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Disclaimer:
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See what others are saying about the first book

in the GRIMS’ TRUTH series, Rota Fortunae:
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“From the moment I picked up this book, I could tell it was different, even the texture of the cover... like a glove that fit perfectly. I was drawn in, like an unsuspecting prey in a spider’s web. Feeling confident that I would navigate thru easily. Only to discover to my delight that this book is clearly just the beginning. Wonderful foundation of fascinating characters, maps/worlds, language, clans, groups and so much more, with easy referencing at the back of book to flip to. I love being able to go to the author’s website to see what the characters actually

look like!”

~ Sheila D.
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“I was not expecting to become so hooked on this series so quickly. I read a lot—like hundreds of books—and I’ve never come across a series so addicting as Grims’ Truth. I thought I knew epic fantasies from growing up with Harry Potter and reading Lord of the Rings. This brings it to a whole different level.”

~ Sunflower
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“When I first started the book, I wasn’t sure what to expect. It started off slow, the mystery building with each informational chapter while making you question what is actually going on. You can tell it’s going to be a big story with a lot of information. The characters are enjoyable, each with their own unique (non-stereotypical) personalities, which brings you into the mood and tone of the story. It’s easy to get immersed in their world and enjoy things for what they are. Highly recommend this book. It is written in an interesting way that makes you think and become highly involved with the characters. Haven’t read anything this thought provoking in a long time.”

~ Persephone
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“This book immerses the reader in the power of language, the molding of interspecies attitudes, and the daunting task of taking charge of one’s future. It will make you think deeply about culture in general!”

~ Corine Ann Barnes
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For the misfits who believed in the New World. 

Your time is coming. 
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You mortals live in blind faith, ignorant of the creators that formed your crumbling society. You follow scriptures of faceless authors, those which you believe without basis. To consider your geniuses wise is but an insult to those safeguarding your meager existence.

I say this only to enlighten your sad and frail mortal souls.

I am time, a beast created by the mind of a battered and faithless child—a concept of broken fragments.

To say I am everywhere is an understatement.

If creatures like myself were spawned by a mere idea, who is to say whether the mortals dreamed their gods or the gods dreamed their mortals? If the latter is the case, I wish nothing more than to rescind the existence of your kind.

Our worlds are interconnected, two different mirrors of the same flawed notion. The world intertwined with your own is under your nose, yet you heed it no mind. A war rages around you, but you simply scamper into the line of sight, blind to the struggle of your warriors.

I am but one of many, not a warrior, but a judge.

I exist only to serve justice, though I shall not attempt to justify my beliefs. Whether or not you deem my actions righteous is not my decision.

But watch and listen carefully. The new world is coming, and you are unwelcomed.
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The computer room in ARX headquarters sat unoccupied. Each white monitor glowed in the darkness. Most of the members were off preparing for the newest mission, but their leader observed their stations. The low hum of the sleeping computers filled his ears as he watched the specks of dust floating towards his tall rolling chair. When he’d first founded the group, he’d sat in that very chair with the poise of a confident leader.

Those days were long gone. All that remained were the aches and pains of their journeys.

He sat on the chair a final time, checking the name plates beside each station: Jackyl, Reina, Fenix, Vulpe—and lastly, his own—Akira.

He had sought to expand the team, but Time—a double-edged sword, both his purpose and his curse—had defied his wishes.

He’d never recovered his name and identity. Not many knew or cared about his story, but those few kept him going.

One of those people entered the room, adjusting his cat mask as he passed through the doorway.

Although Akira had already seen him, the Reaper reached out a hand. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Is everyone ready?”

The Reaper nodded, and they strolled through the long white hallway to the Portal Room.

Looking back, Akira recalled the chaos of their home. In this epic game, its inhabitants served as his wild cards, but everything else was spic and span, just the way he liked it. Still, he hesitated to pass through the portal as he thought of his team.

The Reaper in the cat mask touched Akira’s hand and nudged the silver band resting on his ring finger. By touching it, the Reaper seemed to remind Akira of their pact. “Why don’t you leave this to the team?”

“They say a captain must go down with his ship, but I say better the captain than the ship. I must see every mission through to its end. At least... for as long as I’m able.”

The Reaper stood silently.

Since his companion did not respond, Akira pressed several clear buttons on a panel beside a misshapen portal, manufactured from metal and crystal. “Doesn’t Mayuri need you back at Sclera?”

The Reaper moved his mask to the side of his head. With his face uncovered, his cobalt blue eyes shone more vibrantly. He gripped Akira’s hand tighter than before. “Is this truly what you want?”

Akira stared back. They’d been together for as long as he could remember. At such a dire time, he could think of nothing more to say or do than smile. This could have suggested one of two opposites: I’m all right or I’m afraid. He left its interpretation to his friend.

With the press of a button, the portal flashed with blue and pink light.

The Reaper put his mask back over his face, and they stepped towards the distant image of an old facility surrounded by trees.

Two members of the team, Jackyl and Reina, waited on the other side of the portal, crouched about the shadowy opening of the woods around the small white buildings. Ocean waves swished in the distance, but nothing could be seen through the dense leaves.

Jackyl noticed Akira first and turned to greet their leader. The mask of a jackal hung around the side of his head, entangled in tufts of dark, wavy hair.

Akira pointed at the mask and once again reminded Jackyl of his bad habit. It seemed pointless to remind him of the mask at all—in fact, Jackyl wore it less than ever before.

Reina rose from her place by the bushes, twirling a strand of blonde hair around her finger. “We’re ready, Leader.” She shifted her gaze to the Reaper in the cat mask, and raised a brow. “Not a cat today, Bes?”

“I’m whatever Akira needs me to be,” Besil said.

“Oh my.”

“Focus,” Akira said, scanning the area—no movement, no visual concerns... not even a sound, it seemed.

He had run scans and calculations on the facility for many months, the consistency of their variables critical to success. He reached into his blazer pocket and retrieved a small journal, embellished with a gold sun dial, and scanned past his notes written in black ink, to a special notation in red.
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Oga Island. September 21, 1993. 8am.

Condition: Foggy.

Facility #3—a scientist leaves the building where they store their injections. Take those stores. The subjects are trained to react to doses of adrenaline.

You have one chance to break out Tatsura and Sera. If you fail, you cannot save Besil, so don’t be arrogant. Allow them to save themselves.
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Akira glanced at Besil, and the Reaper gazed back, his eyes glinting with curiosity.

Akira’s lungs grew heavy as he recapped the details of the note written in his journal. He ran his fingertips over the handwriting, closed it, and placed it back in his pocket. “I’ll go in first. Even if something goes wrong, you have to hold your ground.”

Jackyl moved his mask to the side again. “I know it’s a bit late to be saying this, but I’m not so sure this is a good idea. Wouldn’t it be better to send someone more... stable?”

“Don’t question your leader.”

“First and foremost, I’m your friend.”

“For once, we agree,” Besil said.

Akira sighed. “This isn’t the time or place to argue. I’m going in.” He took a step forward and, in a flash, appeared deeper within the encampment.

A group of the facility scientists passed by and entered one of the white buildings. They did this now and then when they needed to check their captives, but for now there was time to strike.

Akira crept behind the buildings and hid within the shadows to watch for passersby. From a distance, he spotted his first target in one of many concrete blocks barred by thick metal.

He hid behind the third facility building, waiting for the man to exit. Sometimes the variables changed, and this always distressed him. The closer he drew to the end of their journey, the more essential their successes. Now, he fought to ensure the safety of his loved ones. They had already lost so many in the battle for the balance.

He shook his head.

Focus. Where’s your mind?

As expected, a man in a white coat stepped out from the facility.

Akira conjured his scythe and snagged the man in one, concentrated swipe. This way, no blood spilled on the coat and the victim remained intact.

After stealing the coat and studying his victim, he conjured an illusion of the man over himself. He struggled to hold any of his abilities for extended periods, as the miasma hindered his concentration and physical condition.

At this point, he had to trust the notes in his journal to proceed. Once again, time would either aid or destroy his plans.

He entered the third facility building and scanned the room—a single stretcher that stood between cabinets of medicine, several lights, and a tray of needles and tools. He dug through the drawers of the cabinets, pocketing several vials of adrenaline and two syringes.

The illusion flickered over his hand.

Stop it. Not now.

He moved swiftly outside towards the concrete blocks that contained the facility’s test subjects.

The first target lay inside one of the prisons. He was a small boy of twelve, a genetic experiment, and one of the few chosen survivors.

Akira knelt down and weakened the illusion. “Wake up.”

The dark-haired boy stirred slightly. His battered body still fought for survival, but he lacked the strength to escape.

Likewise, Akira lacked the reliability to break them out on his own. Fortunately, the plan in his journal accounted for his weakened condition.

“Take this,” he said, slipping a vial and a syringe through the bars.

The boy forced himself upright. “The magician....”

Akira glanced at the ring hanging from a chain on the boy’s neck, and smiled faintly. “Use the strength you have to escape.” After he finished, he went to another prison holding a young Caeles girl.

She reacted less than the boy.

“Wake up.”

There was no response.

Akira reached through and patted her arm. “Sera.”

This time, she awakened. “The Spirits... they said you’d come for me.”

“Cruel of them to say so and do nothing. Quickly, awaken.” He handed her a vial of adrenaline and a syringe. “Use that. They’ve trained you to be explosive, so... explode.” He stood, left, and returned moments later. “I meant that figuratively.”

The illusion rose again as he strode through the facility, checking for familiar faces. Most of the children had been impaired by genetic experimentation.

By the time he’d finished his investigation, the first explosion detonated. He followed a swarm of panicking scientists and medics to a sea of flames that had engulfed the destroyed prisons.

Amidst the crowd, the lead scientist feasted her eyes on the destruction of her research. She seemed to contemplate for a moment, but turned and left.

After she had gone, Akira slipped small metal rings onto his fingers.

The remaining scientists struggled to put out the fire, unknowing of the danger disguised in their ranks.

Akira lifted his hands and clinked the rings together. The shrill sound reverberated through the air, and the scientists covered their ears. Blood spurted from every orifice of their bodies, crystallizing in the misty air.

“Horrific,” Besil said, approaching from behind.

Akira removed all but the ring from Besil, slid his hands into the pockets of the white coat, and turned. The illusion dispelled as he spoke. “Did you catch her?”

“Jax and Reina did. They’re off doing clean-up with the Erasers. I’ve taken care of the rest of the children.”

“You’re the most tactful.”

Besil pulled the white coat off Akira and tossed it aside. “You’re not like them. You never were.”

“Sometimes I’m not sure,” Akira said, looking towards the woods.

“Did the children escape?”

“We’ll find out soon enough.”

An explosion flashed across the facility, the ground rumbled, and their teammates sprinted across the expanse.

Jackyl gripped Akira’s blazer as he ran by. “Mistake!”

Akira ensured that Besil was following before running along. The ground rumbled again. One after another, the buildings exploded all across the island.

Besil tossed a hissing metal device across their path. It sparked, spat out a bolt of electricity, and tore open a portal.

Finally, as the largest building detonated, the team slipped away. The force of the explosion propelled them through the opening.

Jackyl fell through first, striking his chin against the concrete outside of the barracks.

Reina fell on top of him, but Besil and Akira were launched in another direction.

Akira gripped Besil’s shirt to stop his friend’s roll, but, in turn, ricocheted off the ground twice, rolled across the pavement, and skidded to a stop on his hands and knees. The impact jolted him more than it had the other members. He staggered onto his feet, glimpsing the new tears on the pants he had earlier borrowed from Jackyl.

“Aki!” Besil jumped up from the ground and ran to Akira’s aid.

Jackyl wiped the blood from his chin, sounding as though he may cry, though he rarely did so. “Ow!”

This seemed the perfect opportunity for Akira to point and jeer. “That’s why you should wear your mask!”

Reina inspected her torn tights. “Nice going, Jackass.” Despite her commentary, she rose from the ground and tended to her partner. “Come on, you big baby. Let’s get you bandaged up.”

“I’ll replace your tights,” Jackyl said, accepting her hand.

Besil grasped Akira by the arm and swiftly led him towards their room in the barracks. “Hurry, we must disinfect your wounds.”

Reapers in Niall regularly moved through time and space, resolving various glitches—historical and universal. As a result, Niall, the Shadow Realm, was the only place they could call home. Those staying in the barracks were usually assigned roommates.

Akira’s condition prevented him from having company or friends, but Jackyl and Besil stayed in his room against regulation.

“I feel like a kid again,” Akira said, watching Besil bandage his knees.

“You act like one. You’re mischievous, facetious, and downright infectious.”

“Infectious? Like an illness?”

Besil thought for a moment, then smiled. “That must be it. Unlike most others, I’m not infected by miasma. Instead, I’m infected by my love for you.”

“I’m not sure if I should be flattered or concerned.”

He picked a piece of lint off Akira’s red blazer, pressed his hand over the fabric, and frowned. “Is this really your last mission with ARX?”

“They’ll be fine on their own.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“Lady Heqet has summoned me to the Capital. I need to attend to my services as the Lady Fate’s mentor.”

“Are you there for Lady Heqet or Lady Fate?”

Akira slithered his way out of answering with a smile of his own, which he knew full-well Besil could spot through the mask. “Are you jealous?”

“Akira.”

“Don’t worry. This isn’t about Fate. It’s about my duty to the Queen.”

Besil shook his head. “You don’t follow anyone, not even me. Three turns is far too long to be in the Spinner’s presence. You know this well. Don’t make a mistake. You’re ill. If you just stay with me—”

“Bes, that’s enough. Thank you.” Akira checked his pocket watch, which matched the time back at the Capital.

There was still a final notation to make before he returned, so he took out the journal again and jotted down a note.


Oga Island. September 21, 1993.

Tatsura and Sera broke out of their prisons.

ARX member, Jackyl, caused irreparable damage to the research facility.


Besil observed the entire process. He might’ve even seen Akira’s notations.

When he finished, Akira sighed and closed the journal. “With this, the past, present, and future are almost perfectly aligned. I can finally be at peace.”

“Can you really?”

He dropped the journal into his blazer pocket.

Besil always had a way of seeing through him, he didn’t know if it was because of the Vem’s unique vision, their pact, or because he loved Akira so dearly.

Only one of those things had the power to stop Akira in his tracks.

They left the room and traveled through the orbs and wafts of darkness that covered the Reaper City. The long halls of the barracks and the other buildings all looked similar—straight and dull—but Akira knew his way around. He climbed the steps of a platform that held a portal to the Capital, and passed through without speaking to the posted Reapers.

Dawn still hadn’t broken in the Capital. It seemed strange that a place so big could be so still and dark. At this time of day, Akira felt alone in the world, so he was relieved to have Besil by his side.

Besil’s form dispersed into shadows, shaping a black cat, which meowed at Akira’s feet.

“Yes, yes, of course,” Akira said, plucking his friend from the stone path.

The front steps of the palace were vacant except for the two guards standing outside. They ignored Akira, as always.

Even the ceremonial hall was dark. The Ussan’s light reflected from the glassy floors as Akira crossed the hall, examining the intricate patterns of the viewing window. He rarely enjoyed anything because of his general lack of time. It was odd to have so little of it, given that it comprised so much of his existence.

He reached the guest room and stood outside the door, preparing to enter. As he extended his hand, a red haze caught his eye. He let Besil down to the floor and followed the trail down the hall to the kitchen.

Besil hurried after him. “What’re you doing? Akira?”

Akira parted the kitchen drapes and glanced around. “Something’s here.”

“It isn’t real. You mustn’t fall victim to it.”

He murmured. “Who is it?”

A shadowy figure crouched in the corner of the kitchen, picking at a split nail on its finger. As it picked, the nail bled and its cracks deepened. Bloodied bits of skin tore away from its finger. Shortly, the creature noticed Akira and shivered.

He squinted at it. “Vermin.”

The creature before him radiated the stench of injustice.

The red haze shrouded his vision as he conjured his scythe. The world hung in suspense, each particle of dust stopped in the open air under the miasma’s red shroud.

Besil shapeshifted into a young boy, without his mask, and wrapped his arms around Akira’s chest. “Stop.” His touch eased the miasma exuding off Akira’s body.

A ticking sound echoed through Akira’s ears. His body trembled and locked into place, the scythe hanging above his target, in alignment.

A question hung in the balance: Do I compromise my pact with Bes or strike down my target?

After some intense deliberation, Akira lowered his scythe and exhaled.

“Remember, Justice Mode,” Besil said. “If you’re the only person in the world who sees something a certain way, there’s a high chance that you’re the one who’s wrong.”

Akira pulled his mouth to one side. “I’m not wrong. Are you doubting me again?” He pointed at the shadow trembling in the corner. “Can’t you see it?”

Besil watched the shadow, his eyes unblinking. “There’s no shadow, Akira.”

Akira scowled. “But you can see the malice, right? I can see it. I’m not wrong. Why do you doubt me like this?”

Besil leaned closer to the shadow, staring hard. Finally, his gaze shifted to the shadow’s broken nail. “Now I see.” He stepped back, crossing his arms. “It’s fine. Kill her.”

Akira beamed. “You worried me. I’m glad you came around.”

Besil pursed his lips. His gaze fixed onto Akira, watching his every movement—the swing of the scythe, the blood spilling across the floors and walls, and the shadow’s hand that clutched the air. He sighed. “Better to be killed than frightened to death.”
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Akira opened his eyes and found Besil stroking his head. The light of the Ussan shone through the window of the guest bedroom, where Fate still rested.

He brought me here instead of my room?

Besil spoke softly. “Muora, Akira.”

“I am awake.”

“You had one of your blackouts, but worry not, I took care of everything.”

Besil really was Akira’s only true saving grace.

I did it again?

“You’ve been summoned by the Grim,” Besil said.

Akira’s skin still felt clammy. “I’m not going. They’ll say the same as they always do. I’m on borrowed time, or time is catching up with me. I already know.”

“You have another summoning,” Jackyl said, stepping out of the shadows.

Akira sat upright. “Another?”

“Mayuri,” Besil said, glancing at Akira. “He’s in Niall, and he’s looking for you.”

Akira cringed.

Besil stroked his head again. “We can get you through this, just like before. You’re going to make it.”

“If you say so, it must be true.”

Jackyl frowned. “Bes, don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

Besil huffed. “How do you know which promises I can or can’t keep?”

Akira waved a hand. “Shh.”

Fate awakened with a start, causing Jackyl to retreat into the shadows. She rubbed her eyes and responded in a drowsy manner. “Good morning.” This seemed purely instinctive, as she had not yet fully awakened.

“It’s still early. Rest while you can,” Akira said.

She nodded sleepily and rested her head down again.

Jackyl pointed towards the door, and the group exited to the hallway.

Akira hugged himself with one arm. “You two must stop your squabbling. I’ll go and see Mayuri, so try to get along.”

Besil and Jackyl glared at each other, then feigned smiles.

Akira shook his head and almost laughed. “Good enough.”

“I’ll report to Mayuri first,” Jackyl said, and disappeared into a cloud of black smoke.

Akira lingered in the hallway, leaning against the wall.

Besil stood so close their shoulders touched. “What’s wrong?”

“Bes, am I evil?”

“What? No. Why would you think that?”

“I’ve been thinking... what if my way has been wrong all along? Did my efforts mean anything, or did I end up a monster just as they believed?”

“You can’t think like that. That’s what they want you to think. Remember, your purpose is what makes you who you are. If you lose sight of it....”

“I’ll perish from existence.”

Besil nodded and hugged Akira, pressing a hand against the back of his head. “Even if the whole world turns against you, I’ll be on your side. Always.”

“Then... I’ll try and speak with Mayuri.”

Besil smiled. “Thank you.”

“You’re the only one who’s never let me down. Anything you ask of me... I’ll do my best to achieve.”

Besil squeezed Akira’s arms. “You’ve exceeded my every expectation. All I’d like from you is for you to stay by my side.”

“That’s all?”

Why must you hope for the one thing I can’t give you?

“Absolutely. Now let’s hurry to Niall. Otherwise, Mayuri will come looking for us.” Besil led Akira away again. “You know he can be cunning. Do you really want to provoke that side of him? As you well know, his appearance defies reality. He’s not the type of person you’d want to upset.”

Akira observed the ring on his finger while they waited for the portal to arise. If he could spoil anyone, he’d wish to repay Besil for everything he’d done.

Why can’t I give you what you deserve?

Akira studied Besil’s profile and sighed inaudibly. He knew deep down that he should do as Besil wished. If they stayed together, Akira might be able to live longer.

Anything that he wished for, Besil would deliver. If Akira wanted to see the world fall, Besil would grant him this wish.

That’s why I can’t turn you into a monster like me.
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Whenever I ask myself what I’ve done to deserve my punishment, I think of all the things I could’ve done differently. I understood how you felt. My affections for you weren’t dissimilar, but I couldn’t drag you down. I didn’t want to see you become like me.
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Akira thought back to several turns prior, on the day of his eighteenth birthday. He’d sat staring at the chasm in the middle of Niall, unknowing of how much time he’d spend there throughout his life.

Besil had joined him, beaming as usual. “Do you know what today is?”

“Is it important?”

“Absolutely! I’ve been awaiting this day for a long time.” He turned his body and hung one leg over the edge of the chasm.

Akira would’ve been alone if not for Besil. No one in Niall paid him much mind then, and ARX hadn’t been founded yet.

Besil had removed the silver ring he always wore and slipped it onto Akira’s tainted hand. “You’re finally an adult, so I’m giving this to you. It’s infused with anima. It’ll protect you. I’d like you to wear it, if you don’t mind.”

Akira had looked at the ring and lifted his gaze. “Isn’t this important to you?”

“Remember that the happiest people are not those getting more, but those giving more.”

“Gift... adult... It must be my birthday.”

Besil chuckled. “You couldn’t tell? You’re already eighteen. It’s been... five turns since we met.”

“That’s untrue. We met when I was still an infant.”

“Oh, wow! You remember.”

Akira remembered many things about his friend. He had met Besil prior to meeting Fati, so it seemed as though he should’ve been committed to Besil.

This was just one of many reasons that Akira considered himself unworthy of Besil’s love.
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“Akira?” Besil pulled Akira by the hand. “The portal will close. Come quickly.”

Akira stopped observing the ring. The small object held many memories that shaped the person he had become. “I’m coming.”

I’m depraved and, therefore, undeserving of your love. With this life of mine, I must give back to you in any way I can.
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The Reaper City expanded across the shadowy landscape of Niall. Portals rose from platforms around the dark sky, hissing and glowing as Reapers came and went. Buildings sat aligned roof-to-roof beside a massive chasm leading into the Abyss, where Akira often sat viewing the phantoms. These creatures came in all shapes and sizes, some as small as dust and others as big as the tallest buildings in Niall. They radiated light and color, hardly more than a translucent shimmer in the darkness.

Akira enjoyed the phantoms. He shared the same insatiable spiritual deficiency, and even their lack of identity. Many others took as much pleasure in watching the glory of the phantoms as he did, but few felt that way about him.

Besil’s body dispersed into thick shadows, a spectacle evocative of ink dribbling across the air, and returned to Akira’s arms in the form of a cat.

Akira focused on Jackyl as they approached a group of Reapers huddled around a fire near the opening of the city.

Jackyl lifted his hand out towards Akira. “Look who’s back!”

The group of Reapers stared silently at Akira before disregarding him.

Jackyl slapped off the hand of a Reaper in a boar mask, then stood. “Y’know, it’s unbelievable how rude you all can be.”

Akira followed Jackyl away from the fire and spoke quietly. “If you defend me, they’ll ostracize you.”

“So what?”

He laughed inaudibly. The few friends he did have disapproved of the rejection from the Universe.

“Funny, huh?” Jackyl said. “I don’t think so. The next time that happens, I think I’ll spew blood.”

“You’ve grown. Now, if only you’d wear your mask.”

Jackyl put a hand to his chest and gasped. “This handsome face has to breathe sometimes. Can’t let it go to waste like some people.”

“Asshole.”

Somewhere between Akira’s response and Jackyl’s laughing, Besil had shifted back into his adolescent form and waved an arm between them. “Focus. Mayuri’s waiting.”

Akira dreaded seeing Mayuri, but he’d promised Besil that he’d go, so he withheld his complaints and returned to his room in the barracks.

When he entered, Mayuri sat at the desk, spinning a pen. This man associated closely with Akira’s coalition of misfits, and considered himself part of their group. He called himself the Wiser—an omniscient man who crossed through time and space without Reaper association. That really just meant he wasn’t a Reaper and interacted with few.

Akira knew him to be a friend and associate of the Grim, but Mayuri wasn’t one of them either. He was a Guardian, a protector of time and space. This made him akin to Akira, at least in their ability to use anima to resolve time-based anomalies.

After noticing Mayuri, Akira snatched the pen and placed it back in its rightful place. “My belongings are not toys.”

“Oh!” Mayuri grinned from ear to ear, pushing a tuft of red hair away from his black-rimmed glasses. He began to throw his arms around Akira and stopped partway. “My child! How big you’ve... gotten? Become?”

“Whose child? What the devil is on your face?”

Mayuri pushed up his glasses. “Don’t I look smart?”

Akira squinted. “Smart?”

“Ooh, you never change. Nothing but your outward appearance, at least. Hug? No hug?”

His mouth twitched once as he scanned the room that had been filled with jars of crystal. “Are you trying to exorcise a demon? Why is my room such a mess?”

Mayuri leaned one leg against the desk while swiveling on the chair. “I thought we’d try and remove your mask today. Just for a bit. Routine procedure. It’s been a while, and I think it’d be a healthy step to sort out some of that inner turmoil.”

“You’re not my therapist.”

“No.” Mayuri sat down, partially concealing a smile with his hand. “Just your friend.”

“Friend... is that what you are?”

“How rude! After all I’ve done, am I to be snubbed and seconded to Bes and Jax?”

“That would make you third, actually.” Akira sat on a large pillow in an arrangement on the floor, just one of many things brought in by the menaces he called friends. Their hoard of colorful pillows, books, and games cluttered the once immaculate room. They’d claimed it would remind him that he wasn’t alone, but really, it drove him mad.

The bottom of the blanket on his bed rustled and a young calico cat poked out its head. They stared at each other in surprise, and the cat retreated under the bed.

Akira sighed deeply.

Not again.

Mayuri still prattled. “Praise be, it’s like you’re reliving your childhood. Is this... what do they call it... puberty?”

“Do I look human to you? What do you want?”

Mayuri beamed. “That’s much better. There is always a moment of satisfaction in turning the assertive into the underdog. I was talking about your mask, don’t you remember?”

“What a naggy old man.”

Mayuri touched his youthful face. “Old? Me? I think you’re just immature.” His persistence made him a trying opponent, or just as difficult an ally.

After the brief attempt of dissuasion, Akira relented. He glanced at the jars scattered across the floor and bed. “There are more this time, but are you sure it’s enough?”

“I’ve tested it with some of the phantoms in the Abyss. Let’s just hope you haven’t gotten worse. Hmm?”

The mask was the first and strongest seal Akira had on his body. It warped others’ perception of him and erased his sense of identity; however, it also suppressed a majority of the miasma he produced.

If they didn’t replace it, the miasma would slowly consume his soul and spread until he perished completely. If not for Justice Mode, he’d likely have fallen victim to it long ago. The mask and the miasma both hurt him, but they’d been unable to remove the mask without almost killing him in the process.

Mayuri lowered himself to the floor and sat across from Akira. “I warned Jax and Bes about this beforehand, so they promised to guard the room.”

Akira glanced at the jars again. The crystal already glowed from the anima that fended off his miasma. He estimated a total of forty... and fretted. “I’m not sure about this. I’ve been in the Capital for a long time, and I’m still blacking out.”

Mayuri wiped his hands on his pants. “I doubled the amount from the last time. This isn’t the Ussan. You’re in closer proximity.” He reached out to the mask. “I’ll admit, though, that I have no idea what will happen once I pull it off. Are you ready?”

“No.”

“All right. Here we go.” He pulled the mask away from Akira’s face, against the magnetism of its seal.

As it moved, a prickling sensation ran over Akira’s skin, and soon struck his entire body.

“Steady,” Mayuri said.

Akira’s soul quaked and a shrill ringing filled his ears. His bones throbbed. Although he knew the skin on his face remained, it burned so badly that he still doubted the fact. The pain caused a rattling fear in his chest. He tossed his head, kicked Mayuri into the chair, and hit the floor as the rush of miasma shot from his body.

“Akira! Hey!” Mayuri shook his arm and the room spun.

The shrill ringing deafened Akira as he lay on the floor, losing consciousness. His body ached and his lungs strained.

Soon, Besil stared down at him, mouthing something inaudible. His cold hand touched Akira’s face.

As Akira faded from consciousness, Besil’s voice echoed inside his head. “I’m here. It’s okay.”
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Since that day, we’ve always been together. I was born from nothing; therefore, I had nothing, not even an identity, and no one to rely on. The sole person I relied on turned his back on me. The family I thought I had abandoned me, but not Besil.

For me, a person who attained nothing, he became everything.
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On the day Akira first met Besil, he had already been in Thule for eight turns. By the age of thirteen, he had lost his sense of self.

He leaned back on the legs of his chair with his feet propped up against his desk. The feeling reminded him of suspending, and this put his mind at ease. Particles of luminescent dust scattered in the air above like fireflies ascending towards the ceiling. As he balanced the legs of the chair, he listened to the strange sound in his head, ticking.

It was said to be the sound of a mortal device called a clock, but people in Thule didn’t believe in the measurement of time. Only mortals were confined by it. Since Akira knew the sound, they considered him strange.

He found a likeness to time; no one believed in him, either—not even the person he trusted and loved most in the world.

The gate of his room unlatched with a click, and a robed man crouched through the opening. “Our Lady has requested your presence in the Round Room. Pl... se... ou... id... nd.”

Akira lowered his chair and sat forward, blinking slowly as he watched the movements of the man’s mouth. “I can’t hear you.”

“Th... in? En... ht... be... r.”

Akira lifted a hand to his ear, but heard only a sharp ticking. “I can’t hear you. Everything is ticking again.” He shifted his attention from the man, distracted by the light accumulating around the floor. A dark haze hung over the room, clouding his vision.

The man patted Akira’s arm, interrupting the deafening sound. “Come with me. Your review will begin shortly.”

“Review....” Akira lowered his face and spotted his fountain pen lying on the desk.

I don’t want to. I don’t like it.

The haze thickened around him as he wrapped his fingers around the pen, gripped it tightly, and drove it into the robed man’s neck, not once, or twice, but three... four... five times.

The man’s hand clutched the air. He gargled, stiffened, and fell still.

For a moment, Akira heard nothing except his own heartbeat. His pen clacked as it rolled to the floor, leaving an imprint on his hand in the same spot that a small black dot appeared.

He sank to the floor and balled up against his bed, staring at the fresh corpse. The task had been done, but now his crime stared back at him. Soon enough, another member of the Council would search for them and realize what he had done.

Akira chewed the skin from his lip and rocked back and forth as he mulled over his new problem. The spot on his hand itched, and no amount of scratching or rubbing removed the strange black dot.

What have I done? No, it’s not my fault. I never wanted to come to this place. I’m not wrong. I’ve done nothing wrong. It’s them.

A meow disrupted his thoughts, and he returned his attention to the corpse. Beside his new victim sat a black cat, its cobalt blue eyes piercing through him.

He flinched. “There are no cats in the Beyond. What are you?”

The cat responded. “How do you know if you’ve never seen one?”

“Because I know they exist, but I’ve never seen one in the Beyond.”

“But how do you know they exist, and what they look like, if you’ve never encountered one? If you know what you say you know, then you must’ve seen one, and if so, where were you if not in the Beyond?”

Akira opened his mouth but said nothing.

The cat chuckled. “You have just killed a man, and the origin of cats is your first concern. We’ll get along well. I can tell.” Its shadowy body dispersed into smoke and formed a lanky adolescent. Like the cat, he possessed large cobalt blue eyes. His short brown hair gathered in small curls around his forehead. Even at a glance, his red jacket appeared different than the attire worn in Thule. This boy wore a pursed expression as he spoke. “You’ve been caught. What will you do? You’re still young, so I can forgive your actions. Do you wish to be forgiven?” His scent resembled an exotic flower.

“I have nothing to apologize for. Stay away from me. You reek of the Void.”

“Guess what....” The boy stepped over the corpse and leaned so closely, his nose brushed against Akira. “So do you. I’ll ask again. Do you wish to be forgiven?”

Akira shook his head. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“My, then how rude of this corpse to appear before you. What shall we do about him?”

“I... but....”

The boy crouched down. “He deserved it? That is not for you to decide. Are you the Grandmaster?”

Akira scrunched his nose. “I am not.”

The boy chuckled. “Cute reaction. I can help you, but in order to do so, we must form a pact.”

Akira held his ground. He remembered his teachings well. “They call your kind demons. Is this not the trickery of the Void?”

“What makes the Void so evil?”

He said nothing.

“You don’t know?”

“The darkness,” he said.

“Is that what they told you?”

He paused.

“What if I told you that I can not only help you, but I can teach you to harness the darkness?”

He thought hard on it. The boy’s offer appealed to him, but every action had its consequence. “I’ll be punished, but if I turn you in, they’ll praise me. Why should I trust you?”

“If you listen and follow my instructions, I can help you break out of here.”

Akira faltered. He wanted to leave Thule more than anything. “Really?”

“Instead of a deal, let’s call it friendship. How would you like to be friends?”

“Friends?”

The boy recited a line with fluidity. “A friend is one that knows you as you are, understands where you have been, accepts what you have become, and still, gently allows you to grow.”

The deal appealed to Akira more by the moment. He had been told that demons knew how to see into people’s hearts and sense their desires. Now he knew this to be true. “I... want that. I think.”

The boy patted Akira’s head and smiled kindly. “Very well. I shall tell you my name just this once, so you mustn’t forget it.”

“Okay.”

He whispered in Akira’s ear. “Bethshan.” Once he said it, he withdrew. “That’s the name you should call. What’s your name?”

Akira averted his gaze. “It’s Akira.”

Bethshan turned his head to one side and observed Akira with a curious eye. “I meant your real name. Without your real name, we can’t form a pact. Similarly, once we’ve made a pact, it’ll remain no matter where you go in space or time. If you die and are reborn, our pact will still be intact. The only way you may sever it is to betray me or have a Grim sever our ties.”

“I’ve never told anyone my real name,” Akira said. His heart beat quickly, even more so than when he first realized his crime.

Forming a pact with a demon from the Void outweighed the atrocity of the murder.

Bethshan nudged the corpse with his foot. “Another council member will arrive soon, and my time here is running short. If you wish to form a pact, then I must know your Soul’s Name. Otherwise, I’ll leave you be.”

Time?

When Akira failed to respond, Bethshan moved towards the gated entrance of the room.

“It’s Bedad!”

Bethshan’s eyes widened. He paused briefly, then seemed to catch himself and smiled. “Bedad. That’s a nice name.”

Akira choked back a breath. It was too late to take it back, and that alarmed him, but truthfully, he liked something about Bethshan and much preferred him to the Council.

“I don’t like that name,” Akira said.

“Akira, then. We’re not dissimilar. I also have more than one name. I’m Besil, but you can call me Bes.” Besil pushed the corpse aside and sat close to Akira, face to face.

“Bes....”

“Right.”

“What now?”

“We must exchange anima. Remember, you must call my name. It must resonate with your soul. Please excuse me.”

Akira meant to ask what Besil meant, but soon found out when Besil covered his eyes and kissed him.

Akira had been so startled, he forgot about the resonance, then he heard a distant reverberation. If he closed his eyes and listened carefully, he could also hear his name, so he mirrored this task.

Bethshan.

When the pact had formed, a pain struck his chest.

Besil sat back and grinned. “There. Now we’re friends. Our pact is simple. We must be loyal and protect each other.”

Akira decided not to argue about the strange use of the term friend, because there was still a corpse in his room.

Besil also turned his attention to the body. “Don’t worry. From now on, I’ll take care of everything.”
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I can still remember the ache in my soul when he called me his friend. I found myself wishing to make him proud. For the first time in ages, I had someone who truly cared about me. Bes was my family and my world... and oh, how I wish I could’ve given him my own.
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Akira opened his eyes as Besil the Cat’s cold nose pressed against his face.

The room tilted, and then Mayuri reappeared with his head pressed against the floor. “Are you all right? The miasma just stopped flowing.”

Akira sat up, pulling Besil into his arms as he awakened. “Bes... I’m sorry.”

Mayuri griped. “Bes? But I’m the one who asked the question.”

Akira nuzzled Besil’s head and curled up, holding the cat close to his chest. “Don’t leave me again.”

Besil cooed and tapped a paw against his friend’s face.

Don’t leave me again.
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The anima in the jars chewed away at the miasma in the room, as Mayuri watched and attempted to improve Akira’s desperate condition.

Akira quietly stroked Besil’s head and reflected on the day they’d met, shifting his jaw as he thought of the many times he committed an act in Justice Mode.

The Council called it malice, a direct influence of miasma.

“You’re spacing out,” Mayuri said.

“I killed someone again.”

“Well... I can’t say I’m surprised. If you don’t commit a crime now and then, the miasma will overpower you. Sometimes, it can’t be helped.”

It often surprised Akira to hear Mayuri dismiss his crimes so easily. Most people condemned the Tainted, but Mayuri always seemed to understand the ailment.

After adjusting his glasses, Mayuri spoke again, sounding both calm and collected. “I wanted to speak with you about your most recent endeavor with Lady Fate.”

Akira raised his gaze and examined Mayuri’s expression, which now displayed a glimmer of concern. The word endeavor sounded too suggestive to be accurate. “What about her?”

“Have you felt any better? Has your condition improved at all since you started teaching her?”

“No.”

Mayuri frowned. “I see. How long are you intending to stay in the Capital?”

“For three turns.”

“Can you do it?”

“I must try. Besil’s doing all he can to ensure the safety of those around me. That should be enough.” Akira touched Besil’s ear and it twitched. His friend’s warmth brought back a sliver of joy.

Mayuri watched Akira’s hands. “Bes alone can’t weather the storms in your soul.”

Besil re-formed into a young boy and wrapped his arms around Akira’s shoulders. He needed to take an Ancient’s form for others to hear him, and he seemed determined to change Mayuri’s opinion. “Love is the greatest healer of all. Don’t doubt my skill, Wiser.”

Akira closed his eyes, reminding himself that succumbing to Besil’s affection would do more harm than good. “I intend to follow through with my agreement and assist Fate with her studies to become High Queen.”

Mayuri folded his hands. “And what about Leoht? I’ve heard that you said your piece during the reformation of his pact with Lady Fate.”

“Is that wrong? Must everyone remind me?”

“It’s difficult to imagine you seeing your task to the end, when you still harbor such negative feelings towards him.”

“If you’re asking me to overlook the offense he’s caused, then forget it. I’ve distanced myself from Leoht. This time is mine, and none shall infringe upon it.”

Besil morphed back into a cat and hung over Akira’s head, cooing and meowing. In this form, he could stick closer to Akira and offer the best comfort, though it usually perplexed others that he switched back and forth so suddenly.

Mayuri’s voice wavered, disclosing the underlying tension. “Time... don’t you meddle with time. We’ve had this discussion more than once. Your condition is too unstable to use your element. Of all your abilities, that one is the most dangerous. Even the Grim have warned you not to push your luck.”

Akira pulled Besil down and played with the padding of his paws. “It’s better to regret what you have done than what you haven’t.”

“Oh, child, I only hope you don’t cause yourself more pain. Please don’t forget our arrangements. I’ll assume that Queen Heqet has been preparing for the battles ahead.”

“Yes, of course. The other members of the Rebellion have also stepped forward. Since Askelon is the only one who pays me any mind, there have been no issues infiltrating their group.”

Besil meowed in agreement.

Mayuri pushed his hair back. “Praise be. I can only hope you two stay out of trouble.”

“We’ll do what we’ve always done.”

“What is that?”

“Survive.”

Akira stood and placed the fox mask on his face, and Besil over his shoulder. The shadows wound around his body and rushed, then, in a flash of light, the two of them reappeared in the main hall of the Capital Palace.

The darkness dissipated into the cold air, and the glow from the Ussan fell on Akira, creating patterns on the floor that mirrored the patterns in the viewing window. He inspected the faint light that shone on his tainted hands.

“You could’ve stayed longer,” Besil said, still in the form of a cat.

“No. The crystal was at its limit. I’d rather not lash out at Mayuri again. He doesn’t deserve it, and there are plenty who do whom I’ve yet to punish.”

“Your sense of justice never fails to surprise me.”

Akira stepped through the ceremonial hall, observing the star-shaped lights that hung from the vaulted ceiling. He enjoyed his perusing until Fate noticed him passing by the viewing window.

She waved. “Akira!”

“What a pleasure it is to see you so soon, Reinka.” He meant this. Their severed pact had wounded him deeply, and any hope of healing that wound brought him joy.

Fate bobbed her head around joyfully. “I was sparring with Firmus again. He says I’m getting better at fighting, and it’s a good thing, with all the disappearances happening in Nex.”

“Perhaps it’s best that you’re here and not there.” Akira gazed at the Ussan from the viewing window. Even at a distance, he perceived the chimes from the lost souls of the Crystal Empire.

She observed them as well. “Since I’ve started staying here, I’ve had a lot of strange dreams about the Spinner. I wonder if her soul is trapped in there as well.”

He avoided responding. The less he said, the better.

Fate had a way of cornering him with questions. “I’ve read that the upper, middle, and lower realms are the Beyond, the Rift, and the Void. If Spirits come from the Beyond, and Shadow Creatures come from the Void, then what’s in the Rift?”

“It’s said to be a realm built of paradoxes—a world that doesn’t really exist.”

“So, it’s like you.”

Her remark struck him like a bullet.

“All of those are Ethereal Realms, right? Undal and Mu are part of the Mortal Realm, so how did people like the Spinner go from one realm to the other?”

“Some people are knocked down. Others choose to leave via spiritual travel or portal jumping. The Shadow Realm connects the Mortal Realms to the Ethereal Realms. Even though the Void is technically part of the Ethereal Realm, it’s also part of the Shadow Realm. Some people tried to use it to get from one place to the next, but few survived.”

“That’s interesting,” she said, trailing off into thought. Whenever she did this, she often sprang an unexpected question or comment. “I waited for you because there’s a story I want you to tell me.”

He refocused his attention on her. He could easily discern which story she wished to hear, because he was one of the few people who knew the entire tale. “Chi told you to ask me.”

“I searched for a translation of the Book of Ages, but I only had a chance to read Rota Fortunae. Hero told me the story of Leoht Miina, so can you tell me about the Man Who Stood at the Edge of Time?”

He tried a vague answer first. “It’s about a man who enters the Halls of Eternity and shatters the Mirror of Space and Time.”

She shook her head. “What are those? I’m unfamiliar with them.”

“The Halls of Eternity are in the Beyond. They open only as the result of a perfect fusion of light and darkness. They’re rumored to have been sealed to protect the Mirror of Space and Time, the very reflection of our universe.”

“What’s the purpose of it?”

He slipped into formality while attempting to choose his words carefully. Sometimes this happened because of his upbringing. Any time he felt tense, he found himself returning to old habits. “It is recorded that it was created by the Grandmaster—or the Creator’s—dream of the world. Its only purpose is to record the events of space and time as seen by that person, but it was used by another in the aforementioned story.”

“He’s like you. He has no identity.”

He wanted to argue that he had one; it was simply that few people knew him.

She seemed to understand that he disliked the comment. “So why did the man enter the Halls of Eternity?”

“The man was not a man at all, just an adolescent. He broke into the Halls of Eternity out of desperation.” He rubbed Besil’s head with one finger. “The moment he set foot inside, the Mirror of Space and Time shattered. He sealed himself inside and tried repairing it, but as he did so, he saw potential in the Universe that had been created. He marveled that a mere dream could create such an expansive world. Instead of re-creating the same world, he built a new one. He dreamt of his own ideal reality and, as the title suggests, dreamt so long he was a man when he awakened. Creating the new world formed a new path in the Halls of Eternity, and he followed that path to the Edge of Time.”

Fate leaned forward. “What did he see there?”

“Everything... and nothing. That is the story, anyway.”

“Why did he create a new world? He didn’t like the old one?”

“Go and ask the writer.”

“Your eyes are like space. I just thought they might look like that because you’ve seen the Edge of Time.”

“Silly girl... no one like that exists.”

She frowned. “That’s a shame. I feel like he’d be wonderful.”

The Spinner’s ability to see through him rivaled Besil’s spiritual prowess.

Akira missed the feeling of attaining her care and affection. He lingered around her for more than his duties, and everyone knew it. If only for a moment, he wished to relive their time together. “For argument’s sake, let’s just say you were correct. If I were that person, would you come with me to the New World?”

She stood perfectly still, without expression, quiet, appearing no more than a life-sized doll. Her long moment of deliberation passed, and her head moved slightly to one side. With a blink and a subtle movement of her red-stained lips, she said, “No. I committed to Leoht, after all.”

He caught himself reminiscing in her beauty, as his hatred of Leoht had brought him back to reality. “It was a theoretical question.”

“All theories are somewhat based on fact. Even if you asked as a joke, I believe your question conveyed some truth.”

His mouth twitched, but he said nothing.

She continued. “I truly can’t imagine what kind of world a man like you would conceive. What is inside your head? Is it like Solaris?”

“What do you mean?”

“What’s your ideal world like?”

Akira thought of many different answers to her question. He considered the idealism in a world, which allowed them to be together, or a world that allowed him to repay Besil. This simple question overwhelmed him. It brought him back to his old dreams of a perfect reality and reminded him that, although he may be an adult, inside, a broken child still struggled for survival.

He sighed. “Have you ever wished that your life is a dream and that, if you wait long enough, you’ll wake up?”

Fate studied him carefully. “Is that how you feel?”

As he opened his mouth to respond, the room and the floor stretched around him, and his vision flooded with red. A shrill ringing drowned out the surrounding sounds.

Fate reached out for him, and her mouth moved, but he heard nothing.

The room had turned again, and he stared at the star-shaped lights, which hung more distant than before.

Why’s this happening now? What’s wrong with me?

His head spun and the light from the Ussan flashed.

Jackyl entered the haze as the room filled with black spots. He pulled back Fate by the arm, leading her away from the window.

Besil morphed back into his adolescent form. “I’m here,” he said.

Akira’s vision tunneled. He had forgotten what it felt like to be afraid. His body grew numb, and his thoughts raced.

What’s happening to me?

Besil stroked the side of Akira’s head. “Rest. I will cast away your nightmares.”
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Akira opened his eyes to the surrounding darkness, his body stiff and cold from the black water. Dark tendrils of hair tangled around his arms and legs, and an ache filled his lungs.

After swimming his way out, he untangled himself.

A familiar white hall, littered with paintings of mutilated shadows, stretched out in front of him. “Bes!”

Something scuttled through the hallway.

He walked forth, glancing at the paintings. The hall moaned and whispered as skin peeled away from the walls. Each painting showed a figure more mutilated than the last. First, there were bruises, then gashes, incisions, and finally, carvings on the depicted body.

He reached a door at the end of the hall and paused, his hand hovering over the knob. The crying figure awaiting him beyond reminded him of a past he wished to avoid, so he sat with his back to the door, holding his knees to his chest and rocking.

I don’t want to. I don’t like it.

A bell chimed, and Besil the Cat rounded the corner.

Akira lifted his head and heaved a sigh of relief. “Bethshan.”

“I have come for you. Even though we both loathe this place, I get to see your face. It pleases me.”

“I don’t want to talk about it. I want to wake up.”

“Very well.” Besil trotted up to Akira and sat with him. “Muora, Akira.”
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The scent of medicine reached Akira’s nose. He knew who surrounded him by the auras radiating through the room. “Jackyl, you shouldn’t have come out.”

Jackyl patted the mattress. “How can you scold me before you’re even awake?”

“I know you’ve been bad even before I’m awake.” He recognized Jackyl’s dark and looming aura.

Fate leaned over Akira. “Are you okay? I never expected to see you collapse.”

“There is no greater danger to me than myself.” He groaned as he sat up, and glanced at the cat curled up against his side.

“Bes stayed with you, as always,” Jackyl said.

Fate added, “Jackyl told me that he’s your Reaper friend. I was happy to know you have more friends than me and Besil.”

“What I fear is his mouth,” Akira said, surprised to see Jackyl’s mask properly in place. He wondered if she had noticed Besil turn into a man, or if Jackyl had deterred her.

What is Jax doing in the Capital, anyway? Is he here for Firmus?

He glanced between Jackyl and Fate, then at the doorway to check for passersby. It seemed uncanny that they should end up in the same spot so soon.

Is he waiting for me to say something? Is he going to say anything? I’ve never tried this before. Maybe it’s worth a shot.

Akira stretched out a hand and yanked the mask from Jackyl’s face.

Fate gasped and covered her mouth. A look of horror washed over her face, and her violet eyes grew wide with tears and disbelief.

Akira doubted his timing when he noticed the questions filling her gaze.

She followed this shortly with variations of sorrow and wrath. As these emotions hit, tears poured from her eyes. She didn’t need to speak to convey her thoughts. Clearly, she wondered how it was possible, and why no one had told her, but after a spell, she just cried quietly.

Finally, she spoke. “Abyssus?”

After a long silence, Jackyl collected his mask from Akira and answered. “I’m Abyssus, but I’m also Jackyl. It’s complicated.”

Akira stood beside Jackyl, draping an arm around his shoulders. “He’s a Reaper from Niall.”

Fate pointed at Jackyl’s face. “But... he’s... how? I don’t understand.”

He reached out for a handshake, forgetting that this habit came from humans. “I was Abyssus. I even have the memory of being Abyssus, but I am no longer that person. I am someone new. You can call me Jax if you’d like. I’m really happy to see you, and to be seen by you, even if it means you’ll continue to hit me.”

She snuck a glimpse of Akira, as if looking at him would help her understand the gesture or the comment.

“He is more so Abyssus than you are Fati,” he said.

“But how? What is this? How did this happen?”

Jackyl grinned and a dimple formed on his cheek.

This drew Fate back in, and the tension faded from her face.

“I’m a Doll,” he said, “just like you. I was reanimated into a new vessel.”

She caressed his face for careful study, no doubt because he appeared slightly more gaunt and mature than the brother she knew. “Are you really him?” She gasped again. “Firmus... this is what Firmus meant! You’re the person he’s been seeing!”

Her hands shook in time with her voice, and her eyes shimmered with tears, as she seemed to plead for her brother.

No matter how Akira wished for her to express the same desire for him, he knew nothing would come of it, so he sat on the edge of the bed and coddled Besil for comfort.

We no longer have a pact. My pact is with Besil now. Why can’t I just let go? Why can’t I just turn my back to her and stay with him?

Jackyl turned his face from side to side. “I’m real and just as handsome as ever.”

If you really believed that, then you wouldn’t say it.

Fate laughed as tears stained her cheeks, but her smile soon waned. “I must tell Hero.”

He pulled her back by the wrist. “You can’t! You can’t tell anyone.”

“Why not?”

“You know how he is. If you tell him now, he’ll cancel his trip and run back to us. It’s too soon to tell him.”

She turned back and grasped his hand. “Yes, you’re right. I was too hasty. But are you true? Are you really my brother?”

Akira scratched Besil’s head. “Reapers mustn’t be identified as their former selves, Reinka. Refrain from calling your brother’s name, and remember to use the new one. I’m sure you have many more questions.”

She pressed a closed hand to her cheek. “Wait, you remember everything, right?”

“For the most part,” Jackyl said.

“Then... do you know where the last journal is?”

“It’s in Macellarius on my bookshelf.”

What journal?

“We need to go and get it!”

Akira rolled his eyes. “Am I just here for your entertainment? I’m sure I’ve warned you not to stray into Nex.”

“I’m obviously taking you to protect me,” she said. “If you like me, don’t you want to keep me safe?”

“I dislike your use of my affections.”

Jackyl placed his mask on the side of his head. “Isn’t it fine? It’s important that she have enough information to solve the riddle in this era. Besides, isn’t it about time for you to use some of those abilities for good?”

Akira glared. “Are you saying I don’t?”

“Not recently.”

Fate glanced between them. “Is it possible you two already know who the murderer is?”

Akira leaned his head against Besil and absorbed the warmth from his fur. “Even if we knew, we couldn’t tell you. No matter which variables I have tried maneuvering, the result is always negative.” He moved only his eyes and inspected the flecks of miasma scattering around her body.

The Spinner couldn’t be infected because of the amount of anima she radiated, but she could evolve. If she reached that point, her memories would return, so he wanted to see it happen.

How beautiful she will be once she is Red like me.

Besil’s blue eyes caught the light as he watched Akira. “You mustn’t think like that. We have to prevent the infection. If she falls to disease, all will fall with her.”

“By disease, do you mean Chaos? She can’t be infected, but what better reason to separate them than the variables of Chaos?”

Fate stepped closer to Jackyl’s side. “Akira, are you talking to the cat?”

Akira lowered his head. “I’m just thinking aloud.” When he was alone, he only had Besil to speak with, and this made it a difficult habit to break. Sometimes he forgot that to most others, his cat was just a pet, not a person. No one else could hear Besil in his cat form, but Akira could endure the negative views if it meant staying with Besil.

Jackyl laughed faintly. “Oh, he’s like that. Don’t worry about it.”

Fate shook it off. “Anyway, I feel like I need to go to Macellarius to investigate a few things.”

Akira squinted. “Such as?”

“Um....” She folded her hands. “Has anyone heard news about a girl called Lara?”

He shifted his eyes. “Why do you ask?”

“I haven’t really told anyone, but she tried to poison me a few months ago.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Chi told me not to. I meant to tell Hero, but because of the pact and his trip, there wasn’t an appropriate time. That day, I could’ve sworn that I killed her in self-defense, but I haven’t heard any news about her body being found.”

“Perhaps the news was not important enough,” Akira said, stroking Besil’s head more quickly.

Jackyl peered at him with blatant scrutiny.

Akira held Besil up and stared into his eyes, content with their union. “No one really cares about the servant girl. No one would react if they knew you did her in.”

Fate dwelled on the matter. “I don’t feel good about it. I lashed out at her. She was only Rahma.”

Her tone of voice reminded Akira of the tone someone used to speak of a pet or a child.

“I still feel like I’m missing something. I’d like to go and investigate soon.”

“We can go tomorrow. Today, we can discuss how to properly control your elements. It will be important if you intend to visit Macellarius.”

“What’s there? Are you referring to Mortis?”

“He’s a problem, but one I can handle. There is more than Mortis in Macellarius.”

“Then let’s start, so I can spend the night practicing,” she said.

“As you wish.”

Jackyl patted her head. “I’m going to sneak food from the kitchen, but I’ll be back.”

The siblings parted, and Fate focused her attention on Akira again. “Between you and me, I don’t know how to react to Jackyl yet. I think that after the shock wears off, I might need to speak with him alone.”

“It always fascinates me that you can carry on through your life without reacting.”

“When I was in the brothel, I had to learn to hide my feelings while I served our clients. I understand that there’s no sense in dwelling on things when there are more important matters to focus on. Even when I’m surprised, I have to keep moving forward.”

“That’s a good way to think,” he said. “It’ll keep you alive.”

She cracked a smile and reached out to him. “Do what you must to survive.”

He shielded Besil with his body.

She sighed. “I wasn’t reaching for the cat. I was reaching for your hand.”

“Are you taunting me?”

She closed her hand and lowered it to her side. “It’s nothing like that. I felt guilty about abusing your affections.”

“If you’re really sorry, then use your guilt to fuel your darkness. You’re going to need that negative energy in order to learn.”

He carried Besil out of the room, down the stairs, and into the main hall, then stood with his back to the viewing window. The Ussan caused sadness, which would help evoke the darkness Fate wished to control.

She had followed him, and now stood in front of him.

“In order to conjure darkness,” he said, “you must accumulate negative energy. The more you have stored inside, the stronger your element will become. Since you are learning to control darkness, you must also understand its opposing element, anima.”

“You mean that the two clash, right?”

“Yes. I’m relieved to hear you understand that. When they clash, they create a vortex of energy, and that force is strong enough to create a vacuum. The more it consumes, the bigger it gets. In other words, avoid this.” He placed Besil on the floor. “Now, you need to summon your darkness. I want you to spend some time meditating. Think of the worst things you can imagine. Sometimes pleasant things, like Jackyl’s arrival, happen and the darkness recedes. You need to learn to keep it balanced and at your disposal. If you understand this, sit there and focus.”

“What about you?”

“I must see the Queen. Focus until I return.” He pointed at his feline friend. “If he catches you off task, I’ll know.”

Besil meowed harmoniously.

“Yes, I understand,” Fate said, laughing and setting Besil on her lap. “Let’s begin!”

“Bes, keep her on task. I’ll return shortly.”

Besil glanced at him. “Stay out of trouble, Akira. I will be watching.”

Akira backed away from the hall and trudged upstairs to the Queen’s chambers.

Before he arrived, she caught him in the hallway and waved the skirt of her white dress. “I have some news!”

He scanned the hall for spies, and prompted her to speak by returning to her gaze. “Good news, I hope.”

“We’ve just signed a contract for custody of Lady Fate’s younger sister, Tori. She’ll be coming to live with us at the start of the new turn.”

“Younger?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

He thought back to the first time he met her, when he had deemed her spiritual state older than that of Fate. “Thank you, Heqet. I’ll pay her a visit.”

A liar? But of course. She is Vem. They have reason to hide.

“Do be careful,” Queen Heqet said.

He smirked. “Your concern is endearing.”

The darkness rushed and twisted through the scenery of the Capital and the forest, then came to a stop at the border of Macellarius. Akira had intended to take Tori by surprise, and instead found her facing the window of her room in the brothel.

He rocked back and perched on the window sill.

She gazed at something far away. “You’ve come for me, but what shall you do?”

His darkness blended into the shadows, concealing him from her gaze, but even if he attempted to hide, she didn’t need her eyes to see him.

Finally, he lowered his feet to the floor. “You’re an Oracle.”

“And you’re a fox.”

“I’m not an animal, if that’s what you mean.”

She laughed aloud. “What a funny way to think. The Spirits forewarned me of your visit. You’ve been to the Edge of Time. Try as you might, no amount of trickery shall misguide me.”

He appreciated the mask for hiding his discomfort. “I guess not. Why have you concealed yourself here?”

“You know of my true identity?”

He leaned his upper body to one side. “You are Aeros Ianthe. Your brother is a member of the Organization. My Organization.”

“He said you would come.”

“But he wouldn’t say whether or not I could trust you. This is your test. Give me a reason to hire you.”

“Fair enough. That’s just like him.” She beckoned Akira to enter the room, but he stayed on the window sill. “I was recruited by the Rebellion when the Oracles in my community were captured. My brother stayed behind to assist our companions, and my guard, Myrna, left to assist Madam Fortuna’s lover.”

He had met Ianthe many times in the past, or future, but he had spoken to Myrna more often. “You mean your lover. Seems callous to call her your guard.”

This was his first time recruiting Ianthe to be a member of the Organization. He needed both women to function as a team. New members meant greater success because their enemies couldn’t identify new faces right away.

Tori clamped her lips shut. “I wonder what else you’ve seen in your journeys through time.”

“You couldn’t possibly imagine. Now, you should tell me what your intent is, so I can decide if I need to kill you.”

“Shouldn’t you know if you need to kill me?”

“All people make mistakes. You may soon be a member of my ranks, so I must be certain.” He stepped down from the window sill and conjured his scythe.

“Madam Fortuna appointed me to this position in the brothel when I was younger and, because of my small stature, I disguised myself at her request.”

Bes is also good at this.

He nodded. “I believe you. What then?”

“I’ve watched over Lady Fate and attempted to steer her in the right direction. I’ve seen my future, and I know what I must do.”

“So that’s how you feel.”

She nodded. “Yes. My journey to the Capital has been endorsed by the Wiser himself, for the sake of the Organization’s cause. If you still doubt me, I urge you to call upon him.”

A laugh jumped from Akira. If their co-founder approved of her, there was no need for further interrogation. “Oh, I see. So that’s how it is. You may live another day, Ianthe. I wish to see you at the Capital soon.”

“That’s all?”

He placed his hand on the round window and settled the exchange as he jumped out. “Fulfill your role. I’ll be watching. I always watch.”
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Akira dropped into the conference room in Inoue Palace, where Queen Heqet sat reading a book.

She set it on the table and folded her hands. “Good to see you’re back. My husband and I just discussed some of our plans for the return of Prince Hero.”

“Already? I don’t want to hear about him. He just left.”

“That was over a month ago. There’s still a lot to plan.”

He sat on the edge of the table with his ankles locked together.

“There are perfectly good chairs all around you. Why not use them?”

“Quite frankly, I don’t want to. Now, what were you telling me about your plans?”

“We’d like to host a masquerade ball when he returns. My husband has begun informing palace officials, so we can make a guest list. This will be used as an engagement party, so our future successors can start paving their way.”

“And I care about this because...?”

“This is very serious. You’ve been avoiding your duties as my assistant, to fulfill your own agenda, and the officials doubt your loyalty.”

“Assistant? This is a charade. I don’t work for anyone.”

She rubbed her brow. “Oh, please stop giving me a hard time. Why are you even here if not to assist in our affairs?”

“Trifling.”

“Then do not trifle in my name.”

“Even my trifling is helpful. You must learn to see this with your own eyes.”

“This reminds me: the murder cases in Mu have increased. Disappearances are occurring all throughout Inoue, Nex, and even Askadel. We need answers soon. I worry that this will compromise my position before we are able to secure proper successors. Please make haste to uncover the truth. Even if you do not wish to help our cause, at least assist Lady Fate. Protect her from the horrors of this empire. If she’s to become High Queen, she’ll have no choice but to carry these burdens.”

Akira already missed Besil. He struggled to focus on the conversation, his thoughts divided. “I shall use this body to protect her, even if it is the last thing I do.”

“I’m grateful for this, if nothing else.”

He stepped down from the table. “I must return. She has much to learn.”

She called out again before he left. “Akira, I can only protect you for so long. If you draw out the investigation for much longer, your mother will come and find you.”

“Thank you for the warning.” He stepped through his billowing darkness and appeared at the balcony above the main hall.

Jackyl and Fate wove trails of black smoke with their hands below.

As I suspected, he came back to help her.

Besil the Cat strutted up the steps and meowed at Akira’s feet.

Akira plucked him from the floor, and they faced the balcony again. “I’ve missed you, friend.”

Besil hung his paws over Akira’s arms. “Your condition is getting worse. Can’t we return to Niall?”

“Not yet. Fate reminded me of an unfinished assignment. I think I know where to find the missing civilians.”

“I hope you’re not involved with that.”

Akira couldn’t deny his involvement. His blackouts occurred more often as his condition worsened. Most of the time, Besil caught him, but on many occasions, Akira got away with murder.

Besil nagged. “Where are the bodies?”

“In the belly of the beast.”

“Riddles, as usual. Needless to say, if you intend to travel, you should do it soon.”

“Yes, of course.”

Akira joined Jackyl and Fate in the main hall as they bid each other farewell. It seemed that Jackyl had received a summoning, though the timing was questionable.

Fate greeted Akira enthusiastically. “Oh, Akira! I’ve learned to channel my darkness.”

“Did you now?” Akira’s eyes pursued the wisps of smoke left behind after Jackyl’s departure.

Is he avoiding me or Bes?

“Yes, would you like to see?” She pushed back the air until her hands pressed flat against the space before her, molding together clusters of darkness.

“Save your energy. I’ve told you before, darkness is stronger when it accumulates.”

“But Akira, you use darkness all the time. Every time I look at you, you’re flashing around the room. Do you even know how to walk normally?”

“I’m sure I was taught. On another note, I’ve decided to visit Macellarius tonight. I have an assignment, and I thought I’d let you tag along.”

“I’d love to. If I remember correctly, I heard that Firmus would be in Macellarius to properly sever his ties with Neco.”

“It’s a little late for that. Heqet may have sent him on assignment.” Akira pushed Besil up his shoulder and conjured his scythe again, this time in his left hand.

“Wouldn’t it help if I carried Besil?”

“No.” Darkness dispersed from his body and enveloped them in a sphere of wispy shadows.

Fate reached out a finger to touch them, and a trail of glistening light ran across the surface. “It’s beautiful.”

The floor slipped beneath their feet, the hall tunneled, and a streak of light ran across the sphere. When the darkness faded, the light from a window dimly lit the furniture of the room in which they had arrived.

Fate studied her surroundings and acclimated to the new location.

Akira waved his scythe. “What was this talk about a journal?”

“My brother recorded information into four different journals, each with a different topic of importance. I want to collect them and keep them safe from prying eyes.” She maneuvered to the bookshelf and traced a hand over the spines.

“I see. Though I’m sure you’re sad to see me go, I will have to leave you here for a moment.”

“What?” She fumbled a book and Besil, whom Akira placed in her confidence.

“I’ll be back shortly. I must attend to some business here. I did mention this. Please stay with Besil. Once you’ve found what you’re looking for, he should lead you back safely.”

Besil growled. “Where are you going?”

Akira scratched his friend’s chin. “I’ll be back. Don’t worry.”

“I’ll take good care of him,” Fate said.

“I like to hear that.” Akira waved and exited the room, swinging his scythe loosely in his grip. The palace reeked of miasma, and trails of red dust still lingered in the air from Mortis passing through.

Akira slipped through the courtyard, whistling to himself as he entered the community, hiding within the shadows. He raised a hand to his brow and scoped out the area for someone weakened by the plague. His victim, a young boy, leaned against a dilapidated house, covered in miasma.

Akira swept the child away, unbeknownst to the other suffering people in the community. Death was inevitable, nothing worth his concern. He cared most about suffering, so he did justice by the child.

In an effortless movement, he sliced open the child’s neck, and blood poured onto the gravel. Akira, invisible as the shadows, then hauled the body to the courtyard at Macellarius Palace. He balanced on the edge of the well, gazing down into the endless pit below.

The odor so churned his stomach, he regretted wasting his energy on mindless travel. He used to find it easy traveling continually with flash-step, but he just didn’t have the spiritual capacity to do so any longer.

His scythe dissipated into black smoke, and he plunged into the depths of the well. As he landed, a grotesque squish emanated from beneath his foot. He pressed the back of his hand over his mask, and withdrew into the arched opening that led into the underground tunnels. “Ugh! Honestly, clean up your meals.”

A pile of rotting carcasses filled the bottom of the well’s opening, but neither carcasses nor death fazed him. He simply loathed the filth.

A faint whimpering echoed down the long tunnel, draped with branches of light from the numerous archways ahead. He carried the fresh corpse closer to the sound, along the murky canal that ran through the center of the tunnels.

At the darkest opening, a figure hunched over, emitting muffled cries. “Hungry... so hungry.” The creature lifted its head and sniffed the air. “Fresh meat.”

“Saha, Miss Sally. I see you’ve been as tormented as usual.”

The woman crawled over to him and clawed the air for the body. “Give it to me!”

“Manners now, Lady.” He moved her arm gently with his foot, causing her to wail and scream. “Has Benevolence treated you unfairly? Poor creature. No one deserves to live like this. Am I right?”

She buried her face into her hands and wept. “I’ve failed. I’ve failed, and I’ve been punished. How must I return to the surface? It’s all her fault.”

“Her?”

“That succubus!” Sally tore at the chestnut-colored hair clinging in a damp mass to her shoulders.

“Ah, Lady Fate?”

“She will pay for her crimes! They all will! They have wronged me! They have wronged Benevolence, and all like us!”

Akira placed the corpse on her lap and gripped the corner of her torn maid’s uniform. “Lady, you can’t live like this. Do you intend to wear these rags forever?”

She had charming points beneath all the grime and blood. The soft shape of her face, coupled with her emerald eyes, pallid complexion, and dark hair, reminded him of the sylphs in the stories from the Beyond. If she could clean up, she’d catch the eye of many.

She dug into the flesh, gobbling down mounds of bloody meat. Her throat released soft guttural grunts of starvation as she inhaled the meal in her grasp. She stuffed as much as she could down her gullet and wiped her stained mouth. “I’ve heard of the grand party in the Capital. On that night, I’ll have my revenge. I’ll rip out her guts through her throat!”

He swallowed deeply to force down his nausea. “Is that so... I thought it more suiting of you to tell Hero of your tremendous transformation. Have you not earned your place by his side? Leave Lady Fate to me. I shall find a proper place for you to exact your revenge.”

“You would do me this justice?”

“I live for justice, Miss Sally. Don’t you? But you mustn’t tell Benevolence. I wish to tell her of my great feat, and the future we will create. You must understand. After all, you wish this of Hero.”

She pushed back the disheveled pieces of hair stuck to her face in a poor attempt to make herself seem more regal. “Yes, I do! I do understand. We misfits must survive! We must stick together. Now that I have the strength, I will reshape the Empire. Then he will truly see me. I am strong, and I am beautiful. I can be a just queen.”

“Indeed. Never forget this strength. Misfits like us can reshape the empire. You’ll see.” Akira started to stand, and she yanked him back by the arm. He carefully picked off her fingers, then brushed off his blazer.

“But what about my dress? How will I leave like this? How will I attend a ball?”

“No one will recognize you. I will bring you a proper gown. Just remember that I’ve done you this justice. That is all I ask. I need nothing more. Once you’ve finished your meal, you must prepare to leave. If you stay here, you will be discovered. You have much to accomplish. Clean up. Surely, Benevolence will allow this much.”

“Yes. I’m looking forward to conquering this plagued empire.”

He waved and snuck out from the tunnel, dusting himself off. He worried that the stench would give him away to Besil. Committing a crime eased the miasma, but the seals weakened him and prevented his use of flash-step. He climbed out using a ladder beside the pile of rotting corpses, and contemplated his meeting with the woman hidden inside the tunnels.

As I thought, I’ve already met Sally in this era. How many times have I spoken with her? I can’t remember. As many times as there are murder cases? No, only the murders since the death of Lara. The other crimes must’ve been due to miasma poisoning. Why can’t I remember? What am I doing when I black out?

This woman was no stranger, especially not to the future successors of the Capital. He needed to keep her identity—no—her entire existence hidden as much as he needed to bury his crimes in Mu. At least for now.

A movement in the corner of his eye drew his attention to Besil the Cat scampering across the yard. “Where have you been? Do you have any idea how worried I was?”

“Bes?” Akira scanned the yard. “Besil, where is Fate?”

“Firmus promised to lead her back.”

The ground shook and a flash lit up the sky from the glass corridor in Macellarius Palace. Akira, Besil, and all the guards gaped at the streams of light extending out of the crumbling walls, and the vortex spinning from the middle of the palace.

Akira glared. “Bes!” He hadn’t accounted for this variable.

Besil flattened his ears. “I’m sorry. I miscalculated.”

Everyone is always so eager to expel me from this universe.

They dashed into the main hall, upstairs, and slid into the collapsed glass corridor that had once extended through the right side of the palace.

Akira’s eyes trailed the streams of golden light, the paintings being torn into the vortex around the bend, and the pillars crumbling around them.

The vortex grew and drew them closer.

Akira hesitated. He recalled Mayuri’s warnings and his condition.

If I do this... but, if I don’t....

Besil morphed into his adolescent form and grasped Akira’s shoulder. “Akira, don’t! Leave it!”

If not me, then who? Wiser isn’t here to fix it. There’s not enough time.

Akira raised his hands out towards the vortex, pushing back against the force of time. Gold rings of light, or anima, rotated around the vortex’s trembling core. As the wounds of time healed, the rings shrank.

Besil conjured a short blade and split the vortex across the side. The pulse of energy shot them backwards, to the edge of the collapsed hallway, then it burst into sparkling gold dust.

Besil clawed his way over the floor and knelt beside Akira, gasping. “Aki!”

“I’m here. I’m fine,” Akira said, catching his breath.

“How could you!” Besil reached back his hand as though he intended to strike, and Akira flinched. After a sigh, Besil stroked Akira’s head. “What would I have done if I’d lost you? You’re my world.”

Akira’s heart ached. “I’m sorry.”

“It was my fault,” Besil said, hugging Akira. “I’m sorry. I almost killed you.”

Akira rested his hand on Besil’s back. He wanted to stay there and forget about his ailments. Everything seemed okay when Besil held him so closely.

Besil peered into the yard. “I see Lady Fate and Firmus.”

Akira staggered onto his feet with a sigh, and opened his arms so Besil could return to his cat form.

“Walk, Akira. Don’t use flash-step again,” Besil pleaded.

Akira relented because he had felt so at home that it frightened him. He considered Besil’s question.

What will he do when I’m gone? I mean that much to him?

The seals worked against the use of his abilities, and hindered his ability to move quickly into the yard. His bones ached tremendously just standing in one place. He considered going back to the Capital, and leaving Fate and Firmus to their own devices, but his duty to Fate kept him on task.

The culprits sat on the lawn, staring at the damage they had done to the hallway. Neither of them reacted to Akira’s appearance, as they continued their conversation.

Fate’s eyes glistened. “We created a new weather condition, Firmus.”

Akira couldn’t listen to them speak so lightly of his plight. “A new weather condition?”

They looked up at him and nodded.

“That’s it? No more reaction?”

Firmus’s golden eyes gleamed like embers. Although stoic, a fire seemed to burn inside him. Even his outward demeanor failed to disguise his taste for destruction.

Fate’s temperament made matters worse. She lacked shame considering the dire circumstances. “Oh, Akira, did you stop the vortex?”

They had likely combined their elements of anima and darkness, as Akira suggested she avoid.

He heaved a sigh. “Can’t you two act a little more remorseful? Did you get the journal or not? How did this happen?”

“Mortis attacked,” Firmus said, frowning.

Fate answered. “I have the journal. I’ll be reviewing it when I see Jackyl again.”

The combination of Firmus and Fate was one of the most toxic Akira had ever known. Firmus acted as a shield, and his love of destruction encouraged Fate’s hidden pleasure in it.

They lost all sense of control when they were together, so Akira had attempted not to leave them in the same room for any extended duration, if possible. Of course, they didn’t know this, but they were like fire and gasoline.

In this case, it managed to save them the trouble of fighting Mortis—a battle that likely would’ve ended in death and tears.

Part of him felt relieved by this escape, but he detected the waves of exhaustion creeping in, and pressed a hand against their shoulders.

In the blink of an eye, they returned to the Capital. The viewing window cast a soft white light into the hall as the darkness cleared and exposed the star-shaped lights above. Akira regained his bearings and instantly regretted making such a large jump. His head spun, and he bumped into Firmus.

Fate beamed. “I managed to conjure my darkness at will! Isn’t it amazing?”

“You....” Akira sighed so deeply he forgot to breathe.

You will be the end of me.

“I thought it was brilliant,” Firmus confessed.

“Yes, well, why don’t you two go and destroy the Empire or something? I need to collect my thoughts.”

Fate observed Akira as though she wanted to say something, but whatever she had intended to say never came out, so she said something else. “I hope, at the end of all this, you’ll be able to feel proud of what I’ve learned. I know you’re always watching and trying to help me. Maybe we don’t always agree, but I love being your friend. You have a unique personality.”

“Ven.”

‘Okay.’

She giggled and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “You’re such an articulate fox, but sometimes you lose your words. I’ll be studying, so I bid you good night and hope you rest well.”

He paused and tried thinking of a response, but could only nod. A few long moments passed, with Firmus smirking, so Akira anxiously added, “I will.”

After the hall had cleared, Akira returned to his room on the second floor and stood with his back against the door. The pain settled deep in his bones.

Besil returned to his adolescent form. “Akira, what happened today? Where were you?” He put an arm around Akira’s shoulder and pressed close to breathe in his scent. “Where have you been?”

“Nowhere.”

“Don’t lie to me. You smell like death.” He stepped back and shook his head. “I trusted you.”

“That’s right. You trusted me. Can’t you trust me now?”

The tension faded from his eyes, and he moved forward again, wrapping his arms around Akira. “I do trust you. I’m just worried. I’m sorry.”

“If you don’t trust me, who will? Who will stay beside me?”

“I know. I’m sorry. I just... I can’t watch you dig your own grave. I have to stop you somehow. Can’t you confide in me?”

“There are some things you might not understand now. You will in due time.”

“Just promise me you won’t commit any more crimes.”

“I promise.”
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I’m sorry that I lied, but when push comes to shove, I’d have done anything to protect you.
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Several boring weeks passed by for Akira, with menial committee meetings and lessons about Mu’s economy.

Lady Fate pressed on, complaining very little even when the High King asked her to complete paperwork that had not yet become her responsibility. Sometimes she needed assistance from Akira but most of the time she solved the matters on her own.

The training with Firmus proceeded naturally, and so did her study sessions.

On most days, Jackyl sat in and prattled on about what he’d seen throughout the Empire. When these conversations added to her studies, Akira allowed it; otherwise, he forbade the interruption.

During that time, questions about his judgment and Besil had tormented him. One morning, before leaving for Niall, Jackyl stopped him in the hallway. Besil still rested in their room, so Akira agonized about what they might discuss.

“Is it nice being reacquainted with your sister?” he asked.

Jackyl raised a brow. “Whose sister? You know that’s not why I called you out here.”

“Oh, good grief. Rip off the band aid. Must you be so mysterious all the time?”

“I’m worried. You’ve been in the Capital for a long time. You even left ARX unattended. This is about Fate, isn’t it?”

Akira averted his gaze. “Fate? No, of course not. This is about my duty to the High Queen.”

“You’re lying to me.”

“No, I’m not.”

Jackyl took Akira by the wrists. “You’re my best friend, and I know when you’re lying. Come on, Aki. Come back to Niall. I’ll even get along with Bes. I promise.”

“I can’t,” Akira said. “I told the High Queen I’d be Fate’s mentor.”

“Oh, fuck that. What’s more important, your health or your obligation to Heqet and Fate?”

He couldn’t answer.

Jackyl scratched the back of his head. “Okay, fine. Then what’s more important, your obligation here or Bes?”

Akira withdrew. “Jax, why are you doing this?”

“Why? When are you going to wake up and realize that you’re pointlessly hurting yourself? Come back to Niall. Stay with Bes. He desperately wants you to leave this shit behind. He’ll stay with you. He really, really loves you, and you love him too, right?”

A weight lifted from Akira’s chest. He echoed Jackyl’s words in a questioning manner. “I love Besil?”

“Stop it,” Besil said, exiting the bedroom.

Jackyl clenched his jaw, then shifted his gaze back to Akira. “Just think about it, okay?” Darkness formed around him, and he disappeared.

Besil leaned against Akira’s arm. “Don’t listen to him. He’s a bad influence. Aren’t you late? You’re teaching Fate about combat today, no?”

“Ah... you’re right. I guess I should go.”

Besil grinned and shapeshifted into a cat. He purposefully caught air, forcing Akira to reach out and grasp him.

“Bes, don’t do that. What if you get hurt?”

Besil nuzzled Akira’s chest. “Cats always land on their feet.”

Akira considered the conversation as he strolled through the hall to the dining room. It seemed that there might be some truth in Jackyl’s words, but Akira had to ask himself if he deserved Besil’s love, let alone harboring any feelings of his own.

“Good morning, Akira,” Fate said from the table.

“Oh, good morning, Reinka. Today we’ll review your position in battle. I’ve invited Fortis and Firmus to spar in the main hall, so you can watch and enhance your understanding of real time combat.”

She tore off a piece of her bread roll. “That sounds interesting. The recent influx of text work has been dismal. Lord Khnum keeps a close eye on me nowadays. I feel like I can’t catch my breath.”

Lord? What’s he the lord of, exactly?

“The Lord of Ignorance,” Besil said.

Akira laughed.

She lowered her bread. “What’s funny?”

“No word from... I’m sorry, what’s his name?”

“You’re not funny. Hero sent me a letter a few days ago, don’t you remember?”

“No, and it’s funnier than you know. One day you’ll understand my humor.”

“I usually do, but I hate when you patronize him. Anyway, he seems to be doing well. He mostly just wanted to tell stories about his trip and ask how I’m doing.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“You brought him up.”

“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”

She slid away from him. “Uh huh... thanks for the warning.”

“I obviously wasn’t referring to you, but Leoht.”

“If you’re threatening him, then you’re threatening me. We’re Bound, after all.”

Akira clicked his tongue and rapped his fingers against the table. “Distasteful.”

“You do realize that this is all because of you, right?”

“Should I have let you die when he decided to attack his father? He did put on quite the show.”

“Don’t call other people’s pain a show. If you act like that, then you’ll just be a hypocrite. Your entire life is like a giant play, isn’t it?”

He turned over his hand and inspected the stain. “Indeed....”

As luck had it, Fortis interrupted their unpleasant discussion. “Morning! Are you two ready to spar?” He waved and swung an arm over his brother’s shoulder.

Akira followed them into the open part of the hall. “Reinka, quickly finish and come.” He wanted to escape speculation about the stain, but inspected it again.

Fate pulled the corner of his sleeve. “What would you like me to do?”

“For this session, you will stand on the outside of the fight and watch for an opening. Learn to quickly evaluate your opponent’s fighting capabilities. Next time, you will move in and hone your focus. In a real battle, you will need to keep safe in order to provide assistance.”

“I will do my best.”

Firmus pulled the fabric of his cowl-neck sweater over his face. “Why don’t you join the fight? Wouldn’t it be interesting to see someone at your skill level? She might feel more motivated to participate.”

Akira squinted at him, knowing that Firmus had long been searching for a way to study him. “I’m not sure that’s a wise decision.”

Fortis waved him over. “Come on! It’ll be fun.”

“I’d like to see that,” Fate said.

Akira sighed, placed Besil down, and hung his blazer over a suit of armor. “I hope you don’t regret this.”

In his experience, Firmus displayed a straightforward battle ethic. His confidence aided his strength.

On the other hand, Fortis masked his skill with a frivolous attitude. His use of flash step exceeded that of his predecessors. Much like his brother, he was more dangerous when angry, but a state of emotional turmoil made him more easy to defeat.

With all this in mind, Akira stood back and waited for their first move.

Fortis lifted one finger. “No weapons! Elements are allowed!”

Akira forced down a chuckle. “Are you sure?”

No sooner had the decision been made than Firmus ignited. Flames raced around his body, and he launched forward with one strong lunge. That single movement shot him across the floor in front of Akira.

Firmus’s gaze locked onto Akira’s mask. His training with Jackyl had proven its worth in this fight. He already retained better focus than before.

Fortis flashed in Akira’s peripheral vision, and a ring of flames spiraled around his arms.

Akira withdrew from Firmus and the leg extending towards him. As he did so, Fortis surrounded Akira with flames.

Learn your enemy.

Akira’s foot touched the floor as the fire coursed around him. With a wave of his arm, he directed them back to whence they came.

Fortis evaded, and his expression shrank. “A fire elemental? No.”

Firmus fell out of focus and gaped. “Aren’t you a Caeles? Unless....”

The room flashed by in a streak of white and Akira’s knee struck Firmus against the chin. The impact started to throw Firmus back, grasping his face, but before that could happen, Akira turned, the room spun, and he grasped Fortis by the back of the head.

Fortis wrangled free from his grip and gasped. “Kui!”

Akira needed stability after the last few days. Using flash-step even once or twice nauseated him, and his view of Fortis doubled.

Fortis channeled his energy into his speed. His fist pierced the air, encased in a surge of flames, and slowed as Akira regained focus. Thus, the attacks missed their mark.

Akira shifted slightly and struck Fortis on the center of his face. While his opponent managed the flow of blood, Akira glanced between Besil and Fate.

Fate’s eyes grew wide, but Besil watched with the same alert stare.

Without altering his focus, Akira ducked away from Firmus’s grasp and struck his gut.

Fortis crouched at a distance, his eyes tracing every move in utter silence.

In this state, I won’t last much longer. He’ll catch me soon.

Akira placed a hand against the floor and lowered himself, then sat, ankles crossed, and began to meditate.

Fortis’s inflection lowered. “You’re sitting down in the middle of a fight?”

“Yes. I must focus.” The world around Akira became quiet and still. Each movement slowed and came to a complete stop.

Fortis and Firmus stood where they were, and Fate watched in surprise.

The conversation drifted away and a ticking filled Akira’s ears. He raised from the floor, studying Firmus for a long time.

In that suspended moment, he kicked Firmus in the shin and jabbed his forehead to throw off his balance. To deter his second opponent, Akira delivered a solid knee to Fortis’s stomach and, for good measure, struck his ribs.

The ticking grew louder, and Akira’s time dwindled, so he returned to his meditating and listened to time proceed with collective thumps and a series of exaggerated groans of pain.

Fortis cursed again. “Kui!”

Indeed.

Akira opened his eyes and shifted his gaze to Fate, who pressed her hands over her mouth.

After a moment, her voice quivered as she said, “How did you do that? Is that also flash-step? I didn’t even see you move.”

“I moved,” he assured her.

“He moved. I saw him,” Fortis confirmed, as he dragged himself to his feet, holding his side and flicking blood from his face.

Did I miscalculate something?

Akira rose and scanned Fortis cautiously.

“I can see you,” Fortis said. “I know flash-step and that wasn’t it. Your ability intrigues me. I never paid you much mind, but I suppose your name is Akira for a reason. You must be a part of the lost family, Ra.”

Dangerous.

Fortis cracked his shoulder and neck to loosen his limbs. “You must completely incapacitate your enemy if you wish to escape interrogation. Don’t be naïve.”

Akira stepped forward, darkness rushing from beneath his feet.

This time Fortis waited for him in a lowered position. His golden eyes narrowed and fixed onto Akira, watching his every movement.

At that moment, Akira shifted to flash-step, his body shuddered, and Fortis struck his abdomen full-thrust.

Akira’s stomach twisted and his lungs jolted, forcing out a mouthful of blood. He fell to his knees, catching the trickle that slipped through his mask.

“Know your limits,” Fortis said. “This too is a good lesson for Lady Fate.”

The ticking resounded again, followed by silence.

Deathly silence.

The red haze of miasma developed a black film over the hall. It leaked from Akira’s body as the room sped by, and his head cracked against Fortis’s.

Don’t make a fool of me.

Fortis was struck in the throat, lungs and knees, then hit the floor with a thud.

As Akira prepared to deliver the final strike, he ran into a wall of gold light that scorched his neck and hand. He retreated from it, bewildered.

Anima? A barrier!

Firmus held the barrier up from a distance. “This is getting out of hand. Stop.”

Barriers reminded him of the day the Council held a trial for his punishment. They’d trapped him inside of anima then, too. He would never allow anyone to hold him captive again.

Fate waved her hand. “Fortis, get away!”

Akira’s lungs rattled, and a knot formed in his stomach. The miasma overflowed and enveloped him, causing the barrier of light to crack and shatter.

Firmus gasped. “He broke out?”

Akira concentrated on Fortis as he conjured his scythe, and though Firmus attempted to raise another barrier, Akira slammed his scythe straight through it. The target was clear, and Justice Mode surged into action. He prepared to use his weapon and advanced on Fortis like a storm.

Mid-swing, a pair of hands came around Akira’s chest, and Fate’s head pressed against his back. “They’ve asked you to stop. Training is over. It is time to rest.”

His bones throbbed, the miasma ebbed, and his scythe clattered to the floor, then dissipated into a cloud of darkness. His entire body shuddered in an attempt to stop the attack.

Her arms wrapped tightly around him, encasing him in anima, but this anima was different—she intended for it to heal instead of harm him. “I’m sorry. It must be painful... but you can’t hurt them. Would you really be happy if you did? The miasma has poisoned you. Don’t fall to it.”

The stabbing sensation spread across his body, and he collapsed to his knees. He wanted to commit the crime so badly it hurt. No, he needed to, but he wouldn’t. If he did, he’d end up striking her as well.

She fell to the floor with him, locking her fingers together to ensure she held her grip. “We can continue without you from here. Go and rest.”

He clenched her hands. “Wa’an re.”

‘It hurts.’

“Vien’ou. I wish I could do more for you. Even so, you mustn’t harm our friends. I won’t forgive you.”

They aren’t my friends. They’re yours.

She leaned towards his side, trying to see him more clearly. “Can you stand?”

His legs ached so badly, it seemed that standing on them might cause his bones to snap. This was how the seals, the restraints the Council had put on him for his various misdemeanors, affected him.

In spite of this tremendous pain, he lay back against her, jesting. “Ah, I’ve grown so weak. Reinka, you must carry me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous! How can I carry you? You’re huge!”

“Huge?”

“I’m half your size! How can I possibly carry someone of your stature?”

“Enormous effort,” he said.

“That kind of pun is going to get you thumped.”

Firmus helped his brother stand. “Lady Fate, after his behavior, I suggest you be more wary of him.”

Akira ignored the comment so he could enjoy the brief moment in her arms. The pain running through his body drained all his energy and focus.

If I died right now, I would be at peace.

The warning triggered a fierce response, surely the exact opposite of what Firmus sought.

Fate tightened her grip on Akira as if shielding him from the Ignis Brother’s distrust. “If you understood miasma like I do, then you wouldn’t say things like that. Those who are tainted can’t overcome the miasma on their own. It festers in their bodies. Can you imagine what that feels like? You’re practically a walking torch. You and Fortis are flowing with so much anima you can hardly contain it. If not for my actions, Hero and Akira would’ve lost their bearings. Instead of turning against them, we should offer encouragement and proper guidance.”

The Spinner’s grip felt warm and inviting. Her touch relieved a great deal of Akira’s burden.

She leaned against his shoulder. “Let’s get you to your room.”

He accepted her aid, mostly to feel her aura for a moment longer. He managed his own weight as he leaned against her for support.

The Ignis Brothers made scornful expressions as Fate and Akira left.

Akira didn’t care what they thought. Fate’s reaction pleased him, as did his time with her. All the pain he endured seemed worthwhile under her kindness.

They’re all wrong, Fati. Even after everything, you’ve stayed with me. Even if you forget, you’ve kept your promise to protect me. Is that not so?

She assisted him to his room, and he lay back on the bed, pulling her down to rest beside him.

Her violet eyes fixed onto him, just watching. “Even if you do this, I can’t return your affections,” she said.

Tick. Time came to a halt.

Her expression remained focused on him as he turned to lie on his side. This forbidden ability allowed him moments of peace beside her that he couldn’t resist. Every time he laid eyes upon her, he slipped away from routine and became lost in their time together.

He reached out a hand and stroked her cheek. “Don’t say that, Fati. You promised. I’ll forgive you. Won’t you forgive me? I’ll do better. I’ve become this strong.... I can protect you now.”

“Akira!” Besil stood in the doorway.

Akira sat up with a gasp, and the ticking hastened.

“You must stop this! Your be... or... sive... gal! Another... ent... is... eep... il... up... us!” Static drowned out the sound of Besil’s voice as he caressed Akira’s face. “... pl... sto...Bedad.”

Akira’s soul resonated, snapping him from his trance. “Don’t use that name! Don’t corner me!”

“Can you hear me now? You must stop this. The Sweepers will find you. You cannot obsess over what you’ve lost. We must move forward.”

Akira covered his ears, despite Besil’s attempt to ease his woes. “Stop it! Stop!”

Besil put a knee on the bed and held Akira by the arms. “Remember that saying I taught you? Do not dwell in the past, and do not dream of the future. Concentrate the mind on the present moment.”

The noise in Akira’s head caused an uneasiness under his skin. His bones ached more than ever—so much so, he couldn’t contain himself. “I’m in pain! That is my present! Everything hurts. It hurts. I just want it to stop.”

“I’m here,” Besil said, pulling Akira’s head to his chest. His heartbeat resounded. “Rest now. I will find you.”
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Akira awakened on the surface of the black fluid, tangled in long black hair. The hallway of skin whispered at him and the door clattered. “Bes? Besil?” He untangled himself as he made way for the door.

The skin peeled away from red stitching on the walls. Akira had been through this trial many, many times in the past. He needed to open the door.

He moved his hand around the handle, hesitant to expose the world beyond. Soon the door creaked open on its own, and he slunk in through the opening into a vast room filled with mirrors of all shapes and sizes.

A battered child sat in the middle of the room. He seemed but a heap of flesh and bones, bloodied and bruised beyond recognition. He sat balled up, whimpering.

Akira’s eye twitched. “Filthy.” He tried to step past it, but it grasped his ankle.

“Don’t leave me,” it pleaded.

“Get off me.”

“I’m scared. Don’t leave me.”

“Would a pig ask a butcher for help?”

The battered child held onto Akira’s leg.

Akira tried to shake him off. “Get off,” he demanded.

Large tears streamed down the child’s bruised cheeks. “Don’t leave me alone. I’m afraid.”

Akira had distanced himself from the child a long time ago. This place, his Dreamscape, was full of rooms just like this, where they’d meet.

He knelt down and clutched the child by his white hair. “Look at yourself, Bedad. When will you learn? No matter how much you struggle, you’ll never escape the spin of the wheel. No matter how much you grovel, nothing will ever change.”

The reflection of his younger self cried into his hands. “I don’t want to be alone.”

Akira stood again, staring down. Usually, he killed this hopeless child in his nightmares—he’d built his world with this endless trial—but Jackyl’s words had permeated his inner makings.

“You won’t be.” He shaped a cat out of his darkness and handed it to Bedad. “You can’t wait for someone to save you. You have to fight.”

Bedad took the cat, and his tears ceased.

“What’s your dream?”

“I want to create things,” the child said.

“We’re unable to create, but in this place, you can be whatever you like. You and I will live and die together.” He saw the error in loathing himself so deeply. It made him no different than those who had abused him in the past. “I’m sorry.”

I have to keep this place together. I’ve let myself down... and Bes. My time is running short. I want to do something right.

Bedad rose with some difficulty, and waved his hands around each other, weaving together light and darkness. He created different-shaped clocks around the walls of the room.

Akira then exited to quiet—none of the usual wails. A soft ticking echoed through the hallways. He passed through them and moved towards a red door.

The paintings on the walls depicted a needle running red thread through a patch of skin. Deeper and deeper it dug, creating a mess of blood and stitches. The hallway ended, and Akira fell to the floor. He rose onto his hands and glanced back at his legs. “Not again....”

Red stitches appeared on his fingers, wrists, and legs. As he sat up to address the issue, miasma started to pour from the loose ends. He quickly reached out towards another table and felt for a needle. In the past, he’d failed to keep up with the loosening threads, and his body fell apart piece by piece.

I won’t allow it.

The needle pierced his flesh, one side through to the other, again and again. A cold sweat broke on his brow, and he clenched his jaw as the threads burned against his flesh. Ten fingers. Two wrists. The needle passed through his skin again and again.

After finishing his hands and wrists, he lay back for a moment, took a breath, and proceeded to fix his ankles and legs. The hallway shifted and began to turn upright. He glimpsed over his shoulder, but continued sewing his skin into place.

Thirty... twenty... ten....

He snapped the thread, and grasped the leg of the table to his right as the hallway turned completely upright. A wave of miasma swept by, but Akira stood safely on top of the table.

He intertwined the needle into a part of his sleeve, and jumped to the next piece of furniture. The tables and chairs served as river stones over the gap in the hallway, where the miasma rose upward towards him. He tilted back his head to see the red door overhead.

After a three count, he leapt, grabbed the side table beside the door, and yanked the door handle. It snapped off in his hand! His arm hung over the hallway, and he dropped the handle into the black fluid welling below.

“For fuck’s sake.”

He pivoted, grasped the leg of the table with two hands, swung his body, and kicked the door open.

When he finally entered, the new room turned upright.

The Lady Fati sat in the middle of this room, adorning her crystal headpiece and long, fitted gown. She opened her eyes and rose from the floor in a swaying motion. “Ah, you’ve come.”

“I have.”

“It’s certainly a surprise to see you treating Bedad with kindness. Who else do you think you’ll see here this day?”

“I don’t care. This is nothing new.”

She circled him. “You called him filthy. Are you any different?”

“You know the answer.”

Her fingers traced his back and waist. “You are so sad. So pitiful. A beast forged into a superior being. It’s truly as they say: kuil nam sar os geum ke deinus.”

‘True evil dresses in God’s skin.’

He clenched his eyes shut and swallowed hard.

She wrapped her arms around him. “What’s the matter? I thought you were a believer of justice. Does this not apply to you as well?”

“I am justice.”

“What did you think would happen when you stopped time to be with her? Did you think I’d awaken? Are you still yearning for the impossible?”

“Stop.”

“Look at yourself, Bedad. When will you learn? No matter how much you struggle, you’ll never escape the spin of the wheel. No matter how much you grovel, nothing will ever change.” She circled again and stopped in front of him. “You may delude yourself, but doesn’t everyone? You’re a public nuisance. You were never meant to exist. I should’ve ended your life back then.”

A meow interrupted their banter, and Akira rushed to scoop up Besil in his arms. He slid into the black fluid, squeezing his friend.
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Besil changed into a man and pressed Akira’s head against his shoulder. “It’s not real. You know that. You’ve destroyed and rebuilt yourself so many times in this place. Aren’t you tired?”

“I just want it to end.”

Besil stroked Akira’s head. “Even if no one else believes in you, I will stay beside you. Even if you’re bad... I will protect you.”

“Irln pa nei ou.”

‘I don’t know what to do.’

“You don’t have to know. That’s my job. Why don’t we take a break and head into the Vault?”

“I don’t want to. You always make me honest.”

Besil laughed. “Isn’t honesty good?”

“Lenne mun ce nie.”

‘Lies keep me safe.’

“I can keep you safer in the Vault. You can be anything you like. I can remake the world you know.”

“I can’t control myself there,” Akira said, sitting back. “Because I don’t remember anything, I always fear that I’ll embarrass myself.”

Besil smiled and tucked Akira’s hair back behind his ear. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I love everything about you. All forms of you. All ages.”

Akira averted his gaze. “Ven.”

‘Okay.’

The darkness expanded into iridescent clusters of clouds. Miasma lessened in the Vault, especially when Besil put Akira back into a child state, but none of it was real.

The memory inside the Vault built the image of the path in the Beyond.

Akira observed two hands, so small that he guessed he may have only been six or seven at the time of the memory—before Besil entered his life. “Stupid, useless body.”

“You’ll soon forget, Bedad.”

He almost retorted, but it no longer bothered him when Besil called him by that name. It seemed doting, so he conceded.

The waves of light chimed as they streamed across the sky. A colossal phantom, floating beneath the clouds, shook the path in the Beyond. Its tail end swished like a sea serpent moving through the water, causing ripples in the orbs of light and faint mist.

Besil put a hand on Akira to shield him from reverberations.

At the time of this memory, Akira still didn’t have a mask. He wore a black turtleneck sweater, which he pulled over his face to conceal the bruises left by his caretakers.

Besil knelt down and checked for wounds. “There’s a bit of swelling on your lip. Do you remember what happened?”

Akira touched the injury and watched the opening of the Void. His memories trailed at the sight of the phantom swimming through the clouds. “They say I’m sick. The other kids don’t like me.”

The path of the Beyond morphed to the screen hallway in the Grand Acropolis. A robed man loomed over Akira, his eyes peering over a dark veil.

“I should’ve killed them sooner,” Akira said, drifting off into the memory.

Besil pointed at the man. “Touch him.”

Akira gave a questioning glance.

“Go ahead! Touch him.”

Akira raised a finger towards the man, paused, and finally poked him.

The man’s form inflated and molded into a small, glimmering phantom.

A smile broke over Akira’s face. “Meil ou!”

‘I like it.’

“Isn’t it pretty? If you run into anyone you dislike, you can just turn them into phantoms.”

The eel-like phantom slithered through the air, away from Akira and Besil. This ‘magic’ was so simple and natural.

Akira had already forgotten about the world outside. His memories of the present drifted off into the back of his mind.

Besil took him by the hand and leaned down to meet his gaze. “Come with me. I’d like to show you what I’ve done.” They hurried through the hall, around the orbs of light trailing the building, and Besil lifted Akira towards the long, vertical window. Phantoms swarmed the sky in an assortment of light and colors. “Look at them. I’ve done this to all the people you despise in this realm. What should we do with them?”

They glanced at each other and snickered.

“Boom,” Akira said, opening his hands out towards the sky.

“Good idea.” Besil snapped and the phantoms burst into light. One by one, they exploded in the sky like fireworks. “If you were to die tomorrow, what would you wish to do?”

Akira hung over the window sill, pressing his elbows against it to keep his balance. He thought hard while the phantoms detonated overhead. “I’d want to be really, really bad.”

“Still? Even if all the people you despised burst into light?”

“Yep.”

“Why?”

“It’s fun.”

Besil’s gaze softened. “Think very hard. Wasn’t there anything you wanted to do before?”

Akira’s thoughts trailed. “I like to make things. Probably.”

“What kind of things?”

He scrunched his nose. The sky had grown dark. “I can’t say. They won’t like it.”

Besil knelt down to Akira’s eye level and held him by the arms. “Don’t say that. I’ll protect you. What kind of things do you want to create? This is a safe place. You can make anything you’d like... anything at all. Shall I show you?” He waved his hands around, fusing together light and darkness. “Try this.”

Akira tried it with great difficulty. The energy kept dispersing from his hands, so he pouted. “I can’t do it.”

“You can.” Besil held him close and helped him contain the energy. “Now imagine something small that you like.”

Akira dug back in his memories until he thought of something.

“Now open your hands.”

As he opened his hands, the white flower from his memories glittered in the light. The sudden success brought tears to his eyes.

Besil panicked. “What’s wrong?”

“Hua so.”

‘It’s beautiful.’

Besil smiled and nuzzled the side of Akira’s head. “The object of art is to crystallize emotion into thought, and then to give it form. This means your emotions are beautiful, Bedad. That’s why I’ll protect them.”

[image: image]

Akira awakened and wiped the tears from his face. He stared at the droplets on his fingertips, surprised.

I cried?

Besil rested where Fate once lay, still in his adolescent form. He breathed softly in his slumber. The moonlight cast a faint light across his cheek and the tear rolling down his face.

Akira wiped it. “Vien’ou. Meil durul so.”

‘I’m sorry. I love you dearly.’

“Rekindling your bond?” Jackyl’s eyes glowed in the shadows.

“Are you jealous?”

“No. I’m thinking it’s about time. Fate told me that you lost your mind this afternoon. I thought I’d come and check on you, but here you are with Bes, just like always.”

Akira snickered. “Jealous.”

“I’m not! I’ve heard that Queen Heqet wishes to speak to you about relations with Nysa, but after learning about what happened this afternoon, she suggested you rest.”

“Nysa? I could use a good excuse to visit. After all the trouble I’ve caused Besil... maybe I should meet with that man.”

“You mean Askelon?”

“Yes, him. He’s a good friend of Bes, and our relations aren’t poor either.”

“Can’t you come back to Niall sometimes? I miss you.”

“The truth comes out.”

Jackyl smacked Akira’s arm. “You know what I mean! Oh... and... um... there’s this.” He reached into his trench coat and passed Akira a letter. “I got this from Mayuri. It’s a summoning from the Council Leader.”

Akira pursed his lips. “What does she want?”

“No clue. He said she might be trying to coerce you to return to Thule.”

He lifted a finger and conjured a flame. “I’m not going back.”

Jackyl snatched the letter. “Hey, hey! Don’t do that! If you don’t go, they might send Sweepers to collect you.”

Akira blew out the flame. “Don’t yell when Bes is sleeping.”

“Okay. Whatever you say, but this is serious.” Jackyl opened the letter and read it aloud. “Akira, time has put some distance between us. I do not know when you will receive this memo, but I ask of you to heed my summoning as soon as you read it. Once more, let us rekindle our bond. I will wait for you.”

Akira grimaced. He hadn’t visited Thule in a while—not since he received permission to stay in the Capital as Heqet’s aide.

Jackyl held the letter out by its corner. “Gross. Who does she think she is? Your mom?”

“Exactly.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes. I’ll have no choice but to go and see her. Otherwise, your warning will come into fruition.” Akira reclined, pulling Jackyl along by the shoulder. He needed to rest more before even considering the visit. “Let’s nap.”

“Nap! Since when can you sleep? What happened—”

Akira covered Jackyl’s mouth. “Shh... I was having a good dream. Be quiet and rest.”

Jackyl removed his mask and curled up against Akira’s side. “Whatever. It’s nice to have you back.”

“Yeah, I’ve missed you too.”
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Daylight broke through the window in Akira’s room. When he awakened, Besil and Jackyl still rested against either side of him. In times like this, he could almost forget the horrors outside, except for the throbbing in his body.

The seals had reminded him of his crimes for many turns.

He patted Jackyl and Besil on their heads. “You two, how will I start my day if you’re sleeping on top of me? I need to see Heqet.” He tapped Jackyl’s shoulder. “Jax, wake up.”

“I’m gruny.”

“Did you mean hungry?”

“’swat I said.”

“Muora.”

Besil stretched his arms and arched his back to stretch. “Niau.”

“I suppose you’ve forgotten that you’re still a man,” Akira said.

Besil rubbed his eyes with his sleeve. “Cats possess so many of the same qualities as people that it is often hard to tell the people and the cats apart.”

Jackyl sat up, kicked one leg over the edge of the bed, and ruffled his dark, wavy hair. “You’re still doing that quote thing?”

Besil scowled. “Is that an issue?”

“No, I commend your efforts, sir.”

“Stop fighting, you two,” Akira said, sighing.

“What? I was being sincere.”

Besil morphed into a cat and climbed up Akira’s back to hang over his neck and head.

Akira remembered his summoning from the Council Leader and, suddenly, his other assignments seemed of greater import. “Let’s get our report from Heqet and head to Nysa. Perhaps speaking with King Askelon will help me stay focused.”

Jackyl pressed his fingertips to his lips. “I can’t. Sorry. I have an assignment in Niall.”

“Weren’t you the one who said you wanted to stay together?”

“In spirit.”

Akira frowned. “At least I have Bes. In the flesh... or fur.”

“I’ll be back before you know it. Try not to miss me too much and stay out of trouble.” Jackyl left in a sudden burst of dark smoke.

He had been avoiding someone, but it was unclear who and for what purpose. Akira wanted to ask, though he doubted his bond with Jackyl at times.

Jackyl had been behaving strangely since the passing of a fellow Guardian, though it was unclear to Akira how the two events may have been related, he had come to realize that his friends might have been closer than they seemed.

The untimely death had taken Akira by surprise, and he hadn’t been the same since. In fact, he had been so distracted by his grief that he almost overlooked Jackyl’s change in demeanor.

No matter how he tried to hide it, Akira had no doubt that Jackyl knew something.

“Don’t worry about him,” Besil said. “He’s a flighty fellow.”

Akira heeded this advice and moved on in search of the High Queen. He found her upstairs speaking to a woman wearing an armored bodice and a gown. He bowed graciously to both women, and they presented equally surprised glances. “Good day, Lady Isis, and of course, Her Royal Majesty, Heqet.”

Isis pressed a hand to her chest. “I’m sorry. Have we met?”

“I am Akira, the Queen’s Associate. I know well of you, Lady. You’re the Queen of Askadel, are you not?”

“Oh, well, that is old news. My business here, and Nex, is of greater importance. We’ve been discussing various reformations to improve the economy. Have you heard of the recent tragedies?”

“Recent?”

“Yes, the murders, I mean. I hear there have been more disappearances.”

“That is old news,” Akira echoed.

“Old news? We’re talking about death—worse yet, murder. Those poor people are grasping for means of survival, and we should consider it our utmost priority to provide it.” She turned her head and a piece of blonde hair fell from her up-do. “Judging by your reaction, I don’t suppose you’ve heard about the recent disappearance of the brothel girls.”

“Disappearance?”

Queen Heqet fanned herself with her hand. “There has been an emergency briefing. Lady Fate has already heard the news, and I fear she has gone to see Chi. Some of the girls from the brothel have gone missing, and one of them is Tori. We just signed a contract! If she goes missing now, my husband will try to use it against me.”

Akira said nothing. He immediately thought of Sally and shifted his jaw to one side.

“I wanted to speak to you about the events in Nysa, but it seems it’ll have to wait,” Queen Heqet said.

He lifted a hand to stop her. “I will resolve the problems with Tori by this evening. I’d also like to review the reports for Nysa. I’d expect to travel by morning.”

Isis’ eyes shifted towards his head. “You have a most peculiar pet. Pardon my saying, but since you are so Tainted, is it not dangerous for you to have an animal beside you?”

“How interesting of you to notice. You could hardly remember me a moment ago, but you can tell I’m Tainted?”

“You reek of the Void. All your kind do.”

“It would be polite of you to remember your future High King is one of my kind. You ought to be more careful.”

“You are foolish if you really think the Council will permit someone Tainted to rule this empire. I personally believe that Queen Heqet has placed her confidence in someone far too unstable and inexperienced to think of succeeding the throne.”

“And who would be better?”

Isis flashed a bright smile. “You might ask the Council Leader, or Lord Khnum himself.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Anyhow, I’m not here to argue. I just wanted to communicate that my men are searching for the missing girls. There have been three or four reports from the Madam Fortuna, but you don’t need to lift a single stained finger to assist.” She spun on her heels and walked away.

Queen Heqet groused, “I’m so sorry. I’ve heard that she’s quite gracious, but the Council’s followers despise anyone Tainted.”

“Nothing new. It’s just ironic that I was raised by the very people who hate my kind, but that’s not important now. First, we must ensure the safety of Miss Tori.”

“Please do. If you see any of the girls, take them to safety and meet with Fortuna. I must know why this has happened.”

Akira crossed an arm over his chest, bowed, and left the hall in a wave of billowing darkness. His step traveled a short way, only to the entrance this time, so he carried on quickly into the Centre by foot.

Fate and Chi stood by the massive gates outside the Ussan, arguing about the situation in Nex.

Just watching them, Akira figured that trying to debate would simply lead to more argument, and there wasn’t time for it.

He sighed deeply, and channeled darkness across the pavement for another quick attempt to travel. His nap had provided a better balance of energy for the day, but he couldn’t completely defeat the effect the seals had on him. The more he used his abilities, the greater the ache in his soul and bones.

The trees in the woods expanded and zipped by in a strange, stretched fashion, and the border between Macellarius and Nitor rebuilt itself into his line of sight. His head spun faintly as he turned towards the brothel.

A few women at the teahouse watched it uncomfortably, and ran inside to avoid detection. He knew then that Madam Fortuna could not have been inside. The door was left cracked open, inviting in the stale air.

He pushed it with the back of his hand and slipped through towards a trail of muddy footsteps, which led into the first section of the brothel and through the theatre.

A robed girl lay on her back, arms spread at her sides. Her eyes had been gouged from her face, and several patches of skin dangled.

Was she still alive when this happened?

He knelt down and swept pieces of hair from her forehead. The skin left on her body was ice cold. Several more corpses lay scattered throughout the theatre, some grasping the curtain or chairs. All of them were children, likely no older than ten.

But where is Tori? Reinka mustn’t come here.

His search continued through the back room of the theatre, into each bedroom in the brothel, and through the hallways. Blood dirtied the walls and wood all along the inside and outside corridors.

In some of the rooms, he sat down and picked up various trinkets that belonged to Fate’s sisters. One particular object caught his attention. He sat on his knees at a vanity with a long, oval mirror, where an intricate hand mirror lay adorned with two bells on red chord.

“What will I tell her?” he said.

Besil leapt onto the vanity and sat by the mirror, observing Akira.

“These are the consequences of my actions, but we’ve come too far to go back now. We must find Tori.” Akira removed the bell chord from the hand mirror and tucked it in his pocket. He knew where to go, and he didn’t need flash-step to get there.

A short walk later, he leaned over the opening of the well, glancing around for Mortis.

The putrid stench coursed through the wind as he rested a hand along the stone and jumped inside. He stumbled carefully around the rotting corpses, towards a shriek echoing down the tunnels. The shadows wrapped around him, and he crept deeper down the walkway.

Sally had left her usual roosting place and ventured deeper into the tunnels.

Occasionally, the shrieking arose, and he chanced to move much closer to its source. Broken lights cast a dim glow onto the side of the channel as he went forth. At the end of the first walkway, the path broke into sections. The first that lay ahead was supported by a metal grate, and the second, off to the right, continued the same stony path.

He turned to follow the right path, and a hand grasped his wrist.

Tori pressed a finger to her lips and glanced at the path behind her. Covered in grime from head to toe, her brown hair stuck out around her wild blue eyes. She said nothing, but swiftly drew Akira away from the path. In torn socks, she shuffled silently across the stone.

Akira permitted her the opportunity to drag him off, though he felt no surprise when Tori finally looked forward and discovered Sally waiting ahead.

Tori gasped and stumbled into him.

He took one glance, struck her unconscious, and scooped her up in his arms. “Green.”

Sally cranked her head to the side.

“I think that should be the color of your gown, but I’ll never get to it if you don’t let me out of this well.”

She swayed back and forth, dancing to the tune in her head. “And how wonderful it’ll be to see the blood on her gown.”

He cleared his throat. “Well, yes, I’m sure, but tread lightly. It was the Lady Fate who broke you in the first place. Don’t make the same mistake twice.”

“She is no more a Lady than she is Queen. The mistake is her own. I’ve been remade and, with this new me, I will take back everything she has stolen!”

“I presume you mean the Kingdom and the Prince. I’d tread even lighter onto those grounds. If you think the girl is the beast, you must be sorely mistaken. I’d urge you not to overlook the corruption of your beloved prince. He who embodies light is rotten to the core. Have you never heard this phrase?”

She glared. “Take that back.”

“Don’t be foolish, Lady.”

She launched at him, hands clutching the air.

He pivoted on one foot and ran down the path to the ladder. The shrieks and thrashing behind him bred no concern. He slung Tori over one shoulder and climbed out, one foot and hand after the other while Sally swiped at him in pursuit.

She screamed as they surfaced. “Take that back!”

He held Tori and Besil, one under each arm. “Hmm, no.” The chill air swept past them, carrying the odor of rotting flesh and honeysuckle. He lifted his head back and breathed in slow and deep. “Reinka?”

The only way that Fate could’ve traveled to Nex so quickly was by flash-step. He hadn’t spent enough time between the two locations for her to arrive by horse, but he hadn’t taught her this skill.

Fati?

Sally reached under the skirt of her gown and removed a sickle. “Take back your words before I cut you to bits!”

“Poor creature, you wouldn’t know true evil if it stared you in the eye.”

Besil thrashed his four legs. “Stop provoking her, and get Tori out of here!”

“I smell Fati. I can’t leave yet. Quickly, take Tori back to the Capital!” Akira turned, tossed Tori and Besil, and conjured his scythe.

As they fell, Besil morphed into his adolescent form to catch her, and shot a wild glance at him.

Akira spun his scythe, opened a portal, and promptly shoved them inside.

Sally launched onto his back, clawing and biting at him.

He stumbled back towards the well, knocked her off with the back of his blade, and kicked her inside. “Do not touch my blazer!”

The breeze rushed again, reminding him of the traces of Fate in Macellarius. He instinctively faced the palace, certain that she had discovered Sally’s mess at the brothel.

Even though Fate didn’t remember the demise of her predecessor, she exhibited the same nurturing hand. If nothing else, the sight of her slain sisters could surely awaken the Spinner’s wrath and pain.

When Akira looked at the palace, he recalled the very person who had set her on that path—Cruentus Neco.

Akira’s scythe faded into the open air as he set foot towards the Lady’s old home. The closer he got to her, the stronger her aura.

He pushed open the doors and passed the unconscious soldiers left in her wake.

Here she comes, our Mistress, the Lady Fati.
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Akira entered Macellarius Palace and the doors clamored shut behind him. A cold, stale waft filled the front hall. Not a single guard lingered around the premises, nor did even a speck of dust hang in the air.

She’s here.

He wandered through the hallways, stopping briefly at her room. The scent of her perfume lingered, and though it was evident someone had cleaned the room, no one appeared.

He sat down on the velvet cushion stool at her vanity, and sifted through the organized belongings from her childhood. Clearly, Neco had viewed her as a doll to play with and keep. Only the finest of silks and antique bobbles adorned her room. The closet nearly burst with extravagant gowns fit for royalty, but she had loathed this lifestyle.

This treatment differed only slightly from the life of Fati. Now, instead of being in captivity, she was to be a prize for an older man, and a mere Rahma at that.

Akira understood her desire to lash out and destroy the people responsible for the transgressions of the Cruentus family, Niteo included.

Few noticed this rift in her character, since she masked it so well behind her nurturing personality, but no one needed to tell Akira about this darkness; he had seen it many times in the past. He had kept this secret for a very long time.

He absorbed as much as he could from her room, and continued his search.

He strode through the palace until he reached a door that led to the lower chambers. Lit torches created dancing shadows on the damp stone walls and stairs that led down into the darkness. His shoes crunched on the gritty pathway below the stairwell, where a lantern swung back and forth.

He could hear the subtle but unmistakable plea for help of an unworthy king.

His heart skipped in delight. This act of defiance was not Cruentus Fate, but none other than the woman he had loved so dearly, the Lady Fati.

He trailed the sound to a chamber at the end of the narrow hallway. A steel door stood, cracked open.

She murmured to her victim as Akira snuck in to watch. The clang of the door drew her calm gaze, and she stood back momentarily, narrowing her eyes. “Akira,” she said, a butcher knife hanging at her fingertips, dripping blood onto the floor.

He turned a spare chair backwards and sat down, leaning his arms against the top rail. “Please, don’t let me distract you.”

The man who previously resembled King Niteo had two gaping, bloody holes where his eyes had been.

Akira wondered if she had done this because of what happened to her sisters, or to address his habit of defiling her with a glance. Bearing witness to her act of vengeance aroused Justice Mode like nothing before. Without Besil, he couldn’t control it.

Her desire to torture Cruentus Neco seemed justified.

Fate lowered her head and watched Akira from under her heavy blunt bangs. “What are you doing here?”

“I thought you must’ve seen what became of your home and sisters, and with that, your reign of justice must’ve taken flight. I came to assist you. You mustn’t kill this man.”

“He deserves everything that is coming for him.”

“Yes, that is precisely why you mustn’t kill him.”

She studied him carefully for signs of deception.

“You must remove his hands, tongue, and ears, so he may never tell of your crimes. No matter how far he may attempt to walk, none will know of your vengeance. If he dies this day, all the suffering you, your sisters, and the citizens of Macellarius have endured will have been for naught. Think clearly now, Milady.”

The edge faded from her eyes, and her mouth quirked up on one end. “You don’t think I’m cruel?”

“Justice shall be served.”

“Me’em ou ya.”

‘I’m glad.’

The Language of Ages.... It really is Fati.

She tossed her hair over her shoulder and leaned towards Akira. “Kkila en oet.”

‘It’s our secret.’

The words rang like a thousand bells chiming in the distance. He shifted his head closer and took in the details of her face—the violet eyes that twinkled with delight, the same red-stained lips, fair skin, and dark hair that evoked the memory of Fati. Now, her words too expressed acknowledgement of their broken promise.

He watched her crime of passion in awe of its effect on Justice Mode. Without lifting a finger, the waves ebbed and flowed naturally back into place.

Her pure rage burned brightly in streams of anima as she removed pieces of Neco’s body with precise and decisive actions. The most beautiful part about this vengeance was its purity. Fati wasn’t Tainted; she made these decisions without miasma to push her along.

Could she awaken? The woman before me now is clearly Fati, but what must I do to keep her this way? If I spoke to her now, would she remember me?

Neco’s screams of terror and anguish fueled her desire for vengeance, and Akira took pride in being the only true witness to her blood lust.

The shadows extended from her hair and coiled around the floor, up the sides of the chair.

He waited in anticipation for a moment to speak with her, daring not interrupt the process. An ear, a tongue, a pair of eyes, and a hand rested on the floor between them—he hadn’t been so at peace in a long time.

Yet it was only the beginning, the calm before the storm. The Calamity was rising, and he couldn’t wait to see it prevail.

The Lady Fati’s Calamity protected the misfits that the Council longed to destroy. Time and time again, their attempts to persuade Fate had failed.

They called this Calamity Miina Feir.

Akira considered it so beautiful, he’d sought to build a world around its concept. He wished to rescind the existence of mortals and create a world of darkness and light, where phantoms and misfits prevailed.

The Lady Fati, and all those like her, would be able to nurture whom and what they pleased. They could build empires of their own, and Justice, above all, would reign supreme.

Destroy them, and I will gladly follow you to the deepest levels of hell and beyond.

Fate wiped her brow and tossed the last severed hand to the floor.

The creature she had destroyed moaned and fell over.

Akira’s brow twitched. He recognized her fatigue, and thought it too soon for her to display such vulnerability.

She was not awake, not fully.

The darkness withdrew, and she panted. “No one must know. Akira, you mustn’t speak of this to anyone.”

He jumped up and knocked the chair onto its side as he broke her fall. “Reinka!” His fingers intertwined with the long strands of hair hanging down her back.

She hung limp in his grasp, her eyelashes fluttering in a struggle to maintain consciousness. “Vien’ou. Dalrun. Lehd remus.”

‘I’m sorry. I’m tired. I must sleep.’

He brushed a hand across her cheek. “Tired? No, you can’t sleep. Remus dei! Muora!”

‘Don’t sleep! Wake up!’

Her eyes closed.

He held her close, pressing his mask against her head. “Miina Feir. Fati, muora.” It hurt to see that just a glimmer of Fati exhausted her to this degree. He touched the mask sealed to his face and trembled with anger.

We were so close. So close.

A cloud of darkness stirred in the corner of the room, and two glowing blue eyes appeared. Besil the Cat rushed to the heap on the floor. “What is this? You were supposed to prevent Chaos, not provoke it!”

“I’ve done neither!”

Besil’s fur extended into shadows, and he morphed back into his adolescent form. “How am I supposed to keep you out of trouble if you keep sabotaging me?”

Akira held Fate’s head to his chest. “Where is the Oracle?”

“She’s at the palace. Heqet has heard of the incident and commenced a search for the Madam Fortuna. Some believe the Madam has made haste for Tir Na Nog.” Besil shook his head. “There are rumors that Neco’s guard has left Nex. I cannot imagine what kind of hell is going to arise now. We must dispose of the evidence before this creature is discovered.”

“At least, he shall not tell of her crimes, nor shall he defile another as long as he lives, which I do hope is long,” Akira said, inspecting the heap of flesh on the floor.

Besil crouched down and cupped his hands around his face. “I don’t know what to do anymore. I’m so tired. I can’t keep up with you.”

“You sound old. I need to return her to the Capital. Tomorrow, we leave for Nysa. We must settle this quickly and meet with the Queen.”

“You’ll never hear the end of this.”

Akira rose, carrying Fate gently in his arms. “I’ll be back.”

“Stop abusing flash-step, you brat.”

The rush of darkness came and went in a flash, and they appeared in Fate’s room at the Capital Palace. The shadows hugged the walls around the Ussan’s glow.

He tucked her into bed and pushed her bangs into place. The brief moment he’d shared with Fati caused a new level of sorrow. Instead of leaving, as he should, he lay down beside her, resting his head against his arm and letting his hand hover above her nose and rosy cheeks.

Without words, he asked why she couldn’t remember him. He grasped her hands softly, as though they were made of glass, and brought them to the mask.

Won’t you remove it? Perhaps then, you could remember.

Ultimately, he did nothing but caress her face. “I will return.”

As he prepared to leave, Queen Heqet’s voice caught his ear, and he stepped into the hallway to meet with her.

“Oh, Akira! Good thing I’ve caught you. Your Reaper friend brought Tori back to us.” She put a hand on his arm and stood beside him, facing Tori.

The unassuming Oracle locked her gaze on Akira. The skin around her eyes burned red. “Due to our treaty, I will be staying here and completing my apprenticeship with Fate. I hope you will treat us well, Lord Akira.” She bowed.

The Aeros family is as conniving as always.

Queen Heqet rubbed his back. “I must go and finish making my rounds. We need to find Fortuna quickly.” She bustled away, leaving Tori and Akira to interrogate one another.

He folded his arms. “Watch your mouth. I wouldn’t like to sew it shut.”

“You wouldn’t? Color me surprised. I didn’t realize you were a friend of the undead. Pray tell, what was that creature down in the tunnels?”

He gripped her by the collar of her robes and, in a step, entered his room.

She took a sharp breath as he tossed her onto the bed.

“I admire your courage, and loathe it just the same,” he said.

“What are you doing? You have no right to treat me like this!”

“You said it yourself. I’m a Lord. I could incinerate you without a second thought, so shut your mouth and listen.” He waited until she collected herself, and continued. “Oracles are rare, and Vem are even rarer. Learn to hold your tongue before you get yourself into deeper trouble.”

“You must know that we Aeros are very short-tempered.”

“Enough of that. Let’s make a bargain.”

She leaned forward.

“I’ll give you a more formidable mentor than myself. In exchange, you shall devote your every breath to my cause.”

“Who do you have in mind?”

The darkness billowed at the door, and Besil formed like clots of ink. “Akira, you brat! You were supposed to come back and help me!”

“Him,” Akira said, pointing with his thumb.

Tori covered her mouth. “This aura....”

Besil recoiled.

Akira pushed a piece of hair away from his face. “He shall be your new mentor. I’m sure you remember, but this is Besil. He is a Vem, like you, and one of extremely rare talent.”

Tori advanced on Besil so quickly that he backed into the door. “Are you that legendary Puppeteer who was sentenced to the Void? I’ve only heard tales, but with this aura, and this scent, you must be him! How did you get out?”

“We formed a pact,” Akira said.

Her cheeks burned red. “You mean you... oh my. What a marvel to be partners with a legend such as Bethshan.”

“Don’t speak his name. Are you satisfied? Is this bargain worth your while?”

She folded her hands front. “What happens in the future? What will I owe you?”

“Let’s just say... we’ll assist each other. The Organization and the Wiser himself will offer you protection. You are the Organization’s first Oracle.”

“The first? What of the others?”

He sighed.

“We’ve seen many lose their lives in our battle,” Besil said.

Akira added, “One of them was Caeles Elaine, and as you should know, she was murdered. Even knowing the dangers, will you join our cause?”

“My brother seems to trust you. I will join, but if I may ask one thing of you, please protect Myrna.”

“That much is certain. I value my comrades and their partners, so long as their partners aren’t filthy liars. Miss Myrna is a spitfire, but her heart is true.”

“To be honest, I still don’t trust you, but if the legend himself does, then I suppose I have no choice. Myrna seems to believe in the Organization as well.”

Akira appreciated how much Besil assisted him. Strangely, even though Besil’s name was supposed to be tarnished, Akira usually received the rejection. “Where is Your Lady now?”

“She’s meeting with the palace officials. She recently came from Nysa with news that Prince Kyou and Prince Hero have been doing well. The King of Nysa welcomed them with open arms. He seems to appreciate Prince Hero’s studiousness, but calls him stiff.”

He nodded. “Askelon doesn’t believe in children dedicating their lives to anything but fun. Have there been any incidents yet?”

“You’d have to ask Myrna, but from the sound of it, Prince Hero is a destructive force.”

“Of course he is. He’s Tainted.”

“Though I’ve just said that, I don’t believe he’s done any harm. Askelon probably taught him about explosives to ebb the miasma.”

“That sounds safe.”

Besil leaned against Akira’s arm. “We will be heading to Nysa soon, ourselves.”

She tucked her arms into the sleeves of her robes.

Her habit of burying pain reminded Akira of Fate.

Tori’s eyes reflected deep sorrow, but she still focused well on the discussion at hand. “When will we begin studying?”

Akira patted Besil’s head. “I’m sure you’re already ahead of Fate, but meet with her and make sure you’re on the same wavelength before you join. We’re resuming our sessions once Bes and I return from Nysa. I hope by then to have things in order.”

“When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow.”

She bowed. “Then be well on your journey, and let me know what I can do to assist your cause. I wish for nothing more than to change the tides of this war. Though I don’t understand what happened in the tunnels, I want to believe that the legend my family speaks of has chosen a worthy partner.”

“You keep saying partner. What do you mean by that?”

Besil nuzzled Akira’s side. “That’s right! We’ll teach you to be a formidable member of the Organization. You can trust me.”

Tori curtsied to him. “I’ll place my faith in you. Now, I must go and meet with Myrna and Her Majesty. Please excuse me.”

“Wait,” Akira said, gently grasping her sleeve.

She faced him again, seeming surprised that he reached out. “Yes?”

“Before you leave, I’d like you to assist me with a formal investigation. When you next speak with Myrna and Heqet, issue a warrant for a thorough search of the well tunnels. Keep it private, if possible. It’d be a shame to alert Mortis.”

Tori bowed her head. “Of course. Is that all?”

“When you’ve finished, inform me. I’ll have a report ready.”

“Very well.”

He watched her leave the room and turned to Besil. “Does she think we’re lovers?”

“Seems so. Oh well. It’s working in our favor.”

Akira dwelled on it a moment longer. “Does it seem like we are? Everyone says so.”

Besil’s smile fixed. “What? Is it bothering you? I half expected you to groan, but you seem like you’re thinking about it seriously.”

Akira averted his gaze. “I just remembered... I received a summoning from the Council Leader.”

Besil’s smile faded. “You’re going?”

“If not, won’t the Sweepers come looking for me? I don’t have much choice, but you must stay here.”

“How can I protect you from here?”

“They still don’t know about you. I’ll just go and listen to what she has to say. Don’t worry.” He patted Besil’s head and conjured a portal from his darkness.

“Be safe.”
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Akira walked through the hallway of screens in the Grand Acropolis of Thule. Some members passed by, their gazes trailing him as he stepped up to the doors of the Round Room. He placed his hands upon the inlets of the engraved door and entered.

The Council Leader sat up on her platform in the middle of the room. As he approached, she lifted her head and peeked at him from behind her veil. “Akira, you came.”

“Yes.” He walked past the pillars and surrounding platforms until he stood beneath hers. “You called for me?”

She descended from the platform, lifting her veil again just enough for him to see her smiling. “I am so glad to see you. I did not think you would visit me.”

He shifted his eyes. “Well, I am here. What did you need?”

Her smile faded, and she reached out to touch the exposed part of his face. “Your complexion is peaked. Have you stopped taking your medicine?”

He sighed. “I stopped taking it a long time ago. You know that.”

“I had hoped you would heed my advice to take it again, but I see my efforts were fruitless. You have been in the Capital, correct? You must have heard about the recent murders in Mu. Have you been helping Heqet solve the crimes as I asked?”

He averted his eyes. “To the best of my ability.”

She stifled a laugh and pointed. “Akira, please. I know when you are lying. I am sure that this is all very boring to you, but it is important for the future of the Empire. Would you please solve Heqet’s problem? I know you can.”

“Yes.”

“Hmm?”

He corrected himself. “Yes, mother.”

“If you have any complications, just come to me. I am always here to help.” She lowered her voice and unclipped her veil, exposing the strands of dark hair waving around her stark violet eyes. “I am here to help you, anyway. Sisera has been a thorn in my side. She is always storming around here like she owns the place.”

He said nothing.

She often spoke to him in a personable manner, despite the formalities required of her role as the Council Leader.

After the brief interlude, and the attempt at humoring him, she showed a pleading expression. “Come back to Thule. I have spoken with your peers. We can make things right again. If you start taking your medicine, you will be better before you know it.”

A laugh leapt from his mouth. “Medicine? Do you have any idea what that did to me?”

She frowned. “Did something happen? You know I will listen to you, so you must tell me if something has happened.”

He shook his head. “I am not coming back to Thule.”

She followed him down the aisle, holding up the front of her long robes. “Akira, wait. Talk to me.”

“I have nothing to say to you. I just wanted to know why you summoned me. I will continue my duties in the Capital. You can expect a report from me soon.”

“This is about your health!” She stopped walking. “Bedad, stop!”

His body stiffened.

Everyone claimed that receiving a Soul’s Name was a gift from the Universe when, really, it was a curse. Akira’s given name had been a burden and a horrid reminder of his fate.

He shifted his eyes and trailed the Council Leader’s movements. Although she had sealed his identity and stripped his name away, the few who knew him before still used the name against him.

She stepped in front of him. “I hate using restraints on you, but you must listen. If you do not stop and take care of your health, you are going to die. These seals were not meant to hurt you, they were meant to deter you from committing more crimes. Your health shows me that you are not doing as you should. Please, consider my request. I will help you. You are my son, and I hate to see you suffer like this.” She touched his arm and released the restraints she had placed on him.

His body hurt again, especially his right arm, which he held. “I will consider it.”

The Council Leader sighed in relief. “Good. I am happy to hear it. Do your best in the Capital.”
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Time is unfair, a fallacy that bends to the will of others. The Vault reminds me of crimes I’ve committed and people I’ve let down. In my journey for Justice, I have forsaken many and, as a result, slipped deeper into a state of detachment. Once, I coveted the idea of sharing my pain with others. I wanted someone to understand what it felt like to be hated merely for existing.

I no longer feel this way.

Any who question or shame the existence of another living being should perish on sight. I do not fret about who wishes for me to live or die. I have seen as many crimes as I’ve committed.

In the end, I shall be the hammer of Judgment, and I will reign down upon all.
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Akira returned to his room in the Capital Palace and threw himself onto the bed beside Besil.

Besil, retaining his adolescent form, opened his eyes. “Welcome back. You seem drained.”

“That woman exhausts me.”

He draped an arm over Akira and pulled him closer. “Shall I share my anima with you?”

“That sounds like an excuse to kiss me. Is it?”

Besil softly laughed at himself. “Maybe, but you’ve been reacting different lately. I thought it was worth a try.”

Akira paused. “I just have a lot on my mind. I’d like to visit the Vault.”

“What for?”

“I need to see Barloc, so I can resolve my inner conflict.”

“What? Inner conflict? Are you all right? You’re behaving strangely.”

“I’m fine.” He couldn’t stop thinking about what Jackyl and Tori had said. It didn’t help that Besil offered his affections so often. Though still torn about Fati, he couldn’t deny that there was something stirring beneath the surface.

“Very well, then. Into the Vault.”
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Akira and Besil entered the Dreamscape and stood before a set of white doors with multi-colored glass. A round lock clicked open panel by panel. They pushed them open together, revealing a dark room filled with swarming orbs of iridescent light.

Besil placed a hand on Akira’s head. “Ready?”

Once Akira stepped through the opening, he entered a memory from his adolescence.

The darkness revealed his room in Thule at the Grand Acropolis. It took place after he formed his pact with Besil. That morning, Akira sat in the corner of his room sulking about the treatment he received from the Council members. The stain had grown large and distracting. He’d stare at it all day long, unsure of its meaning.

Besil, the adolescent, sat on the edge of the bed, one leg crossed over the other. “The only vengeance worth having on sin is to make the sinner himself its executioner.”

“What?”

“If you continue sulking, I won’t be able to show you my magic.”

“I don’t believe in magic.”

“Good. It’s not real. Magic is an illusion.”

Akira liked Besil’s sensibility, so he listened more carefully.

“When you are in hiding, you must learn to surprise others with your abilities. Things that seem impossible can be created by what is natural to us. Allow me to demonstrate.”

He gestured to the spot in front of him, and Akira crawled over to sit. Once this happened, Besil pulled out a pouch from his pocket and emptied its contents onto his hand—a small pump, a jar of a clear gelatinous substance, white powder, and some kind of small mold.

“What is that?”

“A recipe. Watch closely.” He waved a hand and the materials swirled together.

Akira leaned closer. “How did you do that?”

“I’m Vem, remember? I’m an air elemental.”

Besil took the mixed materials and kneaded them together, then fit them into the mold. At his directive, several detailing brushes and a palette flew from the bag. For several more minutes, he waited, fiddled with his materials, and sat on the floor painting his new molded figure.

Akira leaned forward, watching. “A Doll?”

“Not just any Doll. You’ll see. Be patient.”

He rocked while he waited, read a book, stole a few glances at Besil’s work, and eventually fell asleep on the floor.

Some time later, Besil awakened him and set a tiny Doll in front of him. “Akira, watch now. I’ve just finished painting.”

Akira sat up and rubbed his eyes.

Besil waved his hand over the Doll, and threads of anima extended from his fingers. The light channeled inside it and, when he released, he waved his hands around again to form an orb of light and darkness. It shaped a colorful shell of light, and a tangle of threads encased the orb.

He placed the orb inside the Doll with a flick. “Open your hands.”

Akira followed instruction, and Besil placed the Doll in a sitting position on his hands. They sat in silence, watching it and waiting for something to happen. “Bes, wh—”

“Shh. Wait.”

The Doll lifted his head, yawned, and stretched his arms. He was no bigger than Akira’s hands, and when he stood up, he weighed no more than a pen. The small Doll smiled and blushed. “Go- good day.”

Akira gawked at him. “This is a person?”

“Yes, he may be small, but he does have a life. A lot of children care for plants, but you will care for this young Doll. He was designed to resemble you. He must be cared for. You may give him a name, but please remember, he is very real. My expertise is creating Artificial Souls. Although the Council will argue Artificial Souls are devoid and meaningless, they are wrong.”

“He can get sick and injured, too?”

“Yes, he’s a person just like you and me. You must learn to control your miasma and care for others if you wish to survive. Take care of this child. He is my gift to you. Since he is so small, he can be with you always, and because he is an Artificial Soul, I had to give him a strong purpose for living.”

“A purpose?”

“All Dolls must have a purpose to live. They need drive in order to return, but Artificial Souls are just that—artificial. I made this soul by sharing a piece of my own, and this brings up a good point. My Artificial Souls are difficult to distinguish from natural-born people. You have good eyes, so look carefully. There’s a distinguishing point in their aura.”

Akira strained his eyes and studied the Doll’s aura. It was colorful, but otherwise normal. “I don’t see anything.”

“Look again. There are several ways to distinguish an Artificial Soul from another. Their auras are brighter, and they keep a sliver of their Creator’s aura.”

Akira checked Besil’s aura, which shone a vibrant and deep blue. There was but a faint strand that resembled this in the Doll’s aura.

The smiling Doll hugged Akira’s thumb.

Akira also recognized himself in the Doll’s design. They shared the same white hair and blue eyes. “What’s his purpose?”

“His only purpose is to love, care for you, and protect you. He shall never betray or ignore you. Even when I’m not here, he’ll listen and help. If you can learn to rely on him as he will rely on you, the miasma will ease. I hope you will listen and take care of him.”

“You’re leaving again?”

Besil stood. “I still have business left unfinished in the Void. I will be back shortly. In the meantime, I’d like you to focus on taking care of yourself and your new friend. What shall his name be?”

Akira rubbed the Doll’s head with his index finger. “Barloc.”

“Barloc? That’s an interesting name.”

“Did you also make him shy?”

“Hmm... you could say that. Different elements align when an Artificial Soul is made. I don’t exactly choose, but I do have to make decisions.”

“That sounds complicated.”

“It is. That’s why my ability is so unique.”

Akira offered Barloc his finger. “Your name is Barloc. You’re... my new friend.”

Barloc replied in a small voice. “Nice to meet you.”

“Take care of each other now. I’ll be back.” Besil waved and vanished, leaving behind wisps of darkness.

Akira studied Barloc for a while longer, wondering how he should care for someone so small.

Barloc cared deeply and expressed it often. Since he was so small, he often tried conversing or singing funny made-up songs. It seemed that, in no time at all, this tiny person swayed Akira’s emotional state.

They went everywhere together, so Barloc saw everything that happened, and how Akira reacted to it.

At some point, Barloc grew too big to carry outside, and Besil had mentioned that he didn’t construct Barloc to grow the size of a normal person.

The light outside ran through the room several times, and Barloc’s growth sped by. Sometimes he pretended to be Akira, and sometimes, they just played with the idea that Akira could be in several places at once.

They practiced mimicking each other until they had mastered their likeness.

Akira returned to the day that Barloc suggested their grand scheme to escape Thule. Time slowed to play out the events of that evening when Barloc had lain back on the bed reading a book.

He lowered it and asked. “What if you escape?”

Akira slipped back into the memory. “Escape? How?”

Barloc sat up against his arm. “You have a review tomorrow, right? So... I can go to the review while you escape.”

“I can’t leave you here. They’ll kill you. You know the Council doesn’t care for Artificial Souls.”

“I’ll escape into the Void.”

“The Vo— That’s even worse! Absolutely not. I won’t do it.”

Barloc pouted and pulled the blankets over his head. “Stingy.”

“Stingy? I’m stingy for wanting to protect you?”

“Yes! I wanted to help you. I feel useless just sitting around!”

Akira perched over the blanket and used it to pin Barloc down. “Don’t be ridiculous. You do enough. What would I do if they hurt you?”

“You really think that? I’m important?”

“Most important.” Akira reached out to the memory of Barloc in hopes of sensing this warmth and honesty. His finger nearly touched Barloc’s face, but the entire memory rippled.

The disruption distracted Akira from his vision.
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Besil formed from darkness as Fate’s cries echoed through the Vault. “Lady Fate has awakened. She doesn’t remember what happened in Macellarius, but she has heard of the incident at the brothel. Her Majesty speaks with the Lady now. Hopefully, this doesn’t awaken Miina Feir.”

Akira stirred from his sleep and staggered to the door of his room. The transition from the Vault to the outside world caused his surroundings to sway like waves.

Besil, now a cat, chased his heels into the hallway.

Queen Heqet held the crying Fate in a motherly embrace. “I’m so sorry. I’ll find Fortuna as quickly as I can. Please rest.”

“I will not rest!” Fate pulled away from Queen Heqet’s arms and wiped the tears from her face. “I won’t rest until there is peace in Mu! I’ll find my own way to make change. They’ll have to kill me, or I’ll tear down their walls! The Council and all of their followers should just perish!”

Pain is beautiful and powerful, Reinka. The more you suffer, the mightier you’ll become.

Besil meowed, and Akira picked him up. Their interaction lured Fate to them, and she grasped Akira by the wrist.

“We must study. There is much to be done.”

“Reinka, I had intended to visit Nysa today.”

“Then give me a task. Anything. I must grow stronger.”

The waves of change swept closer each day. He could see the twinge of pain and fury sparking in Fate’s violet eyes. She burned brightly, and this made her evermore enchanting.

“Very well. Come with me.”

He led her to the study and pulled some books from the shelf. “Here, learn about the foundations of Mu. It might help if you learned about some of the past incidents, as well. For example, you could learn about the first murders and how they were perpetrated. In order to find this, you must go to the Library of Records. Ask Heqet about this once you’ve studied these books. I fully support any act of vengeance you seek.”

She clutched a book in her arms. “You’re going to Nysa?”

“Yes. I’m sure Jackyl will return to check on your progress. When he does, I urge you to practice using your elements. You may ask him any questions you have about Niall and the Grim. Tori will begin studying with us tomorrow, and then we should be back on track.”

“Seems like you’re returning to our schedule. I’m looking forward to studying with you again. I’ll do what I can here.” On the outside, she appeared calm and collected. She had always been good at hiding her true feelings and intentions, especially during a time of crisis.

He suspected she may have buried the pain to fuel her darkness, or that she needed space to grieve the loss of her sisters. In all his time with her, she rarely cried. Usually, he saw the pain in her gaze instead of her actions.

The conversation died out and she sat at the table to study.

“I will see you again soon, Reinka.”

She raised her head a final time and slipped a letter from her dress pocket. “Please give this to Hero if you see him. I hear he’s still in Nysa.”

“You trust me with this?”

“Of course I do. We’re friends.”

He shifted his mouth from side to side and placed the letter in his coat pocket. “Ven. I will do you this service. On another note, I’d like to ask you a question.”

She placed her hands over the text of the book so she could focus on him.

“Do you know what dalrun means?”

She shook her head. “I’m not familiar with it.”

“It means tired, and remus means to sleep.”

“Thank you for this brief lesson. I’ll keep that in mind.”

As I suspected, I saw Fati, even if only for a moment.

“Until a later time then, Reinka. Study well.” He concluded their discussion with a bow and gathered his darkness.

The image of Nysa grew clearer with every passing moment. The study warped, stretched, and the palace in Nysa drew nearer. Then, in a flash, Akira dropped down onto a long table and stood facing an older man in a cloak.

Besil passed through a moment later in his adolescent form, and dropped to his feet beside Akira.

The cloaked man turned as Besil sang his name and sprang from the table. “Askeeelooon!”

“Oh, be careful. I’m covered in gun powder.” Askelon’s laugh was bigger than he was, but this didn’t say much, because he wasn’t very big at all.

“Hello, First Born,” Akira said.

“You don’t change a bit.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

“Still a child.”

“I’m not a child. Why does everyone say that?”

Askelon gestured to Akira’s feet. “Because what kind of adult stands on the King’s table?”

Akira lifted a foot and checked where he stood. “I do.”

“This makes you a child. Sit down, at least. I’m sure you’ve come to pick my brain again.”

He sat on the edge of the table. “This is true. Have you heard about the casualties in Nex and Inoue?”

“It’s not you, is it?”

“You sound like Jax. I’m hurt.”

Askelon raised a brow. “Hurt? I think the only person capable of hurting you is Besil, and maybe the Lady Fate, if we’re lucky. If you ask me, the seals have created an uncanny detachment. Then again, maybe this is just you. It’s difficult to tell. You’re such a good actor.” He knew Akira all too well.

Akira listened because Askelon judged accurately, and knew enough about the Rebellion, the Council, and the Organization to provide an unbiased opinion. In fact, there was very little that Askelon didn’t know about.

“I heard that brat is here,” he said. “I have a letter for him.”

“Prince Hero? He’s here. To call him a brat is the pot calling the kettle black. Is this what you wanted to ask me about?”

“I’d hate to say that it’s about him specifically.”

“Please, feel free to unload.” Askelon stood at the tall window overlooking the courtyard, which left Besil in the middle of the room, switching his focus back and forth as his two friends talked.

“I’m torn,” Akira said, locking his ankles together. “No matter how many times I’ve been through this, I can’t get over how flawed the variables are. I’ve tried everything.”

“I can tell you what you haven’t done, if you’d like.”

“I wouldn’t like it, but I’ll listen anyway.”

Askelon pointed outside. “Come and look.”

Akira moved to the window, and his gaze fell on Hero sitting on a bench surrounded by open books. “What about him?”

“You haven’t learned to trust him. You’d rather put your faith in questionable variables than in him. That’s just plain reckless. You and everyone else, except the Lady Fate, have turned a blind eye. I gave him a test to see how far off the deep end he had gone. Do you know what he did?”

“Frankly, I don’t care.”

“That’s your problem. You don’t want to give up your power. You want everyone to see you, and you’re like a child screaming for someone to pay attention. In the process, you’re stealing his opportunity to turn the tables. It’s not just reckless, it’s problematic.”

Akira crossed his arms. “Fine. What did he do?”

“I gave him a box of explosives and taught him a few tricks, to see if he would fall under the influence of the miasma. He’s not like you. He wanted to learn to make fireworks, not lethal weapons. There’s still a chance to reverse the damage that has been done.”

Besil leaned back against the window on the opposite side. “I tried telling him, but he won’t listen. This is a hurdle he refuses to climb. If we want to succeed, we need all the Lords of Light and Shadow to participate. We’re missing so many components, and he’s not using the pieces that are available.”

The search for the Lords of Light and Shadow hadn’t gone well. They were the only beings capable of restoring balance, but they were also incredibly difficult to bring together.

“The choice is yours,” Askelon said. “You are the Creator of the New World. I cannot persuade you any more than I’ve tried. All I can say is that your decisions have grown hazy. I understand why, so I will say no more on the matter.”

Akira slumped against the decorative window, his polychromatic eyes tracing the petals falling over Hero’s head. “What makes him better than me? Why does he deserve to live more than I do?”

Askelon sighed and shook his head. “We all know the answer. This has nothing to do with your personal feelings. It is not about who is better or worse. This is a battle of endurance. You have exhausted your resources. Don’t you have regrets?”

“Regrets?”

“Things you wish you had done differently. Perhaps you could entrust them to someone.” He nodded towards the window.

“I hate him.”

“There’s that streak of honesty.”

“I wish he’d just perish. Leoht Miina... never should have existed. If he didn’t, things would have been different.”

“Different, perhaps, but different doesn’t mean better. You have given the others a chance, so why not him? Don’t let your hatred blind you. There’s still time to change.” Askelon patted Akira’s shoulder, and led Besil away with offerings of his special milk and honey tea.

Akira pressed against the window, glaring at Hero.

It is because we are different that I despise you. It is because you are loved that I cannot stand to be around you. You’ve stolen everything from me, Leoht Minna, and I’ll never forgive you.
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Akira exited through the open corridor of the King’s Retreat Room and sauntered down the staircase leading into the courtyard. Lilac-colored flowers dangled from gatherings of tall trees around the bench and pond.

He put his hands in his pants pockets and approached Hero, unnoticed, so he could arrive with the element of surprise. “Hey, Tofu.”

Hero slowly tilted his head back to look. His pupils retracted; otherwise, he appeared calm. “Tofu? What’s that?”

“It’s bean curd.” Akira held up an imaginary piece of tofu. “It’s often served in small, white, tasteless squares. In other words, it’s just like you.”

Hero squinted. “What’s its function?”

“Function? It absorbs from more intricate foods. Basically, it’s pointless.”

His lips turned down, and his brow knotted. He appeared a mere pouting child, though it was unclear if he actually took offense to the comment since he often made that expression. “What’s its origin?”

Akira opened and closed his mouth, taking a small breath in between. “East?”

“East where? Askadel or Rosetau?”

“Just be quiet. I didn’t come here to explain my insults. Why are you so difficult?”

“I’m just trying to understand your insult to the fullest. How can I be mad if I don’t even know to what you’re referring? If your intention was to make me feel stupid, then I’m afraid you’ve failed. Also, if you’re here to insult me, I have better things to do. Go bother someone else.”

Akira clawed the fabric inside his pockets. He reminded himself to breathe and listen to Askelon’s advice, but he couldn’t stop himself from commenting. “I... literally... hate you more than anyone in the Universe.”

Hero exhaled and closed his book. “Really? Then it’s one sided. I don’t have the time or energy to hate you. If you hate me so much, do something about it. Otherwise, stop whining like a child and go do something productive. If it makes you feel better, you can hit me to your heart’s content, but I must warn you that I will strike back.”

“I hope you realize you’re picking a fight with someone much stronger than you.”

“I wish you luck in explaining yourself. Now, you’re wasting time, so what did you come here to say? I hope that wasn’t it.”

Akira hardly knew how to respond. The shock jolted every part of his brain. “Where do you get the confidence to be so impertinent?”

“I just don’t have the time to listen to your complaints. It’s pointless. If you want to hurt me or kill me, just do it. It’s torture enough listening to you whine at me.”

“I’m not whining. I’m explaining how much I hate you.”

“It all sounds like whining to me.” Hero stood from the bench and collected his books.

Without thinking, Akira shoved them from Hero’s hands and watched them fall to the ground.

Hero pressed back the hair from his face. “Do you want to fight or what?”

“My hand just moved on its own.”

That was miasma in a nutshell, an unstoppable force of vengeance and malice.

This seemed to aggravate Hero’s condition as well. “Stop fucking with me. These aren’t my books. Pick them up.”

Akira turned up his nose. “I don’t think I like your tone.”

“Pick. Them. Up.”

“No.”

The haze of miasma thickened and the trees wilted. Hero clutched his head, exhaled as far as he could, and knelt down to pick up the books. He dusted them off one by one and his miasma receded.

That was all. He said nothing more. He just took the books back to the King’s Retreat Room.

Akira trailed behind him as Hero slipped the books back into their proper places.

When Hero finished, he turned to leave, and Akira stood in the middle of the doorway. They moved back and forth for a moment until Hero withdrew into the room.

“I’d like to pass,” he said.

“I have more to say.”

“What is it?”

Akira presented the letter. “This is from Lady Fate.”

Hero held the letter and looked at Akira again in suspicion. “Is this why you’re being an ass?”

“Yes. Though, what I said before is true. I do hate you more than anyone in the Universe. Almost.”

“Almost?”

“I just thought of someone I hate more, but I hate you almost as much as her.”

“It seems unfounded. Was your love of Fate so true?”

Akira bypassed the question. “I thought you should know that the Queen has commenced a search for Madam Fortuna. There was an attack on the brothel.”

Hero gaped, albeit nearly imperceptible. “Is everyone all right? What happened?”

“It isn’t good, neither is Lady Fate. She has lost all except Miss Tori.” Akira partly wondered if Askelon kept the information private as a way of keeping Hero on his path.

After hearing the information, Hero stared, stiff as a statue.

“You heard me correctly. All of her sisters were killed in the attack, but this doesn’t mean you should return to Nex. You must continue your journey. It won’t do any good for you to go now. I’m sure she wrote this as well.”

He held up the letter and read the inscription of his name on the envelope.

“If you’d like me to deliver a letter, I will do you this service.”

“I... am in shock. I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say at the moment. You said Madam Fortuna is missing?” He pressed a hand against his forehead and sat on a chair.

“Yes. I believe she may have left to assist the leaders of the Rebellion. She placed Miss Tori in charge, so I suppose she’s not exactly missing, but she left without telling anyone where she went.”

“And you spoke with Fate?”

“Briefly. She wanted to continue her studies.”

“I need to go to my room. Do you mind following?” Hero opened the letter on his way out.

Akira followed as requested, and they passed the outside corridor to the walkway on the opposite side.

Hero read the letter as they walked, and led the way through the hall to a room past an indoor fountain. Finally, he opened the door and sat down at a desk to write a reply.

“It’s unwise to walk and read at the same time. One day you’re going to run into something,” Akira said.

“I don’t have enough time in one lifespan to read everything that I want. I have to use my time wisely.”

“You like reading that much?”

“I’m not sure if I like it. It’s necessary to be intelligent. I’ve always wanted to read, ever since I first laid my hands on books. I remember feeling sad when I couldn’t understand them.” Hero stared at the wall, though he really seemed to look back on the memory to which he referenced. “I’ve always had this feeling that I’m starving for knowledge. It’s never enough. I can never learn enough or read quickly enough. I’m afraid one day I’ll fade away inside all of these empty words. That’s all they are, aren’t they? No matter how many words I memorize, I’ll never have enough to say what I really mean. I guess that’s why I admire Fate.” He looked at the letter beside his hand. “She can say things so simply, and I always know what she’s trying to convey.”

Akira paused for a long time. “I wasn’t looking for a monologue, but okay.”

“Sorry. I’ll write the letter now.”

He didn’t want to admit that he understood what Hero meant. Sometimes, Akira felt the same way—the truth lodged itself in his throat when he looked Fate in the eyes, yet she spoke effortlessly. He always danced around the truth and spoke in riddles. The words he wanted to say always lingered on the tip of his tongue, but he could never say them, as if some invisible force had taken control of him and stripped away his honesty.

He studied the filigree patterns where the sun shone through the ceiling. “You and I are broken. There is nothing in this world, or in any other, that can fix us... but she doesn’t want to fix us. She just wants others to understand what’s broken and learn to live beside people like us. I think that is beautiful.”

Hero tossed back his head and smiled. “At least we agree on that.”

“I think what’s important, isn’t that she’s special or different. It’s not about us or her. We aren’t so unique that the world should stop for us. The point is that, because we are people, we deserve to live as much as anyone else. That is Justice and Balance. What do you think?” Though Akira said this about Fate, he realized that it applied to Besil as well.

If he has Fate, then I have Bes, but there’s still one thing to resolve between me and the Spinner.

Hero seemed pleased. “I think this is the first time we’ve agreed. Somehow, that’s relieving.”

Akira smiled faintly. “We can never truly agree. I will never like you and I will never accept you. Even if we tried to get along, something would go terribly wrong. All I can do is try to find common ground with you.”

“You’re probably right. I do get the feeling we won’t get along. Something about you really unnerves me. I guess it’s just the Universe and its riddles.”

“You say ‘I guess’ a lot. Are you unsure about something?”

“Basically everything,” Hero said, writing his letter.

Akira stifled a laugh and nodded. “Yeah, me too.”

“May I ask you how, exactly, we’re related? Chi said you’re her cousin, but all her cousins died in the fall of Ussan. I’ve studied and I know who all the cousins are, so who are you?”

“That was sudden.”

“Surprise.”

“How can you write and talk at the same time? Pick one.”

“Aren’t you just avoiding the question? Are you really her cousin?”

“I am.”

“Isn’t it kind of dangerous for you to claim that? Maybe you’re just saying it to distract everyone. Or maybe it’s the reverse and you’re expecting people to make that assumption, so you really are her cousin?” Hero tilted his head at his own comment.

“Stop thinking. It’s annoying. How can you possibly be writing a letter when you’re talking this much?”

“I’m almost done. Should I read it to you?”

“No. Don’t. In fact, just be quiet.”

How is it that every time I try to annoy him, he ends up annoying me instead? This kind of optimism is just obnoxious.

Hero completed his note, inspected it, and folded it with precision, then after a long moment of deliberation, he placed a seal on it.

Akira leaned his elbow against the wall to support his head. “Wouldn’t it be more personable to lick the seal? That’s how they were designed.”

Hero grimaced. “Don’t you care about bacteria?”

“Bac— There is bacteria everywhere, you maniac.”

“I’ve already sealed it! What’s your problem?”

“It’s annoying to watch you try to skate through life avoiding messes when you’re a mess yourself.”

“You’re such an ass! I’ll just send the letter myself!” He shot up from the chair and tried pushing passed Akira several times to reach the door.

With one arm, Akira grabbed Hero and the letter, which he held high above his head.

Hero seethed. “I swear to all that is, I will climb you if I have to. Give me the letter.”

“I’m older than you, so you should be more polite.”

“Would you give me the damn letter?”

Akira waved it. “I’m just doing what I was asked and preparing to deliver the letter. Wouldn’t you like it to arrive sooner?”

Hero’s eyes gleamed, and his hair stood on end. Crystal spurted from the floor into peaks taller than Akira.

As Akira saw them, he drew back a breath in surprise, and moved away to avoid being impaled by the crystal jutting out beside him.

Why is there crystal? When was the second seal broken?

He jerked his head forward to find Hero unconscious on the floor. “Ai! Muora! What’ll I do if someone catches me this way? They’ll think I assaulted you!”

Akira nudged Hero with his foot. At times like this, he felt as though the Universe were testing him. The sheer fact that the person he hated most lay unconscious before him was either a miracle or torture.

He thought carefully as he picked up Hero and debated on whether or not to throw him out the window. It would certainly end their competition, and add a wave of surprise to the people vying for the young prince’s favor.

Akira shifted his mouth to the side and stared out the window at the courtyard. The miasma swayed at his feet.

But Bes would know it was me.

“Akira!” Besil sang a tune of disapproval from the doorway. The thought of him was like a beckoning. He’d appear whenever he sensed trouble.

Akira placed Hero on the bed and covered him up. “He attacked me. I’m sure you see the crystal there. I was just putting him to bed.”

“By the window?”

“I was distracted by the trees. They’re in full bloom now.”

“Were you trying to make his death bed? Don’t sidestep out of it. I can sense your malice from a mile away.” Besil strode through the room and gently pushed Akira aside to sit on the edge of the bed. “I think it would be best if you go and find Askelon. I can take care of this.”

Akira rubbed his chin as he observed the crystal glistening in the light from the window. “But when was the second seal broken, or even the first?”

“I’m willing to bet the Lady Fate broke the first seal.”

“Already? She doesn’t even know how to spirit walk on her own. I know she’s reckless, but I’d hope she heeded the warnings I’ve placed.”

Besil shrugged. “As you know, the Spinner is a force to be reckoned with. Once she decides to do something, she goes all the way. If she didn’t break the seal, who did? I find it difficult to imagine Hero did it on his own. The second, however, is another story.”

“It’s too soon. If the third seal breaks now, those in the Rebellion are going to find themselves in a difficult predicament.”

“You actually sound worried for once. Aren’t they already in knee deep? I think you should start talking to the girls about what they should expect. Tori might already know, but Lady Fate has been completely blindsided. You’re there to teach her, so you might as well do it right.”

Akira dropped a hand to his side. The effects of Justice Mode were dissipating because of Besil’s return. “True. I had intended to do that when I return.”

“But then you got distracted by your rivalry with the Prince, and thought about tossing him out the window. Am I right?”

“It was just a fleeting thought. Thoughts are innocent. They harm no one.”

“These are your thoughts we’re talking about. Dangerous thoughts. When you black out, you have no idea what you’re doing. Best not to think these malicious thoughts at all.”

He wanted to sulk whenever Besil cornered him, but he realized how childish it was and kept to himself. “You spoke with Askelon?”

“A little.”

“About me?”

“Always. He said just about everything he wanted to. At this point, you just need to communicate the Queen’s concerns and get back to the Capital. We’re on the brink of a serious war, and I’d expect to see some chaos soon. The murders are just the tip of the iceberg for Benevolence. She hasn’t lifted a finger. Not yet. It’d be in our best interest to start informing Lady Fate, so she can begin to plan. Even if you’re stubborn and you don’t want to tell the Prince, I’m sure you’d at least want her to prepare.”

“I dislike when you read into me like that. Trust me, I’m aware of all this. I’ve already planned to start unveiling the current scenario. As you already know, these topics are sensitive, and it’s difficult to speak of them on Capital ground.”

Besil scolded him. “Don’t make excuses, and don’t delude yourself either. You’ve wasted a lot of energy fulfilling your own agenda. At this point, we just want to keep you out of trouble before you do something you truly regret. The war is second on my mind, but it should be first on yours.”

“Second?”

“You’re always first on my mind.”

Akira faltered.

“You’re blushing.”

“I’m not.” He paused. “How can you tell?”

Besil grinned. “I know everything about you. Now go and see Askelon. I’d like to see you get back on track. You’ve been floundering for too long. At this rate, the rumors about you will be proven. You’re greater than they give you credit for.”

“As long as you think so, I’m content.”

Besil sat back and tapped the end of the fox mask. “Ma’ail durul so! Nein saed?”

‘You’re too precious. What can I do?’

Akira simply smiled. “I’ll go and see Askelon now.” He reviewed his plan on his way back to the Retreat Room.

The Grim and the Council treated him as a neutral figure between the two sides, one everyone simultaneously trusted and completely distrusted. They tossed him into the crossfire because of his strained relations with both groups, figuring that coming from both backgrounds, he could be unbiased.

Everyone expected him to turn the tides of the war, and secretly hoped he would choose their side. Likewise, Hero was the Prince of a kingdom under Council rule, who still wavered in his loyalty to the Rebellion. All sides vied for his favor to turn the tables again.

Akira reminded himself to teach Fate of this when he returned. Most people didn’t seem to realize how much pull she had in turning the morale in the Rebellion’s favor. He knew because he waited to see which side she wanted to choose. Her role as the hand of fate could alter the spin of the wheel—the entire flow of the battle at hand.

The Council feared this influence over the Universe, and feigned poise time and time again.

He stopped at the outside corridor and watched the lilac flower petals drifting in the courtyard. This usually would’ve reminded him of Fati, but his thoughts drifted again.

Askelon stepped out from his Retreat Room. “You seem troubled. What’s on your mind?”

Akira glanced at Askelon with his peripheral vision. “If I tell you, will you tell Bes?”

“I’ll restrain myself.”

“You remember Jackyl, right?”

Askelon nodded. “I do. Why do you ask?”

“Well, Shu’s sister, Ianthe, and Jackyl have been saying that I’m in love with Besil.” He leaned against his hand.

Askelon burst into laughter before Akira could finish his thought. “And?”

“Wait. Why are you laughing?”

“No reason. It must come with age.”

“Do you also think that?”

“That you’re in love with Bethshan?” Askelon raised his gaze to the trees above. “I think it’s highly probable after what happened with the Spinner.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your binding was severed long, long ago. This is a new age. Ancients marry outside of their clans. Triplets are born. Twins are separating and finding new lovers. It doesn’t seem strange to think that you’d try to move on after all this time. When have you ever truly been beside the Spinner, and when do you decide that it’s okay to move on?”

Akira listened carefully, experiencing a sense of reprieve. “Then... all that’s left is to confront her.”

Askelon’s expression grew tense. “Is that how it works? Must you receive her verdict? If she has Hero, won’t she forget?”

“I won’t be able to move on if I don’t hear what she has to say. I need her to release me. She never did.”

Askelon patted Akira’s shoulder and massaged it. “This is your chance to decide who you want to be when the world comes crashing down. How do you want to be remembered?”

“It doesn’t matter. I just want to fulfill Besil’s request.”

Since Askelon could say nothing more about Akira’s personal affairs, he finished business. “Tell Heqet that Bailee and I have strengthened our defenses. We have heard of the Lady Fortuna’s disappearance and passed on the information to her officials. We won’t fall so easily. Kyou and I have done well with Hero. He has confided his decision to side with the Rebellion. If we play our cards right, there won’t be a reason for you to get involved. Let go, and let us handle the rest.”

“I will try.”

“Good! Think of it like a vacation. You could use one. You already have a head full of white hair, and you’re still so young.” Askelon laughed hard and loud.

“Very funny.”

He slipped an envelope from his robes and placed it in Akira’s hands. “Go now, and take Bes. My heart is with you.”
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Mornings in the Capital gleamed especially bright against the Ussan’s crystal trees. Their reflective nature blinded anyone standing at the viewing window and, on this morning, it happened to be Akira, reflecting in his own way.

The forest elicited memories of his past, when the Lady Fati still lived and breathed in the flesh.

Fate embodied the Spinner, but without an awakening, she could never truly be the woman he had loved.

When did I start saying loved—past tense?

His love of Fati lingered, but it seemed instinctive. Their broken promise had severed the ties between them long ago. More accurately, they never really had a chance to properly bond due to the bleak circumstances that had brought them together.

This pushed them further and further apart. Unfortunately, he needed Fati’s affirmation to move on.

The Spinner decided the fate of those in the Mortal Realms. Although he had evolved, he lived in a mortal form; therefore, he still needed to hear her verdict. Not to mention, their pact was severed because of a broken promise, not because they were released from it.

When Fate approached him that morning and stared up with her large violet eyes, she showed a flicker of the Spinner awakening inside her. “Akira, we’ve finished our breakfast. Should we wait in the study?”

Will she release me? Is it safe for me to lean on Bes?

Her eyes shone a lustrous light, as if conveying her sudden alertness. “Ven ou? Yam nohs en ya.”

He stammered and wondered where she had learned the phrase.

Her lips quirked up on one side and revealed a hint of amusement. “I wanted to say that you seem down. Did I do it right?”

“Yes. How did you—”

“Chi is helping me learn. I wanted to be able to understand you and Hero better. Smile is xuiku, right?” She pressed her fingers to her cheeks. “Xuiku, Akira!”

He meant to press a hand to his mouth, but his mask obstructed him.

Tori half-ran across the main hall, tripping on the skirt of her new gown. “Are you two ever coming? I’m not Fate. I won’t stand for skipped lessons.”

Akira squinted at her. “You’re as naggy as ever.”

“Don’t talk like you know me! Are you coming?”

Fate laughed into her hand. “We’re going.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’m suddenly feeling faint.”

She nudged him with her elbow, still laughing silently. “She has a good arm. I’d watch out if I were you.”

He waved them along. “To the study with you, then.”

Tori nagged all the way to the study and finally fell silent when she saw Besil the Cat curled up on an armchair. For a moment, she acted as if she might sit and hold him, but Akira shoved her to the side, sat down, and brought his friend onto his lap.

Besil let out a sound that resembled a sneeze or a snicker.

His place secured, Akira stood and closed the curtains and the door. “Today we will be reviewing a lot of material. I hope you’re ready.”

Fate watched as he closed up the room and raised a barrier. “Akira, what are you doing?”

He returned to his seat and slapped Tori’s hand away from Besil’s head. “I’m going to share confidential information. It has been very difficult to find a good time to update you on the current affairs. We’ve had some troublesome figureheads lurking around the Capital of late. I needed to seal the room, but as you know, my condition hasn’t been very good. I didn’t have the energy to do this until now.”

Fate nodded slowly. “I’m listening.”

“First things first... I’m going to assign you both reading material. You will need to translate it, but this should help you learn the Language of Ages more quickly. You may ask anyone except me for assistance, if you’d like. I will be busy completing assignments for the Lady Heqet. If you happen to catch me, use that time to ask me questions about your study material.”

“What will we be reading?”

“You’ll be reading about Spirit Walking and the Dreamscape. This will be necessary for your private assignments. It has recently come to my attention that two of Hero’s seals have been broken. If there’s any chance of recovering his memories, the third seal must be broken manually.”

Fate’s brow wrinkled. “Third?”

“The second seal has been broken. I feel responsible for not noticing the first seal had been broken. Part of me doesn’t see this as a problem, but frankly, he is too important to the Rebellion for me to overlook this issue.”

Tori raised her hand. “I’m sorry. May I ask how and why he is so important?”

“Everyone has been vague about these matters to avoid being overheard. So today I will unveil a few secrets.” Akira placed Besil on the table and collected some books from the shelf. He opened one to a map of Mu and pointed to the top. “We are here.” He moved his finger to the icy spot under it. “Nex is here. Below that, we have the Eastern and Western woods. Do either of you know about the results of the Astor Tournament?”

Fate folded her hands on her lap. “I know that Hero won, but I also know he killed his friends the Gishian Twins.”

Akira pointed at her. “Right. That. Their mother Gishian Una was the former Queen of Elysium. She was overthrown after the Astor Tournament, but she used to have an estate in the Western Woods. The kingdom off to the left of this map is Elysium. When Una reigned, it was under Council rule, but their new queen, Bailee, is a member of the Rebellion. The small kingdom to the right is Nysa, and it’s ruled by Askelon. He is considered neutral, but in truth, he is also part of the Rebellion.”

Fate checked the map. “Nysa? Then he’s a Feh?”

He smiled since he knew she would notice. “Yes. Your relations should be good since you share the same blood. It would be good for you to meet Askelon. He’s an important figurehead for the Rebellion.”

“Who are the other Royals?”

“We’re getting to that.” He pointed to a kingdom on the far right. “This is Askadel, and their Queen, Isis, is a follower of the Council.”

“Isis? You mean Nitor’s Head of Artillery?”

“Yes, that’s correct. Now that we’ve laid out the map up to here, allow me to begin answering Tori’s question.” He sat back on his chair, stroking Besil. “Askadel and Rosetau are under Council rule. Even though Rosetau tried to stay out of the fight, they are very small, and Askadel easily overtook their territory. The people of Rosetau have Royals, but they function more like a small fishing community than a kingdom. Their King is Lux Celo, and his son, Lux Baalis, is a friend of Hero.”

Fate pressed a closed hand to her cheek. “So we’re in good standing then.”

“Technically, but the entire right side of the map is off limits due to Council laws. For example, if Hero and I were to set foot there, we would automatically be held captive and taken to Thule. From that point, it’s difficult to say what would become of us.” Akira avoided the subject of his mother.

Her mouth tensed. “Because you’re Tainted. I don’t like that, but I understand. What about the kingdom at the bottom, Tir Na Nog?”

“Their ruler is your mother, Ignis Fortuna.”

She stared, wide-eyed, until she remembered to breathe. “Then her disappearance.... This is really bad.”

“Indeed. There’s one less leader of the Rebellion. Nex is currently under Council rule. The members of the Rebellion and the Council are more desperate than ever to keep Hero’s attention. If they can win him, they can win Nex. It’s the only thing standing between the two sides and the Capital. However, more importantly, if they can win him over, then you come attached. The Spinner’s favor is the most important of all. It’s the difference between life and death for many, but as we all know... Hero holds your interest.”

“I don’t know anything. Even though you say it, there’s nothing I can do to assist because I’m unable to comprehend or use the Spinner’s ability. Honestly, I forget, what is this ability? The power to decide the fate of mortals?”

“Correct. The Spinner’s ability is about spiritual prowess, not physical strength. She is one of the few capable of swaying the will of the Universe, or simply overriding it altogether. That last bit is particularly important, because it means that even the Universe itself can’t win against her—you—without waging war.”

“Okay, just to make sure I understand... the Rebellion and the Council used Hero to get to me? Is that right? I thought I was supposed to sway him, not the opposite.”

Akira made a throaty noise. “They lied, obviously. What did you think all that nonsense about the folklore was about? They showed him that you were meant to be Bound, and because he’s a curious creature, he couldn’t help but experiment. He used the incantation of Rota Fortunae to solve the riddle and, as a result, gave them precisely what they desired—the Spinner. Thus, they ended up with both the Spinner and her catalyst. It’s brilliant, actually.”

Fate sat with her mouth open.

“With all that said, Lady Fate, from what I understand, you are on the side of the Rebellion. Is this correct?”

“Yes,” Fate said. “I side with whoever will defend the Tainted. If for some reason that changes, then I will cease to remain on either side.”

“Okay, then I’m going to introduce you to a third party.”

“A third? What do you mean?”

“The Organization.”

She pressed her hands against her forehead.

“The Organization is a group I founded. You could say we assist the Rebellion, but we don’t always agree. Our goal is to restore balance to the Universe.”

“The Universe? What’s the difference between the Rebellion and the Organization?”

“The Rebellion is important in its own way, but its ideas are much smaller, meaning their focus is exclusively Mu. The Organization views balance on a grander scale, and we are brutal in our delivery. Amongst the members of the Rebellion, we have gained the favor of the Grim, Niall, and the Wiser.”

“Wiser?”

Akira rubbed Besil’s head and a purr filled his ears. “He’s an enigmatic and omniscient man who prattles incessantly. You’d know if you met him. He never shuts up.”

Fate exhaled into her hands. Several red spots formed on her skin from her rubbing her face. “I’m guessing he’s also an important figurehead?”

“Right. He’s as important as the Grim, and just as old. He’s just not a Grim. He’s a Guardian or a time healer.”

“And since you founded it, the Organization must vie to protect the Tainted as well?”

“Of course. You could say we’re like a team of assassins waiting for the signal to strike. We do play a large part in supporting the members of the Rebellion. As you know, I arrived as a representative for the Grim. We played this card in order to end the strife about the representative being a member of the Rebellion. Since I was raised by the Council, and then taken in by the Grim, I’m not really on either side. Hero and I have that in common—we’re both in the crossfire. Few people know about the Organization in this era. We try to keep it a secret.”

She leaned forward and turned her ear closer. “Did you just say this era?”

“Yes. The members of the Organization move through time and space. Many of them are Reapers, and a few are Guardians.”

Tori poked Akira’s arm. “Isn’t it too soon to tell her about this?”

“I think if she’s going to make a decision, it should be a good one.”

Fate held her hair back. “This might sound strange, but if the Organization’s goal is to restore balance, what is your personal goal? Not to be rude... it just seems to me like even those following you are wary of your decision-making.”

“My personal goal is to trigger the creation of the New World. It’s my existence-long project.”

“And what exactly is the New World? What makes it different?”

He averted his gaze. “I want to rescind the existence of mortals.”

“That’s a huge statement. Are you saying you want to kill them off?”

“No, that’s crude. Killing suggests bloodshed, and that’s messy. I just want to un-think them out of existence, because they won’t survive in the world I’ve imagined.”

She shook her head and cast a look of dismay. “You’re really him, aren’t you?”

“Who?”

“The Man Who Stood at the Edge of Time. You’re him. You’ve spent eons dreaming of a New World. Is that it? What would possess you to do such a thing?”

He laughed. “Well, that’s a stupid question. I didn’t like the old one.”

“What’s wrong with the one we have now?”

His lip curled. “What’s wrong with it? Everything is wrong with it. Have you not seen that yourself? Why must the misfits of the world be cast out? Where is there room for people like Bes and I? Where is there room for the imp you love so dearly? There is no place. We are mere orphans skirting the edge of existence. Everyone who has wronged our kind will perish. The New World will bring darkness and light together, as it always should have been. All those who lack the composition will perish upon its birth.”

“Akira, that’s insane! How many innocent people will die? We can just create a land for people like you. We can keep everyone else ou—”

Akira slammed his hand on the table, startling his feline friend from a peaceful nap. “We’ve already tried that! I have been to the Edge of Time! I have seen the beginning and the end of all that is. There will be no peace in this world, so I will create a new one. There will be justice, and balance will be restored!”

The books on the shelf flew off and the window shattered.

Tori covered her head, shrieking, but Fate stood firm facing Akira. Her fingernails scraped against the tabletop, and she clenched her jaw. “You don’t scare me. Nothing you do will make me join your cause. I will find my own way.”

With a spin on her heels and flair of her dress, she exited the room and slammed the door shut behind her, leaving Akira dumbfounded and suddenly very angry.

He kicked the chair over and stormed out of the room, oozing miasma.

Besil followed closely at his heels, meowing incessantly.

Akira returned to his room, slammed the door, and chucked his pocket watch at the hanging mirror on the wall. The pieces of glass crunched and fell to the floor, where he sat in a ball prying at the mask.

Besil’s darkness expanded and reformed into an adolescent. He knelt before Akira, stretching out his hand and beckoning softly.

Akira hadn’t been in such a fit for a long time. He slapped Besil’s hand away and rested his head against his knees while tugging at the mask.

Besil implored. “Akira, please, you’re going to rip the skin off your face. Let’s go and see Mayuri.”

“I won’t see anyone! I will destroy everything! I hate this world!”

Besil’s arms came around Akira, and he breathed slow and deep. “Breathe. There is still time to change her mind, but you have to calm down. The miasma is tearing you apart. You can’t think straight right now. Wait until the wave has passed. I’m here with you.”

Akira buried his mask against Besil’s chest and gripped the back of his shirt. Every bone in his body ached. His lungs fought for air. He couldn’t move a single muscle. “Wa’an re. I can’t move.”

Besil’s hands trembled.

Akira gasped. “I can’t breathe.”

“Sain ou.”

‘I’m here.’

[image: image]

It’s strange to love someone, then end up at odds. To me, Fati was one such person. When we first met, she promised to protect me at any cost, and that cost was her life. Since that day, we had never seen eye to eye. Everything that I sought, she rejected... including me.
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Besil the Cat lay curled up on Akira’s chest, offering the best comfort possible in his small body. He may have been the only being in all existence capable of something Akira could call magic.

Akira rested on his back and stared at the ceiling, recalling pieces of his past. The pain caused a tinge of delirium, and since he couldn’t move, he had nothing better to do than reflect on happier times. “I remember when I was very small I saw a black cat. I took it to my father and asked if I could keep it, and he said, ‘No living creature is meant to be kept. They may only choose to stay. Let him do as he wills and, if he wishes, he may stay beside you.’”

Besil lifted his head. “You remember that?”

“Yeah. I’ve told you before. I remember meeting you when I was very young.” Akira laughed faintly with a slow blink. “When I was older, I realized that cats didn’t exist in the Beyond, but when I was young I marveled at your existence.”

Once Besil rested his head again, he said, “There is no one in all the Universe who loves you as much as me. Not because you’re unlovable, but because I find you that adorable.”

Akira unconsciously chuckled. “I think you’re the only person in the Universe who can still make me happy.”

“It is a pleasure.”

“I wonder why, when my entire body is immobile and I’m overcome with pain, I suddenly feel so melancholic. I just want to lie here and drown in memories.”

“You’re delirious. It’s precisely because you can’t move that you wish to find a source of pain and happiness. It’s called escapism.”

The longer he lay in one place, the more his body trembled. “The malice just fades away. Sometimes I think I can remember how I felt before all of this happened. Sometimes I want to go back and do it all over. I start to remember the loneliness, and it’s crippling.”

Besil flattened his ears. “The seals are perpetuating your ailments. We must find a way to have them safely removed.”

Akira closed his eyes. “Shh... relax. It’s peaceful. I can almost hear the ocean waves. When I’m beside you, I feel most at peace.”

“Cats are connoisseurs of comfort. If you are at peace, then I suggest you rest before you are forced to go back to work.”

He lay awake for a while, thinking about all the things he had been told by Jackyl, Ianthe, the Council Leader, and Askelon.

Life was difficult enough with the Universe against him. Now, he had to make amends with the Spinner, whom he had loved, but whom he had grown to fear.

She seemed disinterested in holding on to him, and this was fine. He could endure the rejection, since it had been happening for so long. The hard part was receiving her verdict alongside the Universe, which wished to expel him so badly.

His situation reminded him of the Spinner’s incantation. It all seemed swell until it was directed at him. If she followed her purpose, she’d surely see no reason for his survival.

“Rest, Akira,” Besil bade.

Akira forced himself to follow Besil’s instructions. Dwelling on his problems did nothing to resolve them, so he went to sleep.
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The visit with the Council Leader triggered Akira’s memory of his trial in the Round Room. On the day that he exited the Halls of Eternity, he gazed upon a gathering of dormant Sweepers.

They floated in their white tattered cloaks as if sharing a singular thought. These beings carried the will of their superiors, the Watchers, the overseers of all.

He had seen Sweepers many times in the past, for they often completed tasks for the Council, who considered themselves a lesser version of the illusive and terrifying Watchers. Having been raised by the Council, Akira didn’t fear Sweepers; he just loathed them and understood that running was pointless.

Sweepers couldn’t die or perish, for they weren’t truly people. They didn’t have faces, just a hapless and shallow oblong hole where their mouth would be. They were mere puppets programmed with a task—to kill or capture.

One of them had pressed Akira’s wrists to his back and forced him to walk towards the Grand Acropolis. They stepped through the main chamber of the Round Room and approached the Council Leader’s platform.

She waited for him as usual, casting a sharp look over her dark veil. This time, she lacked the soft and inviting tone that she always used to speak. She was not only surrounded by the Council, but had to address a criminal that she had adopted. “12 men slaughtered. That is how many you struck down in your attempt to escape. And for what? To break into the Halls of Eternity? How did you get inside?”

“I opened the doors. Isn’t that obvious?”

“Do not be facetious. I brought you in with my own good will, and what have you done? I forgave you when you struck your peer. I forgave you when you lashed out at me. When is it enough? You are destroying yourself. You are turning into a monster, and you must stop.” She placed her hands on the podium.

“I’m confused. Am I a child or a monster? I mustn’t be both. After all, you said children are the most innocent beings of all.”

She sighed. “It is not your fault that you are ill. I believe I speak for everyone when I say that we are willing to overlook your crimes, but only if you are willing to correct your behavior. Take your medication. Stay here in Thule, and we shall bring you back to health.”

“What exactly is your definition of health?”

“Stop this,” she commanded. “Do you have any idea what you have done? You have committed murder, corrupted the Mirror of Space and Time, conjured dark matter, opposed Council rule, abused the Grand Acropolis, and bred miasma.”

It did sound like a long list.

The Council Leader tapped a finger on her podium and raised a hand to her aide, Sisera. “Bring me my staff.”

His heart jerked.

Shortly, the Council Leader descended her platform, staff in hand, and stood before him. “I do not know how else to help you, since you will not listen to reason. I cannot let you continue to destroy yourself and harm others.”

His eyes traced the gold staff and its many rings. “Wait, you can’t place seals on a darkness elemental without the Grim’s authorization. It was forbidden.”

“You are my son. You may harness the darkness, but you are a child of light.”

A man’s voice echoed through the chamber as his footsteps drew nearer. “Did I hear of an unauthorized sealing? Unhand him.” A skeletal being in a cloak of shadows loomed behind him, and they both approached the podium.

The red-haired man, now in sight, shooed away the Sweepers and crossed his arms. “Good day, Lady. I do believe this trial calls for the Grim’s authorization.”

How did they know?

Besil poked out one cat eye in a corner of the doorway across the room.

Friend.

The Council Leader gripped her staff. “I should have known that you would catch wind of this. Have you not learned your lesson?”

“You’ve done enough. He’s still a child, and I have authorization to interfere where children are involved,” the man said.

“He is not a child. I will deal with the Grim, but not with you.”

The man pushed back. “If you want to be specific, then I will gladly review our long history of differences.”

“I raised him, and this is my business. Keep your nose out of it. You failed to protect him when it mattered most. It is now my responsibility.”

The Grim hovered forward. “What seals shall you place upon this child?”

The Council Leader studied her son for a moment. “Considering the gravity of his crimes, I consider it my responsibility to seal his identity. If we do this, it should hinder further breeding of his miasma. Additionally, I will be sealing his darkness.”

The Grim turned to Akira, gazing deeply with the hollows of its eyes. A faint reflection shimmered inside, as if there were actual eyes staring back. “This is a serious punishment for a child so young.”

“He is almost a man. We must treat him as such. If we allow this to grow any worse, we will be condemning him.”

The Grim’s deep voice made a low rumble. “You may proceed to seal his identity, if you wish it best, but leave the darkness. Without it, he will die.”

The Council Leader’s expression grew grave. “Die? Without darkness? Many of us live in the light without darkness.”

“But not this one.” The Grim turned to Akira. “What do they call you, small one?”

Akira trailed for a moment before replying. “Akira... or did you mean my real name?”

“Akira, is it?” The Grim raised a hand to its face and hummed. “The Light of Time. Is this correct?”

“Yes.”

“Our heart is heavy this day. You carry the sweet scent of the Void. We stand with you always.” The Grim placed its hand on Akira’s head.

With that, he experienced a wave of regret. It was one of the few times in all his life that Akira feared the weight of his crimes. The Grim’s sincerity swayed him, as he realized neither they, the man, nor Besil saw the Void as bad. They didn’t call his scent an odor, nor did they turn their noses at him. They were truly sorry, and so was he.

The Council Leader sighed again, more heavily this time, and raised her staff. “From this day forward, the soul known as Bedad will be sealed. In order to prevent the corruption from spreading, I shall see to it that this identity is stripped from existence and buried.” She glanced at the Grim.

The red-haired man hid his face in his hands and wept quietly to himself. It was strange how he felt so deeply for someone he barely knew. Strange and charming.

The Grim reached into its shadowy sleeve and presented the fennec fox mask. “She will place a mask over your face to seal your identity away, lest it be a reminder of your place in our hearts, young one. Take this. It will serve as a mark of the Grim, and a memory of the name you have lost.”

Akira accepted the mask. He may have disliked his Soul’s Name, but sealing it away gave him a new appreciation for it. “What does it mean to have my Soul’s Name stripped? What’ll happen to me?”

“You will no longer be recognizable,” the Grim said. “Your soul’s purpose and all that has shaped you will be buried behind this seal. It may not be spoken to anyone who does not already know. You may not tell anyone of your identity. You will become a mere shell of yourself.”

Akira looked up at the Grim, and he must’ve appeared quite fearful because the Grim touched his head again.

The Council Leader bowed her head and backed away to begin her ritual.

“Allow us,” the Grim said, taking the mask.

The room filled with gold light and orbs. As the Council Leader waved her staff, anima shot up from a ring around the floor and wrapped around Akira’s wrists. He lowered his sweater, wincing, as it etched thick ink-like symbols into his back and arms.

The Grim placed the mask up to Akira’s face, and anima fused it to his skin.

Akira grasped it and pulled. The stinging across his face and body alarmed him, but no matter how he tried, he couldn’t pull off the mask.
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Akira awakened with a gasp, covered in a cold sweat.

Besil stared down at him in the form of a man. “Nightmare?”

Akira exhaled. “Yeah.”

Besil stroked the side of Akira’s head. “I just wish I knew a way to remove this awful mask without hurting you. I miss seeing your smile.”

“I smile. Don’t I?”

“Not often. When you were young, you’d smile all the time. Everyone found you so charming. I still do.”

“I still have you, and that’s all that matters.”

Besil snickered. “Just me?”

“Jax would probably cry.”

“He looks best with tears on his face, anyway.”

Akira let out a dry laugh. “Stop it. Be nicer to him. I don’t have many friends. I’d like for the few I do have to get along.”

“You’re difficult to please,” Besil said, resting his head down beside Akira.

“I’m grateful that you put up with me.”

“I do more than that. If only you’d see how much you mean to me.”

Akira studied Besil’s face.

I do see.
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Dearest Bethshan, when the echoes of time came rippling across my feet, I had but one assignment left on my list.

That assignment was you.

Over the span of my fleeting existence, I tended to many, but none cared for me as much as you did. Your love was so genuine and extensive that it managed to heal the wounds of a severed pact.

I left my childhood, battered and defeated. I left Thule with nothing—no family or friends, just painful memories, scars, and a message from the Universe saying that I was fated to die.

In my nothing, you were everything—my family, my love, and my world.

You recited many quotes during our time together, but there’s one in particular that still lingers in my memory:


I hold it true, whae’er befall;

I feel it, when I sorrow most;

’Tis better to have loved and lost

Than never to have loved at all.
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Time crawled when Fate and Akira were at odds. She didn’t seem to notice when he disappeared due to his ailments, nor did she go searching for him to apologize.

For the first few days, he couldn’t help watching her as she passed by, wondering if she might take notice of his presence. By the end of the week, she communicated enough to continue her studies, and this minimal interaction went on for another month.

On certain occasions, Jackyl met with Akira and suggested that he use the opportunity to break away from her, but Akira wanted to stay.

Even though she offered her usual morning and evening greetings, her gaze grew cold and distant.

Finally, after two months, he awakened to the sound of her voice. “So, you wear your shoes to bed as well. It must come with being compulsive.”

Akira hadn’t registered whose voice was speaking, as he had been asleep. He sat up, squinting. “What do you want?”

“Oh, I see. You don’t want to make amends.”

He snapped awake and gaped at her, then his gaze trailed down to Besil, who slept at his side. “I can explain.”

“Explain what?” Her eyes followed his line of sight. “Oh, him? I’m not interested in your personal affairs. Besides, don’t you do that with my brother? Unless...” She pressed a closed hand against her cheek. “Oh, he’s your lover?”

Akira’s faced sweltered. “He is not!”

“So defensive. Anyway, I came to say that I don’t like our current situation. I just don’t know how to make things normal again. Even though we talk, things are different. That’s why I wanted to ask if we can make a compromise.”

“You waited this long?”

“I was curious to see if you were saying those things because of the miasma or if you really meant it, so I met with Jackyl a few times and discussed the matter with him privately.”

“Where I come from, well one place, they call that shit talking.”

“I have no clue what you’re talking about, but I didn’t mean it offensively. You said something insane, you know. Rescinding the existence of mortals?”

“Don’t say that out loud.”

“Yes, sorry.” She glanced at Besil again. “So... what’s his name?”

He feigned composure, though he really wasn’t sure how to answer. “Why don’t you ask him?”

“He’s sleeping. Why won’t you tell me?”

“It’s difficult to explain.”

“What?” She furrowed her brow. “Where’s Besil? No wonder you’re behaving so strangely. Kitty! Besil!”

Besil opened his eyes and sat up quickly. “Huh? What?”

Akira clutched his face.

Why this?

With her ability to see into the Ethereal Realm, she could undoubtedly see Besil’s aura and compare it to the cat she knew.

Once he had awakened, his aura expanded throughout the room like a massive blue flame.

Her gazed shifted towards the ceiling. “This aura.... What’s going on?” The shock wore off, and she gripped her head. “The cat is a man! Or is it that the man is a cat? Am I seeing things?”

Akira leaned his body to one side. “Good question.”

“Akira!”

Besil leaned his head against Akira’s shoulder. “My heart nearly jumped from my throat, wicked woman.”

She rubbed her temples. “This whole time I thought you were crazy! I thought you were holding a one-sided conversation with a cat! Why didn’t you just tell me that he’s a person?”

Akira heaved a sigh. “Who would believe me?”

“You have a good point,” she said, trailing off into thought. “So, what is he? He’s definitely not mortal, right?”

“He’s from the Void. He can assume a mortal form, as you see now, but he’s what they might call a demon.”

She must’ve considered it rude to speak about Besil in front of him because she began addressing him directly. “Why do you take the form of a cat?”

“I like cats,” Besil said, his lips curling up at each end.

“That was simple enough. This explains your aura though. I always wondered why a cat had such a strange aura. When you look like this, it’s so massive. You must be powerful.” She glanced between them curiously. “Why are you two together?”

Besil rocked back and forth merrily. “Akira and I are always together. We have a pact.”

Fate’s expression concentrated. “A pact? Like Bound? Is that why you two can speak without anyone else hearing?”

“It’s complicated,” Akira said. “We’re not lovers, if that’s what you’re asking.”

She smirked and covered her mouth. “That’s a shame. You seem to get along nicely.”

The Spinner is fine with it or is it just Fate?

Besil laughed in an endearing manner. “Sometimes I think he’s in denial, but I will always trust his word. The ambiguity makes things interesting.”

Akira didn’t see a need to argue about it. He wanted to focus on Fate’s reason for visiting. “It seems even without a truce we’ve managed to get along just fine. If possible, I’d like to pretend our argument never happened.”

She hummed at him in discontent. “Hmm, I guess you’re the type of person who can’t handle tiffs. I bicker with Hero all the time, so I never thought anything of it.”

“I have so few friends to begin with. It’d be problematic if I couldn’t keep the ones I’ve made.”

“Okay, I’ll agree with that. Besides, it’s more fun when we talk. It feels weird to live in the same palace without socializing.”

He still struggled to comprehend Fate’s opposition towards his New World concept. Without the Spinner’s favor, the wheel would snap his threads, or life force, and any chance he had of seeing that New World would fade from existence.

That aside, he was willing to ignore it in order to get along. “I’ve just remembered I have several things to give you. They’re late now, considering we’ve been distant for two months.” He opened the top drawer of his dresser, pulled out a glossy, black box, and passed it to Fate.

She first noticed Hero’s letter placed inside, and her eyes grew. “He trusted you to deliver this?”

“Sometimes people place their faith in the wrong individual.”

Besil said, “I reminded him, but he was feeling obstinate.”

Akira cared more about defending himself from Fate, so he overlooked his friend’s comment. “If you hadn’t argued with me, then you would’ve received the letter sooner.”

A sigh caught in her throat and slipped out when she spoke. “Akira, what if he wrote something important? I’ve been waiting for a letter for two months. I thought something happened to him.”

“He could have sent another if he was worried. Maybe he thought you’d guilt me into delivering it sooner. Truly, I would have, if you’d just apologized sooner.”

She sat on the edge of the bed, placing the box beside her. “You can be really nasty sometimes. I came here to apologize when I should really be asking you for an apology. I hope you realize that rescinding the existence of an entire species is an act of hypocrisy. You’re upset that you’re being ostracized, and then you’re setting out to remove the existence of the new population? Not to mention, you’re angry with me for not remembering your relationship with Fati, and now you’re coming between Hero and me. It’s almost like you don’t want to be forgiven.”

Akira’s fingers locked, and his right arm shuddered. He lifted the opposite hand and held it in place. This happened now and then when the miasma had affected him too much. His body was growing weaker every day.

She watched his movements, alert as a watchdog. “What’s the matter with your arm?”

“Shouldn’t you read the letter? You’ve been waiting two months to read it.”

“I suppose,” she said, frowning. The paper rustled in her hand as she raised it. “He wrote about you. Let’s see... the Queen’s Guard dog comes bearing empty threats. You could say his bark is quite loud, but no matter how I try to evade his childish vengeance, he remains persistent. Nevertheless, there are moments I understand his prattle, and I will respect anyone who has lived to see the wars that came before me. If Akira should deliver this letter late, as I’m sure he will, know our journey in Nysa will be through at the end of summer. King Askelon has sent his blessings. He wishes to speak with you at a later time.” She lowered the letter. “And the rest is personal.”

“He’s as rude as ever.”

“That’s just how Hero talks.”

“Wait. What’s with the double standard? He can be rude just because it’s his way?”

“It’s not like that. You sound childish when you compare yourself to him. If he said you were delivering empty threats, you clearly instigated. You’d better leave him alone. I’ll never forgive you if you harm him,” she warned.

“That usually doesn’t faze me, but when it comes from you, I start to feel uncomfortable.”

She moved her hand back on the covers and touched Besil’s foot. Since no one had said anything more to him, he had curled up and went back to sleep.

Akira pulled up the covers, closed the curtains, and led her into the hallway to continue their discussion. “If you’re going to scold me, do it out here.”

“I’ve never seen you be so gentle towards someone.”

“He’s not Fati, but he’s just as precious to me.”

She twisted her mouth. “You go on and on about the Spinner. Instead of following me around, you should just stick with him. You don’t seem to dislike his display of affections.”

“Trust me, Reinka. I’m trying.”

She flashed a smile. “Really? That’s sweet.”

“Somehow, you always seem rude.” Sometimes when he looked down at Fate, he envisioned Fati in her dying moments. He remembered the blood spilling across the mats, and the cold embrace of their broken promise lingering in the air as he was pulled away.

She examined him carefully. “Why do you stare at me like that?”

He returned to the conversation, ignoring her question. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed yet, but there’s a bell chord in the box. I retrieved it from a hand mirror in one of the rooms at the brothel. I thought you might want to keep it.”

She lifted the bell chord before deciding to wrap it around her wrist. “This belonged to our youngest sister. We thought the bells were cute because she wasn’t old enough to serve, and she always stayed inside the brothel running down the halls. She was a ball of joy... and so young. Every morning I helped her tie the bell chord in her hair and, whenever she chased after us, we’d hear the chime.”

She brushed her fingers over the red chord, her mien overcome by melancholy. “I want to preserve good memories of my sisters. I must avenge them by restoring balance to this empire. I won’t endorse senseless violence. It has to end.”

He relented to her will. “I hadn’t intended for you to learn so soon, but since you’ve already met Bes, it might be best for him to teach you about Spirit Walking. With the second seal already broken, you must be vigilant and learn to manipulate the seals.”

Fate rang the bells on her wrist in a dazed state, and soon returned her attention to the conversation at hand. “I suppose it’s late to ask, but what was Hero’s second seal for?”

“Crystal. I’m sure you remember our conversation before he left. His ability to conjure crystal was sealed in order to stop him from repeating an incident like the murder of Caeles Elaine. This is also one of the triggers for the third seal.”

“How was it broken?”

“He must have ventured too far into a dream and interacted with something. I’m not inside his head, so I have no idea what he did. It could have been triggered in any number of ways. I’ve heard it was designed like a set of doors and locks, which could only be opened if he came in contact with his first memories, but that’s a long path for someone who has no interest in remembering.”

“That’s true. He once said something like, ‘what’s buried should remain that way.’”

“That’s fear talking. You wouldn’t understand what it’s like to have a minefield in your head while the world waits and watches, hoping you’ll step in the wrong place. Even if I don’t agree with him, I can at least understand why he’s such a brat.”

Fate seemed pleased, despite his snarky attitude. “That’s surprisingly civil of you.”

“Moving on, it’s hard to say whether or not the third seal will break before he returns. One way or another, you should learn to use your abilities to the fullest. If you’re lucky enough, his fear might keep that seal at bay.”

“Is it true that he might die?”

“It’s a water seal, which will cause the crystal to spread throughout his body. They considered it apropos to kill him with crystal since they believe he somehow perpetrated the murders before he was born....” Akira trailed off at the ridiculous logic of the Council.

Her eyes shifted back and forth as she ruminated over his words. “I have this heavy feeling, because the only way we can uncover the truth is to break those seals, but that means I’ll have to risk his life.”

“Is this your first time thinking about it?”

“No. I’ve been trying not to become distracted by my feelings. Right now, it’s like there’s an explosive placed inside of him, and I have to find the proper way to disengage it or he’ll die.” She placed a hand over her heart, and her lip trembled. “If Besil is so skilled, couldn’t he release it?”

“If it were possible, we would’ve already tried. Besil is not everything he used to be. We’re under a pact, and we need each other for stability. Otherwise, I’ll go Rogue.”

“Rogue? Do you mean you’ll lose control of yourself?”

“Yes. We call that going Rogue. I’d teach you about that, but we have more important things to focus on.”

Fate nodded. “Yes, you’re right. If you have time, I’d like to learn more about the nature of Hero’s element.”

He accepted her request and moved their brief session to the study on the first floor. They sat in the lounge area on the velvet armchairs, studying the Ussan from a distance. “What would you like to know?”

She leaned her elbows against her legs so she could see him. She always did this, even though he wore a mask. Most likely, she wanted to see his aura and monitor the miasma with the Eyes of the Abyss. “When did the crystal elementals first come into being? Are there more?”

“The most accurate answer is that, at this point in time, none have appeared since the fall of the Crystal Empire. Caeles Viro was the first known crystal elemental, and he was actually a result of genetic experimentation by a branch from the Caeles family and the Callidae.”

She nodded. “The Callidae... water elementals?”

“Correct. His father was a devout scientist, but he felt that the experimentation went poorly because his son was blind.”

“Last time, when I went to see Chi, she showed me some old drawings. She said they were gifts from her cousin, but I couldn’t help noticing that Viro wasn’t in them.”

Akira switched his focus from the trees to Fate. “How could you know?”

“The names were inscribed on the back, and she told me who each person was.”

“Why in the world would she do that?”

“I think she was just reminiscing. She gave me that honey tea and started to get really melancholic. I told her I was curious about Elaine and her cousins.”

He grumbled. “That woman was probably drinking.”

She lowered her voice and refocused her gaze onto him. “I also noticed you weren’t in them.”

“I never suggested I would be.”

“Your stories are starting to overlap. Chi said you’re her cousin. You confirmed it no matter how many times you were asked. She said that all of her cousins were in the drawing except Viro because he drew them.”

“I thought you said you noticed he wasn’t in them on your own. How could you have made that observation if she told you outright?”

She smirked and leaned against her hand. “Oops.” The light gleamed in her amethyst eyes, and a subtle but remarkable hint of Fati shone through.

Akira gripped the wood of the armchair.

She’s waking.

Her temperament eased, and she returned to sitting calmly with her hands hung over her knees. “I hadn’t meant to corner you. I just wondered if maybe he wasn’t blind and had the Eyes of the Abyss. I heard he used to talk about seeing strange things—fiends, shadow creatures, and auras. That’s what I see too. Sometimes I see shadow creatures crouching beside people who are badly infected. At first, I was afraid of them, but even if they look scary, they’ve never harmed me. I wonder if they harm others.”

“They will eat flesh. Be careful. Sometimes they slip through the Rift in search of sustenance. To answer your question, you’re probably right, but even if he was able to see the creatures of the Void, he could see nothing else.”

“Spiritual blindness?”

Akira shook his head. “There’s an optical condition that causes a white ring to form around the pupil. Do you know where it comes from?”

“No, I’ve never heard of it.”

“It comes from looking into the Void. If Viro was blinded, and only saw into the Ethereal Realm, it was because he stuck his nose where it didn’t belong.”

“But he was from the Mortal Re—” She gasped. “Leoht Miina fell into the Void.”

“That should solve your tedious suspicion about Caeles Viro. Just so you know, I’m a lot of things, but I’m not a crystal elemental. I also never specified which time period I came from. When I say I’m her cousin, you should begin by questioning how a person my age would have come from Undal.”

“I already did. I just thought that maybe since you can travel through time, you left that time period. Actually, to be more specific, I thought you were Caeles Viro and that you somehow lived through the fall of Ussan to exact revenge on the Council.”

“You’re funny. Caeles Viro was already an adult when he died. He was probably the same age that I am now. I was a teenager when I received my sentence, and I lived in Thule. Try again.”

Fate pouted while she reworked the details in her head. “Yeah, you’re right.”

Akira put a hand out to one side. “You should also know that all Wolves and Foxes will recognize a similar scent on a member of their family.”

“I’m even more confused now.”

That’s right, playing these games is what keeps me balanced. What have I been doing?

Her mind reeled around the puzzle. “Hmm... then Hero is Leoht is Viro?”

Akira experienced an involuntary twitch. “No... Leoht is Viro is Hero.”

“Is there even a difference?”

“Your version is just chronologically incorrect.”

“Hmm....” She hummed with a hint of acknowledgement in her tone. “There seems to be something much bigger right under our noses, but we’re too blind to see it.”

“I appreciate that you’ve noticed. No matter how much I wish, you may never truly know me. The rejection isn’t what bothers me. I only wish for my right to live.”

Fate patted his hand with a smile. “That’s exactly what I’m fighting for.”

Her reaction engendered the memory of a story he read as a child about a goddess from the sea who swam in the form of a fish with rainbow scales. She once saved a poor man by giving him her scales to sell, and then he used the money to start his own business as a fish salesman. At the end of the story, his men caught and killed her for more money.

He expected some kind of moral at the end of the story, like ‘don’t take other’s kindness for granted,’ but it turned out the moral was not to be unnecessarily generous.

‘Be vigilant, so you don’t get slaughtered and sold for your scales.’

Akira had learned this, yet he still found himself in these predicaments where he became the fish. The memory depressed him, and he saw to the end of their conversation by reminding Fate of her studies.

His journey had begun when he was still an angry child. He considered that the others might be right. No matter how much he grew, he was still a child somewhere deep down inside. His soul never matured, and he probably never left the memory of watching the phantoms as a child. That’s all he wanted to do as an adult.

He returned to his room, bombarded by a hoard of meowing cats. They surrounded his feet, bawling harmoniously for food.

Besil scrambled off the bed, covered in small felines. “Mail’ou! Accept my children!”

‘My love!’

Akira caught Besil after his friend stumbled over the cats. “Not again! There are too many! Send them out to live in the Capital!”

“My heart is broken! Where will my orphans go? Let them stay the night! We have so much to talk about!” Besil slumped in Akira’s arms.

“Ugh! Where will I sleep? What am I supposed to feed them! Stop attracting so many cats!”

Besil pled. “But I love them.”

“Whatever. Let them stay, but I’m not feeding them. You go find them food. It’s not my job to look after your cats.”

“But I love you, and they love you because my love is so strong. They will ward off negative energy! Look at them! They’re cute!” He held up a striped cat while Akira removed his shoes and coat.

Akira wasn’t sure what to do with it. He stared into its large round eyes and rubbed its nose with the tip of his index finger. “Niau.”

Besil shouted blissfully and hugged the cat.

“Heqet is going to kill me if she finds out about this,” Akira said, picking up a tabby from beside his foot. “I guess they’re kind of cute.”

Besil picked up another cat in his other arm and bounced up and down in one place. “Right? Right? Put on casual clothes before you play with them.”

“Who’s playing? I don’t play.”

“Come on, come on!”

There was no use in arguing with him. He’d just strip Akira if he had to, and that wasn’t acceptable.

After Akira changed, Besil started laying cats of all shapes and sizes on top of him. They often shed on everything Akira owned, but Akira didn’t hate them.

The cat he liked the most was a grey kitten with three legs. He wriggled free from a hefty spotted one and knelt down in the chaos of teeming, crying cats to scoop up the kitten. They sat together in the corner of the room playing with a long cat toy that he swung and pulled while the kitten learned to conquer its disability.

You can do it.

Cats always fascinated Akira because no one knew their origin. The Elders themselves questioned the origin of cats, since they thrived in the Void and the Mortal Realms alike. These creatures exhibited a natural resistance to miasma and possessed the ability to see through the Eyes of the Abyss. He often wondered if Besil himself brought them about.

Wherever Besil went, cats usually appeared in great numbers. Anyone who knew him also knew he had a habit of giving cats to people he liked. Cats protected people from what they couldn’t see, and warded off negative energy. Hence, Besil had a tendency to surround Akira with them to express his love and desire to protect.

That evening as well, Besil watched from the bed, his expression soft and adoring. “You’re always drawn to the misfits.”

Akira scooped up the kitten again while it kicked and chewed on the toy. “When I see things like this, I wonder what it would’ve been like if someone had given me the same chances as the Stained Prince. I suffer for his happiness. Our circumstances had a similar beginning, but our endings will be different.”

The kitten clawed his hands and gnawed his stained fingers. The pain shot up his arm while he sat, expressionless.

It was nothing compared to the seals. They hurt all the time, never giving him a moment to think or breathe. The spiritual starvation bore a hole right through him. He felt like a worm drowning on a rainy day, writhing around just hoping someone might be kind enough to put him on dry land.

“That’s all true, but you know what he doesn’t have?” Besil lowered from the bed and hopped across the floor. “Me!”

Akira brushed a hand over Besil’s face. “Yeah... he doesn’t know what he’s missing.”

For once, Besil’s face burned with embarrassment. He scratched the back of his head and swayed from side to side, humming to himself.

Akira lay the kitten to sleep on his lap. “Cats are indeed marvelous creatures.”
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Days in the Capital swept by, and the blizzards blew in as swift as the tide. Akira’s health declined rapidly over the passing months. Some mornings, he awakened suddenly, coughing up blood and miasma, but he tried to hide it from Besil.

He awakened on the floor of the bathroom one day, the room spinning around him, his hands and face covered in blood.

Besil shook his arm. “Bedad, wake up! Please!”

Akira blinked hard. “Bes... I’m fine. I’m here.”

“Oh, God.” Besil curled up against the cabinets, his face flooded with tears. “What would I do? What would I do if I lost you?” He composed himself to the best of his ability and held Akira close. “Can you move?”

Akira tried moving his fingers, but they locked in place. “I can’t.”
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They say I’m bad. They also say it’s because I’m ill. Experiencing a spiritual fracture is like developing a terminal and contagious illness. Everyone avoids you. They treat you like you are the plague. Some people have a strong tolerance, while others are vulnerable.

Miasma poisoning has different tiers. Reapers exude miasma in small degrees, but they can contain it. When you’re Tainted, you lose your functionality and ability to make logical deductions. There’s so much pain that it causes a type of delirious desperation for reprieve.

I say this in hopes of educating those who fear our kind.

At what point do you blame the illness and not the victim?
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When Akira had fully regained his senses, he blinked and tried to clear his vision enough to see Besil’s face.

“Take anima from me,” Besil pleaded. “I mean it this time. This is the only way I know to heal you.”

Akira smiled faintly. “Bes, you’re so kind.”

“You’re delirious. Please, just accept it.”

He averted his gaze. “Ven.”

‘Okay.’

Besil leaned down, pressed his mouth to Akira’s, and transferred his anima.

Besil’s anima differed from that of the Council Leader. It was warm and gentle instead of hot like fire. However, accepting this care meant that Akira had succumbed to his affections, and this frightened him.

What’ll I do if I can’t stay by his side?

His soul quaked. For so long, he had avoided this realization. He feigned composure even when he feared his fate. These profound mortal emotions dug deep, so deep it hurt.

Besil checked Akira’s condition for a moment. “Can you move? Did it help?”

Akira opened and closed his hand. The physical pain had subsided, but his emotions coiled through him like a venomous snake. “Yes. Thank you.”

Besil smiled. “I’m glad.”

What have I done? Does he know how I feel?

The door opened and Jackyl peeked into the room. “Is everything all—” He gasped as his gaze reached the blood.

“He came to see you,” Besil said to Akira. “If not for him, I probably wouldn’t have noticed so soon.”

Jackyl knelt down as Akira sat upright. “What happened to you? How can I help you?”

Akira shook his head. “I took some of Bes’s anima. I’ll be fine for a while.”

Jackyl glanced at Besil, wide-eyed. “Really? Then... I guess I came at a good time. I wanted to talk to you about something, but I can wait until you’re better.”

“It’s fine. We can talk now,” Akira said, rising.

“Are you sure?”

“Bes, stay here for a moment. We’ll be back after we’re done talking.” He gestured for Jackyl to follow and relocated to the viewing window in the ceremonial hall.

Jackyl fidgeted with his hands and hair. “You may have noticed that I’ve been absent.”

“It’s hard not to when you were stuck so closely to my side before.”

“There are a couple of reasons. After I spoke with Firmus, I decided to keep my distance from him, but that made me think about how all of this began. If I can sever a binding and create a new one, then why can’t you?”

Akira’s lips parted, but he said nothing. Everything made sense after hearing that remark.

Practice what you preach, is it? Is he trying to prove a point? For me?

Jackyl continued. “This isn’t the Old World. It’s the new one. Traditions have been broken. Did you think about what I said before?”

Akira glanced around for a sign of Besil. “Your big mouth has always been problemsome, but it is now more so than ever.”

Jackyl withheld a laugh. “Problemsome....”

Akira looked out the viewing window at the Ussan. “I heard you, and I listened. They say that when there are signs, you should read them, and everyone keeps telling me the same thing. I must meet with Fati a final time. I need to know that it’s all right. I need to know that I won’t hurt him the way I’ve been hurt.”

Jackyl tossed his arms around Akira. “I’m so happy! If you’re together, he might let me back into the picture too.”

Akira grimaced. “I don’t know about that.”

“Let me dream.” Jackyl conjured his darkness, likely to jump back to Niall. “Oh, before I forget... Fate is celebrating her birthday tonight, so I’ll be back in the evening. See you then.”

Akira stared at the spot filled by Jackyl’s dissipating darkness.

I’m more surprised that I forgot.

When he returned to his room, he cleaned the blood and miasma from his body and changed into casual clothing. “Bes, let’s go to the beach.”

“The beach? Is that why you’re dressed casually today?”

“No, I thought that if I didn’t wear my suit, it’d be easier to relax. I guess it defeats the purpose of blending into this era, but now we’re dressed for the same time period.”

“Which one? 2048? Want to go back?”

“No, I’ll stay here. It’s quiet, and I still have business to complete. Even if I stop for a while, I can’t forget why I’m here.”

“To meet with the Spinner?”

“Precisely.”

Besil gasped so loudly that Akira feared he might faint. “I just had a great idea! Let’s go see Mayuri! I need something from him!”

“Wha—”

Besil conjured up a portal with one hand and jumped through, dragging Akira by the wrist.

Akira missed the jump because he blinked, and suddenly appeared in Mayuri’s office.

Lights shone through a window in the dark behind his desk chair, where Mayuri read research notes in a lamp light while waiting for either Besil or Akira to explain their reason for visiting.

Besil answered this question. “Mayuri, I need you to take off Akira’s mask!”

Mayuri dropped the papers onto his desk, then waited a moment longer to see if Besil meant what he said. “Are you mad?”

“Only for a while! If it’s for a short time, we can do it, right? We’ll be in Inoue, so the Ussan should help ebb the miasma! He took in some of my anima today. The combination might make it possible for a short time. No?”

Mayuri pressed a hand over his face. “Yes, you’re right. He might be able to withstand it for a short time. What do you say, Akira? Would you like to try it? You’ll still have to cover part of your face, since Fate and Tori will be able to see you if they’re near.”

Akira touched his mask. “You’ll take it off? Will it really work?”

Could the answer be so simple?

Mayuri stood from his desk. “If you stay in Inoue Com, you can most likely withstand it until nightfall. If we remove it in the crystal cavern on the beach, it should go over quite smoothly. I didn’t try this method myself, since it seemed risky, but if Bes is up to it, then let’s give it a try.”

Besil squeezed Akira’s hand. “But you have to promise not to try and reveal your identity to anyone in Inoue. The seal is too dangerous.”

“He’s right,” Mayuri said. “Stay with him and don’t get too riled up about being unmasked. It’ll only last a short time, and I don’t think you’ll have the energy to do it again afterward.” His green eyes moistened at this thought.

Akira returned the squeeze as a sign of agreement, and Besil beamed.

Journeys between portals passed so swiftly for the three friends that the thought hardly crossed their minds. In just moments, they stood on the shore away from Inoue Palace and the community. The violet ocean swished upon the shimmering crystal sand.

Inoue Beach never changed; no matter where, or when, in time Akira traveled, its winds whispered the same welcoming tune. The deep violet ocean brought back memories of fonder times, long before he knew of the loss and pain he’d endure. He wished to think of life this calmly, and wondered what it might have been like to live as simply as the mortals he loathed.

Their lives were so short and meaningless. They had more time to walk the shoreline and appreciate its beauty, yet they chose to corrupt and pollute it instead. Their numbered days were insulting precisely because they had little respect for things they could not, themselves, create.

For someone who knew nothing but that torture, the view of the ocean and the crystal beach appeared especially enchanting. He longed to drown in its serenity.

Besil beckoned Akira to follow towards the cavern on the far left side of the beach.

Deep inside the cave, trapped inside the crystal’s sharp, jutting formation, the three men paused, anticipating the moment of relief when the mask would finally be released.

Mayuri reached out to it and waited for authorization before proceeding. Their attempts never went well, not in all their time together.

Akira winced thinking about the pain from their last attempt, but relented to his friend’s good will with a nod.

This time, Mayuri jerked it back with brute force and the draw of the crystal’s anima caused the mask to snap off in his grip. He had pulled it so hard that he staggered back, nearly falling onto his side. He and Besil stood back, alert, and when Akira focused his eyes, his friends’ expressions lit up.

Besil caressed Akira’s face, weeping. “I’m so relieved!”

Now that the mask had been removed, the front of Akira’s hair fell over the left half of his face. The loose strands tickled his skin in places he usually had covered.

Mayuri moved quickly to hold it back. “Wow! Can you breathe?”

“Sort of,” Akira said, trying to speak as Besil squished his cheeks.

Mayuri wiped Besil’s face with his sleeve. “Bes, you’re suffocating him!”

Akira touched his own face in disbelief of their success. “Am I in one piece?”

Mayuri burst into laughter. “Thankfully! How do you feel? Are you in pain?”

“I... can’t explain how I feel at the moment. Happy? But it’s painful too.” The emotions, which the seal had repressed, billowed up inside. Akira glanced at Besil.

Love? Joy?

Mayuri patted Akira’s back. “Happiness can be painful too. Maybe you don’t remember the feeling well, but it’s nice to hear you say it.”

Besil wrapped his arms and legs around Akira and cried for a long time. Sometimes he lost composure like this and nothing except the proper attention and affection nursed him back to normal.

Mayuri nodded towards him. “See? Happiness can be painful. By the way, your expressions haven’t changed at all since you were a child. You’re usually so sardonic when you have the mask on. I had almost forgotten that doe-eyed look.”

“Doe-eyed? It’s hard to believe you’re talking about me,” Akira said, stroking Besil’s head.

“Yeah, you’re absolutely doe-eyed. You always look so alert and innocent. It’s cute.”

“You all talk to me like I’m a child.”

“When you’ve met someone during their childhood, I think you always keep a piece of that memory. It’s hard not to remember.”

“Interesting. I somewhat see where you’re coming from.”

Mayuri braided a small piece of Besil’s hair while he cried. “We’re going to have to treat you a bit like Cinderella today. You can keep your mask off until the headaches start. If things start looking Red, you need to put it back on immediately. As you know, this doesn’t remove the seal, just the brand. No one must know of your identity. The moment they find out, you could perish on sight. If you think things are looking bleak, we’ll pull you out straightaway.”

“You’re acting as if I don’t know about my own condition.”

“I’m just worried. When the haze starts, you lose sight of reason. The desperation is dangerous, so keep Besil close at all times. We mustn’t lose you now.”

“Because I’m useful?”

Mayuri smiled in the way he often did when sad. “Is that what you think? I usually don’t pick fights, but Besil and I would fire on command if you were in trouble. Don’t forget that. Since your mask is off, it would be nice to see you smile.”

“Ah, don’t you know? I only smile for Bes.”

Besil clung so tightly, Akira fell to his knees.

Mayuri blew the red hair from his face. “Are you a monkey or a cat? Good grief! Pull yourself together!”

Besil hung his head back. “I know... I know!”

“You’re a mess! How can you spend time with him like this?”

Akira pulled the sleeve of his sweater over his hand and wiped Besil’s face again. “Is that snot I see?”

Besil clutched his face. “What! Where?”

“Wiping your snot... that’s love,” Mayuri said.

Akira laughed softly. “No, I’m kidding. There’s nothing.”

Mayuri laughed. “Anything that was there is likely gone now that you’ve wiped his face. You two take care of each other now. Oh, but one last thing!” He crouched down, snagged Besil by the shoulder, and swiped out his phone. A click resounded from the speaker, and he grinned at the screen. “Okay, kids, have fun.”

Akira raged. “No phones in the past! What’s the matter with you?”

“Look at your expression! It’s priceless!” Mayuri snapped another shot as he fled. “Bye now. These are my precious treasures. Make many memories, my children!”

“Whose children? What’s wrong with that man?”

Besil’s eyes opened large and round. “I know! He didn’t even send those photos to me.”

“Not you too. You’d better not have a phone in this era. If you do, I’ll find it and it’ll disappear forever.”

“Wha—I left it in Niall. I have a lot of precious memories!”

“Like what?”

“Oh, you haven’t seen my secret photo album. I’ll show you next time.”

“I’m afraid but also curious.”

Besil finally collected himself and exited the cavern. The rock wall extending from the beach stood high enough to conceal them from the community. They also would’ve been able to see anyone approaching, so they walked peacefully along the shore.

“You know, earlier, when you accepted my anima, I was really happy,” Besil said, taking big, slow steps through the sand.

Akira recalled a quote that Besil had once told him. “Remember that the happiest people are not those getting more, but those giving more.”

I hope that’s true. I hope you’re happy, Bes.

The cool breeze swept against his skin and blew the hair back into his face. He didn’t mind it. At least he could feel the breeze.

“You remember the quotes I recite? How cute.” Besil took Akira’s hand.

Akira glanced down, then back at Besil. It was difficult to hide one’s feelings when sharing a pact. With the mask off, this proved to take tremendous effort.

He can tell. He can feel it.

“How’s this quote? To love and be loved is to feel the sun from both sides.”

He definitely knows.

Akira feared reacting might confirm his affections, so he played it off. “Must be nice.”

Besil pursed his lips. “This is your day. Anything you want to do, anywhere you want to go, I will follow.”

“Ah, like the fairy godmother.”

He usually jumped right on any joke, but his gaze shifted to the sky, and he frowned. “I am so much more. Those who condemned my family will pay for their crimes. I’ll see to it. All I wanted was to make things right, and ever since you were a child you’ve accepted me. No matter what they do to erase the memories of you, I will keep them forever. This is my most special skill.”

Akira tried forcing laughter in hopes it would mask his pain. The journey had been long. He founded the Organization, rounded up an excellent team, and moved all throughout time and space. They had seen unimaginable things, but he had grown tired.

The Council Leader knew it best: continuing the journey in his current state would eventually result in his death.

He was ready to stop and leave the rest to the team.

Standing on the beach that day, he studied Besil’s profile, thinking of his final assignment.

To fool your enemy, you must first fool your allies.

The whoosh of the ocean waves calmed his mind. With a sigh, he squeezed Besil’s hand.

Just once, I’d like to hold onto someone I love.
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Sounds of celebration chimed and roared from the Centre as people from the community decorated and prepared for the upcoming party. Under Queen Heqet’s rule, the citizens had united. They understood the purpose of Ancient rule, and proved it by holding grand celebrations.

Akira sighed, as Lady Fate had not declared which side she intended to choose. For the betterment of the people, many hoped and prayed their future queen would continue Her Majesty’s legacy. By showing their appreciation, they intended to show Fate how wonderful and vibrant their harmonious ways could be.

Above all, those who believed in Undal remembered the sacrifices of the rulers that came before Mu.

The fog, which served to defend the Capital, lifted and welcomed the sunlight for the spectacle the night would become.

Besil and Akira sat on the sand of the beach, watching the changing hues of the sky. They spoke of days when they still enjoyed their journey through time. Back then, Akira brushed off the glares and whispers much more easily, but he had grown tired of being alienated from the rest of the world and chastised for wishing nothing more than a peaceful existence.

He had heard Fate’s rebuke about his dream of the New World, and even realized, to a small degree, why this might sound displeasing to her.

The Spinner sought true peace, a world where all people had a place to belong. She wanted the torture and violence to stop, and every person who broke the law to be punished for their crimes—meaning her laws, of course, the laws that supported balance and harmony of all.

Akira appreciated her view and hopes for the future of the world around them. He viewed them as generous but unrealistic. There was a war to be had before peace would ever reign again in any part of the world.

Mu alone had been divided into two sides while the third party watched. In spite of Akira’s attempt to persuade Fate’s favor, he knew that no party trusted him.

The Grim, who had expressed sadness for him as an adolescent, cast nervous glances at him from the shadows. They warned him often not to cross certain boundaries that he regularly transgressed.

Orange light swept across the sky like a watercolor painting.

Akira ruminated. “Up until now, I have done well hiding in the shadows. Perhaps I didn’t do this as well as the Stained Prince, but I’ve followed instructions.”

“Are you sulking?”

“Sulking sounds childish. Am I childish for wanting to exist?” He picked up a round piece of crystal that the tide had softened. “I know it’s late, but there’s something I want... even though I’m afraid of wanting anything.”

“What do you want? You know I’ll give you anything you desire.” The ocean breeze pushed Besil’s hair back. Growing it might have been his way of reminding Akira of when they first met. Besil had returned to a calmer demeanor and focused on the goal ahead. His goal had been clear. He would protect Akira with every cell of his being, and pour every ounce of affection he had into their bond.

Akira closed the crystal in his hand and peeked at the glow seeping through his fingers. He wouldn’t say what he wanted, not until he spoke with the Spinner. “I know it must be hard to trust me, but when the party starts, I must go to the Capital and see Reinka. By the time she has turned eighteen, the prince will return. Before then, I must find a chance to speak with the Spinner. With the time I have left in this era, I will finish this battle and leave her behind.”

Besil leaned his head against Akira’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you. I trust you. As long as you don’t reveal your identity, you should be safe.”

The community lights glowed in the distance, reminding Akira of the orbs of the Void. In its depths floated particles of dust and microscopic phantoms—one of the most beautiful things he had ever laid his eyes on. He wanted to see it again, if his body had the strength to carry him through its trials.

He turned his head and observed the palace. Lights hit the white walls, and the windows glowed with the reflection of the Ussan and the party preparations from below.

“They’ll be coming to release the lotus lanterns soon. Make sure your face is covered,” Besil said, pulling up the turtleneck part of Akira’s shirt and laughing. “We really look the same, don’t we? We haven’t changed a bit!”

“Guess not. That seems to suggest I dress the same as when I was a child. Not sure if that’s a positive thing.”

“Consistency is good.”

They grasped each other by the arm and stood, overlooking the glowing water.

Inoue Community celebrated the birthday of authority figures by shooting intricate fireworks from Nysa, releasing lotus lanterns, and serving food from all over Mu.

As soon as night fell, the citizens paraded down the steps, candles in hand, and gathered along the shoreline around Fate. They placed their candles all along the crag while the High Queen, Tori, and Fate released their lanterns. The people cheered and clapped in celebration, then sang a folk song.

Akira and Besil observed the celebration from beside the Queen’s party. While Besil watched the flowers soar into the sky, Akira watched Fate light up as she accepted the blessings of the community. Her laughter caused a tremendous ache.

They were close enough for him to reach out and touch her hand if he wanted. Close enough that, with a turn of her head, she would meet his gaze and realize he’d removed his mask. She’d forget about the lights and the celebration.

Still, he wished for her to remember their promise and what she had done.

He lifted a hand from his side and reached for hers as it rested calmly against the skirt of her gown. Just inches apart, he stopped and withdrew, smiling painfully at his defeat.

“Irln er yan, sain kun el vora.”

‘Even if you don’t remember, I have always been here.’

Akira nudged his way through the people in the darkness, while Besil followed behind him. They left the celebration and began their journey up the stairway to the community. Decorations lit the path of the tiny houses and shops, and cast a warm flooding light along the frosted steps.

Akira stopped in the middle, suddenly staring down at a warped spot on the ground. The strung lights around him streamed and glared from two large tears that fell to the stone below.

I’m afraid.

Besil reached out to him, frowning. “Aki—”

“Akira!” Fate’s voice echoed from the bottom of the stairway. She grasped the skirt of her gown and ran up the stairs, panting and shouting. “Akira, wait!”

Don’t come.

Akira waited, stiff with surprise as she finally reached him, gasping for air.

She hunched over, pressing a hand to her chest until she could catch her breath. “Your mask, where is it?”

“It’s.... what are you doing here? Go back. The people have gathered for—”

She embraced him, laying her head firmly against his chest. “I’m so glad you’re free of it!”

“No. I have to put it on soon.”

Her expression offered a hint of both disappointment and curiosity as her eyes shifted back and forth, studying what she could of his face. “It’s strange, but your face is even harder to see now than with the mask. Was Besil at least able to see your face?”

Besil grinned. “I did!”

“That’s a relief.”

“Lady Fate, you’re not going to ask to see it?”

“No, it’s none of my business. If he’s still hiding it then I’m sure he has a good reason. I’ll admit I’m curious, but if he was sealed then that seal must still be in place. I won’t endanger him like that. I’m just relieved to know that you’re here beside him. If you’re allowed to see his face, you must be special.” She bowed her head. “Take care of our friend, Bes.”

The people on the beach moved collectively up the steps, discussing the celebration they were about to have in the Centre.

Akira continued walking up. “Come with us. I’d like to speak with you for a moment longer before they whisk you away.”

“Oh, I’ll go join the festivities! Come and find me when you’re done talking,” Besil said.

“What in the world, Bes?”

Fate laughed deeply. “You two are attached at the hip. I thought surely he must even wash and sleep with you.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. I’m sure he’s just off to mingle with his cat friends. Come with me. They’re going to shoot fireworks soon. Askelon was raving about them.”

“Those are the ones Hero helped him make! Do you know a good place to watch them?”

“That’s what I meant to imply. Most people go to the highest point of the community. That doesn’t work for me.” Akira walked quickly through the Centre and waited for Fate to catch up at the palace steps.

When she moved close enough, he wrapped an arm around her and flash stepped. The wind rushed as they dropped onto a flat surface of the palace roof.

Fate gripped his clothing while looking down at the Centre.

“Breathe. I won’t drop you.” He helped her sit on the ledge, then joined her.

“It’s cold up here.”

He removed his coat and draped it over her shoulders.

“You’re not cold?”

“I’m a Caeles, after all.”

“When you fought Firmus and Fortis before, Fortis said something about your name. He mentioned that you come from a lost family, but then we saw you manipulate fire. Are you mixed?”

“You could say that. My name means the Light of Time. Ra comes from my family name.”

“So, your name is technically Aki? It’s light. That’s the old dialect, right?”

“There are too many named Aki now. It’s a pain. A lot of people used to call me Aki, like Bes, but then I met two more, and I got tired of the confusion.”

“I’ve never met another Aki.”

“You have, you just don’t realize it.”

“Your name is pretty. You came up with it, right? Since it wasn’t your name before.” She pulled the coat closer with one hand and swung her legs.

“Kind of. It used to be common for people to use their surname in their first name. Now, it’s just kind of a reminder that I’m old. You know how kids are—they think of something and figure it sounds good enough. I think I was just eager to change my name, but when I lost my identity, the first thing I thought was, damn, I should’ve picked a better name.”

Fate held her stomach and laughed aloud. “That is so precious! Are you really old? I thought we were relatively close in age.”

“Spiritually, you might be older than me. I’ve just lived a lot longer than you have.”

Her smile faltered but it didn’t break. “You mean you haven’t died. I’ve said a lot of things to you in the past, just trying to figure out who you are. I was kind of afraid to ask before, but I’ll ask now. You said you were abandoned by your family?”

“Yeah. My father was a doting person, but one day... I don’t know... I stopped being important. That’s what it seemed like. He had other people to worry about, and suddenly I wasn’t the center of his world. I wasn’t that important, I just thought I was... at least to him.”

“And your mother?”

Akira glanced at Fate.

She let out nervous laughter. “Why are you looking at me?”

“Nothing. You remind me of her. That person is... pretty.”

“Pretty? That’s all you remember?”

He knitted his fingers together. “It’s not that. I mean her soul is kind. For a long time, I hated my parents. It’s true that they abandoned me. Even if I’m old enough to understand now, I can never forget the pain I endured after they left me alone. I’ve done everything in my power to take vengeance on them and the rest of the world. I have nothing left to give. I’m too tired to be angry anymore.”

“It’s good that the anger is gone, though.”

He looked out at the light from the Ussan and narrowed his eyes as he thought. The anger had kept him going... like the flame of a candle. He had blown on it softly, imploring it to grow and burn bright. Once the flame extinguished, there’d be nothing left.

“Yeah....” he said, and trailed off.

A stream of blue light shot into the sky and exploded into the shape of a flower. The sparkling dust trailed out across the darkness, drawing a hum of awe from Fate and the people in the Capital.

The light reflected in her eyes and cast a blue tint against her face. “It’s beautiful!”

Two more streams appeared in light of gold and purple. The fireworks crackled above the ocean and one by one.

Akira avoided watching them and her expression. He brooded about all the things he had learned on his journey through time and space—never a moment wasted. All he did was study and practice the trades necessary to become a wholesome and perfected individual.

Perfection had its own flaws, like ceasing to understand mortal emotions. Akira spent most of his time in pain. After detaching from the Spinner and being sealed, he had trouble feeling much of anything, despite his remarks.

Besil had changed something.

Akira once thought that if love were the most complex of mortal emotions, he needed only experience it to understand them.

This differed from his obsession over Fati.

In a sense, Besil had taught him to understand the mortals; therefore, rescinding their kind seemed extreme.

After all, mortals possessed both light and darkness. If they evolved as a species, they might be worth saving. Maybe.

During this realization, Akira’s pain returned, and he pressed a hand against the side of his head. “I need to take you back.”

“Already? Won’t you watch the fireworks with me? Come and celebrate with everyone.”

“I can’t. I need to take you back before it’s too late.”

“Okay.” Fate held onto him as she had during the first jump.

The pain stemmed throughout his arms and legs when he stood. He stepped forward and the step failed. Without his mask, the ache took over. His body weakened, and they dropped into the open air.

Fate screamed as she slipped from his grip. Her fingers grazed his arm and grasped his wrist, trying to bring him closer.

The shadowy courtyard approached fast as they descended. Akira barely glimpsed at it while clinging to consciousness. He saw Fate next, but her cries for him were silent. The view before him stretched, swayed, and her darkness expanded like space. He expected to hit the ground and break again into unfixable pieces, but when his eyes focused, Fate and Besil leaned over him talking to each other.

Besil brushed the hair from Akira’s forehead. “Akira, can you hear me? Say something!”

“You’re loud.”

“Oh, praise be. She saved your life. I brought your mask. I’ll put it on inside. Can you move?”

Akira’s muscles spasmed when he tried lifting his shoulder. “Nein saed? Gual dei....”

Fate’s breathing quickened. “What did he say?”

“He said he can’t move. He doesn’t know what to do,” Besil answered. “Wa’an ei?”

‘Does it hurt?’

“Ye....” Akira’s heart raced. “Where’s my mask? Put it back. Hurry.”

“If I do that the pain will ge—”

“Bes!”

Besil’s darkness formed the mask, and he placed it back. “Vien.”

The mask’s return amplified Akira’s pain. For every moment he had it off, the pain doubled, and his brief day of reprieve backfired. Though it hurt, he withheld it as long as he could. “Reinka, go and celebrate... quickly.”

She snapped. “What? I’m not going anywhere. I can’t leave you like this. Hurry Besil, we need to get him inside!”

Besil blocked Akira with his arms. “Wait! You can’t touch him right now.”

“We can’t leave him here, either!”

He put out a hand in front of her. “Wait, let me think.”

Her gaze traveled as if she were searching for a way to ease the pain.

Akira couldn’t contain it a moment longer. His hands trembled violently, and the creaking sensation in his bones began with a sharp pain, as though they were bending.

Besil pressed down gently to hold Akira in place. “I won’t leave you.”

Fate held his hand. “Isn’t there anything that can ease the effects of the seal?”

Besil covered Akira by partially laying over him. “Crystal, but we can’t move him. The side effects have already started. I can’t leave him here alone.”

Her facial expression shrank and concentrated on the trees across the channel, then she bounded into the palace. “Then we bring it to him!”

“Lady Fate!”

Akira forced himself to focus on the channel, so he could see the scene around him.

After a brief pause, Fate exited the palace, pulling Jackyl outside. Since he hadn’t announced his arrival, he had most likely been searching for them.

Just as she leapt to enter the water, he caught her by the waist and assisted her across with flash step.

What are they doing? They’re insane.

Once they had vanished from the edge of the channel, there was no sight of them. For several long minutes, it was still.

Akira was dizzy with pain and hardly noticed the abundance of cats gathering in the courtyard, one of them the three-legged tomcat he raised. It curled up at his side while Besil tried keeping him still.

In a flash of darkness, Fate and Jackyl reappeared and ran across the pavement carrying crystal in a bucket. Their approach frightened the cats, which scampered off in every direction.

Besil lost his composure. “What the fuck!”

“Move!” Jackyl shoved him out of the way as they dumped the crystal around Akira’s body and spread it with their shoes.

“You two are insane! You could’ve died! How are we going to explain this to the Queen?”

“Shut up! Every time I come around here there’s something going wrong!”

“Stop talking like that! Where have you been?”

“It doesn’t matter! How could you let him get like this?”

Besil broke into tears. “I just wanted him to feel again.”

“He’s feeling, all right! He’s feeling pain!”

Stop.

“He was already in pain! Don’t you understand? He’s always in pain. For one day, just one day, I wanted him to feel alive again.”

Stop fighting.

Fate hit her brother with the empty bucket. “Both of you stop it! Akira wouldn’t want to hear you fighting. I will explain this to the Queen myself. It was my idea, so shut your mouths!”

Akira’s lungs expanded more easily. The crystal had already eased the affliction from the miasma, but he still needed more time to recover before speaking again.

Fate said what he wanted to, that he hated to see them fight, especially about him. He wanted to tell them that he was fine and that he was used to the pain.

It hurt more not being able to comfort them.

I’m sorry. I was avaricious.

“Just rest, Akira. We’ll be here beside you,” Fate said, resting her hand on his head.

I’m so sorry.

Jackyl’s figure blurred. “Bes, can’t you do something to help ease his mind?”

“I will try my best. Akira, I’m opening the Vault. Stay with me.” Besil grasped Akira’s hand, and the world faded into darkness.
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Akira opened his eyes and sat up. He grasped the faintest memory of what he might have been doing before he entered the Vault, without remembering if it was called the Vault to begin with.

For mere moments, he had enough sense to look at his body and feel surprised by how small he was.

Younger... younger than before. I’m regressing?

After that thought, he forgot all about it. The memory had begun, and he wanted to escape the pain. A bell jingled and, like that, he slipped so deep inside the Vault that the real world dissipated from his memory.

A small black animal peered around the corner with its large blue eyes. He remembered tying a bell on it after it came back. These animals said niau. They were called cats. People of the Beyond disliked them, except for his father.

The cat entered the room filled with lain blankets, and sat, curling its paws under its body. It meowed and the child patted it with a hand no bigger than its head. Sometimes he wanted to speak, but he wasn’t sure what words to use. He was at that age where they didn’t always come to him, yet he knew that cats said niau. It was just their way.

The room filled with blankets nearly swallowed him whole. This seemed to be the idea—that if there were this many blankets, he’d feel as if he were asleep on clouds.

He asked the cat. “Ilrun ba’ai?”

‘Where is father?’

The cat spoke back. “Your father has left the house. Are you unwell?”

He felt fine, but something nagged at him. He only wished he could remember what it was. “I forgot a thing. I think it’s impotent.”

The cat’s ears perked up, and it rolled over laughing. “Impotent! Did you mean important?”

He didn’t like when the cat laughed at him. It was rude to laugh at someone for not knowing something. He learned this from the weird red-haired elder. “No laughs.”

The cat rolled back onto its tummy. “Do you remember what today is?”

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay, child. Come with me. There is a surprise for you.”

The child followed the cat down the hall and looked out the decorative screens, which were covered in shiny paintings of phantoms he saw at the edge of the Beyond.

The cat ran back around the corner from where it had turned ahead. “Child, come quickly.”

“I am not called child! I am called....” The name slipped his mind. “Huh... I am called....”

The cat trotted back to him. “What’s the matter, small one? You can’t remember?”

He crouched down, holding his knees to his chest. It frightened him that he couldn’t remember. He always remembered because he loved it the most. “Frein....”

“What’s scary? Don’t be afraid. If you’ve forgotten, then I know just the thing to remind you, but you really must follow closely.”

The child continued following around the bend at the left side of the hallway. He followed all the way to the end and stretched as far as he could to reach the door handle. “Heavy!”

“Pull hard. You can do it.”

He tugged on it until it slid open and he could squeeze through the opening with the cat. They entered the front room, met by hundreds of symbols scribbled on the walls, floor, and ceiling.

The cat crouched low to the floor and its pupils dilated. It growled at the flickering light swinging overhead. “Something’s wrong. Quickly, leave this room.”

“But....”

“Leave!”

The child jumped back, startled by the sudden gruffness of the cat. He turned quickly to leave but the door snapped shut. He pried at the handle. “It won’t open!”

“Get down!” The cat leapt onto the table, its fur raised on end.

As the child scrambled back into the corner by the door, long shadowy fingers stretched under the opening of the screens across the room. “Nei an?”

‘What’s that?’

The shadow oozed through the cracks in the screen and expanded into a large, teetering figure. It swayed back and forth, then peered around the room with two, gaping holes for eyes.

The cat yowled and hissed at it.

In a single bending motion, the shadow stretched over the middle of the room and loomed over the child’s head. Its voice came out muffled and broken, deeper than any person he had ever met. “What is your name?”

He shook his head. “I— irln dei.”

‘I don’t know.’

The shadow’s mouth was a gaping hole. It moved differently than a person’s mouth, much larger and wider. It spread from one side of its face to the other, grinning, as its fingers extended into long points. “Then, I will eat you!” The shadow slashed, and the child slipped under its reach, back towards the table.

He climbed on top of it to reach the cat beckoning him to the other side of the room.

The shadow’s jaw cracked open and released a piercing screech. As it moved again, the floor shook and knocked the child and the cat to the floor.

He clutched the cat in his arms and dragged himself up.

The cat directed. “You must find your name!”

“I don’t know!”

“You must remember it, or you’ll perish.”

The child snapped open the screens and ran from the room down the long hallway. “I don’t know! Tell me!”

“I can’t because we are too close to the seals.”

The floor twisted, tossing them into the air.

He lost his grip on the cat, and they hit the floor several feet apart. At his size, the impact hurt too much to recover right away.

The cat kicked himself upright. “Run!”

The child looked up at the shadow bending over him. He remembered at that moment the meaning of the ancient word oliar. It didn’t simply mean to eat, but to consume or envelop. When the shadow said it would eat him, it likely meant it would consume him.

The shadow was him, the adult. He suddenly recognized this as the same nightmare he always had, but now he could see it from the perspective of the child he had repeatedly hunted down and murdered.

The scene before him slowed. He tilted back his head and stared up at the shadow, seeing the adult he had become.

The broken adult stood still and closed his eyes. He seemed almost at peace, but a hint of sadness loomed in this serenity.

Two symbols flickered in the open air: Nui and Re.

Together, they spelled his name and the word alone.

He reached out and touched them.

I am Bedad.

Nuire so.

I am alone.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]


Akira snapped awake, covered in a cold sweat. The characters nui and re were embedded in the ceiling in thick, carved lines. At some point, he had been returned to his room, which had turned bright red with dust.

He was alone.

“Bes?” The symbols on the ceiling jolted. He lowered his gaze to the rest of the room. Whispers filled the air as the symbols appeared on the walls and floor.

Akira put a foot down, gaping at the name staring back at him. Everywhere he turned, he saw his name. His heart raced. If anyone knew, if anyone read it, his life would end.

He tossed open the door and viewed the red-tinted hallway. As he walked, several more symbols scattered helter-skelter across parts of the palace walls. He tore at the wallpaper and ripped away his name.

In places where the paper stuck too tightly, he burned it, so the symbols weren’t legible. From hallway to hallway, he traveled, searching every corner for traces of his identity.

On the first floor, beside the study, he encountered Besil and Jackyl while trying to burn his name from the wallpaper. Their faces shared a wash of surprise and terror.

Jackyl grabbed Akira’s wrist. “What are you doing? What’s going on with you?”

“Everything is red,” Besil said, observing the scorch marks. “What have you done to the palace walls? What are you trying to do?”

Akira picked at the wallpaper with his free hand. “Don’t you see it? It’s everywhere! I can’t get rid of it!”

Jackyl pried Akira’s hand away. “What the hell are you talking about? There’s nothing.”

“No!” Akira shoved Jackyl back. “It’s really there! I can see it!”

“It’s the miasma. We need to summon Mayuri,” Jackyl said, looking at Besil.

“You’re not listening!”

“Shut up for a minute! You’re losing your mind.”

Besil gripped Jackyl by the shirt. “Don’t talk to him like that!”

“It’s because you’re being useless that he ends up in these predicaments. Why did you have to remove his mask? Now it’s even worse.”

Stop it. Stop fighting.

Akira covered his ears.

“I was just trying to help him. Where were you? You want to talk about who’s useless? Look in the mirror!”

Fate stormed down the hallway towards them, slipping her shoe from her foot as she walked.

Stop it.

At her approach, she used the shoe and cracked Besil and Jackyl against their heads. “Both of you stop this instant! You’ve been a thorn in my side since last night. If you can’t handle the miasma poisoning, then you’re both useless, and you can get out of the palace instead of upsetting Akira. Can’t you tell the haze has thickened since you started bickering?”

They lowered their heads and murmured an apology.

She tossed down her shoe and put it back on. “Akira, what are you doing to the palace walls? You can’t destroy someone else’s property.”

Akira glanced around the hallway. “It’s....”

“Don’t you trust our eyes? All three of us can see into the Ethereal Realm. We don’t see anything on the walls. Besil and Jackyl, go and evacuate the palace. Make yourselves useful instead of causing problems. I will stay with Akira until we know what to do.”

“Yeah, she’s right.” Jackyl skulked over and hugged Akira. “Sorry.”

Besil hugged them both. “I’m sorry I’m dumb.”

“You’re not dumb,” Jackyl said. “I was just mad. Let’s evacuate the palace and summon Mayuri, so we can figure out how to solve this problem.”

Fate crossed her arms. “What would you do without me, idiot brother?”

“Destroy the world, probably. We’re off then.”

She patted Jackyl on the seat of his pants as he and Besil passed by. “Behave yourselves!”

Akira held his aching arm. “You sound like their mom....”

“Really? Do you think I’d make a good mother?”

“Why do you ask?”

Her expression softened slightly, and she lowered her gaze, turning a faint shade of red. “Just curious.”

He understood what went through her head and sighed inaudibly. “Probably.”

“Now, take me to check the walls. I’ll peek just so I can tell if something is there. Maybe it’ll lay your fears to rest.”

“It’s fine. Now that you’re here, I understand... there never were symbols. It’s just in my head.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” It wasn’t the first time he had imagined something.

“If you ever feel nervous like that again, come and find me. The haze has lessened slightly but it’s still really bad. How’s your arm?”

He pulled his arm closer to his side. “I think it’ll break.”

“It’s hard to tell if you’re being serious. May I ask what you thought was on the wall?”

He muttered. “My Soul’s Name.”

“Your what?”

“When I was sealed with this mask, my identity was stripped from my soul. Every returning Ancient has a Soul’s Name... their natural brand. Even when they’re reborn, the name remains marked for eternity. Higher beings can see this name and identify young souls... but mine was stolen. If anyone learns of it, I’ll be erased from existence.”

“A Soul’s Name... what is it used for?”

“Brands and seals, identification, creating vessels—it’s proof of existence, how a person is remembered. It isn’t a name we come up with, but one that sticks with you when you’ve made your mark in the Universe. You could even say it’s the Universe’s gift to a young soul. More simply, it’s a soul’s purpose. When a soul loses its purpose, it loses its reason to exist.”

“But if yours was taken, what will happen to you?”

Akira regressed mentally for a moment or two and smiled out of habit.

Fate’s eyes moistened. “What are you smiling about?”

“Minua. Vien.”

“What do you mean nothing? What’s going to happen to you?”

He shrugged.

Her aura embraced him. The warm light expanded the Spinner’s nurturing touch, her will, in an attempt to heal his affliction. “If you perish, I’ll never forgive you.”

“Ha-ha, you’re mean. How come I’m the one who can’t be forgiven?”

“Even if you don’t say anything, your soul speaks quite clearly. When I met you, there was so much anger. Miasma is pain but it’s also malice. When a person is angry, it means they haven’t forgiven someone or something. It means they’re unhappy in a way that makes them want to lash out at others or their self. I can’t forgive you because you’re so unforgiving that you’re destroying yourself and others.”

Akira’s soul trembled. The ripple of pain coursed over his body, causing stiffness. The stains stretched over his wrists and crawled up his arms.

She lifted the sleeve of his shirt. “These were stains? The miasma has thickened....”

He almost lashed out at her just for brushing against his arm. The pain was so great he couldn’t help but shudder.

Mayuri’s voice resounded before his figure became apparent in the ash-like haze. His pants were visible, but even his red hair couldn’t be seen. “Come here quickly. We must move into a wider space.”

Akira followed his directive out of desperation. A mere thought could have snapped his bones. He endured it as long as he could, but as he reached the main hall, his body seized up and refused to move. Like an old dog, he gave up partway to his goal and sat down in the middle of the floor, staring off into space.

“Come now,” Mayuri said, pulling the fabric of Akira’s clothes. “You can’t sit there. I’ll help you to the window so you can absorb the light from the Ussan.”

Akira had already quit. His body hurt too much to move—it seemed certain that if he did, he would break into pieces.

Fate had overlooked introductions. Her mind focused on the issue at hand. “What if we put down fabric and slide him over there?”

Mayuri hummed in agreement. “That’s a good idea.”

Akira disliked the idea of being dragged somewhere. He gained the motivation to move again and sat against the window, where the pain simmered in his bones. His body ached too much to sit upright. He couldn’t even hold his head up.

Fate tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “How can we solve this?”

Mayuri answered. “At this rate, we’ll need to perform a Purification Ritual, and that means we’ll need Chi to teach you. She has seen them firsthand. Bes and Jax are evacuating the Capital, but if it spreads any more we’ll need to evacuate even farther, and that’s concerning. There’s not enough time. We’ll need more Reapers.” He offered his hand. “By the way, I’m the Wiser. Akira is a close friend of mine. I know he’s troublesome, but I’m glad to know you care about his wellbeing.”

She stared at his hand in confusion, then curtsied. “I’m Cruentus Fate. Akira is also my friend. What should I do to make this better? What do I need to know?”

“The Purification Ritual is a gift of the Spinner. We’ll need a crystal staff to amplify its effects. By sending out a spiritual pulse, you can lay the miasma to rest. The crystal will resonate and chime. This creates a wave of anima to help eliminate the problem. In order to get this staff, we’ll have to steal it from the Council.”

She pressed a closed hand to her cheek. “I don’t think you need to do that. Akira said the second seal had been broken. Ah, I mean Hero’s. Can’t he make one for you?”

Mayuri’s eyes widened. “It has? He didn’t tell me that.”

Akira was somewhat relieved that his affliction would hinder Mayuri from scolding him. The place by the window was cold and isolated. His body ached all over, making it impossible to lift his head or arms. His stains faced the ceiling, exposed to the Ussan’s light reflecting off the water from the channel.

If she performed the ritual, Fati would awaken. He wanted to see it at any cost.

This is my chance. If I could just move.

He strained his eyes to see Fate discussing the ritual with Mayuri. She nodded her head calmly and placed her hand delicately across her neck.

She handled Chaos well. “What else do we need?”

“We’ll need a ritual mask, but I can get my hands on one easily. I’ll just head back to my office and dig through my things. I’m sure I have one somewhere.”

“All right. Looks like Bes and Jax are back, so let’s get moving.” Her gaze found Akira now and then. The hand against her neck left a red mark from rubbing her skin, which she did whenever she was stressed.

“Everyone is being evacuated,” Jackyl said, reentering the hall.

Besil followed quickly. “Have we decided what to do?”

Mayuri rocked on his heels. “We’re going to perform a Purification Ritual, so here’s what’s going to happen—Jax is going to find Chi and relay the issue. We need her to teach Fate the steps. Bes, if you haven’t already, teach her how to expand her aura. You’ll need to stay here with Akira and monitor his condition. I’m going back to my office to find a ritual mask. Last, Lady Fate needs to write a letter to ensure we can coax Hero for a crystal staff. Any questions?”

Jackyl pulled his hood on. “Queen Heqet went to see Chi already, but I’ll go and relay our plan. Chi should be here shortly to ask questions. If Fate writes the letter now, I can deliver it to Hero, that way I can convince him if he’s hesitant. Bes taught her a lot about spiritual travel and aura manipulation, so I’m sure meditation is enough for her at this point. We should be able to get this rolled out soon. Let’s make haste so Akira doesn’t suffer any longer.”

Besil agreed. “Sounds like a plan. Lady Fate, the letter first.”

Fate nodded again and rushed off, and then Jackyl disappeared in a cloud of black smoke, and Mayuri in a flash of light.

Besil’s body relaxed, and he glanced at Akira from the middle of the room. His movements slowed as he walked toward the window and knelt down. “I’m sorry.”

Akira had grown tired trying to see them talk.

Besil’s hand brushed against the side of Akira’s face, but even this small display of affection pierced him like needles.

Besil wiped tears from his eyes. “We’ll get through this just like always.”

“Dalrun....”

‘I’m tired.’

“Irln. Vien do.”

‘I know. I’m so sorry.’

They sat together saying nothing.

Akira didn’t have the energy, and Besil didn’t have the heart.

In time, Fate slid into the main hall, waving the letter. “Where’s Jackyl? I have the letter!”

Besil whispered, “I’ll be back,” and wiped his face again. He and Fate ran off to find their companion.

Akira still stared at the floor, recalling all the things he had done to deserve the pain. A few feet from the place he had been watching, two symbols—nui and re—waved in the shadows. They started to fade piece by piece.

I want to tell someone. Perhaps if I wrote it down....

Fate and Besil ran back into the hallway and sat down side-by-side to meditate.

Besil questioned Fate. “Miss, when you look at Akira, do you see strings?”

Fate opened her eyes. “I can see them. What are they?”

He also opened his eyes. “The Spinner gets her title from her ability to weave the strings of Fate, or really, her ability to weave anima. Puppeteers weave these strings when they raise a Doll. Fati learned her ability directly from the God of Life. If you can see these strings, then you can manipulate them. What do they look like to you?”

“They look like they’re faded. Where are they coming from?”

“His soul. These strings are comprised of anima. They make up the life force of every person in existence. When they appear to be extending out of a person, it’s a sign of Chaos.”

She fretted. “There are so many.”

“Usually, there aren’t many, but he has a lot because he’s tied to the fates of many people. When a soul is too tangled up, it becomes painful. The ones wrapped around his limbs are from the seals he’s under.”

Fate looked at Besil, distracted from her meditation. “Wait. You can see them?”

“Yes. Focus now. Discussing these matters will help lure out the Spinner in you. The Lady Fati was one Calamity known as Miina Feir, but there were three in total.”

“Three? Seems strange to call her Fati then. I don’t suppose the others were named the same?”

“No.” Besil laughed. “They were named based on their roles. The mortals have mythology based on this, but for now let’s focus on the role of Fati. Miina Feir was particularly taken with the Tainted, and though you don’t remember, this seems to show in your personality as well.”

“What was the reason?”

“There are rumors that she was a child of the Void, born with a love for broken things. Whether they were inanimate or alive, she loved them all. When she was taken in by the God of Life, he taught her how to hone her abilities. She was a devout pupil with an innate ability to create and nurture life.”

“Even though she came from the Void?”

“You’re funny. Are you suggesting the Void is evil? Do you believe everything you hear? If someone told you the sky was red, would you believe it without ever considering to look?”

Her aura expanded the deeper she thought about this. It was beginning to take form and, soon, she would be able to perform the ritual. “But what did she create?”

“Fate, of course. She watched over the fates of the people in the mortal realm and learned to weave the threads that conceived the Kismet. The God of Life trained her to one day take his place.”

“If that’s true, wasn’t it a problem that she left?”

He continued provoking the Spinner. “Maybe the God always knew she’d leave, and just wanted her to make a choice of her own. Surely, someone with his power could see the influence of a binding. Then again, were Leoht and Fati Bound when she left? So many questions and so few answers. If you don’t remember Fati’s life, then you’ll never know for certain why she and the God did as the stories tell, and you’ll certainly never know the truth about her two closest commiserates.”

Her aura pulsated through the main hall. “You mean Leoht and Solaris?”

Akira could see the light from his position by the window. Her aura had grown so bright it glowed red.

Besil persisted. “Here’s another mystery for you. In the Beyond, Fati was also known as Fata Miina, the name she received before her title as the Calamity. So, it seems right to think her Bound would be Leoht Miina, whose name seems to resemble hers, but there are rumors from Undal that Fati wasn’t Bound to him.”

Her brow twitched. “What do you mean?”

“She may have been used by the Council to eliminate him after they realized he was Tainted. If that’s the case, they probably weren’t Bound at all. The God of Life was closely associated with the Council as well, so it seems probable that she was there to kill him.”

His comment disrupted her aura. It wavered, and her presence intensified. “No. I don’t believe that.”

“Thirdly, the folklore of the Book of Ages always presents their pairs as opposites, like Luna and Syo—night and day. Fati is always pitted against two odds—Chaos and Time—neither of which would have made sense for her character. In fact, they usually clash with her, as in Sands of Time.”

Akira forcibly lifted his head and inspected Besil’s face carefully, but couldn’t read his intentions from the calm expression on display.

Fate faltered. “What are you saying?”

“Generally, pairings are made of opposites so they can become each other’s balance. No matter how you look at it, Fate, Time, and Chaos make a toxic union. On the contrary, what do you think of when you consider the opposite of Fate?”

“I have no idea.”

“Some might say it’s Fortuity.”

Their meditation ended and they stood, facing each other.

She stared off into the distance seeming disturbed. “Fortuity?”

“Just a thought! Don’t think too hard about it. You seem ready to begin learning the steps. I’ll collect Chi.”

Akira sensed a change in her demeanor.

She waited alone in the middle of the hall, staring at the Ussan. In this state, she was unreadable. It was hard to tell if something deeper had awakened.

Her footsteps echoed across the marble, and she crouched down in front of Akira, speaking softly. “What a strange riddle..... What do you think he meant?”

“I couldn’t say.”

“Figures. No matter what, I’ll make this ritual a success.” She spun away on her heels. “One day, I’ll find a way to return your name.”
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The members of the group assembled one by one after completing their tasks. Mayuri and Chi appeared first and rushed to prepare for the ritual.

The movements of the ritual seemed second nature to Fate. She watched them once or twice, practiced spinning a faux staff, and took a crystal mask from Mayuri.

Chi gave a nod of approval. “I do not know what to say. She is ready.”

Has she awakened? Can she remember?

They waited for Jackyl to return, and at sundown, he exited a portal carrying the crystal staff.

Mayuri held it open-palmed. “Let’s see... the rings and the details are there.”

“I am going to review with you one last time for closure,” Chi said to Fate. “This ritual will be done in the Ussan to amplify its effects. The rings will chime as you perform the movements you practiced. You do not spin the staff until the end, because it will trigger the largest pulse. Your grip must be firm and precise in order to make the staff chime, but I believe you are ready.”

Fate faced Akira, the bells on her mask ringing at the swing of her head. “This’ll all be over soon.”

He wanted to see it. If only he was able to move his body.

Chi, Fate, and Jackyl left the main hall through the courtyard and hurried towards the Ussan.

Besil’s fretful expression lingered, and he touched Mayuri’s arm. “He’ll want to see it.”

“I don’t think he’s in any condition to move, but you’re right. Akira, what would you like to do?”

Akira tried lifting his head again. The pain shot up his neck and down his back. “Mir saev.”

‘I need to see.’

“But I’m worried that your body is too frail to move.”

“I agree,” Besil said.

“Mir saev, cai.”

‘I need to see her.’

He and Mayuri exchanged concerned glances. Neither appeared sure about what to do, but eventually Mayuri offered his shoulder, wrapped an arm around Akira, and tried to help him stand. No sooner did Akira put pressure on his legs than did a sudden pain take over. A stabbing sensation shot up his leg, and he fell onto Mayuri. The bone snapped.

“Whoa! I’ve got you. Are you all right? What happened?” Besil covered his mouth.

The fall hurt just as bad as the break. Akira breathed in sharply as Mayuri lowered him back to the ground. From that position, he saw the Ussan light up against the sunset and the crystal dust glimmering in the light. He wished to think of something beside the pain.

Mayuri touched the leg Akira had instinctively grasped and inspected the injury. “It’s broken.”

“Hey, can you answer me?” Besil’s cold hand pressed against Akira’s face.

“It hurts,” Akira said, focusing on the forest. “Here is fine....”

Besil threw open the doors into the courtyard. “Is this better? Now you can see the forest and feel the breeze.”

Akira absorbed each word one at a time, trying to think up a proper response. There was nothing but pain. The world was quiet.

As he sat there, he recalled a certain feeling that had gotten him in trouble. In some sense, he loved pain. It reminded him of what it meant to be alive, and of the times when he had been so numb that nothing mattered. The thought distressed him. “I’ve been bad.”

Besil returned to his side and sat down on his knees. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve made things difficult. I wanted to Taint everything... make it like me and watch it crumble. The world wasn’t designed that way. I never should have existed.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true. I know it now. I just couldn’t accept it. This pain is... it’s a reminder that I don’t belong in this universe. Just like time, I am an idea, and not a good one. They were right: I am a monster. I rebuilt myself and, in the process, I destroyed someone else’s dream. If the nightmares are going to stop, then so must I.”

Besil’s eyes grew and filled with tears. “I don’t want that! I’ve been with you all this time. You’re not a monster. You’re precious to me. I can’t stand to see you in pain. Please don’t say these things.” He hung his head. “The people that gathered here today don’t think that. We know you’re going through a lot. I’m sure she knows that too.”

“She?”

“Fati! Deep down, I’m sure she knows!”

Mayuri placed a hand on their heads. “The ritual is about to start. There’s no use arguing about this now. We must be strong. The worst is yet to come.”

The first chime resounded through the air and a pulse of gold light shot into the sky. It expanded from the forest, first small, then growing as each pulse went off. The light streamed into the palace and through the Capital, lessening the haze as it went.

“It’s much stronger than I expected,” Mayuri said.

The light brought back memories of the phantoms. Akira hadn’t seen so much anima since he lived in the Beyond. It poured out from the Ussan in gold waves and soft chimes.

Mayuri lowered his gaze to Akira’s injury. “It healed?”

They had been watching the forest so closely that no one noticed the bruising vanish. Akira touched his leg and studied the forest. “The pain is subsiding.”

“Maybe the ritual triggered her? She shouldn’t have that much power before her awakening....”

“Triggered?”

“I don’t know for certain.”

Besil stepped outside. “If she pours out anymore anima, she’s going to tear open the Rift.”

“It’ll end before that happens,” Mayuri said, sounding pleased.

Akira stood, his eyes fixed on the massive pulse that signaled the end of the ritual. His aches and pains eased completely as the light rushed over him.

Even if it’s for a short time... the pain is gone.

Fati’s aura had expanded over the Capital. The gold turned red as it dissipated into the air. Her presence reached Akira from across the channel.

It was his second chance to reach her.

He started to run off, but Besil grasped the back of his shirt. “Akira, wait! That’s dangerous! What if you’re pierced by crystal?”

“Let him go,” Mayuri said, crossing his arms. “We can’t stop him. If you do, he’ll never finish his business.”

Akira sprinted across the rock-paved path and through the opening in the trees at the edge of the Centre. The chime still resounded inside of the forest. There was time to reach out to Fati before she went back to sleep.

With the ritual complete, she stood holding her staff out front, and waited. “I thought you would come.”

Akira eased his way closer. “Fati?”

“Ye.” She turned, still wearing the ritual mask. Fati spoke differently than Fate, her voice carrying more emphasis and caution. She stood completely still even in his sudden embrace. The strands of dark hair hanging down her back swept around his arms. “This will be the last time we meet like this.”

He leaned back, holding her by the shoulders.

Her presence caused a rumble in the forest, and red streaks of light zipped across the air from her body. “I just wanted to tell you... even if I am dormant, I can sense you. I am sure the others can as well. Once I have left this forest, I will forget again.”

“I’ve waited so long. I needed to know that it was fine to move on.”

She sounded disappointed. “What are you doing here, Bedad? Our time has passed.”

He stepped back, stunned.

“You do not belong in this world. In order for the Universe to be in balance, all time anomalies must be resolved, including you. I do not know how you survived, but time is catching up with you.”

“But....”

“You are extremely ill. It must hurt tremendously.” She set down her staff and embraced him one last time. “You have worked hard. Now it is time for us to lay this all to rest. Time is running short. Soon, this will all be over.”

He shook his head and pushed her back gently. “Don’t say that.”

“You know I will only tell you the truth.”

“But... I want to live.”

She shifted her eyes, as though trying to distance herself from something. “I wish it could be so, but we must say goodbye. As it is, I am not the person you were looking for. She is gone, and so must you be.”

He struggled to breathe. This wasn’t what he wanted. He just wanted permission to move on.

Fati swayed, and he broke her fall.

“Fati! Wake up!” He laid her down where the crystal mask fell to the ground, and patted her face. “Fati!” The panic rattled in his chest. The stains were growing, and they left a cold rushing sensation on his shoulders.

What should I do?

For a long time, he sat in the forest, lost from the world around him. He thought of Besil and of his newfound affections.

Eventually, he carried Fate, the staff, and the mask out of the forest to Chi and her soldiers.

Chi’s gaze followed him as he turned and walked away without a word. “Akira?”

The first time he spoke with Fati had already hurt him too much. The second time, he couldn’t react. Only the stains showed how deeply it hurt.

He walked up the steps of the palace and upstairs to his room.

Besil and Jackyl lingered around the doorway, waiting.

Once they had all entered, Jackyl pulled back the fabric around Akira’s shoulder. “Your stains....”

Akira lowered onto the edge of the bed. The doors were closed, and the silence had returned. His friends sat on each side, leaning against his shoulders. He couldn’t bring himself to relay what had happened. He wished to have the physical pain instead of the wake of emotion that had been missing for so long.

Mayuri entered quietly, closing the door behind him, and stood before Akira to pull off the mask. After the ritual, it came off easily. The anima that had spread through the Capital weakened the seal and the miasma, but the pain would return soon enough. “I won’t ask you what happened, but if you need to, then cry.”

Jackyl rubbed Akira’s back. “It’s okay.”

The world grew hazy on the brink of tears. He held it in as long as possible but, when he blinked, everything poured out at once.

Mayuri placed the mask down on the floor. “If ever you have a chance to cry, this is it. The effects of the ritual are still in place. Please, let it out.”

Jackyl and Besil smothered Akira with hugs from both sides. Somehow, receiving their attention and affection caused more pain.

Akira buried his face in his hands and wept inaudibly. His lungs ached more now than when the miasma had plagued him.

Mayuri laid a hand against the back of his head. “You’ve done well. We’ll stay with you. Always.”

I don’t want to die.
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Spring dew collected on the stone in Inoue Com as the snow dissipated and welcomed a new turn. Matters of the Purification Ritual passed through Mu in no time at all, and a concurrent hum of concern reached the High King and Queen’s ears.

For Lady Fate, this meant praise, but for Akira it meant condemnation. In the passing months, he experienced full quarantine from the other people in the Empire. No matter what reason he went out, or for whom he had been running errands, even the High Queen herself could not stop the outward rejection.

If he tried paying for something, people threw the money back at him or refused service. No one wanted to come in contact with him. Before this, they maintained a natural distance, but the stains had grown after the outbreak of miasma.

He sat on the palace steps, receiving glares from the soldiers passing by. They muttered under their breath about their fear for their queen and her future successor.

Fate had learned quickly, especially after the ritual. Her lessons with Akira were far and few between. The more she knew, the harder it became to thwart her theories about him.

Susurrations of Hero’s return filled the palace. The Queen’s eyes and ears, her guard, Aurelius, appeared in the palace after following Kyou for the majority of the trip. Everyone believed this was a sign that the journey was ending. It seemed that their entry into Elysium came sooner than anticipated.

Akira noticed this when he delivered Fate’s letter and heard her mention that their time in Nysa would shortly end. He wondered how the group would plan the rest of their time away if they avoided entering Askadel and Rosetau. After Elysium, there was only Tir Na Nog, and without the Madam Fortuna to rule, they couldn’t attain the full experience of their trip.

He hadn’t agreed to this shortened trip, and sat outside that morning mulling over the possible scent of betrayal from Heqet.

Every time their gaze met, she smiled and behaved as usual. She even suggested that Aurelius was no longer needed, and that he wished only to inform her of the events in Tir Na Nog.

According to her, it was nothing to worry about.

Akira took these words with a grain of salt. Things that he considered problematic were not necessarily the same as what troubled others. He convinced himself that three turns was enough to tie the loose ends of his journey in Nex, and not a moment sooner would he be prepared for the shift.

If he kept Hero away, it would prolong his own duties, which meant he had longer to live.

At the mention of Hero’s return, he suddenly thought of Heqet’s planned masquerade ball, the engagement party, and what would soon come after—marriage.

Fati had only just said her goodbyes, and the pain still lingered.

He needed time to recover from the impact so he wouldn’t succumb to Red the moment he encountered Hero. He had barely stopped the first time, so this time would certainly be worse.

His friends sometimes left during the months after the ritual. They had concerns about the Council’s movements. If everyone in Mu knew of the Capital incident, the Council would eventually send Sweepers to take Akira back to Thule.

The Council Leader had already sent several messages through Mayuri, which Akira ignored.

The situation with the ball developed massively within the week, and whenever he passed through the palace doors, he’d see servants bustling around trying to decide on floral arrangements and platters for the incoming nobles and Royals.

He found this suspicious, considering Hero was not supposed to return until much later in the turn.

Either Heqet feared greatly about her husband’s interference, or she had lied about the timing of Hero’s return.

Regardless, Akira disliked the vibe and scent of the entire situation.

On mornings when Besil wandered off to feed his cats, Akira often tried timing an occasion to buy Sally’s dress. He waited until Besil changed his routine to the evening, then moseyed around the Capital stores, peeking at the items on sale and wishing he hadn’t earned such a negative reputation.

He finally chose a verdant gown traced with intricate gold patterns.

The clerk standing behind the counter stared back with her large emerald eyes. A pin held back the wisps of brown hair sweeping down the side of her thin, pallid face. “Would you like to have this wrapped?”

Akira shifted his mouth from side to side, holding back a laugh. “Yes.”

A flicker of amusement crossed her facial expression. “Is this for the Lady Fate? I often see the two of you together.”

He leaned against the counter. “No, it’s for a friend.”

She raised a brow. “A friend?”

“I like to consider us friends.”

“I’m amazed you have them.”

He glanced at the other customers, who avoided his gaze. “There’s a method to this. My....” He trailed and gazed up in consideration. “My better half once told me the phrase—be slow to fall into friendship, but when thou art in, continue firm and constant.”

“How nice,” she said, finishing her wrapping. “I could almost die of envy.”

He chuckled at this, collected the box, and bade her farewell with a wave at the door.

The miasma stirred the people in the shop. Arguments broke out amongst the cluster of people while he slipped out, tossed up his arms, and breathed in the fresh air.

His depression caused a maniacal stroke of humor in him at the worst of times. This is how most people knew him.

He crossed the Centre and sat in a quiet spot on the decorative stone wall, flicking a pocket watch open and closed.

The clerk from the shop walked towards him, checking for prying eyes.

He half-sang to himself until she was standing in front of him. “Little Sally Walker, walking down the street. She didn’t know what to do, so she stopped in front of me.”

“You’re an incredibly strange man,” Sally said.

Akira waved his hands in jest. “And you’re quite savage. It must come with the whole undead thing.”

“If that’s so, are you not the same?”

He disliked this accusation, especially when he was trying so hard to escape death.

She took the box at his side. “So, this is the dress you chose for me. I had wondered if you intended to give it to me at all. The ball is at the end of the week. I must make my mark here in the Capital before then. I can’t wait to finally fulfill my duty.”

“The end of the week,” he echoed. This plan had served him well in uncovering the date of the ball, since Heqet hadn’t informed him.

“Aren’t you excited? Hero will return, and I can finally prove my worth. I will earn my place as queen. Never again will we go hungry.”

Akira rubbed the stain on one of his hands and scratched it. “Hero....”

Those who are good at hiding are often the deadliest.

“You have already proved your worth,” he said. “You don’t need him or Benevolence. How many times have I told you this?”

Her facial expression twisted furiously. “Don’t tempt my appetite.”

His voice boomed. “And don’t you tempt mine.”

She clutched the box and got down on her knees. “I’m sorry. I’ve wronged you.”

“Don’t cross me, Miss Sally, or I will become your undoing.”

“My apologies, My Lord, but Benevolence is my queen, my Goddess! Without her I would be nothing.”

“We shall see about that. Heed my words. They will save you the trouble.”

“Soon, I can take my vengeance. Soon, I’ll be able to taste her blood on my tongue. I must savor the flavor of success.”

“I’ve warned you before, but if you’re not careful, she’ll only destroy you again. The Lady Fate is not as docile as she might seem. You should know this well.”

“I’m different now! Give me a chance to prove my worth. I’ll complete my task first, then I will have my prize. You promised to save her for me.”

“Of course. I can respect a taste for vengeance.” Akira had little patience to meddle with Sally’s affairs in his current state, but he respected her likeness. The girl had potential for great success, if only she could break away from her present shackles.

He realized how shady his behavior would seem to his loved ones, but also gazed at Sally with sympathy. In some way, he identified with her ghoulish and undead being. This made it hard to turn a blind eye, even if it meant lying to Besil and Sally herself.

He felt confident that, eventually, she would come to understand his sacrifice.

“I must go now,” she said, standing. “They’ll begin to wonder where I’ve gone.”

“I will see at you at the ball, Miss Sally. Work well.”

It had been a while since he traveled so light. The palace seemed to zip by as he flashed through, leaving trails of black smoke. With a final step, he burst through the doors of Heqet’s conference room.

She spun fast on her heels.

He continued walking over the chair at his end of the room and onto the table. “Heqet, Heqet... you conniving girl.”

Heqet gazed up at the billowing miasma, but she said nothing.

He crept across the surface of the table and stopped in front of her. “You didn’t think I’d catch wind of your antics? All of Mu has turned their back on me, but I thought, so foolishly, that you were my ally.”

“I am your ally.”

His face flushed with anger. “Niede!”

‘Liar!’

“I’m not lying. Askelon and I thought this would be best. When I estimated that Hero’s journey would take three turns, I did it to lead my husband astray. You always say that in order to fool your enemy, you must first fool your allies.”

“Ooh, and you will get your fair share of that, Heqet.”

“Why are you so angry?”

“It was my time! These were my three turns to tie loose ends!” Orbs of light rose from the floor and miasma scattered like ash.

“But this isn’t your time. In order to have it, you want to take it from someone else. Isn’t that true?”

“You don’t understand anything!” The surface of the table cracked, and the chandelier rattled. “You don’t know how long I’ve suffered to give everyone their freedom. What about mine? Why must I die for everyone else? I just want to live!” A crackling sound split the air.

She pointed at him. “Your mask....”

The miasma and the orbs fell and dissipated as his hand ran across the fissure on his mask.

She drew her hands over her mouth. “The seal is breaking....” As the High Queen, she must have feared the safety of her kingdom.

Akira feared what it meant for him. Without the mask, there was nothing to suppress the miasma. If that seal broke, all the others would soon follow.

He withdrew from the argument and left the room, blocking out the sound of Heqet’s call for him. His lungs heaved and blood stained his lips. He staggered down the hall to the balcony above the main hall.

Why is this happening again? This is not me. This is not Akira.

This ailment had caused him to leave his team behind. He couldn’t lead them like this.

Besil, the cat, ran along the banister, so Akira hid his bloody hand. It only took moments for Besil to notice the fissure on the mask, and when he did, his gaze focused. “What happened to your mask?”

“Just an accident. It’s not the seal. I simply damaged my mask.”

He seemed skeptical and watchful. “How?”

Akira escaped further confrontation because a portal hissed closed and Jackyl joined them.

Jackyl crouched down beside Akira and Besil. This time his mask rested in place. “On the floor again?”

“I like it down here.”

“Why?”

Akira shrugged.

Jackyl moved his mask to the side and squinted. “What happened to your mask?”

Akira sighed. “Accident. Just some debris stirred up by a portal. Nothing more.”

Jackyl shifted his mouth from side to side as he considered this answer. “You’re sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. I seem fine, don’t I?” Akira could mask his pain and affliction as long as the seals stayed in place. Usually, he could even disguise his fits, as long as he kept his composure. He remembered his tells and kept his gaze and voice steady while delivering his lie. “Didn’t you say you can tell when I’m lying?”

Jackyl nodded slightly. “True.”

Besil lay his head down, still watching Akira with uncertainty.

Akira’s voice trailed with his thoughts. “One week until the return of the Stained Prince....”

Jackyl tossed back his head and nudged Akira. “In the meantime, let’s wreak havoc.”

“Devil.”

“You bet.”

Besil meowed in agreement.

Let’s see what trouble he brings.

“Look, there’s Fate,” Jackyl said, pointing into the main hall.

Fate waved at them blissfully and hurried for the stairs.

Besil finally spoke. “That girl has learned a lot.”

She arrived at the top of the staircase. “Have you heard? Her Majesty is holding a banquet so I can meet some of the other nobles and Royals!”

Jackyl replied. “We can see it, actually.”

“Oh, right. Sorry. I was a little excited. I feel like soon I’ll really be able to make a difference. We’ve been discussing future plans for Nex, since Hero and I will have to prove our ability to rule. I want to restore it as quickly as possible, but I have to go through Neco and Niteo first. Which reminds me, there are rumors that something has happened to Neco.”

She doesn’t remember at all.

She crouched down closer and whispered, “I had wondered why it was so quiet. After Firmus and I encountered Mortis the last time, I wondered if he might be dead, but people have started sighting him again. They’re even saying that Mortis attacked Neco and has him trapped inside the palace.”

Actually, that was you.

Jackyl turned up his nose. “Serves him right.”

“In the end, I’m just glad to know my loved ones are safe.”

Akira had doubts about Sally’s ability to slip under the radar until he heard Fate’s comments. Somehow, Sally kept quiet, and Benevolence managed to keep out of the spotlight.

The real criminals are still loose, but I’m sure that once the Prince returns, Chaos will ensue.

Fate’s brows raised. “Akira, your mask is cracked.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed. It’s not like I’m wearing it.”

She twisted her jaw and wrinkled a brow. “Well, sorry for asking.”

With some frustration and guilt, he clarified. “It’s there to show whether or not the seal itself is still intact, so as long as it doesn’t completely fall apart, I’ll be fine.”

“Oh, right. Leoht had one like that too.” She shimmied over as close as possible and huddled with the group. “Anyway, I’ve had fun with all of you. I don’t think I’ll ever forget this time we’ve had together.”

Jackyl leaned back to see her. “What made you say that?”

“I was just thinking about the letter I received from Hero recently. He seems to have matured a lot and... I wonder what he’ll be like when he comes back. It’s a little sad to think we weren’t able to see each other’s growth, but I don’t regret spending this time with you three.” She ran her fingers over the bell chord. “I’ve lost my family. My mother is missing. Tori is finishing her apprenticeship, and I hear she might be leaving to join Myrna. I’m a little afraid knowing that Hero and I have been apart for so long. Will we be all right? Will we make our mark in history, or die trying?”

The three friends watched her with the same pained expression.

Akira really wanted to avoid providing Hero any benefits, but he also acknowledged his desire to give Fate strength. He touched the back of her head softly. For some time, he had avoided touching her, because it hurt when he remembered Fati’s farewell.

Fate’s violet eyes were still so clear and innocent, completely unlike the original Spinner.

He couldn’t blame her for what happened. “You have a great gift. Use it wisely.”

She seemed surprised. “I will! I hope that, no matter what happens, we will always be friends.”

Jackyl cackled. “Can’t wait to see the look on Hero’s face when we finally meet.”

New beginnings. The cogs have begun to turn again, but with so few pieces in place, to what end will we arrive?

Fate stood, making a small ‘hup’ sound as she pulled her way up the banister. Once on her feet, she tossed her hands upon her hips. “Time is ticking, gentlemen! We are needed elsewhere.”

Akira and Jackyl replied in unison. “Elsewhere?”

“Indeed!”

“Hey, that’s my word,” Akira said.

“By elsewhere, I mean nowhere at all! We are free! So, what do you say we run down to the beach?”

Has she lost her mind?

Jackyl lifted himself, using the banister. “Why?”

“Because it’s fun. Come on!”

He shrugged at Akira and chased her down the staircase.

Besil turned his head back. “Are we going?”

“Ai, what nonsense. Hurry Bes!” Akira placed Besil down and hurried down the steps.

Fate had already run outside, and Jackyl beckoned them from the doorway that had flooded with light from outside.

Besil reformed into a man at the bottom of the staircase and ran behind Akira as they caught up at the entrance.

Fate glanced from the stairway of the community, shouting back. “Hurry!”

At the top of the slope, Akira oversaw the beach in the distance and his friends running ahead down the winding steps. The path ahead looked long and tiresome.

Besil reached out his hand from several feet ahead. “Come!”

“The path ahead is long. Do you think I’ll make it?”

He read into the comment for a moment, and his expression relaxed. “If you don’t, I’ll carry you. I’ll never leave your side, but you must come. Those who don’t move forward slip back into the ripples of time. They have gone ahead of us, but we can still catch up.” His hand extended out further. “Come, Aki! If you’re with us, you’ll never have to be alone again.”

Akira walked ahead and glanced back at Besil. “You coddle me too much. If I don’t learn to walk on my own, I’ll never be able to stand up to my fears.”

Besil’s eyes glistened in the light. “Sounds like the old you.”

They ran down the steps as quickly as they could to catch up to Jackyl and Fate. The path ahead was indeed long, and maybe they had fallen behind, but they would keep moving as they should.

I must move faster to escape the ripples of time.
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One day of sheer boredom and mindless fun turned into a week. Every day, the group started a task such as studying or cleaning, and ended up running around the Capital doing whatever they pleased. Sometimes they went to different stalls and shopped for trinkets, and other days they played with Besil’s cats or at meaningless games.

They laughed a lot and enjoyed every moment of their time together, but this only made it more difficult when the day before the ball had arrived.

Akira continuously glanced out the windows when he heard soldiers and servants moving around the palace. He feared his own reaction to the return of the Prince.

Fate laughed each time she saw his strange behavior. “Akira, you’re acting so funny today.” She stood with him in the second floor hallway and ran her fingers through her hair. “Lately, I feel so blithe. It’s wonderful to see everyone having so much fun.”

“It’s because of you.”

“I’m happy to hear that.” She sighed, and a piece of that happiness seemed to slip away. “I haven’t heard from Hero in a while. Remember how I was mentioning his letter? I said it was recent, but really, I’ve been trying to get it off my mind. He hasn’t sent anything since the start of the turn. I was beginning to stress, and I thought playing might get my mind off his absence. I’ve had a lot of fun bonding with you, Bes, and Jax. Everything feels right when we’re together.”

“I couldn’t agree more.”

She exuded an air of bliss despite her melancholic train of thought. “Thank you for everything. I know it has been difficult, but I realized I never thanked you for helping me. It’s been on my mind, and I wondered how I might repay you, so I thought a break seemed right!”

“Not just because of the letters?”

“No. At first, I just wanted to get it off my mind, but when we finally reached the beach, I had the chance to hear you laugh sincerely for the first time. I was really happy, and I kept doing everything in my power to make you laugh like that again. You always seem so down. It seemed like the right thing to do, and it made me really happy.”

Akira wished he didn’t know about Hero’s return. As he heard her words, he caught sight of a carriage approaching the palace. He moved closer to the window and watched carefully while she spoke, staring off in another direction.

“I don’t want you or anyone else to think I only care about Hero. When he’s away, it’s hard not to think of him. I want everyone to be together, and I want to see all of you happy. Even though I know in my heart that you and Hero will never get along.”

Hero jumped out of the carriage before it had come to a stop, and shortly Kyou followed, shouting at him and waving his arms in admonishment.

How can I stop him?

Besil’s voice answered. “You don’t.” He sat beside Akira’s foot in his cat form. “You mustn’t come between them. No matter how much it pains you, you must look the other way. If you try to interfere, you’ll only hurt her and yourself.”

Akira looked at Fate to remind himself of why he wouldn’t want to do this.

She smiled back. “What’s the matter?”

If I kill him, will the Universe allow me to live?

He checked the window again to find that Hero had already vanished from the courtyard. When Akira turned forward again, Fate still smiled at him as if finding his actions amusing.

“Is something on your mind today? You seem restless.”

“I....” His gaze followed the sound of footsteps and, in a suspended moment, she began to turn and look as Hero rounded the corner.

If I can kill him before they meet, I’ll have a chance to stash his body.

Akira reached out his hand towards her, and time came to a complete halt.

Hero stopped in the middle of throwing his arms up to call out, and Fate stopped in the middle of turning to understand Akira’s strange behavior.

He held the moment though his arms and legs stiffened under the pressure of the seals.

Besil’s voice rumbled. “Let it go before you get hurt any more than this. This is not your time.” He had misunderstood Akira’s reason for acting.

We cannot coexist. He’ll steal my purpose!

Akira didn’t want to reverse time to spend it with her, he wanted to prolong his death by restoring his purpose in the Universe. “It was supposed to be. He wasn’t supposed to come back so soon. Heqet betrayed me!”

His hand pushed against the force of time—Fate turned back towards him, and Hero walked backwards the way he came.

“You must stop!”

He could only push it so far before his arm nearly snapped. The pain shot up his bone and all the way to his shoulder.

Fate’s quirky smile appeared before him again. “Is something on your mind today? You seem restless.”

He shook his head and held his trembling, throbbing arm. “I....” Nothing had changed, he couldn’t turn back time any further.

Once again, his focus redirected, and Fate began to turn.

This time Hero made it around the corner. He threw up his arms and called out, almost in song. “Maaaaail’ouuuuu!”

Fate’s entire spirit lifted as she drew back a breath in surprise. She darted off as far as she could before Akira gripped her wrist. “What is it? One moment.” She removed his hand. “I’ll be right back.” Then, again, she ran off and into Hero’s embrace.

Akira lifted his hand once more and pressed back as hard as he could.

Besil morphed back into a man and held out his hand.

Simultaneously, they tried restraining each other with anima, which only resulted in a pulse running through the palace hallway.

Akira still had his advantage. Gold rings of anima streamed around the hallway, and Fate moved back to where she stood. The scene reversed again until Hero was back in the courtyard listening to Kyou’s admonishment.

The bone in Akira’s arm snapped, and he choked back a gasp of pain.

Besil clenched a fist. “What have you done?”

Akira showed a pained smile while gripping his arm. “For you? Anything.”

“You’ve done a bad thing. The Sweepers will notice this, Akira. The Council Leader will send for you.”

Time caught up with them, causing the anima to fade.

Fate once again spoke with Akira. “What’s the matter? Your arm is hurting again?”

“It’s nothing.”

“The seals hurt you, right? Let me see it.” Her eyes focused on the bruises. “It’s badly broken. We must treat it quickly. Come with me.” She led him away from the hallway, where he had seen Hero arriving.

Besil stopped her with a smile. “Allow me to take him.”

She glanced between them. “Are you sure?”

He stared directly at Akira, smiling. “Of course. Like I always say, he’s my pride. I love to care for him, even when he’s bad.”

She giggled. “What does that mean?”

“Don’t mind. You have more important things to worry about.”

Why? Why would you turn your back on me?

The moment came again, only Fate hadn’t followed Akira’s line of sight.

He shut his eyes as the summoning repeated. “Maaaaail’ouuuuu!”

She heard Hero’s voice and turned in disbelief.

Besil draped an arm around Akira’s shoulders. “No matter how much you try to escape it, you will end with the same result. The harder you try to run, the worse you will feel. No more... it hurts to see you like this.”

If only I had killed him sooner.

Akira glanced at the couple across the hall and seethed as Besil led him away. “If you hadn’t stopped me....”

“Nothing would have changed. You can’t escape it. He would have found her, and you would have tried again and again until there was nothing left of you. Trying will only turn the Universe against you. You have done a terrible thing. What will we do when the Sweepers come for you? I’ll have no choice but to destroy them. We’ll flee. We’ll hide. I can’t let them have you too.” Besil held Akira’s head close.

They passed by the palace windows, interrupting the flow of light, and trudged down the steps to the infirmary. The window lit the spot where Akira sat and Besil tended to his wound. Sunset shone a warm, flooding glow onto their faces.

Akira’s energy depleted as he reflected on his defeat. He used to bend space-time without a second thought. Like any elemental, he possessed an innate ability to conjure and manipulate.

He questioned if it was his fault for escaping Thule. If he hadn’t, he’d never had been sealed, but he’d also never have become the Akira that everyone knew. He barely had the energy to stare at the sunset anymore. “I have become so weak.”

Besil looked up from wrapping Akira’s broken arm. “That’s not true. You’re sick.”

“Sick? That’s inaccurate.”

Besil insisted. “You’re sick. That’s all. It’ll pass.”

Akira jerked his arm away. “This isn’t just about my ailment! When will you learn to accept that?”

“Never! I will break your seals! I will destroy that woman limb by limb before I accept it!” Besil had tried so hard to break the seals. In fact, he had broken many during their time together. That’s why he helped Fate. He knew precisely how she felt.

Akira hated to see Besil in pain.

I just want to make you happy. I want to make you proud.

“I want to leave,” Besil said. “We’re done here. Let them be.”

“We’re not finished. I still have tasks to complete.”

“Let the Rebellion handle the rest! Please.”

“I won’t argue with you. This arm is going to cause problems. We should rest before tomorrow.”

“Won’t you listen?”

“I mustn’t. At this point, I can’t fight you. Don’t make me waver any more than this. You know what I must do. Please, just come with me. Don’t fight me.”

Besil nodded submissively.

Akira led the way out and stopped close to the main hall so he could overhear Niteo and the High King discussing the masquerade ball. They exchanged words about the engagement and their plans for the successors of the Capital. This earned Niteo a higher standing with the Council—or so he thought.

Akira knew better than the ignorant Rahma king. The Cruentus siblings weren’t really part of the battle, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t troublesome.

Niteo hinted that he knew about his brother’s downfall and laughed. “He thought he’d best me with thievery. The Overseers are surely laughing now.”

Akira felt a little like laughing himself, but it left a bad taste in his mouth.

Do you mean the Watchers? How can you expect them to regard you in any way if you don’t even know their title?

He heard what he needed, and moved through the shadows to his room to sit on the edge of his bed.

Besil knelt on the floor in front of him, holding him by the hand of his broken arm. “Does it hurt?”

There was no doubt he could feel a residual of Akira’s pain through their pact, but Akira was so often in pain, he could no longer gauge how much of this anguish Besil personally experienced. “Does it matter?”

“It does to me.”

Akira decided to choose honesty when he spoke with Besil. Anyone else could endure his lies, or more accurately, he could endure lying to them. “It hurts.”

Besil’s fingers traced the injury. “I wish you wouldn’t hurt yourself. In the end, you always get hurt. Your pain is my own, and I wish nothing more than to quell it.”

Akira had heard from the Spinner all that he needed. This should’ve stopped him from wanting more, at least for Besil’s sake. However, sitting there and watching the person he loved so dearly, his logic was swayed.

I can’t control myself.

He lifted his injured arm. “Couldn’t you heal it with your anima?”

“Hmm... I could try. Wiser is better at this. It’s his specialty. I’m better at healing spiritual wounds.” Besil raised his hands and cast his anima over Akira’s arm.

Akira shook his head. “Not like that.”

Besil glanced up, then lifted his head, turning red. “Wait. What?”

Akira averted his gaze. “I’m joking.”

Besil laughed and continued his work, though something about his expression seemed sad or disappointed. “You surprised me.”

I don’t know what to do. If I’m going to die, what’s the point of hurting him?

They stayed in the room and rested until nightfall. Although Besil fell asleep, Akira lay awake, tormented by his feelings.

I never should have awakened to these affections for him.

The clock in the room ticked endlessly as he sat up and left to go and stand by the viewing window.

Hero turned to see who had approached, and they waited, locked in place until he spoke. “Remus dei?”

‘You can’t sleep?’

“It must be late if you’re asking.” Akira reluctantly stood beside him, trying to ignore the small smile on Hero’s face. “Do you have something to say?”

“Ah, sorry. Is it obvious?”

“Hasn’t anyone ever told you that you’re transparent?”

“Uh... probably. I don’t mind what people say. If I did, I’d always be angry like you.” Hero laughed half-heartedly, as though he wasn’t sure if he should be amused.

Akira laughed back mockingly. “Yeah, you would say that. What do you want?”

“I was worried that something bad would happen during my trip. I’m relieved that you turned out okay.”

“Turned out okay? What does that mean?”

“It has a lot of meanings. I wasn’t sure which one to choose, so I said something vague. You can choose the one that sounds the most positive. I’d rather not argue.”

Akira scrunched his entire face trying to wrap his head around the prickling irritation that Hero gave him. “I don’t get what people find so charming about you. You make me want to rip the skin off my face.”

Hero tilted his head to one side. “What purpose would that serve? Not your eyes or your ears?”

Akira clawed the air with his functioning hand. “Who cares what purpose it serves? It’s how I feel.”

“Yeah, but it’s illogical.”

“Shh! Shhh!! Shuuushhh, before I snap and strike you where you stand!”

“At least you’re nice enough to warn me. I usually just strike.”

“Are you done? I came here to get a peace of mind, and instead I ended up with you. I thought you were supposed to be a quiet person.”

Hero’s smile was blank, and his voice lacked intonation. “Your reactions amuse me.”

Akira sighed heavily. “If you insist on talking, then make yourself useful. I have a problem that I can’t solve, and although I hate to ask you, of all people, I have no one else to ask.”

“Uh, okay.”

“Consider this a hypothetical situation. Let’s say, before you and Lady Fate formed a pact, you discovered that you were going to die, but you knew of her affections. Would you still wish to confess your love to her?”

Hero’s eyes shifted. The light from the Ussan shone strangely, making them appear almost translucent. He thought for a long time, focusing quite hard. After a while, he tilted his head and returned his gaze to Akira. “I would tell her. Her love for me wouldn’t change just because I was going to die. In fact, if she didn’t know, wouldn’t she be sadder? She’d never know whether or not I loved her back. It’s important to tell people how you feel while you can. That’s what I think.”

Whenever Leoht considered something seriously, he tacked on those words: that’s what I think.

Knowing this, Akira appreciated Hero more than usual. This was a surprisingly logical response, which helped immensely when Akira’s ailment was so overwhelming.

“I almost didn’t want to kill you just now,” he said.

Hero showed his usual pouting expression. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Akira looked Hero up and down. “Why did you answer? Aren’t you afraid I’ll try to steal your fiancée?”

“It didn’t seem like you were talking about Fate. I mean, if you were, you probably wouldn’t have asked me, right?”

Am I that transparent?

Akira strode away from the window. “Yes, well... I’m going back to my room, so don’t follow me.”

Hero tilted his head. “That was an option?”

“I just said it wasn’t!”

“But if you had to consider it, that means you thought I would. So, in a sense, it was an option, just not a preferable one.”

Akira shouted. There were no words to convey, just incomprehensible complaints. He released all his pent up anger and straightened his blazer. “If you follow me, I will kill you. Okay? Good night.”

I need both arms to kill you, or it’ll never be worth my time.

“Boring.”

“I’m not here for your entertainment.”

“I guess you’re just old. Good night!”

He groaned and stormed back to his room. Even though Hero irritated him, the problem had been resolved.

Akira removed his shoes and blazer, then slipped under Besil’s arm. After much deliberation and a painful rejection from the Spinner, he still came to the same conclusion. His feelings were nagging at him, and he needed to do something about them.

Besil murmured in his sleep and nuzzled closer.

So... I should tell him. I’ve truly fallen low if I’m relying on Leoht for help. This is ridiculous.

Akira slapped the covers in search of the blanket. His functioning arm had been trapped against Besil’s chest and arms. He grasped the blanket at last, and pulled them over Besil. “Good night.”

Besil’s eyes gleamed. “Yemir ma’at, mail’ou.”

‘Sweet dreams, my love.’

“You were awake. Are my dreams ever sweet?”

“I heard your voice and it stirred me. I’ll guard your dreams. I’m sorry I failed you before. It won’t happen again. I give you my word.”

“It was a joke. Thanks to you, I’ve had many good dreams. Remus ma’at. Tomorrow, I feel certain that Chaos shall ensue.”
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Akira stood facing Chi, holding his hand over the bottom of his mask in shame and turmoil.

She had just declared that she gave Hero the mask of Caeles Viro for the ball. She wished for him to attend as a member of their clan, and Akira, of course, hated this since he wore a Fox mask himself.

“He is a member of our clan. Whether or not you like it, you will have to learn to accept it,” Chi said, throwing on her cloak.

“I absolutely do not have to. Where did they go? It’s nearly time to leave.”

“They already left! Fate collected their clothing from the tailor, and they were gone in a flash. The High King and Queen must be up to their noses with inquiries. I am sure they requested Hero and Fate’s attendance.”

Akira hadn’t heard anything from Heqet. “If people didn’t have us confused before, they certainly will now. He’d better not get me into any trouble.”

“Perhaps you have forgotten about your vast difference in stature. Only the blind would dare confuse the two of you, and if anyone causes trouble around here, it is you.” Chi marched outside and directed the soldiers waiting in the Centre. She had no intention of bickering about Hero or the ball. Her final comment proved how little she wanted to discuss it. “I think it is high time you learn why you are being cast aside. No amount of love can stop the storm you have created. I am sorry, but I must go. For your sake, and everyone else’s, I hope you will see reason.”

Akira stood alone, watching guests enter the palace full of illuminations. Not even the stars could be seen on such a foggy night. He missed Besil. If only there weren’t so many cats to feed. Another violent thought slipped through his head, and he suddenly felt depressed by his lack of control.

I am a burden to all I cherish.

The soldiers at the door allowed him entry into the ball without an invitation. He stood amongst the teeming Royals and nobles who had arrived and huddled around the ceremonial hall. In the midst of these guests, he discovered Sally in her green dress, watching Hero from the opposite side of the room.

Akira avoided everyone and stood alone against a wall, away from the food tables. The loneliness slipped in especially deep around a crowd. No one wanted to be near him anyway. They were busy philandering and greeting the new successors.

Engagement? Has it really come to this?

A woman in a blue, beaded dress inched over to his side. Her identity became clear as soon as she spoke. There could be no other with a voice as syrupy as that of Isis. “You seem awfully lonesome over here.”

He narrowed one eye at her. “I prefer to be in isolation.”

“No cat, I see. Did you tire of it?”

“He is off doing cat things with his silly cat friends.”

“So, it’s a he.” She hummed with interest. “I didn’t realize you were so compassionate.”

“Déjà vu?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Do I really seem so heartless? Heartless and childish?”

“Don’t ask me. I wouldn’t know. You’re Tainted, and I am a follower of the Council. It is our job to disagree.”

Akira thought of his mother and held back his laughter. “Job?”

She patted the pins in her bun. “Jobs are never fun, are they? I mean, look at you over here, watching from a distance. Isn’t it awful?”

He nodded. “Strangely, I agree with you.”

Another nuisance. They’re everywhere. When will Bes return?

“I often find myself alone, so I couldn’t help noticing you here.”

He stifled a laugh of irritation. “You?” Many guests stared at her in hopes of sharing a dance. The interest she gained inadvertently drew negative attention to him.

“Even people like me get lonely sometimes,” she said.

The moment of sensibility had ended, and he laughed at her. “Oh, please. Don’t compare yourself to me. You don’t know true loneliness.”

Her eyes glistened. “You don’t know the half of it.”

“Where is my feline friend? I should go and find him.”

“Don’t you want to dance? I had just thought of a wonderful plan.”

“Plan?”

The King proclaimed that the musicians would begin playing and the dance of the Royals would begin. Couples joined hands on the dance floor and listened to his announcement about the engagement of Hero and Fate.

While he was still talking, Isis whispered, “Why don’t you just steal her away during the dance? I could help you.”

“Why is a follower of the Council trying to help me? Also, I’m not interested. There’s no use in chasing after a soon-to-be married woman.”

“Tonight, we all wear masks, not just you. None would be the wiser.”

“Your admirers would disagree,” he said, pointing around the room. He needed to focus on Sally instead of Isis.

“Well, I wouldn’t mind keeping you company for a short time.”

“I’m not interested. I need to look for my silly cat.”

“Does your cat have a name?”

He thought for a moment, then rubbed his neck. “He’s called Shadow, since he’s always by my side.”

“That’s surprisingly sweet.”

“Indeed.”

She trailed behind him. “Shall I help you look?”

“No. He will come if I call, then we will sit where it’s quiet. I dislike commotion.”

“What a pity.” She still watched as if waiting for him to leave the hall.

He stalled by the archway so he could find Sally. “You’re not going to dance?”

“I’ve had my share of celebration in the past. I’m not missing anything. I just thought you might be an interesting companion.”

Am I just everyone’s entertainment?

Isis’s mask only covered her eyes, so her smile was visible. “I’ve heard you’re quite the charmer. Heqet won’t say a bad thing about you.”

“She has her good points too. You’re friends? I always thought you loathed the members of the Rebellion.”

“You misunderstand me. Isn’t it ironic that the one who is most misunderstood is the one who judges the most?”

“I base my deductions on fact,” he said, remembering how irritating he considered Hero.

“They say the Void is terrifying because it’s honest. No one likes the truth. Once a monster, always a monster. Those who deserve to be condemned shall reap what they sow.”

“Is that a stab at me, or were you thinking of another?”

“I wonder.”

Either way, I will remember those words.

Akira scanned the crowd and stopped as he noticed Kyou and Fortis trifling in a corner. He cracked a smile and shook his head. “Birds of the feather.”

The crowd stirred, and Sally’s voice disrupted the joyous celebration. “You will rue the day you chose that creature over me! Blood will spill in Mu!”

He slipped into the shadows to get a better view of the commotion. His gaze traced every person in the room.

Where is Fate?

Sally screamed at Hero, frightening away the guests on the dance floor. “I am stronger now! I am beautiful! You will pay for your cruelty in blood and tears, and bow down before the real Queen of Mu!”

Hero tilted his head until it almost touched his shoulder. “Lo... Lara?”

Akira had hoped she wouldn’t get close enough to Hero to reveal herself, as his keen vision proved troublesome at the most difficult times.

Out of all the people you could have sought after, it just had to be the one with the Eyes of the Beyond.

Sally would have done better without anyone noticing, but the disappearance of Fate weighed more heavily on Akira’s mind.

He had saved a lot of energy for this event.

Silent as the night, he moved through the shadows past the place he and Isis had been. The commotion in the hall came to an end as Sally fled from the entrance.

If Sally is there, where is Fate?

He retraced Fate’s scent to a spilled chalice on the floor. Hints of poison lined the silver rim.

She couldn’t have. She’s not that oblivious.

A mountainous figure stepped out from the arched opening, and tufts of red hair stuck out from a dark cloak.

Akira trailed with flash step and observed as Mortis lurked the hallway, opening the doors and searching madly.

She escaped? Chi wouldn’t have let him into the city. Someone must have let him in through the tunnels.

Besil stared from across the opening of the hallway. His aura spiked to alert Akira, but then they were both as still and quiet as the shadows.

Mortis turned sharply, his massive body filling the wide hallway.

Besil’s gaze caught Akira again, and he seemed to ask whether or not they should take Mortis down.

Akira wondered if his strength had returned enough for the battle, but decided against it. Any unnecessary moves would alert Benevolence.

He gestured for Besil to withdraw, and they met outside the palace, treading quickly towards the edge of the city.

“Reinka is missing,” Akira said, conjuring his scythe mid-stride.

“Aren’t you rude, blaming my children for my disappearance. I kept an eye out as you requested. Lady Fate is safe. I snatched her before Mortis could find her.”

“All right, did Jackyl receive my warning?”

“Yes, I believe he trailed the Prince into the forest. We should wait here for news.”

Akira slung his scythe over his shoulders in case he needed to spring into action. Every now and then, he forgot about his injury and suffered a stab of pain.

Besil crossed his arms and swung out a hip. “Is what you said about that girl true? She’s Lara? I thought you were acting suspicious.”

“I can’t tell you everything. You’d never let me hear the end of it. You’re right. She was Lara. Benevolence snagged her like the wicked witch she is. I much prefer Sally, if you ask me. I’ve kept my eye on her for a while, and strung along her plans of killing Fate for some time.”

“I knew about Sally, but I didn’t know she came from such a complicated background. What were you doing? What was that about stringing along her plans?”

“Making a mark in history. Don’t you trust me? You’ll hear the rest of it when Hero realizes what is about to happen. I will finally get my laughs.”

“Naughty.”

Several minutes of waiting went by before Jackyl shot down from the sky in a cloud of billowing darkness. “The soldiers are on their way now. Kyou and Hero have been arrested for the murder of King Niteo. What would you like to do now?”

Akira spun his scythe. “That sure happened fast. Heqet will call the Council to trial. Thank the stars that Neco is still alive. We’d better keep it that way, too. Let’s catch up with the Stained Prince and listen to his version of the story.”

“I sure hope you have a good reason for doing this,” Besil said.

Akira answered. “It’s experimental.”

Jackyl removed his mask. “Here we go again. Didn’t you just want to mess with your nemesis?”

Akira whistled and spun his scythe on his way to the palace prison. “Being bad is what I do best.”

“Learn to stop him,” Jackyl rebuked.

Besil grimaced. “I only know how to support him.”

They waited for the soldiers to arrive with Hero, Kyou, and Sally in tow. As soon as the group arrived, Besil and Jackyl disappeared into the shadows.

Sally thrashed and screamed at them as Isis observed calmly from her horse.

Akira bowed. “Lady Isis, do we have criminals on our hands?”

She jumped down. “The Queen’s Dog again... I trailed them after the commotion at the ball. Where were you?”

“I told you, I went to find my cat.”

“And where is he? No, never mind. That’s not important. The King of Nitor is dead. Any plans the High King and Queen had for the future of Mu will have to change. We’ve taken all the suspects into custody.”

“What happened?”

“There seems to be a dispute about who murdered the King of Nitor, but I saw with my own eyes....” She leaned closer. “It was Hero. I feared this day would come.”

“Was it now? Thank you.” He had reached at his favorite part—interrogation. His scythe vanished, leaving trails of darkness behind. He stepped up to the cell, where Hero paced. “My, my, in trouble again. How is it they call me bad, and yet you’re in there, and I’m out here? Hero wasn’t a suitable name, was it?”

Hero clenched the bars. “It wasn’t me. Kyou has been framed as an accomplice because I’m always being accused of crimes I didn’t commit. I just returned and now this has happened.”

Akira enjoyed seeing Hero behind bars. “Isn’t that why they think it’s you? Think you’ll get blamed for the murders in the Capital, too?” He laughed riotously.

“Laugh while you can. If something happens to me, they’ll target Fate next. You should be thinking ahead before it’s too late.”

“But they won’t kill her. Not after what happened last time.”

“Last time? How can you be so sure?”

“I was raised by the Council. I know their ways.”

“Even so, you should try to be more serious. Sometimes death is preferable.”

Akira had to stop because Hero’s words were accurate. “Yes, okay. Tell me what happened before the Council interrogates you.”

“Shortly after King Khnum began the first dance, Fate and I were interrupted by a woman in a green dress. She asked for a dance, and I politely refused. She then proceeded to start an argument before the party. It might sound insane, but I felt for certain she was my childhood friend, Lara.”

“How would you know?”

“We grew up together. I know her voice and aura.”

“If you mention Lara, they will ask you for details. Mention her deviancies and her actions against the Lady Fate. It’s safe to say that you believed she was dead and that her appearance has been altered. Refer them to the well in Macellarius and the files I delivered to Heqet. They will find Sally guilty of the murders in Mu. Next, they will ask why you followed her into the woods.”

Hero hesitated, most likely wondering how and why Akira possessed such resources, but kept all questions to himself. He said, “Then I would say—I was concerned about her intentions... she proclaimed that the Royals would pay for their crimes before leaving the ball. As the Prince of Nitor, I considered it my duty to prevent any harm from coming to the kingdom, and Prince Kyou offered to come along to protect me. When we arrived we witnessed the Lady Isis and my father discussing my bond with the Lady Fate. They seemed to be under the impression that we will be the end of Nex... though I am not sure whether or not their claim carries much weight. After their discussion, Sally appeared and beheaded my father.”

Akira jerked his head back slightly. “Isis was there first?”

“Yes.”

How? Even if I want to ask, he won’t know or care.

Akira mulled over this variable. “Do you have any proof that you were really going to be engaged to Fate today?”

“Chi gave me an engagement gift. I had intended to present it to Fate after the ball.” Hero reached into his coat pocket and opened a small box containing a matching pair of earrings.

Akira leaned forward unconsciously and hit his mask on the bars. “They’re still intact?”

“You recognize them?”

“No, my mistake.” He retreated from the cell. “They will question your intentions, so present those when you give your testimony. With that... they will certainly back off. That may be enough to curb their suspicions, but it may also make them wary of you. Proceed with caution.”

Chi... are you for or against me?

Hero returned the box to his pocket. “I’m surprised to hear you offer support, but I am grateful that you have not turned against me.”

“Something must be wrong with me.”

“Aren’t you sick?”

“Yes, but I’m not sure being mentally ill is a good excuse.”

Hero appeared surprised by the thought.

“Take care of your business. I will be with the Lady Fate by the viewing window upstairs.” Akira turned, dazed.

Hero grasped him by the blazer. “Wait!”

“I have no choice.”

“I lost it....” His pupils retracted.

“Lost what? Your mind?”

“The....” He murmured incomprehensibly.

“If you don’t speak up, I’m leaving.”

“The sword of Caeles Viro....”

Akira gripped the bars of the cell. “Are you out of your mind? Where did it go?”

“Isis took it when we were arrested. I received it from Chi as a gift from my parents. She wanted me to take it, but I had nowhere to put it. I thought it would be safest with me.”

“You thought? You thought wrong! You make me so mad! I’m going to find it and the first thing I’ll do is beat you with it!”

“Ahh... yes. I understand.”

“No! You’d better hope she hasn’t already given it to the Council. It was already so hard to retrieve. Damn it. Stay put—nevermind—you can’t go anywhere. Ugh. Take care of your shit!” He conjured his scythe again as he exited the prison chambers, and found Isis standing outside. He waved his scythe at her. “Good, you. Where has the sword of Caeles Viro gone?”

“The what?” Isis shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

She paused. “Ah, that thing. I threw it into the ocean.”

“You’d better be lying.”

“I thought you didn’t want me to lie. Shall I lie to you instead? It’s in Thule being polished by guardians of light. Does that have a nice ring to it?”

Miasma flooded from Akira’s body, and she leapt back, covering her face. One of her hands gripped a small blade strapped against her lower back.

“Don’t test me. I’m in a foul mood. Tell me where the sword is or you’ll be the first person I slay when I find it.”

“How dare you threaten me! I offered you kindness, and this is how you repay me? Don’t you have any self-awareness? You are Tainted! At my word, you will be disposed of.”

“Try. I dare you.” It’s not as if his mother was going to dispose of him. The threat was laughable.

Besil the Cat nipped his ankle. “Akira, stop this. The miasma is taking over you. Don’t pick fights you can’t win. You don’t have the strength to fight her now.”

“Look, even animals know better,” she said. “Don’t challenge Council law.”

Akira picked up Besil from the ground and stroked him. “That sword is my family’s heirloom. I will have it back.”

She has the sword. Otherwise, she has given it to someone worse. If it falls into the wrong hands....

She relaxed. “There is still a trial to be had. Go and wait. No one can leave the Capital until the murder is solved. The matters with the sword can wait.”

He walked away to prevent losing control of the miasma or himself. Everything was starting to look Red again. He already understood why the Council wanted the sword. It had started in their possession, and served as proof of an incident they wished to bury, but it was also made of crystal; therefore, even a graze could be lethal.

He considered that the sword might trigger Fati’s memory, and combat her refusal to continue their game of hide and seek.

Fate’s silhouette appeared at the balcony on the second floor.

Akira watched and buried the pain of the rejection down as far as possible. He needed to accept the results of his perusal because this was the end game, and there was no turning back.
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Akira approached the balcony and leaned his back against the railing beside Fate, holding Besil the cat close for comfort.

At first, neither of them said anything, then she asked, “What happened at the ball?”

“Well, your fiancé was arrested under the suspicion that he murdered his father. They’re holding a trial to decide if it was him or Sally.”

“Sally... you mean the girl in the green dress?”

“Yes, her.”

Her eye twitched. “You knew her name?”

“She works in the Capital, though I never suspected she’d be on trial for murder.”

“Now that you mention it, I may have seen her before.”

“Hero seems to think she’s his childhood friend, Lara.”

Her expression fixed. “Lara? But... how could that be?”

He shrugged. Telling people the answers never actually helped the situation.

“Not that I should be saying this aloud, but when I think that the King was murdered I say, good riddance. He never had any right to rule Nitor. If she was the one who murdered Niteo, then she should strike down Neco while she’s at it.”

“It is unwise to be outward about your feelings in Mu. Someone is always listening.”

She held back a laugh. “Yes, but I’ve always been open about my opinions. I hear I’m quite obstinate.”

He nodded and shrugged. “This is true. You seem unfazed about the trial.”

“It’s not that. I’m concerned about it. Hero has been accused of many crimes in the past, but I’ve decided that when push comes to shove, I’ll do anything to protect him.”

“I envy that. I think you should also know that he has lost the sword of Caeles Viro.”

She cringed. “But he just got it.”

“Leave it to the Stained Prince to surprise everyone with how utterly hopeless he can be.”

“It’s true that he’s kind of troubled, but it just makes me want to protect him more.”

“Kind of is such an understatement. That sword is made of crystal. If the wrong person got their hands on it....”

Her shoulder touched his as she leaned against the railing. “A weapon like that could debilitate our army in a heartbeat.”

“That’s why I told you. I wanted to get it back, but it’ll take time. I’m injured, and I’ll have to search for it carefully. Even if we find it, it’ll be difficult to recover. We’ve already stolen it once.”

“When you say we, do you mean the Organization?”

“Yes. These are the types of the assignments we do. Recovering artifacts can play a large role in Puppeteering.”

Fate rested a hand over her heart. “I always feel like something is stirring inside me. Some kind of force or memory. It’s surprising to me that Hero could’ve had the sword in his hands and felt nothing. If Leoht really is Viro, shouldn’t he feel it?”

Akira was ready to move on from his position as an official. He was tired and wanted to withdraw from the front lines. Listening to the young souls of Hero and Fate exhausted him. “Listen to what you just said. If Leoht is Viro, not if Hero is him. Hero might have Leoht Miina sleeping somewhere inside, but you’re talking about massive gaps in memory and character. You and Fati share the same wavelength, and how much of her life do you remember? He lacks balance. He won’t remember nearly as fast. He’s also sealed and Tainted. You have a long wait ahead of you.”

“I see. Then I don’t want to remember. Isn’t it painful to awaken and be without your Bound? If I stop being Fate and recover my memories as Fati, but he’s still Caeles Hero, won’t I be lonely?”

“Yes.”

“When I think that way, I keep asking myself—where does Akira fit into this? Have I somehow hurt him by not remembering our past?”

Akira still adored her in a way. The concern brought a smile to his face. “Don’t worry. I’m used to pain. You’re still young. Don’t hurt anymore. Not for me.” He rubbed her head.

“You’re smiling again... at the worst time. Sometimes I wish I could remember enough to know about you. I want to know your identity.”

He laughed. “You’re so late. Why now?”

“I don’t know. Since Hero came back, I’ve been worried about the future that lies ahead. I don’t want to make the wrong decision.”

“Then come with me,” he jested.

Fate studied him curiously and a tear rolled down her cheek. Surprised by her own reaction, she wiped it. “What’s the matter with me? I must be losing my mind. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. I understand.”

Neither of them had the heart to speak much afterward.

She sat down in a ball waiting for Hero’s trial to end, and only perked up once he reappeared.

He seemed winded or anxious; it was hard to tell which. “We’ve been released but... Sally has been sentenced to death.”

Akira stayed quiet to avoid being noticed again.

Execution? That’s a bold move, Heqet.

Fate naturally asked him a question right after he decided not to speak. “Is it true that she’s Lara? She was so different....”

Akira deflected. “I told you what Hero told me.”

She redirected her attention to Hero. “How did they decide her sentence?”

Hero answered. “Apparently, Akira and Tori conducted some kind of investigation. I don’t know the details. Akira gave me the information.”

“When?” Her attention turned to Akira again.

He answered. “I rescued Miss Tori after the attack on the brothel, then I asked her to contact the members of the Rebellion and conduct an investigation. I’m sure Miss Tori acted as a witness.”

“That’s what I’ve heard,” Hero said. “Do we have any leads on the sword?”

“None.”

“I’m sorry to ask, but do you mind if I speak to you privately for a moment?”

Akira glanced at Fate, and she glanced back at him. He gestured towards himself. “Me?”

“Ye.”

Fate let out her hands to Besil, smiling. “I’ll hold him for you.”

“Don’t let anyone have him, Reinka.” Akira relinquished Besil for the time being.

He followed Hero inside, upstairs, and into the guest room. “Why did you bring me all the way up here?”

“Lara... or Sally... couldn’t have perpetrated the murders. It wouldn’t match the times of the first murders. Someone else did it.”

“Why did you bring me here to talk about her?”

“Was it you?”

“What? Don’t be ridiculous. You couldn’t possibly be trying to frame me like they framed you.”

Hero leaned against a table in the middle of the room. “I’m just trying to make sense of what happened. You seem to have collected a lot of evidence against her, and if I remember correctly, you were there when I was framed as well.”

“Yeah, but I wasn’t the only one.”

“I know. I just wanted to ask without accusing you in front of Fate. Your miasma really caused problems while I was away. I heard they sealed the Capital to prevent it from overflowing into Nex. That much malice is bound to raise some questions. I just hope you’re prepared.”

“Don’t talk up to me. You don’t know anything.”

“You’re right. I wasn’t really trying to accuse you. I just wanted to ask. At least we’ve gotten through the trial safely.”

“There is no we.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. We’re both Tainted. It’d be better if we’re on the same side instead of accusing each other of crimes neither of us committed.”

He never believed I did it. It was just an excuse.

“We can never agree,” Akira said.

“That’s what I used to think, but then I realized that I was making it true by thinking that way. If we can put our differences aside–”

“I have no logical reason to get along with you, Leoht Miina. I loathe you with every cell of my being. Nothing will change that. Every moment that passes, I despise you more than the last. If you understand this, we can put it to rest.”

Hero blinked back a hint of surprise. “Why do you hate me so much? Have I done something to you that I don’t remember?”

“Do you even need to ask? Your entire existence is a burden to me. Every breath you take is a moment of life stolen from me. I don’t just loathe you... I want you dead. I keep trying to ignore you, and you won’t stop pushing my buttons. The Universe is so coy.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I want to understand, but you’re impossible to follow. I guess you’re suggesting that if I’m alive, you will suffer. I just don’t see how that’s possible.”

Akira’s rage reignited. He should’ve ignored Hero and left. Some part of his conscience warned him that this is precisely what got him into trouble. The miasma fueled him to make bad decisions. They were joined in a toxic embrace, which was gradually coming to its end.

Miasma bred pain, ailment, and of course— misfortune.

Akira let go of his friend’s warnings and filled that void with malice. He had waited a long time to finally exact his revenge on the world. His conversation with Hero reawakened a sleeping beast. It didn’t matter if Hero held good or bad intentions. His existence threatened Akira and needed to be eradicated. As always, the malice attempted to thwart fate—kill those who stand in your way, and survive.

Hero didn’t need to understand Akira’s hatred—it was Akira’s life source, and that was all that mattered.

Miasma spilled into the room as Akira stepped forward, warping space-time. He had saved his strength for this moment. One flash step later, his vision rippled back into view, and Hero turned fast to interrupt the swing of Akira’s hand. The attack was shallow, but it hit and Hero fell against the table.

Akira wielded his scythe and struck. The end of the blade cut into the floor near Hero’s head.

Hero pushed against the scythe and rolled out of the way. “How can you seek to end my life when you’re struggling to defend your own?”

Akira’s movements flashed and trailed and miasma erupted into a choking black film.

Hero backed against the wall, surveying and calculating from whatever distance he could manage. “Why is it so wrong that I want to exist? This is my chance to fight for survival!”

Akira’s miasma caused a chain effect in Hero. There was too much malice in the air for either of them to withstand.

Akira ignored his injury. His survival mattered more than the pain he suffered. “Leoht Miina should never have existed! If I must suffer and perish, then I will take you with me!” At the spin of his scythe, he accumulated all his pent up envy and wrath into an air-splitting swing.

Hero lifted his hands as Akira swung—right to conjure, and left to direct.

Akira’s malice slipped away briefly as he noticed these movements, and he attempted to flash step, but his joints locked. The panic stirred his next response—reverse time. He had ignored the most basic rule of bending time: you cannot reverse your own wounds. The bones in his left arm snapped, and the conjured anima spiraled and broke into dust-like fragments, and dissipated into the air.

Crystal jutted out from around Hero’s feet, piercing Akira’s abdomen. He hit the floor, holding his gaping wound.

Hero snapped from his trance with a gasp.

Akira lost control of his miasma and himself. Pieces of his mask fell to the floor as his body extended into shadows.

Hero took one look at the massive shadow and retreated over the balcony into the courtyard below.

The shadows shook the palace. “Leoht Miina!” As much as Akira wanted to pursue, his body collapsed, and the shadows hissed as they created a thick, fading smoke.

Both his arms were broken. The seals at work overcame him with overwhelming pain. He staggered onto his feet, holding the crystallized wound and checking the blood pouring onto the floor.

“Bes....” A cold sweat broke on his brow. “Blood....”

He heaved his body to the door, disregarding the sway of the room around him. After one or two attempts at balancing and focusing his strength, he kicked open the door and stumbled into the hallway. His voice strained. “Bes!”

Besil ran around the bend of the hallway, shape shifted into a man, and slid across the floor to break Akira’s fall. “Akira, the Sweepers!”

“Sweepers....” Akira panted and inspected the blood covering his palm. “Bes, run.”

“I can’t leave you!”

“Run.”

A pointed hand reached out and pulled Akira up from Besil’s lap. Two Sweepers gripped Akira’s arms, but he only watched Besil’s pained expression. The rest of the fox mask crumbled, then fell off.

Akira smiled. “Laun, Mail’ou.”

‘Run, my love.’

Besil reached out to him as the Sweepers opened a portal.

The force from the portal pulled at the seals and strained Akira’s body.

The scene of his trial seemed to repeat itself as the Sweepers dragged him past the pillars of the Round Room to meet with the Council Leader. They hoisted him to the floor below the podium and tossed him down the same as before, except this time Akira couldn’t stand. He couldn’t even sit up properly.

The Council Leader walked down the steps around her podium, pinching the ends on the skirt of her robes. “Leave us,” she said to the other Council members and the Sweepers, as she descended and stood beside Akira.

He covered his bleeding wound.

“When I placed those seals, I thought for certain you would hold back. I thought you would try to restrain yourself and get better. What have you done to yourself?”

Thoughts of Besil filled his head. If something happened to him now, Besil would never forgive himself.

Akira would not be at rest, not even in death.

I’ve done nothing for you. I haven’t even told you the truth.

“Akira, this has gone too far. You are too weak to leave Thule.” She crouched down, tucking the fabric of her robes around her legs. “Your seals have broken. We must quickly bring you back to health. At this rate, you are going to die. I will replenish your anima.” She reached out a hand.

He slapped it away. “Don’t touch me!”

She seemed saddened by this. “If you will not cooperate, I will have no choice but to apprehend you.”

He lay immobile and wracked with pain. Without the mask, his emotions flooded in like the rip current.

The Council Leader retrieved her staff, then enclosed him within a prism of anima to contain his miasma. “I know you must feel dreadful, but endure it as best you can.”

The doors of the Round Room flew open and her aide, Sisera, screamed. “Milady! There has been a break in at the Crypt! Phantoms are swarming Thule!”

The Council Leader turned fast. “Phantoms? The Crypt? It couldn’t be....” The Grand Acropolis rumbled, stirring horrified shouts from the Council members in the hallway. Darkness flooded the building, blocking out the light from the windows in the hall.

The Council Leader braced herself. “Who came for you?”

Akira shifted his shoulders. He could sense Besil’s aura in the chaos. For once, Akira didn’t have to kill himself to save someone else. He understood the sensation of being hopeless, and relieved that someone had come.

Have I ever made anyone feel this way?

He moved as much as he could to see, and stopped, pressing his face against the cold floor.

The Council members rushed to shield their leader from the ominous figure by the doors.

Only Besil’s blue eyes glowed from his shadow form. The darkness enveloped him like space—it was beautiful. There was no greater love or fury than that of the Void.

The Council Leader lingered nervously, waiting for Besil to do something more. “Impossible. You are supposed to be dead.”

His gaze fixed on Akira, and darkness erupted from his body in a tremendous wave. He motioned forward, channeling this force throughout the room. The pillars of stone crumbled, and the floor collapsed.

The Council Leader, and her followers, scattered at a moment’s notice, leaving Akira unattended. She watched as she left, seeming to understand what her son had done.

Besil’s shadows roared after her, shattering the path of light beneath the Round Room. The platforms and ceiling collapsed upon the remaining Council members.

Akira fell down, deep into the darkness, unable to move or speak. The phantoms swam around him, gobbling up the peers he had loathed. His prison of anima shattered as he dropped into the opening of the Void.

Besil’s darkness dispersed from his form, uncovering the man inside. He reached out his hand, dove, and grasped Akira by his red blazer.

Falling into the Void was like falling deep into the ocean. They crashed through one of its vast openings, then drifted slowly down inside.

Besil brought Akira into his arms as they touched the bottom and gazed up through the waves overhead.

The phantom’s vocalizations echoed throughout the Void like a nostalgic song.

Besil stroked the side of Akira’s face. “Talk to me. I need to know you’re alive.”

“It’s beautiful,” Akira said, unable to stop the flow of tears pouring from his eyes. He loved the Void even though it sometimes hurt him to be within its reach.

Besil viewed the phantoms and swept the hair off Akira’s forehead. “I’m here. We must go. You can’t stay here. The seals will kill you. Once you have recovered, I’ll bring you back.”

“I don’t want to leave.”

“But we must. I can’t let you die, especially not here.”

Each seal that had broken ached more, the farther Besil and Akira moved.

Akira wished to stay so badly he couldn’t stand. He purely cried as Besil tried to take him out.

Besil pleaded with him to leave.

“I don’t want to go.” Akira wept. “Leave me here.”

“I can’t leave you here. I won’t leave you.” Besil wiped Akira’s face with the heels of his hands. “We’ll return. I promise.”

The phantoms called out and swarmed the opening of the Void, where Mayuri and Jackyl waited, reaching out for their ascending friends.

Besil had most likely rallied up the team to storm Thule, and now, together, they would return to Niall and tend to Akira’s condition.

Mayuri carried Akira on his back and guided everyone safely through a portal. His anima acted as a blanket that protected them from the magnetism. “Hold on. We’ll take care of you.”
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Back in Niall, Mayuri rested Akira down on his bed and tended to his arms.

Besil sat in the corner, crying and stroking Akira’s head while Mayuri and Jackyl hurried to collect medicine and bandages.

“Just stay there, Bes,” Mayuri said. “Akira needs you most.”

Jackyl tossed a bottle of pills and it shattered against the wall. “Fuck! Fucking Council!”

“Control your temper! We can’t have a storm in Niall when he’s in this condition.”

Besil shifted his focus to the window, at the echo of the phantom’s vocalization. “They’re swimming around the opening of the Void. Do you think they know his pain?”

Mayuri’s anima wrapped around Akira’s arms. “Are you all right? Hang in there.”

Akira looked at Besil, asphyxiated by guilt and sorrow. “Bes, you shouldn’t have come. She knows now. She knows you’re alive.”

“Shh. It’s all right,” Besil said, still stroking Akira’s head.

“She’s going to find me. She’ll kill you. Don’t come for me.”

Mayuri removed his glasses and continued the healing process. “Besil is strong. He can handle it. What he can’t handle is losing you. Your miasma is spreading. You need to rest. You’re not thinking clearly.”

“I’m sorry. I should never have left Thule.” Akira’s sudden proclamation created silence amongst his friends.

Besil pressed his hand over Akira’s eyes. “Enough. It’s time to rest. I’ll take the lead.”
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Akira stirred from a deep sleep. His bedroom in Niall had been coated in a thick red film. He sat up, experiencing some soreness in his bandaged arms. Although they were no longer broken, they ached. This likely had more to do with the seals than his injuries.

His clothing had been replaced by one of Besil’s blue shirts and a massive wool cardigan. Since Akira had been covered in blood, he figured Besil must have cleaned him up.

He glanced over the empty room, surprised by the stillness. “Bes?” The silence was unwelcoming. He rose from the bed and crossed the room to the door.

The world outside suspended. The passing Reapers had stopped mid-stride, and the phantoms remained frozen in the sky.

Akira continued his search in the hallways and the office down the hall. Still, nothing. “Besil?”

He had always wanted his seals to be removed, but without them his pain and fears rose to the surface. Nothing withheld the miasma anymore, either. Everything that had been suppressed oozed from him like an open and infectious wound.

He sat with his back against the office door, curled up, and watched the chasm.

Was this journey worth anything?

The journal with the sundial still rested in his pocket. He removed it and read some of the notes in red. This proved that he had changed things, yet the fear lingered.

He slipped the journal back into his pocket and stood. He hadn’t completed his last assignment. “Bes!”

A familiar static caught his ear. He knew what it meant, so he stopped and identified the Sweepers hovering around the hallway. They floated in red, tattered cloaks, the sign of a hunt.

He glimpsed them, then at the surrounding area, which had been frozen in time.

Akira raised his hands to either side of his head and showed his compliance. They bound his wrists with anima, then pulled him through a portal to Thule.

Once again, they led him through the Grand Acropolis, but this time they put him in his room within a three-layer prism of anima. The prison of gold light formed three triangles, each of different proportion. Each layer moved with odd jerking motions.

The Council Leader stepped forward, clutching her staff in both hands. “I knew that something had happened to you, but I never imagined you forming a pact with a demon of the Void.”

He merely blinked in response.

She tapped the staff against her hand. “I feel like I have failed as your mother. I will not let you suffer any longer. Unfortunately, you have already seen hell, and I cannot change that, but I can erase the demon responsible for this heinous crime.” Her violet eyes glinted. “That was Amaimon, no?”

His expression remained fixed. “I don’t know his name.”

Amaimon?

“Then how did you form a pact?”

He broke into a cold sweat. “There isn’t one.”

She tapped her staff again. “If that is true, then he will not come for you as I suspect he will.”

The prisms aggravated his miasma and strained his emotions. The discomfort nagged at him. There was no use feigning ignorance.

Besil would come.

The Council Leader turned her back to the gate of Akira’s room and swung her staff to one side. “I will protect you. It is time to lay this demon to rest.”

He examined his prison, avoiding the scorching barrier of anima. “Stop.” In his condition, he lacked the strength to fight against her, so he reworked the variables. “If you kill him, I’ll die.”

She glanced at him and considered this. “You will not. You have never been closer to the brink of death than you are now. There was no reason for you to form a pact with him for survival. That has nothing to do with it.”

He clenched his jaw.

After a moment, she glanced back again. “Why are you trying to defend him? He is a demon. We always warned you about their ability to persuade.”

“I don’t need to be protected. I’m not a child. Leave him alone.”

She gawped. “Since when do you use this tone of voice with me? You have grown so ill, I fear that if you stay with that demon any longer, you will die.”

The miasma pricked at him like a needle under his skin. “When will you stop taking away whom and what I love? When is it enough?”

She blinked several times in succession. “Whom you love?”

He realized his error too late and averted his gaze.

She leaned closer to the gate, unclipping her veil. “Are you suggesting that you are in love with a demon?”

“That’s not what I meant....” His face burned with humiliation. Once again, the miasma had caused his emotions to boil over at the worst of times.

What have I done? What did I say?

“Now I understand the severity of the situation. I do not take things from you without good reason. I am your mother, and I will do everything in my power to protect you.”

The hallway lights flickered, and she readied her staff.

Don’t come.

He checked the prisms for a way to break free. They were all solid figures. The smallest confined him to where he stood, threatening to burn him if he moved.

The Council Leader had focused her attention ahead, where a form of shadows appeared.

Don’t come, Bes.

Although Akira could barely move his hands, he managed to conjure a small sphere of darkness. It drifted through the inside of the prism and cracked the surface.

He glanced at the Council Leader again.

Besil’s shadow had drawn closer, drawing a blade from a sheath on his back.

Akira tapped the ball of darkness with his finger and the crack deepened.

Besil and the Council Leader vaulted towards each other, their weapons clashing with a grating sound. Sparks flew through the air as they rebounded.

Akira pressed the ball of darkness, driving it into the crack with his finger. Slivers of the barrier broke away from the surface, burning his knuckles.

The Council Leader slammed her staff against the floor and prepared to confine Besil. If she knew his Soul’s Name, she’d win instantaneously.

Akira struck the ball of darkness a final time, and the prison shattered around him.

The Council Leader turned back, waved her staff, and fixed the broken prison. This time, she also sealed the entire room within a barrier. “Do not interfere, Bedad!”

Akira’s movements constricted, and he fell to the floor. “Mother, stop!”

In the distance, Besil’s blue aura shone bright, almost twinkling in the darkness.

Akira stopped and stared. He recognized this radiance and the strange colors emanating ahead.

An Artificial Soul?

The Council Leader slid back on her heels as Besil’s blade pierced through the barrier she had risen around him. “Why? How can he still move?” By the time she had realized and turned, Akira’s prison had once again shattered.

Besil’s arm wrapped around his chest. “I’m here.”

Akira’s gaze trailed from the Council Leader to Besil’s adult form as a surge of darkness rushed through the air, expanded, and pulled them from the Grand Acropolis.

The ties of anima broke, freeing Akira from his restraints as they plummeted back into the darkness of the Void. Upon their entrance, the surface of the entrance billowed with smoke.

Akira sank through the opening and landed on his feet at the edge of a rocky crag, where he stood, gazing up towards the glow of rippling space overhead.

“I told you that I’d bring you back,” Besil said, grinning. In his adult form, he stood several heads taller than Akira. Long hair fell over his shoulders and the red blazer around his shoulders.

Akira shook his head to snap from his observation. “That was dangerous.... She could have killed you. She wanted to. Don’t go back there again.”

Besil grasped Akira by the head and shook him back and forth. “I can take care of myself, but what’s most important is that I can take care of you. You’re so used to being the leader that you’ve forgotten my strength.”

Akira still fretted. “Yeah, but... she’s also extremely powerful. Now that she knows, she’ll never stop.”

I’ll get him killed.

Besil’s expression relaxed. “I heard you.”

“What?”

“I don’t think I misheard. You told the Council Leader that you love me.”

Akira opened his mouth, then closed it again, turning his face away.

Besil smirked. “My, my. The Council Leader’s son... in love with a demon from the Void. What’re the odds?”

“I am not her son.”

“So, are you going to tell me? I believe I’ve earned my reward.”

Akira averted his gaze. After all his thinking, he still didn’t want to say it. He feared the repercussions. Even though it annoyed him, Hero’s words echoed in his head: It’s important to tell people how you feel while you can. That’s what I think.

“It’s fine,” Besil relented. “Let’s go back to ARX.”

“ARX.... I said I wasn’t going back.”

“Well, you won’t have much choice if I make you. We can come back to the Void whenever you’d like. Your health is still critical, but you seem better than before.”

Before Akira had realized, he had been slung over Besil’s shoulder. “Wait! Put me down! I’ll go!”

“Too much trouble,” Besil said, walking towards an opening by the Rift. In a flash, they appeared in the white halls of ARX, where he placed Akira back onto his feet. “See? Much easier.”

“You’re right. I forget your strength.” Even Akira had never attained such a high skill level of flash step, and he was part of the family who devised it in the first place.

His admiration of Besil had shaped the man Akira had become, yet it still surprised him to experience the feeling again.

Silence never lasted in ARX. Before long, Jackyl and Reina waved and rushed to greet Akira back with open arms.

Reina bounded forth. “Leader!” Her tone of bliss turned to one of desperation. “Give me blood! Where have you been? Are you trying to kill me?”

“He’s still injured,” Besil warned. “There should still be several vials in the infirmary.”

“She drank them,” Jackyl said, narrowing his eyes.

“Then she can wait. Akira needs to rest. Give him some space.” Besil led Akira back to his room and watched for other members of the team. “You were acting strangely during the last mission, so I think you scared everyone. I’m glad you came back.”

“It’s not like you gave me much choice.” His belongings were still clean, even cleaner than in Niall. The members had been keeping the dust away.

Besil closed the door after stepping in behind Akira. “Come back. You’re still alive, but you’ve grown weak. You won’t be able to use your normal abilities for a long time, so that means you’ll need to rely on the team more or... rely on me more.”

Akira beamed. “Don’t I rely on you enough?”

“Hardly. I have more power than I know what to do with.”

“I’ve never considered myself lucky, but perhaps I’m just that. I don’t know anyone else graced with your endowments.”

Besil simply smiled while scanning Akira from head to toe. “I’m the lucky one. I’ll let you rest. Come and find me when you feel better.”

Akira pulled on the sleeve of the wool cardigan. If he didn’t say something soon, he’d never find the courage to do so. “Bethshan.”

Besil turned back at the door.

“I love you.”

A moment of silence passed through the room. It lasted for so long that Akira regretted saying anything. His cheeks sweltered, but he could do nothing to hide it anymore. Not without his mask.

Besil gasped after a long delay. His eyes grew wide, a smile broke on his face, and he ran back and pulled Akira into a warm embrace. “I thought you’d never say it. Am I in the Vault?”

“No.” Akira’s feet barely touched the ground in the tight embrace. He lifted a hand and touched Besil’s back softly. An ache filled his chest.

Why does it hurt? Is it happiness, love, or sadness?

Besil jumped in place, grinning from ear to ear. “Tell me again!”

“You’re embarrassing....”

He seemed to contemplate for a moment, then he kissed Akira promptly on the lips.

Akira stood stalk still, unsure of how to react.

“There. That perplexed expression is much better. You shouldn’t be so stoic at a time like this.”

“Sorry. You’re right. I just don’t know if it’s okay to be happy.” The sudden silence caused Akira discomfort after all of the events that had unfolded. Finally, his head had cleared and a question emerged from the back of his mind. “My mother said something to me.... I want to know if it’s true.”

“What is it?”

“Is your name Amaimon?”

Besil’s countenance conveyed surprise and bliss. He appeared ambivalent, with a glimmer of joy and sadness reflecting in his gaze.

It had been a long time since Akira had seen Besil so speechless.

The fact that Akira had heard the name from his mother unsettled him in many ways. First, he wanted to hear it from Besil, and second, he wondered what it meant if Besil hadn’t aforementioned another name.

The emotional strain this caused brought Akira to ask again. “Is it?”

“I’m sorry. I was overwhelmed. I had searched for my name for so long. I told you when we first met, we’re similar.” Besil shone a bittersweet smile. “You’re right. Amaimon is my Soul’s Name. Some called me Amon for short, but that name was erased a long time ago.”

“And you lived?”

“Yes. I was given a new name.”

Hearing this stirred a new hope inside Akira. This meant it was possible to find a new name and purpose. He could do the same and survive.

Besil sounded breathless. “I’m truly overjoyed that you were the one to return my name.”

“But if my mother knows your name....”

He brought his arms around Akira again. “It’s fine. Don’t worry. I can protect myself and your happiness. It’s my job.”

Akira nodded and leaned his head against Besil’s chest, listening to his heartbeat.

By some chance, Akira had survived even though Fati had not. This made it seem somehow wrong for him to rely on a new partner and attempt escaping his fate. Even so, he wished to find a new name and purpose, so he could continue living beside Besil.

Is anyone faster than the ripples of time? Is it even impossible to escape such a fate?

If he stayed with ARX, he could avoid the Council Leader for longer. Then, one day, if he ended up having to confront her, he’d have the strength to do so.

Akira caught a glimpse of his reflection in the mirror on the wall. Miasma overflowed from his body. He felt nothing, but it unsettled him anyway.

There’s a lot. Why don’t I feel anything?

He slipped away from Besil’s arms. “Sorry, but can I have a moment alone?”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Really. I’m just tired.”

“Then, of course. Call me if you need anything,” Besil said, exiting with a wave.

Akira lingered in the middle of his room until the door had closed, then glanced at an unusual crack of light appearing in the air. The fissure crackled, shattered open, and a hand stretched out.

A woman peeked out and gripped him by the wrist. “The Universe is calling.”

He stumbled closer and she pulled him into the bright opening.
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The woman dragged Akira inside the in-between realm, dropping him as she floated farther ahead. Old seals covered her dark skin in the form of ink markings and gold bands. As she floated, her long gown whished behind her like a fish tail.

Akira rubbed his lower back and stood, staring at her from a distance. Shards of glass floated by in the space full of orbs and colorful light. Nothing else existed here but the Spirits of the Beyond.

The woman lowered her feet to the ground. They knew one another vaguely, as she often spoke as the Voice of the Universe to remind him of his eventual demise.

He grasped his right arm. “Nene... is it?”

“You have disrupted the balance again. What is this new crime? It would seem that you have completely lost your purpose.”

He averted his gaze. “I’ll just create a new one.”

“Nonsense. You would throw away a gift from the Universe?”

He shrugged. “It was a shitty gift. Is it usually kind to condemn a child to a life of solitude?”

“Know that your insolence will not go unnoticed. Your time is running short. Try as you might, you cannot escape the ripples of time.”

“Why? Why is it so wrong? Why don’t I deserve my own happiness? I’ve diverged from my original path. I’m no longer the same person. Isn’t that enough?”

Nene shook her head slowly. “The Universe provides you one purpose to fulfill. When you dispose of it or lose it, you also lose your right to exist. You were given the chance to prove yourself worthy of your name, but now you have forsaken it. We told you this day would come.”

“I fulfilled my purpose! I followed every instruction! Haven’t I earned my right to live?”

“No.” She snapped her fingers and the floor shattered like glass. “Goodbye, Bedad. This is the last time we will speak.”
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Akira opened his eyes and raised from the cold, hard ground. Again, the surface of the Void rippled overhead. For some time, it had been considered a prison. This must have been why he suddenly found himself being tossed in so much. The seals had always prevented him from spending any extended period of time within the Void. Although he had wanted to go for long, it no longer mattered as much as before.

This time, he stood by the edge of a cliff, peering into the darkness filled by orbs and shimmering phantoms.

The vocalizations calmed his mind and soul, but also evoked a slumbering sorrow.

The Wheel of Fate and even the Universe had condemned him, yet he still clung to some fleeting hope that he may be allowed to live beside Besil.

He had rejected the truth.

The echoes of his demise stirred the pain he had buried inside. He stood at the edge of the cliff, drew back a deep breath, and screamed into the depths of the Void.

The phantoms vocalized all across the darkness as he broke down into tears.

I’m sorry. I wasn’t strong enough to restrain my feelings.

The cliff rumbled, and he staggered back as a massive phantom brushed against the edge of the rocks with jarring force and velocity. The tremors knocked Akira off his feet. It was the largest phantom he had ever seen. He stared up, open mouthed, at the enormous and luminescent body still barreling by. The colossal sea serpent vocalized at a quivering depth as it looped around and careened towards him.

“Sorry. My mistake.” He scrambled back from the cliff side, teetering onto his feet as the ground quaked.

A hand grasped him by the cardigan, snatching him off the phantom’s path.

Besil sighed. “You’ve really become a damsel in distress, but it’s somewhat cute, so I don’t mind it terribly. All I ask is that if you’re going to be in peril, you remain within reach.”

“So sorry....”

“Come on,” he said, taking Akira’s hand and walking up the slope towards the exit. “I won’t be leaving you alone again. Even if you ask.”

“I understand.”

What must I do to stay beside him? How can I give him what he desires?

Besil pulled Akira closer with one arm and used flash step to travel the rest of the way. Once they had returned to the bedroom, Besil set Akira down on the edge of the bed. “Sorry. I’m short tempered, and I have no patience. Mortal forms are a pain, but at least I can be closer to you this way.”

Akira once again studied Besil’s adult form, since he hadn’t been able to do so in a long time.

Besil liked to wear his hair longer as an adult. The soft burnished tresses cascaded around his face and eyes, which seemed more like sapphire after he had recovered his Soul’s Name.

A red blazer hung over his broad shoulders. He had always worn a lot of red and had purchased a majority of Akira’s clothing during his adolescence.

“You’re staring,” Besil said, folding his arms. “I did just warn you about my patience.”

“Huh? Sorry. I thought you were referring to flash step.”

“That too.”

“Then... what did you mean?”

He sat down next to Akira, crossing one leg over the other. “I meant you. I’ve been exceedingly patient. I never thought you’d return my affections, but now I know the truth.”

Akira rubbed the stain on his right hand. “I see.”

“What was it you said... be wary, men are beasts at the best of times.”

He rubbed the stain harder. “Did I?”

Besil gripped Akira’s wrist. “You fidget when you’re nervous. Are you nervous?”

Akira averted his gaze. “No.”

“And you avert your gaze when you’re lying,” Besil said with a coy smile. “Are you lying?”

Akira scrunched his nose.

“And that is my absolute favorite response. It means I’ve won. When someone wins something, they get a reward.” Besil leaned in for a kiss.

Without thinking, Akira feigned an attack and coughed into his hand.

Besil withdrew. “Are you all right? I’m sorry. Rest now.”

Within mere moments, Akira had been tucked into bed like a child, and lay staring at the dark ceiling.

“Get some sleep. I’ll be close by if you need anything,” Besil said, closing the door.

Shit. What am I doing? How embarrassing.

He couldn’t rest after knowing what he had done, so he left the room, strode down the hall, and dragged Besil back to bed.

Even Besil seemed perplexed. “Yes?”

“I can’t sleep unless you’re near me so... stay.”

He pressed a hand over his heart. “Yes, my liege.” After a brief pause, he covered his face. “I’ve always wanted to say that.”

Akira stifled a laugh. “What’re you saying?”

“If it made you laugh, then it was worth saying.” Besil climbed onto the bed and forcibly tucked Akira back into the blankets. “Now, sleep. No more excuses. You must rest.”

Akira considered his behavior and how it had changed since his childhood. Despite his outward mannerisms, nothing really differed from how he felt or wished to be.

Instead of fretting as usual, he rolled over, hugged Besil tightly, and burrowed against his chest until he felt safe.

This is my safe place. If you can hear a heart beating, you know there’s life nearby. Only the living hear the silent cries of the dead.
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It’s always when everything seems perfect that the world begins crumbling beneath your feet.

They say that love is the most complex of mortal emotions. I thought that if I understood, I’d be able to better comprehend them.

Bethshan taught me what this meant.

I lacked the empathy necessary to judge accurately the mortal existence. Even now, I find them foolish and insulting, but if this is what it feels like to be mortal, then I understand their madness.

It would seem that what makes me the happiest is what breaks my heart the most. If I had never understood—if I had never connected with these feelings—then I wouldn’t be suffering as I am now.

I now see the irony in my existence. Time is but a mortal concept. It cannot see or hear them, yet it measures their lives just the same. It is only when fully understanding the mortal affliction that time may reconsider their meager existence.

I now understand what it means to suffer because of love.

I understand that it is worth something and that it is senseless.

And because I understand these things, I cannot fulfill my purpose any further.
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The computer room in ARX headquarters sat unoccupied. Each white monitor glowed in the darkness. The members of the team were asleep, but their leader observed their stations. The low hum of the sleeping computers filled his ears as specks of dust floated towards his tall rolling chair.

When he’d first founded the group, he’d sat in that chair with the poise of a confident leader. However, those days were long gone. All that remained were the aches and pains of their journeys.

He sat on the chair, checking the nameplates beside each station: Jackyl, Reina, Fenix, Vulpe, and, lastly, his own—Akira.

With one finger, he pressed a key on his keyboard, then checked the door a final time for listeners.

A red light shone, and the screens that spread across the front of the room displayed his reflection from the camera on his monitor. He spoke softly to avoid detection.


“This message is for Jax. I have an assignment for you.

“Recently, the Spinner condemned me. Shortly after, my seals were broken. I am now leaking miasma, and I can’t stop it. It’s only a matter of time before it destroys me, so listen to my instructions carefully.

“There are two journals. One contains a list of people I owe. Inside, there are detailed instructions about how to repay them.

“The second contains my notations on the variables through time and space. Find my successor and give it to him.”


He stared blankly at the screen, struggling to mask his emotions.


“In the case that Besil loses himself after my death, I have left a memo of detailed instructions for my successor to upkeep. The plan has already been set in motion, but only he can complete the task.

“Although I am calm now, I fear that I may lose my composure when I feel the end coming. Know it is not your fault, nor should my death rest on the shoulders of anyone else in the Organization. I leave the team to you. I’d like you to lead them until you can find my successor.”


He gave a feeble smile.


“It’s been fun. Thank you for being my friend. I’m counting on you.”


He pressed the key again, then pulled a memory card from his desk. This memory card had been designed by himself, Jackyl, and Mayuri to preserve data damaged by paradoxes. No one had known why he wanted it made, but now it served its purpose.

He uploaded the video file, labeled JAX, onto the card, placed it into a plastic container, and slipped it into his pocket.

For some time after he finished the recording, he scrolled through photos of the team. He had made many notes on all of them during their travels, and hoped his successor would care for them as much as he did.

The most difficult part was knowing that his time was short, but not when he would leave them behind. He feared how it would affect them.

He returned to his room and snuck back into bed without stirring Besil awake.

Strangely, as he lay there watching Besil sleep, he returned to his conversation with Hero in Nysa. He didn’t regret confessing because it gave him something to hold onto until his passing. It proved how much he had changed from his original purpose. He wished to live a longer and more fulfilling life, one that he could choose for himself, but he’d make do with the remaining time.

The Council Leader had failed to bring him back to Thule, but he knew her, and she wouldn’t give up so easily.

He left bed again, collected shoes and a coat, and crept through the building to the Portal Room.

First, he set the portal to the 7th Mortal Realm, where Mayuri stayed, and stepped through the flashing lights to the office.

Mayuri had already gone to sleep, so Akira went to his room, crouched beside the bed, and whispered, “Wake up.”

Mayuri stirred, then jolted awake. “By all that is! You scared the soul right out of me!”

Akira snickered. “Did I? I have an assignment for you.” He passed over the memory card. “I want you to give this to Jackyl.”

“What? When?”

“You’ll know when. It’ll probably be in your possession for a while, but I want it here for safekeeping.”

Mayuri turned on the light with a remote. “I’ll keep it with the other files, but what’re you doing here in the middle of the night without Bes?”

“I thought I made that clear just now.”

“This isn’t like you.”

Akira had expected this skepticism, so he had his answer prepared. “I’m going to Thule to make a bargain. If I don’t, my mother will continue to drag me back, and that’ll put Bes in danger. Depending on how that goes, and whether or not she forces me to stay with her, it’ll be up to you and Jax to keep everything in motion. We can’t afford to fuck it up.”

Mayuri picked up his glasses from the bed stand and put them on. “Your mother?”

“That’s what she is.”

“I’m not used to hearing you say that. What happened?”

“If I’m going to be around her, I’d better say it.”

“That’s true.” He seemed to think momentarily, then his expression lit up. “Is it true that you and Bethshan are an item?” He had a way of avoiding uncomfortable topics.

“Are you even listening? Where is your mind?”

He picked up his phone from the bed stand and opened a message that contained a photo of Besil kissing Akira’s forehead. “Sorry. Jax sent this to me last night.”

Akira buried his face in his hand. “Bes asked me to stay beside him.”

“And you listened?”

He averted his gaze. “Maybe.”

Mayuri’s eyes grew. “You wanted to.”

“Okay. Enough. I came here to warn you. Soon enough, my mother is going to hone in her focus on my associates, so be wary.”

Mayuri’s expression focused. “I understand.”

“I’m going now, so I’ll contact you with the update on our assignment later.”

“Is the reason you’re sneaking around because you don’t want Bes to know that you’re speaking with her?”

“He’s not safe in Thule. If he thinks I’m going, he’ll try to follow. Don’t tell him. I can handle it on my own.”

Mayuri seemed satisfied with this response. “As long as you’re all right. If I think you’re in danger though... I can’t make any promises.”

Akira smiled. “Of course. I can always count on the team, can’t I?” He turned, swiftly exited the room, and set the portal for Thule.
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Lady Fate once asked me what my ideal world would be like. At the time, I had been so disengaged from myself and the world that I couldn’t respond. I’ve always been afraid of acknowledging any of my desires, but when I had to stare my fate in the face, I suddenly feared the path I had chosen.

I’ve been told that my existence is a mere error in the Universe, and that I wasn’t meant to exist or experience the emotions of a mortal.

For better or worse, Bethshan changed my world. I came to know and understand the Mortal Affliction. I came to fully understand love, fear, and death.
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Akira arrived at the Grand Acropolis and ran into a Sweeper, which led him through the halls to his mother’s private chambers. He knocked while glancing at the creature hovering beside him.

Shortly, she opened her door and appeared stunned. “Akira, what brings you here?” Her gaze wandered to the Sweeper with acknowledgement, and she leaned against the doorframe.

“Do you have a moment to talk?”

“For you? Certainly. I was not expecting you to return after what happened.”

“I’d like to make a bargain.”

“This is surprising. What kind?”

“I won’t come back to Thule, but I’ll complete my assignment in the Capital and... I’ll start taking medication again.”

She raised a brow. “Fascinating that you should say so. I asked our medic to devise a new solution. I had intended to bring you back here, so I am glad that you returned of your own accord.”

“A new solution?”

“Yes. Follow me.” The Council Leader walked through the screened halls, passing many rooms, and finally crossed into the medical facility.

The head of the department spun with her hands in her white coat. “Did you come for the new solution?”

“Yes. He is going to take it. Like I told you, he came to his senses.” The Council Leader waved her hand towards Akira.

They ushered him to a chair and pulled up his sleeve.

Using a syringe, the head medic pulled gold fluid from a vial and quickly injected it into his arm.

He winced. “What is it?”

The Council Leader adjusted her robes. “I did not want to have a repeat of the pill stashing incident, so I asked her to create a liquid solution.”

After the medic finished, she bandaged his wound. “There. This should thin the miasma. When you notice your symptoms worsen, come back for another dose.”

“You mentioned your assignment,” the Council Leader said, trailing. “There has been a development. I have received word that the High King’s successor has just been married. I want you to watch carefully. The plague has spread all across Mu. I need to monitor your health and keep you out of the line of sight before they accuse you of causing it. When the new heir is born, I need you to finish the assignment.”

“Finish....”

“Eradicate Caeles Hero and inform me of the new child. If we have any hope of saving the baby, it will be sooner rather than later.”

Akira pondered his assignment.

“I know that you can be sensitive, so come to me if you have any difficulties. If we take too long to act, that child will grow up knowing the horrors of miasma poisoning first hand. You know what that is like. Let us prevent further crisis by taking action.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Good. I am relieved to see you, but the next time I see that demon, I will sever your binding.” Her eyes gleamed as she left the room.

He also left the room and walked down the hall to the door that led outside.

The Sweepers still hovered around the premises, so he walked as far as he could before conjuring a portal.

The anomalies in the Rift disguised ARX well, as it did many other things. However, their shield of paradoxes could just as easily become a death trap if they weren’t careful.

He wandered down the hall until he stumbled upon Besil by the kitchen. When their gazes met, a calmness swept over Akira.

Besil turned on the stool at their island countertop. “Where did you disappear to?”

“Just resolving some of my personal problems so you won’t involve yourself more than necessary.”

“That was surprisingly honest.”

Akira wandered close enough for Besil to hold him. The matters of Besil’s real name still floated through his thoughts, now in a more pleasant and endearing light.

Besil held Akira’s arm gently. “What happened to your arm?”

“It’s nothing.”

“An injection?”

Akira pulled down his sleeve. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Aki....”

A click arose from the hallway ahead, and Jackyl lowered his instant camera. “Whoa, good shot.”

Akira glowered. “Stop infringing upon my personal life.”

Jackyl hesitated, then heaved a sigh of relief. “If you weren’t so red, I would have thought you were mad at me.” He delivered the photo with a dimpled grin. “Here. This is for you. I thought you might want a photo together now that your mask is off.”

Akira glanced down at it, but his hands were tucked between his legs, so Besil snatched it first.

Akira usually avoided viewing photos of himself, as he tended to radiate an air of misery. This photo, however, displayed an uncommon serenity in his facial expression.

Besil simply adored it. “I’m keeping this in my coat.”

They’re getting along....

Jackyl waved his camera. “Let’s take a photo together! It’s our first no-mask group photo!”

Truthfully, Akira rejoiced at the mayhem because it meant that life in ARX had returned to normal. Some things were different, like his relationship with Besil, but everything else seemed the same.

The flash of the camera went off, and they huddled around the photo as it exposed.

“Ah, Aki’s looking at you Bes,” Jackyl said.

Akira tried grabbing the photo, and they passed it over his head. “I was not. Let me see.”

Besil peeked at it and hid it against his chest. “Yes, you were. It’s mine. I’m never showing it to you.”

Reina turned the corner at the end of the hallway and gasped. “You were taking photos without me?” As soon as she joined, the usual commotion commenced.

She and Jackyl bickered over the camera as Akira listened to their usual squabble. The last time he left, he had prepared himself to end his position as their leader.

I’m so glad I’m here.

He snatched the camera. “There’s enough film for everyone. Calm down. Today, we can have dinner and drinks. Tomorrow, it’s back to work. We have new assignments to complete.”

Jackyl took the camera back. “Then let’s save the film for after drinks. I have more in my room.” He and Reina ran off, finally giving Besil and Akira the silence they needed.

“They’re exhausting,” Besil said, sighing.

“Before they come back, I wanted to tell you that I received an updated assignment from my mother. She wants me to watch and wait for Hero and Fate to have a child.”

“She’s still planning to eradicate him?”

“Yes, it would seem so. She seemed quite adamant about you as well. That’s why you must stay away from Thule.”

He frowned. “I’ll get lonely without you.”

“I can’t let you die. Of all the gifts I’ve ever received, you’re the greatest.”

Besil blinked hard. “Is that so?”

Jackyl poked his head around the corner. “Come quickly! We’ll wait at the bar!”

Akira sauntered ahead as Jackyl disappeared again. “We’re coming.” After a few steps, he paused and turned back. “Ah. I almost forgot.”

Besil still stared, bewildered, and he seemed even more surprised when he received a kiss.

Akira pointed. “I owed you that.”

Besil pressed a hand over his mouth.

“Come quickly now. There’s work to be done. The war isn’t over yet.” Instead of following Jackyl and Reina to the bar, Akira entered the Computer Room, entered their database, and stood at his station, crossing his arms.

Besil joined him, and they both stared up at the file spread across the forty monitors across the front of the room.

Before them, an image of Hero displayed on the screen beside the data they had collected.

Akira glimpsed Besil, then honed his focus on the screen again. “From here onward, whatever may come shall pass and Chaos shall ensue.”

Besil raised a hand from his side and took hold of Akira. “No matter what happens, I’ll be right here beside you.”

Akira squeezed Besil’s hand with a faint smile and nodded. “Yeah.” Feeling slightly fearful, he expelled a sigh. “It’s time for this movement to end.”
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They used to believe the phases of the moon caused lunacy. In my case, that might ring true. For as long as I can remember, I’ve been called ill or insane by all those around me.

The Grandmaster wished for us to understand one ailment—the Mortal Affliction. If the purpose of my existence is to comprehend this nonsense, then I have succeeded.

My success shall bring tragedy but, also, hope. The original Ancients believed that death was merely the beginning of all things. That said, no matter my feelings in the matter, it is time to conclude my Midnight Malady. I can only hope my song will be heard.

—-THE STORY CONTINUES—-

That’s right... this is only the second book of this broad, sweeping, epic adventure. Watch for Chaos Theory, the third book in the “Grims’ Truth” series, to release in the summer of 2018. In fact, please keep reading to find extra content, including a Special Sneak Preview of Chaos Theory.
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NOTE: We’ve designed the Reference Guides to be read after the book, or during the reading of the following book. Read at your own discretion. You can find a full version of these guides at www.GrimsTruth.com.
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Terminology

TAINTED/STAINED: A condition caused by a spiritual fracture. The term Tainted or Stained comes from a dark soot-like mark that appears on those who suffer from this ailment. The Council has deemed them illegal, by the notion that the Tainted are responsible for spreading spiritual blood called miasma, and causing the plague.

MIASMA: Sometimes referred to as negative energy, miasma is actually spiritual blood that causes ailment and/or pain to anyone in its presence for extended periods.

SEALS/BRANDS: Spiritual restraints that come in the form of accessories, ink, or burns on the skin. There are so many forms of seals that the temples keep books on them. Watchers have outlawed most forms of sealing, but the Council still practices them on the Tainted.

THE MORTAL AFFLICTION: Philosophy provided by the Grandmaster, the Ruler of the Universe. It is said that when he first brought mortals into being, he wished for the Ethereal Beings to learn what it meant to be mortal and to understand pain, love, and fear. 

A SOUL’S NAME: A name given to new souls by the Universe. This name indicates a Soul’s Purpose. Even if a soul is given a new name, their Soul’s Name is branded on their spirit. This name can be used to erase, seal, or control another being, so they are often kept secret. 

A SOUL’S PURPOSE: A purpose given to a soul when they’re given their Soul’s Name. Whether the being is mortal, ethereal, or a Doll, they must have a purpose. This purpose cannot be changed nor can a person deviate from their purpose without suffering severe repercussions. 

THE LORDS OF LIGHT & SHADOW: A group of all-powerful beings rumored to have the power to bring balance back to the Universe. 
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Folklore & History

THE BOOK OF BEGINNINGS: The oldest scripture responsible for shaping Ancient society. Like the Book of Ages, the stories are written as folklore. However, since no one knows the authors of these books, there are many who doubt their authenticity.

THE BOOK OF AGES: The second scripture of Ancient society and beliefs. The stories here are more prevalent in Ancient culture and viewed as common knowledge, but rarely referenced due to their fantastical viewpoints and questionable authenticity.

THE TEACHINGS OF GRIM: A collection of passages, proverbs, and teachings by the Grim. Many consider them warnings, but for the studious followers, it is pure wisdom for any who can read the Language of Ages.

ROTA FORTUNAE: A tale from the Book of Ages about a young girl, Fati, and the God who adopts her. She is said to be from the lower realm, and her soul’s purpose is to weave the strings of the Kismet like the master before her. However, she is given the opportunity to choose her path, and thus change the way history unfolds. It is closely related, and mirrors, the Story of Space & Time. It also has two endings. This story turned out to be the basis for a children’s game in Undal.

THE STORY OF SPACE & TIME (LEOHT MIINA): A story about a boy called Leoht, who is abandoned by his father and taken in by the red-haired God. Unlike many other tales from the Book of Ages, Leoht creates two paths—one in which he accepts a gift, and another where he refuses to make a decision.

THE MAN WHO STOOD AT THE EDGE OF TIME: Many people talk about this tale, but all they really say is that it’s about a man who broke the Mirror of Space and Time, and then traveled to the Edge of Time.

SANDS OF TIME: A fiction novel written about two Bound lovers named Solaris and Ulnaire. They say that the characters were modeled after Leoht, Fati, and the Man Who Stood at the Edge of Time.
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Main Characters

By order of appearance and importance....

*AKIRA: The main character of Conundrum. Also known as, Bedad. He is rumored to have been adopted by the Council and taken in by the Grim. Some say he is a Reaper because of his ability to conjure darkness and habit of wielding a scythe, but something about him puts others on edge. No one really understands what his purpose is in Mu, only that he harbors deep affections for the Lady Fate and has earned himself the title of the Queen’s Dog. He is also Tainted and often avoided by those with keen spiritual prowess. 

BESIL: Also known as, Bethshan and/or Amaimon. He’s a shapeshifter and talented Puppeteer from the Void. Usually, he takes the form of a cat or an adolescent to avoid drawing too much attention, but he pays little attention to anyone or anything aside from Akira and his cats. 

CRUENTUS FATE: Also known as, Nuvem Fati and/or the Spinner. She was raised as a Doll in order to become the Future High Queen of Mu. Now, she’s studying under Akira to prepare for her role as the Heiress of the Empire. Although he dislikes to go into detail, there are implications that the two once shared a pact. 

JACKYL: Also known as, Jax and/or Abyssus. He’s a Reaper from Niall who wears a jackal mask... sometimes. When he’s around, he spends a lot of time around Akira, but recently he seems to be avoiding his teammates. 

CAELES HERO: The Prince of Nitor. Also known as, the Stained Prince and/or Leoht Miina. He is Tainted and often tries to avoid the eyes of the Council. After winning the Astor Tournament, he earned the title of Future High King of Mu. Despite his skill and status, few hold him with high regard. In order to feel worthy of his title, he left home and traveled Mu.

MAYURI: Also known as, the Wiser. He is rumored to be omnipotent and has strange connections to the Council and the Grim. Although he often tries to call Akira his friend, he is rejected on countless occasions. Regardless, the two are very close and work together for a group they founded referred to as the Organization. 
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The Royals

CAELES ELAINE: The late Queen of Nitor. She passed away when Hero was young. There are rumors that she was murdered, and her son was framed, but no one knows the truth because he was sealed after the incident.

CRUENTUS NECO: The King of Macellarius. After losing Fate to the murder of Prince Abyssus, Neco spends his days wallowing in his failure. No one speaks of his condition. In fact, most people try to pretend he doesn’t exist... except, perhaps, Fate.

CRUENTUS NITEO: The King of Nitor. He is often seen with the High King of Mu, attempting to win his place amongst the Royals of the Capital. Since his son, Hero, was a child, Niteo cared only about his position as the King of Nitor and protecting his status, no matter what the cost.

IUNU KYOU: The First Prince of Inoue, also known as the Wayward Prince. He and Fate were initially supposed to be wed, but even Kyou opposed this idea. His intentions are often unclear, but he does appear to have a close bond with Hero.

IUNU HEQET: The High Queen of Mu. She spends most of her time battling against her husband and the other members of the Council. If not for her incredible strength and wisdom, the Empire would fall at the hands of the Council.

IUNU KHNUM: The High King of Mu. He’s a Council follower rumored to have been infected by the plague. Khnum speaks very little, mostly observing wherever he goes, and he has a strong belief in restoring full power to purebred Ancients. Few trust him because he serves only the Council and his own interests.

ISIS: The Queen of Askadel. Her relationship with the Royals is vague. She sometimes approaches Akira and attempts to express their likeness. 
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The Guards

IGNIS FIRMUS: Abyssus’ former guard. After the death of his closest friend and lover, he moved to the Capital and received assistance from Akira. He spends a majority of his time working between kingdoms and assisting his brother, Fortis, on assignments.

IGNIS FORTIS: Niteo’s guard. In spite of his position, Fortis has taken to wandering away from the King of Nitor out of spite. His Ancient blood and Royal background prevent Niteo from changing his decisions; therefore, Fortis does as he pleases and has even gained the title of the Royal Philanderer.

MORTIS: Neco’s guard. He speaks very little and has an uncanny ability to survive even the most brutal attacks. Most people try to avoid him and pretend he doesn’t exist, including the Royals.

CAELES CHI: The High Queen’s guard. She is also Hero’s aunt, but rarely has the time or opportunity to meet with him. When she isn’t guarding the High Queen, she is directing the Capital’s soldiers and studying the Ussan.
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Brothel

IGNIS FORTUNA: The Queen of Tir Na Nog. One of the leaders of the Rebellion. Fortuna spent many turns protecting and teaching Fate during her stay in Mu. Her inconspicuous nature and striking appearance deter many from her real strategy and ability to turn the tides in the Rebellion’s favor.

MYRNA: Tori’s lover. She left with Nigel after the auction, and rumor has it she assumed an important role with the Rebellion. Her ability to remain hidden fascinates many, especially the few people who see her working.

TORI: Fate’s closest sister. Also known as Aeros Ianthe. She is one of the last surviving Oracles after an attack on her village. Her brother is a trusted member of the Organization who recommended her to be their first Oracle. Although she moved to the Capital for study, the Organization has plans to move her to Niall for protection. 
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Other

BARLOC: An Artificial Soul created by Akira and Besil. He looked exactly like the young Akira and was created to love and protect him. At this point, no one really knows about him or what happened to him aside from his creators. 

THE COUNCIL LEADER: Akira’s adoptive mother. She bears the appearance of the Iu family but no one really knows her name. She has expressed a deep concern for his well-being despite his objections to return home. 

NIGEL: Fortuna’s lover. He is a valued member of the Rebellion that often appears in the Madam’s stead to relay messages. His role and capabilities are hidden so well, no one even questions his presence when he arrives.

SALLY: Also known as, Lara, Hero’s childhood friend. Since her attempt to kill Fate, she has lived in the underground tunnels feeding off the people inflicted with miasma poisoning. She receives frequent visits from Akira, who has kept her alive and well despite her undead state of being. 
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Groups

THE COUNCIL: A group of Ancient Elders responsible for upholding the preservation of tradition and Ancient clans. They are rumored to be a lesser form a higher power called the Watchers. The citizens of Mu live by Council laws and scriptures. The Council believes that maintaining old tradition and preserving purebred Ancients is their most essential task; therefore, they have outlawed the Tainted and Half-Breeds.

THE REBELLION: The Ancient uprising against Council law. The members of the Rebellion are inconspicuous about their participation, and work in the shadows to return balance to the world they live in.

THE GRIM: A group of Ancients who present themselves in the forms of large skeletal beings. The majority believes they have transcended beyond a physical form, but supposedly, they just disguise themselves by wearing a uniform. They always speak in terms of we, so as not to disclose their identity.

DOLLS: The Children of Grim. Dolls are old Ancients’ souls who have returned in the form of a vessel. Currently, the Grim are the only Puppeteers left in existence, as Puppeteering has been outlawed by the Council.

~~~
[image: image]


Breeds

ANCIENT: Often referred to as the supreme beings by lesser breeds, yet disregarded by superior beings. Each clan inhibits different elemental capabilities and strengths, and all of them display strong genetic traits that are reflected in their physical appearance. They can live tens of thousands of years, and some even live out multiple lives with a special mate called their Bound.

HALF-BREED: A being that is part of two genetic strains. The Ancients refuse to acknowledge them as true Ancients because they do not have pure blood, but most of them still have elemental capabilities. They live longer than the Rahma but not quite as long as pure blood Ancients.

RAHMA: A lesser group of beings that only live hundreds of years by the Ancients’ influence. They are incapable of manipulating elements and possess no special endowments, except that they live longer than Human Beings. They experienced an influx of population when the Age of the Ancients started to come to an end. Although they worshipped the Ancients to a certain degree, many Rahma believed they were greater, and were detested by the higher breeds.

HUMANS: The weakest of the breeds. They did not come into being until long after the Rise of the Rahma had come to an end.
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Ancient Clans

FEH – Electricity: The Feh are smaller than other clans, but make up for their lack of stature with tremendous force. Although they have a wide variety of physical traits, all Feh are tiny—the tallest being no larger than a juvenile Ancient. Due to their curious and intelligent nature, the Feh found many uses for their element, and made Nysa one of the most beautiful and sought after kingdoms in the Empire.

GRIM – Darkness: Although they were one of the original clans, the Grim took their leave of the mortal realm, and chose to exist in the darkness of the Abyss instead of share a place beside the Ancients and the Rahma, but their reason for doing this is not clear. The large skeletal beings appear to aid in the growth of the mortals, and yet remain separated from them. In spite of this, the clan is at odds with the mortal realm and the Council alike, and no one is privy to knowing why and how they operate Niall.

-Sub. REAPERS – Darkness: Reapers are an unusual group of former Ancients, turned rogue, who work with the Grim for unknown purposes. They are able to fold space-time at will, which makes it possible for them to appear and disappear from mortal events on a whim. This creates an uncomfortable situation for the Ancients, the Rahma, and the Council, but that’s exactly how the Reapers like it. They are identified by their cloaks of darkness and soul-sealed animal masks. The most frightening forms of Reapers carry weapons crafted from darkness, and are marked by "the hand of death.”

VEM – Air – RARE: Vem are marked by their delicate frame, pale skin, black hair, and vibrant blue eyes. They have innate spiritual manipulation capabilities, and are one of the only clans able to puppeteer. They are shy by nature and thus usually keep to themselves unless they develop a deep emotional bond—which they will keep until death.

RA – Time – LOST: Very little is known about this clan. Their disappearance from the mortal realm is one the great Ancient mysteries. They may have left of their own accord, much like the Grim, or some unfortunate events may have driven them to extinction. The only certainty is that they were the sole masters of time. They could stop and even reverse time at will. This fact makes it unclear as to how a clan like this could vanish without a trace, if not by their own choice.

IU – Body: All Iu carry the same traits—they are delicate but tall with pale skin, black hair and violet eyes. They are seldom aggressive but, if angered, their wrath is much like a dance with death. They are one of the masters of the “flash step”—a movement so quick that the eye cannot follow.

-Sub. IUNU – Body: There is little evolution between the Iu and the Iunu. They are one of the purest sub clans. It is more a shift in clan temperament than an actual sub categorization. After the Verna Conflict, the Iu were all but lost except the Iunu branch family. They upheld the formalities and policies of the Iu clan as a whole.

CAELES – Crystal – RARE: This rare and unusual clan rose in Undal with the reign of the Crystal Empire. They were reclusive and hostile towards outsiders, and were the only clan able to withstand the Igni assault during the Verna Conflict. Their Empire rose up out of the Ussan suddenly, and collapsed just as quickly, leaving them nearly one of the lost clans. The Caeles are broken into two factions—the Wolf Clan and the Fox Clan. If not for the cleverness of the Fox Clan, the Caeles would have been lost altogether.

—-Wolf Clan are the leaders of the Caeles. They are tall, strong, and agile, marked with silvery hair and an abnormal grey tone to their skin without actually being grey. They have a variety of eye colors, including gray, silver, icy blue, and pale yellow amber. Their battle prowess makes them a terrifying foe, because if you see one Caeles, there is most certainly a pack nearby.

—-Fox Clan are known for being compact and stealthy. They are petite in stature, much like the Feh, but much stronger and faster. Like the Wolf Clan, they travel in packs and are quite capable of taking down much stronger foes. Fox Clan is, above all else, highly intelligent. They are so pale they are considered the albino of the breeds. With icy skin, mint eyes, and white hair, it is hard to believe they are so skilled at disappearing into their surroundings, but they are deadly masters of stealth and cunning. Beware of what you don’t see, because it can kill you.
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Locations

In order of placement on the map....

MU: An empire of twelve kingdoms where mortal beings live, both Ancient and Rahma. A majority of the kingdoms are Ancient ruled despite the massive decline in their population. They encourage the union of Bound with the intention of bringing power back to their breed, but have faced difficulty in their endeavor. The Empire is vastly divided by the powers of the Rebellion and the Council.

INOUE CAPITAL: The Capital of Mu is a grand city that overlooks the sea. It is home to the largest population of Ancients in the Empire and some of the grandest celebrations. The Queen hosts regular parties, auctions, and events to bring the people together. It is also the political center for Mu, often called the Utopia of Mu for its magnificent view of the Ussan and its preservation of old tradition.

INOUE COMMUNITY: The community on the opposite side of the Centre between the Capital Palace and the beaches below. The people of Inoue live roof to roof on the slope, adhering to old tradition and gathering for celebrations held by the Royal Family living at the top of the slope. In spite of their spacious region, they prefer to remain close together, as a reminder to cherish their neighbors and their families. Children from this community gather in the Centre to listen to folklore told by the Elders.

USSAN: Rumored to be the only remainder of the once magnificent crystal empire. The forest is guarded by Capital guards at all times, because it is so dangerous, but many people from all around the Empire try to visit the Capital for a chance to see it up close. The citizens of Inoue say that the forest sings and chimes in order to tell the tales of the Lost World. In some cases, they say that if you listen closely, you can hear it whispering.

NEX: A once luxurious region tarnished by the plague and Rahma rule. The two sides of the kingdom, Nex and Macellarius, were divided upon the coronation of the Cruentus Twins, Neco and Niteo. It is the smallest and coldest kingdom in all of Mu, and is often neglected by the higher powers due to its Rahma rulers. Even so, it is considered important because it is the only kingdom standing between the Capital and the rest of the Empire.

NYSA: The fifth kingdom of Mu—home of the Feh. Although they are few in numbers, they still hold a great deal of power and influence in Mu. With their intelligence and fantastic ability to manipulate their element, the Feh have created one of the most beautiful and peaceful kingdoms in all of Mu. Under the rule of their king, they also have sided with the Rebellion.

THULE: A place in the Ethereal Realm where Ancients still thrive. Akira was raised in the Grand Acropolis beside the Council Leader. No mortals are capable of entering this realm, but Ancients may enter in whichever form they please. 

NIALL: A city of Reapers located in the Shadow Realm. Phantoms roam the shadowy landscape searching for sustenance. It is covered by strange glowing orbs and surrounded by space.

UNDAL: Often referred to as the Old World. Most people believe that it’s a mythological world or theorist’s tale about the world before Mu. However, there are a select few who believe in its origins and study its history and scriptures.
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1. The color red is used as strong symbolism throughout Grims’ Truth, and particularly so in Akira’s perspective. Red is often mentioned whenever Justice Mode is triggered, Fati is present, or to describe certain articles of clothing. What do you think red symbolizes in the story, and how might it hint at plot points in the series?
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2. Within Grims’ Truth, many different elements comprise both characters and pieces of the Universe of Euphoria. Oftentimes, they are one in the same, such as Fati representing Fate and Leoht Miina representing Chaos. In Conundrum, Akira and those around him refer to his being Time. After reading, how do you think Akira’s absence would change the plot?
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3. Conundrum gives readers their first look into the Council, their leader, and their beliefs. Based on the information you learned, do you believe that their standpoint on the Tainted is justified? Discuss both sides of the argument. Do you still feel the same way that you did after reading Rota Fortunae? Why, or why not?
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4. Early in the book, when Akira first encounters Sally, readers witness his debate about her being a new variable to his plans. Later, he expresses that he strung her along for the greater good. What do you think his intentions might be at this point in the story? Why might he have lied to Sally and his allies about his interactions with her?
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5. At this point in the story, readers have viewed the Tainted from multiple perspectives. In this story, Akira’s behaviors are displayed as desperate, uncontrollable and, often, impulsive. However, he also expresses that his choice to murder and maim is premeditated. Knowing this, do you believe that his actions were justified? Based on your answer, would you perceive him as a victim or a villain?
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6. In this book, we begin to allude to the philosophy in the Universe of Euphoria. One of the most explored concepts of Conundrum is something called the Mortal Affliction, which Akira describes as a mortal understanding of pain, love, and fear. It implies on several occasions that he lacked an understanding of these things and learned them from Besil. What might this suggest about Akira and his emotions prior to learning about the Mortal Affliction?
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7. As we delve deeper into the story, we have revisited the Dreamscape, the inner realm that exists within people and their dreams. What have you learned about Akira and Leoht Miina from their Dreamscapes? If not anything, what symbolism do you notice in their dreams, and what might it mean?
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Q. I noticed that the perspective changed from Fate to Akira during Book 2. What is your reason for changing characters? Will this happen often?

A. Delving into the perspectives of different characters allows readers to view the story from all angles. Like in real life, the characters in Grims’ Truth have a face they show to others and a hidden self. When readers look at the Universe of Euphoria from another character’s eyes, they’re also getting a chance to see the truths and lies of that character’s world, along with their personal perspectives, opinions, biases, and beliefs. This change in perspective can clear up facts and allow the reader to decide what they believe, who they trust in the story, and question the truth and the elements within Euphoria. We change perspectives every book, sometimes revisiting fuller or more important perspectives. This is controlled by arc and subject matter to prevent confusion, and to make it easier for readers to follow.
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Q. What can we expect from this series going forward?

A. Expect the unexpected. The best thing you can do is not expect anything. We always advise readers not to jump to conclusions. It’s wise to pull away from your first opinion of a character based on their appearance, manner of speaking, and behaviors. In Grims’ Truth, there’s more than meets the eye.
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Q. This story is surprisingly complex. Does it get any easier to follow or is there a trick to learning about a universe so vast?

A. The beginning of the series is a mystery. As readers move forward, pieces of the mystery will naturally begin to unravel. It was written in a way that would suit readers who like to solve mysteries on their own, but also those who like to go along for the ride and watch the story unfold as they read. Our website is a database that helps break down the elements of the story. We have a character guide, faction page, language page, and numerous other guides including the reference guide at the back to help piece together the elements of the story. It will certainly get easier the more you know. We also have forums where readers discuss their theories and details that they’ve noticed. It’s worth visiting for another perspective on how other readers are perceiving the details of the story. For more information, you can find the website link at the back of the book.
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Q. Is the Language of Ages comprised of random sounds, or is it a real language that one can learn? If it's real, did you base is on any other languages?

A. The Language of Ages is exclusive to the Universe of Euphoria, but it isn’t just random. There is a page on the website that is beginning to show the sentence structure and basic words. As we write the story, we add to the page to help readers get a feel for the language. It ‘can’ be learned just as any other language would. At some point, we do intend to create videos with pronunciation guides and tips on how to learn it. Although we didn’t base it on any other languages, we’ve discerned that it does bear similarities to some such as French, Korean, and Mandarin. If you’d like to learn more, you can visit the website and click on the LANGUAGE OF AGES page.
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Q. I’ve heard that this series is 60+ books, and it seems to unfold very quickly. How are you intending to write so many books without the story becoming repetitive or dull?

A. We designed Grims’ Truth backwards, starting from the very end of the story, working our way from book 60 to book 1. Since then, we often sit down, going back and forth, comparing details and creating a sort of constellation with details that string together in a continuous story. 

The series motto is: Everything that has happened, is happening, will happen again. However, this doesn’t mean it happens in the same way or even in a way that can be immediately compared to its counterpart. The main thing to remember is that history does in fact repeat itself, even in human society, but the story in Grims’ Truth isn’t repetitive, nor is it formulated. It’s just a really long story.
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Q. This story seems to be about a conflict of culture and beliefs. Are there any underlying messages that are relative to real life experiences?

A. There are certainly many elements of Grims’ Truth that are comparable to real world experiences, whether it’s the interaction between two parties, cultural or status strains, character traumas/phobias/struggles/ambitions, etc. Since there is an entire universe in this story, we hope that readers will be able to find a piece of themselves either in this universe or in a character. Strong factors of the story include individuality, morality, sociology, and how perspective and personality change the flow of the events. This is story about people. There is, perhaps, nothing more relatable than people themselves and all their flaws.
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Q. The moral compass in this story seems to be skewed. At this point, I’m not sure if I should perceive the main characters to be heroes or villains. What was your intention?

A. There is no right answer to this. As we were saying in the previous answer, this is a story about people and all of their nuances. People are not innately bad or good. The world is not so black and white; it is filled with shades of grey. Our intention is to show how these mortal traits can change everything about the world and the events occurring within it. People will react differently to stress, emotional duress, and desperation. People are also driven by their desires, whether it be passion, love, greed, or power. There are many variables to life and the people within every world, including ours. Therefore, the events within the story can be as unpredictable as people themselves.
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Q. Death doesn’t seem to have the same meaning in Grims’ Truth. The death of a character doesn’t necessarily mean the end of the character. Does this play a part in the overall plot?

A. It definitely does. The most important thing to remember is that the main cast is not human. Since they’re not human beings, they have different laws and behaviors, but that doesn’t mean they’re not people. Just as Earth has rules and regulations, Euphoria has its own guidelines. Death may not be the end of the Ancient life but, oftentimes, death may be preferable to living an eternity, or even beginning life anew. When you’re learning about this new universe, it’s good to remember that it’s very different from your own, and that means death will also take a different toll on the characters involved. It’s different, but there are also other circumstances to consider.
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CHAOS THEORY

Grims’ Truth – Book 3

By Isu Yin & Fae Yang

Be swept further away into the world of Grims’ Truth with Chaos Theory, the third book in this epic fantasy series, set to release in June 2018. For more information on this series, please visit the Evolved Publishing website.
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Please keep reading for....

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]


As always, we’d like to thank the team who makes this dream a reality: our editor and publisher, Lane Diamond; our cover artist, Briana Hertzog; and the creative art director at Evolved Publishing, Dale Pease.

We are also extremely grateful to have our street team, ARX. We’ve gained some new members since the launch of book 1, so welcome and thank you to: Ian Murphy, Felix Sonekhiao, Trevor Cameron, Matthew Retty, Jessy Loren, & Loren Marcotte.

We’d like to give a special thank you to ARX member, Nikki Richards, our critical eye and Logic Police, for prompting an enormous edit of Conundrum before our editor had the chance to read it.

We’d also like to acknowledge Charles & Sheila Dreiling who have supported us through the thick and thin. We’d never have gotten this far without you two. Your encouragement and support means the world to us. We will work hard to make you both proud.

Last, but not least, thank you to ARX Member, Koemi Li, for keeping us alive with caffeine and treats when we’re holed up before our space mural neck deep in plot building and chaos.

We’re so excited to have heard from readers during the launch of book 1 and look forward to seeing what everyone thinks of the newest book in the series.

Stay tuned for Chaos Theory! It’ll be out before you know it!
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ISU YIN (right) & FAE YANG (left)

For as long as we can remember, we have been either plagued or blessed with dreams of the vast universe we call Euphoria. The fascination and devotion we share for these dreams, and all the people inside them, has driven our artistic visions for decades.

We have studied photography, linguistics, graphic art, video editing, traditional art, and literature, all with the intent of sharing this massive story and vision. Though many obstacles may lie ahead, we look forward to embarking on this journey with whomever may find a vested interest in our work.

Please visit us online at:

Website | Goodreads | Facebook | Twitter | Instagram
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We hope you loved Conundrum as much as we did, and that you’ll take a moment to post your heartfelt review at whatever retail site you purchased it. Your reviews are so important to what we do as a small independent press, and to our authors, of course.

[image: image]

And... be sure to check out the full catalog of our great Fantasy books (just some of which are pictured) at the link below:

Fantasy Books from Evolved Publishing
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And now, please scroll down for....
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