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​Lumina, the capital of Olga, stood inspiring with three towers that cast pulsed with an inherent luminescence; even at night, a soft phosphorescence rose from the very ground. Elves, Orcs, and Humans all convened in the marketplace as it thrummed with life, and pierced the lavender sky.

Enchanted goods filled the stalls: meat skewers, roasted pheasants, and cinnamon pastries smoked as they cooked. Crystalline wands vibrated with unawakened magic. Several orbs swirled with an opalescent mist that promised to reveal hidden truths, along with leather-bound grimoires so ancient their pages seemed to whisper secrets in forgotten tongues.

​An orcish merchant, tusks adorned with golden rings, barked prices while demonstrating a self-stirring cauldron. Beside him, an elven jeweler held up a pendant that cast dancing lights across eager faces—human, orc, and elf alike, all pressed shoulder to shoulder in the festival’s exuberant chaos. 

​Children squealed, darting between legs, and clutched candied apples that left sticky trails on their cheeks. The air tasted of spiced wine and possibility.

​Officer Yuta stood at the festival’s edge, his uniform crisp despite the oppressive heat radiating from the food stalls. He surveyed the crowd with practiced vigilance, one hand resting near his enchanted baton. 

​General Maxwell beside him cut an imposing figure—broad-shouldered, jaw set like granite, medals glinting on his chest like captured stars.

​The crowd parted like water before a blade.

​She emerged from the lane with the fluid grace of a viper. A woman draped in midnight silk that shimmered with embroidered constellations, each star pulsed with its own faint light. Her dancer’s body, imbued with purpose, seemed weaponized as the fabric clung and flowed with her every step. Barefoot against the cobblestones, she moved without a sound. The feverish intensity in her eyes spoke of an unhealthy obsession with forbidden secrets.

​The festival noise dimmed. Even the sizzling meat quaked in fear upon the palpable tension this woman brought.

​Before Yuta could speak, she closed the distance between them in three swift strides and drove her finger into his nose with enough force to make him stumble backward, eyes watering.

​“You fool,” she hissed, her voice like silk drawn over broken glass. “The Darkside Relic—you know what was taken. Seven days have passed since your people stole what was never yours to claim, and the hourglass bleeds its final grains.”

​Yuta’s hand flew to his face, shock rippling across his features. “How dare you assault an—”

​“The prophecy speaks your name, Officer Yuta.” Her hand trembled where it hovered near his reddening nose, but her voice remained steady. “You will be the first. Misfortune will bloom in every corner like poisonous flowers. Your family. Your home. Everything you’ve built will crumble to ash and memory unless the relic returns to Darkside before the moon reaches its apex.”

​General Maxwell’s lip curled into a sneer. He stepped forward, his massive frame casting the woman in a phantom outline. “Enough theatrics.” His voice boomed across the suddenly silent marketplace, scattering a flock of ravens from a nearby rooftop. “You dress like a carnival attraction and speak in riddles, thinking we’ll cower before your parlor tricks?” He snapped his fingers, the sound cracking like a whip. “Security! Remove this hag from the premises. Now.”

​Two guards materialized from the crowd, reaching for the woman’s arms.

​She snarled—an inhuman sound that raised the hair on every neck within hearing distance. Her head whipped toward Maxwell, teeth bared, and for a moment her face shifted, features elongating into something feral and ancient.

​General Maxwell stiffened. The surrounding air solidified and grew colder.

​“Elara Voss has seen this in the ancient texts!” Her voice rose to a shriek that silenced even the crackling cook-fires. “The Seer of Shadows! The Keeper of the Forbidden Scrolls! She who read the prophecy written in blood and starlight when your ancestors were learning to wield fire!” She wrenched one arm free and thrust it skyward. “Behold your doom!”

​Every eye followed her gesture.

​The afternoon sun hung in the west, warm and golden. But there, impossible in the eastern sky, a moon materialized; not the usual nighttime guide, but an unfamiliar light, casting an unsettling aura. It emerged from nothingness like a wound torn in reality’s fabric,Pitch black against the stars. Its surface rolled with silhouettes that moved against nature. The light it cast was an absence of illumination, a malevolent pressure that made the festival lanterns flicker and dim.

​The air grew even more frigid, spreading a light mist across the ground. Frost formed on the edges of the crystal orbs in the nearest stall, and the merchant’s breath misted before his face.

​A child cried.

​Officer Yuta’s hand moved unconsciously to his chest, where his heart hammered against his ribs like something trying to escape. The woman’s finger had left a burning sensation on his nose that spread like poison through his sinuses, into his skull. His mouth went dry.

​Elara Voss’ dress rippled though no wind blew; constellations on the fabric rearranging themselves into patterns that hurt to look at directly. She lowered her arm slowly, deliberately, and when she spoke again, her voice carried the weight of inevitability itself. “Three days,” she whispered, but somehow everyone heard her. “Three days until the moon devours the sun. Return the stolen item, or watch everything you love turn to dust.”

​The security guards’ hands hovered near her shoulders but didn’t quite touch, as if an invisible barrier separated them from her skin. 

​General Maxwell’s sneer had frozen on his face, though his hand had moved instinctively to the sword at his hip.

​Above them all, the pitch black moon quivered like a cosmic heartbeat. It cast its gloom across the festival where moments before there had been only celebration and light.

​Elara Voss smiled, and it was the cruelest expression Yuta had ever seen. “The choice,” she said softly, “was always an illusion. The prophecy has already begun.”

​The crowd watched her walk away. A hush descended, and time seemed to stand still after her participation. As if predicting a terrible fate, the eerie moon stayed in the sky.

​General Maxwell spoke in a hard voice through gritted teeth. “That’s the last thing we need is all this fabrication.”

​Officer Yuta said nothing. His expression remained calm, yet the burning skin sizzled straight into his bloodstream. “Damn it all to the four sages,” he grumbled.

​Meanwhile, Elara continued down the street, then vanished into the alley. While the guards looked high and low, she stayed out of sight.

​With no luck, they turned into another path and disappeared.

​Elara sighed and spoke to the hidden shadow lurking in the walls. "I better get paid for my services."

​A voice as foreboding and ominous as the moon. “Of course. Just remember our agreement.” Gold eyes gleamed for a second. 

“I know my part. Just make sure that woman gets sent my way!”

The voice snickered, “Oh, the plot is already in play, my dear. All actors have been chosen, whether they want it... or not.” Then the atmosphere completely evaporated, as if this being had never existed.

​Elara hissed. "Why do I even bother?" She threw up her hands. "Of course, it's for the ancient text, duh!" She strode down the street and turned down another corner. It was time to start the next set of events for this play.
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​Not even half an hour later, Officer Yuta sat slumped on the stool and stared at the beer in front of him. 

People crowded the area, as if the past event was nothing more than a farce for attention.

Yuta grasped the handle of the mug, his eyes misting over. His thoughts kept drifting back to Elara Voss’ words.

The Darkside Relic must be returned. Three days or everything surrounding you will cease to exist.

Yuta shook his head. He couldn’t remember what they took, but seven days ago there was a theft in the south district concerning a lot of stolen gems from the trader Jermaine at that junkyard. “Pretty sure there wasn’t anything to recover,” he mumbled to himself. “Wait... didn’t that one person find several items in a basket outside?”

Officer Amber came up from behind and slapped Yuta on the back. “Come here for drinks, eh?”

Yuta glanced over and pressed his lips together. 

“Give me three beers!” Officer Amber yelled to the bartender. She sat down and rested her chin on her knuckles. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Are you that scared already?”

Yuta sipped the beer and nearly choked. 

Amber patted his back a few times. “Don’t drink that often?”

“None of your damn business.” Yuta barked. He shoved the mug away and thrust a hand through his hair. Why the hell did that taste like ash? He glanced at his arm and froze, his eyes widened in horror.

Amber stood up and took a few steps back. “Yuta?”

The bartender and everyone else stood silent and watched the scene.

A faint black stain creased his arm and flowed in an arc up to his elbow. The cracks formed with a nauseating smell of the dead off his skin.

“What the hell is this?” Yuta exclaimed and placed his hand over the wound. Fire burned straight through the marking into his hand; their vines reaching up his arm to his neck. 

“You’ve been warned,” a voice snarled in the darkness.

Yuta stood up and stared at the moon. “Give it back.” His pupils dilated to impossible sizes, swallowing the color of his eyes until only darkness remained. 

Officer Amber reached for her weapon resting on her hip, then scowled. “Knew I should’ve brought it today.” She grumbled and took a few steps back. 

Before anyone else could make a sound, the moon in the sky descended, its size growing smaller to a black orb. It rested in front of Yuta. “You will be first.” It was the same voice as before. The temperature in the room plummeted to near freezing.

Several citizens backed away as ice formed on the ground, then spread to the stools, tables, and even a woman standing nearby.

“Get back!” Officer Amber yelled and stepped away. “What the hell are you?”

The orb chuckled. “You will know when the time is nigh.”

Yuta’s body convulsed; his bones cracked and reformed
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