to his now.  He would chase us to the end of the stars,” I sighed.
	“He has never left this place, nor has any of his allies.  We’d be safe,” she pressed.
	“And where would we go?” I snapped.
	“Kusu?  Purla?  If we weren’t looking over our shoulders every moment for one of Sha’s fanatics, we’d have the Lugal or the Southern Guard looking to present our heads on pikes.  We had our chance but now –,” I broke myself off to find my center, “Now, we wait.  I’ve bought us time.”
	Not once did that smile leave her lips.  Not once did she show any sign of questioning my words.  Not once.
	“I trust that you will do what’s right.  For you – for me –,” Quinn said as she sat up in our bed.  
	Before I could rise with her, she took my hand into her’s.  Slowly, she pulled my hand closer and closer until it rested upon her abdomen.
	“For us.”
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