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1 - THE EXPLORERS
 
 
 
“It’s been many years since I first tasted the trials that came into my life… When I gained consciousness of the world, I learned to face what it placed before me…”
“I’ve been through so much. Born into a world of turmoil and endless wars, raised among strangers, living for years under a curse… For a time, I thought I was already lost…”
“I began wandering alone, determined to uncover the truths behind my life. I thought I could fulfill my mission and reveal everything by myself…”
“But I failed…”
“I failed in what I once believed—to finally discover who I truly was, and what I truly am!”
“Years passed. In time I found companions, friends… and a strange power, a gift from the god-king. Together we overcame trials, faced countless enemies…”
“They always told me… I was no ordinary being. I never understood why their words haunted me, echoing over and over in my head… from everyone I met.”
“They said there was a legend about us. That my twin and I were bound to the fate of all things. A destiny I never understood…”
“Like what I endure now… living beneath the shadow of this black curse. Dead by day… alive by night…”
“Wait… Who am I, really? What am I? Is this what they meant by ‘fate’?”
“Are their words true? I long to know the past, from the moment my twin and I were born…”
“The Twins of Fate? Or the Twins of Destruction…”
“No! That must never happen. I’m afraid… I won’t allow the darkness others expect.”
“I refuse!”
“I want to break this fate—but how? After seven long years trapped under this black curse?”
“Seven years… Yes. It’s been seven years of living with this worthless burden.”
“I want it gone. I want to live again as a normal human, like everyone else. I want freedom…”
“But how? I don’t know how to find the cure. Enough already…”
“And now…”
“…My birthday is near again.”
“Please… my only wish for my birthday is that this curse will finally disappear from me…”
“…forever.”
“And I hope I may finally uncover all the buried truths about myself, my past…”
“…and the destiny that awaits, in the time to come.”
 
Present day. Seven years had passed since the Explorers last fought the Expland. Yes, the Expland had been utterly defeated, the long war finally ended.
After their fall, no one expected the sudden announcement: the former leader, Spencer Briant, had named his successor to lead the DDE—Reinhardt Foster. Now a full Master Wielder of the Darkness Element, Reinhardt had led the DDE for seven years. Yet the sting of loss still haunted him. He had never forgotten the bitter truth: that his father, the one he had searched for all his life, was gone.
Those seven years of peace gave the Explorers the chance to train harder than ever. Though the world was calm again, Reinhardt never believed it would last. Somewhere, stronger foes than the Expland might rise. And Reinhardt already knew who they were.
“I was still a child… when they took me.”
So he ordered relentless training, preparation for the unknown. It was time for every Wielder—Element or Magic alike—to master their gifts.
Through those years they learned much: “magic commands,” “summoning commands,” endless new techniques. Still, it wasn’t enough. It never felt enough.
“Wielders,” Reinhardt called to the training field. “You may rest now. You’ve done very well.”
“Heh, as always, right Sir Reinhardt?” Lucky teased.
“Seven years since we fought the Expland,” Isagani said cheerfully. “After all this time, we’ve come to know each other deeply.”
“You’re right,” Clio added. “Y’see, we’ve learned so much from everything we endured.”
“Even I…” Reinhardt’s voice softened. “Only now do I truly understand who I am, as an Explorer.”
“Hahaha, we’re getting old, man!” Claude laughed. “I can feel it!”
Reinhardt smiled. “Alright, everyone. Back to the mansion. Rest well.”
“Thanks, Sir Reinhardt!” they chorused.
He chuckled. “How many times must I tell you? Don’t call me ‘sir.’ Call me as you always have. We’re equals.”
“Big Brother Reinhardt!” Marion shouted happily—now a full DDE himself.
Reinhardt smiled and ruffled his hair. “That’s right, Marion. Call me as you’ve always known me.”
The group returned to the DDE mansion, gathering in the lobby, waving to one another.
“Come on, let’s eat!” Jon cried. “Man, long training sessions drain me!”
“My stomach’s already grumbling,” Tyrone said. “Hard to believe we’ve lived here so long. At first it felt so strange.”
“Well, first times are always like that,” Cyan chimed in.
Everyone turned to him.
“There goes Mr. Valedictorian—now Summa Cum Laude—dropping another killer line!” Lucky said.
“Hmph, that wasn’t a quote!” Cyan protested.
“Doesn’t matter. When you speak, we all stutter,” Lucky said again, and they all laughed.
Together they headed for the mansion’s grand dining hall. They always stuck together. Reinhardt had given the rest of the DDE a break too. They took their seats around the long table, Marion with them.
At the far end sat Reinhardt, in the chair once held by Spencer himself. Now it was his alone.
“I’ve always dreamed of being like you, Reinhardt,” Marion said. “You and Xandir (Prince Maximus’ real first name)—you’re both amazing, both so deserving.”
The word “deserving” pulled an old memory into Reinhardt’s mind: the quarrel he and Tyrone once had, after defeating the Expland. He glanced briefly at Tyrone, who only sipped his water, expression unreadable.
“Isn’t that right, Reinhardt?” Marion asked.
“Ah—yes, of course. Thank you, Marion.”
Before eating, they bowed their heads as Isagani led a prayer of thanks.
Then came napkins, polished spoons and forks, plates at the ready.
“Let’s eat!” they shouted together, laughing like children as they dug in.
“Maybe everything really is over now,” Shingue mused between bites. “It’s been ages since we faced Expland.”
“Yeah,” Clio said. “Y’see, because of that, chaos truly ended.”
Reinhardt, Zoroaster, and Xandir exchanged silent glances.
“What a waste, though,” Lucky complained. “I finally mastered my element—only to never use it again?”
“At least we’re prepared,” Genji said.
“But where else can we use our powers if there’s no war?” Shingue sighed. “Well… at least the world is safe.”
They kept eating until Reinhardt’s voice cut in, quiet but firm. “Don’t be so sure. Remember—we’re only beginning. We’re still not as strong as Expland. We must train harder. We must always be ready.”
Silence.
“Well,” Tyrone admitted. “We’ve only defeated one group stronger than us before. We must stay ready for the unexpected.”
“You’re right,” Xandir agreed, sipping his drink.
“IDOL!” Marion cheered. “I finally heard Idol speak again!”
“Marion,” Clio muttered. “Be quiet.”
Another pause. Five minutes later Cyan’s phone buzzed. He glanced at it and paled. “Uh-oh. Aunt Merlyn just texted.”
“And what of it?” Claude asked. “Maybe she just misses you.”
“She says she just learned last week that I graduated Master’s with honors… and that I’m now a DDE.”
“Then she’s congratulating you,” Lucky guessed.
“No… she says she’s coming here. Now.”
“What?!”
Cyan blinked. “I… don’t even know if she knows how to get here.”
“That’s trouble,” Zoroaster said. “She might think you’re still in Hunsterdam.”
“No, she knows I’m in DDE mansion.”
“Who’s she coming with?” Reinhardt asked.
“She didn’t say. Just that she’s on her way.”
“She might get lost,” Lucky said.
“Call her,” Xandir suggested.
Cyan stood, dialing quickly. “It’s long-distance…” the phone rang unanswered. “Aunt Merlyn, pick up…”
He tried again. Still nothing.
He sighed, sitting back down. “She’s worrying me. She has no idea how hard it is to get here.”
“Maybe she does,” Isagani offered. “Maybe she’s closer than you think.”
“Still… I didn’t expect this,” Cyan murmured. “It’s been years since I last saw her.”
“Which means,” Claude grinned. “She’s coming to congratulate you and because she misses you.”
Half an hour later, as they lingered in the dining hall, the doors burst open.
“CYAN!”
Everyone turned—especially Cyan. “Aunt?!”
“Oh, Cyan!” She rushed inside—straight toward Jon. She threw her arms around him.
“JON?!” they all shouted.
“Oh, Cyan!” she cried, hugging Jon. “I’ve missed you so much, my dear nephew! I’m so proud of your great success!” Tears welled in her eyes.
“A-Aunt…” Cyan stammered, blushing with shame.
“You’ve grown so well, Cyan!” she squeezed Jon’s cheeks before realizing—“Cyan? Your glasses are gone!”
Jon raised his hands awkwardly. “Actually, ma’am, I’m not Cyan. That’s your Mr. Incredible over there,” he pointed at Cyan.
She blinked between Jon and Cyan.
“AAAAHHH!” she squeaked, blushing furiously. “S-Sorry, young man! You two look so alike!” she scrambled toward Cyan instead. “Oh, Cyan, I missed you so much!”
“Eh, Aunt…” Cyan said nervously. “But… how did you get here alone?”
Lucky whispered, “Rude! No greeting, no respect.”
Startled, Cyan hugged her and kissed her hand. “Bless me, Aunt.”
“That’s better!” she said proudly, kissing his cheek.
“Aunt Merlyn, please…” Cyan muttered, face red.
They laughed, then Cyan asked again how she found the way.
“Oh, child, I moved houses long ago, three hours away. On the road here, a young man you know guided me safely.”
“Who?”
“Am I too late for dinner?” a voice called.
They turned.
“Pssst—here.” Akira stepped forward with a grin. “Party time? Just kidding.”
“Akira?” Clio blinked.
“Yes,” Aunt Merlyn said. “He guided me here.”
“You… brought her here?” Cyan asked.
“Yes. I ran into her on Fairview Street. When I learned she was coming to DDE, I showed her the way. She didn’t believe me at first, so I showed her our group photo—yes, including her scruffy nephew,” he flashed a pocket-sized picture.
“Thank you for bringing me here, kind gentleman,” Aunt Merlyn said warmly. “I owe you so much.”
“Ah—think nothing of it,” Akira said, scratching his head.
She lowered her gaze, shy. “I only wanted to see my nephew again. I missed him so badly. And now—he’s a doctor.”
Cyan groaned. “Oh, Aunt Merlyn…”
Akira turned to Reinhardt. “Sorry, man. I tried to stop her coming in uninvited, but…” he nodded toward the tearful reunion.
Reinhardt smiled and clapped his shoulder. “Don’t worry. I understand how much she missed him. I’m not that strict.”
Akira grinned. “Strange, isn’t it? Now that there’s no war.”
Reinhardt froze, silent. Then he changed the subject. “Hungry?”
“Eh?!” Akira’s eyes bulged.
“Do you want to eat, Akira?” Reinhardt repeated.
“Why, Rain?”
“If you’re hungry…” Reinhardt smirked. “Then go home!”
Akira’s eyes shrank to dots.
Reinhardt laughed and clapped him again. “Kidding. Stay, eat with us.”
Akira laughed too. “Since you insist, I won’t argue! Thanks!”
And they all ate together.
 

2 - THE GREAT HISTORY
 
 
 
Night had fallen. Cyan’s aunt was still there, sitting among them. They had invited her to join the table with Akira. At first she hesitated; she wasn’t used to eating with strangers, least of all a roomful of young men. But in time she relaxed. After the meal, she and Cyan toured the vast DDE mansion. It was her first time seeing it, and her delight was obvious as she marveled at every corridor and hall.
Once the aunt and nephew were off exploring, Reinhardt decided it was time to return the boys to training after their full-bellied rest.
“DDE Wielders, back to your training. By eight o’clock you’re free to do whatever you want,” he called.
“It’s about time!” Claude cheered. “I can finally warm up again!” he jogged off at once.
“That’s Claude—always chasing physical activities,” Lucky said with a grin.
“It’s fine. Later you’re free to do whatever you wish,” Reinhardt told them, smiling. “Take your time.”
“YES, SIR!” they shouted in unison and dispersed.
Butlers entered the dining hall to clear the table. Reinhardt thanked them; they answered with warm smiles. He left the hall himself—only to see Zoroaster leaning against a wall.
“Good evening, big brother…” Zoroaster said softly.
Reinhardt stopped. “Zoroaster, why are you standing there? What’s wrong?”
A short laugh. “I just remembered something… something I hope you’ll remember too.”
Reinhardt fell into thought.
“It feels like what we’ve been waiting for all these years is finally, finally close,” Zoroaster went on.
“Zoroaster?”
“Come on, brother—don’t pretend you don’t know. You’ve always known more than I do.”
“Heh. I know, Zoroaster.”
“That’s why you’re right. We have to keep training, keep preparing,” Zoroaster said, pushing off the wall. “You were right earlier: we’re only just beginning.”
Reinhardt lowered his gaze. “I’m certain now. It’s really going to happen… especially…”
Zoroaster waited.
“…especially with Kenji’s birthday so near.”
He stepped closer. “Brother, how old will he be on this birthday?”
Reinhardt met his eyes seriously. “He’ll be twenty-five.”
Zoroaster’s eyes widened. “Ah… then it’s truly close.”
Another pause. Reinhardt’s brows knit. “Oh—and I almost forgot…”
“What?”
“That’s also Genji’s birthday.”
Zoroaster laughed. “Ah, of course! The twins! I’d forgotten too, haha!”
 
In the training room, the boys were still at it.
“Hey, Kenji and Genji’s birthday’s coming up, y’see!” Clio called while practicing. “Genji, treat us to something!”
“I’ll shower you all with thunderous applause instead,” Genji shot back.
“Eh? That won’t fill us up! Take us to a five-star eat-all-you-can!” Isagani joked. “A different restaurant, okay? I’m sick of ours—and I don’t want to work!”
Genji laughed. “You’ve got it backwards. You should be treating me!”
Xandir, who had been silent, couldn’t hold back. “Genji—how old will you and Kenji be on your birthday?”
“We’ll both be twenty-five,” Genji answered.
“Nice. Two grown men,” Tyrone said.
“What? More like two old bachelors!” Shingue laughed.
But Xandir’s face had gone serious. “Twenty-five years… then it’s going to happen.”
Everyone turned at his tone.
“What’s going to happen, Xandir?” Jon asked.
“Twenty-five years…” Xandir murmured. “Soon we’ll face…”
They waited for him to finish, but he didn’t. “Just… be ready,” he said instead.
Claude strode over and seized his shirt. “What’s this about something happening at twenty-five years huh, Xandir?”
“Claude!” Clio called.
“We’re talking about the twins’ birthday and a world at peace!” Claude snapped. “Stop with your doomsday predictions!”
“You don’t understand,” Xandir said. “It’s not over…”
Claude’s temper flared. “You see the proof! This world’s at peace, isn’t it? It’s been seven years since we last fought Expland. It’s done!”
“It’s not over…”
Claude suddenly punched Xandir’s face and the prince fell on the ground.
Shingue held him back. “Bro, relax. Everything’s fine…”
“Or maybe you’re plotting something bad against us!” Claude accused. “We know you. You’re still no Explorer!”
“You don’t yet know what might happen…” Xandir said, blood now at his lip from Claude’s punch. “History repeats itself.”
The room went still.
“What do you mean?” Akira asked.
“Don’t tell me the Expland will rise again,” Genji said.
“You bastard!” Claude shouted. “Maybe you’re our next enemy!”
“No! You’re all wrong!” Xandir shouted back.
“Then admit it, Xandir!” Akira pressed. “Are you our enemy now—or still our friend?”
“You really want to know?”
“Who wouldn’t?” Claude demanded.
“Here’s the truth,” Xandir said. “Soon we’ll face something stronger than the Expland. They’re coming back.”
“Huh? Who’s ‘they’?” Tyrone asked.
At that moment Reinhardt and Zoroaster entered the training room. Reinhardt went straight to Xandir, helping the prince back to his feet. He already sensed the fight.
“DDE, do you know who the Reminescence are?” Reinhardt began. “They’re the most formidable group we’ve ever faced.”
“Reminescence?” Claude repeated. “The strongest?”
“Yes. Their warriors are unmatched—superb in combat,” Reinhardt said.
“Xandir’s one of them, isn’t he?” Lucky asked.
“Yes,” Xandir said quietly. “But I left them. My own father abused me—he’s the new king now. King Maximus X. But there was one before him…”
“Then you’re one of the strongest Reminescence yourself,” Akira pointed out. “If you’d stayed, you’d be our enemy.”
“Exactly. And now the Reminescence are who we’ll face,” Zoroaster added.
Shock rippled through the room. “The Reminescence!”
“Let me tell you the history of the Explorers and the Reminescence,” Reinhardt said, glancing at Akira. “In truth, the Pioneers are part of this too…”
“Whoa—us?” Akira blinked.
Reinhardt closed his eyes and began:
“Thirty-two years ago a war erupted between the Explorers, the Pioneers, and the Reminescence. The Reminescence were the strongest of the three—warriors so powerful even the Explorers and Pioneers could hardly stand against them.
Back then, our father, Alex Foster, dared to challenge the Reminescence, but he failed. Even with DDE’s help, they lost. The Reminescence leader was called the ‘greatest warrior of paladins’—no one could match his power. He was king of the Reminescence and the mightiest warrior alive.”
“A king and the greatest warrior at once?” Isagani asked.
“Yes. Even the finest fighters of Explorers and Pioneers could barely touch him.”
The boys nodded. “But he’s dead now, isn’t he?”
Reinhardt continued. “Even when I was born, the conflict between the three groups wasn’t over.”
“Why were they fighting?” Claude interrupted.
“As always—King Jethro’s fourteen elements. The Explorers and Pioneers fought over them, along with sacred artifacts the Explorers had taken. The Reminescence, meanwhile, sought a continent in the human world for their own territory. The Explorers and Pioneers stopped them.”
Nods all around.
“For years the Explorers and Pioneers struggled to defeat them. Then came the day our beloved mother bore the twins—Kenji and Genji. I was four when the Reminescence took me, Zoroaster, and our other sibling. When their king learned the prophesied Twins of Fate had been born, he plotted to kill them, believing the legend that the world would collapse if the twins ever stood together at the world’s horizon.
The Explorers moved to protect them. In the end they called on the Pioneers for help. Together the two groups defeated the Reminescence king. He vanished as if dead, and the world knew peace. Our father reclaimed me, Zoroaster, and our sibling from the Reminescence. The Reminescence disappeared with their king. But the Pioneers discovered the king had immortal blood—he could reanimate his soul. He revived and resumed his plan to kill the twins and claim a continent. And when he revived, the Reminescence revived with him…”
Chaos erupted again. Our father protected our mother and fled. The Pioneers defeated him once more, but he lived on as long as his soul remained. The Explorers and Pioneers no longer knew how to destroy him for good. Everyone thought there was no way to end it forever…”
No one noticed Kenji had entered until his voice cut through. “Brother… you knew all this? Why didn’t you tell us?”
“You’re awake, Kenji,” Reinhardt said softly. “You’ve been living under that Black Curse for so long…”
Kenji strode toward him. “Brother, you lied to me. Why? You knew all this.”
“I’m sorry, Kenji,” Reinhardt said. “It wasn’t yet the right time…” he drew a breath and continued. “The Explorers and Pioneers temporarily gave up against the Reminescence. Again, they took the three of us in exchange for the twins’ lives. Again the Explorers and Pioneers fought back, joined forces, and defeated the king once more. This time the Pioneers refused to let him revive again. They didn’t know how to destroy him, so they created a Great Seal—a prison for his soul.”
“Great Seal?” Shingue asked.
“A special magic of the Pioneers,” Reinhardt said. “A prison to keep the king’s soul from reanimating.”
“A prison? So the only way to stop him was to lock him away?”
“Yes. And perhaps with him, the entire Reminescence.”
“But how? Where is he sealed?” Genji asked.
Akira added, “Reinhardt, what was the name of the Reminescence king—the greatest warrior?”
Reinhardt’s expression grew serious. He looked at Kenji.
“His name… is King Maximillian of Reminescence.”
The room gasped.
“So he shares Kenji’s name?” Akira said.
Genji repeated his question. “Brother, where is he sealed now?”
Reinhardt rose. “Kenji, I have things to confess. Forgive me for keeping them. But with the great event approaching, it’s time you knew everything…”
“Brother,” Kenji said through tears. “You hid this from me. You lied…”
“Kenji. The Great Seal… is inside you.”
Gasps exploded. Kenji staggered back.
“I-It’s inside me?”
“Yes, Kenji. When you were a baby, the Pioneers made their final decision. They sealed King Maximillian inside your body. That’s why they named you Maximillian. Our mother had no choice but to accept your fate. But the Great Seal is temporary. It will break after twenty-five years—the age King Maximillian was when he was sealed. When it breaks inside you, King Maximillian will live again.”
“No…” Kenji sobbed. “That’s not true!”
“Prince Xandir and I decided to keep this from you…”
“Why?!” Kenji cried. “I’ve suffered for years—dead by day, alive by night. And now this? You could’ve told me!”
“But Kenji… do you know your seven years of torment under the Black Curse are almost over?”
“H-huh?” Kenji froze. “What do you mean?”
“When the Great Seal breaks, the Black Curse you’ve carried will break too. It will be destroyed with it,” Reinhardt said.
“You mean… the curse will finally be gone? Truly?”
“I know about the Great Seal,” Akira said. “Reinhardt’s right. It isn’t eternal. When it breaks, the Black Curse will be destroyed as well.”
“You could’ve told me earlier,” Kenji whispered. “I wouldn’t have lived under it this long…”
“You can’t break the Great Seal yourself,” Reinhardt said. “It will break on its own after twenty-five years. We’ve searched for a cure but there’s none. All we could do was let you live under it until it ends.”
Everyone was stunned by the cruel history revealed.
“Then why are some Reminescence still causing trouble now?” Akira asked. “I remember Bondore—Reminescence warriors occupied the town.”
“They’re the next generation,” Xandir explained. “We’re the second-generation Reminescence, led by my father King Maximus X. But the first-generation—the originals—are sealed inside Kenji.”
“That’s why,” Zoroaster said grimly. “On the twins’ birthday the most powerful group of all—the Reminescence—will live again. Including their ‘greatest warrior,’ King Maximillian…”
Kenji fell to his knees. “Brother, can we stop the Seal from breaking, so they won’t return?”
Akira’s voice turned solemn. “Kenji, if it were up to you… would you rather live under that curse forever to keep them imprisoned?”
Kenji couldn’t answer. He didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t decide.
 

3 - THE PREPARATION
 
 
 
Days passed, and at last the eve of Kenji and Genji’s birthday arrived. The Explorers had just finished their training when Kenji awoke at six in the evening. He too practiced, determined to master his element, before retreating to his room with his twin.
“Tomorrow’s the main event, brother—especially for you,” Genji said quietly. “We thought it was all over. But now I understand why Reinhardt once told us that everything was only beginning. Now I see why…”
Kenji sat in silence, saying nothing.
“The good news is, that curse will finally vanish from you tomorrow,” Genji went on. “But the price is another battle… another war.”
Kenji thought for a long moment, then spoke. “Genji, did Reinhardt ever say, when he told the story, who gave me the name Maximillian?”
“As I recall, the Pioneers were the ones who sealed the Reminescence inside you. That’s why they named you Maximillian. So most likely it was they who gave you that name.”
“Are all the Reminescence sealed inside me? Or only King Maximillian?”
“From Reinhardt’s story, it was King Maximillian himself who was bound within you. And when he vanished, the entire Reminescence disappeared with him. I remember Reinhardt’s words: ‘When he revived, the Reminescence revived with him…’”
“Then tomorrow, when their ‘greatest warrior in history’ is released, the Reminescence will rise again. Isn’t that right?”
Genji bowed his head. “I—I don’t know. Only time will tell.”
 
Outside in the Green Leaf Garden, Tyrone spotted Lucky kneeling among the shrubs, talking to the plants.
“Lucky, what are you doing out here?” Tyrone asked.
“These plants wanted to send their greetings to the twins on their twenty-fifth birthday tomorrow,” Lucky replied cheerfully.
“You can talk to plants?”
“Didn’t you know, Tyrone? I’ve recently discovered a strange ability—I can talk to plants and animals!”
Tyrone’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”
“I mastered this only after years of training. I can hear trees and flowers… even animals.”
“What about the wind?”
“No, I can’t hear them. Maybe Cyan can.”
Tyrone tried it himself, whispering to the blossoms, “Pssst, guys. Tomorrow we’re throwing a party. Lots of guests. UE, EUE…”
The garden stayed silent.
“Hmph. I don’t believe you, Lucky. They’re not answering me.”
“You’re wrong, Tyrone. They did answer. They said they’re excited to see the guests tomorrow.”
“Really now? They said that?”
“And they added that you can’t hear them because you’re not a Time Wielder.”
“Want me to take you to a healer, Lucky?”
Lucky laughed. “Shut up.”
 
Meanwhile, Kenji had just finished an online chat with Percy and Tadteo on his laptop when Reinhardt entered.
“How are you, Kenji?”
Kenji closed the screen with a sigh. “I was just talking to Percy and Tadteo. I miss them so much. It’s been forever since we were together,” he pulled a photo from his pocket—himself with Percy and Tadteo. “They wished me a happy birthday. They want to come here tomorrow.”
Reinhardt only smiled, until Kenji asked another question. “Brother, do you know exactly what time the Great Seal will break tomorrow?”
Reinhardt stroked his chin. “I’m not certain. But expect the release of the Reminescence king sometime tomorrow.”
Kenji lowered his head, nerves flickering across his face. Reinhardt noticed and tried to change the subject.
“Kenji, what if we bring Percy and Tadteo here, to live with us? Then you’d have them at your side every day.”
Kenji looked up in surprise. “Wait—you can do that?”
“Of course.”
Kenji’s face lit up with joy. “Wow! Thank you, brother! Percy and Tadteo will be thrilled when I tell them!”
“Hah, why didn’t I think of that sooner?”
“Exactly! You should’ve done it long ago!”
“I must’ve forgotten you even had pets, hahaha!”
Kenji laughed. “I remember Percy once told me it was my mission to look after him and Tadteo no matter what. And it was Ninang Vanice who gave them to me.”
“Then tell them to pack their things. Tomorrow, when they arrive at DDE, they won’t be going back to UE.”
“Yes!” Kenji cheered. “I’ll call them right away!”
Then he paused, frowning. “Brother?”
“Yes, Kenji?”
“I don’t know what I’m feeling right now. I’m happy… but also afraid.”
“You’re happy because the Black Curse will finally end. And afraid, because the Reminescence will rise again. Am I right?”
“Y-Yes…”
“We’ve trained long and hard. Surely we’re ready. All we need is preparation.”
“But you said yourself, they’re stronger than Expland. You said their warriors are the most skilled, led by a king called the ‘greatest warrior in history.’ That means they’ll be the next we face—seven years after we defeated Expland.”
“Yes. The Reminescence are far more powerful than Expland. That’s why I’ll order everyone to prepare tonight, and especially tomorrow.”
“And you, brother? Are you ready?”
“I’ve known this day would come. I’ve been preparing for it all my life.”
Kenji smiled. “Hahaha, I admire you. Then let’s keep this secret between us. Let everyone else discover it tomorrow.”
“As you wish.”
“Brother… it’s been so long since I’ve seen the morning sun…”
“Perhaps tomorrow… you will.”
“Then I’ll prepare as well!”
 
In the DDE hall, Shiela called out to Genji. “Hey, Genji! Tomorrow my husband and I have gifts for you. And of course one for Kenji, too!”
“Hehe, what could they be?”
“Secret! You’ll see tomorrow!”
Claude came over. “Hey, are we having a party tomorrow?”
“Of course!” Aaron said. “Remember Marion’s birthday? We had a party then too!”
“Every Explorer who has a birthday gets a party,” Shiela said firmly.
“My wife heard UE and EUE are coming tomorrow,” her husband added. “Lots of guests.”
“What? Really?!” Claude exclaimed.
“Of course!” Aaron grinned. “Everyone’s invited!”
Claude and Genji exchanged glances.
“What are you two looking at?”
“Ah, nothing!” Genji said quickly, scratching his head.
“All the more gifts for you both,” Shiela teased.
The two exchanged another glance.
“Genji! Claude!” Shiela scolded with hands on her hips.
“Ah—yes, yes!” they said together, sighing.
 
Later, Reinhardt asked Kenji, “Do you know what your true name was meant to be?”
“Um… Kenji?”
“No, that’s only your nickname.”
“Maximillian? But Mother only borrowed that from King Maximillian.”
“Not that either.”
“What then?”
Reinhardt met his eyes and smiled.
“Gromete.”
“G-Gromit?”
“No—Gromete.”
“Gro… mete?” Kenji repeated, aghast. “That’s terrible!”
“That’s the name our parents planned for you while she was pregnant. Genji was to be ‘Denver,’ and you were to be ‘Gromete.’”
“Ugh, it sounds awful. Like some kind of bad pun.”
“Hahaha, is that so? So you’d rather have Maximillian?”
“Not exactly. I just grew up as Kenji.”
“You’re right,” Reinhardt said with a sigh. “Even I’m used to calling you Kenji now, more than Maximillian.”
 
In the DDE kitchen, Tyrone and Isagani were already preparing dishes for tomorrow.
“Isagani, I think Lucky’s lost it,” Tyrone muttered while chopping. “He’s still out there talking to plants.”
“That’s because he was blessed with a gift we don’t have,” Isagani replied, dicing garlic. “Pass me that clove.”
Tyrone handed it over. “Unfair, isn’t it?”
“He was given that gift through his element. That’s all.”
“Only him?”
Isagani paused, lifted his palms, and chanted, “Light of Goodness, grant me a blessing today… I ask you for… more garlic!”
A second later, dozens of cloves rained down from a burst of light, scattering across the kitchen floor.
“Whoa!” Tyrone cried. “How did you do that? We’ve got garlic for a year now!”
“This is the ‘power of a lifetime!’” Isagani declared.
“Our power?”
“Just mine, really,” he admitted with a grin.
“And what exactly is that gift?” Tyrone asked, envious.
“I too was given a rare ability no other Element Wielder has. I can make any wish—within the limits of my element. But only once a day.”
Tyrone nearly pouted. “If it were me, I’d wish for meals every day so we wouldn’t have to cook!”
“Sorry, Tyrone. I won’t abuse my gift. A blessing loses its meaning if you spoil it.”
“If I had it, I’d be wishing every day! Money, riches…”
Isagani sighed as he gathered the scattered cloves. “Then that only proves you’re not worthy to handle such a gift.”
“What?!”
“Be content with what you have,” Isagani said simply, and returned to chopping.
Tyrone frowned. “Do you think all of us Element Wielders have unique gifts?”
“Why? Haven’t you discovered yours yet?”
Tyrone thought hard, mixing ingredients. “I don’t think I’ve found anything yet…”
Isagani only gave him a quiet look.
 
Back with Kenji. Claude had joined Reinhardt to check on him.
“Tomorrow’s the last day we keep this secret from the others,” Reinhardt told him with a smile.
“Yeah,” Claude said. “They’ve all wondered why your birthdays have always been celebrated at seven at night. And tomorrow it’ll be seven again, haha!”
“Because only then am I alive,” Kenji said simply. “But tomorrow… it’ll be the last. After that, our birthdays can be in the morning again.”
“You’re right. But tomorrow we must be ready. When the Seal breaks, things could get chaotic,” Reinhardt warned.
“Let’s just hope King Maximillian doesn’t ruin the main event,” Claude muttered. “Maybe another time.”
“Reinhardt, do you know what exact time he’ll appear?” Kenji asked again.
“No idea,” Reinhardt sighed. “But whatever happens, during the party we must keep our weapons ready. Quietly, so the guests don’t panic.”
“And if the Seal breaks before then?” Claude asked anxiously. “Shouldn’t we warn everyone now?”
“No, Claude,” Reinhardt said firmly. “Stay alert, but don’t ruin the joy tomorrow.”
“But there’ll still be chaos, won’t there?”
“Perhaps. But no matter what happens, the celebration will go on. Until the moment we must fight. Then—and only then—will we stop,” he looked at Kenji. “Especially you, Kenji.”
Kenji lowered his gaze. “Umm…”
“When the Reminescence king emerges, then we’ll end the festivities. Until then, the show must go on.”
 
 
An hour later, Kenji stepped out of his room for air—and stopped, stunned.
“Whoa…” he whispered. The mansion had been transformed, decorated from end to end for tomorrow’s celebration.
He saw Cyan and his aunt arranging tables, placing white roses in vases.
“Good evening, Kenji!” Cyan greeted warmly.
“Good evening, Cyan,” Kenji smiled back. “Thanks for all your hard work. Oh—and,” he pulled Cyan aside, away from his aunt. “Cyan, do you know what’s really happening tomorrow?”
“You mean the party?”
“No. I mean… with me.”
“Oh, that,” Cyan nodded knowingly. “Clio told me days ago. Good luck to us all tomorrow. Especially you.”
Kenji nodded. “Let’s hope there’s no battle tomorrow.”
“The party starts at seven again?”
“Yes. But next time—mornings only, Cyan.”
“Hehe. I’m glad for you. At last, your curse will be gone after almost seven years.”
“Thank you, Cyan.”
They paused, catching the scent of cooking drifting in from the kitchen.
“That’ll be Tyrone and Isagani,” Cyan said. “They’re making the feast. Smells amazing.”
“Mmm. I’ll leave you to your work then,” Kenji said, smiling. “Thanks for everything. Soon it’ll be dawn again, and I’ll need to rest. I’ll check on the others. Just remember: tomorrow, stay cautious. But until then—” he looked toward the hall, lit for the celebration—“the show must go on.”
 

4 - REBIRTH OF KING MAXIMILLIAN
 
 
 
The following morning.
At six o’clock, all the Element Wielders sat watch over Kenji’s lifeless body. Every single one of them was awake, gathered around where he lay. They guarded him carefully in case the Great Seal broke earlier than expected—the very seal that, for twenty-five years, had imprisoned and suppressed the rebirth of the strongest warrior in history: King Maximillian.
They sat cross-legged in silence, their eyes fixed on Kenji. After a while, someone nudged Genji. It was Shingue.
“Happy birthday to you and Kenji,” Shingue said with a smile.
“Thanks, Shingue,” Genji smiled back. “The party starts tonight at seven.”
“Maybe guests will start arriving around three?” Claude asked.
“Percy and Tadteo said they’ll be here by noon,” Reinhardt explained. “Kenji told me last night before he went back to sleep. And this time, they’ll be staying with us for good.”
“Great,” Lucky grinned. “Finally.”
Jon leaned closer to Reinhardt. “Rain, do you still remember what King Maximillian looked like back then?”
“Not too clearly,” Reinhardt admitted. “I only recall that his hair reached his waist—and it was pure gold.”
“He was tall,” Xandir added gravely. “All Reminescence warriors shared the same physical features, though their faces differed. Their hair was always long, and they wore warrior armors.”
“That’s right,” Reinhardt agreed. “Their armors and hair were alike, though each face was different.”
“Yes,” Xandir nodded. “Every Reminescence warrior has long hair of the same golden hue. Their armors, however, vary in color depending on their strength, rank, or class.”
“What about you, Xandir?” Clio asked, studying his hair. “I mean, you do have the long golden hair, y’see. Nice!”
“There are only three classes,” Xandir explained solemnly. “Third Class is Bronze. Second Class is Silver. And First Class is Gold. The class of the warrior determines the color of their armor.”
“What class were you?” Clio pressed.
Xandir hesitated. “It’s embarrassing… but I was only Bronze Class.”
“That doesn’t matter,” Cyan said quickly. “To us, you’re still the best, Xandir.”
“King Maximillian was the strongest of all,” Xandir went on. “So he was Gold Class. He wore pure, shining golden armor. I was only two years old when I last saw him. I was too young to understand—but even then, I could feel his immense power.”
An hour passed. Still, nothing happened. Finally, Reinhardt decided they should stop keeping vigil over Kenji’s body. They were simply tiring themselves out waiting.
“See you later,” they told one another as they rose.
The heroes returned to help prepare the mansion for the party. Excitement and nervousness were written across their faces. Before long, the first visitors from UE began arriving. Claude greeted them warmly.
In the kitchen, Zoroaster peeked in and saw Tyrone and Isagani at work. “So, what have you two cooked this time?” he asked, eyes gleaming at the aromas drifting through the air.
“This,” Isagani declared proudly. “Is Kare-kare—beef simmered in peanut sauce, a Filipino delicacy. You’ll want to add bagoong (shrimp paste) to bring out the flavor.”
“Otherwise, it’s bland?” Zoroaster asked.
“Yes—it tastes strongly of peanuts otherwise. And I know Claude loves beef, so this is perfect. And here—another Filipino dish: Pork Sinigang with tamarind broth!”
Zoroaster’s mouth watered as he stared at the dishes.
“And of course,” Tyrone added. “We made Chicken Caldereta (Philippine stew) and Pork Menudo (Philippine pork stew) with potatoes. Someone else is baking the twins’ cakes, and Isagani and I also ordered native rice cakes for Reinhardt, plus a whole roasted pig, Leche Flan (condensed milk pudding), and Halo-halo (Philippine dessert).”
Zoroaster nearly wept with hunger. “H-Halo-halo? That’s my favorite…”
By noon, Percy, Tadteo, and the rest of the UE arrived. The two animals leapt out of the vehicle first, clutching gifts for Kenji and Genji. Their companions followed with more presents.
“Mashter! Mashter, I can hug you again, mashter!” Percy cried, dashing inside to find Kenji—but Shingue intercepted him.
“Percy, long time no see,” Shingue said, hugging Percy and Tadteo. “So many gifts! But Kenji’s still asleep. Genji’s in the hall.”
The animals exchanged looks, then groaned. “Asleep again?”
“Yes,” Lucky explained quickly. “Too excited last night—he couldn’t sleep.”
“Every birthday he’sh alwaysh ashleep!” Percy stomped his feet. “I’ve come sheven timesh now, and every time he’sh shleeping!”
“He’ll wake soon,” Cyan said. “Be patient.”
“Haaahhh… Fine,” Lucky sighed. “Next year will be different, promise.”
But Percy and Tadteo both pouted. “It’s his habit already!” Tadteo said.
At three, more guests from UE and EUE arrived—Margot and Vamir. Reinhardt greeted them at the mansion door, shaking hands. Margot blushed and immediately threw her arms around him.
“Ohhh, my beloved Reinhardt—I see you again!” Margot cried dramatically.
“Ah, Margot,” Reinhardt blushed as well. “P-Please, come inside.”
Vamir scowled. “You witch! Control yourself! Rain is the leader of DDE now—show some respect!”
“Treat me the same as before,” Reinhardt said with a calm smile, still in Margot’s embrace. “I don’t want to be placed above anyone. We are equals.”
Margot swooned. “I just want to see you every day, my Reinhardt… Haaaay…”
Vamir pinched her ear and dragged her inside by force.
Inside, the new guests greeted Genji, then asked after Kenji. Genji explained he had stepped out and would return before the party. Believing him, they gave their gifts and mingled with the DDE.
By now the hall was filling with wrapped presents of all sizes, stacked upon a long table. The bakers had finished the twin cakes—each topped with twenty-five candles and the words “Happy Birthday”.
Meanwhile, in the kitchen, Isagani and Tyrone sampled Zoroaster’s Palabok noodles.
“Wow, Zoroaster—I never thought you could cook like this. I thought you only forged weapons, hahaha!” Isagani teased.
Zoroaster blushed under his apron. “I’m not even sure if it tastes good…”
Tyrone twirled a strand with his fork, eyes closed as he tasted it slowly. He chewed with great seriousness.
“Well? How is it?” Isagani pressed.
Tyrone opened his eyes. “…It’s okay.”
That was all he said.
 
At exactly six in the evening, Kenji awoke once more. Claude and Genji were waiting beside him with cymbals in hand.
“Happy birthday, Kenji!” they shouted as the cymbals clashed.
Kenji laughed and hugged his twin. “Happy twenty-fifth to us both, brother. At last… tomorrow, I’ll finally see the morning sun again.”
“You’re right, brother. You’re right.”
Kenji rose, grabbed a towel. “I’m taking a quick shower. One hour to go before the party begins.”
“Percy and Tadteo are waiting outside,” Claude teased. “They said they’ll scold you when they see you—because you’re always asleep!”
Kenji laughed. “Is that so?”
“Brother,” Genji asked. “How’s the Seal? Has it broken yet?”
Kenji pressed a hand to his chest. “I just woke up. I don’t feel anything yet… no idea when it will happen.”
He looked at them both. “Go on, I’ll wash quickly. Soon I’ll face everyone.”
 
By seven, more Explorers had arrived. The party began—and it was grander than the twins had ever imagined.
The theme was traditional: the men in Barong Tagalog, the women in Filipiniana gowns. Music filled the hall. Dancers swirled beneath chandeliers, while others sat at tables watching.
Kenji and Genji sat in their “hot seats,” dressed in Barong as well. Beside Kenji were Percy and Tadteo, clapping at the spectacle. Then Kenji stood suddenly, pulled Percy by the paw, and led him to the floor.
“Come on, Percy—let’s dance!” Kenji grinned.
“Mashter wantsh to danche with a male cat!” Percy yowled, but allowed himself to be dragged, and they danced to everyone’s delight.
Reinhardt watched from the side, his fellow Element Wielders beside him, all in Barong as well.
“Kenji looks so happy,” Lucky said. “His curse is finally ending.”
But though they smiled, their eyes were sharp. Their weapons lay hidden, ready. Akira stood with them too, equally watchful.
“When his movements change, we act,” Reinhardt warned. “Pull him aside. Be ready.”
The feast had begun as well. Tyrone, Isagani, and Zoroaster’s dishes lined the tables. Guests ate merrily. The Wielders, however, had already eaten earlier. They did not let their guard drop.
“Perhaps we should’ve held the party outside,” Cyan muttered. “Safer that way.”
“At last I’ll see King Maximillian,” Akira said grimly. “And face a new enemy.”
“How is it possible he carries immortal blood?” Shingue wondered. “If he’s reborn, must we create another Great Seal?”
“The Seal only imprisoned his soul temporarily,” Akira explained. “It cannot kill him.”
“Then what’s the only way to destroy him for good?” Isagani asked nervously.
“We don’t know,” Reinhardt admitted. “We’ll see.”
At ten, the host called Kenji and Genji forward to blow out their candles. They approached their cakes as the hall erupted into song.
“Happy birthday to you… Happy birthday to you…”
Genji wished silently, blew out his candles, and applause followed.
Then came Kenji’s turn. He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them again. He did not blow. The hall fell silent.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Kenji said, smiling. “Forgive me—but may I share aloud my only wish?”
The crowd nodded.
Kenji closed his eyes again. “My one wish is this: From tomorrow until the end, let me see the beauty of the sun and the morning again. Let me once more behold the light of this world, and end this long suffering.”
Confusion rippled through the guests—they did not understand his strange request.
Kenji opened his eyes, leaned forward, and blew. The candles went dark—and in the same instant, his entire body blazed with light.
The guests gasped. The Wielders stiffened. The glow intensified.
“The Great Seal—it’s breaking!” Reinhardt cried. “Everyone, prepare! King Maximillian is about to be reborn!”
Genji rushed forward but Kenji stopped him. “Don’t worry, brother… I’ll be fine. Just step back.”
Reinhardt called, “Close in! Once he emerges, be ready!”
The Wielders moved. The guests backed away in panic. Percy and Tadteo froze, mouths open.
Kenji remained seated, eyes shut, as golden light burst from his body. Energy spun into the air.
“There!” Reinhardt shouted, pointing as the light rose to the second floor.
“It went upstairs!” Xandir yelled. “Follow it!”
“But more are coming out!” Akira cried. “I thought only Maximillian was sealed inside him?!”
Reinhardt’s eyes narrowed. “I knew it… The entire Reminescence were sealed with him!”
The Explorers who had come as guests—still dressed in Barong and gowns—instinctively drew weapons of their own, ready to fight.
The glow finally ebbed. Kenji slumped, eyes opening weakly. Genji helped him to his feet.
“They’re free now,” Kenji whispered. “The Seal is broken.”
Reinhardt’s gaze lifted to the staircase, where the last golden radiance had vanished upward.
“No doubt,” Xandir said grimly. “That was King Maximillian himself.”
 

5 - THE GREAT PALADIN’S REINCARNATION
 
 
 
The hall fell silent. Everyone held their weapons tightly, ears straining, eyes darting everywhere, waiting for any sign of the Reminescence.
Reinhardt’s group of Element Wielders stood on guard, their gazes sweeping every corner, alert to the faintest sound.
Five tense minutes passed—yet nothing. No attack. No movement. No presence.
Kenji was the first to break the silence.
“My friends, I’ll go upstairs… alone. Don’t follow me yet,” he said firmly. “Don’t worry. I’ll be safe.”
“But Kenji, we’re certain King Maximillian is up there—and it’s too dangerous!” Reinhardt protested.
Kenji smiled. “Brother, I’m twenty-five years old now. I know what I’m doing. Everything will be fine.”
“And what if he strikes you first?” Claude argued.
“Then wait. Let me go alone. If I don’t return quickly, then follow—but only the Element Wielders.”
He turned to the guests. “Everyone else—see? Nothing happened after all. Please, continue the party for me and Genji.”
Reinhardt’s eyes softened, though his worry remained. “Kenji, be careful. If that’s your choice, we’ll respect it. But be cautious—King Maximillian is strong, beyond measure. If you need us, we’ll be here.”
Kenji nodded. “He hasn’t shown any intent to strike yet. I’ll check alone,” he glanced at the staircase. “Thank you, brother,” then, facing the crowd, he added with a smile, “Please enjoy the celebration. Thank you so much for
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