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Disclaimer:

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, or the author has used them fictitiously.
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We’re pleased to offer at the end of this book not one, but TWO Special Sneak Previews you’re sure to find of interest. First, be sure to move on to the Special Sneak Preview of the second book in the “Grims’ Truth” series, Conundrum, available at this link:

CONUNDRUM by Isu Yin & Fae Yang
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Then, check out the preview of the award-winning Shadow Swarm by D. Robert Pease, an epic fantasy loaded with memorable characters and an unforgettable journey, available at the link below the cover.
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For the unusual, the undesired, the unheard, and the unaccepted. Within every soul is a message waiting to be told. Within every world we may hope to find a glimmer of ourselves, and we hope you find the representation you deserve in ours.
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Everything that has happened—is happening—will happen again. This is the law of the universe, the beginning and end of a story told to me by someone so bright, I was merely a shadow by comparison.

In order for you to fully understand, I must spin this web from the middle—the day of my seventh birthday.

The Age of the Ancients dwindled in the Empire of Mu. With time grew the population of the lesser beings, the Rahma. Being lesser both in strength and mind, the Rahma depended upon us Ancients for support. Our mere presence extended and improved the lives of the Rahma people. It seemed only natural for Ancients to rule the twelve kingdoms, yet two Rahma kings ruled the second kingdom, Nex.

I resided in Nex, a kingdom divided by a wall. The twin rulers each ruled their own city and created their own laws. One side of the kingdom prospered while the other, Macellarius, suffered. My brother, Abyssus, and I grew up in Macellarius. We knew very little of the struggles in the community, as our father never let us experience the true suffering of commoners, but we saw it from the palace.

The people’s cold stares called to us from below. They wished for us to ease their suffering, but we were children, and we played no role in our father’s rule.

I often wondered why they loathed him.

If only then I had known the truth of our presence in Nex, I might’ve been able to rewrite our fate and the history of the empire.
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Fate sat at the wide balcony and peered through the balusters at the idle marketplace. The community, like the palace, sat dull and lifeless.

In spite of her tender age of seven, Fate had already spent many turns viewing the community outside the palace. For every twenty-five of the Rahma’s turns, she—and all of the other Ancients—aged only one turn. Thus, the seven-turn-old, who had only lived in the palace for two of her turns, had spent fifty Rahma summers and winters in Nex.

This left for her an odd, glaring question: What happened during the first five turns of my life? Where did those memories go?

Fate watched the community every day, asking herself that same question. She remembered her first day in Macellarius, and often discussed it with her brother. In that memory, she and Abyssus gazed upon a forest of glowing trees.

She remembered the trees singing and whispering to her. They told her secrets and stories, but those secrets had dissipated long ago.

Neither she nor Abyssus recalled how they first moved to this bleak palace in Macellarius.

Since sharing this fact with each other, and given the five ‘lost’ turns that had vanished from memory, they found it difficult to trust others. This included their father, King Neco, though Fate remained compliant because he proved nothing but kind. He provided them every necessity, and adored them as any loving father should.

At least, he adored Fate. He often held her close, and liked watching her as she slept. He spent more and more time with her as the turns went by, regularly separating the siblings.
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Fate meandered the palace hallways, dodging bustling servants as they decorated for her party. They strung tiny white lights through each room to cast away the shadows. The people of Mu feared the darkness but, more importantly, they feared the Grim.

Fate thought of this as she stepped into the main hall, staring up at the lights. She’d first learned of the Grim when she and Abyssus began searching for the truth of their origins.

The siblings possessed traits passed on through few Ancient families. These special families, the Elementals, were born with only one ability. Strangely, Fate and Abyssus carried several of these traits. They could conjure up electricity like the Feh, and darkness like the Grim, but their dark hair and violet eyes served as a symbol of the Capital Royals, the Iu—Masters of Body.

Fate and Abyssus most relied on their darkness. All darkness elementals connected to the Abyss. If they called to the shadows and submerged themselves in the vision of space, the Abyss would respond and allow them to manipulate the shadows.

Fate had always wondered how she and Abyssus managed to acquire such a wide range of abilities. She especially questioned their darkness.

Could we be like the Grim? Will we also leave this world?

Abyssus stepped beside her, taking her by the hand. He shone a radiant smile to quell her discomfort. His presence always soothed her, even when she feared the worst. “Sis, the party will start soon. Come with me. Let’s go see the decorations in the yard.”

When they crossed through the doorway to the backyard, they spotted a member of Neco’s private guard, Ignis Firmus. He carried a table in each arm and set them up on the lawn in the yard.

Abyssus rushed to Firmus’s side and the tall guard stopped to greet him.

Firmus spoke softly, his expression lightening. “Good evening, Abyssus....”

He had a strange habit of trailing off mid-thought, which often brought Fate to believe he might be restraining something.

He soon resumed his greeting with a bow of his head. “...and Lady Fate.”

Fate grasped the open air in search of her brother’s hand. When she realized how easily he’d left, a hollowness grew inside of her. She accepted the bond between Abyssus and Firmus but refused to accept that Abyssus so easily told their secrets to an outsider. She liked keeping their secrets—they made her world with Abyssus feel safer and more special.

Firmus nodded towards the doorway. He knew about Fate’s distaste for him but never attempted to win her favor. As long as Abyssus loved him, he could overlook everything else.

Fate spun on her heels to meet with her father. For once she almost felt grateful for King Neco’s summoning. She quickly followed him to avoid further complications with Firmus.

The guards opened the front doors and let in a crowd of finely dressed nobles. The guests greeted Neco upon arrival and exchanged jokes.

Aside from the tactless yarns, Fate also struggled to understand her father’s glances. Every so often, his emerald green eyes beheld her in a strange and captivated manner.

She curtsied to the guests to distract herself, but none of the guests showed any interest in her. They seemed more interested in Neco.

Nevertheless, he soon grew tired of greeting and passed the responsibility to the guards and servants. Once they assumed their positions, he joined the celebration in the yard.

Fate waited in the hallway and watched the lights, preferring observation to participation. Without Abyssus, she lacked the motivation to socialize. She hoped he would find her so they could separate from the rest of the party, because something about it made her uneasy.

Finally, he returned, dragging Firmus along with him.

Fate scowled at them. “Must you bring Firmus everywhere?”

Abyssus asserted, “I must! Firmus will get lonely, after all.”

“I’m sure.” She reminded herself that she liked Firmus and Abyssus, and even liked seeing them together. She simply feared that Firmus would take Abyssus away.

Firmus paid little attention to their commentary. He watched the entrance, where a woman in a fur coat greeted a huddle of interested guests.

“Oho!” She swung a long sleeve and swept a piece of brown hair from her cheek. “Really, you’re all too kind.”

Firmus often appeared more brooding than he intended, but when he saw the woman, his gaze grew darker, even haunted. “Fortuna?”

The striking woman cast a glance over at Firmus. Her golden eyes glowed like embers, a distinct trait of the Ignis Family. She turned her head, and her diamond earrings twinkled in the light. A bright smile formed on her full lips, and she giggled almost in mockery. “Oh, dearest Firmus, how dreadful you look.”

Fate wondered which part of Firmus looked dreadful. He stood tall and robust, a revered soldier even at a young age.

He ignored the woman’s comment. “Fortuna, you were invited?”

She snorted, flapped her hand, and crossed through the room to him. “Oh please, it would hardly be a party without me.” Her eyes moved over him slowly. Moving closer, she readjusted his grey sweater. “Ooh, look at you, so rugged. Honestly, what have they done to you? You look like you haven’t eaten properly since you left.”

He brushed her hand away. “What are you doing here?”

She looked into his eyes but said nothing in response. Instead, she turned to Fate and leaned down, exposing a great deal of her bosom.

“You must be Fate.”

Her flaunting astonished Fate, who had never seen such a seductress before, though she had heard of such women.

“Who are you?” She’d intended to ask what a regal woman like Fortuna meant by visiting the palace, and why she, unlike the other guests, took the time to acknowledge Fate’s presence.

Unfortunately, Firmus interjected. He put his hands on the woman’s shoulders to restrict her movement. “I apologize. This is my sister, Fortuna.”

Fate glanced between the siblings, astonished by their difference in temperament. “Sister?”

A man’s boisterous greeting echoed through the main hall. “Oh, what a surprise!” His sudden outburst drew the attention of the Ignis siblings to the entrance. He jumped up and down, forcing his way through the crowd.

Fortuna groaned. “Ohh, here he comes.”

The man approached, panting and pouncing wildly at Fortuna and Firmus.

Fate struggled to see him clearly because of his wild behavior. When she finally examined him, she almost couldn’t believe her eyes. “Are there—” She shook her head. “—three of you?”

By chance, the man mirrored Fortuna with a proud chortle and a flip of his hair. “Three of me? Praise be, whatever would the world do?”

He looked so much like Firmus that Fate checked them twice.

Fortuna elbowed the lively man against the ribs and cleared her throat. “As I’m sure you can see, this is our brother, Fortis.” She scanned Fortis from head to toe and pursed her lips. “Look at this fool, so dandy. Firmus, this is precisely what I expect of you. Take away some of his bliss. He has more than enough as it is.”

Fate carefully examined the three Igni. “You’re triplets?”

They nodded in unison, but each responded differently. Firmus narrowed his eyes, Fortuna sighed, and Fortis beamed.

As far as Fate knew, it shouldn’t have been possible for an Ancient couple to bear triplets. All Ancients were supposed to be born with their mate. Essentially, they were twins.

The Elders called them ‘Bound’—one soul split in half, an inseparable bond that could extend into many lifetimes.

Since the early decline of the Ancients, there were rumors of Bound being separated. Many Ancients died of illness when they could not find their other half, yet none of the triplets appeared ill.

A crack echoed through the hall, and Fortuna turned sharply towards an old woman by the door to the yard.

The woman cracked her cane against the tiles again.

Giving a partial curtsy, Fortuna excused herself. “I have some business to attend. I will be seeing all of you later.”

Firmus’s gaze trailed after her with suspicion. He looked at Fortis next and relaxed with a sigh. “Did you leave the King’s party?”

Fate repeated his words in her head: King’s party. Considering Fortis didn’t serve in Macellarius, he most likely served in Nitor. That suggested Neco had invited his brother to the event, a very odd occurrence for two quarreling kings.

Fortis flapped his hand. “That I did! I heard there was a striking woman approaching the palace but I never imagined it would be Fortuna.” He trailed off and shook his head to draw himself back into the conversation. “Anyhow, where’s little Abyssus? I thought you two were an inseparable force.”

Firmus darted off without warning, surprising Fate with his sense of urgency. His need for Abyssus often proved greater than hers. Sometimes Fate even wondered if Abyssus and Firmus were Bound. She tried not to think about it because it meant she was separated from her intended mate. Those thoughts would only concern her.

Will I die?

She fidgeted uncomfortably and focused on Fortis.

He grinned the moment he regained her attention. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Fate. I am honored to have your company during this important occasion.”

“You might be the only person who thinks so,” Fate said, saddened by her revelation.

He crossed an arm over his chest and bowed to her. “Lady Fate, if you wish, I would be honored to celebrate with you.”

Her face burned as she let out her hand to accept his offer. Deep down, she wondered if Abyssus felt the same way about Firmus. Of course, Fate’s reaction to Fortis differed from their bond. She admired his aura without falling victim to it. The same could be said of her feelings towards Firmus. Fate, like Firmus, cared little for anyone other than Abyssus.

Fortis led her across the yard, and they sat down on the edge of a fountain to view the drinking adults. Though he didn’t say so, he seemed to share her distaste for the party.

She kicked her feet back and forth. “You are from Nitor?”

“I serve in Nitor, or at least, I am Niteo’s personal guard.”

“You must be close to call him without a title.”

“Close?” Fortis winced. “I’m not sure. Titles are only appropriate when I’m addressing someone who has earned my respect.”

Fate considered that for a moment. “Are you suggesting I’ve earned it?” She wanted to ask why Niteo didn’t deserve his respect, but decided it sounded rude.

“You have, at least, not lost it.” He folded his hands and flames ran along his skin. Fire elementals struggled to survive in the cold so it was odd that the triplets even lived in Nex.

Neco approached the fountain and shortly stood before Fate, offering his hand. “Come with me. We still have guests to greet.” Shifting his view to Fortis, he said, “I believe my brother has arrived. He will be looking for his guard.”

Fortis grimaced, furthering Fate’s suspicions about his relationship with King Niteo.

“Looks like we’ll have to reschedule our date,” he said. “I look forward to speaking with you again, Lady Fate.” He stood and bowed a last time. “Happy birthday. I will bring a gift when I find you. I left it with the king. All the more reason to find him, no?”

She nodded to accept his promise and watched him depart. The more time she spent with others, the more she realized how unusual her father behaved. No sooner had she found company than he retrieved her, shooing off Fortis.

Once again, Neco escorted her around the yard like a dog on a leash.

She greeted the nobles and they clapped, praising Neco for having such a beautiful daughter.

After the third greeting, Firmus and Abyssus returned, apologizing.

Neco paid them no mind. He continued leading Fate towards the palace while Abyssus and Firmus straggled after her.

As they moved, her eyes began to study the party scene. The unfamiliar adults scattered across the lawn, each carrying an alcoholic beverage in their hand and chattering mindlessly.

Fate scanned the people in confusion and caught sight of something unexpected. She turned her head slowly to follow the gaze of a startling boy on the opposing side.

White hair swept neatly across his forehead. His mint-colored eyes fixed onto her with equal fascination.

Fate gawked, though she knew it was rude. She meant to call out to him but only whispered, “Who?”

The boy tilted his head and disappeared into the crowd.

Fate wanted to chase after him and ask what family he was from. Never, in all her life, had she encountered a person that looked like him.

Neco continued to draw her farther away from the party. He entered the palace through the back doors and stopped in the main hall.

Lady Fortuna stepped forward, hands pressed against her middle, shoulders and back straight and proper.

In the shadows, the old woman who’d earlier drawn Fortuna away hunched over her wooden cane. Her squinty silver eyes scrutinized Fate in disgust.

Upon feeling the gaze, Fate glanced around to investigate. The guards waited at each doorway, tightly gripping their weapons, but nothing else appeared amiss.

Neco placed his hands on Fate’s shoulders. “Lady Fortuna, I will presume you have met Fate. You must raise her well. I expect that she return with proper training.”

Fortuna’s velvet red lips formed a smile and her eyes gleamed. “If by proper training you mean etiquette, then she will learn just that.”

He tapped his fingers impatiently. “You know precisely what I mean. If she is to be my wife, she must become a suitable queen. She must learn to fulfill the needs of her king.”

Fate jerked back her head to look at her father. Her mouth slowly opened but nothing came out, not even a breath. The conversation sounded strange and distant. Her ears rang as she filled with terror and dismay.

Fortuna’s voice grew unusually terse. “I raise my girls well.”

Neco shook his head slowly and laughed. “Fate may be your girl, but she will certainly be my woman.”

Fate’s skin turned cold. Her shoulders, still in Neco’s grasp, trembled. The lights spun and blurred overhead.

Abyssus lost his bearings. “What? Wife! Your woman?”

Her breathing quickened as her brother’s shouting stabbed at her ears. She scratched her throat in hopes of clawing out the forming lump.

The Lady Fortuna leaned down to her wearing a practiced but beautiful smile. “You’re going to be living with me from now on. It’s nice to formally make your acquaintance. I am Ignis Fortuna, the brothel’s new madam.”

Abyssus choked. “Brothel?” No one answered so he turned to Firmus and shook his arm. “Firmus? Firmus, tell me it’s not true. Fortuna is your sister, right? She wouldn’t.... She’s an Ancient!”

Firmus slowly closed his eyes and shifted his jaw to the side, as if struggling to swallow something distasteful.

Abyssus’ voice wavered more with each passing moment. “Firmus, do something! We have to do something!”

Fortuna draped an arm around Fate. The Madam might’ve been able to calm her but Abyssus sent her emotions spiraling again.

He tugged on her hand to bring her back. “No, don’t take her!”

Fate’s eyes chased the shifting shadows, as the darkness loomed around them, just waiting. She closed her eyes and tried urging them forward, but no matter how she pleaded they refused to rise.

Why won’t they rise? Why won’t they protect us?

Neco waved a hand at Abyssus. “Firmus, deal with that child.”

Firmus gently pulled Abyssus back, lost to the scene unfolding before his eyes.

Fate’s voice quivered and she swallowed hard, attempting to find courage. “Always? You always knew? You always wanted to send me away?”

Neco responded with a glimmer of pride. “I have raised you well. You have always been my little princess—” He leaned over to stroke Fate’s head. “—and someday you will be my queen.”

His remarks echoed in her head over and over. She struggled to process the conversation but when she did, she burned with fury.

Neco stood back, watching Fortuna. “Well, I look forward to seeing the results of your teachings.”

Fortuna held Fate closely. “As you should. Come now, Fate. We will show you to your new home.” She carefully led Fate away from the main hall.

The sudden movement pulled the siblings apart and Abyssus cried out for his sister. “No!” He stretched out his hand. “No, bring her back! Fate, don’t go!”

Firmus held onto him tightly, enduring his thrashing.

“Firmus, stop this!” Abyssus wept. “Please!”

Firmus shook his head remorsefully, collected Abyssus in his arms, and sauntered towards the staircase.

The warmth of Abyssus’ hand slipped away from Fate’s grip. Her hand lingered in the air.

Abyssus, don’t leave me.

Neither Fortuna nor the old woman responded. They did nothing but gaze at the path ahead. At their signal, the guards opened the doors.

Fate shook her head violently. “No!” She shrieked and lunged towards the main hall.

Fortuna threw out her arms and pulled Fate back by the waist.

“Let me go!” she demanded, kicking and snarling. As she drew closer to the door, she shrieked again, lashing uncontrollably. Streams of violet light extended from her body, flashing and crackling throughout the hall. The small bulbs on the white lights shattered and sparked.

The old woman exploded. “Fortuna, by all that is, restrain her!”

Fortuna lifted Fate and tried carrying her outside.

The guards closed in, pinning her down by the arms and legs.

She tossed and screamed as the electricity shot from her body.

The old woman removed a long needle from her pocket and stabbed it into Fate’s arm.

Fate blinked hard to fight the drug but it was no use. The room warped and blurred, then disappeared in a haze of twinkling lights. Soon she was drifting in the stars, the way she’d always imagined.
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I once dreamt of two kindred spirits whose souls amounted to nothing. The first spirit, a boy of light, sat staring out at a glowing wave that hovered about white space. He watched from a cliff for what seemed an eternity, gazing upon the wash of pastel-colored clouds, as if looking for something.

The second spirit, a girl of darkness, found herself drawn to this boy who endlessly looked at nothing. Eventually, she joined him at the cliff-side to enjoy the scenery—she wanted to know what drew his attention, but became lost to the meaning of his search.

Neither the boy nor the view changed in the slightest.

From the cliff, they heard the sound of other children and a soft chime ringing in the distance.

Occasionally, the boy would initiate conversation. He spoke about the universe and an odd concept called ‘time.’ Time did not exist in the world of light, yet he genuinely believed in it.

I heard the boy and girl speak many times, and recorded each conversation to memory. Their most important exchange still lingers in my mind.

The boy prefaced the conversation with a glance and spoke softly. “Why don’t you go and play?”

The girl watched the pastel-colored clouds with a small frown. “Because a nobody like me has no business here. Everywhere I go I am nothing, and I shall bring nothing but destruction.”

“Nothing....” He saw her the way he saw the scenery from the cliff. He marveled at her display of darkness. Although he emanated an air of light, the boy lacked something important—more accurately— he’d lost something important. “I am also nothing. We can just be nothing together.” He stood and let out his hand to the girl.

“Together?” She cast fearful eyes upon his invitation. “What would come of two nothings being together? I will destroy everything you come to love.”

“I promise,” he said, brimming with determination. “I shall prove to you that two nothings can make something.”

Growing up, this story and those words always stayed with me. I thought, ‘No matter how hard you try, two nothings cannot ever amount to anything.’

Listen well and know: there is more than what meets the eye.
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Fate’s eyes shot open and she gasped for air. Her body throbbed as an unfamiliar ceiling spun over her. She regained her bearings to the best of her ability and slowly sat up.

From a distance, the old woman’s voice crackled, “That creature does not belong here. Dolls bring nothing but chaos.”

Dolls. Fate hesitated to move for a moment. She recognized the word from her studies of the Grim—the only existing family that maintained the ability to Puppeteer.

Puppeteering had been classified as illegal by the Royal Council of Mu and the Elders. A Puppeteer’s special ability enabled them to call back an Ancient soul from the Abyss and plant it within a vessel.

The Council could not interfere with the Grim’s laws, so they had tried taking advantage of their ability to restore balance to the Ancient’s dying era.

Fate listened to the conversation, trying to determine the subject of the old woman’s accusations. While listening, she observed the round window in the room, and checked the lattice gate to see if the two women noticed her movement. The hall rested between them and her, preventing a clear view from either direction.

Fortuna interrupted the old woman’s next comment. “Stop treating her like a monster. She is a little girl, and it is my duty to protect her, even from you.”

The old woman scoffed irritably. “How dare you speak to me with such disrespect!”

Fate’s mind still meandered with thoughts of Abyssus and how desperately she yearned to be by his side. Her violet eyes traced the window as she crawled nearer. Dawn broke over the snowy rooftops of the shops in Nitor. The biting air brushed against her skin, calling her to its arms.

She climbed out to the path and ran through the community. The winter breeze never hurt so much. She feared that she would be caught, that she would never see Abyssus again.

She sprinted behind the brothel, evading the eyes of a small girl tending to a pond.

The girl unexpectedly stopped and turned her head to scan the area. Her cobalt-blue eyes searched as though she sensed someone was watching her.

Fate covered her mouth, certain the girl somehow detected her breathing.

The pause ended and the girl walked inside through a sliding door to the brothel.

Fate slipped through the courtyard and across the snowy path. She slunk beneath the tea house veranda, hiding from passersby. For a moment, she buried her hands and face against the stone-cold gravel. All of the emotions she had attempted to conceal, forced their way back. She never imagined living such a nightmare, being an escapee, or experiencing the fear of losing Abyssus.

The panic set in and caused an ache in her lungs. She raised her head to focus on the path ahead. She needed to find a way to pass the border.

A group of nobles gathered at the crossing for inspection.

Fate thought about sneaking in between them. She reasoned it would take time for anyone to realize that Neco had sold her to the brothel, but she didn’t want to be seen by the guards at the border. Unlike other guards, those at the border were trained to question every person, including children of the Royal families.

Fate crawled over the ice-bitten gravel, watching for an opening.

A deep voice emerged and said, “Hey, little girl.”

Someone tapped her arm and she broke into a fit of thrashing and gnashing.

“Praise be, are you all right?” The fair-haired man leaned down from his kneeling position to see her more clearly. He placed his hand on the wooden plank of the tea house walkway, staring calmly.

Fate knew of his nobility. The polished vest and kempt hair, his polite behavior—every part of him displayed his status.

The man lowered to his elbows. “Are you trying to get past the border?”

Fate’s eyes pored over him, searching carefully for signs of deception.

“I can help you,” he said.

She gave a small frown and her eyes focused hard. Even if she didn’t speak, her whole presence seemed to ask, why?

“You are from the brothel, no?”

Fate withdrew into the shadows. The mere mention of the brothel brought back a rush of terror. She couldn’t leave Abyssus in the palace.

“I will take you into Macellarius, if that is what you wish, but I cannot guarantee your safety.” The man offered his hand, beckoning kindly. “Please, I wish you no ill harm.”

“Who are you?”

He sighed and smiled. “I am Nigel, the Lady Fortuna’s accomplice. I often assist in smuggling girls away from the brothel.”

“Away?” Fate turned her head to listen more carefully. She considered the word accomplice surprisingly negative.

Nigel rested on his knees, pressing his hands against his legs for support. “Once the brothel’s courtesans become of age, they are auctioned off. It is my job to find them suitable patrons.”

“Will I be free?” She dragged herself out from under the tea house and he wiped her face.

“I do not know, as only you can truly decide your fate.” He tied his handkerchief over her head and stood, drawing her under his arm. “Stay close. Do not utter a word and do not look at anyone, understand?”

Fate nodded as they plodded down the path towards the gate.

The drunken guards stopped him for questioning.

“Good day,” he said. The guard to Fate’s right peeked at her curiously, and Nigel deterred him. “For the king.”

“Oh.” The guard stepped back quickly, signaled to the others, and the gate opened, allowing Nigel and Fate passage into Macellarius.

She pulled him to the side. “Has he always...?”

Nigel didn’t need to respond, for she already knew the answer. Her father had been sneaking in other girls while she lived in the palace. She didn’t dare imagine what he did to them. It upset her too much.

She gripped Nigel’s arms and shook him. “How many?”

Placing his hands on her shoulders, he whispered, “You must not act now. You are still too young, too powerless to stand against the forces lurking here.”

“What forces? You mean there are others?”

Nigel took a few staggered breaths as he searched for the right words. “You must finish your work here and return to Fortuna. She will explain everything. Do not attempt to act on your own. You still have a lot to learn.”

“I don’t care about any of that. I need to find my brother.”

He paused for a time.

His gaze still warned her, but Fate wouldn’t listen.

“Very well,” he said.

She returned to his side, thinking only of her brother and her desire to free him.

Nigel repeated his trick with the guard at the palace gates, then watched as Fate dashed off through the yard.

She sprinted by the well to the large pillars around her brother’s balcony. Gripping the vines, she attempted to climb and slipped on the snow covering her shoes. By then, her emotions had weighed down upon her shoulders. She ripped off her shoes and tossed them to the ground. Nothing would stand in her way, for she simply couldn’t let anything take Abyssus away.

Fate had often read about daring adventures in books. She went on journeys with bold characters and experienced life vicariously through their suffering and triumphs.

Yet life was nothing like books. This pain was real and treacherous.

Her fingers, arms, and legs throbbed. Every inch traversed felt like a mile, and after a while, she thought she might never reach the top. Unlike the protagonists in her books, she had no training, no experience with true pain until now.

She clung to the pillar with all her might as her face flooded with tears. Little by little, she finished her journey up the pillar and dragged herself over the edge of the railing. Her skin burned like fire, so she rested against the cold stone.

The balcony doors rattled and Abyssus knelt down beside her. “Sis!” He embraced her with all his might.

Fate expected to lose control of her emotions the moment she saw him, but for some reason she managed to collect herself. She shot up from the ground and grabbed him by the arm. “Abyssus, let’s go. Let’s go to the Capital!”

“Wha—but, Firmus....” He turned back to the shadowy door.

She pulled his arm again. “Abyssus, we can tell the High Queen about what Neco has done! We can take Firmus away from here! Come with me!”

“I can’t leave him! I don’t know what Neco will do to him.”

“I don’t know what he’ll do to you. I can’t leave you here. Come with me!” She looked into his eyes, pleading with him, and the more she tried reasoning with him, the harder it became to choke down her tears. “Please, Abyssus, come with me. We have to go now.”

He gently pulled away and stepped back. “I will go and get him. Wait here.”

Fate reached out to him as he ran off into the darkness. She gasped in fear for her brother. “Abyssus, come back!” Every cell of her existence seemed to scream: Abyssus! Come back, please!

Footsteps echoed through the palace, up the stairs, and down the hallway. The palace filled with the shouting and rumbling of guards on a hunt.

Fate paced the room, searching for a place to hide. Using the balcony railing and the open doors, she hoisted herself onto the roof and lay flat to listen.

Soon the guards entered the room below.

Fate noted Fortuna’s voice amongst the others who had entered the room: Neco, Abyssus, Firmus, and several soldiers.

Fortuna initiated the first conversation, “Abyssus, where has she gone?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Abyssus said. “You took her away from me. You took my sister. Give her back!”

Neco droned, “We shall make this simple. If Fate does not return to the brothel, then Abyssus will no longer have any reason to remain in Macellarius. He shall be... removed if necessary.”

Fate’s eyes shifted back and forth as she listened to the discussion. She couldn’t imagine a world without Abyssus. He was the only being in existence that made her life worth living.

Fortuna sprang back into the conversation. “Wait a moment, he’s just a child.”

“Yes, a worthless child. I have no need for worthless things.”

Fate shook her head over and over. She wanted to beat it against the roof tiles to shake herself from the nightmare, but it was no use. Unless she interfered, her brother would be lost.

She jumped down from her hiding place and turned slowly to face the others. “Just once, let me be with Abyssus. Just once more. I want to play with him like usual.”

Neco laughed spitefully. “In return for what, exactly?”

“My cooperation.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I will stay at the brothel and I will follow orders.”

He raised a brow at her suggestion. “And that’s all?”

Fate’s eyes filled with tears, but she refused to cry in front of Neco. She clenched the fabric of her dress and met eyes with Abyssus as she gathered her resolve. No matter how much he protested, she promised herself that she would do everything in her power to protect him.

Swallowing again, she choked down her tears. “I will become your wife and I will do as you wish without objection.” Although she made her vow, she knew in her heart that she could not resign herself to Neco’s will. She would never marry him; she just needed to protect Abyssus, even if it meant lying.

“Anything?” Neco waited for a nod of verification. “Very well.”

“I wish to spend some time at the brothel first. Then once more—just once—I would like to return to see Abyssus.”

Neco exhaled through his nose, glowering subtly. His emerald eyes gleamed in the moonlight. “And for this request, Abyssus shall become my property.”

Fate took a long look at her brother. “Why are you keeping us apart like this?”

Neco crossed his arms. “Why, you ask? You look at me so coldly, with such hatred. You have only yourself to blame for being a spoiled girl. You’re always clinging to your brother, always chasing after him. You shall one day return to me, Fate, once you have learned how to please your future husband. If you will not do it for me, you will do it for your brother.”

“You can’t keep him from me.” She glimpsed at Abyssus.

His violet eyes, like her own, glistened with longing and guilt.

Firmus ran his hand through Abyssus’ dark hair to comfort him. It seemed as though he wanted to do more for Abyssus, that he wished to stop Neco, but something held him back.

Fate’s gaze shifted from Firmus to Fortuna in an attempt to understand. The two Ignis Ancients could have effortlessly killed Neco if they wished.

She sensed a hidden purpose behind their cooperation. The longer she studied them, the more she thought they resembled two wild cats waiting to spring on a gazelle. She wanted to understand their strange behavior.

Neco dug his fingers into his sleeves. “What will you do? This is your last chance, Fate. If you accept, you may come see your brother again.”

Fortuna pushed Fate behind her. “She will accept. In exchange, Firmus shall become Abyssus’ personal guard. If any harm shall come to Abyssus, then Fate will be freed from the brothel.” She brushed her long willowy fingers across the side of her face, revealing a satisfied smirk.

Neco released a low grunt of discontent. He settled for some time, debating on the proposal. He repeated it carefully while checking for loopholes, “Fate will come visit Abyssus once more. He shall be under my control, but Firmus will be his guard. If all remains in agreement, Fate shall return to me and become my wife.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Fortuna leaned back, supporting the weight of her bosom against her arms. “If your brother interferes, then neither of us shall have a say in the results. We each hold our end of the agreement.”

Neco rubbed his face, growling. “Niteo....” He wrestled the thought of his brother and returned to the conversation. “How do I know you won’t instigate?”

“We will sign a contract. If I break my promise then I will relinquish my rights to the brothel and, of course, to Fate.”

He relented but remained skeptical of her proposal. “Fine, we will test our agreement.”

“Good, I will send a messenger to deliver a contract by morning. Fate shall be in my hands.” Fortuna called Fate to her arms and slowly led her out of the room.

Fate met Firmus’s gaze. Though she could not speak with him, she did her best to convey her feelings.

Protect him.
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Fortuna held Fate’s hand on their walk back. Fate looked back on the community, knowing full well she could never again awaken to stare down from the palace balcony. The sunken faces she used to watch from a distance looked at her closely now. She realized that they watched her as much as she watched them, and perhaps they even knew of Neco’s transgressions.

Perhaps they pitied her as she had pitied them.

Fortuna squeezed her hand. “You decide your own fate, and you make that man pay for what he has done. You deserve more than this, don’t you ever forget that.”

Fate staggered through the snow behind her new caretaker. Each step she took drove the pain deeper inside. She pressed a hand to her chest as large tears poured from her eyes.

Fortuna guided her inside the brothel, gently pushing her by the shoulders.

They may have been walking but Fate could hardly tell. Before she realized it, she stood in front of the same room from which she’d escaped.

“Stay here,” Fortuna said. “I’ll bring blankets.”

Fate dropped to her knees, her lower lip trembling, and hunched over while holding her churning stomach. Her throat strained as she choked out a faint plea for her brother.

She should have run away with him to the Capital. Now her window of opportunity had closed.

“Get up, you lousy girl.”

Before she could look something hard cracked against her spine.

The old woman stood out of reach, extending her cane. “Can’t handle the life of the low and sultry, girl? Fortuna will ruin my brothel, bringing in every lousy rat from the street. Get to work!” She swung again.

Fate scrambled back until she hit her arm on a low table. The jarring impact caused a shudder of pain from her elbow to her shoulder as she spotted Fortuna’s silhouette moving through the hallway.

The Madam carried an armful of blankets, so she used her foot to open the gate.

Before Fate could cry for help, the cane struck the side of her head and she balled up, using her arms to shield herself.

Fortuna tossed the blankets aside and gripped the old woman’s cane tightly. “Stop that!”

The old woman struggled to pull her cane back. “Fortuna, I will not allow you to coddle another one of these rats in my brothel!”

Fortuna ripped the cane from her hands. “This is my brothel, and I will raise my girls however I please! If you do not relinquish your rights, then I will crush you with them!”

Fate watched Fortuna in awe and fear. For the first time in her life, she saw the form of a true Royal and the strength of a caretaker.

The old woman hissed, “Wicked thing!”

“Leave. I will not tell you again. This is my brothel, and you are not welcome here.” Fortuna waited for the former madam to leave, and then quickly returned to Fate. “Are you all right?”

Fate’s thoughts were lost to the wonders of her new mentor. She questioned whether or not Fortuna expressed the love and care of a mother figure. Fate had never known the care of a mother; it was painful to behold. She hugged Fortuna, hoping that she would prove to be as wonderful as she seemed.

“You can’t let them break you now,” Fortuna said. “You must rise again and take back the land that was stolen from you. The kingdom is yours.” She brushed away the hair from Fate’s ear and leaned in closely. “This is your time. You must be strong. You must prevail and bring balance back to this kingdom. I’m here for you. You will grow up and become the very queen you were made to be.”

Made. Fate riddled over the word in her head. She wanted to sleep away the pain in her heart and never awaken. The time she had with her brother—that which she longed to protect—slipped through her fingers. She now regretted her negligence towards Neco’s chronic misdemeanors.

Fortuna sheltered her with the blanket. “Cry as much as you need, little Fate, and rest well. There is much to learn, but I promise that by the time I am done teaching you, there will be hell to pay in Nex.”

The Madam’s warmth brought Fate to tears.

The Igni did more than conjure up fire; their passion burned deep within their souls. Fate had read that their fervor often made its mark in history, and more frequently, left reminders of how easily the world fell at the hands of the Tainted.

Fortuna seemed to have somehow escaped the fate of her people. In fact, her siblings carried the same, pure warmth. Their family had fought extinction many times, but they always survived. Whenever anyone spoke of the Igni, they always said the same thing: They are survivors.
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Fortuna had exited again, leaving Fate with her thoughts. She wrapped herself in her blanket and shuffled to the round window in her room.

She gazed upon the snowflakes outside, which drifted so peacefully that she envied them. The bite of winter was harsher in Nitor. Fate had always considered the weather in Macellarius particularly frigid, but now understood that it was because she knew nothing of the conditions beyond the border.

The air rushed against her cheeks, stinging her skin and nearly cutting through her the moment she opened the window. She shivered and pulled the blanket tighter, until only her nose and eyes faced the bitter wind.

Her new quarters offered no view of Macellarius, merely one of Nitor. The palace rested behind an iron gate, past a prosperous community. Women bustled down the path in their extravagant gowns. They walked beside their counterparts and laughed, careless of the suffering in Macellarius, or even right under their noses.

Fate observed her room to remind herself that she had a new home. Her living space contained few pieces of furniture: a tall bureau, a small table, and an oval mirror. She maneuvered to the mirror on her knees and gazed at her reflection. Her violet eyes burned with tears, and her dark hair tangled around her cheeks. She failed to see the same queen that Fortuna sought.

“I am nothing, not even Cruentus Fate.” She appreciated the blanket, for it hid her heart and her tear-streamed face.

Fortuna shortly discovered her new pupil encased within the ball of fabric. She approached carefully, set down a mug of tea on the table, and made no attempt to remove the blanket. It appeared she respected Fate’s desire to hide.

“At first it will be difficult,” she said, “but with time you will come to know your own strength.”

Fate heard her words and wanted to become stronger. She wanted to conquer the land and restore it. She sought to protect Abyssus with what little power she possessed.

“You must persevere,” Fortuna said. “No matter how difficult or painful it may be, you do what you must to survive. I will aid you to the best of my ability, and you will grow up to be queen, but not Neco’s queen—a queen of your own volition.”

Fate rested her head against Fortuna’s chest. At that moment, she pushed her feelings far to the back of her mind and clung to the hope of restoring Nex. She received affirmation of her new goal and submerged herself within it.

I will reclaim Nex, no matter how difficult, no matter how long it takes. This kingdom is mine.
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Fate awakened in the morning to her new, unfamiliar room at the brothel. The sun rested along the edge of the rooftops, sleeping amongst grey clouds.

The moon still hung through the high window in the hall, resisting the daytime. Since her room lay at the farthest end, she saw it better than anyone. She gazed wistfully at its fading white haze, rose from her bed, and walked barefoot through the cold building to the sunken hearth room.

The Madam sat viewing a red journal full of notes. She soon noticed Fate and set it down. “Good morning, Fate. We will begin your lessons today.”

Fate sat down on her knees and shuffled.

“Let’s start with the basics,” Fortuna said. “All girls under the age of twelve assist by cleaning and organizing during appointments. We work from dawn to midnight. Older girls work from mid-day to early morning. Young girls like you undergo a variety of lessons ranging from effective time management, cleaning, entertainment, and etiquette. Are you following so far?”

Fate remained sullen and focused. “Yes, Madam.”

Fortuna nodded and smiled. “Very good, you already understand how to respond. Clever girl.”

Fate’s violet eyes shifted to the floor as she persistently pushed down her emotions to focus on her new task.

Fortuna’s smile waned and her tone deepened. “Now, I must tell you something extremely important. Please listen closely.” She waited for Fate’s gaze to return, and continued. “When our girls turn sixteen they must be bid off to clients. We do not celebrate the coming of age. Every day is a struggle, but with the help of your sisters you can grow strong.”

“Sisters?” Fate frowned.

“Yes, you should think of the other girls in the brothel as your sisters. Together, you can persevere. You should grow as a family by encouraging, following, and assisting each other in this challenging environment.”

“Where are they?”

Fortuna smiled softly. “They have gathered together in the dining hall for breakfast. Would you like to meet them?”

“I... okay.” Fate pictured her anger and fear as an enormous growling bear from which she had to hide. The shift of her focus from reality to imagination helped her suppress the emotions better, though both she and the bear knew the truth. She didn’t want to become attached to anyone, not after losing her brother.

Fortuna escorted her farther down the long hall and opened the sliding doors to the dining hall. “Girls, I’d like you to meet your new sister, Fate.” She pushed Fate into the room and exposed her to nearly twenty other excited young girls of different ages and sizes.

They left their tables and huddled around Fate, throwing out an onslaught of names and greetings.

“Girls, girls!” Fortuna patted the air to calm them. “Slowly. She’s still adjusting. You must learn to be patient and disciplined. You remember what it was like when you first arrived, so treat her kindly and take your time greeting your new sister. Only two at a time, understand?”

The girls responded harmoniously and scurried back to their tables.

Fortuna raised her hand out towards two girls who’d sat quietly during the bombardment. She gestured between them as she addressed them by name. “Fate, please go sit with Myrna and Tori.”

Fate followed her directions and sat between the two girls.

The girl on her right side carefully pushed over a bowl of rice and fish. “Don’t push yourself. We’ll help you when you’re ready.”

Fate unintentionally gawked at her.

“Ah, it’s okay,” the girl said, laughing.

Fate remembered to swallow suddenly and realized her error. She had been taught not to stare or point during her stay at the palace. Now she wondered if Neco had trained her for her future—or rather, his desired future with her. She shook the sickening thought from her head and reminded herself that nothing mattered more than Abyssus.

The girl beside her shone a line of pearl white teeth. “I’m Myrna, by the way. It’s nice to meet you.”

“I’m sorry.” Fate’s cheeks burned and she covered her face with her long black hair. “I was rude.”

Myrna laughed aloud. “What for? You’ve done me no disservice.”

Fate studied through her hair. She hadn’t been able to break her habit of observing others, no matter how much Neco warned her.

Myrna’s eyes nearly shone like gold against her smooth, dark skin. Small black curls hugged her sculpted cheekbones like soft clouds. Her tall, slender figure and calm demeanor divulged the contrast in age between her and the other girls.

Fate shyly tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “How old are you?”

“I’m seventeen, and you?”

“Seven.”

“Then you’re the same age as Tori.”

She cautiously turned her head to examine Tori and recognized her as the strange girl from the yard.

Tori maintained an air of maturity, but something about her didn’t seem quite as stable as Myrna. Her expression focused so hard it caused tension around her eyes.

Fate faced her new sister in fascination. “Are you an Ancient?”

Tori gently placed her bowl on the table. “I am. Aren’t you?”

“What family are you from?”

She squinted and scanned Fate. “Vem.”

Fate’s lips parted and she choked down her urge to blurt out. “You mean like the air elementals? Isn’t your family lost? Why are you in the brothel?”

Tori whipped her head in the opposite direction. Her shoulder-length hair fanned out and rested again like the skirt of a billowy gown. “Shouldn’t I ask the same of you?” Her cobalt-blue eyes pierced Fate again, causing her to withdraw. “What’s the future heiress doing in a brothel,” she said more than asking.

Future Heiress?

Myrna put a hand on each of their shoulders. “Let’s talk about this in the hallway.”

The three girls exited quietly to the hallway of decorative screens to avoid drawing attention.

Myrna opened her hands to either side of her. “Listen, we hear a lot from travelers and clients, and Madam is very open with us. Before you arrived, we received notice that she would be taking you under wing as her pupil.”

Tori closed her eyes and opened them again, looking fiercer. “Interesting, isn’t it? I already knew when I came here, that the Princess of Macellarius was the Capital’s precious Heiress.” She sneered, “Lost princess? You’re a kingdom away. I wonder why they don’t just take you back.”

“Tori!” Myrna’s brow furrowed. “Look, we don’t know all the details, but the Madam seems to be striking up some kind of rebellion.”

Fortuna entered the hallway from a room down the hall, her arms folded to support the weight of her bosom. “Myrna, Tori, don’t try to explain things you don’t fully comprehend.”

Myrna bowed her head. “My apologies, Madam.”

Fortuna smirked. “The three of you, come with me.”

Tori and Myrna exchanged glances and looked back at Fate, and all three girls rushed into the room after Fortuna and sat down.

Fate clutched the skirt of her dress. “Is it true? Am I really supposed to be the Future Heiress?”

Fortuna responded simply, “Yes.”

“Then can’t I just go to the Capital?”

“No.”

“Then what are they talking about when they say there’s a rebellion?”

Myrna ran her fingers through her short curly hair. “I don’t understand. Why aren’t they looking for her? If they searched then they would have found her immediately.”

Fortuna’s golden eyes gleamed in the shadows. “This information must never reach anyone outside of the Rebellion. If it does, I’m afraid we will have to hunt you down and kill you.”

Tori’s mouth twitched faintly.

Fortuna shot a glare. “Especially you, Tori. You must learn to humble yourself.” She looked at each girl carefully. “The decisions you make after today will either save or destroy the empire. Each and every one of you will play a role in this grand design. Whether or not your role is big or small is irrelevant. A machine cannot run without every cog functioning properly.”

The three girls nodded at each other.

Fortuna sighed. “I cannot tell you everything you wish to know, not without endangering you. The first thing you must know now is that the current high power has been tainted.”

Tori’s voice strained. “Tainted?”

“I shouldn’t say tainted, as that’s inaccurate. What I mean to say is the High King has been infected by miasma. The Empire is in danger of falling at his hands. This rebellion you’ve just heard about is a group of highly trained Ancients working to restore balance to the Empire. I’m a part of it, as are many others whose names I have no right to disclose. If they should tell you themselves, that’s another matter.”

Fate glanced at her new sisters’ ghastly expressions. “What is miasma? I don’t understand.”

Fortuna raised her brows. “Praise be, child, miasma is negative energy that contaminates and plagues the people of Mu. Most people can’t see it but the air grows heavy whenever someone is infected. There are people known as the Tainted who emit this energy and cause ailment, destruction, and even death everywhere they go. By law, it is required to turn them into the Council to prevent the plague from spreading.”

“You said the High King is tainted?”

“That was a mistake on my part. He’s infected with the plague, not tainted. Still, those infected can spread it as well. That’s why it’s very serious that the High King is infected. Everyone around him could potentially spread the disease.”

Fate’s skin turned cold. “Is that why you tried to stop me from running to the Capital?”

Fortuna’s eyes blistered with consternation. “It’s not just the High King. We cannot trust the Council with our affairs. This betrayal began long ago, and I wish nothing more than to put an end to it.”

Tori sat back, pressing her hands over her mouth. “Even the Royal Council? What’s going on?”

Fortuna cringed when she replied. “I believe this matter is far grander than the state of the Empire. I fear someone is corrupting our world for a greater purpose, but am still unclear on many of the details myself.”

Tori slapped her hands against the mats. “What? Who? How could this be? You mean someone is intentionally infecting our leaders?”

Fortuna quickly checked the hall. “Listen, I am here to protect Fate. This is no time to be bitter or angry. We must teach her quickly and prepare for the storm ahead.”

Myrna reached out and patted Fortuna’s hand. “Madam, what can we do to help?”

Fortuna looked at Tori first. “Tori, you are a brilliant girl. I have mentioned your talent to the High Queen, Heqet.”

Tori’s cheeks flushed. “What?”

“You’re from a lost family. I was able to bargain with the High King. When you become of age, Queen Heqet will send a representative to serve at the auction. If any harm should come to you prior to the auction, you will immediately be taken in by the Capital to protect your bloodline.”

Her blue eyes grew wide. “Madam, I’m sorry. I’ve been awful.”

Fortuna folded her hands properly and nodded. “Your heart is kind, Tori. You must learn to express that generosity.”

Tori sat forward quickly. “Madam, how can I help? I wish to assist your cause.”

“Tori, you will become our eyes and ears at the Capital. You must become our scholar and learn as much as you can under Queen Heqet’s wing. Complete any task she sets for you.”

“Yes, Madam!” Tori bowed her head. “I swear my allegiance!”

Fortuna fought a chuckle. “Praise be, girl, you are trouble.” She turned her attention to Myrna next. “Myrna, I have found you a suitable patron. My accomplice....” She trailed off and shortly returned. “He’s taking in several of my apprentices to fund a small organization. That organization will travel Mu and record private data to support my private foundation.”

Myrna bowed her head as well. “It would be an honor, Madam.”

Fate watched the other two girls in confusion. “What about me?”

Fortuna finally concentrated on her. “I will raise you here until you become of age. Use that time to grow and plan your future. I don’t know what path you will choose, but I will support you and help bring balance back to this kingdom.”

“That’s all I have? I don’t have more—”

Fortuna lifted Fate’s chin with a finger. “More guidance? No. There are many complicated pieces to your puzzle. I will teach you to the best of my ability, and then you must use your skills to choose your own destiny. Will you pursue the Empire or reclaim Nex? Do you wish for vengeance or do you wish to take Abyssus and run far away? The choice will be yours. I will simply offer my guidance, no matter what path you may choose.” She stood and cast a smile over her shoulder. “Choose wisely, and remember always: you do what you must to survive.”
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I never once imagined living my childhood within the walls of a brothel. The wonderful days I spent by my brother’s side vanished within the blink of an eye, and ideas of the Rebellion flooded my mind with the might of a tidal wave.

The brothel’s activities focused on entertainment and etiquette, which many of the girls enjoyed, but I knew why we were learning. I couldn’t forget my father’s purpose for selling me off, that he wanted to marry me. Every day, I was reminded that the man who raised me would grow to be an old man by the time I was purchased.

To make matters worse, Neco brought in a new storm just before my last visit. That storm was a soldier named Mortis, and I knew from the moment I laid eyes on him that he was going to be my worst nightmare.
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Fate arrived outside the entrance of Macellarius Palace, impatiently waiting to see her brother. The doors opened and, rather than seeing Abyssus, she stared wide-eyed at a red-haired man towering over her. She knew of people like him—the Aska. They were rumored to be the most formidable warriors in existence, and she could see why.

The man’s green eyes pierced through her as he stooped to fit through the doorway.

Fate felt a hand on her shoulder, and instinctively withdrew from the entrance. All the while, her gaze fixed on the colossal man in utter dismay.

Fortuna gasped faintly, “Praise be, you startled me.” She took a second glance at the menacing man and her eyes widened. “Mortis?”

Mortis narrowed his eyes at her, then trudged towards the main gates.

“Not very friendly, is he? That’s fine. We’re not here for his company.”

Fate couldn’t stop watching him. Her heart still pounded even after he left her sight. The man kept her so entranced that she nearly jumped out of her skin at her brother’s welcoming embrace.

“Sis, I have so much to tell you!” He had already dragged her halfway across the hall by the time he told her to follow.

She staggered upstairs after him, looking down into the main hall. For a moment, she met eyes with Neco, and he sneered as usual. The mere thought of him made her stomach churn.

Abyssus rushed her into his room and closed the door. His movements were so rapid and erratic that he zipped through her line of sight. After collecting his journal, he stepped outside to sit at the corner of the balcony. “Let’s talk out here.”

She tucked her dress under her knees and sat beside him. “Out here? Do you think it’s safe?”

“Safe?”

Images of Mortis seared into her head. She checked the yard, expecting to see him staring back at her. “That tall guard is scary.”

“You mean Mortis?”

“When did he move here?”

“Hmm... I think it’s been seven suns. Anyway, I found something interesting, and I wanted to show you.”

His negligence caused her unease. She wanted to believe in Firmus’s ability to protect Abyssus, but couldn’t help thinking the worst. “What do you want to show me?”

He grinned from ear to ear and pointed down towards the hedges. “It’s over there. I made notes about it in my journal.”

She looked closely as her brother raised his journal. He had written many notes about the hedge, something about a hole that led to the other side.

He said, “I’ve decided that I’m going to start taking notes for you. You know, just in case.”

“In case... what?”

He often got his way by being endearing, but never with Fate. She disliked that he even tried what she called rabbiting free of conviction. The term worked well, because he both prattled and used his charm to escape.

She peered at him through her thick blunt bangs. “How about you just stay out of trouble.”

“I can’t waste time hiding from Mortis. I have to prove my worth.”

“If this is about worth, then you’re worth more than the world to me.”

He hid his face behind his open journal.

She recognized that he lacked confidence, but she admired his inventive mind. The only trouble was his boundless curiosity, which she feared would one day bring him misfortune.

He climbed down the pillar with the journal tucked under his arm. “Come on!”

Fate followed as quickly as she could while he scanned the yard. She hardly had time to catch her breath before he ran off towards the massive hedge that separated the two palaces.

They drew closer towards a patch of sparse leaves.

Fate placed her hands out at both sides and pushed through the tangle of twigs. The branches slapped against her face as she walked. Before she realized it, she had become trapped by the skirt of her gown. When she tried walking again she tripped over her brother, and they hit the ground. The impact sent his journal soaring from his hands, out through the opening of the hedge and straight to the lawn on the opposite side.

He raised his head and leaned against his elbows. “Sis!”

She buried her face against his back. “I’m sorry.”

He crawled out to collect his journal, and she followed. Instead of retreating, they stood in the yard to observe. The neighboring palace stood close by, its white walls reflecting the sun into their eyes.

“This is Nitor Palace,” he said.

She stood closely, attempting to hide from the guards that might’ve been watching. “We should go.”

He patted her arm and pointed to the balcony hanging over the yard. “Hey, I know that guy.”

She followed his gesture, hoping to put an end to the distraction, but she ended up staring. She also recognized that guy as the boy she saw on her seventh birthday.

Now he stood on his balcony railing, dangling one foot over the edge.

Panic surged through her body and she screamed, “Don’t jump!”

The white-haired boy tilted his head. His eyes were so unusual, so spiritless, in spite of their unique mint color.

An armor-clad woman gazed up at the balcony, horrified. “Hero, what are you doing? Get down from there!”

Fate pulled her brother’s arm. “Abyssus, we have to hide!”

As soon as they were out of sight, he parted the leaves and watched the scene occurring outside. “Sis, I think that’s the Prince of Nitor.”

“Why does it matter? He’s about to jump from his balcony!”

“Nah, he won’t jump.” He turned to write something in his journal.

“How do you know?”

“He’s a Caeles. If you had studied like me then you’d know better.”

Fate huffed at him. “Can you stop being sarcastic?” Even though he was frustrating, she had to admit he was right—Prince Hero didn’t jump, and he was soon removed from the balcony.

Abyssus slipped a piece of hard candy in his mouth. “He’s one of the last ice elementals in existence. He can’t die, because the Council would have a fit if he did. That woman was probably there to guard him. Believe me when I say, we have a higher chance of seeing the sky fall.”

If that’s true, then how did he end up on the balcony? Why weren’t they watching him more closely?

“Is this what you’ve been doing since I left? Snooping around?”

“You didn’t leave, you were sent away. Don’t get confused.” He thumped his journal shut. “I’m studying for the greater good.”

“What’s that?”

He maneuvered back towards Macellarius with Fate trailing behind him. “I threw away the Cruentus family name. I will never serve Neco. I will fight against him until the day I die.”

She pulled him back as they exited through the other side of the hedge. “Abyssus, this isn’t funny. You’re really going to be killed.”

“He can’t kill me. If he does, he’ll lose you.” He may have been right, but only about Neco.

A shadow stretched over the siblings like a cloak. They traced it from the ground to the man looming ahead—Mortis.

He reached out a hand and gripped Abyssus by the head.

Fate froze, afraid that a single blink might cause Mortis to crush her brother’s skull.

The hand gripping Abyssus’ head strained so hard its veins bulged. Mortis’s presence chased away the natural flow of air. He was a spiritual pollutant that radiated menacing intent. Being around him was asphyxiating.

The attack lured Neco outside, and his expression darkened. “Unhand him! Abyssus is not to be harmed.”

Mortis deeply contemplated the request. It would have been too easy for him to take control. He clutched Abyssus tighter and sneered in delight. His enticement kept everyone still, even Neco, as they waited to see whether or not he’d decide to kill Abyssus.

Finally, Mortis removed his hand and continued his patrol.

Neco heaved a sigh of relief before returning to the palace. His plans had nearly collapsed before his eyes, all because he brought Mortis in.

Fate swung her hand and cracked her brother against the head. “Are you stupid? Why are you testing him? Can’t you see that something is wrong with him?”

He jotted down more notes in his journal. “More so than I imagined.”

“What are you doing? This isn’t the time to take notes. He almost killed you!”

He sighed deeply. “I know you don’t understand—you couldn’t—but one day you’ll thank me.”

“What are you thinking? Won’t you tell me?”

He sat down next to the hedges to continue making his notes. After finishing part of it, he patted the lawn, beckoning Fate to join him.

She settled in by his side to listen.

“Something bad is happening in the Empire,” he said. “I’ve been trying to take notes since we first started studying together. I know you lost interest, but I couldn’t get it off my mind. I did some research and discovered that the Capital has a problem.”

She thought back to her discussion with Fortuna. “They don’t have an heir.”

“How did you know that?”

“Well, it’s completely mental, but Madam told me that I’m the Lost Heiress. She also said that the High King is corrupt.”

He leaned back to look at her carefully. “No, it makes sense.”

“It does?”

He flipped through his journal and stopped on a page titled Dolls. “It’s all beginning to make sense! If you’re the Lost Heiress, then that would mean we’re Dolls. That would explain why we can’t remember anything from before that day in the Capital!”

“You sound crazy. You’re just jumping to conclusions on your own. Do you know what people say about Dolls? Nothing good, that’s for certain. You’re excited, but you should be praying we’re not like them. Dolls only bring chaos.”

She took it from his grasp so she could read more clearly. He had written down an account of the Grim visiting the Capital at the High King’s request. It was recorded that the Doll was intended to be Bound to the Capital’s successor, Iunu Kyou, but she’d vanished during her welcoming ceremony.

“I found that information buried in some weird book,” he said.

“What was so weird about it?”

“The book just appeared out of nowhere, like magic.”

“There’s no such thing as magic.”

He pulled out a note from the back of the journal that read: I hear you like secrets. Shall I tell you one?

“That’s creepy,” Fate said. “They have a phrase for this: playing with fire.”

“Is that supposed to be funny?”

She realized he was referring to Firmus and rolled her eyes. “Books don’t just appear out of thin air. This isn’t magic. Someone left that book for you—someone who knows you.”

“I know that, but if they wanted to hurt me, they would’ve done so already. They wouldn’t have given me a book.”

That’s true. Who would give him a book like this, and why?

She took the blue hardcover book and skimmed the pages. The events certainly lined up the siblings’ appearance in Nex. The book stated that the ceremony was held two turns prior. It also told about the Prince of the Capital. According to the text, he didn’t have a mate and spent most of his time trifling with strangers.

She curled a lip at the context and the words chosen to write it. “Who in the world wrote this book?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. It doesn’t say.”

“This is too weird. How can you believe everything it says?”

“Don’t you think I investigated? Firmus helped me a lot.”

She lowered the book to listen. “Firmus confirmed it?”

“Yeah, he did, so believe it.”

“But if this is true then we’re Children of Grim,” she said, reading the title to herself again.

A smile stretched across Abyssus’ face. “I know!”

“If that’s true, then why haven’t they retrieved us?”

Do we even want them to?

“I don’t know, but I want to find out. I’ll keep researching so I can tell you everything I know when we meet again.”

“Abyssus, we don’t belong here. This is all wrong. Something is very wrong.” She had come to fear many things since she moved to the brothel. She feared Mortis, and her future, but now she also feared her brother’s hunger for the truth.

If he continues like this, he’s going to be killed. How can I stop this?

She cared little about King Neco or his plans. One way or another, she intended to put an end to him and his tyrannical rule. Maybe she didn’t know how, but that was never a problem, because he was only a Rahma.

On the other hand, Mortis was an Ancient, a powerful Ancient. His blood-lust oozed from his pores like an infected wound.

Fate couldn’t stop thinking about him or about her brother’s decision to search for answers. She looked through the hedge at Nitor Palace.

The grass is always greener on the other side.

It couldn’t be true, because if it were then the Prince of Nitor wouldn’t have been dangling his foot over the balcony railing.

The Prince? Why was he behaving that way? Unless... his father is like ours.

“Abyssus, if Hero is the Prince of Nitor, his father is Cruentus Niteo, right?”

“Of course. What are you saying?”

“But if that’s true, then isn’t he a Half-Breed?”

He thought deeply for a moment. “That should be obvious, right?”

“If we were taken, what makes you think that Hero is Niteo’s son?”

His mouth hung open. “Do you think... could he be a Doll too?”

Not this again.

Fate pressed against her temples, envisioning the scene at Nitor Palace and the people involved: the armor-clad woman, the Prince of Nitor, and Fortis pulling him from the balcony.

She gasped. “The Rebellion!”

“What rebellion?”

“I think I’m starting to understand.”

Abyssus grasped her arm. “What? Understand what?”

“My sisters said that Madam is leading some kind of rebellion. I don’t fully understand it yet, but I could tell that Firmus and Madam were hiding something before.”

“Before?”

“On the day I was sold to the brothel.”

He wrote messily in his journal. “Tell me what you’re thinking and I’ll do some research.”

“What if all three of the triplets are part of the same rebellion against the High King and the Council? If so, then they’re watching over us for a reason, and that would also mean that Hero might be involved.” She bit down on her thumbnail. “Could Mortis somehow be from the Capital? Do you think the High King sent him? We have to find a way to talk to Hero.”

“I’ll ask Firmus about it. Maybe he can help me get into Nitor. If not, I’ll sneak in.”

“Abyssus, be careful. This is dangerous. We don’t know anything. If you get caught....”

Abyssus gazed at her softly. His gaze alone held all the answers she needed, that he had faith in her, and he couldn’t leave her in the brothel, not without trying to make a difference.

Fate embraced him tightly. “You mean the world to me. I’m scared, but I’ll help you. So let’s work together to find answers. Even if we’re apart, we can do this. The darkness will always guide us.”

“I promise, no matter what it takes, I will free you from that place.”
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Time is very telling. The promises I made to my brother remained hanging in the balance, but he found a way to meet with Hero. Abyssus told me that the opportunity presented itself before he was prepared, and that it would take time to befriend Hero if we wanted to request his assistance.

Some pieces of information were almost impossible to uncover. For example, tales of the Grim were too obscure and confidential, never released to the public. Whenever we struggled with something, a book would mysteriously appear to answer our questions. As an example, when we asked the purpose behind the founding of the Council, the answer appeared in a book about the balance of the Empire. The group we knew as the Elders, who were some of the oldest living Ancients, founded the Royal Council to maintain the balance that had been disrupted by the plague and the Tainted.

Rumors abounded that the Council worked like a sieve between a higher power and those living in Mu. The leaders of this Council stayed far off in a land called Thule, where Ancients still thrived. Over many turns, the once harmonic lifestyle of the Ancients had been tarnished by the plague, and the Rahma population grew. These events triggered the decline of the Age of the Ancients.

The beings known as Dolls surfaced to maintain the disrupted balance. Even the case of the Lost Heiress seemed to have been the Council’s attempt to save the Age of the Ancients.

When I learned of this, I wanted to help restore all that had been lost, but Abyssus and I were too young to make the changes we sought in the kingdom. Most of the time, I felt powerless to alter anyone’s fate.

I spent six turns in the brothel before anything remarkable occurred. When I became old enough to serve, the truth surfaced about the clients at the brothel. I became aware of the suffering my older sisters endured, and faced the same cruel reality of our livelihood to protect those younger than me.

Myrna left the brothel shortly after I turned thirteen. On the day of her departure, she wore a lovely smile and disappeared from our lives.

I was relieved to know that Nigel played a part in her freedom, but feared for the future ahead. All I knew was that, just like Myrna, I needed to wear my smile like a mask.
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Fate sat in her room reflecting on the days she spent with her sisters. She missed their late night discussions about the people in Nitor. Sometimes they imagined what life would be like if they lived like the prosperous women walking down the street.

Fortuna poked her head through the doorway. “Fate, you have a package. Come to the door.”

Fate hurried down the long hallway to the entrance where Fortis waited.

He radiated his usual euphoric air. “Good day! I come bearing gifts.”

She opened the door wider to invite him in. “Gifts? From whom?”

The Ignis siblings easily picked up illnesses in the cold. When it came to elementals clashing, there was nothing quite like the fatal battle between the fire and ice elementals. The storms raging in Nex threatened the triplets day by day.

Fortis hid this weakness behind a melodic response and a wave of the silver-wrapped package. “Hero.”

Fate exchanged a skeptical glance with Fortuna.

The Madam crossed her arms. “Is it explosive?”

“What?” Fortis laughed heartily. “It’s not. At least, I hope it isn’t.”

“Thanks anyway,” Fate said, taking the package with two fingers. She held it up by the corner for inspection. “I’m usually not high on his list of priorities.”

Fortis scratched his head. “I don’t blame you for feeling suspicious, but he thought hard about this. He even asked the Lady Heqet for help.”

Fortuna raised both of her hands and batted the air in excitement. “The High Queen! Is it expensive?”

“Why does it matter? This could be the start of young love!”

Fate muttered, “I seriously doubt that.”

Fortis always sought love in every encounter, whether it be his own, or two strangers on the street. One could say that every person in Mu knew of his transgressions and philandering, yet no one complained. On the contrary, men and women alike stirred with exhilaration wherever he went.

Fate escaped while the siblings continued arguing about Hero and the High Queen. She tore open the paper on her way down the hallway, avoiding the gazes of her sisters, and sat in her room by the window.

The first thing she noticed was a small envelope with her name—her full name—which no one except Abyssus knew:


Cruentus Stella Atra Fate


Hero’s practiced penmanship lined up so perfectly she thought the letters might’ve fit stencils, but the subtle incongruity suggested otherwise.

If penmanship reflects our state of mind, then what does this mean about his personality?

She opened the letter without further thought, and read silently to herself.
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Lady Fate,

I’m sorry that I’m unable to give you this note directly. I received notice that your birthday passed recently.

To be blunt, this has nothing to do with your brother. He told me that you’re studying away from home to become an entertainer, which I find highly improbable.

Since I don’t know the truth, I can only speculate that these matters are beyond my understanding. I’ve never been very sympathetic. I believe that the others would prefer for me to remain an outsider.

Truthfully, I’m uncertain of how I should introduce myself. I rarely have the opportunity to meet with others outside of my father’s work.

When I asked Lady Heqet what I should buy you, she told me to send something I like. The bookmark is separate. I saw it while I was in the Capital and thought you might like it.

Happy belated birthday,

Hero
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Fate debated with herself, not sure whether to laugh or frown at the opportunity within her grasp. For the first time, she thought she could see the wheel of fortune spinning. She wanted to tell Abyssus, but it wasn’t time, so she read her new book, Sands of Time, and escaped into the story.
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The god Solaris loved chaos above all else. He could manipulate time and space, so he never aged. All his life he sat in the Halls of Time, duty-bound to the hourglasses that measured life.

He found his only true joy in the Goddess of Destruction, Ulnaire, the most beautiful in all existence, but her job clashed with that of Solaris’s.

They relied on each other to maintain balance, yet the very presence of Ulnaire disrupted Solaris’s work, his duty to watch over the Halls of Time and ensure that the Reapers could accurately make their rounds.

Whenever Ulnaire sang, chaos struck and the Halls of Time shook, causing the hourglasses to fall and shatter.

If Solaris could not complete his task, life could not begin anew.

The Reapers warned him that if he did not focus on this task, he would be replaced by a new god, so he worked hard to prove worthy of his position. He ignored the beauty and chaos of his companion while nurturing the Halls of Time.

When he finally returned to watch Ulnaire, he found her collapsed in her chambers.

She caressed his face and, in her final moments, muttered, “Blessed are ye, Solaris. I’m afraid my time has come.”

Her song symbolized her love for him. The pure strength of her love had given her the power to create chaos and, in turn, assist Solaris in creating new life. Without this balance, the two could not exist. Without Ulnaire, Solaris could not live.

Stricken with grief, he held the dying Ulnaire in his arms and used his remaining time to give her a new life, a life in which he hoped to live once more beside her.
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Fate pressed a hand over her mouth as she thought about the plot of the story. It appeared to be about Bound and the bonds that lasted an eternity. Without their mate, a Bound Ancient would die just as Solaris had. They could only hope to find their mate quickly, because even if they died moments after their mate, it could mean spending eons apart searching for their lost half. For this reason, Bound were born together, as twins.

Stories like Sands of Time often appeared in old literature, reminding the Ancients of this union of spirit and soul. Those who were Bound were rumored to experience echoes of each other’s pain. Every tale about them depicted the pain and infinite devotion they shared.

Fate hadn’t read many, but Abyssus spoke highly of them.

She liked heart-wrenching tales because they made her contemplate life. In this case, her thoughts traced back to Hero, and she lay back on her pillow, thinking of what to write to Abyssus.

Before she could relax her mind, Tori cracked the lattice door, stuck her head into the room, and whispered, “Fate, that looker is here to see you again.”

“Good grief, call the man by his name.”

Firmus leaned in, brushing against Tori as he moved. “Is this a bad time?”

Tori shrieked, flapped her hand, and ran away from him in a fluster.

He glanced back at her. “Did I do something?”

Fate sighed heavily. “That’s just Tori. Don’t mind her. How may I help you?”

“Oh.” He held out a letter. “Abyssus sent me.”

“I feel loved today.”

“Did something happen?” He sat down at her table and crossed his ankles.

“My brother’s beloved Prince Hero sent me a letter.”

He rubbed his nose. “Beloved, huh? He does stick to Hero like paste. He says they’re like brothers, though I hardly see the resemblance.”

“I think he meant brothers in spirit. Perhaps this union is based on their interests.”

“That’s what I mean. They’re like fire and ice.”

“That’s rather ironic, coming from you. Now, what did the fool write this time?”

Firmus was the only person she’d ever met who, through his mere presence, could make her darkness retreat.

She only saw him when he delivered letters, which was difficult with Mortis lurking around every corner.
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Loveliest sister,

I’m sorry I haven’t written in a while. I’ve found it difficult to meet with Firmus when Mortis is watching. It’s infuriating, really. How can we maintain a relationship with that man waiting around every bend? You’d think he was fond of me by how closely he watches, but alas, I shan’t prattle a moment longer.

I’ve got some news for you. Hero will be participating in the Astor Tournament at the turn of the season. He’ll be competing against the other princes of Mu to be successor of the High King, but not me, of course. I’ve got no interest in ruling. Wild, isn’t it? If not for his father, he wouldn’t mind a bit about it.

Speaking of bits, I’ve discovered that the Lady Heqet is involved with the Rebellion. That’s right. The High Queen herself is turning against her spouse. And that’s not all.... You’ll never guess who I met—Hero’s aunt, Caeles Chi. She serves directly under the High Queen as the Head of the Elite Guard, though I suppose I should call it the Queen’s Guard, knowing how close they are.

I say we watch and see how the Astor Tournament goes before making our next move.

I wish you the best,

Abyssus
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“Sorry,” Fate said. “I didn’t mean to pause for so long. I was just taken aback.”

“He said you would be.”

It was normal for silence to pass through the room when someone was alone with Firmus. He seemed not to take any offense, content to wait until a conversation was over.

Even she found his presence comforting, though she didn’t understand why. She had learned to accept him as someone worthy of her brother’s love. “You’re so good to Abyssus.”

He noted her words without comment.

“I need your help. I’m really worried about him. He acts like he’s free to do whatever he pleases.” She bowed. “Please go to my brother’s side and stop his meddling.”

Firmus patted her shoulder and, as she sat up, he said, “Thank you for entrusting me with him.”

“You are patient, perhaps too patient. Even I know how much you restrain yourself for him.”

His eyes glowed like embers. Something about him was a little different than his siblings. Sometimes his eyes reflected flames, even when there was nothing to cause it. This usually occurred when he thought of Abyssus.

Fate tucked a piece of hair behind her ear and sat at her desk to write a reply. “I’ll admit that I’ve always envied your bond with Abyssus. Obviously, our love for him is different, but it made me wish to be more like you. I’m not going to make the same mistake with Hero.”

Firmus beamed. “You have a wonderful heart.”

“Flatter me anymore and I’ll turn into Fortis.”

He chuckled and waited for her to finish the letter.

When she had signed her name, she slipped it into an envelope and handed it to him. “Here you are. I suppose I should write to Hero as well.”

“Would you like me to deliver it?”

“Would you be so kind?” She pulled another paper from a box on her dresser, and eventually, the words came to her.


Dear Hero,

I have received your package. Thank you for the book. I found it thought provoking.

In my home, we do not celebrate birthdays, we dread them, so you have brought a hint of joy into my routine. If possible, I’d like to know more about your life—about you.

Tell me, is the grass really greener on the other side?


She signed and sealed the second letter and passed it to Firmus. “My thoughts are with you.”

“I shall deliver them safely.” He stood in one swift movement. “Please excuse me, I must return to Abyssus now.”

She fought a smile. “Be well, Firmus.”

“Be strong, Lady Fate.”
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The lights across the street flickered on to signal the start of the night. Nitor was liveliest after dark, when the nobles paraded about the community, spending their time and money on outrageous displays of grandeur.

She took her shawl from the stand by her lamp and snuck out the window onto the snowy path. The shopkeepers had treated her kindly, despite her circumstances, and greeted her. Many nobles also passed her by, some ogling her with great interest, and others—mostly women—snarling at her.

She had grown accustomed to the numerous reactions and smiled regardless.

Her walk led her to the gates of Nitor Palace, where she curtsied to the tired guards standing watch outside.

One of the men at the gate approached, burning red in the face. “Good day, Lady.”

People farther from the brothel occasionally mistook her for a visiting Royal.

She recognized the other man, a frequent client at the brothel. Clients rarely wanted to be addressed outside, so she pretended not to notice him and greeted the first guard. “Good day. Nice evening, isn’t it?”

“I wish! Don’t you get tired of all this snow, Lady?”

“No, I quite like it. It’s very peaceful.”

The guard adjusted his gear. “By the sound of it, you must be the King’s next attempt to marry off Prince Hero.”

“What would make you think that?”

He shifted his gaze towards a bowed window on the second floor. “You know how it is. It’s his fault we can’t get rid of this dreadful weather. I’ll bet he enjoys watching us suffer.”

She had learned about the odd weather in Nex at a very young age. It was by far the coldest and smallest kingdom in all of Mu, and though the neighboring kingdoms experienced the cool rush of the ocean air, they never froze like Nex.

As the guard suggested, rumors claimed that Caeles Hero caused this. Supposedly, wherever the Caeles family went, the cold followed, and as their moods changed from high to low, so did the temperature of their setting. The ice elementals needed the cold in order to survive, much like the Igni needed heat wherever they lived or traveled.

The strangest part about this was that the three Igni resided in Nex, yet the weather remained uncharacteristically cold.

She reflected on this knowledge for a time before replying to the guard. “Doesn’t he need this weather to be healthy?”

“Not to this degree! This is just an emotional outburst, no doubt. If the King would just let the prince out, we might actually see some life around here. If you’re here for him, then I wish you well, Lady.” He shivered, breathed into his hands, and returned to his post.

So that’s how it is. Why lock him up in the first place?

Fate walked farther up the path to see the window more clearly. Ultimately, she climbed the back of the bathhouse to peer over the tall gate. From her elevated position, she saw the lit-up room on the second floor, and a figure sitting at a window seat.

Hero leaned back against the window, writing notes onto staff paper.

She strained to see the tune, but part of his shoulder blocked the paper, and she was too far away, at any rate. “He’s left handed too.”

A maid interrupted his notations to deliver Fate’s letter.

After the woman had gone, he repositioned to lean against the wall. His eyes moved quickly back and forth as he read the message.

The world was so quiet, even the din of the nobles drifted away from the rooftop. Fate’s heart grew heavy as she watched. “What did you mean when you sent that book?”

Hero pressed his hand against the window, gazed out at the community, and smiled softly.

What is he looking at? Wait a minute! He might be able to see me if I stand below!

She jumped down from the rooftop and ran out into the streetlight. From that distance, she easily met his line of sight.

His hand patted the glass once in surprise, and he pressed the letter against the window.

As soon as she nodded, he pointed outside until she noticed a small, frozen flower.

Now a paper was stuck against the glass:


Keep it. Goodnight.


The light in the room turned off, and Fate faced the path home with the flower in hand. A short time later, she glanced back at the window.

Why wasn’t he surprised to see me?
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My exchanges with Abyssus became infrequent as time moved on. His duty to uncover the truth finally led Mortis to suspect him of treason.

In the letters that I did receive, my brother maintained his reckless temperament towards Mortis. All I could do was hope that Firmus could protect him.

Hero won the Astor Tournament, leaps and bounds ahead of the other successors. That was when the storms started. Every day in Nex was colder than the last. We were buried in snow, just a white haze on the map of Mu.

I asked Abyssus for information, pleaded with him to explain the circumstances, but he only promised to deliver his journal when the time was right.
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Fate tended to men in the visitors’ rooms and listened to their lustful babble about her upcoming performance. She had collected a number of clients during her stay at the brothel.

Rahma easily fell victim to the allure of Ancients, the attraction as addictive as a drug to the Rahma.

Fate watched with interest as Fortuna poured a drink for their enchanted client, who could only dream of holding a woman of the Madam’s status. In truth, even Nigel’s status dimmed by comparison; nonetheless, Fortuna prided herself on catching him, as though the struggle was her own.

The Madam’s golden eyes glinted in the light. The Igni Cat’s Eye saw far beyond that of any other Ancient, though it certainly didn’t take an Oracle to sense Fate’s discomfort.

Any sensible Ancient detested the Rahma’s lust.

Fortuna leaned over, concealing her whisper with the wavy hair that swept across her cheek. “You look peaked. Head to your room. I’ll send a special client to bide your time.”

“Thank you, Madam.” Fate returned as requested, carrying a heap of crushing guilt upon her small shoulders. If not for her involvement with the Rebellion, she would have faced the same terrors as the girls before her.

Madam was a mother to all girls at the brothel, but they knew that if ever she considered one her child, it would have been Fate. Fortuna and her beloved often preached about how Fate was made to ascend the Capital throne. They did this so often that Fate started to believe it herself, mostly in hopes of changing the state of the kingdom.

The Royal Council disregarded Nex because of its Rahma rulers, hence they beseeched Hero to become the next High King. They wished to maintain Ancient tradition, but that also raised questions like the one oft heard whispered: “If Hero is a Half-Breed, then how is that maintaining tradition?”

A figure shifted in the reflection of Fate’s mirror and she turned her head, squinting at the unknown man. After a brief inspection, her heart tugged in a fusion of relief and alarm.

Abyssus beamed at her from the doorway, standing several heads taller than the last time they’d met.

She breathed in so deeply her lungs ached. “You shouldn’t be here.”

He joined her at the low table. In spite of his growth, he reserved his soft, rounded features. The same dark, wavy hair swept over his twinkling violet eyes.

Fate patted the snow off his head and used the long sleeves of her robes to warm his icy cheeks. She had long yearned for his warmth. “What are you doing here?”

He pressed a finger to his lips. “Shh. I must tell you something important, but I don’t have much time.”

“Did you have to come here? It’s dangerous.”

He leaned his head against hers and sighed. “Just once, I wanted to see you. Soon, you’ll understand.”

“You’re scaring me.”

“It’s okay. Listen, I’ll be attending your performance with Hero and Niteo. I’m sure Fortis will tag along, but that’s beside the point. Hero is going to be there, so I urge you to speak with him.”

“At the performance?” She exhaled the words, “You think I have the time to talk to him at my performance? Are you mad?”

“Don’t panic. Are you a courtesan, or not? It doesn’t matter who you’re approaching. We both know that it only takes a moment to captivate a guest.”

She nodded slowly. “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry.”

They’d planned for so long to find a chance for Fate to meet Hero, and the performance would provide an opportunity to catch him. If she could speak to him, even for a moment, she could ask for an invitation to Nitor Palace. In person, she could see his reactions and persuade him more easily.

She took the Sands of Time from her bookshelf. “I know what to do.”
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I once thought I was in control of things, that I was spinning the wheel of fortune with my own two hands. Perhaps I was afraid, but I still charged recklessly into battle, clueless to the events I was about to set into motion.

It took little time for me to teach my sisters the routine, for we did nothing but perform.

I was to be the Lady Ulnaire, the Goddess of Destruction who spun storms with her song.

My sisters praised me. “You are truly a spitting image of the Lady Ulnaire.”

Little did I realize, Hero was not Solaris.
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Fate waited behind the curtain, watching the crowd.

Her younger sisters whispered behind her in excitement about the beauty of the Lady Ulnaire. She was only a character to them, not their sister.

With a practiced smile, she turned to them and recited, “Chaos beckons to Solaris, but to little avail. How shall my words reach him this day?”

Tori jested, “May the winds guide you, Lady Ulnaire.”

Their sisters giggled and puckered their lips to mimic Fate’s pouting expression.

“Enough of that.” She hushed them. “We must be vigilant in our methods if we hope to reach Solaris.”

The Madam stepped onto the stage to give her welcoming speech, glistening from head to toe. The beads of her gown twinkled in the light. Several of her guests whistled and hooted at her, and she bowed her head at them politely. “Welcome, all, I am Madam Fortuna. We gather here this night to honor our most recent blossom, Lady Fate. She has chosen to share a story with all of you, our honored guests. I encourage everyone to attend the after-party for an opportunity to speak with our Leading Lady. Please enjoy the show.” She bowed and stepped off the stage.

As soon as the audience finished their applause, the theatre lights turned off.

The four youngest girls snuck out from behind the curtain to take their positions in the darkness. Clusters of large, colorful orbs traveled through the theatre then, one by one, and the lights at the bottom of the stage clicked on.

The first girls on stage stood completely still in their positions, their toes pointed and their hands raised back. The music commenced and their colorful scarves moved together in smooth waving movements. They were the Lady Ulnaire’s winds, the very notes of her song. Each girl linked together to create the perfect storm, the entrance of the Lady Ulnaire.

Fate prepared to make her appearance, fanning out the back of her robes and balancing carefully on her platform shoes, while Tori adjusted the beaded crown and corset. The costume hung so heavily that Fate strained to move.

Tori assisted her up to the curtain, waiting for the four girls on stage to finish their routine. “Go,” she said, giving a slight push for encouragement.

Fate slid her feet forward, one before the other, balancing herself cautiously. All of her practice had led up to this performance; she couldn’t afford to break her smile.

If I can pull this off, I will change everything.

She reached the center of the stage and the four girls dropped to the floor, their scarves drifting after them like wisps of smoke.

Only one light shone now, focused directly on Fate, and silence swept through the theatre as all eyes fixed on her in awe. She scanned the audience until she saw her brother’s signal from a compact mirror reflecting off the lights above.

I can do this.

She stretched out a hand towards the audience and allowed the silence to hang for a moment longer. When all was completely still, she unleashed the Lady Ulnaire’s song upon them.

The Goddess never sang with words, for her voice alone compelled the winds of chaos, and Fate intended to do the same. She’d spent many turns honing her voice, to help release her buried pain, and now she could unleash that same agony in its truest form, not only her own, but that of her sisters. The song carried their fears about the future, and the pain of their past.

When the anticipation of the crowd had reached its limit, she let the sting of the light draw out a single tear, and closed her eyes. The pang of drums beat through the theatre as she stepped down from her shoes.

Her sisters rose from the floor. One placed a black mask over Fate’s face, and another removed the crown.

Fate swung her head to show the pain in the demise of Lady Ulnaire.

The light from the mirror shone again, a mere glitter at the corner of her eye as she threw out her arms and spun down the walkway in a flurry of trailing robes.

Her decline signaled the last part of the performance, the sands of time. Sparkling confetti rained down from the rafts above. She gripped her head and unclipped the band of the mask. As it clacked to the floor, she reached out a hand to gather some of the falling confetti on her palm, and blew it toward the mirror’s light.

“Blessed are ye, Solaris. I’m afraid my time has come.” She collected her robes and shoes and strolled backstage.

Tori parted the curtain and welcomed her back. “You did it! His gaze followed you all the way down the stage.”

The lights in the theatre eased on, revealing the stunned audience. They sat in long silence before discussing the performance.

Fate heaved a sigh. Her body ached, but she had succeeded.

Her sisters praised her as they assisted her out of costume.

She received a rough pat from Tori and another encouraging shove. “Finish what you’ve started.”

Fate shot out of the curtain, fixing her robes and hair. She quickly collected herself with her standard, practiced smile, and hurried to the King’s party.

Abyssus glanced at her, smirking faintly as he picked pieces of confetti off Hero’s head.

She curtsied politely before King Niteo. “Good evening, Your Majesty. I am honored to have performed for you this evening. I do hope you enjoyed the show.”

He resembled Neco far too much for her comfort.

She pressed her lips together tightly to hide her disgust. Even though she knew it was unwarranted, she couldn’t help her instincts.

“You’re far too polite.” He sighed blissfully. “Your performance was awe-inspiring. You look stunning, my dear.”

“Thank you kindly.”

Fortis stepped forward and kissed her hand. He had spent several nights drinking tea with her when he could afford the time and money to do so. His dramatic behavior always brought her immense joy, especially on stormy nights. “Lady Fate, you are more brilliant than the stars. You must be the most desired woman in all of Mu. I cannot wait to brag to Firmus about your lovely performance.”

“Is he well?”

“With your brother around, he must be.”

She forced down a cackle. “Then perhaps Abyssus should have played the Lady Ulnaire.”

Abyssus nearly snapped his neck shooting a glare. His cheeks burned fiercely red. “The devil is in you.” He hid his face in his turtle-neck sweater.

Hero laughed faintly, which provided Fate the perfect opportunity to address him without speculation.

She summoned her smokiest voice and brushed his wrist with her fingertips. “Hero of Nitor, what a pleasure it is to finally make your acquaintance.”

He choked back his voice.

“What’s the matter?”

Fortis’s shoulders shuddered in his attempt to mask his laughter.

“Hey, let’s go get beverages,” Abyssus suggested, whisking Fortis away.

Hero’s hand opened and clenched the open air. He muttered something under his breath and stiffened as Fate drew closer.

His father had already been distracted by more important guests. The group laughed loudly, oblivious to the matters outside their circle.

Fate stepped closer. “I must say, you’re not as eloquent as I expected.” She looked carefully at her surroundings.

Neither the Madam nor her sisters were in sight. All of the guests focused on their companions or the King.

Fate snatched Hero from the theatre and treaded down the hallway through the dark brothel to the outside corridor, dragging him all the way down by the wrist.

She faced him again beneath the swinging red lanterns. “I’m sorry for being so forceful. I’ve wanted to speak to you for a long time.”

Hero blinked at her several times. He appeared to have heard her clearly, though he didn’t speak.

“I need your help.” She crouched down in the shadows, evading the red tint of the swinging lantern, and pulled Hero down into the darkness where the moonlight hit his face. Up close, the color of his eyes was so vivid that she caught herself staring. “I suppose I should try introducing myself first.” She touched his hand.

He jerked back, frowning. “I already know who you are.”

She expected him to be surprised to find her in the brothel, or at least to express the same sensitivities as the men before him. Her pride as courtesan faced unforeseen complications.

He tilted his head. “Don’t jump, right?”

“What?”

“No?”

“Well, you’re not wrong.”

“I thought so.” His light, tight-lipped smile, strangely enough, lacked joy. That’s not to say he didn’t express anything, but simply that Fate failed to grasp what he felt at that moment.

She examined him from head to toe, unable to determine the source of her discomfort. The feeling eventually passed and she returned to her train of thought. “I know this is our first time formally meeting, but I need your help, and I don’t know when I’ll get the chance to ask again. I was sold to this brothel when I was seven. My father is keeping me here so he can marry me once I’ve matured.” She lifted two fingers. “There are only two ways for me to get out of here. The first is that I can get your father involved, and the second... is if Abyssus dies.”

“If you’re hoping to involve my father, then you’re making a mistake.” His expression relaxed in a way that appeared vacant. There was no light in his eyes, no emotion in his gaze, just a hollow shell where she expected to find a person.

At this rate, I’m going to lose my grip on him.

“I’m not asking your father, I’m asking you.”

His eyes moved back and forth over her face, studying every pore. “You don’t know me. How do you know you can trust me?”

“I don’t have a choice.”

He glimpsed down the hallway towards the theatre lights, which glowed dimly in the distance. He might’ve been watching for his father, or maybe he had the sense to check for informants. “What is your request?”

“I’d like to speak about this in more detail, but the only way I can do that is if I can get inside Nitor Palace.”

“You need an invitation.” He easily comprehended the dilemma, for someone so detached.

The Madam’s voice reverberated through the hallway. She called out for Fate, and her shadow appeared outside the theatre doors.

Fate crept farther down the corridor, pulling Hero along behind her. “Quickly.” They snuck around the corner into the courtyard, and entered the storehouse.

His calm indifference continued. “My father will come for me soon, so say what you must.”

“I can tell you the rest if you get me into the palace. I can’t trust you with everything, not yet.”

He cracked a smile. “Since there is still time, why did you stop me from jumping that day?”

Her thoughts spun in reverse, reaching to that distant day for answers. “It was the right thing to do.”

A deep line formed between his brows. “The right thing? You don’t know me.”

“So? Does that I mean I should watch you die?”
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I realized that Hero of Nitor was not the person I expected him to be. In letters, he was both eloquent and thoughtful, but in real life, there was something very strange about his mind.

Often, he wore an unusual expression. His lips would part as though he intended to say something, but nothing ever came out. Due to this unexpected trait, a fear rose in me that Hero might find it displeasing to speak with his father.

I thought, ‘this person is going to be the death of me.’
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Hero turned at the sound of his father’s call. “I have to go.” In the blink of an eye, he disappeared from the storehouse.

“Wait!” Fate dropped to her knees and clutched her head.

I only have a few months. What am I going to do? I’d rather die fighting than surrender to that man. Someone has to change this kingdom. Is this how the Lady Ulnaire felt when Solaris left her? Why is this person so unpredictable?

For a time, she sat in the storehouse just contemplating her future. “What have I done?”

The door to the storehouse opened and the light flicked on. The burst of light caused her temporary blindness and pain.

Tori shrieked. “Fate, you scared me! What are you doing in here? Madam has been looking everywhere for you! Did you say goodbye to your brother?”

“I’m not feeling well.”

“Shall I call the Madam?”

“No, I’m going to rest.” The night may have gone well, but it didn’t make Fate feel any better about her predicament. Everything she’d expected had turned out to be completely different, especially Hero.

She stood below the high window at the end of the hallway and gazed up at the glowing white haze around the moon. “Please, help us find our way.”
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The morning light stabbed at Fate’s eyes and head as she fought her way out of the tangled blankets, groaning. The thickest cover remained wrapped around her long hair and head, blocking her view beyond the ceiling.

Hero leaned over her, his white hair and pale skin reflecting the light like snow. His voice sounded steady, unwavering, and yet he spoke in a murmur. “Morning.”

She cranked her head and studied him from another angle. He seemed to her a mere illusion after she had failed to coerce him the previous night. “You’re like a snowflake.”

“Pardon?”

“You’re small, white, and you glow in the sun.” In her drowsy trance, this joke struck a chord of amusement and she laughed much harder than expected.

His mint-colored eyes narrowed, almost imperceptibly, and he flicked her hard between the eyes.

The pang snapped her awake and she clawed out of the blankets, rolling and thrashing. She stumbled over and leaned against her vanity several feet away.

“Good, you’re awake.” He sounded unaffected.

“Wha—Why? You’re real. What are you doing here?”

“The invitation. He said yes. It was your idea.” He tilted his head.

This time, she mimicked him. “Are you true?”

“Truer than you.”

She covered her legs with her robes and patted her hair into place. “Um, okay. Well, I’ll get dressed, and we can talk on the way to the palace.”

“Aren’t you?” He inspected her, half-pointing to her night robes. By the sound of it, he spoke very little, even if it meant his remarks lacked clarity.

She understood his question anyway and responded naturally. “Praise be, this is no way to visit the palace. I only have simple gowns, but they will have to do for now.”

He stretched out his neck, lowered his eyes as if sneaking another glance, and then left to stand against the wall just outside her room.

He seems confused. What a strange person.

She dug through her dresser for a change of attire, removed her robes, and slipped a black gown on over her head. From the corner of her eye, she watched Hero.

He stood silently and observed the building, presumably the screens that encompassed the entire wall. From a distance, a bright red scarf obscured part of his face, so it proved difficult to see his expression. Not that this mattered; both his expression and voice were fixed, conveying either detachment or indifference towards everything and everyone.

Fate had questions about him because she grew up in the brothel, where men always imposed upon her and her sisters. The girls knew to be wary of people with vague intentions, or lacking characteristics.

Praise be, maybe he’s a sociopath! Abyssus should’ve known this. Why didn’t he tell me? No, I shouldn’t judge someone I don’t know. I’m being ridiculous.

She soon joined Hero in the hall and they passed the decorative screens towards the bustling street outside. When the front door slid open, she breathed in the crisp winter air, full of charcoal and spices.

His eyes traced her carefully, as if asking: What are you doing?

“It smells like winter! It’s so crisp.”

“You like it,” he said, more a confirmation than a question.

“I do.”

He removed the red scarf and draped it over her head like a hood. “Sorry.”

“What for?” She followed the looping knitted pattern with her hands.

Instead of replying, he lifted his hand in a flicking gesture.

“Oh, it’s okay.” She disliked dwelling on negative subjects. If a conversation took a turn for the worse, she simply began a new one. “Why do you wear a scarf? You don’t get cold, do you?”

“A gift,” he said. He shifted his eyes towards the street and back to Fate, and then clarified. “From Abyssus.”

A black band wound around his neck, peeking out from the collar of his dress shirt. Fortuna called them chokers, but his differed somehow.

Fate sensed it served a different purpose, because Hero didn’t seem like the type of person to wear something without a good reason. After all, he barely spoke even with a good reason. “What about that?”

He touched the band the way one might brush their fingers across memorabilia, with a sort of soft appreciation. “Abyssus.” He continued studying her as they walked. His stare wasn’t as evasive as those of the men at the brothel, just full of curiosity. “You’re Iu.”

“Why do you ask?”

“You’re small,” he said, even though he was only a few inches taller.

Her retort came all too easily. “So are you. If I’m not mistaken, aren’t Caeles usually tall?”

He squinted at her and delivered a snide reply. “So you’re an expert.”

“Abyssus tells me all kinds of interesting facts.”

His mouth twisted from side to side. “I’m Fox Clan, not Wolf Clan. Don’t belittle me.”

She filled in the gaps of his sentences as he spoke: I am part of the Fox Clan, not the Wolf Clan. She really didn’t know the difference between one clan and the other. By context, one group must’ve been smaller.

He guided her past all the stores and stands, occasionally glancing at them and twiddling his thumbs.

His odd habits drew her focus and caused her to question each behavior. “Hero, do you want to go and look?”

He shook his head.

They shortly arrived at the palace gates and faced inspection from the posted guards, who concentrated on searching Fate. One of them put his hand on Hero’s scarf and glanced back at him for some kind of confirmation.

What, does he think I stole it?

Hero just gave his tight-lipped smile.

Its shape gave Fate the idea to start calling it the ‘U’ smile, which, truthfully, caused discomfort instead of reassurance.

Once the guards finished, she followed more closely behind Hero, to avoid further confrontation.

Another soldier standing by the entrance stopped them from entering. “Prince Hero, please take the Lady Fate through the side door.”

They glanced at each other, and Hero withdrew without argument. He led her through a side gate where a small, grassy courtyard lay beside another pair of doors to the palace.

The white panes brought out the mosaic glass so nicely that she stopped and admired it.

“Come,” he said, leaning out of the next doorway with his recurrent lacking expression.

Something about his demeanor reminded her of a child, maybe the awkwardness or simply his careless way of moving.

She held the door open and strode into the palace. The interior radiated as much light from its white décor as Hero had when he first appeared that morning. It differed completely from the dismal Macellarius, which seemed as though a demonic overlord had ruled over it, instead of her father.

She thought this might be an insult to any being who perceived her thoughts.

Fortunately, only Hero stared back at her with surprising innocence and curiosity. His gaze questioned her decision to glance at him... until footsteps echoed down the hallway. As the sound surfaced, he twitched and turned to face a maid skipping down the hallway.

Her long, brown braids swayed from behind a stack of towels as she approached a closet, next to a room on the opposite side.

Fate had already decided to ignore the maid, when the girl turned sharply.

The maid’s voice pierced the air in delight. “Oh, Hero! I’ve missed you!” Her hands wrapped around his wrists like vines. “You’d never guess what happened! This morning while I was trimming the hedges, I came across a wolf pup!”

Hero’s eyes opened wide. “What? Where? I want it.”

Her smile faded as she noticed Fate. “This is....”

“Fate,” he answered. “Focus, Lola.”

Fate glared at him. “At least introduce us properly. You can stalk your pup later.”

The maid gripped his scarf. “Did you take this from him?”

This again? Why would I take it? He’s standing right here.

His lips curled down in an expression that resembled a pout. “But I’m here.”

She shook a finger at Fate. “I know you. You’re the former Princess of Macellarius.” With a nod, the maid scoffed. “Isn’t it ironic that we should meet this way, when you so coldly left us to die in the street?”

He gently guarded Fate with his arm. “Stop. You can’t blame her for something that happened when she was a child.”

Fate watched carefully, curious about his reaction. It was the first time he had spoken more than three or four words at a time since the start of the morning.

When the maid realized she couldn’t get past him, she said, “She watched us freeze to death from the warmth of the palace!”

Fate remembered watching, but never closely enough to note the details of a citizen’s life. The balcony was too far to see everything that happened. She slipped between Hero’s arm and side. “Who are you?”

The maid answered, “My name is Lara. I grew up in Macellarius... at least, until I was rescued and brought to Nitor.”

I thought Hero called her Lola. Did I hear her wrong, or him?

Fate bowed. “I am very sorry to hear that you suffered in Macellarius, but I am glad to know that you now live here. I no longer live in the palace. I am a courtesan at the brothel.”

Lara averted her gaze. “Maybe now you understand what it feels like to be cast aside.”

By the time Fate lifted her head, Lara had gone into a room by the closet. The door slammed shut, leaving a wake of awkward silence.

Hero lifted a hand towards Lara’s bedroom door and scrunched his nose. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize she felt that way.”

Fate reassured him with a smile. “Well, it wasn’t all bad. You’re talking a lot more now.”

He rubbed the bridge of his nose until there was a small red spot. “I tried telling you before, but my father isn’t here. He doesn’t come around often.”

“Even though you’re here?” She regretted the words the moment they left her mouth. Any mention of King Niteo turned Hero cold and distant.

“We can talk in the library,” he said, opening the door behind them.

The room teemed with books organized neatly on built-in shelves. A red sitting chair rested beside a fireplace and a standing lamp.

Fate bent down to read some of the book titles. “Seems dangerous to have all this paper next to a fireplace.” She plunked down on the chair, powerless to reach the floor. Her feet dangled over the edge while the rest of her petite body sank into the cushion.

Hero sat on the arm of the chair. “If you’re not here to see my father, then why have you come?”

“To see you, obviously.”

He tilted his head instead of asking why.

“I want to make a deal,” she said, reading into his mannerisms.

“A bargain?”

“Word has it you’re next in line to be High King. I don’t suppose you’ve heard the rumors about me?”

He raised a brow, but didn’t say anything.

“What if I told you I’m the Lost Heiress?” She had no confirmation of this, but she always used bits and pieces of information to pry answers out of people. The truth usually had a way of revealing itself. “I was supposed to marry Prince Kyou.”

“So?”

She bounced back quickly, despite her surprise. “I want your help to restore this kingdom.”

His eyes wandered again, and he stared at some distant place. “You probably don’t realize it, but I’m the last person you should be asking. Did Kyou put you up to this, or was it Fortis?”

She sank back into the sitting chair with a sigh. “You know Prince Kyou?”

“Yeah, and he wouldn’t marry you.”

“Why not?”

“Haven’t you heard? He’s the Wayward Prince.” His mouth twitched as though concealing a smile.

Something about this gave Fate the impression she had slipped up. “The what?”

“In short, he’ll bed anyone he deems acceptable.”

She stopped herself from glaring at him. “You’re too pretty to speak like that.”

He partially opened his mouth, but nothing came out. For a moment, his throat made a strange sound, as if about to expel words, and then he gave up and closed his mouth again.

“Sorry for prying,” she said. “I’ll stop asking questions for now.”

He leaned forward, looking at her very closely. “You remind me of Abyssus. He’s a prattler too.”

“Prattler?”

“An incessant talker.”

Her cheeks burned furiously. “I’m not a prattler!”

“I don’t know how you’re expecting me to help you. I can’t leave the palace without permission, and you hardly know me. What would you do if I was tainted?”

“I don’t think you’d ask me that if you were.”

He flashed his ‘U’ smile and stepped down from the arm of the chair to scan the book titles. “Lady Fate, what do you know about Undal?”

“You mean the Old World? It’s just a myth, isn’t it?”

He glanced over his shoulder. “Is it?”

“That’s what everyone says.” Tales of the Old World had arisen during Fate and Abyssus’ studies of the Grim. Only children and the old still believed that it once existed.

Hero frowned at her response. “You’re surprisingly pure of heart, unlike Abyssus.”

She scowled at his suggestion. “What are you suggesting?”

He removed a thin book from the shelf. “Perhaps you don’t know him as well as you think.”

“Then tell me what you believe about the world, and my brother.”

He sat down beside her on the cushion. “I started doing that a long time ago.”

She debated whether he was as amiable as he first appeared. “Okay, tell me about the book you’re holding.”

“It’s an old fable from Undal called The Story of Night and Day.”

“You think Undal was a real place? Then you must have some theories about how it fell.”

He paused with his hand against the cover of the book. “I’ve heard a lot of rumors, but few I believe.”

“What do you believe?”

“It has been recorded that there was at least one occasion when Calamity struck both sides of the Empire almost simultaneously. There is speculation that the Fallen caused it, but none can prove it. At least, no one wants to prove it.”

“The Fallen are the Tainted, right?”

He nodded.

“Can you tell me about them?”

Though most considered tales of Undal a myth, the Council had ascertained the existence of the Tainted, conceivably out of fear or obligation.

Hero processed Fate’s question for a long time and averted his gaze. “Knowledge is available to all those who seek it, Lady Fate.”

“Is that a no?”

“I’m not an encyclopedia. If you wish to learn, the study upstairs is accessible.”

Why does he avoid my question?

She leaned over to one side and stole a glance at his face, which still showed no sign of emotion or interest, except for the flicker of amusement she noticed when she mentioned the Wayward Prince. “Do you mean to say that I can come again?”

“When time permits.”

“Can you read the book?”

“I can, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Her facial muscles instinctively formed a smile to hide her irritation. “Please.”

He nodded again in approval, and opened the colorfully painted picture book.

“I didn’t expect you to read this type of book,” she said.

“My father dislikes fiction. He finds it impractical, and he especially detests tales about Undal.”

She ran her fingers over an image of a girl wearing a white dress, the same color as the girl’s long, flowing hair. Clouds formed around her in soft strokes of fuchsia, black, blue, and violet. “That’s kind of sad. The images are beautiful.”

“I’ve kept it stashed away since I was a child.”

“We’re the same age, right? You’re fifteen?”

“Yeah. Did Abyssus tell you?”

“He tells me a lot about you.” Fate remembered that his birthday came shortly after hers every turn—the day before the winter solstice.

“Probably not everything, but why is my age relevant?”

She carefully took the book from his hands and turned the cover towards him. “I was just admiring how well you’ve taken care of your book. It must be older than you, and it still looks new.”

His mouth quirked back on one side, forming something similar to a half smile. “Shall I read it to you?”

Now and then, she got the impression that her choice of words saved her. “Hmm....” She opened it and let him hold the back cover. “Let’s read it together.”

Through careful inspection, she discerned the state of his family life. His father certainly never demonstrated the care Hero needed. In that regard, Niteo appeared to express even less affection towards Hero than Neco had towards Abyssus.

In this way, she wanted to bring some joy into Hero’s life, as she was certain Abyssus had done. “I’ll start.” She cleared her throat. “Long, long ago there were two worlds, a world of light and a world of darkness.” She turned the page.

This time the image was split. One page displayed the girl in the world from the first page, and the second displayed a dark-haired boy standing in a cluster of pastel-colored clouds.

Hero read next. “The world of darkness was ruled by a goddess, and the world of light by a god. Their names were Luna and Syo.”

She turned the next page to see the god and goddess reaching past the binding of the book to hold hands. “Luna and Syo fell deeply in love. More than anything, they cherished the miracles and madness that occurred in each other’s presence.” The following page showed Luna and Syo on one page, looking at a red-haired figure surrounded by spiraling clouds. “However, the Creator of the two worlds eventually brought upon a younger existence— mortals.”

In the next section, the clouds parted to show a crowd of people walking in different directions. The Creator reappeared, divided between two pages. Hero read again. “The Creator asked Luna and Syo to care of the mortals, because they were all his children.” As he read, he seemed to emerge from his shell and express a deeply founded belief in the tale and in Undal.

Fate figured he viewed it as more of a scripture than a fable, as she turned to an image of strange rippling darkness. Luna and Syo were once again on separate pages holding hands, but each had one tear coming from one of their eyes.

Since she had stopped reading, Hero continued. “But the chaos caused by Luna and Syo’s love hurt the mortals. In order to give them a chance at survival, Luna and Syo promised to part.”

Luna and Syo reached out to each other through a wash of blue space and white stars.

He read the next page. “They promised that they would be the night and day of the mortal’s lives, the very means of their survival. They would forever be like ships passing in the night.”

The last page contained a small poem:


And the goddess kissed the sun,

Before taking her plight,

For there was no true love fonder than night.


Hero closed the book. “The original was a poem. It’s a very old tale. This one was translated and painted, but the last line was so famous that they kept it.”

Fate nodded. “They say that a person’s taste in literature tells a lot about their ideals and interests. This is the second time you’ve shared this type of heart-wrenching story with me.”

He hid the book somewhere behind one of the shelves. “Maybe you’re not getting the message.”

She felt obligated to ask what message he was trying to convey through his storytelling. “Okay, so what about this one? Is there a reason you’re drawn to it?”

“I had two friends named after the God and Goddess.”

“Had?”

He nodded, just once, and remained facing the bookshelves.

She rested a hand against the arm of the chair. “What happened to them?”

“I killed them.”
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Fate’s heart sank in her chest. The logical side of her wanted to ask questions to make sense of Hero’s declaration of murder. She had only one deduction. “The Astor Tournament.”

His gaze cast over her carefully, and he frowned. “Good guess.”

She had already prepared her next question, but a knock emanated from the door opposite of where they first entered.

He presented his ‘U’ smile. “Looks like they’re ready.”

“Ready?”

He took Fate by the wrist, led her to the door, and opened it to reveal a crowd full of servants gathered in the main hall.

They greeted her unanimously. “Welcome to Nitor Palace!” The rest of the hall teemed with musicians and tables packed with luxurious hors d’oeuvres.

She drew back a breath. “A party?” Someone tapped on her shoulder, and as she turned, her brother waved. “Abyssus!”

“This is the Nitor treatment,” he said, pointing at Hero. “Or should I call it the Hero treatment?”

The servants started the music and festivities without instruction and proceeded to play and dance as they pleased. As before, they seemed to ignore their guests and Hero just the same.

Fate had never seen palace servants behave so freely. “They’re allowed to do that?”

Hero replied, “My father isn’t here, so why not?”

So this is Hero’s decision.

Lara soon discovered him and pulled his arm. “Dance with me!”

“I have guests,” he said.

Abyssus sneered at Lara. He had a habit of expressing himself more than others liked, especially when he disliked someone.

What did she do to him?

Hero slipped free of Lara’s grasp. “How about we play a round of Rota Fortunae?”

Fate blinked rapidly. “Rota Fortunae?”

“It’s a game from Undal.”

She pursed her lips and reminded herself that scrutinizing the mythology of Undal would serve no purpose.

“Then we need a blindfold!” Abyssus said.

Hero glanced at the ribbon around the waist of Fate’s dress. “Can we borrow that?”

“Um... sure.”

He took it between two fingers, untied it, and then turned to Lara. “Are you joining?”

Her eyes sparkled at his suggestion. “Of course!”

Abyssus shook his hands in a façade of joyous celebration. “Ohh, yay, Lara’s playing.”

She glowered at him from behind Hero’s shoulder.

What in the world is going on between these two?

Hero overlooked their blatant battle, led everyone past the dining table, and exited the palace. As they stepped across the pavement into the yard, they approached a garden of ice roses that stretched from corner to corner of the yard. Beyond that, a labyrinth rested, still and covered by frost.

Frozen flowers, just like that one time.

Abyssus concealed a smirk with his hand. “So, who’s going to be the Calamity?”

Fate broke her trance of awe and returned her attention to the group. “The Calamity?”

Hero explained. “In history, the Calamity was believed to be an Oracle able to see with the Eyes of the Abyss.”

“The what?”

He pressed a hand to his chin. “Think of it as a filter that allows you to see into an ethereal realm— it gives clarity to things the average eye can’t see.”

“How does it work in the game?”

“One person is blindfolded. That person takes the role of Calamity, whose job is to ‘taint’ other people who come close.”

Abyssus added, “First, the Calamity is isolated, then we all clap and sing the Spinning Song.”

Fate rubbed her head. “What’s the Spinning Song?”

Hero answered again, since no one else seemed to know. “The Spinning Song comes from an old tale, Rota Fortunae, which was written in the Book of Ages. The tale was passed through Undal and, eventually, children turned it into a game.”

“What was the song used for?”

“It was suggested to be a method of picking out the next Fated.”

“Fated? This is surprisingly complex for a children’s game.”

He smiled unexpectedly. “Only if you didn’t study. According to the writings of Grim, the Fated were people infected by the Tainted. Anyone who became Fated died of illness or unfortunate circumstances.”

He’s being snarky with me, but why is he even telling me this so willingly? Isn’t he the one who said he’s not an encyclopedia?

Lara grumbled. “Back to the game. If she doesn’t understand the rules, maybe she should just sit it out and watch.”

Hero disregarded her spiteful comment. “So, as I was saying, in the game the Calamity has to touch people to taint them. Once someone is tainted, they can taint other people. The object of the game is to either taint all of the free players, or touch the Calamity.”

Abyssus chimed in. “We can play in the labyrinth. The Calamity will start by the pagoda.”

Lara let out a low sigh. “I think the Lady Fate should play the Calamity.”

“I agree,” Hero said, tying the ribbon around Fate’s eyes.

What? Why me?

He responded as though he somehow perceived her thoughts. “Because you are the least familiar with the rules and it somehow seems fitting.”

They proceeded into the labyrinth while Abyssus and Lara waited outside for the game to start.

The leaves around Fate rustled and the chill of the winter air stung her cheeks. “Is it just me, or is it colder in here?”

Hero’s voice carried a hint of amusement. “It’s darker, too.”

“To be honest, I have a really bad sense of direction, so I’m a little worried.”

“You’ll be fine.”

They stopped in the depths of the labyrinth.

He stepped away, but his presence hung in the air for a time. “When we begin the song, you have to start spinning. Take it easy, as you have to continue doing this until the song is over.” He waited a moment then added, “There are twelve verses.”

“Do I leave the ribbon over my eyes?”

“Take it off when the song is over.”

She didn’t know her surroundings well enough to feel comfortable standing alone, so she put out her arms to feel for anything nearby.

“Safe journeys, Mistress.”

“Eh, what?”

Abyssus’ voice trailed from a distance. “Are you ready?”

Hero’s aura dissipated from the space ahead, and the clapping of the spinning song echoed through the labyrinth. The three free players sang:


Spinning, spinning wheel of fate,

Which one shall you choose?

A sinner from the shadows,

Shall you win or shall you lose?


Fate kept her head still and focused as she spun. Her dance practices helped more now than she had ever suspected. As she turned, she imagined what the world might look like through the Eyes of the Abyss.

The song echoed further in the distance:


Turning, turning wheel of fate,

The spokes are slowing down.

Hush, the demon’s dance is ending,

Don’t you make a sound.


In the darkness of the blindfold, the world pulled away. Every sound around her grew faint, and even the ground and sky stretched far out of reach. She reasoned that she must’ve been dizzy, that she was losing her touch with her surroundings due to her inability to see.

The final verse sounded distant, a mere echo beyond a glass wall:


Stopping, stopping wheel of fate,

She tiptoes through the crowd.

If you hear her whisper,

You are Fated now.


When the song ended, she put out her hands. The darkness drew her deeper, away from the life of the game. The trance had gone too far, as if she had slipped from consciousness.

She pulled off her blindfold.

A haze fell over the labyrinth from a sudden gathering of clouds. Dust-like particles polluted the crisp winter air. There was no wind, just a sting from the intensity of the cold.

She moved forward, rubbing her arms. “Hero? Abyssus!” The end of the first path branched off in two different directions, left and forward. She brushed her fingers against the hedge and followed it towards the left.

Utter silence hung around her. Not even the leaves rustled when she touched them. She crept around the bend and stopped to listen, but there was nothing. The entire world had come to a stop.

The air seemed to wrap around her as she stood and stared into the fog. Something told her to go back. Some deep instinct arose, and she spun back to return to the pagoda.

As she turned, she met face to face with a crouched figure.

A pair of hollowed-out eyes stared at her. Parts of the figure appeared similar to those of a person, namely its legs and long, mangled arms, but its body seemed to be made of darkness, like a disfigured shadow, or something that once was—something no longer of the mortal realm.

Fate pressed her hands over her mouth to mask her breathing.

The creature sat still and unreceptive, as though waiting for her to do something.

She glanced around the labyrinth, searching for a way to avoid the creature’s gaze. As before, there was nothing. She inched backwards, keeping her eyes fixed on the creature, and safely arrived at the end of the path.

Once there, she stole a final glance and hurried around the bend, but as her head turned forward, she stopped in front of another crouched creature. She checked the last path, where the first creature remained in its position, and realized the creatures had blocked her path.

Determined to escape, she flattened herself against the hedge and crept by the second creature, holding her breath as she moved.

The creature twisted its head to listen. Somehow, it had noticed her movement, and its body creaked as it lurched into a standing position. Its arms hung limply past its bent knees.

She pressed her hands hard against her face and tried sinking into the hedge to hide, but she could move no further.

The creature shot out at her, swinging its arms, and its jaw unhinged to unleash a bone-chilling screech.

Her darkness whooshed past her violently, lashing out into points, and she clutched her head, balling up inside the shadows for defense. Her whole body jolted in terror, and the sky shrank into a rush of small black dots.
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Fate snapped her eyes open and a white light flooded her vision.

Hero looked down at her again, his eyes seeming to glow against his light features. “Are you all right?”

Her heart pounded so hard, she thought it might split open her chest. “What happened?”

“You collapsed.”

She forced herself upright and checked the changed environment. The room around her was painfully white and filled with many beds. A trace of medicine stung her nose. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember anything after I pulled off the blindfold.” She rubbed her brow. “I was having a nightmare, but it was so real. I don’t know when I collapsed.”

“Are you sick?” He reached out to check her temperature.

She gripped his wrist. Her next question escaped like a gasp, as she found it difficult to breathe. “What’s wrong with your hand?”

“My hand?” He opened it wide then turned it from front to back. A black stain covered his palm and fingers like soot. It wasn’t just on one hand either; his other hand had the same stain. His lips turned down slightly. “Is there something wrong with it?”

She shook her head. “You don’t see it?”

“See what?”

She opened her own hands, which glowed faintly with white dust.

He withdrew his hand to his lap, analyzing her intently from a chair beside the bed. “What do you see?”

“Nothing,” she said, laughing off her surprise. “I think I’m just tired. My work runs very late.”

He leaned forward, almost so closely their noses touched. “You’re lying.”

Her heartbeat accelerated as she felt the warmth radiating from his skin, and she momentarily lost herself in his gaze. For once, she saw nothing in another person as they locked eyes. Even so, she felt something tugging at her. “I think I should return to the brothel. I’m not feeling well.” Escape seemed the only viable solution. She threw off the covers and swiftly walked past him towards the closed door.

“Lady Fate.”

She stopped, but didn’t turn around. Her stomach dropped at the sound of his voice. Reason warned her not to look back, and if she had been thinking clearly, that would have stopped her, yet she overruled reason with curiosity and stole a glance at him.

Hero’s body exuded the same flecks of dust that had plagued the labyrinth in her dream. It was like dry blood caught in the wind. The dark haze produced a suffocating film throughout the room.

Miasma?

She stretched back her hand to open the door, and thought of her brother, who spent every moment of his free time mingling with the person before her. Instinct struck and warned her to escape, to find her brother and tell him of the danger he was in.

Hero stepped up to the door, using one hand to grip the side of her neck. He turned his head and spoke into her ear. “You can see me.”

She shifted her eyes towards him and clenched the wall for support. Even she felt her pulse beating against his hand, and there was no way to feign composure. She choked down a quiver in her voice. “Of course, I can. What are you saying?”

“You’re a terrible actress.”

She swallowed hard. “I thought it was strange.... I’ve always wondered why they lock you up in this place. Now I understand. They were never trying to protect you. They were trying to protect others from you.”

“In the words of the Council.... I’m tainted.”

“I suppose you’re going to threaten me?”

He stepped away from her wearing his ‘U’ smile. “It shouldn’t be necessary.”

Shouldn’t be. We’ll see.

She refused to break so easily. “I’m going, but I’ll be back.”

“If you’re around me, you’ll die,” he said, returning to his blank stare.

“I know. That’s why I can’t leave Abyssus by your side.”

He twisted his mouth. Even though he had the opportunity to stop or kill her, he remained completely still as she left the infirmary.

As soon as she exited, she found Abyssus waiting in the hallway.

He waved and greeted her back with a dimpled grin. “Oh, sis! You’re back. How are you feeling?”

She led him by the hand and around the corner. After checking to see if Hero was nearby, she whispered, “May I see your hands?”

“Of course. Why?”

She turned over his hands and inspected them for some time. They were like her own, covered with some kind of white sparkling dust. She raised her gaze to examine the rest of her brother.

The miasma collected around him like flies on a corpse.

She wrapped an arm around him to draw him closer. “You’re going to think I’m crazy, but listen to me. Hero is tainted.”

“How do you know?”

“It’s his hands. After I woke up from the dream, I started seeing this red dust. His hands were pitch black. When I tried leaving, he confronted me. Somehow, he could sense that I saw through him.”

Abyssus put a hand on her arm. “Don’t tell anyone.”

“What?” She stepped away to see his face again. His expression was so grave, so dark it evoked a single answer from her. “You knew?”

“I’m sorry,” he said, averting his gaze.

“How long have you known?”

He sighed deeply. “Since I met Hero. As soon as we started to get close, he tried pushing me away. I made a choice to stay with my friend, a choice I’ll never regret.”

“I knew you were reckless, but this is too much. What will happen if you die? What will happen to Firmus and me?”

“It’s not you two I’m worried about.”

Her heart wrenched. The words sounded so cruel, she couldn’t believe her brother spoke them. “You’re not worried about us?”

“That’s not what I mean. It’s complicated, but Sis, if you jus—”

“No more, Abyssus. You’ve betrayed my trust. I need time to think. Alone.” Without another word, she pushed her way past him and left the palace.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]


[image: image]


Fate lay awake all night, and in the morning she still couldn’t decide how to feel about Hero and Abyssus. Her brother had never explained that Hero was tainted. He’d sent her running blindly into battle from the moment they met.

Over and over, she asked herself, why did he do it?

The obvious answer was that his bond with Hero meant more than she’d imagined; it just didn’t seem to be enough of an explanation.

The next possible answer was that it had something to do with the Rebellion. Hero’s status meant a lot, and not just to the resistance. As a member of a lost family and successor of the Capital throne, many of the higher powers considered his life more valuable than those he’d infect.

Fate decided the only way to know for certain was to speak with Fortuna, so when the sun rose over the rooftops, she headed to the hearth room.

The Madam sat reading her usual papers until she noticed Fate standing beside her. “You’re up early.”

“We need to talk.” Fate sat down and pulled her knees to her chest. “Did you know that Hero’s tainted?”

“How did you find out?”

“We played a game called Rota Fortunae and I started seeing strange things—things... not of this realm.”

Fortuna pulled her pipe from her robes and bit down on it with considerable force. “You opened your eyes to the Abyss. That is not a game.”

“It’s not?”

After lighting the pipe with a match, she exhaled and smoke spiraled around the room. “This is just my wild interpretation, but it’s possible that he wants you to know.”

“Why?”

“First ask yourself why you reached out to him for help. Maybe he’s not so different. The Tainted are a peculiar group. Sometimes their true intentions are unclear when they’re shrouded by miasma. It’s a spiritual pollutant, so it can cause the mind to do strange things.”

Fate still hadn’t considered all of the stories Hero had shared. He’d stated several times that she wasn’t getting the message, and she still failed to see what he meant to convey.

Fortuna blew a stream of smoke from her lips. “Your situation reminds me of that story from your performance.”

“Sands of Time?”

“Right. Didn’t Solaris and Ulnaire have to work together in order to survive?” She sounded brilliant, except....

They were discussing someone tainted. “Surely, you realize that Ulnaire died,” Fate said, narrowing her eyes.

“I’m not suggesting that you die. All I’m saying is that people have already died and they will continue to do so, unless we find a way to contain the miasma or stop Hero from spreading it.”

“That’s what they’re doing, containment. That’s why he’s locked up, right?” She reflected on her brief encounter with Hero through the window of the palace. It had misled her to believe that he was more sensitive than he turned out to be, or maybe she simply misunderstood—she wasn’t sure yet. “I would think that he wants me to get him out of the palace, but couldn’t he just leave? His father is rarely home, and Hero is far more powerful.”

“It’s not just Niteo. We’re also keeping him in.”

“Then why does he think that I can get him out?”

Fortuna chuckled. “Perhaps you don’t realize it, but you hold greater influence with the Rebellion. It’s the benefit of having good will.”

“Wait, is Hero part of the Rebellion?”

Fortuna nodded slowly. “I know it’s difficult to believe. His mother was a crowned jewel and a very good friend of mine. I can’t let Hero die, even if he is tainted.”

“So, are you telling me to accept that the people around him are going to die?”

“I’m telling you that you have no right to complain until you’ve tried playing your part.” Fortuna’s golden eyes blazed. “And if you should decide to turn against him, you will be turning against me as well.”

“You’re all mad. How long have you been exposed to miasma? Are you sure you haven’t lost your bearings?”

“Even if I had, my loyalty to Elaine and the Rebellion is true.”

“What if he killed her?”

Fortuna raised a shoulder and in her silkiest tone replied. “It seems you stand with the Council in these matters.”

“Praise be.” Fate covered her mouth with one hand. “They think he killed her, don’t they?”

The Madam stood and gathered the front of her gown. “The choice is yours, Fate. I have raised you like my own daughter. I would sincerely hate to hunt you down.” The fabric trailed behind her as she left.

Fate hesitated to answer the question, even for herself. She needed to meet with Hero again to fully understand his intentions. The situation provided little time to contemplate her choices, especially when Abyssus had been touched by miasma.

If only she’d been able to see it sooner....

As she completed her chores, she reflected on her life in the brothel and the deception by the only mother she had known. Fate had grown up trusting in Fortuna and Abyssus more than anyone, and now wavered knowing they had lied for so long.

These thoughts caused more unease and sorrow than she knew how to process, and she sat back from wiping the tables in the dining hall. A sigh escaped her lungs as she rubbed her face.

The brothel had shown her so much of the ugly side of society, she thought she could handle anything the world tossed at her. After Myrna left, Fate assumed the role of the eldest and buried her emotions under the façade of a strong and reliable sister.

The younger girls needed stability and, because Fortuna kept Fate so close, Fate had felt obligated to be as levelheaded and nurturing as possible.

All this time, I thought I had prepared myself for the future to come. I never could’ve conceived that my closest family would deceive me like this.

She left most of her chores incomplete to pay a visit to Nitor Palace. It seemed pointless to dwell on these matters alone. She preferred to move forward without hesitation. If she had ever wallowed in her sadness for too long, she’d never have accomplished anything.
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The guards didn’t give her the same inspection as they had previously, and the servants still tended to their duties in the front hall, unconcerned with her arrival.

Shortly, Lara discovered her and griped, “Oh, it’s you.”

“I beg your pardon. I was hoping to meet with Hero.”

“I’m sure.”

Fate’s body rushed with adrenaline, and her head spun as she tried to wrangle her irritation. “I don’t have time to stand here with you. Do you or don’t you know where he is?”

Lara crossed her arms. “How interesting that the real you should come out to play when he’s away.”

Fate skipped the formalities. Whenever her brother’s safety hung in the balance, she easily lost composure. Without intending to, she released her pent up anger and threatened, “If something happens to my brother, you’re the first one I’ll come after.”

Lara’s lip trembled. “Prince Abyssus was supposed to visit today, but he didn’t show up, so Hero went looking for him.”

I need to calm down.

“I’m... sorry. I don’t know what got into me.” Her head buzzed from the surge of wrath, but she regained her bearings after a moment and questioned her illogical response. By then, the space before her was empty—not even the scent of Lara lingered.

If Hero was looking for Abyssus, he went to Macellarius.

Fate left through the back doors and took the path to the hedge between the two palaces at the far left side of the yard. She’d never dared try to cross without permission, not until that day. Her fear for Abyssus drove her through the tangle of branches into the yard at Macellarius Palace, just as it had during childhood.

It was still—too still. All traces of Mortis had vanished from the area, including his patrol team.

Fate traveled farther in towards the dining hall entrance, where the doors sat ajar. She slipped through the opening undetected.

A rattling din coursed through the celebration hall as she entered deeper into the palace. The first thing to catch her eye was the spectacle of Hero spinning through the air and, either by chance or skill, landing on the balls of his feet.

Mortis charged, each step causing a thundering reverberation. He threw his weight behind several staggering strikes, unable to hit his evasive opponent.

Hero upheld his composure and pace with rapid, swinging movements. He wielded two small blades as he jumped smoothly away from Mortis’s advance.

Hero’s battle face was cold, distant even. His eyes tracked Mortis’s movements, foreseeing his next intended assault.

They moved back and forth through the hallway, evading each other’s attacks.

Mortis clawed at the air, shouting furiously.

Hero swung over Mortis’s colossal arm and onto his back. It appeared the battle might end, as Hero kept still and focused with his blade pressed closely to the nape of Mortis’s neck.

That was not the case, as Mortis picked him off and effortlessly flung him across the hall.

This time, Hero’s skill was certain, as he caught his balance before making contact with the ground and instantly jumped back into battle.

Fate stood back, awe-stricken by their speed and skill, understanding how and why Hero had won the Astor Tournament. He may have been small, but he possessed and indisputable skill. Despite her admiration, she debated whether Hero should make it through the battle. If he lived, many more people would die, and yet....

Does he really deserve to die?

She crept towards the staircase, watching the battle to ensure Mortis didn’t charge her.

When she reached the staircase, Hero glanced at her to confirm she was there and then, just as quickly, returned his attention to Mortis.

Abyssus and Firmus rounded the corner at the top of the stairway, stopping short as Abyssus met Fate’s gaze. Their moment didn’t last long, for the instant he noticed Hero and Mortis, he dashed down into the main hall.

Firmus and Fate rushed after Abyssus, and each pulled him back by an arm, but it was too late to turn back.

Mortis had seen them and his focus for termination had already been altered.

Firmus and Fate dashed to one side, and Abyssus towards Hero.

Mortis had two choices to make, and he chose to chase Abyssus.

Hero sprinted towards Abyssus, and the two of them slid to a stop as they drew closer and ducked away from Mortis’s reach.

Firmus bounded after, attempting to hinder Mortis’s movements with a leaping strike. They wrestled each other to the ground, swathed by flames.

Hero and Abyssus fled to the opposite side of the hall, looking back at the remaining members of the group.

Fate watched them argue from a distance. She knew her brother well enough to expect that he’d never leave them behind.

He stayed by the hallway as Hero rejoined the fight.

By then, Firmus had been wounded. He staggered, holding his arm.

Mortis teetered out of the fire, marred and scorched, but nothing stalled him. No force in nature seemed capable of putting a stop to his bloodlust.

Hero cut Mortis across the cheek as he darted out of reach.

Pieces of skin tore away from Mortis’s face, oozing with blood; nonetheless, he continued his stride. He reeled his massive body around to knock Firmus back while reaching out for Hero.

What is wrong with that man? Will nothing stop him?

Fate stepped closer to her brother and pulled his arm. “Abyssus, we have to go. If we leave, we can get help.”

“I can’t! I’d never be able to live with myself if something happened to them!”

She recalled the day she ran away from the brothel. Her brother never listened, not for his safety or hers. His stubbornness and loyalty scared her more than ever. “You never listen to me! We can’t do anything here!”

He lifted out one hand towards the fight. “Yes, we can.”

The shadows around the main hall raised and shot out into tendrils that pierced through Mortis’s arms and legs. His body lurched to a stop as he brought forth a wrathful scream.

Hero and Firmus closed in for the final strike. Their hands extended out towards Mortis, drawing closer and closer in a prolonged swing.

Fate blinked before they made contact, and her eyes readjusted to the miasma in the hall as it spiraled towards Mortis’s limp body. “Get away!”

Mortis’s hand tore out of the shadows, snapping his bones as he writhed free from the force of the darkness. He gripped Hero by the throat, slammed him to the floor, and prepared to strike with one of the fallen blades.

Fate’s body froze as she watched Mortis knock Firmus against a pillar and advance in the final assault against Hero.

Does he deserve to die? Does he really deserve to die this way?

A blur of darkness moved past Fate’s line of sight and the blade pierced through her brother’s abdomen.

Everyone stood still, their mouths open as Mortis shoved Abyssus to the side.

Fate drew back a long breath, catching her voice on a cry for her brother, who was but a mere afterthought to Mortis. Darkness expanded from her body, then the room expanded, and before realizing what was happening, she stood before Hero. Upon impact, her darkness splashed into the room, enveloping everything it touched.

The ceiling shrank and her body shuddered.

Then there was nothing.
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Fate jolted up, wracked with stabbing pain throughout her body. She coughed violently and rolled onto her side. Once again, she awakened in the infirmary, blinded by light.

Instead of Hero, there sat a white-haired woman wearing light armor. Her still-young face lightened as Fate awakened. “You are back.”

Fate said nothing in response. She couldn’t. The details of the fight played out in her head and she recalled Mortis stabbing her brother. All she mustered was Abyssus’ name in her attempt to question the woman.

“I am so sorry.”

Fate rested her head down, lost in a maze of muddled thoughts and memories. None of her warnings had ever reached him, and now it was too late to return, to make things right. She clenched the sheets and swallowed hard.

“I wanted to thank you for saving Hero,” the woman said.

“Saving?” Anger boiled and her cheeks burned. She sat up, swaying as the room closed in around her. Her voice dropped and strained. “My brother died trying to save him. I should have let him die. His presence in this world mars all that is good and pure!”

Tears flooded her eyes and poured down her face, causing an ache so tremendous she hunched over in a struggle to breathe.

The white-haired woman gently put a hand on her back. “Your heart is pure. Though you do not wish to hear it, I thank you for your kindness. Hero is all I have left of my sister. I could not bear to lose him too. I do not come here to ask your forgiveness. I am afraid I can do no more than offer my services in your time of need. Do not lose your light. It is a wonderful gift.”

Fate pressed her face against the covers, burying her tears.

The white-haired woman left her and visited Hero at another bed.

As soon as Fate realized he was there, she forced herself upright. A curtain stood between her and him, but she could hear the conversation.

The white-haired woman spoke first. “Are you awake?”

“I wish I wasn’t,” he said.

“What were you thinking? He could have killed you! What were you doing in Macellarius?”

Hero didn’t respond, so she continued scolding him.

“You have no idea what it felt like to be so far away, and have to hear this kind of news! I cannot do this again. You two are going to be the end of me!” The woman exhaled. “I am so sorry, Hero. I am sorry that this is happening to you again. I am even sorrier that this has happened to Abyssus and his loved ones.”

He finally muttered a response. “Sorry.”

Sorry wasn’t enough. Fate stormed out of her resting area and threw open the curtain by Hero’s bed.

He’d sustained more damage than before—a cut across his lip, a blood stain on his shirt, and an IV attached to his arm for unknown purposes.

The white-haired woman began to stand and draw her weapon, but Hero intervened. “Chi, sit.”

His eyes glowed in the light, as though providing a reflection of muddled emotions that Fate could neither read nor cared to know.

She lashed out at him, powerless to control the paroxysm of fury and remorse. “If you had just died!” The tears came again, with a throbbing pain in her throat. She cupped her hands around her face. “If only I had let you die.”

Hero lay blinking, his expression devoid of emotion. “If I had jumped, maybe he’d still be alive.”

The white-haired woman, Chi, stood from her chair. “Enough! You both need rest. When you are ready, we should all talk and sort out the details. For now, I urge you to take some time down.”
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Fate had wanted to say more, to express all her emotions before leaving Hero alone to rest, but she didn’t get that chance.

At that moment, Fortuna and Nigel had arrived to collect her from the palace.

Nigel had scooped her into his arms and carried her through the frozen community, where every building settled into a wasteland of solid ice, completely drained of life.

He and Fortuna had returned Fate to the brothel and bundled her in blankets.

Now Fate lay staring at her ceiling, riddled with the pain of her memories. She wanted to spend more time by her brother’s side, listening to his prattle about the Empire and its secrets. She regretted arguing with him, but it was too late to go back and apologize, to listen to his words more carefully. Never again could she walk hand in hand with him as she had during childhood.

Her cries fell silent in the darkness, as she submerged herself in warm tears and blankets.

Fortuna and Tori entered to rest beside her. They held her closely and cried for the loss of the prince they all knew and loved dearly.

Fortuna hummed to lull her girls. “Rest now. Tomorrow, you begin anew.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]


[image: image]


Morning broke over the community in Nitor on the day following Abyssus’ death. Fate sat up from a sleepless night at a sudden noise in her bedroom.

Tori had been wiping the furniture and preparing breakfast. “I’m sorry. I was cleaning and I knocked down this journal. I thought it would be better if I didn’t touch it.”

Fate whispered through her chapped lips. “Journal?” She retrieved the green hardcover book from the floor and read the gold letters across the front: Solaris.

Her fingers swept across the pages, turning them carefully for inspection. On the first page, she discovered a note:


Dearest sister,

I promised I would deliver this journal when the time was right. I hope that it will find you in your time of need.


She skimmed the pages for a list of its contents, which she quickly discovered in the first few pages.


*Key

*Habits and behaviors

*If you decided to help

*If you decided not to help


She paused to think about the journal’s origins. “Tori, where did you find this?”

“Um... it was stuck under the lip of your table. Is it damaged?”

She shook her head. “No, thank you.” Only one possibility came to mind: the day Abyssus visited her to talk about the performance.

This is why he came that day.

Tori interrupted her thoughts. “Your tea and breakfast are here for you when you’re ready. Please call me if you’re in need of any assistance.”

Fate closed the gate behind her sister and opened the journal again to continue reading.


I promised myself I would only give this to you if things took a turn for the worse. I’m afraid that you were right. I’m too reckless.

I’ve spent all my time chasing secrets, and now I must share some of them with you. Please read all of the contents in order. It is imperative that you take the utmost consideration in handling this journal. Share only with Hero.


She clutched the journal to her chest. “Why? Why did you have to go this far? Why is he so valuable to you?”

A lot had happened since their childhood, but Fate hadn’t cried since the day she was sold to the brothel. She thought it weak to give into her emotions, but her most recent wound was too surreal to bury. It left a numbing pain in her throat and chest. The words on the journal’s pages spoke to her with such clarity that she could still hear Abyssus, as though he sat beside her.

She caught a stream of tears with her fingertips and forced herself to read further.


Key: This is but one of four journals. The second book and key, ‘Ulnaire,’ will be buried in Hero’s favorite place.


“Favorite place... where?” She opened the next section.


Habits and Behaviors: recordings of a tainted individual.

My first impression of Hero is the kid with the magnifying glass, burning ants on the sidewalk. By this, I mean he bears no consideration for living things. If a cat catches a mouse, he says it’s fate. He believes all objects and people are put in place for a purpose, whether those purposes be influential or purely for others’ disposal.

However, he does care deeply for limited subjects. He has shown great consideration towards ‘The Wayward Prince,’ which I quote directly from his mouth.

I always wondered if the Fallen ever truly cared when someone they love dies. By observation, I would say it depends on the person.


Fate scanned the text, picking up as many useful bits of information as her brother could offer about Hero’s condition. She wanted to understand how he could lay there so peacefully after Abyssus’ death. The latter observations served more as fact than opinion.


Hero made two friends named after the God and Goddess in the Story of Night and Day. Their time together was short, but it was the closest thing to ‘friendship’ I’ve ever seen him experience.

For some time, I doubted that he would be able to have a normal friendship. Even I’m not a normal case, but we’ve done fine.

After the deaths of Luna and Syo, he closed off entirely. These days, he just has this glazed look. I heard he was like this after the death of his mother, too.

Winter in Nex has been treacherous this turn. Hero may not say anything, but the weather is telling. The Caeles dislike showing others their weaknesses.

Allow the ice to be your guide.


Fate glanced outside through the round window. The glass rattled as the storm blew outside. She thought little of it since they so often experienced these tempests. The community had been completely frozen when she exited the palace.

She couldn’t forgive Hero, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t try to understand him. She needed to know why her brother had wished to protect him so badly.

You’d better be worth it.

She pulled her coat from the rack, tucked the journal into her pocket, and searched the brothel until she found Fortuna staring out at the storm. The sky hung above, black as night.

“I need to visit the palace,” Fate said, sliding on her shoes.

“Fate, this is too dangerous.”

“I will not rest until I understand. I cannot sleep until I know who and what my brother died for. This pain is eating me up inside. Please, let me go.”

“You know I can’t keep you here. You are no longer obligated to stay. Our deal with Neco has been broken.”

“I’m not moving away. I just need to see Hero.” Fate pushed open the front door and braced herself against the rushing wind.

Fortuna had already donned her fur coat. She pulled the hood over her head and waved her hands to conjure up a protective orb of fire. “I’m going with you. I’ll protect you from the storm.”

Fate hurried to her side, gripping the edges of Fortuna’s coat for protection, and they stepped out together.

Fate thought she might be blown away if it weren’t for Fortuna’s arms protecting her. Bits of ice pierced through the flames and stuck to Fortuna’s face, cutting her skin. Without Fortuna’s ability they would freeze, but for an Ignis the storm was a matter of life or death. Her boundless devotion illustrated what Fate had always needed—the care of a mother.

They passed by houses enveloped by ice, and soon spotted the tall metal gates of the palace through the white storm.

The guards ushered them inside and dusted off the layer of snow covering their bodies.

Fortuna collapsed to her knees, shivering. The incisions in her skin burned red and bled.

“I’m sorry, Madam,” Fate said.

One of the guards rushed to get Fortis, and shortly they ran back into the main hall with blankets and hot water in tow.

Fortuna’s voice quivered. “Don’t mind me. Go and find Hero.”

The guards pointed upstairs and one said, “His room is the first door on the left, but I don’t suggest you enter. I’ve received word that the First Prince of Inoue will be here shortly. You should wait until he arrives.”

“Thank you, but I must try.” Fate turned and hurried towards the stairs.

She ran up the steps, and her heart produced a slow, harrowing beat as crippling pain set deeply into her bones. She thought of the storm outside, and pushed her grief as far down as possible as she approached the door of Hero’s room.

She burst in through the frozen door, scattering particles of solid ice through the air. No sooner did she enter than she became stunned by the thick frost growing from the floor, walls, and furniture. She spun on her heels in awe of the frozen display. Her eyes traced the still growing frost creeping towards the hallway.

When her senses returned, she spun again to see Hero curled up on the edge of his bed, murmuring under his breath.

“Hero, can you hear me?” She rested her hand on his back, and a sharp pain pierced her head. Her eyes flooded with white light, the room spun, and she hit the floor.

His voice cleared as her eyes closed. “I’m sorry, Abyssus.”
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Fate opened her eyes in another spinning room only to realize the room wasn’t really spinning. She lay flat on her back in an unfamiliar place. As soon as the spinning stopped, she sat up and looked around.

Tall built-in bookshelves rested around numerous sliding doors, pouring out long scrolls. A spinning wheel sitting on the table clicked as it spun, though no one touched it.

Fate stood to investigate the door behind her, and discovered that it led to a long iridescent path made of light, which appeared to trail endlessly into the distance. She stepped out towards a white haired figure sitting at the edge. As she drew closer, she realized this person was a child, and a Caeles, no less.

She crouched down and attempted to speak to him. “Are you, possibly, Hero?”

He turned his head, exposing a black mask with no place for eyes. It had only a straight slit where his mouth might have been.

She moved back quickly, took a deep breath, and returned to him. She doubted her judgment about his identity, as his aura somehow differed from that of Hero.

The boy kicked his legs back and forth over the edge of the path.

She breathed in and out slowly to calm her heart. “Why do you wear a mask?”

“They say I am tainted.”

“How?”

“I saw something I should not.”

“What did you see?”

The boy tilted his head far to the side and pointed into the darkness.

She leaned over the edge to look more closely. “If I look, will I become tainted too?”

The boy stopped kicking his legs, sat in long silence, and then laughed quietly.

She considered taking off the mask. “Why are you laughing?”

“Mistress, are you not like me?”

Mistress? To whom or what? Hero said this as well.

He covered her eyes with his hands. “That is what you said before.”

“I said—”

“You are empty, just like me.”

“That sounds awful.”

“Now you are also blind, right?”

Fate pulled down his hands in fear that he might really blind her. She sensed through the mask that he might be frowning. “You can’t remove the mask?”

The silence drew on for a long time. “You are not Mistress. Who are you?”

“I’m Fate,” she said, placing a hand over her chest. “Cruentus Fate. Who are you?”

“No one. I am nobody.” He pulled his knees to his chest. “I have to go back.”

“Ah, is it the place with the scrolls? I’ll take you back.” She offered her hand.

The masked boy accepted her offer and traveled back to the room, but left to escape admonishment from a red-haired man by the spinning wheel.

Fate’s gaze followed the boy and trailed at the sudden appearance of the man.

Wait, where did he come from?

“Lost again,” the man said, spinning the wheel with his finger. His hair trailed down his back over glorious gold and green robes. “Not him. I meant you.”

Fate turned back and anxiously glanced around to confirm he had spoken to her.

The man focused purely on spinning the wheel. “I told you, you must choose wisely so you’ll never know regret. If you’re here, then you’re lost.”

“Um, who are you?”

“It matters not who I am, only what I can do for you. In your times of doubt, rely not on what you hear, but what you feel and know.”

She looked in the direction the boy had run. “It’s the Tainted, people like that boy.... I don’t know if they should live or die.”

The man chuckled. “Ah, yes, the reoccurring question. This is not a matter of should or shouldn’t, but in my opinion, all things created deserve life.”

“I don’t even know if I have the right to decide.”

“Is that not the Spinner’s job? It is your turn to spin the wheel,” he said, gesturing to the device. “Which sinners shall you choose?”

She lowered towards the wheel and spun it with her finger. It clicked by her several times and the room around her dissipated into the glowing white dust. She fell through the floor, plummeting deep into the endless darkness.
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Fate opened her eyes calmly. She was starting to get used to the visions and collapsing, as well as the blinding white light of the infirmary.

This time, a dark-haired man sat beside her, his face wrapped up in tattered fabrics. “Good, you’re awake.”

“To be honest, I’m getting tired of being asleep.”

The man uncovered his face to reveal a pair of violet eyes. “I’m sorry to surprise you like this.”

Certainly, it surprised her that the face before her so closely resembled that of Abyssus. She had no response for it; all her pain simmered deep down inside. “You must be Iunu Kyou, the First Prince of Inoue. The guard told me not to enter Hero’s room until you came.”

“I see you’re not fond of listening.”

“It was an emergency.”

Kyou studied her with the eye of a wise and doubtful elder. “What kind of emergency sends you running to your death?”

She removed the green journal from her coat. “I don’t know anymore. I found my brother’s journal hidden in my room. He wrote about Hero and his condition. Lately, everything has been so chaotic that I can’t stay on my feet.”

“Did you mean that literally or figuratively?”

“Both,” she said, forcing laughter. “I’ve been having these visions that I can’t make sense of.”

“This is always interesting.” He folded his arms and sat back on his chair to listen. “What kind of visions?”

“They’re all different, but the most recent one was about a boy in a mask.”

His voice deepened with interest. “A mask?”

“It was eerie, really. There was no space for his eyes, just a slit that ran across the mouth.”

“That’s called Spiritual Blinding, and that’s no ordinary punishment. That’s the mark of the Fallen, and one who has committed an unforgivable crime.”

“He was just a child.” Her heart tugged at the memory of the masked boy. She always thought the Tainted should die, that they were horrific criminals, but something about it unsettled her. She considered herself cruel for pointing fingers without knowing anything.

“Appearances are often deceiving. What was he like? Did you catch his name?”

“He wouldn’t say, or, maybe he really doesn’t have one. He just told me that he’s nobody. At first I thought he was Hero, because his hair was white.”

“Since visions transcend time and space, you may find it difficult to uncover the truth.” His eyes moved away from her. “At least, that’s what I’d tell you if I was the Council.”

“What?”

“Were there any other notable qualities about your vision?”

“Oh, um....” She pictured the red-haired man at the spinning wheel, and his words reverberated in her head. “There was a strange room filled with scrolls, and a man with red hair that told me to turn a spinning wheel.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere. I don’t suppose you’re familiar with the Book of Ages.”

“I’ve never read it.”

“If you had, then you’d know what you’re referencing. There are two stories mixed into your dream.” He lifted one finger. “The first is the tale of the Spinner, Rota Fortunae.” He lifted a second finger. “The second is the tale of Time and Space, Leoht Miina. These two tales were written in the Book of Ages, just two of many fascinating stories.”

“Well, what is it?”

“It’s an old scripture, part of Ancient tradition. Three of the most fundamental scriptures—the Book of Beginnings, the Book of Ages, and the Teachings of Grim—were written in the Language of Ages.”

“I don’t know that language,” she said.

“I know, so I’m going to tell you what you’re missing.”

The tension eased from her body. Finally, someone could answer her questions. “I would appreciate that very much.”

“The tale of Rota Fortunae features a young girl named Fati who lives in the Beyond.”

She wished she carried her own journal to take notes. “What’s the Beyond? Her name is like mine? I have always been told my name is unusual.”

“To answer your first question, the Beyond is the World of Light. Secondly, I feel you must know, your name is not Fate, nor is it Fati. This is an error made by a Rahma man who thought it wise to abduct the future Empress of Mu.”

She leaned back, narrowing her eyes at him as she fumbled the new information. His statement confirmed her brother’s theories, that she was stolen from the Capital. She’d doubted Abyssus for so long, but....

Abyssus, you were right. I’m so sorry.

After seeing her reaction, Kyou explained, “Your name is Feh-yt, or Fehyt. As you can tell, it sounds similar, but not the same. Unfortunately, this difference is vague for those who don’t know Ancient culture.”

Fehyt like the Feh? Am I like them? Is that why I can conduct electricity?

She gripped her head. “I feel like I’m going mad.”

“You’ve been Fate your entire life, so I don’t see much meaning in changing that now. Anyway, Fati was the name of the girl in Rota Fortunae. She lived with the God of Life, lover and protector of all creation. He displayed three objects before her—a spinning wheel, a clock on which the hands moved in opposite directions, and an hour glass filled with crystal dust. Each object signified a different path, and she could only choose one.”

“Fati chose the spinning wheel?”

“Yes, and when she did, the God taught her a song, though I’ve always considered it more of an incantation.”

“The Spinning song.” She recalled the lines of the song as best as her memory allowed. “Hero told me that it was a method of picking out the next Fated.”

“He’s not wrong, but then again, he has read these books cover to cover. You’re playing a game that is beyond your current understanding, and I hate to say that you’re losing.”

“What do you mean? Why?”

“Listen to the rest of the story, and then we’ll discuss Hero.”

She pursed her lips to withhold further commentary. Everyone she trusted had misled her. The only person that seemed trustworthy was the man sitting before her, whom she was once supposed to marry.

“The Spinner was taught to read and study the god’s scrolls, the Kismet. Over time, they have been translated into many different names, but this is the most common interpretation. Followers of the scriptures are careful to say the Kismet, so don’t be mistaken when you hear the word.”

“What were the Kismet for?”

“They depicted the life and fate of the mortals. The Kismet were weaved with the essence of light and life, anima, in the Beyond. You can think of the God of Life as a librarian, and Fati as his pupil in training, but she played a different role than him. The God of Life gave her the opportunity to choose her path, and then forewarned her of the consequences.”

Iunu Kyou’s words echoed in Fate’s head. “Choose wisely and you’ll never know regret.”

“That’s correct.”

“That’s what the man at the spinning wheel told me.”

“Did Hero ask you to play Rota Fortunae?”

“He didn’t really ask. He suggested it. I don’t understand any of this or why it’s happening. What does it mean?”

Kyou twisted his jaw and released a heavy sigh. “I’m not sure I fully comprehend this myself. What I can tell you is that there is a common misconception that Spinner was a creator of chaos and destruction.”

“She wasn’t?”

“No, she was a spectator of fate. Her role served primarily to guide those who were lost. However, she did play a role in directing and summoning chaos. I’m sure you know many Ancient fables—the Story of Night and Day, Sands of Time, Prince of Shadows.... A lot of people believe these stories to be true.”

“Yes, Hero shared a few of those with me.”

“I’m sure he did. The story about the Spinner is part of what brought about the Sands of Time.”

“The Lady Ulnaire is the Spinner?”

Kyou corrected her. “She was based on her, anyway, hence her ability to spawn chaos with her song. The real Spinner simply brought it wherever it was needed. You could say that chaos was the will of the Spinner. Her job entailed observing the strings, the very weave of creation and life, to see who was fated to die. Whenever the Tainted appeared in the mortal realm, she descended to bring the Calamity and cleanse the land. The mortals, ironically, tainted her name when she really was a gracious follower of their god.”

Fate connected the details in her head until they made a glowing constellation. When she heard of the god, she thought about the Creator in the Story of Night and Day. She couldn’t ask everything in her head so she chose carefully. “What about Solaris?”

“Solaris is a fusion of two characters from the Book of Ages, one of which you seem to have encountered in your dream. I’m sure you can tell from the details alone, but even Ulnaire’s roles were fused into this character. Strangely, he came across more righteous than her. It’s the way of the mortals, I suppose.”

“That’s the other story? What was it... Leoht Miina?”

“Right. The Story of Space and Time. Leoht Miina is depicted as a child from the Beyond who is said to have been abandoned by his father. He sat endlessly at the edge of a cliff, waiting day after day for his father’s return, but his devotion never amounted to anything. His father never returned. This tale is unusual, because it states the God of Life struggled in his attempt to save Leoht. When the God displayed three paths, Leoht repeatedly refused to make a decision. There are now several renditions of the tale, and each time Leoht chooses something different.”

“You think the masked boy was Leoht?”

He leaned forward on his chair, folding his hands. “I don’t know exactly what you saw. I can only guess based on the information you’ve given me and what I know of the tales. The Spinner is often associated with Leoht because the concept of fate, time, and chaos have always intertwined, but I did mention there was a third character.”

He glanced around the room as if looking for spies.

She bowed her body lower towards him, as the moment he brought up the third story, he’d become so quiet that she could barely hear him.

“The third character is from a story called The Man Who Stood at the Edge of Time. It is loosely correlated to all tales in the Book of Ages, and for some reason, the author of Sands of Time decided to squeeze this character into Solaris.”

“Which part?”

“Solaris, as a character in the Sands of Time, stands for three things—chaos, time, and space. As we know, Leoht is a character whose path is still unclear. The only thing clear about him is that he stands for chaos and is directly associated with the Spinner. On the other hand, the character from The Man Who Stood at the Edge of Time is designed specifically as a manipulator of time and space.”

Fate fumbled for words. “This is all very fascinating, but to be honest, I have no idea how any of this fits into the current affairs.”

“I can’t tell you, but it’s clear to me that you’re being dragged into this mess, whatever it is. Rota Fortunae is not a game, it is an incantation used to summon the Spinner. Whether or not you believe these stories changes nothing. You are in the midst of it.”

“You believe in it? What am I supposed to do with this information?”

Kyou opened his hands. “History has a way of repeating itself. You now have your starting elements. Is it a coincidence that you’re called Fate, or is it... well, fate?” He laughed in a wry, uncomfortable manner.

“So basically,” Fate said, “because I was affected by the Spinning song, everyone in the Rebellion is going to think I’m the Spinner and... what? I’m supposed to decide who has sinned?”

“You’re quick-witted. That’ll serve you well in battle. It doesn’t matter if you believe any of this is true. Hero believes it’s true, and right now, he’s not on anyone’s side. By now, you should know the dangers that the Tainted pose towards the Empire. Half of us wish to help him, and the other half wants him to perish.”

“Why in the world is he so important? We’re not desperate for potential heirs. Is this only because he’s Lady Elaine’s son?”

He shook his head many times and fast. “This isn’t about him being the successor to the throne. There are many underlying issues here. Yes, he is the son of our friend, and yes, many of us helped raise him, but we are talking about mass destruction. I do not believe in killing the righteous, Lady Fate. Nor do I believe in slaughtering children. And you two are both. I want answers as much as you do. You play some role in this grand design, so you must take your place or lose your ranks. No matter what you decide, it will mean either life or death for you and Hero.”

“I’m just a courtesan. I grew up in the brothel, and you want me to decide the fate of other living people? I can’t do that. It’s crazy.”

“You can and you will. So tell me, what will you choose?”
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Days drifted as Fate considered Kyou’s request. She read further in her brother’s journal and debated on whether she wished to entangle herself with Hero in the same reckless manner Abyssus had. If she committed herself to this task, the route to her escape would be closed forever. Then again, if she attempted to flee, the members of the Rebellion—particularly Fortuna—would hunt her down. None of her options sounded favorable. Not to mention her loyalty to the only mother she had known.

All her life she had trusted Abyssus and Fortuna with every cell of her existence. Now Fate’s entire world had turned upside down. She weighed the differences between betraying her mother, and attempting to win the favor of someone who could potentially kill her just by existing. Either way, she had to live with the fact that her mother had pitted her against these odds, and for what purpose?

She considered the consequences of her actions with the words she’d heard from the red-haired man: Choose wisely so you’ll never know regret.

After five days of deep consideration, she tossed on her shawl and prepared to deliver her message at the palace where Kyou had intended to stay, at least until Hero’s condition improved.

Rumors suggested that the palace gates were frozen solid for some time, barring entry to everyone including King Niteo. Not that it mattered; Kyou and Fortis still climbed over the fence to leave.

The community had thawed through the duration of Kyou’s visit, which made sense because, as the journal noted, aside from Abyssus, Kyou was the only one capable of completely stopping Hero’s storms.

When Fate arrived at the palace, the guards were away from their posts. They gathered around the open doorway, peeking at Kyou and Fortis.

She grumbled, “What are you doing? May I please pass through?”

The men jumped back, gasping and shouting as they fled from the entrance.

Kyou glowed so brightly it was a surprise that flowers didn’t sprout from his skull. “Lady Fate, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

Is he drunk? Since when is he so polite?

“I came to answer you,” she said, crossing the hall to him.

“Yes, yes, of course.”

“Where’s Hero?”

“Upstairs,” Fortis said.

Fate stood between the two men and muttered, “I’ve decided to help. I’ll speak with Hero and think of how to recruit him. Once I’ve decided, I’ll tell you what I’ve come up with.”

Kyou patted her head. “Thank you.”

There’s nothing to thank me for—not yet.

Fate checked Hero’s room first, scanning the darkness for movement, but found only a still, cold chamber. She sighed, having hoped he’d be easy to find, given her terrible sense of direction. Luck seemed to have been on her side, though, because she found him in the next hallway, crouched before a vase on a pedestal, staring with dead focus.

The doors nearby matched the design of the King’s chambers back in Macellarius, so she assumed it was his father’s room.

She crouched down beside Hero to observe the vase. “Why are you staring so hard?”

“This vase serves no purpose.”

“It’s on display because it’s important, right? Does it need more of a purpose than that?”

He made a strange breathy sound that vaguely resembled a laugh. “Absurd. Abyssus would’ve encouraged me to give it a purpose.”

“I’m not Abyssus. I’m Fate. Don’t you forget that.”

He leaned against his arm and scanned her the way he might’ve examined the pieces of a puzzle. His mouth twisted, and he squinted. “Harmless.”

“Me? How can you be so sure?”

“Your mind might be strong, but your body is weak—like an ant.”

Her lip twitched. She wanted nothing more than to prove him wrong, to show that, in spite of her weakness, she could make a difference. “Then teach me how to fight.”

“An entertainer in battle, now wouldn’t that be a sight.”

She hesitated at the memory of Abyssus. It didn’t matter if she was an entertainer anymore. She needed to put all of her training to better use to give the Rebellion an advantage. A lump formed in her throat. “Not that you’d understand, but my brother’s passing has marked my release from the brothel. I am no longer a courtesan.”

“Then why stay? Couldn’t you run off and be free?”

From what she’d seen, he could distinguish the difference between truths and lies without much thought. If she lied, she’d certainly be on his bad side. “I’m here for the Rebellion. If I run, I’ll only throw away my brother’s good will.”

The tension faded away from Hero’s expression. He mulled over her words, then stood in a swaying motion. “I will help you, but I warn you, if you turn on me... I will kill you.”

“I believe you.”

He waved a finger up and down. “You can’t fight like that. Don’t you have anything else?”

“I only have robes and gowns.”

After a shudder, he said, “I’ll give you money. Go buy clothes.”

“Keep your money. I’ll be back.”

She moved swiftly through the halls and back downstairs. As she left the palace, she reviewed a section of her brother’s journal:

Hero has an extremely compulsive nature. He takes care of all cleaning and cooking for himself so you’ll never see servants around him unless there’s a party. Often times, when he is upset, his orderly ways will deteriorate and he’ll seem to disintegrate as a person. If you ever enter his room, do not, for any reason, touch a single thing.

He will kill you.

Fate lowered the journal when she entered one of the shops outside the palace gates. Wooden shelves of folded clothing filled the outer parts of the single room. Only the most intricate of gowns and designs adorned the strange Capital-made dolls, mannequins. These forms resembled real-life people while lacking the soft touch of the rumored Children of Grim. She looked up at them curiously, wondering if she shared any similarities to these handmade figurines.

The shopkeeper in the community took Fate by the hands to give condolences.

Abyssus’ death already felt so far away, merely a dream in the long nightmare that had become Fate’s life. She reverted to habit and kept her eyes fixed on the goal ahead. With her brother’s journal wrapped tightly in her arms, she picked up the package of clothes and marched back to the palace.

As soon as she arrived, Fortis led her to a dressing room next to Hero’s bedroom. She stepped inside, running her eyes over a tall changing screen that stood alongside patterned hat boxes. A vanity sat by the door covered by various products and accessories.

This must have belonged to the Lady Elaine.

Her eyes wandered to the wall several times and she began to wonder how Hero really felt about her brother’s death. It would’ve been nice to think of him as someone worth Abyssus’ trust. She disliked fighting and bitterness, and often served as a mediator between her quarrelling sisters, so no matter how she may have felt about Hero’s involvement, she hoped to resolve the differences between them. From the start, she doubted her brother would trust someone tainted without an awfully good reason.

She finished changing, left her folded clothes on the vanity stool, and returned to the main hall to meet with Fortis and Hero.

Fortis turned first, arms folded. “Lady Fate, I’ll be overseeing your training to ensure there aren’t any mishaps.” His focus narrowed onto Hero. “There will be no weapons or elements. This is purely training so all of your actions must contribute to her education. If any of these rules are broken, I will step in and return the offense.”

Hero’s expression was still except for a split second when his lips pressed tightly together either in disapproval or distaste. His hands opened and closed at his sides.

Fate checked him again, and understood better this time—he wasn’t concealing anger or distaste, but a smile.

You may have your fists, Prince Hero, but I have a clear mind against your volatile one.

The training session moved to the sparring hall just beyond the entry way. Fortis stood at a distance, concentrating on the space between Hero and Fate.

Hero tilted his head. “Have you ever taken a hit?”

“Not a real one,” she said.

He blinked hard, parted his lips, and silence befell him. Even the air around him seemed to ask: What does that mean?

After a visible analytical process, he twitched and continued. “The first thing you need to learn is evasion, but before that, you need to learn to take a hit.”

“Pardon?” She questioned his sanity for a moment. No one had ever suggested such a thing to her, nor had she ever read of it occurring.

Fortis shrugged and nodded.

“Let’s assume you intend to face someone like Mortis,” Hero said. “However absurd it may seem, let’s assume it’s the case. Fighting someone stronger than you is pointless and often fatal, so you need to learn how to survive. You’re not like me or anyone else here, you’re an entertainer. You’re not going to learn to fight any one of us in a mere turn.”

“You know, you usually don’t talk this much. I liked it better that way.”

He displayed what appeared to have been a real smile. At any rate, it wasn’t his ‘U’ smile. “First rule: don’t insult the person training you.”

She caught Fortis grimace out of the corner of her eye, but by the time she looked forward again, Hero’s fist had stricken her across the jaw and darkness caved in around her.
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Fate groaned and sighed as the space above her spun into place. She had spent more time being unconscious since she first met Hero than ever before.

The ceiling overhead exuded colorful light, and peculiar orbs floated by her line of sight. She spotted the spinning wheel off to the side.

The masked boy leaned over her then disappeared again.

In a haze of warbled voices, she distinguished him speaking to the red-haired man.

“Master, she is back.”

“Who’s back?”

“Not Mistress.”

The red-haired man chuckled, and they leaned over Fate. “Greetings, Not Mistress. Or shall I call you Fate?”

She rubbed her jaw and forced herself upright. “How do you know my name?”

“I know everyone’s name.”

The bright light in the room glinted into her eyes when she tried to look at the masked boy. “Then, is his name Leoht?”

“My, my, is that why you’re here?”

“I’m here because....” A list of terrible names for Hero ran through her mind. “Never mind, it’s not important. By any chance, could Mistress be the Spinner, Fati?”

The red-haired man chuckled again and tenderly pressed a hand to his mouth, perhaps in a display of courtesy—not that it stopped him from laughing. “Oh yes, Leoht is very fond of her. You resemble her, so I suppose he can’t help but make the mistake.”

“She’s older like me?”

“No, but that doesn’t matter, does it? When you wish to see someone, you’ll see them everywhere.”

She glanced at Leoht. His head was turned her way, so she could only guess he was sensing her. She leaned close, studying the mask for openings. “Leoht, can you see?”

The red-haired man leaned against his hand. “I didn’t mean that he can see you. It’s important to consider his perspective. He can’t easily perceive the difference between you and Fati. Spiritual blinding crosses a physical boundary. Therefore, even his spirit can’t see you clearly. The mask itself merely serves to show that he has been blinded. It’s not a regular seal, so removing it wouldn’t cure him.”

She reached out and touched the mask. “Why? For what was he punished?”

“That’s something only he can answer. I’ve no right to tell you.”

She turned back to Leoht. “Please tell me why they’ve done this to you.” She clung desperately to the idea that understanding Leoht’s situation might clear up her current predicament. If she could uncover the reason for his blinding, it might clarify whether or not the Tainted deserved punishment.

Before he could answer, the vision dissipated around her—the spinning wheel dispersed into colored smoke, then the scrolls, and the red-haired man. She swiped her hand to reach Leoht, but only grasped wisps of her dispelling vision. All the elements of the vibrant world dissolved like ink in water.

“No, not yet. Not yet.”
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“Leoht!” Fate shot up, her lungs releasing a painful gasp. The room spun gradually back into place until she could see the sparring hall.

Hero stared wide-eyed, exhaling. “Huh?”

“Sorry... I was having a weird dream.”

“I’d say.” His fingers brushed against her jaw. “I guess I hit you too hard.”

She slapped away his hand then sat back, bewildered by her own reaction. “Sorry, I don’t know why—”

“That’s a good reaction to give someone who just struck you.” He returned to his position, unfazed. “I’ve decided to take a gentler approach. You’ll learn faster if we can keep you conscious. Try to get up. Let’s work on basic evasion. I’ll tell you what to avoid.”

She staggered to her feet, glancing around for a better understanding of his sudden change.

Fortis had vanished from the scene, most likely due to her blackout.

Is it okay to practice without a safeguard?

“I’d like you to try hitting me,” Hero stated.

“You’re not going to hit me back, are you?”

“It’s not worth it. If you don’t learn to fight I won’t enjoy it. It’s like fighting a child. Where’s the fun in that? So, hit me as hard as you can, because I won’t let you do it again.”

She pulled back her right hand, swung her shoulders, and her fist cut through the air—slowly, ever so slowly—towards Hero’s face.

The impact caused him to involuntarily chuckle and then, as much as he tried to hold it back, burst into laughter. “Aren’t you left-handed? Why are you striking with your right hand?”

“How did you know?”

“Abyssus told me when we met.”

She held back her urge to kick him. “My right hand is stronger.”

“Is it? Then we have a lot of practice ahead of us. Let’s talk about falling. If you fell, what would you do first?”

“I suppose I’d protect my head. It depends on how I fall.”

“That’s good. What would you do first if I walked over and shoved you?”

She envisioned the attack as best as possible, and put out her hands.

“Try not to use your hands. If you land wrong you can break a wrist or collarbone. Broken fingers and nerve damage are particularly irritating, like an itch you can’t scratch.”

“So what should I do?”

He partially threw her while supporting her weight in a suspended fall. “If you’re falling like this, try and turn onto your back. It’s better not to impact more sensitive areas. You were right to say that you should protect your head, but let’s try and train you to fall with precision. Can you jump or slide or roll with confidence?”

“Wha—what? No! Why would I learn any of this at a brothel?”

He kept a fixed smile. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s not like you planned on overthrowing the Empire.”

She initially took offense to his remark, considering he so snidely labeled her a helpless opponent, but the words looped around in her head, and she reevaluated it after realizing he might really assist her in restoring the Empire. He certainly possessed the strength and wisdom to teach her.

His grip released and she hit the floor, hands first. “No hands.” He knelt down, placing his hands out flat in the air. “When it comes to rolling, try positioning yourself like this. If you get used to moving this way, you’ll learn to try it in other ways.” He rolled swiftly back into a kneeling position. “If you’re afraid, try rocking into it. Don’t overthink it.”

Once she recovered, she rocked once or twice, inhaling and exhaling. She performed her first roll with her eyes closed. It flew by in a flash, and caused an awkward spinning in her head. At the end, she opened her eyes to see Hero smiling.

“Good, let’s pull out the mats. It should be easier if you feel safe.”

The air left her lungs. “I’m glad you said that. It’s terrifying to think that I could crack open my head on this marble.”

He’s really teaching me... but will this be enough to change his mind?

She was starting to see why Abyssus found it so easy to talk with Hero. The princes had a similar sarcastic manner of speaking. She asked herself if they were always so alike, or if Abyssus had somehow influenced Hero.
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A person will always lead well and charm others in situations where they have the upper hand.

In the brothel, my sisters and I could enchant even the most stubborn men. We survived by captivating clients and encouraging them to spend money, which we needed to stay off the streets. Though that was true, Hero’s survivalist mentality surpassed that of anyone I had met. He wasn’t just trained, he was paranoid, or should I say, reasonably cautious. I didn’t fully comprehend his predicament then, and judged him too quickly.

Now, I understand that no one expected him to survive. The people around us believed I would give up and turn him over to the Council.

Every day, I thank Grim that I was level-headed and wise enough to make my own decisions.



Hero and I were as different as black and white, but in many ways, it provided an advantage for me. No matter how skeptical or keen his senses, some depths he simply could not reach or perceive. He was simply too detached to foresee how emotions played their role.


[image: image]

Hero dragged an enormous blue mat into the sparring hall and spread it evenly across the floor. “This is softer, but it’s nothing like real terrain. The key is to get comfortable enough to move quickly from harm, no matter where you are.”

“May I ask you a question?” Fate stepped onto the mat, testing the surface with her foot.

“You’ve been asking them all morning, so why stop now?”

His retorts affected her less and less each time he spoke. “When you were with Mortis you did some kind of sideways spin. How did you do that?”

He leapt and executed one of the spins. “That?”

“Yeah!”

“For time’s sake, let’s call it aerial evasion. The answer is: trial and error. I’ve been training since I was able to walk. Don’t expect to spontaneously master these abilities.”

“What should I do if I have to face someone? Like you said, I don’t have much strength, but I don’t want to be a burden either. Next time someone is in danger, I won’t stand back and watch. I can’t.”

“Then you will die. I suggest you stay out of harm’s way. When you’re around, others will feel obligated to protect you, but no one can really focus on two things at once.”

Fate’s heart grew so heavy her feet felt like lead. “That’s what you say, but didn’t I save your life?”

“It was a fluke. Darkness is a gathering of negative energy—the worse you feel, the stronger you’ll be. If Abyssus hadn’t already died, you wouldn’t have managed to gather the strength to stop Mortis. Elements are only useful if you understand how to use them.”

“How do you know that?”

He sat down on the mats and tossed back his head, sighing. “I’ve read the Teachings of Grim. It’s frustrating that you don’t understand your own physical state.”

“You can read the Language of Ages? Why?”

“I don’t know. It comes naturally. Do you want to focus on training or not?”

“It’s just... I’m having these strange dreams... or visions. They seem related to the Ancient scriptures, but I can’t read them.” She realized she spoke the truth too easily, but it was too late to stop the words.

He’s tainted! What am I doing?

“Visions? Ah, that’s why you shouted ‘Leoht’?”

“Yes, there’s a boy there who wears a black mask with no place to see from. There’s also a man, like the Creator in the Story of Night and Day. I was going to ask Leoht why he was punished, but I stirred from my sleep.”

“Why don’t you read a translation of the story?”

“You have one?”

“Chi does. I suppose I could ask her for it... if you ask nicely.”

“Must you be so impudent? I’m doing this for your sake.” She tried using the truth to test his reactions, to see if she could coerce him with it. To some degree, it swayed him, just not enough to take the edge from his gaze. “I might not be strong like you, or trained, but neither am I tainted. You must know as well as I do that you’re walking a fine line between life and death. If you take a step too close, you’re going to be killed.”

He feigned laughter. “Is that a threat?”

A blur of silver and a flash of light cut through Fate’s line of sight as he pressed a switch blade against her throat. Warm blood trickled down her neck.

“You aren’t Abyssus, so don’t think for a moment that you’re in safe hands.”

Fate blinked once and pushed the blade away from her neck. “That wasn’t a threat, just a fact.” She prattled, unsure of what she was really saying. This technique often worked in her favor, so she continued, still wanting to provoke an emotional response. “You’re like a puppet in the game of life, and let me tell you again—I am fate. If anyone chooses who lives and dies, it’s me.”

He tilted his head at her, but his thoughts remained concealed behind his still gaze. One way or another, he was certainly perplexed by her reaction. “You’re—”

“Hero!” Fortis called over the staircase. “Time for your studies.”

Hero returned his switchblade to a strap on his leg and walked back to the staircase, glancing at Fate from a distance. He passed by Fortis without a word and disappeared upstairs.

Fortis offered Fate his hand. “Are you all right? I was watching everything.”

Fate nodded and wiped the blood from her neck. “Yeah, but I need to talk to you.”

“Okay, but why don’t we pay a visit to the brothel? Kyou and Chi should be there.”

“Chi? She’s here again?”

“She came to check on Hero. Firmus has been visiting the Capital for recovery, so she worried that the situation might have worsened on our side. Usually, we have more wheels set into motion, but we’re losing pieces left and right.”

“Then I’d like to speak with everyone.” Mention of Firmus brought back the pain of Abyssus’ death. Fortis was right: all of the remaining components were falling apart. “Let’s hurry and meet with the others,” she said. “We need to move along before we’re completely incapacitated.”
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If anything good had happened since the death of Abyssus, it was that the major players of the Rebellion had gathered. Fate could find them at the brothel since it was considered separate from the twin palaces. Neither king had control over Fortuna’s property.

Fortis and Fate discovered the others arguing in the hearth room.

Chi jumped up from the table and hovered around Fate. “I heard you have joined us.”

Fate only knew two Caeles, but they both had a habit of leaning uncomfortably close to intimidate her. “I was technically a part of the Rebellion already.”

“Chi, back up,” Fortis said. “Hero just pressed a knife against her throat. I think she could use some space to breathe.”

“He what?” Chi withdrew quickly. “I apologize. I did not mean to suffocate you.”

Fortis rested a hand on Fate’s shoulder. “She wanted to speak with us, so let’s calm down and listen.”

Fortuna patted the mats. “Come sit with us.”

Everyone in the room sat around the low table, pushing aside empty bottles of alcohol, or collecting what was left to suck them dry.

“I spent the morning with Hero,” Fate said. “I tried many different approaches until he snapped. He’s too volatile. I don’t think he trusts anyone.”

Fortis corrected her. “He trusts Chi because she’s never around. Kyou spends too much time with Fortuna and me.”

Kyou agreed. “Yeah, he’s skeptical of me.”

Fortuna took a shot of liquor. “Hero lives by the idea that it’s okay to do bad things for good reasons—the ends justify the mean—a common principle with the Tainted. He could be an incredible asset, or another lost piece on a massive chessboard.”

Fate had stepped up to fulfill her role at a young age, before she knew anything about the game she was playing. Although she used to be a pawn, now she took a greater position on the board.

But where is Hero on this board?

She scrutinized every person in the room. “You’re all keeping something from me, I know it. Hero’s important because he carries the title of Capital successor, right? But he can be replaced. So this is about something else, but what is it? This isn’t just about Elaine or his title. Why are all of you so desperate?”

Chi picked at the wood of the table. “Hell, if you are not going to say anything, then I will.”

“It is not our right, Chi,” Fortuna said. “This is your ground. I will not overstep my boundaries.”

“Cheers to that,” Kyou said, joining her for another shot.

“And I am grateful.” Chi bowed her head. “Lady Fate, there are many reasons that Hero is important to the Rebellion, but first realize that this is not only true for us. If he does not join our cause, he will become susceptible to the enemy. The Tainted are tempted, some more so than others, to do wicked things. Abyssus joined our cause, but now that we have lost him, we have also lost our grip on Hero.”

“What makes Hero any more dangerous than one of you? The miasma? That takes time, doesn’t it?” Fate scanned the group, and each member averted their eyes to avoid answering.

Only Chi remained steady. “I don’t suppose you’ve noticed, but Hero is branded.”

“Branded?”

Fortuna rubbed her brow. “I’m sorry. I didn’t teach her about seals.”

“That is quite all right. There is no time like the present,” Chi said. “A brand is a type of seal that restricts the soul from different abilities, or sometimes, memories. It is a burn in the skin, or an artifact that marks a person to their very foundation. Some seals are pieces of jewelry, usually heavy metallic pieces that have been engraved with warnings. If seals are broken or removed, anything buried by them will be unleashed.”

Fate understood why Hero might’ve been deemed unstable after spending time with him; however, a part of him seemed desperate to survive. “Why was he branded?”

“It happened a long time ago, when his mother was murdered. This is what you need to know, so listen very closely. I cannot repeat this after today.”

“Okay, I’m listening.”

Fortuna, Kyou, and Fortis snapped the shutters and doors closed as Chi explained. “When Hero was a child, he had the ability to conjure up a unique element—crystal. My sister, Elaine, was very proud, and encouraged him to hone his ability.”

Fate put up her hands to stop Chi from speaking. “Wait, how is that possible? Isn’t he a Half-Breed? Are you telling me they sealed this ability?”

“Hero is not a Half-Breed. He is a pure-blood child born to a member of the Fox Clan, and a member of the original Wolf Clan.”

“What? That’s insane. Then why is he with Niteo?” Fate thought of her old theory that Hero might not be Niteo’s son. She was certain he wasn’t a Doll, but he was still odd.

“His real father, Liulfr, was murdered in the Capital. In order to protect him, my sister needed a scapegoat. She entangled herself with Cruentus Niteo in hopes of protecting our lineage. We have seen war, Lady Fate. Our family was taken from us in the blink of an eye and we have so little left to hold onto. We were the only two women in our group, and I could not bear children. Elaine became desperate to conceal Hero’s existence.”

“Wait, you said Liulfr was murdered? By whom?”

“We do not know, and this is the problem. The attacks on Hero’s parents, and on others, have all been similar, but the Council wants to hold him responsible. However, Hero had not yet been born, so he could not have perpetrated the attack on his father, and it does not make sense to say the other murders were a coincidence. All of the victims were extremely influential members of the Rebellion.”

“Why didn’t the Council just kill Hero? How did Elaine and the others die?” Fate’s head spun with details of crimes in Mu. She finally had the chance to hear the truth, and it was nothing like she’d expected.

“It is the Council’s duty to protect Ancient lineage. Hero was still young, so they tried sealing and branding him to restrain his condition. They want to marry him off quickly to secure our lineage, but once they have done that—”

“They want to kill him once he has children? What if his children are tainted?”

“The Council seems to think that if they take children at a young age, they can prevent these events from repeating. “ Chi combed back her hair with her fingers. “We have one other family member, my cousin. He is even worse off than Hero, so they watch us closely.”

“Your cousin is worse than Hero? They’re both tainted? What the hell is going on?”

“Never mind that for now. We will discuss it again later. Listen, Elaine was killed by crystal. That is why the Council believes Hero is responsible for her death. I should not say it was just my sister, either—all the murders have been perpetrated by a crystal elemental, or at least, someone who has access to crystal.”

Fortis leaned his arms against the table. “On the day Hero was taken, he was arguing his innocence. He tried telling me who was responsible, but I couldn’t get through to hear him out. The truth is buried in his memories.”

Fate pushed aside the shot glasses with her arm. “Can the seal be broken?”

Chi shook her head quickly. “Absolutely not. There is a trigger—a reaction set to respond when a seal is altered or broken. Sometimes seals cause illness or disorientation, but Hero’s is there to kill him. If he uses his ability again, he will die.”

Fate gripped her head. “This is too much. How are we supposed to uncover the truth if it’s buried in his head? I’m not going to kill the Prince of Nitor! My brother died to protect him.”

“I am not asking you to kill him. That is the last thing any of us want. The real perpetrator is still lurking in the shadows. I want to protect Hero and the members of the Rebellion, but he does not trust anyone. We cannot get him to pick a side.”

Fortis took his sister’s shot and gulped it down. “You had an idea, didn’t you, Fate?”

“Yeah, but it’s completely insane.”

“Maybe that’s enough to make a difference,” Chi said, her silver eyes glistening with hope.

These people trust me too much. I am the least qualified person on this team. First, they ask me to decide who should die, and now they’re telling me there’s a murderer on the loose and it might be Hero? But Abyssus clearly believed he was innocent... and Madam, too. What am I supposed to do?

Fate ran a hand over her face. “I need help. I’ll never be able to match up to Hero’s strength or skill, but I can conquer his psyche if I have the chance.”

Chi reached out and touched Fate’s hand. “What can we do for you?”

“I need you, since he trusts you. I also need a strong sleeping drug, and someone who can tie a good knot.”

Fortis raised his hand. “I know bondage. Does that count?”

Fortuna smacked him against the back of the head. “She’s a child! Please restrain yourself!”

Fate separated the siblings with her arms. “You know what, that works fine. Let’s not argue. We’ll need to search him for weapons as soon as he’s unconscious, and we also need a room away from prying eyes. If we have any chance of winning him over, we need to do it while he still underestimates me.”

Chi frowned. “What are you intending to do?”

“You’re not going to like it, but... I need heat.”

“Heat?”

“I realized today that Hero doesn’t fight battles he can’t win. I can’t imagine how much training he really has, so I won’t face him without the proper tools. If he can move at all, he’s going to kill me. I need to keep the room hot, not enough to kill him, but enough to immobilize him. He’s a Caeles, after all.”

“That is torture. If he stays like that for too long, he will die regardless.”

“Do you have a better idea? I’m willing to bet my life on this. I know it’s torture, but don’t you think he’s already feeling tortured by the current conditions? Everyone talks about how he’s tainted, but who actually steps into the pit with him? I’ll go in.”

Kyou pointed with the hand gripping his shot glass. “I like her!” He smacked it onto the table and flashed a crooked grin. “Let’s do it.”

Chi’s remorse surfaced through her cool facade. Her expression reflected the distant pain of battles lost. “I cannot believe it has come to this, but I will prepare something. Lady Fate. I will send an invitation for tea tomorrow. The drug will be placed in Hero’s drink. You must not react, not even a little. If you do, it will be the last mistake you ever make. Please do not forget that he is extremely volatile. This is an especially difficult time for him, and almost anything could make him attack you.”

“I know that,” Fate said. “I made this plan because he is volatile.”

Kyou clapped his hands to disrupt them. “All right, let’s calm down. I’ll act as a decoy while Chi and Fortis prepare. Use the boiler room—a few turns ago it stopped working properly and became the boiling room. It’s down by the prison so it’ll be quiet. I’ll warn the prison guards of disturbances beforehand, and we’ll keep this whole ordeal buried.”

Fate suddenly remembered that, as senseless as it sounded, Hero had a father. She never saw him around the palace so she often forgot about him altogether. “What about Niteo?”

Kyou smirked. “He’s on another trip with my father. He’ll be home in two or three days, so we need to make quick use of our time. Let’s get this rolled out by dawn.”

Fortis pressed a hand to his chin. “I say we bring in several of the spare heaters and place them around the room. The more extreme his conditions, the quicker he’ll fold. We can’t risk a chance of survival, or he’ll never give in.”

Kyou nodded. “All right. Let’s go then.” He stood from the table with Chi and Fortis to initiate the race against time.

In these situations, Fate hated the waiting period, because all she could do was fret about the possible outcomes. She couldn’t handle waiting around all night, so she went out to purchase a proper gown, and late that night she lay down to review the journal.

I shouldn’t read this anymore. This is about Hero. I wouldn’t want him to read about me.

It had been noted that the second journal, Ulnaire, would be in Hero’s favorite place, but he never gave the impression that he knew anything unusual about her. Either he was a good liar, or he didn’t know about the journal yet.

What could be written inside of it?
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With daybreak came the letter about a tea meeting arranged to start the day, or as the note suggested, Chi’s way of thanking Fate for saving Hero’s life. A vague note in small print accompanied it:


It should only take a matter of moments to take effect. Stay strong.


Fate was so nervous about the preparations, she found it difficult to go. Of course, Kyou had told her when they were prepared, but even the smallest mistake could lead to failure.

Upon her arrival at the palace, a guard escorted her to the music room for the meeting. Chi sat and listened to Hero play piano for some time, and beckoned Fate to the sitting area.

“I decided to serve Hero’s favorite tea, so we can share something new with you.”

She’s really believable. Even I feel like she’s being sincere. Maybe she is, to a certain extent. I can’t believe they even agreed to this.

Fate smiled despite her anxiety. “What kind of tea is it?”

“It is made with spices and honey secreted in the Ussan.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“They are old trees preserved inside the crystal, so it is not as dangerous as it sounds. You do not think we serve it raw, do you?” Chi laughed the way Fortuna often did when the girls in the brothel did something endearing. “Of course, each batch is properly filtered. We cannot have people consuming crystal, no matter how small.”

“Abyssus told me that it grows when it touches moisture.”

“That is correct. In the past, many citizens of the Capital died because they ingested pieces of crystal without realizing it. Depending on how much you swallow, it can take a very long time to grow.”

Hero closed the key lid and sat on a chair between Fate and Chi, remaining a careful distance from them to watch.

“I am glad that you decided to join us,” Chi said.

He folded his hands. “I have to study soon, so I can only stay for one cup.”

One? He’s not going to chug it, is he? No, he’s too refined and polite towards his aunt.

Fate calmed her thoughts as best she could, then concealed her feelings with her practiced smile. “Thank you for sharing with me.”

Chi poured tea into three porcelain cups. “It is my pleasure. You saved Hero’s life. This is so menial by comparison.”

How is she administering it? Can I really drink this? Stop it. Think, Fate. It must be at the bottom of his cup already.

Hero’s eyes moved towards her, running up and down her body. “You smell different.”

“Are you talking about my perfume?”

His mouth quirked back on one side. “Honeysuckle, that’s it.”

How keen is his sense of smell? He’s like a wild dog.

Fate didn’t mean to, but she swallowed hard under his inspection.

His eyes dropped as if he was noting the movement of her throat. “Did I make you nervous?”

Chi extended her hand and smacked his knee. “Stop that! You know what happens when we study people too closely. Do not make her leave.”

“You’re not that spineless, are you?” Hero’s remark seemed more a challenge than a real question.

“Oh, Hero, drink your tea.” Chi huffed at him. “I dislike when you prod at your friends in front of me.”

Hero and Fate echoed her in unison. “Friends?”

The flat spot on the bridge of his nose flared red. “Why would I want to be her friend? She’s insolent, and she can’t even throw a decent punch.”

Is that punch going to follow me to my grave? What’s his deal?

Chi broke into a fit of cackles. “Is it that disappointing?” She tried containing herself, and soon had to put down her tea to hold her stomach. “That is so cute. Do you want her to beat you up?”

What in the world is happening here? He needs to drink the tea.

Fate sipped the drink. Its scent and taste were so rich and warm that it soothed her nerves. “Um, what? I’m sorry, I’m not following.”

Chi slapped her thigh while trying to wipe tears of laughter from her eyes. “Should I tell you?”

“You should, because I hate being confused all the time.”

Hero slammed his hands against the arms of his chair. His face flushed in a straight line across his nose and cheeks. “You’re such a damn prattler! I’m going to study!”

Chi waved him down. “Sit. I am just teasing you. Let us settle down and have our tea, then you can go and study. I was trying to lighten you up a little, but I see my efforts are still fruitless.”

Hero took the tea cup, scrunched his nose, and sipped from the top.

Chi cracked a smile. “It is too hot to chug, you imp. I know you too well to fall for it.”

She’s good. Too good. No wonder she’s Head of the Queen’s Guard.

She managed the situation tactfully. “How do you like your tea, little Fate?”

The way Chi called Fate little brought back memories of the Elders, whom Fate met only once during childhood, when they visited the Madam. She smiled. “It’s very soothing, thank you.”

Every sip Hero took made Fate more anxious. She measured the time, wondering how long it would take for him to lose consciousness. A clock ticked somewhere behind her, seeming to reverberate off the walls and back into her head. Several long moments later, she snapped back into the conversation.

Chi waited for a response, encouraging Fate to speak with a smile.

Did she say something? Or was it him?

Hero squinted at her. The fluid in his cup had significantly lessened since she last looked. “She asked if you’re planning to stay at the brothel.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. These days... with all that’s happened, I find myself lost in thought.”

“That is understandable,” Chi said. “Perhaps it is difficult to leave after growing up under Fortuna’s wing. You have your sisters, too.”

“I guess there wasn’t much time to grieve,” Fate said. “It’s still hard to accept that Abyssus is gone.”

Hero sat back, placing his tea cup on the table. He pulled up the front of his scarf to cover his face. “I know what you mean.”

“I’m glad you have something to hold onto,” Fate said.

Hero stopped in the midst of forming a smile and swayed back and forth.

Fate inched away from him, expecting him to attack.

His hand trembled. He gripped the arm of the chair and reached for the switchblade.

Chi pulled back his arms and carefully lowered him to the ground, using her knee to hold him in place. “Keep still.”

Hero’s piercing gaze had dissipated, expressing only pain and sadness in place of his usual edge. He watched Chi as he fought for consciousness. His lips clasped to fight the quiver from the drug. “You... betrayed me....”

Fate slowly extended her hand to him the way she remembered Fortuna doing when she was sick. She saw him as a wounded animal or child, incapable of stopping an infection from spreading.

Shortly, he drifted off.

“He’s unconscious,” Fate said. “Let’s get him to the boiler room.” With every passing moment, she leaned closer to believing the twisted morals of the Tainted.

Do the Tainted really deserve to die?

She stood back to allow space for Fortis and Kyou to enter and carry Hero out. Everything she previously believed had turned out to be false. At that point, she doubted her knowledge so much, the only thing she could believe was Hero’s innocence.

His philosophy was skewed—no amount of misdeeds could ever amount to something truly good—but in his defense, she was about to do something bad for a good cause.

What does it really mean to be good, anyway?
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Something happened to me then, and we can blame the miasma or even my soul. Everyone will have a different opinion of how I changed my outlook on our society and its many rules. The question I had been asking myself found its resolution.

‘Why does he deserve to die any more than we do?’ I realized, ‘He doesn’t.’

I saw him then as I saw myself during childhood. He’d gazed at Chi with genuine sorrow and dismay, the same horror I felt when I was sent away to the brothel.

I watched the others lay out my plan, feeling sick with guilt that I could have thought up something so cruel. I had no choice but to follow through, as it was imperative we recruit him back to our side, so I stepped into the boiler room and sat in wait for hours, until he stirred from sleep.
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The heat of the boiler room exceeded even Fate’s limits of comfort. She set a pitcher of ice water beside her for emergencies, and sat down on a chair in front of Hero. The rope fastened around his arms, wrists, and torso formed an interesting pattern of loops and columns.

Fortis had spent a long time layering each piece carefully, and checking it, then left a pair of scissors and waited outside with the others.

Fate tucked the scissors into the fabric of her gown.

If we get through this, we’re going to have weird stories to tell.

Hero opened his eyes at last, blinking drowsily. He’d been in the boiler room for some time, cooking beside the furnace.

Fate stretched out a foot and nudged him. “Hello. I should warn you, if you move too much you’re going to be extremely uncomfortable.”

“Wha....” He trailed off, struggling with his awakening. Surely, by then, his head and body were aching. He attempted to roll over and his eyes widened. “What? What the hell?”

“I see you’ve realized the truth of my statement.”

Anger struck as she suspected it would. He ignored her warnings and struggled to break out of the bindings.

She had faith in Fortis’s handiwork, so she poured herself some water and watched. “You were right. I’m not strong, so I won’t fight you.”

Hero soon gave up and lay completely still. His lungs expanded in sharp intervals, likely a sign of the heat’s effect on his body.

Fate reached out to remove his scarf.

He snapped his jaws at her. “Get your filthy hands away from me.”

“I’m amazed. Even in this predicament, you speak to me this way. You’re brave, and now, you will be alone.” She held the scissors in her skirt, crossed the room, and left the water next to the door. “I’ll leave the pitcher here. Let your words and actions decide your fate, Prince Hero.” She swung her arm to make a dramatic bow.

Once the door closed, she stood with the others and listened to a single, infuriated scream surface from the boiler room. If she hadn’t known better, she would’ve thought she heard a wild animal. “That was a horrible sound.”

“That’s a sound you may never hear again,” Fortis said, glancing at Chi.

Chi gripped her sword so tightly, her knuckles had turned white. Her body twitched as though fighting some invisible force.

Fate touched her arm. “Are you all right?”

Chi muttered, “I have not heard that cry in so long.”

Kyou stood before Fate, looking down softly. “That’s an old habit of Fox Clan leaders. I’m not sure where he picked it up, perhaps instinct, but it’s not common.”

“Fox Clan... he mentioned it before when I said he was small.” The boiler room was quiet. Perhaps Hero heard them speaking and considered them cruel, but Fate wanted to understand his heritage.

Kyou said, “Members of the Wolf and Fox clans differ in many ways, though size is the most obvious. They are all considered Caeles.”

“Wolf Clan is tall?”

“Wolf Clan is known for their tall stature, silver hair, and ice blue gaze. Fox Clan is known for being small and erratic with white hair and mint-colored eyes.”

“Then why does Chi have silver eyes?”

Chi answered. “My eyesight was damaged during my adolescence. Eye color will sometimes vary, but usually only if we share blood with other families.”

“Are children like Hero considered mixed?”

Kyou shook his head. “Generally, the Wolf Clan considered the Fox Clan like their odd cousins. I think a lot of people fail to see the soft side of the wolves because they can be intimidating.”

“Hero has parents from both clans. Is he considered to be only Fox Clan?”

“Yes,” Chi said. “There is a difference in behavior. That cry you heard is a perfect example. Wolf Clan works in packs, where every member of their team functions as one unit. In battle, they seem to share a singular train of thought. Fox Clan used to follow one leader. Groups formed around the leader, treating that singular entity with utmost care. These leaders were chosen by bloodline and contribution. If the leader proved unworthy, our family disposed of that person and elected the next worthy leader. It is all an act of domination, much like our methods of courting a favorable partner.”

“Wait, what did you say? Courting?”

Chi glimpsed at the door to the boiler room. “Yes, it is common for our family to pick fights with people they are attracted to. The person who wins a battle will decide whether or not they are a suitable pair. The underdog must wait patiently for a response.”

Fate opened her mouth wide and choked out a laugh, which subsided just as quickly as it left her. “What kind of fights?”

“It really depends on the person. Usually physical.”

“I see why you were laughing earlier but, uh, I wasn’t trying to insinuate anything when I asked him to train me. I certainly hope this ordeal isn’t sending the wrong message.”

Kyou snickered. “And if it did?”

“Let’s hope not.”
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Night came again, and Fortis sent Chi off to rest while he and Kyou sought out the chef for a late meal.

Fortis warned me not to enter the boiler room until he returned.

I just smiled and acted compliant, as I had during my days as a courtesan.

When the hallway cleared, I entered to speak to Hero in complete isolation.

By then, he lay holding onto consciousness by the boiling furnace. He clearly would not last another day.

I had to coerce him or everything we fought for—everything my brother gave his life for—would have been for naught.
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Fate knelt down by the furnace, clutching Abyssus’ journal under her arm. She was about to speak with Hero when she recalled that he should have a brand somewhere on his body. While he lay immobile, she crept over to his back and unlatched the choker on his neck. There it was: the brand had been seared into the nape of his neck.

So this is why Abyssus gave him these things. He must’ve done it while they were young, to protect Hero.

Hero murmured. “It hurts.”

“I’m sorry for looking.” She replaced the band. “To be honest, I like this band. It somehow suits you.”

“Not that.”

“The furnace, right?” She shifted over him again to sit by his side.

“Chi,” he corrected her.

“She wants to protect you... even from yourself.”

His complexion had grown peaked, and he gasped for air. “I can’t trust anyone.”

“You trusted my brother, didn’t you?”

“Only him. He understands what it feels like to seek justice with chaos.”

“Understood, Hero. He is no longer with us. You must learn to accept that.”

He managed to turn his head away from her with what little strength he had left.

“Have you cried at all since Abyssus died? I have—every night—but I’m not suggesting that you’re heartless if you haven’t. I’m not like you. I don’t know what it feels like to see everyone I love die, nor do I know what it feels like to see the fear in their eyes and experience the same crushing guilt that you do. All I know is that you’re in here because I need you to make a decision—life or death for the both of us.”

“Both?”

“I picked a side, even though I don’t know anything. I was given a choice to choose the Rebellion and live, or turn against it and die. You are now being passed this decision. You will be killed if you do not comply, because this is what the Council wants, your death. The members of the Rebellion want to protect us from that fate.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

Fate lifted her brother’s journal. “This journal is all about you and the time you spent with my brother. I’ve only read bits and pieces, but it’s clear to me that my brother wished to protect you. I want to carry out his dying wish. If, by chance, you prove unworthy of his trust, I’ll kill you myself. Otherwise, I wish to uncover the truth behind your brand and the murder of your parents.”

“You know about Liulfr?”

“Chi told me because I asked. I’m not toying with you, Hero. I’m risking my life to bargain with you.”

He breathed like the word suffocated him. “Bargain.”

“I’ll give this journal to you if you can work with me. It’s up to you whether or not you wish to trust me, but I promise I’ll dedicate my time to uncovering the truth. Still, you must remember, I can’t change you, and I can’t magically cure you of your condition.”

“Then what can you do?”

“I can put my trust in you. I can be dedicated and loyal to those I care about. I can influence those who doubt you, and stop you from doing what I know is wrong.”

“That’s a lot to bargain. I’m tainted. I’ll change you. I’ll make you forget the difference between right and wrong. You can’t stop it.”

“I can fight it, if you put your trust in me.”

“All for Abyssus?”

Fate thought of Leoht again, and her heart ached. “No, I want to learn the truth about the Tainted. I want to know whether or not people like you really deserve to die, because right now, I don’t think you do.”

“Why? Abyssus is dead because of me.”

She removed the shears from her skirt and clipped at the ropes. “Mortis killed him. You might have caused the miasma, and maybe you even caused his death, but I don’t feel that you did it with ill intent. You were born that way, right? If a bird is born with a deformed wing, should it die?”

“Of course.”

“No, you’re wrong.” The ropes slid off and she pulled him away from the heat. “You must learn the difference, even if it’s difficult to undo what you’ve been taught. I know I’m not strong, but I can teach you what you don’t know. Can you trust me as I have just trusted you?”

He inspected the rope burns on his wrist. “I....”

She touched his wound and smiled softly. “You must have the strength to fight your own condition. If you really want to, you can conquer it. Let’s try and find a way to suppress the miasma, okay?”

“I don’t understand you. I threatened your life. You wanted to kill me. Why did you change your mind?”

“I’m sure this will sound offensive, but I came to realize that you’re like a wounded animal. You snap your jaws whenever someone comes close because you’re not sure if they’re going to maim or nurture you.” She sighed and pressed the back of her cold fingers against his face.

He jolted back at first, then gradually succumbed to her touch.

When she the display of trust, she smiled. “By nature, I prefer to nurture others. If I can help it, I’d rather not kill you. If you will trust me, I promise to do everything in my power to prove your innocence.”

“You think I’m innocent?”

“Hmm... yes, I do. I’d like to believe my brother put his trust in the right person, but I also think there’s something very wrong with the logic in this case.” She recalled seeing Leoht and the remorse she experienced when she realized he’d been punished. “Call it instinct, but I somehow get the impression that you’re more of a victim in this case than most people would like to admit.”

“Victim... I dislike that word. I’m not a victim. I’ve also done terrible things for which I can’t repent. I can’t stop it. The urge is too strong.” He held his stomach and winced.

“Are you okay? We should get you someplace safe.”

As she stood to grab the pitcher, he gripped her wrist. “I don’t want anyone to overlook my crimes. I just don’t want to be punished for the ones I haven’t committed. I should be punished lawfully.”

She gazed down at him, wracked with sadness. “To what crimes are you referring?”

“The murders of my friends, the people I’ve infected, and the chaos I’ve caused around Nex. That’s real. I can’t stop it.”

She crouched down. “You mean the Astor Tournament? That’s not a crime. It was a competition that everyone joined. I can’t punish you for that. I’m not sure what you mean by chaos, but I also can’t punish you for infection. An illness isn’t something you ask for, it’s something that happens whether or not you want it. Instead of punishing you, please allow me to find some kind of resolution. Your punishment can be that you’re stuck with me and you have to listen to what I say.”

“And if you die?”

“Call me crazy, but I don’t think I will.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You’re crazy. That’s just an assumption with no basis.”

She pointed at her eyes. “I can see the miasma. If I start getting infected, I’ll escape. How’s that?”

The corners of his lips turned down and his gaze softened. “Abyssus wanted to stay beside me. I never wanted this to happen. I tried to separate from him. How can you still be so confident? This illness... I can’t stop it from spreading.” He covered his face with the back of his hand. “Can’t anyone just leave me be? If I’m going to be locked up, I should be alone.”
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I used to think that Hero wanted to escape imprisonment in the palace, but I soon saw that he wanted to leave everything behind.

I personally don’t believe that anyone can ‘save’ another person unless that person has the will to survive, but I do believe that having faith in someone who is suffering can help give them strength to continue. As the God of Life once told me, ‘all things created deserve life.’

In agreement, I sought to fight against the Royal Council of Mu in order to not only prove the innocence of Caeles Hero, but to protect the Tainted from a fate I deemed unrighteous.
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Fate summoned the love she had stowed away all her life—that of her mother, her sisters, and her brother, which helped her climb over the obstacles on her journey. She had often struggled during her stay at the brothel, but she’d managed to survive because of their encouragement and love.

She wrapped her arms tightly around Hero and embraced him. “You threatened my life and infected my brother with miasma. I can’t forget that, nor should you, but I’ll forgive you if you can promise to fight your condition. I don’t expect you to recover immediately. It’ll be hard and you’ll hurt a lot, so you must learn to tell me when you’re suffering. You must learn to communicate with me and try to trust that I can handle it. I’m not physically strong, and can’t throw a decent punch, but my mind is a fortress. I can see the miasma and keep it at bay. I have faith in you. I think that you can be wonderful and dutiful. Maybe it’s just blind faith because of Abyssus, but I want to believe in you. Can you try to fight this with me?”

After a long moment of reluctance, Hero nodded and buried his face against her shoulder. His hand pressed against her back, trembling. “I’m sorry.”

“Me too, but from now on I’ll fight with you. I’ll share my strength with you. Be strong. I believe in you.” Her eyes filled with tears and poured down her cheeks.

Goodbye, Abyssus. From now on, I’ll carry out your last wish.
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When you lose a loved one, the pain never really goes away. I tried to put the matters of Abyssus’ death behind me so I wouldn’t feel upset whenever he came to mind. I wanted to preserve the memory of him as something good, not something negative.

It was harder to convince Hero to feel the same way. He always went to a cynical place, often losing himself in his urge to create chaos. He felt obligated to stir up the palace with pranks. I realized that all of these childish behaviors were simply means of controlling the miasma. It was like an infection that built up day by day. He considered it better to clean the wound with harmless acts than to find someone dead because he couldn’t maintain it.

At its worst, his room became cluttered and he appeared disheveled and moody. If the miasma grew too thick, he turned to violent impulses and locked himself away to avoid others. He never expected us to bear the same weight or suffer because of his ailment, but I still didn’t like it. I wanted to learn about the Tainted and find a way to lessen the miasma. I wanted to know more about people like him, so that, like people with any illness, those afflicted with miasma could be treated as equals.

I tried sparring with him during those times, and shortly turned it into a daily routine. The more we trained, the happier he was. For months, it was our routine, and when winter came, it suddenly stopped.
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On the morning of the eighteenth in the 12th month, just days before Hero’s birthday, the snow cleared to uncover a pale blue sky. The improvement in his mood as of late meant the weather had also grown warmer.

Fate rolled over on her bed, attempting to reach the window’s latch to let the fresh air in. She was relieved not to awaken to him knocking on the glass like she once had, as she required time and space to refuel from her time with him.

Every day, she struggled to catch up with his misdeeds and put a stop to them. There were good days too, times when she enjoyed sitting down with him to discuss theories about philosophy and science, his favorite subjects. She acknowledged his intellect, but wished he possessed more self-control.

He had, at least, learned to manage his mood swings and read Fate’s facial expressions before she dealt a punishment.

On her birthday, he held a party at the palace and showered her with clothing from the Capital. This gesture amused her since it meant he had grown tired of commenting on her attire. He constantly fretted over the state of her old clothing and encouraged her to buy a better variety of garments, but she didn’t have the finances.

She sometimes doubted his kindness, speculating that he planned an elaborate scheme to earn her trust. It wouldn’t have been the first time that he deceived her, except there was one consistency in Hero’s behavior—he hated liars.

He avoided lying himself, sometimes meaning that he’d admit to his crimes, though he never apologized.

He never referred to her as a friend, nor did she call him one. They just spent every moment of every day in each other’s presence, often bickering.

He seemed to consider it his duty to educate her whenever the opportunity struck, and this is when he became the prattler. “I’m not an encyclopedia,” he’d say, “I just know this and this and that and that.”

That’s how Fate heard it anyway—this and that worked as a good substitute whenever she drifted off. Later on, she’d try remembering what he’d really said, but his usage of literal terminology never quite sank in.

She heaved her body from the floor to the window and finally opened up her room. Her gaze followed a group of women to the border, silently judging them for their negligence towards the citizens of Macellarius.

She’d heard that Neco shut himself inside Macellarius Palace, mourning the broken pact day after day. It seemed an odd reaction for a man whose guard murdered her brother. She reasoned it might be the ploy of the murderer in question, driving the Royals of Nex into a corner.

She wandered down the long hallway into the courtyard, the place she first saw Tori on the morning of her escape, and sat by the pond to watch the colorful fish as she thought about how to repay Hero on his birthday.

I can’t afford to get him anything nice. Will sentiment be enough?

She sighed deeply and listened to the trickle of the pond filter. Nothing put her mind at ease more than the sound of water. She secretly wished it would rain, since it had snowed every turn after the Astor Tournament, but she’d never tell Hero. She had become quite conscious of his emotional state.

He watched her just as closely. Whenever she felt down, he sat beside her and talked or read to lighten the mood.

A whimper traced the air around the pond, prompting Fate to lift her head. The second time, she heard a yip and jumped to her feet. “Dog?” She clutched the air in excitement as she tracked the cries to the large rocks on the opposite side of the water.

An ash-colored puppy yelped from between the rock’s openings.

She slipped her hands through and cautiously freed its leg and fur, then picked it up with a smile. “Ahh, fate is on my side, little one. Let’s see, you are... a girl!”

The puppy’s fur puffed out all around its body, emphasizing its stubby legs and beady eyes. It looked chubbier in its mass of fluff.

Fate set it on her lap, and stroked its head, but the puppy wrangled free and dashed into the brothel at full speed.

She gasped, “Not the brothel!”

Her sisters’ screams echoed down the hallway as she chased it. The girls jumped left and right, flattening themselves against the walls to avoid her charge.

Fortuna stepped out of her room and tossed her hands on her hips. “Fate, get this dog out of my brothel!” The puppy slid to a stop, panting at Fortuna’s feet and yipping. She plucked it from the floor and put it in Fate’s arms.

“So sorry, Madam.”

The Madam clicked her tongue. “You can’t help but nurture every damaged creature you see, can you?”

“Don’t worry, I’m giving her to someone else.”

“I don’t hate dogs.” She scratched the pup’s head with her long nails. “But we can’t have them in the brothel.”

The girls whined from the hallway and ran away from Madam’s scolding.

Fate once complained with Tori and Myrna. They wanted so badly to keep a pet, but Madam never allowed it. Now, it was just a good memory. No matter how terrible a place it was, she loved her family dearly. That’s why she found it so difficult to leave them behind.

How can I leave my sisters and mother here when they’ve taken such good care of me?

She placed the puppy in a basket by the entrance, concealed it with a blanket, and collected various cakes from the brothel’s inventory—for the owner of the bathhouse, a bribe to allow Fate’s entry with the pup. Most places in Nitor despised strays, so it was funny that the Prince adored them so much.

“We’ll get you all cleaned up,” she told the pup. “But what shall we call you? I hope Hero gives you a decent name. He’s a little odd, so you’ll have to forgive him.”

It yipped at her in response and ran around the basket.

Fate crossed the path to greet the plump woman at the desk in the bathhouse. “Good day, I brought some cakes from the brothel.”

“Oooh, girl.” The woman closed her book and shook her head. “You’re up to something, no doubt. What’s in the basket there?”

“A gift for the prince. If I may, I’d like to borrow a bath for just a moment.”

“What’ve you got?”

She flashed the blanket open and closed.

The woman moved only her eyes to look at Fate. “The Prince likes strays?”

“Dogs, that is. He couldn’t care less if they’re strays or wolves.”

The woman made a throaty laugh. “All right, girl. Give me the cakes. You’re lucky I like you.” They made their exchange and she gestured towards the open room. “Make it quick. My husband will have a fit if he sees any pup in here.”

“I am in your debt.”

“Not with these cakes. I couldn’t afford these and you know it.”

Fate moved through a hallway to one of the big rooms with an open tub. She contemplated the Rebellion and her bond with Hero while washing the squirming puppy. She had chosen a side, but it wasn’t the side they’d expected her to choose. Actually, it wasn’t the side she’d expected to choose, either.

Should I say it’s Hero’s side or the side of the truth? I suppose we’re both on the side of the truth.

She towel dried the pup and fluffed its fur for a careful inspection. “You’re still ash-colored, huh? I suppose you were just born that way.”

After placing it back in the basket, she hummed and dawdled her way down the path to the palace.

The guards peeked at the basket curiously. “Lady, what do you have today?”

“Nothing! It’s not for you two. It’s for Hero, so no touching.” She adjusted the basket on her arm. “Do you know where he is right now?”

One of the guards scratched his head. “Uhh, maybe his room. He was sparring with Fortis a while ago.”

“I’ll try there, then. Thank you.”

It was always easy to ask around for Hero’s whereabouts, because every guard needed to communicate whether or not he left the palace.

On her way in, Fate glanced at the back doors to note the chains around the handles.

About a month prior, the King paid an unexpected visit to the palace and blocked off all the exits with guards and chains. Of course, this was to maintain their concept of keeping Hero inside, not protecting from outside sources.

She still didn’t fully comprehend how or why this had happened, considering the King had allowed Hero to retrieve her, and Hero never said anything other than, ‘Oh, this is normal.’

According to Fortis, the King realized how frequently Hero left the palace and forbade him from continuing his constant journeys outside.

At least Hero spent some time away from the palace.

Fate pretended not to know how long he really spent in the brothel, as he sometimes fell asleep or stayed to play games with the younger girls.

She sighed at the locks and hurried upstairs, stroking the pup’s head to keep it quiet.

The palace rested at all times of the day, only stirring if Hero disrupted order, or if the maids needed to tidy up.

She understood his need for chaos—nothing ever happened in the palace, and even less happened after the doors were locked.

He’d close himself in his bedroom and curl up on his bed to read. The days blurred together, and when Fate came to visit, he’d squint to see through the hall light.

She worried he might’ve been in his room for too long. After a warning and a knock, she pushed down on the ornate door handle and stepped in quietly.

Stacks of books towered along Hero’s bed and desk, all their titles and covers immaculately aligned. The light blue curtains shut out the light so he could sleep.

She called to him softly, “Hero, I’m here.”

His eyes opened suddenly. “Fate?”

“Who else? Do you spend time with many other women?”

He sat up, pulling his scarf over his nose. “I was bored last night and I kept thinking about what I should do. Nothing good came to mind.” His words really meant that only bad things came to mind, and that he realized the error in the temptation.

“So you went to sleep?”

“If I don’t, I’m not sure what I’ll do.”

“I’m glad you’re trying to fight it, but next time just send a messenger to me and I’ll come.”

“Really?”

She hesitated to respond. There were times like this that Hero appeared surprised or swayed by her suggestions. She always stopped to study his facial expression, worried that he might still be deceiving her, but there was nothing.

For someone tainted, he could come across quite innocent.

“Really,” she said at last. “I know you get lonely and bored, so I brought you an early birthday present.” She peeked behind the blanket at the sleeping puppy and placed the basket on his lap. “I can’t repay you for what you’ve done, but maybe you’ll be a little happier with this.”

He peeked into the basket and threw his arms around it. “Really?”

“Yep, all yours. She appeared by the pond at the brothel when I was wondering what to get you for your birthday.”

His lips curled up little by little to form a genuine grin.

Fate leaned back and crossed one arm, pressing her free hand against her chin in befuddlement.

“You were listening,” he said.

“Pardon?”

“When I said I wanted a dog.”

“Oh, of course.”

“I’m happy.” He removed the pup from the basket and coddled her. “You said she’s a girl?”

Fate threw open the curtains. “Yeah, what will you name her?”

Hero turned his face away from the light, but couldn’t seem to resist looking at Fate. His eyes often trailed after her even if she paced around the room. “I’m not sure, but her fur has a unique color, so maybe that’ll help me decide.”

“I thought so too. I gave her a bath before I brought her. I know you’re a little weird about cleanliness.”

“Do you dislike cleanliness?”

“I don’t dislike it, I just don’t obsess over it.”

“I’m not obsessive.”

“Hero....” She leaned over the edge of the bed. “What do you think it means to be compulsive?”

He scrunched his nose at her. “I dislike when you say things like that.”

“Like what? The truth? In your own words, don’t be absurd.”

He pouted then relented, “Okay, you’re right, but it’s not always terrible, right?”

Her eyes widened and she swung her head slowly to the side to rest her burdened body along the covers.

He poked her head. “Right?”

“What kind of person trims their hair every morning? Who puts every food product on a different dish? Who color coordinates every article of clothing, and every book in the library?”

“Me.”

“Only you!”

“Yeah, well, if it was only me, then they wouldn’t have a word for it.”

“You snarky asshole. Maybe I’ll take the pup back so she doesn’t have to endure this torturous relationship.” She reached for the puppy.

He recoiled to the head of the bed and shouted. “No! Persephone is mine!”

“Per—what? You named her Persephone?”

“Yeah, just now.”

She dragged her hands over her face. “Have you ever owned a pet? What kind of name is Persephone for a dog? She’s not a stuffy noble woman basking in the blood of her people. She’s a dog. How about Chubs?”

“Ch... that’s a terrible name! She’s not chubby, she’s fluffy!”

“Okay, whatever.... What do you say we step out of this dismal room and get some light?”

“Where?”

“The music room.” She exited first, persuading him to follow by glancing over her shoulder. While she waited, she looked into the hallway and spotted Lara approaching. They stared at each other, locked in a moment of intense deliberation.

“Good morning,” Fate said, closing the door once Hero left the room.

Lara’s brows hung heavy over her eyes. “A dog?”

“From Fate,” Hero said. “She’s called Perse-”

“Chubs,” Fate interjected.

“Damn it, I’m not naming her Chubs!”

“You did this on purpose, didn’t you?” Lara stormed up, waving her finger at Fate. “You’re always clinging to him. Don’t think I’m falling for it, even for a moment!”

Fate leaned away from the aggressive finger. “Falling for what, exactly?”

“I know what you are.”

“A courtesan?”

Lara glanced at Hero and stepped back, glowering at Fate. “I know you’re responsible for the murders. I will expose you to everyone!”

Is she crazy? What in the world is she saying? What murders? She couldn’t know about Hero’s parents, right?

“Arguing again?” Fortis trekked up the staircase into view. “Ladies, there is no need to fight. You need only ask if you’re uncertain.”

Fate gave up trying to follow the discussion and blurted out, “Huh?”

Hero had completely detached from the argument and played with Persephone. He lured her around, trying to teach her to follow his hand.

Fortis delivered careful admonishment. “Lara, you should know that no amount of debate will earn you anything.”

Lara folded her hands in front and lowered her head to avoid his gaze. She’d fold easily under pressure from anyone except Fate. For months, Lara appeared around every bend with an onslaught of insults and accusations. This was her first time saying something so ambiguous, and now it was more like she had something to hide.

Fate figured the best route was to remain calm so she wouldn’t become more tangled in the mess. “I’m not sure what to say. I’ve been called a whore and a demon, but I have to admit this is my first time being accused of murder.”

Lara clenched her apron. “It all sounds true to me.”

Hero pressed his chin against Fate’s shoulder. “Empty accusations are precisely what led to this mess, Lola. If you have evidence of these crimes, kindly present them, or quit pointing fingers.”

She patted the side of his face. “Settle down.”

Fortis studied them, more scrupulously than anyone could guess. The Igni were perceptive in the most mysterious ways. “You’re friends?”

Hero ruffled Persephone’s fur. “Fate and I? We’re close friends.”

“Then there shouldn’t be a reason to argue,” Fortis said. “Unless one of you ladies has something else to add.” His golden eyes gleamed as they shifted to Lara. After a moment of silence, he clapped his hands. “Then back to business.”

Fate sustained her poise until she and Hero entered the music room. Behind closed doors, she released the previously unseen tension she’d experienced. “I can’t seem to counter anyone in this place.”

“The Rahma are vulnerable, but the miasma might be making matters worse.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. I’ll try to consider that next time.”

They sat side by side on the window seat overlooking the community beyond the palace gates. Grey clouds gathered over Nitor to warn of possible weather changes, which may have been natural since Hero appeared both calm and blissful.

Persephone slept in his arms as his gaze followed the people on the street.

When he wasn’t paying attention, Fate stole several glances.

Maybe he really is sad.

Small droplets of water splattered against the glass and raced each other down to the window pane. She pressed her hand against the cold glass. “Rain? Hero, it’s raining!”

His expression was still, so much so it might’ve been wiser to consider it forlorn.

She couldn’t empathize as much as she wanted to, yet she understood what it might feel like to watch the rain from inside and never have the chance to touch it. “If you could live for one day, but had to give up freedom for the rest of your life, would you?”

“If that day made the rest of my life worthwhile.”

“So, would memories count?”

He tilted his head. “What are you trying to say?”

“Want to live for one day?”

“With you?”

“Yes. I might get you into a lot of trouble, and I’ll definitely bring you back to this place, but for one day, how about we do whatever we want?”

He laughed softly. “Are you serious?”

She jumped down from the window seat. “Are you coming?” Once she saw him following, she led him to the hall by his room. “Okay, you hide here until the guards move, then you run as fast as you can outside. Don’t get caught.”

“What will you do?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll come.” She smiled at him and ran down the back staircase.

The ceremony hall split into a number of hallways that looped around to various exits and paths. She positioned herself carefully to echo her voice down the opposing hallway, and unleashed a deafening shriek.

The guards dashed in through the entrance, and Fate sprinted for the staircase to avoid detection. One guard instructed the others to search the palace for the source of the scream.

She kept her eyes on them as she crept through the shadows, towards the open doors, and made an escape for the gates.

Hero extended a hand out to her. They held onto each other and continued running towards the woods outside the community, faster and faster, through the pouring rain.

She knew she had done something illogical and reckless, that the idea had just popped into her head without once running through her usual scan of checks and balances. Nonetheless, she ran and ran, blinking away the raindrops from her lashes. Her gaze fell upon Hero’s back as they made their escape through the tree-laden path.

The last time she had entered the woods, Fortuna taught Fate and all her sisters to swim for survival. There was so little Fate could do without remembering her family. This illogical act completely went against her teachings.

She and Hero staggered to a stop deep within the forest’s reaches, overcome by laughter.

The entire plan was so irrational, so unlike Fate, that she just laughed at her decision. There was nothing like freedom and having the strength to give it to Hero, even if for a moment.

“You’re amazing,” he said, grinning.
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The funny thing about emotion is that few people can foresee how it will effect a situation. I knew so little about the cause I was fighting for, but I did as Fortuna instructed and fought for survival because that was all I knew how to do.

When I was forced to make a decision, I fretted because nothing was favorable. No matter what I chose, I was facing death. Would I die due to prolonged exposure to miasma? Would Hero kill me? If I had turned against the Rebellion or tried to run, I’d be killed. If I turned against the empire, I’d be killed.

The day they placed Hero’s fate in my hands was the day I decided my own fate as well. The time I spent beside him opened my eyes to the sad truth of the Tainted. No one was on their side, not even the people they loved. From the moment they were born, they were cast aside, labeled as broken, and not just forsaken, but chastised by the rest of the world.

By placing me with Hero, the members of the Rebellion altered the outcome of their layout, for better or worse. The wheel was spinning, but not in the direction anyone expected.
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“Come with me,” Hero said to Fate, covering Persephone with his scarf. He stepped up the path to a small connecting bridge and jumped down into the shallow, rocky waters below. “Do you need help?”

“No, I’m fine. Thanks for asking.” Fate jumped down after him, adjusting her dress.

He took her hand in his own again, overcoming her with warmth. They crossed over the water to a tangle of trees and he glanced back. “Watch your dress.”

She gathered the skirt of her gown on the journey through the hidden pathway. Old memories flooded her head and brought back the memory of the day she’d first encountered Hero. She couldn’t have predicted that they’d become friends or that their fates would become so tightly intertwined.

The trees before her parted to reveal a meadow and a small waterfall.

Hero allowed Persephone to roll around on the grass while he showed Fate to shelter. They sat below a tall tree to watch the rain ripple on the surface of the lake.

“Thank you,” he said.

“You shouldn’t thank me. We still don’t know what the repercussions will be.”

“Yeah, but when you promised to come, you really did.”

“Of course.”

He pulled a knee to his chest and leaned against the tree’s trunk, sighing. “I wish it were always like this.”

“Like what?”

He closed his eyes. “Peaceful.”

“Don’t you like chaos? Peace isn’t chaos.”

“I feel at ease when I’m by your side. I guess you’re like chaos, and being with you is fun.”

She nudged his arm. “Hey, is that a compliment?”

He gazed up through the leaves of the trees. “To me, it is. Maybe it’s odd to you, but you’re the only friend I have left.”

“What about Lara?”

“She was raised in the palace, but we never really meet eye to eye.”

“She said she came from Macellarius.”

“Firmus found her and brought her into Nitor. For some reason, she really wanted to stay in the palace. I never really understood it, but I do know Macellarius isn’t pleasant.”

“It really isn’t.” She hugged her knees as she recalled her days with Abyssus in Macellarius Palace. “Hero, have you read any more from my brother’s journal?”

“Yeah, but I don’t understand it. He said the second journal is in my favorite place. Do I even have a favorite place?”

“Why are you asking me?”

“I’m not. I’m just saying it aloud so you know what I’m thinking.”

She laughed silently. “So have you found anything interesting?”

“Not really. I know there has to be something hidden inside of them, I just can’t figure it out. He was always good at puzzles.”

“We’d better figure out where your favorite place is. I think it’ll make more sense if we collect the journals.”

“Ah.” Hero readjusted against the tree and leaned his arms against his knees. “I just remembered that you asked me for a translation of the Story of Time and Space, but I haven’t spoken to Chi in a while.”

“It’s okay. Do you know it well?”

“Yeah....” He hesitated to continue. “Do you know the Tale of the Spinner?”

“I do.”

“Well, the Story of Time and Space is vaguely similar. A child from the Beyond is, supposedly, saved by the God of Life after his father abandons him.”

“Why supposedly? Are you embellishing?”

“I am not.”

Hero liked to use extra words to dispute, so she knew he had fibbed.

“Like in the story of the Spinner, the God offers Leoht three gifts that symbolize different paths—a clock on which the hands turn in opposite directions, a sun dial, and an hour glass filled with crystal dust.”

“Which did he choose?”

He shook his head, squinting. “He didn’t. At least, not at first. The God asked him to choose many times before finally losing patience. In the end, Leoht picked the crystal dust, and when the God asked why, Leoht said it reminded him of space.”

“So Leoht liked space.”

“Right. The God took him through a hallway of painted screens, which displayed old images of various folktales throughout the Book of Beginnings. At the end, the screens parted to reveal a room of space.”

Fate shook her head. “What does that mean?”

“It’s hard to describe, but that’s the literal translation. Basically, it was a room filled with only darkness and stars. In that room, Leoht drifted and adjusted the stars to create constellations. There’s a famous quote in that section: I am just like time; neither of us are meant to exist. It said that, ironically, Leoht didn’t believe in God, he only believed in space and time.”

“I can see where Solaris and Leoht were fused together, but Leoht isn’t considered to have chosen time, right? He didn’t choose anything at all.”

He fiddled with his scarf. “If you ask me, he couldn’t choose because he loathed his own existence. Leoht’s story is probably laced with uncertainty because his soul was fractured.”

“Tainted,” she said, mostly to herself.

“Probably.”

“I’ve been told there’s another story, The Man Who Stood at the Edge of Time, but I don’t know anything about it.”

Hero smiled. “I like that one. The title is self-explanatory. It’s about a man who travels the Halls of Eternity searching for answers to life, until he reaches the Edge of Time. It’s only when he finally gets there that he realizes the purpose behind his journey. The story is incredibly vague, but... I don’t know... it’s impactful.” He swayed from side to side.

“Do you remember any lines?”

“Don’t underestimate my memory.” He watched the rain dripping from the tree branches. “Judgment is coming. Intertwined are the past, present, and future. Lost are our souls. You cannot escape the ripples of time, nor can you escape the sting of vengeance. In dark tendrils, it approaches—towards the Edge of Time.”

“That’s kind of heavy.”

“They’re all like that. The Book of Ages has a lot of folklore, like the Story of Night and Day. Do you remember?”

“Of course I do. It’s just, sometimes I feel like these stories might be real.”

“Then we have something in common.” He beamed with a trace of admiration in his gaze. The more time they spent together, the more often he displayed this type of gentle expression.

Fate had come to love that particular smile, because it made her feel at ease. “In the end, I’m really glad we met.”

Hero rested his head against hers. “Me too.”

Her heart beat loudly in her ears. She kept her gaze fixed on Persephone while her mind raced to understand her reaction. She attempted to give into the feeling, to better understand its depth, as her body settled against the tree trunk. She called Persephone over and rested closely with Hero. As the rain filled the divots of the soft grass, the chill of the air lessened as the warmth set in between them.

As much as she wished to stay in that peaceful oasis, she couldn’t betray Fortuna or the other members of the Rebellion, so she closed her eyes and buried the memory deep inside for safe keeping. No matter what the consequences, she’d protect it to the best of her ability.

When all of this is over, will we have played a significant role, or will we have been mere pawns in this game we call life?
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I rested in the meadow with Hero and Persephone, watching the rain flood around us. We didn’t move for a long time. No one told us to leave, and there was no one to drag him back to the palace.

We were at peace.

At times, he felt safer to me than my sisters. Even though he was tainted, we could be so like-minded. I empathized with him.

Many people would’ve told me that it was the work of miasma and that I had simply lost my bearings, but they’d have been wrong.

That day, Hero and I talked until we were at a loss for words. When that time came, I took him and Persephone back to the brothel.
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Fate and Hero entered the community through the back pathway and snuck over to the round window of her bedroom. She pulled open the shutter and ushered Hero inside. As she stepped in, she met Fortuna’s gaze.

The Madam crossed her arms. “I tell you to get rid of the dog and you bring two back. You’re all soaked. I don’t know what you did, but there’s hell at the palace.”

Hero stepped back and stood behind Fate for comfort.

“That said....” Fortuna spun, dug in the hall closet, and tossed back three towels. “Dry off. I’ll send a messenger to Fortis so he won’t worry his pretty little head.” She pointed at Hero. “You, stay here and wait for Fate.” When her finger moved to Fate, her voice took on a notable, accusatory tone. “And you, come with me.”

Fate nodded at Hero and hurried after the Madam into the hearth room.

Fortuna spun fast on her heels. “You gave Hero the dog?”

“That’s what you’re upset about?”

“Did you?”

“I did.”

She pressed two fingers against her brow. “Why would you do that?”

“It’s almost his birthday and he wanted a dog.”

“I don’t know what you’re thinking with, but it’s not your head. If a normal person can’t survive around him, what makes you think an animal can?”

Fate pressed a hand over her mouth. She’d made such a simple, but horrific mistake.

“I can only hope that I’m wrong,” Fortuna said. “It would seem too cruel to take the dog away now. It might cause just as much harm to try and tell him the truth. In any case, you’d better get some sleep. No one can say what the morning will bring.”

Fate returned to her room and sat on her knees next to Hero while he wiped down Persephone.

He pursed his lips and attempted to smile. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, I was just thinking.”

“Brooding,” he corrected.

“I guess I was just wondering if I did all of this for you or me. Maybe I’m really selfish and I just think I’m being helpful.”

“You’re probably selfish.”

She slumped down with a sigh.

“But that’s normal. Most people do things to feel good about it. If it’s any consolation, it made me happy.” He lay back on the floor, holding Persephone up, then placed her tenderly on his chest. “No one really cares what I think. Since I’m tainted, my opinions aren’t considered reliable.”

“You’re honest, and that’s all that matters.”

“Yeah... honesty is important.”

Fate turned her head towards him as he sat up, beaming. This simple expression kept her worries at bay. “I really loathed you before,” she admitted. “I wanted to blame you for everything that happened, but that was unfair of me. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize.”

“You know, I used to think you were crazy. I thought you were doing bad things for enjoyment, but now I see that it may have been partially my own misunderstanding.” She drew back the covers of her bed and submerged her lower body underneath them. “Now, let’s get some rest before tomorrow.”

“Me? Here? What about—”

“This is a brothel. Who cares? It’s just you, anyway.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I don’t think you’ll do anything, so let’s rest instead of fretting about pointless things.”

Hero’s eye twitched almost imperceptibly. “You’re careless. I’m not pursuing you, but that doesn’t mean I’m resistant to your charms.”

She gawked at him. “Wait, you mean you’re not?”

He shook his head slightly. “Why would you think that?”

“You’ve never really reacted to me.”

“What do you take me for? Did you think I’d maul you just because I find you attractive?”

“Actually, yes.” She put her hands on her lap and tucked in her shoulders. “That’s what everyone does here.”

He put Persephone on her as though to provide comfort. “Sorry, I said something insensitive.”

She forced a smile. “It’s okay.” She had thought up a variety of reasons for his apparent immunity. Her clients in the brothel expressed no reservations when they were interested, hence she considered it normal for men to grasp what they liked. “Either way, I know you’re not going to sleep on the bare floor. So let’s overlook that detail for now.”

“No, I’m really sorry.”

She pulled him back by the shirt and tucked him in. “Don’t be. Let’s be glad that Madam is letting you stay here.”

Persephone burrowed under the blankets and curled up between them.

“You’re too kind. It’s dangerous,” he said, putting an arm around his pup. “But I’m glad we met. Thank you for today.”

“You don’t want it to end, right?”

“Is it obvious?”

“I’m not sure, but that’s how I feel, so I wondered if you felt the same.”

Fate gave into the burdens she had accrued throughout the day. The chill from the rain left an ache in her bones, a reminder that she had, in truth, committed a crime. She had followed her brother’s wishes and ended up forming her own resolve to uncover the truth, but she didn’t feel any closer than before. She wanted to know if the Grim were real and what it meant to be a Doll, if she really was one.

“After all this time, I still don’t know anything,” she said. “I don’t understand why my brother had to die. I don’t understand how the Tainted came to be, or why no one tries to sympathize with them. I treasure our bond, even if I can’t really imagine how much you’re hurting. I want to do good with the time that I have.”

Hero’s lips formed a small smile, but his gaze held a glint of pain. “I appreciate your consideration, but what I feel is merely a reflection of the pain I cause to those around me. If I gave into it, I’d only be pitying myself. I don’t know how to fix what’s been broken. I’m not even sure if there’s anything to fix. All I can do is carry it and move forward.”

“Even if you say that... aren’t you lonely?”

“Not now, but I am often, because I see a lot of people leave ahead of me. I guess it’s better to be lonely than to carry their blood on my hands. That’s why I didn’t want to get close to you, but you’re persistent.”

She turned over and studied his face in the light from the window. “It’s not really your choice. When I met you, the miasma had shrouded over you. Your violent impulses and uncontrollable malice aren’t really a part of you. I know it can be difficult to tell the difference between your feelings and the miasma, but you’ve come really far. Now we can talk like this. It’s nice.”

“You know, I think you’re the most painful obstacle I’ve ever encountered.”

“What? Why?” She placed a hand on Persephone. Her chest tightened with emotion—sorrow, remorse, and loneliness filled up inside until she thought those feelings would burst out.

He blinked hard and averted his gaze. “For a long time, I just wanted to stop. I wanted to put an end to my battle with the world. It feels heavy. But every time I consider it, you appear and inadvertently comfort me. To be honest, I hate pity. I hate feeling pitiful, so talking with you has always been helpful.”

“Then how am I painful to you? And when did this happen?”

“Before I answer, you may not find any of it important, but I do.”

“You don’t need to justify your feelings. It’s okay to talk to me. I listen to my sisters all the time. Part of being close to someone is caring about how they feel.”

“You think we’re close?”

“Didn’t you say so yourself?” She lifted her head and viewed the light that swept across the side of Hero’s face. From what she could see, his face flushed along the upper parts of his cheeks and, likely, the bridge of his nose.

“I see.” After nuzzling against Persephone, he answered the previous questions. “The first time was the day you told me not to jump. It’s hard to say this, but I saw you on the day of your party and—because I was a child—I was somewhat captivated.”

“What do you mean somewhat? Don’t try to weasel your way out of a confession with extra words. I always thought you were completely oblivious and uninterested in me. It hurt my confidence as a courtesan. I never realized how good you are at acting.”

“Like I said, I was a child. It’s easy to become infatuated when you’re young.”

Fate recalled how charmed she felt by Fortis and laughed to herself. “That’s true. So by what you’ve said, you lost hope again?”

“A lot of people think the miasma only hurts others, but I guess I have a warped perspective. Sometimes the odds look so bleak, I can’t bear it. The second time I reached that point, I had the urge to send you a letter.”

“Forgive me if I’m wrong, but are you suggesting it was like a final plea, or a goodbye letter?” The letter and the story had reached her, but not for the reasons she had suspected. His pain had been tucked somewhere inside the message and the book.

“I guess it was something like that. I wanted it to be ambiguous, so you wouldn’t suspect anything and tell Abyssus. There’s no point in pity. I don’t want to kill anyone else, but I don’t necessarily want to die either. I just don’t know what else to do sometimes. When I’m reminded, I start to feel hopeless.”

“Then I’m relieved that we became friends. I can’t stop any of this and I can’t save you from this affliction, but I won’t pity you and I will be an honest friend. When things get hard, I’ll stand by you and try to help you through it, so—for the both of us—I hope you’ll try your best to fight it.” She finally understood the ‘U’ smile when she saw it again.

His eyes shone in the light, brimming with the tears he had buried. “Thanks. I’m going to sleep now.”

“Okay, sleep well.” Fate’s heart ached tremendously. She wanted to reach out and say something to comfort him.

Her sisters displayed a variety of reactions to pain—some of them hid it deep down inside, and others bawled every night in an attempt to fight their inner demons. Whenever someone put up a wall, she provided them an opportunity to open up, because cracking open their protective shell could hurt them.

She exhaled slowly and swallowed the knot in her throat.

What should I do? Everything hurts.

The darkness lured her with its cold embrace, and the pain settled deep inside her like fire burning low against wood. Her thoughts wound around her head and she fell through the bed, or, more accurately, felt that she did. She took joy in the fall instead of experiencing the old jolt of waking in a new place.
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A wave of relief swept over Fate as she descended into her vision. When she opened her eyes, she immediately got to her feet and familiarized herself with the iridescent path hanging over the endless darkness, where she had first met Leoht.

Finally, I’m back.

“Leoht!” She’d waited so long to hear the answer to her question. Her lungs rattled with anxiety and anticipation. “Leoht, where are you?”

A pair of arms wrapped around her from behind. “Mistress!”

A short scream left her throat, and she writhed away.

A tall boy staggered back, partially swinging his way back into a standing position.

“Who are you?” Her body trembled as her gaze pored over the stranger. Try as she might to control it, her entire spirit quaked.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re not Leoht. Who are you?”

He put out his hands to each side and balanced on one foot. “How can you tell?”

“Is there a way to mistake the two of you?”

The new boy had the same black mask but he was much taller.

“Your appearance isn’t the same, not at all. Who are you, and why are you pretending to be Leoht? Where is he?”

“Hmmm....” He pressed a finger against the chin of the mask. “You say that, but isn’t that your assumption? Besides, I called you Mistress first.”

“I don’t care. Who are you? What’s going on?”

“Hmmm....” He mimicked his previous reaction and tilted his head so far that his body tilted with him. “Solaris.”

The name sounded false. “Solaris?”

“Well, it’s not wrong. Mistress, I waited for so long. Did you forget about me?”

She turned her face to observe him more carefully. “Can you explain any of this to me? Is any of this real, and if it is, why am I here? I thought I could ask Leoht, but since you’re here—”

“Don’t treat me like a replacement!” he screamed. “I was here first!”

She stepped back quickly. “Okay, wait. I’ll listen to you. I have no idea what’s going on, so can you please explain it to me?”

Unlike Leoht, Solaris appeared convinced that Fate was Fati. The miasma collected around his body and swirled away from him in odd patterns.

What’s wrong with the miasma?

Solaris hugged himself with one arm. “You left for so long. I was lonely. When you’re not here, it’s quiet—so quiet. No one comes to see me.”

She struggled to control her breathing. The air was so choking and contaminated that a dark haze fell over the path of light.

He’s not like Leoht. He’s dangerous.

Her eyes traveled to the edge of the trail, where the darkness expanded deep down below. She thought she might be able to escape if she jumped; otherwise, Solaris was blocking the path to the place with the decorative screens and scrolls, and she’d never make it past him.

First, she wanted to try reasoning with him. “I’m sorry. Right now, I’m having a hard time remembering, but if you tell me, I might be able to help you. Can you tell me why you and Leoht were blinded?”

“Don’t talk to me about Leoht.”

“Okay, then. What about you?”

Solaris paused for a long time. “Red,” he said, tilting his head back as though looking at something up above. “I like the color red.”

What’s he talking about?

“It reminds me of you,” he said. “You left. I was lonely.”

“I left....” She repeated his words carefully to draw out more explanation, but he just exploded.

“Everyone leaves me! Why does everyone leave me? I didn’t want to be born this way.” He pressed his hands over the mask and shook his head.

“Solaris, tell me about the color red.”

In a flash, he returned to normal. “Ah, right, I almost forgot.”

Is this what it really means to be tainted? I don’t feel safe here but if I can learn something... maybe I can make a difference. Can I somehow prevent this from happening again?

“They were cruel, Mistress. When you left, they put me away.”

“Who’s they?”

“The Council, of course. They say red is the color of my sin.”

“What is your sin?”

“I call it justice, but they disagree.”

“Justice?” As the conversation drew on, the miasma spiraled slower. Fate relaxed her body and took a deep breath so Solaris wouldn’t sense the tension.

“Hmmm, yes. Blood for blood.”

“Are you talking about murder?”

“I’m talking about justice. Weren’t you listening?” The miasma spiraled quickly again, its particles multiplying and thickening the haze. His voice was steady, but his soul must’ve been disrupted. “Mistress, you left me. You broke our promise. What was I supposed to do?”

“I’m trying to fix everything. I don’t know how yet, but I’m trying. Please, let’s talk more. If I don’t understand, I can’t help you.”

“You can’t fix me. No one can.”

She couldn’t tell him that she knew. She had asked out of her desire to save Hero and others like them. Then again, it was impossible to save anyone—she only wanted to protect the Tainted and change the future of the Empire. No one could fix any illness. She wanted to support the Rebellion with her beliefs, follow her brother’s wishes, and help her friend escape a fate he didn’t deserve.

“I’ve been looking for answers for a long time,” she said. “I’m not trying to fix you, but I do want to change the fate of the Tainted. Can you tell me what makes a soul tainted?”

“Hmmm...” Solaris leaned far to the side. “Fractures. We’re broken, you see, pushed to the edge and shattered like glass.”

“How?”

“Misfortune and pain. When all your beliefs are shattered, what is left of you but a shell?”

“I have another question.” She swallowed hard. “You called yourself Solaris. I have a friend, and I always thought that maybe he was like Solaris. How might I tell the difference between you and Leoht?”

Solaris pointed upward. “Time is on my side. Everyone confuses us, but we aren’t the same. Leoht is nothing—he is chaos. I am everything—nothing can stop me.”

A riddle?

“What about me?” she asked.

“Why, you’re fate, of course. Where there is fate, there is time and chaos. Fate is the beginning and end, the turning wheel that decides all that is. With time, fate may decide where to unleash chaos.”

“So, it’s safe to assume that where there is chaos and fate, there is time, correct?”

“Time is but a ghost, Mistress. Wherever you may look, it shall be. If you search, you shall find. You need only call upon it.”

“How?”

“Wake up.”
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The ceiling of Fate’s bedroom spun overhead, and daylight shone across Kyou’s face as he hung over her shouting inaudibly. She pressed her hands against her ears, trying to pop them. “What?”

“Wake up!”

“Oh, Fate!” Fortuna rested her head against Fate’s torso, weeping. “I thought I’d lost you.”

Fate frowned. “What are you talking about? I was sleeping. Where’s Hero?”

“Slow down,” Kyou said. “Did you have any strange dreams? You know, like your visions from before?”

“How did you kn— What’s going on?” She sat up, enduring the weight of Fortuna’s limp embrace.

“I don’t really have time to explain,” Kyou said. “You turned into a corpse. Your skin was ice cold. Well, you know what a corpse is like, don’t you? I don’t think you’re just having visions. I think that somehow, spiritually, you’re leaving your body.”

“You sound insane.”

“You need to get up.” He pulled her up by the arm and climbed out the window. “All hell has broken loose at the palace. My mother is going to be arriving soon, but none of this will matter if we can’t stop Hero. He won’t listen to anyone.”

Fate thought of Solaris and panic struck. “What’s going on? What happened? Where is he?”

“We’ve received word that Niteo has been in recent contact with the Council. I don’t know when it happened, but he told them about Abyssus’ death and forewarned them of your involvement with Hero. Representatives are headed to the palace. I came to take Hero before they arrive, but by then there was already a scene at the palace.”

“What scene?”

Fortuna wiped her face with her long sleeves. “He went to the palace to speak with Fortis, and Niteo started a fight. Fate, we must hurry before Hero does something he regrets. If he kills Niteo, they’ll....”

Fate’s thoughts reeled for answers. “The Council. Like Solaris. I can’t.”

Kyou rested his hand on her shoulder. “What? Are you all right?”

“They’ll break him.”
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She ran as quickly as she could towards the palace. Her body dragged just trying to muster the strength, but she refused to abandon Hero. The memory of Solaris nagged her conscience.

Her lungs and legs strained by the time she reached the palace’s open gates. She slid into the front hall, and the guards shot out from all sides to pull her back.

The guard from the front gate shouted at her. “Lady, don’t move!”

Her line of sight trailed around the room to grasp the layout of the scene. The entire hall had been filled by masses of ice that pointed outward towards guards and, some, at the King straight across the room.

Fortis had been surrounded by peaks of ice and raised his hands in resignation. On the opposite side stood a woman wearing light armor over a beaded gown, and her unusual choice of attire triggered Fate’s memory. The same woman had stood underneath the balcony on the day Hero contemplated his jump.

He turned his head to note Fate’s entrance. “Fate?”

“Hero, stop this. Let’s talk.”

“I can’t. They’re coming for me.”

She gathered that he meant the Council and dispelled the thought of Solaris from her mind. “Let go of me,” she told the guards. “I can handle this.”

They exchanged worried glances with Fortis and the armored woman, then released Fate.

She stepped forward until her foot touched the frost. “Hero, you have to stop this. If they catch you like this, they’ll kill you.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’d rather die than end up in the Council’s hands. I don’t want to end up another broken pawn in their game—I’m tired of playing. But first, I’d love nothing more than to free this kingdom from their corrupt Rahma rulers.” He lifted out his hand and the frost shot out towards Niteo’s throat.

“No, no!” Fate put out her hands and breathed in and out slowly to calm herself. If she panicked, she’d only make the situation worse. “We can get through this together. I know it. It’s not just me, either. Look at Fortis. Do you think he wants to see you like this? Abyssus died believing in us. We can’t just bow down at the Council’s feet. I still don’t know anything. I want you to teach me.”

“Ask someone else. I’ve learned and so can you. I’m not the only person who can teach you. You’re smart.” He displayed his ‘U’ smile. “You have a good heart. I’m not sad. I just... don’t want to waste everyone’s good will. If I end up in the Council’s hands, they’ll use me against you and the others.”

The frost expanded out from the walls towards the people scattered around the main hall. Fortis and the armored woman moved in farther, avoiding the ice crystals.

Fate’s emotions billowed up inside, and the shadows stirred at her feet. “Run, damn it! Why won’t you fight it? How can you just lie down and die? I can’t stand it!”

“I’m not asking for pity, you know that,” Hero said. “I don’t want any more regrets. You want me to run? How many people have to die before everyone accepts that I don’t belong here? When there’s a plague, it must be eradicated. Let it die out, Fate. Just leave it be.”

The vision of Solaris repeated in her head over and over. He had been so upset with the Spinner for abandoning him—so upset he was blinded by sadness. Fate knew nothing of their story, but she still had the power to change the present tale.

“If you die,” she pleaded, “another will take your place. There are more people who are Tainted, just like you, and I want to understand how to help them. We can learn together and put a stop to this cycle. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to build awareness and cease this meaningless slaughter?”

“We’ve discussed this. The world is full of selfish people—” He dropped his hands to his side. “—and I’m one of them. I don’t want to see you die.”

It seemed ironic that months before, she had wished Hero was dead. Now, she pleaded with him to survive and live beside her. This told her that she knew nothing about the world. Her heart and mind were at war.

She calmed her voice. “I feel the same. I know you’re in pain, and yet, I don’t want you to die. You don’t see anyone calling me selfish. Why is this world so one-sided? Why does anyone concern themselves with why or how another person suffers? I made a decision to stand by you. Won’t you stand beside me? Please.”
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I think there is something very unusual and twisted about the world. Tell me, why do you place labels upon other’s suffering? Why do you place limitations upon children and tell them how to feel? What makes the pain and struggle of men and women any different? Must a girl be strong enough to defeat an army on her own? Must a boy be taciturn and lifeless? These are but flaws in our perspective and expectations, those which we do not uphold in our own lives.

For all those who limited us:

Where do we draw these imaginary lines in logic and morality?

Tell me, were we the people you wanted us to be? Are you the person you thought you could be?

From here on, who do you expect us to be? Let me show you my vision.

But, I warn you, it isn’t always pretty.
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The frost crackled around the hall while everyone waited for the rest of the conversation to pan out or the representatives to arrive.

Fate questioned herself and her previous thoughts about whether or not Hero, or any of the Tainted, deserved to die simply for existing. The world swarmed with chaos and pain. Were the Tainted there to maintain it, or were they really as Solaris had said—fractured, lost souls?

She waited for Hero’s decision as she watched him wrangle with her words. She knew the expression by now—his eyes glistened, and his lip trembled, but he stood still and quiet. She wanted to be as honest as possible and not repeat the mistake she made with Abyssus.

“I’m really too young to think I know anything about the world or about love, but if I had to guess, I’d describe my feelings for you as love.” She scanned Fortis from head to toe, then did the same with the armored woman. “Everyone in this room considers us children. They pity us, Hero. Don’t you hate that?”

Hero’s eyes fixed onto her, unblinking. They were full of tears, but for a long time, he held them in.

She shook her head at him. “Why are you trying to do this alone? Why is it wrong for you to grieve? Don’t listen to anyone. Once you let it out, you can really start to move forward. I was like you for a long time. I thought that being strong meant burying everything I felt and stowing it away behind a smile. Everyone will tell you that it’s selfish to grieve, that you need to tend to the suffering of everyone around you, but they’re wrong.”

She released her anger with a sigh and smiled. “I’m your closest friend, right? I’m here to listen. We can share our pain with each other. When I’m down, you always help me back up. Now it’s my turn. If you want, I’ll be here for you. If not, I’ll go and let you decide your own fate.”

She hadn’t been able to forget Solaris’s pain or how abandoned he felt. If her visions bore any correlation to her present life, she thought it might be the differences between the fates of Solaris and Leoht.

If Solaris was hurt by the Council, should I allow Leoht to suffer the same fate? No. I can’t.

Hero folded his hands and twiddled his thumbs. When he blinked, several teardrops fell to the floor. “I’m sorry... I’m sorry. I was reckless... I’ve hurt everyone.” The miasma around him thinned and dispersed.

Fate took a deep breath, stepped over the ice, and embraced him. “Let’s uncover the truth about the Tainted, and about you. Don’t give up on me. We’ll survive this together.”

He held onto her and wept against her shoulder, trembling in her grasp. As painful as it was, he needed to overcome his guilt before learning to start anew.

She held him as he wept, relieved that she had finally, truly, brought him down from his metaphorical balcony.

How long have you been dangling your feet over the railing? It’s time to stop.

A woman’s voice reverberated throughout the hall. “I am impressed by how strong-headed you are. It’s truly a marvel that you’ve survived like this.”

Fate shifted her focus to the group around the entrance—a stunning dark-haired woman wearing a gold head piece and a flowy white gown; next to her, Chi; and a tall silver-haired man wearing a fennec fox mask and a polished suit with a red tie.

Fennec mask. Fox clan? No, he’s too tall and his hair color.... Wolf clan?

Kyou and Fortuna stepped out from behind the group, wearing relieved expressions.

The woman continued. “Pardon my intrusion. I’m Iunu Heqet, High Queen of Mu. It’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance, Lady Fate. Hero was a wonderful pupil of mine during his childhood. I’ve heard his father was in contact with the Council, and I shall consider that a personal betrayal, but we can discuss that at another time. I’d like you to meet my associate.” Queen Heqet gestured to the man in the fox mask. “This is Akira. He’s a representative of the Grim.”

“The Grim?” Fate had to accept the words of the High Queen as fact. This woman was partly responsible for her creation—that is, if the rumors rang true.

The masked man took a few long strides over to Fate and leaned close for careful inspection.

She lost her train of thought when she met his gaze, like looking into a nebula. There were so many colors—she had never seen anything like it. Her heart skipped a beat, and her skin crawled as he drew nearer. She wasn’t sure if she was nervous or enthralled by him.

Queen Heqet stood beside him. “What do you think?”

“Young Bound,” he said. “Lady Fate’s pact with Kyou seems to have disrupted their binding. If it is reformed, they will stabilize.”

Bound? Me and Hero?

The longer she watched him, the more curious she felt; his presence reminded her of someone else. The moment she realized who, she gaped and muttered. “Solaris?”

His eyes readjusted, almost as if they were widening, stopped partway, and returned to normal. “I’m sorry. What was that?”

“Huh? Oh, nothing. Sorry. You’re a representative for the Grim?”

“I should hope so.”

She blinked hard. “I... wait... so everything is true? I’m really a Doll?”

Queen Heqet smiled with royal guile. “We have much to discuss, Lady Fate, but rest assured, Akira’s here to answer your questions.”

“He’s....” Fate found herself staring at Chi, but her question was still directed at Akira. “You’re Chi’s cousin?”

“Yes,” Chi said.

Isn’t he Tainted?

Fate squinted hard at Akira to try and see the miasma around him, but saw nothing, not even a tiny speck of dust. The air around him hung oddly still. She studied the half-gloves on his hands. Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t check his palms, at least not accurately.

She wondered whether or not Hero could learn to control the miasma like Akira.

“Hero and Fate,” Queen Heqet said, approaching. “I’d like to discuss your future. Please come and speak with Akira and me in the music room.”

The High Queen and a representative for the Grim? What is going on in this empire?
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Fate sat next to Hero in the music room with her eyes fixed on Akira. No matter how hard she tried to shake the thought, she continuously thought of Solaris screaming at her. Her entire soul trembled at the mere memory of him.

“Thank you for joining us,” Queen Heqet said. “I’ve been wanting to speak with you for some time, but my husband is always scheming against me. I’ve come to tell you about your past and your future, Lady Fate.”

“Mine? But—”

“You’ve done well bringing Hero back to our side. I was afraid that my beloved pupil would fall to the same fate as the many before him.” By the tone of her voice, she was teasing, but her words were grave. “Now we must balance the odds. Let me start by telling you that the Grim are real.” She gestured toward Akira. “This man is proof of that.”

Fate rubbed her temples. “Akira is a Grim? Or he’s just a representative? I’m confused.”

“He’s an enigma!” Queen Heqet laughed to herself. “In any case, he’s certainly here on behalf of the Grim, and will assist in reforming your pact. As he mentioned before, it seems you and Hero are Bound. When the Grim made you, they formed a pact with my husband and son in order to bring you to Mu. I’m sorry to say that it seems to have caused turmoil between you and your mate.”

“Wait, how can he tell we’re Bound?”

“I have good eyes,” Akira said.

Her mind attempted to wrap around this concept but it completely eluded her. For months, she had spent time bonding with Hero, even contemplating if he deserved to live, yet this man she’d never met appeared and stated they were Bound. She had only just decided she liked Hero, not that she harbored any distant, possibly eternal, affections towards him.

What would’ve happened if I really killed him? Would I have died too? I suppose I would’ve died anyway, considering my minimal options. Did the others know?

Fate sighed and shifted her focus to Queen Heqet. “You said our binding was disrupted? Did that somehow alter something?”

“The miasma,” Queen Heqet said. “You may not realize it, but when Bound are together they’re more balanced. Therefore, by being disrupted, the miasma has grown tremendously. Though, I think you should know that if you find yourself infected, then you’ll both be in trouble.”

“Can anyone fully explain this situation to me? I have a lot of questions.”

Akira folded his hands. “Then you need only ask.”

“First, can someone explain my visions to me? I feel like I’m going crazy.”

“Kyou told me about them,” Queen Heqet said. “I don’t suppose you’re familiar with the lost family, Si?”

Fate cringed; her head was too full to form another response.

“Take that as a no,” Akira said.

“The Si were Masters of the Soul, the first Oracles. Throughout time, other families developed these traits, and many cultivated the skill better than others. Children with this ability were believed to have spiritually traveled and seen the events that were ahead, hence the ability to foresee. They were rumored to have access to the ethereal realm for a variety of reasons.”

“I can’t read the Language of Ages,” Fate said. “How will I understand my visions if I don’t even understand the folklore?”

“That’s why Hero is helpful, right?” Queen Heqet smiled at Hero, and he nodded before she resumed. “I’d like to invite you both to the Capital. My husband is eager for Hero to continue his studies as successor of the throne. Lady Fate, I’d be obliged to teach you as well.”

Fate contemplated what Queen Heqet told her about the Si and how it applied to the current predicament. “Is there some way to recover Hero’s memories without killing him?”

“Indeed,” Akira said. “You can break the third seal, if you learn about your abilities.”

“Then we’ll know who’s really responsible for the murders in Mu, right?”

Queen Heqet concealed a laugh with her hand. “I enjoy your enthusiasm. As you may suspect, there’s much to learn. I’m sure you’ve seen a lot in your visions, so I’d like to begin your lessons as soon as possible.”

“Another question: are the stories in the Book of Ages real?”

She exchanged a glance with Akira, and he answered, “Were you under the impression that they were myths?”

They’re real? Solaris is real. Could this man really be him? He didn’t come after me, did he? That’s impossible, right?

“I can tell you have a lot on your mind,” Queen Heqet said. “If you’re willing, I’d be delighted to teach you properly.”

“Yes,” Fate replied. “I want to know.” She was taken from the Capital at such a young age that she never had the opportunity to make memories there. All along, she hoped she could take Abyssus and run, and now she had received an invitation from the High Queen herself. Yet one thing still bothered her. “Queen Heqet, I’m sorry if this is off topic but... by any chance, is Firmus in the Capital?”

A laugh jumped from Akira’s mouth, and he turned away from Queen Heqet’s piercing gaze.

Fate glanced at him nervously. “Why is he laughing like that?”

“Don’t mind him, he’s—how should I put it—an odd sort. Firmus joined us a few months ago at the request of Chi. He was very ill until recently, but he seems to be regaining strength. Spontaneously too, might I add.”

“That’s wonderful. Will I be able to see him?”

“Yes, of course. He has been working in the palace. You’ll see him often.”

Akira cleared his throat. “On that note, we need to arrange a time for your pact to be reformed. As wonderful as it would be to perform the ritual here, it is simply against protocol. I am required to request your attendance in the Capital Palace.”

Queen Heqet rolled her eyes. “Oh yes, he’s a model citizen.”

Fate turned her head and observed Akira with deep consideration. “So Akira is an associate of yours? He’s your....”

“Let’s just say he’s my aide.”

Akira leaned his body to one side. “Why are you asking her?” His odd movement caused Fate to involuntarily jerk her head back. “Oh? I like that reaction.”

Just now, I thought he moved like Solaris. Is it just me?

Hero waved his hand between them to gather their attention, the corners of his mouth quirked down. “When are we meeting in the Capital?”

“Two days,” Akira said. “There’s a festival in the Capital for the winter solstice, so you should start traveling tomorrow.”

“What then?”

“You both begin your studies. The sooner you’re ready, the better.”

“He’s right,” Queen Heqet said. “If I were to be completely honest, I need to have surrogates, worthy surrogates. Lady Fate, this position was always yours. You were made to be my successor, and Hero, you are the winner of the Astor Tournament. I wish for you two to serve as a pillar of hope for this empire. If anything should happen, I also hope for Akira to assist the both of you in your endeavor. That reminds me... we’ll be speaking with the representative from the Council to inform them of your binding. Hopefully, when we mention the pact, they’ll feel more at ease.”

Fate leaned forward. “This pact, will it really help Hero control the miasma?”

“You can help him control it,” Akira said. “There is much to learn, and some of these matters are for a later time. We must reform the pact first, for security, so I suggest you begin packing.”

“Oh, please!” Queen Heqet huffed at him. “Since when are you so stiff?”

Akira stood, taking her by the arm. “We shall make our exit.”

“What? I’m not done talking.” She argued with him all the way out the door.

When it closed, Fate leaned to the side of her chair to look at Hero. “They’re really weird. Don’t you think?”

Hero didn’t respond with words, only his eyes averted slowly to the side.

“What’s wrong with you suddenly?”

“No, nothing. I have something to do.”

“What, pack?”

“Not that. I’ll find you later. I think maybe... you should just stay at the brothel for now.” He exited without another word.

“Wha... Hero?” She placed her hands on the arms of her chair. “What in the world?”

His reaction was too odd for her to accept. They had been getting along too well, and she didn’t want to lose their bond, especially not after learning that they were Bound.

She raised from her seat, went to his bedroom, and knocked gently. “Hero, are you in?” Though there was no response, she checked anyway. The shadows enveloped his bed and daylight shone through the open door of the washroom.

She crept in quietly, brushing her hand against the wall. “Hero?”

He sat against the cabinets on the floor, knees to his chest, beside something wrapped in fabric. He turned his head away, using his arm to block his face. “I asked you to go back to the brothel.”

“Hero... that’s....” She dropped to her knees and reached out to the bundle. “I’m sorry.”

He wiped his face with his hand, sighed, and feigned a smile. “It can’t be helped, right? I shouldn’t be like this. I can’t be.”

“Do I really need to repeat what I said in the main hall?”

“It’s just... we don’t have time for me to be like this. I acknowledge that it hurts, and I know that Persephone’s death is my fault. I wish I could just turn it off.”

“The miasma? It’s my fault too. I knew about it, but I didn’t think. If I had stopped and been logical like usual—”

“That’s my point. I told you, didn’t I? If you’re around me for too long, you’ll forget the difference between right and wrong. Logic and morality will become nothing but hazy restrictions.”

“Is it wrong that I wanted to make you happy? I don’t understand this.”

“What is the price of my happiness? Everyone and everything I love dies. My life is not worth the lives and suffering of the people around me, but now we’ve been told that our fates are intertwined. What am I supposed to believe?”

“Believe in me and your own strength. That’s what I’ve been telling you from the beginning. Why should that change now?”

“I’m scared, Fate. If something happens to you, will I die right away, or will I hurt others? I don’t want to hurt anyone anymore. It doesn’t matter if I don’t do it with my own hands. It’s still my fault, and I don’t know how to stop it.”

“Maybe you’re right. Maybe it is your fault. I honestly don’t know. If I’ve been touched by miasma, then my logic is probably flawed, but it doesn’t matter. If we’re Bound, then none of this will matter. One way or another, I want to survive this and make a difference.”

“You don’t make sense.”

“Neither do you. That makes us a team, no?”

“A team... me and you?”

“Who else?”

He pulled his scarf over his nose. Only his eyes wandered in response.

“I’ll help you give Persephone a proper burial, okay? Don’t do these things alone anymore. I think that once we get to the Capital, we should reunite with Firmus and strengthen our team.”

He responded with a low rumble, collected the bundle, and stood to follow her into the hallway. The skin around his eyes had flamed red from rubbing his face. He stared at the bundle, nuzzling it as they walked downstairs.

Fortis and the armored woman still chatted in the main hall. The woman turned around, tucking a piece of blonde hair behind her ear. “Hero, are you all right?”

“I’m doing fine,” he said with his ‘U’ smile. “Thanks for asking.”

Fate examined the woman carefully, then moved onto Fortis. “By any chance, can someone unlock the doors to the yard?”

“Isis usually has the keys so....” Fortis pointed at the armored woman.

“I’m sorry,” Isis said. “I returned to my hometown for a short time. I never suspected the King would commit such a horrendous offense. Before I unlock the doors... Hero, you’re making that face again. If you’re unwell you can talk to me. You know I’ll always listen.”

She can tell he’s lying?

Fate inched in front of Hero. “You’re Isis?”

“Yes, I’m the Head of Artillery here in Nitor. I take it you’re the Lady Fate? I’ve heard many rumors since I returned.”

“Rumors?”

“The townspeople say you and Hero have been very close. I hate to sound intrusive, but I’ve cared for him since he was small. I wanted to speak with you at least once.”

Fate blurted out her first thought. “You have?” When she caught herself she added, “Sorry, it’s just that Hero’s never mentioned you. I was surprised.”

“I have, though he may not remember all the details clearly. I’m sure he remembers some.”

“I do,” he said. “It didn’t seem like an important detail. You weren’t around, Isis. A lot has happened since you left, but I don’t want to talk about it. I already spoke with Fate.”

“I’m glad you have someone to talk to.” Isis patted his head and took notice of the bundle in his arms. “What’s this?”

“We found a puppy in the street,” Fate said. “I asked him to help me bury it.”

“Such a grim task. I apologize for prying. May I be of any assistance?”

“No, thank you. May we go into the backyard?”

“Yes, of course.” Isis removed a set of keys from a pouch on her hip and unlocked the doors to the yard. “Please be careful. I hear that civilians have gone missing in Macellarius. We must be vigilant, even if we’re separated by the border.”

Fate bowed. “Thank you for your kindness.” She first opened the door, then allowed Hero to pass through ahead of her. Outside, the chill swept across the yard, leaving frost across the grass and plants.

He sauntered to a pond at the left side of the yard and placed down the bundle. “I’ll get a shovel.”

She already missed the warmth and the rain from the previous day, mostly because it had been a sign that he felt happier. The passing storms reminded her how short-lived that bliss could be, and she wanted to cherish those moments more.

He returned with a single shovel and dug quietly beside the pond.

“There’s only one? I wanted to help.”

“You don’t need to do this. You’ll get blisters.”

“So? Are you going to treat me like a delicate snowflake?”

He pushed the hair from his eyes. “Don’t misunderstand. I’m not saying it because you’re a girl, or because you’re small. This is something I must do to repent. There’s no reason for you to blister your hands. I know you meant well, so I’d rather protect your good intentions.”

Fate crouched down near the newly forming hole. “I understand. I’ll wait and watch.”

“Thank you.”

Truthfully, she hurt tremendously watching him dig the hole alone, perceiving the pain he was attempting to bury. While she watched, she wondered how many times she’d see him digging holes for people or things he cared about, and whether or not she could prevent it.

Theoretically, he would never have to bury her, as he would likely die of illness if she passed on.

But if I’m Bound to Hero, then how does Solaris fit into this? Wait, how does Leoht even fit into this?

“Hero, will it bother you if we talk?”

“No.” He paused his digging and looked back at her. “I never thought about it before, but you say my name a lot.”

“To tell you the truth, I stop myself from saying it as much as I would like.”

He smiled. “I guess that means you think of me often.”

Out of all the thoughts in her head, the one she still struggled with was the idea that they were Bound, and—of course—the question about how her visions aligned with reality. “Hero, I never really asked you before, but do you even like me?”

“Eh....” His lips parted slightly and he gawked at her.

What kind of reaction is that?

“I thought I was being clear.” He pulled his scarf up to his eyes to hide the flushed parts of his skin. “Sorry.”

“Hey, I didn’t ask for an apology. I asked if you liked me.”

“I do like you... very much. Sorry if that was unclear.”

“Hmm.... you know what that means?” She took the shovel from his hands. “It’s my turn to dig. I like you too, so it’s hard for me to watch you bury your pain. We have to break your bad habits. I’m certainly not expecting you to bounce back just because I said I like you. I just wanted you to think about it. If you really like me, then you should understand how I feel too. I want to protect you.”

“Ah... okay.”

“Just take your time to let everything sink in. I’ll finish digging.”

He crouched down and waved his hand over the bundle. “Do you ever wish you could turn back time?”

“Not really.” She used her heel to drive the shovel into the dirt.

“Even if it means saving the people you’ve lost?”

“Hero, I hate to say this, but knowing you... I don’t think that’d be a good thing. I’m worried that you’d hurt yourself trying to make things right, that you’d assume you have no place in this world. I personally believe that every event in the universe is the result of cause and effect. The things that were meant to happen will happen regardless.”

“You must believe in God.”

“In a way, I might. I like to think there’s someone watching over us, hoping that we climb over the painful hurdles in our lives... but logically, I think God is just an idea like everything else. God is probably just one word for everything that is—the universe, time, fate, chaos, and balance. It’s just a convenient way of summarizing a complex system. That’s what I think.”

“I’ve never heard that before.”

“What do you believe in?”

“Time and space.”

“Oh, like Leoht?”

“I never thought about it, but I guess you’re right. I believe everything can be explained through science and philosophy.”

“That somehow suits your character. You’re cute in weird ways.”

“Thanks for cheering me up.”

“I didn’t do anything.” She stepped away from the hole to measure the depth, and gestured towards the bundle.

He collected Persephone in his arms, and lowered her into her new home by the pond and the colorful fish. “When I talk to you, I feel a little more relieved. I’m grateful for Fortis and Kyou too, though I know I don’t always say so. They’ve helped me through a lot. Most of the time, it’s hard for me to cope. I really miss Abyssus.”

She offered her hand to help him up, and they worked together to fill the hole.

“I’m glad you feel that way,” she said, “but don’t forget: even if I’m here, there are certain storms only you can weather.”

He made a small sound to agree. “I’ll try my best.”

“Me too.”

What will the Capital have in store for us?
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Fate and Hero sat on the bed in his room, their eyes focused on the ceiling with no distinct purpose or conversation, until Fate finally spoke. “Hero, would you like to leave for Inoue Com early?”

He rolled over onto his side. “Really? I’d like that. I can show you around.”

“I need to go to the brothel to collect my things and speak with Madam, but you can expect me back by evening.”

“May I go with you?”

“The matters with the Council still need to be resolved, right? It’s better if you stay here so we aren’t accused of something weird.”

“You’re right, but I’m still sad about it.”

“That’s really honest of you. I’ll try and hurry back, okay? If you focus on packing, time will pass faster.”

“I hope that’s true.”

“If you finish early, take a nap!”

“I’m not a child.”

She waved and hurried down the hallway, thinking of the journey to the Capital and hoping it would help explain a lot of the troubles and questions she’d gathered during her stay in Nex. Frankly, she disliked both rulers and wished nothing more than to see them overthrown.

On her way down the staircase, she received a calling and turned back as Lara treaded leisurely down the steps.

“Lo-Laaaara.” Fate had thought of Hero’s frequent mistake and the name just slipped out.

“Is it true that you’re going to the Capital?”

“Um, how did you know that?”

“I overheard the High Queen.” Lara paused to straighten her apron. “I’ve been rude to you since you first came here. I thought it would be strange to let you leave on a bad note. Do you have time for tea?”

“Well, I need to pack. I promised Hero I would be back by evening.”

“It won’t take long.”

“Um, okay, but only for a bit.”

Lara beckoned Fate back upstairs and guided her towards the door beside the music room.

Fate hoped it wouldn’t take long since she’d promised Hero they’d leave early, but she did want to settle her affairs with Lara.

Lara glanced around the hall and ushered Fate into the room. The sitting arrangement had bright crème-based furniture, similar to the setting of the music room.

Fate sat down on a chair facing away from the door and glanced at a porcelain tea cup sitting on the coffee table. “This is a nice room.” Really, she wanted to know why Lara had suddenly changed her tune. From the first time they met, she had wildly accused Fate of heinous crimes.

“The Lady Elaine chose all the furniture,” Lara said, sitting across from her. “Please, try the tea. I’d like to know if it suits your taste.”

“Thank you.” Fate picked up the cup and gazed at her reflection in the blood-red tea. The scent of chai and vanilla tickled her nose.

“I made some caramel. Would you be kind enough to try it?” Lara passed over a dish of square caramel. She stared so long that Fate eventually took one.

“Lara, you said you’ve known Hero since childhood?”

“Yes, that’s right. I didn’t see you around though.”

“Ah, Hero and I didn’t speak when we were children. We started passing messages when we were thirteen.” She automatically reverted to her habits from the brothel and laughed softly to entice friendly conversation.

Lara’s tea cup clanked as she set it on the small dish that rested on her lap. “Hero and I have been friends since we were seven.” She might’ve been Hero’s age then, but now she was a grown woman—there was no mistaking this fact.

Fate had learned a lot about the many types of personalities and behaviors of people. The Madam taught her that asking the right questions would lead to the answers she sought. “He mentioned that you grew up like siblings, and that Firmus saved you from Macellarius.”

“Siblings?” Lara laughed. “No, not that. Firmus did find me in Macellarius, but it was Hero who saved me.”

“How did he save you?”

“Need you even ask? The grace of the Ancients is a sight to behold. If not for him, I never would have ended up serving in Nitor.” She sipped her tea.

Fate set down her cup and caramel. The situation reminded her of when she and Chi had drugged Hero—it was all too strange to digest.

She didn’t answer the question. Firmus is an Ancient. Hell, I’m an Ancient. She’s surrounded by Ancients, so what is this girl talking about? Has the miasma blinded her?

Lara removed a bread knife from her apron and cut the caramel in half. She took one and offered the other half to Fate. “I’m sure it’s hard to trust me after everything I’ve said. I really do want to serve a good purpose. I can only hope that from now on, my life will mean something.”

Fate collected the other half of the caramel. She understood what it meant to want change, to seek the truth and never know anything. Her gaze met Lara’s and they ate the caramel together in one bite.

Fate swallowed it down with tea, hoping to wash out the strong flavor. “Well, I’m sorry that we’ve had our differences until now. Since we’re both friends of Hero, it would be nice if we can get along.” The silence endured for a long time, causing her some discomfort. She fiddled with the fabric of her gown. “I think I should go. Hero’s waiting.”

Lara’s lips curled up. “I despise you.”

“Pardon? I thought—”

“You’re certainly wicked, aren’t you?” She walked slowly around the table towards Fate. “Hero may fall for it, but I see well. How many people will you kill? For how long will you pretend to be innocent?” Lara’s skin turned pale and damp. Her pupils dilated and she lunged at Fate.

Fate rolled out of the way and stumbled back onto her feet into the wall. She grasped her chest as her lungs constricted and struggled for air. “What’s happening?” Her heart raced in her attempt to breathe, and the room shifted. “What have you done?”

Lara pointed the knife, screaming, “I’ll be remembered as the woman who saved Nex! I’ll protect Hero from you if it’s the last thing I do!”

Fate used the wall as support and maneuvered towards the doors. By the time she reached them, her brow was covered in sweat and, seeing double, her hand swiped for two handles instead of one. The two handles danced in her line of vision as her throat burned, but nothing compared to the stabbing affliction in her stomach. She groaned and hunched over, fighting the pain and the feverish burn of her skin. Her body lurched and she spewed black sticky fluid, then lay on the floor gasping for air.

Am I going to die? Like this? Without understanding? I can’t. The Rebellion... and Hero.

Lara stood over her, casting a blurry shadow into the stream of light overhead. She broke into a fit of cackling. “Clever, clever little Fate—so clever, they say, yet it was so easy to trick you. You have taken away everything I care about, and now you will die alone!”

I can’t die here. I can’t.

Fate reached for the door handle again and Lara stepped on her hand. The pain in Fate’s body caused her head to tingle, and her thoughts fell away. It overwhelmed her senses—all the pain and realization of her failure accumulated deep inside her soul. The agony welled up as her hair extended across the floor into winding shadows. She cried out in pain and the darkness spilled out from her body, striking Lara with such tremendous force that she flew off her feet into the opposing wall.

A loud crack echoed through the room, and Lara fell to the floor in a heap.

Fate’s trembling hand swiped helplessly for the door handle. She screamed at it in frustration, lost to the stabbing pain. After a long struggle, her body succumbed and she rested her face against the cold floor, fading from consciousness.

Her eyes moved around the room and finally back to the door, where a figure leaned over her, shouting silent words. A cold hand pressed against her forehead, and her body rose from the floor. When her head bobbed back, she peeked through her darkened view and caught a glimpse of Hero’s face.

His mouth moved and formed shorter, silent sentences. ‘I’m here. Stay with me.’

She closed her eyes. Okay.
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Sleep provided no comfort or visions, her only dream portraying the ice cold embrace of her darkness, into which she slowly descended deeper. It wrapped around her body, constricting her so tightly the air left her lungs. Her bones creaked and throbbed, but no matter how she tried, she couldn’t break free.

She breathed steadily to regain her bearings.

It’s just a dream, because I can’t move and I’m hurting in real life. If I wake up... everything will be fine, right? It’s just a dream. Wake up.

The darkness squeezed her body tighter, until her muscles had been rendered completely useless, then she fell even deeper and splashed into a pool of black fluid.

Am I dying? What’s happening to my body?

She sank farther and farther from the surface. Her fingers twitched but her arms refused to move forward.

She remembered the men at the brothel telling her she lived only to serve, and the women around her saying she needed to stand on her own two feet.

‘Young girls mustn’t rely on boys to save them! Daydreams and fairytales tell only lies. Don’t believe them, Fate. You must learn to save yourself.’

She struggled to reach out. Why? Why can’t I ask for help? I’ve always been so strong. Am I going to die without learning the truth? I don’t want to live a fairytale. I just want to stand strong with the people I love. Even if I’m not physically strong, I want to fight with my own abilities.

All her life, she’d listened to what others wanted and followed her loved ones blindly. She didn’t care about attaining power. She would rather have lived her life thoroughly with people she loved, and learned about the world she lived in so she could understand how to help and nurture fractured souls.

Her back touched something hard and rough—the descent had ended. The darkness engulfed her and left nothing but white bubbles that escaped to the surface.

Is this my pain? It’s suffocating. What happened to me? I can’t breathe.

The pain numbed and her vision swayed, but then the surface of the fluid rippled and a figure crashed through the darkness into an eruption of bubbles.

Fate’s head bobbed back as it swam closer, grasped her hand, and pulled her up towards the surface. They burst through the dark fluid and her lungs gave a violent gasp.

An arm supported her neck, and Hero patted her face. “Fate, wake up!”

She moved her mouth and croaked instead of forming proper words. Her throat strained to respond to him: I’m awake.

“It’s okay. It’ll be okay. I promise.” His hand pressed against her cheek, warm against her clammy skin. “I won’t let you die like this.”

Ah, this... isn’t happening here. It’s just a reflection of reality. No matter what I do, I can’t communicate anything to him.

She convulsed, choking up a mouthful of blood. Her lungs fought for air, but to no avail. No amount of fighting would stop the pain, which drowned out the memory of Hero’s arrival. She grasped her abdomen and panted as the dream faded from view, and a sudden drowsiness overcame her. She swayed then fell still and cold. Everything spun overhead—even her head seemed to twist and turn.

Finally, she conceded and drifted off into an abysmal slumber.

[image: image]

Fate stared ahead at a ceiling tinted with lilac-colored light. The first question to enter her mind was whether or not she had really survived the incident. She moved only her head to identify her location, and spotted Hero asleep on a chair by the bedside; the red scarf covered a majority of his face and his head hung slightly to the side.

“Shhh.” Chi lifted a finger to her smiling lips and sat on the edge of the mattress. “I am so relieved to see you awake.”

Fate forced her aching body into a sitting position. Her throat stung and throbbed. She held it while forcing out as many words as possible. “Wh— —ap—ned to —e?”

Chi handed her a mug of warm fluid. “Drink this. It will ease the pain in your throat so you can speak.”

Usually, Fate wouldn’t drink anything she couldn’t identify, but she wanted answers so she quickly gulped down the thick beverage and waited for her throat to clear.

Chi glanced at Hero and fixed the loose strands of hair on his forehead. “I know only how you arrived, not how you became this way. You were in grave condition and he begged me for help. All I know is that you swallowed crystal. Can you tell me how?”

Fate pressed a hand against her head. The pain had lessened, at least enough to muster words. “I just remember having tea with Lara... and caramel. Praise be, I think I killed her. I thought for certain I was dead.”

“You would have been, but Hero kept one of my antidotes. You are fortunate that he studied with me for a long time. I taught him about crystal because it is a part of our history, but it is also a part of our future, especially his.”

“Do you think he’ll ever be able to conjure it again?”

“At this rate, it is going to be hard to keep him out of the Council’s hands. We must not let anyone hear of what happened to you. If anyone asks, pretend you do not know about Lara.”

“But don’t you find it strange? She’s just a Rahma. Do you think she could have planned it by herself? I find it unlikely.”

“It is certainly improbable. The assault fits our perpetrator’s methods. If that person is moving again, it means there is going to be another shift in the plan. Something must have gone awry.”

“I’ve been meaning to mention this for a while, but do you think Mortis could be working under the perpetrator?”

“Kyou said that too. At first, I thought it might be a coincidence, but when Abyssus died... it seemed too suspicious to overlook. Since I am certain you will ask, I do not think that Neco or Niteo know enough to be directly involved. I would not be surprised if they helped without knowledge of their own actions... but none of this matters right now.”

“Huh, it doesn’t?”

“Not until you are fighting fit. Hero was quite shaken. As you can see, he finally fell asleep. You rested for a day and a half, so I am sure you will feel some weakness in your muscles.”

“So long....”

Chi left for a moment and returned with her own mug. “Akira came to visit too, though he mostly came to poke fun at Hero. Maybe that was his way of cheering him up.”

“I don’t really know him, so I guess it would be weird for me to say that sounds strange.”

She threw back her head and laughed. “They do not really get along.”

“Have they known each other long?”

“I am not sure that Hero remembers. They met when he came here to study for half a turn. Akira sometimes visits me and he often assists Heqet, though I am not sure what he does, to be honest.” She flapped her hand at Fate. “Anyhow, right at the start of Hero’s mentorship with Heqet, his father sent Isis to collect him. He really did not want to go so he ran into the Ussan.”

“What? No one stopped him?”

“He took everyone by surprise and jumped in. The trees radiate a lot of anima, so he was blinded for a while, and Akira came to help him. At the time, they seemed really close, but now....”

“Anima?”

“Oh.” Chi lowered her mug to reveal another smile. “Anima is the light that is emitted by beings containing the Albedo gene. It also exists in natural elements of life, like plants, water, fire, and crystal. It is the opposite of darkness, so I hear it is toxic for the two elements to come together. Though, explosive might be a better word.”

“The trees have it? How?”

“Crystal not only emits anima, but absorbs it, which is why it glows.”

“I’m already learning things and I’ve only been awake for a moment. I like the Capital.”

“You can like it more once you have recovered. You sure bounce back fast.”

“Yes, I’m often told I’m like a boomerang.”

Chi held her stomach and laughed harder. “I can see why. Hmm.... you can try to speak with Hero. He has not slept for long. I would hope that he could rest a little longer, but I know he will sleep better if he knows you are well. I have some business to attend at the gate. You will have the cottage to yourselves for a while.”

“Thank you, Chi, for everything.”

“Honestly, it is my first time seeing Hero save anyone he cares about. I think he will try to brush it off with an excuse, but really, he saved your life.”

“I’m grateful for your honesty. In terms of friendships... this is actually the strongest one I’ve had aside from my sister, Tori, and of course, Abyssus.”

“Now that you mention it, as his aunt I feel obligated to ask.” Chi checked to see if Hero still slumbered, and put a knee on the bed covers. “You said friendship?”

“I think I get what you’re trying to ask. Akira said we’re Bound, but I don’t know anything about it. I’m not sure how to explain this to you, but our relationship is a little weird. I think we started off hating each other—at least it was that way for me. Now, we’re close friends, and I’ll admit that I already expressed my feelings towards him. However, I don’t think it makes sense to suddenly forge a romantic relationship between us.”

“Forge?”

“I think the best kind of relationship is one where you and your partner are good friends. I wouldn’t want to forcibly alter our bond to fit others’ ideas of how a romantic relationship should be. If it happens then it does, but I’m going to let it happen naturally.”

“My, you certainly have a lot to say on the subject. Is it eating at you?”

“A little. I don’t really like the idea of changing our current relationship just because someone said it was predestined. From what I’ve heard, Hero may have been watching me for a while, but I wasn’t like that at all. The feelings I have now are from the bond we’ve built over several turns. Sometimes he makes me so angry—he can be childish and compulsive—I just want to punch him, but I think all of it is just part of what makes me fond of him. I’m worried that things are going to get harder, and he’s going to feel obligated to behave a certain way. I really don’t want to lose our bond.”

“I am happy you said that.”

“You are?”

“Yes, it means you are honest and that you are looking at him properly. He said a lot about you while you slept.”

“What did he say? He didn’t rant, right?”

Chi took the mug from Fate’s hand. “No, never, but it is our little secret.” After a wink and smile, she exited the room and eventually her cottage.

Fate had heard what Chi said about waking Hero, but chose to leave him alone and explore the cottage instead. She walked through two doorways to a small front room with a stone fireplace, and a large square table that sat before a window on the right side of the room. On the far left, there was a door and, though it was rude, she gave into curiosity to explore beyond it.

The room on the other side had been filled with ball joint dolls and built-in shelves full of books. Another door lay straight ahead, leading to the outdoors.

In the lounge area beside that, Akira sat on the floor, leaning against a long pillow that rested against the window seat. As before, he wore a fox mask and a polished suit.

Fate quickly stepped back to retreat.

“Oh?” His eyes lit up and he closed his book. “Wait.”

She spun on her heels to leave and ran into his chest. “What! How?” She confirmed his disappearance from the place by the window as she backed into the room. “How did you do that? You just—”

“You called me Solaris.” He eased the door shut. “Did you remember something?”

“Huh? No. What do you mean? It was just a slip of the tongue. I didn’t mean anything by saying that.”

“Lying isn’t your area of expertise.”

“Only you and Hero have said that. Everyone else seems to take to it just fine.”

“So you’ve admitted to lying. Real liars know the difference.”

“Hero isn’t a liar,” she defended.

“Is that a fact, or your opinion? Opinions are rarely reliable, as they’re easily swayed by emotion. For example, it’s my opinion that my information is more reliable than Hero’s word.”

“That is an opinion.”

“Yes, weren’t you listening?” He put out his hands to each side. “So, you say that you don’t know anything.”

“I don’t. At least, nothing reliable. If you’re so worried about it, why did you admit you were Solaris?”

“I admitted to nothing. You are indeed misguided. Solaris is merely a fictional character based on a real person.”

“Who are you, anyway?” She watched from a careful distance. Since Akira’s presence was masked off, he let off a vague and discomfiting aura. “I know you’re Chi’s cousin, but that’s hardly an identity.”

“Ah.” He lifted his head. “Who I am is a conundrum, even to myself. What I am is a representative for the Grim. Where I am is nowhere and everywhere. When I am is another matter altogether.”

She blinked slowly and let her mind process his response. “You could’ve stopped at conundrum. Is that line rehearsed?”

“Killjoy.”

“I came in here to investigate, not chat with you.” She still felt uncomfortable, but hid it as well as possible to deter his previous comment about her lies. The statement simply irritated her to the point of being numb. “If you know something useful, that will make this conversation worthwhile.”

“Ah, yes, now I see. You’re bluffing.”

“I’m curious to know, is your mask branded?”

“Onto the next with you,” he said, pausing. “What do you think? I say they’re offended.”

“Do you mean the Council? By what, exactly?”

“My face. I’m dangerously attractive.”

Her mouth hung open, fumbling for a response. “Do you have anything else to add?”

“I need you and Hero to visit the palace tomorrow afternoon. We will be reforming your pact. I suggest you take the day to recover from your catastrophe in Nex.”

“I’ve been recovering for over a day. I’ll be fine by tomorrow.”

“Then, that will be all for now.”

“Wait, I was given the name Solaris in a vision. Would you know anything about that? Were you perhaps... aware of it?”

“Aware of what? Do you think I can see inside your mind?”

“Are you saying that you’re not Solaris?”

“I haven’t said anything.” He turned his head as though looking at the ceiling. “What I mean is, I haven’t said anything about that. I’ve said a lot, of course.”

“You talk a lot. Can’t you answer directly?”

“No.”

“You just did!” She seethed, which reminded her that he may have provoked her to distract from the questions she sought to ask. After a brief eruption, she exhaled and regained composure. “If nothing else, what are the Grim like?”

He hesitated for several seconds. “Big.”

“I’m being serious! Don’t make me mad.”

“So am I. Your question was vague.”

“How so?”

“Which part of the Grim?”

“Anything. All this time I thought they might be a myth, so if you’re a representative, I’d like you to give me reliable information that I can believe in.”

“If you want reliable information, then look in a mirror.”

“I’ve never wanted to hit someone more.”

He paused again for a longer interval. “The Grim are often misunderstood. Most will say they’re horrific skeletal beings seeking to punish the wrongdoers of the universe.”

“So I’m guessing that’s untrue?”

The pause returned and he chuckled. “Maybe that’s true. For me.”

“You? Are you a Grim? I thought you were just a representative.”

“I was referring to the concept of punishing wrongdoers. I have a refined sense of justice. It is one of the joys of living.” He continued his answer after another pause. “As I’m sure you already know, the Grim left this realm to dwell in the Abyss. It’s true that they watch the events occurring outside of their world of darkness, but if they can avoid stirring up trouble, they usually do, hence, people like me become representatives.”

“People like you.... Tainted people?”

“That’s a perceptive assumption.”

“I see. I heard Solaris was taken by the Council. Since you’re not denying that you’re the same person, did the Grim take you from them?”

He paused. “You said you saw this in a vision.”

Some of his questions lacked an inquisitive tone, so Fate determined they were rhetorical. “I see many things. I’ve spoken to Leoht and Solaris separately. They’re very different, but I hope to understand both of them.”

“So you think I’m Solaris.”

“I do. Your aura is the same.”

“Hmm.... this is beyond my control.” He drifted off into deep thought, then finally returned after his habitual pause. “It’s hard to say what you’re experiencing. Oracles travel the Realm of Spirits to uncover truths about their reality. Where or how that falls in time is difficult to say. I don’t suggest you trifle with it. Because you have no say over where these visions fall in time or space, you might alter events by saying or doing the wrong thing. The temptation is strong. An Oracle must remain focused on a goal in order to keep their attachment to the present. Don’t go too far.”

Fate considered his warning and acknowledged her own surprise about him issuing one. “Akira, is what Solaris said true? Do you feel abandoned by the Spinner? Did you know her personally?”

His pause extended for so long, she thought he might not reply at all.

A while later, he folded his arms. “If what fractured Leoht was his father’s disappearance... then I might say Solaris was fractured by the Spinner.” He paused again. “I’ve been here too long. Remember to visit the palace tomorrow. I’ll speak with you again soon. If you have time, I suggest you do your own research. There are matters I’d rather not discuss.” He took several long strides towards the door at the back of the room.

As he passed by Fate, she spotted trails of miasma emanating from his body.

The air lightened once he left the cottage, and Fate took a deep breath to relieve her lungs of the stress. His mask may have suppressed his presence, but she still felt unsettled by him. In the end, she praised herself for managing to speak with him for so long.

So, he’ll talk about a lot, but the Spinner is hard for him to discuss. Then I should research her and approach him more carefully. If I can learn enough, I might be able to ask more.

She eased her nerves and went to the guest room to check on Hero.

The chair by the bedside was empty. He had moved to the bed to continue sleeping.

She wondered if he even knew that he’d moved. One thing was certain: they were alone and finally at peace after the scare with Lara. She sat next to him and pulled up the blankets, then gently stroked his head as she recalled the Madam’s care.

But what about Lara? Did someone find her? Do I really have to keep this a secret? I should at least tell Hero.

He used the blanket to cover part of his head and nestled against her hand.

“You’re like a child,” she said, then uncovered his feet and sighed. “Damn it, take off your shoes!”

He grumbled in his sleep and rolled onto his back.

She tossed her hands onto her hips, though she knew he wasn’t watching. Instead of crawling back over the bed to her old spot, she went to the chair and plunked down. Her body still lagged from the attack. She peeked through the curtain of a window at the head of the bed, viewing the bustling and chatting Ancients preparing for a festival. Stands lined the circular stone region, the Centre, the place rumored to hold special performances.

She wanted to share her excitement with Hero, and smiled as she glimpsed at him. The light from the window streamed faintly onto him and reflected off a silver object falling out from beneath his scarf.

She wrinkled a brow and gently fished it out from the knit pattern. Her eyes widened as she took a small hourglass into her fingertips.

“Leoht?”
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Fate placed the hourglass underneath Hero’s scarf again and sat down on the chair to think about what she saw.

If he had that, why didn’t he tell me? Didn’t I mention he was like Leoht? He didn’t find it unusual? Unless... Akira was right. Is Hero hiding something from me?

She never imagined believing Akira’s word over Hero’s. Still, she couldn’t let something so small sway her opinion. Hero might have kept the artifact as an admirer, or simply received it as a gift, possibly even from her brother.

Instead of waking him to ask about it, she resumed the investigation that Akira had interrupted. A lot of the titles in Chi’s library held knowledge of lost history, and much of it pertained to the Old World, Undal. She picked out a few and sat down on a stool to peel through them, only to discover that they were written in another language.

“Is it fate that I am unable to uncover the truth, or did I do something to someone in another life? This is a pain.” As she placed the books back, a red spine caught her eye. She slipped the book off the shelf and read the gold print: Ulnaire.

She released a string of incomprehensible shouts, then regained her composure. “Hero! Journal!” She darted through the cottage and pounced onto the bed of the guest room shrieking, “A journal! I found it! It’s here! Your favorite place!”

He groaned. “You’re loud.” His eyes snapped open, and he gripped Fate by the arms. “You’re awake!”

“Yes, and I found a journal. Look.” She held out the journal, and he set it down on the covers. “Hey, what are you doing?”

He wrapped his arms around her. “I’m relieved.”

She held her breath, as she felt his face press against her neck. “Um, Hero, I’m fine. See? So, you can let go.” Her body tensed, and her cheeks blistered.

His embrace tightened. “I’m really relieved. You kept your promise and came back.”

“Came back? Hero, I only survived because you found me and brought me here.” She rested her hand against his back. “Thank you.”

He released his grip and sat back, beaming. “You may not fight well, but you have your own strength. I’m sorry for chastising you in the past. You’re very impressive.”

“Do you even know what you’re saying, or are you delirious?”

“Ye.”

“Yes?”

“That’s what I meant.”

“To which?”

“The first part.”

“You’re definitely delirious. Is that the Language of Ages?”

“Yes. I try not to speak it around you. I’m just tired, but I’m also happy. Sorry.”

“What is sorry in the Language of Ages?” She liked the sparkle in his eyes when he was happy.

“It’s vien, but that’s informal, so you shouldn’t say it to your elders unless they’re Caeles.”

“The Caeles are informal?”

“Ah, well, it’s not just that. Our dialect is different, so we’re not careful about formalities.” His explanation about the language inadvertently explained his informal mannerisms as well.

“So, if it’s vien, then what is your dialect like?”

“It’ll confuse you.”

“But I want to learn your dialect.”

“Learn the first form, then I’ll teach you the Fox Clan dialect.”

“A bargain? Okay, I’ll do that. What should I say to my elders if I can’t say vien?”

“Oh, right. Vien’ou. If you made a devastating mistake, vien’ou ya do.”

Fate leaned against her hand and riddled over the phrases. “What’s the difference?”

“Vien is just ‘sorry.’ Vien’ou is ‘I am sorry.’ Vien’ou ya do literally means ‘I am sorry twice.’”

“Twice?” She laughed hard into her hand. “I’m sorry, but that sounds like something a child would say. It’s too funny.”

“That’s usually the case. That might even be where it came from. I’m not sure. In old tradition, the Elders believed that children were gods. In my family, children are often called with the suffix yan, which used to just mean you, but pronouns aren’t used too often, so it came to mean honorable one.”

“How should I put it? When you start speaking in the Language of Ages, your speech patterns disintegrate. It’s cute.”

“That’s because the languages are very different. The sentence structure for the Language of Ages is TOVS, where the subjects are rarely addressed,” Hero said.

“TOVS? What’s that? Time-Object-Verb-Subject? You told me that you just knew the language. You didn’t learn it?”

“That’s correct, and no. I used to have unusual dreams about Undal. Maybe I read too many books. That’s what everyone said... except for Chi. I think she wants to believe I’m somehow a survivor of the fall, even though she’s my mother’s sister. It’s odd.”

“You’ve never told me this before.”

“It never became relevant. It’s not something a normal person says out of the blue. Only Abyssus would do that.”

“What were your dreams like?”

“It’s hard to remember. I had them before I was branded.”

“I’m surprised you remember having them at all, or even the language.”

“It’s because I wrote about them. Although... I’m not sure why I remember the language. My memory of the dreams may have triggered it.”

It had been a while since she heard the word. It took her back to the first time that Chi told her about brands and seals. “Triggered.... Do you mean that memories can be restored by being exposed to different things?”

“That’s how seals and brands function. That’s why it’s dangerous for me to be exposed to certain elements. If I accidentally trigger a memory and break the seal, I’ll die. That’s what they say, anyway. The language doesn’t seem to affect the seals, though.”

“That’s scary.”

“In any case, maybe we should review Abyssus’ journal. Do you read quickly?”

Fate averted her gaze. “How quickly? I can probably read that in a day or so.”

“I’ll read it then.”

“Hero, there are some history books I’d like to read. I know it’s a lot to ask, but can you translate them for me?”

“It’s not a lot. It’ll help, right?”

“Ye,” she said in jest. “Is there something I can do to make it easier?”

“Huh?” He experienced that involuntary twitch, as though he couldn’t process her response.

“Did I say something odd?”

“Ah, no. I’m not used to the help. That’s all. I don’t think you need to do anything. I will be done reading the journal soon. Just collect the books and some materials so I can translate for you.”

“What about food?”

“Food? Oh.”

“Oh? That’s it? Don’t you ever eat?”

He gaped.

“Okay. I’m starting to get the picture. How about you move into the back room? I’ll go and find something for us to eat.”

“Do you have money?”

She mimicked Fortuna’s haughty tone of voice. “Survival tactic number one—always carry money.”

Hero laughed softly. “I see. Okay, I’ll move. Sorry for the trouble.”

“Trouble? You’re doing the hard part. Sorry I can’t be of more help. Ah, what is it? Vien’ou ya do.”

“No, this is enough. It helps. If you want to say something, say meil ou ya do, instead.” He collected the journal and exited with a smile strewn across his face.

“What does that mean?”

He leaned out of the doorway to the back room. “I’m going to start working. I need to focus, but I’ll try to finish quickly. You’re welcome to come in, just don’t ask me too many questions.”

“Yeah? You must feel pleased right now. Just wait, I’ll figure out what you said.”

He sat down by the window seat. “Please make a stack of the books you’d like me to translate. Ah, and send a messenger to Nex with a list of items. We left everything behind. I’d rather not waste money.”

“Oh, something I can do! Okay.”

“Of course. You’re smart. If you train, you’ll be very wise.”

“I just need to train my mind instead of my body.”

She searched for more books on the shelves and left the stack on the floor beside Hero’s knee. “Is this too many?”

“I’ll translate them in groups of three, but you may stack as many as you like. I’ll get to them as quickly as I’m able.”

She left the room, glancing back to watch him study the new journal. It occurred to her that she couldn’t ask a messenger to retrieve the other journal; it needed to be secret.

This is something I can do. It’ll give him time to review and translate. He won’t be mad, will he?

She stepped outside, to the Centre, and the ocean breeze caressed her cheeks. The tall glowing trees of the Ussan lit up the sky and filled the air with bell-like chimes. She crossed the Centre, towards the group of guards standing outside the perimeter of the forest, and patted Chi’s arm.

“Oh! Fate, I am so glad you have stepped outside.”

Fate nodded politely and interrupted before Chi’s whimsical stories could chase away the task at hand. “Sorry to interrupt, but I’ve asked Hero to help me translate some books. I wanted to do something to help, so I came to ask what I should do about food. I also need to visit Nex and collect some things.”

“How about you send a messenger?”

“It’s complicated. There are some personal things I need to collect.”

“Oh, then how about you take Firmus with you? I am sure you want to see him. He will be overjoyed to see you are well. When he heard about your condition, he nearly jumped out the palace window and ran to your aid.”

“I’d love to see him. Where can I find him?”

“Hmm... I will send one of my men to fetch him.” Chi removed an ink pen and a journal from her pocket, scrawled something, and gave the ripped-out paper to Fate. “Head uphill until you reach a long staircase. It runs from the palace to the beach, so you will not miss it. That is Inoue Community. There are many shops. Take this note to the shop with the crystal wind chime. The shop owner will treat you to a meal. If she offers stew, tell her that you are with Hero. She will double your order.”

“Thank you.” Fate bustled up the hill and gazed over the wall at the violet sea. “Wow!” The breeze blew her hair over her shoulders, as she leaned over and looked below at a gathering of crystal at the edge of the sand.

I want to visit the beach. I wonder if Hero will come with me later.

She scolded herself. “Enough of that, Fate. You must complete every task you set your mind to.” As she walked towards the community, she gasped. “I forgot to ask Chi about what Hero said! I feel cheated.”

The sun set over the edge of the buildings, all of them nestled roof-to-roof down the incline and towards the beach. The Capital was isolated from the rest of Mu, a peninsula that rested at a slope. Fog draped around the low buildings like a blanket.

She searched the small buildings while admiring the various pieces of art and lights in each shop and house. It seemed that the people both lived and worked in these buildings.

She discovered the crystal wind chime when she heard its resonance. The sound resembled a song more than a simple ring, as though the crystal lived.

A dark-haired woman with glowing golden eyes stepped up to the front desk and trailed Fate’s gaze to the wind chime. “Does it interest you?”

“The sound makes me feel like I’m in a dream. I drift off when I hear it.”

“They say the Ussan sings at night, like a lullaby. Since it can absorb anima, it also stores memories.”

“How?”

“You must be a visitor. An Iu too! How peculiar. They say that memories are reflections. In other words, they’re light. To conceal them, you touch them with darkness. To restore them, you touch them with light. Crystals absorb anima. Therefore, they’re rumored to hold the memories of people we’ve lost. That’s why they sing. Their song might feel melancholic, but try to think fondly of it. I’m sure the lost souls of Undal would want us to be happy.”

“You believe in Undal?”

“Maybe it’s a trait of children raised here. The Elders often gather at the Centre to tell stories at night. Those of us raised with those stories often grow up believing in it.”

“May I ask your age?”

“Hmm? I’m twenty.”

“This might be a long shot, but do you know Hero? That sounds like something he would’ve been interested in as a child.”

“Ohh! Are you his friend? Ah, or maybe his consort.” The young woman raised a brow and grinned.

Fate might’ve taken offense to these words if they hadn’t come from an Ignis. Their ways had baffled her on numerous occasions. “We’re good friends. I think.”

“What does that mean? It sounds mysterious! My sensors are tingling!”

“It means it’s still to be determined.”

“Ma has this special tonic. I can slip it in your order, and no one will ever notice.”

Before Fate could retort, Firmus appeared and patted her head. “Don’t be a bad influence,” he told the woman.

He had grown even more handsome and charming than the first time Fate met him. The fear and hesitance had left his touch, and his eyes blazed with determination.

Fate questioned her morals as she battled her disappointment. She didn’t wish ill of Firmus, but it shocked her to see him looking so brilliant. She reminded herself that months had passed since her brother had left them.

She handed Chi’s note to the Ignis woman. “Chi gave this to me. Hero is waiting, so I should hurry.” Her thoughts coiled around the idea of Firmus and his newfound strength. The emotions brewed a toxin inside of her soul. She turned to him. “You look happy.”

A faint smile broke on his face. “A lot has happened. I’m relieved to see you’re feeling better.”

“Yeah, I’d like to say the same.” The words slipped from her mouth too easily. She hated it.

He analyzed her with his Ignis gaze, and his expression lightened. “I’m sorry. That’s vague. I seem to have upset you.”

“No, I’m not sure what’s wrong with me. I’m usually not like this.”

“Could it be that you’ve spent a lot of time with Hero?”

“I’m beginning to think that the miasma simply fuels what’s already present. I was upset. This must sound rude, but how can you be so happy?” She disliked herself for using the miasma as an excuse. It hadn’t affected her in the slightest. Instead, it provided an excuse for this blunt manner of expressing herself.

“Hmm....” He pressed a hand to his chin. “I’d like to tell you, but I’m not sure I can.”

“Say what you can.”

“You’ve met Akira?”

“Recently.”

“He introduced me to someone who helped me recover. I owe him my life.”

“You owe Akira or this other person?”

“Akira. I realize that others find him problematic, but he’s helpful.”

The Ignis woman brought back two large cylinder containers. “Hope you enjoy!”

“Thank you,” Fate said.

Firmus collected the containers, and the two of them proceeded to cut through the passages between the buildings, on a shorter path to the Centre.

She gripped the corner of his sweater. “You said you met someone? Like an acquaintance, or a friend? What kind of person?”

He stopped in front of a round planter near the Ussan. “Fate, it might be hard for you to understand the predicament. I don’t know how to explain any of this to you. I’d like to tell you more, but I’d need permission.”

“From Akira?”

He frowned. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ll ask him myself, then.”

He turned one side of his body towards her. “May I ask what you received from the shop?”

“Chi said something about stew, but I’m not sure.”

“That’s what I feared... if we return to Hero with this, he might rebel.”

“Rebel?”

“He hates stew more than anything in the world. I think Chi was trying to tease him, or she might’ve been testing you.”

“Oh.” The storm raging inside morphed and a subtle sadness simmered. “Even though I was shocked, and I thought of you like a stranger, you still know much more than me. I feel like I’ve failed.”

“The act of caring can be helpful and meaningful. Abyssus often worried about being helpful. He wanted to be stronger, but we always encouraged him to be proud of his intellect.”

“I can’t even read the material that I need to study. Hero is translating everything.”

“But why is he doing it?”

“He’s trying to help me learn and gather information.”

“He’s helping you because you have a task to complete. Delegating tasks doesn’t make you unhelpful. While you’re waiting, you can complete other assignments. It might help ease your concerns.”

“Thank you. You’re right.”

“Then, we should finish our run. Didn’t you want me to travel to Nex with you?”

“Yes. I know it’s dangerous, but do you think we can sneak into Macellarius Palace? Abyssus may have left useful information hidden in his room.”

“Perhaps. We can try.”

“By the way, what does Hero like?” Fate turned towards some of the food stands around the Centre.

“Hmm... his choices of food have little to do with taste. He simply likes his food separated. The best option is to make it.”

“I see. He doesn’t like the taste of anything in particular?”

Firmus glanced at Chi’s cottage. “Not to sound prejudiced, but he’s like a dog. As long as it suits his sense of smell, and looks presentable, he will eat it. In any case, we should first check to see what else is in these containers. Since Hero is well-known by the citizens, they may have added something for him to eat.”

They took the containers back to the cottage to sort through the food. Upon their entry, they ran into Hero leaving the back room.

He took two steps back and hid behind the door. “You smell like stew.”

Firmus set the containers down on the table. “Like I said, the nose of a dog.”

Fate opened the door fully and pulled Hero out by the wrist. “I’m not going to make you eat it. You’re already coming out?”

“Ye, I finished reading. I think I know where the other journal is, so I was going to find you. I thought I would pounce on you for ruining my rest, but you came back sooner than I expected.”

“I can see naps are valuable to you.”

“Sleep keeps the mind alert. Since you’re here, let’s go and collect the other journal.”

“Wait, did you read anything useful?”

“Maybe.” He dragged Fate outside without mentioning his intended destination, or greeting Firmus.

This struck her as unusually rude and abrupt, even for Hero. “Say, do you know any curse words in the Language of Ages?”

“Say L.o.A. It’s easier. The word for ‘really’ can also be used to curse.”

“What is it? I want to know it so I can curse at you when you’re being unreasonable.”

“You only think that now, but it’s kui’lla. Kui for short. Your tone of voice will determine if you’re cursing. Also, don’t say kui to your elders.”

“Thanks. Are you ready?” She staggered down the steps of the slope, faster than she could keep up. “Kui! You can’t just drag me off without saying anything to Firmus!”

“Vien.”

“That wasn’t even polite!”

“I solved an interesting riddle, but we need at least one more journal. Don’t you want to find it?”

“Of course I do!”

He faced her and tilted his head. The colored lanterns strung around the community cast a warm light on his face. “Then come with me. There’s something I want to show you. Only you.”

She studied his outstretched hand. It was small, like her own, with long, slender fingers.
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I once said there is no such thing as magic, and I still believe this is true.

Magic has lost its meaning due to its various interpretations and uses. When I think of it, I think of natural elements of the realms around us, and extraordinary moments that can’t be surmised with words alone.

Inoue Community holds some of my fondest memories. To this day, it follows me in dreams and, when I’m lost, I find myself searching its stairway for what I’ve misplaced.

If there is anything I regret losing, it’s my innocence. It’s the glimmer of hope and faith I saw in everything and everyone around me. That pure perspective helped me see beyond the cruelty of our elders, and led me down a path I chose, rather than the one chosen for me.

For a moment, my soul resonated with Hero’s. We shared a connection unique to Bound and, for the first time, it reignited something long lost.

The call of the Ussan, and the love I held in my heart, reminded me of words we once exchanged, that of a language I could not yet understand. , Although I could not understand my own deductions, I had faith in the feelings that were being restored.
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The crystal chimes sang with the breeze, and their sound stirred a foreign and nostalgic emotion in Fate’s heart. She drew Hero back by the wrist before he could continue forward.

He glanced back. “What’s wrong?”

“Meil ou ya do,” she said, recalling the phrase he said in Chi’s cottage. For some reason, its meaning became crystal clear.

As he registered her statement, his expression blazed with embarrassment.

“It’s like saying I love you very much, right?”

He avoided her gaze, and his hand grew warmer.

It may have been her moment of clarity, but all the feelings and thoughts she’d restrained now made perfect sense. The ambience of the community lights, combined with the distant song of the Ussan, stirred something buried deep inside her soul. She thought that if she ever intended to uncover those feelings, she’d better do it before the moment faded away.

“Our bond is precious to me” she said. “Everything that’s happened has been completely unexpected, and I still don’t know anything, but I do believe that my feelings for you are sincere. I don’t feel this way because of what Akira said, or because Madam and Abyssus pushed us together. I simply did as everyone told me in order to survive, but I’m tired of living that way.” She squeezed his hand, and a light shot into the sky. Fireworks crackled and shimmered above, filling the community with awe.

Hero’s attention shifted from Fate to the sky, but he shortly returned his gaze to her.

She resumed. “I think things are going to get harder. I know you’re tainted, and you often lean towards doing bad things, but I want to be more supportive of the path you decide to choose. I found my path by following my brother’s wishes. Maybe our paths are a little different, but I think that’s okay. I want to change this empire for the better and protect people like you from the Council.

“I want to uncover the truth about the Grim and Undal, and learn about the realms around us. The High King and Queen are going to forcibly choose a path for me. I just hope it’s one that allows me to reach my goals and remain by your side.”

When he was finally ready to reply, he loosely intertwined his fingers with hers. “Honestly, I don’t care if I succeed the throne. I did everything my father—no—Niteo wanted me to, but it was never enough. Abyssus was like a brother to me. He helped me find my way, and taught me how to enjoy life. I can’t be everything that he was—I’m selfish and childish—but I cherish my bond with you. I admire your sensibility.” He lifted his head to meet her gaze. “I’m tainted, that’s true. I’m flawed... but I want to work hard to improve. If my abilities can help you in some way, I’d like to repay you for all you’ve done.”

“All I’ve done?”

He covered his face with the back of his hand. “I hit rock bottom when Abyssus died. I was overly confident about fighting Mortis. It was selfish of me to act alone. I haven’t been able to forgive myself, but you still supported me. Our relationship might be uncertain, but I want to become someone you can rely on, and support you the way you’ve supported me.”

“Okay.” The weight in her heart lifted. “I told you before that I am very loyal. I’ll protect you with my life, if that’s what it comes to, and I will support your decisions.”

He presented a hint of a smile and grunted in agreement.

“Now, how about we begin by finding Abyssus’ journal?” She ran down the stairway, pulling him along behind her.

Together, we can change this empire. I want to have hope in our dreams.
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The long winding stairway of Inoue Community glistened with light. Hero and Fate traveled down hand in hand towards the glowing shoreline, stopping briefly as he pulled her into a store.

“You’ll need a change of clothes,” he said. “It’ll be difficult to move around in a gown.”

“From now on, I’ll try and wear different attire. Vien’ou.”

He stood back while she searched the shop for something to wear. “Do you like speaking the L.o.A.?”

“Of course. It makes me feel closer to you. I hope you’ll continue to teach me.”

When he spoke the language, he often sounded more cheerful, even melodic. “Ba’am. I’m happy you want to be close to me.”

“I guess that’s unusual for you?”

“It’s fine. I can handle it.”

“I don’t want to sound doubtful, but I’m worried. Is that the truth?”

“It’s hard to explain, but when I’m with you, I feel lighter.” He rocked back and forth.

“How do you say things like that so easily? You’re embarrassing.”

“That’s all it takes to embarrass you?” He sang. “Ooh, ma’ail.”

“I don’t know what you said, but your singsong way of saying it is embarrassing me.” She hurried around the shop, picking up random shirts and pants to check the sizes. The closest fit was a pair of worn boots, an olive green shirt that hung loosely on her small frame, and a pair of tight-fitting black pants.

After making her purchase, she dragged Hero back to the cottage, apologized to Firmus, and changed her clothes in the guest room. When she exited, Hero was standing before her without his scarf.

“Oh?” He pointed at her. “That looks like my shirt.”

“Are you teasing me or something? You’re awfully chipper.”

“Ye. Are you ready?”

“Wait, what about you?”

“I left clothes here a few turns back.”

She held back her laughter. “Oh my, and they still fit you.”

He deadpanned. “No.”

Firmus leaned back on the legs of his chair. “I thought you hated liars.”

“Let’s go before it gets too late,” Hero said, beckoning Fate outside.

She shrugged at Firmus and laughed, then followed down the next path to the glowing sands of the beach. “Wow! It really does glow!”

“Ah, hmm, yes. It’s crystal.”

The blue light shone into the shallow parts of the water. A cave in the distance emitted the same haze. “Isn’t it dangerous?”

He shrugged. “Potentially, but right now it’s safe due to the high levels of salt in the water.”

“The sand is so pretty.”

“Come with me. We’re going into the cave.”

They treaded through the sand, and passed several chunks of crystal jutting up onto the beach.

She scooped up some of the glowing sand and studied it. “Where is the crystal growing from?”

“Ha. Good question.”

The entrance to the cave was closed off by the crystal growing around it. As they reached it, Hero removed his shoes.

She dusted off her hands. “What are you doing?”

“I should’ve asked earlier, but I assumed that a survivalist would be capable. Do you know how to swim?”

“Yes. Are we going to swim?”

He nodded.

“No wonder you left your scarf. Why didn’t you just leave your shoes?”

He snarled. “No! The ocean is dirty enough as it is.”

Ah, yes, of course. How foolish of me. So this is why he wears shoes to bed.

“It’s not good for you to wear shoes all the time. Don’t your feet hurt?”

He pouted slightly. “At least they’re not dirty.”

“Goodness gracious. You’re troublesome.”

“Stop patronizing me and come!”

Fate untied and removed her shoes, stashing them into the crystals as Hero had done.

He pointed to a round pool of water forming between them. “I’ll go in first. It isn’t far, but I’m worried that you’ll panic.”

“Thanks for worrying. That might be true, but how did you even find something like this?”

“Uh... I was an escape artist when I was a child, so maybe that’s why I found weird places. Still, only Abyssus knew about this. Don’t tell anyone.”

“I feel special, ha-ha.”

He ruffled the back of his hair, then fixed it. “I’m going, then. Try not to jump in. It might be difficult for you to swim back up and find me.”

“I’ll get in carefully.”

He nodded again and entered without stirring the water.

Once he moved, she took a deep breath and lowered into the icy water. The crystals glowed and lit the area around the cave, giving clarity to the path ahead.

He pointed ahead and swam deeper.

She kept a careful distance and focused on conserving air as they journeyed through the crystals and rocks. They swam through a narrow, stony tunnel and surfaced inside the cave through another pool of water.

He climbed out, pushed the hair back from his face, then helped her out.

Most of the cave was dark but small pieces of crystal stuck into it, glowing like stars in the shadows. Fate gawked at it while Hero inspected the rocks by a wall.

“You think the journal is here?” She hurried to help him search.

“The last journal said it was in a hidden place. I know this is just my assumption, but if the second journal was in Inoue Com, why not the third as well? I presume that he would hide it some place familiar.”

“I wonder what color it is.”

––––––––
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“Ilrn dei.”

“Huh?”

“No clue.”

“You speak the L.o.A. a lot now. Is it because of me?”

Hero lifted his head, and his mouth quirked back on one side. “At first I was just tired, but you made me happy when you said you wanted to learn it. Though I may not know where I learned it, I find it easier to speak than the Rahma language.”

“Then I will do my best to learn it. What I mean is—don’t teach anyone else.”

His expression and tone fixed in their usual monotonous way. “Are you being possessive? I’m shocked.”

“You don’t sound shocked. Maybe I’m slightly possessive. I’ve always been that way, even with Abyssus. I like keeping secrets with people I’m close to. It makes our bond feel more private and unique.”

He grinned and swayed his head back and forth. “Ahh, I see.”

“You’re too happy. You’re starting to resemble a fish.”

“Fish? Nui, nui. I’m all wox.”

“Was that a joke? What is that, anyway? A wolf-fox?

“Ye.” He crouched beside her, nuzzling her side.

“Ah! Stop it! Go find the journal!”

“You’re fun to tease... even more so than Abyssus. I wish I’d realized this sooner.”

“No!”

“Okay, okay, I’ll be honest. I actually found this while I was listening to you. This one is Luna,” he said, holding up the journal for her to see.

She snatched it from his hands and studied the metal case. “Ugh! Hey, what’s this, a cover?”

“Ba’am. It would get wet without one.”

“Does that mean something similar to ‘of course’?”

“Ooh, good guess. So proud.” He stroked her head.

“Praise be, why are you like this?”

His expression fixed. “I guess it’s because I’m often restricted. Even Chi told me, more wolf, less fox. I tend to exhibit the erratic side of our clan. I try really hard not to show it, but you made me really happy, so it’s hard to keep it in.”

“So, you’re always like this on the inside? Then, that’s a good thing!”

Oftentimes, when he smiled it seemed contrived, but now he appeared sincerely happy. His entire face lit up with an uncharacteristic softness.

“It’s really pretty here,” she said. “I’m happy you showed it to me.”

“Ou duin.... Me too.”

“You said you found something in the journal?”

“I need the journal from Nex. There’s some kind of inscription on the covers, but I can’t read it with what I have.”

“Did you read anything interesting inside?”

“That’s what I find odd. There’s nothing important. It’s just another record of Abyssus’ time with us. The inscription might tell us what to look for. I have faith that he uncovered something.”

“Faith? You do? Did that come out of your mouth?”

“Let’s call it hope.”

“Good, I have faith covered.”

Hero sighed deeply.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing. Don’t worry. I think we should get back. I don’t want you to get sick.”

“Me? Sick? I’m not sure I’ve ever been sick.”

“You didn’t know me before. I’m just being cautious.”

“I understand.” She watched the crystals for a moment longer. “Let’s come back here sometime.”

They lowered into the water again and swam back to collect their things from the crystal on the beach. As Hero leaned forward to grab his shoes, the hourglass fell from his shirt, and he quickly hid it inside.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you about that,” she said. “I saw it this morning. Some time ago, I asked you about the Story of Space and Time, and you seemed hesitant. Are you hiding something from me?”

“I....” He pulled the sleeves of his shirt. “I stayed in the Capital when I was younger. You might’ve heard, but I was blinded for a while during my childhood. I ran into the Ussan to avoid returning to Nex. After that, I had strange dreams about being trapped inside the forest. I was always in pain.”

“I heard that’s when you met Akira.”

“Yeah. I’ll admit, I admired him for a while. It’s like I told you before, children are easily captivated. If not for his annoying speech patterns, I may have never recognized him, especially since I couldn’t see. Not that there’s anything to look at. He said a lot of weird things to me back then. I suggest you avoid him.”

“Weird things?”

“He encouraged me to study the three scriptures that surmise our traditions. Actually, he read large portions of them to me and explained everything in full detail. This hourglass... was a gift from him. I don’t really understand him, but I couldn’t throw it away.”

“Wait, he gave that to you? Did he say why?”

“Um... no, he just told me not to lose it again.”

“That’s weird. This is just a theory, but I’ve heard that Ulnaire, Solaris, and Leoht are all intertwined. Perhaps... he needs you.”

“For what? He only comes to annoy me.”

“In my opinion, it might have something to do with the Spinner. In the stories, Ulnaire and Solaris were Bound. Hypothetically, if Ulnaire and Fati are the same person, then could she have had two partners?”

His hair nearly stood on end hearing her suggestion. “That’s obscene!”

“It’s just a theory. You don’t need to get worked up yet.”

“What’re you trying to say? He needs me to get to you?”

“Hero, breathe. Since when did you think of me as the Spinner, anyway?”

He pressed a hand over his mouth.

“It sounds to me like you need to explain, not Akira. I finally caught you. It’s time to tell me what you know.”

He lowered his hands and twiddled his thumbs. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ll tell you.”

Maybe Akira was right. Has Hero been lying to me all this time?
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The clouds hung over Inoue Com like an ominous black cloak. Hero and Fate returned to the cottage after collecting Chi from the gate, and they gathered in the back room to discuss the secrets and lies of the Rebellion.

Hero sat on the window seat, twiddling his thumbs. “To be honest, I have been a part of the Rebellion since I was six. I learned about the folklore in the Book of Ages and suspected you might somehow be connected to the Spinner. That is why I asked you to play Rota Fortunae.”

Fate opened her mouth and twisted her jaw, as she analyzed his sudden change in formality. She gathered that anxiety drove him to alter his speech patterns, which startled and intrigued her. “Why would you suspect that?”

He opened and closed his mouth a few times.

Chi rested a hand on his shoulder. “He is getting flustered. It might be better for me to explain before this gets out of hand.”

Fate lifted a hand to stop her. “Chi, I mean no offense—I appreciate that you’re here—but right now I just want to hear the truth from Hero’s mouth.”

He took a deep breath.

“Continue,” she told him.

“I mentioned, previously, that I used to have strange dreams. Even though I cannot remember the old ones, I remember the dreams I had after I was sealed. In those dreams, I was always Leoht, and I spent a lot of time with the Spinner, but even if I believed it, I did not know for certain if it was true. It was only when you noticed that I am tainted that I began to accept it.”

“How did you first join the Rebellion?”

He twiddled his thumbs again. “Kyou asked me to join. I had a hard time suppressing effects of the miasma, and I almost killed Niteo. They brought me here to help and told me the truth about my parents. Kyou said that if I joined the Rebellion, I would learn the entire truth, so I trained here and learned from the Lady Heqet for a while.”

“What were you studying?”

“She taught me about Mu and the Tainted. She explained that I was one of them, and she wanted to protect me from the Council. She told me the Council is corrupt. Her husband followed them down the path of depravity. The Astor Tournament was supposed to be different, but he destroyed everything she set out to accomplish.”

“It sounds like the High King and Queen are competing for your favor. Were you so influential?”

He sounded desperate now. “It is because of my history.” After a brief pause, he pleaded. “Fate, you might not trust me, but I swore not to tell anyone. My word is my bond, and there is still so much I doubt.”

She raised a brow. “Is it? I trusted you, and what’s worse is that I defended you when Akira expressed his doubts.”

He presented a far more vulnerable expression than she had expected. “Akira? You can’t trust everything he says.”

“Hero, I can hardly trust what you say. At least Akira told me the truth.”

Hero chewed his bottom lip. “I never wanted to lie to you.”

“So what about your history?”

Chi crossed her arms. “As I told you before, Hero’s parents are my sister and Liulfr of the original Wolf Clan. We were all survivors of the fall.”

Fate heaved a sigh of exasperation. “The fall? Of what? Undal?”

“Of Ussan.”

“Ussan? What are you talking about? The forest?”

“The Crystal Empire,” Hero said. “The forest is a remnant, but Ussan was the name of the Crystal Empire.”

“Is that a joke?” Fate looked between him and Chi. “It’s not. When you say we, who are you talking about? You don’t mean Hero is from Ussan as well, right?”

Chi filled her cheeks with air and exhaled slowly. “Maybe. We are not certain.”

“What the hell does that mean? Someone needs to tell me. I’m so fed up with the secrets.” She pointed towards the window. “Do I need to go and find Akira? This whole time, I thought I was a part of the Rebellion to recruit Hero, and everyone lied to me! Why do I feel like I can trust this strange man more than my allies? It’s awful.”

“Fate, please listen,” Chi implored. “I can explain everything.”

Hero interrupted, swallowing hard. “It was my idea. I wanted to know if any of the Rebellion’s accusations rang true. I have been told that my mother was an Oracle. There are rumors that she made a deal with the Grim and planned with the leaders of the Rebellion. We still do not know the full story. Only Lady Heqet and Akira seem to know the full truth.”

Chi sat beside him, seeming stiff and protective, yet somehow nervous of Fate. “There is a huge debate about whether or not Hero might be the reincarnation of a family member, a remnant of the fall. My sister was very secretive about his birth and her plans. She did not tell me, or even Kyou, about what she intended to do. All we know is that whatever she did was buried. She left Hero behind without any clues about what she had been doing before her death, and even that is strange.”

Fate absorbed the information despite her irritation. She couldn’t help raising a brow at their explanation. “Strange, how?”

“Because he’s a crystal elemental,” Akira said, suddenly beside her. He stretched an arm over the back of the cushion and crossed one leg over the other. “Why didn’t Elaine try to protect her son if she knew about the murders? Also, if her husband was a target, why didn’t she leave behind some clue about the perpetrator of the crimes? Are we supposed to believe an Oracle didn’t foresee her own death? Missing pieces, folks. It doesn’t make sense.”

Fate jerked back. “How do you keep doing that?”

His eyes seemed sunnier when he had her attention, but he said nothing.

As she sat there, surrounded by her supposed allies, her gaze fell on Hero. In the end, he had lied to her just as she suspected, but now it was too late to erase her feelings towards him. She needed to understand his intentions.

Akira’s polychromatic eyes gleamed in the shadowy room. “How can we expect loyalty from our allies if we lie to them?”

Chi appeared pressured by the atmosphere. “Stories about Ussan are hard to come by, Lady Fate. They are buried like the crimes in Mu. Since Hero has already been sealed, we thought it better to keep our knowledge of Ussan hidden from the Council’s watchful gaze.”

Akira explained. “The founders of Ussan—Caeles Viro, and our Spinner, Fati—vanished on the day the Empire crumbled.”

Fate placed her hands on her lap, avoiding him as best she could. “Viro and Fati?”

This sounds like more than a coincidence to me.

He tilted his head back slightly, letting off a casual air even though he spoke of a heavy subject. “Do you know how Dolls are created?”

She shook her head.

“Puppeteers summon back Ancient souls that have been cleansed, and place them inside vessels. Everyone who knew about your summoning immediately reached out their dirty paws to see whether or not you’re the Spinner. After all, what kind of girl comes back with the same name and constitution as our lovely spinner? Coincidence? I think not.”

Exactly.

Chi disputed. “It was concluded that she was not. She is a Feh. Her intended name was Fehyt, not Fate. This is all just a horrific mistake.”

“Ah, ah.” He shook a finger at her. “The mistake is yours. If this is true, how can she see with the Eyes of the Abyss? Someone did not do their homework.”

Hero pushed the hair from his eyes and, simultaneously, seemed to push their banter to the back of his mind. “When I first started having dreams, everyone speculated I might be a Doll instead of a natural born Ancient.”

Akira chimed in. “What he means is—they feared he might be the, supposedly dead, emperor of Ussan.”

“Because of that,” Hero resumed, “things became complicated, and the higher powers vied for my favor. I did not say anything because I do not know if any of this is accurate.”

Fate still listened to the odd change in Hero’s manner of speaking. If he did this because of anxiety, it told her that it was his first time sincerely suffering from stress.

At her side, Akira still explained the predicament like an expositional fountain. Truthfully, she doubted him just as much as the others. No one had swooped in to explain anything before, so it struck her as odd that he did so now.

Maybe he just likes to hear himself talk.

“The Council panicked,” he said, making dramatic hand gestures. “You see, there are rumors that Caeles Viro was one of the first tainted, and many suspect that he may have escaped during the fall. The Council puffs up every time they hear his name. Sounds like guilt, don’t you think?”

So they think Hero was a hidden Doll, not born.

Fate wrinkled a brow. “So what is the truth?”

“The Council trembles at the thought of their sins returning to haunt them. Dead are the soldiers of judgment. At least, they should hope so.” He laughed softly. “No matter how much time passes, we seem to ask the same questions. Do the Tainted deserve to live or die? Who are the real heroes of history? Who has committed what heinous crimes?”

She understood what he meant, though she hoped to stop his prattle. “In your long-winded explanation—what you’re trying to explain is—the problems here merely echo questions left unanswered from Undal. Is that right?”

“You understand me.”

She gripped her head. “This is preposterous. What happened in Undal? I thought everything was a myth. How can it be real? I don’t know what to believe.”

“You can believe in me.” Akira’s eyes gleamed again, which appeared to hold some underlying meaning.

“What role do you play in all of this? Who is Solaris? Why does he claim to have known the Spinner first? Are you him? Who are you?”

“All wonderful questions. Have you taken an interest in me? I hate to brag, but I am a loyal and amorous magician with many tricks up my sleeve.”

Hero made a throaty noise and rolled his eyes. “Please, spare me.”

“At least I’m honest.”

“I’m not interested in listening to you two argue,” Fate said. “I just want answers.”

Akira shifted his polychromatic eyes towards her. “What if I told you that we were Bound?”

“I’d say tell me who you are, and maybe I’ll remember.”

“I like a good challenge. Your spark intrigues me, Lady Fate.”

Fate extended her hand and shoved him back by the mask. “Since you’re not adding anything, I’m done listening to you talk. What is our goal here? Are we still against the Council? Are we just trying to uncover the truth? If everything you said is true, it’s easy to assume that the Council may have been responsible for the deaths of Viro and Fati. If the Council assumes that we’re Viro and Fati—aren’t they already trying to kill us? Maybe this is all a terrible understanding, and Hero is just Hero, and I’m just Fate.”

Akira adjusted his mask and his body, so he was sitting upright again. “Regardless, we’ve agreed to reform your pact tomorrow afternoon. Since no one knows the truth, we’re left in this predicament. The general consensus seems to be: restore the Empire to balance, uncover the truth about the events in Undal, and put all the rightful successors in their place.”

“I get the distinct impression that you know exactly what’s going on, and you just don’t want to say.”

“I don’t mind telling you.”

Fate squinted, and her mouth tensed. She already sensed that his next comment would be another flirtatious remark. “No, thank you.”

“Wait, you interrupted my punchline.”

“If you try to flirt with me one more time, I’m going to ruin you.”

He sang. “Meil ou.”

“Don’t like it.”

“Oh! Ilrn ei ya? Baen ou!”

“I don’t know the language that well. Hero just started to teach me.”

Hero translated. “He said.... You know it? I’m surprised.” He then turned to Akira and complained. “Ilrn dei, cai! Mir pa!”

Fate interrupted. “Enough of that. I’m still upset that I was lied to. Akira, even if you told me the truth, I don’t know who you are. And Hero, I don’t know what to say to you right now. I need time to think.”

Akira sat forward. “This would be a good time to take your trip to Nex. No?”

“That might be for the better,” she said. After a moment, she frowned at him. “Wait, how do you know about that?”

He gestured to himself with a wave of his hand. “I volunteer to be your escort.”

“What about Firmus?”

“He seems to be busy.”

“It’s your fault, isn’t it? You did this on purpose.”

“Prove it.”

“Ugh, fine. I’ll go back to Nex with you. Hero, I’ll speak with you again when we return.”

Hero averted his gaze. “I’ll stay and translate.” The rift between them deepened, and miasma raced from his body like a swarm of insects.

Akira and Chi left the room, murmuring.

As soon as they were gone, Fate moved forward and placed her hand on Hero’s head. “I just need time to think this through. I want to believe that you lied for a good cause. Please, prove me right.”

He twiddled his thumbs.

“I fully understand that being a part of the Rebellion means keeping secrets, but please, from now on, don’t keep things from me.”

He leaned his head against her, burying his face in her shirt. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how much of this information is accurate. Everyone is guessing. They could be wrong about everything. Akira is the only one who knows the truth. That’s why I don’t think you should trust him. I may have lied to you, but he really does know everything. He might be the worst liar among us.”

“That doesn’t make you any less guilty, does it? There’s definitely something unusual about Akira. Hopefully, by spending time with him, I can figure it out.”

He grumbled under his breath.

“What? Are you protesting? Don’t forget I’m mad at you.”

“Have a safe trip.”

“That’s better. While I’m gone, I want you to think about whether or not you’re hiding anything else from me.”

Akira hurried back into the room, almost in song. “Reinka, it’s time to go.”

Chi stormed after him. “Listen to me!”

Fate stood still while he grasped her by the arm. “What’s going on?”

He pressed a hand over her eyes and held her close to his side. “Chi is pestering me. Take a breath. We’re going to escape.”

She did as instructed, for safety, and the air rushed. The floor seemed to drop out, causing her heart to sink to her stomach. She yelped and clutched Akira’s hand.

“You’re okay,” he said. “I have you.”
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The cold air whisked past Fate, and Akira’s hand slipped away from her face to reveal Nitor Palace. She put a hand against her chest and gasped. “How did you do that?”

“Magic? I am a magician of many unique endowments.”

“I don’t believe in magic.”

“Magic implies unknown and perceptibly inexplicable talents. I am unknown to you and talented. Therefore, by definition, I am a magician.”

“That seems true,” she said, inspecting him carefully. Every time she had seen him, he wore a polished suit and a red tie. He obviously had money and did as he pleased even in front of the High Queen, or as Fate had seen, to Queen Heqet.

“Am I being praised?”

“Maybe a little.”

His eyes widened, then relaxed shortly after. “How dangerous.”

“Pardon?”

“Be wary, for men are beasts at the best of times.”

“I don’t know how to handle you. You’re vexing.”

He snickered. “Joyous is the day.”

“Whatever you say.”

He dawdled briefly, then ran off with his arms out. “Bes!”

She spun to watch him. “What?”

He plucked a black cat from the ground. “Not what, but who.”

She approached him cautiously and rubbed the cat’s velvety nose. “So cute. You know this cat? I’ve never seen a black cat with blue eyes.”

“His name is Besil.” He cradled the cat in his arms.

“I’m don’t think cats enjoy being held like babies.”

“My affections for you may burn bright, but I shan’t allow you to come between me and Bes.”

“You speak so strangely.”

“Also, he has a name, don’t call him that cat.”

“You’re more affectionate than I thought.”

Besil cooed and nuzzled against Akira’s neck.

She stroked Besil again, and the cat purred, though it only rubbed against Akira. “That... I mean, Besil really likes you too. How did he find you here in Nex?”

“Oh, he knows my scent well. We’ve been together since I was a child.” He scratched Besil’s head while trying to see around it.

“Is it because you can suppress the miasma? I don’t know many people with pets like this.”

“Pet? No, he’s my friend.”

“Sorry if I offended you.”

“All is forgiven. That is, if you answer this question. What is the word for meow in the Language of Ages?”

She stiffened. “I’m sorry. I don’t know.”

“It’s niau.”

“Niau?”

He pinched her cheek. “Aa, ma’ail!”

“Hero said that too. What does that mean?”

“I wonder.” He walked ahead and entered the palace.

None of the guards even glanced at him. They simply greeted Fate.

“It’s like they don’t see you at all,” she said.

“Perceptive as usual, Reinka.”

“Why do you keep calling me that? Ugh, you two keep using the L.o.A. against me.”

“L.o.A.? What kind of slothfulness brought about that acronym?”

“Hero.”

“I shall prevail.”

“You make no sense.” She treaded upstairs after him and stared at the cat peeking over his shoulder. She gazed up and down Akira’s back, studying his stature.

“Is it that I speak drivel or simply that you don’t understand?”

“I can’t answer that. Kui! Stop asking me impossible questions.”

“Ai, Reinka. Don’t speak like that.”

“Why?”

“My singular, most undying, wish is for you to treat me with compassion.”

“I can see that you’re fond of me, but I don’t know you at all.”

Besil pressed its paw against Akira’s mask and purred. The cat seemed to indicate Akira’s emotional state.

He cuddled it. “Yes, friend, I’m glad to have you. The universe is indeed callous.” He pretended to weep. “I’m like a stray dog left to die in the street.” The exaggeration of his behaviors drew curiosity and confusion, though he may have wrapped his insecurities in a blanket of deception. Much like Solaris, he snapped back from his antics as if nothing had happened. “Did you ask where Hero placed the journal?”

“No, I was so upset that I forgot. It’s too late to ask now, so I’ll just have to search his room. That’s a good revenge.”

“You have a mean streak. Meil ou.”

“I thought you just complained that I was too mean.”

“Yes, to me. You may be mean to others.”

Fate stared hard at Akira. His presence before her was like a hand print on a window. He caused distraction, frustration, and seemed to lack purpose. “I feel like the universe was playing an awful prank when it created you.”

He blinked hard and stood back silently.

She waved her hand in opposition. “Sorry, that came across too serious. I wasn’t being sincere.”

“Oh... yes... of course.” He held Besil close to his chest and opened the door of Hero’s room. “Take your time.”

She regretted trying to align with his ploys. No response seemed proper when speaking with him. She wallowed in her remorse as she searched around Hero’s night stand and eventually found the journal tucked deep between his mattresses. The more she considered her own ruthless words, the less she understood how or why they’d left her mouth.

Akira’s entire state of being disrupted the balance. Somehow, he managed to be both invisible and extremely distracting. Some part of him pleaded for help, even though the man himself merely rattled off nonsensical prattle.

She exited Hero’s room with the journal between her hands, and found Akira staring at the chandelier from the stair railing. “Um... Akira.”

“You found it?”

“I’m very sorry. I got too riled up, and I said something really cruel.”

He paused for a long time and rested his head against the cat cooing in his arms. “Fear not. I am well.”

“I found the journal. I wanted to look in Macellarius for more information.”

“It’s too soon. You’re not ready.”

“For what?”

“Depraved are the halls of Macellarius Palace, Reinka. I wish no ill upon you.”

“Your way of speaking is confusing. There’s no consistency.”

He overlooked her comment and brushed a finger against the side of Besil’s face. “My friend has grown tired. I must be returning soon.”

“Oh, he fell asleep.” She bowed her head as she observed the sleeping cat. “I know I said a lot of harsh things, but I don’t think you’re a bad person. I just don’t understand you yet.”

“Yet? I’ll presume you intend to learn.”

“Yes, I wish to. I said so, didn’t I? I want to listen to Solaris and Leoht. I feel like our fates are intertwined, so even if I’m Bound to Hero, I want to understand you.”

He scratched Besil’s chin. “Even if I wish, I can’t hold a grudge against you.”

“I’ve been wondering... Solaris really seemed to despise Leoht. What about you?”

His eyes moved back and forth, appearing to study every facet of her face. He lifted one shoulder and shifted his gaze to the wall. “I wonder.” He paused. “Is that all you needed?”

“Oh, I need to gather my things from the brothel.”

“You don’t live in the palace?”

“No, why?”

“Perhaps the odds are less discouraging than I suspected.”

“What in the world are you talking about?” She moved ahead towards the entrance, certain that if she continued, Akira would follow.

He walked more carefully with Besil in his arms. “My fate.”

“That sounds like a pun. Is it?”

“Indeed. You understand me.”

“Your sense of humor is very opportunistic. Witty though. I’ll give it that.” She passed through the main gates and waved at some of the familiar shopkeepers in the community.

“Between like or hate, which would you choose?”

“For you? You’re weird, but I’d say I like you.”

“Kui’lla? Me’em ou ya do. Meil ren do jyarul en, Reinka.”

“Now you’re just being an ass.”

He laughed, lacking his usual enthusiasm.

“You think that you can get away with saying anything you want, and you’re wrong.” She opened the sliding door at the brothel and removed her shoes. “I’m back!”

Her sisters raced from the hall, cheering, and throwing their arms out to hug her.

Tori was the only one who noticed Akira, and she retreated. “Your aura is devastating!”

He leaned forward to analyze her. “Vem? You’re like Bes.”

“Bes? That name sounds familiar.”

“It should. It’s an alias. Maybe you know his real name. Not that I intend to share it. Ha.”

Fate patted her younger sisters on the head and bowed as the Madam approached the entrance.

Fortuna also jumped back at the sight of Akira. “Praise be, you’re the last person I expected to see. On an errand for the Queen?”

“It would depend on who you’re referring to,” he said.

Fate already saw Tori fawning over him, which she only did with exceptionally attractive men. As much as Fate wanted to ask what her sister saw, the timing seemed inappropriate, so she proceeded with business. “Madam, may I speak with you privately? Akira can stay here.”

“Of course.” Fortuna trailed Fate to her room and listened as she collected clothing.

“I’ve been invited to study in the Capital. Akira is going to reform my pact with Hero tomorrow, but I wanted you to know that I heard the truth about how Hero tricked me into playing Rota Fortunae. I also know that everyone thinks he might be a dead man, though I don’t see how it’s possible.”

“Fate, I think you should know that your efforts have been valuable. I feel more comfortable knowing you’re in safe hands. We failed to bring Hero onto our side without Abyssus, so you did us a service. None of our information has been validated. At the very least, Hero is also in the dark about a lot of things. ”

Fate shoved clothes into a bag. “I just wish you would’ve been more honest with me about the magnitude of this situation. It feels like everyone has been waiting for me to fail. Even now, I feel like I have to rely on a man I don’t know to learn anything. When were you going to tell me about Ussan? From the start, I’ve been completely blindsided by my supposed allies and family. If this is how it’s been for Hero, then I can’t blame him. Where’s the accountability for his condition? How can all of you overlook his illness when it’s that serious?”

Fortuna sat on her knees, at Fate’s side, and hugged her head. “I’m sorry. There are still many buried truths in this empire. I’m sure your trust in me will waver, but know I love you dearly. I want nothing more than to protect you. We’re not ignoring the miasma poisoning. Even though it may be hard to see, we’re all working hard to make it change.”

Fate understood how Akira might’ve felt when he said he couldn’t hold a grudge against her. She wanted to be angry because it seemed more logical to be upset, but she also wanted to trust her mother. “I’ll forgive you if you can tell me what this means: Meil ren do jyarul en, Reinka.”

“Where in the world did you hear that?”

“Can you translate it?”

“I suppose you can translate Reinka to mistress, or princess, or even lady. It suggests a woman of higher power.”

“That one has been bothering me for a while, so I’m glad you answered that, but what about the rest?”

Fortuna laughed. “Don’t tell me Hero said this. This language is extremely interpretive, so I can only assume the context. Roughly, it means, ‘I love Mistress more than anyone,’ or maybe he meant, ‘I love Mistress the most.’ I’m not too sure.”

Fate’s head reeled as she heard the words. They served as confirmation of the various connections between Akira and Solaris. ”Thank You.” She collected her bag and slung it over her shoulder. “May I ask you a question?”

“Of course. Anything.”

“In all of history, has there ever been a case where someone was Bound to two people?”

“What? Praise be. No. In order for that to happen, the first binding would have to be severed. I can’t imagine what that would do to the people involved. Surely, they’d die.”

“That’s what I thought, but don’t worry. I was just curious. I hope to see you soon, Madam. Wish me luck.”

“You know I always wish you well. Be safe, Fate. Please.”

“I will certainly try.” She returned to Akira in the hearth room, where her sisters had gathered to observe Besil. She guessed the topic of pets would resurface. “Akira, I’m done.”

“Then, we shall return.”

She hugged her sisters, wished them well, and followed him outside. “You can’t tell me anything about you?”

“I can, but I won’t.”

“Why not?”

“The truth is blinding.”

“I won’t pry if it bothers you.”

“Thank you, kindly.”

She patted his back, and he faced her. “I know I’ve apologized a few times, but I really am sorry for what I said at the palace. I’m not sure what got into me. I’d like to become your friend, if you’re interested.”

“I believe my interests are clear.”

His honesty stunned her.

When he perceived that she wasn’t going to respond, he added, “If you wish to be friends, then I’ll have to accept.”

She listened closely to his tone of voice, or really, his voice in general, which sounded smooth and pleasant. He possessed great control over his inflection, so no matter how he felt he managed to come across as fairly cheerful. “I like your voice. The sound of it makes me happy. I can’t explain it.”

He paused for an unusually long time. “You surprised me. How strange that you focus on the one thing I can’t change.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Wa’an re. If it pleases you, I will speak often.”

“I might like that.”

He moved closer to her side and waved an arm. “And so, our journey has ended.”

“Don’t say it that way. It sounds sad.”

“What’s this? You’re surprising.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “Ma’ail do. Don’t say these things. I might abduct you.”

“You’re funny.”

“Don’t tempt me.”

“Sorry.” She tucked her hands to her chest. “Can I look this time?”

“Must you?”

“I must!”

“Ma’ail.”

“Seriously, what does that mean?”

Akira leaned against her. “Precious.” Darkness swelled up from beneath his feet and wrapped around them.

When it dispersed, she gazed over the wall at the top of the hill in Inoue Community, and the vast ocean spread out before her. The breeze greeted her back, and the wind chimes resonated in the distance.

“Be well, Reinka.” He patted her head and swiftly began to step away, but she pulled him back by the sleeve.

“This might sound strange but we seem connected somehow, so I don’t want to leave you alone.” She perceived an air of loneliness from his aura. Solaris had mentioned that he felt abandoned, and she wanted to avoid hurting Hero or Akira in that way. Ever since her rude comment, a tinge of guilt lingered like the sting of a burn. “If you need me for any reason, just say so.”

Akira released a low laugh and stroked her head. “Aa, ma’ail. You’re too kind. These restrictions have become tiresome....” He sighed heavily. “If you saw my face, you’d come to my side in a heartbeat.”

“Are you that legendary creature?”

“Hmm?”

“A narcissist.”

“If it is considered narcissism to know you’re attractive, then it is a title I shall proudly receive. I’ve worked hard to become this handsome.”

“You have only your parents to thank for your looks.”

He laughed loud and hard, but lacked sincerity. “I’m afraid not.”

“Queen Heqet is right. You’re an enigma.”

“Doesn’t it make me more charming?” He swung his head side-to-side as though showing her various angles of his masked face.

“I can’t even see your face!”

“It is easy to tell if someone is attractive. Look carefully. I am the epitome of attraction.”

Fate couldn’t contain herself any longer. She laughed and shook her head. “You’re the epitome of eccentric. I can’t tell you if you’re trying to be funny or serious.”

“Both.”

“You’re amusing.”

He sounded almost sad. “I’m flattered.”

“Even though you say that, your tone of voice doesn’t say it at all.”

“I must use this voice you love wisely.” The cat in his arms growled in its sleep. “My friend has grown cross. I’m afraid it’s time for me to return.”

“Already? I guess you’ve been saying that a lot. I’ll let you go.”

“Do you wish for me to stay? Aa, it saddens me, but I must leave.” He waved. “Sael mir ven—I will see you tomorrow.”

“Oh! A translation? Thank you!”

“You mean vuin ya?” His eyes smiled, forming a small wrinkle under each side, not of age but character.

“Sorry to stall, but I’m curious. How old are you?”

“Hmm... I’ve lost track. I never stay in one place too long, so I never notice how much time has passed. What do you think? Would you like to find out?” He waved a hand from his head to his feet.

“Sure.” Since she grew up in the brothel, his commentary did little to faze her. She stretched out her hands, grabbed his waist, and patted him down. “You seem young enough.”

“Wh... dangerous. You shouldn’t touch grown men. How unexpected. I am alarmed.”

Her studies worked. As it turned out, he was bluffing, after all.

“I only grabbed your waist. Why are you so alarmed? It’s not like I meant to proposition you.”

He flapped his hand at her. “You mustn’t touch strange men.”

“You’re so weird. You gave me permission to do that. Since you couldn’t answer, I accepted your invitation.”

He paused and thought deeply, much deeper than usual. “Since you’re so interested, I am 185 centimeters tall. My measurements are 93-75-90—”

“I don’t need that kind of information! Do you think I’m going to buy you a suit or something?”

“You seemed curious.”

Besil awakened and jumped down from Akira’s arms, then nipped his ankle.

Akira complained. “Wa’an re.”

He said that again. I guess it means ow? Earlier, he must’ve meant I hurt him.

“Duty calls,” he said.

“Be well, Akira.”

“Sael mir ven, Reinka.” He collected Besil in his arms again and disappeared in a cloud of black smoke.

She stared at the place he had been standing, until the smoke completely dissipated, and her mind wandered with thoughts of Solaris. Needless to say, she considered him as strange as anyone else; however, she also enjoyed his quirky sense of humor. She saw nothing to be wary of, likely because of her bond with Hero as well. The concept of someone being tainted seemed less daunting after falling in love with him. She noticed the wonderful parts about the Tainted as much as the negative effects of their affliction.

Time to forgive him and turn in this journal.
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Fate took her time returning to the cottage, so she could think about her current predicament. Towards the end, Akira had answered her questions more directly. She wondered if being happy caused him to open up, or if his outward affections towards her fueled his moments of honesty.

Hero had upset her, but she wanted to forgive him as well. She believed that every decent relationship meant overcoming obstacles and, therefore, she carried positive thoughts about their blunder.

She walked back to the cottage, fully prepared to resolve the argument, and almost stepped on Hero at the front door.

“Fate!” He shot up from the floor, grasping the air around her. “I tried to think of things I might not have told you but I really couldn’t think of anything important so then I started to wonder how much you wanted to know and I just wanted to say that I’m sorry and if you have questions please feel free to interrogate me.”

“I’m really amazed you said that all in one breath, but I think I’ve interrogated you enough already.”

“I’m sorry for lying.”

“It’s hard to say that you lied, considering you didn’t really say anything at all.”

“Right? I mean... no. I lied. Sorry.”

“Oh my, you just agreed with me.”

“No, no, that’s not what I meant.”

“Oh? I think it is. It just slipped out, didn’t it?”

“Um... yes, sorry. You’re right.”

A red streak ran across his nose and upper cheeks, and he clenched his hands together so tightly the skin pulled beneath his fingers.

She roughly patted his head. “Oh, calm down. I’m just giving you a hard time. You should be more careful. When you get flustered you say the wrong thing.”

“Yes, sorry.”

“Never mind that. I got the journal.”

“May I see it?”

She opened her bag and passed him the journal, then followed to an organized storm of books and paper by the window seat. “I can see you’ve been busy.”

“You said you wanted me to translate, but some of these books are long. Even if I can read them quickly, translating takes a lot of time and paper. I’ve been recording important facts and summarizing each book for you.”

She picked up one of the pages, which had been neatly categorized by subject and bullet points. “My, you’re meticulous, even with studies.”

“What you mean is, especially with studies.” He snatched it and placed it back carefully with the stack she pulled it from. “Please don’t touch anything until I explain.”

“Sorry. What’s going on here?”

“I want to translate the cover inscription first.” He placed the three journals around until the gold pattern matched up. “There’s still one journal missing, but I should be able to read enough of it to understand.” He leaned closely. “Minu rul kklia sau—”

“What does it mean?”

“The subject is cut off, but essentially it’s referring to secrets being told at dark or in the darkness.”

“Let’s see what happens if we take the journals into someplace completely dark.”

They collected journals from the floor and took them into the guest room, shutting the curtain and blowing out the candles.

Fate held two of the covers by the corner. “Ready?”

“Ye.”

They opened the covers together, and the pages glowed with blue letters.

Hero ran his finger over the one in front of him. “This ink might be made of crystal dust. Ilrn re! Yaema en Abyssus.”

“If you said anything to praise Abyssus, then I have to agree with you.”

“I said he’s a genius.”

Fate opened one of the journals, Undal. “I just had you translate, but Abyssus might’ve finished the work first.”

“I haven’t finished yet, but you might be right. We’ll just have to read and find out.” He rested against the pillows at the head of the bed to read.

She crawled up, joined him, and used his arm to lean her head against. “I could fall asleep.”

“Then don’t lay on me.”

“Can’t you read a mood?”

“Oh, sorry. I was reading.”

She rested against his chest and his heart beat quickened. “Relax.”

His pulse wasn’t just fast, but irregular. “I’m supposed to relax like this? It’s impossible.”

“Nothing is really impossible.”

“Plenty of things are impossible. For example, I can’t turn my limbs to roots.”

“By all that is, must you always have the last word? The more you think about it, the more troubled you’ll be. Your problem is that you never allow yourself to settle into anything. Your mind is always racing and grasping at something new to worry about.”

“That... that’s true, actually. Huh. Maybe you’re right.”

“You can’t argue with logic.”

“That’s also true. Okay, I’ll just read.”

She shook her head and read the opening of the journal to herself.
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There are many myths surrounding Undal, the Old World. I often wondered why it received this title when few people believed it existed. Recently, I had the chance to travel to the Capital for a conference, and I sat in to listen to the Elders tell tales in the Centre.

They talked about a kingdom called Chien, a thriving land of gold and fire. Supposedly, it was the home of the Igni and, also, the Capital of a graciously growing empire. I say ‘gracious’ loosely because I’ve unburied some horrific truths about this tale.

To further explain, I met Caeles Hero at the Centre that day, and he told me stories from the scriptures: The Book of Beginnings, The Book of Ages, and The Teachings of Grim.

(Please refer to journal, Solaris, for detailed analysis of folklore.)

According to his studies, there were catastrophes at both ends of Undal, but neither resulted in its fall. After some research, I was able to uncover the exact events in history.

The first occurred in Chien and resulted in the fall of the Ignis Empire.

The second occurred in Ussan and resulted in the fall of the Crystal Empire.

I will be elaborating on both events shortly, but first I must explain the path that led to these two catastrophes:

The Three Tier Balance

The Caeles Involvement

Rise of the Ignis Empire

The Verna Conflict

Rise of the Crystal Empire
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Fate paused her reading and nudged Hero with her head. “Hey, which one are you reading?”

“The new one, Luna.”

“Oh, what’s that one about? This one referred me to Solaris. Apparently, that one is about folklore.”

“It’s about Puppeteering. How about the one you’re reading?”

“It’s about Undal. Your name was in here, ratting you out. Abyssus probably figured that you should’ve told me the truth by the time we discovered the secret of the journals. Little did he know—”

“Ai, Miss Fate, please don’t patronize me.”

“I’m Miss now? Are you trying to be cute?”

“Not unless it’s working.”

She elbowed his ribs.

“Vicious.”

“I’m not the one who pressed a knife to your throat.”

He stopped responding.

Good grief. Does he have any social graces? Any relationship goals?

Fate blew the hair out of her face, then resumed her reading. At last, she might be able to find answers to some of the questions coiling around her head.
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The Three Tier Balance:

A period when a disruption occurred in the natural bindings of Ancients. Tradition started to fall apart and the early stages of the plague developed (miasma poisoning/infection.)

Three powerful families came together to form a treaty: the Caeles, the Igni, and the Verna. This group was believed to have been tied together by the treaty, successors included, for the preservation of tradition and containment of the plague.

That said, the treaty of Three Tier Balance likely had no effect at any point. I believe that the three families might’ve each planned to use it to bury their own secrets, and then fought amongst each other due to the plague.

Curiously, I am unable to uncover the source of this breakout. Where was the miasma coming from?

The family masters at this time were known to be:

Caeles Animus, Ignis Adnan, & Verna Farrah.

~~~
[image: image]


Their children/ successors:

Caeles Viro—Twin unknown.

Ignis Bellicus and Attero (Twins).

Verna Moira (Direct successor) – Nuvem Sisinea (Twin of Moira. Verna Oracle.).

*Note: Nuvem Sisinea—I’m still unsure why her surname is different than that of her twin. Perhaps it has something to do with her being an Oracle.

The Nuvem family name carried onto Fati as well, but there’s no record of her origin. In fact, after some point, her records are fused with that of Sisinea. Did her name change, or could this be a sign of something deeper?

~~~
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The Caeles Involvement:

There are also multiple versions of this historical event, but I was able to recover some reliable sources from Chi’s library. As far as I can tell, the Igni started to conquer land in order to expand their already expansive kingdom. They attacked the Caeles, and many other families, in spite of their treaty.

It was believed that the Igni won the battle, but if so, then it’s difficult to explain the founding of the Crystal Empire. Regardless, the Igni attack caused an enormous, irreparable decline in the population of the Caeles family.

~~~
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Rise of the Ignis Empire:

As I mentioned before, the Igni sought to conquer more land. There were many rumors that the Igni suffered from a mass outbreak of the plague, and resorted to abducting members of other clans in order to preserve their life force.

It’s important to realize that those infected by the plague, and those who spread it, are different in nature.

~~~
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*About the Tainted/Fallen:

The Tainted, also referred to as the Fallen, are not people infected by miasma, but people who spread it. They have experienced a spiritual fracture and are defective.

Miasma shares many traits with darkness, as it appears to feed off negativity and even nurture it within the Tainted.

While the people infected can secure various remedies or solutions, they differ from the Tainted, because the miasma will feed off anyone infected until they die.

On the contrary, the Tainted seem capable of thriving for a long time, especially if they succumb to the miasma’s insatiable hunger. They retain their individuality while falling victim to hidden deviances that the average person can suppress.

The Tainted suffer from innate immorality. Their voice of reason rationalizes the concept of doing wrong.

I’m not entirely sure about the consistency of miasma. I can’t understand it completely. All I can say is that its place in the world most likely resulted in the desolation of Undal.

The Council seems paranoid about it reoccurring in Mu.
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Fate momentarily rested her eyes and processed everything she’d read. The history of Undal contained such convoluted and complicated information. She understood why Hero never tried to explain it, and even felt guilty about doubting him.

I’ll probably need to reference this later if I want to remember everything, but at least I have some answers... or more questions. There’s no record of Fati?

“Hey, Hero.” There was no response. “Hero?” She reached back her hand and felt around his face. “Asleep. Weren’t you the one being snarky?”

The sand in the silver hourglass glowed blue beneath his scarf. She had grown so accustomed to him wearing it, she almost forgot that he removed it at all.

“Leoht.” The name brought a nostalgic ache to her lungs. She hesitated to touch his face. “Are you really him?”

He groaned and stretched his arms, then rolled over.

He sleeps like a child. So careless.

“I suppose you’re done reading for now.” She collected the journal he was reading, and skimmed it while he slept.
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INTRODUCTION:

Puppeteering is a singular skill belonging only to the Grim. When the Grim withdrew from the mortal world to make way for the Rahma, the ability was safeguarded by four families: Ka, Si, Teh, and Ra, but use of this knowledge was strictly forbidden due to the difficulty of producing an untainted result. This left the Grim as the only remaining family with the ability.

A Doll is a special being. All of them are considered children of the Grim, and yet are not Grim themselves. They are crafted from the resting souls of the Ancients, but only once a soul has been cleansed and nurtured, in the depths of the Abyss, is it safe for return to the mortal realm.

In order for a soul to have the strength to return, it must have a strong sense of purpose. Dolls must not retain their memories when they are crafted but, instead, can live out several turns, or even ages, before experiencing their first awakening. Great care must be taken to maintain the soul’s slumber. An awakening could have dire consequences, whether it be natural or not, and therefore, an awakened Doll must be sealed.
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Awakening:

The event in which a soul recovers its memories of a past life. This process is often triggered by artifacts pertaining to their past, but can be initiated in other ways, such as coming in contact with a soul, object, or place recognized as a familiar.

A Doll’s Awakening is not to be confused with the natural process of awakening experienced by older Ancients, who have returned to the mortal realm through reincarnation. Many believe that Ancients, who go through an Awakening, are superior, and regard them as gods. There is much debate and concern that the awakening of a Doll may yield the same growth in strength, and so they are, by law, to remain asleep or be sealed. If the seal is unsuccessful, the Doll must be discarded.
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Semi:

After the fall of the One Hundred, many Ancients in Inoue Com began to practice Puppeteering. While they could not successfully bring a Doll to life, they managed to succeed in creating Semis.

A Semi is a partial Doll. Even though the body is fully functional, a Semi has no soul. A Semi will only serve the purpose it was intended to serve. If its creator cannot think of any direct objective, a Semi will not survive its creation.

There is much hope for the evolution of the Semi. They are easy to control and have no chance of an awakening experience. If there is a flaw in the creation of a Semi, it will simply collapse upon commencement.
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Birth of a Doll – Process & Construction:

In order to give life to a Doll, a Puppeteer must first collect materials. Oftentimes, it is important to recover an artifact that belonged to the returning soul.

Puppeteering is a process that requires specific procedures. Even though it is not impossible to bring back a soul at random, it is forbidden, and previous attempts have been catastrophic. Returning souls must first go through a cleansing process, hence this task is given only to the Grim.
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Puppeteering – In-Depth Procedure:

Puppeteering follows a strict process, which generally cannot be altered without repercussion. These steps are kept in order to prevent a soul from being Tainted.

Purpose:

A Puppeteer should always have a purpose for making a soul return. Without a purpose, a Doll can find it difficult to live, especially when they have already accepted death. Even supposing a soul has accepted their own death, it must have a strong purpose for living again.

~~~
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Purity:

A soul must first be cleansed and acknowledged by the Grim in order to prevent the birth of a Ghoul. Once a soul has been accepted, it is imperative that the Puppeteer holds pure intentions, so as not to taint the returning soul.

~~~
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Acceptance:

This is the process that gives life to a Doll. A Puppeteer must accept and endure the suffering of the returning soul. Through this pain, the Puppeteer is able to sew that soul to an empty shell or vessel (Doll).

~~~
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Guidance:

A Doll, more often than not, returns disoriented. Each Doll must be given a current realm purpose for existing that is tied directly to their maker. It is important that their Creator give the returning soul guidance, so they do not get lost. A lost Doll can easily awaken or become a Ghoul.
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Fate stared at the letters on the pages and ran her fingers over her brother’s handwriting. She asked him, though she knew he couldn’t hear, if this book told of their kind. She wanted to know if she and Abyssus were created as the journal suggested.

The Grim were Creators. No wonder Abyssus wanted to be like them.

Many of the mentioned names and titles surpassed her current knowledge and understanding, but she wanted to study them and learn more about the origin of Dolls.

The final book held knowledge of the folklore. She opened it, unsure of what she might uncover about her visions.
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The Book of Ages:

The more time I’ve spent bonding with Hero, the more I’ve learned about The Book of Ages. To note the most basic fact, it’s one of three old scriptures, still referenced to this day. Some of the contents connect to other books and tales, written long after the original scriptures.

Since I can’t read the Language of Ages, I had to ask Hero to read the stories referenced by the Rebellion.
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Rota Fortunae:

The story of a girl with the ability to alter fate based on the decisions she makes. Her presence alone seems to alter the plot of any tale she enters. This is notable in fiction, such as Sands of Time, when the death of the Lady Ulnaire triggers the collapse of the entire plot.

The Spinner seems to have a positive and nurturing character. Even the Lady Ulnaire is depicted as someone soft-hearted. The correlation between Ulnaire and Solaris seems to actually portray the relationship between Leoht Miina and Fata Miina. I’ve heard that the folklore written by this author is supposed to tie into the scriptures somehow and explain something confidential, but I’m not so sure I understand the messages yet.
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Leoht Miina (The Story of Space and Time):

This story and Rota Fortunae seem to take place back to back and this one, as far as I can see, happens first. Leoht’s story and that of Fati (Fata Miina) are directly correlated, be it by character or subject. They’re both children who’ve been separated from their parents and adopted by the God of Life, except Leoht refuses help while Fati follows in the God’s footsteps.

If you follow Fati’s story you can see that by some means, Leoht eventually chose a path, but if you read the tale directly from The Book of Ages—he’s taken from the God. I’m not sure what this means. Both tales have multiple endings depending on which scripture you reference. I honestly don’t know which one is accurate. It could be possible that there’s an implied difference between the universe of Fati and Leoht, but the Beyond is supposed to be a timeless place.

What in the world is happening in the scriptures?
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The Man Who Stood at the Edge of Time:

This tale fits everywhere, and nowhere, in The Book of Ages. I suppose it could be a misunderstanding that this timeless character has been squished into Solaris for Sands of Time, but I have yet to spot another character with such precise traits.

When I questioned some of the other members of the Rebellion, they referred me to other texts, which summarized the general relationship between the three unusual characters noted above.
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The Spinner – Ulnaire:

Manipulator of chaos. You could call her the wild card. Usually her role is to oversee the fates of others, but when she becomes involved the odds change. In The Book of Ages, the Spinner is swayed by her concern over Leoht, and this changes how the stories unfold. More specifically, her character changes how all stories unfold.
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Time – ???: Lover of fate (the Kismet?):

*Note: though the reference book said this, I’m not sure if it’s referring to the concept of the Kismet or the Spinner. This could be why Solaris is expressed in such an odd fashion. The wording here is very strange and difficult to understand.

In any case, his role is vaguely similar in all renditions—he travels the Halls of Eternity and oversees the variables of time and space to manipulate fate or the Kismet. This character is similar to Solaris in the sense that he is duty-bound and drawn to the concept of altering or manipulating fate (the Kismet?).
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Chaos – Leoht:

The will of fate. Bestows judgment as dictated by the Spinner. Nemesis of Time. Prone to a bad choice of judgment and horrific tempests.


[image: image]

Fate rubbed her face, trying to clear her blurring view of the text. All the words on the page jumbled, and her eyelids grew heavy. She lay back, grasping Hero’s hand as the book slipped from her fingers.
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The chime of the Ussan ignited a vision. She stood in the Centre, staring at the glowing white trees and adjusting her eyes. Frost covered the stone path as an icy gale brushed against her burning skin.

Before the Ussan sat a white fox, waiting patiently for her to notice. As she approached, it ran off towards the forest, glancing back as though beckoning her to follow.

She recalled Hero speaking about the Ussan causing blindness, and she hesitated to follow, but after a while, she decided to enter anyway. Although it was reckless, she ran through the opening of the branches into the glaring haze of the Ussan’s light.

The fox led her deeper and deeper, until the haze cleared and the trees chimed all around her. She glanced around at the iridescent sheen that twinkled against the night sky.

The fox called out to her from beside a figure on the ground.

Blood puddled around a woman in a crystal gown. She lay lifeless and entangled in long black hair, like a web.

Fate staggered back against a tree as her eyes fell on the woman. “Is that... me?” The shock numbed her mind, but she soon remembered to breathe and regained her focus.

No, think. That must be Fati. What happened to her?

She crept closer and stretched out her hand. The chime disrupted her, and she lifted her head towards the fox yelling from a short distance ahead.

“I’m not supposed to disrupt her? But... she’s....”

The fox whined and bounded towards the next opening.

Eventually, she crossed over the Spinner and followed the fox through the winding trees. They crawled through numerous traps of crystal into a deep passage.

Leoht, the child, rested inside, curled up on the shadows.

“Leoht?” She crawled deeper, reaching out as far as she could. “Leoht, wake up. I can’t fit in there.”

He stirred from his rest. “Mistress?”

“No, I’m Fate. The Spinner... she’s....”

Despite her protest, he slunk out from the burrow and flung his arms around her. “You came like you promised!”

She rested her hand on his head. “I’m here. Shall I help you escape?”

“I cannot see, so I was lost.”

“Even though you can’t see, you still find me very well.”

“Mistress, you always smell nice. That is why I can find you.”

“What?” She laughed as she considered the difference in scent between herself and Fati. The more she pondered, the more she realized he may have been referring to her soul. “Come with me. I’ll lead you out of here.”

He raised his arms up towards her.

“What is it? I’m not going to carry you.” She couldn’t help but think of Hero. “Also, being blinded doesn’t make you incapable. Since you’re not getting better, you should learn survival skills while you’re still young.”

He didn’t say anything, but she suspected that he was pouting.

“If you’re honest, you might have a better chance,” she said.

“I am lonely.” He tilted his head.

“Are you trying to be cute?”

“I cannot be held?”

“You do know I’m Fate, right? Are you really Leoht?”

“I am Leoht. That is what I am called. You are Fate, but I understand now that you are also the Spinner. You left for a long time, and I was lost. Now, I am lonely.”

“I left for a long time?” The memory of Solaris flashed in her head. “Okay, I’ll hold you.”

She picked him up, staring where his gaze would’ve met hers without the mask. He felt so light and small, she wondered if all children were so little.

“How old are you, Leoht?”

“Hmm... maybe six.”

“Maybe? You don’t know? I’m sixteen.” She maneuvered through the crystal trees while Leoht held onto her.

“Mistress, you are young.”

“Life expectancy is low in Nex, so I’m already an adult.”

“I do not understand that.”

“It’s okay. It’s because you’re young. You’re very warm, though. I haven’t been near a child like you since my last sister arrived at the brothel, and that was over a turn ago.”

“Mistress, you say weird things.”

“That’s also how I feel about Solaris. I’m starting to see the problem... it’s time. Since he can control time, maybe he can also move through it.”

“Who is Solaris?”

“What?” She stopped to look at Leoht as though seeing his mask would help her better understand his facial expression. “You don’t know him? He knows you.”

He tilted his head. “I do not. He is a friend of Mistress?”

“Yes, a new friend, or maybe an old one. I’m not sure.” She approached the opening of the Ussan, stepped out into the Centre, and set Leoht on his feet. “I feel weird saying this myself, but he seems to like me.”

“But I like Mistress most.”

“Yes, okay. I can’t argue with either of you, since I don’t know the truth.”

“The truth is that I met Mistress first.”

“If you don’t know Solaris, then how would you know?”

“Solaris does not exist. That is what I think. If Solaris is like time, maybe he is just an idea. I also think that.”

“You think a lot, don’t you?” She leaned down and patted his head. “Use your head for good, okay? Also, if you meet Solaris, please be kind to him. He is very lonely like you.”

“Hmm... Mistress, you do not listen. Ba says this is a bad thing. One must listen to be smart.”

Ba? Did he just use the L.o.A.?

She crouched and inspected the black mask. “Leoht, does this come off?”

“I have never tried to remove it.”

“Do you know what happens if it comes off?”

“No, but it is uncomfortable. When I wear it, it hurts to think.”

She thought deeply about the opportunity in front of her.

The God mentioned that removing the mask would not help Leoht recover from being spiritually blinded, that it simply served as a marker.

“Hold still.” She reached out and bent her fingers around the edges of the mask. Slowly, she lifted it, watching for a sign of miasma, or possibly something worse. “I’m sorry. Is it painful?”

The mask adhered to him by some invisible force. He groaned and raised his hands towards his head as she strained to remove the seal. “Take it off. I dislike it!”

“It’s almost off. Be strong.” Something about the mask had always bothered her, but she never understood it enough to try and remove it. Her impulse to remove it had grown stronger than ever. She tugged the mask so hard that she fell to the ground when it finally came off. ”By all that is... it really came off.”

Leoht sank to his knees, dazed.

She had expected him to look like Hero, but his facial features were softer, and his coloring, warmer. His eyes reminded her of crystal.

The mask crumbled and made soot-like marks on her hands. She feared what this may mean in the outside world, but didn’t regret her decision to remove it. “Leoht, does it feel better?”

His eyes opened, fully, and he turned his head to listen. “I feel lighter. My head is clearer now. Ah, now I remember. Mistress told me to hurry and choose a path. If I don’t listen, bad things will happen.”

“You’re speaking more clearly too. Do you know what happened to the Spinner?”

“No, but maybe that person, Solaris, knows. They say there are people who can bend space-time. They’re not well liked. The Council dislikes anyone who doesn’t follow their rules. I’m also like that. I don’t follow their rules, so I was punished. They say I shouldn’t exist. Maybe I can understand him a little.”

“I wonder if you two can speak to each other.”

A man’s voice answered. “I would not suggest that.”

Fate trailed the sound to the fox sitting nearby. “You can talk!”

“Of course. This is just a vision, where anything can happen, but I am here for a purpose. I have been put here to deliver a message.”

“A message?”

“The first seal has been broken. While I applaud your efforts, I must warn you that any further recklessness may result in negative consequences. Since you seem to be lacking a voice of reason, I shall set you straight.”

“I don’t feel that my judgment has wavered. It’s unfair to place seals on the Tainted. Isn’t it painful?”

“It is, but there are repercussions. Seals are placed to contain various conditions. While not all seals are used for good, some may be placed to help contain something negative. You should not assume all seals are bad. More accurately judge the people who have placed them. The first seal will not hurt anyone, but there are others here and you must tread lightly. As I stopped you from touching the Spinner, I will once again try to lead you away from potentially bad decisions.”

“What was the first seal for?”

“It was used to repress certain, deeply buried memories. This will not help uncover the truth about the murders, as you may have hoped. These are the memories of Leoht Miina. Though you may have removed the mask, there are still many trials that will prevent these memories from arising. If anything changes, he may feel lighter now that he is free of one burden.”

“I suppose you speak for the person who placed you here. Why does Akira come to mind when I see you? I suppose it’s because you’re an articulate fox.”

“I am but one of many mysteries here. Tread lightly. When you awaken, I suggest you watch carefully for unexpected changes. When one seal is broken, it often leads to another. If the third seal is broken, Leoht may die.”

“How will I know?”

The fox turned its head towards the forest. “Crystal. Now, I’m afraid dawn has broken. It is time for you to wake.”
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Daylight shone through the curtain, onto the empty place where Hero had been sleeping. The sheets were ice cold, the air bitter and full of spices.

Fate swung her head up and forced herself into a sitting position. She felt as if the weight of the world came crashing down on top of her. She had never felt so sluggish.

Hero poked his head in the doorway, appearing bright-eyed and alert. “Good morning.”

She tested to see if he knew about the vision, though she couldn’t think of a way he would. “Ugh. Why am I so tired?”

“When did you go to sleep? It hurts my eyes to read at night. You shouldn’t do it, either. I’ll have to worry.”

“Is worrying about me a bad thing?”

“That’s not what I meant. I meant to say, I don’t want a reason to worry. I’d rather know you’re in good health.”

“You’re expressive today.”

“Hmm... I usually suffer from migraines. Today, I feel okay. The weather seems nice too. Also, I’ve realized that we must make a pact before a room of people.”

“So?”

“It’s just... you know how a pact is sealed, right?”

“I don’t know anything about pacts.”

“That’s what I feared. Even though you’re from the brothel, you might not be comfortable.”

He’s using a lot of words today.

“So what about pacts?”

“Quou an.” He hid partially behind the doorframe.

“If I wanted to be confused, I wouldn’t have asked at all.”

Chi jumped into the room with her hands on her hips. “He said it is a kiss! Pacts are usually established with a kiss, since the souls need to be connected.”

Fate raised a brow. “Hey, does that mean I’ve kissed Kyou before?”

Hero frowned.

“You were very small, so I cannot imagine it meant anything,” Chi said, shrugging. “He probably sees it like kissing his younger sister or his daughter.”

“That’s true, so why does Hero look offended?”

“He is like that. Do not worry about it. Even so, he is in a very good mood today. You should not have any problems.”

“I am,” he said. “So I won’t complain.”

“It’s not like you complain either way,” Fate said.

Chi sighed. “Actually, he does. A lot. He is an ill-tempered child.”

“I’m not a child,” he protested. “The life expectancy in Nex is very low.”

“Why are you using statistics against me? You are still a child, by any means.”

Did he just quote me? No, he doesn’t seem to remember.

“He tends to be cheerful around me,” Fate said. “Anyway, shouldn’t we prepare to meet at the palace? I’m sure Akira will fuss if we’re late.”

Hero squinted. “Hmm....”

“What is it? Were you going to say something bad about him?”

“Do you like Akira?”

“He’s my friend. Why do you ask?”

“Friend? Akira is? He has friends?”

“Hero, you shouldn’t be the one to say that.”

“I was just surprised.”

“You dislike him, right?”

“Being around him makes my skin crawl, but if you like him then I will try to be kinder.”

He’s accepting Akira? Maybe breaking the seal served some purpose after all.

She smiled. “I’m honestly surprised by your behavior today.”

“I upset you yesterday, so I have to do better today.”

“Since you asked me about the pact, I’ll assume you’re nervous.”

He clenched the bottom of his shirt. “I said no such thing.”

“It’s very obvious. Still, we should eat and get dressed.”

They dressed in proper attire for the visit to the palace. Instead of eating at the cottage, they went out to the community and purchased various types of sweet breads and teas.

Fate watched Hero for any unexpected changes in his behavior. The haze around him had lessened, and he expressed great enthusiasm, even curiosity, towards her.

“I get the impression I’m being studied,” he said, while they ate at the tables outside the shop.

“I was just thinking that you’re very child-like. Akira’s very mature. You’re both so different. It’s alarming.”

“Mature? Akira is? How?”

“I didn’t mean that offensively. I find you very endearing, like someone I want to protect.”

He reached across the table and passed her half of his glazed bread. “Here. Try this one.”

“You’re not even listening.”

“I don’t want to hear about Akira.” He attempted to feed it to her.

“Yeah, but I was talking about you just now.” She pushed her hair over her shoulders and bit into the bread. A pang of honey struck her taste-buds. “Praise be, that bread is delightful.”

He tilted his head and beamed. “Right? I like this one most. Here, you can have it.”

“Even though you like it most? Should we get another?”

“No, I’m fine. As long as I can watch you enjoy it, I’m satisfied.”

“We should start heading towards the palace.” She finished her bread and tea and helped the shopkeeper pick up before joining Hero on the stairway to the palace.

It brought her joy to see the vast difference in his temperament. When they first met, he’d continuously threatened her life, but now he was strangely kind and endearing.

Which is the real Hero? Is there some way to confirm his intentions?
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Even her affections for him could’ve been a result of the miasma. Sometimes she feared that she viewed the world differently than those around her. After all, Lara suffered from miasma poisoning and believed that her bond with him was superior.

Fate shook the thought. “Since we’re going to reform our pact, I want to ask—what do you like about me?”

He thought for a moment. “I like your sincerity. I’ve never met someone as obstinate as you. Even when odds are bleak, you still push forward. You’re physically weak, but your spirit is powerful. How should I say it? Your soul has a brilliant spark. I find it alluring.”

“I often hear that I’m pretty. Since I grew up in the brothel, everyone fawned over me. I hated that more than anything. I hate to hear that I’m pretty and determined but possess no talents. It’s painful.”

“You’re intelligent. I think it’s depreciating to assume your resolve amounts to nothing. If it weren’t for your determination, I wouldn’t be alive. That alone should prove you can make a difference.”

“Thank you for saying that.”

“To be completely honest, I do think you’re an attractive person. You’re very eye-catching, but the first time I really felt a genuine attraction to you was when I heard your voice.”

“Voice?”

“Remember, you sang during your performance.”

Fate’s heart fluttered. “Hero, you liked that? Really? It might sound surprising, but I always thought that if I had the chance to be anything in the world, I’d still want to be a performer.”

They stepped up towards the palace walls and moved past the welcoming guards, through the enormous doors.

As they entered, Hero turned and sidestepped to keep his focus on Fate. “Really? How come?”

“In the brothel, I always had to put on a smile and pretend that I was okay, so I would sing to express myself. I most enjoyed the few opportunities I had to perform. I could work hard towards something and share my feelings with others. It also gave me the chance to speak to my sisters about what they felt, and help them.”

“You’re very generous. I think that’s a wonderful trait.”

“Thank you. Have you ever thought of what you would want to do if you weren’t the Prince of Nitor?”

“Many times. I think at one point I would’ve said that I wanted to be a philosopher.”

“That sounds like you! How about an astronomer?”

“Yes, exactly. I thought that too, but that has changed.”

“Then what would you do?”

“I’d choose to be a musician.”

“I saw you writing sheet music in the past!”

“Huh, when?”

Her face flushed. “Oh, you know that day I saw you through the window.”

“You’re right! I had forgotten.”

“So what made you change your mind?”

He grasped the place his scarf usually rested, surprised he couldn’t hide behind it. A streak of red ran across his cheeks and nose. “If I were a musician, I might have the chance to be closer to you.”

Kyou approached and hushed Fate before she could stop Hero from moving back any farther. She waited with bated breath as the two men collided.

Kyou’s voice boomed. “Watch where you’re going!”

Hero jolted and bowed. “Vie—no, sorry! I mean—”He spotted Kyou while he was apologizing and growled. “Kyou! Kui! Baen so!”

Kyou chuckled. “I heard you coming, so I thought I’d surprise you. Did you miss me?”

“Ha ha.” Hero glimpsed at Fate and gently swatted Kyou while grousing. “Sa mir dei? Yaen so! Meil pa?”

“Why are you whining at me in the Language of Ages? You’re like a child.” Kyou’s gaze fell on Fate, and he smirked. “Oh, of course.”

Fate held back a laugh. “I have never heard him whine like that.”

Kyou wrapped his arms around Hero and cuddled him. “He’s my most precious son.”

They aren’t that far apart in age... and they’re not blood relatives. What is he talking about?

––––––––
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“Your love is suffocating,” Hero said.

Akira barked from the double doors at the end of the hallway. “Are you intending to attend the ritual?”

Fate waved. “Hi Akira!”

His presence eased and the tension in his eyes faded. “Reinka.”

Kyou gawked. “Magic? He’s right though. Everyone’s waiting.” By the time he swung out his arms to lead Fate and Hero, Akira had appeared beside them and deflected Kyou’s arm from her.

Kyou flashed a wry grin. “Curious reaction.”

“Hmm.” Akira responded. “Reinka, mir ya me’em durul so—I am pleased to see you.”

Fate sighed. “You didn’t need to treat Kyou like that. If you’re rude to others, I’ll ignore you.” She walked the rest of the way by herself.

Akira hurried to her side. “Ai, you’re too kind. If it is what you wish, I will have to abstain.”

“While we’re on the topic, I hope I don’t have to remind you of my affections for Hero.”

His miasma was thicker than usual.

“You smell different today.” She sniffed his red blazer. “Smoke? Were you around someone who smokes?”

He refrained from answering.

Kyou and Hero waited by the doors until Akira swung them open. The group entered the wide room and stood before the High King and Queen.

Fate’s gaze wandered the room. It appeared to be some kind of conference room. One desk lay before a large window, where Besil perched in wait.

Queen Heqet’s spirit seemed sullen and focused. “Welcome to Inoue Palace. Before we begin, there are some announcements to make. My husband has been in contact with the Council, and they came to a few surprising determinations. Please listen carefully. Due to the events that occurred in Nex, it has been determined that after your pact is reformed, Hero must—under Council supervision—proceed to complete his studies as the future successor of the Capital. This means that after your pact has been reformed, he and Kyou will be joining a representative on a journey through Mu, and they will not return until his studies are complete.”

Fate drew back a breath. “Pardon my interruption, Your Majesty. Approximately how long will this journey last?”

“This depends on Hero’s ability to learn. As his former mentor, I estimate no sooner than three turns.”

Her voice let out a shrill sound. “Three?”

“Yes. During this time, Lady Fate, you will be studying under Akira and myself. Since it has been determined that you and Hero are Bound, you will have to prepare yourself to become my successor. Once these conditions have been met, you and Hero will be wed.”

Hero calmly interjected. “This is all very sudden. When are we expected to leave?”

Queen Heqet’s gaze softened. “We are expecting a representative this evening.”

“So soon?”

“I apologize.”

The High King crossed his arms. “This conversation has drawn on too long. We must be efficient if we intend to properly send you off.”

Akira raised a hand to his side and darkness surged from his feet, forming a scythe in his grip. He spun it swiftly into an upright position. “We need to sever the first pact.”

A scythe? What is he, anyway?

He stepped in front of Kyou, shifting the scythe from his right hand to his left hand. His now-free hand rested over Kyou’s heart. “How wicked. They held your heart hostage. I suppose it is the way of the Council to take what matters most.” When he pulled back his hand, glowing strings extended from his palms and fingers, out of Kyou’s chest.

Fate perceived that these gold strings may have been anima, the connecting force of all living things. She knew very little about pacts, but she could guess that Akira intended to sever these strings to sever the pact that she and Kyou shared.

“Don’t worry,” Akira said, seeming to notice her distress. ‘’It won’t kill him.”

Kyou groaned as the strings pulled farther from him.

Besil twittered his tail and leapt from the desk to Akira’s shoulder, watching as his companion stepped back into the open room.

Akira snapped the strings with his blade and observed, until the remaining pieces dissipated. Once that was over, he moved to stand between Hero and Fate. “I’ll assume you know how to form a pact, Prince Hero.” He prattled to his cat while resting his chin against his hand. “It is unfortunate that I should have to bear witness to this ritual. There are many others suited to the task. It is my punishment, dear friend.”

Hero swerved his eyes towards Akira, blinking as a response, then extended a hand towards Fate. Earlier in the day, he’d expressed an air of awkwardness, but here, he focused so calmly on the task, he appeared disinterested.

“Fate, in order to make a pact, we have to promise something. I vow to return to your side and protect you, no matter what may come between us—space, time, or even death.”

Akira scoffed. “Can you overcome even death? My, we have a wizard on our hands.”

“I have no need for your gratuitous interjections. You’re here to watch, not to comment.”

A dark haze hung over Akira, spreading into the air like smoke. Even his eyes darkened as he heard the remark.

Besil cooed and nuzzled against the side of Akira’s mask.

Fate’s attention remained on him, nervous of the miasma she knew only she could see. She questioned the cat as well, because it seemed to understand the changes in Akira’s emotions.

Hero flashed his ‘U’ smile. “As I was saying, we must come to an agreement. Though this creature beside me doesn’t appear to understand, a binding is a promise that transcends space and time. With that in mind, is this a reasonable vow?”

“Yes,” she said, her heart racing as she watched Akira.

Hero brushed her cheek. His hand came around the back of her neck, and he pulled her closer.

As their lips touched, she experienced a surge of warmth in her chest and throat, as though she had swallowed a warm fluid. Her heart skipped a beat, and she clenched her eyes tightly shut until the pact had been formed.

After they had finished, he smiled. “Vien’ou. It’s necessary to conjure anima when a pact is formed. I hope you weren’t in pain.”

“Pain? No.” It embarrassed her too much to admit how pleasant she felt, so she feigned composure.

Queen Heqet rushed over to them. “I am so delighted to welcome you into the palace, Lady Fate! I hope my pupil does not trouble you too much.”

“He’s fine.” Fate glanced around for Akira, but he had disappeared.

“Unfortunately, we must prepare for what is to come.” Queen Heqet put her arms around Hero and Fate and led them to the doors of the conference room.

Fate scrutinized Hero on their way down the hall. She understood the meaning of his vow. As her Bound, he promised to overcome every possible obstacle to be by her side.

When she had looked for Akira, she thought of Solaris and his words in her vision: Mistress, you left me. You broke our promise. What was I supposed to do?

She swallowed hard and locked her hands together.

As Hero’s Bound, I vow to protect him from the same fate as Solaris.
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Fate spent the afternoon watching Hero pack at the High Queen’s request. He spoke very little except when he addressed the Queen’s guards or Kyou. All the while, she waited, and did nothing but follow and listen to the preparations. She sat balled-up against a decorative window in the ceremonial hall, where the Ussan shone, casting intricate shadows onto the floor.

The duration of Hero’s trip bothered her the most—three turns. This trip would be longer than the time they had spent together. She feared the repercussions of their distance, considering she would be studying under Akira. She still had many questions about bindings and his involvement.

Since the death of her brother, she had spent every day beside Hero. Although she knew not to cling to others, the thought of being apart saddened her.

Even if it’s painful, I have to wish him well and study hard. I can learn a lot while he’s gone, then when he returns, I can be more helpful to everyone. If I’m going to become a proper successor, I have a lot to learn. I only feel like this because he’s been training since he was young. Be strong, Fate.

Hero crossed the hall and knelt down before her. “It’s almost time to leave.”

“I’m surprised you noticed me here.”

“What are you saying? I just made my vow. How can I lose you now?”

“I guess your word is your bond, after all.”

“Of course.” He stood, and helped her up by the hand. “Are you coming to see us off?”

“What about the representative?”

“Everyone has gathered outside. You didn’t come, so I searched for you.”

“Sorry to keep you.”

He glanced around for passersby. “Honestly, I’m not sure how to react to any of this. I feel blindsided. Even though I knew the High King often schemed against Lady Heqet, I never imagined he would go to these lengths.”

“Isn’t everyone waiting for you?”

He opened and closed his mouth several times, pausing. “You know, since I first met you, you’ve never really complained. You’re so determined. Even when Abyssus died, you kept moving forward. I praised you for it, but I also think it’s hurting you.”

“Why are you saying this now? You don’t have time for this.”

“Because I can’t leave like this. I feel like escaping with you.” He laughed faintly. “That’s selfish, right? I hate this. That’s the truth. I never wanted to become the High King’s successor. I hate it even more now that they’ve dragged you into it. Everyone expects me to be sad about my mother’s death, but I’m angry. She left this world without leaving answers. Now everyone is so busy pointing fingers, they can’t see what’s happening right under their noses.”

Fate said nothing. She couldn’t muster a response. Before, it seemed like they were on the brink of starting something new together, but that hope was destroyed in mere moments.

After seeing her reaction, he sighed. “Sorry for ranting, especially now.”

“Me too... I’m sorry. I wanted to send you off with a smile, but I’m sad. I felt like we were finally starting to understand each other, and now you’re leaving. After all we’ve been through, it’s just hard to think that I won’t see you tomorrow or even the next day. I should’ve been stronger and less reliant on your company, but it’s too late for me to start thinking that way, so I have to look forward and become more independent.”

“Me too.” He caressed her face with both his hands. “I’m sure it’s difficult to understand what I’m thinking, but I’ve become very dependent on you. As much as I hate it, the distance might help in some ways.”

“Are you acting mature because you’re sad or for another reason?”

“Both?” He feigned laughter. “I know that all of this is sudden, but I’ll do my best to become an enviable husband.”

“Husb— ugh! Don’t say things like that without warning!” Life in Mu passed by swiftly. The idea of marriage shouldn’t have surprised her. It wasn’t as cute or sweet as it sounded. They were the Capital successors. They would be wed even if they didn’t wish for it themselves.

“I have to tease you in a meaningful way. Then we’ll both remember. Truthfully, I don’t want to force you to do anything you don’t like. So even if we’re forced to follow certain guidelines, I hope you’ll be honest with me about how you feel.”

“Don’t be absurd. We just formed a pact, and even before that happened, I confessed that I have feelings for you. Though our fates may have been sealed, I hope you know my decisions have nothing to do with our current predicament or anyone involved. I didn’t get a chance to make a vow, so I’ll tell you now—I want to become stronger and more independent. While you’re away, I’ll study and train hard so I can properly stand on my own two feet. I want to become someone who can protect you. I think that if I feel more like your equal, I might be able to rely on you a little more, because I’ll know that I have a way of returning the favor.

“I don’t want to be someone who has to hide behind you every time we run into a conflict. When I was listening to Queen Heqet, I realized I have to be able to fight, to protect myself and the people I care about. Maybe I won’t be as strong as you, but I can learn how to become a proper support member of this team.”

Hero’s smile reached his eyes with a faint twinkle of admiration. “I like this part of you. You’re so hard-working. Ma’ail so. If this is what you wish, I’ll concede.”

“I’m sorry if it sounds selfish. I just want to feel like I can make a difference on my own if I need to. I want to be a reliable person.”

“You don’t need to apologize. I understand. Still, it’s going to be lonely without you.”

“I’m relieved that you’ll have Kyou.”

The word lonely elicited many memories of Leoht and Solaris expressing their various forms of the emotion. She hadn’t seen Solaris in her visions since the first time, but his loneliness seemed to have created a voracious void.

“It makes me uncomfortable to know you’ll be with Akira for three turns,” Hero said. “But I’ll trust you.”

“Yes, do that. I shall prove to you that my word is my bond.”

“Ma’ail. Why are you using my words against me?” He dug into his scarf, removed the hourglass, and slipped it over her head. “A keepsake. Take care of it. I’ll want this back.”

Fate buried her delight with a dull tone of voice. “I’m overjoyed.”

He smirked and studied her face carefully before giving her a kiss.

She hid inside of her hair.

“I like this reaction better. Was I too intrusive?”

“You’re going to be gone for three turns... you should do something like this. I’d be disappointed if you didn’t. Now, if you don’t go, you’re going to get into trouble.”

“Hmm... I’ve been restraining myself for a while.”

Kyou walked across the ceremonial hall and sighed. “You’re still here flirting? Everyone is looking for you. I understand the desire to exchange affections, but if you take any longer, my father is going to have one of his fits.”

“I was just telling him to go,” Fate said.

“That’d break my heart. I don’t understand how you two can speak so objectively. I’d run off with my lover in my arms and—”

“Okay, we’re done.” Hero pushed Kyou back the way he came. “Fate, you’re coming, right?”

She followed instead of answering. A carriage waited outside, where the King and Queen stood chatting with a soldier.

“Oh, good! You’re here.” Queen Heqet attempted to smile as she hurried over to Fate’s side. “I’m sorry this is so sudden. Akira and I will be here with you, so let’s make the best of our situation.” Her statements lacked the freedom of her usual manner, likely due to the presence of her husband.

Hero and Kyou met with the King and listened to his warnings and advice about their journey. Whenever Hero spoke with someone in these situations, he came across quite diligent and focused.

In many cases, Fate liked to see how he behaved towards, or around, others. It told her that their bond differed in a special way. He genuinely treasured his time with her.

The King ushered Hero and Kyou towards the carriage, negligent of farewells or emotions that may have been involved with the long journey ahead.

Fate saw why Hero had sought her out beforehand. If not for that, they wouldn’t have been able to properly say goodbye. Her only regret was that she hadn’t given him a final embrace.

Queen Heqet held Fate close and waved as she noticed Hero glancing from the carriage window. “Did you say everything you wanted to?”

Fate looked to ascertain the Queen had addressed her.

Everything? No.

Her gaze found Hero as he flung open the carriage door, ran back, and threw his arms around her. The warmth of his embrace enveloped her. His hand pressed against the back of her head, entangling her long flowing hair between his fingers.

“I’ll return, I promise.”

Fate brought her arms around his back and breathed in deeply to take in his scent. She rested her face against his chest, listening to the irregular beat of his heart.

As I thought, its beat is always peculiar.

“Be well,” she said. “I’ll work hard.”

He waved a final time and returned to the carriage.

The High King griped about the informality and urged the coachman to leave.

The carriage began to draw away from the Capital, and Fate still retained a sense of remorse about her repressed feelings. She pressed her hands over her lungs, and took a deep breath. “Hero!”

He quickly leaned out of the carriage window.

“Meil ou ya do!”

He beamed so brightly her heart skipped a beat. “Meil ouin, mail’ou.”

“Eh, what?”

A laugh escaped Queen Heqet. “He claimed ownership of it. He says that love... or your love... is his.” She laughed harder. “And he gave you a nickname.”

“You mean that last part, right? It sounds a bit like the word for precious or cute.”

“Young love is so precious.” She sighed blissfully. “You’re correct. It’s a common term of endearment in the traditional language. Ma’ail and ou. I often think of this as ‘my love’, but you’re welcome to interpret it how you please.”

“I feel like he’s just teasing me.”

“I think he’s being sincere, but I’m sure you’re right. Since your cheeks are so rosy, it’s hard not to tease you!” Queen Heqet cuddled Fate’s head. “Are you feeling better now?”

“Yes. Everyone is so affectionate.”

“Not everyone.” Queen Heqet glanced at her husband. “But almost.”

“Do know where I can find that articulate fox?”

“Akira? He’s often in the study. I can guide you to him. Are you already itching to begin your studies?”

Fate tossed her hands on her hips. “I must press onward! I can’t let Hero surpass me!”

Queen Heqet clapped. “What a wonderful spirit. I feel like cuddling you again.”

“You remind me of Madam. You’re like a mother.”

“How funny. As you know, I am a mother. I can’t help but treat every young person like a child. I’m sorry if it unsettles you.”

“No, I like it. I feel adored.”

“I am pleased to hear so! Now, we shall go and find Akira.” Queen Heqet amused Fate, because she emitted airs of liveliness and poise. Her position as High Queen didn’t mar her welcoming personality.

Fate inspected the paintings on the walls on their way upstairs. Various images of the Royal family hung in elaborate gold frames. They walked down the left hallway to a room with white doors and stopped. The air grew thick near Akira’s miasma.

When she had first met him, he concealed it so well. Now she wondered why it suddenly spiraled out of control.

“Here you are,” Queen Heqet said. “I can feel his aura already.”

“Agreed. Thank you.”

“Please, take your time. I hope you’ll enjoy your stay in the palace.” She brushed her hand down Fate’s arm as she walked away.

Once Queen Heqet turned the corner, Fate pressed down on the door handle and entered the study.

Akira sat at the edge of a long table, one leg crossed over the other, and read from a book propped up in one hand. “Rota Fortunae.”

Fate closed the door. “I’m sorry?”

He slid the open book across the table, then slipped his hands into his pants pockets. “The ever turning wheel that decides which sinners shall perish.”

She stepped up to the table, peering at a translation of the Spinner’s tale from The Book of Ages. Usually, she instinctively responded, but she decided to listen instead.

“The Spinner’s duty is to decide who is fated—who shall perish and who has sinned—but it is not her duty to eliminate them. Her nature is to nurture. She has a heart of gold and an undying urge to foster misfits. She ignores the repercussions of her actions and rebels against law.”

“In your opinion, what is the real role of the Spinner, as opposed to the Council’s opinion?”

“I suppose if their wish is to slaughter the Tainted, the Spinner’s desire is to find them first and nurture them back to health. As you may suspect, her fondness of Leoht is boundless. He has escaped the turn of the wheel numerous times, with her encouragement.”

“What about Solaris?”

Besil jumped onto Akira’s lap from some unseen place on the opposite side of the table. He stroked the cat from head to tail many times. “Forsaken are those who falter in the echoes of time.”

“You’re more jumbled than usual. Did something happen?”

“Need you ask? The variables are there for all to see. What is most obvious is often overlooked.”

“Like your disdain for Leoht?” She sat beside him and attempted to pet Besil, but Akira held the cat warily in his arms. “Akira loves you very much, doesn’t he?”

The cat cooed and meowed at her.

She secretly feared what might happen if Besil passed away. “I want to help you too. Will you teach me about my role? I want to become stronger and more helpful.”

“It’s hard to refuse when you’re so determined.”

“Then where do we begin?”

Akira paused as his gaze shifted forward, and he focused on something distant. He slowly stood from the table, facing her with Besil resting against his arm. “Everything that has happened—is happening—will happen again. This is the law of the universe. It is a call to judgment—the spin of the wheel. Everything you choose, you must choose wisely, because it will ripple all throughout time and space. There’s no turning back. Even so, do you wish to proceed?”

She stepped down and folded her hands in front of her. “Teach me. Over the next three turns, I’ll be a devoted pupil. Everything you’re willing to teach, I’ll learn.”

“Very well....” He trailed off for a long time, and finally placed Besil on the floor. With a turn on his heels, he strode for the doors of the study and tossed them open. “Follow closely. There is much to learn.”

—-THE BEGINNING—-

That’s right... this is only the beginning. Watch for Conundrum, the second book in the “Grims’ Truth” series, to release in the fall/winter of 2017. In fact, keep scrolling down to find a Special Sneak Preview of Conundrum.
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NOTE: All reference guides apply only to the book in which they are included. 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.
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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.

~~~
[image: image]


Main Characters

By order of appearance and importance....

*CRUENTUS FATE: The main character of Rota Fortunae. She grew up in the brothel after being sold by her father, the King of Macellarius, Cruentus Neco. The members of the Rebellion call her the Spinner, after a character from folklore in the Book of Ages. Supposedly, she is a Doll, intended to become the High Queen’s successor.

ABYSSUS: The Prince of Macellarius. He is Fate’s brother, who left behind a series of journals to help her understand the web of chaos unfolding in Mu. Although he is gone, many still remember him by the remnants of him scattered around the Empire.

CAELES HERO: The Prince of Nitor. 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.
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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.
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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: 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: One of Fate’s sisters from the brothel. 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. Although she initially picked fights with Fate, they grew closer than any of their other sisters.

~~~
[image: image]


Other

NIGEL: The Madam’s ‘associate.’ He is a valued member of the Rebellion that often appears in the Madam’s stead to relay messages to Fate. His role and capabilities are hidden so well, no one even questions his presence when he arrives.

LARA: Hero’s childhood friend. She decided to serve in the palace after being rescued from Macellarius as a child, and has a strange, obsessive fixation with Hero. In the past, she often tormented Fate, and fired an onslaught of slurs in an attempt to separate her from Hero.

ISIS: The Head of Artillery in Nitor. Her relationship with the Royals is vague. She is often seen with Niteo or the other guards, and bears an air of familiarity whenever she speaks to Hero.

AKIRA: A strange man who received the title of The Queen’s Dog. He is also tainted, and often avoided by those with keen spiritual prowess. When he first appeared, he called himself a Representative of Grim, but no one is really sure why he meanders about the Capital.

BESIL: Akira’s black cat. He has the most peculiar blue eyes, and seems to be the only being capable of calming Akira’s moods.
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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.
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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.
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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 is said to have been raised there by the Council in one of their facilities. No mortals are capable of entering this realm, but Ancients may enter in whichever form they please. Thule is inside the Beyond, above the path of light and a chasm that has opened to the Void.

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. Miasma plays a large role in the plot. At this point, what is your understanding of it and the effects it has on others?

~~~
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2. What are some of the parallels between the present story and the folklore in Rota Fortunae?

~~~
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3. How many of the book’s events may have been instigated by the presence of miasma?

~~~
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4. Both the Rebellion and the Council have strong opinions about the Tainted. Based on their current arguments, which side do you believe is the most fair? If not either, discuss the reasons why.

~~~
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5. What reasoning might the Madam Fortuna have had for not training Fate to fight prior to her meeting Hero?

~~~
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6. According to the story thus far, the Spinner symbolizes fate and Leoht Miina symbolizes chaos. What do you think the relevance of this is to the plot, and how might it effect the story?

~~~
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7. The Tainted suffer from miasma poisoning. In what way might their ailment relate to human conditions?

~~~
[image: image]


8. So far, Fate’s doesn’t appear to be affected by miasma. However, there are several implications that she might already be infected. Discuss the reasons she might be able to withstand it and the signs she might already be infected.

~~~
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9. How might the story of the original Spinner foreshadow the current tale?

~~~
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10. The books of Grims’ Truth carry many hints in symbolism and subtleties throughout the story. Discuss some of the details that were the most distinct, and what hints they might hold.

~~~
[image: image]


11. The story suggests that the Tainted are responsible for the deaths of hundreds, if not thousands of people throughout Mu. What might be the Rebellion’s reasoning behind focusing on the perpetrator of the murders instead of the Tainted?
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Q. Does writing energize or exhaust you?

YIN A. Writing energizes me, but having to manage writing around my day-to-day schedule exhausts me.

YANG A. I don’t really know if it does either for me. I’m more emotionally affected than anything.

~~~
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Q. Do you want each book to stand on its own, or are you trying to build a body of work with connections between each book?

YIN A. For me personally, it’s about the series as a whole and how it all comes together. However, I do enjoy the components individually.

YANG A. I think each individual story can be dissected, but generally, we work backwards because we’re trying to build towards the ending. It’s about every piece functioning to create one giant machine.

~~~
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Q. Can you name an early experience from when you first realized that language had power?

YIN A. Language has power? I’m kidding. It was probably the first time I was told ‘no.’ It was a real bummer.

YANG A. Uh, I’ve never considered this before. I guess it was the first time I used the wrong word to describe something. The reactions said a lot. Now, I use this technique intentionally.

~~~
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Q. How many unpublished and half-finished books do you have?

YIN A. The sad truth is that I’m sitting on some really awesome stories. I don’t know when I’ll have the chance to finish them. I have at least three that I intend to complete.

YANG A. Too many.

~~~
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Q. What period of your life do you find you write about most often?

YIN A. I don’t write about this life.

YANG A. I don’t generally focus on myself.

~~~
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Q. Do you hide any secrets in your books that only a few people will find?

YIN A. I have secrets in my books that no one will find... I hope. Come to think of it... where exactly did I stash those secrets?

YANG A. There are so many secrets, that even this interview has secrets.

~~~
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Q. From where did you draw your inspiration for the series?

YIN A. The Universe and everything in it. More so the voices that aren’t heard, those who feel left out, the lost, and the damaged. There have been so many things that I’ve seen in my life that stories seem to miss. I was just trying to fill a void. I wanted more from the stories I read and the movies I watched. Finally, I just decided—why not just do it?

YANG A. I get this question a lot, but I don’t draw inspiration from any one source. In fact, every time we start a new book, I have to trail off and find new inspiration. For me, inspiration is just something I dissect and piece back together in various ways. There are many, many films, books, pieces of music, games, and art that I study to achieve what I want in writing. It’s difficult to name them because they’re fleeting. In the period of a month or two, I replace old inspirations with new ones.
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Q. If you could become one character in the book, who would it be?

YIN A. This question always perplexes me because I feel that when we write, we become each character and because our series focuses on different perspectives we get to spend a lot of time with each character. We get to know how they feel and think, and understand why they behave the way they do. It’s hard. You get attached.

YANG A. I agree with Yin. Sometimes I get so wrapped up emotionally that I have to walk away because I get overwhelmed. After finishing a recent manuscript, I realized that every time I looked at the document, I became upset. However, for the sake of actually answering a question in a straightforward manner, I’ll say I’d like to be Barloc, but he’s not in this book, he’s in the next book. My reason is, he’s charming, brave, and yet... not quite right. Well, you’ll see.
~~~
[image: image]

Q. Are there any characters that either of you placed a piece of yourself into or feel more connected to?

YIN A. All of them.

YANG A. Akira. I got really distressed during the writing of Book 2. It’s not that we’re alike or even that I put any of myself into him, but his story seriously distresses me. You’ll understand eventually.
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Q. If the series ever became a Hollywood movie, who would you cast, which character would they play, and why?

YIN & YANG A. We had way more answers than we thought we did. Here’s our list so far: Eddie Redmayne as Ignis Fortis. Zoe Saldana as Alin Oralia. Lee Dong Wook as Jackyl. Cara Delevingne as Argyris Isul. Katherine Langford as Gishian Luna. Claire Forlani as Gishian Una. Jared Padalecki as Mortis. Jasika Nicole as Myrna. Lupita Nyong’o as Nene. Jaime Chung (we had difficulty with Fate, actually) as Cruentus Fate. (If he acted... sob from Yang.) Mitsuji Sen as Akira.
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CONUNDRUM

Grims’ Truth – Book 2

By Isu Yin & Fae Yang

Be swept further away into the world of Grims’ Truth with Conundrum, the second book in this epic fantasy series, set to release in November 2017. For more information on this series, please visit the Evolved Publishing website.
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Please scroll down to the next section for....
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CONUNDRUM

Grims’ Truth – Book 2

~~~
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Please scroll down to read

Chapters 1-3
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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, crystalizing 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 develop. 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. Perhaps 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 his affections should’ve been focused on Besil.

This was just one of many reasons that Akira considered himself unworthy of Besil’s love.

[image: image]

“Akira?” Besil pulled Akira by the hand. “The portal will close. Come quickly.”

Akira stopped observing the ring. It had become an artifact for both of them. 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 excused the rejection of 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 healer of paradoxes through 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 chair at the desk. “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.

Only pure souls such as Mayuri and the Spinner could remove it. This lasted for only short periods, after which he needed it again. 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 be 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 boy, who seemed close in age. “You’ve been caught. What will you do? You’re still young, so I can forgive your actions. Do you wish to be forgiven?”

“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 dark-haired 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.

END OF SPECIAL SNEAK PREVIEW.
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Please scroll down to enjoy your Special Sneak Preview of the first three chapters.


CHAPTER 1 – BIRTH
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Burning oil and cooked meats barely masked the acrid smell of death. His swollen tongue tasted thick dust on cracked lips. Rough stone dug into his back as he opened his eyes and flung his hands up to shield his gaze. Dust billowed around his nearly skeletal fingers, which glowed red against the searing light.

The reek of death grew stronger. He struggled to move, but his legs were stiff, his shoulders jammed between stone. Sweat poured from his brow in this cramped box as he kicked his legs and grappled toward the light.

Straining against the edges of the box, he pulled himself up toward the ruddy glow. Gray dots danced across his vision, his head spun, and he nearly fainted. At last, the room steadied.

He sat in a granite box on a raised platform at the end of a long narrow chamber. Stone sarcophagi lined both sides of the room. A chill prickled his skin.

I have awakened in a tomb.

His mind raced as fresh sweat rolled down his grimy forehead into his eyes. Nightmarish visions of faces filled his mind—faces surrounding him—large pale eyes watching, always watching. A need to climb free of the coffin overpowered him.

Gathering his strength, he lifted his leg over the side and stepped to the floor. A dusty linen sheet fell from his body, and cool air tickled bare flesh. He felt a touch upon his breast. A delicate amulet dangled on a thin gold strand—a dragon and a lion locked in mortal combat. Set between the beasts was a clear, flawless diamond.

Lamps on golden stands filled the chamber with warm light, and rows of columns on each wall supported a ceiling lost in darkness above.

Sharp pain wrenched his hollow stomach. How long has it been since I’ve eaten?

The aroma of food nearby drew him toward a bright alcove a few yards down the wall. His legs buckled as he lurched toward a coffin opposite his. Stone, intricately carved in the shape of robes and boot-shod feet, greeted his touch. The sarcophagus lid bore the likeness of a warrior, with a sword crossed over his chest. A name came to him: Vuzhex Mqueg. He strained to remember.

A rich mural covered the wall above, in which Vuzhex Mqueg stood with a gleaming sword lifted toward a sky of red fire and black smoke.

I dub thee Loequazh Thabo, Bane of Death. Memories gnawed at the edge of his mind.

Columns on either side of the mural, carved in the likeness of majestic oaks, soared toward the ceiling and intertwined with branches from columns on the far wall. No frescos stood watch over his coffin.

How did I come to be entombed with such as these? He looked at the richness beyond his drab, stone box. It was apparent he did not belong.

He stumbled toward the flickering light of the alcove.

Fire smoldered on a hearth at the far end of a small chamber off the main. In the center, nearly filling the room, stood a polished cherry-wood table surrounded by ten chairs, their backs carved like the wings of dragons. Jewel-encrusted plates and goblets sat ready for unseen guests, along with large platters and bowls containing soups, meats, cheeses, vegetables and hard-crusted bread.

His mind filled with wonder at the sumptuous meal, but his stomach called for action. He moved to the nearest chair and sat. Fine utensils lay on each side of the dishes, but he tore into the fare without regard for manners, hoping whoever had prepared the banquet would not begrudge the sacrilege. He devoured the food, tearing off large chunks of meat and bread, followed by frenetic gulps of a warm, sweet drink found in a finely etched silver pitcher. When he could eat no more, he leaned back in his chair. His body shook as he gazed around. He was in a tomb, with no idea how he got there, nor any apparent way to leave.

Where am I? Am I dead? Am I doomed to spend all of eternity roaming this mausoleum, being fed by invisible beings?

There were no doors in the paneled walls. He stood and found he had a bit more strength, enough to walk with greater confidence. To think his body had grown so weak....

Once I led legions in battle. This thought stopped him, and he leaned his weight on a chair. He too was a warrior? He strained to remember, but fog enveloped his mind.

He shuffled from the alcove and passed a stone basin with cool water. After splashing his face, he peered at the sarcophagus in front of him. Again, a kingly soldier lay in repose with the same sword, Loequazh Thabo, across his chest. No name for the warrior came to him, however.

His gaze darted toward the fresco behind.

Dark reds and purples defined a scene drawn from the final moments of a grisly battle. A vast host arrayed in polished blood-red armor surrounded a mounded hill. Fallen men lay in mangled heaps all around, as the vile army taunted their encircled prey. Fire filled the sky, and at the summit, an ancient stone hand held aloft the broken body of a woman dressed in tattered white robes. In front of the woman, a shadow of a man grasped a bloodied sword; hope faded. Nevertheless, the figure stood, feet planted wide, blade held high.

He heard a voice as if through a great wind, “Desperation does not become you. Surrender now and sue for leniency.”

He staggered back from the fresco.

I will not let you have her. His eyes leapt to the figure of the woman, broken and bloodied on the stone hand. Tears blurred his vision. Why does she move me so?

He clawed at his head, trying to remember, but the fog did not lift. He slumped to the floor and cradled his face in his hands, and the voice faded.

At the same time, his stomach began to murmur; he should not have eaten so quickly. Within moments, his insides twisted in pain. He lurched to his feet and staggered toward the stone basin. Dousing his face with cool water did nothing to quench the sweat that poured from his forehead, while his body quaked in the cold of the room. Bile rose in his throat, and he retched into the bowl. The room blurred around him as his limbs tingled and grew heavy.

He collapsed to the floor, feeling cold stone before all went dark.

***
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When he awoke, visions and voices flitted in and out of his thoughts. Then he realized he no longer shivered.

A soft pillow supported his head and a fragrant blanket covered him. Clothes of rich purple and forest green lay folded neatly near the water basin, along with a pair of supple, finely tooled leather shoes. He sat up, reached for the apparel, and once more caught a heavenly aroma.

Another meal? Who has cared for me?

He dressed, finding everything including the shoes fit his thin frame, and peered at the table. In place of dirtied dishes sat clean plates and bowls. A steaming meal drew him toward the room once more. This time the food consisted of fruits, eggs and meats, as well as toasted bread and juices. He went to the table and, being more cautious, ate mainly fruit.

After his hunger subsided, he washed in the basin, now filled with clean water. Once again, he explored the hall and found no doors, no way for someone to get in or out of the mausoleum. Assuming there must be a hidden entrance, he ran his hands over each wall, searching for cracks or seams that would indicate an opening. He found none.

A raised dais, topped by a throne carved from the same granite as the sarcophagi, filled the far end of the mausoleum. Barren and forlorn it seemed, as if waiting for its owner to return and take rest.

Next to the throne stood a stone altar that held a glimmering, filigreed sword—Loequazh Thabo, the very sword depicted in several paintings, and carved upon the breasts of many of the tomb’s inhabitants. With care, he caressed the steel blade and intricately crafted pommel.

‘I have come to see your handiwork.’

Echoes of some long gone voice reverberated in his skull. He turned from the sword and gazed to the wall behind the throne.

A fresco of amazing beauty soared thirty feet into the air. It depicted a central figure, many times larger than life, against a star-filled sky overlooking a rich, green pastoral landscape. Animals cavorted in reverie, while trees and plants laden with fruit made the world abundant and alive. Men and women of various races joined one another in discussion and all seemed at peace.

The portrait of a woman who gazed away from the others caught his eye. Fear filled her face. He followed the line of her stare, to where a boy-child of only three or four crouched in the lower left corner, his hand stretched toward a smoky darkness. At first it appeared the painting had been damaged, but on further inspection it became apparent it was part of the work. Dark red smoke boiled in the corner with tendrils reaching out to pull at the child’s hand. Creatures with hatred on their faces gazed out from the darkness.

In his mind, he screamed at the child. Flee! Why does the mother do nothing? He lifted his eyes to the figure in the stars whose gaze passed over all of creation toward the boy. A single tear ran down the giant figure’s face.

No voices greeted him as he studied the painting, so he turned to regard the rows of sarcophagi—nine, all told, including his own. He stepped from the dais and moved between the stone coffins. All held men except one, its lid portraying a queenly figure carved with long flowing gowns. Each sat before a mural painted on the wall behind. After a while, a story began to emerge—a story of war that raged across generations. More than once, he found himself moved to tears as he beheld heroic deeds rewarded with blood and death.

Who were these people? What were their names? This thought caused him to pause. What is my name?

He stopped, sat on the floor with his back against a tree of stone, and closed his eyes as he struggled in vain to remember. Who am I? What is my name?

No voices spoke to him.

He searched the room, desperate for clues to his identity. Writings in multiple languages adorned everything—the sides of the sarcophagi, the walls, even the floors. To his surprise, he could read them all.

He gazed around the mausoleum, growing frantic for some answer to the riddles whispered in his head. Carved at the base of the sarcophagus in front of him, an inscription read:

~~~
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Jafnethox defog adthaom mesgabasaeth thupo~ hegu-quosquauf~ eneafmiquo lomquegisquauf efle goviagol zhufuigo.

The language was High Aerodore, but in the common tongue it read:

Being king does not mean dominance and forced submission, but tenderness, compassion, and duty to protect at all cost, the lowliest of the populace.

~~~
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It seemed those enshrined in such magnificence were of royal blood, but surely not he. The fact of his plain coffin bore witness to that.

Then why am I here? Who am I?

He stood and peered around, certain there must be an answer. At last he spied a name carved in small runes just over the head of the warrior nearest him—Zhuquaif Mqueg. He turned around—another name on the coffin which held the woman—Ellabeth Nauile. He walked in the direction of his own coffin, past another sarcophagus—Aerazhire Nauile. He began to run. Heulfryne Nauile. He reached his plain, stone coffin and frantically searched the granite box, running his fingers over its surface.

It was without mark.

He slumped to the floor, his head in his hands. Who am I? He pleaded with the voices, “Tell me something useful.” The echo of his words faded into silence.

After a while, the effects of his exertion began to take their toll. He retrieved the blankets and pillow and lay down next to his coffin. Names danced in and out of his mind. Ellabeth Nauile, Aerazhire Nauile, Heulfryne Nauile. The last name tugged at his memory, but the more he wrestled with it, the less certain he felt the name held any more significance than the others.

At last, he drifted off to sleep, voices luring him from sanity.

***
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The sound of soft shuffling awakened him. He opened his eyes a mere slit to try and catch a glimpse of who cared for him.

The hall had grown dark, and the shadow of a figure drew near and arranged a clean change of clothes on the floor.

The rich smell of food told him a new meal had already been laid out on the table.

Down the row of coffins, he glimpsed light coming from an open, previously hidden door near the throne. A strong desire overcame him to escape. It was not fear of the figure but a desperate longing to discover what lay beyond the walls of the mausoleum.

Would I be stopped if I attempted to leave?

The figure shuffled back toward the light.

Within a few moments, the hall brightened as lamps were lit. The lamplighter appeared small, only two-thirds his size, and dressed in a coarse black hooded robe. The figure’s back was to him; the time had come to act.

He got to his feet and dashed toward the open door. He’d nearly reached the exit when he heard a gasp behind him. Not stopping, he ran through the door and into a dusty hallway.

A high-pitched plea sounded from the mausoleum. “Wait! You are not ready.”

Nevertheless, he did not stop.

At the end of a short hall, a stair ascended in a spiral. Sputtering torches lined the walls every dozen steps or so.

“You do not understand. I am here to help.” Again, the voice yelled, insistent but not threatening.

He took the stairs two at a time as they wound upward, and the frenzied sound of sandals flapping on stone came behind. After scores of steps, he came to a closed door. Barely slowing, he put his shoulder to the iron-clad wood and heaved. The door flew open, and he stumbled into a large hall filled with black-robed figures.

Every man, woman and child in the room swung their gaze toward him, and what had been boisterous chatter only a heartbeat earlier now grew into silence. He froze for a moment, his blood pounding in his ears. It was apparent a celebration was taking place, as tables laden with food lined the walls.

He glanced around and then walked toward the center of the room, where a fire with a roast animal on a spit burned at the top of three steps. Over his shoulder, he caught a glimpse of his pursuer who had entered the room behind him—a young girl, her faced flushed from running. As he walked, the throng parted, and each in turn dropped their eyes with bowed heads.

He came to the steps around the fire, stepped onto the first, and turned to survey the room.

The crowd gaped at him with anticipation. Their faces beamed with wonder. Only the sound of his heavy breathing filled the hall.

At last, when he had breath to speak, he asked the question that had haunted him. “What is my name?”

All in the room turned to one side and rested their gaze on a bent figure standing a few paces to his left. Those near stepped aside as an old man hobbled forward. Surprise filled his eyes.

“Do you not know?” Gaining his composure, the elder drew a deep breath. “Your name was given you by your father on the steps outside these very halls in the Year of Reckoning 3640. Granted to your name is the highest honor among all men. At your name, nations rise to your aid and enemies tremble.”

The old man turned to the expectant crowd and smiled. “Rejoice, for he has come forth. Rejoice and give allegiance to your king: Aberthol Nauile, son of Heulfryne Nauile, bearer of the power of the Aerodore, rightful heir to the throne and Lord of all Nuadaim.”

The black-robed figures fell prostrate to the floor.
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CHAPTER 2 – PRESENTATION

Upon hearing his name, a great weight lifted from his chest. Yes Aberthol Nauile feels right. But... he raised his hands in protest. “I am no king.”

The startled worshipers peered up at him in confusion. “Kings are....” He struggled to find the right words. “Kings are nobler, stouter of heart than I ever could be. There must be some mistake.” Aberthol searched for someone to agree, but no one moved. “I have beheld mighty kings, in the murals of the mausoleum....” He began moving toward the door leading down to his crypt, while muttering to himself. “I could never be the kind of man I saw there.”

The old man at his side reached up with a gnarled hand and touched the skirt of his tunic. “Please, your confusion puzzles me but I assure you, you are indeed king.” The elder stood, and waved for all others to do likewise. “My name is Illiam, chieftain of the Neglafem, guardians of the heir. Perhaps we should sit. I will tell you anything you wish to know. Are you hungry?” He moved toward a table, not waiting for Aberthol’s response.

Aberthol followed while all in the hall watched his every move.

As if remembering some duty, Illiam turned and cried out to the assembled, “Rejoice, this is a day of celebration—one hoped for through generations.”

The hall erupted into noise as everyone spoke at once.

He bade Aberthol sit in a large padded chair that did not seem a match for the rough-hewn timber table. Illiam sat across from him.

A young girl followed and stood nearby—his pursuer, his caretaker. She flashed him a quick smile.

Illiam gazed across the table, his eyes dark coals under bushy gray eyebrows. “We were in the midst of a celebration marking your birth.” For a long moment, the old man stared at Aberthol, and then realized the girl’s presence. “I apologize. My manners have departed—my granddaughter, Elise.” He turned toward her and said, “Please fetch us food and drink. I am certain the king has many questions.”

After a quick bow, she disappeared in a rush.

Illiam did not take his eyes off Aberthol, who began to grow uncomfortable under his gaze.

At last the old man spoke. “I must confess you surprise me. I have waited my whole life for your birth, and here you are, but you do not appear as I expected.”

Aberthol struggled to put words to the thoughts swirling within his head.

“Again I must apologize,” said Illiam. “You caught us all by surprise, bursting into the hall. I was preparing to come to you today, to help you better understand your place in the histories of Nuadaim.”

He smiled, and Aberthol sensed the warmth of his gaze. This is a man I can trust.

“If you have any immediate questions, please ask,” said Illiam. “I will do my best to answer. However, because of your early departure from the Sanctuary we will not be able to talk at length. After the Presentation we will have time aplenty.”

Aberthol thought for a moment, and then leaned forward and spoke in a hushed voice, unsure if he was prepared for the answer. “You said you waited for my birth. How old am I?”

Illiam’s face broadened in a warm smile. “A simple and most excellent question, but one that will not elicit so simple an answer.” He leaned forward, mirroring Aberthol’s expectant posture. “You are both newly born, and aged. You might say that when you awoke in your tomb, you were reborn. Therefore, you are a babe. However, birth from the womb of your mother took place three hundred twenty and seven years past, being how we the race of man mark time.”

Aberthol sat back and stared at the old man. “But how? I do not understand. How can I be both so very young, and exceedingly old? I feel neither.”

Illiam smiled and raised his hand. “Surely, this is not alien to you—your knowledge is beyond my comprehension. I am here only to help you orient in the present.”

Aberthol gazed at him in puzzlement. My knowledge? I know nothing.

Just then, the girl, Elise, returned with a tray of food and two large mugs of dark ale. Two young Neglafem followed her, and stood at attention behind Illiam. Elise arranged the meal, first before Aberthol, then Illiam. After setting the table, she sat down at the old man’s feet.

Aberthol smiled at her as the aroma from the warm brown bread and steamed vegetables caused his stomach to murmur. He ate while wrestling with Illiam’s words. Nevertheless, try as he might, he could not put his mind around the concept of being both centuries old and a newborn.

He set his gaze on Elise. Although small, she was not a child as he’d first thought. She seemed to be in her early twenties, or only just under. Surely, I am about her age.

Elise smiled as she realized he stared at her, and quickly looked away, her cheeks blooming in red.

Aberthol turned to Illiam. Next to this old man, I feel more the babe than his elder.

The chieftain, intent on his food, or more to the point, his drink, did not look up as Aberthol studied the room. Everyone spoke in concert, filling the hall with noise. There were men and women of various ages, even some children, but again Aberthol felt younger than most.

How can I be centuries old or a newborn?

Illiam set his mug down and bridged his hands in front of him, elbows resting on the table. “In the quiet of my room at night I have begged the One Who Is to allow me to see you before I die, and here you sit.” He grinned. “I never gave up hope, of course, but as you can see my years draw short.” The old man looked around the noisy room. “Please forgive our excitement. Our people have waited a very long time for this day.”

“You say I am a king? You say I am over three centuries old?” Aberthol shook his head. “I do not understand. There must be some kind of mistake.”

Illiam looked at him, his smile turned to puzzlement. “But surely you do understand, for so it is written: ‘The king shall bear answer to life’s greatest mysteries.’ Your mind must be awash with history. You have beheld history. You have created history.”

“I do not... I have not,” Aberthol sputtered.

For a long moment, Illiam sat and stared at him. “There must be a time of disorientation, something unaccounted in the scrolls.” The old man smiled once more. “Do not fear. We have prepared for centuries, and we will help you remember. This evening I will take you back to the mausoleum of your birth. There the lore of Nuadaim is depicted in the paintings.”

He stood and looked Aberthol squarely in the eyes. “New histories will begin. The groans of Nuadaim have at last been answered.”

Illiam motioned to the two men behind him. “For now, Lord Aberthol, if you will allow it, you are to be made ready for the Presentation. It is written: ‘The king must be presented to his people, midday, soonest after his coming forth.’“ He turned and spoke with the young Neglafem. “Please help the king prepare.”

Aberthol, disoriented and unsure, allowed the Neglafem to escort him from the room.

Elise caught up and walked in step with him. “Do not be afraid, Your Majesty, my people have been in preparation for your coming since before the birth of the grandfather of my great-grandfather.” She smiled again, reassuring him a little.

As they walked, Elise spoke excitedly about the significance of the day.

Aberthol studied her. There were moments when she seemed to forget her presence with a king and was quite affable and relaxed. Aberthol found this endearing. Already he grew tired of the way those he passed bowed, gazing at him with a mixture of reverence and fear.

A splash of freckles dusted the bridge of her nose, which helped her appear younger than indeed she was. Her eyes, a dazzling green with a glint of mischief, peered at him through the protective cover of her long eyelashes. “I am talking too much, Your Majesty. I apologize. This is a long-awaited day for our people.”

“Please, do not apologize.” Aberthol sensed a twinge of guilt as he realized he heard nothing of her last few words. “I am enjoying your company.”

The bridge of her nose crinkled as she smiled, and she continued. “We approach the room where you shall be made ready. Then the presentation of our new king will take place. I myself have longed my whole life for this day. At long last I shall gaze upon the wonders of the outside world.”

Aberthol, captivated by her movement, suddenly registered what she’d said. “You have never ventured outside?”

There is so much beauty in the land.

Elise grew serious. “Oh no, the Neglafem are forbidden to leave the Chambers of Waiting. Our complete devotion is required. We are dedicated to the care and protection of the king, until the time of welcome has passed. None in the hall we just departed, nor any Neglafem for over three centuries, has had contact with the world outside these halls.”

Aberthol was again amazed.

“In truth,” Elise continued, “it is written the king alone will be the first to step forth into the land of our peoples. Signals have been given telling those outside you are coming, but we are forbidden from speaking with your subjects until your presentation is complete.”

The two young men stopped as they reached a pair of doors, gilded with gold leaf.

Elise turned to Aberthol. “Here I bid you goodbye until the Presentation. I have been honored by the chieftain with a small part in the ceremony.” She bowed and walked back down the hall from whence they had come.

Aberthol followed her slight form with his eyes.

Each of the two Neglafem opened a door and stood aside as they motioned Aberthol to enter.

He walked into a lavish space. Rich fabrics of purple draped the walls, and the floor glistened in polished white marble.

The young men closed the doors behind and one showed Aberthol a door off the main room. Steam poured forth. “Please, Your Majesty, a bath has been drawn for you. Enter and find rest.”

The other said, “We are squires of the king. My name is Erbin, and this is Celdar. If you require anything, do not hesitate to ask.”

Aberthol thanked them and entered the bath. He relieved himself in a privy off the main room, and then settled into the steaming pool. The hot water did much to untie the knotted anxiety in his muscles. Events of the past few hours replayed in his mind. He was obviously not what Illiam had expected. Somehow, the old man thought he should know who he was—should know the histories of Nuadaim. Illiam spoke as if....

As if I am something more than a man, something more than even a king. He mulled it over for a moment. Yes, he and I have much to talk about.

When Aberthol finished, the squires assisted in manicuring his beard and giving his tangled hair a much-needed trim.

The main room held a large full-length mirror, and next to it stood a mannequin adorned with a suit of mail and rich robes. Erbin directed Aberthol to stand in front of the glass as, piece-by-piece, the squires placed upon him the royal array. They draped a hauberk of golden chain over his shoulders. The mail shirt was much lighter than it appeared. Around his waist, Erbin clasped a belt with a long, jewel-encrusted scabbard.

At this, Celdar lifted a gilded casket, about two lengths of a grown man’s arm, from a table beside them and gingerly laid it at Aberthol’s feet. Erbin knelt with him and they each released a clasp in unison and opened the box. The pair reached inside and lifted out a glimmering sword—the very blade from the mausoleum.

Aberthol marveled at its beauty, and once again yearned to touch it. Loequazh Thabo.

The squires remained kneeling and held the blade hilt first, toward Aberthol.

He reached for the sword and grasped the pommel. Sulfur assaulted his senses and his vision blurred. Aberthol heard himself speak as if from some distance. “He knows you are here.”

***
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Before him, a man climbed a rocky mountain slope. Thick smoke belched from a fiery crack below. Beyond the ruddy glow, waves crashed on a black sandy beach.

The man replied, “Who knows I am here?”

“The Dark Master—I have witnessed his approach.”

Aberthol recognized him, Vuzhex Mqueg.

Vuzhex spoke. “I—who are you?”

“If you know not, who am I to say?”

“But how did you...?”

“There is no time for questions,” Aberthol said. “The enemy approaches.”

Vuzhex glared past Aberthol and his face filled with fear.

Churning red smoke burned Aberthol’s eyes as it swirled and coalesced into the shape of a man. A faint white glow outlined the figure as he stood gazing down upon them.

Aberthol turned to Vuzhex. “Can you grant me a weapon to aid in our defense?”

“I’ve none but the sword at my side, and this.” Vuzhex held a newly forged blade toward him. It had no hilt, its edge not yet sharpened.

“It will suffice.” Aberthol snatched the hot metal from his hands.

“But you have no right,” Vuzhex screamed.

Aberthol glanced toward the figure above. “There is no time. Behold.”

Before them stood a being Aberthol somehow knew.

“I have come to behold your handiwork.” The deep resonance of the figure’s words echoed within Aberthol’s ears. At once, he knew the voice of his enemy, Threim-Zhure.

The figure in white spoke to Vuzhex. “I am an admirer of exquisite works of creation, so when I gained knowledge of your efforts I knew I must come bear witness.” Then he turned toward Aberthol and extended his hand. “May I?”

For a moment, Aberthol was compelled to grant the enemy’s request. He beheld within Vuzhex’s eyes his sudden desire to see Threim-Zhure hold the blade.

Then Aberthol remembered: I am not here. He chuckled. “Your voice has no power over me.”

Vuzhex stood in shock, but Aberthol continued. “You understand, do you not? Your power cannot reach me.” Aberthol grinned. “But I can reach you.”

He lunged toward Threim-Zhure, and blue fire blazed along the hammered steel in his hands. A thought filled his mind: I can end the struggle of millennia now.

The enemy, however, had expected the attack and stepped aside. At the same moment, he drew forth a long silver dagger, grabbed Vuzhex Mqueg, and put the blade to his neck.

“I know not your name, but I sense you are bound to this pitiful creature.” Threim-Zhure’s face split with a crooked smile. “If I kill him, you also will be subdued.”

Aberthol faltered, somehow knowing the truth of his words.

“Ah, I see I speak with wisdom.” Faint ripples of crimson smoke curled about the dagger held to Vuzhex’s neck.

Aberthol lowered the sword. “What is your desire?”

“As I have stated, I simply wish to behold this magnificent weapon—to honor fully its craftsmanship.”

Vuzhex’s eyes pleaded for Aberthol to hand over the blade.

“Very well.”

Threim-Zhure opened his free hand and, for an instant, Aberthol imagined the outstretched fingers changed to crimson, taloned claws.

Nevertheless, he extended the blade toward Threim-Zhure.

The dagger to Vuzhex’s neck slipped away, but Vuzhex did not try to flee.

Why does he not escape?

Aberthol dropped the steel until it touched Threim-Zhure’s palm, and blue sparks exploded on the blade. Energy poured up the arm of Threim-Zhure, as well as Aberthol’s, who still held fast to the hilt end of the sword.

Vuzhex staggered back, released from the hand of Threim-Zhure.

Aberthol stared in amazement as the shimmering white form of Threim-Zhure changed. Crimson smoke poured from him, flowing out of the pores of his skin and engulfing the light. The smoke swirled like blood in water as blue fingers of electricity erupted within the shadow.

Still Aberthol held fast.

Threim-Zhure laughed as power filled him. Then the world around the three men began to melt. The stone, upon which Aberthol stood, rippled and blurred. The orange sky twisted in fire. In a rush of wind, the very universe around him stretched toward Threim-Zhure. Like a red whirlpool, the strength grew in the enemy and sucked at the world. Rock melted and flowed into the dark shadows.

Aberthol beheld his own hands. First, his fingers, then his arms began to elongate toward the whirling blackness of Threim-Zhure. Fear gripped him and he clawed for something to hold on to, but his hands and feet found no purchase. He floated in a void.

Still Threim-Zhure laughed.

Then at last, Aberthol gained footing and leaned away from the all-consuming vortex. For a moment he held firm, but then, in one fluid move, he allowed the blade some slack and yanked backward with all his strength.

The weapon flew free from the grasp of the enemy, slicing Threim-Zhure’s palm. The chaos ceased.

Aberthol crashed backward to the now solid stone, with the blade across his chest, and looked toward his enemy.

On the stones, clutching his bleeding hand, knelt a withered old man so bent with age that he appeared incapable of standing. A whimper escaped his lips. “Such power... such power.”

Dark tendrils of smoke played about the twisted figure, but like the blood that poured from his hand, the immense power he wielded a moment earlier drained from him.

Aberthol’s vision began to darken as Vuzhex Mqueg lurched to his feet and moved toward him. Blue sparks continued to dance along the hammered steel in Aberthol’s hand, as Vuzhex gently released Aberthol’s fingers from the blade and lifted the sword skyward.

Sobs behind Vuzhex receded, and Aberthol sensed the figure of Threim-Zhure fleeing.

Vuzhex Mqueg held the sword aloft as if in offering to the sky, and exclaimed, “I dub thee Loequazh Thabo; Bane of Death.”

Aberthol’s vision blurred and the shadow above him receded into a fog.

Vuzhex’s voice echoed from a distance. “You should not have interfered, but I thank you.”

***
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Aberthol opened his eyes and found himself lying on white marble.

The two squires knelt over him. “Your Majesty, are you well?”

He sat up and saw the sword at his side. “Loequazh Thabo.”

Erbin glanced at his partner, confusion etched on his face.

“I was there. I....” Aberthol frowned. I was nearly consumed.

Celdar and Erbin helped him stand. Celdar asked, “Do you need rest? I can inform the chieftain we will be delayed.”

Aberthol shook his head. “No, I am well.” He tried to comprehend the dream. It was more than a dream. I was there, but my actions were not my own.

He looked at the sword on the marble floor—such power... such power—and turned toward Erbin. “You were about to give me the sword.”

Erbin glanced at Celdar, then released Aberthol’s arm and retrieved the blade. He and Celdar knelt once more before Aberthol, and he held the ancient weapon, hilt first, toward him.

With caution, Aberthol reached forward and gripped the pommel.

Erbin spoke of its pedigree. “In your hand you grasp Loequazh Thabo—Death’s Bane—forged in the fires of Midaque Bazhor by Vuzhex Mqueg, great grandson of Lexuije Mqueg.”

Celdar continued. “This sword, handed down through ages past by the descendents of Lexuije Mqueg to your father Heulfryne Nauile, is now bequest unto you. Dark have been the millennia since its forging.”

Aberthol stared at Loequazh Thabo in his hands. Millennia since its forging? Then, still cautious of its touch, he sheathed the sword at his side. I have much to speak of with Illiam.

Celdar draped rich robes of red and purple over Aberthol’s back. Lastly, upon his head, Erbin placed a crown of gold and gems, fashioned with a dragon—the same one depicted on the amulet he wore around his neck.

The squires stood aside as he gazed into the mirror. He was taken aback to see a figure looking out at him that bore a striking resemblance to the kings carved in the sarcophagus lids of his tomb—from the boots on his feet, to the sword at his side, to the crown on his head. He stood silent as someone he did not know stared back at him.

“The time has come, Your Majesty,” said Celdar.

Aberthol turned away from the reflected stranger and followed the squires as they walked to the door through which he had entered.

The squires opened the doors to a large contingent of people gathered in the hall outside, all clad in dress uniforms and fine robes.

Illiam stood strong and proud, the years melted from him. Next to him stood Elise, adorned in a light, flowing gown girded with gold. A deep green emerald, hidden slightly by her golden hair, draped over her forehead on a delicate chain. She smiled at the sight of Aberthol. Light infused her face.

For his part, Aberthol at once felt rather awkward arrayed in the kingly vestments. How foolish I must appear.

Illiam dropped to his knee, and everyone around followed suit. “Welcome, Your Majesty. Thank you for deeming us worthy to bear witness to your ascendancy. Greatly exalted is your name. Long may your kingdom endure, and mighty be the judgments of your hand.”

Illiam stood and turned to walk down the hall, motioning Aberthol after him.

Elise followed and grasped the train of Aberthol’s robes as he walked. The rest of the contingent fell in line.

Illiam called forth in a loud voice, “The king has come. Long may he reign.”

All the people behind shouted, “Long may he reign.”

Illiam shouted again, “The king has come. Long may he reign.”

“Long may he reign.”

This repeated several times before at last they stopped in front of double doors that rose thirty feet in the side of an ornately detailed wall. Sentries flanked huge columns, again like majestic trees. Three beams barred the doors, each appearing strong enough to withstand the attack of an immense army.

Long ropes hung on both sides, and at once Aberthol’s squires began to pull them in concert. Muted bells rang from the far side of the doors. A pair of trumpeters blew into the mouthpieces of giant horns, which also sounded outside the great door.

Guards drew back the huge locks and raised the bars blocking the doors.

The bells and trumpets grew silent as Illiam turned to Aberthol. “I will announce the king, and then you will pass through the gates and address your people. This day the land shall once more breathe deep after breathless centuries. The king will not disappoint the patience of Nuadaim.”

Illiam waited for him to display his readiness. Aberthol closed his eyes and took a deep breath, unsure how he found himself standing in front of a door that opened on a path he was uncertain he wished to take. At last, with no apparent option, he opened his eyes and nodded.

Illiam turned, and the gates heaved outward. All those around Aberthol averted their eyes from the widening aperture; the king alone would be first to gaze upon the outside world. A gentle breeze wafted in through the opening.

Illiam shouted with a clear voice into a vast courtyard beyond, “The king has come. Give your allegiance to Aberthol Nauile, son of Heulfryne Nauile, rightful heir and king of all Nuadaim.”

Elise nudged him from behind. He stepped forward into the sunlight, onto a large balcony overlooking an open square in the middle of an immense city. As his eyesight adjusted to the brightness, Aberthol walked forward toward the rail. Upon reaching the edge, he gazed out over the courtyard below. His eyes fell upon the expanse of the square and beheld nothing.

The sunlit, column-lined plaza below was utterly empty.

He turned back in confusion toward Illiam and Elise, who moved from the shadow of the door behind him.

“They have forgotten,” Illiam cried. “The people have abandoned the truth.”

Aberthol set his gaze on Elise, who had tears welling up in her eyes. “Grandfather, I do not understand.”

A flash of color streaked by Aberthol and he heard a thud.

Elise screamed as Illiam staggered back with a shocked expression on his face. A long black arrow with red feathers protruded from the left side of his chest. The old man remained upright for a moment longer, his mouth moving in voiceless words, and then he fell to the floor.

Elise rushed to his side.

Aberthol searched for the source of the arrow as another flew forth. This one hit him in the chest and glanced off the golden mail shirt. He dove to the ground.

The king has come, and apparently the only beings in all Nuadaim who took notice want him dead.


CHAPTER 3 – FLIGHT

Arrows pinged about Aberthol as he crawled to Elise, who lay weeping over the prone, bleeding figure of Illiam.

“I do not understand,” she cried. “Why kill Grandfather? He dedicated his whole life to the cause of Nuadaim.”

Illiam lay staring at the blue sky, his mouth moving in silent words as his gaze grew more distant. In one final effort, he reached up with a shaking hand, pulled Elise close to his lips, and whispered into her ear. Then he turned his face toward Aberthol. A gentle smile touched his lips, and, at last, his eyes grew dark.

Elise swung her gaze at Aberthol, who knelt beside her. “Bring him back.” She became frantic and raised a fist to beat on Aberthol’s chest. “Bring him back to me! You must bring my grandfather back....”

He grabbed her wrists and pulled her close. “I cannot. He is gone.”

Suddenly, crimson-clad soldiers leapt over the balcony rail. Aberthol glimpsed a fleeting patch of shadow behind them. A contingent of armed Neglafem passed by, swords drawn.

As three of them pulled Aberthol and Elise back toward the gloom of the door, Elise fought, not wanting to leave her grandfather. “Please, you must bring him back to me.” Her voice trailed off to a whimper.

Once they were beyond the threshold, the tall doors began to close.

Arrows continued to rain down as Aberthol protected Elise with his armored body. He caught one last glimpse through the closing door of a creature wreathed in dark red smoke. The beast leapt over the form of Illiam and struck a Neglafem warrior dead with what appeared to be razor-sharp talons. The door slammed shut and the noise of battle grew quiet.

Elise wept on the floor at Aberthol’s feet.

From behind him, someone said, “Your Majesty, we must go—”

Aberthol raised a hand to silence the speaker. “Give her one moment please.” He touched Elise on the head.

Her body tensed and she recoiled from his hand. “You cannot be who we hoped for.”

Once more Aberthol reached for her, but drew back when he witnessed the fire in her tear-filled eyes.

“Do not touch me.” She lurched to her feet and began to walk away. “Even as he lay dying he believed, but how can I?” She shuffled down the hall.

Aberthol stared at her retreating back. I cannot be the one these people waited for. I had no power to save that poor man’s life.

Elise glanced over her shoulder. “Come with me. I wish to finish this.”

He began to follow but hesitated when, out of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed a shadow separating from the wall.

He turned but saw nothing.

“I do not wish to have visions anymore,” he whispered. “Leave me alone.”

Elise turned a corner, and Aberthol jogged to catch up.

She stopped at a small alcove, retrieved two oilskins and a long bundle wrapped in a coarse woolen blanket, and then continued down the corridor.

They entered the great hall, startling the workers who were cleaning up after the celebration. All bowed as they passed through. Elise opened the door at far end and descended the spiral stairs. At the bottom she strode down a hallway and entered the mausoleum.

Aberthol entered the darkened hall after her. The ancient smells enveloped him once more.

She began to fill the lamps with oil and relight them, flooding the room with light. She finished by building a fire in the dining room, and then turned toward him. A distance in her eyes spoke of a hardened resolve to fulfill her duty.

“Elise, you must know—”

“I beg your tolerance, Your Majesty,” she said through clenched teeth. “I... I cannot speak about....” She struggled against the tears welling in her eyes.

He wanted to reach out to her, pull her close and tell her that in time the loss would diminish. How can I know the depths of her suffering? Nevertheless, he did know pain like hers. He’d lost someone very dear to him.

Elise rested her hand on the long bundle she’d laid on the polished dining table. “I believe we are safe from any outside attack, but I must do this now.” She squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. “My grandfather was chieftain of our people, the Neglafem. His task was to keep the sacred histories of Nuadaim. I was to succeed him as chieftain one day.

“In fact, my formal training was to begin on the day of my twentieth birthday, just under two months from now.” She paused to control her tears. “But since my grandfather was killed before he began my training, I am left at a distinct disadvantage in preparing the king for his duties.” She gazed around the room. “But I will do my best, for Grandfather’s sake and for the sake of our people.”

Aberthol removed his heavy crown and laid it on the table.

She took a deep breath and began to walk around the mausoleum, her determined expression indicating she needed this task as some kind of catharsis, a way to direct her pain into another avenue. She would have to grieve, but not now.

Letting go takes time.

“The painting behind each sarcophagus depicts the most important event in the life of the one entombed below. They are your ancestors—eight rulers of Nuadaim stretching back in time from your father to Lexuije Mqueg himself. You are the ninth. Someday, if you pass from this world, a painting will adorn the wall above your tomb, depicting an event of significance in your life.”

“But how can you be sure? How do you know I am—?”

“How do I know? How do I know all our hopes have been founded on a lie?” She turned and strode to Aberthol’s empty sarcophagus, her long gown slowing her only slightly. “My grandfather first brought me here when I was six years old. He told me not to be afraid. Then he pulled the lid back and held me up so I could peer inside.” Her hand gripped the coffin.

“I looked into the dark opening and saw a face, a man still as stone.” She turned to him. “He appeared no different then than he does now. His features—your features—were burned within my mind.

“For the next fourteen years, my grandfather told me stories of your greatness. He filled me with hope and wonder for a future in which you would rule. When I would run free in sunlight—when a broken world would be mended.” She no longer fought the tears that streamed down her cheeks. “As a young girl I dreamed of being your queen. I was convinced I had a purpose, that I would matter.”

She glared at him. “My grandfather believed you were the savior we needed. Somehow Nuadaim was sick, and you were its healer. He had hope for a future in which we no longer needed to hide in holes in the ground, in which we would be free to live as we desired. He even believed you would bring a time when death itself had no hold upon us.”

She laughed under her breath. “My grandfather was a fool. You are nothing more than a weak creature we have wasted generations tending.”

Elise pushed past him and stomped toward the door. She stopped when a scream filled the mausoleum.

“The chambers have been breached,” a voice yelled from stairwell. “Dark creatures invade the halls.”

Aberthol followed as she rushed to the door. Erbin, one of Aberthol’s squires, ran toward them. Blood streamed down his left temple.

“Flee. They are coming for the king.” He had just reached the door when his face convulsed with pain. He looked down, grasped the bloodied shaft of an arrow protruding from his chest, and fell to the ground, revealing his slayer some yards behind.

The large lizard-like creature, dressed in glossy crimson armor, lowered his bow and ran toward them.

“The door,” Elise screamed.

The pair pushed their weight behind the heavy stone. Aberthol sensed some other creature beyond, and just before they shut the door a foul-smelling hand thrust through the narrow opening. Sharp talons as long as Aberthol’s forearm rattled against the stone, swirling with inky red mist. The arm undulated in and out of solidity in the boiling dark smoke.

Elise pulled the sword from Aberthol’s scabbard. “Lexuije Mqueg mzheth thapo.” With strength greater than her small frame implied she swept the sword down, severing the hand at the wrist.

A tremendous gurgling wail split the air as the creature yanked back what remained of its arm, and Aberthol closed the door. Its locks clicked into place.

For a moment, the long red talons of the severed hand continued to twitch. Then the smoke clinging to its oily skin swirled around it and dissipated into thin air. The hand with its sharp claws was gone—left in its place, a small pile of dark gray ash.

The thumping of many steel-shod feet and the clanking of armor replaced the unnatural howls of pain beyond the door.

Elise searched around the room, her eyes wide, and shoved the sword into Aberthol’s hand. “Grab a lantern and fetch the oilskin.”

She dashed to the table, opened the cloth bundle, and pulled out a leather pack and another sword. She slung the pack over her shoulder and ran down the rows of stone coffins to the one that held Heulfryne Nauile.

A loud boom echoed in the room as those outside attempted to breach the door.

“Here... this is the place.” She ran her hand over the painting. “Study the scene. Memorize all you can... quickly.”

Aberthol knew the mural—a man standing with sword raised high, a look of determination filling his face. My Father. “I have studied this for hours. I am not sure what you—”

“Good. Stand back.” Hitching up her dress, Elise put one knee on the sarcophagus above the entombed king’s head and raised her sword high. She brought the hilt down on the wall, hitting the painted image of Heulfryne Nauile squarely in the face. A hollow thud greeted her stroke and created a small hole in the fresco. “Help me.”

He glanced toward the door. Crimson smoke slithered in around the cracks, and the stone shuddered under another blow. He jumped forward and smashed the pommel of his sword against the wall. Within moments, they created an opening big enough to squeeze through.

Darkness filled the hole.

Elise grabbed the lantern and oilskin and, with a deep breath, climbed through.

The cracking of the stone door gave Aberthol the incentive he needed to follow.

The pair entered a rough-hewn tunnel with a low ceiling. The walls were rounded, as if a giant worm had eaten downward through the limestone. They traveled about a hundred paces before the tunnel divided into two, one going up to the right and one down to the left.

They both glanced back when the door gave way with a crash.

“Faster.” Elise dashed down the left passageway.

Aberthol, who was a head taller, did his best to keep up in the low-ceilinged tunnel.

Screams of anger erupted from above when their attackers discovered their escape, and not long after heavy footsteps drummed behind them.

The tunnel branched several more times. Elise muttered under her breath and with only the slightest hesitation took one turn or the other. “These paths were designed to confuse anyone not familiar with their course. Soon our pursuers will be completely lost.”

Aberthol felt some comfort but was even more relieved to hear the echoes behind grow distant. In time, the sound of pursuit faded completely.

Elise slowed to a brisk walk. “It is fortunate you find yourself with a steward of the heir. My grandfather taught me a little song that directs our path.” A slight smile played across her face. “This is the current stanza:


“To the left to find the way to save,

Then right, then right thine task is grave.

Then follows again a left times three.

A right will bring rest to thee.”


“Without this song, those who follow are lost forever.”

After a period of stumbling along in the near dark, he was relieved when the tunnel opened into a small room.

Elise lifted the lantern, and the flickering light played over a pool of water. A spring—merely a trickle—rolled down one wall, filling a depression in the floor before running off into a crack on the opposite wall.

“A place of rest.” She pulled out a tin cup from her pack, dipped it into the water, and handed it to Aberthol. “Here... it is safe.”

He tried to pass it back to her. “No, you first.”

She glared at him. “You are the king. I must serve you. Drink.”

He was about to protest, but saw she was in no mood to debate. He drank the water, which was almost painfully cold.

“Drink your fill,” she said. “I will have some when you are finished.” She sat on the stone floor, placed the backpack in her lap, and inspected the contents. “This should be food enough to last us nearly a week if we are careful.”

When he’d drunk all he needed, he handed the cup to Elise.

She drank deeply.

“Did you think we would be attacked?” said Aberthol.

She looked at him, puzzled.

He indicated the pack. “You had supplies, as if you knew we would need to escape.”

“It is the duty of the Neglafem to protect the king. We are prepared for every eventuality.”

She pulled two water skins from the pack, filled them from the basin, then handed one to Aberthol and tied the other to a sash around her waist. She hoisted the pack onto her back, not giving him a chance to offer to carry it.

“We need to move on. We are not yet beyond pursuit.” She turned and walked through another opening in the room.

They traveled for quite some time, following paths mainly downward. At last, the tunnel opened into a large dark space. Their footsteps echoed off distant walls.

Elise pulled her pack off and sat down. “We will spend the night here in safety. No one without proper knowledge could have followed this far.”


“Rest at last, thou art nearly free.

Forbid thy fears to swallow thee.

A hidden gate thou will find.

Relax thy body, keep sharp thy mind.”


Aberthol collapsed in a heap, still lacking the stamina he needed. It had only been a few days since his ‘birth’ and he felt sure he had not reached his full strength. He was grateful, if not a little ashamed, that this slight woman had carried the supplies thus far.

It was cool in the room, and Elise shivered in her flimsy gown, which was now soiled and torn. She found a pile of dried sticks and set about making a fire. With the aid of her lantern’s flame, she soon had a small fire burning. Light pushed against the shadows and revealed a sparkling cave. Water dripped from stalactites into small pools and flowed in streams around them, but the area near the fire was relatively dry.

He watched the smoke drift upwards and disappear into the darkness, then turned toward Elise, who was rummaging through their stores in preparation for a meal. “Who were those creatures that pursued us?” He shuddered as he remembered the clawed hand. “The shadow creature... it did not seem natural.”

“Most servants of the Dark Master are from the natural world. They live and die as other men, although their minds have been twisted and betrayed with the lies of Threim-Zhure.” She continued to prepare the meal as she spoke. “However, some are not of this world—nightmares spawned of pure hatred.

“Grandfather used to tell me stories of dark beings who roamed the earth, wrapped in shadows, hunting the souls of men to feed their insatiable appetites.” Her brow furrowed. “I always thought them more stories to scare little children than tales grounded in truth. I never believed them to be true... until today.”

She shook her head and continued making their supper. “I know nothing more.”

Aberthol shivered as shadows danced around the cavern, suggesting images of dark, ghostly creatures with razor-sharp claws.

After a meager meal of dried vegetables and smoked meat, Elise suggested they sleep. “Tomorrow we will make our way out of the caves. If I remember my geography, a river flows forth from the lower reaches of the mountain’s feet.” She lay down near the fire. “The river should lead us to a small seaport—unless things have changed in the past three hundred years. There we will seek answers to what has befallen Nuadaim, and to why our people abandoned the Eternal City.”

With his back to a smooth rock, he sat and watched the fire. “I would not mind being free of this place. The darkness weighs on me.” He looked at the small form of Elise lying on the hard ground, and quietly removed his heavy robe and laid it over her.

She turned slightly as if to offer thanks, but then pulled the cloak tighter about her and lay still.

He sat for a while listening to her breathing. Her life would never be the same, but he sensed a deep strength within her and knew she was not broken, though the pain of her grandfather’s death was still too acute. He could not save Illiam, but he vowed he would help this girl laugh again, help her understand that her grandfather’s death may have extinguished his life, but not his spirit.

Her breathing deepened, and his eyes grew heavy.

“I am sorry,” he whispered. “I wish I had known how to save him.”

END OF SPECIAL SNEAK PREVIEW

Find Links to the Full Book Here:

SHADOW SWARM at Evolved Publishing

~~~
[image: image]


END OF FILE. THANK YOU!

[image: image]

cover1.jpeg
Az \‘-‘
IsU YIN QU FAE YANG





d2d_images/image001.jpg
DEVOTED CHAOS






d2d_images/image002.jpg





d2d_images/image000.jpg
EMPTY LIKE ME






d2d_images/image005.jpg
CRYSTALLIZED






d2d_images/image006.jpg
Threnef Creation

=
N =

)| o ([0 (| #subich Hewite






d2d_images/image003.jpg





d2d_images/image004.jpg





d2d_images/image009.jpg
ekt





d2d_images/image007.jpg
THE FIRST SEAL






d2d_images/image008.jpg
17

THE L.O.A.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image030.jpg
2

JUSTICE MODE





d2d_images/image031.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image034.jpg
BEYOND ETERNITY






d2d_images/image035.jpg





d2d_images/image032.jpg
EMPIRE OF MU






d2d_images/image033.jpg
ODDS ARE BLEAK






d2d_images/image038.jpg





d2d_images/image039.jpg
THE UNBREAKABLE BOND






d2d_images/image036.jpg





d2d_images/image037.jpg





d2d_images/image041.jpg





d2d_images/image042.jpg
THE REBELLION






d2d_images/image040.jpg





d2d_images/image045.jpg
LOST FRAGMENTS






d2d_images/image046.jpg
22

BLINDSIDED





d2d_images/image043.jpg





d2d_images/image044.jpg
10

THE TAINTED





d2d_images/image047.jpg
MISSING PIECES






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/image012.jpg
e~

107

gd

RevOLT

AN

EDGEOF
DEATH






d2d_images/image013.jpg
7

THE OLD WORLD





d2d_images/image010.jpg





d2d_images/image011.jpg
SOLARIS & ULNAIRE






d2d_images/image016.jpg
THE COLOR OF MY SIN






d2d_images/image017.jpg
BEGINNINGS & ENDS






d2d_images/image014.jpg
FIGHT OR FLIGHT






d2d_images/image015.jpg
.. ROTA ()
FORTUNAE

"ARC 1: THE TAINTED

ISU YIN &L FAE YANG





d2d_images/image018.jpg
GRIM ENCOUNTERS






d2d_images/image019.jpg
ROTA FORTUNAE
REFERENCE GUIDE






d2d_images/image020.jpg
MORE FROM
EVOLVED PUBLISHING






d2d_images/image023.jpg
BURIED THINGS






d2d_images/image024.jpg
INTERVIEW WITH
THE AUTHORS






d2d_images/image021.jpg
BURIED TRUTHS






d2d_images/image022.jpg
12

RED ROSES





d2d_images/image027.jpg





d2d_images/image028.jpg
SMOKE & MIRRORS






d2d_images/image025.jpg
GRAVE REMINDERS






d2d_images/image026.jpg
’D ROBERT PEASE






d2d_images/scene_break.png





d2d_images/image029.jpg
HEART OF THE STORM






