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​The Void Witch’s Lament
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Once there lived fair Arlena bright, with two young children full of light. But one dark eve, they slipped away, gone before the break of day. She searched the hills, she searched the streams, she called their names in haunted dreams. But silence met her cries so deep, and madness stole her soul to keep.

Run, run, run away, lest the Void Witch finds her prey. She walks the veil, she haunts the night, she’ll steal your breath, snuff out your light.

They cast her out, they sealed the door, to realms where mortals tread no more. Between the stars, beyond the sky, she waits where echoes never die.

Run, run, run away, lest the Void Witch finds her prey. She whispers softly, she calls your name, she’ll drag you to her endless shame.

If you hear her mournful wail, do not linger, do not pale. For if she sees your frightened face, she’ll pull you to that cursed place.

Run, run, run away, lest the Void Witch finds her prey. No child returns, no soul is free, once lost within her endless sea.
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​Prologue
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​Run, Run, Runaway

“Run, run, run away," Julie remembered that line from her favorite childhood bedtime story. It was never more prevalent in her life than now, as that was all she could do; Run. 

She had hoped to do this quietly, hoped to have time to grab something less conspicuous to wear, but she was stuck with her emerald colored garbs. She had managed to get her hands on a dark blue cloak like the one of her pursuers. In fact it was from one of them: an insider, one that had taken the place of the father she never had the chance to remember.

She tried to use this shroud to hide her face and her distinctive blonde hair, but her once clean garbs, now caked in kicked up mud, were a dead giveaway. Her usually pristine zōri1 were coming apart from her running and the wet thickness of the mud as the rain came down along the dirt roads.

The Port. Getting to the port, and off this prison of an island, was all that mattered now. She felt her rice straw zōri1 crumble beneath her feet. She staggered but did not give way to gravity, almost out of a refusal to do so. Her tabi2 socks immediately felt disgusting on her feet, mud squelching under each step.

The scariest part was that she couldn't hear them: especially not through the white noise of the rain. But it was best assumed they were always one step behind, one inch out of reach.

With every step, it felt like the mud was reaching to grasp at her ankles, as if it were trying to slow her down. The only thing that kept her going physically was adrenaline, but in her mind she went over the reasons that kept her moving forward. She needed answers to find him. And there was another reason, one that she felt was selfish and self serving: the want—the need—to be free.

Her goal was in sight, and she could see the mast of the Kitamae-bune ship3 just past some roofs.

Lightning flashed around her, illuminating the ground, highlighting shadows. There they were, no mistaking it; shadows were being cast from surrounding roofs. She didn’t dare look around to confirm their positions, the smallest veer of attention could mean the end of this plan.

“Dammit! Dammit! DAMMIT!” She wasn’t gonna make it, not with them this close at heel.

Another flash went off. Thunder rang in her ears instantaneously, its volume and suddenness was disorienting. She fell to the ground.

She planted her hands in the mud, she couldn’t just give up now.

Her resolve to do so wavered as another flash went off, revealing the cast silhouette of someone right behind her.

The figure began to reach for her. This was it. It was over, she thought. Her one chance to leave, foiled. A bitter feeling of hopelessness came over her.

“Nice try, kid.”

As they reached out, she closed her eyes in recoil.

In the dark, she heard something fall to the ground, followed by a grunt. She shot her eyes open, the figure that once loomed over her was now on the ground, and another was beside her.

“It's you!” shouted Julie in relief to her guardian, he stood beside her in silence, once again no emotion to decipher, as he wore the same green dragon mask he always did.

“Traitor!” The one on the ground yelled. Her guardian quickly pointed to the port with his blade, as if to say ‘Go!’ so she did.

She looked back for only a second to see swords were being drawn, other pursuers either joining the fight or continuing to keep on her tail.

Finding her way to the pier she saw that the ship was still being loaded. She slowed herself in trying to hide away from longshoremen and her pursuers. She hid behind corners, and stuck to the shadows. Her guardian taught her their tricks on a basic level.

She saw her chance, an unattended cask, probably meant to hold some fine saké4 she thought. Making her way to it, she cautiously emptied it into the water, and squeezed her way inside. It was cramped, dark, and worst of all, still had the fumes of its former contents.

“Looks like this one came loose," She heard from a voice outside. Just like that, she was trapped as the longshoreman sealed it back. The cask was made of Cedarwood, hard but not impossible to make a hole in.

As soon as she knew she was stationary, she pulled out the one bit of self defense she had, a small knife. She dug tirelessly at the confines of her entrapment, she felt herself getting woozy and nauseous, but she was stubborn.

"Just keep digging," she thought to herself.

She felt as if she was about to pass out. Not having much room to work with had made this more difficult than she thought. Desperate, she gave the wood the best thrust she could muster.

With that she felt the wood give way to her knife. It was like she could feel all the noxious fumes dissipating. She gasped for the new air that rushed in, like a thirsty being that finally found water. Not only did she finally have some air, but now she also had the smallest bit of a view beyond the confines of her vessel.

***
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THE SPACE WAS CRAMPED, and the air had grown stale. The ship's movement threw her around as it navigated the rough waters. The constant creaking of the wood, and the distant sound of waves crashing against the hull made it difficult for her to sleep.

She would often sneak out of her crate when the crew was busy, taking advantage of the moments when they were distracted by their duties to explore the ship and observe the other passengers.

The passengers, mostly wealthy merchants, lived a life of luxury aboard the ship. They dined on fine foods, drank expensive wines, and engaged in lively conversations. Julie, on the other hand, had to be content with the scraps of food she found in the kitchen and the occasional glimpse of the world beyond her confines. She didn’t dare to grab things from the merchants shipping supplies; an opened crate would be a red flag.

In the passengers' sleep, she would often scrounge what she could of money. She knew Onyx City had a unique currency called Cut-Notes and Die, so she would do her best to take as much as she could as quickly and quietly as she could from the purses of the overfed merchants. She was by no means a thief. Her caution was out of fear, not skill.

Her retreats back to her cask were both stressful and comforting. On one hand, she couldn’t afford to be caught on the last stretch of her excursion. On the other hand, the thought of her own hidey-hole in the back of the shipments, away from anyone's eyes, was enough to keep her from going mad from the stress of the whole situation.

She started stealing clothes as well, slightly oversized sailors boots were preferable to her disgustingly muddy socks. Her once elegant emerald robes were reduced to muddy forest green tatters, looking more like a simple jacket than the once flowing gown. She did her best to hide the scraps of fabric. She couldn’t afford to leave a trace, another tip she learned from her guardian.

Julie had grown used to holding her knees close to her chest in her cask. She must hold her cards extra close just the same. She’d heard the merchants complain of a shortage of their luxury goods for the trip. Not their trading supplies, but their own on board meals.

She thought of them as pigs, going through three weeks of food in two. Of course they didn’t dare touch their own supply, that would be cutting into profits...

Eventually someone came forward with a solution. From what she had put together it was a mere crewman who had either the bravado or the foolishness to suggest anything to the stuck up merchants. Though in the end it seemed they listened.

They were to stop by a Wellerman station, and the merchant with whale fat would be the one to negotiate and make the sale, so no loss for him it seems.

From what she knew, Wellerman of old would trade Whaling gains for luxury items like sugar and tea, as well as something called rum, which like the saké4 back home, was intoxicating.

She would prefer to never smell anything of the sort again for the rest of her days.

The Wellerman were a dying trade, slowly but surely going out of business as Whaling itself was becoming outlawed, there were even talks of such things back home.

Julie had decided it best to stay in her cask for the transaction, after all the soon addition of new faces, would mean more eyes to spot her with.

Julie wasn’t sure if they had stopped or not, every crash of the waves felt the same. Her view outside, though limited, allowed her to see the shadows of the men who were bickering to each other about hauling the fats to the deck.

"They must be trading right now..." She thought. Slowly but surely the shadows took their leave, leaving her alone once again.

"Alone..." She thought to herself. She was by herself, with no allies, on a ship headed to a place she’ll be alien too. As much as that ate at her, she knew this was something she had to do. 

Far too late to back out now. Moving forward was all she could do now. She fought to stay awake, yet it felt like the now gentle rock of the waves were trying to drown her in dreams. As she was about to give in, she saw the light coming in from her self-made opening in the cask had been blocked out. Her eyes adapted to the dark in less than a second, and when they did there was unmistakingly someone's eye looking into hers. 

The glare pierced through her like a predator who’s found its prey.

Next thing she knew the eye shot up out of view, and the lid of the cask flew open. Her neck craned up almost instantly, to see one of the crewmen looming over her.

“Found you," the man said.

Time seemed to freeze as she took him in. He wore a loose fitting worn out commoner robe, bleached by sun and salt water. His skin was tightened by the sun's effect on him. His eyes sunken and dark. He wore a dark blue scarf like hers...

Like hers...

Her eyes went wide as he reached her as a realization came over her. He’s one of them, one of her pursuers from back home.

He forced her out of what was her safe haven, throwing her to the ground.

“Do you know how long I’ve had to wait to get an opportunity to drag you back?” The man said, clearly only half holding back his fury.

“It’s time to drag you home," He said.

“No!” Julie protested.

“I’m afraid it's not your choice to make," He said, then began dragging her by the arm. Julie fought as hard as she could, but she couldn’t get enough ground to properly fight back. She didn’t want to hurt him, he was just doing his job, but she had to get away.

She was dragged above deck, and tossed aside.

“Stay here," He said, clearly not going to tolerate any further problems.

She tried to take in her surroundings, the open air was the only friendly greeting to her in the moment. Looking around she saw a small pyre near the main mast, a smoke signal. Looking to her side she saw a smaller ship than the one she's been entombed in for the past two weeks. 

She believed it was called a Schooner. 

The ship had a figurehead of a kabutomushi, no... what was it called in Common Tongue? A beetle?

It appears the trade was happening over on that ship, everyone was over there helping with grabbing the supplies, besides the merchants of course who rather barked orders and jabs about not damaging anything... The merchants also seemed to be hounding a scrawnier man with freckles, a large nose, and a horrible mop top haircut. It would seem they’re arguing about a final price.

She veered her eyes back to her captor. He was pushing something into the water that landed with a splash, and then he picked up something smaller, a small keg, that read ‘black powder’. Her eyes widened as she realized his plan, any possible doubts dispelled as she saw him pick up a rifle.

“No!” She cried, racing toward him. Those innocent crewmen are only doing their jobs, and those stuck up merchants didn’t exactly deserve death despite everything. Julie forced all of her body weight in a shove. The man lost his footing and toppled backwards... right into the pyre.

The only thing Julie heard was the agonizing screams as the man struggled to get up from the fire. Her heart sank, her mind numb at the reality of what she just did. In that moment all she knew was that the flailing blaze screaming in pain was going to haunt her.

“What was that?!” As those words sounded she snapped back to reality. She raced down back to her cask as everyone swarmed the pyre to investigate.

Back in her cask, she covered her mouth and sobbed quietly. From this day forward, she refused to take a life again, whether intentional or not.

***
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THE CREWMAN WENT DOWN to grab the goods as it was finally time to bring everything to market. Julie held her breath, hoping that despite everything, she could simply walk away from this.

“This one’s busted, probably leaked everything sir, looks like the ropes come undone too," She heard a crewman say.

“Bet rats got to it! Toss it!” A merchant said. Toss it? Toss it where? She barely had time to think before she noticed she was being moved and the next thing she knew her cask had hit the surface of the water and it was coming in.

"Damn!" She said to herself. Using all her strength, she turned up the lid and ejected herself out. She swam to the surface and gasped as her head breached it. Looking around, she realized she had made it! The most advanced city in the world, Onyx City. The melting pot of the world, the city for all kinds and creeds, right in front of her, on the Isle known as Phenomos. What she was currently looking at wasn’t the most advanced, it looked like what she had studied of the island's colonial era, yet maintained and renovated. Despite her victory of making it here, she couldn’t help but wrinkle her nose at the increasingly obvious stench. It was then she noticed the water wasn’t exactly crystal clear.

"Ew..." She thought to herself. Steeling herself, she made way to a pier and finally got out of the water. She tried her best to wring out her hair, she had long, intensive, and sweaty training sessions with her guardian before, yet never before has she felt this disgusting. After haphazard attempts at cleaning up, she eventually pulled out her pocketbook to finally check it. She prayed to whoever would listen that everything was fine, it’s where she stored her stolen money, and something of far greater personal importance. A small portrait of her and her family, everyone gone from it but her. She decided to just rip off the bandage and look. She sighed in relief that everything was relatively fine, she took having only a few damp notes as a win. She knew she needed one.

She walked along the port, the stench of pollution and fish was prevalent, she couldn’t help but notice two strands of metal that went all the way along the port, then she saw a peculiar object, unlike anything she had ever encountered, come around the corner along the metal bars imbedded into the ground.

It appeared to be some sort of large, enclosed box with numerous windows, through which she could see people sitting inside. Some of them who were dressed like they worked here had hopped off as it slowed. The box looked like it was painted in once bright colors and seemed to be moving of its own accord, without any visible means of propulsion. What was most puzzling to Julie, however, was the fact that the box was suspended from a thick, sturdy-looking cable that ran above, rigged to the renovations of the colonial building and poles across the way. The cable appeared to be pulling the box away, almost seemingly defying friction. Julie watched in amazement as the strange contraption went along, seemingly effortlessly.

The gliding box, though fascinating, reminded her of a greater beast she studied back home in her chambers. She decided to ask around, looking for the way to a place called a train station.

She eventually had gotten coherent directions. She headed north of her landfall, from there she eventually came across a massive building of life coming and going, the iron serpents she’d read of could be heard roaring inside. In the distance was another building that seemed to keep an eye on her no matter where she went in the city. 

The Robin Corporation building, decorated with the Art Deco style of architecture that was found all over the Isle to varying degrees.

The company of Robin Corp. supposedly had their hands in everything, engineering, economics, pharmaceuticals, shipping, agriculture, media, and yes, transit.

She went into the train station, and didn’t look around to take in much as she squeezed her way past people.

She got in line, waited, got her ticket, and got on the steel beast known as a train. As she took her seat, she took deep breaths, trying not to get motion sick on the new experience.

Eventually she found that she was fine. Back in reality, she began to hear the murmurs of those around her.

“How’d she afford this train?” A man asked.

“I saw her pay myself, I was behind her," A lady said.

“Bet she stole the money," another said.

The last wasn’t wrong...

She needed to clear her head, she had also bought tickets to the shower car, cheapest ones, thus the shortest time she could get. But that’s all she needed.

As she undressed in the shower car, she looked at her once lovely gown and frowned, realizing that there was truly no going back.
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[image: ]


​City of Wires

Julie stepped off the train, taking in the sight of the station, looking up at the glass roof, open panels in the roof letting in birds that made nests on the steel beams that crisscrossed the whole space for support. She turned her eyes down to the hustle and bustle of people coming on and off for business and pleasure, families on vacation and business people shackled to suitcases alike all in one spot. For Julie it wasn’t exactly either, she was both glad and anxious to be away from home for the first time in her life, but her reasons weren’t about finding a new life, she was on a mission.

She reached into her tattered clothes, pulling out her pocketbook, and from it the portrait of her and her family. Her eyes glided from her Mom and Dad—rest their souls—to her and her brother, Makoto, someone she hasn’t seen in over twelve years now. He went missing back when both their parents still lived, he was around seven at the time. He was never found. Her brows furrowed as she looked down. She always blamed herself for not watching out for him like a big sister should. Makoto wasn’t helpless, far from it, but he was still young. She still felt responsible for his safety. 

She remembered the way they would play, at times a tad rough but always well meaning: They would run in the backyard and climb trees. She wanted more than anything to find him, even if only to make sure he was safe. She felt a lump in her throat and choked back the slight tears that were coming. She shook her head out of it and took a deep breath. She would give up anything to make sure he was safe, if only she could find him.

She put it all back, and began walking, making her way through security and such, each checkpoint resulting in the low hum and buzz of what she assumed were the CRT Monitors she heard about. The whirring sound of scans and prints followed not far behind, each pass causing a ringing in her ears. She had never seen such tech before back home, it would be fascinating if she had time to think about it. Eventually, she was out the main exit.

Reaching the outside she saw just how big the station really was, even stalls have been set up outside along the station, people picking up knick-knacks, souvenirs and even snacks crowding the way. Looking across the road she saw Onyx City, the most advanced city in the world. Or so she had heard. 

What she had been told were called ‘neon lights’ were all around, reflecting in puddles, and drowning out the already gray sky. She heard a rumbling above her, and suddenly felt a drop on her head. She didn’t even need to look up to realize she needed to bring up her hood as it started to rain. As she did so she turned and walked down the sidewalk, passing by the people at the stalls as they pulled out umbrellas and turned up hoods as well.

As Julie walked she began to space out, going on autopilot as she tried not to bump into anyone. She thought about grabbing a snack, but she only had so much money. 

As she went on she looked up, there it was again, the Robin Corp logo flying like its namesake in the pouring sky. She could swear the building itself was moving to follow her at this point. The way it could be seen from almost everywhere, even at this distance, felt unnatural.

Walking forward, she herself was bumped into, she looked up to meet his gaze, and began to apologize.

“I’m sorry! I wasn’t paying attention!” She said, not wanting to cause trouble. To her surprise, the man simply kept walking.

He had a gray scarf and hood, a completely unremarkable color. She believed she saw that he had glasses, and golden blonde to brown hair? She wasn’t sure. But she was certain he had a scar on his right eye. As soon as more people began taking up space, her eyes lost him in the crowd.

Out of her head, she began to realize just how hungry she was, perhaps she should grab an apple or something. She reached for her pocket, to see what she could spare. Reaching into her pocket, she dug for her pocketbook, and she dug, and she dug... and she dug, her face turning to a horrified realization with each dig. She turned to the last known direction of the stranger and shouted.

“Hey! Get back here you damn thief!” She began pushing and shoving through the crowd. Where did he go? She had to find him. That pocketbook had more than her only scraps of money, it had the photograph, the only possession she truly has left. As she pushed her way out of the crowd, she saw a glimpse of him running down an alley, she ran, her feet pounding on the ground, the strands of her tattered robe being dragged behind by the breeze. As she made it to the alley she saw the stranger at a dead end.

“Hey!” She shouted, immediately putting up her hands. Admittedly rusty, she had nevertheless trained for this. To her surprise, the man—who did have all of what she thought she saw, including a scar over the right eye—did the same, he was calm, collected, his stance ready for her. Julie simply charged at the man, about to swing.

The man grabbed her hand as she got close—he didn’t stop it out right. He sidestepped, and with some force threw her hand back, sending it right back at her own nose, using her own force against her. With a grunt, she fell on her back. It happened so fast, she barely even registered what had happened. Not letting that stop her, she stood right back up, ready to go again: She had to get back her pocket book. She attempted to take another swing. The man grabbed her wrist this time, sidestepped again, this time using his palm to send a force to her elbow, and pushed against it.

It felt like her arm was about to snap in the wrong direction. 

The man began dragging her, her feet forced to follow, each reluctant step landing in a puddle, spinning her around and throwing her against a nearby dumpster. Her lungs let out an audible gasp of pain, but she wasn’t about to give up yet. She forced herself up, and saw that the man had made it toward the end of the alley. He began to speak behind his scarf.

“Hm... sloppy," He said simply and coldly. He reached for his back, and pulled out a small pellet. He threw it to the ground, resulting in smoke enveloping him. Julie clamored and sprinted toward him. She couldn’t let him get away, but the only result was her starting to cough from the smoke. As the smoke cleared, she realized she was alone.

“Dammit!” She shouted. She began looking around. 

"Where did he go?!" She thought to herself.

He surely didn’t run back to the entrance of the alley. She would’ve seen him exit the smoke as she charged. She looked around and saw an old ladder that looked like it might’ve been used to escape emergencies. She knew what she needed to do, so she ran over and grabbed the rungs of the ladder and went up the stairs, reaching the roof. She ran toward the edge, and saw him, not even two buildings ahead. She sighed, she knew what she had to do. She stepped back, took a breath, ran, and jumped.

She landed on the next roof. She tripped and had to catch herself, but seeing the pickpocket in front of her, she renewed her motivation to sprint. He was still two buildings ahead of her, so she had to pick up the pace. 

She sprinted as fast as she could across the first rooftop, keeping her eyes on the man and the rooftops in front of her. The next rooftop was lower than the one she was on, but she spotted a roof bulkhead. Julie picked up the pace and aimed directly for it. She reached the end of the roof and jumped. She landed on the bulkhead and used her momentum to carry her forward onto the next roof. Now she was only one roof behind the stranger. Her legs were starting to ache, but she managed to keep pace with the man. She was getting closer. She was on the same roof as him now. 

They came to a roof that was quite a bit higher than the other ones. There was another ladder on the side of the building that they both could easily reach. The man jumped and grabbed onto the ladder with ease and climbed quickly to the next roof. Julie jumped and reached for the ladder, but she only grabbed the rung with one hand. She couldn’t give up. She was so close. As she grabbed the rung of the ladder with her other hand, she heard a soft creaking noise coming from the ladder, which, upon closer inspection, she noticed had several loose bolts and was rusty from years of use. 

As she gained footing on the ladder, the creaking grew louder. She started climbing anyway, she would not let that man get away so easily. She saw the man climbing quickly. Quicker than her. As the stranger made it to the roof, Julie heard the tell-tale clunk of the ladder coming loose from the wall. Before she was able to reach for the next rung, the ladder began to tilt away from the wall. Unable to see another option, she squeezed her eyes shut, gripped tightly to the ladder and fell with it to the ground below. 

Luckily, the part of the ladder she had gripped wasn’t all that far off of the ground, but the fall was still painful. Julie groaned and opened her eyes. As she suspected, the ladder had landed on top of her when she fell, basically pinning her to the ground. She was quickly overcome by an overwhelming sensation telling her she needed to get out of there. If she didn’t catch up to the stranger, her pocketbook would be gone. She’d be lost in an unfamiliar place without anything. All by herself.  

She started trying to prop herself on her arms to get out from under the ladder, but a shock of pain shot through her left arm, and she collapsed with a groan. She panted from the shock and craned her neck to look at her arm. It was a bit hard to see from the angle she was at, but she noticed a little bruising and swelling of her left wrist. 

"Great... I broke my wrist," she thought in a begrudging sarcasm.

As she started thinking about how to get out of this mess and somehow catch up to the thief, she heard a distant voice. 

“I think it came from over here!” The voice sounded deep and gruff. And intimidating. Julie once again tried to get out from under the ladder, this time, by using her right arm to push the ladder off of her. It wasn’t that heavy, but the ladder ended up scraping across her left wrist, causing her to softly cry out in pain. 

“There it is again!” another voice said. This one was less gruff, but equally as intimidating.

“Down this alley!”

Julie managed to push the ladder all the way off of her just as three men strut into the alley. 

The man in the middle, who looked like the group’s leader, wore a  gray hoodie with a slim black coat and a thin, dark purple stripe ran along the hem where buttons or a zipper might be. He also had bandages around his hands that looked like they were used for combat. He wore white pants that seemed to stop and puff out at the top of his tall black boots. He looked like he was maybe in his late 20s, with a fine black mustache outlining most of his mouth. The man on the left was skinnier and looked younger than the leader. He was dressed similarly to him, but his hood was pulled down to reveal his reddish-brown hair, which was spiked up in a faux hawk in the front and something that looked like an attempt at a mullet in the back. The third man was definitely older and stronger than the other two. He was mostly bald with the exception of a short, stubbled beard. He also wore the same gray coat as the others, but it was opened to reveal a white undershirt, which was likely the same type the other two kept concealed behind their own coats.  Julie found herself backing farther into the alley upon their arrival, holding up her limp left wrist with her right arm. 

“Well,” the man on the left chuckled, taking a few steps forward. “Lookie what we found," the leader took a few steps forward as well. “What’s a pretty thing like you doing out here on our turf?” Julie started breathing heavily. Their turf? What are they talking about?

The leader seemed to notice that she was terrified, because he knelt down to her level and looked a bit more sympathetic. 

“Hey, hey. It’s okay, we’re not gonna hurt you," He said softly. Julie didn't trust him for a second. She knew she had a naivety to herself, but she wasn't stupid. She really needed to get out of here, and fast.

The leader gestured to himself. “My name’s Vadim," He pointed to the big guy wearing suspenders. 

“That’s Titus,”. He then pointed to the skinny guy on his right. 

“And that’s Nigel," Julie remained silent, and stood up slowly. Vadim stood up as well and held out his hand. 

“Come with me," His tone of voice suggested he was not playing around.

Julie quickly shook her head. She started to walk away, broken wrist still cradled in her good hand, when Vadim firmly grabbed her right arm, startling her. She looked up at him, and noticed his new annoyed expression. 

“Kid, I really insist,” he said, his tone low and demanding. “Come with me," He began tugging at Julie’s arm, forcing her along. He then threw her forward into the strong arms of Titus and Nigel. “Take her to the boss," Vadim said coldly. Suddenly he cried out and clutched his face. Julie looked at him with confusion. Suddenly Julie saw a shadow moving quickly past Vadim as he cried out again, this time getting knocked to the ground. 

“Oi!” Titus shouted, “What’s the big idea?” Suddenly he cried out as well, and Julie felt the jolt as he was pushed to the ground, letting go of her arm. As he fell, Julie noticed a small gash in the back of his head, as if he was hit by some sort of blunt force. Nigel pulled Julie closer to him like the hostage she currently was. 

“Who’s there?” he shouted. Suddenly, his legs got swept out from under him, sending both him and Julie to the floor. Julie cried out as she instinctively used her broken wrist to break her fall, sending another jolt of pain through her arm. Suddenly, Nigel fell unconscious beside her, startling her. Julie noticed that he had a similar gash on his head that Titus did. She heard a grunt in front of her. Vadim was standing up and wiping blood off of his lip.

“You little—” he was cut off as he once again got a blow to the face. This time, the back of his head hit the wall of the alley, knocking him out cold. 

For the first time in what felt like hours, everything felt still and quiet for a few moments. Breathing heavily, Julie looked up and noticed a figure obscured a bit by the shadows. They stood tall and seemed unphased, like fighting guys like these ones was something they did on a regular basis.

“Stupid thugs,” the figure huffed. The voice sounded vaguely familiar. “They think everything on the street is their business," He put his dagger—that he held in an icepick grip, its pommel bloody—back in its sheath and reached towards her, gesturing his hand towards her uninjured one. Julie looked up at him and caught a glimpse of his face behind his mask. 

She gasped and scooted backwards. It was the man who stole her wallet! Julie quickly shook her head and continued to scoot backwards.

“N—No thanks, I—I’ll just—”

“No time," The stranger pulled her up by her good arm before she could protest further. The quick movement jostled her broken wrist, causing her to yelp and hiss at the pain. The stranger gently grabbed her wrist presumably to get a closer look. He examined the swelling and bruising with the care of a professional. 

Julie sighed in defeat. “The ladder I was on fell backwards to the ground. It landed on my wrist and broke it.” 

“Hmm,” the stranger hummed in concentration, but it sounded like something closer to a growl, “Yep.”

“Huh?”

“It’s definitely broken,” he replied, “If you take good care of it, it should heal in a few weeks," He set her wrist down gently. “Come on, we’ve gotta get out of here,” he said, grabbing her good hand.

He started trying to pull Julie along with him, but she pulled her arm away. 

“Wait, wait, hold on,” she said, “You owe me an explanation!”

The stranger glared at her, his eyes conveying annoyance, tiredness, and confusion, “A what?”

“An explanation!” Julie yelled back. “You stole from me, and then came back to save me? What in the world is going on?” 

“Like I said, no time. Now are you going to sit there and wait to encounter more thugs?”

Julie was about to protest, but she had to admit that he was right. She had no idea when those thugs would wake up, or if there were more coming. She really didn't want to trust the stranger that stole from her, but she didn't see any other choice.  She internally groaned at this revelation, then turned to the stranger, attempting to look determined. 

“Lead the way.”
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​Chapter 2
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​The Dojo

The two carefully navigated their way through the alleys of the city, trying to keep out of sight. At least, the stranger was trying to keep out of sight. Julie, although not knowing anything about the city, didn’t understand the strong necessity for stealth the stranger seemed to have. She knew that they were trying to avoid any more thugs, but if she stepped so much as an inch into an area that was mildly lit up, the stranger harshly pulled her back into the shadows and gave her a deadly glare. 

The more they walked, Julie started to notice that this place started getting less busy. The buildings were shorter and there were fewer street lights. With the chances she got, she looked out past the alleys and saw that there were fewer people in the streets. It was almost like they walked into a different time period.  Soon enough, the stranger stopped walking and let go of her arm.

“Here we are," he muttered grouchily. 

Julie found herself staring at a short building with a foundation primarily made of bricks in various shades of beige. This was in stark contrast to the roof which was made out of what looked like a brownish bamboo neatly arranged to look seamlessly blended with the rest of the building. 

It seemed old, but well-maintained. “What are we doing here?” Julie asked. 

The stranger grumbled and grabbed her arm again, pulling her towards the wooden door. He opened the door and practically yanked her inside. As he closed the door, Julie’s eyes lit up at the interior. 

The whole floor was well maintained and was well—lit by the moonlight shining in from the large windows on every wall. The back corner housed a cupboard with a few long wooden rods propped against it. Two fighting dummies sat nearby. A large punching bag sat in the other corner. A large rack sat on one side with dumbbells with various weights. The adjacent wall held two wooden stands with a few planks of wood leaning against the wall next to it. Another wall had what looked to be real metal weapons put on display behind a glass pane.  The whole place looked like a small dojo.

“What is this place?” she asked.

Almost as if on cue, a tall black man entered the dojo. He was dressed in blue jeans and a white martial arts jacket with a black collar and red accents tied together with a black belt. His long black hair was tied in a messy bun while the rest hung at his shoulders. His black boots clicked on the floor with every step he took. 

“Colton?” His voice was deep and calm. His welcoming brown eyes fell on Julie and he smiled. “Well, hi there!” His eyes shifted back to the stranger. “Who’s this, Colton? New friend?” He said, chuckling, clearly toying around. 

Julie turned back to the stranger, apparently named Colton, whose expression hasn’t changed since he saved her in the alley. 

“I just found her in an alley. Had to knock out some thugs. She broke her wrist.” 

The man slowly walked up to Julie, his eyes drifting to her cradled arm. “I take it that’s the wrist you broke?” She nodded. She winced as he gently lifted her wrist to examine it, a much gentler touch than Colton’s. “What’s your name, kid?”

Julie hesitated. The only people she’d interacted with since she arrived either stole from her, or tried to hurt and kidnap her. How did she know this man wouldn’t do the same? After all, Colton had practically dragged her here without her knowing what he planned. The man noticed her hesitation and smiled.

“My name is Deacon,” he said softly.

“I—I’m Julie,” Julie replied. She winced again as Deacon gently felt around her wrist. He nodded, a sympathetic smile adorned on his face.

“Yep, that’s a pretty banged up wrist you got there,” he said. “How did you break it?”

Julie’s free hand went up to the back of her neck and she rubbed it in embarrassment. “I... fell off of a ladder when it broke, and it landed on top of me. I think I’m otherwise okay.”

“Well, I’m glad you're okay, Julie. I’ve treated many broken wrists before, so today is your lucky day," Deacon replied. Julie looked down at her feet. She didn't exactly
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