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‘I doubt if a single individual could be found from the whole of mankind free from some form of insanity. The only difference is one of degree.’

Desiderius Erasmus
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Prologue

Four soldiers advanced: their shapes blurry through her swollen eyes. Her broken jaw made her words of warning into a spluttering growl. Blood and drool leaked down her chin as she tried to smile instead. These men were going to die.

They stepped closer, slowly. Dressed in the military uniforms of the Devia Caste – coats dark blue with white hemlines on high necks and long sleeves. Polished black boots reaching just beneath the knees, crunched through the frozen grass. One thrust his sword at her and made ready to attack, completely ignoring the sprawled figures bleeding out at her feet. Raising her own weapon, she blocked. It was still easy, even after hours of fighting. So many dead, so many ways to die by the sword. A rush of wind swished by her ear as the soldier struck at her head and missed. Kicking his knee as he staggered past, she pushed him the rest of the way down with her leg. His surprise tugged a smile from her lips, but her face was too damaged to do anything more than spastic twitching. The others rushed at her with various degrees of urgency. Her sword found the one crouching by her side and a swift jab had him join the others on the ground. The second one to enter her range was an eager faced youth. She knew him well, as she had been his combat trainer in the past, long before her time as a general in Devia’s army. The boy had never been good, and he knew it too. She dodged the attack and slammed her fist in his middle. He doubled over and vomited loudly.

The last two had grown reluctant, yet they continued moving closer. They held their weapons out as if to defend rather than charge. She felt the skin tighten in her ravaged face as she snarled. The two soldiers spread out to flank her; she leapt at them and swung her sword in a wide circle. Their fear of her had them step back, but not far enough. Two gaping wounds, one in a shoulder, the other in a chest. They fell, clutching the damage. She sauntered over and silenced them. That left the young man, still on all fours coughing and drooling tendrils of spittle.

“You killed them!” his voice piped, he grasped his sword and held it out to keep her at a distance. The weapon shook with the trembling of his hands; the fingers were blue and bleeding, gripping the slippery hilt. Snowflakes whirled before his face, mingling with his misty breath.

“They – they didn’t come to – to hurt you, only to take you back.” Sweat glistened on his upper lip. His wide eyes flitted to the field of corpses then back to her, then to the skies, perhaps in prayer to the Prophets.

“Same thing,” she hissed and hefted her sword; a heavy blade, but her arm had grown strong from wielding it.

He got to his feet and held his stance for a while longer, tendons in his neck standing out in strain. Swallowing and drawing quick breaths, he took a careful step back, nearly tripping on one of his fallen comrades. She moved closer.

“I can’t let you leave,” the words were slurred, but her voice was calm, as was her mind. Finally calm.

Defiance drained from the soldier’s face, and he sank down, skinned knees pressed against his chest. The sword fell from his hand.

“The knights Order will never stop hunting you,” he mumbled, voice breaking with adolescence and fear.

“We’ll see. I suspect they sent you in a desperate attempt to soften my heart, but my heart is broken. There is only death now.” She raised her sword; sharp and gleaming, then swung it hard and opened a gash in the boy’s pale throat. Dark blood oozed from the wound and stained his uniform. He didn’t make a sound, they rarely did. A quick end. He didn’t deserve to suffer. Not like the others.


The Asylum
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Two men, wearing the same prideful expressions and the same white frocks, walked to stand in front of her. Their eyes looking at something above her head, never truly fastening on her.

“Welcome, professor. I’d like you to meet knight Ryllian,” Karn said, gesturing at her with a gloved hand. He bent closer to the other and lowered his voice. “Or I should say former knight Ryllian. As you can see, our research has proven quite successful. She knows she was once a knight of the Order but has no memory of being linked to a dragon, and no memory means no pain of loss,” Karn continued haughtily, fiddling with the sleeves of his coat. His gaunt, leathery face wore a nervous optimism, a welcome change from his usual scorn, but Ryllian knew it wasn’t meant for her.

They kept on speaking as if she wasn’t standing right there.

“I see, and how long since the bond was broken?” the professor asked. His posture was rigid, and his white uniform ironed and spotless. He didn’t look at Ryllian even though he was facing her, much as one didn’t meet the eyes of a deranged lunatic.

“Going on fifteen years now,” Karn smiled, but it never touched his eyes. “She is still being medicated to suppress her telepathic abilities, of course. But Ryllian leads a happy life here in the asylum. No violent outbursts, no recent suicide attempts. She might seem a little vacant, but that’s only natural with the drugs and holes in her memory and all. It’s difficult to erase specific moments without touching that which is vital.” Karn brushed a lock of grey hair away from his face, which was hardly an improvement. “As you know, long-term memories are stored in the hippocampus, in various sensory areas of the cortex converge, a hard place to reach. The mind is a magnificent machine, but delicate, sensitive on levels we do not yet fully understand.”

The two wise men turned away from Ryllian, her presence forgotten, as she had grown to expect. She was a test subject, a rat in a cage, nothing more. They left her in her room but didn’t even bother locking the door. There was no escape from the Sorah Asylum, and even if she somehow pulled off the impossible, she wouldn’t survive the attempt. From the countless scars on her body, old and new, survival seemed to have been improbable even before her brain had gotten half its wires crossed.

Karn, her caretaker, had proudly shown her off many times: to professors, to scientists, to affluent investors funding his experiments, and taken full credit for her survival as if Ryllian had no say in it at all. She had been found after a fierce battle in some far-away mountains, but before that, the memories were hazy. Brief glimpses of a childhood, faces of friends, faces of enemies, wars and endless combat training, all floated like scraps in her mind. A book with its pages ripped, torn and missing.

Ryllian turned to her room, a tight space with few personal effects. Two wooden training swords hung in a cross on the wall above the bed, the blades chipped and dented. They were chiselled from a heavy wood to simulate the real thing. A small table and chair stood in a corner, and a plain white chest of drawers was next to the entrance. She sat down on the bed and stared at the wall, relaxing her muscles and breathing deeply, going through the exercises she’d been taught. Keeping calm was apparently especially important on her way to recovery, but she wasn’t entirely sure what she was recovering from. A broken link with a dragon? What did it mean? She knew dragons were large, winged beasts, and only telepaths could communicate with them. Ryllian was a telepath, and had supposedly been linked to such a creature once…

The light-crystal in the ceiling flickered, it did that sometimes, but when she asked someone to fix it, they shook their heads or averted their eyes. Few in the facility took notice of her, she’d become a part of the place, a piece of the furniture, or a wall perhaps. She could remember someone referring to her as a wall once, probably due to her silence, and her stiff posture. That was uncalled for, because she enjoyed being active and liked working out in the garden, but she was only allowed a couple of hours a week, not nearly enough.

Ryllian had asked the guards to let her stay out longer and practice her swordplay, but everyone seemed reluctant to sanction any kind of weapons training, even if all she would use were the wooden swords on her wall. Somehow, holding a sword made her feel comfortable. She was certain she’d done it a thousand times before. The feel of a hilt in her palm, the weight of a blade, the whisper of it cutting through the air. It all tickled in her mind like a soothing memory brought on by a familiar smell or taste or sound.

Running her fingers through her shoulder length hair, it suddenly felt strange, she vaguely remembered having a long braid at some point. She shook herself and did the breathing technique again. Deep breaths and long exhalations. Her joints were aching from immobility and when she yawned, a painful twinge had her reach for the unruly neck muscle before she could stop herself. Once it settled down, she found her tongue had gone off on its own to explore the familiar gap where one of her teeth was missing, then skipping across to prod at one of her sore cavities. Addressing pain and physical discomfort didn’t seem to be high on the asylum’s list of priorities.

“Will you join the group for dinner, or would you like food brought to you, Ryllian?” She gave a start and saw one of the guards in the doorway. She was a tall, skinny woman with dark hair and tanned skin. “Perhaps I will join the group today, Alsa. I need to move more… ”

The guard smiled and stepped aside. It had been a while since she ate with her fellow residents. Although the groups were carefully selected out of the many derangements so that a person was put in the right place. Ryllian felt no comradery or affinity towards anyone of the patients. She was alone, perhaps more so in a gathering. No one else had been stripped of his or her identity; no one else had been altered to become a docile dolt hardly capable of a unique thought. Well, that last could be disputed, there was certainly proof of brainwashing in the groups. She was different, though, she could feel it, she just didn’t know why.

Sometimes a glimmer of memory would claw itself to the surface, but once she tried to catch it, it slipped away and sank into the depths once more, screaming at her soundlessly. She thought she should feel sad at that but couldn’t even muster idle curiosity most times.

The guard, Alsa herded Ryllian over to the common room. Her posture seemed relaxed, but Ryllian knew better. All the guards were careful, alert, and capable of swift violence if anyone stepped over their boundaries. Ryllian had seen it before, sometimes a patient would turn unruly or hysterical and the guards would be there instantly. Although Alsa was far more lenient than the others, at least with Ryllian. There was something about her, but Ryllian couldn’t name the feeling… a familiarity perhaps.

They walked through the labyrinth of narrow hallways, white plastered walls and floor tiles scrubbed to a shine, and she noticed the lights in the ceiling guttering here too. Perhaps the crystals all needed changing. Alsa unlocked a door for her, and they emerged into a large room. Despite its size, it was cosy with its dimmed lights and colourful rugs. Twelve people sat at her favoured table by the barred windows, eating methodically, with spoons moving from bowls into mouths in unison.

She took a seat where a bowl and a spoon were ready for her, but before she could eat, she had to take her medication and as predicted, a glass of clear liquid was given to her by the nurse. As she lifted it to her lips, the scrabbling thought came again, pressing somewhere deep in her mind. Her hand started shaking and she placed the glass back down on the table.

“Ryllian, you need to take your medicine,” the nurse’s aging face furrowed with concern.

“No,” she stared at the table, the white cloth had creases and folds in it.

“Ryllian,” the nurse insisted. “You know what happens when you stop taking your medicine. We don’t want you to start cutting yourself again, now do we?” Ryllian looked at her trembling hand and pulled up her sleeve. The skin was full of angry, red scars. “Yes, we’d rather you don’t hurt yourself,” the old woman whispered and took a seat beside her. Her sharp, blue eyes stared with anticipation. Ryllian took the glass and emptied it in two large gulps. The nurse nodded approvingly and moved to check on the others sitting at the table. None of them had noticed Ryllian’s arrival; they were all heavily medicated and engrossed in their food.

Plunging her spoon into the greyish slop, Ryllian felt the shaking of her hands slowly recede. It was a tasteless mush; she’d heard the food had to be dull, as they didn’t want the patients to become overly agitated. A skinny man sat at the end of the table, his grey tunic rumpled and stained. His skeletal face would have looked natural on a man several months dead. Eira had been a merchant once, a successful, wealthy one. Ryllian didn’t know how he’d ended up here, he was one of the few who never shared his life story. All the rest were either born mentally unstable or suffered some kind of traumatic event that eventually put them here. Mostly war, torture or death of loved ones and the like. At least those were the stories they had told before their treatment started, nowadays they didn’t say much at all. Ryllian adopted their movements, eating mechanically and staring at nothing in particular.

Once the meal was finished, Alsa led Ryllian back to her room. The walk seemed longer than usual as she staggered several times and had to stop to steady herself.

“I’ll come back in an hour, and you can have some time out in the fresh air.” Alsa made it sound like the most wonderful thing in the world. A moment of freedom, a moment not contained by four walls… it was the most wonderful thing in the world.

Alsa closed the door, and the click of the lock made Ryllian’s heart skip a beat as though the sound was somehow unexpected. She sat down on the bed; the cleaners had changed the sheets and brought new clothes. Every piece of clothing had the letter L and the number two visibly embroidered on them, indicating where she belonged in the facility. Staring at the perfectly folded fabric, she felt her dazed mind work slowly. The clothes were there for a reason, but she couldn’t remember why. She started feeling dizzy and lay down. Pulling the sheets over herself, she soon drifted off to sleep.


A Moment of Peace
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Wind howled in her ears as her body was flung towards the ground, but the ground was far away, and the falling seemed to last forever. Ryllian curled into a ball in a vain hope death would come faster. She closed her eyes and searched for a prayer, but the words of the Origin provided little solace. By the Origin, death was final, but death was a rest too. Death was solace in itself.

“Ryllian?” Alsa’s soft voice asked from the doorway. Ryllian jerked awake from the dream and sat up groggily. “Bring your fresh clothes with you to the shower room. You can have a bath after we’ve been out in the garden.” Ryllian’s body felt sluggish and heavy, yet she threw back the covers and stood. With clumsy hands, she reached for the clothes but only managed to push the pile down to the floor.

Alsa shook her head and bent down to help. “I think they gave you a hardy dose today, Ryllian. Perhaps I’ll talk to the nurses again.” She picked up the clothes and led her out into the hall. “I can’t believe they still do this to you, you know,” she said in a low voice. “The violent ones are given all manner of leeway, while they keep you drugged, just because of some dreams you had a while back. I miss our long talks, or at least I miss you listening and understanding while I talk,” she chuckled, but there was little mirth in it.

The hallway swayed and lurched as Ryllian laboured down the corridor, and she had to stop to catch her balance, but Alsa was always there to grab her arm, or let her lean in for support.

“Thank you,” she said as her head started to clear. Alsa smiled and unlocked an old rusty door leading to the garden. It made a familiar creaking as she pushed it open and sweet, fresh air filled Ryllian’s nostrils. Spring had finally come to Khoras. The nearest landscape of rolling hills was patched with farmland and thickets of trees, but further out was a barren plain of nothingness. She could see over the wall if she stood on tiptoe, but as they walked down into the garden the view was limited to the closest surroundings. Trimmed bushes with small, white flowers flanked a winding walkway of gravel. Ryllian’s footsteps crunched as she strolled along the path.

“We forgot to put your clothes in the bath house. Wait here. Promise me you won’t move.” Alsa turned and headed for the door.

Ryllian closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She’d not been left alone for ages, and it felt liberating, even if only for a moment. The setting sun broke through the clouds, casting rods of yellow and orange light between the leafy branches. She looked up at the sky, and felt a great need to be in it, soaring, wild and free. Two of the moons were visible, Norion and Devion, endlessly chasing each other. The soft breeze caressed her face, and she breathed deeply, taking in the fragrant scents of the garden. Earthy moss, newly cut grass and a subtle hint of manure. She never tired of the smell; it seemed familiar; the same way that holding a sword did.

Distant voices floated on the wind, someone else was out enjoying the weather. The dense hedges and tall trees obscured her view, but the voices were growing louder.

“… how many dead?” A man, Ryllian guessed. “Well, it’s of no concern to us, we’re an ocean away from all that.”

“But they must be getting pretty desperate to start recruiting all the way out here; I’ve heard Arnlake is over-run by Devia soldiers searching for the Bakhan rebels. It makes me wonder what resources they’ve exhausted already…It’s not like the Council to be so debilitated.” The two speakers rounded a corner and met Ryllian on the path. She didn’t recognise them. One wore the white frock of a healer and the other had civilian clothing. They stopped and stared at her for a moment, but as the one in the frock opened his mouth, Alsa came running up to them.

“Guard, why have you left this patient alone?” the healer asked brashly.

“I… She’s…” Alsa panted.

“Surely you must know a level two resident is never to be left alone,” he lectured.

“Look, it’s just Ryllian, she’s not going to go anywhere. Fifteen years she’s been here, and she’s no longer a threat to anybody.” Alsa placed herself between Ryllian and the two men, as if to protect her charge.

“Make sure this doesn’t happen again,” the healer warned and continued past them. Alsa stood alert until they disappeared behind a couple of tall shrubberies. She adjusted the vest of her dark, blue uniform and let out a sigh, then took Ryllian’s arm and led her further into the garden. Small, colourful flowers dotted the ground beneath the trees and added a redolence to the air, but Ryllian found she couldn’t relax as she had before. She’d felt something from the men they passed, an undertone of worry, a supressed fear. It had been a while since she last managed to pick up telepathic signals; she’d almost forgotten what it was like.

“Those men, I overheard they said something about dead people and recruiting. Do you know anything about that?”

Alsa slowed her pace and looked up. “Ryllian, you know I can’t share news from the outside with you, not yet. I’m already breaking enough of the rules by trying to help you discover your past and get you out of here.”

Ryllian stopped and scanned the surroundings for any eavesdroppers. “Why, what would it matter?”

“You probably wouldn’t take harm in knowing what’s going on, but I have to follow the asylum’s policy, at least to some extent, at least for now,” she sounded doleful.

“Please, I won’t speak of it to the others.” Ryllian thought about the patients and their vacant faces. “I don’t think they’d notice an earthquake shaking the building apart.”

“For thunder,” Alsa swore in a low voice. “Very well,” she begun reluctantly. “The Devia Caste is getting ready for war. I am not sure who they’re fighting this time. I’ve only heard strange rumours.”

“What kind of rumours?” Ryllian leaned close, hungry for something to occupy hermind.

“Rebel telepaths, monsters, shadows that take your soul. Any or all of those. Total nonsense of course.”

“Of course.” Their footsteps crunched rhythmically on the gravel path. “When did you first hear about this?”

“A few months, I think. Some of the more specific rumours mention a group of Bakhan rebels gathering somewhere in Coletti, getting ready for a war against the Order and their brainwashed soldiers. They say the Bakhan have some sort of divine power: that they can turn people to their cause with ease. More religious babble. Funny how people shift towards religion once they’ve run out of sane ideas… Not that religion is insane, precisely, but you know what I mean.”

“I suppose it’s easier to blame the faults of humanity on something supreme,” Ryllian mused.

“You know, sometimes you say something so profoundly deep. I wish professor Karn could see past your mental disabilities and get to know the intelligent woman that you are,” Alsa smiled shyly. Ryllian couldn’t find an appropriate response and turned her attention back to the flowers.

They walked in silence for a while. Ryllian wished she’d brought her practice swords. She could have found a quiet spot and gone through some moves. When they arrived at the little pond at the centre of the garden, Alsa took out a pouch of crumbs for the ducks. Ryllian sat down on the stone bench and watched her. The guard had named the ducks and called to them one by one as she threw the bits of crust. It had become a kind of ritual; after evening nap time, they would walk together, she would feed the birds and Ryllian would sit, Alsa would talk, and she would listen. Every day for the last two years they had done this, ever since Alsa’s assignment as Ryllian’s personal guard. Sometimes, she would exercise and Alsa would watch, her expression slowly turning from alertness to fondness. Perhaps a dangerous development, if Karn got wind of their growing friendship.

“By the Origin! Time sure flies. You’ve an appointment with your counsellor in an hour. You should go to the showers and get ready.” Alsa’s voice woke her from her daze, and serenity cracked and shattered once again. It was difficult to concentrate. The medication probably had a say in it, but she sensed there was something more. A mood in the air, an emotion not emanating from someone specific, rather a shared anxiety flowing through everyone and everything. A dark cloud looming overhead. Ryllian couldn’t pin it down, it was too fleeting and diffuse to interpret. It wasn’t the first time she’d sensed it, and as usual when she tried to focus, it slipped away like mist.
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