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He walks among the stars and the infinity of the cosmos itself, between the Void that exists between galaxies, knowing he must confront that which terrifies him most. He must ask the question he has never wanted to ask.

Why?

He steps across a surface that does not exist. Nor does the breeze that brushes his cheek within the vacuum, a remnant pulled from his memory, a fragment of something long gone. The mind often places the imaginary where it senses something should be there.

Such as right now, as he senses her eternal gaze staring upon him. The progenitor without eyes, yet who sees all within him and all her creations. Here especially. This is her Void, a place where fear and legend have become one.

And every step is a mountain to climb, to surmount the fear and awe in equal measure.

I journey within her very essence, bringing my insignificant fears before her. Yet, I must, for those fears now run the possibility of becoming real. She knows I have no choice, for she made me this way. I am of her design. Her servant, cursed by destiny and obligation. He who roams the cosmos, acting and intervening by her very will…

Her Void Walker.

The Void Walker strays through the Void, an endless abyss with brilliant auroras and asteroids. Reminders of what can never happen again. The Void Walker stops in his steps, trying to force the memories away, the screams, the loss.

And the sudden silence, following the cataclysm.

The Void Walker forces his eyes open, seeing beauty in the cosmic mist. He wishes he saw more; then perhaps it was all justified.

Perhaps then, he wouldn’t be so afraid.

Still, he knows he can only comprehend so much. Limitations exist for a reason, and not all reasons should be known. They are left for the cursed minds that cannot help but seek them, those who must pursue truth. So paradoxical, to wish to understand that which shouldn’t be known. If only they comprehended… If only he could share what he knew.

Then, perhaps, they, too, would wish for their memories to be taken away.

The Void Walker witnesses specks of light far away, perhaps suns or galaxies forming before vanishing in a blink. He will never know. Her whims, great and small, all hold cosmic consequences. What is a life before its creator? Only they can decide.

And all I can do is stand aside and watch, insignificant as I am. I pray those foolish enough to not believe never see what I have witnessed, that they never know this Void and its harrowing lessons.

Even then, knowing that such foolish beings exist, she does not respond with anger or indignation towards such arrogance. She simply smiles like the mother of a naïve child, never correcting them, never uttering a single word. She knows what comes to all beings. Youth will repeat the mistakes of those who came before them, foolishly believing that they are different… I wonder, does she look upon me with such a gaze? As I approach her now, her knowing what I’ve done and why I’ve come, does her smile towards me say she knew I would make this mistake before I did?

He stops, gazing at the luminous auroras and cosmic mist twinkling like glitter in the sky.

‘Did you know?’ he asks aloud, his voice sounding like a mere whisper in this eternal realm. He holds his breath, waiting. She can hear him. She hears all.

Seconds pass. Eons to other worlds and galaxies. Lives are born and snuffed out. Yet, he would never understand. Who cares when one tiny insignificant life is gone?

I did… I did…

The memories threaten to return, and as though sensing this, the Void reacts. A light hum fills his ears, before bright white cracks emerge within the very space he stands in. Fissures appear within the infinite, expanding and growing, almost deafening. An explosion follows, as the whiteness breaks what his mind once processed as the Void, before it becomes shards of pure white. They take everything his mind grasped here before flipping it on his head.

Then he is forced to look at himself, his destiny, reflected in millions of mirrors…

When he became her Void Walker.

He appears like her chosen protectors, her Guardians. With armour black and slick, fitting his sleek figure perfectly, before a long coat of black and silver etchings covers almost everything, including his legs. His helmet covers his entire head, in which a single white eye stares back at him, with a tall black hat sitting atop it. He holds no weapons, keeps his hands folded behind his back.

‘You reflect me, Odia,’ he whispers, with almost no emotion, ‘Does time further fracture us? Or are you trying to teach me something else? Is this a lesson?’

Of course, there is no answer, and the shards separate, revealing the Void as he once perceived it.

Before him the images of himself change, shifting into another Guardian. A red robe with ancient black text covers this one, in which he does not wear the hood, exposing a helmet of orange with a black vent for a face. The Void Walker shudders, closing his eyes. Of course she knew. She had seen his mistake.

But if that’s true, she must also understand what had pushed him in that direction. That was terrifying, especially considering the past. Was she allowing it to happen again? Was the corruption spreading of her design? No, that cannot be. Not after what had happened here.

‘Please, tell me I am wrong, Odia,’ the Void Walker says, knowing he is almost begging. ‘Tell me you’re not allowing the essences you created to prevent this from happening again to become corrupted. Please, tell me that the Virtues aren’t being twisted and broken…’

He waits, and that wait fuels his sense of frustration, of his desire to comprehend. He witnessed the evidence. The Guardians were changing. The universe and all the five galaxies within it were changing. Rotting. Becoming.

Repeating what he had been created to stop from happening again.

The Void Walker kneels, overwhelmed, needing time to think. He needs to understand. Was this all intentional?

Was this what she wanted?

‘But you created the Virtues to stop this,’ he said, still looking towards the eternal abyss beneath him. ‘You created your Guardians to prevent the past from repeating. If their guiding Virtues are changing, twisting, becoming corrupted, why? Is it your intention for me to see this, to act? Or are you trying to teach me a lesson?’

He looks up, trying to contain his tears.

‘Please… I understand you owe none of us a thing, but answer me with this. Is there a purpose to what I’ve done? If so, do you wish for me to act, to intervene? Do you wish for me to stop this corruption from spreading, the corruption taking place among your Guardians and indeed your universe? Is this your desire, Odia?’

Silence. Nothing. Emptiness. The Void Walker nods, trying to calm himself.

He looks up, seeing everything in her Void turn into billions of sparkles. Such a beautiful sight. So soothing. It still takes his breath away, and he allows himself to marvel before it.

Yes, there is beauty here. She is reminding him. Despite everything, there is much to savour.

‘But then, why are you allowing this to happen?’ he asks, rising to his feet. Still, the sparkles continue to dance around him. The Void Walker almost allows himself to become lost within them.

Until… he senses a presence emerge alongside him, a breathing in his ear. He freezes, stunned into silence.

‘My Void Walker.’ A voice speaks into him, bringing such gravity that the Void Walker refuses to move even a single muscle. He would wait an eternity if it came to it. To hear her. To listen to that voice. Nothing could ever prepare you for the moment you feel her.

So you stand, knowing that the creator of everything is right alongside you.

‘Your… servant…’ he replies, unable to help the breathlessness from showing.

‘Ah yes, my servant,’ she says, as though tasting the words and their meaning, if they mean anything to an entity like her. ‘But what guides your servitude now? Is it loyalty? Love for me? Fear? Or perhaps it is hatred? Tell me, what does your Virtue tell you now, my Void Walker?’

The Void Walker opens his mouth, but nothing leaves his lips. Though no one can see his mouth within his armour, he doesn’t doubt that she can sense his stunned expression of being asked so many questions at once. Such penetrating questions. His mind races, panic threatening to take control. Has he spoken too freely? Is this her retribution?

‘No, this is a test,’ he says, barely articulating the words. ‘You’re trying to teach me. Your questions are what the Guardians are facing, leading to their corruption. That is happening to the Virtues, isn’t it? They’re asking those questions, testing the meaning of something already decided. Yet, is the fact they question a sign of the corruption itself? Is that why you let me… make my mistake?’

‘Hush…’ she replies, and he falls to silence, biting his bottom lip. He has allowed his mind and lips to wander. That is inexcusable. Does this mean he is showing signs of the corruption the Guardians are facing?

‘You are afraid,’ Odia says, the simple truth causing the Void Walker to close his eyes, to shiver.

‘I am…’ he admits, knowing he cannot hide it, not from her, but especially not from himself. ‘I want to understand, Odia. Is this what you want? If so, why?’

‘Why are you afraid?’ she asks instead, forcing him back to silence. ‘You call what is taking place within my Guardians a corruption, but why? What is the difference between corruption and change? What if an evolution is taking place?’

The Void Walker breathes. Those words strike close to what terrifies him most. That is probably why she is asking. Does that mean she saw? Did his latest mistake not prove the potential harm of this ‘evolution’?

A mistake that is now crushing a single galaxy. A mistake he has to stop.

‘Because these changes alter what the Virtues are supposed to represent,’ he says, knowing he is taking a significant risk. ‘This corruption of the Virtues is leading some of your Guardians to harm others. The universe will lose faith in them, leading to a deterioration that cannot be stopped. Then…’

‘Then…’ Odia urged, forcing the Void Walker to consider his worst fear, the true reason he tried to intervene against the corruption.

The reason this Void exists.

‘That which you created me to stop will become necessary again,’ the Void Walker says, praying that she doesn’t pry deeper. He doesn’t want to revisit those memories. ‘But he… Odia, you surely don’t wish for it to come to that?’

The Void Walker waits, and Odia does not answer. Did she wish for this? Has she changed her mind on… him?

‘Please,’ the Void Walker says, no longer caring if he is begging. ‘Let me try to fix my mistake,’ he says. ‘Perhaps there is a way to rectify it, but also confront the corruption spreading to your Guardians. We could address it now, while also restoring what once guided the galaxies and their worlds. If we showed them the meaning of the Virtues again…’

‘And what would accomplish such a goal?’ Odia asks, as if she already knows what he is thinking. She probably does. The Void Walker takes in a deep breath, readying himself to speak again.

‘I wrongly put the burden of fighting the corruption on one, but, what if the responsibility is shared? What if the Guardians came together? A coalition which aids and guides itself towards what the Virtues truly represent. Then, it could guide the other worlds, before growing to other galaxies. Together, they could fight the corruptions. Together, they could keep each other in check. Together, they could be what the Guardians were always supposed to be.’

‘But such a coalition would still have to begin with one. Who would choose to bear such a burden?’ Odia asks, as though she is genuinely entertaining the idea. Buoyed by this, feeling a fervent excitement rising towards this, the Void Walker forces himself to maintain control of himself.

‘By choosing one who senses the same things that I do,’ he says. ‘One who already wishes to form this coalition. Though I cannot intervene directly, I could give them the tools to aid them in this mission. Do you grant me this, Odia? Can I push forward with this plan?’

The Void Walker waits again, trying to contain his desperation. He hopes that she will agree, that despite the mistake that has brought him here, she will agree to this.

‘You wish to rectify your mistake that much,’ she says. ‘Your first champion failed.’

‘Yes, but because I recognise what you intended, Odia. You wanted me to realise this, so that I could fall upon this conclusion. I believe it now, more than ever, that this is the right path. This coalition can guide the universe. No, it can save it from the corruption, from him…’

Another agonising period of silence follows, but the Void Walker does not dare force the issue. If need be, he will wait an eternity if it means she’ll give him the answer he wants. That is such a small price to pay to save the universe.

‘Very well,’ she says. ‘You may try to form this coalition of my Guardians. However, your limitations still remain, my Void Walker. You shall not affect anything directly. You may only guide and suggest. I will also grant you permission to bestow gifts upon your new champion.

‘However, know that just because you can intervene in this way it doesn’t mean that you should, nor will it guarantee to stop what shall come to pass. Be wary of your own intentions, and the consequences you shall bring upon not only those you come into contact with, but also yourself… Even the slightest alteration will drastically change the future. Remember what this place used to be, my Void Walker.’

How could I ever forget? the Void Walker thinks, though he wouldn’t dare give such a thought a voice. Instead, he bows in reverence, before half turning and swiping his right hand before himself, activating the one power he has been granted access to. From it, a single pink portal opens up before him, standing around the same height and a little wider. It pulses with electrical sparks and sparkles from this very Void.

‘Thank you, Odia,’ he says, before turning and stepping through it. With it, he can travel to any point of the Odia Universe within a blink of an eye, but even then he knows he has to act quickly. His mistake. His first champion is currently tearing through one of the five known galaxies, bringing agony and Judgement before it. If he is going to be stopped, this coalition of Guardians needs to be formed, and quickly. Thankfully, the Void Walker has already identified his next candidate from among the Guardians to lead the forming of this coalition, one who already shares his sentiments.

So, the Void Walker seeks out another galaxy, known as the Vegeta Galaxy. There, a world known as Osiris exists, where the Void Walker’s next champion resides. The best candidate to stand against the corruption rising throughout the universe.

The Osirin known as Ero Kalid, alongside his Odian partner, Salkon.
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Ero Kalid stood imperious and commanding as he knew he must, hands clasped behind his back. He stared out towards a vast metropolis that encased the entire world before him as the elevator he was in continued to rise.

His world, Osiris.

Ero eyed many skyscrapers, intermingling with the glowing, aqua beams that ran through the world. They provided lanes for ships of all shapes and sizes to travel within Osiris, leading towards the atmosphere itself. It was these that represented the biggest change to Osiris these past ten years, since the decision to open up its borders to all worlds and beings.

A decision which Ero himself had led, which was almost as controversial as his running for Supreme Leader.

Yet, it had provided the greatest economic boom ever seen in Osirin history. That was what they said nowadays. They had once called him the Odian who shouldn’t intervene in politics. He wondered, after today, what would they call him?

Ero was thankful that Salkon received the eyes of Osiris for that reason, as well as most of the galaxy. It made decisions easier to make, alongside giving him the ability to sidestep Osirin propriety, say what needed to be said. Ero intended to test that today. By the end of this almost three-minute elevator journey, he would indeed test that boundary to its limit.

He would finally speak what had been on his mind for years.

At least I have you by my side, Salkon, Ero thought, sensing his Odian’s presence emerge from within, like another entity within his body. This time, Salkon filled him with assurance, meaning to inspire confidence and faith in his chosen course of action. Those little things made the difference.

You weren’t alone. You always had your Odian partner.

Darkness encased them then, signalling the elevator had reached halfway. This caused the lighting to reflect Ero’s appearance back at him as he donned the armour of Salkon. This made him smile, hoping to give his Odian a sign of warmth.

You look the part, as always, Ero thought, noting Salkon’s brilliant bio-mechanical design as a Guardian. He was a faceless entity, his armour almost completely white except for silver etchings embroidered throughout. They created a majestic pattern which mirrored either side of his body, surrounding a glowing blue light at the centre of his chest. His helmet had eye slits which glowed blue, with no other facial features except a horn on his forehead. A white cape draped across his shoulders and a dazzling rapier with a large, intricate pommel was at his side. Ero rested his left hand on it, prompting Salkon to stir out of curiosity.

Do not mind me. I’m just a little nervous.

Hmm— I sense that, Salkon replied, as Ero sensed his Odian partner probing. Your shoulders are rounding.

Ero smiled, just stopping himself from replying aloud, remembering who stood alongside him. Shifting his gaze, Ero gained the attention of the fellow Osirin alongside him, Galko Bastille. Nostalgia emerged then, as Ero remembered the military commander who had once been sent to his old squad, the ‘Breakers’. Back then, he’d been sent to Ero in order to be ‘corrected’, yet Ero only chuckled at this, recalling their first mission together.

Back then he would have never imagined this man, who everyone had discarded as ‘unfitting’ as an Osirin, would become his most trusted friend, alongside witnessing Ero becoming the Guardian Osiris now depended on.

‘What was that for?’ Galko asked. He was much bigger than your typical Osirin, broader, muscle-bound, fitting the black and sapphire garment of the Osirin military with authority and power. Osirins were commonly a nimble race of beings, possessing a greyish-white skin, with deep black eyes, a small nose and small holes for ears. His head, like all male Osirins, was hairless. Only the females grew any kind of hair. Still, regarding Galko, Ero found his smile growing, recalling the young man who had once stood as though the entire world stood against him. Then again, it had.

But even he had changed that perception, a result of his undying loyalty to Ero and others. Salkon sometimes reacted to that part of him, making Ero think if something happened to him, his replacement had been found.

Only, he couldn’t tell him. No one could know how Odians and their Anubian partners bonded. Only that you became a Guardian, or ‘Odian’ for short. The Odians kept the secret of Anubians from non-Guardians.

Alongside the secret of the Virtues themselves.

‘Oh, nothing,’ Ero answered Galko, straightening his posture. ‘I was recalling the old days. You were so different back then, Galko. I sometimes wonder how it is even possible, the two of us standing here, heading to address the rest of our kind.’

‘I never realised you were growing sentimental,’ Galko remarked, his expression becoming somewhat amused. ‘You’re nervous.’

‘Is it obvious?’ Ero asked, turning to regard Galko. Galko glanced back at him, and his expression grew serious as the elevator emerged from darkness into light.

‘What are you planning, Ero?’ Galko asked, repeating the question he had been repeating a lot, to no avail. ‘I can almost hear Salkon correcting you now.’

Ero tried his best to force a smile, wishing to return the conversation to a more light-hearted slant.

‘Perhaps one day you’ll be able to hear his voice as he speaks in my mind,’ Ero said, as Galko smiled, as though knowing what Ero was doing.

‘A terrifying prospect,’ Galko commented. ‘Though I don’t doubt Salkon would much enjoy that.’

‘I, for one, am glad he can’t,’ Ero said. ‘Having him inside my head and you alongside me is quite enough. I can barely get a moment’s respite.’

‘Perhaps you should travel to some distant rock on the outskirts of Gorkas. I’m sure you’ll have some respite there,’ Galko said, before grinning at Ero, knowing his words were on the nose. Even Salkon chuckled, filling Ero with much amusement.

Don’t tell him I laughed, his Odian said. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.

Neither do I, Ero agreed. The jest was perhaps a little distasteful, considering what was happening. Still, that was Galko. He provided the rare moments he could forget his responsibilities as Supreme Leader of Osiris.

But not for long. One could only enjoy respite for the briefest of moments.

‘Did I get Salkon to laugh?’ Galko asked.

‘You didn’t even get me to laugh,’ Ero replied, turning his gaze back towards the metropolis beyond, thankful that Salkon’s armour hid his face.

‘That means yes,’ Galko said, smirking.

‘You still seem impressed with yourself.’ Ero said.

‘Naturally. That’s what you’re doing this for, isn’t it?’ Galko asked, as Ero noticed his friend looking at him, seeing it in the glass’s reflection. Still, he didn’t retort. There was an element of truth in his friend’s words.

But there was also so much more.

You cannot find out, not yet. Even if everyone expects me to address the Gorkas Federation and its recent actions, there is something more important to discuss. More likely, the entire galaxy needs to hear what I’m about to say. It needs to understand what I seek to do…

‘Do you trust me, Galko? Do you trust my intentions despite not knowing what I plan to speak about?’ Ero asked, surprising himself as he sensed something else stir within him, something that was neither he nor Salkon, but the thing which allowed them to bond, his Virtue.

It knew it was almost time.

‘Yes,’ Galko answered, not knowing any of this, speaking with a sense of finality Ero wished he himself possessed. ‘Things have to change, Ero. We cannot afford to stand aside and allow Gorkas to do what it pleases. They stood out of line long ago when they first invaded Aphron, and even further still when they took Revyr for themselves. Now, they seek to expand further still. We have to intervene now. We have to be the ones to order them to stand down.’

‘But does it help our reputation of appearing aloof to the other worlds?’ Ero asked. ‘Besides, how can we be sure they’ll take our threat seriously? It has been a long time since the Old War, yet it still rings as one of our greatest failures.’

‘That depends on perspective,’ Galko countered. ‘That was over two hundred years ago, and while most of the galaxy regards that as a failure, it led to us developing our technology and infrastructure. Now, we have the military to defend ourselves.’

Galko appeared to pause then, his expression softening, as though realising the tension he had spoken with.

‘Besides, we didn’t have you, Ero.’

But I am not enough, Galko. That’s the point of all this. I am but just a single Guardian. If this galaxy continues to descend this path, we must become something more…

Inside, Salkon responded to that sentiment by filling Ero with affirmation and courage. His Odian believed in him and his decisions. That had to be enough, for Ero was sure he would be alone after this, understanding the gravity of his chosen path. Galko frowned, as though more concerned by a lack of a response from him.

‘Ero, we’ve discussed this so many times before. We have to make a stand. If the rumours are true and they’re seeking to take Gungin next—’

‘And you believe they’d succeed?’ Ero cut in, turning towards Galko. ‘Gungin is a different world from Aphron and Revyr. They’d retaliate hard against any attempt at invasion.’

‘If they’re not too busy fighting amongst themselves…’ Galko retorted. Ero eyed him.

‘That is their way, Galko,’ he said. ‘They don’t fight amongst themselves out of animosity. They do it for fun.’

Ero watched as Galko took in a breath, shaking his head. They didn’t intend the conversation to go this way. Yet, it only informed Ero he’d made the right decision, not revealing the truth behind this press conference. If he had, he knew Galko would try to thwart it, suggesting another path.

But there was no other path. If they were to save this galaxy from destroying itself, they needed the Guardians to do it, not another war. It was for that reason Ero relaxed himself, turning back towards the final stages of their ascent, as Galko sighed alongside him.

‘Look, Ero,’ his best friend said, relaxing. ‘No matter what happens, I’ll stand by your side, brother. I’ve always got your back.’

A shiver reverberated through Ero at those words, as the distant sensation he was sure was his Virtue stirred. Yes, there was something about Galko’s character which separated him, something inside of him which he didn’t know, nor would he, unless…

Ero, Salkon warned from within, urging a measured stance from Ero. Of course, his Odian was right. Anubians could never find out they were Anubians, not unless the time was right. The truth behind an Odian bond was not shared, not until one became a Guardian themself.

At least tell me one thing, Salkon. If anything were to happen to me, would he—

I will not allow that to happen, Ero, Salkon replied, his retort firm. You are my Anubian. I will not fail you. I am your Odian.

Ero allowed the matter to drop, nodding in appreciation, both towards Galko and Salkon.

‘Thank you,’ he said to both of them before the elevator slowed, reaching the top of its ascent. It was with that knowledge that Ero allowed Salkon to take control of his body, feeling it being given to his Odian.

‘It is time,’ Salkon said, speaking through Ero’s body. Ero watched as Salkon turned his body towards the elevator door behind them. Galko, meanwhile, reached into his pocket, putting on a pair of tinted glasses.

As Salkon stepped out of the elevator, they were met by hundreds of camera flashes and questions from Osirin reporters.
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Ero was thankful the Odian armour blocked out the flashes. It also seemed Galko’s quick thinking had spared him as well.

Now was the time to begin their performance, as Salkon stood with his body slightly turned, chest, shoulders and even head raised. This inspired command and faith. It signalled he was unbreakable, the peak of Osirin greatness.

‘How is it I always feel much smaller than you when you do that, Salkon?’ Galko asked, his voice hushed as he leaned in towards them. He obviously didn’t want anyone else to hear. ‘When I stand a good few inches taller than you and Ero.’

‘That would be because of the cape, Galko,’ Salkon responded. ‘It always adds to my majesty.’

Galko stifled a chuckle. He probably had an amusing retort, but he kept it to himself, thankfully. Instead, figuring that to be the end of their brief exchange, Salkon looked beyond the journalists, towards the gold-adorned staircase which reached the top of the Kryon Tower. It was the tallest tower in all Osiris, but was also the home of the Chamber of the Council, as well as the Supreme Leader’s quarters. It stood over nine hundred metres in height, and today it reached towards a warm yet calm light blue sky.

And it gave the greatest view of the entire planet, a view of an Osiris who would now watch his every step.

I’m ready, Ero said to Salkon, as he switched places with his Odian once again, striding forward towards the staircase, aided by his Odian to maintain his perfect posture. The journalists went wild as he approached them.

‘Ero, are you going to address Gorkas?’

‘Ero, can you confirm your intentions regarding the threat of invasion?’

‘Ero, is it true you’re secretly dating singing sensation, Ilir Galaxia?’

Is that your concern? Ero wondered, thankful he had Salkon’s steady aid in his steps as he walked along the plush red carpet, which led to the staircase. At the top waited a microphone, which awaited his address. At the summit of the Kryon Tower, metal frames and platforms provided a view of the city. They expected a banquet to be held there following this, which was normal protocol. Ero hadn’t informed them there would be no refreshments today.

He half expected to become an outcast for what he was about to say. He sighed, which seemed to urge Salkon to grow his presence through Ero’s body, filling him with courage.

Remember your Virtue, Ero, his Odian reminded him. Remember what you stand for, and what bound us all those years ago.

Ero nodded as he took to the steps and climbed, hearing Galko climb alongside him. He noticed the journalists had all fallen into silence. The video cameras were now recording, transmitting to Osiris and to the other worlds. There was a pleasant breeze in the air, though it carried no scents Ero could sense. It was likely Salkon was blocking them out, wishing for him to remain focused.

As he reached the top of the staircase, turning while positioning himself behind the microphone, Ero regarded the journalists below, alongside the view of the metropolis beyond the tower. Now, there was only one thing left to do. They had organised everything for this moment.

You are ready, Ero, Salkon assured him, filling him with boldness and courage. Speak in accordance with your Virtue. Tell them what we must do. Tell our fellow Guardians why we exist.

Yes, Ero responded, nodding before looking towards the microphone.

‘My dear Osiris,’ he began. ‘I have called this press conference, not to speak as the Supreme Leader of Osiris but as one of Odia’s Guardians, an Odian…’

Ero paused, knowing that those last few words would grab everyone’s attention. That was the effect he wanted. Everyone would know this speech would be different.

‘When I ran to become Supreme Leader all those years ago, I saw what I knew Osiris could become. Alongside having become an Odian, I knew much needed to be done to safeguard the future of my kind and Osiris. However, the problem with holding any vision, regardless of intention, is that you assume that such a vision is correct. That your judgement is justified. You believe you hold all the answers, and that everything will work out…

‘Yet, I’m sure we can all see how blinded and misguided this is. By becoming a Guardian, and indeed Supreme Leader, it is easy to exclude yourself from critique, to believe that through your wisdom alone your decisions are correct. By becoming a Guardian, everyone else then fuels this sense of self-righteousness. These past few months, I feel as though I have become more aware of the pitfalls that come with the role of Supreme Leader. So, I have been asking myself some tough questions – such as why am I doing what I’m doing? What influences my actions?

‘And what do I hope to achieve by the end? What is all of this for?’

Ero paused again for a second time, allowing precious seconds to allow all who were bearing witness to this event to consider the meaning in his words.

‘Salkon chose me, because he believed I could perform a duty, an obligation towards not just my world, but also the entire Odia Universe. To protect those who cannot protect themselves. Yet, in this duty, within this responsibility we Guardians were chosen to uphold, we have failed you. We have failed this galaxy and the universe…’

An audible gasp rang through his audience. Even Galko alongside him seemed to stifle a breath. Ero didn’t doubt his best friend was frowning at him now, wondering what in Odia he was thinking by saying these things. Ero allowed his friend the briefest of glances, asking for forgiveness, before he turned his gaze back towards his fellow Osirins.

‘As an Odian, my priority is to uphold that which defines my being, and to a certain extent, I have fulfilled that obligation. Yet I have only done this with Osiris, not the other worlds around us. Like the others, I have only concerned myself with my world. We’ve become reclusive, self-centred, fixated only on our own matters, and the matters of our kind. Because of this, we’ve ignored instances in which we should’ve come together and stopped certain events from taking place. When we should’ve performed our duty, we’ve instead chosen to focus on ourselves…

‘I now turn my attention to what many of you were expecting was my focus for today’s conference. Of Gorkas’s slow yet blatant intention to subjugate and control the other worlds of Vegeta. What began as a congregation of fractured asteroids has become something more, growing in boldness and military prowess. When they moved to take their first world, Aphron, we stood aside and did nothing. Then, when Revyr was next to fall, we remained silent. Now, both Gungin and Gaiu stand next on their path, and only now we care, recognising that they’re drawing ever closer to being able to strike at ourselves.

‘All of this extenuates our failure as Guardians. We have ignored what is happening before our eyes, and the actions we should’ve taken. No more…

‘Today, I send a message, not as the Supreme Leader of Osiris, but as an Odian. To the Gorkas Federation: If you continue, we will have no choice. We will act. We will intervene. However, I will not do so by dragging my world into another war, but as the protector we and the other Odians are supposed to be. I will stand beside my brothers and sisters, and we will stand for Odia once again…’

Inside, Ero sensed his Virtue beaming with pride, agreeing with every word he said. Even if he could not tell his kind of that Virtue. Even if he couldn’t share that which defined who he was. His example would show that Virtue. His stance would show them what he was supposed to represent.

The Virtue of Order.

With that, Ero fell into silence, satisfied that he had made his point. Now, he hoped his message would spread to the others, so that they understood what they needed to do. If not, it made no difference, for he had already decided on his next task.

He would travel to every world in the Vegeta Galaxy to gain the support of his fellow Guardians, to join them together in a single coalition. Then together, they would stand against the Gorkan threat, alongside any other. Salkon filled Ero with pride, knowing he was probably about to face widespread condemnation and scorn from his kind. That didn’t matter to Ero. As long as he had Salkon, he would carry out his mission. He would honour his Virtue.

I am so proud of you, Ero, Salkon said. Now, we can become the Guardians we are supposed to be.

Thank you, Salkon, Ero said within. Thank you for giving me the chance to be who I’m supposed to be.

Then, somewhere in the city beyond, an explosion erupted from one of the surrounding towers.
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Ero didn’t hesitate as his instincts as an Odian kicked in. He launched himself with supernatural agility from the top of the staircase, towards one of the open balconies scattered across the Kryon Tower’s rooftops. A harrowing collective scream came from below, while waves of Osirins scattered away from a burning tower in the distance, a couple hundred metres away. Black smoke rose towards the sky, while flying ships broke away from the designated travel lanes, scattering, trying to get away.

What is happening? Ero asked within, more to himself than to Salkon, feeling a haunted shiver run through his body. At once, his Odian partner moved to quell the possibility of fear as Ero reached for the barrier that separated him from the greatest fall in Osiris.

Only to watch as a second tower exploded beyond the first, a sector away. This time, even Salkon seemed surprised, as Ero’s own lips parted in amazement.

Oh Odia, we’re under attack…

At once, his mind clicked into making a few key decisions, knowing he needed to act, knowing he needed to move.

Knowing he had to become the Guardian he was supposed to be. Ero snapped his gaze back towards the oncoming form of Galko Bastille.

‘Get the forces down there!’ he ordered, his voice unwavering as it needed to be. ‘Send them to Sector 1502! Tell them it’s Code Crimson – we’re under attack!’

‘Got it!’ Galko replied, his own military training snapping him to action, his voice confident despite the flush on his face. His second-in-command showed Ero he was in control during essential moments, giving him assurance. He turned his gaze back towards the scene from nightmares.

A third tower exploded in another nearby sector.

‘No…’ Ero gasped, before Salkon emerged from within, urging him forward.

Go!

Ero didn’t hesitate as he leaped from his standing position and over the rail meant to protect him from what he was doing, taking to the sky itself. He descended, legs pointed towards the city, arms raised above his head in a Y shape. His cape fluttered behind him. Ero blocked out fear and focused on the ground, drawing closer.

It was time to use one of Salkon’s abilities.

‘Precision!’

Ero’s vision sharpened, and he noticed glowing sections emerge amidst the fleeing vehicles around him. The ability not only highlighted weak points of the vehicles but it also enabled Ero to gain an insight into their potential flight paths and possible future movements. The ability was meant more for fighting opponents, but it would suit this situation.

It enabled him to focus on one particular flying taxi as it weaved to avoid being hit by other fleeing ships. Ero judged by the power of Precision, alongside his own speed in falling as well as that of the taxi, he would strike its bonnet in 3… 2… 1…

Then his feet struck where he’d expected.

The vehicle nosedived, and its driver and passengers screamed, before the taxi’s anti-gravity pulsers kicked in, making the vehicle right itself. Ero looked through the window at the taxi’s occupants, seeing their wide-eyed amazement looking back at him.

‘E… Ero… Kalid?’

He offered them a curt nod, before launching himself off the moving vehicle with a powerful bound. Maintaining Salkon’s Precision, Ero leapt from vehicle to vehicle, using the chaos to reach the first sector of towers. Few possessed such agility and power, his movements beyond that of any normal being. That was just a sample of the power a Guardian possessed.

That was just the basic movement of an Odian.

I hope I get there in time…

Ero reached the first of the burning towers within a minute, landing upon his first rooftop with a roll, before racing off into a sprint. There he allowed himself to relinquish Salkon’s Precision. He forced himself to ignore the screams of his fellow Osirins below, knowing that they’d be racing to get as far away from here as possible. It pained Ero to hear those screams, but his priority needed to be the three towers. He needed to save whoever remained within them.

Still, I can only save a few. The longer I spend at one tower, the longer others will suffer in the others. Galko will have the military mobilised in minutes, but they won’t make it in time. That means it’s up to me to save most of them. I’ll have to do it alone…

No, Ero, you are not alone, Salkon retorted, filling Ero with assurance. He appreciated that, knowing it was true. An Odian was never alone. They always had their partner.

And he had Salkon. They would do this. They would save the Osirins in those towers. Ero resolved to do just that.

Then he noticed something that caught him by surprise, slowing his steps as he paused within a few bounds of the first tower. He sensed Salkon’s confusion within.

Move, Ero! he demanded, but Ero extended his hand, urging caution from his sometimes-impulsive Odian.

‘Wait…’ he said, listening. ‘Can you hear that, Salkon? No screams coming from the towers, no sounds of shattering glass. There’s no one jumping to avoid suffocating to death…’

Ero regarded the first tower then, realising that his instincts were right. That struck him as odd, especially considering the situation. There were no signs of anyone calling for help from within the towers. No one trying to escape. Surely, the smoke wouldn’t have killed them that quickly?

And why did it appear that every explosion had erupted from the third floor?

Ero! Move! Salkon urged, filling Ero with the desire to move, to save. Every second we waste here is another we could use to help them!

Despite his reluctance, Ero understood Salkon was right. He nodded before breaking into another sprint, heading for the floor of the first tower, awash with smoke and seething flames. Without hesitation, he jumped from his current rooftop to the next, knowing that his next bound would carry him directly for the tower.

And he made the jump, throwing his shoulder first as he plunged into the smoke, smashing through the glass before he threw himself into another forward roll. There he landed on his feet.

Only to be met by a completely empty floor, despite the seething heat and smoke rising all around him.

What?

Nothing surrounded him. No furniture. No walls. No Osirins. All that stood alongside him were the supporting columns that ran from the floor towards the ceiling. Ero squatted and leapt upward, smashing through the ceiling.

It was the same sight as before.

Where is everyone?

Ero shook his head, throwing himself upward through the next ceiling. There he was met by the same sight again, which baffled him. His instincts told him not to check any more floors in the tower, the heat intensifying. Ero sprinted, crashing through the glass onto another rooftop. As he did so, he rose while turning to regard the burning tower behind him, frowning.

It makes little sense. Why would you—

Ero! There’s no time! Salkon urged. Despite himself, Ero was sure his Odian partner was right. Time was dwindling. He needed to reach the others.

Ero leapt towards the second tower within a few bounds, repeating the same method he had used to get into the first. Upon crashing through, he scanned the surrounding floor, hoping to find a different result from before.

But he didn’t. This floor was empty as well.

What in Odia is happening here? Why are these empty buildings being attacked?

Salkon didn’t have an answer, so Ero didn’t bother exploring the second tower. He broke into a sprint and hurled himself out of the second tower, landing with a roll on a neighbouring rooftop. As he did so, suspicion arose, especially as he turned and regarded the second tower, watching as it continued to burn.

There was no hint of this happening. Nothing stirred among our kind. Am I not supposed to see the coincidence of this happening while I concluded my speech? But I didn’t tell anyone my plans, so how did they know?

Ero turned his gaze towards the third and final tower, not sensing the same drive to jump into it as he had with the others. He was sure he already knew what he’d find.

Something’s happening here… Something’s wrong about this attack.

Still, he couldn’t take the chance. As Supreme Leader, no, as the Odian of Osiris, it was his responsibility to save lives, to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves.

He had to see. He had to understand.

As with the previous two, Ero dived into the third tower without hesitation, landing with another roll as he rose to his feet, sure he knew what he’d find.

And he was right. There was nothing in this tower, either. There was no equipment. No screams. Nothing. At once, Ero’s suspicions grew even more.

This was intentional, he concluded, noting how the smoke made sight almost impossible here. He didn’t have long. The tower was about to collapse.

Someone wanted us to come, knowing we’d be the first to respond. Someone who—

Ero! Salkon yelled, filling Ero with a sharp sense of surprise, before Ero found himself struck on the ribs. Ero felt himself launched into the air before landing hard on the floor of the burning tower. Pain followed, a sharp shooting pain in his stomach. Ero, wincing, moved to look at his blackened armour, seeing blood on his fingertips.

I need to get out of here. I need to—

A black shape emerging just before him cut off that train of thought. Ero couldn’t make out any details, only vague movement within the smoke. However, as he tried to sit up, the shape turned into a blur, somehow closing the distance between them within less than a second. Ero found himself struck hard in the face by another blow that sent him flying in the air.

He crashed against the glass of the tower.

Ero knew he was falling, powerless as gravity pulled him. The tower rushed alongside him, accompanying thousands of pieces of shattered glass. As all of this registered, Ero landed hard against rubble and debris, causing him to gasp as he sensed Salkon’s panic.

Ero!

At once, Ero appreciated having Salkon’s armour to protect him from the damage, when a fall like that would normally kill anyone else. It didn’t completely prevent pain, though, and Ero sensed numbness emerging throughout his body, especially at his fingertips. Beyond, sirens emerged in the distance.

Ero! Are you alright!?

‘Yeah, I’m fine, Salkon,’ Ero lied before turning onto his side, which enabled him to get onto his hands and knees. His body was in sheer agony, but he gritted his teeth, forcing himself to his feet, staggering and coughing. His normally brilliant white armour was covered in soot and dirt, while within the ringing of his mind, all he heard was the burning building and the distant sirens. Smoke was all he smelled.

It’s been too long since we’ve fought, Ero thought, staggering away from the building, conscious that it would collapse soon. I’ve allowed myself to grow complacent.

Still, Ero knew this wasn’t done. He reached for Salkon’s rapier on his left hip, unsheathing it with his right hand. Still struggling to walk, he turned towards the tower, readying himself.

‘You orchestrated this, didn’t you?’ he called out, feeling Salkon’s confusion from this statement. Ero decided not to elaborate, keeping his gaze fixed towards the black smoke and flames rising from the bottom of the tower.

His reasoning was made clear a few seconds later as another Odian emerged.

The Odian was female, Ero could tell. Despite wearing a shimmering black robe covered in ancient red text, he could tell by the shape of the Odian. From a shrouding hood two glowing eyes regarded him within a helmet that covered the entire face, just like Salkon. Apart from that, Ero couldn’t tell anything else about this Odian.

Except that she harboured killing intent.

‘Ero Kalid…’ she said, her voice seething despite its seemingly calm disposition. Of course, Ero didn’t know whether it was the Anubian speaking, or the Odian partner. Upon emerging further, it struck Ero how much she appeared like a priestess in her shape and especially in her robe, alongside the way she moved.

She let her hands fall by her sides, exposing clawlike fingers with long red nails.

‘Such a rousing speech,’ she said, turning her head slightly. Ero couldn’t trace the accent. ‘So vulnerable, spoken from the heart. I could almost forgive you for your failure as a Guardian.’

‘You mean our failure,’ Ero countered as he raised his rapier, warning her against approaching any further. Just like him, other Odians could cover vast distances quickly.

Ero had not fought another Odian in a long time, not since Sukan when he’d threatened Osiris. That had also been a notable time, for another reason.

It had been the event during which Ero had found Salkon, and they’d bonded to face him.

That had been years ago, however, and he’d never seen a fellow Guardian since.

‘What is the meaning of all this?’ Ero decided to ask then, inclining his head towards the burning tower behind her. ‘If I knew a fellow Guardian was here, I—’

‘You would’ve done what?’ the other Odian responded, interrupting Ero. ‘Tell your fellow arrogant Osirins that this was the beginning of your coalition? That we would finally represent what we are supposed to be?’

The female Odian took a step to her left and Ero’s right, further urging Ero to be on his guard. There was hatred in that voice, disdain. Hearing it, Salkon urged Ero to back away. Ero refused.

No, we have to remember who and what we are, Salkon. If I back away from her now, how will the others take inspiration from us?

‘You disagree with what I said?’ he asked.

‘No, I just don’t care,’ the female Odian said. ‘You said it yourself, we’ve become lost, selfish, everything we were never supposed to be. The Virtues are meaningless, Ero. I realise that now. So, I’ve began a mission of my own.’

‘I suspect that involves killing me?’ Ero guessed, still calm as he spoke.

‘It involves killing all of you…’ the female Odian said, though she almost sounded distant as she spoke, as though thinking of another matter. ‘We are lost, Ero. The only way we can ever correct what we’ve done is to start anew, with new Anubians to partner the current Odians. Anubians with pure Virtues, unbroken. Beings with undying loyalty to what they are supposed to be, not like us. Not like we who fail to see what we truly are, only to realise it when it’s far too late…’

‘Something’s happened to you…’ Ero concluded, sure he was right. Despite his urge to relax just a little, he maintained his readiness to fight. ‘Perhaps we can talk. Maybe I can help you. As far as I can see, you’ve not actually harmed another life. If anything, the fact you struck three empty buildings is indicative of you not wishing to harm others. Please, let us talk. Let me help you.’

The female Odian regarded him then, and a part of Ero was sure there was something in that gaze, something akin to pleading.

But she reached towards her own left hip with her right hand, unsheathing a bright crimson sword.

‘I am beyond saving. I deserve to suffer for what I’ve done. Now, you’ve been marked by the Shadow Sect, and you will die here, Ero Kalid… Translucence!’








  
  5

  
  
  Fate

  
  




Ero had encountered nothing like it before. Everything was normal until the female Odian’s declaration. Then Ero heard bells ringing in his mind. His head throbbed, almost shaking in pain, while his sight became blurry, his senses dulling to numbing degrees. Ero staggered, barely able to stand on his feet, holding his rapier.

‘What… is… this…?’ he stammered, a nauseating sickness rising from his stomach. It seemed to take Salkon everything to fight against the ability, keeping Ero standing.

Hold on, Ero!

‘Now you see it,’ he heard the female Odian say, somehow sounding closer, but also further away. ‘This is what you’re fighting against, Ero Kalid. This is a corrupted Virtue.’

‘A corrupted Virtue?’ Ero said, backing off a few steps, hands raised towards his head, including the one with Salkon’s rapier.

‘Yes. That is what you face, Ero Kalid. It’s unfortunate that you’ve been marked. However, do not fear, the others shall fall too. We are lost. Redemption shall only come through death, through giving our Odians to new Anubians. To those not like us. Lost. Selfish. Traitors to everything we’re supposed to be…’

Ero shook his head, trying to make the pain stop. It wouldn’t. It was unceasing. Relentless.

It was the power of an Odian being used against him.

‘It… doesn’t have to be this way.’ Ero forced himself to speak, blinking as the ringing church bells grew stronger in his head, almost making him retch. ‘We can stand together, become something more than ourselves. We don’t have to fall to this… corruption…’

The power stopped, causing Ero to gasp in a mixture of relief and shock. He staggered back a few steps, before regarding the female Odian before him.

He saw that she was shaking, whether from hatred or desire he didn’t know.

‘No, it is too late!’ she said. ‘It was too late when I dreamed, Ero. When I wondered why I was born like this, just to serve a purpose they desired for me. Still, I couldn’t see. Never realised that all I wanted was right there by my side, telling me what I was too afraid to know. I ran from him, and I allowed myself to become corrupted, twisted by hatred and a desire to be something more than what they meant me to be…

‘I killed him, Ero. That was the moment my corruption became complete. Now, there is nothing left for me. There is no escaping this… What I feared, my Virtue of Loyalty. I threw it away. Now, all that remains is its corrupted form, that of Betrayal. I have betrayed everything I am supposed to be, and the only one who ever cared for me, despite what I am. No. There is no return. Now, I will destroy all of us corrupted, starting with you…’

At that moment, Ero knew he needed to move, throwing his body into a dive to his left, avoiding her single bound, led by the tip of her crimson blade. Ero spun low on his feet, whipping his rapier outward to thwart any following attack. It didn’t come.

Instead, the female Odian regarded him before holding out her free hand by her side.

‘Gift of God…’ she seethed before she chanted a haunting melody, spoken in a language Ero had never heard before. As she did so, another sword formed in her free hand, this one almost appearing like a deep crimson and black flame. It dripped with red essence. It seemed more monstrous than the other weapon she held, as though it sought to impale him itself, possessing a mind of its own.

If he didn’t act now, he’d die by that blade.

‘Mirage!’ he declared, summoning Salkon’s second ability. Around him, copies of himself appeared, taking steps in different directions as he did, appearing to move of their own accord. That seemed to draw caution from the female Odian, as Ero watched her gaze flick between the copies. Though his head was still ringing from her first ability, its effects were easing. That was a good sign.

It meant he was safe enough to use his first ability.

‘Precision!’

Ero regarded the female Odian, expecting to see a mixture of amber and red highlighting sections of her body. The former showed non-lethal weak points on her body, while the latter showed the opposite. Alongside that, it was supposed to provide an insight into her next move.

But it did none of those things. Rather, it almost seemed to illuminate her instead with a glow of faint white. Ero frowned.

Wha—

Ero had Salkon to thank for choosing to take control then, forcing Ero to raise his rapier just in time to intercept a sudden lunge from the female Odian. She had somehow located him through his copies, stabbing forth with her crimson blade, causing sparks to fly between them. Not hesitating, she followed her initial stab with a hard slash with her unnatural fire sword, as Salkon made Ero take a single back step, narrowly avoiding the attack.

Yet the female Odian didn’t follow him, content to watch as he stepped back, poised, ready to defend against another attack. Salkon handed control back to Ero.

Thank you, Salkon, Ero thought.

That was a test, I believe, his Odian replied, a notion which Ero agreed with. He kept his guard up.

‘What makes you think killing us all will change anything?’ he asked, hoping to distract her, hoping to understand her. ‘You assume that we’re all corrupted? Why?’

‘Because how would you explain what I’ve done, Ero? If one of us can become corrupted, we all can. That’s the point! That’s what I have to stop before it’s too late.’

‘Then stand with us!’ Ero said. ‘We can stand together! We can fix what has happened!’

The female Odian tilted her head towards that.

‘Oh, so you think there is a way to fix this? If that’s so…’

She leapt into the air, spinning with both blades. Ero moved to deflect the first strike before the unnatural blade cut through the rapier’s blade with no resistance. Ero threw himself into another dive to the right, while relinquishing his rapier. Salkon could regenerate it again, completely fixed.

That also meant for a few precious seconds he’d be without a weapon.

The female Odian seemed to sense this too, pursuing him. She forced Ero to use all his years of practising hand-to-hand combat as part of the Osirin military to evade her savage attacks. She truly sought to kill him. That much was obvious.

‘Mirage!’ Ero declared, summoning copies that raced away, seeking to gain her attention.

‘All of your copies have weapons, fool!’ the female Odian snarled, as she ignored them, racing towards Ero. Ero jumped back, before finding his back against a tower wall. Salkon took control again, but rather than repeat what they’d done beforehand and dive away, this time he stepped forward.

He intercepted both of the female Odian’s wrists with his hands as she sought to bring them both down upon him.

‘You don’t have to do this!’ Salkon spoke, using Ero’s body and voice. ‘Let me speak to your Odian!’

‘Like that’ll make any difference!’ the female Odian spat, her anger more obvious. She then seemed to use the fact that Salkon had grasp of her wrists, pulling her legs up and throwing a hard kick to Ero’s face. The blow was much harder than both Ero and Salkon had expected, as Salkon found himself thrown towards the floor, skidding across the surface. Ero held out his hand, summoning his rapier and raising it just in time to block the female Odian’s downward strike from both blades.

Salkon kept hold of the rapier, allowing him a second to go back to Ero. Ero used his legs to kick away the female Odian. She yelped and jumped back, performing an acrobatic roll before landing on her feet, swords raised. Fortunately for her, Ero had no follow up.

Rather, he used the opportunity to rise to his feet, holding out Salkon’s rapier before him.

‘I don’t want to do this!’ he said. ‘We shouldn’t be fighting each other!’

‘There is no other way, Ero,’ the female Odian said, taking a few intentional steps to her right, while Ero followed her every step. ‘I will ensure that no one ever goes through what I have. No one will repeat my mistake.’

‘By killing them? By not giving them the chance to learn?’ Ero replied, unable to hide his scepticism in his tone. ‘That is beyond what we are supposed to be. We are Guardians, not executioners.’

‘I am what I decide to be…’ she said, her voice wrought with tension. ‘You cannot escape this, Ero Kalid.’

Ero opened his mouth to retort, but Salkon urged him to abandon this conversation. Clearly, she had no intention of changing her mind, no matter what he said. Though a part of him rued that fact, he was sure Salkon’s judgement was correct in this.

If he was going to succeed in his plans, he had to stop her.

‘Very well… You give me no choice… Enhance!’ Ero said, declaring the last of Salkon’s three abilities, as a white hue emerged around his body, fuelling his strength and power. Within a blink, he closed the gap between himself and the female Odian, stabbing forth with his rapier with unnatural speed. This time, it forced her to defend, deflecting his blows. Ero didn’t let up.

He pushed forward.

‘Precision!’ he declared again, this time finding faint spots of amber and red emerge across the female Odian’s body, accompanying a white hue that enabled him to predict future movements. Ero attacked them, aiming for her predicted patterns of movement. The female Odian followed them almost perfectly, and he inflicted a few shallow cuts on her body, forcing her back as she grunted. She was probably beginning to realise now that close-quarters combat was what Salkon specialised in.

His Odian was made for this kind of encounter.

I tried to give you a chance, Ero thought. If this is a sign of the future, I need to unite the others. Something terrible is happening to us Guardians. We must combat this as soon as—

Ero found his thoughts cut off by a change in the female Odian’s fighting style. She relinquished her dripping red sword, before throwing her free hand towards the floor. There she used it as a prop so that she could raise her legs once again, kicking out at Ero, forcing him back. However, rather than using this as an opportunity to give herself a moment’s respite, she instead followed Salkon’s earlier lead by launching herself into the air, spinning with an acrobatic flip.

Once again, Ero deflected the blow before the female Odian landed. She stabbed with great speed too, but thanks to Salkon, Ero read each attempt at his life, responding either with deflection or a simple sidestep. He could hear her grunting with effort, as she spun into certain attacks, before striking out with others. Her fighting style was unlike anything Ero had faced before.

Had he not had Salkon, she probably would’ve killed him with ease.

Then she stopped, stepping back, seeming to regard Ero. He kept his guard up, sensing another change in strategy.

‘You’re as good as I expected you to be,’ she said, surprising Ero with the compliment. ‘Or, rather, your Odian is proving himself a powerful one. Yes… You give me no other option, Ero Kalid. The quick, painless death is one you will not accept…’

She drew her crimson sword towards her rib cage, causing Ero’s eyes to widen.

‘So, it must be the painful way… Blood Sacrifice…’

She cut herself, running her sword deep into her Odian’s black armour. Ero almost gasped in amazement, especially towards the nonchalance and lack of hesitation, as blood dripped down her sword.

Then he felt it too, and he realised what she had done. At once, power emerged, almost akin to Salkon’s Enhance, but far more savage. Ero could feel his senses magnifying. His muscles growing taut with strength, accompanying a sense of exhilaration.

He hadn’t sensed the giant gash opening up on his own rib cage.

Ero! Salkon yelled, as Ero drew his free hand towards his wound, trying to stem the bleeding. Yet, this only seemed to make it gush, leaking between his fingertips as Ero’s knees weakened, accompanying a throbbing pain spreading throughout his body. He only just held out his hand before his legs buckled beneath him.

‘I’m sorry,’ the female Odian said, stepping towards him. ‘But this ability grants me great power, at a terrible cost. However, that’s not the aspect that’s killing you. Eden’s secret ability is that I can give my abilities to others for a short time, including this one, along with its negative effects. Of course, no one is ever prepared for this ability, so they aren’t able to take advantage of the power it grants. Rather, it just kills them instead…’

She dropped to her knees in front of him as Ero coughed violently, unable to stop himself from dying. Inside, Salkon writhed in agony
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