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  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.




  
    
      Dedications
    
  


  This is for my best friend and husband, Ash.


  
    For my Ottōsan—rest easy.
  


  For my Okāsan.


  For my Onésan.


  



  
    For all the ride-or-die brothers and sisters: to hell with anyone that calls your closeness “weird.”
    Affection isn’t romance. Too many people don’t understand it. Their loss. Hold tight.
  


  



  
    And for the men who know real brotherhood: same deal. Deep friendship isn’t gay.
    Don’t dim your bond to ease someone else’s insecurity. That’s on them.
  


  



  
    Ultimately, I dedicate this book to myself. I claimed my right to create—no permission,
    no compromise, and no fear of disapproval. I made this because I needed to.
    I finished it because I could.
  




  
    
      A Brief History of the Divergence
    
  


  
    
      1775. The Thirteen Colonies rose in rebellion against the crown. By 1783, their victory had redrawn the map of the New World. Not only did they secure independence, but their neighboring northern colonies joined them, forging a new nation:
    
    United America
    .
  


  
    
      Europe’s kings shuddered at the news. Britain, humiliated, lobbied its rivals—France, Spain, Austria, Prussia—to prevent another continent from rising in revolt. Catherine the Great seized the moment, calling for a
    
    Pan-European Congress
     in Vienna.
  


  
    
      By 1787, Russia and the Germanic powers presented themselves as the
    
    shield of monarchy
    
      , while Catherine proposed the
    
    League of Crowns
    
      , a defensive pact against republicanism. Britain, still licking its wounds, reluctantly joined. In 1790, France began to spiral out of control. German troops, backed by Russian forces, marched into Paris, crushing the revolution instantly.
    
  


  
    
      Between 1790 and 1795, with France humbled and monarchists back in power, Russia and the Germanic states emerged as the true powers in Europe. Naturally, Scandinavia was folded into Greater Germania. Propaganda spread across the continent:
    
    “Better one Dominion than a thousand revolutions.”
    
      By 1800, the
    
    Dominion of Europe
     (DOE)
    
      was official—an empire in all but name, led by Russia and Germania.
    
  


  
    
      Meanwhile, in the East,
    
    Nihon
    
      rose decades ahead of schedule, unifying its fractured feudal clans. News of United America shocked the region. A whole continent, united through sheer will—if Europe feared it, so too must Asia. The Nihonese leadership reached out first to Korea and the Ryukyu Kingdom, then to China, arguing that only solidarity could keep the West at bay.
    
  


  
    From 1785 onward, Mongolia, restless under Qing oversight, saw opportunity in Nihon’s disciplined armies and modernized strategy. A Nihonese envoy met with the Mongol khans on the steppes in 1787, offering technology, trade benefits, and protection. Mongolia agreed, providing elite cavalry, reconnaissance, and control over the northern frontier—a strategic buffer and rapid-response force.
  


  
    
      By 1790, the
    
    Eastern Alliance
    
      had begun to coalesce. Nihon commanded the seas and strategy, China lent economic might, Korea, Vietnam, and other smaller states contributed manpower and ports. Mongolia’s warriors ensured mobility and frontier security. Propaganda spread:
    
    “From the northern steppes to the southern seas, the East stands together under the Rising Sun.”
  


  
    
      
        Over time, United America promised the Latin countries safety from the DOE’s monarchism. South America joined United America. The DOE orchestrated an earlier and more coordinated colonization of Africa (1820s–1860s) as a unified European project. Thus, Africa became part of the DOE.
      
    
  


  
    Australia, being a penal colony, was unwanted and looked down upon by the Brits, yet DOE Britain kept dumping the “undesirables” and draining their resources. The Eastern Alliance saw potential and presented them with opportunity and freedom from the DOE. New Zealand, ever the little brother. Tough luck, DOE.
  


  
    Three titans. One world. Welcome to 1986.
  






  
    Prologue
  




 

  Western United America, New Coast City, Lancaster District 


  Year 1986, Month 11, Day 25 


  An ambulance’s wail pierced the heavy night air. Inside, an unconscious girl in her late teens lay strapped to a stretcher, her burned arms streaked with soot, blood soaking the sheets. A paramedic worked frantically, his eyes darting between monitors and her pale face as he fitted a respirator. Urgent beeps escalated, machines blaring warnings.


  “Fuck! Move faster—no titanium needles left!” he shouted, pressing on her chest. The driver swerved through New Coast’s filthy, grimy, neon-lit streets, eyes flicking to the rearview mirror.


  “We’re too far out,” she called. “Bot, summon a Med-droid.”


  The Nav-Bot’s mechanical voice crackled. “Med-droid confirmed. Left at the next intersection.” It ejected, floating to the cabin, plugging into the equipment to stabilize the girl’s slipping IV.


  Her clenched hand loosened. A dark crystal pendant, its broken rose gold chain, slid from her fingers to the floor. “Administering adrenaline, 3cc,” the Nav-Bot intoned.


  Her red eyes snapped open, wild with fear. She thrashed, limbs unsteady, as a tactile drone smashed through the ambulance’s rear door. Tangled in wires, she was flung onto the pavement, pain searing through her. Ripping out the IV, she ran into the dim streets, heart pounding.


  A black Rolls-Royce slowed beside the wreck, its albino android driver scanning blood trails. The passenger’s voice dripped boredom as he ordered, “Follow her.” He loosened the collar of his rich purple shirt and black tie, then smoothed out his black vest.


  The girl stumbled into a park, breath ragged, hand clutching her chest where her pendant should’ve been. “Shit! It’s gone!” she gasped. Drones buzzed closer. The Executrons surrounded her—their faceless, lithe forms moved with smooth, eerily perfect precision. Her knees buckled, red sparks flickering weakly at her fingertips—Hakaizen, pure and volatile. She lifted her hands. Her scowl and fiery eyes blazed as the last act of defiance against the odds as the luxury car’s headlights loomed.


  The passenger watched, a faint smile curling his lips. His eyes, hidden behind tinted glasses, widened as he watched. A blinding red-white burst erupted like a bomb, Hakaizen consuming the park in a searing flash. “Beautiful,” he murmured. 




  ACT I


  Ōbaitori


  

    [image: Image]
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    I Didn't Forget
  




  Western United America, Town of Summerville


  Year 1986, Month 4, Day 4


  “Fucking Hak!” A random, teenage boy yelled at Faloray and pushed her into her locker.


  Faloray fought the stubborn combination, ignoring the slur with ease; she didn’t have time for this shit—she was late for class. Her ruby eyes scanned the hall, making sure no one watched. A lock of her long, deep-brown hair slipped into her round, slightly heart-shaped face. She wiped her clammy palms on her ripped black jeans covered in band patches and continued to fumble with her stubborn lock. Depeche Mode’s “People are People” banged from a nearby boombox, fluorescent lights flickering over teased bangs, mullets, leather, and acid-washed jeans. The air reeked of hairspray, shitty cologne, and cheap cigarettes.


  Her narrow shoulders, bare and hunched defensively, leaned closer with a determined scowl, the sleeves of her bright red shirt deliberately ripped off. A faint red glow sparked beneath her hands. Come on, she thought, as she shook her head with disappointment at the sound of a Hakaiyan boy punching the human boy who had pushed her into the locker. 


  From her hands, a sharp hiss and a loud clank, the lock snapped, smoke curling from it. “Yes!” she hissed, fangs flashing, grabbed her history book, and slammed the locker shut. No time to hang. She sprinted to class, mentally groaning at the thought of the office stop after history—another damn lock to replace. 


   


  The final bell screeched as Faloray leaned against the office doorframe and tucked a lock of her straight hair behind her elfish ear. The secretary slid a new lock across the counter, eyes flat. “They’d break it anyway,” she commented, her gaze returned to her boxy computer’s green text.


  Faloray grazed her small, acorn-shaped horns. Still not shedding. Baby horns on an adult. She sighed, half-grinning as she explained, “Tryna graduate early, get outta this dead-end town.” 


   


  Her strappy biker boots bit the gravel in the smoke pit, her eyes snagging on two boxy black cars by the bike racks. She quickened her pace.


  Gunner stood out instantly, all 6’2” of athletic confidence, his pale blond mullet framing his chiseled, pretty-boy face. His worn leather vest, patched with faded band logos, hung loosely over an electric blue T-shirt with ripped sleeves, showcasing his old-school sailor tattoo covering his arms. Leopard-print pants hung low and tight, a studded white belt glinting in the sun. Scuffed white high-tops grounded his metal attire; his kohl-lined, blue puppy eyes were bright with certainty.


  A charming smirk plastered on his face when he spotted Faloray. Her red Civil Rage shirt clung to her delicate frame, and her black studded belt accentuated her curves as her hips gently swayed.


  “Lor!” he called, cigarette dangling from his lips, his voice slicing through the noise. He tossed his head, wavy mullet catching the sunlight.


  “Gun!” Faloray grinned as she launched herself for a chummy hug. “What happened?”


  Gunner slowly released her, his fingers lingering on her bare arms for a split second. His eyes narrowed at the vehicles. “Heard some Hakaiyan got caught using Hakaizen during a fight,” he paused and lightly flicked his straight nose with his thumb, faintly creasing his defined bridge for a moment.


  Faloray pinched her smooth bridge. Hakaizen—the destructive power coursing through Hakaiyan blood—could be a gift or a curse. “Man, all these Hakaiyans need to chill, tired of getting lumped into this shit.” At barely 5’3”, she had to tilt her head up to meet his gaze, a familiar gesture intrinsic from childhood thanks to her tall, older brother.


  His gaze darkened. “I don’t blame them for getting pissed off, but is getting arrested worth it?” His eyes flickered to Faloray. His ears flushed pink against his pale skin as his gaze lingered on her lips before drifting to her soft, upturned nose, then back to the waiting Intergalactic Policing Agency cars.


  Faloray scowled. “I don’t think they understand that humans’re scared of us—of our abilities, and fighting back with fists is only fueling their fear.”


  “And fear turns to hate. Hakaizen’s no different than hands, anything can be a weapon,” Gunner added and rubbed his square chin.


  “Hate isn’t the cause of racism—it’s taught. If it were fear, you, Bonna, and so many humans wouldn’t bother talking to me and the Hakaiyans. Most’re just curious because we’re different—it goes both ways.” Faloray shrugged.


  “Doesn’t help when the news fixates on pissed off Hakaiyans that happened to be in a shitty situation. That’s the narrative they wanna spread, right? Hate is taught.” His puppy eyes softened. 


  “To be fair, the Hakaiyans are handing them plenty of opportunities for the news to catch those moments, too,” she acknowledged.


  “You’re doing it right, Lor, leading by example.” He softly smirked; he loved these debates with her.


  “I try,” she sighed. “Us? Human and Hakaiyan as friends? We’re basically rebels for peace.” Her pointed ear twitched as the sleek surveillance drones hummed overhead.


  Running a hand through his wavy mullet, he asked, “Ready to blow this joint?” Gunner’s mischievous smirk returned with his pretty-boy swagger.


  “Hell yeah! Let’s roll!” Faloray shoved him playfully, her fangy grin wide as they headed for his blue and white ‘59 Cadillac. The engine rumbled, but not as loud as Crazy Lixx’s “It’s You”—picked by Gunner. As she laughed, her voice belted the lyrics. Gunner kept glancing at Faloray as he sang with her. He had moved to New Coast after graduating early, but their friendship held strong, an unbreakable link through the chaos.


  Faloray grinned at the thought of graduating. Freedom’s just around the corner. New Coast was calling her name. The music scene, the lively, skeezy streets at night, and aviation school—she could almost taste it. 


   


  At home, Lyfa worked at the counter, her petite frame draped in permed, raven waves. Nestled in her waves, a pair of delicate, antler-like, with single basal tine horns crowned her head. Strawberry shortcake’s scent mingled with perfume. Bonna leaned against the counter on the other side, flipping a cassette, bangles jingling.


  “Hey, Bonna-fied!” Faloray hollered, floating into the kitchen, Gunner trailing. Lyfa looked up, flour dusting her hands, her ruby eyes warm.


  “Lor!” Bonna hugged her. She stood a svelte height of 5’7”—not counting her sky-high teased blonde hair—her wholesome appeal complete with jeans and a forest green sweater. “You’re late!” she teased. Faloray grinned with her tongue between her teeth, swatting her arm. 


  “Hi, Ray!” Lyfa called, her ageless beauty striking as ever—looking no older than twenty, with fair skin warmed by olive undertones, high cheekbones, and a soft smile that concealed her fangs. Her pastel apron, smudged with flour, softened her elegant presence.


  “Aya, Oka’no!” Faloray hailed back in Hakaiyan.


  Lyfa eyed Gunner, her eyes guarded but warm. “Gun, didn’t know you were in town.”


  “Mrs. Tsurugi,” Gunner greeted with a nervous smile, meeting her ruby gaze. “Yeah, we’re touring again, figured we’d play here—no charge,” Gunner explained, standing taller, respectful towards Faloray’s mother. “Paying homage to the hometown.”


  “I can’t wait to see Civil Rage, heard their shows are wild!” Faloray’s husky voice was full of pride, effortlessly floating in the kitchen. 


  Lyfa couldn't help but give a disapproving smile. She hadn’t warmed to Gunner at first, remembering when Faloray introduced him at barely fifteen, while Faloray herself was only thirteen. Despite her reservations, she had come to accept that Gunner had good intentions, and over the years, he’d grown on her. She had to admit, he had a way of making Faloray happy. She could feel it in her horns.


  “And how are things in your life, Bonna?” Lyfa asked as she turned to the lovely blonde girl who’d been close with Faloray over the last four years.


  “Busy, school and work. And boyfriend now,” Bonna giggled and grinned, green eyes lighting up with mischievous joy.


  “Yeah, she’s dating Spencer in our grade—the one with the dimples and curly brown hair. He’s really sweet,” Faloray added warmly with approval, knowing Bonna’s boyfriend had been kind to her dear friend.


  Three sharp knocks on the door cut through the chatter. Lyfa’s expression shifted into a frown. Her pointed ears twitched briefly with unease. She moved around the group and made her way to the door, while the others stayed in the kitchen, out of sight. 


  Faloray’s doe eyes widened, feeling a distinct jolt through her baby horns. Nix. The sensation she hadn’t felt in five long years—yet he was here. Her brother, twelve years her senior, was at the door. Her heart pounded as the urge to fly to the door and into his long arms was overwhelming. But she wasn’t ready—not after he had left to join a criminal organization when she was thirteen and he, almost twenty-five, left her behind. Her eyes hardened. She clenched her fist, composing herself, and focused on Bonna at her side, chatting away. 


  Gunner’s perceptive eyes caught the quick fist clench, and her hardened eyes before they returned to their usual bright ruby. He suspected the visitor. 


  Lyfa opened the door, and Fenix loomed at 6’1”, his wiry frame sharp in a crisp white suit with razor-thin red pinstripes. Long black hair framed his slightly long, oval face, with sharp, pointed ears peeking from between the strands. A pair of faintly curved, spiked horns with a single tine gleamed, adding another 6” to his height. His skin was pale with a faint cool cast, unlike Faloray’s creamy, warm complexion. Unlike her ruby gaze, his eyes were a deep crimson. Under his suit, he wore a black shirt and a bold red tie. Cigarette smoke weaved from his long fingers as he stood with a controlled defiance. Beneath the jacket, the outline of a revolver pressed like a promise. 


  Lyfa, at just 5’1”—5’4” including her smooth horns, in contrast to Fenix’s pronounced ridges—floated up to meet Fenix’s higher gaze, her ruby eyes narrowing. “I told you not to come,” she scolded tightly. Her eyes flicked momentarily to the small gold pin on his left lapel—the Tsurugi family name in elegant Hakaiyan. 


  Exhaling a slow plume of smoke, he quirked a brow with a hint of amusement flickering across his stern features. His fox eyes locked on his mother for a moment, then passed her, into the house. His gaze held an intense, lingering look on something in the house as he began in a gravelly voice, “I know she’s here—felt her in my horns.” Lyfa remained, blocking the door. 


  “Oka’no, it’s Lor’s 18th birthday. I need to see her.” As he spoke, a flash of his fangs peeked out from his sensuous lips, the softness a balance to his sharp eyes. He could feel the tension building, knowing this conversation was going nowhere good. His eyebrows scrunched, adding to his natural intensity. 


  “No, you’re not getting Ray mixed up with your work. Leave,” Lyfa demanded firmly. Fenix sighed deeply—his eye twitched briefly. As usual, she wasn’t going to let him in. It took him damn near six hours to get from New Coast to Summerville. Every year on Faloray’s birthday, he’d come only to be turned away, and Faloray wasn’t home each time, but this time, she was. The last time he had seen her, she was a knobby-limbed, 13-year-old pounding his chest in untamed fury when he told her he was leaving for reasons left unsaid. The memory made his heart ache onerously with suffocating regret all over again. 


  The tension was thick, and Gunner, who’d been relaxing with the others, felt the commotion escalating, adding to his suspicion of Faloray’s previous subtle but tense reactions. Needing to vindicate his suspicions, he stepped outside as Lyfa floated back in the house, pulling a pack of smokes from his leather vest and lighting one up.


  “Hey, Nix,” Gunner greeted casually as a puff of smoke fluttered around his face.


  Fenix’s eyes sharpened at the sight of him, his red gaze cutting through Gunner’s blue as he sized him up. He wasn’t the lanky teenager he once was; he was all grown up. He studied him for a moment, the air hanging between them thick before he flicked his cig to the ground and crushed it under his sharp, gold-tipped, black snakeskin boot. He took his sweet time to respond, intent on imposing his intimidating presence on the pretty-boy. “Gun.” His raspy voice was flat, like he was already weighing the punk in front of him. 


  He straightened, his suit jacket shifting to reveal the gleam of a gun strapped to his hip. Without breaking eye contact, he handed Gunner a small box, the motion casual but deliberate. “Give this to Lor when you get a chance.”


  With a calm and unfazed voice, Gunner accepted the neatly wrapped box from him, replying, “I will, Nix.”


  Fenix stared at Gunner for a long moment, his pregnant silence loud in the evening air. But Gunner didn’t flinch or react. His eyes narrowed, lingering on Gunner for a fraction of a second longer. “You’d better behave around my sister,” he warned. He turned, slowly striding to his white ’77 Firebird Trans Am with the blazing bird—gold and bold—on the hood parked beside Gunner’s ‘59 Caddy. The engine’s deep rumble growled like a threat as he backed out and sped off, vanishing into the fading sun and leaving a tense echo in the night. 


  Gunner exhaled deeply and mosied back into the house. Lyfa added the finishing touches to Faloray’s birthday cake. The mood was light, with the girls playfully bantering around the table, snacking on chips and other munchies. Their laughter echoed through the room. Gunner fondly grinned, seeing Faloray’s playful smile and hearing her husky laughter. 


  Lyfa wiped her hands on her apron and brought out Faloray’s cake, placing it in front of her. “Happy birthday, Ray!” she exclaimed with a bright, fangy smile. The candles flickered on top—one and eight—matching her age. Everyone began singing Happy Birthday, their voices full of enthusiasm. Faloray giggled, her cheeks flushed with an awkward mixture of happiness and embarrassment. She never understood why she felt embarrassed in these situations; nonetheless, she was happy to be around people she cared about. 


  With a bright smile and green eyes lighting up, Bonna chimed in, “Make a wish!” 


  Faloray leaned over, her lips twisting with mischief, masking her deeper thoughts. I wish things were different, she thought, inhaling deeply, and she blew out the candles. 


   


  At the Civil Rage concert, Faloray and Bonna dance wildly, swept up in the thrashing mosh pit. Rapid drums and distorted guitars shook the walls. Red neon lights flickered over beer-stained floors and crowd surfers. Sweat, vomit, and weed stank up the venue. Cigarette smoke blurring through pyrotechnic bursts, the music pulsing like a live wire in their veins.


  Gunner tore through a guitar solo onstage, his mullet wild with neon streaks, fingers blazing. Spotting Faloray and Bonna, he flashed a jagged grin, dropping to his knees at the stage’s edge. The two of them roared, voices drowned in chaos. Faloray threw up devil horns, howling with gleaming little fangs. Gunner’s heart swelled, thriving in the rebellious frenzy.


   


  The group gathered at Kingsway Park for an after-party. Their voices and laughter echoed around the park beneath the moonlight. They relaxed at a picnic table littered with beer bottles, cigarette butts, and Nitro-Colas. Their shits and giggles contributed to their still-buzzing energy from the show.


  Shrugging his leather jacket off his shoulder, Gunner flexed his inked arm, a proud grin spreading across his face. “Got this a few months back when we played in Coal Creek,” he mentioned with a mock hickish-twang in his tone, “in the deep south.” A black tattoo in an almost Victorian font read “Rock ‘n Roll,” wrapping around his defined biceps on an angle. It was another bold tribute to his journey so far. 


  Faloray took a sip of her Nitro-Cola. “Mementos on your skin are dope,” she noted, nodding with a grin, clearly impressed by the ink’s meaning.


  “I wish I could get tattoos,” Bonna pouted, eyeing her bare wrist. “Like, a blue rose—something small—but Mom would kill me!” she giggled before taking a sip of beer.


  “That’ll be so pretty. Maybe when you move out, you can,” Faloray offered, tilting her head. “I dig tattoos, but I’m too chicken to commit to one.”


  Gunner took a swig of beer. “Yeah, Bon, hold off on them, tastes change,” he chimed in, leaning back. “Besides, women look better without tats.” He stole a glance at Faloray, his eyes tracing her soft smile as he ran his hand through his mullet.


  “And you’re gorgeous either way,” Faloray added, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. Bonna’s smile bloomed at the words, her fingers fluffing her big hair.


  “Thanks, Lor. You too.” Her green eyes drifted over her friend’s exotic, alluring features in awe. 


  Gunner's eyebrows flicked for a moment as his fingers brushed the inside of his leather jacket, his mind briefly flicking to the moment Fenix handed him Faloray’s present. With a long drag of his cigarette, he pulled it out and handed it to Faloray, his voice low and thick with hesitation.


  “Nix stopped by earlier,” he murmured, his eyes not quite meeting hers as he handed her the box. “Wanted me to give you this.” His jaw tightened, knowing this was a touchy spot for her.


  Her heart stopped. She knew he had stopped by; she had felt his presence through her baby horns back at the house, but forced herself to ignore it at the time. She stared down at the small, carefully wrapped package in her hands. She hadn’t expected anything—hadn’t realized how much she still wanted something from him until now. 


  Carefully peeling back the paper, her heart beat faster as she revealed the gift inside. It was a small, dark crystal pendant, its edges sharp and unpolished, yet it seemed to glow softly. An iridescent blend of midnight blues and purples swirled inside the crystal. The color shifted in the moonlight, making it feel almost otherworldly.


  Faloray took a shaky breath and gently picked it up by the thin rose gold chain. The dark crystal felt heavier than it looked, like it carried weight, a message, a meaning—something beyond just a simple gift. She turned it over in her hands, feeling the smooth coolness of it, and noticed a tiny crack running through one side.


  Her chest tightened as she read the small, familiar, jagged handwritten note tucked beneath the crystal: “Happy Birthday, Lor. I didn’t forget.” 


  She quickly rubbed her glistening eyes. Even though the note was short and the gift was simple, it said a fuck of a lot. Her jaw clenched, remembering their painful falling out. She missed him so damn much it hurt like a kick in the gut. The charismatic drummer brother with a rough punk edge who had once been her everything, the one who’d kept her safe, the one who practically raised her, the one who could always make her laugh, was lost to the Meiten’gai, a Hakaiyan syndicate. To humans, it was known as ‘the organization.’ 


  The crystal felt like an omen. She couldn’t tell if it was meant to remind her of who he used to be—or a cryptic emblem of the man he’d become: someone tangled in a dark, ruthless world she barely understood. Her mother had only let slip fragments, just enough to shut down Faloray’s relentless questions, but never enough to make sense of the truth.


  But still, this gift, this eldritch crystal on a rose gold chain, pulled at her. It was a thread, fragile and delicate, trying to reach across the distance between them. She wanted to believe he was still there—still her brother. Her eyes narrowed as she stared into the swirling crystal. I’ve seen this in my dreams. 


  Her fingers clenched around the crystal until its edges bit into her skin. She was caught between two painful urges: to break it and move the fuck on, or to hold onto it, believing their bond could still be saved. Her eyes snapped out, feeling Gunner’s grounding, warm grip on her shoulder as he talked with Bonna. Turning towards her friends, Faloray flashed Gunner a half-smile of gratitude as she joined in on their conversations. She gently tucked the necklace back into its box and slid it into her pocket.





  
    Gravel Pit
  




  Faloray’s eyelids shifted as she slept, her dream drawing her into a starry void. Her eyes wide with horror when she felt something, or someone, was chasing her. Her fingers clutched the dark crystal at her chest, heart hammering with panic as she searched for someone. A blaze of blinding red light—Hakaizen—obliterated the unknown that was chasing her. 


  Crimson eyes flashed—those double-lidded fox eyes she knew by heart. 


  His bony hand grasped hers—firm, yet achingly tender. Her gaze followed the pale, leanly muscled arm, marked by the three-legged black crow tattoo of the Tsurugi crest on his inner forearm. His curved horns stood proudly, long raven locks floating, and his signature lopsided smirk played on his lips. His wiry frame, bare except for low-slung white leather pants with drumsticks tucked into a studded belt, pounded with endless energy. 


  Fenix Tsurugi. 


  His sharp eyes softened when they met hers. He drew her close, the heat of his chest radiating in the starlit void. His long arms pulled her into his strong embrace, his fingers weaving through her deep-brown hair, grounding her in the chaos. Faloray’s arms slipped around his waist, hands resting on his shoulder blades, eyes squeezing shut, and listening to his heartbeat. 


  The scent of gin, incense, cedarwood, and cigarettes held her—sharp, earthy, and drowning in nostalgia. His chest grew damp beneath her tears. Fenix eased back, his calloused, nicotine-scented fingers brushing her tears, lingering on her soft skin. He nuzzled his straight nose against hers, earning him a giggle from her. 


  A raspy chuckle escaped him, seeing her smile again. He touched his forehead to hers. Faloray’s fingers touched his slightly hollow cheeks, both their eyes closing as they basked in their familiar peace. 


  Her eyes snapped open—a bolt of adrenaline crashed through her, her heart thundering. Rubbing her eyes one-handedly, she shook off her dream’s stubborn grip and stumbled from bed. Her room embodied her rebellion—punk and metal band posters plastered the wood-paneled walls, a checkered comforter tangled from restless sleep, and a stack of cassette tapes on the dresser, some of which were mixtapes—gifts from Gunner. 


  Faloray’s gaze fell on her candy-apple-red Gretsch hollowbody propped against a scuffed Marshall, gifts from her brother long before he left. Regret shot through her like a bullet—her hesitation and her mother’s rules had kept her from him last night when he dropped by at the house. In New Coast, the hope of seeing him mingled with dread. Unsaid words and past anger haunted her. Shaking her head, she got up with resolve.


  Though work wasn’t until the afternoon, she dressed in her hideous yellow work shirt, the routine mundane. Her fingers grazed the gift box on her dresser, holding Fenix’s necklace. Touching her baby horn, she chased his familiar jolt, now gone. His lopsided grin, twirling drumsticks, and spiky horns flashed in her mind, calling her ‘Lor’—the badass nickname he had given her which she gone by ever since. Damn, his absence hurt.


  Opening the box, she lifted the dark crystal necklace; its purple-black swirls were like a galaxy, just like the one in her dream, mesmerized. She snapped out of it as rice’s scent drifted in—her mother was still home. Clasping the rose gold chain, she hid it under her vomit yellow shirt—from Lyfa, its cool weight clandestine against her skin—and lazily flew upstairs.


  “Morning, Oka’no,” she greeted, taking a seat at the counter.


  “Ray, I thought you didn’t have to work until later?” Lyfa asked, busy plating grilled fish, looked up, her brow furrowing with concern.


  “Yeah,” Faloray replied, a hint of sadness slipping in, “I just wanted to see you before you left.”


  Her mother paused, pouring miso soup into a small bowl. She remembered how happy her daughter was yesterday when she hosted her birthday party, but Faloray hadn't seen her much lately, as work and school had been occupying their time. She felt the weight of it, the distance slowly growing between them, undeniable and inevitable.


  Lyfa set the trays down in front of them, then handed her daughter a cup of green tea. “I figured you’d say that,” she noted with a trace of worry in her voice. “What’s going on, Ray?”


  Faloray picked at her fish, too much on her mind. “I’ve been thinking about my horns.”


  The mention of it made Lyfa’s heart clench. She’d known this conversation was coming, but she wasn’t ready for it. Her gaze shifted to the side, and she sighed, the weight of uncertainty pressing on her chest.


  “I was wondering when you’d ask,” she speculated quietly, sliding into the chair beside her. The quiet hum of the house filled the space between them. “I don’t know, it could have something to do with being born here instead of Tenmeisia.”


  Faloray's hands shook slightly as she placed her chopsticks down. “I’m practically an adult,” she muttered with frustration. “But my horns—they still haven’t shed, they should’ve shed when I turned fifteen. I should’ve had my adult horns by now. Koru’nai should’ve been done and over with.” She wondered if Fenix’s horns had lagged like hers. 


  Lyfa’s chest clenched. She wished there was more she could say. “You’ll reach Koru’nai, I’m sure. You’re just different. Maybe it’s the way you’re growing, the way your body’s adjusting,” she suggested, trying to reassure her. “Girls’ horns take longer, too—3 years to fully grow, unlike boys’ 1. Boys need theirs fast to sense danger to protect younger sisters like your Morii’ya did for you.”


  Faloray wasn’t convinced. Her mind was elsewhere, caught in a thought that had been bothering her for a while. “What if it’s because I’m holding down Hakaizen?” she queried casually, like it was nothing, except the weight of her remark was clear.


  Lyfa froze. The mention of Hakaizen always made her nervous with the IPA breathing down Hakaiyan’s necks. She could sense the change in the air, the tension between them. “Ray, you know it's illegal to wield it,” she reminded sternly. “I don’t want you getting involved with that, especially not now.”


  “I know,” Faloray sighed, her voice distant, “but think about it, all the Hakaiyans who lose control over their Hakaizen? They’re all around my age, their horns aren’t developing either.” 


  She tried to remain calm, but the feeling of dread rising in her chest made it difficult to breathe.  “There might be a connection, but I don’t know.” Her voice faltered as if she were trying to protect something surreptitious.


  Faloray’s voice grew raspier as she pleaded, “I gotta know more about our heritage, Oka’no, I feel lost, like something’s missing.”


  Lyfa gazed at her daughter, her heart aching. She didn’t have the answers. “Why now, Ray?” she asked with a quiet and hesitant voice. “Why the sudden interest in all of this? Is it because of your horns?”


  Faloray shrugged. “Maybe, I’ve been trying to live all human-y, suppressing Hakaizen, but…” Her voice trailed off, and she averted her gaze, “I don’t know.” The truth was, her Hakaizen was getting more restless. 


  Lyfa’s shoulders tightened. She wanted to give her daughter answers, but she wasn’t sure how to explain. “We’ll talk tonight, Ray, I promise, but I’ve gotta work now, okay?”


  Faloray smiled through the sadness. “Okay, Oka’no. Have fun at work.” Her tone lightened a little, but there was still an edge of uncertainty. Lyfa kissed her daughter on the head before grabbing her keys and heading for the door. As the door creaked open, Lyfa paused and glanced up the stairs before leaving, shutting the door softly behind her. 


  Faloray drifted to the living room, spotting a red photo album on a shelf, its three-clawed crow Tsurugi crest prominent—Fenix’s tattoo. She grabbed it, fingers tracing the emblem. Floating cross-legged, she opened it to a faded Polaroid: 12-year-old Fenix with nubby horns like hers with a fangy grin, nuzzling baby Faloray in his toned arms. She tilted her head, realizing she had more memories of him than of their mother. She guessed that’s what happens when their mom works all the time, since dad wasn’t in the picture. Nostalgia pierced her, but the album’s later pages were blank, void of Tenmeisia—their home planet—leaving an ache in her chest. Needing answers, she returned the album; she’d meet Gunner at the library. 


   


  Faloray’s waist-length hair whipped behind her as she skidded on her skateboard, itching to fly despite Earth’s laws. Using skateboards and bicycles was a workaround for flying, something she learned from her brother at a young age. As long as you were riding something, you could always use flight abilities under the guise of a vehicle. Hell, going uphill without pushing was a cheeky way of flipping the bird at the IPA when they couldn’t say shit for it. 


  Summerville sprawled before her: weathered houses, rusted ‘60s pickups, radios blaring rock hits. Gasoline scented the crisp air, mingling with a muscle car’s rumble. Faloray scowled at the drones humming overhead that surveyed the streets. 


   


  At the library’s double doors, Faloray waited. Gunner’s Caddy rolled up, tires crunching. He stepped out, mullet catching the light, and his torn blue shirt was effortlessly edgy. “What’s the rush, Lor?” he teased, eyeing her ugly yellow work shirt.


  “Tenmeisia. Hakaiyans,” Faloray answered, a smile flickering. “I’m done pretending to be human.”


  “About time you ditched the act,” Gunner smirked, noticing her crystal pendant. “Trippy necklace.”


  “It feels alive,” Faloray dangled the dark crystal, letting him touch it. A pulse jolted him.


  “What the?” Gunner muttered, his kohl-lined eyes widening in surprise. His brow quirked seeing her gazing at his plastic-wrapped biceps, and he peeled it back, revealing a fresh blue Celtic cross tattoo. “Summerville special,” he grinned, flexing. 


  “Far out, dude!” Faloray flashed him a wide grin of approval.


  “Running outta fine real estate at this rate!” he laughed with pride.


   


  Faloray and Gunner plopped at a scarred table in the musty library, dim lights buzzing over stacks of books. Her eyes scanned a page. “Right here—Chōwa, the god, made Sozōra with his right hand, then Hakaifi with his left, they fuel Tenken’mei—Hakaizen and Sozōken—creating Tenmeisia and other worlds, ‘The land of Hakaiya watches over, while Sozōka nurtures.’” She lingered, brow furrowing with a memory. Nix said they stayed in Tenmeisia while we had to leave. 


  Gunner leaned in. “Without creation, you've got nothing but an empty void, without destruction, there's no space for the new things to roll in, chaos is the juice that powers creation—every time something gets trashed, it's just setting the stage for a fresh jam to rise.” 


  Faloray tilted her head. “So Hakaiyans are like, the demolition dudes?”


  “Basically. Sozōkians? The builders. Hakaiyans and Sozōkians—they're two sides of the same coin—can't have one without the other.” Gunner paused for a moment, his thoughts churning. “Feels like it’s Hakaifi’s turn to take the wheel with all this human-Hakaiyan mess. Politics. IPA. Shit’s piling up.” 


  “Tell me about it,” Faloray sighed as she looked at her hand, Hakaizen humming under her skin.


  His eyes widened. “Score!” Gunner jabbed a page. “Hakaizen's not just about wrecking things—it's decay, too, entropy on steroids—the law that says everything's always breaking down, where Hakaizen hits, it throws the balance out of whack, shoving it all toward chaos, it speeds up the rot—living things, the bonds holding matter together, even the fabric of space and time.” He slid the book toward her, a shiver of thrill raising the hairs on his arms.


  “Whoa. So I’m, like, jacking with the natural order by cranking up entropy?” Faloray’s voice cracked with awe, her eyes glued to the page. 


  “More like you’ve got the power to unravel everything that keeps the whole universe in check,” Gunner declared, charged. “Dude, you’re the chaos switch.” 


  Faloray absorbed Gunner's words, captivated by Hakaiyans’ powers. Reading a text, she marveled. “Sozōken’s the cosmic glue, pulling energy back from chaos.” Her voice became reverent. “It collects the universe’s wild disorder, shaping it into something awesome.” Her eyes sparked as she met Gunner’s gaze. “It’s a spiritual current, weaving chaos into life—growing, healing, evolving into some dope-ass harmony.”


  “Makes sense, total opposite of Hakaizen,” Gunner agreed, raising his eyebrows.


  Faloray’s eyes widened, catching something. “Sozōken can pull life back from the abyss.”


  “Sozōkians can resurrect the dead?” Gunner’s voice rose, earning a librarian’s violent shush. “For real?” he whispered this time. 


  “For real. Hakaizen’s death, Sozōken’s life,” Faloray proclaimed with growing confidence. Gunner sat back, shaking his head with a smile, a mix of disbelief and awe. 


  “Damn, it’s the principle of equilibrium.” He couldn’t help but laugh in amazement as he stretched his arms. Faloray’s fangy smile grew wider.


  “Well?” Gunner raised an eyebrow.


  “Let’s go!” Faloray exclaimed excitedly. But the damn librarian ‘shushed’ her with that annoying glare. Faloray sniggered with a sparkle in her eye.


   


  Gunner drove Faloray to Summerville's woods, where dust kicked up from the dry forest floor as they followed dirt bike trails to an abandoned mining pit. Surrounded by rock piles, a rusted yellow excavator stood in the center. Faloray extended her hand, feeling the chaotic charge of Hakaizen within, both electrifying and daunting her. Screw the law, I gotta understand myself, she thought to herself. Gunner watched, wide-eyed, as her hand glowed red, his cigarette falling from his lips. The air shifted, raising goosebumps on his skin. 


  As the cig hit the ground, Faloray shot a small, blinding red flare of Hakaizen. The rock exploded into smithereens.


  “Holy fucking shit!” Gunner jumped back, a wide grin spreading across his face, pure fascination dancing in his eyes.


  Faloray shook her hand, watching the red glow simmer down. “That was rad,” she growled, a smile tugging at her lips, her fangs glinting in the sun. Even though the thought of Hakaizen still unnerved her, she couldn’t deny the catharsis it brought when she unleashed it. Her heart ached with nostalgia; Fenix, at sixteen, shirtless, wielding Hakaizen with the precision and speed of a viper in the sky of this very gravel pit flashed through her mind. 


  Gunner quickly grabbed larger rocks, lining them up on the broken-down excavator. “That was dope!” he encouraged, his voice eager.


  Faloray fired again, but missed the last one, just grazing the stone with enough force to hit the excavator.


  “Ah, crap!” She winced.


  “Whatever, it’s junk,” he chuckled as he waved his hand dismissively.


  “Gun, throw them as far as you can!” Faloray yelled, her heart racing as her hands itched to unleash more. Her grin was wild and bright as she was.


  Gunner threw one of the stones with all his might. Faloray gauged the distance—too far. Not wanting to miss, she kicked off the ground and soared toward it, her hand glowing red as she aimed. The gray stone exploded midair. 


   


  The two kept at it for a while; Faloray missed some in the process, but her determination remained undeterred. Gunner watched her in pure awe. Her movements were untrained and rough, but still mesmerizing. Caught up in the rush, Faloray felt something shift. She fired a burst of red light, but this time it swerved off into one of the rock piles. Her hand hurt, and her skin was singed.


  “Damn it,” she muttered, and glanced at her hands, feeling the power building within her. Her palms began to heal as she landed quickly, but her breathing grew erratic as Hakaizen sparked like a live wire, biting her half-healed hand.


  “You okay, Lor?” Gunner’s voice was filled with concern, his eyes never leaving her as she fought for control.


  “Run!” she warned in desperation. She grabbed the crystal hanging from her neck on instinct. The burst of Hakaizen she anticipated didn’t happen. Instead, the sparks from her hands fizzled out, leaving only a faint burn on her palms. She shook it off, knowing her hands would heal completely in another minute thanks to her Tenmeisian physiology.


  She looked at the dark crystal. “Gun, it took it.” Her doe eyes widened in realization. Nix knew I’d struggle. Dusting off her work shirt, her lips drew into a line for a moment as she calmed herself. 


  Gunner stared at the crystal, its usual dark, galaxy-like swirls now tinged red. “What’s it made of?” he whispered, touching it lightly. The red faded, restoring its black-purple state. His eyes darted to Faloray’s hand. Gently taking her hand, he watched in awe as the burns healed. “Still amazes me,” he murmured, voice low. His gaze lingered on her pendant before releasing her hand, his fingertips brushing longer than intended, a faint flush on his ears as he hoped she didn’t notice. 


  “Come on, I’ll take you for a ride this time,” Faloray chuckled as she walked behind him. She wrapped her arms around his middle from behind, and together, they kicked off into the air.


  Faloray adjusted to Gunner’s taller frame as they soared, his wavy hair whipping in the wind. Grinning, he spread his arms like an eagle, skimming over the gravel pit. Faloray shot skyward, embracing the freedom of flight.


   


  They rested on the rusted excavator, laughter echoing as they relaxed after flying and discussed Hakaizen and the crystal. This pit was their old sanctuary from Gunner's high school days, where he honed his gun skills, and where her brother took her to practice her flying when she was a little gremlin gnawing at his hand.


  “Hakaizen and Sozōken are basically a cycle of life and death, yeah?” Gunner lit a cig as he pondered. “If Hakaizen was pushed too far, wouldn’t that go into Sozōken territory?”


  Faloray’s lips twisted, and her brows furrowed. “And if Sozōken kept going, it’d get pushed into death and decay?”


  “Think about it,” Gunner began and motioned with his cig. “Say someone was busting Sozōken continuously, supposed to make shit grow—say a tree—it'll continue to grow until it dies.”


  “And if Hakaizen's pushed too far, it flips—like, the ashes from what it destroyed end up feeding new life—you burn long enough, something’s gonna sprout.” Faloray connected the dots with a grin.


  “A continuous yin-and-yang loop,” Gunner chuckled as he tapped his cig, and ash fell from the cherry.


  Faloray’s hand absentmindedly scratched at her right horn. “Man, I’m so glad you’re around for all this, always seeing this I miss,” she murmured, wondering if her horn was going to fall out. “Hey, New Coast’s calling my name—aviation school, test pilot—legal flying.”


  “Do it. Get your ass to New Coast,” Gunner encouraged, eyes twinkling. “And dig into your heritage.” He paused, his lips curving into a silly grin. “The more you know…”


  She nodded slowly with a grin. “The more I know… Could I finish school remotely? I’ve got like 3 months left—cut it down to 1.” She imagined, still distracted by her horn.


  “Yeah, dude. I finished the last month on the road. Foster kid, no home—still crushed it,” Gunner cheered with a smile.


  His gaze drifted to the trees, memories of sleeping under bridges or behind stores surfacing. A nomad, he’d thrived in Civil Rage’s chaos, proving doubters wrong. He always saw Faloray’s pride in him shine in her eyes. 


  “I’ll talk to Oka’no,” Faloray decided, trying not to sound discouraged. “She’ll hate it, but I need answers.” A comfortable silence passed between them until realization hit her, “Shit, I gotta work!”


  “Get in, loser,” he offered with a chuckle. Gunner and Faloray entered his car and bombed out of the woods, spitting dirt everywhere.


   


  A Jeep Cherokee XJParks & Rec rolled into the gravel pit after Faloray and Gunner departed. A Mech emerged, its pearlescent, bipedal body glinting in the sunlight, long arms hanging at its sides as blue optics scanned, locking onto faint air disturbances. Pausing, it analyzed the scene, its internal systems humming. Silently, it transmitted a report through its network, signaling something significant. 


   


  As Gunner and Faloray drove down Main Street, something caught Gunner’s eye, and he turned down the stereo. “Lor, to your left—white skin, white hair, navy suit.” He fished for an old cigarette in his ashtray and lit one.


  Faloray easily spotted the albino-looking man with slicked-back hair in a sharp suit. Then she caught his eyes—orange, with black sclera. “That’s a Synth, right? They look real.”


  “S-300. Scary real,” Gunner replied, his grip tightening on the steering wheel. “Man, we live in such a weird world. You ever noticed how our tech isn’t keeping up with Duel Dynamix?  They’re light-years ahead.” Wisps of smoke drifted away from his face.


  “Yeah, Duel’s medical gear, bots, droids, all insane. We never had anything like that until Duel popped up outta nowhere,” Faloray mused and looked away. It wasn’t out of the ordinary to see them, but Gunner had a point. She frowned slightly. “Now that you mention it… You’d think the rest of our tech, like phones, fax machines, and TVs or whatever, would’ve improved, but it sucks ass,” she joked as she scratched her horn. “Everything is still the same, but with super hi-tech drones and Mechs running around.”  


  “Right?” Gunner agreed. “I hate the heavy surveillance of it but it would be rad to meet the guy who invented everything. Those soundboards alone—the guy’s a freakin’ genius. And those safety protocols? Can't reverse-engineer a damn thing.”


  Faloray wasn’t as tech-oriented as Gunner, but even she found herself fascinated by the mystery of it all. “I wonder what the founder of Duel Dynamix would be like?”


  His eyebrows furrowed. “I wonder what it’s doing here, of all places,” Gunner muttered, thinking back to the Synth, his mind working overtime. “I get it if this was New Coast with Duel’s headquarters in New Shene district, but sleepy Summerville? Fishy.” Gunner was already deep in thought. Faloray could tell he was already hunting for answers. She frowned at the realization she’d been seeing Synths since she was fifteen. She shook her head, assuming it was just a coincidence.


  The S-300 silently observed Gunner’s car, locking onto Faloray’s outstretched arm out the window as it drove off into the distance, its orange eyes dilating rapidly. It blinked once, relaying its message to whoever pulled the strings. 




  
    
      Want You Around
    
  


  
    Faloray’s eye twitched as she leaned against the register. An asshole customer’s jab at her heritage fueled the frustration of her itching horn. She could usually brush insults off, but when she was already annoyed from her itchy horn, it was just a bit tougher. Her fingers, flaring red, gripped the crystal pendant. Two hours into her shift, her third test of patience, she gritted her teeth. Halfway through—she can take it.
  


  
    In the break room, stinking of fryer grease and cigarettes, Faloray pushed aside her food, her mind a cyclone of thoughts. Her fingers traced the crystal necklace, its swirling galaxy drawing her in.
    What if I can’t control it?
     The Hakaizen beneath her skin—wild, restless—mirrored her wild energy.
    Staying in this town made it harder to suppress. Quitting tempted her, but New Coast was so close—a few more paychecks meant freedom. Her fingers grazed the rose gold chain with the crystal dangling; without it, she’d be lost to Hakaizen’s chaos. It anchored her, despite her umbrage at her brother’s absence. One more month, then escape—with extra dough. Three years in this grocery grind; another month was nothing.
  


  

  
    After work, Faloray made it home and collapsed onto the counter, exhausted but still charged with nervous energy. Lyfa would be home soon from grocery shopping, and she couldn’t shake the coiling trepidation in her stomach. She glanced up, elfish ears perking as the front door clicked open. It was time for the talk—now or never.
   


  

  Faloray scratched her horn, frustrated with the itchy sensation. “Hi, Oka’no,” she greeted her. Lyfa saw her daughter still in her ugly yellow work shirt and not flying around the house—unusual.


  “Ray, are you okay?” Lyfa’s voice was gentle but sharp with worry.



  Faloray hesitated, words catching in her throat. It was all happening so fast. “Oka’no,” she began, her voice shaking just a bit, “I wanna finish high school remotely. Graduate early.” The words rushed out, tumbling over each other, her heart pounding in her chest. “I wanna go to New Coast so badly. I’ll finish school there,” Faloray declared, the words slipping out before she could stop them. “There’s an aviation school. Become a pilot—fly the skies.”



  Lyfa’s face softened, the hint of understanding in her eyes. She didn’t want to hold her daughter back—not really. Faloray had always had big dreams, but the thought of losing her—especially after losing her son to the Meiten’gai five years ago—bitch-slapped her hard.



  “You’ve always wanted this, haven’t you?” Lyfa conveyed with a sigh, her voice soft but tinged with resignation. “I’m glad you’ve found your passion—it’s a good workaround to fly.” Her eyes searched her daughter’s face, trying to mask the sorrow.“But the school’s not going anywhere. Finish by homeschooling, you’ll still finish early—just stay a bit longer.” 


  Faloray nodded. She wasn’t leaving yet—not as soon as she’d hoped. Still, it was something. She could endure a month, her resolve steeled for New Coast’s promise of freedom.


  Lyfa’s warm gaze glistened as she placed a hand on Faloray’s shoulder.“I’ll miss you, my Ray of sunshine,” she whispered, more to herself than to her daughter. It was the softest admission of love and pain that Faloray didn’t know how to respond. 


  Faloray squeezed Lyfa’s hand. “I’ll still be here,” she reassured, “but I gotta do this—get outta Summerville.”


  Lyfa gave a small nod, though her heart ached.“Okay,” she whispered. Faloray smiled faintly, grateful for the compromise. But there was something else she needed to say, something that’s been eating at her.


  “Oka’no,” she began hesitantly, “I went to the library today. I know about Chōwa, Tenmeisia, Hakaizen, and Sozōken.”


  Lyfa’s face froze, a brief shadow passing over her features.“I’ll tell you everything,” she sighed, sitting across from her daughter.


   


  What followed was a tale of their heritage—the origin of their powers and the deep, spiritual bond shared by their kind: the Tenmeisians. Lyfa explained that Hakaiyans typically showed signs of Hakaizen by the age of five and began training, some even earlier, as her brother had. However, Faloray’s awakening came late; her powers didn’t manifest until she was ten. Perhaps being Earthborn and suppressing Hakaizen was why her horn growth had been delayed.


  The guilt in Lyfa’s voice was unequivocal.“I didn’t know, Ray. I thought suppressing it would prevent your Hakaizen from losing control like all the other Earthborn teens,” she atoned softly, as tears welled in her ruby eyes.“I didn’t know it was hurting you.”


  Faloray—always having a big heart moved to her mother’s side with a soft sigh of understanding, slinging an arm around her. “You didn’t know, Oka’no.” She rubbed her shoulder warmly. There was one thing that still lingered in her mind.“What exactly happens when my horns shed?” She had noticed the itching sensation more recently and hoped they would shed soon.




  Lyfa’s gaze softened, tracing the nubby horns. “Koru’nai? They sense things, a strong intuition, as you probably realized,” she began to explain. “Shedding brings adult horns, sharpening your senses, especially toward the opposite sex. You’ll feel a pull—a tingle—for souls that might align with yours.” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “It’s not human lust, scattered and transient. Our attraction’s deeper, guiding you to your Danna’ya, your fated half.”


  Faloray’s breath hitched, the word heavy. “Danna’ya?” she echoed, leaning into the table’s edge.


  Lyfa’s tone turned reverent. “Your soulmate or husband in human terms. When you share a true bond—deep, tested by heart and time—the woman bites the man, starting Hazumei.”


  Faloray interrupted with wide eyes, “Wait, we bite them? Like, fangs and all?” with a nervous laugh.


  Lyfa nodded. “His horns attune to you alone, sensing your presence above all—he’ll feel your emotions. He bites back—” Lyfa paused, and glanced at the groceries for a moment. A blush crept up her cheeks as she considered how much to reveal. “His bite completes Hazumei, a fated union.” She leaned closer, eyes soft. “You’ll share emotions and thoughts, no words needed. We crave only Hazumei’s holy unity.”




  Faloray’s gaze flared, mystified. “It’s way beyond physical,” she whispered, voice thick.


  “Beyond what humans feel,” Lyfa added, her hand grazing Faloray’s, grounding. “We bond once, forever, until death.” Her fingers lingered, warm. “After you complete Hazumei, it gets sealed by Hazukarei, like a human wedding, but profoundly ceremonial.”


  Faloray sat still in awe. “I knew we mated for life, but that’s so beautiful,” she commented with reverence in her voice. “Hey, Oka’no,” she added, “that jolt in my horns with Nix? Fari’moro? Feels electric, tingly, kinda intimate.” Her blushing cheeks accentuated her ruby eyes.


  Lyfa’s smile warmed, knowing. “Firstborn boys and secondborn girls balance our kind. Biology delays the secondborn about a decade for protection. Boys learns to protect and provide from their Otto’no, and having a Morii’to basically is like a test run.” She paused and saw that Faloray was deeply invested in their discussion.


  With a soft giggle, she continued to explain, “In return, the girls learn what to look for in a man from their Morii’ya and Otto'no, and from their Oka’no, they learn to become the emotional support for their future Danna’ya. We take care of the Danna’ya, the house, and raise a family. Fenix’s horns sense you instinctively; yours summon him for aid.” Her voice softened. “Fari’moro—means blood echo. It’s a sibling bond, intimate but not Hazumei—protective, not romantic. All Tenmeisians share it with siblings.”


  Faloray's blush eased, and she grinned sheepishly. “I knew it’s a sibling thing—Nix told me years ago—but I just wanted to make sure,” she giggled, feeling silly.


  “I understand it can feel intense—closer the siblings, the stronger the Fari’moro,” Lyfa reassured, squeezing her hand. “Your Morii’ya has a guardian’s bond to you—his Morii’to—sacred in its own right. Until you become someone’s Tsumi’to—wife—you are his to protect.”


  Faloray’s mind drifted to her brother, picturing herself at six, lying beside him on the living room floor watching TV, as she curiously clutched his proud, spiky horns, and feeling the pronounced ridges under her fingers. Protective—those horns of his sensed dangers her baby ones couldn’t at times. A pang of longing pierced her chest. Then, his anguished eyes at 23, leaving for the Meiten’gai, haunted her.


  Lyfa glanced down, realizing she still had the keys in her hand and groceries scattered on the kitchen floor. She straightened up. “Ray,” her tone shifted back to the practical, “go get changed and help me with these. I’ve still got unpacking to do.”


  “Sure, Oka’no.” A faint smile formed as she headed downstairs. Though still hesitant to embrace her heritage, she felt she was on the right path to acceptance. The conversation’s weight lingered, but peace settled in. Her future felt clear—she’d graduate early, hit New Coast, and then aviation school.


   


  When Faloray flew back to the kitchen, she began helping her mom put away the groceries like the dutiful daughter she was.“So, how come Sozōkians stayed in Tenmeisia?” she asked casually, placing the cabbage in the fridge with a soft thud.




  Lyfa sighed as she wiped her hands on her apron, the weight of the past heavy in her voice. “They stayed to keep Tenmeisia from dying. The Sozōkians are desperately working to find a way to reverse it. We tried everything, but nothing’s working. They estimated that they’d have 300 years before it’s too late.”


  “Why did the Hakaiyans leave?” Faloray asked, frowning slightly as she stacked the meat and daikon into her arms.


  Lyfa paused for a moment, her eyes distant as she recalled the painful memory.“The Hakaiyans’ presence was making things worse. Our power disrupted the fragile healing processes we were trying to foster on the planet. You know how it is—we’re the bringers of destruction. Our very existence is a force that, while necessary, was counterproductive to the Sozōkians’ efforts to restore the planet.” She gathered the giant tin of soy sauce, a bottle of mirin, karashi, and other condiments from the counter, handing them to Faloray to put away.“So, we left. Half the Hakaiyans stayed—engineers, physicists, geologists—those with technical or military skills remained to aid the Sozōkians, wielding their technologies to reverse the ruin.”


  “Oh,” Faloray noted quietly, placing the last of the condiments in the fridge. Her thoughts were heavy, but she didn’t want to dwell on it for long.“What do Sozōkians look like, anyway? Same horns, pointy ears, and fangs like us?”


  Lyfa smiled softly, remembering the Sozōkians she’d met in her time.“Yeah, they have the same basic features we do—horns, pointed ears, fangs—but their appearance is different. Instead of dark hair and red eyes like us, they have pale blonde hair and striking blue eyes. They’re also taller, more muscular—stronger-looking, I suppose? They kind of resemble Northern Europeans, if that helps.” She moved to make tea as she let Faloray finish putting the groceries away.


  Faloray mused with a soft grin.“Hey, if a Hakaiyan and a Sozōkian had kids, would their eyes be purple? That’ll be dope.”




  Lyfa chuckled lightly, shaking her head as she set the teapot down. “No, the kids stick to one heritage—red eyes or blue, the whole package. Ethnic traits don’t cross, but they can still mix mom and dad’s looks within that.”




  Faloray’s brows raised slightly as she processed the thought. “Gnarly. Humans have so many variations, even old people. But I guess not for us, huh?” She accepted the cup of tea from Lyfa with a quiet thanks. She took a slow sip, the steam brushing her face as her gaze drifted thoughtfully.




  Her lips twitched into a crooked grin. “Then, Nix is super tall for a Hakaiyan, huh? Every Hakaiyan dude I’ve seen is like 5’8”.” She leaned back, one brow raised, clearly picturing her brother’s wiry, 6’1” frame.




  Lyfa huffed a soft laugh, shaking her head as she eased onto the couch. “Yeah, he just shot up.” She tilted her head, the light catching in her horns. “He also ate a lot. That’s probably why.” Her eyes sparkled with amusement. Her hands wrapped around her mug, the memory nostalgic yet tainted with pain.




  The itch on Faloray’s horn had been frustrating as she began scratching roughly. Lyfa noticed the whole time they were talking and asked, “Is your horn itchy?”




  “Yeah, really bad,” she softly growled with wide, exasperated eyes.




  “I think you’ll shed them soon, then.” Lyfa smiled with warmth.




  “I hope so, I want horns like yours.” Faloray's expectant smile softened as her gaze traced her mother's smooth, elegant horns. Despite her conflicted emotions and unwillingness to embrace her lineage, Faloray desired those horns, a symbol of Tenmeisian adulthood.




  “You don’t want spiky, tough horns like your Morii’ya’s?” Lyfa teased with a giggle since Faloray had a tomboy streak.




  “No way! I’m a chick, I want small and graceful!” Faloray whined with a giggle, knowing she didn’t have to worry about having masculine horns.




   


  The two of them sat together on the couch, sipping tea and chatting idly. The conversation drifted from one trivial thing to another—school and stories of some of the attractive Sozōkian men Lyfa had met back in her days. Casual words momentarily eased their gnawing truth that their time together was limited. Faloray was close to leaving home, and though adventure awaited her, she couldn’t help but feel the sting of impending separation.


  A knock on the door interrupted their peaceful moment.


  “That’s Gun!” Faloray exclaimed as she jumped off the couch, her excitement palpable.


  “Have fun, Ray!” Lyfa called out after her daughter, watching her fly down the stairs with a smile. As Faloray paused at the landing, her feet touching the rug, she turned to face her mother.


  “Hey, Oka’no, today was great. I missed spending time with you. Thanks for filling me in on our heritage.” Her doe eyes were full of warmth and gratitude as she held onto the door handle.


  Lyfa’s heart swelled with emotion.“Have fun, but be careful.” She waved as Faloray tugged on her strappy boots, Gunner waiting for her outside.


  Lyfa watched Faloray leave, the door clicking shut behind her. Nostalgia tightened her chest—Faloray was growing up fast, though her adorable nubby baby horns hadn’t shed. Bittersweet pride mixed with guilt over neglecting her delay. Shaking off heavy thoughts, Lyfa cleaned the house to stay busy. Realizing she hadn’t checked Faloray’s room, she pictured the usual pile of dishes. Last time I’ll clean these, she thought with a warm smile.


   


  Gunner’s car roared as they headed to Summerville’s arcade, their favorite spot, perfect for a break during his tour. Faloray’s little elfish ears twitched, spotting a drone outside. Inside, the arcade buzzed with digital sounds and people’s laughter. 


  In the racing simulator, Faloray and Gunner gripped joysticks as they raced, chairs vibrating with the game’s motion, adrenaline surging. After soaking in the neon lights and noise, Gunner drove them through Summerville, music low, as Faloray shared her news.


  “So, I’m thinking a month, tops,” Faloray announced, her voice more assured than she felt. “That should be enough time to finish school, save up. Thinking of Hastings district.”


  Gunner ashed his cig out the window. “Yeah, Hasting’s got cheap digs—gritty but solid. More Hakaiyans around than the news bitches about, and most humans there aren’t Summy-grade assholes.” He dragged slowly on his smoke. “Bitchin’ nightlife, too.”


  “Yeah, I heard rent’s cheap there. Was thinking of getting a roommate to split costs,” Faloray replied, scratching the base of her horn absentmindedly.


  Gunner glanced at her, noticing her hand fiddling with one of her horns. “You alright, Lor?” he asked, concern tinging his voice. “What’s up with your horns?”


  “Itchy,” Faloray sighed, rubbing one of her horns. “It sucks. Everyone’s baby horns would shed by 15. Mine? Still stuck in this weird phase. My adult horns should’ve grown out by now.” She let out a frustrated exhale.


  “I noticed every Earthborns’re having the same issues you’re having.” Gunner shifted gears, glancing over at her, his eyes soft with understanding. “When they grow out, will they look like your mom’s?”


  “Yeah, my horns won’t be all manly like Nix’s, that’s for sure,” Faloray giggled. “But they take forever—3 years for chicks, 1 for dudes.” Abruptly, she froze. A soft, floating shift stirred in her hair. Her fingers darted to catch it, but the sensation slipped, and before she could react, her horn clattered between the seats.


  “Damn it,” Faloray cussed softly.


  Gunner’s eyes widened. “What?”


  “One of my horns—It fell off!” she rejoiced with a mix of relief and frustration in her tone. “I mean, that’s totally awesome, but I kinda lost it.” She began reaching between the seats, shuffling through crumpled receipts.


  Gunner chuckled, defusing the tension. “Car needs a cleaning anyway. Grab some cigarette butts while you’re there,” he teased with a glint in his smirk.


  “Yeah, sure thing!” Faloray laughed, nudging him playfully. “Now I’m lopsided. One horn? Lame
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