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The Blinded 
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By Anna Teleki

II. 

Aneka’s voice was a soft, low hum. “Coffee? Tea?” Her bare foot dangled over the side of the bed, a casual invitation.

Arya, however, was a creature of shadows and sheets, a tangled knot of blankets and pillows, her face a muffled protest against the softness. “No,” she groaned, the word thick with exhaustion. “I just want to be alone.”

Aneka didn’t move. “You know, Elias is a good guy.” It was a conversational tone, but laced with an undercurrent of knowing, as if she were a spectator to a play only she could see. “He might seem all careless and arrogant, but there’s a quiet wisdom in that head of his.”

Arya rolled over, her expression a tight scowl. “Wise? He’s a jerk.”

A soft, private laugh escaped Aneka. “You say that without ever having a real conversation with him.” She moved to the window, the morning sun painting her in gold, and a sly smile crept onto her lips. “He likes you, though. That’s new.”

An unwilling grin tugged at the corners of Arya’s mouth. “I don’t like him.”

“I see.” Aneka’s smile widened. “Practice!” she chirped. “I’ll make some breakfast.” She slipped out of the room, leaving the door ajar, and the quiet rushed in.

The room settled, filled with the gentle rustle of curtains stirred by a passing breeze. Arya closed her eyes, and a slow, calming release rippled through her body. She drew a deep breath. “Breathe,” she whispered, the word a fragile anchor.

One breath. Two. The rhythm became a steady current, carrying her mind back, back through the months like a flickering film: the warmth of Nusku and Amara’s home, the joyous start of the holiday, the sudden, undeniable presence of Azar. Her left hand rose, her gaze locked on the smooth, polished surface of the onyx bracelet. The carved symbols seemed to twist and mock her, each one laughing at her confusion.

Tears, hot and sharp, pricked at her eyes. “Nathan...” she gasped, her hand clenching into a tight fist. “Who am I?” The question hung in the silence, an echo in an empty space. When she opened her hand, it held a small, impossible miracle: a handful of bright, gleaming orange flowers, their petals shimmering as if spun from light.

“Nice,” a hushed voice said from the doorway.

Panic surged. Arya swept her hands together, crushing the flowers into nothingness. Elias stood there, a smirk playing on his lips, unbuckling the scabbard at his waist. His eyes were a hawk’s, missing nothing. “You can create,” he said, his voice low and even, “but you can’t control.”

The sword on the nightstand moved on its own, a faint whoosh as it slipped into its sheath. Arya’s head snapped up, her eyes narrowing. “I’m not an angel,” she snapped.

“Okay,” Elias replied, taking a step back and pulling the sword from its sheath again. “You’re more. An angel without angelic abilities,” he muttered, the words barely audible.

He held the sword out to her, the hilt turned in her direction. “What?” Arya asked, her gaze fixed on the blade.

Elias leaned in closer, the smirk melting into a kind, genuine smile. He looked into her eyes, a soft chuckle escaping his lips. “Damn... you attract them,” he said.

Arya leaned back slightly, her body rigid. “W-what?”

“Basically everything. Spirits and shadows, too. You’re the base of the compass.” He gently placed the sword on the bed between them. “Find yourself.” He turned to leave.

“How?” Arya’s voice was a desperate plea.

He stopped, took a deep breath, and turned back, his expression thoughtful. “How many beads are on that bracelet?”

Arya looked at her left hand, a lost look in her eyes. “I don’t know.”

With an economy of motion, Elias opened Aneka’s drawer, pulled out a red hairband, and sat down next to Arya. He tied the band between two of the beads. “Beginning and ending,” he said, his fingers tracing the line of the thread. “Hold each bead, take a deep breath, hold it as long as you can, then release it slowly. Keep repeating this until you touch the tie again—on the fourth time.”

“How will this help me?” Arya’s voice was small and uncertain.

“You already know who you are. Don’t struggle against it. You don’t have to accept it... just... breathe.” Elias gave her a shy smile before standing up, his expression suddenly stern. “You know, seventeen,” he said, his gaze locking with hers. “The compass is never wrong.”
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The Shattered Glass
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Arya said nothing. She simply stared out the window, watching the first rays of the sun slice through the morning gloom. She rose and walked to the glass, her eyes slowly beginning to well with tears she refused to shed. She blinked them away, the sting a familiar ache. Something had shifted deep inside her. A part of her ached to go home, to talk to Amara, to ask all the burning questions she held. But she didn't dare. The glass reflected the sun's rays in a harsh glare, forcing her to squint.

“How nice it would be to forget everything,” she cried, the words laced with a raw, painful anger. “To forget that gaze, that smile, the shriek... everything. Everything is because of you, Nathan!” She slammed her fist into the glass. It shattered instantly, a spiderweb of cracks spreading from the point of impact before the whole pane gave way.

“Arya!” Aneka rushed to her, but Arya barely registered her presence. She continued to wail, her voice cracking with fury and sorrow.

“I hate you, do you hear? I hate you! I hate you!” she sobbed, the words a desperate litany.

“Hey, relax...” Aneka said, her own eyes welling with tears as she reached for Arya's bloody hand.

Arya opened her clenched fist, and the shards of glass fell away. She looked at Aneka, and her eyes were no longer just sad—they were a profound, empty darkness. “Why didn't he tell me? Why not?!”

“Oh, my God...” Aneka frantically searched a drawer, her movements quick and panicked. “Time.”

“Time?” Arya wailed, the word hollow.

“Time... and silence... they have answers.”
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The Stillness and the Years
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The stillness came, a profound calm settling over their lives. Days bled into weeks, weeks into months, and then years.

The sharp snap of a sword broke the air as Elias exhaled, leaping back. Arya parried his strike, a fluid motion she'd practiced thousands of times. She turned, a slow smile spreading across her face.

"Alright, but on the heart," Elias said, swinging his sword in a wide arc. Arya just watched him, her smile widening.

"Swap?" he asked, his sword now held at rest.

"Aye, aye," she laughed, a flash of a grin on her face as she stepped back, her own blade in a ready stance. The sword swung, kicking up a plume of dust in the living room, and Arya spun around in a graceful blur. The gleaming point of her blade rested precisely under Elias’s chin.

"Seventeen, what did I say?"

"Twenty-two," Arya gasped, dropping her sword and reaching for his shirt, her body a coiled spring of energy. The air crackled, and a flash of light rippled from a shield she projected, stopping Elias just inches from her lips.

"Dammit!" he growled, pulling her close and bending to kiss her. He braided their lips together, his hand finding its way around her waist.

"You make me dizzy," Arya whispered softly, her head swimming.

"Come," Elias said, taking her hand and leading her upstairs. Arya's golden hair bounced on the white pillow as she hopped into bed. "Let's be quiet..."

Elias slipped out of his shirt, while Arya nervously chewed her lip, the quiet intimacy a new, vulnerable space for them both.
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The Human Remains Human
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Faith is nothing but consciousness. And the Shadows exploit this flaw in man’s waywardness.

In the park, Arya sits in silence, a serene stillness around her. She closes her eyes and sighs, feeling the constant, low hum of the onyx bracelet on her wrist. In the great, cosmic ripples of the universe, she knows she has nothing to do but relax.

But something has changed. She knows the shadows have a guide, a name whispered by many spirits: Zion. The army he leads bitterly troubles the people. One minute, a man is smiling at his companion; the next, he pays for the slightest folly with his life.

Yet, among the shadows, there are some even more vile. They silently and invisibly invade the human body, mind, and soul, brewing a poison of wrath and cruelty. Souls possessed by a shadow perish one after another, and in death, they turn into shadows themselves.

"Why?" The question resonates within Arya, a deep, resonant hum. A fierce golden light ripples nearby, and she opens her eyes to see Elias approaching, the sun a halo at his back. "Why? The calm silence was replaced with the noise of angry and rebellious men."

"That's because that's the way of the darkness," Elias says, sitting down next to her. He looks out at the park. "You know, seventeen, I wonder..."

"You do?" Arya grins, her playful mood returning.

"Would you marry me?" Elias asks. Arya’s eyes widen as she stares straight ahead, the words echoing in the quiet space between them. "I mean, if we weren't who we are..."

"I..." Arya begins, then a slow smile spreads across her face. "I would."

"I'm glad to hear that," Elias says, smiling shyly. "I brought you something."

"You did?" Arya grins, but Elias takes her right hand, his touch gentle.

"Close your eyes," he says, placing a thin, smooth ring on her ring finger. "Fancy it?"

"Oh, it's... shiny," Arya smiles, opening her eyes to see the ring sparkle with an iridescent light.

"It's zultanite."

"Thank you," she says, giving him a brief kiss. "For everything..." She says faintly, leaning her head on his shoulder and falling asleep, the weight of the day and the years finally catching up to her. Elias smiles, kissing her forehead, a silent promise hanging in the air. 

*
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'I HOPE YOU'RE AWARE of who she is,' Efraim says, unpacking his things in the kitchen.

'I am,' Elias says, leaning back on the couch. The worn cushions of the living room are a familiar comfort, a soft shield against the world.

'Man, I left this house for five years, came back to find out my brother's girlfriend is a soul keeper. This is insane.' Efraim sits down next to him, his presence a sudden, stark change. 'At least if you die, you will not be lost.'

'Efraim...' Elias says with a smile, a fond, weary tone in his voice. 'Have you ever felt elevated?' But Efraim doesn't respond. 'She does that to me. Every time. And I can't get enough.'

'Your hand,' Efraim says, holding out his hand for Elias to take. His brother finally shows his palm. 'This is what we are.' A glowing white orb, the size of a golf ball, spins in his hand, a miniature star. 'In constant movement. Untouchable.' He pokes the orb. 'And she is ten times bigger. It's inevitable to be attracted to her. But...' Efraim closes his palm, and the light vanishes. 'We die, and she for sure will grow and develop.' He stands up and walks into the kitchen.

'What do you mean?' Elias calls out, his voice sharp with sudden urgency.

'She's an angel. And every angel does the same way,' Efraim says, taking a drink of water. 'They grow... reaching their limits and achieving their goals.'

'Limits? And then?'

'Who knows...' Efraim says with a smile that doesn't reach his eyes. 'But one thing is for sure. As soon as her seal is broken, she will change. Be prepared, bro'.'
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Arya's Discovery
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As time goes on, Arya uses her power more and more. Sometimes, unconsciously, she turns her hand toward a human and pulls a shadow from their heart, a subtle, almost effortless action. The power she wields becomes increasingly apparent. Sunday, once a day of rest, is now a day of profound, quiet exhaustion that feels oddly easy. But things change...

Time passes faster than anyone could have realized. One season chases another, and a gradual sense of normalcy returns. The hunter's world, however, remains separate, a hidden conflict beneath the surface of the mundane.

On a muggy summer evening, a million stars dot the sky, and the silence is thick and heavy. People relax in their homes, tired from their day. Only a few nightclubs pulse with life, a bright, loud contrast to the quiet streets. The endless battle between shades and hunters continues, mostly unseen. Arya and Elias stroll down a dark, lonely street. Here and there, a light is still on, but slowly, everyone settles in for the night.

Elias glances sternly at Arya as she swings her hand, a flicker of power, and a shadow on the wall shatters into pieces, dissolving into the air.

"The evil shadows emerge in the evening. They often wander when the human body is at rest," he says quietly, his eyes fixed on her.

"They can move by the hundreds. Nobody notices them," she replies, her gaze locked on a spot on the wall where two glowing eyes now stare at them from the darkness.

"Exactly!" Elias says, a tense energy in his movements as he pulls back the string of his bow and releases the arrow. When it hits the wall, it breaks into tiny, shimmering dots, and the shadows vanish.

"Their eyes..." Arya says, her voice a low murmur.

"You can only see them when they're about to attack. They are vile, unspeakably subtle," Elias says, following Arya, who is already a few steps ahead of him. His black coat flaps in the warm summer wind, a dark silhouette against the streetlights. Neither of them feels the heat or the cold; the world of the shadows is a far different place from the human world.

Elias falls silent, his gaze fixed on the increasingly powerful soul keeper walking in front of him. A deep male voice breaks the silence.

"No!"

Elias and Arya rush toward the sound, but it's more distant than they expected. When they reach the apartment building, they find a terrifying sight: a middle-aged man is walking out of a third-floor window. In slow motion, he falls, his body frail and anguished. He lands with a dull thud on the concrete, and warm blood slowly spreads across the ground, catching the distant light. The hunter and the soul keeper have arrived too late.

"Is it possible to save him?" Elias asks, but Arya is already moving, her body shifting into action by instinct. She kneels beside the man.

"It's so weird," she says quietly, a confused frown on her face. She glances at Elias as she rises from the corpse. "This man's soul seems to be gone."

"What?" Elias asks. "They taint it, then when it dies, they turn into shadows."

"You hear that?" Arya says, her head cocked to the side, staring up at the darkness above. But through the shadows, she fails to see anything.

"Shall I?" Elias asks, his hand on his bow.

"The air..." Her body shifts on its own, her hand gripping the sword at her waist. "Down!" she yells at the hunter. The sword in her hand is already swinging toward him.

"What the... " Elias blurts, dodging the glinting, diamond-encrusted, silver-bladed weapon. The sharp edge slices straight into the air with a hissing noise. The hunter and the soul keeper stare at each other. "What the hell was that?" Elias asks in shock. "A shadow of that size?"

"Not so. Shadows don't bleed," Arya replies, examining the blade, where a streak of crimson now runs down its edge. She carefully draws her finger along the edge, smearing the warm blood. "Hmm. It's... angel's blood," she says, staring at her bloodied finger, her eyes wide with shock.

"What?! Please don't tell me that an angel ripped out this man's soul!"

"The instant a human's soul finds a keeper, it calms down. Change is still possible. It's the virtuous cycle. Some call it reincarnation. It continues as long as there are damned and saints on earth. But this one is different..."

"Did he eat it?"

"Oh, no, he... destroyed it."

"What?!"

"You should go home. I have to be alone," she says gravely, her face a mask of cold resolve.

* 
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THE AIR SHIVERS, NOT from the storm outside, but from a tremor deep within Amara’s soul. A familiar ache, a quiet cry for help she knows instinctively comes from Arya. The call is not of the flesh, but of a soul unraveling. A subtle shimmer of light, and Amara appears inside the Hunter’s house. The living room is dark and silent, save for the patter of rain against the windowpanes. Her gaze lands on Arya, curled up on the sofa, clutching her knees to her chest. The girl’s eyes are wide, staring into the flickering light of a single prayer candle, but seeing nothing.

Amara moves with soft, deliberate steps, her presence a gentle weight in the room. She doesn’t announce herself, knowing Arya’s spirit has already felt her arrival. She sits beside her, a warm and steady anchor in the girl’s chaotic world.

"I heard you," Amara says quietly, her voice a soft murmur in the stillness.

Arya flinches, her breath catching in her throat. She slowly turns her head, her blue eyes filled with a fresh wave of tears. "Amara?"

Amara reaches out, her hand a cool, calming presence on Arya’s brow. "I felt your soul call out. Your pain, your loneliness... it pulled at me."

"I don’t... I didn’t mean to..." Arya whispers, the words catching in her throat.

"I know," Amara says, her thumb gently stroking Arya’s temple. "It’s all right. You don’t have to carry it all by yourself."

A sob escapes Arya, and she leans into Amara’s touch. The anger and fear from the day’s revelations melt into a wave of profound relief. Amara holds her, a silent promise of protection in the dark, and for the first time since the world turned upside down, Arya feels a sense of unconditional safety.
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DEEP IN HELL, RUIEL smiles. The Hunters are fighting. The Soul Keepers struggle with doubt. Arya is slowly reaching her human limit. And there is nothing Azar can do.

Ruiel stares at Zion. The rocks move. Shadows are still present on Sunday. Angels walk on Earth even though man’s faith is nothing but a mask to God. Ruiel can no longer bear to watch.

"What is your wish?" the fallen hunter asks gravely, his voice a low rumble.

"What do I wish? Pain!" Ruiel exclaims. "I want every man, every human being, to lose their soul!"

"The blinded are there," Zion says. Ruiel glares at him, a fiery rage in his eyes. The blinded...

"The blinded, Zion, they’re bloodthirsty monsters, slaughtering machines. They will not be tolerated by Heaven for long on Earth. Despite their blindness, each of us is designed to sacrifice ourselves for the human soul if necessary. Each slaughtered soul makes our souls long for
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