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        Dinner Time


        
The blessed chil­dren bow their heads at every meal to give thanks to the Cou­ple who gra­nted them life.
—The Mar­ri­age 5:22

Gark­i­nal tilt­ed the ste­a­ming casse­role away from his wife as they ap­proached in the short hall­way be­tween the kitchen and the di­ning room. The pothold­ers scuffed along the wall as he tilt­ed his body to let her pass.

She swayed her hip out, skim­ming close to him, be­fore twist­ing to bring her cheek near his mouth.

Obe­di­ent­ly, he kissed her. The short hairs of his beard ca­ressed her low­er jaw. He took a deep breath to bring in the scents of can­dy, per­fume, and smoke; all the smells of an e­njoy­able vis­it to the lo­cal fes­ti­val.

The bot­tom of her eve­ning dress caught a­gainst his leg be­fore they pulled away, two pa­rents cross­ing in the sea.

“I’m so hun­gry,” a­n­no­unced Ja­nis, their yo­u­ngest daugh­ter.

“Well, it’s a good thing your moth­er made roast be­fore we went to the har­vest fair.” Gark­i­nal set the casse­role down in the ce­nter of the table. When he spot­ted a hand re­a­ching past him, he smacked it with the pot hold­er. “It’s hot, Fal.”

Fal­im ya­nked his hand back. “Can’t you just cool it down with your mag­ic?”

“You know the Cou­ple doesn’t want us to use our pow­ers friv­o­lous­ly. You can wait.”

“But it’s been hours since we’ve e­aten.”

“Well, it takes a while to get back home. At least you got to sleep in the wag­on.”

His son made a face. “Ja­nis snored.”

Ja­nis stuck out her to­ngue. “So did you!”

Gark­i­nal le­aned over. “Your moth­er also snored and I think she even drooled.”

Both kids burst into laugh­ter.

He pat­ted Fal­im on the head. “Just give it a sec­ond to cool down. Your moth­er is co­ming back with bread and che­ese. Don’t say any­thing a­bout the sno­ring.”

“What a­bout dessert?” asked Ja­nis, bounc­ing on her chair. Her dress bounced with her move­ments, the ma­te­rial still a lit­tle stiff from when it was picked up that eve­ning at the fair. She in­sist­ed on we­a­ring it as soon as they had bought it for her birth­day last month.

“Pati­ence.” Ra­in came out of the hall­way with a plat­ter of thick bread and thin lay­ers of che­ese. It would go com­ple­ment of the casse­role made up of al­ter­nat­ing slices of roast meat, po­ta­toes, and car­rots.

“Did you see the size of that cake? It’s huge!” Ja­nis held out her hands far apart, eas­i­ly triple the size of the ac­tu­al cake they had pur­chased.

Ra­in set down the bread on the table and doled it out. When she fin­ished, she smacked the top of of Fal­im’s head to stop him from eat­ing. “Prayers first.”

“Yes, Mama.” Fal­im put down the bread and bowed his head.

Gark­i­nal chuck­led and sat down at the head of the table. Re­a­ching out to his chil­dren, he rest­ed the backs of his hands a­gainst the table­cloth and wait­ed for their small, del­i­cate hands to rest on his.

Eyes closed, he took a deep breath. “Blessed are we in the your grace. Cher­ished are we with your gifts. Loved are we in—”

The front door of their small house slammed open. The glass panes that Gark­i­nal had fa­shi­oned him­self shat­tered, drop­ping to the gro­und in high-pitched snaps and cracks.

Ja­nis let out a scream of sur­prise.

Gark­i­nal got up thi­n­king that the latch on the door had got­ten lose. But when he saw three men stand­ing in his liv­ing room, he came to a halt with his hand still on the back of his chair.

They were all armed, their short shorts shone in the oil lights on each side of the door. With the light be­hind them, they lo­oked like noth­ing more than shad­ows.

The mid­dle in­vad­er lo­oked straight at him.

“What are you do­ing?” Gark­i­nal asked loud­ly. His feet we­ren’t mov­ing de­spite the surge of fear that po­u­nded in his ve­ins and the tight­ness in his chest.

In­stead of say­ing any­thing, the man stormed for­ward. His sword swung back.

Gark­i­nal lo­oked a­ro­und for some­thing to shield him­self. Heart po­und­ing, he grabbed the casse­role dish from the table. Be­fore the heat seared his fi­ngers, he flung it with all his might at the le­ader as he e­n­tered the di­ning room.

The dish shat­tered a­gainst the man’s chest, send­ing hunks of meat and ve­geta­bles in all di­rec­tion. Some of it splat­tered across the white table­cloth and up a­gainst the ceil­ing.

The in­vad­er stag­gered back. “Shit!”

Gark­i­nal flailed for Ja­nis. “Get out!” he yelled, un­able to look away. His hand smacked a­gainst plates and flat­ware. When he felt a but­ter knife, he grabbed it. “Get the kids out now!” he begged.

“Dad­dy!”

“Back door!” he screamed as he lurched for­ward.

The lead in­trud­er shoved him­self off the wall and charged for­ward. His sword swung to the side, whistling through the air.

Gark­i­nal jerked back and then lu­nged for­ward. His own knife flashed out, but it was small and wo­oden. He had to lu­nge for­ward to cut at the man but missed by inch­es.

He didn’t see the in­vad­er’s left fist be­fore it smashed into the side of his head. Stars ex­plod­ed across his vi­sion as he was thrown back. His feet skit­tered a­gainst the floor. He tried to catch the table with his free hand but missed.

His chil­dren’s screams still beat a­gainst the walls and his ears but he was dazed from the sud­den at­tack to turn a­ro­und.

Then sharp agony tore through his stom­ach. The hilt of the in­vad­er’s sword slammed a­gainst his gut as the end of the blade tore out his back.

The pain sapped all the strength out of Gark­i­nal’s legs. He sank to the gro­und, only dim­ly aware of the in­vad­er twist­ing the blade hard and then rip­ping it out of his stom­ach. It was fol­lowed by the sen­sa­tion of coils of rope be­ing po­ured into his lap.

Bli­n­king through the pain that near­ly bli­nded him, Gark­i­nal lo­oked down to see his i­ntestines po­ured out across his legs and the gro­und. Tor­rents of blood po­ured out from ga­ping wo­und in his stom­ach.

“Get the rats, I’ll deal with the moth­er,” or­dered the lead in­vad­er.

Gark­i­nal tried to pull him­self up but his hands were numb and slick. He couldn’t seem to get them to work. Help­less, he pawed at his seat but only left bloody foot­prints on his seat.

The in­vad­er snort­ed and walked a­ro­und him. He pulled back one foot.

Gark­i­nal knew the kick was co­ming. His body wouldn’t move.

It caught his face and his nose and jaw cracked from the im­pact. Then his shoul­der hit the gro­und. Un­able to con­trol him­self, his body slumped face-first into the pile of his own or­gans and blood.

Gark­i­nal’s breath came out in a slow wheeze.

Out of his sight, he heard his daugh­ter scream shril­ly. Then a smack si­lenced her.

Tears burned in his eyes as he tried to push him­self back to his feet. He had to save his fam­i­ly, he had to keep fight­ing.

His bloody fi­ngers slipped but he didn’t stop try.

The world grew dark­er.

The back of his throat tick­led but he couldn’t cough.

The so­und of Fal­im sob­bing grew lo­uder.

“I got the boy,” a­n­no­unced one of the in­vaders.

Lat­er, it was Ra­in that let out an i­n­hu­man wail. She let out a scream as her foot­steps rushed across gro­und. Then she was next to Gark­i­nal. “Gar! Please, Cou­ple, don’t let him die!”

She tugged on his clothes but it felt like she was miles away.

He couldn’t move.

Then she let out a shriek and jerked away.

“Lis­ten, you stu­pid cow.” It was the lead in­vad­er a­gain. He spoke in a low, sharp voice. “You have a choice. You lis­ten to di­rec­tions and you and your lit­tles get out alive. You start scre­a­ming or fight­ing and you’re go­ing to join your hus­band in a shal­low grave out back.”

Gark­i­nal’s heart broke at the so­und of his fam­i­ly in ter­ror. He tried to move a­gain but his body re­fused to lis­ten.

“Obey and live,” re­pe­ated the in­vad­er. “Make a choice right now or I cut your throat.”

Ra­in sobbed and her body shook.

“Good. Now, this is what’s go­ing to hap­pen. We need a place for the wi­nter, nice and qu­iet with no sur­pris­es. You’re go­ing to be a good host. No warn­ings, no call­ing out to fri­ends, no ru­n­ning away. Noth­ing that gives us away or I’m go­ing to gut your chil­dren like a chick­en.”

Ra­in let out a gasp­ing cry.

Gark­i­nal cri­nged at the so­und.

“Do you un­der­stand?”

“Y-Yes. Yes!”

“Come on.” The man’s voice fad­ed. “Tell your chil­dren to be­have. I need to clean up this mess but Cal is go­ing to stay here and watch over you.”

Ra­in’s cries grew qu­i­eter.

Gark­i­nal couldn’t see her but he could i­mag­ine her shuf­fling to the oth­er side of the di­ning room where the chil­dren were cry­ing them­selves. He wa­nted to do some­thing but his body felt emp­ty and drained.

He was dy­ing.

“Get his feet, Rom.”

Bare­ly aware of his own body, Gark­i­nal felt the sicke­ning sen­sa­tion of his limp body be­ing dragged out the front door and across the porch. The fad­ing part of his mind could still reg­is­ter the steps as they scraped his back and the thump as his head cracked a­gainst the stone path.

His mur­der­ers dragged him to the far end of the yard be­fore dump­ing him by a tree. His head slammed a­gainst the trunk and a few black stars swamp across his vi­sion.

“He’s still twitch­ing, Barn.”

“He’ll be dead by morn­ing. Grab the rest of his guts and pile them on top.”

“Re­al­ly?”

“Suck it up and just get it done. You didn’t have a prob­lem mov­ing corpses at the bank.”

“That was—”

“Just do it. I’m go­ing back in­side.”

The man named Rom grum­bled as he threw hot coils of Gark­i­nal’s or­gans on his body. “So fuck­ing dis­gust­ing. You bet­ter hope the an­i­mals eat you, but Cal’s go­ing to clean this shit up to­mor­row.”

He spat and then walked away, leav­ing Gark­i­nal to die in the dark.

To his hor­ror, he didn’t die alone. Pa­in rolled across his body and he felt more scared than he had in his en­tire life. But his fad­ing thoughts were fo­cused on his fam­i­ly. They were go­ing to suf­fer beca­use he couldn’t save them. He wasn’t good e­nough.

His lips moved as he tried to whis­per a prayer. The nois­es didn’t come out but he i­mag­ined he was pray­ing one last time.

Blessed are we in your grace.

A cold wind blew across his body, send­ing lit­tle spasms along the parts still dy­ing.

Cher­ished are we that they grant us our dai­ly bread.

A snowflake la­nded on his cheek.

Loved are we in your pre­sence.

His thoughts were fad­ing, drift­ing away into black spi­rals. Every­thing hurt.

Com­fort­ed are we in your em­brace.

With his fi­nal thoughts, he ple­aded to the Di­vine Cou­ple with all his might. Please, let me save them. One more time for my fam­i­ly.
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        Frozen Ropes


        
Only for ter­ri­ble ha­tred and reve­nge will Death hesi­tate but for a mo­ment.
—Glad­ston Kaber-Mac­na­sis, The Na­ture of the Liv­ing Dead

Gark­i­nal le­aned to the side to lift his foot off the icy gro­und and lurch for­ward to move it. His hip didn’t seem to work like it used to and he wasn’t sure why. His step e­nded with a thud and he had to pause to re­mem­ber how to move his oth­er foot.

A­ro­und him, the world was filled with ice and snow. One bare foot crunched through the shell. He should have been cold, but he felt noth­ing as he dragged his an­kle through the ice be­fore tilt­ing to the side to lift it a­gain.

He was a­mong the trees. He could tell that from the branch­es that smacked a­gainst his face and the bark that scraped his shoul­ders. Icy leaves clung to his face, half-blind­ing him.

Gark­i­nal hesi­tat­ed for a mo­ment. It took an­oth­er few steps be­fore he stopped mov­ing. His joints cre­a­king, he lo­oked up into the dark sky above him. Me­mo­ries blew across his mind, howl­ing and co­nfus­ing. He re­mem­bered a sharp blow in his bel­ly. There was a mo­ment when every­thing grew dark. But then he was walk­ing a­gain.

Deep in­side, he felt some­thing mov­ing him. It was a de­spe­rate need to keep mov­ing for­ward. He was an­swe­ring a call but he couldn’t hear any voice over his ragged thoughts and the wind whip­ping past him.

His body swayed as he ya­nked his oth­er foot free of the ice. The shoe over his toes was cracked and ripped. How long was he in the dark? He didn’t re­mem­ber snow and ice when he died.

In the dis­tance, he heard a whi­nny of a horse. All of his sens­es fo­cused on the so­und as it echoed a­gainst the trees. His en­tire body tensed as he ro­tat­ed to­ward it. The need to move for­ward re­dou­bled and his feet start­ed to shuf­fle faster to­ward crea­ture.

Gark­i­nal didn’t know why he was drawn to­ward the so­und but it was ir­re­sistible. He had to move faster. He gripped the side of a near­by tree and pushed him­self to­ward the de­mand­ing so­und.

Some­thing tugged on his oth­er hand. He stopped and tried to make an­oth­er step. When he couldn’t, he glanced down to see what was stop­ping him. It was coils of ice-cov­ered rope that had caught on a bro­ken branch.

He gro­aned and tried to tug them free. When he couldn’t, he shook his head and tried to drop them.

His fi­ngers re­fused to re­lax their grip.

Co­n­fused, Gark­i­nal pe­ered down at his with­ered hand. The skin was thin and stretched over his bones. He could see rents in the flesh but no blood sta­ined the o­pe­ning. When he tight­ened his grip—the only thing he could do—vis­i­ble te­ndons flexed.

Swi­n­ging his head, he traced the rope from where it was coiled a­ro­und his hand. Two loops hung be­low his wrist but the third curved back up and into a ga­ping wo­und in his stom­ach.

He wasn’t hold­ing rope, he was hold­ing his own i­ntestines.

He would have been dis­gust­ed but that part of him was long dead. Lift­ing his hand up, he snapped it down.

The coils of his fro­zen en­trails twist­ed and moved on their own. They rolled over each oth­er as they peeled off the end of the branch and hit the gro­und with a wet snap. When he pulled them clos­er, the gro­und un­der­neath them was ste­a­ming as it cracked.

Turn­ing back, he limped to­ward the so­unds of the horse. He con­cen­trat­ed on each foot in front of the oth­er. His or­gans tugged on the gro­und be­hind him, re­mind­ing him that he was long dead.

He crossed over a bub­bling stream. His feet splashed into the wa­ter but he felt no pain from the icy tem­pa­ture. He kept go­ing. Be­hind him, his i­ntestines dragged through the wa­ter and the so­und of bub­bling stopped in­stant­ly. When he turned a­ro­und, he saw that the touch of his or­gans had fro­zen the stream sol­id.

He turned back and kept fol­lo­wing the call.

Be­fore he knew it, he was out in the mid­dle of the road. His head rolled to the side as he lo­oked down to see his fam­i­ly’s horse pulled a wag­on to­ward him.

He knew the wag­on, he had built it.

He knew the woman dri­ving. She was his wife at one po­int.

He knew the man next to her. He had killed Gark­i­nal.

The urge to move grew stro­nger. He turned to­ward the wag­on and shuf­fled to­ward it. His thoughts si­lenced as he fo­cused on his mur­der­er. Be­hind him, the coils of his i­ntestines shift­ed and un­du­lat­ed, mov­ing with the a­nger that rose in­side him like an ice storm.

“What the hell? Run him over!” com­ma­nded his mur­der­er as he jammed a knife a­gainst her.

Gark­i­nal turned to face the horse.

Ra­in winched away from the blade.

“Now!”

She snapped her reins and the horse moved into a run.

Gark­i­nal swayed to the side to move his foot. It crunched loud­ly as bones gro­und a­gainst each oth­er. U­nderneath his bare feet, rocks cracked as they froze through and shat­tered.

The horse threw up its head and re­ared back in fear.

He swung his oth­er hand for­ward, la­u­n­ching the coils of his fro­zen i­ntestines to­ward his mur­der­er. The ice-cov­ered en­trails snapped for­ward, curv­ing to avoid the horse and his wife to wrap a­ro­und the mur­der­er’s neck.

Gark­i­nal ya­nked his hand back and Barn was torn from his seat. His body bounced off the back of the horse be­fore land­ing hard on the gro­und.

Fu­eled by Gark­i­nal a­nger, his en­trails wrapped a­ro­und his arms and legs be­fore drag­ging him clos­er.

Barn bel­lowed out in fear and a­nger.

Gark­i­nal didn’t care. He pulled hard­er un­til Barn was at his feet. Re­a­ching down, he wrapped his with­ered hand a­ro­und the man’s neck and picked him off the gro­und.

Barn’s knife scraped a­gainst Gark­i­nal’s ribs. The scrape rat­teled him but there was no pain. Only a­nger.

“You… hurt… my… fam­i­ly,” gasped Gark­i­nal, his voice co­ming out in a moan of icy wind. His lips cracked as he stared at the writhing mur­der­er.

Barn stabbed him a­gain. Rapid thrusts scraped a­gainst bones and pierced long-death flesh. His eyes were wide as he cut blind­ly.

Gark­i­nal squ­e­ezed down, both his hand and the i­ntestines that an­swered to his will.

Barn’s skin grew icy and start­ed to crack. His breath came out in a cloud ti­nged with red. Then, his skin be­gan to dark­en as blood ves­sels burst. His eyes grew cloudy and then stopped mov­ing as ici­cles formed across his eyes.

Gark­i­nal kept squ­eez­ing un­til the body in his grip was noth­ing more than a sol­id hunk of ice. Then he tossed it aside.

Barn’s corpse shat­tered on the gro­und.

Gark­i­nal lo­oked at the bro­ken re­mains im­pas­sive­ly.

Then a cry in the dis­tance caught his at­ten­tion. It was Ja­nis, his daugh­ter, and the so­und was dis­tant but clear as if she was next to him. She was fright­ened. He didn’t know where she was, he just knew he had to go to her. With a groan, he le­aned to the side and lift­ed his foot.

“Gar?” Ra­in’s voice stopped him. “Is that you?”

He stopped and slow­ly turned back, his eyes not re­al­ly se­e­ing. His me­mo­ries filled in the gaps: of his wife in her beau­ti­ful dress the night he was killed, when he first met her in the gen­er­al store, and the one time they were cross-co­un­try ski­ing.

She held her hand out. “I-Is that re­al­ly you?”

Gark­i­nal stared for a mo­ment. His me­mo­ries fight­ing in his mind. He didn’t feel like the man who mar­ried her. He was obvi­ous­ly dead, killed by a mur­der­er. “Not… any… more.”

“It is you. H-How?”

He didn’t re­al­ly know how he was mov­ing, or what had hap­pened. The only thing he re­mem­bered was the last few mo­ments of his life. “I prayed. The… Cou­ple… an­swered. Maybe.”

Tears sparkled in her eyes. “I’m sor­ry.” She took a small step clos­er. “I’m so sor­ry.”

Some­thing in his fro­zen heart cracked. He reached out for her with his free hand. He thought a­bout the co­unt­less times they talked late into the night, the con­ver­sa­tions over di­nners, and all the times they spent with their chil­dren. “Did they… hurt you?”

She nod­ded and rubbed her shoul­der. “They did. I did what I could to save the lit­tles.”

He smiled as he reached out to touch her cheek.

Her tears stopped rolling down her cheek as they grew bright. Then they froze in place, each one glitte­ring in the light. Her breath came out in a fog a­ro­und his rot­ted wrist.

Gark­i­nal brushed them away. They fell as snow.

He le­aned back and man­aged to step back. “One more…”

His en­trails slith­ered back into his grip in a tight coil. It was his we­apon a­gainst the men who hurt him. He didn’t know how long he would last, but he knew the Cou­ple would give him e­nough to fin­ish the job. “time…”

The air a­ro­und him grew icy. Ice crack­led un­der­neath his feet. “… for my fam­i­ly.”

Lurch­ing to the side, he turned a­ro­und and be­gan to shuf­fle home. His chil­dren were in da­nger and he had to kill the men who had harmed them.
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        One More Time


        
Blessed are we in your grace…
—Prayer to the Di­vine Cou­ple

Time had no me­a­ning for Gark­i­nal as he shuf­fled past the wo­oden gate that he built years ago. He could have been walk­ing for five min­utes or an hour or even a day.

Be­hind him, he heard the crunch of Ra­in’s feet and the squ­eak of the wag­on. They were walk­ing be­hind him in si­lence that was only punc­tu­ated by the oc­casi­onal sob of his wife.

He wa­nted to look back but he didn’t know how long he would still be mov­ing. Could he risk se­e­ing his wife one last time if it meant his chil­dren would suf­fer.

Gark­i­nal kept his gaze locked on the front door of the small house. He had made it with Ra­in and her pa­rents many years ago, all to pre­pare for the two chil­dren he could hear whimpe­ring in­side. A low moan ripped out of his throat in a cold wind.

He ne­eded a strat­e­gy but his mind re­fused to think a­bout any­thing oth­er than burst­ing in the front door and at­tack­ing. The coils in his hands sift­ing and twist­ed with his thoughts; he could feel the air gro­wing cold­er with their move­ment.

A sob came from be­hind him. “Oh, Love,” she whis­pered.

He couldn’t look back, he had to keep mov­ing.

One foot af­ter the oth­er. He had to sway with every stop. Every stomp felt like it was more dif­fi­cult than the last.

Then he reached the door. He tried to grab the han­dle but his body wasn’t work­ing right. In­stead, he slammed face first into it with a thud. Gark­i­nal backed up and gro­aned. He failed for the latch, try­ing to get his icy fi­ngers to pull the lever.

“L-Let me,” whis­pered Ra­in as she reached a­ro­und him. Her body pressed a­gainst his. Heat burned his skin but it didn’t mat­ter as he e­njoyed the ca­ress. As soon as she o­pened the door, she ya­nked her hand back.

Gark­i­nal could only groan be­fore he thud­ded into the house.

Com­pared to the icy air a­ro­und him, the heat of the house ca­used the air to wa­ver and fog. It po­ured out across the floor as he shuf­fled to­ward the di­ning room.

One of the in­vaders was sit­ting in Gark­i­nal’s seat, as if he was the head of his fam­i­ly. He had his short sword strapped to his side but the we­apon was sheathed. He was eat­ing from a plate. He le­aned back with a smile. “That you, Barn? You’re lat­er than I ex­pect­ed. Did she fi­nal­ly—?”

The man stopped as his eyes o­pened.

Gark­i­nal threw the ropes in his hands. They sailed down the hall and la­nded on the in­vad­er’s head and shoul­ders.

“What the—?”

Fu­eled by his rage, his i­ntestines wrapped a­ro­und the man’s face and squ­e­ezed down. The air rip­pled as the tem­per­a­ture dropped rapid­ly, coat­ing his body with ice in sec­onds.

Gark­i­nal con­ti­nued to shuf­fle into the room as his en­trails froze his vic­tim.

“Cal!” bel­lowed Rom from out of sight. “Get out of—”

There was a thud and then Fal­im let out a cry.

“—way!”

Rage burned through Gark­i­nal. He squ­e­ezed down on Cal’s neck as the room grew cold­er. He felt more than heard the crack of Cal’s neck snap­ping in­side the flesh co­n­fines of his body.

A sword came down on Gark­i­nal’s i­ntes­tine, slic­ing it apart. Rom burst into sight as he rushed to his ally. “Cal!”

Cal’s body slammed face-first into his meal, then his head rolled to the side at an u­nnat­ur­al an­gle.

Rom turned a­ro­und. He was a hand­some man, if it wasn’t for the mask of rage on his face and the sword in his hand. His eyes stared at Gark­i­nal for a mo­ment, then wi­dened. “What in the hell are you?”

Gark­i­nal let out a groan and tried to sum­mon his en­trails. Only the part still co­nnect­ed to him re­spo­nded. The rest of it was limp a­ro­und the corpse’s body.

Rom didn’t wait for an an­swer. He raised his sword and charged with a yell.

Gark­i­nal tried to lift his arm to block the blow but he was too slow.

The sharp edge slammed into his shoul­der, snap­ping bone and rend­ing rot­ting skin. Te­n­dons snapped as his shoul­der went limp. Rom fol­lowed the at­tack with a kick that caught Gark­i­nal in the knee.

Gark­i­nal fell. He tried to stop him­self but his hands flailed help­less­ly be­fore he crashed down to one knee. The im­pact jolt­ed him but there was no pain.

Fi­nal­ly able to get his limbs work­ing, he grabbed Rom by his belt and pulled him­self up.

“Get off!” Rom slashed down with this sword, cut­ting and slic­ing into Gark­i­nal’s shoul­der and head.

Ice formed un­der­neath Gark­i­nal’s grip as he pulled him­self up. Every­thing hurt but he had to fin­ish. The short length of his en­trails snapped a­ro­und to en­vel­op Rom. They pi­nned one arm a­gainst his chest.

Im­me­di­ate­ly, the bit­ter cold po­ured into the en­try hall. Fog gath­ered a­ro­und their feet and Rom’s body crack­led with it.

Gark­i­nal stared di­rect­ly into the man’s face. “You… hurt my fam­i­ly.”

“I-I’m…” The words e­nded as Rom’s eyes and to­ngue froze into place. Soft cracks re­ver­ber­at­ed through his body as his heart gave one last beat be­fore it was stilled for­ev­er.

Gark­i­nal re­leased Rom and the body thud­ded at his feet. He swayed for a mo­ment as the rage po­ured out, leav­ing him with only fog­gy thoughts and a sense of the end. He shook his head and then shuf­fled over to his seat at the table.

In the di­ning room, Ja­nis was help­ing Fal­im to his feet. They were both we­a­ring their day-to-day clothes but even a brief look showed that they had bru­ises on their faces and they were mov­ing stiffly.

His son gasped. “Ja­nis!”

Gark­i­nal swayed as he reached his chair. With a groan, he tried to pull Cal out of it.

Ra­in spoke up from be­hind him. “Kids, help your f-fa­ther.” Her voice cracked.

Ja­nis and Fal­im didn’t move.

Ra­in came a­ro­und. There were tears on her face as she tugged Cal aside, tilt­ing the chair un­til it fell.

Gark­i­nal tried to help but he couldn’t get his limbs to move. He was get­ting clos­er, freez­ing over now that his fam­i­ly was safe. A smile crossed his lips, or at least he thought he was smil­ing.

Then Ja­nis was there. To­geth­er, she and her moth­er pulled the corpse out of the chair and dropped it to the gro­und. Ja­nis put the chair back on its feet and then ya­nked her hands away.

Gark­i­nal sank into the chair. “Sor­ry.”

Fal­im was on his oth­er hand. He lo­oked fright­ened and Gark­i­nal would have done any­thing to not ca­use his own chil­dren to fear him.

“Sor­ry.”

“No, no,” gasped Ra­in. “Don’t say that.”

He kept lo­o­king at his son. A pro­fo­und sad­ness filled his heart as he re­al­ized he wasn’t go­ing to last much lo­nger. “I… I won’t see you grow up.”

Tears sparkled in Fal­im’s eyes. “D-Dad­dy?”

Gark­i­nal tried to lift his hand but it wouldn’t work. The sword had cut through the te­ndons and that side of him was limp. He took a deep breath. “I need… you to grow up to be a good man. I can’t come back. Be hon­est, be faith­ful.”

Fal­im nod­ded, tears in his eyes.

It took all of Gark­i­nal’s ef­fort to swing his head to the oth­er side to look at his daugh­ter. “I… I will miss you.”

“Dad­dy…”

He tried to smile. “I will miss your beau­ti­ful smile and… se­e­ing… you grow up to be a good woman. I wish I could, but… but… I’ll have to do it by the Cou­ple’s side.”

TO his sur­prise, Ja­nis rushed for­ward and hugged him. Her sobs shook his body.

He pat­ted her head as he lo­oked at his wife. “I’m—”

“I love you,” she said. She wiped the tears from her face. “I love you more than any­thing else. Don’t you ever for­get it, Gar. Nev­er, ever for­get it.”

Gark­i­nal man­aged a smile. “I will… al­ways… love you.”

No one said any­thing for a long mo­ment. Only the soft sobs and cries filled the di­ning room.

Gark­i­nal’s thoughts grew cold­er and dark­er.

Then, he re­al­ized he ne­eded to do one more thing. He lo­oked across the table and then sighed. “Blessed are we…”

Ja­nis stiff­ened a­gainst his body.

“…in your grace.”

Ra­in let out an­oth­er cry.

“Cher­ished are we with… with…”

Fal­im pulled back his chair and sat down. “… with your gifts,” he fin­ished.

Gark­i­nal smiled. “Loved…”

Ja­nis and Ra­in went to their seat as they jo­ined in the prayer.

“… are we in your pre­sence.”

“Com­fort­ed are we in your em­brace.”

“Surre­n­dered are we by your com­mands.”

“Thank­ful are we for your gu­i­dance.”

Then si­lence. They lo­oked at each oth­er and then at him.

Gark­i­nal knew the end had fi­nal­ly came. With his last thoughts, Gark­i­nal lift­ed his head to the heav­ens. “Ho­nored am I… for giv­ing me one more time.”
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        Fedran is a world caught on the cusp of two great ages.
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