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For my love, my life, Wendy.
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“Welcome! Come in, come in! Take a load
off! You must be exhausted—it’s pouring like crazy out there. How
about a little somethin’ to take the edge off? We have the best
drinks in all the land…er…well, on this continent anyway! Okay, I
lied, they’re not that great, but they’re cheap, and isn’t that
what’s really important? You’ll have to forgive our barmaid though.
She’s um…a little slow, and gets distracted quite easily.
Seriously, you may never get that drink. Probably should have
warned you about that first. Oh well, how about a tale to pass the
time? I have a great one about the Emperor of Lancaster. No…you
don’t want that one? Are you sure? It has streaking in it. It’s a
riot. Seriously, dude was so dumb he got tricked into running
around without clothes on. No? Okay then, how about the one with
the horrible step sisters and the prince? It has glass slippers in
it. Not—not for the prince though, he doesn’t wear the slippers. It
doesn’t have a cross-dressing prince…although, that might make for
a better story. I’ll have to remember that. See how clever you are?
Oh, what was that? Sorry, I tend to ramble. Not that one either,
huh? Yeah…you want THAT one don’t you? It’s okay everybody does.
That’s the real reason you came here isn’t it? Everyone already
knows this story so I can’t fancy a reason they would come all the
way out here to hear it. Maybe I just tell it the best—not that I’m
one to brag mind you. I’ll admit that I’m pretty awesome
though…most all of the time. Hmm? No, no, I’ll tell it. It’s
just…well…it’s a long one. I should stop asking and just start
telling it when people walk in since it seems to be the only reason
people ever come here, despite our fine selection of alcoholic
beverages and food made from parts of a pig you’ve never heard of.
From now on when people come in I’ll just start telling the story
straight away. Probably save me a lot of time, huh? Well then sit
back, put your feet up, get settled, and don’t expect that drink.
Although, I’ve heard the more you pay the faster it comes.”

 



Prologue




We Didn’t Start the Fire.
No We Didn’t Light It, but We Tried to Fight It.

—Billy Joel

 


The following is an excerpt from the first
chapter of the acclaimed textbook A Beginner’s Guide to The Winged
Ones: All That We Know and You Probably Should Too!

Published by Haughty Muffler Company.

 


It is unclear at this point in time exactly
when or where The Winged Ones first appeared on our world of Terra,
but evidence suggests their first appearance was sometime shortly
before the start of The Great War over a century ago. Although
experts have deduced that The Great Southeastern Continent may be
the cradle of life for these winged abominations they have, as of
yet, been unable to determine any specific location. Due to the
staggering lack of information concerning their origin we are left
only with theories as to where they came from and why they are
here. Some experts say it was a ritual to dark and malevolent gods
that went terribly wrong. Others say it was a flaw in the natural
order of Terra and that they are simply a stain on the evolution of
humankind. There are even more extravagant and deranged theories
still, held mostly by lunatics and sages, but this text will
refrain from the discussion of any theory dealing with carbonated
soda and Pop Rocks.

The Winged Ones were small in number at
first with appearances not drastically different from the average
human. In fact, had it not been for the full-sized wings that
sprouted from their backs they would be considered human by most.
It is their chaotic demeanor and thirst for blood that has shunned
them from our society (That and the whole enslaving us thing).

The earliest accounts of winged activity
detailed creatures that moved in shadow and under the cover of
night to steal, pillage, and perform a variety of other
objectionable acts. Although they were of considerable strength
they did not present much of a problem, or at least nothing a few
mercenaries or a local militia could not control if the situation
escalated out of hand. The Winged Ones stuck to living in small
groups away from prying human eyes and they were considered no more
of a threat than the common thief.

It was when survivors of various “winger”—a
slang term coined by peasant folk—raids began to speak of sorcery,
illusion, and magic that nobilities and governments began to take
notice. Humans had alchemy, science, and the rare individuals who
possessed the innate talent of enchantment, which allowed them to
deceive and fool the minds of those around them. But magic? Nobles
passed these people off as deranged lunatics that had simply been
traumatized by The Winged Ones to the point where they needed to
make up stories as a coping mechanism.

These “lunatics” however, began appearing
more and more frequently as time went on. The appearance of the
occasional babbling fool quickly turned into an epidemic of people
claiming to have seen The Winged Ones wielding power over the
elements. Unable to ignore the populace any longer the city of
Vivaldi, capital of Terra’s Great Southeastern Continent, launched
an invasion on a suspected winged den.

They were unprepared to say the least. What
they found were not mindless savages but powerful intelligent
beings that did indeed have a mysterious power over the elements.
Vivaldi’s initial invasion forces were quickly eliminated by the
superior strength of the winged hordes.

What followed is commonly referred to as
The Fall of Vivaldi. The capital was taken by sheer force
not a month after Vivaldi’s initial invasion. The Winged Ones
retaliated in waves of thousands; tenfold what their population had
been only a few years prior. The legions stormed the city gates,
hurling balls of fire from their hands, and bringing the triumphant
stone walls crashing down with bolts of lightning pulled from the
heavens. Vivaldi fell within a matter of hours. The surviving
population was immediately forced into slavery.

The chaos of The Winged Ones quickly spread
west from Vivaldi, seizing cities like chess pieces and enslaving
whatever humans they did not kill. Along the way they erected camps
in which to house the human slaves they captured. In the course of
another year The Winged Ones had taken control of every major city
in two of Terra’s Four Great Continents.

Fearing they would be taken like their
southern counter-parts, the Northern Continents’ capitals of Troia
and Herod combined their forces into a stalwart border to prevent
the winged hordes from pushing north into either continent.

This border has become the backbone of the
Human Liberation Front: a coalition of forces whose sole purpose
lies in the study and eradication of The Winged Ones. The Human
Liberation Front has set up a number of universities and training
academies in an effort to combat the onslaught of The Winged
Ones.


Chapter 1: As Good a Place
as Any




Arc Arcanum dropped his rucksack on the
rickety cot. It bounced and fell open, the contents scattering
across the thick tattered material. He sighed and slammed himself
down beside the mess. The cot’s springs groaned terribly under his
weight, but it didn’t bother him in the least. It could have been
falling apart and it would have been the last thing on his mind.
No, he had endured much worse than a squeaky cot over the previous
year, and he was fully content with finally being somewhere stable
again despite what bedding they offered. No more running, no more
scavenging with other survivors, just a place to sleep and food to
eat.

He began shoving his possessions haphazardly
back into the rucksack as he took a look around the humble room he
had been assigned. Two cots were pressed tightly against opposite
walls, each with a lockbox at its foot. A single window set in the
far wall divided the room perfectly in half. It would have even
offered a descent view had it not been for a large forest nestled
behind it. Just below the window rested two individual dressers
that had definitely seen better days.

An old flickering light bulb cast a dim
light across the log walls. Arc knew it wouldn’t be long before the
thing burned itself out and had to be changed. He added it to his
growing to-do list. A glance at the other cot confirmed that he
either had no roommate or they had yet to arrive. Just as well, he
wanted to be alone for the moment anyway.

Arc had imagined Fort Lithos as a much more
unfriendly place. It was, after all, a dual educational academy and
military base, one of the largest in the entire Northwestern
Continent. However, no one he had seen so far during his brief
enrollment had seemed exceptionally on edge. Maybe their
lightheartedness was a way of coping with the fact they could be
attacked at any given time by a very powerful and very deadly
foe.

Fort Lithos was just one of many bases that
the Human Liberation Front erected on The Great Northwestern
Continent and its sister continent across the eastern sea. Cadets
attended classes in the morning and basic training in the
afternoon. People of any physical condition, age, sex, and faith
were welcome. The human race couldn’t afford to be picky with its
back to the wall. They were on the losing end of a war against the
oppressive tyranny of the winged, a war in which the outcome was
looking very bleak.

Arc pounded his fist into the cot. Just the
thought of those stupid wingers sent him into a rage. Unhappy
memories of the past year flooded his mind. Memories filled with
the sound of heavy wings beating against the air and the
ear-piercing screams of people he had grown up with, people he
loved, as they were unceremoniously slaughtered before his
eyes.

Mostly it was the final vision of his father
that haunted him; a single memory that had not faded in the
slightest since he had fled the small village of Hope over a year
ago. His father was hastily packing a rucksack and barking commands
so quickly that Arc hadn’t been able to make out half of them. He
remembered the stench of burning flesh in the air, the smoke in the
distance, and above all else that he had not cried. He had always
felt that was important, that somehow it made him more a man than a
child. Perhaps that’s why it was so distressing to be forced to
flee with the women and children of the village.

As he fled with the refugees from his dying
town he had taken a moment to turn back, a moment to watch the fate
of his home. From the concealment of the trees he watched a scene
that would be with him forever. A dark wave of winged creatures
descended upon the village from the skies. They landed as one and
took to arms immediately. The village had not lasted more than ten
minutes before it was completely razed.

Fort Lithos was a welcome change after
nearly a year of wandering from place to place like a nomad with
the other survivors. Being one of the few males in the group he had
been the only one that had elected to stay behind after a short
stint at Fort Lithos. The others set their sights on moving to the
capital of Troia, which would be large enough to provide housing
and steady income for them.

It hadn’t proven much of a problem getting
admitted to Fort Lithos’s training academy as the Human Liberation
Front took nearly every willing participant it could get. Since it
wasn’t governed specifically by any single nation it had no draft,
and thus the only participants it could get were volunteers, of
which there were plenty—but never enough. The Liberation base would
be a new beginning, but more importantly a chance for revenge.

Arc’s stomach growled. Revenge would have to
wait until after dinner. He rummaged through the contents of the
rucksack until he found one of the cadet training uniforms he had
been issued. Better get used to wearing this now he thought
as he pulled off his dirty clothes. He quickly slid into the sleek
black slacks and pulled the matching jacket on. It was lined with
small golden buttons that were much harder to fasten than they
appeared. When he finished with the final button one side of the
jacket hung much lower than the other. He cursed, undid the
stubborn buttons, and started again.

Arc had grown quite handsome in his
seventeen years and the uniform only served to enhance his tall and
slender physique. Not that these looks had ever helped him in the
girlfriend department since the moment he opened his mouth around a
girl his brain usually refused to remember language, or at least
anything more than stuttering fragments.

He ran a hand through his raven hair,
pushing it from his sky-blue eyes. It had grown to an annoying
length where it was long enough to cover his eyes but too short to
tuck anywhere. Luckily though it was usually tousled just enough to
keep his vision clear.

The path from the cadet lodging cabins to
the mess hall was short, but gave Arc a perfect view of Fort
Lithos’s expansive grounds. Even though he had been there for a few
days before enlisting he had not actually been allowed to enter the
grounds for security and safety purposes. The refugees had been
restricted to a small temporary shelter set up on the outskirts of
the fort’s outer walls.

Fort Lithos was built on a massive hill that
leveled off in just enough places to erect the necessary buildings.
A large portion of the western fields were devoted to barracks,
supply warehouses, and offices. Far to the south, across fields of
red clay dirt and buffalo grass, were raised training platforms,
archery ranges, and an assortment of smaller buildings that housed
classrooms.

Arc had barely glanced at the training
regiment and class schedule he had received upon enlistment, and
the map of the grounds he had been provided with was still folded
neatly on his cot. It would be more fun to find his own way around.
He had always been like that; hands on. Security, although tight on
the outer walls, seemed pretty relaxed on the inside and he figured
the chances of him wandering somewhere he shouldn’t were pretty
slim.

The path he was on wound its way sharply
around the edge of a gigantic olive drab tent. Both cadets and
soldiers were making their way inside after a long day of training.
As Arc made his way toward it the sharp smell of beans hit his
nostrils. No map was needed to find the mess hall.

As he rounded the outskirts of the tent
toward the entrance his foot caught the edge of a very out of place
pile of suitcases. He stumbled forward and nearly toppled into the
tent. A group of nearby girls glanced in his direction, snickering
and shaking their heads as they went inside. Arc blushed and
slapped his palm against his forehead. That’s just what he needed,
to bring the mess hall crashing down on top of hundreds of people
on his first day. If things would have gone that way though it
wouldn’t have surprised him in the least—he had been nothing but a
magnet for bad luck his entire life.

He leaned carefully against the entrance of
the mess hall, gulping audibly as the realization that he didn’t
actually know anyone quickly began to sink in. Spending one’s
entire life in a small village slightly north of nowhere didn’t
lend itself to making one social. Nearly every table was full of
uniformed cadets eating and talking animatedly, most with weapons
slung across their backs or leaning beside them against the oblong
tables. How was one supposed to sit alone in the corner if there
was no alone corner in which to sit?

He entered the mess hall slowly, taking his
time with each step as he scanned the room to look for an empty
table he might have missed. He hadn’t. The fear of making a fool of
himself on his first day was becoming harder to suppress. His
adventurous nature always had one mortal enemy; shyness. He bobbled
a tray as he picked it up and took his place in line, still looking
around anxiously in hopes of a table freeing up.

A bulky radio resembling a jukebox was
broadcasting the latest news from the allied human nations. Despite
the intense volume of the radio, so that it could be heard over the
crowd, no one was really listening to it aside from Arc.

 


…it is suspected that this may be an
attempt by winged forces to disrupt relations between the Northern
Continents. Both Troia and Herod’s royal families have released
statements to the contrary, stating that indeed relations are
stronger than ever and support for the Human Liberation Front is at
an all time high. Liberation officials have contributed their
ability to hold the dividing line, and indeed gain ground, to the
effects of the nation’s continued support. This comes as good news
to all, in hopes that we may rest a little easier knowing we are
fighting the good fight. In other news the search for the missing
member of Herod’s Royal family is still underway and
leaders…

 


“If by ‘fighting the good fight’ they mean
‘we’re getting totally owned everywhere’ then we are kicking ass
and taking names!”

Arc jumped at the sound of the smooth and
sarcastic voice behind him and nearly tossed his empty tray across
the room in shock. He turned to locate the source of the voice.

It had come from a young man that looked
like he had jumped from the pages of a teen fashion magazine. The
young man smiled and winked an emerald eye that was so deep in
color it appeared to sparkle under the glow of the tent’s rigged
lighting. Flowing, styled, and brilliantly blonde hair fell in
graceful waves from underneath a short alabaster miter that sat
slightly askew atop his head. It was so short and oddly shaped that
it reminded Arc of a sailor’s hat.

The new boy swished his ivory robes as he
picked up a tray, swirling up loose dirt from the ground. He turned
his soft features to Arc and smiled.

“You really think we’re losing that badly?”
Arc inquired of the boy’s previous comment.

“Dude, come on. Do you think we humans have
ever really ‘won,’” the boy put his fingers up into makeshift
quotation marks to emphasize his point, “a battle against the
wingers? They can use magic, remember? We can’t. Some of them can
fly. We can’t. Just look at the number of humans they capture and
enslave. What more proof do ya need?”

It was true. The winged had been enslaving
humans for quite some time. Hope had been so far north of the
borderline between human and winged lands that Arc had been
slightly ignorant of how truly atrocious the winged could be. Sure
everyone learned about them, but it took seeing it firsthand for
him to truly understand.

“I’m Arc by the way.”

“Oh yeah, nice to meetcha.
I’m…Al-err…uh…well, ya know, they call me Prince,” the boy finished
with a grin.

“Prince?” Arc asked, raising an eyebrow at
the odd name.

“Yup,” Prince replied as he reached out an
arm and wrapped it tightly around the shoulders of a freckled girl
who was standing in the line ahead of them. “’Cuz I’m Prince of the
Ladies. They just can’t get enough of me. Can you blame them
though? I mean look at me, I’m gorgeous.”

The girl turned to him, a mix of shock and
disgust plastered across her face.

“Excuse me?” she asked.

“Oh I’m terribly sorry. Weren’t you talking
to me beautiful?” Prince asked her. He squeezed her with his
arm.

“No.”

“Well there’s no time like the present. How
about you and I get to know each other a little better? I have a
lovely view from my room, almost as beautiful as your eyes. Let’s
say we meet up around eightish?”

With a shake of her head and a scoff the
girl pulled away and continued down the line, leaving Prince
standing with his arm still outstretched in the air.

“Wow,” Arc remarked with a smirk. “I really
wish there was something I could say that would make this more
uncomfortable for you, but I don’t think that’s possible.”

“Her loss,” Prince replied casually. “She
was like a six at best and obviously lacking in taste.”

“I think you may have set a new land speed
record for rejection.”

“Shut up. You do better than.”

That did shut Arc up. They slid along the
growing food line together.

“When you say they call me Prince,
who are ‘they’ exactly?”

“Sometimes it’s the ones that killed Kenny.
Mostly though it’s just the women,” Prince mumbled, averting his
gaze away from Arc.

“It’s just you isn’t it?”

“No, but I’m trying out a new nickname,
geez. Roll with me on it would ya?”

“Sure thing. You got it.” Arc didn’t quite
know what to make of the blonde playboy, but at least it would give
him someone to talk to.

After filling his tray with what he could
only guess was supposed to be some type of meat product, Arc
followed Prince through the cluster of tables until they reached
one near the back of the tent. It came as no surprise to him that
Prince had chosen this particular table, as it came with good odds:
three girls, no boys. Also, for some odd reason, there was a pile
of wrapped packages shoved into a pile underneath the table.

Prince banged his tray loudly onto the table
next to the most beautiful girl Arc had ever seen. Her long hair,
the deep color or red velvet, bounced as she jumped at the
unexpected clattering of Prince’s tray. She slowly turned her
porcelain face from the two girls to whom she had been speaking and
glowered at Prince, who merely smiled back politely. Her thin face
twitched angrily as her green diamond eyes stared daggers into the
impertinent boy. She laid her hand on a long silver bow that leaned
against the table beside her and tapped it with her finger,
undoubtedly deciding whether or not she should use it on
Prince.

She wore the standard cadet uniform for
female archery students; a short olive green jacket that covered a
loosely drawn leather corset, which wove into a matching olive
skirt that showed off her amazing figure. None of the other
similarly dressed girls could remotely compare to her astounding
beauty, a beauty that was clearly moments away from strangling
Prince.

“How are you lovely ladies doing this fine
evening?” Prince asked as he slid into a noisy folding chair beside
the fiery-haired Aphrodite.

“Er…hi…” Arc mumbled uneasily, sitting down
quickly next to Prince. He made sure to avoid eye-contact with the
girl, whom he was sure was about to separate Prince’s head from the
rest of his body.

“Well, we were having a nice little
conversation until we were so rudely interrupted,” she replied
through gritted rows of perfect teeth.

“An archery student, huh? Ya any good?”
Prince asked, purposely ignoring the girl’s mood. The other two
girls gave each other confused and anxious glances, unsure of what
they should do. Arc shoved a spoonful of peas into his mouth as an
excuse not to speak.

“Yes, on both accounts…and you’re supposed
to be one of those singer things right?” The girl looked Prince up
and down and then raised an eyebrow at his peculiar attire.

“Those singer things? It’s like you’ve never
seen an enchanter before. Those singer things,” Prince repeated
with a chuckle. He pulled a small golden harp from under his robes
and set it upon the table between them, as if this would somehow
miraculously explain everything to her.

“Do they even teach that here?” she asked
quite indignantly.

“Uh, yeah, if you’re awesome enough, which I
clearly am.”

“I’ve seen a few of them around Rose,”
squeaked one of the other girls, a blonde. “They keep to themselves
mostly because they’re supposed to be super smart and talented. Not
to mention handsome,” she added, giving Prince a wink.

Prince turned to the blonde girl for the
first time since he sat down. He gave her a once over and, clearly
unimpressed, turned back to the beautiful Rose.

“They don’t need to teach me this stuff
anyway; I’ve been doing it for years. Not many people are skillful
enough to do it ya know. Our enchantments are the only thing we
humans have that is even close to magic. You should count yourself
lucky to have one such as myself here to defend you,” Prince said
smugly. He smiled. She frowned. Arc rather thought Prince would be
the one in need of protection by the look on Rose’s face. “What
could possibly inspire a beauty such as you, with the looks of a
goddess and the voice of an angel, to enlist in the HLF?”

“Well…I um,” Rose stammered uncomfortably.
The question flustered her. She turned to the other girls at the
table for support but was met with crossed arms and sneers. They
were clearly unhappy at being completely ignored by both of the
boys.

“I’m Arc. Arc Arcanum. This here is Prince,”
Arc said quickly, changing the subject to avoid the unpleasant
silence. Prince gave him a glare that forced him to smile
apologetically. He was sure he had just accidentally done something
to interrupt Prince’s master plan.

“Rose Arquette. At least one of you has some
manners,” she huffed. She turned her nose up at Prince, who
shrugged and went about returning the harp to a strap underneath
his robes.

A high-pitched squeal from across the mess
hall startled Arc, causing him to drop his fork. A hundred heads
turned simultaneously to see what the commotion was about. In the
entrance stood a very tall and strapping, clean-shaven man who
instantly had the eye of every girl in the room. His broad chiseled
frame stood at least two heads higher than anybody else. He ran a
hand through his shoulder-length cherry-colored hair and smiled at
the onlookers.

The man’s entire left arm was covered by an
ornate crimson gauntlet that was only outshined by the colossal
sword strapped firmly to his back. It was secured at a sharp angle
to keep it from being taller than the man himself. Arc silently
wondered how someone could even carry such a massive blade let
alone use it.

A wave of girls unable to contain themselves
jumped from their seats. They fluttered, squealing and gawking,
over to the man.

“Commander Sigurd!”

“Can I have your autograph?”

“Sign me!”

“HE’S SO HOT!” Prince screamed in mock
admiration before swooning backward into Arc, who caught him before
he tumbled to the floor.

“Who’s Commander Sigurd?” Arc asked.

Rose, who hadn’t shown the slightest bit of
excitement toward the man, turned to Arc and rolled her eyes. The
other two girls darted from their seats in an attempt to get in on
the action.

“You really don’t know much do you?” she
asked, obviously irritated by Arc’s ignorance.

“Sorry. The place I’m from was sort of
isolated from the happenings of the world.” Arc tried to sit Prince
back up straight. Prince quickly fell over backward again in his
faux swoon.

“Sigurd is the Commanding Officer here at
Fort Lithos and for a large majority of The Liberation Front
itself. He’s a hero around here…well pretty much everywhere
actually. I can’t believe you haven’t heard of him. He trains
cadets in swordplay whenever he’s here. Usually he’s required
elsewhere.” Rose examined her manicured nails individually.

Arc looked back at Commander Sigurd, who was
busy trying to push his way through the throng of adoring females.
If what Rose had said was true, it meant he would be spending
plenty of time under the Commander’s tutelage. The thought of being
trained by a real hero ignited a spark of excitement in him.

“That sword is rather…intimidating. Does he
actually use it?” Arc asked, laying the still-playing-unconscious
Prince’s head upon the table. Prince’s miter tumbled off into a
mound of mashed potatoes.

“Yeah, I think so. It’s like his trademark
or something. Calls it The Gram I believe. I only know that much
because I overheard some girls earlier taking bets on the length of
his sword.”

“Size isn’t everything ya know,” Prince
piped in, sitting up again and scraping potatoes from the top of
his miter. “It’s all about the motion of the ocean. Bet mister
‘jumped off the cover of a paperback romance novel’ is compensating
for something.”

“Is he always this stupid?” Rose asked of
Arc. “Please tell me he just forgot to take his medication today or
something.”

“I apologize,” Prince interjected quickly.
“I believe we got off on the wrong foot. You’re obviously much
smarter and more beautiful than the other girls here. I was simply
lost in your radiance and was not myself. That which we call a
Rose by any other name would smell as sweet.”

Rose turned to face Prince as he lifted her
hand and kissed it gently. She brushed a strand of hair from her
face and smiled sweetly at him. “You know I’m not much into the big
muscular types like Commander Sigurd.”

“You’re not?” Prince asked dreamily through
a smile, leaning closer to her.

“Not at all,” Rose said, slowly inching her
face toward his. “I much prefer a man with class
and…sophistication.”

“Go on.”

“If only there was one around here.” Rose
grabbed Prince’s miter and yanked it down hard over his eyes, which
was quite a feat considering the miter’s small size. She stood,
gave Arc a quick wave, then walked gracefully away from the table,
past the admiring crowd of girls, and outside.

“Two for two eh? Third times a charm?” Arc
stuffed a bland piece of meat into his mouth as he spoke.

Prince turned his half-covered face to
Arc.

“Once again dude, shut up.”

 


***

 


When he had eaten himself within what felt
like an inch of bursting, Arc bid farewell to Prince and returned
to his room straight away. He switched on the flickering light to
find that he still had no roommate and then went about sorting his
few belongings into piles.

A sharp rap on the door stopped him from
dwelling on the fact that all his worldly possessions could fit
into a single drawer. He took a few steps to the door and opened it
to find Prince hunched over, doing his best to hold four very full
and very familiar looking suitcases. His forehead was a bright
red.

“Did you knock with your head?” Arc asked
with a smirk, watching Prince wobble under the weight of the
suitcases.

“I did absolutely no such thing,” Prince
replied, swaying from side to side. He nudged Arc out of the way
and waddled sluggishly into the room.

“What are you doing here?”

“No, it’s okay, I got it,” Prince shot back
facetiously.

“Oh, sorry!” Arc quickly took the suitcases
packed under Prince’s arms and laid them on the other cot. Prince
moaned as he stood up straight, pressing his fingers together to
stretch them.

“So what’s up roomy?”

“I thought you were already a student
here?”

“Nope, just got here today actually.” Prince
flipped open the locks on one of his suitcases and opened it. “Been
on the road for about a week. First thing I did was drop these
puppies and run for food…if you can even call what they serve here
food. Of course, I shouldn’t complain because all I ever ate back
home was cereal. Don’t ask.”

“You seemed more interested in girls than
food.”

“Some things are more important than food my
friend. Much, much more important,” Prince stated, pulling piles of
perfectly pressed button-down shirts from the suitcase.

“You sure brought a lot of stuff,” Arc
remarked quietly as he peered over Prince’s shoulder into the
over-packed suitcase.

“You didn’t?” Prince stole a glance at the
rucksack that still lay half open on Arc’s cot. “Oh…and I thought I
packed light.”

The two of them spent the next half-hour
unpacking Prince’s numerous belongings while Arc explained how he
had come to Fort Lithos and every important event he could remember
of the last few years. Prince only said that his family harbored a
deep hatred for the winged and that he had enlisted for the sole
purpose of putting the demons in their place. When Arc tried to
press him for more information Prince just changed the subject.

“So let me get this straight,” Prince said
dryly, collapsing onto his cot. “Your village was burned to the
ground, everyone you knew went bye-bye, and now you’re out for
revenge?”

“That’s kind of blunt, but I suppose…”

“What, did you just crawl out of The Big
Book of Hero Clichés?”

Arc had never quite thought of it that way.
He shrugged and pulled the last of his possessions from the
recently neglected rucksack: a large pink marble, a photograph, and
an old cruddy canteen. He set them on the edge of his dresser and
shoved the rucksack into a drawer.

Prince stretched out and snatched the marble
off of Arc’s dresser. He glanced at it quickly and then tossed it
into the air. “So about that—”

“Don’t!” Arc shouted, jumping to his feet.
He lunged forward in a desperate attempt to snatch the marble from
the air, but his fingers missed their mark by a mere inch. The
marble ascended to its peak, shimmered, and exploded upward into a
dazzling beam of pink light. The extension burned a perfect
cylindrical hole into the ceiling before it fizzled and snapped
back into the shape of a marble. It dropped straight down onto
Prince’s chest, along with a handful of dust and woodchips from the
ceiling.

Arc cringed. Prince blinked a few times in
complete disbelief before coughing up a mouthful of sawdust.

“What was that?” Prince asked very slowly,
emphasizing each word.

“What was what?”

“THAT!”

“What? This?” Arc asked innocently, picking
the marble up off Prince’s chest. “This is-this is nothing.”

“Nothing just gave us a
moonroof.”

“I’ll fix that right away. I’m sure there’s
something—”

“Come on, what is that thing!?” Prince sat
up and dusted himself off before leaning over to try and get a
better look at the marble in Arc’s hand. “You can’t just brush
something like that off! You’ve gotta tell me!”

“Okay look, if I show you, you have to
promise not to tell anyone alright?” Arc rolled the marble between
his hands.

“Scout’s honor.”

Arc held the pink marble up to the light and
rolled it between his thumb and index finger. It was nearly two
inches in diameter and gave off a soft pink glow with each pass of
the light. Inside, barely visible through the outer shell, swirled
a mesmerizing haze of ethereal mist.

“I found this in the bag my father packed
for me that night. I didn’t know he’d put it in there. It’s been in
our family for as long as I can remember. It was my mother’s before
she passed; an old family heirloom. We don’t know where it came
from originally or how it works, but we did figure out what it
does. It’s a sword-orb.”

“I’ve never heard of a sword-orb
before.”

“No one has. We came up with the name.
Actually, we always called it a sworb for short. Yeah, cute I know.
We kept it locked in a box on the mantle as a reminder of my mom.
Anyway, like I said before, we discovered how it works.”

Arc wrapped his fist tightly around the
sworb and lifted it above his head. He blinked a few times, nodded
toward the intrigued Prince, and then swung the sworb down with his
outstretched arm. A brilliant blade of crystal pink light extended
instantaneously from the sworb as it descended through the air.
When Arc’s hand came to a stop the luminous beam vaporized almost
as quickly as it had appeared.

Prince’s jaw dropped. Arc quickly swiped his
outstretched hand a few more times through the air. Each time a
dazzling beam of light extended like the blade of a sword before
fizzling back into nothingness in time for the next swing.

“I thought myself a connoisseur of all
things awesome but this, this takes the proverbial cake,” Prince
sputtered in shock. “I’ve never even heard of something like this.”
Arc presented the sworb in his outstretched palm and Prince hastily
stood to inspect it. “An old family heirloom you said?”

“Yup. It cuts through anything when extended
too. Name it: wood, metal, it’ll cut right through it. I found it
takes awhile to cut through tougher objects but the beam always
stays extended until the job is finished,” Arc explained, a huge
grin spreading across his face. He was glad to have something that
interested the boy that appeared to have brought everything
imaginable.

“You should show this to—”

“No!” Arc said crossly. “I’m not showing it
to anyone and you’ve gotta keep it a secret, understand? This is
the most precious thing in the world to me and I’m not going to
risk having it confiscated.”

“Hey, hey…I got it buddy! I’m excellent at
lying…er…heh, did I say lying? I meant keeping secrets. I’m
excellent at keeping secrets. I won’t lie though I’m pretty good at
lying too. Lying, keeping secrets, and making delicious Pilates are
all things I’m good at. Not necessarily in that order.”

“I don’t think Pilates are a food,” Arc
corrected with a slight hint of confusion.

“Really? Then what the hell have I been
makin’? Well, whatever it is I’m pretty good at it.” Prince
shrugged. He stared up through the freshly made hole in the ceiling
and gazed into the starry night sky. “Camping, however, I’m not so
good at. We need to do something about this roof.”

“It’s pretty late. If we get caught out past
curfew then—”

“The only thing I heard was ‘if we get
caught’, which we won’t. So let’s get to gettin’ already!” Prince’s
words trailed behind him as he was already halfway out the
door.

“But…oh forget it,” Arc said, shaking his
head. He dropped the sworb into his pocket, flicked off the light
switch, and hastily followed Prince down the cabin’s long hall.

They crept along quietly, doing their best
not to disturb or wake anyone as they passed by the other rooms.
When they had safely made their way to the twin oak doors that led
outside, Prince pressed his face against a nearby window and peered
out.

“Anyone out there?” Arc whispered
hesitantly.

“No, not that I can see anyway. The storage
warehouses are down the hill over there.” Prince pressed his finger
against the thin glass. “At least that’s what the map said. I’m
sure we can find something to use for the roof in there. If nothing
else we’ll find a janitor’s closet and duct-tape the damn
thing.”

“I’m sure they’ll have guards out this late
Prince.”

“Please, they’ll all be on watch duty at the
outer walls. No one’s gonna care about the cadet cabins. Actually,
ya know, the girl’s cabins are right next to ours. We could always
sneak over there instead.”

An image of Rose beating Prince to death
with a frying pan flashed into Arc’s head. “I think I’d rather take
my chances with the guards actually. What happens if we get
caught?”

“You misunderestimate me my friend,” Prince
said, tapping the spot on his lower back where the harp was
strapped underneath his robes.

“I don’t think misunderestimate is a
word.”

“You should have thought about that before
you said it then,” Prince replied, pushing the door open slightly.
Arc silently mouthed his confusion as Prince took a few steps out
onto the dewy grass.

Arc shut the door quietly behind them and
conducted a quick scan of the area. When they were both satisfied
that no one was around they crouched low and hightailed it down the
hill toward a thick grouping of evergreens.

They concealed themselves behind a patch of
overgrown foliage that surrounded the trees. Two armed Liberation
soldiers stood alert on either side of the nearest entrance to the
large storage warehouses. They were quite intimidating and the
moonlight reflecting off their immense tower shields only made them
look more so. Arc could barely make out the shape of a small horn
attached firmly to each soldier’s side, no doubt to sound the alarm
incase of intruders.

“Are you sure about this?” Arc asked in a
barely audible whisper. “If one of them spots us we are in major
trouble.”

“Honestly, this is probably the least
disruptive thing I’ve done all week. Just relax dude, I got it,”
Prince said reassuringly. He reached inside his robes and swiftly
pulled the small golden harp from its harness.

He strummed his hand once over the strings
to test their sound. A sharp twang emanated from each string. Arc
cringed, worried that the sound would carry to the guards.

Prince lips started to move silently as his
fingers found the proper strings. A gentle and soothing melody
began to course through Arc’s body, pulsing, washing over him like
a shower. He had never heard anything so hauntingly beautiful
before. The hairs on his neck stood on end as he listened. Each
note was that of a mother’s soothing voice echoing in his head. The
sound was so serene it almost made him forget about the nearby
guards. He looked at them once more. They hadn’t moved at all.

“I don’t think it’s work…” Arc trailed off
mid-sentence as he watched the two guards. One wobbled slightly
under the weight of his thick armor. He shook his head as if to
clear it, took a single step, and toppled to the ground. The other
guard looked down at his fallen friend and quickly followed suit.
Arc blinked a few times to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. “What
on Terra did you do?”

“They’ve been enchanted. I guess I’m not
surprised you haven’t heard of it before since not very many people
can do it. Heck even in places where they teach it, there might
only be two or three that are successful at it a year. There’s no
way Hope ever had any chance of getting a local enchanter.”

“So what did you do exactly?”

“The sound messes with the dormant stores of
aether in the brain causing it to send large quantities of
chemicals to the body. A good enchanter can do all sorts of things
to people and animals. It’s our own little form of mind control.
It’s also the closest thing we have to, ya know, magic.”

“Are they gonna be okay?”

“They’ll be fine,” Prince whispered as he
gazed over at the guards, one of whom had toppled with his
posterior prominently facing the sky. “The brain goes back to
normal after awhile. Trust me they’ll wake up feeling great…or with
a terrible migraine. Either one.”

“We are in so much trouble.”

“Nah, people who are enchanted rarely ever
remember being so. To them it’ll seem like they blinked and uh,
fell over in doing so.”

“Why didn’t it affect me?”

“I can direct the waves wherever I want.
Everyone who isn’t in the direct line of sound just hears
music.”

“Please don’t tell me you’ve used that on
girls,” Arc said, closing his eyes tightly. He was sure he already
knew the answer.

“Uh…heh…we should go. They won’t stay asleep
forever.”

Each of the six two-storied storage
warehouses had a large retractable door held tightly shut by an
iron padlock. Prince examined the padlock closest to him for a
minute before noticing a nearby service entrance. He rummaged
around on one of the guard’s belts and pulled a small key ring from
it while Arc muttered soft apologies to the unconscious men. He
slipped the key into the service door and unlocked it. Arc murmured
a final apology before following Prince into the warehouse.

Arc blinked and squinted, trying to quickly
adjust his vision to the darkness. Thin beams of moonlight trailed
down through a row of small rectangular windows on the second
story, but didn’t provide enough reliable light to see
properly.



Prince’s boots scuffled against the cold
cement floor as he slowly shuffled forward, feeling along a nearby
shelf for guidance. Arc followed along behind, unable to see in the
dark, guided solely by the noise of Prince’s boots.

“In hindsight, we really should have brought
a lantern or something,” Arc mumbled.

“Well, next time-ow-we’ll just have to
remember that.”

“Next time? We shouldn’t even be here this
time! I don’t plan on there being a-ow!” Arc yelped as the point of
something sharp cut across his shin. He rubbed the stinging flesh
with his hand.

“Watch out there’s something sharp
there.”

“Why didn’t you say something sooner!?”

“I did. I said ow.”

They continued on in silence for a few
minutes occasionally turning a corner or injuring themselves on one
thing or another. Arc felt like he had enough splinters from
dragging his hand along the wooden shelves to make his own tree.
“It’s been like five minutes Prince, where the hell are we going?”
How had he been talked into going along with this? He would have
never done anything like this back in Hope. He was seriously
beginning to question the blonde boy’s judgment.

Prince stopped abruptly, causing Arc to
accidentally walk into him.

“How should I know? Do you think I can see
in the dark?”

“But…you started moving along. I just
assumed you knew where you were going!” Arc whispered angrily.

“Good, you’ve pinpointed your problem.
Remember, admitting you have a problem is half the battle. Here
take this,” Prince said, haphazardly shoving a small rectangular
object into Arc’s hand.

“What’s this?”

“Light bulb. Ours is going out. I found it
on the shelf.”

“There’s no way this is a light bulb. It’s
too heavy.” Arc lifted the object up and down with his hand a few
times.

“Of course it is. Have I been wrong
yet?”

“I’ll start keeping a tally.”

Arc did his best to force the tiny box into
a pocket that barely contained it. With the shuffling of Prince’s
feet as a cue he shook his head and against his better judgment
continued to follow his wacky new friend.

A sharp crack of wood snapping apart was
quickly followed by a loud crash, accompanied by a groan from
Prince. Arc froze on the spot horrified the noise might have
alerted someone. After several seconds, with no sign of anyone
coming, he breathed a quick sigh of relief and turned in the
direction of the commotion.

“Prince!? What happened?” he asked the
darkness.

“Ungh,” Prince moaned as he shuffled
something around in the dark. “A board broke on me so be careful. I
think I fell into some empty boxes.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, it’s cool. I broke the fall with my
face. All good.” Prince rummaged around the toppled boxes. “These
are all cardboard. We should be able to use one to patch the
ceiling.”

“Great! Now let’s get out of here before we
get in serious trouble.”

“Of course, getting it up and running is
our top priority.”

“What?” Arc asked, confused by what Prince
had said.

“I didn’t say anything,” Prince replied. “I
heard it too.”

“With all due respect, it is a poor last
resort your majesty.” This time it was clearly neither Arc nor
Prince who had spoken, but a third slightly deeper and muffled
voice.

“It’s coming from over here, from the other
side of this wall,” Prince whispered.

Arc shuffled a few feet to Prince’s voice
and put his hands out against the cold corrugated metal wall of the
warehouse. He pressed his ear firmly against the metal ridges and
listened carefully for the voice again.

“They’re saying Project Valkyrie should
be up and running within the next month or two. Soon enough to
perform test runs anyway, but as far as actual combat is concerned
we’re looking at a much longer time frame,” said the voice.

“The Commander’s offices are on the other
side of this building I believe,” Prince whispered as he pressed in
to listen beside Arc.

“I’m unsure of how much more time we may
have,” a second raspier male voice said. “You know as well
as I do Sigurd that we’re being pushed further back from the border
every day. More and more winged attack teams break through all the
time. It’s dangerous for our trade routes. Do you not remember they
hit as far north as Hope and Lancaster last year?”

“It’s that Sigurd guy from earlier,” Prince
pointed out.

“You should call him Commander you know, and
be quiet,” Arc hushed.

“Of course, I was sent up to Lancaster
with an expeditionary force. Look, I’ll tell our scientists to do
everything they possibly can to speed up the project’s timetable
but I doubt there’s any getting around the fact we just need more
time Your Majesty,” Sigurd said dejectedly.

“There’s a reason I had the project moved
here Sigurd and it wasn’t for excuses. Speed it up. Now, may I see
it?”

“Of course.”

The sound of scraping chairs was shortly
accompanied by the marching of feet as the meeting in the adjacent
room was adjourned. The multitude of noise proved there had been
many more occupants than Arc had previously thought.

“I wonder what they were talking about.” he
whispered, pulling away from the wall. “It sounded pretty
important.”

“Sigurd said ‘Your Majesty’ and it sounded
like there were quite a few people in that room. The only monarchy
even remotely close to here is Troia. I’ll bet it was King Pram. If
it was, his personal guard would explain the amount of people in
the room,” Prince conjectured.

“Commander Sigurd didn’t seem too happy
about whatever it was. Some new weapon to fight the wingers I’m
guessing?”

“Sounds like a safe bet. Fort Lithos would
be a prime place to research a new secret weapon, what with the
military right here and all. I really hope it’s something to put
those slimy bastards in their place.”

“You really hate the wingers don’t you?”

“Yeah…” Prince trailed off. A few seconds of
silence passed before he spoke again. “Don’t you?”

“More than anything,” Arc stated firmly.
“Grab one of those boxes and let’s get out of here before those
guards wake up and we get caught.”

“It’s too late for that!” Prince said in
mock horror.

“What are you talking about?” Arc asked,
looking around pointlessly in the dark.

“Um…I don’t know. Isn’t this the point where
we get caught?”

“Once again, and I’ll say it with more
conviction this time, what are you talking about?”

“Well,” Prince said as he picked up a
cardboard box and began folding it up. “When someone says something
along the lines of ‘before we get caught’ that’s usually the
point when they get caught.”

“You’ve read way too many adventure
serials,” Arc thought aloud.

“Next time in The Adventures of Arc and
Prince: will they ever find their way out of the fortress of
eternal night with the card of board, or will the heroic duo meet
their doom!? Will there be a dangerous betrayal?”

“Yep, way too many.”

“You need to learn to loosen up a little
mate. We’re like the freakin’ Hardy Boys up in here!”

“I don’t think we’re anything like
the Hardy Boys.”

“Nancy Drew? I’ll even be Bess or George if
ya like.”

“Stop it.”

Getting themselves out of the warehouse
proved much easier than getting in. Arc clung tightly to the back
of Prince’s robes as they followed along the wall. They found the
door within minutes and were quickly outside once again. The guards
remained motionless on the ground, still blissfully unaware that
there had been intruders. Prince locked the warehouse door and
returned the key to the guard’s belt.

Halfway back up the hill to the recruit
cabins Arc caught sight of a small line of figures across the field
to the south. Although he couldn’t make out any distinct features
in the dark, the silhouette of Sigurd’s Gram was unmistakable.

“Hey Prince, look,” he said, grabbing the
back of Prince’s robes. He pointed at the line of figures.

“They must be headed for that secret weapon.
We should follow them.”

“No we shouldn’t. We’ve risked our hides
enough for one night. Let’s just fix the ceiling and forget about
it okay?”

Sigurd and the other shadowy figures came to
a stop beside one of the multiple raised training decks. They
hesitated for a few seconds and then disappeared into what appeared
to be a solid wall.

“They must have some sort of hidden door
underneath that platform! We have to go check this out!” Prince
said giddily.

“No we don’t! Besides, I have to get up
early for training tomorrow. I bet it’s not even anything special
anyway,” Arc said, nudging Prince on up the hill.

It was a lie. He would have bet anything
that whatever was underneath Fort Lithos was beyond belief. Was it
a weapon capable of bringing the winged to their knees? Was it
something that would end the war? As he climbed the last few feet
up the hill with a dejected Prince, he wondered just how long he
could contain his curiosity.


“Prince…about that light bulb you
grabbed,” Arc said softly.

“What about it?” Prince asked, looking
down from his semi-finished patch job.

“I don’t really think it’s gonna work.”
Arc stared down at the box he had pulled from his pocket, a bright
yellow rectangle with the word BUTTER prominently displayed on the
side.

“I really thought that was a light bulb.
For once I can’t believe it is
butter.”


Chapter 2: To Boldly Go
Where No Cadet Has Gone Before




From his desk at the back of the classroom
Arc stared blankly at the tiny plump female professor. Nothing she
said was making its way successfully into his head.He looked down
at his textbook, opened it to a random page, and tried to focus on
the words—anything to distract his mind from that stupid thing he
had no business knowing.

It had been a week since he had begun his
training at Fort Lithos. Every morning he attended basic courses in
mathematics, science, language, mythos, and winged studies. Then
after an eventful lunch, courtesy of Prince’s antics, he would join
his fellow cadets for an afternoon of basic training instructed by
Commander Sigurd. He spent most of his evenings alone either doing
introductory homework or brushing up on his swordplay.

It was perfect—except for a nagging voice in
the back of his head demanding to know what was buried beneath his
feet. As the instructor droned on in the most boring and droll
voice she could muster his mind began to wander, as it had everyday
of the last week, to the secret weapon being constructed
underground. He had managed to stand firm against Prince’s constant
badgering to sneak out and investigate, but now that he was
becoming more comfortable in his new home he was afraid that
conviction was beginning to slip.

“The Winged Ones have a strictly defined
caste system,” the instructor explained. She adjusted her tiny
spectacles and cleared her throat. It sounded like a bullfrog
dying. “One’s position in this system is typically defined by the
size of one’s wings, coupled with their ability to manipulate
aether and thus produce what is commonly referred to as magic. The
size of an individual’s wings is typically proportional to their
ability to perform magic. Those with a wingspan of less than four
feet are generally considered low-class and cannot produce much
more than a spark or the equivalent of a match head.”

Arc glanced sideways at Prince who, to his
surprise, was diligently scribbling notes. He leaned over the aisle
and whispered, “You never pay attention. What’s up?”

“What?” Prince replied absentmindedly.

“…believed The High Council, as well as
The Four Deaths, each have wingspans in excess of fourteen feet.
Their command…”

“You’re taking notes,” Arc pointed out. “You
never do that.”

“Oh,” Prince laughed to himself. “I’m not
taking notes.”

Prince pulled a ruler from his desk and
began marking very precise measurements on the paper. When he moved
his arm to adjust the ruler’s position, Arc caught a quick glimpse
of various scribbled geometric equations littering the page.

“We didn’t have any math homework, did we?”
Arc whispered under the instructor’s monotone lecture.

“It’s not homework either. Just watch,”
Prince said as he scribbled a few final calculations. When he
appeared fully content with what he had done, he quickly began to
fold the paper along the various markings he had made. In a matter
of seconds he produced a very uniquely shaped paper airplane. He
creased the bottom line a final time and flicked the wing for good
luck. Arc shook his head afraid of what was coming next.

In a single fluent motion Prince leaned to
his right and flicked his wrist, hurling the paper airplane
forward. It veered drastically to the left between two desks,
maneuvered itself around an empty chair, and then made a sharp
incline into the air. It sailed over the rows of chairs toward the
front of the room. A few of the more observant students, fascinated
by the planes sudden appearance, followed it intently with open
eyes. The professor was too busy scribbling notes and lecturing to
notice she had lost the attention of nearly everyone in the
room.

The plane spun rapidly in the air as it
reached the peak of its incline, then descended like an arrow and
lodged itself directly into the hair of the only student still
paying attention to the professor.

Rose instantly dropped the pencil she had
been taking notes with and turned around with the plane sticking
vertically out of her hair. Her eyes were balls of fire as she
scanned the room for the perpetrator. It didn’t take her long to
pinpoint Prince, who had his hands raised in the air triumphantly.
Arc slid down a few inches in his chair. The instructor droned on
obliviously.

Rose gripped the back of her chair so
tightly her knuckles turned white, trying to restrain herself from
committing murder. Prince winked. Arc tried to hide himself behind
his textbook.

The bell rang. Prince darted from his seat
and out the door so fast he upturned his desk. Rose, forgoing her
things, leapt two desks, knocked over a short and very frightened
boy named Thomas, and crashed through the door after Prince,
knocking a corkboard off the nearby wall in her wake.

“What is going on?” mumbled the dumbfounded
professor.

Arc stood and gathered his things doing his
best to avoid the eye contact of everyone in the room. He picked up
Prince’s bag and slung it over his shoulder. When he dared a look
at the room he was met with two dozen eyes looking to him for
answers.

“I should uh…” he stammered, nudging his way
up to Rose’s desk. He snatched her things from the desk, keeping
his eyes glued to his boots, and walked briskly to the door. He
turned one last time to the frozen room and forced himself to grin.
“Heh, well um…I really should be going now.”

He ran from the room and absorbed himself in
the crowd of students making their way outside. Halfway up the hill
to the mess hall he caught sight of Rose standing proudly above a
downed Prince. She brushed her hands against one another as if to
rid them of dirt.

“Ow…spleen,” Prince groaned, spitting pieces
of paper airplane from his mouth.

“Next time I might not let you off so easy,”
Rose snarled, planting her hands on her hips.

“You don’t look so good,” Arc said as he
pulled Prince to his feet.

“Let’s not lie now. I always look good,”
Prince replied smoothly, setting his miter atop his head. He began
brushing clumps of red dirt from his robes. Rose rolled her eyes
and sighed.

“We’re sorry Rose.” Arc reached out and
brushed some of the dirt from Prince’s back. “Uh…you forgot your
things so I grabbed them for you.”

“Thanks,” she said, taking them from him.
“And it’s not your fault so don’t apologize on behalf of this
idiot. You apologize too much you know that?”

“Oh…uh…sorry?”

“Never mind, forget about it,” she sighed,
turning her backs on them to storm up the hill. “I’m going to
lunch!”

“Save us seats!” Prince yelled. Rose didn’t
give the slightest response. The two boys began the trek up the
hill after her.

“You didn’t have to hit her with the plane!”
Arc reprimanded.

“So I plan all sorts of trajectories and
variables to make a piece of paper fly halfway across the room and
you’re gonna give me lip? Admit it, it was impressive.”

“Well…yeah okay it was pretty impressive but
that’s—”

“Exactly the point?”

“Yes! I mean no! The point is with all your
intelligence and know-how you should spend it doing things besides
planning paper airplane trajectories!”

“I take offense to that!” Prince said
defensively. “Paper airplane flying happens to be a very revered
art form.”

“Oh yeah? Where at exactly?”

“Well apparently not here. Besides,
everyone already knows the crap they teach in that class. It’s
mostly speculation anyway since no one really knows all that much
about the wingers, especially when it comes to their military and
Ye Olde’ Deaths.”

“The who?” Arc asked.

“Ya know, ‘The Four Deaths.’”

Arc stared at him blankly.

“Really? Did you live under a rock? How
sheltered were you exactly? You’re gonna tell me you’ve never heard
of The Four Deaths? Dude, you’re acting like a plot device for me
to explain things through.”

“How am I doin’?”

“Oh, I’d say you’re having some relatively
good success with it,” Prince reassured him, holding the mess hall
tent open for them to pass through. “So, The Four Deaths would be
the highest ranking generals of the winged hordes, thus named
because if you see one of them you’re basically staring death in
the face.”

“Pretty powerful then, huh?” Arc
guessed.

“I’d say so. Even though the wingers have a
High Council that acts as their governing body, I’d say they’re
just figure heads, something to appease the populace while The
Deaths run things from behind the scenes.”

“So what makes them so powerful?”

“Their supreme magical abilities. Let me
think, um…there’s Helios and his mastery of fire, Ampere and his
power of the skies, and Krystal who can supposedly sink an entire
fleet of ships with her power over water.”

“An entire fleet? No way, I refuse to
believe that. It’s preposterous. I think people are just
exaggerating their fears. Wait, you said there were four, right?
What about the last one?” Arc asked, still unwilling to believe a
winged’s magic could be so powerful.

“Gunvari. I’ve heard it said he’s so
powerful that he can actually separate someone’s soul from their
body. Those wingers are horrible man, just horrible.”

The thought of having his soul ripped from
his body sent a cold chill down Arc’s spine. What would that even
be like? Surely that had to just be a rumor. No one could slice out
someone’s soul…could they?

“I want to see the weapon,” Arc said softly
so that only Prince could hear.

“What weapon? Oh that weapon!” Prince
said excitedly. “It’s about time. When do you want to go?”

“We’ll go tonight after everyone goes to
bed.”

“When you’re training later see if you can
get a closer look at that hidden door. Maybe you can find something
that’ll be useful to us tonight. We don’t want to go looking for a
needle in a haystack in the dark.”

“Okay, if I can.”

The two boys slid down the line slopping
various colors of lumpy sustenance onto their trays. Arc was afraid
Prince would tease him about being scared into seeing the weapon by
talk of soul-stealing, but Prince seemed too excited that they
would actually be going to do anything of the sort.

Despite her newfound contempt for Prince,
Rose did reserve two seats beside her. She made a conscious effort
to avoid any sort conversation with Prince so Arc found himself
making small talk with her to pass the time. This didn’t appear to
bother Prince, who contented himself with hitting on every other
female within earshot.

 


***

 


Arc accompanied Rose down to the archery
range in his spare hour between lunch and combat lessons. He
usually spent this time with Prince in one of the enchantment labs
but being the only non-enchanter there had quickly earned him the
role of guinea pig, and passing out at irregular intervals was
getting old fast. Spending time with Rose and the other archery
cadets had to be better than blacking out. Or at least he sincerely
hoped so.

Rose nocked an arrow to her longbow as Arc
watched from atop a nearby bale of hay. Without aiming she lifted
the bow and let the arrow fly. It corkscrewed through the air and
smashed dead center into a practice target fifty yards away.

“Wow!” Arc exclaimed, raising his eyebrows
in shock. “That was amazing! You didn’t even aim!”

“I’ve been doing this for a long time. I
used to have to hunt my own food, so I learned rather quickly. It
was either shoot well or starve.”

“You don’t look it.”

It was true. Rose looked as if she’d spent a
lifetime or two being pampered by servants and maids. Arc would
have guessed she’d never spent a day working in her entire
life.

“Why exactly did you need to hunt for food?”
he questioned.

“Nosey aren’t we? Do I not strike you as a
tough woman capable of taking care of myself? How chauvinistic.
Typical man.”

“Oh…I’m uh…sorry…I didn’t mean to offend you
or anything,” Arc stammered, trying to find words that wouldn’t
upset her.

“I’m totally messing with you,” Rose
giggled, flashing her perfect teeth. “You’re so gullible, it’s
adorable. Trust me, I’m as girly as they come. Anyway, to answer
your question, I ran away from my parents in Fair Field almost two
years ago on my fifteenth birthday.”

“That’s right near the borderline isn’t
it?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Why’d you run away?”

“My parents and I just didn’t…see eye to
eye. Don’t get me wrong I love them and all, but they have rather
old-fashioned views on things, very big things. We were pretty well
off so I took some money and headed north. When my funds ran out I
had to figure out a way to survive. So,” Rose shot another
bull’s-eye, “tah-dah!”

“Well count me impressed,” Arc said.

“Thanks. I figured I should put the talent
to a better use than feeding myself and since this place will take
just about anyone willing to pick up a weapon with no
questions…well you get the idea. It’s warm food at least. Warm
something or other anyway. Besides, I have somewhat of a personal
vendetta against the winged.” Rose quickly went about setting
another arrow to her bow.

“Which is?” Arc asked, picking up a
strangely out-of-place bouquet of flowers beside the small hay bale
he was perched on.

“If I told you it wouldn’t be personal now
would it?”

“Guess not. What is all this stuff?”

Arc hadn’t noticed it before, but strewn
around the small patch of ground was an assortment of boxes and
flowers. Some were wrapped with large elaborate bows and others in
plain brown paper. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed them
before. Rose paid them no attention.

“They’re mostly chocolate, flowers, and the
occasional random gift from some of the more forward boys. I did
get one from a girl last week which was a little weird, but hey,
who am I to judge?” Rose let another arrow fly, piercing and
shattering her previous one. “I’m used to it.”

“You must be really popular. Look at all of
this!”

“Eh, it gets old pretty fast. You can have
the chocolate if you want—I’m not really a big fan. Oh my gosh a
girl who doesn’t like chocolate!? Crazy, right? Just don’t give any
to Prince. I don’t want him getting any ideas.”

“Sure thing,” Arc replied, peeling back the
thin wrapping on one of the chocolate boxes.

“I think half of the fort wants to kill you
right about now.” Rose pointed at a group of nearby students.

Arc looked to where she was pointing. A
group of male archery students were staring him down, their eyes
boring imaginary holes through him. To his left another gaggle of
boys was spying on them from behind a bush. Even a handful of girls
were shaking their heads and making snide comments amongst
themselves.

“Sheesh,” he mumbled through a mouthful of
chocolate. Rose set another arrow to her bow and aimed it at the
bush, promptly flushing the boys out. They scurried up the hill in
a panic. She eased the tension on her bowstring and put the arrow
back into the leather quiver slung across her back.

“Don’t let them get to you. They’re just
jealous. An arrow here and there does wonders to keep them in
line,” she said.

“Isn’t that sort of dangerous?”

Rose shrugged.

“So I heard through the grapevine that
you’re from Hope. It’s really terrible what happened. I’m so sorry.
In Fair Field we were used to the occasional border skirmish
but…Hope…that’s really far north. I guess they’re everywhere now
aren’t they?”

“It seems so,” Arc replied, picking through
the chocolates and trying to guess which shape concealed which
delicious flavor. “You know there’s no way I can hide these from
Prince. He’ll sniff ‘em out like a dog.”

“It’s okay, I don’t really care. I’m sure
he’s not as big of an ass as he makes himself out to be. What’s the
deal with ‘Prince’ by the way?”

“What do you mean?”

“That can’t seriously be his name. I’m
assuming he’s such an egotist that he nicknamed himself that. Any
idea what his actual name is?” Rose shot two arrows simultaneously
from her bow, each hitting a bull’s-eye on separate targets.

“Yeah, it’s Alan Smithee. He didn’t want to
tell anyone at first, but a few days ago I was down in the
enchantment labs with him and one of the instructors yelled at him.
He said, ‘Mr. Smithee, please refrain from using enchantments to
make others do your homework.’ After that I forced him to tell me.
It doesn’t matter though since he won’t answer to anything but
Prince. I think, that he thinks, it helps him with the girls.”

“It doesn’t,” Rose stated haughtily. “It
makes him sound like an ass.”

“I don’t know…I’ve already seen him with two
different girls in our room and it’s only been a week since we came
here. He must be doing something right. Why do you care
anyway?”

“I don’t. He’s an idiot. I can’t believe
anyone falls for his smooth-talking crap. Hey you wanna give this a
try?” Rose asked, holding out her silver recurve-bow.

“Sure, why not,” Arc agreed, rising from the
haystack. Rose handed him an arrow as he looked over the bow. He
slid the arrow down into place on the bow’s shelf and pulled the
bowstring back.

“Looks like you’ve done this before.”

“My father and I used to go hunting a lot,”
Arc replied, aiming down the length of his arm at the nearest
target. He was sure the shot was perfectly aligned with the red
paint of the target’s bull’s-eye.

A sudden flick of pain to his forehead
caused him to jerk sideways. He lost his grip on the bowstring and
the arrow shot skyward. Rose watched in open-mouthed horror as it
sailed over the raised training platforms and out of sight to the
west.

Arc rubbed the stinging from his forehead as
he looked down to find what had struck him. He reached down and
picked up a small rock from the ground. He rolled it around in his
hand.

“Where the hell did this come from?” he
asked.

“I think I know. Someone’s back,” Rose
sneered angrily, snatching the bow from Arc’s hands. She quickly
pulled an arrow from her quiver and nocked it. Without a second
thought she fired it into the nearby bushes.

A scream was followed by a pair of boys
sprinting from the shrubs, one of whom had an arrow lodged in his
bottom. Onlookers laughed and jeered as the boys stumbled and
staggered back up the hill. Arc turned back to Rose and applauded
silently. She curtsied, completely satisfied with her shot.

“Best one I’ve had all day.”

 


***

 


Arc was quickly proving an important point
of swordplay to his fellow cadets: it doesn’t matter how hard you
swing at something if you miss. His fencing partner, a rather large
and cumbersome boy by the name of Dean, was finding it increasingly
difficult to follow his swift and agile movements.

Dean was unleashing swings of such power
they were splintering the wooden boards of the training deck
despite the weapon’s protective coating. Arc wished he’d been
paired with a slightly smaller and less violent partner when one of
Dean’s swings nearly took his head off. Luckily the swings were
slow enough that he had plenty of time to see them coming. He
danced around each of Dean’s blows until a very poorly aimed swing
lodged Dean’s weapon into the floorboards.

Arc raised his right foot and swiftly
crushed his heel down on Dean’s hand, forcing him to relinquish his
grip on his weapon for fear of having his wrist snapped. Dean sank
to the ground in humiliation. Arc softly pushed the side of his
blade against the boy’s neck.

“Gotcha again,” Arc chimed.

“Dammit,” Dean groaned, rubbing his wrist.
Arc reached out a hand to help the boy up. Dean rejoined the other
cadets in formation.

“Impressive,” Sigurd said. He had been
watching from a few yards away. “You’ve picked this up rather
quickly.”

“Thank you sir! I’m a fast learner,” Arc
said, wiping the sweat from his forehead.

“Where did you learn to move like that?”

“Back home the village kids used to practice
Parkour a lot. We’d set up some pretty crazy obstacle courses for
ourselves. There wasn’t a lot to do in Hope sir.”

“Hmm…interesting.” Sigurd waved his hand to
the group of cadets at attention. “Everyone let’s call it a day.
Most of you look beat up enough as it is. We’ll save the injuries
for The Winged Ones alright? Now go and clean yourselves up.”

Arc reached down for his bag when he was
stopped by a cold metal grip on his shoulder.

“Except for you,” Sigurd said quietly.

“Me?” Arc asked slightly taken aback. What
had he done?

He rolled the hilt of his sword over and
over in his hands. His palms were getting sweatier by the minute. A
nervous anxiety crept through his body as he watched the other
cadets gather their things and head off for their evening meals.
Patience had never been one of Arc’s strong points and the idea of
being reprimanded wasn’t sounding particularly pleasing at the
moment. He hoped the reason for being held back was of a more
complimentary nature.

When the others were nearly halfway up the
hill to the mess hall and completely out of earshot Commander
Sigurd strolled to the opposite side of the wooden deck. He turned
to face Arc, reaching behind himself to undo the strap on his
sword. His hand slid up and tightly clenched The Gram’s two foot
hilt.

“Prepare yourself!” he demanded loudly.

“I-whoa-wait,” Arc stammered, flailing his
hands in confusion. With no further warning Sigurd lunged forward
into a sprint. Without another immediate option Arc planted his
back foot and prepared to dodge the Commander’s massive weapon.

It’s too big to come from the side; he’d
never get it around in time. He’s going to use his momentum to
bring it over his head. I have to dodge this and strike before he
can swing again!

The Commander finished closing the distance
between them. Arc glued his eyes to hilt of The Gram ready to evade
at the first sign of its movement.

A blunt object struck Arc square in the jaw,
sending him reeling backward. He groaned loudly and clapped a hand
over the injury, reaching out with the other to stabilize
himself.

There wasn’t time. Sigurd had him by the
arm. The golden hue of the sky and the setting sun rushed by in the
blink of an eye as he was abruptly thrown over the Commander’s
shoulder.

Arc smashed into the deck’s wooden planks
with another groan. He gasped as the wind was knocked forcefully
from his lungs. The world became a kaleidoscope of colors as jolts
of pain shot through his jaw. As he panted for air the Commander’s
face slowly took shape in his hazed vision. Sigurd burst into waves
of riotous laughter.

Arc frowned not finding the situation quite
as humorous. He winced with pain as he pushed himself into a
sitting position. Every inch of his body ached terribly.

“I’m sorry,” Sigurd chuckled, trying to calm
down. “The look on your face was priceless.” He settled down beside
Arc on the deck.

“What happened?”

“I hit you with this.” Sigurd spun a small
dagger in front of Arc’s face.

“But…”

“You thought I was going to hit you with
this didn’t you?” Sigurd patted The Gram that lay beside him.

“Yes sir. It’s rather frightening after
all,” Arc moaned. He could already feel his jaw swelling.

“It isn’t nearly as frightening as being
distracted. Remember, all the speed in the world won’t save you if
you don’t know what to dodge. If you focus too much on one thing
you tend to miss the big picture. If you can’t see the forest for
the trees you’re in trouble.”

“So I have to focus on everything and not
just the obvious, because if I don’t I might miss something
important. Is that right sir?”

“Precisely. I knew you would be so
preoccupied with dodging my blade you’d miss anything else I was
doing. Which, you did,” Sigurd explained.

“Yeah, totally did.” Arc rubbed his bruised
chin.

“This might sound a bit cruel, but if your
opponent has a weakness you must exploit it, just as you did with
your partner’s lack of speed. This is especially important when
dealing with the winged. Never forget what we’re fighting for. It’s
kill or be killed.”

“Why are you telling me this sir?”

“I figured you might benefit more from
sparring someone a little less…gung-ho, than Dean. Perhaps I should
move you up to a more advanced class.”

“Thank you sir! May I ask you something
sir?”

“Of course.”

“Why are you here instead of down on the
front lines? Everyone knows what a great hero you are! Don’t you
want to put those wingers in their place?”

“Not particularly,” Sigurd said
nonchalantly. He shrugged.

“What!?” Arc choked out in disbelief.

“I’ve seen more than my fair share of the
battlefield. It isn’t pretty. There’s nothing glorious about taking
a life—whether they have wings or not. I hate to say this, but
you’ll know the feeling one day. Bringing an end to another’s
existence never becomes easier to deal with.”

“But don’t you hate the wingers? Look at
what they do to people! They’re ruthless savages! They slaughter
and enslave us! How does that not just piss you off!?”

“I fight to protect those I love. Fate just
happened to pit me against the winged. I harbor no personal grudge
against them individually. I’m sure they have their own reasons for
fighting. If they choose to continue harming my people then I will
continue to fight until the day arrives that we can live
peacefully. It’s unwise to underestimate them as savage barbarians.
It’s by studying the enemy and learning from them that we will be
able to defeat them. That is the entire reason for Fort Lithos
after all.”

“Are we going to win this war sir?” Arc
traced a finger over his practice blade as he pondered his own
question. It was hard for him to decide which was worse: death or
living life as a slave.

“I don’t know, I just don’t know,” Sigurd
replied as he and Arc stood together. “You should probably go catch
up to the others before it gets too late.”

Arc stood to attention, saluted, and was
quickly dismissed. He gathered his things and set off up the hill
toward the mess hall. As he climbed the hill he mulled over
something the Commander had said.

“That is the entire reason for Fort
Lithos after all.”

What exactly had the Commander meant by
that? Wasn’t the whole reason for a Liberation Fort to train and
house soldiers? There was no research going on. How could you study
and learn about an enemy at a place that isn’t equipped for it?

A strange thought was picking away at the
back of his mind. Maybe Sigurd had accidentally let something
slip—something he shouldn’t have. Arc looked down at the dead grass
beside his feet. What exactly was going on down there?

 


***

 


“Then, to protect the young maiden, I leapt
upon the first bear! He was a vicious creature with four—yeah
four—giant arms! Swords—he had swords too, one clenched in each
massive fist—paw! I threw him down and cried ‘You leave fair Ms.
Locks alone!’ That’s when the other two bears, which were much
larger than the first mind you, lunged at me. It was then, and only
then, I was able to summon the strength of a thousand men! With my
astounding pectorals gleaming like a bronze god I hurled the first
monster into a chair, shattering it to pieces and crippling the
great beast! I then grabbed a scalding pot of porridge and threw it
upon the second! Yes it burned me terribly, but that…that is the
price I pay for love. As the horrific beasts howled in pain,
blinded and subdued, I gathered the beautiful Ms. Locks into my
arms. Without a second thought for my own safety I leapt from the
window to my ivory steed below, protecting Ms. Locks with my very
body. I grabbed the reigns and sped away into the sunset. Alas it
was not to be, and she left me with nothing but this broken
heart.”

Prince stood with one leg propped up on a
chair as he depicted his exploits with flamboyant hand gestures. A
bevy of girls was hanging on his every word—all except for Rose,
who had planted her face into the table out of revulsion. Arc slid
into an empty chair between the two and pushed away Rose’s splayed
hair to make room for his tray.

“What’s he talking about?” he whispered to
her. Prince was now telling a story about how he had fought off
carriages that transformed into large war machines. Rose rolled her
head to the side.

“Well he was explaining about his hand, and
I use the term explaining very, very loosely,” she mumbled
with her cheek still pressed against the table.
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