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Chapter 1

			Dancing with the Dead

			Rain pummelled the ground with even force across the flatland, where only lonely trees decorated the grass in sparse numbers. Aayel, a young man with a pale complexion, black hair no longer than the nape of his neck, and eyes the colour of pitch that held not an ounce of personality, was slumped against one of these plants, watching the horizon that spanned for miles on end. Black eyes gazed upon a single auburn flower in the middle of the grass.

			Without making a sound, he moved into a crouch and pulled a bow and arrow from his back. The bow, made of birchwood and eastern spiderweb, was drawn and nocked, aimed at a small bush that jittered with movement a mile away. Releasing the arrow, it flew with might and dangerous strength. His slightly pointed ears perked when he heard the target hit, squealing in pain.

			Standing up, he began walking over to the bush. It was a single patch in a never-ending prairie, impossible to miss or bypass. The black hood of his cloak covered his head, becoming drenched and heavy in the rain. He didn’t mind it though. It was nice to feel something after all this time. Crossing paths with the auburn flower, it seemed to be dripping with a white oil that ate at the blades of grass beneath. Stepping on the plant, he crushed it beneath his boot. He continued towards his kill. Finally: something to trade this time.

			Having made his way to the bush, he knelt and pulled it apart to find a small, injured fawn—the arrow went through its hip and under the spine. Looking around, he knew that the doe was nowhere to be found. If the cold didn’t kill the fawn, its inability to care for itself would. Pulling a knife from his hip, he took the animal out of the bush and laid it down. It still called for its mother the entire time, looking around and straining its neck as it bled out. While the head was up, he grabbed it and slit the throat. Quick and painless.

			He wrapped its body in large plant leaves he’d kept from a previous slaughter and picked it up. It was small, meaning that it was both easier to carry and worth triple the pay of a doe or buck. Aayel looked to the east and then to the south. Clouds darker than those above him were rolling in from both directions, leaving the north and west as possible directions to escape the weather. Giving a gruff sigh, the young man began walking north. A sour, bitter wind rushed past and blew his cape around like the drapes of a window. Lifting his arms up to shield his eyes, a sharp gasp escaped him when a white figure made of mist and blood appeared in front of him. Condensation formed in the black wraps that covered half his face and neck.

			He grabbed his bow and quickly attacked. The arrow flew through it, leaving not so much as a mark. His eyes flashed with horror: old thoughts returning when they should not. Thunder drummed behind him. Lightning lit up the darkening landscape and gleamed off water droplets. Head snapping around, facing the dark shadows that crawled ever closer, not a second thought he gave before taking off towards the violent storm. Rain, thunder, violent tunnels of wind, and other disastrous creations would treat him with more compassion than the creature of white and red.

			



	

Chapter 2

			A Clear Path

			Waking up to screams and shouts that echoed far off in his mind, sweat dripped from Nikolai’s dirty-blond brow. Heart pounding in his ear, the man shot up, eyes wide, out of breath. His skin had a tan hue that complimented his marble-blue eyes, like the Great Oceans, and dirty-blond hair that was as shaggy as himself, a section brushed back above his right eye. White knuckles kept dark bed sheets in a tight grasp. Kicking them off, he jumped out of bed and slipped into his boots, throwing a belt and holster around his waist. Opening the tent, his blue eyes looked up at the lights above, strobing intermittently.

			Another star’s dying, he thought. His horse, Chel, awoke beside the tent. Standing up, she walked closer to him, shoving her head against Nikolai’s chest. He smiled and petted her short mane. It was nice of the Queen to offer him a steed from her own line, but this one was simply special. “Well, old girl, guess we should get our asses over to the village. Don’t want the Lady to kill us, you know?” A machine flew overhead, a sharp zipping sound accompanying it. “Shit!” he shouted. Dashing inside, he grabbed his bag and necessities from the tent and left everything else. Grabbing the reins, he pulled himself up and went off. Old as she was, the horse was fast; there was a reason he’d kept her after all these years. Sand kicked up under her hooves. He knew that he shouldn’t have risked the mission for sleep. But who was he kidding? He’s Nikolai Pjinelle! Nothing had ever led to a failed mission and nothing would. Determination drove him into a trance, dead set on the village ahead.

			Lights glimmered off in the distance. He was getting closer. A large ship flew overhead, and grains of sand scattered across the desert; some even went into the boy’s hair. The dark-red scarf he wore saved most of his face from being shredded by the granular particles of rock. Entering the village, he slid off his horse and ran. The village hall was in the centre, but he needed to go behind it. The large ship that had flown overhead landed where he’d stood seconds earlier, and his horse ran off.

			“Just frickin’ great!” he squeezed out while running top speed. Blessed with long legs, he jumped over the boxes and garbage that littered the streets. “Next time, I’m taking a job where these jackasses aren’t!” A lamp post flickered to his left, and he skidded to a halt. Sprinting in that direction, Nikolai watched shadows dance and twirl in mysterious shapes. Screams sounded off in the distance, like the ones that echoed in his mind while he slept, only these ones weren’t as sharp. Not as precise. Not as blood curdling.

			At the mouth of an alley, he contemplated whether to stop at the lamp post or continue into the darkness. The directions he had been given were not the clearest: He might just complain to the Queen when he got back. His weak smirk was wiped off when a guard in white exited from the darkness, holding a copper staff in hand. Slipping, Nikolai fell to the ground. Placing a hand on his hip, he waited with bated breath while looking at the guard, who stood at what might be nearly seven feet tall. A white cape draped over pearl-coloured armour and an inhuman mask without any features, only copper pieces making it out to be unique in details: that was what he found himself against.

			“Why, hey there!” Nikolai cheerfully began, eyes squinting as he smiled. “What is it I can do for you this fine morning? I am busy myself, but never too busy to help those in need, you know?” The copper staff gained a spear head that teased the idea of slitting the young man’s throat. “I’ll take that as a no.”

			“You are under arrest by the Realm’s Holy Guards. Stand up and hold your hands above your head.”

			“Yes, sir!” Snarkily replying, he brought up both hands and grabbed the gun from his hip, shooting the seven-foot-tall monstrosity three times in the face. One large hole burned through his skull; the guard collapsed; his weapon clattering against the ground before returning to its baton-style shape. Nikolai might have put on a brave face, but he was shaking. That was one of the Holy Guards … meaning that whatever he was sent here for was much more valuable than first perceived to be. “I’m killing Kaine when I get back.” This mental note was spoken out of breath.

			“Follow me or be killed!” a young, feminine voice called out. A small-framed body ran past and looked at him. Prompted by her last three words, he got up and ran, easily catching up. “You’re Nikolai, right?” Confused, he analysed the girl. He recognized the voice from over the radio back at the base: maybe this was the person he was supposed to find?

			“Call me Niko.” What’s the worst thing that could happen? Putting faith in someone isn’t a bad thing, right?

			“Well, follow me, Niko. We’re expecting you!” Dashing off down an alley, he found himself blindly following this girl. Voices belted out pain back at the entrance of the village. Anger rose in his chest, and his face turned bitter. Out of all the screams, he recognized the ones that were higher in pitch: women and far too many children were perishing in this slaughter.

			Grabbing his arm, the girl pulled him aside, and the two tumbled into a small hut that was lit only by one dim orb that floated above them. Stunned from the rough entrance, Nikolai took a moment to catch his barings. As his vision settled into a single frame, he noticed that three other people were inside, along with the girl.

			“Nikolai Pjinelle?” an older gentleman asked, his full beard jostling with each move of his lips.

			“Yes?” One raised brow sent the old man into a small fit of laughter, short lived as it was.

			“Can’t believe the Queen sent the runt! Ha!” No one else partook in the humour, leaving the atmosphere tense and strange. The man’s eyes changed into a tight glare, and his tone turned more serious. “Did the Queen inform you on what you are picking up?”

			“No.” Nikolai stood up, gaining some semblance of self respect back. “I was only informed that I would meet with someone and take whatever it is. I will take any information you have, though.”

			“Young man, do you know what Warlocks are?”

			Nikolai looked puzzled. “You mean the legends?”

			“They are not legends. They merely do not possess the same numbers as they once did.” The man pulled out a metallic device that seemed to have had better days. Holding it up in one hand, he began: “This is a tracker from the battle of the first kings, known as a tenebris. They had created it to contain the Warlock population by keeping a tally on their numbers and locations. Now that they have all but been extinguished, this little device can tell us exactly where the last few are in the Realm.”

			Nikolai’s eyes widened. So, they’re still around? The rhetorical question he asked himself desired an answer. “What am I supposed to do with this?” he inquired in a tone much quieter, in respect for the power this little thing had.

			Placing it in the young man’s hand, the old man said, “That is something that your superiors should know better than I do. But even I can tell that we all might need a Warlock to aid us in this war that never ends. That … or we must keep it—”

			“—out of the Holy Guards hands. I got it.” Understanding now just why this thing was so important, determination flooded his heart. “Thank you. Maybe one day I can retire now.” Prepped to exit the tent, he was stopped by the old man’s final words.

			“Niko … do tell Evelynn I said hello, one last time.”

			Frozen, screams once again echoed in Nikolai’s head. “Yeah.” His voice trembled. “I’ll do that. Thank you, Chroune,” And off he ran, leaping over boxes and garbage once again. Now, the only problem was that he had to find a way to leave this place, that didn’t require a coffin. Gun in hand, he focused on the goal: get out and make sure the tenebris didn’t get into the Holy Guards’ dirty little mitts. “Oh crap!” he nearly screamed. He’d completely forgotten that his horse had run off. He loved that old girl, but damn, was she skittish.

			Stopping behind a small building, he tried to come up with a plan B. Tenebris in hand, he could not allow anyone but himself and the Queen to handle it, and that was non negotiable. Taking in a deep breath, Nikolai came up with a plan that might—or might not—end well. All he had to do was remember that bird call he’d learned from the Commander.

			Whistling in intervals of three, he performed the call three times, accounting for nine whistle notes. Out of the darkness came a blue bird from the desolate areas of the desert. Lucky that it had come that quick, but he’d take incredible luck over the alternative. Not like it was the first one he’d run into during his stay. The bird landed on his outstretched arm, and he quickly attached the device.

			“Go to the capital and wait there, but only respond to me.” The bird cawed in response before flying into the darkness once again. “Kaine’s going to kill me,” he mumbled. Taking a few deep breaths, Nikolai prepared himself for what was to come. Come on big shot, you got this. Turning around, he took a few shots at some guards who held a family hostage, taking out two of them. Running at the last guard, he launched a kick and knocked at the faceplate they called a mask. Placing the gun against the guard’s forehead, he pulled the trigger three times.

			“Get out of here!” he commanded the small family, who scurried off in a heartbeat. Smiling, his contentment ended when a force swallowed him whole. Enveloped and frozen still by something stronger than gravity, his eyes shifted to the wielder of this strange force. A white figure stood beside him. This one was unique when compared to the rest. He didn’t have copper, silver, gold, or anything else to show rank, nor did he wear what would be considered the armour of guards. This one had an actual mask, and the white cloth was a little too dirty to belong to a guard. The newcomer reached out a hand and touched Nikolai’s left temple. The young man stayed silent; sweat dripped from his brow as nerves and alarms went off at an increasing rate.

			“You have it, don’t you?”

			Nikolai’s lips were sealed tight. He refused to answer this mysterious creature but instead locked eyes with him. The man walked around and scanned over Nikolai as a whole. Never had he felt so revealed, so exposed, and he was powerless to do anything about it. His stomach curdled until a crystal baton struck the base of his skull, and Nikolai collapsed to the ground with a cold thump. The white-clothed creature stood over the young man and tilted his head. With a snap of his fingers, two guards were by his side.

			“Take this boy to my ship.” They did so without hesitation.

			“My Lord Kek Than, what are we to do with the village now?” A guard with gold asked.

			“Do not destroy it, but let them be reminded of our strength.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			



	

Chapter 3

			Through the Eyes of a Hawk

			Pelted by rain hard as rocks, Aayel wandered through the storm. Strong winds blew his cape in every direction, and his black eyes watered from the cold. Surely the weather would stop soon, lest he be taken in it … though there were worse events possible. His bartering for the fawn would have to be postponed since the market wouldn’t be open in weather such as this. A drizzling of rain, yes. A downpour, no.

			The howls of air as he neared a dark and unknown forest upset him very little. Not a chill in his bones or an uneasy feeling in his stomach: just an emptiness that never left. He did give a slight shiver as the cold seeped inside his clothes. Bringing up his right arm, armoured with a dark leather wrist guard to shield his eyes, he picked up the pace and ran to the treeline. Surely, the branches that drooped with leaves and fruit would shelter him. His black eyes widened as Aayel recognized the forest he found himself running towards. Stopping dead in his tracks, dirt digging up at his sudden halt, he turned to look back and saw a white-and-red figure well off in the distance. It was still too close for his liking, and again he ran southward.

			Breaching the treeline, he took refuge in the low-hanging oak branches. His deep breaths were shaky and came out as white puffs of vapour as Aayel’s mind contemplated a foolish prospect. Still considering the creature he saw towards the north, he simply shook his head. Turning to his right, he walked towards the east, wandering in the vague direction he needed to go. Tightening his grip, water dripped from the large leaves wrapping the fawn in his hand. A hawk called from above, and Aayel looked up to see it staring him in the eyes. Holding out his right arm, the hawk came down and landed on the leather guard. Placing down the dead deer, he began to stroke the bird as it nuzzled against his cold neck. Pausing, Aayel bent down and attached the fawn to his belt and continued walking along the forest with the hawk still on his arm.

			The forest was surprisingly calm for such horrible weather: no animals rustling in bushes, nor trees falling from strong winds. Something about it was endearing, enjoyable even, like no man nor talking creature had stepped foot inside it for centuries. It was natural. To hear noise would leave it unrecognisable. Dark-blue fruits hung in bunches from wood adorned with pale-green leaves. Combating the cold winds, a warm breeze blew in the young man’s direction and gave him a sense of comfort. The hawk rustled its feathers at the sudden change. Droplets of dew absorbed into the wrappings on Aayel’s face.

			Red marks were carved into the bark of the oak, and the weather began to change, lightening up. The rain no longer attacked the ground but rather nurtured it. The trees also changed; now the forest was made up of large trees with wide bases the colour of charcoal, that bore no fruit or markings. One of these magnificent coppler trees was uprooted near the centre of the forest. Though far enough away, a small lake sat next to it, while a creek flowed through the water body.

			The hawk—which Aayel had named Nje many moons ago—flew over to the fallen tree and perched on a beam that spanned the hollow trunk. A small sense of ease entered Aayel as he entered the place he could call home. As they walked, Aayel noticed a roll of paper attached to Nje’s leg. Curious, he undid the string that held it. Reading the contents of the note, there was a glimmer of personality behind the wraps on his face. So, Mikel caught wind of this? Aayel thought to himself … it appeared that he had plans to create.

			While he mulled over the potential plan, he placed the fawn inside a hollow stump. Aayel moved around his home, grabbing pouches of rocks and herbs strung up above his head. Dried leaves drifted onto the damp ground. He placed the rocks and herbs beside the fawn before placing large branches over the top, protecting it from the elements. With a sigh, he continued with menial tasks that allowed the time to pass. Much to his own pleasure, the atmosphere was serene and silent. The babbling brook rhythmically sang in his ear as Aayel went about his day.

			Using whatever dry kindling and wood he could find around, along with grandfather moss, he began to build a fire. He placed everything in a pit that was burned black, filled with ashes and charcoal left from the fire he’d made the previous day. Aayel worked on autopilot when grabbing two rocks to strike against each other. The once-smooth surface of the stones was now scratched, a granular powder falling when Aayel rubbed his finger over the rough abrasions. Upon impact, sparks flew onto the dry wood and moss. Again and again, he struck the rocks until one spark turned into a flame. Acting quickly, the small flame grew until it swallowed the firewood whole.

			Nje perched above Aayel and watched the boy with a curious eye. The fire Aayel built grew into one no longer needing attending to. Instead, his attention could be turned towards the herbs and items that were strung above. Attached to a string that spanned above a small, hand-crafted table inside the fallen tree he called a home, were herbs and other botanical growth. Running low on nightshades, snap blossoms, yae-rrow, and nimble berries. The words played repetitively until they no longer required thought.

			A plan was still formulating in his mind. That note Mikel wrote was far too enticing to be disregarded. Aayel shifted his attention from the items on the table and towards Nje, who still watched his every move. A sound in the far distance snapped in his ear. Aayel reached for the knife he kept on his hip, having no time to nock and draw his bow. He backed up and leaned against the table, careful to ensure he would be supported as there was no telling what had made that sound. Did the creature follow?

			Strange and alien, a feeling of dread entered Aayel and threw his system askew. There was no time to waste. The boy’s black eyes rolled white and black plumes of smoke wrapped around Nje. The hawk let out a small caw before falling silent, his own eyes turning black as possession took hold of his conscious. With a rustle of his feathers Nje flew off towards the noise that had left Aayel so uneasy.

			



	

Chapter 4

			Great Fortune Comes When Least Expected

			Nikolai’s head throbbed in pain. He groaned when opening his eyes; senses burned as blinding lights led to white spots appearing in his sight. He recognized the eerie hum of a light orb above his head. Attempting to move led him nowhere.

			He weakly mumbled the word, “restraints.” Holding him down were leather straps across his chest, hips, knees, and ankles. He gave a weak smirk: at least the enemy thought he was dangerous and required so many precautionary measures in place.

			“You’re awake now, are you?” a deep, antagonising voice called out from behind him.

			Nikolai was fully awake now, eyes wide and filled with horror. He was quick to downplay the fear. “I mean, if you’re willing to offer sleep then I’ll take it, considering you all cut my nap short earlier.” The snarky words put him at ease. Nikolai always enjoyed being in his element.

			“I had no idea that the greatest agent in all the Realm required such trivial things as naps.”

			“Well, you know—”

			“Where is the tenebris?” the voice calmly asked.

			He huffed, “I’d tell you if I could, but only if you say please.”

			The man called Kek Than appeared in front of him in an instant, his gloved hand squeezing the top of the table he was strapped to. He brought it down, and light no longer hit Nikolai’s eyes. The man released his hold. “I don’t think I will need to.”

			Holding out his hand in front of his captive, the same gravity-like force began to affect Nikolai. This time though, it entered his mind like smoke: screams and cries echoed, terrors plagued him as fires burnt these memories into his psyche even further. Nikolai held in his cry, sweat accompanying his struggle while his mind wore down in a one-sided battle. Tears welled and released in a steady stream. The metal table he was strapped to suddenly reclined; producing a whiplash effect—the white smoke showed the false gravity as what it was. Bringing Nikolai back up to his eye level, the agent’s head hung low.

			“You’re a demon,” Nikolai whispered, an empty expression on his face. Wide blue eyes watched the floor that his tears fell on.

			The man stood tall. “That is where you are wrong, Nikolai Pjinelle. I am not a demon. I am an angel.” In his hand was a little metal disk. The man moved Nikolai’s scarf away from the back of his neck and placed the device in the centre of it. The disk had small teeth that dug into his flesh and buried itself: nothing would remove it now. “Now, tell me where the device is.” A few moments passed with no answer before he said, “Please.”

			Nikolai spit in the man’s face: “Like hell I will.” He cried in pain as the white smoke struck him again. This time, he screamed.

			Taking in deep breaths, Nikolai hated the feeling inside of him. His body felt weak, like the life was draining out of him. But worst of all … he’d told the enemy where the device was.

			“Damn it!!” he moaned. He needed to get out of here. He needed to warn the Queen about what might come. He needed to fix this mission. He paused, his head going loopy, slowly losing his grasp on what was going on around him. “Evelynn. I need to say hi to Evelynn for him …”

			Chaos ruptured around the magnificent palace made of metal shards and marble stone. A magnificent creation, even for the time. Rich men and expensive women exited their various forms of transportation, and their false demeanours outshone the architecture they stood before. Hidden in shadow, Aayel kept unnoticed, his black cloak blending in with the darkness of the green bushes. He kept low while moving soundlessly, sneaking around the marvellous creation. Guards marched along in clunky armour, silver and shiny, patrolling the radius of the castle. Aayel had only come thanks to the rumours that the Queen of the Realm would be making an appearance in this rinky-dink world. How gracious of Her Majesty … it was the perfect distraction, though.

			Ducking below some windows, he restrained himself to the darkness. Shadows crossed over him through the light of the window. Aayel gazed up at the east wing where the windows were boarded and locked up. Shifty as a fox, Aayel snuck around the castle and wandered into the courtyard. It was huge. Vines grew up along wire structures and ivy was visible where it climbed up the castle; dark purple flowers scattered along the botanical growth. Aayel was careful to slip a few into his bag: not every flower was easy to come by in this world. Slithering around, he came to a sudden halt and held his breath as a squad of guards marched past him. Luckily, they paid no attention to his misshapen shadow. The boy stayed still for a moment until he no longer heard the guards near him. Now at the base of the castle, he began to scale the impressive height that towered above the scarce trees surrounding the area.

			It was tough work climbing up both metal and marble, but nonetheless Aayel continued. The moon tossed around its light, and the beams lit up the land. Shadows danced around madly to survive the brightness. Aayel stuck out like a lit candle in a dungeon: he was nothing but a moving black speck on an otherwise white castle. He found this humorous to a point but was unmoved by the circumstances of colour. All it meant was the potential to get caught. He was already limited on what he could and could not use for this mission; now, he was practically in the spotlight for anyone watching below.

			He gripped the ledge beneath the locked window tightly. Pulling himself up, his bag dropped when the rope rubbed against the marbled metal. The black bag fell, landing in the bushes. Aayel watched it descend with a blank expression. Hopefully none in it would be broken. To his luck, he always kept a few things in his pockets. Grabbing out a small knife, he began to knock around with the lock. It was old and rusting thanks to the weather it had been subjected to over the years. He held onto the ledge with every ounce of strength his fingers could muster. With one good slash at its weak point, the lock was off, and the doors began to open, creaking on old hinges.

			Pulling himself up, Aayel entered the small room inside the tower. He waited and listened to the chaos below. There was no one near the room he found himself in, so he began rummaging through the countless objects, boxes, and knickknacks that found residence inside.

			Please be here, he pleaded.

			Nikolai looked around the large ballroom that glowed bright with warm fire light; it was crowded, and the only thing he found enjoyable about this bureaucratic party was the food. This world bore some truly strange fruits: Bright orange and green ones were curious, but the exotic blue one was striking and surely would have a unique taste. He swiped it from the long table and tossed it into the air, catching it only to repeat the motion again. Taking a bite out of the strangely coloured fruit, he was astonished by the flavour: like cream and honey, sweet and smooth; it pricked the inside of his mouth when he bit down.

			Part of him thought to spit it out, but the taste was so pleasant that he could not bring himself to. Besides, the aftertaste scared him. He devoured the blue fruit, and his assumptions were correct: the aftertaste was indeed awful. Nikolai felt like throwing up. Dramatically, he coughed and gagged at the acidic and vomit-like flavour.

			Hugmin—a man shorter than Nikolai but much more muscular—gave the blond a side-eye glance and shifted his sight back over the crowd. “Swiped a sour fruit, did you Niko?”

			He laughed. “It wasn’t sour when I ate it.”

			Hugmin nodded at the crowd, who were all gossiping over the latest event that had taken place. “They are talking about you, you know. About your most recent exploits on Yellain.”

			Nikolai stood up, fixing his posture. He wiped the saliva away from his mouth. “Had my intentions been to garner fame, maybe I should have dressed a touch sharper.” Nikolai gestured to the dirty uniform he wore. His red scarf had slowly turned black with wear, and his formerly white tunic had turned beige long ago. He decided to ignore the trousers, the straps on his legs cracking and becoming frayed at the edges.

			The commander chuckled. The sound was deep and full of humour. “My friend, enjoy this evening. You deserve the attention you have obtained. Not every agent under the Queen’s rule secures the spotlight like you have. Very few even catch a glimpse of the brightness it creates.”

			“What about you? You’ve served for longer than I have, yet you’ve managed to stay out of the limelight. What’s your secret?” Before he listened to his friend reply, a bag caught his eye in the courtyard that was visible through the window to his left. His expression faded to one of concern, and he walked over to the exit of the marble castle. Hugmin followed steadily behind without a word.

			Leaving the yellow glow of chandeliers behind them, they circled around, looking at the dark bag that nearly blended into the bushes. Nikolai crouched and grabbed the ties of the bag. Hugmin readied his weapon—unease was sitting heavily inside them both. Upon pulling the bag open, they tensed up but were confused to only see random materials inside: an onyx crystal, purple flowers, rope, a cloak, and pieces of armour so expertly crafted they made the commander and agent jealous of the owner. Nikolai stood up and pulled out a few pieces. There was more in the bag than he thought, much, much more. Even though they seemed to be useless trinkets and knickknacks, they both felt that the contents of this bag meant something. Swallowing down his fright, Nikolai put everything back and looked up. Nothing seemed to be out of place, and no one was where they should not be. When he noticed the open window in the tower, he let out a light chuckle. Hugmin followed his line of sight, but the comedy Nikolai had found in the situation was not reciprocated.

			“How—” Nikolai was cut off.

			“Perhaps this evening will be far more interesting than political banter.” Hugmin clutched the hilt of his sword. Nikolai strapped the bag onto his back and without confirmation, the two ran into the castle. Upon entering, they split off. Hugmin took his old post back while Nikolai went on towards the tower.

			The layout was much more complicated than he remembered, though it had been years since last he’d come here. Hell, he was still young back then. A vibration in his pocket put a temporary stop to his pursuit. Stopping halfway up a flight of stairs, he grabbed the tenebris from his pocket and froze.

			“Why the hell are you showing me that?” A red light flashed and bounced off his blue eyes. His chest constricted, but he forced himself to carry on. Patting down his sides, he was relieved to feel the gun in its holster. Running up the winding staircase, he made it to the upper floor. Looking around, he found the door that led to the tower. Just one more flight of stairs and he would have that question answered. All the spirals and running were making his vision go askew; everything fused into one, and he was becoming short of breath. “Why do castles have to have so many stairs!” he squeezed out.

			Reaching the top, he opened the door without haste or second thoughts. Nikolai pulled out his gun and decided that he could come up with a plan on the fly, against whatever was up there. Nikolai placed the gun in the room first. Better to lose the gun than a limb or face. He quite liked his face; it would be a shame if he lost it. When the area seemed clear, he stepped inside. Dark as pitch, the moon was the only thing that brought any form of light into the area. Walls were stacked high, full of random items and artefacts he only vaguely recognized from books and paintings. The air was musty and heavy in the lungs; he covered his mouth with his elbow. Wood creaked beneath his weight. Closing the door, he moved slowly, observing the room.

			“If you’re in here, I suggest you show yourself by order of the Queen’s Guard.” He acted as tough as possible, even if it was all bullshit. The hairs of the back of his neck rose; it felt as though there was someone watching him … and yet, not a sound backed up the feeling. Nikolai’s breathing was the only thing audible in the air. On edge, when a glass trinket rolled off a box and spun across the floor, Nikolai lifted the tenebris in his hand; his breathing shifted and became rigid. His brows creased. Lips forming a thin line, he placed the device back in his pocket. Nikolai slowly raised his weapon in the direction of the dot on the device screen.

			Nikolai planted his feet, heels digging into the boards below. Senses heightened; he was ready for anything. A hawk landed on the windowsill. Blue eyes widened at the sudden appearance. With a sigh, his shoulders slumped forward, and his hold on the gun weakened.

			“Well, fuck me and this little device of the devil,” he cursed the machine that had brought him here. “But you can’t be what dropped the bag—”

			A black shadow erupted from behind boxes, tackling Nikolai to the ground. A weight was lifted off his shoulders, and the door behind him opened. “Shit!” He struggled before bolting out the door after the shadow. His grip on the gun tightened. Bolting after the shadow, there was mild surprise at the speed at which the thing ran, but Nikolai would not call it a revelation considering the nature of the being. “Maybe I can complete two missions tonight.” The words sounded deflated. “Kaine better be a happy little asshole when this is said and done.”

			The Shadow and Nikolai came to the twisted stairs and wasted no time descending them. Nikolai supported himself against the walls while jumping down the odd step. The Shadow missed a step and proceeded to fall down the entire spiral. Nikolai raised a brow. It was strange that a creature like this would trip over nothing. Listening to the thing fall down the stairs, Nikolai was quick to catch up and nearly had it at the bottom of the stairs, but the shadow was faster. Nikolai fired off a blast that barely missed its feet. In the dim light of the castle, a black cloak covered its head and with every other part being mostly black, it was hard to distinguish anything particularly unique about it. Standing with frighteningly straight posture, the Shadow faced Nikolai as they came to a sudden halt.

			Firearm aimed with deadly precision, Nikolai ordered: “Get up and hold your hands above your head.” It listened, much to the agent’s surprise. Knowing there was little time to spare, the agent analysed the creature before him quickly. It was shorter than Nikolai, but of course he was just abnormally tall by design. But beyond the darkness it wore as clothing, there was nothing to observe. “Pull off the cloak.”

			That took a moment of contemplation in the thing. Nikolai’s patience only stretched so far for a creature as horrible as this one. It did not comply with the order and instead stood in complete silence. It didn’t even seem to be breathing. Was it even alive?

			Before Nikolai spoke again, it began to undo its cloak. The clasp holding it shut was held in its hand, and the fabric began to slip off its smaller frame. Its size must just be a distraction, it being what it was. A creature like this was unpredictable and dangerous, and with this many citizens and important politicians around, he couldn’t afford to make any mistakes. With pale fingers, it grabbed the hood of its cloak and pulled it down. With a jerky tug, the fabric came over its head, briefly covering its entire body. Panicked, Nikolai shot off another blast in the creature’s general direction and blew a hole through the cloak; but the shadow was already running.

			“Crap,” he wheezed, before taking off down the hall. Something was peculiar to Nikolai though: this was the wrong direction. If it wanted to stick around in the castle, then sure, this was the right way. But if it wanted to leave, then they would have to go the other way, back where Nikolai had come from.

			The Shadow jumped over whatever was blocking its path. It ran up walls if the corners were too sharp to make at full speed. Nikolai dodged distressed servants and apologised as chaos and confusion took over. The Shadow weaved between dozens of people but didn’t lay a hand on any of them. From the stories he’d heard, that seemed out of character for the bloodthirsty, violent, genocidal race that this thing was depicted as. Nikolai was starting to believe that the device in his pocket might be wrong, or have its tracker set on the wrong thing. Hugmin would have his hide if he failed to contain the potential threat this thing posed, so it would be best if he took care of it with as little violence as possible. He had a reputation to uphold after all.

			Both Nikolai and the Shadow proceeded to run down another set of stairs, only the shadowy figure jumped down the entire section, rolling on its shoulder before continuing. Nikolai was not so stupid as to attempt something that could lead to a broken leg just because the creature could. Instead, he simply skipped every three steps. He had two more floors before they would make it to the main level with the civilians on it. Never mind Hugmin, the Queen herself would kill him, and that certainly wasn’t the person he planned to be killed by.

			“How in the hell are you not down yet?” he cried out when he remembered he’d shot the damn thing not long ago—twice! Looking at the ground, there was indeed a faint trail of blood following them. Where it jumped and rolled on its shoulder, the droplets were larger. So, it does bleed … but did it feel pain? Adrenaline pumping heavier than ever, Nikolai raced forwards and caught up with the figure that slowly lost its shadowy cover. Faster and faster, he tackled it as soon as he was close enough. The two rumbled until they crashed against a wall. Nikolai’s vision spun and whirled; he shook and swayed when he tried to stand. Nikolai steadied himself and aimed his weapon at the collapsed figure.

			“Get up.” Steady words masked the unsteady breathing behind them. His vision settled, and the image of the thing slowly became clearer. It was lean, dressed mostly in black. The same corset-string design from Nikolai’s pants was on the side of its abdomen. Dark brown arm guards and small steel shoulder plates. Though its apparel was much more unique and interesting than he could ever describe, he ignored it and threatened violence again. Nikolai knew there would be plenty of time to examine it from a cell.

			“I won’t say it again: get up,” Nikolai warned. He blew the hair from his eyes and watched the creature slowly get up off the ground. If the creature wasn’t what it was, then he might feel bad about tackling it to the ground, but this was a dangerous creature who could take his life, along with the lives of so many others, in an instant. Nikolai didn’t feel that was a risk worth taking. The creature slowly steadied itself after a few moments of instability and raised its head to look at him. Nikolai, in a state of panic, avoided making eye contact. His face went flush and gained warmth at how foolish he found his own decision. Idiot. Facing the creature, he made eye contact and made note of any details his superiors would find interesting or noteworthy. Like the slight points at the tips of its ears or the pitch-black irises that blended into the pupils: the two parts of the eyes were indistinguishable from each other. Its face was mostly covered by black wrappings from above the nose to the bottom of its neck. When he stared into the creature’s eyes, he didn’t turn into stone, or fall into a trance or anything of the sort. The creature met his gaze and simply did nothing.

			Upon further inspection, Nikolai discovered that the creature was not much older than a boy, while still too young to be a man. About fourteen or sixteen in age would be his estimation. Even from behind the wrappings, he knew that this was a kid. Not a devil or monster; a kid who made a dumb decision he himself would have made at that same age, given the opportunity. The device in his pocket must be broken, considering how much it was buzzing, when the creature wasn’t even in front of him. Whoever had made it was a jackass.

			“Damn it, kid. Just what the hell were you doing up there?” He regretted the approach instantly when his eyes trailed down to a small hole in the kid’s lower abdomen that was leaking what he automatically assumed was blood. “Oh shit!” he cursed when he remembered he’d shot at the kid. He’d shot a kid! Nikolai closed his eyes momentarily, realising the sin he’d just committed. How in all that is good would he explain why he’d shot a kid?

			Opening his eyes, his expression shifted into a blank one when he noticed the bag that was in the kid’s hand. The kid held it with white knuckles—though it was hard to tell, thanks to the lack of pigmentation in the hand—and didn’t seem to have any plans of releasing it. The two stood for what felt like an eternity without making a noise. The bureaucrats took care of the absence of sound. The kid still didn’t seem to breathe and was unfazed by the wound it was currently sporting. Again, he found himself asking: is it even alive?

			Heavy armour came clattering up from behind Nikolai, startling them both equally. Hugmin stood behind him, taking in a few sets of deep breaths. Did he run up those stairs? Nikolai thought, laughing to himself. Hugmin’s black hair fell in front of his eyes, but the strands were quickly tucked away.

			“And who is this little friend of yours?” Hugmin asked hastily in a surprisingly calm manner, but that was the Commander: always still, never foolish or brash.

			“Why don’t we find out together?” Nikolai replied, adjusting his aim so that it was steady once again. The kid simply stood there unfazed. Hugmin and the kid could nearly compete for the more wooden expression. “What’s your name?” Nikolai interrogated. Hugmin moved to stand beside him, ready to back up whatever the agent’s silver tongue could conjure up.

			The kid cocked its head to one side and watched with dead eyes. It was freaking Nikolai out. A shiver ran up his spine and tingled the nape of his neck. Rolling his shoulders, the agent adjusted his scarf with minimal effort. All three stood in a tense silence. Hugmin’s level head unfortunately did not rub off on Nikolai, who was ready to pounce at the first notion of malevolent intentions. The kid stood like a statue, not even the light could bounce off his retina to show organic life. Nikolai’s mind worked fast to formulate a plan of action. The reminder of the kid’s wound stunned him back into a flutter.

			“We might need to get some medical supplies first,” he whispered to Hugmin. Both watched the liquid fall seamlessly. It pooled beneath the kid’s foot as a sticky substance. The Commander nodded, and a low grunt escaped him. “Let’s go, kid. You can answer our questions after we patch you up.” When there was no response from the kid, impatience took over Nikolai. He didn’t have time for this.

			Hugmin was diplomatic, as always. Speaking minimally, he mimicked Nikolai in his attempts to engage in conversation with the newcomer. His way with words paled when compared to the agent’s, but he was persistent still. “We might get you off easy, considering the severity of the crime. These are your options: Come with us, or we stay and allow you to bleed out. Pick wisely or pay the price.” Nikolai let out a scoff. Could he have been blunter?

			Clambering voices echoed from below. Chaotic whispers and lucid shouts bounced off the walls and swam around them. Nikolai twisted his attention and ran to the edge of the balcony, looking out at the gala floor below and listening to the clear words of the dignitaries beneath them. A numb sensation climbed up Nikolai’s vertebrae when his eyes fell onto one specific figure: as it walked in, an inexplicable aura surrounded everyone. Holy Guards lined the walls, and more poured in, trapping everything inside their perimeter. The man in white strolled inside, his stride flawless. Nikolai’s stomach performed somersaults, and that blue fruit was coming back to haunt him. Screams shook his mind and pierced his psyche. Goosebumps protruded from his skin.

			It was him.

			



	

Chapter 5

			Subjective Victory

			Bureaucrats, dignitaries, lords, and ladies were strung in complete silence. Wide eyes gathered and let their gaze fall on the man clothed in white. From under the hood, his mask reflected the brightness back around. He was dressed a touch differently this time: Cleaner. Brighter. And with a sash hanging low around his waist.

			“Ladies, I apologise for my uncouth entrance.” With unspoken class, the man continued: “Gentlemen, I implore you to make your next decisions with wisdom.” His deep voice took hold of everyone. Many moved to the side as he walked towards the front of the room. Beyond the fruit tables and servers with well-aged drinks and confections stood the important figures this event was centred around. Three of the men and two women stiffened when he neared them. The women took a step back while the men puffed their chests. Pocket-watch chains swayed. Monocles portrayed the man with great flattery. Necklaces and chokers sparkled under the light.

			The largest spoke first, his voice much higher than what would have been expected. “And who might you be to interrupt our grand event?” His facade of confidence did little to deceive.

			“I beg your pardon. How undignified of me. My name is Kek Than. You all harbour something of mine; I seek that it be returned promptly.” His words tickled the ears of the five.

			“And what is this?” The older woman spoke up, her purple dress and gems moving with her. She took a few steps forward, putting less distance between her and the man. The attempts of a younger woman behind her, wearing yellow and blue, failed to stay her. Kek Than chuckled. That laugh rang in Nikolai’s ears despite the space between the two men.

			“Do you think you are humorous?” the woman snapped. Her wrinkles accentuated with annoyance. He did not reply. “I am Lady Illouise-Henna Kaine, and you dare mock me with laughter?” she hissed. “You, boy, do not know how to behave before a lady of my status.” The large man forcefully brought her back with the rest of them, struggling when met with resistance. With a huff, she threw down her arms and returned on her own accord, cheeks red and face tightly coiled into a bitter scowl.

			“I am sorry for the words of my colleague,” a man with black hair and brown eyes professed. Clapping his hands together, he spoke in the way a businessman does. “Surely, we can keep civility and leave the prospect of violence for another time. How about a drink to settle this matter over?” Rumours waved through the sea of people behind them. Unease and worry sank in his voice, dragging it down.

			“Are you afraid?” Kek Than asked, an uplift in his voice. This threw off the lords and ladies, who all looked on in disbelief, like predators reacting to prey entering their ranks to inquire upon their weaknesses.

			“What?” the third, unnamed man asked. “Surely, I misheard—”

			Chaos swam through the crowd, cutting the discussion short. All snapped their heads towards the source of panic. Out in the massive gaggle, people began to collapse. The guards stood still, not moving in the absence of orders. Screams scattered and many began to leave the castle. A canister glowing brightly dropped to the ground, a light squeal escaping it as yellow mist leaked out. With a snap of Kek Than’s fingers, the guards began rallying together and brought the people outside; those with silver organising and coordinating, those with copper aiding them. Those who bore gold saved all who had collapsed and began administering them proper medical attention.

			“Follow me if safety is something you seek.” The five did not take his words for granted and followed Kek Than blindly. Every heart was racing. Quietly, they all conversed. It was strange that this man would go from someone demanding their cooperation, to now offering salvation. Whimpering from under a table caught their attention. A child peeked from the white sheet and cried out, frightened upon seeing Kek Than.

			“Continue on to a secure room beyond this floor. Seek it on another level if you must.” Without hesitation, the three lords and two ladies fled to the upper section. Unfazed by the yellow haze that crawled its way nearer to him, he walked over to the child and bent down. The young girl with black braids and a blush-pink dress cried, her face full of fright. Placing down one knee, he slowly extended his hand to the girl. “Do not be scared; I am merely an angel.” Hesitation filled her. “Come with me, I will protect you.” She put her hand in his and climbed into his arms. Kek Than stood and held her delicately. The young girl held onto the hood of his uniform. “Close your eyes,” he whispered. She complied, tucking her head into his neck. He stepped over stragglers: bodies that had yet to be grabbed. There were more the closer he got to the centre of the enormous room. “What is your name?” His voice was compassionate.

			The young girl, overwhelmed with ease and comfort, replied “Hannorah Naymin.”

			“That is a very pretty name, Hannorah.” Her fears were soothed as he spoke. White smoke left his empty hand in wispy strands that floated upwards. “Tell me. Do you know what this party is about?” Her head shook in disagreement. The strands of smoke grew more visible, travelling around his body. “Well, all these people are very important people. And I am here to save them.”

			“Why?” Her pitch was high and young.

			“Because they cannot save themselves.” His voice was steady, proud. “Uh-uh, keep your eyes closed,” he insisted. She nodded; eyes squeezed tightly shut. White smoke loosely wrapped around her. Kek Than placed her on the ground where he found room. He brought up his hand, the white smoke obeying his every command. Slowly, it drove itself through the girl’s temple and twisted around. Her body went completely limp in a second, and when the smoke retreated, she dropped with a thud. Her body was hardly distinguishable from the others.

			The yellow canister died out and the mist faded away, revealing the compilation of bodies that were spread throughout the entire floor. It was a shame, so many dead. The resources many of these had access to could have proven very, very fruitful.

			“My lord,” a silver guard said. “It is done, as per your orders, sir.” Kek Than nodded. “And what about the five you sent away?” Kek Than looked towards the exit and prepared to leave.

			“They are being taken care of as we speak.” The silver guard left and carried on with his orders.

			A gold guard approached him. He gave a slight bow. Kek Than stood closer to this one. A shot from a gun landed right in front of Kek Than’s feet, narrowly missing him. He twisted his head and looked at a balcony two floors above. When speaking, his voice returned to its low and commanding volume: “I do believe that we have three guests left on the upper floors. See to it that all guests are taken care of. Complete the preparations.” When the gold guard left, Kek Than simply walked out and carried on with his own tasks. After all, his master would be waiting for him.

			Nikolai’s lungs pinched and his guts contorted into tight spirals of anxiety. How could he be so stupid as to not have guessed that that jackass would arrive? “Hugmin.” His voice shook more than he would have liked. The commander gave a gruff acknowledgement. A silk screen slowly formed across the balcony and became tacky when Nikolai went to touch it. The screen made it impossible for them to simply scale down the balcony. Nikolai would simply have to go the long way. “Just great,” he whispered to himself. Glancing at the kid, the wound still bled, but it seemed to have slowed down. Nikolai took in a sigh of relief. His mind wrapped around itself trying to concoct a plan. Walking towards the balcony, he scanned over all the collapsed bodies. Nikolai’s breathing pattern shifted into a more ragged inhale and bitter exhale. That bitch was simply walking around, conversing with his subordinates while stepping over the bodies of mostly innocent people. Memories of their last encounter fuelled him. His hands formed compressed fists.

			“Nikolai, you’re with the kid. I will go and deal with the problem down below.” Hugmin ran off to the nearest staircase and descended before Nikolai could even crack a joke.

			Nikolai held up his gun and prepared himself. Releasing the clip, he replaced it with one that was full of the bright-green energy. He pulled back the sleeve and turned his attention to the only other person in the room. “Alright kid, stick with me. Follow my lead, and you’ll make it out of here without any more wounds
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