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Dreaming
by Nikola Mučkajev
Book I of the Bloom Trilogy
Chapter 1 - The End




Gunmetal glinted among eldritch lights and spurned shadows. This was the right thing to do. There was no other choice. It was time.
The maw that opened before him threatened to consume all. The only way out was through.
A breath. A click. The hammer struck the pin, and the end became the beginning.
Chapter 2 - Loss
Dread descended upon her like a creeping fog. Nearly imperceptible at first, then all-encompassing. The days since his passing had been cruel, and each night that followed only brought a more acute pain. Any attempt to fall into a sense of normality was cut by the chasm that had split her life wide open.
Mornings only brought a cold, grim dawn that wrapped decrepit tendrils of oppressive weight on her soul. His clothes, curios, and concerns still littered the space they shared.
The slightest wayward glance across them invited painful memories that came crashing back in. A run-in here, a missed embrace there. Constant reminders of a presence that she could no longer take comfort in.
But worst, perhaps, was the gnawing sensation of time wasted. Time that slipped away without so much as a trace. After all those years, he was gone and never coming back. What but pain did she have to show for it? Nothing but lifeless rooms and bitter memories.
Chapter 3 - Kingdom Of
Few thoughts formed fully in his mind. For the most part, he was merely lost in the stream. Despite his attempts to glean knowledge, the torrent buffeted every fiber of his being, and the roil threatened to drown out existence.
Retching, sputtering, and searing, he crashed to the ground. Agony unlike any he had known pulsed along the pathway the bullet had carved through his split skull. His body screamed in protest, the dulling fugue of the single malt he’d polished off dissipating the moment the revolver’s hammer fell.
He clambered along the ground as sight struggled to coalesce into vision.
A voice spoke. Its timbre evoked rich notes with a soft thrumming that seemed to fill the space completely around him.
"Hrmph. Yet another. I must ask, has this method of passage become the norm since my time? It's quite repulsive."
A tsk clipped forth from the being’s mouth.
"Far be it for me to entertain vanity, but please tell me: does the Order’s nightshade no longer make the cut? Or are gaping cranial wounds in fashion this time of the year?"
Any attempt to communicate fell out of his mouth in garbled spurts. Neural pathways reconnected, flesh and sinew rejoined, ensuring the damage done would be solely psychological. All would be healed in time, in accordance with the grand design. Now was a time for faith alone.
Alexei stammered weakly, his mouth unaccustomed to the sensation. The vestiges of speech returned to him after so, so long. Elation surged through him as he struggled to contain himself.
"Please, f-forgive me. It... it was—"
"Urgent?" the voice hummed. "Yes, I'm quite aware. Tell me, how many are still left?"
"I... I don't know. I began the ritual the moment the signal was sent… The two are still trying to locate it, but…"
"I see. Then it is indeed as we thought. Come. We have much to discuss, and you have much to learn."
The frayed blur of his vision diminished as clarity slowly spread its crystalline tendrils through his mind. His breath caught in his throat, and he choked back a cry as he looked down from their precipice and across the void below.
In the distance, worlds apart — yet closer than he could have ever fathomed — lay the Kingdom that was promised.
Chapter 4 - Inquiries
Mika couldn’t remember how many questions they had asked. Every interrogation felt like the first, yet the spiral of repetition threatened to consume her. Questions flooded her mind like a hemorrhage she couldn’t stop: How could he leave her like this? What had she done to deserve this? Finding him was the beginning of chaos that never relented, a storm she couldn’t escape.
Her home had become a revolving door for people in suits and uniforms, entering and exiting in an endless procession. The gentle hum of their activity buzzed like an undercurrent of anxiety that never left.
It was the investigators' skittishness that unsettled her most. She had once seen officers of the law as symbols of safety, of reliability. Now, their smiles — meant to be warm and reassuring — were masks barely concealing something raw. Behind the professional facades lurked an unease they struggled to suppress. These weren’t the faces of calm professionals following protocol; they were the faces of people haunted by something they couldn’t fully understand.
Had her nerves not been frayed to the breaking point, Mika might have missed the subtle cues — the darting eyes, the stiff postures, the way they avoided her gaze. Each twitch and shift sent waves of tension through her, leaving her shaking as she endured yet another group of strangers at her kitchen table.
This time, it was a mismatched pair: a squat man whose bulk barely fit the chair and his partner, impossibly tall and thin, like a caricature stretched too far. The shorter man took the lead, his voice gruff and stilted in a way that stripped the words of sincerity.
“Mrs. Moirai, I want to offer my condolences for your loss. We’ll do our best to make this quick.”
Mika forced a weak smile, her energy too spent to muster anything genuine. The sentiment was meaningless. She just wanted it to be over.
The same questions came, as they always did. Where were you? What did you notice? Is there something you’re not telling us? Over and over. Then a new one broke through the monotony.
“How much did your husband talk to you about his work?” the squat man asked.
Mika blinked, caught off guard. “Excuse me?”
“His work. How much did he talk about it?” He tapped his pen against the table, the sound sharp and insistent.
“He wasn’t working,” she replied, her voice tight with exhaustion. “He hasn’t been working for nearly a year. Not since the accident. I’ve told you this already.”
The man bit his lip, glancing at the file in front of him. His hand trembled slightly, a detail that didn’t escape Mika. Her eyes shifted to his partner, who hadn’t moved. The tall man’s gaze was fixed on her, unblinking, as if he wasn’t looking at her but through her. A shiver crawled up her spine.
“You’re right,” the short man said abruptly. “My apologies. I seem to have been mistaken.”
Mika clenched her jaw, her frustration boiling beneath the surface. Her muscles screamed with inflammation from hours of tension, weeping, and interrogation. She rested her chin on her palm, resisting the urge to collapse entirely. Sleep was a luxury her mind refused to grant.
The short man cleared his throat, drawing her attention back. He closed his smudged folder with deliberate care and squinted at her, his small, beady eyes barely visible beneath folds of flesh. His sharp intakes of breath grated on her nerves, each one loaded with nervous energy or barely restrained excitement.
“Mrs. Moirai,” he began, his voice adopting a performative weight that grated on her frayed patience, “I understand how bewildering this must be, but I need you to cooperate. Did Alexei ever talk about—”
“His work?” Mika snapped, her voice rising. “Jesus Christ, no!”
Her hands flew up in exasperation. “What the fuck is it with you people? How many times do I have to answer the same damn questions? Alex wasn’t working. He hasn’t worked in over a year. Nothing —nothing — in the fifteen years I’ve known him would suggest he’d do something like this. So can you please stop wasting my time and get out of my house?”
The room fell silent. Other officers and analysts paused to glance her way, but the pair across from her remained impassive. The squat man simply smiled, a crooked grin that sent a fresh wave of unease crawling over her skin.
“Of course, Mrs. Moirai,” he said, standing. “I deeply apologize for upsetting you and wasting your time.”
He gathered his folder and turned to leave, his towering partner trailing behind. But before he exited, the short man stopped, pivoting back toward her. He bent low, leaning far too close. Mika froze, her instincts screaming as he reached into his coat pocket.
He produced a limp business card, placing it on the table with deliberate care. “If you remember anything — anything at all — don’t hesitate to reach out.” His voice was sickly sweet, a parody of politeness.
And then they were gone.
Mika slumped back in her chair, her body heavy with exhaustion. She rubbed her eyes, a yawn reminding her of just how long she’d been running on fumes. But rest wouldn’t come. The questions circled endlessly, refusing to let her go.
As she buried her face in her hands, something caught her eye. A glint of light. The business card. She picked it up, tilting it in the light to examine the gaudy gold trim on its worn surface.
Her breath hitched. Her chest tightened as a fresh wave of terror surged through her. The words printed in golden ink stared back at her, mocking her with their finality:
WE KNOW.
Chapter 5 - Communion
Alexei’s emotions churned in a tempest, caught between awe and terror as he stared at the fortress stretching across the starred horizon. It loomed impossibly large, a monolith defying comprehension. Even from this distance, he could feel its weight, its sheer presence pressing against him. Its ivory-white walls shimmered, an unsettling blend of bone and metal that refused to settle into either. The structure seemed alive, breathing with purpose.
The singsong voice that had guided him this far broke his reverie, laced with its usual undertone of mocking amusement.
“Come along, come along. You’ll have plenty of time to gawp later. We’ve places to be, others to meet.”
The guide’s melodic tones grated against Alexei’s frayed nerves, but he followed anyway. The ground beneath his feet clicked and crackled, the sound resonating through him in a way that felt sharper, more vivid than anything he’d known before. Everything here was like that—heightened, sharper, and somehow more real.
Each step forward was a struggle to reconcile his feelings. It’s real, he thought. The Kingdom is real. He had doubted it so many times, dismissed the promises as cruel illusions. But now, walking these hallowed halls, the weight of disbelief was stripped away. After everything he’d given — his life, his pain, his doubts — it had finally been delivered.
The vaulted ceilings stretched into infinity, the walls humming faintly as though the fortress itself resonated with power. Every surface gleamed with an unearthly perfection, as if shaped by hands that understood the very fabric of creation. The echoes of his footfalls mixed with those of others — other arrivals, following their own guides.
Alexei turned his head, noticing the procession of figures moving alongside him. They, too, were mesmerized, their faces frozen in wonder or fear. He recognized some faintly, though names eluded him. Others were strangers, yet their presence carried a strange familiarity. His guide, though — this one was different. While Alexei couldn’t remember the figure’s name, something about him felt deeply, unshakably known.
He glanced down as the floor began to glow faintly, pulsing in rhythm with the air around him. It wasn’t a color so much as an emanation, a light that throbbed in soothing waves. Cool hues melted into warm, fluid patterns that seemed to ease the weight on his chest. For a brief, blissful moment, the burdens of his past—the pain, the loss—drifted away, like debris swept out to sea.
For the first time in years, Alexei felt light. Free. Everything’s going to be alright, he thought. Despite the doubts, he was glad he had done what was required when the foreseen hour arrived. Just as I was told. Just as I should have.
The guide stopped abruptly, and Alexei nearly stumbled into him. They had arrived at a vast hall—a convergence of five massive corridors that radiated outward like spokes on a wheel. In the center, a vast depression yawned in the floor, its contents shrouded in shadow and mystery.
The guide turned to face him, their eyes meeting. Alexei tried to hold the piercing cerulean gaze but faltered. He looked down, biting the inside of his cheek, the familiar act grounding him until a warm hand rested on his shoulder. He flinched at the touch but quickly felt the warmth seep into him, soft and steady like embers glowing in a fire.
“We’re almost ready to begin,” the guide said softly, their voice devoid of mockery for the first time. “Stay close. Don’t make any sudden movements. Everything will be alright.”
The guide’s hand fell away, but the warmth lingered. Alexei watched as the others shuffled into formation, creating straight lines that stretched down the five halls. Each arrival seemed to know exactly where to stand, moving with an eerie precision. Everything was orderly. Everything was as it should be.
The guides all turned to face the center of the hall, their focus locked on the pit. A low, resonant hum began to fill the space, vibrating through Alexei’s chest. He shifted uneasily, searching for the source of the sound, but before he could find it, his vision slammed shut.
A cold stiffness spread through his body, creeping upward from his feet and rooting him to the floor. The warmth that had calmed him moments ago was torn away violently, leaving him hollow and trembling. The hum intensified, pulsing with unbearable force, each wave rattling his nerves until he could think of nothing else.
The temperature plummeted. His breaths came in shallow gasps as the air turned sharp and unwelcoming. Panic flared as the pulse seemed to burrow into his chest, threatening to shatter him from the inside out. He tried to move, to scream, but his body refused to obey.
When he finally forced his eyes open, even just a crack, he wished he hadn’t.
His guide was no longer whole. The figure had been warped beyond recognition, twisted and stretched as if by some cruel, unseen force. Limbs bent at impossible angles; features blurred and fragmented. Alexei’s mind buckled under the weight of trying to comprehend the grotesque transformation.
The pulse grew stronger, louder, shaking the very foundation of the hall. Alexei’s chest heaved as he fought to break free from whatever held him in place. He screamed, his voice raw and desperate, a plea for release from the torment.
And then, the pit answered.
A form began to emerge, unfurling from the shadows like a blooming flower or a spreading plague. Its light radiated outward, blinding and absolute, as if it were a lighthouse guiding ships across the void of time and space.
Alexei’s eyes snapped open fully, tears streaming down his face as his mind fractured under the weight of what it beheld. It was divinity and ruin, salvation and despair. He couldn’t hold it. He couldn’t survive it. The pulse reached its crescendo, tearing through him like a final, merciless judgment.
And then, silence.
Alexei’s world dissolved into muted images, fractured memories, and the sharp sting of a long - forgotten pain.
Chapter 6 - Yesteryear
Alexei stood motionless, staring at the faint coffee stain on the carpet. The fading sunlight stretched long shadows across the room, marking the passing of another day he barely felt present for. His phone felt heavy in his back pocket, a silent reminder of the conversation that had just upended his thoughts.
“The Order.” The words lingered, clinging to him like cobwebs. He hadn’t said anything to Mika about it—not yet. Not ever, a voice whispered in the back of his mind.
From the kitchen, the rhythmic pop of kernels breaking filled the silence. Mika’s humming drifted into the living room, light and unassuming, a comforting contrast to the turmoil in his head. He wanted to cling to it, to her, to the mundane warmth of this moment. But the truth pressed against his ribcage, cold and unyielding.
Alexei forced himself to move, setting the coffee cup on a side table before collapsing onto the couch. The cushions groaned under his weight as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His fingers laced together tightly, his knuckles whitening with the strain.
The TV remote sat untouched on the coffee table. Mika’s words echoed in his ears: Pick something to watch. He stared at the device as if it held the answers to questions he couldn’t bring himself to ask.
His mind drifted again, slipping back to the phone call. The clipped, precise tone of the voice on the other end. The unspoken urgency. The absolute finality in the way they said, No, there isn’t more time.
A sharp pop from the microwave snapped him back to the present. He turned his head toward the kitchen, watching Mika as she poured the steaming popcorn into a bowl. Her movements were effortless, each action carried out with the kind of grace he envied. How did she manage to stay so grounded when he felt like he was constantly on the verge of unraveling?
“Alright, movie man!” Mika chirped, stepping into the room with the bowl cradled in her hands. “What’s the verdict?”
Alexei hesitated. “Uh… I haven’t picked yet.”
She raised an eyebrow, then set the bowl down on the coffee table. “Well, good thing I’m a sucker for rom-coms.” She flopped onto the couch beside him, curling her legs beneath her as she grabbed the remote.
He watched her as she scrolled through the streaming menu, her focus completely on the screen. She radiated an ease he couldn’t match, her presence a balm against the gnawing discomfort he carried.
“Here we go!” she announced triumphantly, selecting a brightly colored thumbnail. “Cheesy, predictable, and 100% perfect for tonight.”
Alexei chuckled softly, though it felt hollow in his chest. He leaned back into the couch as the movie started, the opening credits playing over a saccharine pop track. Mika snuggled closer to him, her head resting against his shoulder.
For a while, he let himself be carried by the rhythm of her breathing, the faint scent of butter and salt wafting from the popcorn. He tried to focus on the movie, on the ridiculous dialogue and exaggerated characters, but his thoughts kept circling back to the call.
The Order.
His stomach churned. He hadn’t told Mika what it meant—what it had always meant. To her, it was just a word, part of some abstract aspect of his past. But to Alexei, it was a looming shadow, a tether he’d never truly escaped.
He felt her shift against him, her fingers finding his hand and lacing through his own. Her touch was warm, grounding.
“You’re thinking too much,” she said, her voice quiet but firm.
Alexei glanced down at her, startled. Her eyes were still on the screen, but her expression was knowing, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips.
“You always get that faraway look when you’re overthinking,” she added, giving his hand a gentle squeeze. “Whatever it is, let it go. Just for tonight.”
Let it go. He wanted to. God, he wanted to so badly. But the weight of it pressed down on him, growing heavier with every passing second.
“I’ll try,” he said, his voice barely audible.
Mika tilted her head up to look at him, her smile softening. “That’s all I ask.”
The movie played on, its bright, ridiculous scenes filling the room with warmth and light. But Alexei’s gaze drifted toward the window, where the last rays of the sun had disappeared, leaving only the deepening blue of twilight.
When did everything start to change? The question whispered through his mind again, unrelenting.
Mika nestled closer, her presence a fleeting anchor in the storm inside him. He held her hand tightly, as if afraid that if he let go, he’d be swept away entirely.
For tonight, he decided, he would try to hold on. Just for tonight.
Chapter 7 - Morphology
The derelict manor loomed against the dark sky, a jagged silhouette atop the lonely hill. Its decaying exterior seemed to breathe with the wind, every loose board and broken shutter rattling like brittle bones. Even the moonlight refused to illuminate it fully, leaving the structure cloaked in shadow and suspicion.
Inside, the air was thick with the scent of mildew and rot, a suffocating miasma that clung to everything. The peeling wallpaper curled away from the walls like dead skin, exposing the warped wood beneath. In the heart of the house, nestled within its endless, labyrinthine corridors, two figures crouched in the dim, throbbing light.
“It’s ready!” the shorter figure hissed, its voice sharp and eager, cutting through the oppressive silence.
“No, not yet,” the tall one replied, its voice cold and deliberate, carrying the weight of authority. “It needs more time.”
The short one bristled, its angular features twisting in irritation. “This is fine! It will be enough!”
“Not. Yet.”
The tall figure’s tone brooked no argument, and the short one let out a low growl of frustration. Beneath them, the writhing mass they had been tending shifted, emitting a pitiful, garbled sound that barely resembled a voice. Its movements were sluggish, its form barely coherent, as though it were struggling against some unseen force binding it to the ground.
Against the stained walls, the sickly light continued to pulse, casting grotesque shadows that danced like living things. The light seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere at once, its rhythm unpredictable, as though it followed a logic all its own.
The tall one rose first, its gangly limbs unfolding in a way that seemed unnatural, too smooth and too fluid. “Come,” it said, glancing back at its companion. “Leave it. There are others to prepare.”
The short one hesitated, its jagged teeth bared in frustration, but eventually relented. “Fine,” it muttered, falling in line behind the taller figure.
The pair moved through the rotting manor like phantoms, their steps soft but deliberate. The hallways twisted and turned, defying any sense of order or reason, as though the house itself had become unmoored from reality. Dust motes hung in the air like spectral debris, stirred only by their passing.
Every so often, they would stop abruptly, their heads tilting as though listening to something beyond the range of human hearing. The wind howled through the broken windows, a mournful dirge that echoed through the empty halls. The tall one would nod faintly, and they would continue, their movements synchronized as if guided by an unseen hand.
Room by room, they visited the forgotten ones.
The figures they observed were little more than husks, their twisted forms sprawled across the floor or hunched in corners. They convulsed and shrieked, their sounds inhuman, a cacophony of agony and confusion. Bones cracked and sinews tore, the grotesque symphony echoing through the manor.
“They do not understand,” the short one said, its voice tinged with disdain.
“They are not meant to,” the tall one replied, its tone impassive.
One of the forgotten ones raised its head, its milky eyes wide with terror as it emitted a keening wail. Its limbs jerked spasmodically, as though trying to escape its own body.
The tall one tutted softly. “Such ingratitude. They do not see the value of what is being bestowed upon them.”
The short one let out a huff, its jagged shoulders rising and falling. “Ungrateful wretches. Do they not realize how fortunate they are?”
“They will,” the tall one said simply.
They moved to the next room, their presence an unrelenting weight on the house. Each space they entered seemed to darken further, the light from the pulsing glow dimming in their wake.
The forgotten ones continued their grotesque transformations, their bodies shifting and contorting as if rebelling against their own existence. The sounds of snapping bones and tearing flesh filled the air, a macabre orchestra playing for an unseen audience.
The short one crouched over one of the writhing figures, its long fingers brushing against the creature’s trembling form. “This one is close,” it murmured.
The tall one stood silent, its hollow gaze fixed on the writhing mass.
For a moment, the sickly light pulsed brighter, its rhythm quickening. The room seemed to hold its breath, the air growing heavy with anticipation.
“Leave it,” the tall one said at last, its voice low but firm. “There is still much to be done.”
The short one hesitated, its bony hands twitching at its sides. Then, with a reluctant nod, it rose and followed its companion out of the room.
The house groaned around them, the wind rattling the loose boards and broken glass as though protesting their presence.
“It truly is thankless work,” the tall one said, almost to itself.
The short one let out a dry laugh, sharp and bitter. “They’ll understand soon enough.”
Together, they vanished into the shadows, leaving the forgotten ones to their agonized transformations.
Chapter 8 - An Unexpected Visitor
Mika’s heart felt like it had stopped mid-beat. She stared at the elderly woman on her doorstep, unable to reconcile the sudden, unannounced visit with the turmoil already boiling inside her.
“May I come in?” the woman asked again, her tone gentle but firm. Her silver scarf gleamed faintly in the wan light, catching Mika’s attention and pulling her focus away from the chaos in her mind.
Mika’s lips parted, but no words came. Her throat felt tight, her body frozen in a state of disbelief.
“I—I don’t know if…” she began, her voice faltering.
The old woman sighed, a sound that carried both patience and weariness. “Mika, I understand this is overwhelming, but we need to talk. I’m not here to make this harder for you.” She paused, softening her tone further. “Please, dear. Let me help.”
Before Mika could protest, the woman stepped inside, brushing past her with an air of quiet authority. The scent of her faint perfume—a mix of lavender and something faintly spicy—followed her, filling the entryway. Mika turned slowly, watching as the woman unwound her scarf and placed it neatly over the back of a chair.
“I’ll make tea,” the old woman announced, already moving toward the kitchen as though she owned the place.
Mika remained rooted in place, staring at the space where the woman had stood moments before. Her body buzzed with conflicting emotions: anger, confusion, and the crushing weight of grief.
“Sit down, Mika,” the woman called from the kitchen, her voice carrying an unspoken expectation that Mika would obey. “You look like you’re about to collapse.”
Mika’s legs moved on their own, carrying her to the couch. She sank into it heavily, her head falling into her hands. Her mind raced, searching for something to anchor her in the moment, but all she could see was Alexei. His smile, his laugh, his retreating figure as he left her life in shambles.
The clatter of a kettle and the soft hum of boiling water broke through her thoughts. The rhythmic sounds of movement in the kitchen were oddly soothing, filling the oppressive silence with something almost normal. Almost.
Moments later, the old woman returned, carrying two mugs of tea on a tray. She set them down on the coffee table and took a seat across from Mika, her posture straight and dignified.
“Drink,” she said simply, pushing one of the mugs toward Mika.
Mika stared at it, her hands trembling. “I don’t want tea,” she muttered.
“You need it,” the woman replied, her tone leaving no room for argument. “Now, take a sip, and let’s talk.”
Reluctantly, Mika lifted the mug to her lips. The warmth of the tea seeped into her fingers, grounding her slightly. The first sip was bitter, but the heat was soothing against the rawness in her throat.
The old woman watched her for a moment before speaking. “I know you’re angry. I know you’re hurt. And I know you’re confused. Believe me, I feel all those things too.” She leaned forward, her sharp eyes meeting Mika’s. “But Alexei didn’t leave because of you. And he didn’t leave without a reason.”
Mika’s breath hitched. She set the mug down with a shaky hand, unable to meet the woman’s gaze. “Then why?” she whispered.
The woman sighed again, her shoulders sagging slightly. For the first time, Mika noticed the weariness in her expression, the faint tremor in her hands as she clasped them in her lap.
“There are things about Alexei’s past that you don’t know,” she said carefully. “Things he kept hidden to protect you.”
Mika looked up sharply, her eyes narrowing. “Protect me? From what?”
“From them,” the woman said, her voice dropping to a near whisper. “From The Order.”
The words hung in the air like a thunderclap, heavy and electric. Mika’s mind reeled, the name ringing with an unfamiliar yet ominous weight.
“The Order?” she repeated, her voice shaking. “What are you talking about? What does this have to do with Alexei?”
The old woman hesitated, her gaze softening. “Alexei was part of something... something bigger than himself. Bigger than any of us. He tried to escape it, to build a life with you. But The Order doesn’t let go so easily.”
Mika shook her head, tears brimming in her eyes. “No. That’s—no. He wouldn’t. He didn’t…” Her voice broke, and she buried her face in her hands.
The woman reached across the table, her hand resting lightly on Mika’s knee. “I’m telling you this because you deserve to know the truth,” she said gently. “And because you need to understand that his leaving wasn’t abandonment. It was sacrifice.”
Mika looked up, her face streaked with tears. “Sacrifice?” she choked out. “What does that even mean? What did he sacrifice?”
The old woman’s expression hardened, her lips pressing into a thin line. “Everything,” she said simply.
For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The weight of the revelation settled over the room, heavy and suffocating.
Finally, Mika broke the silence. “Why are you here?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
The woman straightened, her gaze unwavering. “Because The Order isn’t done,” she said. “And neither is Alexei.”
Mika’s heart plummeted. The room seemed to tilt around her, the walls closing in. “What does that mean?”
“It means,” the old woman said, her voice calm but firm, “that you need to be ready. For what comes next.”
Chapter 9 - Myr




Stiffness welcomed him back to consciousness. Alexei groaned as he tried to stir. Rigid muscles tensed across his entire body, accompanied by small quivers that cascaded through his muscles. He went to sit up, but quickly found himself slamming back down.
He groaned out a low and guttural sound, straining to find some modicum of comfort. The surface beneath him was cold and unforgiving, the vibrations he uttered coaxed a deeply unpleasant feeling from the center of his chest, and nausea accompanied his growing discomfort.
“Ah, there you are. Welcome back. Do try and be still.” A familiar voice spoke. It’s melodious tones absent of its past reprehension.
Alexei strained his neck to see who was near, but was quickly kept in place by a pair of hands on either side of his head.
“I said be still. You’ll do no good trying to rush in your state.” The voice came again.
“Wh-What happened?” Alexei croaked. The last thing he remembered was a surge of heat, a bright light, and then - nothing. The pain in his center was no longer as great as it had been, but the unpleasant sensation lingered - thrumming within.
He managed to cast his gaze downward, and saw his body adorned in a garb different than before.
His body was covered in a resplendent fabric, what seemed to be ceremonial in nature. The fine cloth was embroidered with elegant golden threads that radiated outward from the stark white base. Some sort of crest was embellished on his sternum, but he couldn’t tell exactly what - and any attempt to crane his neck further would only be met with another reprimand.
Alexei rested his head back down onto the slab, taking a moment to close his eyes. Rest would not come, but at least he could take a moment to take stock. Strange lights danced behind his eyelids, swirling and morphing into otherworldly geometry unlike he had ever seen before. Points of light faded in an out like a cosmic array of stars, each flickering in and out to their own frequency. He felt himself mesmerized by the dazzling display, losing track of himself and the space around him.
The points of light began to shift and swarm to the center of his vision. Lines appeared between, connecting into shapes that came closer and closer to appearing like something recognizable. Something that he’d seen once before, but couldn’t place where. Just as the shapes began to solidify, pressure spread on his forehead, and the dazzling lights dissipated.
“Ah, I see our newest arrival is finally awake. Welcome, child.” A voice spoke, distinct from the first. One that Alexei was certain he hadn’t heard before, yet felt instantly memorable - like a songbird’s hymn. He heard footsteps echoing across the polished floor - the footfalls growing louder with each step.
A tall, lanky figure stooped over him. He couldn’t make out much by way of features, but noticed a peculiar glint of light that danced where the head should be. The figure came closer, and the glinting slowly turned into an array of coalescing shapes. Shifting their way into a kaleidoscopic formation, Alexei was puzzled by what he saw. The dancing light seemed to exhibit properties closer to tiny slivers of glass than anything else. Bladed light - forming into something.
“Ah, still a bit weary, are we? Don’t worry. It’ll pass soon enough.” The slivers shimmered as the voice rang out. He saw the figure come closer, and soon felt the warmth of touch on his shoulder. The voice spoke again, soothingly.
“I know that this is difficult, but I need you to trust me. Everything will be explained - in time. There are pressing matters that we must tend to. Trust that there will be time for everything. Everything, in its time. But before we continue any further, we must address the issue of your inner state.”
“My inner wha-”
The shards vibrated soothingly as the figure pulled back. Alexei felt a pair of gentle hands slip beneath the back of his head in a cradle, fingers lacing together. He felt two thumbs begin to massage the divot in the back of his skull, just where his neck ended.
The motions were fluid and deliberate. As the fingers kneaded deeper into his skin, he felt the knot in his center begin to uncoil itself slowly and his breath left him in steady measure. Despite his growing comfort, Alexei shifted uneasily on the slab - a peculiar prickling feeling danced and spun webs of sharp sensation between his brows.
“Ah…” Alexei sighed, feeling the acrid tinge of something indescribable escape on his breath. A vile taste.
“There we go. That’s better, isn’t it?” The voice asked in singsong.
Alexei wanted to reply, but he was overwhelmed. The sensation had grown so great that any attempt he made to open his jaw was held back by the heavy grinding his teeth were preoccupied with.
He clenched, and unclenched. Clenched, and unclenched, until at last the arcing energy subsided and his breathing calmed. The pressure had webbed its way across the sides of his head, toward the back, and right into the two finger tips.
“It’s amazing what a bit of touch and compassion can do, isn’t it?”
Alexei was queasy. Sluggishly, he offered what gratitude he could muster to the figure.
“Th-thank…” he faltered as the queasiness surged back.
“Hush. Rest. Your presence here is gratitude enough. I know that the journey was not easy.” The voice softly spoke.
Before he could muster another attempt at speech, a second voice cut in - a sharp contrast to the warmth of the first. Its scoff belied no kindness, and its words rang steely across the space.
“Oh please. He isn’t the first, nor will he be the last. I honestly can’t fathom why you must insist we waste precious time like this. It’s just another batch. Let’s speed this along so we can get on to the real work.”
 
“Amadeus, please. You know that is no way to speak about our newest brothers and sisters. We are all members of the Order, of the Academy. And for it to be maintained we must not let the bond of kinship falter.”
Amadeus scoffed again, but kept silent. Alexei craned his neck toward the newcomer, utilizing the most of his limited range of movement, and gazed at what had to have been the most imperious, hawkish face he’d ever laid eyes upon.
The man was dressed in the same ceremonial garb as all of the others he had seen, but he could make out fanciful embroidery that delineated a status or rank above the others. What this man’s role or position was, however, Alexei couldn’t deduce.
“Now, I need you to stay here for just a minute longer.” The soft voice said.  “It’ll be a little longer until you’re feeling like your old self again.”
“God, I certainly hope not.”, Alexei thought.
“Oh! I nearly forgot! Please, forgive my horrid manners. Everything has been in such a tumult as of late that even my manners seem to have gone the way of the wind. I am Myr. It is a pleasure to finally meet you, Alexei. I’ve been waiting for quite some time.”
Alexei couldn’t be sure, but he could swear that he saw the figure wink behind its ever-shifting prismatic visage. The moment was all too fleeting, however, as a petulant cough came from where Amadeus stood. 

“We really must be going, Myr. They won’t keep everyone waiting solely for our sake…” 
“I am aware.”

Myr stooped low once more, this time lowering his voice to whisper into Alexei’s ear.
  
“Rest. Gather your strength. You’ve come far, but there is much, much further to go. If I am not here by the time you wake, seek out the bathhouse. Now, sleep.”
Alexei’s mouth opened to ask, yet before the questions could fully form on his lips, Myr’s hand passed over his head in a wave - and with it brought a crushing wave of exhaustion and a blackness which promised an oblivion that Alexei happily welcomed.
Chapter 10 -The Plea


Anastasia had already made herself at home on the couch, sitting square in the middle and taking up one side for her coat, and the other for her bag - leaving Mika the lounge chair. Mika sat, and suddenly felt as if she were under interrogation in her own home.

Another set of questions. Another set of prying eyes when all she wanted was peace.

“Mika, I will be direct for I do not wish to waste time.” Anastasia began.

“When are you not?“ Mika snarked inwardly. 

“I know that it can hardly be said that we’ve ever been on good terms, but I am asking you, please, to put aside to our past disagreements and listen to what I have to say. I did not come here to pick a fight.”

Mika scrutinized her. For years she had felt suffocated beneath Ana’s prying eye’s and influence. She knew it wasn’t true, but in her darkest moments, when the thoughts she fought so had to keep at bay overwhelmed her, she blamed Ana for what happened to Alexei. If she hadn’t been so controlling, so demanding, so downright manipulative, Mika knew that he’d still be here. 

Mika stayed silent, electing to really let her have it, but the longer she glowered at her Mother-in-law, the more the truth etched itself across her face. She wasn’t here to manipulate. She wasn’t here to demand. She had truly come to seek help - and for the first time in Mika’s life, she saw what could only be described as desperation wrought in every wrinkle. 

“What do you want?” Mika spat out. Despite her intention of softening the blow, her body betrayed her. The years past, so filled with trauma, refused to be so easily dismissed.

For a moment, Mika thought she saw genuine hurt flicker across the other woman’s eyes. Anastasia’s visage trembled momentarily before her cold demeanor crept back over her face.

“Right. I can see that there’s been no love lost. Very well then. I won’t mince words.” Anastasia said.

Mika primed herself for what was coming, but showed no outward response. 
“Alexei isn’t dead.”

Mika stared. The clock on the wall cut through the stuffy silence. Mika stared. 
“Excuse me?”
“Alexei. My son, your husband - is not dead. Not in the way that you think.” Ana reiterated.
“You’re really going to sit here in my - our - living room, and say something like that? You, you haven’t reached out once since he - “, Mika cut herself short and swallowed hard.

She continued.

“Since he left my life. And now you want to sit there and tell me that he isn’t dead? What the fuck are you playing at Ana? Did the country club’s luster fade so much that you thought ‘Oh, I know, I’ll just go and fuck with my dead son’s widow for kicks? You disgust me.” Mika spat. She couldn’t bear to look at the old woman anymore. She stood sharply and turned to leave. She didn’t know where she was headed or what her next move even was, but she knew she couldn’t tolerate another moment in the company of that monster.

Just before she turned the corner, Anastasia’s sharp voice rang out behind her “Mika! Please!”

Mika whirled around, finger raised, cocked back and ready to point in accusation when the sight of in front of her stopped her dead. 

Mika stared at the woman across from her. The woman who’d had the gall to freeze her out for years. The woman who’d denied her and her only living son the help that they needed in their most dire straits. The help that, had it come sooner - had it come at all - could have been the very thing that kept the only man she’d ever loved still in this world. The woman who was now openly crying in front of her.

Sobs wracked Anastasia’s body, and her shoulders shuddered as she heaved out her pained breaths. 

Mika stood frozen in place. Her body felt as if a massive electric surge had fried her entire nervous system. She was in shock. Mika was not one to believe in the impossible, and yet here it was, sitting in her living room: the coldest and most guarded women she had ever met in her life, sobbing like a child. She knew she had to do something, but her mind failed to provide any adequate solution. So she stood, transfixed. Mouth agape.

Anastasia’s sobs didn’t relent, and threatened to become wails. Mika found herself instinctively kneeling and placing her hand on Anastasia’s shawled knee.

“Hey, hey now… It’s… It’s okay…” Mika said as she continued to pat away uncomfortably.

“Um… is there anything that I can get you? Do for you?” she asked.

Anastasia wiped away at her face as her frantic breathing slowed to a more measured pace, and she fixed her bright cerulean eyes onto Mika. She took Mika’s hands in hers, and squeezed tightly. Anastasia spoke between sniffles. 
“Yes dear, there is. I need you to forget everything you think you know about death.”
Chapter 11 - The Flower




A mute darkness was all Alexei saw.
He felt as if he was suspended, floating through an endless void with no sensations of time or place.
He shifted about trying to locate his hands, but not a single part of his body remained visible to him. The longer he thought on it, the more he began to doubt if he still had a body at all. What dull sensations he felt soon began to slip away as well. The last thing he remembered was lying down on that slab as a pair of hands waved over his face. And now… nothing but darkness.
Alexei was unsure of how long he spent in that void, but in time he began to see a faint glimmer coalesce ahead of him.
He tried walking closer toward it, but no limbs responded. Frustrated, he imagined himself thrashing about in the void to no avail. Ultimately, he relented. In his surrender, he found himself gliding toward the object, as if propelled by some unseen force.
As he approached it, he saw how truly strange the thing was. Coiled onto itself, was a strange bundle of wiry strands of light. Each cord seemed to pulsate in unison to some hidden melody. As he watched the strands of light dance and coil, Alexei noticed that the light was playing off far more than just itself. Surroundings began to take shape around him. The soft glow had spread to illuminate a mound of soft grass beneath his feet, and when he gazed around, it was through the eyes of a child.
Crisp summer air breezed by, and Alexei found himself inhaling deep. The wind was gentle and left a sweet taste on his tongue. Something was welling up inside of him. He was unsure what, but he felt a long-forgotten smile spread across his face. He wanted to cry. He knew exactly where he was, yet he couldn’t bring himself to believe it.
Buried emotions came surging back and Alexei’s knees crumpled. He stared down at the soft, gentle earth and watched as thick globs of tears peppered the earth below him. His vision blurred and he reached an arm up to wipe away the residue. Sniffling, he sat and looked about. Everything was just as he remembered it. The holiday home that his parents brought him to as a child was his to explore once more. Turning, he saw it sitting proudly atop the estate, just a short walk away from the green where he sat.
It was resplendent. Crafted with such care and possessing an immaculate attention to detail, the architecture never failed to inspire him. Now, far from the future that robbed him of the only place he’d ever called home, his mind wandered ecstatically at the potential this place presented once more. Alexei was so caught up in his fantasy that he’d utterly forgotten his circumstances. Snapping back to violently, he chastised himself for getting so carried away. Turning his attention back to the strange pulsating web of light, Alexei startled. It was gone. He looked about, scampering over the familiar terrain in an unfamiliar body, but he could not find it anywhere. The only light that shone was that of the sun that hung far above.
The brief panic that surged through him ebbed away, and Alexei found himself wanting to indulge. After all, it was a miracle he was even here to begin with. It would have been wrong not to take advantage of it. He scampered up to the front door but found it locked. Checking all the familiar hiding spots for any signs of an extra key, his adolescent shoulders sunk in dismay. All he wanted was to get back inside - why did everything have to prove to be so difficult? He knocked on the door, but the only response was the silence of an empty home.
Stepping back, Alexei took a moment to think. As far as he could tell, he was here alone. He had no idea how to leave this place, or whether it was even real or not. Then again, everything that happened had made it increasingly difficult to determine what weight the word “real” carried anymore. Resolving to just enjoy this moment for what it was, Alexei turned his attention back toward the house. It truly was just as he remembered it. For so many years he’d carried the memory of the horrid sight the estate had devolved into - he was determined to appreciate Just as he was stepping back to admire the facade of the home once more, a chill shot up his spine. Something was wrong, but he couldn’t place it. Alexei whirled around, tensing in apprehension. Something suddenly felt very, very familiar - and very, very wrong. In a moment of lucid deja vu, Alexei cocked his ear toward the direction of his childhood neighbors and waited for what he knew was coming: a shrill scream piercing the silence.
Alexei tore down the path toward the hilled garden at the bottom of the estate. He sliced through the thick vegetation and burst through an opening in the fence. His right foot snagged a small piece of eroded fencing as he tried to clear the gap. He felt himself torn downward suddenly and flung headfirst into a ditch. Gravity - that cruel bitch.
He lay in the deep clearing that separated his family’s estate from that of their neighbors. His head and back thrummed from the fall and his skin irritated with the prickle of pointed barbs of weeds and grass that nipped and tugged at his skin. He could hear the scattered sounds of the commotion that continued just over the berm, but he couldn’t muster the energy to pull himself up.
Alexei remained where he was, feeling his breathing soften as the shock left his body in deliberate waves. He stared at the sky. Had it always been so big? The canvas of deep blue that stretched above him looked as if it wanted to swallow him whole. All he had to do was give in.
He watched the clouds form a myriad of shapes as their wispy bodies spooled from one into the next seamlessly. Their movement calmed him, and for a moment, he forgot where he was, or why he had even come to be there.
A shrill shriek, louder than all of the others, pierced through the warmth of his daydream and ripped him back to. He clambered up to half height and poked through the brush until he could see through.
He saw an exquisite backyard, pleasantly decorated and lovingly maintained with an impressively adorned fountain in the center and a slate stone path that wound around it and led back to the house.
Alexei watched as a woman chased her daughter round and round the fountain, shouting, screaming, demanding, and pleading for the young girl to stop. He watched, dumbfounded. This wasn’t what happened.
He watched as the two stared one another down on opposite sides of the fountain. The older daring the younger to move. The younger standing defiant to the end.
“Kali, stop! Stop right fucking now! Let him breathe!” shouted her mother.
“No! He likes playing with me and I don’t care!” shouted Kali.
“You can’t hold him like that! You need to let him breathe!”
“I don’t care! I don’t care! I don’t care!”
Alexei saw that the girl was holding something close to her chest, smothering it. It wrangled against her fervently. Pale little legs and arms kicked and flailed out from under her grip.
He watched from the overgrowth as Kali’s mother struggled in vain to reach her, each time ending up directly opposite her as Kali ran round to the other side of the fountain.
Alexei’s eyes darted from mother to child to infant - his muscles tensed and seized as confusion and uncertainty coursed through him. Then amid the clamor, Kali looked at him. Her body adopted a strange stillness as she started directly at him. The shouts of her mother and the squeals of the infant faded into the background as an inexplicable silence overtook them. 

Alexei was captivated. He swallowed hard, his throat prickling as his mouth suddenly ran dry. Kali stared at him, mouth slowly dropping agape as a deep recognition took hold. The periphery of his vision became increasingly blurred and soon all Alexei could focus on was her bold, cerulean eyes. 
There was a reason he was here - a purpose, he could sense it, but couldn’t grasp it. Once again, the truth managed to slither away. Everything felt so muted, so distant. Everything but her and her eyes.
He watched as her mother tore the infant from her hands, still she stared. He watched as blow after blow landed upon her in retribution, still she remained unmoved. Then, a sharp movement cut through her.
A sudden spasm tore through Kali as she cocked her head to one side sharply and thrust her mouth open, shooting her jaw downward with such intensity that she instantly dislocated it. Revulsion welled within Alexei, but he couldn’t look away - she wouldn’t allow it.
He stared on in abject horror, heartbeat thrumming in his ears as those eyes held him captive. He didn’t remember the last time he saw her blink. He fell deeper and deeper into her gaze. Then: movement.
Her left eye began to swirl in its socket. Slowly, at first, then increasingly more rapid. The swirling spread, overtaking her features, her body, and the surroundings. All that was around them began to seep into her eye: gone was the mother, the infant, the fountain, and soon to be them - down and down into a funnel that led to a place Alexei had no intention of following.
Alexei forcefully willed himself awake, dead, or anywhere else, but the roil had begun to envelop him as well.
He gritted his teeth and clamped his eyes shut as he braced himself. Sudden winds whipped at his flesh and a burst of force at his back threw him to the earth. His ears stung and rang as discord ruled over all.
A voice cut through the din. A scream piercing through the tumult: “No!”
He paused, lying in the mound of soft earth and grass. Stillness was all he heard. Cautiously, he opened his eyes and looked up. He stared where Kali had stood, then whirled around, gazing in every direction. Grass. Everywhere he looked, only grass. No houses, no ditch, no fencing - nothing. Nothing but a vast meadow that stretched toward the boundary of an infinite sky. Alexei waddled forward on unsteady feet to where his old childhood friend had been.
A small clearing marked her point of departure, and in it, a juvenile blossom of a highly peculiar bloom.
Chapter 12 - A Death in the Family




“What did you just say?”
“I’m fairly certain that you heard me.”
Mika stared at her mother-in-law slack-jawed.
“Oh I heard you. Honestly, Ana, you must be aware of just how bat-shit that sounds.”
“When our beliefs are challenged we often seek to brush off that which we see as a threat to them.”
Mika threw her hands up in exasperation before propping them on her knees and burying her face into her hands. She let out a haggard breath, kneading the tips of her fingers into her temples.
“Ana…” she said, lifting her head up, pushing her hair out of her face. She paused, weighing how best to say what she needed to.
“I know that what happened to Alexei is difficult to accept. It has been… incredibly trying for all of us. But - and I say this with the best intent that I possibly can: he’s gone. He’s left us and no amount of wishful thinking will bring him back.”
Anastasia didn’t respond. She merely stared back at Mika. That unnerved her. Then, smiling to herself, she looked down and began to smooth out the shawl that lay spread over her lap.
​“Mika, your concern is touching, but I assure you that I am not deluding myself. What I speak is the truth. Believe me, I understand just how bewildering what I am saying may sound to you, but I am not here to deceive you. I need you to understand what has happened so that you may be ready for what is to come.”
​Mika felt a glacial tremor move through her.
​“And what exactly is coming?”
Anastasia flashed an empty smile. She opened her mouth, and a high pitched noise rang out, startling Mika. Ana quickly grabbed her purse and began rummaging through it.
​“Ugh. What a horrid noise. I’m sorry dear, I honestly don’t know how to change it back to a normal ringtone. Alexei used to always do it for me but now…” she paused, her gaze momentarily distant before snapping back to, tapping the screen, and lifting the phone to her ear. Mika listened.
​“Hello? Yes. Yes, we’re together now. At the house, yes. Really? Where? Hm. I see. That’s a little too close for comfort. Yes, I agree. No, no, that’s quite alright. Now is as good a time as any. We’ll be waiting.”
Anastasia lowered the phone, tapped the screen again, and stowed it away in her purse. She folded her hands demurely onto her lap, and smiled warmly at Mika. 

​“I’m sorry, love. The timing of these things… leaves a lot to be desired.” 
​“Who was that?”
“Family. There have been some developments.”
Mika’s thoughts darted to the conversations that the two of them had regarding his family. While the two had met and enjoyed many wonderful gatherings with both her immediate and extended family, she had only ever met his mother. She had always sensed that Alexei held some sensitivities regarding his family, but she never managed to get a clear answer out of him as to why. She had eventually dropped the matter, resigning to let what come be. But now, all of her questions swirled at the forefront of her mind. Who was this mysterious band of individuals that had eluded her for the better part of a decade and half? And what developments?
​“What developments?”
“I think that would be better for them to answer in person.”

​Mika felt a spark of anger flare in her. Ana was being unreasonably cagey, and after the surprise visit, she felt her patience already wearing thin. She wanted answers - now. 
Mika repositioned herself on the couch, straightening her spine and doing her best not to appear weak. It was clear that the elder woman held a power over her. She knew something. She was intentionally withholding information. Vital information.
Mika checked herself. “Vital” information? She chastised herself. What had gotten into her? Here comes the estranged mother-in-law, the woman she had hardly seen or spoken to for the entire duration of her marriage to her son, unannounced, flaunting cryptic phrases regarding her husband’s death and - despite her best efforts to appear otherwise -she had already taken the bait: hook, line, and sinker.
That old, familiar rage welled up once more. She hated herself. She hated how desperate she was to believe that Alexei was somewhere, anywhere, but gone. That one day he would just walk back in through the door with a far-fetched tale explaining his long disappearance. Her lip twitched into a somber smirk as she imaged him regaling her with a epic tale of his battle out from the belly of some mythical sea creature. He always knew how to make her smile. Even when he wasn’t all there, he would always give enough of himself to make her feel safe.
Mika shuddered out a breath as she brought herself back to the present. She found herself speaking before she had a chance to form her thoughts.
“Ana…”
​“Yes, dear?”
​“Why now? After all of this time… why did you choose now to show up? I heard nothing from you when he… when he passed. No one did. You didn’t even show up for his funer-“ Mika sucked in a shaking gasp. It was still all too fresh. She spoke again, the hardness in her voice returning.
“And now, you show up, out of the fucking blue - months after the fact - telling me that he’s not dead?!”
Mika stood, her muscles tense. She heard herself shouting.
​“Please, enlighten me, Ana. If my husband isn’t dead, then who the fuck did I bury?!”
It all came pouring out. She couldn’t control it, nor did she want to. She was done being the doormouse. Out came the lion.
Ana hadn’t moved an inch. She sat stock-still, still smiling at her. But the smile had shifted. As Mika stood panting, boring her gaze into her. She saw that the smile was no longer one of warmth, but one full of a strange satisfaction.
Mika felt herself floundering.

​“What? What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?” 
Ana stood, walked over to her, and cupped her face in her hands. Mike felt herself wanting to pull back, but the old woman’s strikingly emerald gaze held her fast.
“I am so proud of you.”
​“Wh-what?”
“I am so proud of the woman you’ve become.”
“Uh…”
Mika didn’t know how to respond.
Anastasia shook her head as she spoke.
“I know you think I’ve been absent. And from where you stand, I have. I know that. But please understand that everything that I did I did for you. I did for him. I did for you both. Believe me, please. Believe me when I say that I have been watching over you for longer than you know. Believe me when I say I wish I could be the one who will pull back the curtain for you… but it is not my place. No matter my desire, I must stay true to the path that has been put before me.”
Mika’s head throbbed in bewilderment. What was this woman saying? Nothing that came out of her mouth had made any bit of sense. And yet she couldn’t shake it. She stared into her eyes and knew. She knew that she was speaking was the truth. And that, above all, tortured her.
She let out a pained wail as the tears of frustration began to stream down her cheeks.
“When, then?!” she wailed. “When will I know know why this is happening?!”
Just then, the doorbell rang out, stopping her sobs.
​Mika turned her head and looked to the door. Through the yellowed stained glass she could see several shadowy figures gathered on her doorstep.
She looked back at Anastasia with reddened eyes, sniffling.
Ana looked back at her with the same pride-filled expression that a parent might have after seeing their child succeed. She placed a hand gently on Mika’s shoulder, said:
​“Now.”
Chapter 13 - Conclave






“Hold him steady!”
​“Grab him dammit!”
​“Jesus, he’s bucking hard!”
​“Tighter if you need to, then!”
​Echoing voices clamored off the frayed edges of his wounded mind. A murmuring of voices whispered with barbed tongues.

​“It is still too soon for him.”
​“Time is not a luxury that we have.”
​“It won’t matter if we lose him now.”
​“We can always start anew.”
​“Enough.” 
Hands held Alexei down as he convulsed. Mind torn between memory and dream, his body retaliated without relenting. The eye haunted him. The swirl that consumed all and spiraled ever-downward into the inevitable oblivion that he knew lay beneath it all - dangling reality above a gaping maw on a thread that perpetually threatened to snap.
“Move aside!”

The sound of a running gait dimly filled Alexei’s ears, approaching. Feet shuffled across the polished floor as someone heaved a carafe to his lips. Gentle palms held his head steady as firm grips kept his limbs in check. The fluted spout of the carafe tipped, and a sweet nectar flooded his mouth. Coughing, sputtering, Alexei came to. 
“Step back, he’s alright.”
Groaning, Alexei felt himself withdrawing. The horrid images that swirled around his mind finally began to empty drop by drop.
“Dove too deep, didn’t you?”
​
​Alexei managed only a garbled tumble of words. He lurched to one side and spat bile. 
​“There you are, lad. Get it all out.”
He blinked back aching lids as his eyes struggled to refocus. A tall silhouette loomed above him. It looked down upon him, proud, tall, patient. 
​
Alexei swung his knees over the edge of the surface on which he sat. Scooting forward on the edge, a surge of alarm shot through him as his feet found no floor. Firm hands gripped him tightly, pulling him back.
​“Whoah now! Easy there!”
He felt the cold marble pressed up against his back again, his breath leaving in spurts. Scattered chuckles and relieved sighs burst into the air around him.
​“Wrong way, kiddo. We definitely don’t want ya goin’ down that end. Can’t lose ya just after we got ya, y’know?”
The voice was gentle and deep as it rumbled over Alexei in gentle waves. The dark shapes finally gave up their ambiguity as they sharpened into focus.
Crisp, cerulean light danced off the wall in haunting caustics. Endlessly playing on itself. The smell of water impossibly pure stung his nostrils. He threw his head over the side, glanced down.
At the base of the altar was a circular pit filled with water. In it, a depth that held a bottom he could not see. He stared, mesmerized momentarily by the swirling stillness of the pool.
“What is that?” Alexei asked.
​“That,” the gentle voice replied, “is not something to concern yourself with now.”
 
Alexei turned away from the pit, looked at the man. Deep ridges covered the face that stared at him, yet belied no age. The lines that ran down and across his countenance seemed to indicate a depth of experience that would dwarf that of a mere mortal, yet did not bear the weight characteristic of a long life. He reached out, offered a dark palm to Alexei. A warm, toothy smile stretched slowly across his features as he spoke.
“Let’s go Alexei. Everyone is waiting.”
Alexei took his hand, feeling a convivial warmth spread into him. For the first time since he could remember, he felt safe. He felt at home.
The man pulled Alexei up from the altar.
“The name’s Xavier. It’s good to see you again.”
Alexei nodded somewhat absentmindedly. He stood from the marble surface of the altar and began following Xavier down the staircase that descended to the floor of the chamber. He stopped halfway down, suddenly becoming aware that his left hand had been clutched in a tight grip the entire time.
Raising his hand to his breast, turning it outward, he opened his palm. Resting in the center of his palm was a flower. The very same he had seen in his dream.
The sounds of movement ahead stopped. Xavier’s voice tumbled toward him from the base of the stairs.
​“What have you got there?”
 
He climbed the steps toward Alexei, stopping in front of his spread palm.
“Ahhh, I see - you’ll want to hold on to that. There are some who would be very interested in seeing it. For now, keep it stowed. Let’s go.” With a wink, he turned around and walked back down.
Alexei did as instructed, placed the flower in the pocket of the robed garments he wore. He followed Xavier, musing all the while as he was led out from the chamber and back into a grand hallway.
How had he brought it back? How did it remain undamaged? Any ordinary flower would have been crumbled from the grip he held on it. He had to remind himself of where he was - how he had come to be here.
Nothing about this place or his circumstances was ordinary. And yet, he couldn’t shake the weight of the guilt he felt at knowing that he should have expected it all. Been ready for it. More prepared. His thoughts went to Mika and guilt twisted in his gut. Fear quickly followed in its wake.

“What hell have I left her in? Does it even matter? How can I know when I’ll never see her again?” Dark thoughts swirled; his gaze darkened and dropped downward.
Alexei stumbled into Xavier’s still frame. Catching himself, he mumbled an apology under his breath, kept his gaze held downward.
“I understand, Alexei. This is not an easy burden for one to bear. But…” Xavier reached down, tilted Alexei’s chin upward gently so that their gaze met “you do not have to bear it alone.”
Alexei watched the man’s eyes carefully. For a moment, neither spoke. The man spoke serenely, but Alexei reminded himself not to trust strangers. He straightened, filling himself with mock resolve, and spoke:
“I know. Thank you, but I’m fine.”
Xavier pulled back, nodded.
“As you wish. We’re here. I trust that you know what lies beyond that door?”
Xavier nodded to a massive frame that hovered gently above the floor and reached upward into the ceiling. The metal, or what Alexei assumed to be metal, held the same ethereal pallor that accompanied the rest of the space around him. He found something oddly comforting in its ghostly emanations.
"I do.” Alexei said.
​“Very well then. Ready yourself.” Xavier intoned. He pressed both hands against the doors, and pressed. The thick metal hinges heaved, and the door swung inward.
An open chamber sprawled out before them. In the center, a massive circular table with high-backed chairs stationed in a ring around it dominated the room. In each chair sat a person in long, flowing robes that spilled over the sides of the chair. Directly across, sitting regal, was what Alexei assumed could only be the one who was presiding over the meeting. The officiator glanced up from something on the table in front of them and met his gaze. Deep cerulean eyes stared at him for a moment, holding him captive momentarily before looking back down and saying:
“Well, if it isn’t the man of the hour.”
Heads, chairs, and bodies twisted to stare at Alexei and his guide in the entryway. He stood frozen, unsure of what to do. He felt Xavier’s gentle hand on his back, pressing him forward softly.
“Go on. It’s alright.” His voice breathed into his ear.
Alexei stepped forward stiffly, doing his best to straighten his posture and regain some semblance of poise. He racked his mind, searching for the right words to say. his tongue thrashed against the back of his teeth as it scrambled to form some - any - coherent sentence. He held back a visible exhale of relief as another spoke from the table first.
“Alexei, we’re so glad that you could finally join us! We understand that conditions on Earth were… far less than ideal.”
“It’s alright.”
​“Ah, yes, well, see…”
"I’m afraid it’s not “all right”.” Another voice boomed across the table. Alexei turned his head to meet the face that addressed him.
Puny, beady eyes glared out from sunken sockets at him. A stout, unpleasant man leaned onto the table with one elbow, his other hand occupied in a sporadic grooming-picking-smoothing of a long, unruly beard that made him look more like a mop than a person.
Alexei heard Xavier’s voice rumble beside him.
“Amadeus, please. This is hardly the time for-“
​“Nonsense! Dereliction of duty such as his is a sin and it must be punished!” Amadeus shouted.
Alexei caught the apologetic stares of some of those around him, and felt himself drawing inward.
“We wouldn’t even be in this mess if this one had simply done what he was meant to do!” Amadeus leveled an accusatory finger at Alexei, holding it aloft and rigid as if the digit was a weapon ready to fire.
Xavier spoke again, “This is hardly the kind of conduct we ought to show to someone who has-“
​“It’s alright. I understand. I accept the consequences of my actions.” Alexei said.
Silence swallowed the room. The sound of Amadeus’ frenetic rasping the only accompaniment to the growing discomfort.
“It’s not enough!” Amadeus spat. “He must-!”
​“Enough.”
The word rang out and washed over them all as if it had radiated from the center of the table. The silence returned - even the rasping had ceased. All eyes turned toward the highest chair. Piercing cerulean eyes addressed each gaze in turn as the mouth spoke.
“The actions of the messenger will be judged in time and the proper consequences shall be meted out. However, that is not the purpose of this conclave, nor will it ever be. Our customs are to be respected and enforced above all else. Is this not so?”
​“Above all else.” The room chanted.
“Excellent. I trust I do not have to repeat myself when I say that any further disruptions will not be tolerated, yes?”
A scattered murmur of agreement moved through the group, and Alexei watched as Amadeus lowered himself back into his chair.
“Now, Alexei. It would be remiss of me to share the information that you have traveled so far to deliver. Would you be so kind?
Alexei nodded. “Of course.”
He hesitated momentarily, the events of the past several months passed through his mind in a blur as they led him back to the present. So much in so little time. So little time. There never seemed to be enough. He cleared his throat, and spoke.
“The Third has been confirmed.”
Cacophony broke out at once. A frantic energy seemed to seize all those around him - even Xavier looked visibly disturbed. Amadeus had returned to his accusatory shouting, wagging his finger at Alexei with such vigor it looked as if he was determined to shake the bone out of the joint. Amidst the din, Alexei felt a strange calmness. He felt removed from his immediate surroundings. Safe. Swaddled in a sensation that he could only identify as a mixture of profound relief and release. He had done his duty. His job was done. Perhaps now he could finally rest.
His eyes wandered from member to member until they settled on the gaze of the officiator. That cerulean stare arrested his sight, refusing to let him turn away. There was something in that piercing look that imparted an understanding. An understanding of something far deeper, far grander, and far more terrible than Alexei could fathom. In that moment, Alexei felt fear. Not a form of the myriad of anxieties he had learned to suffer modestly on Earth, but a true fear. An old fear. A fear that coils around itself in the hearts of those unfortunate enough to have lit the spark of sacred flame that shows them just how alone in the dark they truly are.
Alexei stared, and the smile on the face that watched back grew larger. A wordless understanding wove itself between them, and Alexei knew there was no end for him - not yet. Whatever force of fate had seized him in its grip had only just begun.
Chapter 14 - The Fold






Mika watched wordlessly as the procession paraded unwanted into her home. She stared at Anastasia, who stood beaming at the entryway, welcoming each new stranger into the space as if she owned it.
“Who are these people?” she thought. Tall, lanky, bulky, short, fat, elegant, grotesque - it seemed as if this never-ending cavalcade was ordered to include every possible combination of humans. A cold flop-sweat formed against the back of her neck and the small of her back. Uneasiness welled within.
​The line had begun to form a semicircle around her, taking up various positions around her living room. “Make yourselves at home.” She thought bitterly as she watched the strangers post up. As she watched them, Mika took note of the similarities their clothing bore to the shawl that Anastasia wore. All had the same silver and greenish-blue trimmings. All caught the light in the same discomforting way as they moved about. There was something about the hue that was equally comforting and disquieting to her.
A loud clap brought her to. She jolted her head round to see Anastasia now standing in the center of this bizarre congregation.
“Thank you everyone for coming on such short notice! It’s so wonderful to see your shining faces once again.” She clasped her hands together, held them close to her chest.
Scattered murmurs and accompanying nods moved through the crowd. Mika watched the majority of them relax and ease into themselves as if they had arrived for mirth. Smiling faces stared at her from every angle of the room. She plastered on her best smile and returned each in kind. Yet, out of the corner of her eye she noticed that several kept their gaze away from her - outward: toward the doors and windows. Were they expecting someone?
Mika turned her gaze back toward the center, catching Ana’s characteristic piercing gaze again. There was something different in it this time. Something like adoration. Mika cocked an eyebrow slightly as an uncharacteristic warmth spread through her chest. Safety. Ana continued:
“It is with the greatest pleasure that I welcome Mika to the fold. In viata mortem, in morte vita.”
​Mika’s head shot from one corner of the room to another as the others repeated the intonation.
“Welcome, dear. I’ve waited far too long for this moment.”
She stepped forward and took Mika’s hands into her own, holding them gently. Ana flashed a toothy grin at her, and Mika stared back astonished. 

​“Um… Ana… What’s going on?” she said as her eyes continued to dart from one stranger to another. Ana merely squeezed her hands tighter, and smiled wider. Was that fucking Latin? 
A man stepped forward. Mika recognized him as the one who’d been keeping watch by the window. His lumbering frame gave his clothes the appearance of being cartoonishly ill-fitting. Bands of corded muscle flexed beneath the fabric as he placed a hand on Ana’s shoulder and leaned down. A soft, gentle voice swayed between them as he spoke.

​“Ana. Has she not been told?” 
​“Adam, please. Not now. We’re short on time as it is.”
“Ana, you of all people know our ways. This is not the way.”

​Ana’s complexion shifted sharply, a dark band shot through as she spit his name out.  
“Adam.”
Mika marveled as the giant, the man who looked like he could snap this woman like a withered winter twig in two, stepped back immediately.
Ana’s smile returned as fast as it had vanished.

​“I’m sorry dear about that, dear. I know, I know. The timing of this all could not be any worse. I had hoped that we could observe all of our rites, but that simply isn’t possible now. I want to assure you that everything will be-“ 
Glass shattered. A woman shrieked. Confused yelling filled the room as bodies twisted this way and that, trying to find the source of the intrusion. Ana turned but retained her firm grip. Mika moved spasmodically, trying to see past. Standing on her tiptoes, she stared at the bay window that looked out onto the neighborhood cul-de-sac. There was a gaping hole where the lookout had stood. Mika’s eyes darted from the window to the people that had huddled around a strange shape on the ground. It writhed in bizarre undulations. Mika swore she saw little arms and legs kicking. She gasped in disbelief.
“Is that a fucking baby?“
​The grotesque writhing infant wailed, piercing the eardrums of those unfortunate enough to be next to it. An unnatural, sickly yellow glow begin to fill the room. The wail grew louder and deeper. Mika lost sight of it as the hulking form of Adam slammed into her and Anastasia.
“Get down!”
Blinding light briefly covered the corners of Mika’s vision before Adam’s hulking frame covered her entirely. She felt the floor hard against her back, heard the muffled screams and shouts around her. Heat bore down on her. For a moment, she dismissed it as warmth from Adam’s body, but it rose sharply in a way that alarmed her. The heatwave overwhelmed them, and she screamed into Adam’s chest. Deep vibrations echoed her response, reverberating deep in his breast as she realized he screamed with her.
Mika didn’t know how long she stayed under him after the bedlam had ended. Time seemed to drip by slowly as she found herself silently praying for him not to move. She didn’t want to see what lay on the other side.
Heaving movements accompanied his heaving breaths. Adam pushed himself up into an awkward plan position and gestured with his head to the two women. He spoke slowly through clenched teeth as he fought back agony.
“Get. Out.”
Mika scurried out from under him to her right. Ana to her left. They stood and surveyed the carnage. Mika’s hand shot to her mouth reflexively, her eyes thrust open wide. All over the living room, was death. Where that… thing had been lay only a dark patch of smoldering ground. The air reeked of an acrid stench that bit at the back of the throat and sinuses. The congregation was broken. Bodies lay about in grotesque positions, burned and charred. Some were propped up against  walls and furniture, resembling mashed meat than people - others were nursing burnt limbs and desperately trying to get the gnawing to stop. She looked down at Adam and gasped.
What little strength he had in him had left him, and he remained motionless in a newly-formed puddle of his own blood, spit, and filth. Mika couldn’t take her eyes off of his back. The explosion had thrust some sort of infernal substance onto his back, and had eaten through his clothes and into him. Even now, the substance worked its way through more muscle and bone, bubbling as it consumed. She stared in horror as she realized the white portions her eyes were fixated on was his exposed spinal column. She retched into her hand and tore her gaze away, prying them tightly shut. A firm hand gripped her arm and pulled. Ana’s voice shot rang in her ear.
​“Mika. We need to go. Now.”
She didn’t resist as Ana wound her past those that were lucky enough to be standing on the other side of the room. She remained mute as others barked and shouted orders from one person to the next. She didn’t protest as they stepped into a convoy of unmarked SUVs. Mika may have had doubts before, but now she was sure. This wasn’t reality. She had left the real world with Alexei when he’d gone. This was hell.
Chapter 15 - Post






Alfred Wilson, or Al to his friends and coworkers, loved his job. Every weekday he was up early, making his rounds along his familiar routes, delivering mail to neighborhoods near and far. Each morning he’d pick up his load for the day, and each late afternoon he’d drop off the empty hamper back at the office. He loved seeing the smiles on the faces of his regulars as he delivered their long-awaited packages. He liked knowing that he could brighten up the days of others, even just for a bit. There was a quiet simplicity to the rhythm of his life, and he liked it just like that, thank you very much.
Today started like any other day, and Al didn’t mind one bit. He didn’t mind when the office took longer than usual to get to his load, and he certainly didn’t start a tiff when the load was many pounds heavier than it should have been. He’d never been a stickler for regulations, but he’d be a liar if he said that the added weight didn’t cause his back to flare up. He wasn’t getting any younger, and he did his best to look after himself, but there was only so much a man could bear.
His shift sped by. From one smiling face to another, he checked off his daily list with cheerful aplomb. Each time he reached back into the load, he felt a smile stretch across his face, just knowing he was needed - that he helped, was enough. He did all he could not to acknowledge the tension that was building in his mind. Yet the more that he fought it, the more it grew. The corners of his mouth drooped down, stealing his trademark grin. That box. That one box that accounted for far more weight than it should. The box that made him shiver involuntarily whenever his fingers accidentally brushed across its surface was becoming more difficult to ignore.
The sun had begun to dip low behind the trees, and Al realized that he’d lost track of time. Had he finished his shift? No, of course not. That was a silly thought. If he had, what was he doing here? Here, on a strange street in a strange neighborhood, one that he couldn’t remember driving to. One that he was sure he’d never even known of.
Al stared down at the box in his lap, running his hands over its surface again and again. The longer he touched it, caressed it, the less those thoughts that came unbidden to his mind intruded. Thoughts of fear, of danger - yelling, screaming, pleading with him to just turn around and leave. But Al wouldn’t. He couldn’t. He’d never abandoned his route in all of his years of service, and he certainly wouldn’t start now.
He clambered out of his mail truck and stared at the house. It was a horrid, decrepit thing. The sight of it made his stomach curl, and he clutched the box closer to his body. He took a few cautious steps down the pathway. Slowly, he inched his way to the sunken deck. All the while, he kept rubbing his hands over the box, unsure if he was soothing himself or it. A sudden jump made him stop dead in his tracks. The box…was it moving? Involuntarily, he pressed toward the door.
Beads of sweat ran down his temples in thick rivulets. He bit on his tongue until it bled, desperately trying to muster his will forward. He took the steps two at a time. Fingernails cracked and skin tore and bled as he stroked the box with the furor of a madman. Al stood at the entryway, choking back sobs through a mouthful of blood as tremors surged through his body. And then, the door opened.
The hinges creaked as the warped wood trembled behind an unseen hand. Al’s eyes fixated onto the gap between door and frame, but only an inky blackness stared back. Then, a voice. A voice unlike Al had ever heard before. It oscillated somewhere between a deep, guttural growl and a high, airy tone that scratched the ear.
“Carrier… accept our gift.”
Al could only whimper as the door swung open wide and the black welcomed him in. He closed his eyes tightly shut as the door slammed shut behind him. The box slammed violently against his chest and arms, fracturing bones and tearing joints.
Alfred Wilson had never missed a delivery in his life - and now, he never would. 
Chapter 16 - Prismatic


Alexei sat at the table, his head buried in his hands. He traced small circles around the bridge of his nose, wishing away a headache that refused to leave. The clamor hadn’t stopped—it only came in waves now, cruelly offering the silence he craved before crashing back against him.
It wasn’t supposed to be this way. If he had only done his part. If he had only done what he was instructed to do. It would have been fine. He would have played his role, and others would have taken over the rest.
And yet…
“Alexei!”
He snapped his head up.
“Do you think you could do us the courtesy of at least paying attention?!”
Alexei lowered his hands, staring in the direction of the outburst. Angry eyes blazed beneath wiry brows. Amadeus—again. Alexei returned the gaze dispassionately. He was growing tired of this. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand what was at stake—he did. In fact, he felt he understood more than most. But all he felt now was tepid indifference rising to meet him once more.
It wasn’t fair. Not a single, solitary part of it. It wasn’t fair that he had to do what he did. It wasn’t fair that he had no choice. That he was forced. But then again, when did this world ever concern itself with fairness? He shook his head. No, this world never cared for fairness. It only cared for the ends—the means be damned.
“DON’T YOU DARE SHAKE YOUR HEAD AT ME!”
“I wasn’t. I was merely—”
“Merely what?! Ruminating on your gross dereliction of duty?!”
Alexei felt himself bolt upright in his chair. For the next few moments, movement, thought, and action were automatic. He watched himself shout, rage, and thrash out of his chair toward the door. He felt entirely detached—disembodied. He could sense the vibrations thrumming through his body as he shouted words he didn’t hear back at the congregation, felt the cold weight of the massive doors against his palms as he thrust them open harshly. Yet he watched on impassively, struggling to discern any meaning from the events.
Halls blurred past his vision as he sped through them. He watched himself take turns through twisting corridors, seemingly at random. Yet something was always there. So very small. Guiding him. Tugging him this way and that.
In the midst of his fugue, he reached into his robes and pulled out his only possession. The flower. That curious, particular bloom. He walked on mechanically as he stared at it. The petals had begun to take on a hue: first a dark crimson, then shifting through deep purple toward a cool blue. He felt his ire subside as he watched the petals undulate in echoing color.
A calming rhythm trembled through them. For a moment, he swore he saw them spread slightly, hinting at a core that escaped his sight. He brought the bud closer to his eyes, but the petals remained turned inward—closed. He didn’t notice his pace quickening as he craned his neck further to get a better glance. He didn’t notice Xavier’s mountainous frame standing ahead of him until he barreled headfirst into his chest.
“Ow! Damn it!” Alexei cried, stumbling and nearly dropping the bloom.
“Easy there, now,” rumbled Xavier, steadying him.
“What are you doing?” Alexei barked.
“I was sent to retrieve you.”
“Well?” Alexei stared up at the man. “What are you waiting for?”
“I won’t,” Xavier said.
“What? What do you mean you won’t?”
“Alexei, while I may not agree with the way you choose to express yourself to other members of the Order, I understand your actions and fully support them.”
“You… do?” Alexei said.
That makes one of us, he thought.
“Your ire is certainly understandable. I’ve felt it myself in recent days. But it’s not productive. Please, walk with me. I’ll dispatch another shortly to inform the others that I’ve failed to locate you. We’ll buy ourselves time to talk. Pull your hood up and hold your gaze low. Let none see your face. Watch only my feet. Follow closely.”
Xavier turned and started walking. Alexei stood for a moment, confused, then pocketed the bloom and scurried after him.
He pulled his hood over his brow and kept his gaze low. He watched the tall man wind his way through the temple’s hallways without a sound. Several times, Xavier extended one of his massive arms to pause when others came near, but those encounters became increasingly rare.
For a moment, Alexei felt a childish desire to ask how far they were going, but decided not to. That was no way to repay the kindness this man had shown by sparing him from that detestable conclave.
“In here.”
Alexei shivered as Xavier’s voice broke the silence. He tilted his head upward and removed his hood. Xavier held open a door to what seemed like a residential chamber. The interior glowed with a soft, warm light that stood in stark contrast to the cold blue hues bathing the halls.
“Quickly, please. We don’t have the luxury of time.”
Alexei did as instructed and crossed the threshold. No sooner had he taken his first step inside than he felt a distinct shift within him. The anger melted away—replaced by something he couldn’t remember feeling: peace.
He swept his gaze across the room. The space was semicircular, adorned with an assortment of complementary pieces that heightened the relaxed, lounge-like ambiance.
Scattered scraps of paper lay strewn atop a well-worn desk tucked in the corner. He might’ve missed it, if not for a glint that caught his eye. Alexei saw elaborate drawings of devices he couldn’t decipher, misshapen and jumbled across torn paper. But the ink—that was what held him. It caught the light in a way that didn’t seem natural. He moved his head side to side, watching as the ink reflected back light that shouldn’t have been there, as if it contained hidden geometry deep within its murky strokes. Xavier caught his gaze and spoke:
“Seems like an awful waste, doesn’t it? All that work getting it right, just to tear it all apart?”
Alexei nodded. “It does. What were you drawing? Looks like it could be a machine or something. Not satisfied with the draft?”
Xavier shook his head. “Not quite. That was the final. But there was a fatal flaw.” He cast his gaze over the crumpled pieces. “And that which exists in direct opposition to its natural design must be terminated immediately. Nothing is wasted. All is gained again.”
Alexei held his gaze. Xavier didn’t seem to be lying, but something in his tone unsettled him.
“Okay,” Alexei breathed. He stood up, pacing the floor. After three and a half laps, he spun on his heel, stared at Xavier, and broke the silence:
“So, what are we doing here?”
Xavier stared blankly.
“Uh, hello?”
Xavier stared.
“Xavier, are you alright?”
“Xavier stared.”
“What?”
“Xavier stared.”
“Stared at what? What did you stare at?”
“XAVIER STARED.”
“Xavier, stop!”
“XAVIER STARED. XAVIER STARED. XAVIER STARED.”
“Stop!”
*
Alexei opened his eyes to darkness. Something cold and hard was pressed against his cheek, and his entire body ached. Joints groaned and popped as he tried to stretch the stiffness from his limbs.
He propped himself up on one elbow and coughed up detritus. His head throbbed as he pried his eyes open. A blurred mound lay draped in fabric on the floor before him. Small swinging movements just above his eyeline caught his attention. He turned his head toward them, tensing his stiff neck until the object came into focus.
A person—an incredibly small one—sat perched on the end of a tossed-over desk, swinging their legs and humming in singsong. They wore robes similar to the others, but dust-covered and grimy.
“Owh! You’re back! I was beginning to wonder when you’d wake up!”
“Urgh… wha—?” Alexei groaned, looking up.
It was a small thing, wrapped in a shawl far too large for its body. Slender dark limbs poked from the folds, and a chipped, gleaming smile clung to a face that didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. One eye was covered in a wrap tucked into a dark hood. The other, a deep scarlet, peered down at him.
Alexei dug his fingers into his temples. His voice came out like gravel.
“Who are you?”
“Not who! What!”
“What?”
“Exactly! What!”
“Please… my head…”
“Oh alright, alright. I guess now’s not a good time. Here, throw this back.”
A tiny hand rummaged through the shawl and pulled out a small vial. It gave the dark liquid a shake and tossed it down. Alexei fumbled, caught it, popped the cork, and threw it back. It was bitter and dry, leaving an ashen coating on his tongue—but the nausea disappeared before he even swallowed the last drop.
He looked at the vial. “That’s amazing. What’s in it?”
“Trust me, you don’t want to know.”
“Alright, fair. Next question: who are you, and where the fuck is Xavier?”
A wry grin cracked across the figure’s face.
“I’m Xavier. And he’s right here.”
Xavier broke the lotus pose and kicked a foot toward the fabric. Grabbing it with his toes, he yanked it back. Alexei recoiled.
The twisted body of the Xavier he knew lay in a crumpled heap. His hulking frame bent at abhorrent angles, bones gnarled like roots.
“What the fuck happened?!”
“Malfunction.”
“Malfunction?! What the fuck does that even mean?!”
“Malfunction. Noun. Failure to function properly.”
“You know what I meant! What happened to him?!”
Xavier pointed to the desk debris on the tile.
“Look, man. Relax. It’s just one of my golems. See?”
He leaned forward and tugged the rest of the fabric off the body. Alexei stared. Faint blue light flickered where flesh met limb. Beneath the crimson, across plates, tubes, and what looked like circuits, tiny embers glowed—and slowly snuffed out, one by one.
“Is the bloom safe?”
Alexei darted his head up. “What?”
“The bloom. Take it out.”
He reached inside his robe, rifled through the folds—but found nothing.
“I can’t find it. It’s not here.”
He didn’t know why, but his heart quickened. A cold dread coiled in his chest.
Xavier hopped off the desk and stretched, joints popping loudly, then clapped his hands together and grinned.
“Ahhh. We’re ready to start, then!”
“Ready to start what?”
“The hunt, of course!”
“Hunt?”
“Of course! The hunt for the bloom! Are you going to sit there sputtering or help me look?”
Alexei met his gaze, then broke away to search. The two scoured every corner—but there was still no sign of it.
Alexei sat on the floor, baffled. Where could it have gone?
A sharp crack startled him. He spun toward the door.
Armed guards spilled into the room, fanning out in a half-circle. Each one towered over him, faces twisted with barely restrained rage behind glinting cerulean blades. Alexei stared at the shimmering edges—yet felt strangely calm.
“Looking for this?”
The booming voice echoed. The formation parted.
Amadeus stepped forward, casting a disinterested glance at Xavier before locking eyes with Alexei.
Alexei’s teeth clenched. His hearing dulled. He stared at those wretched, wrinkled talons clutching that precious, peculiar bloom.
Chapter 17 - The Manor


Mika’s head was pounding. She squinted against the tension headache that had spread from the crown of her skull to her temples and forehead.
She had spent the past half hour alternating between burying her head in her hands to knead away the pressure and spinning around in her seat to check if they were being tailed. Each time she looked, she was certain she would see them again. Each time, she didn’t.
A gentle hand pressed against her thigh. Mika whirled around to see Anastasia looking at her.
“It’s alright, dear. They’re gone.”
“Who are they?”
Anastasia breathed out a heavy sigh.
“You wouldn’t believe me even if I told you. Just a little more patience. I’ll explain everything. I promise.”
Mika turned away and stared out the window into the black. The city had long given way to the suburbs, and now she watched as housing plots faded into untamed forests and craggy cliffs. She remembered Alexei talking about his family’s estate years ago, secluded somewhere in the countryside. She cracked a wry smile at her pale reflection in the glass. Funny, how that too had faded into dim memory.
“Ana, are we safe?”
Anastasia leaned back from where she’d been whispering into the driver’s ear. “Sorry, dear, what was that?”
“Are we safe?” Mika repeated. “Are we going to be safe when we get wherever we’re going?”
Anastasia held her gaze, her expression unreadable. In the silence, Mika heard only her own breathing.
Well-worn lines deepened at the sides of Anastasia’s face as a pasted-on smile pulled taut in perfect composure.
“Of course we are, dear.”
Mika nodded and turned back to the black. She shivered against the cold glass. It didn’t matter if she trusted Ana or not. She had no other choice.
 
*
By the time the convoy reached the estate, Mika was drained of all adrenaline. Fatigue had seeped into her bones, weighing her down. The car door opened, and a pair of strong arms reached in to carry her out. She flopped against the man, wobbling on unsteady legs.
“Are you alright, miss?” asked a deep, basso voice.
“She’ll be alright,” came the curt response from the other side of the car. Mika weakly lifted her head to meet Ana’s gaze as she stepped out from between the tangle of metal and bodies. More and more people began to pour down the steps of the estate grounds. For a moment, Mika imagined herself at some grotesque impression of a macabre dinner function. She shook the invasive thoughts away and tilted her head up to suck in the cool night air. Goosebumps ran across the back of her neck, pepping her up as she gazed at the manor.
Whatever home she had imagined Alexei’s family to live in, it wasn’t this. Not even close.
The building was massive. As the throng of bodies around her attested, the structure looked like it could house multiple families at any given time. Its silhouette was vaguely imperial, but the bleeding stone, grey-green moss clinging to its surface, and sporadic tufts of crimson lichen cast a pall over the manor.
Rusted metal bore unknown heraldry. The twisted, malformed shapes hinted at a grandeur that was once opulent beyond measure—a past that refused to die or be forgotten. A past that still held sway. Mika’s mind raced with thoughts of possible connections. She looked around at the crowd: help of every kind. She wondered what this family did to afford such a large payroll. Oil? Renewables? Something else? Alexei had hinted that his family was in the energy sector but never gave specifics. When pressed, he’d simply start to put up the walls they’d both fought so hard to lower. She never blamed him. She knew it was involuntary. Still, the secrecy had always bothered her.
“Miss Moirai. Follow me, if you would be so kind.”
Mika turned to see a tall, elegantly poised older gentleman standing with his arms tucked behind his back. A butler. Of course there was a butler.
“Um. Hi,” she said.
“Please, if you will.” He gestured toward the well-worn steps. “We haven’t the time to dally,” he added as he turned and began climbing them two at a time.
“Oh. Right.” Mika flustered, kicking herself into gear and following.
She glanced over her shoulder to see Anastasia speaking with someone she hadn’t noticed before—an older man who must have approached while Mika was distracted. They were locked in tense conversation, and even from this distance, she could tell both were reigning themselves in.
No time to think on things that don’t concern me, Mika thought, turning back to the manor. The façade grew ever larger with each step. Her gaze fell from the desolate ornamentation to a set of heavy double doors that looked better suited to a fortress than a country estate.
The metal was exquisitely shaped, inlaid with artisanal lines that curved in graceful arcs, dancing toward the center where each door met. The butler stood with one hand resting on an ornate knob that reminded Mika of a flower she had once seen—but couldn’t name.
The door swung open, and she was briskly ushered inside. She heard the heavy metal clang shut behind her as she took in her surroundings. Her breath caught in her throat. Whatever assumptions she had made about Alexei’s family business evaporated.
A garishly ornate promenade sprawled out before her, replete with decadent chandeliers and busts—presumably of ancestors—lining the walls. Between each bust hung paintings that demanded attention. Mika found herself walking forward, craning her neck to take each canvas in. Vast landscapes dotted with resplendent temples alternated with highly rendered portraits of family members dressed in ceremonial garb. Each wore fabrics bearing the same unknown heraldry she had seen outside.
She noticed the colors were nearly identical to the shawl Anastasia had worn that night, and her curiosity piqued so sharply she nearly forgot the circumstances that had brought her here. And yet, one detail pulled her focus in every painting. Whether pinned to a lapel, woven into a bun, or reverently held in cupped hands—the bloom was always there.
“Ms. Moirai. If you would be so kind.”
She turned from the wall and saw the butler standing atop the grand central staircase that wound up the far wall. She hadn’t heard him move. He cleared his throat gently.
“Your quarters await.”
Without another word, he turned and ascended. Mika quickly closed the distance. The last place she wanted to be was alone in that hall. She’d always had a particular disdain for traditional portraits, but these stirred something deeper. She cast one last glance toward the wall as she climbed the stairs.
Yes. That’s it. That’s definitely it, she told herself. One final look confirmed it.
It was their eyes.
Chapter 18 - The Water


Alexei’s feet were leaden.
He felt his heart sink with each step as he trudged behind the escorts. Amadeus had wasted no time placing Xavier and him in restraints and parading them through the halls. Alexei saw others poking their heads out from dormitories and study halls, curious about the commotion.
Amadeus walked in front, holding the bloom aloft like a prize from some grand conquest. Alexei clenched his jaw. That arrogant old fuck, he thought bitterly. He stared at the back of Amadeus’s balding head, imagining a myriad of horrible ends the old man could meet. He’d never been one to wish ill on others, but he found himself enjoying the most hideous hypothetical ends the most.
A nudge from his right jolted him back. He looked over and saw Xavier trudging alongside, all but forgotten in Alexei’s sadistic reverie. Xavier was looking up at him, and Alexei had the sneaking suspicion he had been for some time. That trademark Cheshire grin still clung to his face, and Alexei thought he spotted a crimson wink in the half-light of the halls.
What’s he so happy about? he wondered. He looked back ahead, wondering what fate lay before him. Could he have acted sooner? Clearly. That much had been made abundantly clear during the convocation. Amadeus made sure of that. But he doubted anyone could truly fault him for his hesitation. Despite Amadeus’s obsession with zeal, they all knew the weight a Carrier bore. No one could say it was easy. Hell, if the situation hadn’t been so dire, his delay would have likely gone unnoticed.
Alexei shook his head and stared at his feet. “What a clusterfuck,” he murmured.
“Aw, cheer up. It’s not that bad,” Xavier chimed.
Alexei lifted his clasped hands and shook them, bindings clinking for emphasis. “It isn’t, is it?”
“Silence!” Amadeus boomed. “Insubordination has no place within the Order! Justice will be meted out accordingly! Our path has no room for those who diverge from discipline!”
Alexei clamped his mouth shut. He could feel his teeth grinding again.
A coy whisper came from Xavier. “He was always one for theatrics. All bark, no bite.”
Alexei didn’t know what to make of his words, but he hoped they were true.
 
*
It didn’t take long before Alexei pieced together Amadeus’s plan. The realization struck the moment they crossed the threshold to the pools. Guards were stationed at the entrance and all along the staircase ascending toward the slab Alexei knew too well.
Amadeus stood at the top, glowering down at the two prisoners. He cleared his throat, held the bloom aloft, and, seeing a prime opportunity to uphold his convictions before the convicted, began to pontificate.
“Behold, brothers and sisters! The price of indolence! The price of insubordination! The price that must be paid by those who would dare to stand in the way of the Path! Those who would dare desecrate our most sacred ways! Those who would blaspheme the Advent!”
Alexei heard Xavier mutter, “Oh boy, here we go. Told you.” But he couldn’t take his eyes off the wizened sage. He had always known Amadeus to be short-tempered and acerbic, but these words—booming through the halls—were extreme even for him. Something wasn’t right.
Alexei darted a sharp glance at Xavier, only to find him leaning loosely into his hip, arms crossed like a bored spectator.
“What are you doing?” Alexei asked. “What is th—”
“SILENCE!” Amadeus shrieked. “Bring them forward!”
Strong arms seized Alexei and began dragging him up the stairs. His toes knocked against the edges as he writhed and twisted in their grasp.
“There is no sense in struggling, Alexei,” Amadeus spat. “Accept your failure. Accept your fate.”
“What failure?! Because I was late?!” Alexei shouted. “Amadeus! Why are you doing this?!”
The guards planted him firmly on the platform atop the staircase, before the slab. Amadeus ran a finger absentmindedly along its polished surface.
“Do you have any idea what your tardiness has cost us, Alexei?” Amadeus asked quietly, his voice suddenly calm and cold.
Alexei panted, panicked—scanning the room for some sign of grace, some helpful stranger to save him from this nightmare. But the guards only offered cold, iron stares. His gaze darted to Xavier.
“Xavier, please. Tell them. Tell them it’s not my fault. Help them understand.”
Xavier looked at Alexei and opened his mouth. For a brief, excruciating moment, not a sound filled the space. Alexei felt hope swell in his chest. Xavier stepped forward.
“Yes?” said Amadeus.
And just as quickly, the spark went out. Xavier seemed to think better of it and closed his mouth.
“Just as I thought,” Amadeus intoned. “There is no honor among thieves.” He turned to the guards. “You know what to do.”
Alexei felt himself slipping into disbelief. This wasn’t real. This wasn’t happening. It had to be some sick joke. They wouldn’t do this—not after all he’d done. Not after what his family had given to the Order—their lifetimes of dedication.
He thrashed, screamed, and frothed as the guards held him down on the slab. The cold stone pressed against his skin, biting as he struggled. And through it all, Amadeus’s sanctimonious voice echoed:
“Witness, brothers and sisters, the fate of traitors! The fate of those who would profane us for their own petty desires! Of those who place the wishes of one above the wishes of all! May their transgressions be remembered forever in these halls. May their existence be forgotten this day. And may the Water be the judge of all.”
Alexei heard nothing anymore. His screams rang in his ears until his voice gave out. He no longer resisted. A firm hand pressed his face against the stone as the runes carved into the slab began to glow faintly. The soft cerulean light pulsed within the etchings—and he knew it was over. He felt the stone draining his strength, his awareness. After all his efforts to prevent this future… this was how it ended. He would’ve laughed, if he could.
Hands lifted him from the slab and turned him over. He stared at the ceiling—ornate, resplendent—as Amadeus’s words grew dull and distant.
He saw Amadeus turn to face him, saying something. He held the bloom above him like a sacrificial dagger. The runes beneath pulsed in rhythm. The bloom began to glow, faintly at first, then brighter and brighter. Alexei could feel the vibrations of Amadeus’s voice, though he understood nothing. The petals began to open.
This was it.
His stomach lurched as the slab pitched downward toward the pit. He felt the fabric of his clothes dragging along the stone as he began to slide. Amadeus’s voice boomed through every bone in his body—unintelligible, but absolute. The slab gave way, and he fell, rotating over his left shoulder into the void.
Time slowed. He watched the runes shine brightly as the bloom unfurled in Amadeus’s hand. It was beautiful—unmistakably, hauntingly beautiful. He blinked slowly, wondering if Mika was alright. Muscles twitched at the corners of his mouth in a feeble attempt to smile. If these were his last thoughts, he was glad they were of her.
He almost didn’t see Xavier rise. Almost didn’t see him tense his core, pull his legs back, and kick hard into Amadeus’s back, sending the old man stumbling. But he did. He watched, paralyzed, as Amadeus slammed into the edge of the slab—sending the bloom flying from his hand.
Dull shrieking filled Alexei’s ears as he rotated through the air, the still, dark water rising fast to meet him.
He crashed into the pool. The cool water swallowed him whole. His body sank immediately, and he welcomed the quiet dark. His eyelids grew heavy. His breathing slowed.
But before the dark took him, he saw light.
A small, brilliant light.
His eyes opened. Floating atop the water, at the center of the pool, was the bloom. It pulsed erratically, reacting to the water. Petals furled and unfurled, swelling larger and larger until, in one sharp motion, they cascaded outward, consuming the surface of the pool.
The bloom spread to many times its size, complex fractals shimmering across it. Alexei was breathless, and not just from the water.
The petals touched the pool’s cylindrical walls. Roots shot down through the stone, piercing it with such force that the water began to drain from the chamber.
Alexei felt air return. He felt the water retreat—yet still, he remained suspended. His head lolled on his shoulders as he gazed up at the intricate roots, glowing with that familiar cerulean light.
Finally, he looked to the center of the bloom.
An eye stared back.
A massive, blinking eye, growing larger by the second. Only when he saw the roots shifting past his peripheral vision did he realize—it wasn’t growing. He was moving.
He was being pulled closer to the eye.
And yet, he felt no fear.
The longer he looked, the more the sense of familiarity grew. He didn’t know how, but he knew. As he passed into the iris, his suspicions were confirmed.
This wasn’t just an eye.
It was a gate.
A gate to a place far, far from here.
He closed his eyes, and smiling, welcomed its embrace.
Chapter 19 - Preparations


“This way, please.”
Mika followed the butler along the long upper hallway. She peeked over the banister, catching glimpses of the portraits’ gazes below. Try as she might, she couldn’t stop herself from staring back.
She had seen paintings where the crafty techniques of expert artists created the illusion of the eyes following the viewer, but this was no illusion—of that, she was certain. With every step she took, the eyes followed.
“Ahem.”
Mika skidded to a halt, running right into the butler.
“Your quarters, Miss Moirai.”
“Oh! I’m so sorry. Right… Thank you…”
Mika stepped through the threshold and swept her gaze over her new furnishings. In the corner of the room was a generous guest bed adorned in the manor’s distinctive silver and green, replete with a throw that befitted royalty. Matching drapes covered a set of large windows that looked out toward the surrounding woods, and to the left, a spacious walk-in closet and vanity. The antique wooden floor was covered by a thick, ornate rug, embroidered with what Mika could only guess was a crest resembling some kind of flower—masterfully done.
She moved in a slow half-circle around the room, admiring the craftsmanship in the woodwork as the butler moved behind her, explaining that dinner would begin once the rest of the entourage had arrived. Mika heard the words, but they were muted. Her attention was fixed on what looked like a shrine, tucked into an inset in the wall. It bore the same familiar bloom she’d seen emblazoned around the manor. Made of a smooth, alabaster-like material, it hung suspended delicately over a pool of calm, still water. A small cushion was placed at its base, and next to it sat a rectangular box beside an empty incense holder.
“I shall return to fetch you when the time comes.”
Mika wheeled around.
“Hm? Oh, right. Dinner. Yes. Thank you.”
Without a word, the butler strode out and gently closed the door behind him.
Mika made her way to the bed and threw herself onto it. She crossed her arms in front of her and buried her face between them. She wanted to scream into the blanket in frustration, but she found she couldn’t. Where rage had once festered, it had now given way to bewilderment. What was happening? What had already happened? She struggled to make sense of it all as her head swam with chaotic thoughts. The memories were already beginning to fragment in the wake of the trauma. She pressed her fingers into her temples, trying in vain to rid herself of the spreading tension.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
Mika turned her head to the left.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
Was the butler back already? He couldn’t be. She hadn’t heard anyone moving outside the door, let alone the entire group arriving. She stood and crossed to the door, opening it quickly. Between the gaps in the railing, she saw the tops of heads filtering in through the main entrance below—but no one stood in front of her door.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
Mika shut the door and whirled around. Crossing to the window, she threw open the curtains and stared into the night. There—some distance from the manor, perched on a branch at the forest’s edge—sat an owl. She squinted into the dark. The bird stood out starkly against the shadowed wood. It seemed to be staring directly at her.
She stepped back from the glass. Was that what had been tapping at the window? But surely, the sound would’ve been louder. She looked again at the bird, struggling to make sense of what she was seeing, when she gasped aloud.
It shimmered.
The stark white outline of the owl, so distinct against the black, dimmed — shimmered — and within moments, disappeared into nothingness.
Mika grabbed the ends of the curtains and yanked them shut with force. She spun from the window, crossing quickly to the cushion by the shrine, her heels thudding against the rug.
“Nope. Fuck this. Fuck this. Fuck everything about this,” she muttered.
Plopping herself down on the cushion, Mika forced herself to inhale deeply. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears, her fingers trembled. After several long, deliberate breaths, she felt herself settling into a manageable baseline. She opened her eyes slowly and released one final, heavy breath.
She looked into the still water of the sculpture and envied it. All she felt inside was unrest—her nerves squirming in protest. Everything about this place felt wrong. In a quiet act of desperation, she reached forward and opened the slender, elongated case. Inside, she found a bundle of incense sticks with a scent just familiar enough to stir memory—but not specific enough to place.
Noticing three small holes at the sides and front of the sculpture, she lit three sticks and placed them carefully. Closing her eyes again, she breathed deeply.
The scent carried her far, far away.
Chapter 20 - That Old, Familiar Feeling


Mika breathed in the crisp autumn air as she opened her eyes slowly. She knew what she was seeing wasn’t what was, but what had been. That was perfectly fine by her. Memories of a better time flooded her mind, and she welcomed them with gratitude. She found herself walking along her old, familiar route to her local grocer—a path buried deep in her memory. Although many years had faded since that day, the path hadn’t. She could retrace her steps at any moment.
She walked as slowly as she could, savoring the moments as they came and went far too fast.
“Just a little more,” she breathed.
“I need more time. Just a little more…”
Her words trailed off as she turned the corner. Three churches stood on the corners of a four-way crossing—with the grocer on the furthest-most, flanked between their tall steeples. Mika stopped.
She could see a slight bustle of local residents popping in and out for their daily bread. She knew that somewhere in that twisting throng, she could find him. She closed her eyes and breathed, questioning for the first time since the impulse had barged its way in if this was what she truly wanted.
She chastised herself. She knew better. There was no sense in retracing the past like this, but she felt herself unable to turn away, urged on by a feeling she couldn’t identify.
She picked up the pace, crossing the street briskly. The entryway to the grocer grew menacingly larger before her, and before she could turn back, a blast of air from inside washed over her.
The smell of freshly baked bread nearly overwhelmed her. It was just as it had been. Down to the smell of excess salt that told her it was one of the new hires behind the oven today. She felt herself smirk a little.
Alexei had detested their over-salted baguettes to the point that it became a recurring topic in their apartment—a topic Mika enjoyed watching him rant over again and again, as she loved him most when he was at his most animated. She grimaced. Something about all of this suddenly became too real for her. She worried this was more than just a mere memory. Before she had a chance to give it any more thought, she found herself corralled further into the store by a bustle behind her.
Managing to pluck herself from the throng, Mika stepped outward to one of the side aisles. She watched as the others milled about carelessly. Her feet were leaden. It had been so long since she’d stepped foot in here. The air felt thick in her throat, threatening to choke her. She looked around, scanning the shelves and displays—looking for anything but him. Her throat ran dry, and she saw him.
Stuck in brooding deliberation as he rummaged inside his grocery basket, she watched as an Alexei she had not seen in years stood on the other side of the crowd, oblivious to her existence.
Tightness gripped her chest as she felt tears well at the corners of her eyes. She couldn’t believe it. She refused to. He looked exactly as he had the day they’d met. She wanted to turn and run, but couldn’t bring herself to. Mika’s heart pounded as she lost herself in the emotions that awoke.
Torn in indecision, Mika merely stood there, gawking. Her heart yearned to go forward, but that old, familiar pain shrouded her like a thick fog. Her muscles strained as her nerves shrieked.
The longer she stared, the deeper the ache thrummed in her chest. Her throat ran dry. Parched.
Just another moment. And I’ll move. Just a few more seconds to see him like this and then I’ll…
The throng surged before she could react. All bodies around her moved in the same direction, and the crush began to sweep her away. She tore from them again and again. Again and again, they moved her away from him.
She felt herself screaming for him. Dulled senses masked her anguish, yet not even the shrillness of her voice seemed to reach him. Mika threw herself back against the current, eking back the smallest scrap of ceded ground.
“Alexei!” she screamed.
He tilted his gaze up, eyes tracking the movement across the store for the first time. Slowly, he looked up. She could see his pupils darting around as she broke an arm free to wave.
Their eyes met momentarily. An instant recognition. Her heart felt as if it had been punched back into her chest.
Then, a pair of hands covered her eyes — and all went black.
 
*
Mika tumbled backward, landing flat on her back. Air filled aching lungs as her breath came in sharp and spasmodic. She blinked away the black as her vision slowly returned. The grocer was gone, and she found herself staring up at an ornate fresco. A mural of unknown figures sprawled across the ceiling in a tangle of blooms.
“Come on up. You won’t do much good on your back.”
Mika groaned and rolled ‘round to meet the voice.
Anastasia towered over her, the butler in tow—looming in the doorway. Mika watched as her sharp gaze bore into her, then darted toward the trio of burnt-out incense sticks in the holder.
“Hrm. Now’s not the time for that,” she muttered. “Come on. Dinner’s ready.”
Mika pushed herself to her knees and forced herself to breathe deep.
“Dinner? After that? Are you mad? What was that?!”
Anastasia didn’t even bother to look back. “Dreams.”
Chapter 21 - The Garden


Alexei had lost track of how long he kept his eyes shut. His arms were crossed tight across his chest, his hands clasped tightly together—yet he made sure not to crush the bloom.
He couldn’t feel the water anymore, but he wasn’t sure he could feel anything at all. Slowly, he cracked one eye open. A wide blue sky welcomed him. He breathed a sigh of relief. All he could hear was the breeze rustling through the grass he lay in. Alexei closed his eyes once more, smiling softly to himself.
“What the fuck am I doing?” he breathed out.
Sitting up, Alexei looked down and unclasped his hands. The bloom was untouched, softly pulsing and emanating its familiar glow.
“Lost again, are we?”
Alexei’s head snapped up—he twitched so hard he almost dropped the flower. A robed figure stood a few feet away from him, looming at the base of the small mound he found himself on.
“Jesus, Myr, you’re quiet. I didn’t even hear you.”
Myr smirked. “I know. You’re not supposed to be here yet.”
“I know.”
“What happened this time?”
“Amadeus lost it.”
“Ah, that. Well, that does shift us around a bit, but we’re still on course.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why are we being made to do this? Why do we have to do this, like this? Is there really no other way?”
Myr walked over to Alexei and sat down, crossing his legs and leaning forward. He rested a gentle hand on Alexei’s thigh. His voice betrayed no hint of chastisement as he spoke.
“You know why. If there was, we would have found it.”
Alexei dug his fingers into his temple and brow, desperately trying to push out the tension. “I know. I just wish it didn’t have to be this way.”
“I know,” Myr smiled. “You say that every time.”
Alexei met his gaze and smiled wryly. “I’m sure I have. Might be helpful if I could actually remember it.”
Myr laughed and stood. “We both know that’s not true. Come on. We’ve got to move.”
Alexei sighed despondently and threw himself to his feet. “Yeah. Alright.”
*
“Hrm. Where did I leave it?” Myr mused. He wandered from hillock to hillock, searching across the wide expanse.
Alexei followed close behind. He could never quite get used to this place. He’d thought things would get easier on subsequent visits, but he only found himself more apart in this alien landscape.
While his surroundings belied a natural grace where he’d arrived, the same couldn’t be said for what awaited them.
Rolling green hills stretched as far as he could see. Gentle and sloping, they each bore a grove that sprawled across their surfaces like a blanket over a sleeping child. Within each lay a burst of greenery that wound its way through the tuft in unfamiliar, almost alien patterns.
Alexei looked up, shielding his eyes from the unnaturally bright sun. He could see them far above him—the massive stones that hung weightlessly above the groves. Each bore markings specific to itself, in a language that Myr had assured him he knew, though their meaning eluded Alexei. On occasion, he swore he could see water falling from the stones onto the groves below. Try as he might, he could never find where the water came from.
A gentle breeze carried the scent of lilac and lavender to Alexei, and he inhaled deeply, gratefully. He paused a moment in an attempt to clear his head. He opened his eyes and saw Myr standing still, one hand on his hip, the other tapping his chin.
“What are you looking for?”
“The right plot.”
“For what?”
Myr turned and nodded to the bloom Alexei bore.
“For that.”
Alexei nodded and decided to keep quiet. He chastised himself—he should have known better than to ask such a stupid question. He followed in tow as Myr plodded around the grassy knolls.
“Ah, here we are.”
Myr stooped low, clearing a mound of overgrowth. He turned toward him and smiled. “Are you ready?”
“As I’ll ever be.”
Myr smiled softly. “It’s alright. I know you never are.”
He outstretched an open palm toward him. Alexei hesitated. He felt reluctant to give up the bud.
Myr’s voice was a quiet, gentle singsong. “It’s okay. It’ll be alright.” Alexei shuffled his weight from one foot to the next as he cradled the flower.
“I… know. You’re right. Here.” He placed the bloom in Myr’s palm and stepped back awkwardly.
Myr smiled warmly once again. “Thank you, Alexei.” He turned away and scooped a handful of grassy earth into his other palm. Lifting the dirt above the bloom, he began gently sprinkling flecks of earth onto it. Alexei watched as the fragile petals twitched and danced under the crude rain. He could hear it before he saw it—a dull sound echoing far above him. He saw its shadow crawling across the knoll until it stopped directly atop them, silent. Myr had finished planting the bud and stood back up next to him.
“Come. We’d best move out of the way.”
They stepped out from the shadow and perched by a nearby mound. Myr made himself comfortable on the grass. Alexei stood, tensing his hands. He stared up at the monolith. They’d always unnerved him, no matter how many times he’d seen them. The massive stone slab hung in the air, its smooth surface glistening brightly in the light. There was nothing distinguishing on any of its faces, save a hole on what could be called its forward-facing side about a third of the way from the bottom. Its underside was smooth, flat, and unnaturally perfect. That it was a construct, Alexei was sure of—but the details of its origin, and that of its creators, remained a mystery. Despite all he’d seen, all he’d known, all he’d been taught, their inscrutability disturbed him more than he cared to admit.
“Ah. Here it comes,” Myr intoned.
Alexei squinted. Out of the hole came water. First a sprinkle here or there, and then, a torrent. The water glistened—brilliant and crystalline—and for a moment, Alexei’s discomfort was washed away in its splendor.
“Somehow…” Myr mused, “it’s just as beautiful as the first time, is it not?”
Alexei found himself smiling and nodding along. He closed his eyes and let the sound of the water calm him. The flow had steadied, and soon the comforting sounds of the pitter-patter splashing against the earthen mound were all he heard. He sat down next to Myr and let the rhythm of the droplets lull him even further. For a moment, he felt as if he could breathe again. He opened his lungs and released. A slight smile spread across his face. Inwardly, he felt that everything would be alright. He smirked at how bittersweet the thought felt. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d truly felt this way—the last time he’d allowed himself to feel hope.
“Wait.”
The tone in Myr’s voice jolted him back.
“What? What is it?” Alexei asked.
“Look.”
Alexei followed Myr’s gaze and squinted at the falling water. The water fell just as before, but Myr was right. Something was off. Alexei shielded his eyes against the light and strained to spot the difference. Myr had gotten up and walked around the mound, searching for a better angle. Alexei mirrored him, circling around the left.
He couldn’t be sure, but for a moment, Alexei thought he saw something different in the way the droplets caught the light. The dazzling gleam seemed to be somehow… tainted.
“Myr… do you see—?”
“I do. Alexei, get back.”
Alexei’s gaze darted to Myr. The calm expression he’d worn was shattered. Lines tugged at his forehead and temples, etched in tension. His eyes blazed brightly. A bright flash snaked through the droplets and crashed into the plot. A loud groan thundered through the air, and Alexei saw the monolith shake. The water began to pour out faster and faster. The difference was plain to see. The stream no longer shone in splendor. Each droplet radiated a sickly, effulgent aura that sickened the senses. A harsh, acrid smell began to permeate the air, and Alexei forced back a choking gag.
“Alexei! Run! Now!” Myr shouted as another brilliant flash cracked through the coursing water. It jolted through the current and struck the fresh plot, sending a sharp burst of sickly yellow light outward violently. The light seared Alexei’s eyes, and he fell backward screaming. He scrambled desperately to his feet but struggled to orient himself through the haze of vertigo. Another flash thundered and sent him back to the ground. Sickness overtook him as their frequency increased, and he retched onto the ground. He looked up for any trace of Myr, but only saw a dim, huddled form crawling away from him.
Alexei gritted his teeth and turned away, determined to escape the plot. His hands tore at the earth, seizing patches of grass in a vice grip as he struggled for traction. He had no idea how far he had moved—only that he needed to keep moving. The cracks continued behind him but fell on his ears dimmer than before. Good, he thought. Just keep going. Don’t think. Just keep going.
Without warning, silence overtook all. Alexei paused for a moment before collapsing onto his front, cradling the soft earth for comfort as if he could be thrown from it at any moment. For a while, he just stayed there, breathing into the dirt. There was no sound. At first, he thought himself concussed—or at least partially deafened—but he realized he could hear just fine. There was simply no sound. The water had stopped flowing. Even the wind had died.
With his cheek resting on the ground, Alexei listened to his heart. Its erratic rhythm began to slow steadily, and he breathed relief into the earth. Despite trying to calm himself, he could still feel his heart beating against the ground, sending vibrations through his entire body.
It wasn’t right. He could feel his breathing slowing—yet his heart beat faster and faster, the impact of each cycle pounding against his chest.
He felt a tremor run down his back. Not a heartbeat.
Footsteps.
A single sound cut through the silence like a blade, seething on its edge. A voice that turned his stomach as it crept nearer and nearer.
It only spoke one word, over and over:
“Carrier.”
Chapter 22 - The Dinner


Mika watched as Anastasia walked out of the room. She felt herself fuming. She’d had enough of all her coy theatrics.
“Dreams”? What the fuck was that supposed to mean?
Mika slapped the parquet with open palms and propelled herself to her feet. She stomped after her, her voice bellowing louder than she’d anticipated.
“Ana, wait! I want answers! You can’t just—!”
A firm hand on her sternum stopped her dead in her tracks. She darted her eyes and met the butler’s. They betrayed not even a hint of emotion.
“Madame Moirai, I assure you, that line of action would be quite unwise,” the butler intoned.
“Let me go!” Mika cried.
She coiled and wormed around in a desperate bid to escape the butler’s inexplicably herculean strength. She managed to peek her head around the corner just far enough in her thrashing to see Anastasia well on her way, far across the landing. Mika’s shoulders slumped. The exhaustion she’d held at bay crashed over her.
She pulled herself away, leaning against the frame of the door. She stared at the specks of dust that swirled in the dim light. Mika watched as her eyes focused and unfocused on the tiny motes. A quick, forceful breath out, and she shoved off the frame and back into the room, pacing.
“Why! Tell me that. Give me one good reason why all of this—whatever this is—is even happening! You people won’t tell me anything!”
“Again, Mrs. Moirai, that is for your own safety.”
“Safety? Safety?”
The butler watched dispassionately as Mika stomped about.
“Do you seriously think I feel safe here? I don’t even know where we are! What is this place?! Who the fuck attacked my home?! And who the fuck are you people?!”
Mika squared off against him, staring him down. She hadn’t felt herself like this in years—not since before Alexei’s death. Zeal surged through every nerve ending. Her jaw clenched as she fought back a tremor of rage. Just as she opened her mouth to speak, a bell chimed.
“Supper is ready, Mrs. Moirai,” the butler droned. “This way, if you would be so kind.”
And without another word, he left.
Mika stood rooted to the floor, staring at the space where the man had just been. She fumed. The utter nerve of these people. She’d had enough.
She bolted to the doorway and tore out of the room. In her burst of energy, she slightly overdid it and sent herself stumbling into the banister. Mika scrambled to hold onto the rail and avoid toppling over—but what she saw below froze her in place.
All of the portraits below were staring at her. There was no doubt in her mind. This was no trick of the light. Each of their hard gazes bore into her, and she threw herself back against the wall. Cold sweat beaded her forehead, and Mika felt herself dangerously close to losing control of her breathing. She looked left, then right. No sign of the butler.
She forced several sharp breaths in and out and crept back toward the railing.
She peered over the edge ever-so-slightly. Where she’d expected to meet the portraits’ gaze once more, she now found them watching dutifully over the happenings below. More people than she had seen before bustled to and fro, setting the table with finery and plates so ornate they might have been meant for royalty.
The clinking of plates and glasses soon settled into an expectant silence. Mika could barely make out the expressions of those seated below, but those whose faces were lit beneath the beams of the grand chandelier bore a marked tension. The long table buzzed with subdued energy as Anastasia took her place at the head. She clapped her hands loudly, and before the sound had even finished echoing through the grand hall, servants burst forth from the backrooms and briskly served the main course: dark greens heaped onto plates alongside a beverage Mika couldn’t make out.
“We have waited long for tonight, my dear companions. Long enough for the wheel to turn once more. Now, at the eve of our victory, we take a moment to reflect upon those we have lost—those who have bravely gone before in the name of conquest. Those who have given all so that we may prosper. We honor them, and with full hearts, join them.”
Bewilderment was all Mika felt. She stared as Anastasia lifted a goblet above the table, as the others mirrored her, as the portraits smiled. In unison, they threw their heads back and drank. Then, they turned their attention toward the plates. With ravenous hunger, the congregation tore into the leafy greens. Some of the younger members forsook utensils entirely—brutally shoving as much of the plants into their mouths as they could in one go.
Mika didn’t dare move. Rooted to the base of the banister, she could only wait for what she knew was coming. Some horrible, yet unknown culmination teased at the edges of her mind but refused to reveal itself.
“Mrs. Moirai.”
Mika slapped a palm over her mouth to stifle a scream and whirled around to find the source of that droning, monotone voice.
The butler stood in the doorway of the room she’d been in, materializing during her observation. He carried an ornate platter upon which rested a bowl of leafy greens and a matching goblet. He gestured toward them with disconcerting formality.
“Yew and pressed hemlock. Please, join us.”
Before Mika could respond, a thundering crash tore through the hall. Despite being already grounded, Mika grasped the banister for support. She turned back to the dining hall to see the grand chandelier ripped from the chain that had held it aloft. It spun viciously in the center of the room, faster and faster as it gained violent momentum. The displaced air blew harshly in Mika’s face, and she squinted to make out the chaos below.
The dining hall erupted into a sea of grotesquely spasming bodies. Some clung to the edge of the table, white-knuckled and gritting their teeth, while others flung themselves from their chairs, writhing and howling on the ground.
The chandelier spun faster and faster, and a shrill sound began to fill the room. Mika watched in horror as the portraits began to howl in unison, matching the horrid pitch of the chandelier. Their mouths gaped open in a harsh opera—their eyes rolled back to a phantom white. The chandelier began to revolve at such speed that its normal shape compressed and distorted into an oblong disc.
The howling became too much. She clasped her ears with her hands, turning to run back into the room—only to find the butler standing perfectly still, tray aloft expectantly.
Before she could hurl her planned expletives, the pitch peaked, and a shattered, viscous sound surged through the hall—then quiet.
Mika darted her gaze back to find the hall in a state of near-deathly silence. All the bodies that had writhed were now still. She spotted Anastasia’s trademark silver-white hair facedown in her plate of greens. The portraits were silent, now smiling down upon the scene.
But what truly broke Mika wasn’t her deceased mother-in-law, nor the pleased grins on the wall.
What sent Mika over the edge of sanity and into a darkness she’d never known existed was the chandelier.
Or rather, what was in its place.
No longer the compressed, distorted oval she had seen—it had become the telltale shape of a human eye, blinking and gazing down into the hall. The iris swelled and contracted as if adjusting, and a thin, screen-like substance washed over it again and again, as though a film was being redrawn across its surface.
Mika hadn’t realized she’d stopped breathing until her body forced a gale of air back into her lungs. She rasped loudly, and before she could stifle the sound, she felt the eye’s gaze on her.
Time froze.
She tried to process what she was seeing, but every thought—every attempt to label or classify—was unwound with maddening precision. Mika felt that on some level, somewhere deep down, she understood what she was looking at… but the understanding refused to surface. Instead, only the sharp company of insanity welcomed her.
It stared at her. Its gaze bore into her.
Her skin screamed.
She couldn’t bear another moment.
She realized she’d been standing for a while now, gripping the banister so tightly that she could feel the wood splintering into her skin.
She realized she was merely a passenger in her body now. Whatever was happening—she was just an observer.
She turned to face the butler. His face wore the same sickening smile as the portraits below. His mouth moved, but Mika heard no sound.
She felt her feet tear across the small distance between them and slammed into him with her shoulder. She briefly felt the weight of him connect before he was sent tumbling backward, but no sensation accompanied it. The clang of the goblet and the shattering of tableware were nothing more than a crinkle in her ears.
She let the mania take her.
Standing in the threshold of the door, her eyes frantically searched the room for something. In the pale reflection of the moonlit window, she found it—the same barn owl as before, perched on a branch outside. Its eyes locked with hers, and a thought as loud and sharp as the roar that had filled the dining hall blazed through her mind:
The only way out is through.
Mika felt herself laughing.
Her body rocked with a bestial howling she had never felt it make before.
She laughed as she sprinted through the room.
She laughed as she shattered the window.
She laughed as she plummeted into the dark below.
She laughed and howled as she ran—far, far away from the manor—into a cold, strange land from which she knew there would be no return.
Chapter 23 - Progress Apace






Thankless work. It was such thankless work. No matter how many years passed, the result was always the same. The tall one shook his head and let out a sigh as he leaned against the dilapidated manor’s siding. Labeled a villain. But so be it. He’d heard it all before.
He stared out into the desolate landscape, at the skeletal remains of what had once been a thriving city. Now, it was just ruins, ashes scattered over a once-vibrant terrain, an echo of a long-dead past. Once, he would've rejoiced in the glow of a setting sun - now replaced by a darkness that seemed to stretch infinitely. No stars, no moon, only an eternal shroud that hung over the city, shrouding it in gloom.
Cold wind pierced his worn skin, an icy reminder of the warmth that had been long lost. His cracked fingers traced over the peeling paint of the manor’s wooden walls, each groove and imperfection mirrored in the lines he felt running through him. They came in ebbs and flows, but they always looped back to the same point. That singular moment, that one decision where it had all gone so horribly wrong.
His gaze fell upon his reflection in a cracked mirror nearby. The cruelly etched lines on his face, eyes that once held a youthful glow now reduced to vacant, sunken pits. His hair was dusted with flecks of ash. Frost clung to the deep crevices in his skin - aged prematurely by the toll of his actions.
The bitter taste of regret was a companion he knew all too well, but regret was a luxury he couldn’t afford. Not when the very fabric of existence lay in his hands. He had sacrificed everything for this balance. Family, friends, love; all pawned away in this heartless game of cosmic chess. Time, and time again, he was forced to bear witness to the same tragedies, the same losses, the same torment.
In the frigid silence, a soft clink echoed as he retrieved a small silver locket from his pocket. A picture of a young woman and a small girl smiled back at him, blissfully ignorant of the world that awaited them. A pang of longing tore through his heart, a stark reminder of the life he once had, the life he was forced to eradicate for the balance.
“Balance,” he muttered to himself, a bitter laugh escaping his cracked lips. He despised the word. But it was necessary. So, he had convinced himself, a mantra he repeated in his darkest hours. Even now, the felt the thought strain against his mind more than it ever did before. Was this truly the only way?
In the distance, the once-grand clock tower chimed, the sound reverberating through the silent city. It was time. Straightening himself, he pushed away from the manor's siding, each movement a testament to his resolve. His eyes lingered on the locket one last time before he shut it close, tucking it safely back in his pocket. He looked out into the desolation, staring at the desiccated husks and eroded statues. A pang ran through his heart as he remembered what was lost.
A grimace spread across his countenance as the haphazard running of his partner echoes throughout the night. “It’s time! It’s time!” The short one cackled and bellowed, his mottled crimson eyes glinting. Drawing his cloak tighter around himself, he stepped out into the gloom. He was the villain, the harbinger of sorrow.
His path lay ahead, illuminated by the ghostly glow of the dying city. A path fraught with misery and despair, with no end in sight. But he walked it nonetheless, trudging forward through the ashes, the weight of his responsibility crushing him with each step. He was balance incarnate, a necessary evil in a world teetering on the brink of chaos. He was the tall one, the villain. And so be it. After all, even in the bleakest of times, balance was necessary.
Chapter 24  - Teach






Parchment, quills, and implements flew from the desk as Amadeus raged across his study.

“So find him!” he shrieked. The petrified guards stood stock-still by the entryway, ashen faces frozen. 
“Sir…” one of the petrified guards chanced, feverishly glancing at the other. “…we wouldn’t even know where to-“
“Useless! Get out!” raged Amadeus.
“B-But Sir-“
“OUT! NOW!” Amadeus slammed his fists down on his desk, cracking the top layer, sending splinters flying.
Without another word, the two immediately turned on their heels and vacated his chambers, closing the door gingerly behind them.
Amadeus let out a long breath, and reached for a loose corner of his garment, pulling it up to wipe his face of the sweat that had begun to run down his inflamed skin. He caught a glimmer in the corner of his study, and slowly turned to face
“And what the fuck are you smirking at?”
“Me? Oh, nothing.” Xavier said
“Out with it.”
“Really, it’s nothing. Just funny.”

​“What’s funny?”
  
“Oh, you know. How you keep trying the same thing over and over again, expecting a different result.”
Amadeus cracks Xavier across the face. 

​“Explain.” 
Xavier’s crimson eye burns brightly.
“No.”

​Another smack. 
“NOW!”
Xavier smiled through the blood that trickled out of his mouth, his crimson eye blazing.
“See, this is exactly what I mean. If you’d been paying attention, you’d know that this gets you nowhere.”
Amadeus screamed as he wound back a blow and crashed it against the side of Xavier’s head. His small body flew from the chair and collapsed to the ground. Amadeus stared at his motionless body, a deep rage welling within. He tore across his study and burst through the entrance. Guards bolted out of his way as he marched down the corridors.
Images of what he’d do to Alexei when he caught him swam through his mind. Did the idiot even comprehend what he did? What he put at stake?
As his eyes crossed across that old, familiar plaque, he felt a drop of relief. Maybe there was still some hope. Reticent as he was to turn to others for help, she would be the only one that would know how to find him.
He pushed the door open and stepped inside. Within, he found her arranging her beloved plants in various spaces around her chambers. She was so engrossed in her work she didn’t even look over.
He cleared his throat, regained his composure.
“Anastasia. We need to talk.”
Chapter 25 - The Turn


Alexei blinked his eyes open.
The stench of sulfur stung his nostrils. A crooked form hunched over him, staring excitedly. Its singular crimson eye crackled as their gazes met.
“He’s awake! He’s awake!”
Alexei groaned, trying to shake the stiffness from his joints. “Ugh… what…?”
Dull footfalls filled his ears as a tall, lanky silhouette stooped into view.
“Awake, are we? Good.”
Before he could respond, his breath left his chest in a violent exhale as the stranger’s boot slammed into his sternum. Alexei groaned and sputtered.
“That’s for making us wait. Now get up. We’ve work to do.”
He writhed on the ground, struggling to fill his lungs with air. A shrill cackle rang out behind him.
“Her wee! Good one, good one!”
He rolled over, eyes darting to the sound, and saw the tall figure walking further ahead—while a short, grotesquely disfigured one stared down at him with a Cheshire grin below a blazing crimson eye.
“W-Wait!” Alexei sputtered. “Is she safe?”
The short one cackled and gurgled, clapping its hands together with delighted spasms. The tall one stopped in his tracks.
“I don’t know. Hasn’t shown up yet.”
Alexei pulled himself to his feet and tried to regain his composure. He took several deep breaths and surveyed his surroundings.
A barren, ashen hellscape sprawled out as far as the eye could see. Small posts and the cracked splinters of a house’s frame flanked them, but little of the original structure remained.
Alexei nearly laughed. Bitterly. He never thought a place that once held so much life would be reduced to this.
As his gaze swept across the scorched terrain, he noticed small outcroppings of what looked like plant growth. For a moment, hope flickered—then extinguished. He saw them for what they were: calcified remains of a better past. Hardened tumors, fossilized in time.
He crushed the disappointment inside him. He should have known better.
He tore his gaze away and trudged after the tall one.
He found him standing motionless, staring at a worn silver locket. Inside, a faded picture of a beautiful young woman on one side—and a radiant, grinning little girl on the other.
Alexei paused, unsure of what to say.
“They’ll be here soon.”
The tall one slammed the locket shut and whirled around, eyes blazing as he locked his gaze onto Alexei.
Alexei held it.
He stared into the monstrous visage that loomed before him—but he felt no fear. No anger. Only pity.
Behind the fury and frustration, he saw the truth. The same truth that lingered behind his own eyes: a deep, profound grief, eating away from the inside.
There was no malice in the deep crags that carved the tall one’s face—only regret.
The man grunted, gaze breaking away. “Doesn’t matter. They’re yours. Not mine.”
Alexei opened his mouth to speak but was quickly cut off.
“Enough. We both know where this conversation goes. It does us no good. Let’s go. If they’re not here, they’ll be somewhere nearby. Best we find her before they do.”
He pressed his index finger and thumb to his mouth and whistled sharply.
The short one came bounding over, giddy as ever.
“Come on, Ecks. It’s time to move.”
“Move move! Yes yes! It’s time! It’s time!”
Alexei watched them as they walked ahead—watched their gaits, their movements, their cursed, broken bodies straining with every step.
He watched them as tears welled in his eyes.
Memories of old friends. Of eternal bonds. Of days long gone.
He watched them as he cried silently.
By the grace of what cruel god had they been forced to fall so far?
Chapter 26 - The Circle


The stars hung low in the sky, as if they had descended to watch them. Pale moonlight clung to each blade of grass, binding the world in a soft, silvery embrace.
Far below their lofty sanctuary, a tribe trudged through the pitch, following the scent of a censer that burned at the head of the pack. The elder hummed and swayed the burning plants as he searched for something known only to him. Soft murmurs and hums came from the others from time to time, but most held to a solemn silence—preparing for what was to be.
They carried on for some time, the warm wind sweeping past to plant small kisses and offer embraces to those so transient. Abruptly, the elder stopped, knelt down, and planted his palm upon the earth.
“Here.”
Without a word, the others broke off into position, forming three circles. Three in the inner, six in the middle, and nine in the outer. The elder remained in the center, chanting and humming. As the others took their places, they offered one another what little reprieve they could—a soft smile here, a gentle touch there. It was all they had left to give.
The humming died down, and the elder began to speak.
“Although no thanks could ever convey the depth of gratitude I hold for each of you in my heart, it must be said that what we do here tonight will challenge the very fabric of this world. To elevate ourselves beyond the lot we have been given, we must be willing to forsake that which we had.
"I know, as do all of you, the toll that must be paid. The journey that is to come will be far from easy. And I fear what we commit to here tonight will, in time, prove to be the easiest step.”
The others did not flinch. Their resolve was carved into the set of their jaws, the steel of their eyes.
The elder nodded.
“Good. I see that we are ready. Then let us begin—and rejoice together in the unmaking of the cycle, and the birth of a new one. One of our own creation. Of our own design. Of our own destinies.”
The circles bowed their heads in reverence. The elder resumed chanting, louder now, and the outermost circle turned to perform their duty.
Sitting with their backs to their brothers, sisters, and friends, they began to watch the dark.
They watched as the stars dimmed. As the moon stole back its light. As shadows crept along the grass in inky blots. Behind them, the chanting rose. The others linked hands, their palms clasped firmly to form an unbroken circuit.
The watchers stared into the night as shapes began to twist and ripple within it. Shadowy figures, shifting and distorted, began to take form. The ritual was working. They were pressing against the boundary.
The elder watched as the outer circle completed their link. It was time.
He reached into the censer and opened it.
Inside, embers flitted and crackled over the remains of dried and decayed plant matter. He ran his fingers through the ash until he found it: a single seed. Untouched by the fire. Unsinged by the heat. Still verdant. Resolute. Unyielding.
He raised it to his lips and kissed it.
Cradling the seed in both hands, he turned to the two women in the inner circle. Both bowed and kissed it in turn. He turned to the man behind him and extended his palm. The man followed suit.
The elder nodded—and began to dig.
The shadows coalesced and flickered at the edges of the light, watching.
The elder buried the seed. The two women moved aside the folds of their garments, revealing swollen, pregnant bellies. He smiled gently as he felt the kicks beneath his palms.
And then he spoke.
“With the blessings of the father, of the mother—with the blessings of the center—we give ourselves to the cycle, in the faith of usurping the old and ushering in the new. No matter the length of the road, no matter the cycles required, we give ourselves—our all—to this venture: to be the masters of our own destiny. To let no other, no law, neither man-made nor divine, stand between us and the fates we desire.”
At that, the shadows shrieked.
The outer circle wasted no time. In unison, they flicked their wrists outward—then inward. Blades hidden within ceremonial bracelets unfurled and cut into their veins.
Blood trickled between clasped fingers. The shadows recoiled. The watchers remained steadfast.
The elder spoke again, as the chorus of chants swelled around him.
“We commit this seed to the birth of a new dynasty! We commit our blood—our breed—to the breaking of this cycle! To the birth of one of our own making! To the desire to be our own masters, beneath none other!”
The shadows screamed.
The second circle opened their veins.
“Let our blood—our flesh—be the gateway that nurtures this seed, this bud, this nascent egg that will be our salvation!”
The light began to fade.
The outer circle collapsed, one by one.
The elder looked to those closest to him.
“Mikhail. Isolde. Anastasia. It’s time.”
The three nodded, then clasped hands, forming the final circle.
They flicked their wrists. The blades sang.
The elder met Mikhail’s gaze. He saw only love, only devotion.
Mikhail smiled softly. “Amadeus. Thank you.”
Amadeus nodded.
He reached into his robe and drew the blade from his garment. He kissed the carved ceremonial stone, then opened his veins.
He placed a hand upon both bellies and whispered his prayer.
“Alexei. Mika. Kali. May you one day understand that all we did, we did for you. We love you.”
Then, he knelt in place and watched as his family fell one by one. As the shadows poured in.
He smiled. And drew the blade across his throat.
He smiled as the warmth flooded down his chest and into the earth—sinking deep past the blades of grass, nurturing the seed with the holiest of waters.
The shadows screamed, but Amadeus only smiled.
They had already won.
Chapter 27 - Impossibility




She ran until her soles bled.
Tumbling through the brambles, Mika fled the horror that wormed its way through her thoughts. Making sense of it was out of the question. Her mind refused to wrangle with it any longer.
Now, there was only instinct.
She scrambled through tangled shrubs, her heaving breaths stinging in her raw chest. Her gaze flitted feverishly across the dense canopy, momentarily losing sight of the path. And just as quickly as she’d entered the woods, she burst into a clearing, half-tripping over a gnarled root and stumbling forward.
Before her lay something reason could not explain.
A city—or the dilapidated remnants of one—compressed into a clearing no larger than a football field, yet somehow stretching on into a misty horizon. Towering spires rose into a sky that didn’t exist, their tops lost in fog, yet their bases sat impossibly close. The geometry defied logic, as if space itself had folded. Roads and bridges wove through one another in incomprehensible loops. It was as if some mad architect had dreamed in the language of fractals and paradoxes.
Mika’s steps slowed as awe and terror gripped her in equal measure. She stepped onto a cobblestone pathway, the stones both ancient and new, as though time itself held no sway here. All around her, statues lined the road—faceless figures frozen in varying postures of torment or ecstasy. She couldn’t tell which. Their featureless visages felt like accusations, as if merely looking at them was an act of trespass.
It was silent. Not still, but silent. Even the wind refused this place.
Yet, despite the absence of reason, she felt drawn further in. Her feet moved almost against her will, each step urged by some unseen force. The geometry warped around her—the impossible corridors shifting with every footfall. Corners that should have led to dead-ends unfolded into massive plazas that couldn’t possibly fit within the bounds of the clearing she had entered.
She stopped before a fountain.
Its waters were dark and unmoving, reflecting neither sky nor stone. Around it, more statues had gathered in strange congregation. All of their faceless heads turned toward the water. A single, suffocating thought took hold—look into it. See what they see.
Something within her screamed no. She staggered back, as if breaking free from a trance.
That’s when she noticed the sky—or rather, the lack of one.
Above her, the city looped back on itself. Spires became roads. Roads became buildings. There was no sky, only an impossible maze of stone and mist.
Her instincts screamed. Run. Leave. Return to the madness she understood—the forest, the dark, the earth.
And yet... a whispering curiosity pulled at her. The city spoke in a frequency she couldn’t quite hear, but deeply felt. Something between fear and longing stirred in her bones.
Torn between awe and dread, Mika made her choice.
Her eyes steeled. Her jaw set.
She turned and retraced her steps, ignoring the magnetic pull that beckoned from the city’s heart. She had run from one horror today. She would not choose another.
As she stepped back onto the forest path, the city seemed to sigh—either in disappointment or in relief. She couldn’t tell.
Then, she heard movement.
Turning reflexively, she saw them: three figures stepping from the opposite end of the clearing. A tall one, a short one, and one more distant—obscured in shadow.
Mika ducked behind the nearest tree, heart pounding, breath shallow. She peeked out, watching their irregular movements. The first two moved as if uncomfortable within their own bodies, like puppets too tightly strung. But as they neared the boundary of the impossible city, something changed. Their awkward gaits became smooth, graceful—almost natural.
She kept low, watching them. They split apart, beginning to comb through the ruins. But her eyes didn’t leave the third figure.
Something about it pulled at her.
Familiar.
Painfully familiar.
And then he stepped into the light.
Alexei.
Impossibly. Unmistakably. Alexei.
She broke from the forest edge and ran.
She crashed into him before he even saw her, clutching him tight. She didn’t know how long she held on—not until his breath rasped against her shoulder did she realize how tightly she’d been squeezing. He was saying something, but she didn’t hear. She couldn’t. She ran her hands over him, over his arms, his chest, testing. Real. Please be real.
And then she met his eyes.
And she broke.
All that time. All that weight. The grief, the loss, the empty years without him—all collapsed into this moment.
The same familiarity.
The same love.
It was there. It had never left.
She wept. Loudly, shamelessly.
Tears of grief.
Tears of frustration.
Tears of elation.
Alexei held her close, cradling her in silence beneath the starless sky. The mist churned gently around them, the city looming quiet in the distance.
Farther away, two silent silhouettes watched.
The tall one stood still, thumbing a faded silver locket.
Silent tears streamed down his battered face.
Chapter 28 - Like Father Like Daughter


Amadeus cleared his throat as he stood in the archway, breathing in the humid air of the miniature arboretum. He had always detested this ritual.
Ahead of him, Anastasia kept her back to the entryway, tending to her beloved plants—as she somehow always seemed to be when he came to speak.
“We need to talk.”
“Oh?” she replied softly, without turning. “About what?”
Amadeus felt his temper flare—but he forced it down.
“He’s gone, Ana.”
“Who?”
He slipped. “You know damn well who!”
He steadied himself against the archway, rubbing the tension from his brow.
“Ana, what are we going to do?”
Anastasia turned from the overflowing shelves of greenery that surrounded her desk and calmly sat in her chair. She picked up a pot and cradled it in her lap, gently running her fingers over the budding leaves at its center. She spoke without looking at him.
“We will do what we’ve always done. What we always do. What we mu—”
“It’s different this time! This time... it’s…”
“Yes? What?”
“It’s never happened like this before. Not this fast. Something’s wrong.”
“Everything is still within acceptable parameters. We are monitoring it. You are not the only one to take notice.”
Amadeus walked forward, slowly and deliberately. He planted his palms on the desk and stared at her until she finally met his gaze. In his eyes, she found no delusion—only conviction. And when he spoke, she was reminded of why he remained the head of the family, despite how much she loathed it.
His voice crawled through the air, gravelly and steady like a slow landslide.
“Do not speak to me as if I am a child or an idiot. I do not need to remind you who has been shepherding us forward through all of this, for all this time. Something is different here, Anastasia. And I would expect my daughter, of all people, to be more attuned to that.
"I fear we may be dealing with something we once considered impossible.”
Anastasia looked at him, setting the pot gently on the desk. She wrapped her hands in the folds of her shawl and leaned back in her seat. After a moment of silence, she asked:
“What is it? What do you think is happening?”
Amadeus pushed off from the desk and began to pace, slowly.
“I don’t know for certain. But someone is interfering. Who, I can’t say. There’s... something. Some feeling I haven’t been able to shake. It’s familiar. Deeply. But also... wholly alien.”
He stopped pacing and turned to her.
“Have you felt it?”
Anastasia hesitated, her voice barely a whisper.
“…Yes.”
Amadeus looked at her, his expression softening. In that instant, the unmovable patriarch fell away—revealing only a concerned father. He pulled up a chair and sat across from her, gently taking her hands into his.
“Ana… why didn’t you say something? Why didn’t you come to me?”
Ana drew in a shaky breath.
“I… I don’t know. I was confused at first. And then… scared? I’m not even sure if that’s the right word. It’s been so long since I’ve felt anything like that. I thought it was just… a branch. Something we could prune. But now… now I’m not so sure.”
Amadeus nodded slowly, eyes scanning the surrounding flora.
“We could…” he trailed off. “We could always just plant another.”
Ana shook her head. “I’ve thought about that. But what if…” she stopped.
“What? What is it?”
She looked away, biting the inside of her cheek. A thin, watery sheen coated her eyes. His breath caught. He hadn’t seen her like this in decades.
“Ana?” he asked gently. “What is it?”
“What if this… all of this… is happening because of what we’ve planted? All those times. All those seeds. All the… blooms.”
Her voice broke, and she quickly raised a hand to her mouth to stifle a sob.
“No, no… you can’t think like that. You mustn’t think like that.”
“But what if—?”
Amadeus hushed her, gently massaging her hands. He could feel the knots of tension beneath her skin.
“Remember why we do what we do. We preserve. We do not destroy.”
“I know, but—”
“No more. I won’t hear it.”
His voice was soft now. The steel in it had melted. He cupped her hands again, gaze lowered in thought.
“Anastasia… listen to me. This is what we’re going to do.”
The two huddled over the desk, speaking in hushed tones. As the hours passed, Ana’s fear faded into a numb sort of apprehension. She understood her father’s plan, but something unsettled her—the way his eyes kept drifting behind her, again and again, always to the same fixed point.
By the time he excused himself and left her chambers, she couldn’t take it anymore. She turned sharply, staring at the overgrown shelf behind her. Her eyes swept across the leaves, stems, buds—but nothing stood out. Exasperated, she began to pace the center of the room as he had.
The discomfort crawled up the back of her neck like a fever. It settled at the base of her skull, until the pressure became unbearable.
She dropped into the chair he’d sat in—still faintly warm. Elbows to knees, head in hands, she began to rub at the ache forming behind her eyes.
“How did it come to this?” she muttered. “After everything…”
She exhaled a ragged sigh, slouched back in the chair, and let her gaze wander aimlessly across the room. Her eyelids hung low and heavy, begging for a sleep she knew wouldn’t come.
Then she saw it.
A bolt of cold fire ran down her spine. Her eyes locked onto the spot he’d kept glancing toward.
Slowly, she stood.
She walked toward the shelf, gently pushing aside the pots, vines, and leaves—until she uncovered what had been hidden.
Tucked behind, nearly forgotten, was a plant unlike the others.
It had no leaves. Its stem looked shriveled, almost desiccated. Malnourished. And yet—it clung stubbornly to life.
At its crown: a single bloom. Razor-sharp. Defiant. And wholly unlike anything else in the arboretum.
A singular bloom of fiery, hungry crimson.
Understanding flooded her all at once. She stumbled backward and collapsed into her chair.
She remained there for a long time, unmoving. Mouth slack. Eyes hollow. Staring somewhere between the bloom—and the space between.
And then, for the first time in years, Ana wept.
The tears came fast and didn’t stop. Grief tore through her like a storm. She cried for what felt like hours—until there was nothing left.
Spent. Broken. She found solace on the cold stone floor. A fitting place, she thought. For the hard, cold truth of what she’d done. Of what they had done.
She knew now.
There were no other options.
The price would have to be paid.
And if she’d known more—known better—she wondered…
Would she have chosen to pay it at all?
Chapter 29 - Through


He groaned and rolled onto his back, turning away from the acrid stench. His core burned, and every attempt to sit up was met with searing pain.
Myr sighed and resigned himself to the scorched grass. He stared up at the sky, the motionless monoliths clinging to the edges of his vision.
His breath came in slow, heaving pulls. He knew that what had occurred should alarm him—but he felt nothing. After so many cycles, so many revolutions, there was nothing left in him to react. For a moment, he considered staying there forever. Given everything, an eternity spent on a sulfurous hillock didn’t seem so bad.
He pinched the bridge of his nose in a futile attempt to ease the tension. Then, without meaning to, his fist slammed into the grass beside him.
“FUCK!”
Stillness responded. Only a gentle breeze.
He sat up, cradling his head in crossed arms.
He was so close this time.
That’s what stung the most.
He had underestimated Anastasia’s conviction, and now he was paying the price.
Dragging his fingers through the ashes beside him, he absently traced the same shape as always. He smiled bitterly.
The spiral. Always the spiral.
His eyes burned beneath swollen, tear-soaked lids. He hadn’t even realized he’d been crying.
“Is this how far I’ve fallen?”
He wiped his nose on his sleeve and stared at the ground between his feet. The absurdity of it almost made him laugh.
“The only way out is through,” he muttered. “Yet again. So be it.”
He began to whisper to himself in hushed tones—an ancient, long-dead tongue that still haunted his memory. Words poured from lips reluctant to speak them.
He reached between the folds of his garment and thumbed the necklace he kept hidden.
He had hoped it wouldn’t come to this.
For a time, a brief time, he had believed it might not be necessary. Things had felt different. Were different. He couldn’t name what had changed—but something had.
He wondered if it had been foolish to hope.
But now, hope was all that remained.
All that had been.
All that was.
He would bring it back.
He had to.
He would deny them everything they had taken from him.
He would set it right.
He had to.
Misery would be their inheritance.
He would make sure of it.
Myr tore the necklace from his chest and threw himself to the earth. Rabid, he clawed at the ground, tearing away tufts of seared grass and sodden soil until he’d scooped out a small basin.
From the torn chain, he lifted a delicate, intricately carved glass vial.
The liquid within shimmered, refracting across the myriad of etched facets inlaid into its face.
He abhorred what came next.
With a swift tilt of his neck, he brought the vial to his lips and poured the syrupy extract down his throat.
Myr’s eyes rolled back as the substance took hold. He could already feel the coalescence. He braced himself as the sharp shards crawled down his throat and through his core.
Of all the horrors this path had asked of him, this remained the worst.
Still—it was better than the alternative.
With a violent heave, he retched into the basin. The dark liquid poured out, coiling and spiraling in on itself again and again—until it collapsed into a mute stillness.
Within it, he saw no reflection.
Only a dark, starless sky flanked by rounded, cracked edges. And in the center—a grotesque, misshapen fountainhead stared back at him.
Remembrance surged through his bones.
He knew exactly where they were.
But why now?
No matter. There would be time for questions later.
He hoped.
He couldn’t see them, but he could hear them—frantic shouting, teetering on the edge of madness, rising from within the basin’s depths.
There wasn’t much time left.
He could feel his strength slipping away.
He inhaled.
The only way out is through.
He closed his eyes, exhaled once more, and plunged his head beneath the surface.
Chapter 30 - Aethersbane




Ana stared at her father.
“You promised me it would be different this time. You promised this was going to be the last time. You promised.”
Amadeus wrung his hands gently on the desk, avoiding her gaze.
“I know, Ana. I know. But things have shifted. I don’t know why. I don’t know how. But they have. I can’t make good on that promise. My hands are tied.”
Ana scoffed.
“Oh, that’s rich. The puppet master tangled up in his own strings, hm?”
Amadeus’s eyes darted up—bold, brilliant, crackling with cold azure energy.
“Ana. Don’t. You, of all people, should know better.”
She bit her tongue and looked away.
Silence passed between them, until Amadeus rose and turned to the plant-covered shelf. He closed his eyes and breathed deep.
“Believe me, Ana… I hoped it wouldn’t come to this. I truly did. I haven’t forgotten what I promised you.”
He’d hoped the guilt would have dulled by now, worn down by repetition. But each cycle, it only deepened.
He cleared his throat, took the bud from the shelf, and turned to leave.
“I need to go. They’re likely close.”
“I understand.”
“I’ll be back as soon as I—”
“No. It’s fine. I understand.”
He paused, then turned to her.
“I love you.”
A faint smile cracked the stonework of her face.
“I love you too.”
He smiled—tired, quiet. He nodded and stepped toward the door, clutching the bud close. Just before he passed through the frame, he looked back and saw her crumpling slowly over the desk.
“Get some rest,” he said. “You’re going to need it.”
*
 
His footfalls echoed sharply through the empty halls.
All doors were barred to him—except one.
Perfect. They already knew.
He locked onto the chamber where his prisoner was kept and charged forward.
Splinters flew from the frame as Amadeus crashed through.
That vile, rising mixture of dread and guilt threatened to split him open.
Don’t let it build to panic. Don’t. Focus it. Channel it.
He turned to the manacled figure sitting where he’d left him.
“Are you ready, Xavier?”
Even in the dim, that telltale crimson eye stared back at him—unwavering.
“How nice of you to ask!” Xavier grinned, rattling his manacled wrists. “I was under the impression you already decided for me.”
Amadeus bit the corner of his mustache, jaw tight.
“I did.”
“Man, stop. Please. This isn’t going to change anything.”
“Yes, it will. This time will be different.”
“That’s what you said last time!”
“I just need you to trust me.”
Xavier yanked at his chains, shouting:
“Fucking how, man?! Look at me!”
“I’m… sorry, Ecks. It really is for your own good.”
Amadeus reached into his robe and gripped the hidden hilt.
He knelt and began to mutter—slowly, deliberately.
Scrambled syllables. Fractured syllogisms. Echoes of a language older than time.
Xavier tilted his head, eyes wide with awe.
He started to scream as the droning began to rise.
It came from beneath the floor—soft at first, then spiraling up with Amadeus’s cadence.
The chant coiled around him like smoke, thick and living. It breathed over him, stretched, then tightened, molding to his frame.
A mute darkness enveloped him.
It was all he saw.
All he heard.
All that was.
All that is.
All that would be.
He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came.
Only void.
Gaping.
Empty.
Devoid.
Xavier stared into that too-familiar black.
It reached for him, inky tendrils coiling.
He sighed—long, resigned—and let go.
Amadeus wept.

*

Later, Amadeus sat alone in the dim of his private chamber, silence pressing against him like a weight.
His eyes rested on the small, unassuming plant on the shelf.
Its dark leaves shimmered faintly, pulsing in time with his heartbeat—as if it were alive in ways beyond biology.
Anastasia lingered in the doorway, saying nothing. She followed his gaze. She knew what this meant.
“Don’t worry,” Amadeus said softly. “I’ve got everything under control.”
Without another word, he plucked one of the plant’s fleshy leaves. He held it to the light—watching its unnatural glow—then slipped it into his mouth.
It was bitter.
Instant.
He felt the pulse bloom inside him—deep, ancient, familiar.
A bridge was forming.
The room darkened. His vision blurred. He welcomed it.
As the plant's essence took root, he felt the branches stretch outward—through his mind, past his body. Rooting. Seeking.
And then—it found him.
Alexei.
Amadeus felt the boy’s mind like fertile soil.
The roots twisted downward, coiling around memory, fear, and want.
There was resistance—flickering. But faint.
He pressed on.
This was a dance he had done before.
And he was always in control.
Amadeus exhaled slowly.
The roots wound tighter.
Threading themselves into the very pathways of Alexei’s thoughts.
It didn’t have to fight him.
It only had to guide him.
Back to the moment.
Again.
And again.
In the distance of Alexei’s mind, Amadeus felt the cracks—the old wounds, the fractures in his soul that never healed.
Perfect.
He whispered across the bridge—his voice a shadow in Alexei’s thoughts:
“You know what must be done.”
Alexei's breath hitched.
A flicker of struggle.
But it faded.
The tree within Amadeus bloomed fully now.
Its branches cast deep shadows over Alexei’s mind.
The moment came again.
Gunmetal glinted.
Eldritch shadows twisted.
The choice repeated.
Amadeus smiled.
The boy was falling into place.
“You cannot escape,” he whispered. “You are bound to this. We both are.”
The gun was in Alexei’s hand.
Its weight: cold, familiar.
The hammer fell.
The cycle began.
Again.
And again.
And again.
Each repetition folded into the last—haunting echoes in a loop without end.
Alexei’s mind dulled under the burden. He no longer knew time. No longer knew self.
Only the pull.
The steel.
The flash.
The fall.
Amadeus observed from his cloistered place, his connection strengthening with each pass. The tree inside him was now a part of Alexei.
The gunshot.
The thud.
The silence.
Then—again.
The boy would always rise.
And fall.
Over. And over.
Amadeus had woven himself into the very fabric of Alexei’s fate.
There was no escape.
Not for Alexei.
Not for any of them.
He let the moment stretch, savoring its perfection.
This was power.
This was control.
He’d done it before.
He would do it again.
The cycle was the proof.
It could not be broken.
But still—
In the edge of his vision, shadows stirred.
Mika.
Anastasia.
Myr.
They were still outside the loop.
Still moving between the cracks.
But they would fall too.
In time.
His roots would reach them.
And when they did, they would join him.
One by one.
For now, though—
Alexei was his.
Gunmetal glinted against spurned shadows and eldritch lights.
Again.
Chapter 31 - The Beginning




“I was worried sick! I thought I lost you!”
“This isn’t what you think it is.”
“I don’t even know what this is!”
“Mika, stop! Do you hear that?”
Finally, the pounding on his chest relented. Mika held her hands above her head, ready to rain down another blow.
“What?”
A woman possessed, she panted with feverish ire.
“How dare you? After everything you’ve put me through—you want me to stop?”
The blows resumed—fist after fist, battering down upon Alexei’s head.
Two shadows watched from farther back, refusing to intervene.
The tall one squatted beside the smaller and whispered,
“How long do you think they’ll go this time?”
The small one scrunched his face like a gutterfish trying to comprehend God.
“Longer than last time, but shorter than the time before that.”
The tall one nodded softly.
“Well, best not to let it go on too long, eh? Wouldn’t want them to—”
His voice stopped cold.
Something was wrong.
Horribly wrong.
The chill that overtook them confirmed it.
His head snapped up.
“You two! Down! Now!”
Alexei barely had time to react before he saw it—
a dark shape, surging from the fountain like liquid malice.
He twisted his hips, sweeping Mika’s legs out from under her, pulling her down with him just in time.
Her breath rasped against his ear.
“What the fuck are you doing?!”
“Shut up. I love you. Stay down.”
He held himself over her, shielding her as he craned his neck upward.
The other two were low to the ground, crawling toward them with practiced urgency.
Above them, the darkness swirled.
“You two!” Alexei shouted above the rising din. “Get her out of here!”
The misshapen, torn figures crawled faster.
The tall one grabbed Mika’s flailing limbs, while the smaller flitted onto his back, kicking wildly at the encroaching void.
Alexei stared into it.
It was everything.
It was nothing.
The all in all.
Even after everything—even now—he couldn’t stop the convulsions.
The only way out is through.
It took everything.
As it always had.
As it always would.
He held her close, pressing deep against her, whispering into her ear.
She looked up at him, eyes wide.
“Not again. I can’t lose you again.”
Alexei stood tall and reached into his coat.
Gunmetal glinted.
Eldritch light flickered.
Shadows spat and recoiled.
This was the right thing to do.
There was no other choice.
It was time.
The maw opened before him, endless and alive.
The only way out was through.
A breath.
A click.
The hammer struck.
And the end became the beginning.
Mika knelt beside Alexei’s lifeless body, her breath shallow, uneven.
Her hands trembled as they reached for him—
but his skin held no warmth.
He was gone.
Her mind reeled. It had all unraveled so quickly. She knew something was wrong, but this?
This was something else.
She cradled his head gently, her heart breaking—
Then something moved.
At first, it was subtle—a ripple beneath the skin, too unnatural to ignore.
Mika jerked back, eyes wide.
His flesh darkened. Twisting.
As if the life inside him was becoming something else.
A sound echoed through the still air—
subtle, sickening.
Like dry branches snapping underfoot.
“Alexei?” she whispered, barely audible. As if his name alone might bring him back.
But this was no resurrection.
Roots — dark, tendrilous — pushed up from beneath his skin.
They coiled. Twisted.
Creeping across his limbs, down into the soil beneath him.
Mika gasped.
She scrambled backward, unable to comprehend the grotesque transformation.
The man she loved was gone—
replaced by something other.
The roots dug deeper, pulling him into the earth.
His body melted into the dark soil like a perverse offering.
Mika clutched her hands to her mouth, stifling a scream.
Behind her, the two torn forms watched in silence. Their faces grim.
Myr turned slightly, sparing them a glance.
“Ecks. Aikel. You know what to do,” he said — quiet but firm.
The names passed with eerie familiarity, like worn stones in the mouth — unacknowledged by the pair, but unmistakable in their weight.
Mika didn’t react — too stunned, too overwhelmed — but the words hung in the air just long enough for meaning to settle.
Then Ecks caught her eye briefly before looking away.
They had seen enough.
In a blink, they vanished—dissolving into the shadows like they had never been there at all.
Mika blinked, dazed by their disappearance — but she had no time to process it.
Myr stepped forward, placing a hand gently on her shoulder. His face calm, despite the chaos.
“We have to go,” he said, voice steady.
Mika turned to him, panic in her eyes.
“What… what’s happening? What’s wrong with him?!”
Myr shook his head.
“There’s no time to explain. We need to leave. Now.”
With precise movement, he pulled a small vial from his belt.
It shimmered faintly in the dim light.
He crushed it between his teeth.
Glass cracked, sharp and clear.
He swallowed the contents, then spat the shards aside.
The air changed.
A strange energy crackled around him as he moved his hands in slow, deliberate motion.
The ritual had begun.
Mika felt the pull before she could name it — space itself began to bend.
The ground trembled.
A rift formed before them.
A portal, swirling with shadow and light.
But not one.
Two.
The first portal pulsed gently, fragrant with the scent of fresh greenery and spring blossoms.
The garden.
A wave of comfort stirred her senses. It called to her—safety, familiarity, home.
The second was different.
Briny. Cold.
A mist clung to its edges, thick with salt and sorrow.
It smelled of the sea.
Of faraway shores.
Of things forgotten.
She turned toward it—drawn in despite herself.
Before she could speak, Ecks and Aikel stepped through without a word, vanishing into the mist.
“They’re gone,” Myr said, pulling her focus back.
“It’s time.”
Mika hesitated.
She looked once more to the place where Alexei had been—
but there was nothing left.
Only soil.
Only silence.
She took a deep breath.
Nodded.
And stepped forward into the fragrant light.
Myr followed close behind, guiding her through the portal.
And behind them — the darkness swallowed everything else.
Chapter 32 - Strands






Amid the cool, azure stone, hurried murmurs echoed.
“Well? Where are they?”
“I’m not entirely sure yet.”

​“We’re running out of time.” She hissed.​

​“I’m doing the best that I can with what we’ve got. This isn’t an exact science.” 
​“Can you do anything to speed it up?”
 
“You can stop talking and let me focus.”

​“Have it your way.”

Anastasia shut the door behind her, and walked briskly across the cold stones to her chambers. 
Amadeus had left calamity in his wake. Just this last time, she had told herself. Now, she was left alone to pick up the pieces - again.
She threw herself into her chair and took mental stock of the last several months.
Alexei was gone. Mika was gone. Myr, vanished without a trace. Amadeus locked within his study for untold hours. She went over the events in her head again and again. She was sure that they had done everything just as before. There was no doubt in her mind. Then why? Why was this time different? How could they have lost control so early?
That pesky, persistent thought nagged at the back of her mind once more. The thought she dared not give voice. Corruption. A slow-crawling, incessant malaise that she could feel growing turn after turn.               The tension in her body had crept up her spine, settled in her shoulders, and made its way up the back of her head daily now. She wrung her hands and looked down. She found herself endlessly circling the rug in the center of her study, unaware of how much time had passed or even when she had risen from her chair.
Fragments of thoughts flitted in and out of her mind. She could feel the fatigue setting in already. No matter how hard she tried to make all of the pieces fit, they eluded her. Her once-clear vision was now nothing but shades and shapes of what had once appeared so stark. She collapsed into her chair and closed her eyes. Resorting to focus on her breathing, she did everything she could to dull the ache in her chest. Trust. That’s where it had all started to go wrong. That’s where she’s first began to notice. But what has caused it? She searched her memory but found nothing.
In a flight, she tore out of her quarters and back to where she’d left him trawling over the sigils. She found him right where she’d left him, and was upon him before he could react.
Staring deep into his dark eyes with tears in hers, breath suspended on a quivering strand, she asked with palm outstretched bearing a single, peculiar seed: Xavier. Do you trust me?”
*

Amadeus could feel his mind writhing. Clawing at the walls of his skull.
Hold it together, old man. Steady. Center. Focus.
The howling died down. The walls stopped screaming. He lowered himself to the cool marble floor and pressed his searing skin against it. His lids fluttered as his eyes rolled back and forth.
Steady.
Center.
​Focus.
The black root that coiled around his heart tightened once more. This time would be different. He was sure of it. It had to be.
He heard commotion in the hallway. Right on cue. He rolled himself over onto his back, lifted his wrists up, and mimed them pulled upward by unseen strings. 

​A cold, slap echoed throughout the chamber as he slapped the stone. The small shock of pain sending a grimace through him. 
A silent tear traced its way down his cheek. "Isolde, if only you could see me now."
Epilogue




The air in the small chamber was thick with tension.
Shadows clung to the walls like whispers of forgotten secrets, and the only light came from the faint glow of the moon beyond the narrow window.
Anastasia stood over the crib, her face etched with a mixture of determination and sorrow.
She knew this would be the last time she’d see her daughter like this—untouched by the path that would soon unfold.
Kali, barely a day old, lay swaddled in a blanket, eyes closed, tiny hands curled into fists.
Mikhail had fallen asleep in the adjacent room, exhausted from the chaos of the birth, blissfully unaware of what was to come.
Anastasia’s heart ached.
She thought of him, of the promise they’d made—to raise their daughter together, free from the burdens that had defined their own lives.
But Anastasia knew something Mikhail did not.
She had always known.
She had seen it in the stars, in the cracks between time—where fate and memory danced in spirals too ancient to name.
Kali was not just a child.
She was the key.
To everything.
Quietly, Anastasia knelt beside the crib.
Her hand trembled as she reached into her cloak and drew out a small, shimmering object.
No larger than a seed.
And yet, it pulsed with a living radiance—ancient, luminous, and alien.
The Aurora Divergentia.
The seed of divergence.
A force that could split realities, unravel cycles, and tear down the bonds that had shackled their world in endless stasis.
It had been entrusted to Anastasia by those who understood its weight.
By those who had seen the loops, the suffering, the stagnation.
They had told her what it could do—and what it would cost.
It needed to be planted.
Not in soil, but in someone who could carry it. Nurture it. Become its vessel.
That vessel, she knew, was Kali.
With a deep breath, Anastasia placed her hand gently on her daughter’s chest.
Kali stirred, but did not wake.
The seed pulsed in response—recognizing the one it was made for.
No ritual was needed. No incantation.
The seed already knew.
Slowly, as if drawn by some silent magnetism, it sank beneath Kali’s skin, disappearing completely—leaving no trace at all.
Anastasia gasped as the energy rippled through her.
A flash of connection.
A tether, momentary but undeniable.
She felt the seed take root.
She felt its potential—its promise.
A new path.
A way out.
But that promise came with weight.
Kali would not be free.
She would be the key to breaking the cycle—but she would also bear its burden.
Anastasia had accepted that long ago.
Mikhail never could.
He could never know.
Tears welled in her eyes as she stood.
Kali now slept more soundly than before. The seed had settled. Its presence hidden, but undeniable.
It would grow within her.
And one day, it would awaken.
Anastasia wiped her tears and turned toward the door.
She hesitated.
Glancing back one last time.
“Forgive me, my love,” she whispered.
“One day… you’ll understand why I had to do this.”
With that, she slipped out of the room—
leaving only the moonlight to watch over the child who would one day hold the fate of worlds in her hands.
 
*
 
Anastasia never spoke of the seed again.
She raised Kali as any mother might—
with care, patience, and a quiet love shaped by fear.
She watched over her always, careful never to let the truth slip free.
Mikhail remained unaware.
He focused on shielding them from the outer world—
never once suspecting the real danger, or the deeper salvation, lay within their daughter.
Kali’s childhood passed without incident.
No signs of the seed.
No visions. No flickers.
Just a normal girl with an unknowable future.
But Anastasia knew.
One day, the Aurora Divergentia would stir.
One day, Kali would begin to see.
The world would shift.
The veil would lift.
And everything would change.
But not yet.
For now, she was just a child.
And Anastasia, burdened with the truth, could only watch...
…and wait.
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