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Long ago, a great suffering ravaged the land. Beset by countless battles, disease, and destitution, people suffered
without measure. Hatred, sorrow, greed, and despair ran rampant, spewing forth the creatures of nightmares--the
Lemures.



The Gods, in their pity for those who could do naught but pray, joined powers and produced a single unhatched egg, the
Egg of Draupnir. Ever-immaculate, this Egg bore upon itself the Impurity of Man, becoming their solace. It confined the
Lemures into a realm between worlds: the Grimwald Nox.



Only Grimnir’s loyal demigods can enter this realm to combat the Lemures and prevent the Impurity from spilling into the
real world to cause chaos. Locked in their endless battle, the demigods are destined to defend humanity until the end
of time. Their entire existence is darkness, the eternal night known as the Monstrum Nox.



Harken carefully and hear the whispers of the trees floating upon the airy breeze. Raise a prayer and cleanse thy body
with the clear waters of the cascading falls. Do so, and be absolved of the looming dark of night, granting peace to
the land of man.



O Grimnir, King of Gods, with your loyal demigods beside you--eclipse the bewitching light of the moons, and guide
humanity’s prayers to Heaven.




 



 




—from an Old Nors scripture, as recorded in




The Balduq Prison Travelogue by Adol Christin.
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The Prison City
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Being an adventurer, Adol Christin was always ready to face the unexpected. But nothing could possibly prepare him for
the kind of welcome he and his friend Dogi received upon arrival in the capital of the Romun province of Gllia, the
historic city of Balduq. 



Adol couldn’t stop staring at the view as they approached the city by the main road. He had never seen such a
magnificent stronghold. Its outer fortification stood at least ten melye high, reflecting in a body of mirror-still
water that stretched all around the city wall. Inside its circle, the lace of ornate rooftops and spires ran uphill to
another famous landmark—the Balduq Fortress, rising at the city’s highest point with the best view of the entire
landscape. One of the oldest in Eresia, this impressive structure had remained intact for over five centuries, so
impenetrable that after the Romun conquest it had been converted into a high security prison.



Even from this distance, the fortress looked powerful in its ancient majesty. Adol couldn’t wait to see it up close. 



Absorbed by the view, he didn’t immediately notice the way the Romun guards at the security checkpoint paused in their
tasks as he and Dogi approached the gate. Their apprehension struck Adol as odd. He was used to people gaping at his
red hair, an uncommon color that had earned him all kinds of nicknames during his seven or so years of adventuring. But
why would anyone here eye him and Dogi with such outright suspicion, as if they were dangerous criminals? Did people in
Balduq feel so wary of strangers?



“Hey, you!” a middle-aged officer barked, fixing Adol with a heavy stare. 



A man in charge, Adol decided, looking at all the extra badges and decorations covering his uniform. Instinctively, he
glanced backward over his shoulder to make sure the man wasn’t addressing someone else. 



“Are you talking to me?” he asked, just to make sure.



“Yes, you.” The officer approached at a fast stride. He looked to be about forty, his bald head covered with a
meshwork of scars that could only have been earned in the fiercest of battles. Guards followed in his wake, fanning out
to surround the newcomers. 



“Is there a problem?” Dogi squared his shoulders and edged closer to Adol.



“Not with you. Him.” The bald man fixed his eyes on Adol. “You’re the adventurer Adol Christin, are you not?”



“Wow,” Dogi murmured under his breath. “That’s what I call fame.” He flexed his arms and glanced at Adol with a
silent question. 



Adol briefly shook his head. Not a good idea to pick a fight with the city’s garrison. Whatever these soldiers’ issue,
he was confident it was only a misunderstanding.



“Who wants to know?” he asked the bald man.



The man scoffed. “Don’t you talk back to me, kid. I’d know that red hair anywhere. The capital has issued a warrant for
your arrest.”



“Arrest?” Adol and Dogi said in near unison. 



“What for?” Dogi demanded.



The bald man’s face twitched in irritation, but a response froze on his lips at the sight of another man approaching
from inside the city. This newcomer wore a completely different outfit—plate armor covered by a long blue and white
cloak with an embroidery of the Holy Star. A Hieroglyph Knight, a member of the local religious order Adol had heard so
much about—and a high ranking one, judging by his haughty posture and the jewels encrusting the hilt of the massive
two-handed sword sheathed across his back. 



“Warden Belger,” the newcomer greeted the bald man.



Adol frowned. Warden? As in, the Prison Warden? He looked at the bald man with new wonder. The post of a Warden in a
prison city put this man in charge of the entire Romun garrison, his authority second only to the governor himself. It
made absolutely no sense that someone of his station would man a security post at the city gate and get personally
involved in apprehending peaceful visitors.



“Commander Chatelard.” Warden Belger looked at the newcomer with resignation. “Forgive me, but I’m a bit busy. I am
about to detain a dangerous criminal.”



Chatelard ran his eyes over Adol with slow appraisal. He showed no surprise, as if the situation was perfectly normal.



Adol studied him curiously. If anything, the commander seemed even more intriguing than the Warden. His pale unblemished
face could easily belong to someone barely out of his teens, definitely too young to be in charge. Yet, the look in his
eyes, cool and ice-blue, stood in odd contrast with his boyish features. Behind his youthful façade, he looked like
a man burdened with age, weary and knowing. How old was this man, really?



“Forgive me, Warden.” The commander didn’t sound in the least bit remorseful. “I apologize for interrupting you in
the course of your duties, but I’m afraid your presence is required at the Main Square. The Monstrums were just sighted
on the roof across from the cathedral.”



Belger muttered something indistinct. He looked exasperated.



“I would be very glad to take over your prisoner if you like,” Chatelard offered.



“Fine,” the Warden snapped. “I trust you to deliver him to the prison in one piece, commander.” He turned, barking
orders as he rushed through the gate into the city. Guards fell into a trot behind him. 



A smirk slid over Chatelard’s lips as he watched the Warden’s departure. He looked smug, as if he’d just gotten the
upper hand in an important contest. More Hieroglyph Knights filed in through the gate, expectant like sharks circling
in for a taste of blood. 



What in the world was going on?



“What are the Monstrums?” Adol asked.



“I’m not obligated to give you any answers.” Chatelard gestured, and knights surrounded Adol, edging Dogi out of the
way.



“Wait!” Dogi protested. “We’re just peaceful travelers. You have no right to—” He stopped abruptly as Chatelard
stepped forward and backhanded Adol across the face. 



With his combat experience, Adol should have seen it coming. He should have had plenty of time to block or evade. It
made no sense that a swordsman of his skill could have been caught so completely unawares by a heavily armored knight.
Heck, he didn’t even see the man move until he was right next to him. How could anyone possibly be so fast?



It felt to Adol as if his head had exploded. His vision blurred. He tried to balance, but his legs could no longer hold
his weight. He swayed and fell flat on his back, staring listlessly into the sky.



“Adol!!!” Dogi roared. “You bastards—” 



A sound of struggle drowned out his words. Or was it more arguing? In his daze, Adol couldn’t quite tell. He wanted to
tell Dogi to leave it alone, to get out of here before he too became a subject of unwarranted aggression, but talking
required strength, and he had none left. Sounds reached him with a delay, making it an effort to follow the
conversation going on above him. 



Slowly, he worked himself up into a sitting position, waiting for his vision to return into focus. Dogi was struggling
in the arms of two knights, Chatelard facing him with a smug expression. The commander looked extraordinarily pleased.
Did he enjoy restraining people and causing pain? 



“Dogi the Wallcrusher, I presume,” Chatelard said. “How disappointing. I give you thirty points. You fail.”



“Fail?” Dogi snapped. “What the hell’re you talkin’ about? You’re a knight, sworn to uphold
justice. You can’t just—”



“Oh, but I can.” Chatelard’s lips spread into a menacing smile. “Lucky for you, you aren’t the one wanted by the
Romun Empire. Not yet, anyway. You should be grateful.”



“Grateful? You son of a—”



“Dogi, don’t,” Adol warned.



Chatelard glanced at him sideways. “A sensible suggestion. You should listen to your friend while you still have the
chance.” He turned to Adol. “As for you, eighty-five points. Collected even under duress. Just as expected.” He
gestured, and Adol felt strong hands grab him and pull him up to his feet.



Standing upright didn’t help at all. His head was pounding. The view of Balduq he had been admiring just a short while
ago blurred into a haze. Had Chatelard been wearing a metal gauntlet when he struck Adol? If so, it would definitely
explain the ringing in his ears and the wobbliness in his knees. He needed a break, but his captors seemed determined
not to give him any as they forced him onward through the city gate—and uphill, toward the Balduq Prison.
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Inmate 217
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Adol had very little recollection of what happened next. He vaguely remembered stumbling up a cobbled street, slumping
against his captors. Entering a massive stone building, crossing a giant entrance hall, where voices of his captors
bounced off the walls and ceiling, echoing painfully in his ears. Being unceremoniously dragged up stairways and along
passages that never seemed to end. Try as he might, he couldn’t recall any other details. He certainly didn’t remember ending
up in a prison cell, lying on a rough wooden cot covered with a thin layer of straw. 



He sat up and looked around.



The cell was small, with walls on three sides and a grate covering the fourth. Moonlight seeped in from a slit of a
grated window high above. His regular clothes were gone, replaced with a baggy outfit that looked like a prison
overall. He had no idea when, or how, this happened.



He clambered to his feet and rattled the grate, but it was tightly locked. Outside, the floor stretched out to a
chest-high stone railing, with a dimly lit empty space beyond. Across it, faint outlines of additional rails, and rows
of grates beyond them, ran up and down in tiers, indicating a multi-story structure arranged around an open shaft,
lined with cells identical to Adol’s. 



“Hey!” Adol cried out. No response. The place looked eerily empty, as if he were the only one here.



After a moment, Adol returned to his cot. The dull ache on the side of his head was returning, along with more memories
from the scene of his arrest. Dogi. He hoped his friend was all right. Probably beside himself with worry.
Someone among the local authorities had made a huge mistake. Adol couldn’t wait to clear up the misunderstanding.



At least there was a bright side. Regular tourists and visitors could only dream of seeing the famous Balduq Prison up
close. And Adol had just gained passage into the very heart of the place. What an opportunity to survey this famous
historical landmark that had survived nearly intact for over five centuries, since before the Hundred Years’ War. 



A movement outside the bars drew his eye. A young guard walked into view. He looked at the prisoner down his nose as he
approached the cell, but Adol sensed a mix of apprehension and curiosity behind the haughty expression. 



Had he already done something after arrival here to catch the guards’ attention? 



“So, you’re finally awake, 217,” the guard said.



“217?” Adol frowned.



The guard smiled knowingly. “Oh, right, you’re new. Inmates go by numbers here. Yours is 217. You’d do best to remember
it.” He took a large key off his belt and unlocked the cell, then stepped aside and looked at Adol expectantly.



Letting me out? Well, it was about time. Adol nodded as he approached the bars.



“What about my belongings?” he said.



“Belongings?” The guard blinked. 



“My sword and pack. I’ll need them back before I’m released.”



“Released?” The guard laughed. “Relax. No one’s letting you out any time soon.”



“I haven’t committed any crime,” Adol protested. “Why am I here exactly?”



“No clue.” The guard shrugged. “It ain’t my job to keep track of these things.” 



Adol measured him up and down. The guard was right. He wasn’t the person Adol needed to talk to.



“I want to see whoever’s in charge here,” he said.



“Yeah, right. Very funny.” The guard tossed his head. “Look, pretty boy. I have better things to do than stand
around and listen to your yappin’. It’s dinner time. You comin’ or not?”



Adol paused. He felt tempted to protest, but it seemed like arguing with the guard wouldn’t get him anywhere. For now,
it seemed like a better option to play along.



“Sure,” he said.



“Just don’t get any stupid ideas.” The guard ran his hand meaningfully over the hilt of a saber sheathed at his
belt.



Stupid ideas. Adol sighed. It would have been all too easy to capture that saber and knock the man out cold,
but, tempting as it seemed, he preferred to stick to the legitimate route. In the very least, he should fully appraise
his situation before trying anything drastic.



He did his best to memorize the layout as he followed the guard past the rows of cells and down hallways and corridors.
Everything here seemed bare, raw stonework devoid of the ornaments and architectural details that typically adorned
famous historical buildings. But this simplicity itself held a special kind of power. Despite its gloomy interior, the
place looked grand, a proud symbol of might rather than an instrument of suppression. 



“Impressive, eh?” The guard looked at him knowingly. “I know what you’re thinkin’. The original builders knew their
jobs. And let me tell you somethin’. This block we’re in is only a small part. The place’s huge enough to fit an entire
army.”



“An army?” Adol asked.



The guard smirked. “You got that right. The next wing over is housing the Romun garrison, and there’s also a sector
only the Hieroglyph Knights go to. Not even us guards have access to the entire place. This whole fortress is full of
big guys with swords and bad attitudes, so I’ll tell you right now, any thoughts you have of escape, forget about it.”



Escape. Adol didn’t respond. He wanted to believe that the prison’s command was about to realize their mistake
and let him go. But given that the Warden himself had personally initiated his arrest, he had to consider alternatives.
Escape, hopeless or not, was definitely on his list of possibilities.



The guard ushered Adol though a set of doors into a large hall, filled with smells of cheap stew and stale cooking oil.
Adol paused, looking around. 



Rows of long tables stretched across to the far end, where cooks and prisoners on duty ladled out stew into identical
metal bowls and passed them down the line. Most of the seats were occupied. Men wearing prison overalls similar to
Adol’s ate in silence, while the guards stalked back and forth behind them. 



Adol frowned in disbelief. How many prisoners were here? It looked like hundreds. Did the Romun Empire really have that
many dangerous criminals who warranted the highest security confinement? 



“Your seat’s is over there, 217.” The guard pointed to an empty spot at one of the long benches. “Remember it next
time. And, don’t talk to anyone while you’re here.”



Adol nodded and slid down into the indicated spot. A server handed him a bowl, and he took it, surveying its contents
critically. Watery grain stew, with undefined dark chunks floating inside. Meat? Adol felt it best not to speculate. He
picked up his spoon, but before he could dig in, a movement across the table caught his attention.



The inmate directly opposite him was thin and middle aged, wearing a pair of eyeglasses secured by a string wrapped
around his head. He was eating slowly, his face showing a struggle between hunger and disgust. Clearly the man was used
to far better food—and he definitely didn’t fit the image of a dangerous offender this prison was supposedly reserved
for.



A large brutish prisoner next to him looked much happier with the meal. He scraped out his bowl eagerly, then tossed it
aside and turned to his neighbor, extending his hand in a regal gesture. 



“Hand it over, grandpa,” he said in half whisper, glancing over his shoulder to make sure the guards were out of
earshot.



The older man cradled his bowl protectively. “I—I’ve worked in the mines all day, just like you. Th-That gives me
just as much reason to eat as you.”



The other man loomed over him. “You wanna do it the hard way? Fine by me.” He grabbed the older man’s head and bent
him down to the table, reaching over with the other hand to take his bowl.



Adol considered his choices. He couldn’t stand for bullying, no matter the circumstances, but a direct interference
would probably make it worse for everyone, including the middle-aged man who was clearly a victim. It seemed better to
act subtly. He jerked his hand sideways to knock over his mug. It rang loudly as it hit the table, water splattering
everywhere. 



“Hey,” the brutish inmate roared. “Watch what you’re doing, you idiot.”



Adol didn’t need to respond. He leaned back in his seat, watching guards rush toward the speaker and his middle-aged
neighbor.



“Inmates 163 and 212! You two again?”



The brutish inmate tensed up. “Relax, gentlemen. We were just having a little chat.”



“A chat, eh?” One of the guards narrowed his eyes. “163, where’s your fork?”



“My… what?”



“Your fork. God help you if I find out you’re stealing cutlery.”



The prisoner paled. “The hell you talkin’ about? It’s right here, on the table.”



“Where? I’m not seein’ it, do you?”



“Wh—Why—I—I swear it was just here!”



“Sure it was.” The guards sighed. “All right, come on, 163. Time for a body search.”



Adol felt mildly guilty. True, the man was a bully who needed to be stopped from harassing others. But this
consideration didn’t make him feel any better as he watched the guards lead the brutish inmate away. 
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Interrogation
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Adol expected to return to his cell after dinner, but the guard took him a different way, down a series of passages into
another area of the prison. Long hallways here were lined with doors rather than grates, most of them tightly shut. The
guard stopped in front of one of them and knocked on it.



“Come in!” came a woman’s voice from inside.



The guard looked visibly nervous as he ushered Adol inside.



The small room looked like a library or a study, its walls covered with floor to ceiling bookshelves. A young woman sat
at a massive desk in the corner, leafing through a pile of papers inside a thick folder. She seemed so engrossed that
for a few moments Adol wasn’t sure if she was aware of their presence. Then she gestured to a chair across the desk and
waved the guard away in the same move, without raising her eyes.



Adol lowered into the chair, studying her curiously. 



The Romun emblem on the woman’s tightly buttoned jacket identified her as an official on duty. Short hair framed her
pale, stern-featured face, folded into a displeased expression. Her hunched shoulders betrayed a tendency to spend time
bent over paperwork. Adol lowered his eyes to the file she was reading—and froze when he caught his name written over
the top of the page in a neat bold script. 



Was she reading a file on him? 



He was about to ask, when the woman spoke without raising her eyes. “State your Inmate ID.”



Oh. Adol almost forgot that people were being referred to by numbers here. “Um. Inmate 216?… No, 217. I think.”



The woman lowered the paper she was holding and finally raised her face to him. Her eyes were large and watery, pale
brown with green specks, like swamp water with weeds rising through. 



“You have a memory problem?” she asked.



“I don’t,” Adol said. “But I don’t see a point in stating my number when you know my name perfectly well. Adol
Christin. It’s written right there.” He pointed to the file. 



The woman looked affronted as she slammed the file shut. 



“I know who you are.” She looked him up and down critically. “Quite a reputation you’ve earned. In fact, I must
admit I’m a bit disappointed to see you in person. I expected you to be more… muscular.”



Muscular? Adol grinned. “You must be thinking of my friend Dogi. He’s the muscular one. I’m just an average
guy.”



She pursed her lips. “Regardless. If you’re so keen on names, 217, you may address me as Ingrid. Or better yet, Madam
Inquisitor.”



“Ingrid’s fine. It suits you.”



“You can keep your opinions to yourself,” she snapped. “You will speak only when I ask you a question. And I do
have quite a few.” 



“So do I, as a matter of fact,” Adol said. “What am I being held for?”



Her face lit up with splotches of red as she leaned toward him over the table. “Let’s try this again. I’m the
one asking questions. You will speak only when I say so. Is this understood?”



“Fine.” Adol said. Playing along seemed like the most direct way forward.



“Very well. Let’s begin.” She lowered her eyes to the file. “For the past seven years, you seem to have a habit of
getting involved in remarkable phenomena. For instance, shipwrecks are a common occurrence for you. Any explanation?”



“I’ve been unlucky, I guess.” Adol shrugged. 



“That’s not what I meant.” She shot him an irritated glance. “Don’t you see a pattern here?” 



“A pattern?”



“Yes.”



“Are you serious?” Adol raised his eyebrows.



“Do I look like I’m joking?”



“No, you don’t.”



“Well then?”



“It’s not like every ship I’ve ever sailed on ended up wrecked,” Adol protested.



“According to your file, very nearly so. But if you choose to deny it—”



“Deny what, exactly?”



She heaved a sigh. “Don’t play dumb. Isn’t it obvious? Do you deny conspiring with these ships’ crews, deliberately
leading them off course and…”



“To what end?”



“Answer my questions.”



Adol paused. He still couldn’t understand what she was getting at. Was this woman seriously blaming him for ending up in
a few shipwrecks?



“I’m trying to answer,” he said. “But, if you forgive me, your questions aren’t making much sense,
Ingrid.”



She drew a sharp breath. For a moment Adol expected an outburst, but then she lowered her eyes to the file again. “Very
well. Moving on to the next topic. My reports repeatedly mention your uncanny ability to discover rare magical
artifacts. Especially weapons. Swords. Notably, though, you always end up losing them. Even the most precious ones.”



Adol nodded. This part was true. He never seemed to be able to hold on to possessions for long. He did miss a few of
those swords very much, but just like with the previous questions, he failed to see why something like this would catch
an inquisitor’s attention.



“Is that a crime, to lose things?” he asked.



“I am asking questions here. And yes, it is a crime if the artifacts in question are valuable possessions of
the Romun Empire. My informants speculate that, on occasion, you have in fact gone out of your way to
deliberately destroy powerful objects to prevent the Romuns from gaining control over them. Some would consider it
sabotage.”



Adol looked at her thoughtfully. He supposed he was indeed guilty of destroying a few powerful objects to prevent others
from using them to their gain. But he never restricted this to the Romun Empire. Some of the objects in question were
powerful enough to exterminate the entirety of humankind. He had no regrets about taking drastic measures to prevent
them from falling into the wrong hands. Could anyone consider it sabotage?



“And then there’s a matter of forming alliances with shady characters, who tend to conveniently disappear at the end
of each of your so-called adventures,” Ingrid continued. “Such as a certain young woman named Dana—who wasn’t even
human, as far as I understand.”



Dana. Hearing her name from Ingrid’s lips felt unexpectedly disorienting.



“How do you know about Dana?” Adol asked quietly.



“Aha.” Ingrid’s eyes flared with triumph. “So, you do admit that you tried to keep her existence a secret, do
you?”



Adol didn’t respond. Dana, a sole survivor from another civilization, had sacrificed herself in their fight against the
Providence of Evolution to save the world from extinction. The act had elevated her to the rank of immortals, a goddess
who now resided in an ethereal plane of existence beyond this world. She was still absolutely real in Adol’s mind,
though. She could even speak to him, at times. But these all too brief episodes didn’t make the loss feel any better.



“This is but one example,” Ingrid continued. “I see plenty of other occurrences when you have chosen to fraternize
with enemies of humanity.”



“I’ve never done anything like that,” Adol said firmly.



“Oh, haven’t you? How about Lord Eldeel—a benevolent winged creature who nearly destroyed the imperial province of
Celceta? Or Eldress Tialuna, a pagan priestess from the Kingdom of Altago responsible for spreading a dangerous
disease? It says here that both of them had turned violent and destructive following extensive interactions with you.”



“It was a coincidence,” Adol said.



“Just like all those shipwrecks, huh?” She glanced up at him briefly and lowered her eyes back to the file. “Here’s
another interesting story. You were barely an adult, when you reportedly rescued a mysterious young woman from an
abandoned underground mine. Feena was her name, wasn’t it? According to these notes, she turned out to possess
considerable supernatural powers, but instead of turning her over to the Romun authorities, you’ve formed an extremely
close relationship with her, so that later, when she and her twin sister Reah—”



“Is there a point you’re trying to make?” Adol said, perhaps a bit too forcefully.



Ingrid measured him with a knowing look. “I see I’ve struck a sensitive spot, have I?”



“You have,” Adol said. “Feena and Reah are gone, and I will not allow anyone to speak about them with
disrespect.”



“Disrespect?” She frowned. “I’m surprised this word is even in your vocabulary. Clearly, you’re simply incapable of
maintaining proper protocol. Very befitting with everything I’ve learned about you so far.” She leaned down and
scribbled a few lines on a sheet of paper in front of her. “Rest assured, Adol Christin. I intend to get to the bottom
of this. And if I am unable to do it here, I will arrange your transfer to a secure facility back in Romn, where highly
experienced interrogators will drag the answers out of you, one way or the other. Either way, you are a danger
to society, and you are not getting out of prison again. Not in your lifetime.”
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Adol felt exhausted by the time he returned to his cell. After the interrogation session, which Ingrid assured him was
only the first one of many, his hopes that the local authorities would realize that his arrest was a mistake and let
him go had quickly evaporated. This left him with very few options, none of them the kind he was feeling good about. 



It wasn’t until he lay down on his cot that he discovered a sharp object tucked into his clothes. A fork? 



He’d almost forgotten the incident in the dining hall, but now he started to wonder. Was this the same fork that his
inmate opponent got in trouble for? Adol looked at the utensil thoughtfully. A metal object like this could be a
valuable tool if used correctly. He wasn’t sure who sneaked it into his pocket, or how, but he should definitely find
out more. For now, though, he felt far too exhausted, so he tucked the fork into his cot and sank into a deep sleep.



He felt much better the next morning when the guard came to fetch him to the dining hall for breakfast. The brutish
inmate from yesterday wasn’t around, but the older one wearing eyeglasses was here again. He kept throwing keen glances
at Adol across the table as he ate. Trying to start a conversation? It seemed impossible with the guards constantly
walking by, so Adol eventually turned away and devoted his full attention to the meal.



After breakfast, most of the inmates left for the penal labor in the mines, but Adol was led back into the interrogation
room, where he had to spend most of the day listening to Ingrid’s recaps of his past adventures. 



He had no idea that Romun secret police had been monitoring him so closely. It made even less sense that they would pass
on the recounts of his adventures to a woman like Ingrid, who obviously suffered from deep paranoia and was inclined to
interpret every minor detail as suspicious or treacherous. According to her, being shipwrecked on the Isle of Seiren a
couple of years ago was apparently a plot aimed to establish a rebel base against the Romuns in a key location enroute
from Eresia to Afroca. His visit to Altago, right after the end of the Romun war in that region, had the secret goal to
unleash the power of the Five Dragons and facilitate a counterstrike that would secure Altago’s dominion over the Romun
Empire. His adventures on the distant Canaan Islands were only a façade to justify the destruction of the Romun
fleet and gain control of the Ark of Napishtim, the most powerful piece of machinery left over from the Eldeen and the
ancient world. Adol wasn’t sure if Ingrid really believed all this, but arguing with her seemed pointless, so he took
care to say as little as possible during each session. He quickly learned to steal short naps while she got distracted
reading reports about his adventures, so that he returned to his cell each evening feeling refreshed and energized.
This left him with some extra time to explore his options. 



One evening, the guard escorted him back earlier than usual. He locked Adol’s cell, then paused a few steps away to
exchange a few words with the prisoner next door. Adol strained his ears. Most inmates were usually out of their cells
on his way to meals, and asleep by the time he returned, so he never realized he had a next-door neighbor. He thought
the voice sounded familiar—timid and quiet, educated. Could it be that middle-aged man from the dining hall? 



He waited for the guard to leave and edged closer to the grate, raising his voice enough to carry a short distance down
the hallway. 



“A pleasant evening, isn’t it?”



After a moment he heard a chuckle and shuffling of feet as his neighbor also moved to a closer position. “Indeed. An
excellent night for a stroll… By the way, there’s a small crack next to your sleeping cot. I am fairly certain it
can carry sounds even better than this hallway. Not to mention affording much more privacy in this busy place.”



Adol moved deeper into his cell and found the crack the man was talking about, thin enough to overlook if he wasn’t
searching deliberately. He lowered down to the floor next to it and leaned his back against the wall.



“Can you hear me?” he asked.



“Indeed, I can,” came the voice from the other side. “Now that’s much better, isn’t it?” 



It was. In fact, they didn’t even need to raise their voices anymore. If Adol closed his eyes, he could imagine them
sitting side by side having a regular conversation. 



“I never had a chance to thank you properly,” the older prisoner went on. “For interfering on my behalf back in the
dining hall.”



“I didn’t do much,” Adol protested.



“You did enough. Thanks to that incident, my tormentor’s gotten reassigned to another area of the prison, so I can
enjoy my meals in peace now.”



“Glad I could help.”



The other man held a pause. “If you don’t mind me asking, what are you here for?”



Adol shrugged. “To be honest, I’m not quite sure. The only accusation I’ve heard so far is that I’m a habitual liar,
apparently. And you?”



The man let out a laugh. “Oh, you shouldn’t concern yourself with my situation. Suffice to say that a man like me
should never find himself in a high security prison.”



“I did wonder about it,” Adol confessed. “As well as the fact that there seem to be far too many inmates here. I
had no idea the Romun Empire had so many dangerous criminals.”



“You got that right.” Adol imagined the man nod. “In the past, the prisoners’ names and crimes used to be publicly
announced. But about five years ago, these announcements suddenly stopped. And now, rumors about innocent people being
arrested on false charges are growing. Worse, none seem to ever get released. It’s as if we can’t rely on law or
justice anymore.”



Adol thought back to his interrogator. He still wasn’t sure how a person that obsessed with phantom dangers and wild
theories ended up in charge. Law and justice definitely weren’t the concepts Ingrid ever considered. Were others in
this prison treated the same way?



“There must be something we could do about this,” he said.



The man on the other side of the wall held a pause. “Everyone’s situation is different. ‘We’ becomes a moot concept
when faced with extreme hardships. In your case, I think you already know what you need to do.” 



“Do I?” Adol was fairly sure the man meant escape—the option that was beginning to seem like the only viable
one—but he didn’t expect to hear it from another inmate.



“Let me tell you one of the rumors I’ve heard about this place,” the other man said. “At the end of the corridor
leading to the left of our cell block, there’s a stairway that descends into an underground area where even guards are
forbidden. Reportedly, there’s a hidden passage there, left by the original builders of this fortress. No one knows for
sure, but it’s possible that it leads right out of the prison.”



Adol nodded. The information was helpful, but he wasn’t sure what to say. 



“You’ve got to be careful, though,” the other man went on. “It’s a labyrinth down there. I’ve also heard whispers
of strange creatures prowling the tunnels.”



“Good to know,” Adol said. 



He sensed a smile in the other man’s voice. “We’ve only just met, but I already know you’re not one to accept your fate
lying down. After all, you already possess something to pick the lock with, don’t you?”



Oh. Did Adol’s neighbor just confirm that he was the one to slip him the fork? But if so, why wouldn’t he keep the tool
to himself? 



“What about you?” Adol asked. 



“Don’t you worry about me.” The man chuckled. “My time will come.”



Adol wanted to respond, but at that moment they heard the guards’ footsteps approaching down the hall. The night patrol.
Adol lay down on his cot and went still, pretending to be asleep.
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Adol waited for the sounds of the guards’ footsteps to quiet down as he listened to the gentle snoring that carried
through the crack from the other side of the wall. He reached into his cot and retrieved the fork. Its metal was soft,
bent slightly out of shape. Perfect for molding into any form he wanted. He
pressed one prong against the floor until it bent, then tweaked the others, shaping out a generic lockpick the way he
remembered it from Dogi’s tool kit. Not his proudest skill, but handy in situations like this.



The lock gave in easily after only a few twists. Adol slid out of the cell and closed the grate behind him. With the
cell locked and his blanket hunched up over his cot all the way in the back, the guards shouldn’t discover his absence
until morning. That gave him a few hours head start.



He paused by the cell next door, looking at the frail man curled under the blanket. It felt wrong to leave him here, but
Adol could understand the older inmate’s reluctance to traverse a maze of underground passages, facing unknown dangers
and risking getting caught by the guards. Thinking back, it seemed remarkable how calm this man was, as if not all that
bothered by his imprisonment. My time will come, he’d said. Adol hoped it would come soon.



As he hurried down the hallway to the stairwell at the end, he heard a distant bell ring through the night. Alarm. Had
they already learned of his escape? It seemed too soon, but he couldn’t take any chances. He dashed down the spiral
staircase into the gloom until he reached a wooden trapdoor. Unlocked. Good. A long wooden ladder descended from here,
with faint light flickering down below. Was someone down there? There was no time to wonder. Adol lowered himself
through the hatch and pulled the trapdoor shut behind him. 



The room at the bottom of the ladder was empty, but a few lit lanterns hanging along the walls suggested that this place
was frequently visited. Adol paused, running his eyes down the rows of shelves that lined the walls from floor to
ceiling. A storage room? He noticed a glint of metal on one of the shelves and pulled out a saber, the kind that looked
to be standard issue for the prison guards. Good enough for now, at least. He tucked it into his belt, then picked up a
lantern and sped down the passage leading out of the storage room to another locked grate. 



This one had a sign posted on it in large letters:



DANGER. RESTRICTED AREA. NO ENTRY.



The passage ran away into the gloom on the other side of the grate. This had to be the place mentioned by his inmate
neighbor, the place off limits even to the prison guards. Adol tested the lock. Rusted and rotten, it gave his
improvised lockpick extra work, but it eventually gave in. He opened the grate and stepped through.



The passage ran onward from here. At first it was relatively narrow, with walls closed in on each side, but after a few
turns, Adol sensed a change. The walls parted and receded into the shadows, too deep for his lantern to penetrate.
Sounds of dripping water broke up in echoes that traveled far away into the gloom. 



Adol paused, peering ahead. The chamber in front of him looked partially flooded. A sewage reservoir? Unlikely. The
water smelled clean and fresh, and Adol could clearly detect a faint current flowing forward.



His heart quivered with hope. The presence of a current suggested that somewhere ahead this waterway must connect to
another body of water, maybe one of the rivers or canals the City of Balduq was famous for. He waded ahead, knee deep,
cautious to keep his footing on the wet slippery stones. 



With his vision limited by the dim lantern light, he didn’t immediately realize that the passage he was following had
come to a dead end. He jarred to a halt next to a blind wall that ascended smoothly toward the distant ceiling. The
water on each side ran through shallow grates, much too narrow for a person to fit through. 



Adol paused, straining his eyes to make out details. He refused to think he’d come this far for nothing. There had to be
a way forward from here.



He froze as he heard the echo of footsteps behind him. Pursuit? It didn’t sound like it. The approaching person was
walking in measured steps, not running or hurrying in any way. He turned to watch a spot of greenish light approach
from the passage behind him, throwing eerie shadows over the stone walls. 



A lone figure took shape against the gloom. A tall woman, wearing a hooded cloak, holding a lantern in her hand. For a
moment its bright light drowned out all the other details. Then she brought the lantern closer to her face and flicked
off her hood, as if deliberately letting Adol take a good look at her.



She looked slim, but her muscular grace and the quiet power she emanated instantly identified her as a warrior and a
person used to command. Her pale face, partially concealed by a curtain of dark hair falling over her eyes, was carved
in bold strokes—ageless, classical features, as if she had just stepped out of an ancient work of art. Her smooth,
unblemished skin made her look young—about Adol’s age, early twenties or so—but the weary set of her shoulders and
the grim line of her full mouth betrayed experience far beyond those years. 



She wore a dark, form-fitting outfit, her hooded cloak covered by a peculiar, feathered mantle that swept down one
shoulder with a mysterious textured gleam, like a raven’s wing. Her upper arm, bare above the elbow, was covered in
straps that looked a bit like braces. The skin underneath seemed unnaturally smooth. Wait. Was it a prosthetic? Not a
kind Adol had ever seen. He forced his eyes back to her face. His skin prickled as he met her gaze.



“It seems I’ve arrived too late,” the woman said. 



Her voice matched her appearance, low and deep, ringing with authority. It was easy to imagine this voice raised in
command, ordering troops on a battlefield. Only now did Adol notice a strange weapon she held in her lowered hand. A
pistol with a long barrel that looked wider than any he’d ever seen, as if designed to shoot objects much larger than a
bullet.



“Too late for what?” he asked.



She looked at him calmly. “Your questions must wait. As well as the introductions. If you succeed, there will be time
for all that later on. For now…” Her eyes flickered with sadness. “You must forgive me for what I’m about to
do.”



Before Adol could react, she raised her pistol and fired at him, point blank.



The blow shook Adol’s entire body, surging through with excruciating pain. As he collapsed at her feet, clutching his
chest in what he believed was his final agony, a red glow flared from the wound. For a moment a blinding red flash
filled the entire chamber. Then it receded, until the only light source was the flickering lantern glow.



The woman looked at Adol with appraisal. “Impressive. You’ve assimilated the curse without so much as a squeal.”



“The curse?” Adol heaved a few labored breaths, amazed that he was still able to speak. Now that the shock was over,
he realized that the pain was receding. Even more amazingly, when he touched his chest, he could feel no wound, not
even a tear in his clothes. 



“You’ll understand,” the woman promised. “In time. For now, you must calm yourself and fully embrace your change of
form.”



Adol had no idea what she meant, but he didn’t feel like asking just yet. He felt content with the fact that he was
still breathing, and, as far as he could tell, every part of his body still worked as expected. 



No. Wait. As he flexed his muscles, he realized that something was different. He felt… powerful. Light. The pain
and exhaustion from moments ago were gone without a trace. New energy coursed through his body, as if, instead of
running along dark passages and being shot with an oversized bullet, he had been resting all this time.



His outfit changed too. The baggy prison overalls were replaced with a dashing gothic style costume, complete with a
fancy collared shirt, an elaborate armored doublet, form-fitting pants and tall stylish boots. Gauntlets clad his
hands, flexible and perfect for combat. He extended his arm, enjoying the feeling of power that seemed almost
supernatural.



“Perfect.” The woman looked at him with satisfaction. “I didn’t expect you’d fit your new form so well.” 



Adol looked himself over again. Impossible as this was, he did feel great. If he had no other choice but to embrace this
new form, whatever that meant, he had to admit it was better than many other possibilities. 



“And now,” she went on, “we must give you a proper name. How about… Crimson King?”



“I assume,” Adol said carefully, “you’re planning to tell me what this is all about?”



“Like I said. In time. First, you should use your power to escape this place.” She pointed up the wall marking the
dead end. “Hurry. The pursuit is close by. We’ll meet again, once you are on the other side. When we do, you may call
me Aprilis.” 



Before Adol could respond, she flicked her hand over her lantern to extinguish it. A whoosh of air swept past. And just
like that, Aprilis was gone.



For a moment, Adol just stood there, staring at the spot she’d just occupied. What in the world had she done to him?
What did she mean when she mentioned embracing his change of form? Questions crowded in his head, but none of them
seemed as important as the power coursing through him. He could certainly get used to the feeling.



It took him another moment to realize that he could now see in the dark. The lantern he’d brought from the prison
storage room lay extinguished in shallow water, but he could still see perfectly fine. In fact, without the bright spot
of the lantern light that cast shadows over the rest of the space, he could now see the entire chamber—sadly, not as
big as he originally thought, with no obvious path to escape.



With his newly heightened senses, he easily caught the echo of distant footsteps and voices coming from deep in the
passage behind. 



“Hey, we’re not supposed to be down here!”



“Who cares? We have to find the prisoner.”



“How do you know he’s even here?”



“There’s nowhere else for him to go. Keep moving, dimwit.”



Adol glanced around. Besides the passage he’d come from—now filled with approaching guards—and the blind wall behind
him, there seemed to be no other way out of here. His newly acquired night vision told him that up in the darkness
above, the passage continued onward. If he could find a way to scale this vertical wall…



Wait. As he squinted his eyes just right, he noticed a spot of red glow up there. It looked a bit like the red flash he
saw when Aprilis shot him, but smaller, more focused. A lantern? A candle? No. He wasn’t sure what it was, but as he
peered at it, it seemed to reach out to him, beckoning.



Adol didn’t have time to realize what happened next. One moment he was standing at the bottom of the wall, peering up.
The next moment he was all the way at the top, his feet planted firmly on the stone ledge where he saw the crimson spot
before. 



Crimson King, eh? Was this what Aprilis meant when she mentioned his new power? 



He hurried along the passage.



A deep trench filled with water crossed his path, but before Adol could even stop to contemplate the obstacle, he saw
another crimson spot in the gloom ahead. This time he had a chance to discern its shape, a ball of dark mist swirling
with a crimson glow at its core that flashed like a bright star in the darkness of the passage. 



Suddenly, Adol knew exactly how this worked. In his mind’s eye, he formed a line that connected his core to the crimson
glow, let it pull at him, zipping him all the way across the distance. 



Wow. Maybe this curse Aprilis shot him with wasn’t really all that bad. 



Adol ran on, looking for more crimson spots to zip to. Using them made his progress so fast. So much power. He never
felt this much energy in his life.



And then, just as suddenly as it came, the feeling was gone, giving way to overwhelming fatigue. Adol paused to catch
his breath, leaning against the wall. Without the power, he could barely stay on his feet. Did Aprilis’s transformation
come with a price? Or was it the limitation of his body, still adapting to the ability to wield so much strength?



His limbs felt heavy, slow. His body ached from all the running and climbing. Wet clothes clung to his skin, icy cold in
the chill of the passage. He gathered his entire strength and stumbled onward into the next chamber, where the floor
ended in an abrupt drop, down to a flowing body of water below. An underground canal? 



Struggling with exhaustion, he peered down into the gloom. He was so close. That waterway down there had to lead to the
outside. But the drop was too high to attempt without knowing what waited below. If the water wasn’t deep enough, the
fall would surely kill him. 



Despair seized him. After everything he’d gone though, was his flight from the prison going to be cut short by this one
last obstacle? 



Footsteps pounded behind him and two Romun soldiers emerged from a side passage, followed by an important-looking older
man wearing the red-studded cloak of a Hieroglyph seneschal. All three jarred to a halt when they saw Adol. 



Adol reached for his saber. One against three were the odds he was willing to try, considering alternatives. But the
guards looked so energetic and eager, while he… Dear gods, he could barely keep on his feet. His saber, as he
tried to pull it out, felt too heavy to hold. The mere idea of wielding it right now echoed through his body with pain.
Was this the aftereffect of the strange magical power he’d just experienced?



He looked around desperately. Besides the passage he came through, now blocked by his pursuers, the only way out of here
was the sheer drop ahead. He edged away from the advancing soldiers, searching around in a desperate attempt to spot
the crimson glow signaling the return of his power, but the only light he could see came from the moons, shining
through the distant stone slits overhead. 



More voices echoed from the passage and Adol saw a flicker of torches, scaring the shadows away. Reinforcements. No hope
in hell that in his exhausted state he could handle this many.



He felt so weak. 



He was out of time. 



It was now or never.



He turned and jumped off the edge, straight into the canal.
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I want to give you something, Adol.”



Dana took out a ring and held it out to him. A delicate circle, woven of silver lines, coalesced around a small
golden sphere. It glinted in her hand, an object of ancient craftsmanship made by the artisans long gone. 



He felt the ring hum with power as she slipped it onto his finger. Energy surged through his body, filling him
with warmth. Or was it because of her touch, the way she cradled his hand between hers as she settled the ring into
place? He never wanted the feeling to stop.



“Keep it, Adol,” she whispered. “As a memory of the bond we have. No matter what happens…”



Adol’s eyes snapped open, the remains of the dream slipping away far too fast. 



Dana.



The vision felt so vivid. He could still feel the warmth of her body against his side, the smells of sun-warmed grass
and wildflowers, the subtle taste of the salty sea breeze… He flexed his hand and brought it to his eyes,
reassured to see the familiar glint of the ring on his finger. Dana’s last gift, on that memorable day they spent
together, before she sacrificed her physical form in a battle to save the world. 



This ring was the only object she left behind, the only physical proof that she once existed. He traced the familiar
twining lines with the tip of his thumb, his mind slowly returning back to the present. The prison escape. Aprilis.
Crimson King.



It took him a few moments to fully orient himself. He was lying on the ground at the edge of a wooden dock. Water
sloshed over the wet boards, and a small boat tied to a support pole creaked as it knocked rhythmically against the
wood. The two moons shone brightly overhead, the lace of the city roofs a dark outline against the clear night sky. 



Adol scrambled up to his feet. It was hard to recognize the surroundings, but he assumed that the wall at his back had
to be the prison. If this was correct, the water he was facing was the moat around the old fortress, and the bridge
overhead connected the prison’s main gate to the upper city. 



His wild jump into the water had worked. He was out of the prison and in the city of Balduq. Now all he needed to do was
get far enough away without being recaptured.



Footsteps pounded overhead, and voices echoed from above.



“Where the hell did he go?”



“Sweep the area again,” an authoritative voice responded. “He couldn’t have gotten far.” 



“He probably drowned, Seneschal Gilbert. No one’s ever made it through the aqueducts.”



They definitely meant Adol. Too much to hope that they would just let him go, was it?



“If he drowned,” the authoritative voice objected, “I want to see his damn body. It’s a direct order from Master
Chatelard himself to bring him in, dead or alive. Keep looking, you morons!”



“Yes, sir, Seneschal, sir!”



Footsteps clattered with renewed energy. Adol pressed into the wall and looked around. 



He was back to his normal self, with no strange power coursing through him. His outfit was back to normal too—prison
coveralls, drenched after his impromptu swim. No sign of any supernatural abilities that would have been so handy right
now. Had he imagined his encounter with Aprilis? But if so, how did he get all the way here?



He pressed into the stone wall at his back, shivering in the cold breeze. Sooner or later, he was going to be
discovered. He needed to find a place to hide. 



A short distance away, a flight of stone stairs led up from the water onto the street level. Making sure that no guards
were in sight, he dashed toward it and up, into a meshwork of alleys adjoining the wider street leading down from the
prison gate. 



His first urge was to exit the city altogether, but he quickly abandoned the idea. By now every soldier post was
probably alerted to his escape. Best to stay away from any security checkpoints. Besides, he would never leave without
Dogi. He should find a good hideout in the city and search for his friend, so that they could decide together what to
do.



Judging by the position of the moons, it was close to midnight. The streets were mostly empty as Adol picked his way
downhill, trying to put as much distance as possible between himself and the prison. He kept to the shadows as he
followed the alleys parallel to the main street into a residential district, then across the canal into a quieter area
that looked less upscale than the one he’d just left. 



He was beginning to recognize the surroundings. The wider street ahead, lined with trees on both sides, led to the city
gate where he had been apprehended. Not the place he was looking for right now. He veered down a side alley between
buildings on his left that looked like tourist shops closed for the night. A flight of stairs in the back led up to a
seemingly abandoned building, gaping with dark windows, its porch littered with dust and stone debris. He tested the
door. Unlocked. Perfect. 



A breath of stale air wafted from the darkness inside. Adol slid in and shut the door tightly behind him, pausing to
adjust to the gloom. He felt utterly spent, weak from exhaustion, barely able to keep on his feet. He needed to find a
safe spot to rest.



The room, dimly illuminated through a row of windows along one side, looked huge. The low ceiling was supported with
regularly spaced wooden pillars. A bar counter ran along the far side, next to a few tables and chairs stacked beside
the wall. Another doorway next to the counter led deeper into the building. 



The air was stale and cool, filled with smells of dust and old wood that told Adol that this place must have stayed
empty for quite a while. He crossed the room toward the doorway in the back, using debris scattered along the floor as
stepping stones to avoid leaving obvious footprints in the dust. A staircase led from there into the basement—a
darker area, piled with storage crates. Adol crouched behind the nearest stack—not a moment too soon. A door creaked
in the distance, and he heard footsteps pounding in his direction.



Moving as quietly as he could, he slipped into the dark corner all the way at the back, listening to the activity on the
floor above. 



“Any sign of him?” 



Was this the authoritative voice he’d heard earlier? He held his breath, pressing into the wall.



“Nothing, Seneschal Gilbert,” another voice answered. “We’ve already searched the entire area.”



“What’s this building?”



“It’s just an old inn. Closed about a year ago.”



A pause. Adol’s heart raced as he heard heavy footsteps pounding toward the staircase leading into the basement, but
they stopped just short of descending.



“I don’t think he’s here, Seneschal,” a voice said from the distance. “The dust looks pristine. He would’ve left
some tracks, wouldn’t he?”



A compliment to Adol’s stealth, another trick he’d learned from Dogi. Who would have guessed that being trained by a
thief could be so useful during adventuring? 



“All right,” the commanding voice said. “Move out and continue the search.”



“Yes, sir, Seneschal, sir!” The footsteps pounded toward the door.



Adol crouched below the stairs, listening to the sounds fade into the distance. After a moment, the door creaked open
and thudded closed, and everything went still.



Now that he was out of immediate danger, the exhaustion finally settled in. He could barely keep upright. This place
seemed as safe as it could be, at least for the moment. 



He didn’t dare venture out of his hideout to look for a more comfortable spot. The floorboards seemed good enough. He
lay down, curling up against the crates to avoid the worst of the draft. Before he knew it, he drifted off to sleep. 
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Despite the uncomfortable accommodations, Adol felt refreshed when he woke up in the morning. No one had disturbed him,
confirming that the building was truly abandoned. Good. He could use this place as a base, at least until he figured
out what to do next.



A quick exploration of the downstairs area revealed a spacious sitting room just off the stairway, set with sofas and a
large coffee table, all of them in decent shape. A hallway at the back led into a set of guest bedrooms, typical for an
inn. Upstairs, a side door behind the bar counter led into a kitchen, stacked with crates and supplies. 



Flooded with the morning sunlight, pouring in through the dusty window panes, the place looked much livelier than it had
seemed last night. Adol could almost imagine the inn filled with activity—pots boiling on the stove, customers
sitting around the tables in the large main hall or relaxing in the cozier room downstairs. 



He inspected the contents of the crates next. Most of them were empty, but some held useful supplies, including pots,
dishes, kitchenware, and even clothes that looked usable. Well, this took care of at least part of Adol’s disguise. He
quickly changed out of his prison outfit into a set of pants, a shirt, and an overcoat, as well as a scarf that could
be used to partially conceal his face. 



Another lucky find came from a small crate at the back, filled with herbs and spices. A dusty glass jar held indigo
powder. Adol recognized by its distinct grassy smell and dark bluish color. Back in his village, women often used
indigo to dye clothes—as well as hair, to conceal the gray. Could he use it to cover up his hair color? It seemed
worth a shot. His red hair stood out like a beacon in almost any surroundings. If he changed it to black, in addition
to wearing local clothing, such a disguise should make it safe enough to walk around without being immediately
recognized.



He found a well in the small yard at the back of the inn, and a kettle among the kitchenware. Using a flint he recovered
from one of the shelves, he started a fire and heated up some water, then used a small bowl to mold the indigo powder
into a steaming hot paste he rubbed generously into his hair. 



The result wasn’t perfect, but better than he imagined. When he looked into a polished metal mirror hanging in one of
the hallways, he could scarcely recognize himself. The face looking back at him was definitely his own, but it took
some effort to fit it together with his new hair color, its deep brown a bit uneven, but definitely far from his usual
red. Combined with his new clothes, the disguise made him look foreign, different. Would it be enough to fool the
guards? Time to test it out in action.



Just like the inn, the plaza outside looked a lot friendlier in the daylight. A few merchants were setting up stalls at
the side of the canal. Two Hieroglyph Knights patrolled the street, but they showed no interest in Adol. Just in case
he steered the other way, toward the bridge he’d crossed last night leading to the center city.



A bulletin board stood next to the bridge. Another road sloped down from here through an arched gateway that had
“Agricultural District” written over it. Agriculture? Inside the city walls? Adol could see a large field visible
through the gate, with tall grass waving in the breeze and no buildings in sight. Interesting. Definitely a place to
explore later.



Even at this early hour, the bulletin board had already attracted a small crowd. People were talking to each other as
they pointed at various notices posted on the board. Adol recognized a colored poster depicting a red-haired man, with
the large words “wanted” and “fugitive” written on top. Huh. Someone had printed and posted those already? He
strolled by with a casual look, satisfied at the way no one bothered to glance in his direction, even when he got close
enough to catch the conversations.



The words “escaped prisoner” reached his ears more than once, but he was relieved to find that this wasn’t the most
frequent topic. The talking revolved mostly around the Monstrums and the mysterious disappearance of Cardinal Lindheim,
whoever he was. Some kept insisting that the two were connected and the Monstrums were the ones responsible for the
abduction of the cardinal. 



The Monstrums. Who in the world were they? Adol needed to find out more.
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The Monstrums
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Adol turned away from the bulletin board and took a few steps down the street, then paused at the abrupt change of
scenery. 



It felt as if he had suddenly transported into another plain of existence. Daylight faded, buildings around him
swallowed by the closing shadows. The sky turned crimson, shrouded by dark clouds that stretched ominously overhead. He
frantically glanced around, realizing in disbelief that the city street he had just been standing on was no longer
here.



Endless hills ran out of sight in every direction. They looked barren, covered in dry grass. The scenery resembled the
countryside around Balduq—a lifeless version of it, with no movement in sight. Not even a breeze disturbed this
eerily still place. 



Adol blinked. Was he going crazy? Was he seeing things because of his exhaustion from the day before? 



He didn’t feel weak, actually. On the contrary, new energy coursed through his body, making him feel powerful and light.
He instantly recognized the feeling, familiar from last night, when that woman, Aprilis, shot him from her gun. 



Was he…



…Changing?



Adol looked down his body. Sure enough, he was wearing the dashing gothic outfit, a wicked-looking sword strapped at his
belt. Crimson King. Huh.



His supernatural senses penetrated the shadows to expand the range of his vision and hearing. He detected more now—a
whisper of the wind over the dead landscape, shadows lurking far in the distance. Instinctively, he reached for his
sword, amazed to see his own hand, clad in a fancy lightweight gauntlet, close over the hilt. He felt so strange—but
also good, strong, intoxicated by his own power.



“Mind your surroundings, Crimson King.”



Aprilis. Had she been standing on that tall rock all the time? Or did she just appear out of nowhere? 



She looked just like last night—slim and powerful, wearing a hooded cloak and a feathered cape draping down one
shoulder. A lantern gleamed with an eerie greenish light in her lowered hand. 



“Aprilis,” Adol said.



She briefly inclined her head in a calm acknowledgement. “Welcome to the cursed land. Otherwise known as the Grimwald
Nox, a realm where the line between the worlds of human and monster becomes obscured.”



“Is this the time I can finally get an explanation of what you’ve done to me?” Adol demanded.



Her gaze wavered. “I’m sorry for the way it had to happen to you. Normally, I would have given you a choice. But there
just wasn’t any time.” 



“This hardly explains anything, does it?” Adol insisted.



“It doesn’t,” she admitted. “But all I can do for now is offer you my deepest apology. The rest must wait, I’m
afraid.”



“Why don’t you at least tell me who you are? All I know is your name—if it’s even a real one.”



Her posture tensed slightly as she kept his gaze.



“Fair enough. You can think of me as a gatekeeper. I have a power to
bestow
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