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Chapter 1: The Cell 

  

Death is a curious thing. We fear the concept of losing what is most precious to us through death 

and, yet, when we’re faced with losing those things in life, we charge towards death without any fear. It is 

one of the Universe’s great paradoxes for the Mortal Realms. Pawns have no say in how the game is 

played which is a shame because it is they who are sacrificed first.  

So, what happens when the treasured Queen becomes just another pawn?  

What game are you playing then?  

∞∞∞ 

 

Queen Heqet sat on a patio chair, playing with the ends of her long, dark hair and sighed. 

She accepted that she was still, in fact, youthful in spite of how she felt as she rested her head on 

the balcony and stared out at the crystal trees that glimmered in the distance. These trees, the 

remnant of the Crystal Empire, Ussan, released somber chimes reminiscent of the souls lost 

during the fall.   

She soaked in their song and the white light every day as a reminder of her duty as the 

High Queen of Mu. Never before had she felt so alone since she lost her intended Bound and 

obliged her parent’s wishes for her to marry the self-centered Khnum. Her only constant solace 

was the sound of the crystal trees, her son’s love, and the company of a simple Rahma servant.   

The Council and her husband kept her inside while he traveled around the Empire, stirring 

up trouble wherever he went— for his own benefit and pride.    

Her world shrank soon after their marriage. The ceremony that brought her and Khnum 

together awakened her to the cruelty of the Ancient society. Despite the fact that she had just 

lost her intended Bound— her lifelong partner and twin—she was thrust into a completely new 

and loveless relationship. All she had out of her relationship with Khnum was their two 

beautiful sons, Kyou and Ryou. If not for them, she’d have lost hope long ago because she had 

neither friends nor other family members to rely on.   

The servants of the Capital Palace never spoke out against their High King. He had chosen 

to side with the Royal Council responsible for presiding over not only Mu but all of the Ancient 

society.   
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Heqet grew up in the city of Thule alongside them. She studied their laws and understood 

their desire to preserve Ancient culture and heritage; however, she had come to disagree with 

their ways. She and Khnum were outcasts in the Ancient society. They had lost their intended 

Bound, thus they deviated from tradition and had been sent to live outside of Thule.   

Khnum wanted back in, but Heqet no longer wished that for herself or her sons. She had no 

desire to belong to a society that ostracized the victims of tragedy.   

Whether the Capital servants wished to abide by the Council’s laws or by that of their High 

Queen never came to light, so she withheld her thoughts despite the loneliness. For the sake of 

her people and her children, she needed to find worthy allies and take back her power as High 

Queen.   

She tapped a finger on the arm of her chair. Something needed to change, even if it meant 

risking her life for the greater good. She had studied hard to prove herself worthy of the throne.  

If she was going to suffer, then she would make something good of it.   

A servant knocked on the door and entered with a bow. She held her head low as usual.   

This was a trait that wounded Heqet deeply. She found it unbearable to watch others suffer, 

so she reached out and gently took the girl by the arm. “Must I remind you again?”  

“Sorry, Lady.” The girl lifted her head. “I still can’t get used to it.”  

Heqet caressed the girl’s hair, sad to see her flinch. She wondered what wrongs the girl had 

been forced to endure in her short existence.   

The Rahma were delicate beings, less powerful but not of less significance. At least not to 

Heqet. It tore at her soul to see them in such a state. They were the Grand Master’s children and 

should’ve been raised with compassion and gentle guidance like all new beings.  

 The Rahma girl was dressed in a white and gold gown, the Capital colors. Her uniform 

was spic and span, as was expected. She had most likely been chosen because Khnum found 

their kind disposable. Any mishap could, and would, result in her removal. “Milady, a letter 

has arrived.”   

Heqet collected a letter from the servant, then sent the girl on her way with a gentle pat of 

encouragement before closing the door.   

The letter’s wax seal lay undisrupted upon the signed envelope from Askelon, the King of 

Nysa, one of her only supporters and confidants.   



6 
 

Askelon and Heqet had been secretly exchanging letters about the matters with the 

Council, trying to find a way to strengthen their forces and restore power to the rightful leaders 

of Mu.   

For too long, the Council had been deciding how the Empire should run. They had little 

interest in engaging with anyone they considered ‘lesser beings’, so the Rahma and Half-Breeds 

had little hope under Council law. Therefore, Heqet wished to regain control as their High 

Queen. She’d improve their livelihood as a good queen should.   

The Council viewed Heqet as little more than a figurehead, someone as disposable as the 

Rahma servant. This was part of the reason that she empathized with the supposed lesser 

breeds and kept to herself. Even if she had confided in someone, it’d endanger them. As it was, 

it took a few turns for her and Askelon to trust one another.   

He worked for both of the uprising factions for the betterment of Mu while somehow 

brilliantly maintaining the respect of the Council. He wanted harmony and would do anything 

to protect his people, no matter who proved to be the better ally. He was regarded highly by 

everyone and had become a great wealth of life-saving information and support for her.  

His most recent letter contained information about a traveling group, rumored survivors of 

the Crystal Empire. Although this sounded improbable, he seemed sure of it and reaffirmed his 

suspicions by noting that they would be traveling to the Capital.   

Heqet disliked the thought of any potential survivors visiting the Capital, lest it provide the 

Council or her husband the opportunity to further destroy the balance. She wanted no harm to 

come to their guests but she also knew the delicate balance the Capital had found itself in.   

The Council was looking for any reason to remove the Fallen, the impure breeds, that they 

felt plagued the lands.   

Her head hurt from thinking. She retraced the little factual history she could secretly 

retrieve. Faith in the Council was starting to wane. The documents from the Old World 

conflicted with the new, making it very hard to tell which side was telling the truth.  

Mysterious and captivating as the stories of Undal may have been, they appeared to be 

little more than mythology. She knew that the continent did exist but the portrayal of it in the 

books and script seemed too far-fetched. She couldn’t imagine a realm in such utter disarray, 

and shrouded in horrific battles, suddenly recovering to become all that was Mu in such a short 

period of time.   
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The Council would have had to perform unfathomable feats to conceal such a past. She had 

to admit it was improbable that all the stories about Undal were true. Based on the information 

she did have, it appeared that Undal suffered from a devastating plague that resulted in the 

extinction of several clans and nearly obliterated the largest empire at the time, the Ignis Capital 

of Chien.   

The Fall of Undal took along with it the Plague, or as they later concluded, miasma 

poisoning, as a result of the Tainted breeding negative energy.   

The Council had long warned of the dangers of mingling with those outside one's clan or 

worse— the Rahma. Half-Breeds were not just a tragedy but an abomination of nature which 

endangered everyone.  Some cases of infection still rose throughout Mu. Many people 

disregarded any correlation this had to the Plague in fear that Mu could be swallowed by it 

again.  

Heqet had her own suspicions about the origins of the Tainted.   

Their condition was rumored to be the cause of a spiritual fracture, a soul’s response to 

trauma. It was widely believed that cross-breeding and tampering with one’s natural state 

could cause such a trauma.   

Miasma had been dubbed negative energy, but she suspected it was actually closer to 

spiritual blood. After all, the original Ancients were Ethereal Beings. The only pain they had to 

express was spiritual, as they had no mortal forms to injure or maim. Any leak of spiritual 

energy was dangerous, as it was driving force of all Ancient lifeforms.  

This condition they referred to as tainted or stained occurred in a select few bearing 

extraordinary spiritual energy. The worse the condition, the more miasma would multiply 

around the Tainted person.   

The debate over the group had been one of the most controversial in Mu. Questions arose 

from all over the Empire. Should the Tainted be eradicated? Were they responsible for the fall?   

Heqet wasn’t sure what to believe other than the fact that she disliked the Council’s forceful 

manner of dictating and conforming people to old laws. Those rules may have worked well for 

Thule but Mu was far from Thule. The people here did not believe as they once did, so ruling 

them in such a manner would most certainly prove ineffective. Times had changed and society 

needed to do the same.   

She sighed heavily and leaned back against the long table, rubbing her brow.   

This is not the time for visitors.  
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On the back of Askelon’s letter, there was an inscription in small print.   

In this envelope, I have enclosed a note card from my informant. At his request, I included this 

extension to you. Please read it carefully before making a decision.   

Her eyes strained as she fished the note card out from the envelope. One side contained a 

gold embellishment of a sun dial and the other, letters written in the same gold ink.   

∞∞∞ 

Greetings,  

I’ve received news that you’re looking for allies in your quest for independence from Thule. Our 

objectives are similar but our connections are very different. I’d like to extend a one-time offer in exchange 

for a request. I lead an organization that is fighting to restore the balance for all— this includes the 

Fallen.   

The Council wishes to eradicate them, but my team is fighting to protect them. I’m willing to extend 

my abilities, my affiliates, and most importantly, my time if you’re willing to agree to rally for this cause.   

You might question the reason behind my offer.   

I’ve served as an informant and confidant of our mutual friend for many turns. For reference, you 

may direct your questions at them. Otherwise, we’ll meet in due time.   

∞∞∞  

The bottom of the card contained a symbol that read time or ra. This message was consistent 

with the other symbolism and the choice of words in the message itself.   

Time?  

Heqet lacked the resources to call upon others for assistance. Not to mention, she relied on 

others only when she had no plan of her own, though the note itself offered no actual assistance 

or information regarding the sender. Asking Askelon for a reference would take too long, and 

they probably both knew that. The fact that she had no information was shady enough.   

She considered crumpling it but slipped it into her dress pocket, withholding a bitter laugh.   

The Universe seemed intent on mocking her with reminders that she needed support. The 

letter only rubbed that fact in her face.    

She stepped out of the conference room and strolled the halls filled with paintings of her 

family then stopped to examine an image of Khnum. Just the sight of her husband made her ill. 

His dark eyes glowered even in the form of a painting. She pursued her mouth at his bearded 

mien and swirling sideburns.    
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So far, the only people worth trusting lived far outside the Capital. Every time someone 

called it a Utopia it chilled her spine. No one seemed to recognize that it was her cell except 

Askelon and the person who sent her the notecard.   

Every move she made alerted the Council and her family. If she wished to turn the tables, 

she would have to agree with the few allies that wished for freedom, which in unspoken words 

meant rebellion.   

Her children were still young, not yet in their teens. She would not be able to say so for 

much longer, as they already showed signs of development.   

The Ancient world had changed so much in recent turns she felt as though time was 

slipping away. She wanted to create an empire her boys could live in without concern.   

But where do I start?  

She walked to the upstairs study and peeked in at her boys.   

They were supposed to be reading, but Kyou babbled about some delinquency he had 

committed while Ryou made silent laughter.   

Heqet raised a brow at Ryou, and he returned to reading. Although most considered him 

the studious son, he enjoyed Kyou’s antics. Their mother appreciated their togetherness, so long 

as it didn’t stir Khnum.   

Children deserved the time to play and explore the vast world around them.  

Her boys shared their parent’s dark hair and violet eyes, the traits of the Iu. They were 

already quite tall and strong. If they continued their training, they’d grow to be independent, as 

she hoped.    

Kyou glanced over his shoulder and waved with a large grin. “Hi, Mom! Taking a stroll?”  

Heqet shook her head slightly. “Kyou, it’s fine if you don’t study, but don’t distract your 

brother. You both have important tests approaching.”   

Ryou lowered his book and pressed his long hair away from his face. “It’s fine. I’m reading 

ahead, anyway. He hasn’t been talking long.”   

Independence aside, it comforted her to know they at least had each other. If anything bad 

happened, she knew that her boys would protect each other.   

She stood beside them, taking them both by the head with a smile. “Boys… don’t let anyone 

tell you to be any different.”  

Kyou, who sat on top of the table, tilted his head back as if to accept her caress. “Even me?”   

“Are you not my boy?”  
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He beamed. “I am.”   

Ryou’s mild temperament made him the more diligent of the two but, even with the 

rowdiness, Kyou was certainly a mother’s boy. Their differences didn’t tarnish their 

relationship in the slightest.   

“Kyou has his wit,” Ryou said, his eyes still fixed the pages of his book.   

She stroked their heads. “He certainly does. Stay out of trouble, you two. We may have 

guests soon.”  

The boys lifted their heads. “Guests?”  

“Hmm… yes. I don’t know for certain if they’re coming but I’ve heard such. I’ll be able to 

tell you more tonight.” If their rumored guests did arrive, she’d have to handle the situation 

with tact and dignity. There’d be no room for error. Anyone who arrived in the Capital usually 

sought assistance settling into Mu.   

Whether or not the Capital kept Heqet hostage, she had a duty as the High Queen to 

provide for all those in need. She constantly reminded herself that amongst those people were 

her sons. Standing up to Khnum and the Council alone would ensure her failure.   

Thule was far more powerful than Mu. It had eons of history and the Elders resided there.  

If they deemed the rebellion too forceful Mu may find itself as lost to history as Undal.  

First and foremost, she needed to secure a reliable team.   

After leaving her sons to study, she went downstairs to the viewing window. The light 

from the Ussan shone through the patterned glass.   

Forming a team would likely mean seeking assistance from those outside their kingdom of 

Inoue. She already had Askelon’s word but part of his effectiveness required that he remain an 

undetected double-agent.   

Undetected?   

The black note card seemed like an anchor in her pocket. She decided to let fate take her for 

a ride. If the opportunity presented itself, she’d meet with the stranger who had made the offer.   

With her mind set, she prepared for her meetings of the day and for the visit of their guests.   
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Chapter 2: Unusual Visitors  

  

Early the following morning, Heqet stood at the palace steps with her guard, Aurelius, a 

close friend from her youth, whom she had hired by request. She had misgivings about her 

family reaching him first, as he sometimes seemed overbearing.   

He hovered around her more so after learning about the arrival of their guests. His hand 

fastened to his sword, always ready to strike at a moment’s notice. He could be diligent or just 

plain rude and intrusive.   

A dense fog rolled in with the new cloaked guests. Although the Capital often experienced 

a chill from the sea, this chill caught everyone by surprise. Even without seeing the faces of their 

guests, Heqet knew they were Caeles. She had heard tales of the infamous Wolf and Fox clans. 

As a child, she was told that they could summon ice with a foul mood and that they were as 

cold a winter itself.  

As Askelon had said, these were real survivors of the fall.   

One of the members of the group stepped forward and lowered the hood of her white cloak 

revealing skin and hair just as pale as the cloak itself. Some citizens and servants looked upon 

her astonishing beauty with surprise, but Heqet kept steady while bracing the frigid air without 

the slightest shiver. “Welcome to Inoue Palace. What brings you here?”  

The woman glanced around with her stark mint eyes. “Verui, Elaine. Lak fen sier villea il sau 

kul yan, Heqre.”  

‘I am Elaine. We have come from the Old World to speak with you, Highness.’   

As Heqet heard these words, she realized that her visitors sensed the disharmony, or at 

least knew of it. Few citizens of Mu knew the Language of Ages, so they had clearly done their 

research on her. She adjusted her shawl and gestured for them to follow her inside the palace. 

“Iryl ou.”   

‘Follow me.’   

Aurelius waited for everyone to step inside, and then he followed them to the downstairs 

study to guard the hallway.   

As soon as they entered, Heqet raised a protective barrier around the interior of the room. 

The gold light flashed before forming a solid wall. She gestured again towards the arm chairs 

around the room. “I don’t mean to close you in, but it would be dangerous to speak without 
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some defense. Our mutual friend told me we would be receiving visitors from Ussan. I just 

didn’t think it was possible.”  

The other two members of the group lowered their hoods. One seemed to be Elaine’s 

identical twin sister, and the other a tall, well-built man with greyish skin and hair from the 

Wolf Clan. His intensity would’ve made Heqet uncomfortable if not for the hint of curiosity in 

his icy blue gaze.  

Elaine bowed her head. “I’m sorry for showing up uninvited. We’ve had trouble crossing  

Mu… but we were advised to come to you.”  

Heqet inspected each member of the group carefully, and they returned her scrutiny 

tenfold. She understood their concerns, considering that the clans were believed to be extinct. 

“I’m sure Mu has been a startling change for all of you. I’m sorry to say I’m in quite a bind 

myself. Here, Council laws prevail. I’ll only be able to assist within my jurisdiction.”  

Elaine lowered her head, but her eyes remained fixed to Heqet, doubtfully watching. 

“Jurisdiction? Aren’t you the High Queen of Mu?”  

“I am.” The state of affairs troubled Heqet. She needed to tell the truth or she’d lose their 

trust but she also had little to offer.   

The man’s intonation sounded softer than expected. His deep voice resonated with befitting 

calmness. “The Council has overthrown her rule. Her power is limited.”  

Heqet’s anxiety eased slightly. “That’s correct.” The man nodded in a contented manner as 

she elaborated. “My husband is a Council follower, so we are an empire divided. There’s no one 

I can trust. Surely, you were informed of this.”  

Elaine responded curtly. “We were not.”  

Heqet hoped to speak with another member of the team, so she looked at the man. “What 

are your names?”  

The man seemed surprised at first, but he answered. “Liulfr.”  

The soft spoken woman beside Elaine almost whispered. “Chi.”  

Heqet pressed a hand over her heart. “I am Iunu Heqet. My husband and the Council have 

taken control of the Empire. There are too few allies to oppose them, but I’m seeking assistance 

from any who wish to restore balance. Perhaps that is why you were sent here with so little 

information.”  

Elaine crossed her arms and gave a small, indignant toss of her head. “A trick. 

Puppeteering at its finest.”  
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Heqet supposed that Elaine meant they were puppeteering the situation in a manipulative 

manner. “You could choose to view it that way but only by banding together will anyone be 

able to change the state of this empire.”   

“What’s to change?”  

“If you’ve truly come from Undal, then I’m sure you know about the Council’s law 

regarding the Half-Breeds, Rahma, and, most severely, the Tainted. Although we have yet to 

encounter any of the Tainted in Mu, I fear what may become of the Empire if that should 

change.”  

An air of somberness emanated from the three cloaked strangers.   

Again, Liulfr spoke. “Why mention it?”  

“I was well aware of the Council’s standpoint. It disgusted me to know that they were so 

callous. Recently, I’ve come in contact the leader of an organization opposing Council rule. He 

offered me a deal in exchange for support in gaining protective rights of the Fallen.”  

Liulfr’s eyes widened slightly. “The leader of an organization… so, a group with goals 

differing from the Council. If he invited you to join them… does this mean you already have 

your own party?”  

Heqet found a lead in rallying her guests and calmly pursued it. “It’s small, but we have 

been working on gathering more support. Unfortunately, here in the Capital, I’m left 

unsupported because of my husband’s affiliation with the Council. The leader of this 

organization offered to change that for a rather high price.”   

His eyes studied her. “What price?”  

“From my understanding, the Plague was a direct result of the Tainted. If I am able to 

protect them, and they choose not to remain within the barriers, and venture out in Mu, their 

presence alone could cause the deaths of thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands as in Undal.  

I want to protect every citizen in Mu, but I must consider the weight of my decisions.”  

Liulfr nodded. “As a good Queen should.”  

Elaine squinted. “Who is this organization leader?”  

Heqet hated to admit her own shortcomings. She didn’t want to lose her standing with her 

visitors, so she chose her words carefully. “I’m not sure. We exchanged a message briefly some 

time ago through an affiliate of the uprising rebellion.”  

Liulfr shifted his head slightly to one side. “That’s what you’re calling it? The Rebellion?”  

Heqet hadn’t decided this herself but hearing it sounded right. “Yes.”   
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He hummed in agreement. “Straightforward.” After some deliberation, he continued.  

“What’re the goals of this organization?”  

“All he said was that our goals were the same and that we should help each other. I don’t 

know what, specifically, he desires other than for me to support the Tainted. So, I can’t really 

say if our goals align as he claims. Even if they do, I’m not sure how much I can honestly assist.  

As I stated earlier, tensions here in the Capital are high and the Council has a firm hold.”  

Elaine frowned. “He must have something to gain from it. Is he Tainted?”  

Heqet was thankful for the obviously loaded question. The Caeles leader, Viro, had a 

reputation for being Tainted. This presented her the opportunity to show these guests her 

compassionate side and, hopefully, win their support. “I would venture to say that he is, in the 

very least, vested in someone who is Tainted. Who wouldn’t want to protect a loved one? It is 

the core of what I’m working for— a united Mu, an Empire that cares for each person who 

resides within its borders whether they are Half-breeds, Rahma, or Tainted. There is a way and 

we must find it.”   

Liulfr turned to Elaine as she mulled over the facts. He watched her for a moment before 

saying, “We are the last of our clan. Much has changed since the fall of Undal, as I am sure you 

well know. We were once respected and now suspicion falls on us everywhere we go. The 

realm is no longer safe, and we are left with fewer options with each passing day.” 

Heqet’s heart felt as though it would burst. She perceived the pain in his words and 

understood what it felt like to fear for your life day in and out. “I’m so sorry for all that you’ve 

been through.”  

Elaine stared at Heqet. Her steady eyes lacked the emotion Liulfr expressed. “So, if we want 

assistance, then we must assist you as well.”  

Heqet knew that they both lacked the proper support to reach their goals. If she could gain 

formidable allies, she could put her plan into motion. The fact that no one knew the Caeles 

survived made them just that.  They still represented one of the great clans. “I just don’t know 

how much I can assist until I have the proper resources.”  

Chi finally spoke. “Equivalent exchange is the manner of all things. Let us help her, Elaine.  

There is no harm in growing numbers. We have nothing left to give but our support.”  

Liulfr displayed a calm smile. “Indeed.”  

Elaine sighed. “You two have learned nothing. The word rebellion alone suggests that there 

will eventually be a war. War brings devastation. We should never have meddled with the  
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Council. If we’d stopped the outsiders from entering, none of this would have happened.”  

He showed a slight frown. “I was an outsider.”  

She growled. “You are one of us. Do not change the subject, Liul.”   

Chi scanned her sister scrupulously. “Did you mean Fati? In some regard, she is also one of 

us. Not by blood but—”  

Elaine stamped her foot. After this, no one said anything more. Even without words, she 

had made her standpoint clear, so this limited Heqet’s mobility in the debate.   

Heqet waved her hand slightly, brushing away the heaviness from the air. If only it were so 

easy to defuse a situation. “I’m sorry to intrude… but you all seem rather vexed. I don’t mean to 

cause trouble. I only wish to admit my own weakness. My predicament is damning. Although 

we are making an effort to change and grow, there’s still much to be desired. Our morale is… 

well….”  

Liulfr placed his hands on his lap and sat with a silent smile for some time. “I’ll assist.”  

Elaine glowered.   

His smile only grew. He seemed to be willing to debate in Heqet’s stead. His large stature 

and toned form seemed well-trained, while his gentle temperament suggested leadership. He 

would be a good ally.   

Is Elaine even the leader of this party?    

Chi stole a glance of her sister, indecisively shifting her eyes to and fro. “Me too.”   

After losing their favor, Elaine sank down on the sofa, scowling.   

Heqet raised a hand to her cheek and gave a smile of her own. “You’re welcome to stay in  

Inoue Community, Elaine.”  

Elaine let out a low growl.   

Liulfr continued smiling. “She’ll come around.”  

This is not at all what I expected from this group.   

Heqet decided she’d better direct the rest of her remarks towards him for the best results.  

“As I was saying, my husband is affiliated with the Council. There are hardly any Royals 

who’re willing to oppose Council laws or rule, so that leaves me with few allies. We’re in 

desperate need of support, numbers, and strength.”  

Liulfr blinked once and paused before responding. “You need advocates to grow your 

numbers.”   
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Heqet sighed with relief. “Yes. I’m unable to leave the Capital easily. I need people who can 

go in my stead.”  

“We will not go unnoticed. Not easily. There are no other Caeles in Mu.”  

“Perhaps we can use that to our advantage.”   

Elaine shot a glare. “You’re asking us to take the risk for you. They’re the only family I 

have. This is absurd.”  

Liulfr made a small hum. The low sound eased the tension in some way. “For now. We 

only need to send one person at a time. I’ll go. It’s best if you stay out of harm’s way.”  

Heqet felt her brow knot as she listened to their banter. She observed that Elaine’s 

overbearing caution differed from the others.   

Elaine kept her body completely withdrawn, even from her sister. “I’m supposed to accept 

you doing the Queen’s dirty work on your own? We barely escaped the last incident. We didn’t 

come here for this.”   

 Liulfr nodded just once as if accepting her statement. “Chi, would you take Elaine out to 

explore the community?”   

Heqet expected an argument, but Elaine lowered her gaze, displaying a moment of 

vulnerability, and waited for Heqet to lower the barrier around the room.   

Heqet stepped outside briefly, asked Aurelius to watch over her visitors, and then returned 

and rose the barrier again. “Liulfr, was it? You’re welcome to remove your cloak. Shall I request 

tea?”   

He declined with a subtle wave of his hand. This practiced man spoke only when 

necessary. His aura remained as calm and steady as his mannerisms, so Heqet had no doubt 

about his ability.   

She sat down again on the arm chair across from him. “Pardon if this sounds intrusive, but 

what is your relation to Elaine and Chi?”  

He displayed the same smile as before. “Elaine and I are Bound and married. Chi is her 

twin.”  

Heqet marveled at his honesty. “You’re Bound even though Chi is her twin? What a 

surprise.”  

He tucked back the silver hair sticking out around his face with a timid laugh. “I’m sorry 

for her brashness, Highness. A lot has happened since the fall of Ussan. Mu does not treat us 
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kindly, but this isn’t strange for me. It may seem that we are of two minds but I assure you that 

we are of one.”  

She leaned forward against her hand. “What do you mean?”   

“I was a slave before I moved to Ussan, so I’m used to maltreatment. Elaine is not used to 

this lifestyle so we react differently to our environment while wishing to achieve the same 

goal.”  

This was a chance for her to confirm a part of Undal’s supposed history. She had heard of 

clans taking others as slaves but she could scarcely comprehend it. “A slave? To whom?  

Possibly… the Igni?”  

He nodded, then his smile faded. With a turn of his head, he stared out at some distant 

place. “I want to protect our family as much as El.” His gaze returned to Heqet, but the look in 

his eyes had changed. The horrors of the Caeles battle had surfaced. “I’m willing to offer my life 

in exchange for your success.”  

“What about Elaine?”   

“She doesn’t need to know.” He smiled again, though now it was clear that this meant 

something different than it conveyed. It may have been intended to comfort Heqet or show his 

will because the smile itself appeared still and practiced. “I’d like to keep her out of harm’s 

way.”   

“She’s your mate. If you risk your own life, she’ll also be at risk.”   

He averted his gaze, hiding the trace of sadness and concern that emanated from his being.  

“Not that. We need to buy time.”  

Her stomach churned. There was only one reason she could think of that would make 

Elaine so on edge and require their lives as collateral for time. “Time?” She remembered the 

note card and pressed a hand over her pocket. “I may have a solution, but, before we make any 

promises, I’d like to get to know you better. Our best allies are those we can trust. If Elaine 

doubts me, we won’t work well together. She won’t support what we do.”  

“I suppose.”  

There was no room for caution. Heqet bit her lips before taking a gamble. She grasped the 

notecard without removing it from her pocket. “Is it fair for me to assume that you’re expecting 

children?”  

He stared, unblinking. It was clear he did not wish to expand on the topic.  
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She appreciated the caution and thought well of him for exercising such prudence but their 

backs were against the wall. She needed help and they needed a way to protect their children.  

“We would need to formulate a plan long enough to protect Elaine during her pregnancy. Any 

information would be useful, especially if we require further assistance.” Finally, she displayed 

the card.  

His gaze followed it to the table. “What is it?”  

“A cordial invitation? This is the card I received from the Organization Leader. I had hoped 

to formulate my own plan before relying on others.”  

He sat upright again. “It’s only a matter of time before our team is dismantled. El and I both 

know this. Our only hope is to buy enough time to protect our children.”   

“I see we’re in the same bind. Very well. Let’s make the best of our plight.” She gave a 

broad smile as she sat back, gripping the arms of her chair. “Let’s decide our priorities and 

create our allies. If we can’t trust the current players, let’s place our trust in the upcoming 

participants.” She lacked physical strength but Liulfr made up for her shortcomings. If they 

worked together, and with the leader of the Organization, she knew they could change 

something. It was a long shot but one they could take together at least.  

“How do we meet with this person?”   

“I don’t know. The note just said we’d meet in due time.”   

He glanced around the room and back at the card. “So, there must be a way for them to 

watch.”  

“I don’t suspect it’s the card but surely there’s some way. Let’s begin our planning before 

this person pays us a visit.”  

“How do we know we can trust them?”  

“We don’t but at least we agree to trust each other.”  

He nodded, and they set out to complete their plan.   
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Chapter 3: A Deal with the Devil  

  

Heqet and Liulfr kept low for many days, avoiding attention from the community, and 

focused on the pretense of the Caeles Family being visitors.   

Heqet sat in her chambers reading over a letter sent from Askelon. As usual, he was helpful 

in informing her of her husband’s plans and actions. She wasn’t surprised to learn of Khnum’s 

plan for returning to the palace.   

The Council would want to coerce their new guests to go to Thule.   

Being the last of a clan was both a blessing and a curse. The Council would want to 

preserve them but under the most strict of guidance.  

She just hoped that whenever, or if ever, the meeting with the mysterious leader of the 

Organization occurred, it brought good news. Their plan was ready. All they had to do was 

wait for everything to fall into place.  

Once finished, she disposed of the letter, then she completed her daily ritual of visiting her 

sons in the morning. The three sat down to have tea before the boys ran off to play, train, and 

study. It was best to stick to the usual in case of watchful eyes.  

Her tea had become more of an ornament than a drink.  

She gazed at her beautiful children, admiring each of their qualities, and worried for their 

futures. Ryou carried himself with the poise of a Royal, just as everyone expected. He was 

Khnum’s favorite which was more confining than a child should have to endure. He was bright 

as the sun and full of patience and compassion. There was never a time he did not support or 

defend his brother.   

Khnum would most certainly want him to be king but the only way that could happen was 

for Kyou to die.   

The boys were still young, so no one could tell if they were going to be Bound. Many of the 

children of Mu were unbound, Fallen. It was ravaging the new world. She feared for the 

consequences such a change would have. If her sons were not – the Council would see them as 

lesser beings, and Khnum would be in the right to dispose of Kyou in any way he saw fit in 

order to protect the Empire.  

Heqet felt the knot in her throat tighten to a painful degree. She fought her tears as her eyes 

set on Kyou. He radiated hope and love. Everything about the boy brought laughter and joy 
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into the world. He did not know a stranger and would stop to help everyone and anyone who 

needed it. Kyou was her light in the darkness, and she would do whatever needed to protect 

him.  

Khnum always rebuked Kyou for frolicking about instead of focusing on his responsibility 

to the Empire. He felt that the boys needed to toughen up. There was always a barrage of 

explanations and excuses for why the boys must join in the Royal tournaments even though 

neither boy showed the slightest of interest.  

Khnum had made mention, more than once, that no one would notice if their sons switched 

places. It was this fact that secured her belief that Khnum intended to dispose of Kyou during 

the tournaments.   

Her gaze returned to Ryou, who was defending his side from Kyou with only half effort. 

They were truly very close and even she had to admit that there were times she couldn’t tell 

them apart, in spite of how different they were. Each knew the other’s behavior so completely 

that their performance of one another was impeccable.  

Heqet worried about her sons being swept up in the politics of Mu and Thule. She felt as 

though every peaceful moment was going to be the last.   

The old books surrounding them left a musty scent in the air that reminded her of their 

early childhood. She had often read to them before the strife in Mu began echoing warnings of 

her demise. Soon enough, she figured, she’d become a prime target who had lost her worth. As 

soon as Kyou or Ryou succeeded the throne, she’d become disposable.   

Khnum had made it clear that he wished for nothing more than to return to Thule. He 

cared nothing for them and made a habit of traveling so as not to be burdened by their 

existence. As much as it pained her, the Council was correct in assessing that Fallen lacked 

balance and harmony.   

She cherished her time with her sons for as long as possible with reminders of this 

impending doom rattling about her mind. Still, she smiled as she brushed her fingers over the 

porcelain handle of her tea cup. “Boys, what would you like to do or be when you’re adults?”   

Ryou answered without any particular tone or expression. “An intellect.”  

His mother stifled a laugh with her hand. “Does that qualify as an answer? I’ll accept it 

anyway.”  

Kyou pulled one leg onto his chair and swayed from side to side. “I don’t know. A family 

man?”  
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Again, she laughed and stroked their heads. “Fair enough. Your mother is going to work 

hard to make sure your dreams come true.”    

Kyou rested his hand against her wrist. “I just hope that whatever you do will make you 

happy too. We can fight too you know.”  

Ryou nodded.   

She wanted her sons to stay outside of the upcoming strife but their participation may very 

well save them if she could find a safe way to accept their offer. “Thank you.”   

The moment was a cherished one as each one with her sons, but she needed to leave them 

once again. She made her way to the large round room down the hall. Royals had been using it 

as a meeting place since she arrived in Mu. The dome overhead was embellished with a curious 

mural. She hadn’t been able to find and books or documentation on it, and there wasn’t a soul 

who knew how or why it was made. She stared up at it in awe. One side had the darkness of 

space with a woman reaching out to a man shrouded in light. It was presumably one of the tales 

from Undal but books from that time had been scarce even in the Capital.  

Heqet let out a long breath as her appointment arrived. She would need to be on her best 

behavior yet again.   

The Council had a way of checking up on them nearly every day. They wanted reports on 

the boy’s progress, Khnum’s travels, and the general activates in Mu. In truth, they were 

applying polite pressure to the Capital, expecting them to encourage Council rule and beliefs.  

After their brief and unnecessarily formal meeting, she strolled downstairs to stand before 

the viewing window again. Its dark winding metal emulated the branches of a tree or plant of 

some kind and formed into a perfect circle. Each tendril delicately embraced a fragment of 

glass— some smooth and crystal clear, others foggy and etched. Together, they made a grand 

work of art set intentionally across from, and framing the beauty of, the Ussan.   

Often, she would find Liulfr there, just watching the remnant of his family’s home as it 

glittered in the sunlight. This time, instead of Liulfr, she found an unfamiliar figure standing in 

the exact spot. He stared out the window just as Liulfr did with folded arms and a longing in 

his aura.    

As Heqet approached, she slowed her pace.   

The man wore a metallic silver fox mask and velvet red blazer. He kept his focus on the 

forest despite her footsteps drawing nearer.   

She stood beside him, glancing at the black cat meowing at his feet.   
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The cat’s large blue eyes glowed in the darkness of the hall. For a moment, it seemed to be 

studying her as its tail wrapped around the man’s leg.   

She stared back, concerned by its presence in the palace. None of the palace guards seemed 

alarmed by the arrival of the man and his cat. Animals never entered the palace, so she frowned 

as the cat let out a long cry for attention.   

The man crouched down and picked up his pet then he too stared at her.   

She glimpsed the rest of the hallway and pressed a hand over her pounding heart.   

Who is this man?   

Although she feared him, she kept her composure. “Pardon me, how did you get into the 

palace with your cat?”  

The man blinked with his polychromatic eyes, which differed from any known Ancient 

clan. Their many colors were vivid compared to his pale complexion and white hair. After a 

moment of hesitation, he gawked. “That’s all you’re going to ask? Where’s your guard?”  

“I’m afraid he’s absent at the moment.”  

The man stroked his cat with a troubled expression. At any rate, he seemed troubled by the 

way he narrowed an eye. “Absent from the High Queen? That’s a touch problematic and 

conveniently irresponsible, don’t you think?”   

She stopped herself from admitting to their lacking security. No one worried too much 

about her because she was merely a tool for the Capital.  

He nodded to himself. “Ahh… so your morale is this low.”  

She folded her arms firmly as if to hold herself within a safe embrace. “Who are you?”  

“Not who, but what, Highness.”   

She cast a skeptical glance. “Then what are you?”  

His cat climbed up his shoulder as he crossed an arm over his chest and bowed. “I’m called 

Akira.”  

“Akira?” She pondered the strange name. At first, she thought he lacked a surname, but she 

soon realized what he meant. “Do you mean Ra Aki? Are you from the Ra family?”  

He stood upright with a gleam in his eyes. “Indeed.”  

Someone from the Ra family is still alive? Impossible.  

He scanned the hall. “You had a partner.”   

How does he know?  

“You mean Liul. He’s in the community right now. Should I send for him?”  
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“No need. Wolves always smell their own.”  

Heqet frowned.   

With this new information, Akira’s tall stature and white hair more likely reflected his Ra 

heritage than that of the Caeles. His polychromatic eyes were the only strange and indescribable 

trait.  He was a Fallen, a Half-Breed, and maybe more.  

Shortly, Liulfr entered the palace to investigate the new and unfamiliar scents of the man 

and his cat. He stood at a distance, his head low, and his eyes fixed on Akira. “Who?”  

Heqet gestured towards Akira. “This is the person I told you about. His name is Akira… or 

should I say, Ra Aki.”  

Liulfr turned his head so only one of his eyes was showing. “Ra?”  

“We should continue this conversation in the study.” They needed to move from such a 

visible location. Guards or servants could, and eventually would, pass by. She led them to a 

private study around the corner and raised a barrier as they found seats.   

Liulfr sat on a sofa while Akira sat on the edge of a table, crossing his ankles.   

Heqet joined Liulfr on the opposite side of the room, so she could keep an eye on their new 

guest. Repeatedly, her gaze traveled to the blue eyed cat.   

Akira stroked it again. “I hear you’re ready to make a deal.”  

Heqet’s whole body grew tense. “Who said?”  

“I told you I’d know.”  

But how?   

“It doesn’t matter how,” he said, as if reading into her thoughts. “All that matters is what 

you’re willing to offer.”  

“And what, specifically, you’re giving in return. How do I know you’re not just trying to 

trick me into making a deal with you so you can overthrow me?”   

He paused and then pointed to his mask. “I’m an affiliate of the Grim.”  

“So, you’re a Reaper. Is that it? What Reaper travels alone and by his own authority?”  

Liulfr sprang into their debate. “Why a fox?”  

Akira brushed it off with a haughty laugh. “Don’t ask me. Ask the Grim.”  

Heqet hesitated more than before. “I thought Reapers were supposed to their hide 

identity… but you said you’re called Akira. Is it a title or a codename?”  

His amusement faded, and his voice took a tone of offense. “Why the interrogation?  

I’m here to make a deal. If you’re not interested, then I’ll be on my way.”  
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 She stood swiftly. “Sorry. Please forgive my accusations. I’ve few people I can trust. I’m 

still concerned that you may be affiliated with the Council.”  

“Affiliated? No. However, their gaze is difficult to escape. You and I aren’t dissimilar,  

Highness. What I long for will benefit you greatly… and I can bring it to fruition if you wish.”  

She sat again, persuading herself to trust the strange man despite her fear of being 

betrayed. If she failed, she’d fail her sons as well. “What would that be?”  

“First, you must relay your plan to me.”  

Liulfr’s expression relaxed as well. “I thought you already knew.”  

“I’m certainly not sneaking into sealed rooms,” Akira said. “No one has time for that.”  

Heqet folded her hands on her lap. Succumbing to her fears simply hindered her from 

finding the proper allies. She’d need to confront them head on, especially now. “I’ve wracked 

my brain trying to come up with answers and there’s only one that makes sense. “ Akira waited 

for her to continue. “If we can’t rely on those around us, then we must rely on the next 

generation of children. We need the time to raise and train them properly.”  

He smiled. “Indeed.”  

“I’ve asked Liulfr to assist me in uncovering our future allies but fulfilling this plan will be 

difficult. We’re missing some candidates, and my husband will surely hinder us.”   

Akira waved a finger in disapproval. “Relying on allies is only natural, Highness. Let your 

enemies talk. They’ll call you weak but that’s precisely what we want. The best way to fool the 

arrogant is to make them believe that your idea is their own. Feed the beast. It’ll consume its 

end eventually.”  

Liulfr pressed a hand to his chin. “Surprisingly good advice. Dangerous though.”  

“In order to win, you must first lose. The real question is the cost.”  

 Heqet wondered if she’d always be cornered in such a way. Her wordy opponent had her 

on pins and needles. “And what is your price?”  

Akira pressed his fingertips over his mouth, failing to hide his enjoyment. “Wouldn’t you 

love to know?” The black cat nuzzled his free hand. “I ask only one thing… help me bring back 

the Spinner.”   

Liulfr and Heqet’s eyes widened. A silent gasp passed over the room. It was as though the 

air itself had turned rancid.   

Heqet knew very little of Undal but she knew enough to know that the Spinner was an 

instrumental part of its end. It was a part of their lessons in Thule.   
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The Spinner caused the collapse of the Three Tier Balance. It was a major part of history 

along with the Demon of Undal.  

She once again feigned composure. “Do you know what happened the last time she trod 

upon a Mortal Realm?”  

A hint of disappointment crept into Akira’s voice. “Trod… that sounds intrusive. She has to 

be summoned, you know. Don’t blame the victim.”  

“Victim?”   

Liulfr’s gaze revealed the darkness of his past. “He might be right. Fati had good points.”   

She pressed a hand over her mouth. “Praise be, you knew her?”  

“Although I can’t deny her darkness… there was a softness… a deep love.”   

She whipped her head back towards Akira. “Why would you want to bring her back? What 

could you possibly gain?”  

His gaze wandered the room. “Why would you leave your enemy with an ace in the hole?  

Don’t you want to win the war?”  

Heqet shuddered. “War? We are petitioning for independence.”  

Akira tapped his mask. “Which will require war.”  

“With the Spinner?”  

“Better us than them. No?” The gleam in his eyes shone brighter than before. “Better yet, 

make them think they’ve done it.”  

What is this maniac planning?    

She hated to admit it but Akira made sense in his madness. His words rang true.  

Somewhere in her soul, she knew that the cost of freedom would come to war. “How do I 

know what you’re really capable of? You want to bring back the Spinner to win the war. How 

will that help?”  

He swayed slightly from side to side, ignoring the pressure of the interrogation. “Try as 

you might, you know your sons are Fallen. A mother always knows. Which means you will 

need to either sacrifice one of your children or you will need a mate for whichever one is the 

successor… the Council will accept her because they’ve won her favor once before.”  

“But what will her presence do for you?”  

He paused for a long time. “To put it simply, it’s none of your business.”  

Liulfr objected. “And politely?”  

Akira glanced at Liulfr. “It’s between me and Fati.”  
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Heqet scratched her temple, not surprised to find it moist with stress. This person 

perplexed her for a multitude of reasons and she couldn’t decide whether or not to trust him. 

“This situation is extremely difficult. You’ve given us no reason to trust you and no proof that 

you are who you say.”   

Akira lowered from the table and stepped closer to the sitting arrangement. “I’ll prove 

myself as soon as you make a decision. There’s no success without a gamble. I’ve gambled 

enough in my time. What’ll you do? Gamble with your husband and the Council?”  

Liulfr shook his head. “Who would make a gamble without knowing the risks?”  

“The most successful people are those who take the biggest gambles.”  

Heqet originally considered asking what he meant, but she already knew. If she weren’t in 

a life or death situation, she’d never have requested assistance. “All right. I, personally, will 

gamble with you. Don’t ask the same of Liulfr.”  

Akira sauntered across the room and let out his hand to her. “Shake.”  

She reached out slowly and grasped it, though she didn’t understand the gesture or the 

purpose for offering his hand. Everything about the man was odd from his mannerisms to his 

aura.  

He squeezed her hand firmly and binds of anima wrapped around their wrists.   

The golden light stung her skin as it marked the confirmation of their deal. She rubbed the 

burn after she had been released.   

He smiled again. “We have a deal, Iunu Heqet. I shall assist in your rebellion against Thule, 

and you shall give me what I want.”  

“What is our pact? What are the terms?”  

“The terms are simple. We remain loyal to our agreement and to our respective factions.  

I’ve agreed to support your cause, and you’ve agreed to my request.”  

She doubted this man could want something so simple, though they were discussing the 

Spinner and nothing about that sounded simple or safe. “That’s all you want? Nothing more? If 

you’re affiliated with the Grim, can’t you bring her back or request this yourself?”  

“Don’t act like it’s a simple task. She obviously needs to be guarded… and there’s another 

thing, but we’ll get to that later.”  

As I thought… there are greater terms.   

Akira looked into her eyes, seeming to sense the distrust. “It would be against our pact to 

betray you, so you can relax.”  
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“How do I know what, exactly, we’re contracted for?”  

He sighed with a perceptible haze of exhaustion, then removed a blade from his blazer and 

cut her across the hand.   

She winced as blood poured from the fresh wound.   

He pulled back his sleeve and displayed the brand burning into his skin. “When you break 

a part of your pact this happens. If you turn against it completely, you’ll die. Simple enough?”  

It was in that instant, she saw the unmistakable black stains on his hands. Her heart raced 

at the realization that she and Liulfr had already been exposed. What was done was done and 

she needed to carefully proceed. The fact remained that they needed help and the pact was 

already formed.   

She pressed against the cut on her hand to stop the bleeding. “Yes, but you could’ve told 

me that instead of slicing me open like a fish.”  

He paused again, his eyes gleaming like two multi-colored crystals. “Like a fish, indeed.  

Who would believe me if I did not show my truth in such a way?”   

She withheld her retort. “I need to bandage my hand. In the future, just explain. I will 

listen. You don’t need to use such theatrics.”   

He cocked his head to the side as if her words did not make sense. His body bent to the will 

of the thoughts floating around inside his mind, and his aura fluctuated wildly.  

Heqet stood still and let the bizarre man study her and work through his thoughts.  

Finally, he stood upright and proceeded as if she had said nothing at all. “I’ll speak with 

my associate about the Spinner. Compile a list of those you think would make formidable allies 

for us to review upon my return. After we’ve discussed your current potentials, I’ll add a few 

and, if needed, we may remove a few.” He collected his cat from the table and disappeared in a 

cloud of thick, billowing darkness.   

After he had gone, she let out a curt sigh. “What was that?”  

Liulfr took her hand into his own and inspected her wound without commentary. He 

occasionally stole a glance at the spot where Akira had been standing.   

Heqet engaged Liulfr, hoping to hear his thoughts on what had just transpired. “He said 

he’ll add to our list. We’ll just have to hope for the best.”  

His eyes locked with her own, his gaze stern and filled with suspicion. “Was it wise to form 

a pact? I wasn’t aware they could be formed that way. He is… unusual.”  
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She rubbed the marks on her wrist. They appeared to form a symbol that was too faint to 

read. “I’m not well-versed in this type of pact either. It seems more like a brand, some extremely 

old world stuff, but it doesn’t look too deep, so I presume it’ll heal soon. Judging by his display, 

it only activates if you break your word.”  

Liulfr returned to his thoughts, turning his gaze to the Ussan. “He said we need a list… we 

should get started before he comes back.”  

She dwelled on the rumors of the Spinner and the pact she had made. Fretting would not 

change the pact made but she did wish there was more information for her to review on the 

subject so she would know precisely what they were getting into.   

The Spinner was supposedly some kind of superior being capable of deciding the fate of the 

Mortal Realms. That’s how the limited folklore told her tale, anyway.  It seemed that there was 

far more to the story than the Elders had led them to believe.   

Heqet questioned if she could trust a man, who sought to bring back that kind of power. It 

was too late to take back her words, so she accepted her fate. “Very well. Let’s prepare.”  
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Chapter 4: The Grand Summoning  

  

Liulfr and Heqet finished their list of potential allies then strolled through the Community 

for the watchful eyes. They still needed to keep up appearances. The cool air from the sea 

wafted through the path from the palace to the Centre, known as the Community or Inoue 

Com.   

The salty scent mixed with the spices from the community, where the civilians sold their 

specialized goods. Stone pathways framed by the warm, smooth walls of the Community’s 

buildings led them through the streets. As they approached the Centre, they passed a group of 

children listening to stories told by the Elders. The small lights strung above them illuminated 

the lively circle of buildings in the area.  

Liulfr hadn’t spent much time exploring since his arrival. He mostly fretted for his wife and 

assisted Heqet. That left little time for him to inquire about the land they had come to visit. “Tell 

me about the Capital.”  

Heqet walked with her hands behind her back and a lightness in her step. “Each stone you 

see here was placed by the Ancients who first came to this land. They built their community on 

this slope to begin their lives anew after the Fall of Undal.”  

“I hear that most people think Undal is a myth.”   

She failed to hide her disapproval. “You can thank the Council for that. While some people 

believe that teaching history will prevent it from happening again, the Council believes that 

teaching it will ensure that it does repeat.”  

He accepted an offering of fruit from a woman at a nearby stand, then fiddled with it as 

they continued going down the community steps. “What do you believe?”  

“I believe that if history is going to repeat itself, it won’t matter whether or not we’ve been 

warned or if we believe… but knowing at least gives us time to reflect and prepare for what 

may lie ahead.”   

“I think that when people say ‘history repeats itself’ it doesn’t always mean they believe 

that things will happen exactly the same.”  

“I agree.” She stopped to greet a shopkeeper at a bread store, ordered tea and bread, then 

invited Liulfr to sit down on ones of the benches. “When are your children due?”  
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He half-heartedly shook his head as though the question had taken him by surprise. After 

reassessing, he sipped the tea. “Winter.”  

“Then there isn’t much time to prepare. Have you considered names?” She had forgotten 

that the people of Undal didn’t name their children until their third turn. It was too late to 

withdraw the question, but he thankfully seemed delighted at the prospect of discussing them.  

He humored her with some consideration, even though he most likely hadn’t thought of it.  

“For my daughter… Susi. For my son… I’d like to name him after my savior, Viro.”  

“Savior? I will wish to hear more about this but, first, the name. Aren’t you concerned 

about the implications? It might be risky to name him directly after a notoriously Tainted 

historical figure.”  

He hummed while he thought. “Then, what’s the Rahma equivalent… Hero?”  

She held the tea cup between her hands to retain the heat. “That sounds right. Susi and  

Hero, huh. Interesting choices. I’m sure they will bring honor to their names. Children are the 

Universe’s greatest gift.”   

His eyes were distant. He was still thinking about her words. “I guess that even you know 

about Viro.”   

Everyone who knew about the collapse of Undal knew a very specific set of names and 

titles— Caeles Viro, the Verna Twins, the Spinner, the Twin Wolves, and Phoenix. It didn’t 

matter how much time had passed or who tried to bury these people, they still rose from the 

ashes of the Old World with a vengeance.   

Heqet remembered all of her studies on them. “I grew up in Thule, so I learned a lot during 

my childhood. From my lessons, there are a handful of people responsible for the fall. Viro is 

just one of them.”  

Liulfr frowned. “It seems wrong to blame someone for being sick.”  

“I agree. I hold no contempt for the name nor the man—I did not know him. I merely wish 

to protect your sweetest gift from those who would tarnish his reputation for a reflection of the 

past. ” She sipped her tea and thought back to their meeting with Akira.  

Liulfr nodded in response. He gave a weak smile but said nothing.  

Heqet wished she could ask him a million questions but knew that their relationship was 

still in its budding phase, and he would see further probing and suggestions as rude.  She 

needed to change the subject without leaving it entirely. “That man, Akira, was  

Tainted. Would you say the same for him?”  
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“He has a similar aura as Viro, so it seemed obvious to me. It would explain his odd 

behavior as well. If that’s true, then yes. He can’t help what he is.”  

 Heqet checked the area for listeners before continuing the conversation. “You don’t 

recognize Akira, do you?”  

“No. When I say their aura is similar, I only mean he seems Tainted. Their aura has a 

heaviness. I’ve heard that it comes from trauma.”   

“Would you say Akira seems grown?”   

He deliberated on this question for a time. The slight curve of his brow formed a crease as 

he lost himself in thought. “I hadn’t been focused on it, but now that you mention it… he does 

seem younger. I’ll have to pay more attention next time.”  

“I’m curious about it. At first, I thought this person might be a grown man but there was 

something about his aura that made me feel that may not be the case. He has a quality of youth… 

is the only way I can describe it.”  

Liulfr nodded. “Agreed. It’s curious. He did seem younger in spite of his general 

appearance and manner of speaking.”  

 “If he is just a boy, then we have a certain responsibility to him, no?”  

Liulfr grinned. The pleasantness about him startled the shopkeeper, who set down a platter 

of filled bread and left. Certainly, his light could ease anyone’s nerves.   

I wonder if their children will have this light.  

Elaine and Chi stopped by the shop during their tour around the Community.   

From appearance alone, Elaine’s pregnancy was imperceptible. She’d be completely 

inconspicuous if not for the glint in her eye whenever someone stepped too close.   

Heqet couldn’t blame Elaine for being wary. No one knew what the Council would do with 

the remaining Caeles, nor did they know the full details of what happened between them in the 

past.   

Elaine always appeared on edge except for when she met Liulfr’s gaze. This always eased 

the tension between her and the rest of the world and seemed to soothe all of her anxiety.   

With the slightest brush of his hand, he could draw a soft smile from behind the otherwise 

impenetrable force field that guarded her heart and mind. It was always best to try and speak 

with her during these times. She’d listen more carefully whenever he was beside her.   
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Heqet understood the comfort he provided. In her own way, she appreciated having Liulfr 

close because his mere presence ebbed away at her concerns about the future. She hoped to 

bring this comfort to her people as their queen.   

Chi never said much. For the most part, she listened and observed the unfolding events 

with caution. Her reserved manner never changed, and she rarely met eyes with anyone in the 

group. Usually, she kept her head down, only occasionally stealing glances at the others.   

Heqet offered Chi and Elaine bread, but Elaine refused anything that wasn’t made in front 

of her or by herself. It was beyond effort trying to convince her that someone wasn’t trying to 

poison her.   

Liulfr and Heqet ate while the sisters sat across from them in dead silence. At the end of the 

meal, they received a visit from a blue-eyed black cat, which meowed and rubbed against 

Heqet’s leg.   

She drank the last of her tea and stroked the cat’s head. “I think I’ve seen this cat before.”  

Liulfr understood her code and stood to get a better look. “Akira.”  

Elaine squinted, emitting a feeling of distrust. “Akira?”  

Heqet didn’t have time to explain nor was a public market the place to do so. She followed 

after the cat dutifully. “He’s our friend. You two should come with us to meet with him.”  

“Do you know him well?”  

She conjured up a half-truth. “He’s a member of the Fox Clan.”  

Elaine’s social barrier finally lowered. “Really?”  

“Why don’t you come and see for yourself?”  

Elaine glanced at Liulfr, then followed the others after the cat and down the steps to the 

beach. The long walk led them to the crystal sand where the deep violet ocean ebbed and 

flowed.   

Heqet raised a hand to hold her hair out of her face as she breathed in the salty breeze. “I 

don’t come down here too often. We must be meeting in the Crystal Cavern.”  

Elaine finally relented after her very long silence. “I didn’t know this was here.”   

The new team trudged through the sand towards the formation of crystal that jutted out 

from the cliffside.   

Akira’s cat waited by the entrance and continued walking after they had drawn closer. The 

cavern opening lit up under the faint sunlight shining outside.   
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The team entered the narrow passageway and wove through the winding tunnels. They 

quickly followed as the cat scurried through the darkness. Eventually, the constricted walls of 

the passage opened into a large cavern. The group entered to find Akira already waiting for 

them. His cat immediately crossed the cavern floor and leapt into his open arms.  

Heqet gathered the front of her gown and stepped over the rugged edges of crystal 

underfoot. “Are you hiding?”  

“I’m being cautious until we’re better affiliated,” Akira said.  

“Maybe we should just say that you’re their cousin and that you’re visiting.”  

“Maybe.”  

Elaine stood at a distance, squinting at Akira as she studied him. “You’re from the Fox  

Clan? I’ve never seen you before.”  

“I’m adopted.”  

Heqet knew he was lying, so his utter lack of hesitation amused and frightened her. If he 

could lie this easily, then what else would he say to deceive them?  

Elaine resisted his deception. “By whom?”  

“If I told you, it would be a violation of the Reaper Code,” Akira said.  

She replied in a fixed tone. “How convenient.”   

I commend his efforts. He seems to understand how to counter her arguments.  

He cocked his head to the side in a prideful manner. “Nevertheless, it’s true. Just ask him.” 

With another motion of his head, he directed the team to something behind them.   

They turned simultaneously and jumped back from a towering figure in dark robes. A 

skeletal head watched them from several feet above.   

A Grim?   

Heqet gaped at Akira. Everything he said about being a representative of the Grim had 

been true. No matter how shady he behaved, there was some truth to his words and actions.  

The Grim spoke with a deep rumble in its voice. “Do not fear. We mean no harm.”  

Heqet took several slow, deep breaths and recovered. “I apologize. I wasn’t expecting to see 

a Grim here. I couldn’t fathom how Akira might be associated, but I’ll stop doubting him.”  

Akira had a slight bounce in his step as he drew closer to the Grim. “Like I said, he’s going 

to help raise the Spinner.”  

“This will not be a simple task,” the Grim responded. “We believe her soul may have been 

locked in the Crypt, so we require the time and resources to find it.”  
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“My team will be providing just that, but unfortunately I’m unable to enter,” Akira said.  

Heqet had not been taught about the Crypt nor had she found information on it. She 

ruminated over the subtle hints in their speech. “The Crypt is a place for bad souls, correct?”  

Akira clarified. “It’s a place for souls that have been banned from reincarnation for 

misdeeds.”   

His team can enter, but not him? Is the Spinner so bad that she needs to be locked up in the Crypt?  

She gazed up at the Grim in fascination. Her doubts and fears seemed to subside while in 

its presence. Logic told her that this was wrong and bad, but the Grim made her feel as if there 

were no better option. “When will the Raising Ritual take place?”  

Instead of the Grim, Akira looked straight at Elaine. “You’re the one with the child, right?” 

Child? Not children?  

She scowled, covered her stomach with her arms, and spat. “How would you know?”  

He scratched his cat’s chin. “A lot of things change when you travel through time and 

space, but this is the one consistency I can count on.”  

Heqet interrupted. “You mean children, right?”  

Akira stared at Elaine instead of answering.  

She hugged her belly tightly and glowered.  

Liulfr’s mouth formed a small frown. He could not conceal his sense of loss. He swallowed 

hard and put a comforting arm around Elaine.  

Akira continued. “Assuming that all things go as planned, let’s schedule the Raising Ritual 

in five turns, the seventh sun of TIR.”  

People so rarely used the Rahma’s calendar, it surprised Heqet to hear Akira articulate it so 

easily. They used it mostly in official palace documents directly pertaining to the Rahma. It had 

been based off the twelve kingdoms of Mu, which differed vastly from the Ancient’s perception 

of time. This most likely originated from the fact the original Ancients were Ethereal Beings, 

without a concept of time, and Rahma were strictly a mortal race living very limited spans that 

relied heavily on the concept to sustain a reasonable form of responsibility.   

So, why does Akira care so much about it? Is it because of his family?  

She redirected her attention to Akira, observing the way he moved and behaved for a better 

understanding of his age. “That’s a long time to wait. Why then?”  

“It takes time to find artifacts, and we still need to recover the Spinner’s soul from wherever 

it may be. If it’s not in the Crypt, it’ll take longer to find and recover. Not to mention, you need 
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time for your other allies to train and grow. If the Spinner is a child, she’s going to need 

protection. It’s not safe to assume that she’ll always be beside you.”  

This fact helped put Heqet slightly more at ease. Children were much easier to cope with 

than adults. Bonds could be formed with care and time. “Why did you mention Elaine’s 

pregnancy?”  

“I believe it would be beneficial to raise the Spinner beside their son.”  

“Son?”   

Elaine moved closer to Liulfr. “How can you make such outrageous claims?”  

Akira paused. “I’m a trained midwife.”  

The wispy ends of the Grim’s cloak moved like smoke as it spoke. “The Eyes of the  

Universe possess the keenest vision of all. Trust that whatever he sees is greater than most.”  

No one argued with it as they had with Akira. Luckily, he had someone to support his 

ambiguity now, but Heqet planned on asking him many questions in the near future.   

He readjusted the cat in his arms, tucking its feet close to his chest. “You made the list I 

asked for, right?”  

“Yes but it isn’t very long,” Heqet said.   

“I didn’t imagine it would be. We’ll review it back at the palace.” He turned and 

dramatically bowed at the Grim. “Thank you for joining us.”  

They kept to themselves on the way back to the palace and didn’t speak another word until 

they were sealed up inside the downstairs study.   

Akira once again sat on the edge of the table, this time waving his hand around in demand.  

“Let’s see the list.”  

Heqet retrieved the list from her pocket and passed it over. “I reached out to my few allies 

and asked if they had anyone to add.”  

Akira reviewed it so quickly it was hard to tell if he actually read it. “I can see Askelon 

added to it. The others… you’re including your sons.” He spoke in a dry manner. “What a 

surprise.”   

She sat down on her usual white armchair and turned on the lamp that stood on a small 

wooden table. The overcast weather constantly changed the brightness of the room. “So, you 

know of my sons.”   
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“You could say that.” A cool blue glow settled against Akira’s figure, and the cat curled up 

on his lap. He focused his gaze on the floor as he thought. “I’m going to add one of my own to 

your list.”   

“You mean a member of your team?”  

His aura grew steadier as he sorted out the plan. Now, he gave the same impression as a 

responsible and knowledgeable adult. “Something like that. The Spinner will need some type of 

stability, and you’ll need a trustworthy ally who can support your fragile system. I’ll ask the 

Grim to resurrect someone in your favor.”  

“Who?”   

“I don’t know what to call him, so for now… let’s call him Abyssus. You’ll need him more 

than you know. More specifically, your plans and my plans are in alignment. If we want to 

succeed, then we need him.”  

Elaine squinted at him again. “You’re being very vague. What’re you after?”   

He pointed at Chi. “I’ll bet she knows.”  

Chi swallowed hard and lowered her head so that her hair fell over her eyes. Her hands 

fidgeted on her lap. Behind her meek gaze shone a glimmer of mutiny.   

Akira’s sunny eyes revealed a smile. “Right? You have that scent… that of a Spirit. Do you 

have an attachment, Miss Chi?”  

A faint shroud of light formed at Chi’s side and a long haired woman with smooth, dark 

skin appeared. Her body had been marked by symbols used in the old tradition. She retorted 

the moment she showed herself. “As do you… or should I say you have the mark of a demon?” 

 Is she Si? A demon? What is going on?  

The woman’s clan had disappeared along with the Ra, and yet these individuals inhibited 

traits of the lost families. Both possessed unique and powerful elements that had supposedly 

vanished when their families were named lost.   

Akira challenged. “Is this why you keep your head low, Chi?”  

Chi raised her head slightly, showing her concentrated expression. “I do not recall 

introducing myself.”  

The Spirit crossed her arms. “Even the Eyes of the Universe cannot identify a given name… 

not unless it is a Soul’s Name. We have already met.”  

Akira bowed his head. “Indeed. It is a pleasure to be reacquainted so soon, Emolie.”  
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“And you as well.” Emolie sat against the arm of the chair beside Chi. “You can trust him… 

more so, you should trust him. If you do not, you will all perish.”  

Heqet’s head swam. They appeared to be caught up in something far more complicated 

than the independence of Mu.  

“That’s a huge statement,” Elaine said. “And we still have no information.”  

Emolie rested a hand down on her lap. “What should I say? Akira is planning to restore 

balance to the Universe. It is for the betterment of existence, so anything you plan to do that 

benefits his overall plan will suit everyone in this room.”   

Elaine still resisted but anyone could tell it wouldn’t last much longer. She was pinned 

between a Spirit and… whatever Akira happened to be. “What does that have to do with our 

child?”  

As far as Heqet knew, the Si shared a deep connection with the Universe itself. If this Spirit 

claimed that Akira’s word was absolute, their best bet would be to follow him or suffer the 

wrath of the Universe itself.    

Still, Emolie’s comment caused anxiety. The only time people used the term demon was 

when they were referring to creatures of the deepest part of the Shadow Realm, the Void.   

The last time Heqet heard that they spoke of the Demon of Undal, the very terror that 

struck down the Old World. She fretted that as Emolie had attached herself to Chi, the Demon 

of Undal could somehow be attached to Akira.  

 Akira eventually answered Elaine’s question. “Your son will be an invaluable piece in this 

chess match against Thule, but I guarantee that his life in Mu will be complicated. Although I’d 

like to think that he can serve as our Spinner’s right hand, I find it more likely that she’ll have to 

protect him.”  

Heqet grew more comfortable relying on his knowledge after hearing from Emolie that the  

Universe sided with Akira as much as the Grim. “What makes you think that? I’m sorry. I know 

it must be troublesome to answer all these questions… maybe you’ve even answered them 

before.”   

The sunny look returned to his gaze. He answered more when others noticed his struggle. 

“That’s right. I’ve answered them too many times to count. I should’ve just compiled a manual 

early on but things don’t always unfold the same way. Maybe I should’ve included all the 

variables… but that would take too long. Besides, who would read it? It would be useless busy 

work for my assistant.”   
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She admired his ability to talk by himself. Repeating events would also explain his knack 

for seeming both mature and youthful at the same time. If he had compiled a manual, she 

would’ve read it because the man piqued her interest.   

Emolie’s facial expression drooped. “He has been through this enough times to understand 

certain consistencies. Are any of you familiar with the Lords of Light and Shadow?”  

No one answered.   

She sighed and shook her head. “Of course not. This is a part of our history… that of my 

clan and of his, among others… well, any of the First Thirteen anyway. We were close with the 

Universe before it fell out of balance. The clans of the First Thirteen followed the guidance of 

our Grand Master and, in return, he created the balance in which we lived. Within it, there were 

certain individuals known as the Lords of Light and Shadow, each one possessed an ability or 

power… these powers had different purposes, each maintaining the balance. If we are to restore 

the balance of the Universe, they will all be required.”  

Heqet leaned forward against her hand. Her world suddenly felt very small. Lords of Light 

and Shadow, Grim, and Spirits—it was all too much to process. Her life was spinning out of 

control and everything was expanding around her. She needed to keep focused. Her efforts and 

concentration would have to be simple—her sons.  

 In spite of the magnitude of the given situation, she had received pivotal information that 

could turn the tides in their favor. “Do we know who they are, the Lords of Light and Shadow, I 

mean?”   

Emolie turned her head towards Akira. “He does.”  

But isn’t she a Spirit? Aren’t they responsible for conveying the Voice of the Universe?   

The facts were making less and less sense, and the information was piling up.  

Akira refuted as though his deduction were obvious. “Telling you would be 

counterproductive. I mustn’t tell anyone outside my most trusted teammates.”   

Heqet always considered their predicament dire. Now, she wondered if she had grossly 

overestimated her importance and peril. “Is it that dangerous?”  

He didn’t appear to have the time or patience to fib about his circumstances, so his 

ambiguity must’ve had a real purpose. “If the Universe is out of balance, then would you want 

it to know your plan?”  

Her lips parted but only a small breath escaped. “But how can you hide from something as 

vast as the Universe?”  
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“You move very fast.”  

Emolie shivered. The look in her eyes appeared distant and fearful. She almost whispered.  

“…at the speed of light.”  

Akira’s questioning gaze unveiled his equal confusion. If he didn’t understand either, it 

suggested that the response likely deceived the Eyes of the Universe or quite possibly, the 

Universe itself.   

He clapped his hands loudly, causing everyone to jump, especially Emolie who was still 

petrified.   

The entire conversation, Liulfr had kept his eyes on Akira. He was unusually focused, so 

much so that Akira scanned him from head to toe and crossed his arms as though to shield 

himself from Liulfr’s calculating gaze.   

Emolie and Akira had managed to completely avoid answering any of the previously asked 

questions about Liulfr and Elaine’s child. They claimed only that he was somehow valuable to 

their scheme and would most evidently say no more.   

Heqet doubted that she would trust anyone this dubious if not for her prickly affairs.   

Akira’s dry wit and charm emitted the air of a dangerous criminal. His ability to remain 

likable and misdirect people seemed dangerous at best.   

He won’t kill us, will he?   

The black cat peeked around his side, fixing its large eyes on Elaine.   

She flinched. “What’s with the cat?”  

Akira stroked the cat. “What a rude thing to say. He’s my friend. If not for him I’d have rid 

myself of you ages ago.” Before she could counter his response, he added. “Keep that mouth in 

check.”  

She sprang at him with startling range.   

He disappeared and reappeared by the doorway with his cat on arm. “Well, I’m done 

toying with you.” Without much regard, he switched his attention from Elaine to Heqet.  

“According to the list, you’d like to include the notorious Ignis Triplets on your list of allies. 

Shortly, their visit will align with your plans. I’ll make sure of it. Look forward to their visit.” 

After concluding the meeting, he disappeared in another cloud of darkness.  

Heqet conceded. The situation had grown beyond her control. At this time, she was a 

pawn, while Akira and Emolie were key players. “His way of speaking sounds underhanded, 

but I suppose we’ll have to trust him.”  
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Emolie breathed easily for the first time since she panicked. “His ways often are 

underhanded. You cannot expect someone Tainted to abide by the rules. I suppose that is what 

makes him so effective. Most people cannot predict his movements.”  

Liulfr turned his head left but averted his gaze. “He’s difficult to read. I need to further my 

observations before making any conclusions.”  

Even Liul can’t read him.   

Emolie stared at him hard enough to bore a hole through his head. “What are you trying to 

perceive?”  

“His age,” Heqet said.   

“Why? What does his age matter when he moves all throughout space and time and 

possesses the Eyes of the Universe. That man knows more than you could ever dream to 

understand. A mortal age is insignificant. You would question ultimate wisdom based on the 

form it chooses to take?”  

Heqet knew that Emolie might find it difficult to comprehend what Liulfr had so readily 

accepted. Not everyone understood the love or nature of a parent, not even everyone who had 

children understood. Heqet’s husband had become an example of this.   

As calmly as possible, Heqet lay her hands over her lap and blinked slowly. “Because if he 

is as I perceive… he is someone’s baby.”  

Liulfr’s expression softened. “Indeed.”  

That way of speaking… possibly….   

Heqet stared back at him, her face twitching slightly. Where she lacked in physical strength, 

she excelled in knowledge and observation. Certain details glared at her that most people easily 

overlooked. Whenever she noticed these details, she tucked them away for safe keeping until 

she needed them.   

Emolie still struggled to connect with this concept. “Baby? He is an adult.”  

Elaine drifted off into thought. “I think I understand…. They aren’t questioning him they 

are concerned for him.”  

The conversation ended on that note, as the members of the team contemplated their 

strange encounter.    

Heqet gazed out the study window at the Ussan.   

I will show you that a mother’s love is the most powerful force in the Universe.   
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Chapter 5: A Mother’s Love  

  

Heqet watched the days come and go from the palace window. Each morning, she observed 

her new allies as they lived out their days side by side. Since their meeting with Akira, there 

had been little progress.   

Elaine had stopped glaring and retorting as much. Something about the conversation broke 

the ice between her and Heqet. They had met eye to eye for the first time.  

Rather than griping, Elaine hovered around Liulfr, watching his interactions with a soft 

smile. Sometimes she added to the conversations herself, but generally, she was quiet and 

reserved just like her sister.   

Heqet wished she didn’t have to involve their children in the upcoming struggle. Every 

day, she hoped she’d be able to turn the tables and protect them from harm.   

Khnum arrived early one morning with Isis, a young royal from Askadel, by his side. It was 

just like him to embrace the admiration of a beautiful, young royal and twist her faith in the 

Council for his own ego.  

Her blonde hair was contrary to the well-known Aska red. It was a clear testament to her 

illusion abilities.  She adorned a braided bun and beaded hairpin from the Capital. Her clothing 

was the traditional mix of Askadel—finery and armor. As always, she wore dashes of makeup 

and a pleasant smile. “Good morning, My Queen.”  

Heqet greeted the young girl, sorry to see her forcibly affixed to Khnum’s side. “Good 

morning. What brings you here today?”  

Khnum glared at his wife as though to imply her discourtesy deserved punishment.    

Isis tittered. “I asked your husband for permission to visit with you. I hear that you have 

new guests in the Capital and I wanted to offer my assistance.” She leaned in and whispered,  

“That was the excuse I used, I hope it was okay.”  

“Of course, and thank you.” Heqet smiled back. It sickened her that anyone needed 

Khnum’s permission for a simple visit. She would proceed with unnecessary formality just to 

prove a point. “Will this be a personal or political visit?”  

Isis kept her smile fixed but seemed troubled that Heqet suggested her visit may have 

ulterior motives. “Personal. Not everything I do is related to the Council.”  
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Heqet forced laughter. “Pardon my accusation. Some people are just so hard to trust.”  

Isis glanced at Khnum and pressed a tongue to her teeth. She rarely performed these 

undisciplined behaviors except for when the stress distracted her, but the young woman caught 

on to Heqet’s intent to show her displeasure with the King.  Isis had been caught between her 

childhood idol and the King who had won the Council’s favor. “Um, do you have time for tea? I 

made caramel.”  

Heqet flashed a coy smile and winked. “Always. Who doesn’t love your marvelous 

sweets?” At times like this, her husband couldn’t risk face to scold her. The palace was her 

prison and also her arena. She summoned up her greatest royal display and escorted Isis to the 

dining hall. “Please, come this way. We can discuss my visitors privately.”  

Isis was still quite young, but she managed politics with tact and grace. Her kingdom 

excelled in combat due to the immeasurable skills of her sister, Chyla, and brother, Mortis. The 

forces were unmatched due to the pair’s military prowess, so they kept good relations with the 

Capital who supplied armory for the swelling army.   

They seemed well balanced enough but one tended to question why an empire at peace 

would require a kingdom with a massive army at all.  

Heqet studied the girl as she chattered about the incredible achievements made in her 

kingdom.  

When Heqet and Isis arrived in the dining hall, Isis exhaled heavily. Her gaze moved 

nervously back from whence they came. “I’m so relieved to meet with you. I wanted to see you, 

but I couldn’t break away from him.”  

Heqet pitied anyone who became entangled in Khnum’s ploys.   

He would manipulate and philander in any way that benefitted his goal to return to Thule. 

This included the young and beautiful Isis, who was unfortunate enough to be swept into his 

yearning for power.   

He most likely saw her as an easy target after the death of her parents.   

Isis talked endlessly after the reprieve. “You would honestly be amazed at what we’ve 

accomplished. You were my example of how to handle it and it worked out better than I could 

have imagined.”   

Heqet found it difficult to focus on Isis’s words. She sounded like an excitable animal. It 

shocked Heqet how a person with so little life experience could prattle on in such a manner. As 

hard as she tried, she could not maintain focus or interest in the stories Isis told. Even 
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reminding herself that it was in the best interest of, not only the kingdom, but her own goals 

didn’t help.   

Inoue was growing quite active with surprise guests. The timing was awkward and 

inconvenient. Having Khnum return and bring an avid follower of the Council with him was 

less than favorable.   

Akira had told her that the Ignis triplets would be arriving. How could she possibly recruit 

them with this girl in tow? Unintentional as it may have been, Isis would definitely end up 

reporting to the Council.  

Heqet needed to free herself from prying eyes. The sound of Isis’s voice as she mindlessly 

babbled grated on Heqet’s nerves. She drowned in the droning tone. Clenching her teeth eased 

the tension but if she did it too much, it would become noticeable. Her mind drifted into dark 

places.  

Council followers were bothersome at best. Sometimes Heqet just wanted to poison their 

tea and be done with them. It’d be good riddance.   

This is not right.   

These thoughts alarmed her because she usually maintained a diplomatic attitude towards 

her visitors. Isis had never done her harm. The girl merely tried to emulate her.   

When Heqet tried understanding the origin of these strong emotions, her thoughts trailed 

back to Akira.   

His miasma was strong enough to turn her thoughts towards the worst and, potentially, 

infect anyone nearby. If their brief encounter had managed to sway her this much, she worried 

about the Plague returning to take the lives of her people.  

“You seem distracted,” Isis said politely, eyeing the servant, who brought their tea, as to 

not accidentally cause a scene. She wasn’t ever intrusive, just studious.   

Heqet was astounded at her own thoughts. Thinking that Isis should die just because she 

followed the Council made no sense. Many good people believed in what the Council had 

proposed, and they had many good points to their arguments. Their rule had brought peace 

where there was once plague and war.   

Heqet condemned her malicious thoughts, telling herself that this wasn’t really what she 

felt. It was just the miasma infecting her mind. “I apologize. I’m expecting more guests.  

Whenever we have company, I find myself fixating on ways to entertain them.”   

Isis remained pleasant and raised her cup towards Heqet. “Tis the duty of the Queen.”  
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“Indeed.”  

“I can help if you like. I’ve had to entertain plenty of guests in Askadel since the loss of my 

parents.”  

 The chattering rocked Heqet’s head again. As before, she tried to dispel her negative 

thoughts. She was being too hard on the girl. The heirs of Askadel had a heavy burden to bear.   

On the other hand, there was still a question as to why they were building an army.  

Furthermore, there was a serious question as to who killed the King and Queen of Askadel. 

Heqet eyed the caramels Isis had brought. She reflected on the details and wondered if it could 

have been something as simple as poison. Even a child could remove an obstacle in such a 

fashion.    

She could no longer hear Isis talking. It didn’t stop her irritation from growing though. She 

found herself fixated on the girl’s appearance. Her blatant disregard for her dead parents was 

disgusting. She should have maintained her proper Aska appearance to honor their memories. 

She was definitely responsible for their deaths.  

When Heqet thought of it, all of the facts pointed to the girl. Isis was here because she was 

making plans with Khnum to kill Heqet and her sons.  Murder sounded simpler than fearing 

for her life and that of her children.   

Isis’s voice cut through Heqet’s thoughts. “Have your guests settled in?”  

Heqet rubbed her temple. The malice bubbled up inside no matter how she tried to push it 

down. “Yes… they’re doing well.” She wondered how the Tainted could endure such a tortuous 

impulse. The sensation ran under her skin, urging her to lash out at those standing in the way of 

her goal. Her stomach lurched and twisted. S  

Isis placed her tea cup back on her dish. “My Queen, are you all right?”  

“You know, I’m not feeling very well. This may not be a good time after all. Would you 

excuse me?” Heqet exited the hall without waiting for a response. She needed to get somewhere 

quiet and fast.  

The servant girl who had delivered their tea approached, tucking the platter under her arm.  

“Highness, is something the matter?”  

“Please see to it that our guest is comfortable during her stay. I’m unwell, and I need to rest 

for a short time.”   

“Of course, Highness. Rest well.”   
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Heqet went to upstairs the study and paced there instead of returning to her room. At least 

here she could think of her children rather than her husband. This calmed her more than 

anything else. As she paced, a meow startled her.   

Akira’s black cat sat on the edge of the table, fixing its eyes on her.   

She leaned down and stared back. “Where’s your owner?”  

“Friend,” Akira said, leaning against a bookshelf behind her.   

Heqet jumped and spun fast to face him. It was strange how a man who produced so much 

miasma could sneak in without detection.   

“If you knew anything about cats, then you’d know that you can’t own them. If you’re 

lucky enough, they tolerate you. If you’re strange enough, they bond with you.” Akira only 

displayed affections towards his cat, which he nuzzled for a moment before sitting on the edge 

of the table.   

The cat cooed at him and blinked at him lovingly. It seemed to say you are not a threat.  All 

the more peculiar was that it seemed unaffected by Akira’s condition.    

Heqet overlooked his constant ability to infiltrate the palace. Logic didn’t apply where and 

when Akira was concerned, so there was no use in trying to reason with him. However, she 

couldn’t overlook the palpable heaviness of miasma spreading throughout the kingdom. This 

would infect her people. Many would die and it would be her fault, not his. “It’s embarrassing 

to admit, but I have little knowledge or experience with cats. Truthfully, I’m surprised you’d 

keep a pet when you travel through time. Can he even travel with you?”  

He repeated himself. “He’s my friend. He can’t be compared to a regular cat.”  

The cat meowed, seemingly in agreement.   

He ruffled the fur between its ears. “But soon we’ll have to part….”   

“Why?”  She had forgotten to question her interest in their bond. Generally, she cared little 

about people’s personal lives, let alone their pets… or friends.   

He spoke with an uncharacteristic softness. “Because he has a special mission….”   

She tried reading between the lines. It seemed possible that he saw the cat as comparable to 

a person by the way he addressed it. Either he was crazy or leaving subtle hints about his 

friend. She wasn’t sure which.  

Whenever she spent time with him, she disregarded logical judgment. It felt natural to 

follow his train of thought, regardless of how odd it sounded. “Your team is leaving too, right?  

You don’t know how long they’ll be gone?”  
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Akira stared at the floor with surprising innocence. There was something about his gaze 

that expressed doubt and confusion, a child-like softness. He said nothing but his aura 

somehow conveyed that she was right. He seemed somehow lost.  

“Hmm….” She leaned against her hand. “Then… why don’t you stay here? You can pose as 

my assistant. I’ll give you tasks now and then to escape detection, but otherwise, you’re free to 

do as you will.”  

He lifted his head. For a moment, his hands wove together. He fidgeted then controlled 

himself. “I’d need authorization.”  

“Authorization? Aren’t you the leader of your faction?”  

His gaze wandered the room as he hummed in agreement. The tone of his voice relayed a 

hint of uncertainty. “I’m under Council Supervision... because of my condition.”  

“You mean… probation?”  

He pointed, sounding slightly more jubilant. “Yes, that!”   

“You’re a criminal?”  

He paused.   

She scolded him. “I think you should’ve said that sooner.”  

He opened his mouth, then closed it again.   

The cat looked between the two of them. It seemed surprisingly well attuned to the 

conversations and Akira’s condition.    

Although it differed from her usual pattern, she dismissed his failure to inform and 

followed her gut instinct in the matter. Being around him brought out a frequent urge to sigh. 

“How old are you?”  

“I’m not sure.”  

“Hazard a guess.”  

He stood in a slanted manner with his gaze towards the ceiling. His movements conveyed a 

strange instability that seemed abnormal for someone so powerful. “20?”  

In the world of the Ancients, he barely dinged the surface of existence. The gravity of his 

assignment outweighed his life experience. Nevertheless, he was an adult despite his juvenile 

vibe.   

Heqet dwelled on it a moment longer. “Thank you for your honesty. If you can get some 

form of authorization from the Council, then I’ll gladly have you here.”   

He perked up. “Really?”  
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“Yes. I’ll write you a letter to give to the Council Leader. She’ll need some proof of our 

arrangement. I haven’t yet made any outward acts of rebellion, so I’ll play upon my husband’s 

loyalty.” She exited the study, glimpsing Akira as she entered her room to collect notepaper and 

a fountain pen, then sat down at her desk to jot down a letter.   

He leaned closer, studying the pen. “I have one just like this.”  

She focused on writing because she had failed to see the point of his remark. Once she 

finished, she realized her guilt over dismissing the comment. “Is the pen important to you?”  

He repeated his humming noise. The look in his colorful eyes appeared lighter after she 

asked. “Not really.”   

The lacking response somewhat disappointed her, so she returned to the letter and slipped 

it inside a decorative envelope. “Give this to the Council Leader and tell me how it goes. I’m 

expecting the Ignis Triplets today.”  

“Don’t you already have a guest?”  

“I’ve already slipped out of that one, but thanks for your concern.”  

“Oh, good. I was under the impression you were ill.”  

She didn’t respond to his comment. She didn’t need to, he already seemed to know 

everything. “If you’re looking for me when you return, try the Community.”  

He took the letter, displaying a small smile. “I’ll remember your kindness, Heqet.”  

She rejoined, almost shouting. “Heqet?”  

It was too late to debate, as Akira and his cat had already disappeared in another cloud of 

darkness.   

She could only sigh at him and rub her temples. “This person....”  

Her entire body ached, and she had not yet received word of the Igni’s arrival, so she 

continued resting in her bedroom. When she was there, she didn’t have to worry about 

Khnum— it was the one place he avoided. He had made a fuss about Heqet’s age and shunned 

the place religiously.  

She crawled onto her bed and collapsed. Pain wracked her body but it was her head that 

caused the most grief. Hostile thoughts still plagued her mind. It filled with memories of how 

awfully Khnum treated her and the boys and how the Council seemed to overlook his behavior. 

She felt angry at the world, possibly the Universe, but her body was queasy and weak. Miasma 

poisoning was as horrific as the Council had claimed it was.   
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The facts didn’t add up. There were too many truths on both sides. She could no longer 

distinguish which side was right and toyed with the thought that they were all wrong as she 

rolled over onto her side.  

After a while, she found herself laughing at the sight she must be to behold— the High 

Queen rolling around in her bed in the middle of the afternoon. At least, the effects of the 

miasma seemed to be fading. The room was nice and cool, and she drifted off to sleep.  

It didn’t last long before a servant knocked on the door and informed her that the Capital 

had new guests, and the King could not properly greet them. They asked that Heqet perform 

the honor, so she took a deep breath and mumbled to herself, “They must all be boys.” She said 

aloud to the servant, “I’m on my way. Thank you.”  

 She took her time exiting the palace. Although she felt much better she did not feel well 

and it would be bad to try and present her case to the children in such a state.   

She took a moment to make her appearance more appropriate for the High Queen. It would 

have been faster to call a servant, but it was best she didn’t risk infecting anyone else. Even if 

she pretended everything was fine, the illness wouldn’t go away. She would need to keep Akira 

isolated for the safety of the Capital and for his own good.   

The Council was watching him which meant they would now be watching her more closely. 

Her mouth twitched with irritation. There was no mistake she had been tricked into making the 

decision. Yet, there was much to be said for such clever bartering. The boy rivaled her own 

skills, there was still enough time to mold him.  

Heqet finally freed herself from the dark thoughts that had consumed her. She could think 

of young Isis normally which meant she could behave normally in front of others.  

A sigh escaped her lips. The disappointment remained. She needed to control herself, a 

High Queen could not behave as she did. There would certainly be repercussions once Khnum 

found out.  

She exited the room into an empty hallway.   

Akira had struck a nerve when he pointed out that the Royal Guard did not protect her as 

they were meant to. Anyone could attack and there would be nothing she could do.   

Quickly, she moved through the palace and managed to slip out one of the side doors 

without detection. She would be expected to greet the new guests as Khnum demanded but it 

would be highly unusual to arrive without her fake royal guard.   
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The air was crisp on her walk to Inoue Com, indicating that the Caeles must be near. It gave 

her some sense of relief to know that Liulfr would come to her aid if she were in danger. She 

couldn’t see him but there was a distinct feeling of ice in the air.   

Inoue Com was a welcoming place. Heqet did not feel threatened in the town. Everything 

in the Community felt warm and inviting compared to the empty promises and watchful eyes 

of the palace.  

She arrived in the town Centre to greet the Triplets, who watched a show alongside her 

sons. It didn’t surprise her to see Kyou engaging with them, but Ryou also smiled.   

The show of their interest was that of the three Caeles, presenting their abilities as ice 

elementals. Up until then, they had remained fairly inconspicuous. It seemed surprising that 

they would put on any display, considering their reserved nature.    

Chi formed animals out of sleet that leapt around the amazed civilians who had gathered to 

observe. She seemed to truly be in her element and smiled freely for the first time since their 

arrival. The couple beside her performed together, creating a story out of their ability to shape 

ice. The forms of sleet and ice twirled and intertwined in a dance.   

Heqet could see their binding through their art.  

A small crowd had formed in awe of the display.  

The Caeles had created the perfect cover.  

Something so rare would draw anyone, including the young royals.   

It only made sense that Heqet would check on them while in a public forum. Not to 

mention that she was ordered to greet the Igni. The team was working just as it should. After 

the torturous day she had with miasma poisoning, the perfect harmony felt euphoric.  

Heqet inspected the excited Ignis Triplets from a distance. They were just a bit older than 

her own sons— one striking girl and two handsome young men were bundled up in heavy 

coats and sweaters, watching the Caeles Family from the sidelines. This made sense due to their 

weakness to cold. Still, their desire to watch the display and their enjoyment of it showed their 

openness to other clans.   

The siblings did not seem to have the same hunger for power or the paranoia that attached 

itself to their clan. They were nothing like their ancestors. It had been a long time since she had 

last seen an Ignis and the memory was not a pleasant one but these adolescents were unique. It 

was most likely the reason Akira and Askelon had added them to their list of confidants.   
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One of the siblings reminded Heqet of Ryou because of his mild temperament. While his 

siblings waved their hands and cheered loudly with Kyou, he observed silently.    

Akira had chosen them not only for their temperament but also their compatibility. The 

eyes of the Universe were an extraordinary thing.   

Heqet would put her full faith into the mission.  

Shortly, the performance ended. She moved closer and clapped along with the impressed 

audience. Her applause alerted her sons and their guests.   

Kyou hurried to her side and hugged her. “This is our mother, the High Queen.” He always 

expressed pride towards his mother. Their close relationship had helped her through much of 

her disastrous circumstances. When it seemed that the world would crash down at her feet, he 

stood beside her, holding her hand.   

The Ignis Triplets bowed. Each bore the same dark hair, tanned, freckled skin, and blazing 

amber eyes. Their tall stature rivaled that of Liulfr even at their young age. Their auras alone 

radiated immense power.   

 Heqet also bowed her head. “Welcome to Inoue. Instead of the usual, drab meeting over 

tea, shall we take a stroll on the beach?” She gestured for the three Caeles to follow her and the 

group of adolescents. A beach trip would be most unpleasant for the Triplets, but with Isis and 

Khnum in the palace, they needed to discuss their matters elsewhere.   

    

  



51 
 

 

Chapter 6: The Cold Storm  

  

The journey to the shore seemed to chill the Triplets’ spines, but they did not question 

Heqet’s choice.   

Kyou spoke over the susurrus surf and invasive breeze, offering his coat to one of the three 

siblings, who had already given his scarf to his trembling sister. Kyou did his best to warm the 

boy which brought a smile to his mother’s face.   

She led them far away from the ears of the palace, glancing back. “How rude of me not to 

ask, what are your names?”  

The boy wearing Kyou’s coat looked first then glanced at his siblings.   

The girl answered for them. “I’m Fortuna. Next to me is Firmus, and the eldest is Fortis.” 

As she addressed the eldest sibling, she pointed to the boy in Kyou’s coat.   

The middle child, Firmus, sneezed and gruffly burrowed into his own scarf. “Is it always 

this cold?”  

“It has been colder of late,” Heqet admitted while peeking at Liulfr.   

Fortis followed her line of sight with wide eyes. “I didn’t know there were Caeles in Mu.”  

Liulfr said nothing but stared down with his icy gaze.   

Heqet questioned the combination. History had shown that the Caeles and Ignis were 

natural enemies, and they consistently proved it in their actions.  

Rather than retreating, like most did, Fortis continued to stare in awe and admiration of the 

Caeles. His mouth drew to one side, and he raised a brow as he gazed at Liulfr’s physique.  

“Nice.”  

Elaine wore a mixture of possessiveness and shock.  

Heqet failed to stifle a laugh. The slight chuckle brought a smile to Ryou’s face as well.  

Even Liulfr cracked a smile. “Intriguing.”   

Fortis grinned flirtatiously. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”  

Fortuna heaved a sigh and shook her head. “Please exert some form of control. We’re in the 

presence of the High Queen.”  

“No matter to me,” Heqet said, smiling. She had half-expected the provocative nature of the 

Igni. Although she wouldn’t expect every member of the family to behave the same, she knew 

from experience that their clan accepted a different level of diversity when regarding sexual 
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partners. Unlike most clans, they appreciated the mixing of cultures and traditions as much as 

they appreciated an attractive person of any background, even at their youthful age.  

As they reached the shore, she lifted the front of her gown and moved to Liulfr’s side. “I’d 

like you to guard the front of the Crystal Cavern while we have our discussion. We can’t risk 

being caught by members of the Council or their affiliates.”  

The Triplets looked around suspiciously upon hearing her words.  

Liulfr simply nodded and gave a grunt of agreement.  

Heqet led everyone except for his family into the back of the cavern. The salt had been 

hindering the growth of the crystal in the area, allowing water to reach the lower areas. The 

cavern had been larger, but the pathway was now underwater so they were no longer able to 

cross as easily.   

On this day, the sun hid behind the dense clouds, so the light in the cavern merely washed 

over the group like a soft, white blanket. The heavy shadows intensified the amber glow of the 

Triplet’s eyes.  

Kyou checked his surroundings in a disconcerting fashion.  

Noticing his discomfort, Heqet commenced their meeting. “I brought you here to discuss 

some private matters. As you know, I’m Iunu Heqet, the High Queen of Mu. Our empire is 

under Council rule, but I stand against their law. I believe that Mu’s rulers should be able to 

govern themselves.”   

Fortis folded his arms, then leaned his chin against his hand. This stance showed no sign of 

concern nor did it express that he felt threatened in any way. “I presume you’re going to ask for 

our assistance. We don’t have any power.”  

His forwardness was shocking. He didn’t hesitate to reveal their weakness or his 

impression of her. At least one of the Triplets was proving to be honest.  

“You don’t have power now but eventually you will. The three of you are better trained 

than some of our other candidates, but I’d be willing to further your training in exchange for 

your loyalty. Right now, we’re lacking trustworthy allies. I made a decision to try and form a 

new team with the youth who will one day fill our shoes. I want this empire to change and 

become a safe place for all people, no matter what family they’re born into or breed they may 

be. Our heritage should never become an excuse for discrimination.”  

Fortuna suddenly questioned. “You’re mixed?”  
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Heqet was taken aback. She had heard rumors of the Ignis having an ability known as the 

Cat’s Eye. She wondered if the Triplets were gifted in such a way. They had only just met, and 

yet, the girl saw something she couldn’t possibly perceive.  “Yes. I come from a mixed family.  

That is, my husband and I are considered Fallen. We share a pact under a forced binding.”  

The girl tapped a finger against her chin. “Makes sense.”  

“My husband, however, is a devout Council follower, and he agrees with their 

traditionalism. So, you can imagine my situation.  As I see it, this empire is unsafe for any of the 

Fallen. Although the Council isn’t executing anyone for it now, they certainly express detest and 

fear where the Fallen are concerned. I fear for the harmony of our empire. How can we turn our 

backs to so many people for the sake of few?”  

Fortuna pressed. “Why trust us? We’re pure blood.”  

Heqet raised a brow. “Triplets?” Her question proved successful.   

Triplets were not natural. The way of the Ancients was a simple one. Only twins would be 

born into balanced pure blood families—one male, one female— any deviation from this 

indicated Fallen blood. Try as the Ignis Empire might to deny it, the Triplets were living proof 

of the ‘corruption’.  

“The Council believes that their ways will protect the majority,” Fortis said. “What is 

different about your team?”  

Heqet fretted about her promise with Akira. The average person wouldn’t react well to 

their suggestion or their mission. “This is going to sound insane….” 

“I trust you,” Kyou affirmed.  

“Our goal requires that we protect everyone, including the Tainted.”  

The Triplet’s eyes widened. This time they remained completely still and focused.   

She continued despite their surprise. “One of our allies is the leader of an organization 

tasked with restoring balance to the Universe. At first, I didn’t believe it myself, but a Grim and 

a Spirit called Emolie has supported his claim.”  

Fortis interjected. “You saw a Grim?”  

 Heqet nodded. “The leader of the Organization asks that our faction takes this into 

consideration in our efforts to bring peace to Mu. This means we’ll be going against the Council 

in every possible way. Our chief objective will mean overturning Thule.”  

Fortuna shook her head. “It still doesn’t explain why you’re asking us.”  

“I ask because you were recommended.”  
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The girl’s face reflected both her surprise and her acceptance of the answer.  

Heqet admitted. “I fear that my time in Mu may be short, so I need to prepare everyone… 

just in case.”  

Kyou frowned. It must’ve upset him to hear his mother say these words.   

Although she hated to say something so morbid in front of her sons, she needed them to 

know the truth.  

Fortuna folded her hands front. “It’s very brave of you to request our assistance. Our family 

is not the same as it used to be. Our parents are Council followers like your husband. If we had 

followed in their footsteps this arrangement could’ve been disastrous, possibly even deadly. I 

appreciate the risk you’ve taken for us”  

Heqet knew about the Ignis Family, but she also knew that they had frowned upon the 

Triplets. Their existence proved that the imbalance had reached their family. “Am I to assume 

you feel differently?”   

Fortuna faced Firmus and drew closer to his side. “Our family had hoped Firmus would 

awaken… he is the next heir of Phoenix.”  

Heqet felt her heart skip a beat. Again… another historical name had risen from the Fall of 

Undal. She wondered what a gathering of such power could mean. The notorious Phoenix and 

the other historical figures of the fall had already caused the collapse of the Empire once before. 

She couldn’t help wondering if they would bring about destruction a second time.  

Fortuna continued her solemn story. “However, when he failed to awaken, they locked him 

away. They only allowed him to come here because they believed it might rouse this sleeping 

power. If he returns, they’ll just lock him up until they find a place to send him away.”   

“We’re not close with our relatives,” Fortis said. “Not after how they’ve treated Firmus.”  

Heqet stood quietly thinking. She had not considered that one of the Triplets would contain 

another piece of the Undal puzzle. She contemplated their circumstances before answering. 

“Then perhaps our first move would be to bring Firmus closer. If we can secure some of the 

surrounding regions, we may gain more control. If you’re willing to join our cause, I’ll make 

haste to recruit the others. We will need to move quickly if we are going to protect him.”   

Fortis’s gaze moved towards his sister. “We may have to be separated. Fortuna is the next  

Family Master. She won’t be able to leave home without authorization.”   

Heqet exhaled slowly, processing the ever increasing amount of details. “Then, let’s make a 

careful plan. I do not want to cause more harm than has already been done.”  
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The Triplets huddled together, and Kyou hugged them as well, trying to offer more 

support.  

Heqet’s heart ached for their struggle, but she needed their acceptance if they were to 

proceed. “Should I take this as your approval?”  

They glanced at one another then nodded.  

“Very good. For now, I would like you to enjoy your day in Inoue. In the evening, I’ll send 

an associate with a detailed list of instructions. From this point forward, we’ll be allies, but we 

have a lot to review and discuss before we truly make our first move.” She reached out to her 

sons and rested a hand on each of their heads. “Show our guests around and bring them back to 

the palace later. They are our treasured friends, so we must take great care with them.”  

Through their brief meeting, she had at least managed to run down the vague details of 

their faction and discern their position in the war. It still bothered her to rely on such a young 

group, but she knew that before she realized, they’d be grown.   

She exited the cavern swiftly, informing the Caeles that the meeting had ended as she 

passed by. Only Liulfr followed her back to the palace and joined her in the upstairs study.  

As if on cue, a cloud of darkness billowed up between the rows of shelves. Akira stepped 

out, throwing his arms into the air. “Mother, I’m home!”  

Heqet chose to play along rather than embarrassing him in front of Liulfr. She opened up 

her arms to him. “Welcome home, son.”  

He snickered and pressed a hand over his mouth. “This is why I like you.” Once he 

collected himself, he held up a folded piece of paper between two fingers. “I received the 

Council’s seal of approval. I’ve been instructed to assist you here in the Capital.”   

She reviewed the paper, carefully examining the practiced handwriting of the Council 

Leader. The message articulately authorized Akira to remain in the Capital as long as he 

promised to stay out of trouble. It implied that the structure in Inoue may prevent his condition 

from growing worse.  

The entire situation reeked of secrets. Someone was hiding something important, possibly 

even Akira himself. His jokes carried an intent to mislead and distract from greater issues.   

Nevertheless, Heqet lay the page on the table and nodded. “Very well. We could use your 

help around here.” For now, she decided not to ask about his predicament. If she grew closer to 

him, he may tell her more willingly. Trust was valuable. “The Triplets have accepted our 
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request. Later, we’ll relay the details to them more carefully. For the time being, we should 

prepare for your stay. Did you bring any of your belongings?”  

“I’ll do so at my leisure. First, it would be good to know where I’ll be staying.”  

“Right. Follow me.” Heqet pressed a hand against Liulfr’s back as she walked towards the 

door, leading him out as she escorted Akira downstairs. They walked beneath the crystal 

chandelier in the ceremonial hall to the room across from the study. As they entered, Heqet 

gestured around the room. “This is where you’ll stay. It’s not very grand but it’s centrally 

located.”  

Akira crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed with a slight bounce. “It’s big.”   

She and Liulfr shared a glance of confusion. Without alerting Akira to her bafflement, 

Heqet met Liulfr’s gaze, raised a hand to her face, and whispered. “Is this big?”     

He shrugged with apparent befuddlement.   

Akira seemed to catch himself in his child-like reaction because he stood suddenly, crossed 

an arm over his chest, and bowed. “Thank you for your hospitality, Highness.”  

“Oh… no. This is nothing. Are you sure you wouldn’t like a bigger room?”  

A slight ring of approval rose in his voice. “No. This is splendid, but I appreciate the offer.”  

“If you ever change your mind, don’t hesitate to make a request.” She pretended to exit 

while observing for a moment longer through a crack in the door.   

After they had stepped out, Akira plunked down on the bed again and ran his hand over 

the deep violet and gold covers. It was a simple arrangement, big enough for a bureau and a 

normal bed, nothing extravagant, but his jubilant manner contradicted Heqet’s beliefs.    

She closed the door to leave him in peace and gestured for Liulfr to follow her to the 

viewing window. “Do you think he’s being imprisoned?”  

“By the Council?”  

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen anyone react that way… not even a commoner. If he isn’t 

staying with the Council, then where?”  

“Just ask.”   

“Next time… I’ll try and learn more about him. At the moment, we need to communicate 

with the Triplets. I’d like you to go them and review our discussion. I must stay here until my 

husband and Isis have left the Capital. It’s not safe to move about while they are here. I do not 

wish to endanger any of you more than necessary.”   

Liulfr nodded, then departed without another word.   



57 
 

    

Chapter 7: A Painting of the Universe  

  

In the latter part of the evening, Heqet passed by the ceremonial hall on her way to have tea 

in the study. She encountered Akira staring out the viewing window, changed her intended 

course, and stood beside him instead. “Good evening.”  

“Greetings, Highness.”  

“You may call me by name, if you wish.”  

He blinked several times. “Heqet.”  

She expressed her approval with a smile. “That’s right.” The moment of opportunity had 

presented itself. All that was left was to close the distance between them. “Do you have a place 

to return to? A place you can call home?”  

“Home… did you read my mind?”  

She laughed softly. “What? No. I have no such ability.”  

“Lately… I’ve been thinking it would nice to have a place to call home.”  

“Your Organization doesn’t have a facility or a base?”  

He promptly turned his head towards her, revealing a hint of surprise in his gaze. “That’s 

what we need… a base. Turns out he was right.”   

His vague manner of speaking to himself regularly piqued her curiosity. “Who?”  

Akira just shook his head. He clearly wasn’t going to answer.  

She recognized his loneliness since it resembled her own. It seemed possible that the 

Organization had few members because he carried a somberness unexpected of someone 

leading a whole team of people. “Are there many people in your team?”  

He let out a breath that sounded vaguely like a laugh, but his downcast gaze appeared 

more sad than amused. “Sadly, no. We’ve been lucky enough to find a young recruit, but 

recently we lost an irreplaceable member of the team.”  

She pulled back to get a better look at him, though it helped very little. “They died?”  

“Not exactly. They were erased.”   

It shocked her that he’d admit something so serious to someone he’d just met. That was 

assuming that they’d only met once. By chance, he may have traveled through time and met her 

in some other place or perhaps he just longed to get it off his chest.  
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She placed a hand on his arm to comfort him, but doing so, she sensed the malice and 

sorrow escaping his aura. Even so, she kept steady. “I’m so sorry for your loss. You’re welcome 

to stay here until you have formed your base.” She patted his back. “Keep your eyes on your 

goal.”  

After his usual pause, he laughed softly. “Heqet… you’re funny. Why do you feel sorry for 

me?”   

“I don’t pity you—I empathize.”  

The heaviness lifted from his aura. He spoke in a softer intonation while fidgeting with his 

hands. “To be honest, the co-founder of the Organization and the new recruit are working on 

developing a base. Until then, they were intending to find a room for me in Niall, but the 

Reapers are not fond of me.”  

She wondered if, perchance, Akira really considered her a type of mother figure. It was 

difficult to imagine why he felt comfortable saying these things to her. People often said it was 

easier to confess to strangers than friends. “I can’t imagine that. You seem quite charming to 

me.”  

A subtle smirk formed on his lips but it was difficult for her to tell if he was pleased by her 

comment or doubting her honesty.  

She tried another approach. “Your cat went on his mission?”  

“Yes.” He trailed off in thought and gripped one of his arms. His confidence dissipated 

without the cat around to keep his head up.   

“When will he be back?”  

“I don’t know.”  

The melancholy caused miasma to fester. Even if Heqet couldn’t see it, the heaviness in the 

air suffocated her. “I’ll be sending Liulfr off soon to visit with our future allies. So, I will find 

myself alone as well. Elaine and Chi are staying in the community for the time being, and I 

don’t expect they will want to visit. Much like your Reapers—I don’t think they are very fond of 

me.”  

His silent chuckle and the sway in his posture told her that he had acknowledged their 

similar circumstances.  

 She continued to see if she could deepen their bond. “It’ll be quiet again. I’m happy to have 

you here.”  

Once again, the heaviness lifted. “I’m happy to be here.”  
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“The Triplets will be returning home in a few days to follow through with their plans. 

Fortuna is the successor, so she must be cautious until she gains more control. However, the 

middle child, Firmus, will be moving here in due time… if we can manage it.”  

“You move quickly.”  

She wanted to show him her resolve for protecting those in her group. “The Igni 

imprisoned that boy. It’s disgusting and unacceptable for a family to do such a thing to one of 

their children.” She perceived a sudden flux of emotion from him, though she did her best not 

to react.  

He recovered instantly and asked. “And Fortis?”  

“I’m not sure yet. I’m still working that out. He is the eldest and the most flexible as far as 

placement but his forwardness could prove difficult.  Why do you ask?”  

“Curiosity.”  

“What will you do to bide your time?”  

“I’m a busy person. If you don’t have anything for me to do, I’ll proceed with my other 

tasks. I do believe I mentioned my team has a new recruit. He requires training. If I leave Wiser 

to it, he’ll die from stress. Our young one is not a person he handles well.”  

“Wiser… I’ve heard this title before from Askelon. He’s a member of your team?”  

Akira scanned the hall for listeners. “He’s the co-founder of the Organization. He nags a lot 

but he’s valuable. I shouldn’t talk any more than this today… though I do like that you listen.”  

“Why’s that?”  

“Few people take me seriously. It’s nice to have someone enjoy my company.”  

Heqet patted his back again. She was surprised to find herself growing attached to him. 

“You seem to be having a tough time. Keep your head up. Your cat friend will return before 

you know it.”   

“I hope so. I don’t know how to get along without him.”  

“That’s why you have me,” she said with a smile.   

Again he swayed, which made her wonder if he had ever known the affection of a parent.  

She decided that it would be best to keep him close and busy. This would help keep the 

miasma and the somberness at bay. “Come with me. I need to meet with Liul. In fact, keep close 

to me at all times. When you’re busy, you’re free to go. Otherwise, I would appreciate your 

company. I get rather lonely when my boys are studying. ”  
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He followed her without refusal or agreement of any kind. The absence of his cat resulted 

in a quieter and more withdrawn person. He kept his hands and arms close to his body as if 

shielding himself.   

Heqet hadn’t required Liulfr’s assistance since the early part of the day, so he had settled 

down in the Centre to tell the children about Ussan. She noticed a pattern of the Caeles fulfilling 

some kind of unspoken need to bond with children and tell stories of their empire.  

Liulfr spoke passionately as he described the crystallized forest and protective barrier that 

once surrounded their land. The children were captivated, letting out gasps and awes as he 

wove them a tale. Even Akira appeared mesmerized by him.  

Liulfr seemed so gentle and caring.  

After watching them perform as a group, it was hard for Heqet to understand how the 

Caeles could be portrayed as the terrifying army that history had made them out to be. They 

were supposedly a warrior clan of swift and ruthless brutality, but the man before them was a 

kind man and hopeful father. Seeing him again, repeat the same thoughtful act, solidified her 

belief in the information being inaccurate.  

When Liulfr noticed Heqet, he dismissed himself, much to the disapproval of his young 

audience. Many children hugged his legs and arms, pleading for him to continue as he 

attempted to leave. He hugged each one and promised to return.  

As she looked around the Centre, even the shopkeepers seemed disappointed at his 

departure. She clapped and laughed as he approached. “What a marvelous storyteller.”  

“Practice.”  

Akira suddenly asked, “For your son?”  

Liulfr sounded uncertain. “A son….”  

Akira corrected himself. “For your child.”  

Liulfr nodded.   

“How nice.”  

Heqet couldn’t help smiling as she watched the children scamper off to play. She imagined 

Liulfr as a new father. “It is nice. I enjoy seeing loving parents.” Her husband had failed to be a 

good role model for their children, so seeing the people around her exhibit these wonderful 

traits gave her hope.   

Akira also watched the children. He wasn’t as most people described the Tainted — 

menacing, hateful, and dangerous. Rather, he gazed upon the children seeming saddened and 
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intrigued by their joyful gathering until Heqet disrupted his thoughts by resting a hand on his 

arm.   

She somehow sensed that the young ones brought him more grief than joy. Judging by his 

age, she deduced this likely had more to do with the loss of childhood rather than any possible 

children of his own, but Ancients underwent reincarnation, so this wasn’t necessarily a safe 

assumption.   

There was no telling what Akira had endured during his soul’s existence.   

She took the opportunity to better understand the strange man, as this is when he lowered 

his barriers the most. Her arm brushed against his velvet blazer as she joined him in observing 

the children. “You seem sad.”  

As before, he answered honestly. “I was thinking about my childhood.”   

“Was it unpleasant?” She studied his eyes through the few open spaces of his mask around 

his chin and upper face.   

His eyes and mouth gave away many signs of his emotional state. The constant glimmer in 

his gaze hinted at a deep wound. “It would depend on what you consider unpleasant.”  

“It doesn’t matter what I find unpleasant. We’re talking about you and how you felt.”   

He finally pulled away from his observation of the children and examined her facial 

expression. His eyes moved subtly back and forth like a machine analyzing her. These small 

details dropped hints about Akira as a person and how he really felt about his circumstances.   

She doubted that someone like him could be as malevolent as the Council hoped to claim.  

However, if that was how they felt, then why not eradicate him?  

He murmured a bit, though he was no doubt speaking to her. “I like Inoue Community… it 

scarcely changes. The people… the scent… these meticulously placed stones… they never 

change.”  

“Does that include the Capital?”   

“The Capital is susceptible to change.”  

She didn’t bother asking what that meant because all that came to mind was her own 

eventual demise. If this in any way alluded to that, she’d rather not hear it.   

Any further conversation with him had to wait until after she set Liulfr on his next task.   

She patted both men on the arm and led them through the Centre to a cottage amidst the 

buildings surrounding the circle. She opened the door, ushering her guests inside. It had been 

filled with various herbs and dusty books since her family first moved to Mu. Like many of the 



62 
 

buildings, it had yet to find an owner, so she had decided to give it to Liulfr’s group, if they 

accepted.   

They entered through the wooden door, and she sat down on one of many stacked crates.   

Akira closed the door behind him, raised a barrier of golden light around the interior of the 

room, then crossed his arms and stood a distance from the fusty walls. Whenever he stood 

around, he had a habit of leaning his body to one side. This included his head which he hung 

slightly. The white hair that fell over the left side of his face hid one of his polychromatic eyes. 

The one visible eye watched Liulfr.    

Heqet rested her hands on her lap. “I have a new task for you, Liul. In return, I’d like to 

give your family this cottage.”  

Liulfr had already done his usual scan of the area, so he said nothing but nodded in 

response.   

“We still have many people to address on the list that we made for Akira. Although it is a 

great task, I can’t easily leave the Capital. I’d like you to travel to Rosetau and Nysa to meet 

with our affiliates.”   

“How soon?”  

“As soon as you’re willing.” She removed a folded blueprint from her pocket and pointed 

to the lines that indicated the tunnels running beneath the city. “I’d use these myself but they’ll 

notice as soon as I’ve left the Capital. Therefore, I’d like you to take this and find your way by 

traveling underground.”  

“Tunnels?” He took the map and analyzed it so carefully it appeared he may be 

memorizing each path rather than simply observing its course.   

Heqet gestured for Liulfr and Akira to follow her into the back room, where she lifted a 

piece of wood hidden beside tall built-in shelves and revealed a hatch with a metal ring. “This 

hatch leads to secret passages that run under the Capital. There are many different exits, as 

you’ll see on the blueprint. Each has been left under the supervision of a trusted ally. The closest 

hatch surfaces in a brothel between the two kingdoms of Nex. If you follow it further, you’ll 

eventually find your way directly to Nysa. I’d suggest you do so.”   

Liulfr checked the blueprint again. “Who else knows of these tunnels?”  

“Just my affiliates. This was our personal plan. Please prepare carefully. There will be few 

places to surface while you’re hiding. You may take someone with you if you’d like.”  

Akira interjected with a severe tone. “Don’t take Elaine.”  
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Liulfr shook his head. “I won’t but I may recruit Chi.”  

Heqet countered. “You should take one of the Triplets as well. At least one of them should 

learn diplomacy, Fortuna perhaps. She’s going to be queen. It’ll be a good lesson. She may 

continue home from there but only if they insist upon her return. I would like to keep them all 

as close as possible. They seemed rather distressed about being separated.”  

Liulfr scratched his jaw, taking mental notes of all that she had said. “Understood.”  

Akira examined the bottom of his shoes, twisted his mouth, and returned to his original 

leaning position, now against the doorframe of the backroom. “Be careful in Rosetau. They’re 

under Askadel’s watch. If the Council notices you, they’ll most likely pressure you to move to  

Thule. I can’t imagine it would please Khnum to lose such influential quests.”   

Heqet winced hearing him speak the truth so easily. It seemed that everyone knew about 

her husband’s yearning to be within Thule. These days, people often labeled it the Council City 

or the Ancient Oasis, neither sounded pleasant.   

Although she was young, Isis had followed the Council’s rule her entire life. Askadel had 

been under the Council’s thumb since before her parents rule. Thus, her kingdom had become 

dangerous territory for anyone who opposed Thule’s law. It didn’t really matter if the girl was 

kind, she was still young and had to obey the leaders of her faction. With the recent growth of 

their army, Heqet felt they posed more of a threat than usual.  

She worried about leading her children and the Triplets down a similar path as those she 

opposed since she wanted to make their lives better, not worse.   

Akira shifted his eyes towards her. The somberness had turned to a prickly bitterness, but 

he still consoled her. “You’re better than them.”  

“I hope so.”   

“We’ll accept your offer,” Liulfr said. As usual, he said little but his aura conveyed his 

desire to protect his family. Even without saying, he could be trusted to relay the information to 

Chi.   

Heqet placed the wood back over the hatch. “Then, Akira and I will begin cleaning this 

mess, so your family will have a proper abode.”  

Akira retorted. “We will?”  

She no longer bothered hiding her disapproval. They had grown close enough for her to 

express her honest opinions.  “Are you fussing?”  

Akira protested. “I’m not dressed for this task.”  
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Liulfr choked back a laugh.   

Akira gestured at her with a jerk of his head. “And neither are you.”  

“Then, we’ll just have to change,” she said.  

 He grumbled under his breath.   

She dismissed Liulfr with a brief hug and a knowing sigh before resuming to the wrangle of 

her new problem child. “You didn’t bring your clothes, did you?”   

“I wasn’t expecting you to give me chores,” Akira said.   

“It’s good for you. We’ll just have to buy suitable clothes.”   

They stepped out the cottage and crossed the stone path, passed the roaming civilians to a 

store within the circle of buildings. Inside, the small tables and shelves held folded articles of 

clothing. The mannequins on display adorned more expensive and glamorous pieces.   

As Akira saw the price tags, he grimaced. “I didn’t bring money, either.”  

She clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Whatever will we do with you? I guess that 

means you’re fully reliant on me. Go on. Hurry and find clothes that fit your lanky stature.”   

“Lanky….”  

She teased. “Do you prefer skinny?”   

He huffed in response.  

“I know—scrawny!”  

He hurried away from her to avoid further insult.   

She laughed as he shuffled to one of the racks. Her fondness for him was growing. Akira 

was not unlike her own boys. She missed them terribly in that moment and wished they were 

not currently studying.  

She swiftly gathered pants and a shirt in her size, changed in one of the store’s rooms, and 

folded the sleeves of her grey shirt to her wrists. She then pinned the back so it would fit her 

better and tied up her hair before waiting by the counter.   

The clerk smiled in a way that showed her discomfort in seeing the High Queen adorn 

commoner’s attire. At closer inspection, it could’ve been curiosity. The clerk’s hazel eyes 

searched the shop for Akira for a moment before she resigned. “Highness, if you don’t mind my 

asking, who was that man?”  

“My new aide.”  

She giggled. “He was standing around for a while after you left. He seemed flustered… 

then he asked if we sell gloves.”  
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“Gloves?”  

“Yes. I directed him to short leather gloves at the back of the shop.”  

Heqet shook her head and sighed. “He’s sensitive to debris. You’ll have to forgive his 

stuffiness.”   

The clerk giggled again. “That explains the mask.”  

Heqet hummed in agreement, wishing his circumstances were so simple. She and the clerk 

waited for a long time until Akira finally exited one of the rooms, folding his formal attire over 

one arm.   

Heqet drew back a breath and exhaled instead of snapping at him. “I did tell you to hurry.” 

 “I did.”  

The clerk erupted into more girlish laughter.   

Heqet studied the behavior for a brief moment, questioning the presence of miasma. 

According to popular belief, people were naturally repulsed by people with miasma but this 

girl seemed quite enchanted.  

Heqet was relieved that the woman didn’t seem bothered. It appeared to her that if she kept 

Akira in positive spirits, the miasma subsided significantly. She believed, deep down, that if she 

kept at it, she could protect him and her people.   

“Good grief.” She gathered the price tags from him and put them all on the counter for the 

clerk to examine then jotted down a note for Aurelius. “As usual, please summon my guard.  

He’ll handle the rest.”  

The clerk smiled awkwardly and glanced at Akira. “Isn’t he your new aide?”   

Heqet followed her gaze and then rolled her eyes casually. “He couldn’t be bothered with 

these tasks. He has far more important tasks to fulfill. You won’t see him running errands like 

this anytime soon.” She also placed her clothes in the clerk’s confidence and beckoned Akira to 

do the same. During his moment of uncomfortable hesitation, she snatched the folded clothing 

and quickly passed them over the counter.   

“I’ll wrap these for you,” the clerk said, still smiling at him.   

Heqet allowed his moment of reprieve before dragging him outside and back into the 

cottage.   

The gloves soothed the misery he experienced from dirt. Aside from the occasional groan, 

he hoisted crates around the small cottage. They bumped into each other many times before he 

pushed Heqet from the middle of the front room to the hallway at his opposite side.   
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He childishly shouted. “I’m tired of you stepping on me! Go clean somewhere else!”  

She placed her hands on her hips, reminding herself that she had an obligation to keep his 

miasma in check. “How grumpy. Fine. I’ll clean another room.” Cleaning always cleared her 

mind and engendered new thoughts and ideas. She tidied up the room at the end of the hall by 

sweeping up the dirt and debris that coated the grey wood.   

She had been successful in both distracting him from unpleasant thoughts and hiding his 

affliction from the general population, but she wondered if it was really enough to keep the 

miasma at bay. “Akira, aren’t you busy?”  

He stuck his head around the corner of the hallway and snapped. “Huh? I’m busy cleaning 

like you asked.”  

“That’s not what I mean,” she said, reflecting on her words to the clerk. “You’re an 

important man. Why are you here cleaning with me at all?”  

He stood at the end of the hall, holding a crate. The shadows fell heavily over his mask and 

face but his eyes glowed through the darkness.   

Eventually, Heqet restored her courage. “What is it?”  

He placed the crate down and strode over to her, lowering his head to match her gaze. The 

depth of his voice unsettled her more so in the silent cottage. “All stories end, Heqet...” He 

paused and averted his gaze. “…some sooner than we plan. Wise ones spend their time with 

those they trust.”  

“Sometimes I think that we’re all just side characters in someone else’s story.”  

He returned to observing her in silence.   

She locked her hands together. “What I mean is… everyone has their own story to tell, but 

there can only be one truth... only one of us is truly significant. Although there are many sides 

to a story, there is only one true main character.”  

“Who do you think that is?”  

“I wouldn’t know… I’m just a shadowy figure in the background of a painting.”   

He reached out and pulled her head to his shoulder.  

As her face felt his warmth, she stiffened. It was only when he embraced her that she 

realized how tall he was. She had been viewing him as a child, but she had to acknowledge that 

there was also something incredibly aged about him.   

Emolie had told Heqet that his eyes had seen the unimaginable and that he had 

experienced more than she could comprehend.   
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She ached for him as he held her.  

His heartbeat resounded, slow and harrowing, as he released a deep sigh. “Me too.”  

Few people had ever hugged Heqet during her lifetime and even fewer held her as tightly 

he did. She had missed the comfort and consolation but knew that if someone like Akira was 

doing so, it meant her fears had been realized.   

I’m going to die.   
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Chapter 8: The Atheist  

  

Time for Capital always moved quickly. There never seemed to be enough of it. No matter 

how efficiently the team worked, there was always more to do.  

As the days swept by, every flat surface of the study became covered in paperwork.  

These days seemed like mere moments to Heqet, as she reflected on Liulfr’s departure. He 

was one of the most capable people she had ever known, and she was thankful for his 

friendship. Watching his face as he left with Chi and Fortuna had given her some anxiety. It 

didn’t help to know that Elaine was left alone, and with child.    

Secretly, Heqet ensured Elaine was well protected and even kept an eye on her personally. 

She watched Elaine walk the streets to pass the time and worried for the stress Liulfr’s 

departure had caused.   

Heqet had separated a family but she reminded herself that Liulfr agreed with the plan, 

and they were acting to save their children. Still, she found herself returning daily the same spot 

on the stairs to watch Elaine as she strolled the Centre.    

It relieved her to see the shopkeepers wave and offer Elaine food. This held her focus until 

the sound of a twittering bird snapped her from her thoughts. It balanced on the outside ledge 

of the window, tweeting as it watched her.  

Heqet took a moment to recapture her bearings. Soon, the bird flew from the ledge, and she 

turned her head back to the task at hand.  

The surrounding papers reminded her of exactly where she was.  

She sat in the upstairs study of the Capital Palace and watched the sun rise in soft, beautiful 

hues of orange and yellow. The light filled the room and cast a cheerful ambience over the 

aftermath of her work night. She had missed more time with her boys to complete the task 

which, in light of recent realizations, hurt more than before.   

They had pleaded with her to go with the Ignis boys when they returned to Tir Na Nog.  

 The Triplets were recalled just as they said they would be. Knowing that there was little 

time to spend, Heqet relented. It was the perfect time for the adolescents to practice their skills, 

but they were on the opposite side of Mu—if anything were to happen she would be helpless to 

stop it.  

Akira rested his head on the table and slept between stacks of paperwork that she had 

asked him to complete whilst they planned their first few moves as the newly formed Rebellion.   
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Heqet did her best to clear her mind.  She leaned against her hand and watched Akira 

sleep. It had been lonelier since her sons joined the Rebellion. They dedicated themselves to 

training. Every day had been quiet since they followed the Ignis boys to Tir Na Nog. The four 

had taken so completely to one another that it left little time for her.  

 Fortunately, she had Akira to keep her company, and he perplexed and amused her.   

The people in the community often questioned the odd pair, as he had no regard for her 

status and complained aloud whenever she set him to a ‘problemsome’ task. She didn’t mind 

word of it but hoped that it would not reach Khnum. She didn’t need him prying into the 

situation.   

Akira slept hard that morning, so she was able to study him without contest. He looked like 

a man but complained like a child.  

He does work hard, though.   

While he continued his rest, she rose from the table and collected tea and sweet bread from 

the dining hall. She set the items on the tray along with a straw, which Akira required if he 

wanted to enjoy any beverage.   

 Once everything had been gathered, she took the tray back to the study, using the back of 

her hand to open the door. She pushed it closed with her hip. Small sounds usually disrupted 

Akira’s rest but he continued slumbering.  

 She allowed him to rest longer since they had nothing else planned for the morning.  

As she set the tray down, she glanced again at the straw. Initially, the sight of the dignified 

man drinking tea from one had stricken a chord of laughter but it was no longer funny. She 

often found herself staring at him and wondering how he got along in such a way.   

Any traditional Ancient would’ve found it distasteful for the High Queen to prepare her 

own meals and beverages let alone meals for an aide, however; she still disliked the sensation of 

allowing servants to do these simple tasks, which she was more than capable of completing 

herself.   

Just as she did now, she constantly checked Akira’s state.   

At times, he appeared peaked and exhausted. He’d disappear from his room and return 

early the next morning acting sluggish and moody. It concerned her that he may be trying to 

distance himself whenever he experienced a fit.  
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In spite of her suspicions, she stayed as close to him as he would allow. This meant she also 

had to endure the miasma poisoning that constantly exuded from his aura. Strangely, its effects 

had been subdued. These thoughts led her to sigh deeply as she watched him.   

I don’t understand you at all. Where is your family?   

A quiet knock lured her to the door and to the servant delivering a letter. “Undisclosed 

sender.”   

  “Thank you.” Heqet took it then closed the door again. This always meant that Liulfr had 

sent her news of their travels. She loitered around the door and read the update.  

∞∞∞  

Thanks to our mutual friend, we’ve settled relations with our contact in Rosetau. We have 

encouraged his participation and he has agreed to consider setting a formal meeting. He wishes to make 

the agreement in person, if relations may be furthered. In truth, I believe he has an eye for our young 

guest. His favor swayed considerably upon receiving her plea… a situation which may prove most 

advantageous for everyone.  

Our journey is complete, and we’ll return within three days of time. We’ll deliver a more detailed 

update upon our return.    

∞∞∞  

Heqet pressed the letter to her chest and closed her eyes. This was exactly the news that she 

needed to hear. She could finally tell Elaine that her wait was over. Her husband and sister 

would return safely and their plans were proceeding as intended.  

This was a good enough reason to awaken Akira.  

Heqet called out to him softly, patting his shoulder. “Akira. We’ve received the final 

message.”   

He groaned, stretched his arms, then lifted his head and read the letter with a deep exhale. 

“Hmm… good….” The sun glared at him from the window, causing him to squint. “It’s 

morning.”  

“It is. Did you rest well?”  

His voice sounded especially dry after waking. “My neck hurts.”  

“I’m sorry. I should’ve woken you.”  

“It’s fine. I sleep better in the presence of others.”  

She picked up the paper again and spun on her heels. “I’ll tell Elaine about their return.  

I’m sure she’ll be ecstatic.”  
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He rubbed his neck. “Don’t.”  

“Pardon?”  

“Don’t tell her.” Before she could ask why, he turned his head towards her. “It’s better not 

to promise something you can’t guarantee.”  

“But….”  

“You don’t know. How would you explain if he didn’t return? She’d just blame you… you 

don’t deserve that.”  

Is he protecting me?  

“I understand,” she said, tucking the letter into her dress pocket. “I’ll keep it to myself.”  

He had finally noticed the tea, so he picked up one of the cups and the straw. “Elaine will 

come around eventually… but don’t expect her to ever warm up to you. She’s never been the 

warm and friendly type.”   

“You seem to know her very well.”  

“There is a phrase in old philosophy that originates from the passages of the First Creator 

of Mankind… do you know of this?” He murmured to himself. “By the way, that word is kind 

of sexist, don’t you think?”   

Heqet mused at his ramblings. There was no point in responding to his soliloquy of 

madness. She skipped that and replied, hoping that she understood the subject of his 

commentary. “The Grandmaster.”  

“Indeed.” He leaned against his arm and sipped from the straw. “The Grandmaster is the 

Creator of this Universe, as they put it. When he first brought things into being, he supposedly 

asked a universal question that he couldn’t answer without exploring mortality himself.”  

“What question was that?” These passages were so old that any recorded documents she 

had tried to read were usually faded. Few scriptures existed and they were kept in Thule. She 

speculated that if he had read them, he’d have to have been in Thule at least long enough to 

uncover and translate the passages. Otherwise, someone had taught him this obscure 

knowledge.   

He continued his thought. “The question is… if a soul doesn’t retain its memories, can it, or will 

it, still remain the same?”  

“What’s the answer?”  

Akira shrugged. “There isn’t one. That’s the point.”  

“Fascinating. What do you think?”  
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He gazed at some far off place. “I’m still searching for the answer.”  

What is he implying?  

This philosophy seared into her mind so severely it disturbed her routines. During the day, 

she would catch herself staring out as Akira did, at nothing in particular. She understood that 

he was looking past the world around them and into something unseen.   

So… the Grandmaster is the Creator of the Universe… and the checks and balances are the Lords of 

Light and Shadow. Who are all of these people? Is he one of them? Would he even tell me if I asked?  

Due to constant interruptions, another day passed before she finally had the chance to pick 

his brain again. The opportunity arose after a meeting with the King’s Committee regarding 

several criminals acting against Council laws and numerous signs of the Plague spreading 

around the mid-regions of Mu. No one wanted to believe that the illness could resurface.   

The entire time, Heqet kept focused so she wouldn’t reveal Akira’s condition. Although she 

did wonder if his presence could be the cause. It wasn’t until afterward that she tracked him 

down in his room. “I have a question for you.”  

He closed his silver pocket watch and slipped it back into his pocket. “Of course you do.”  

“Yesterday, you mentioned the Grandmaster. If the Grandmaster is the Creator of the 

Universe, then why is everyone suffering so much? If the Universe has these checks and 

balances… if it has a Creator to watch over us and the Lords of Light and Shadow to protect us, 

then why is the world like this?”  

He appeared bored by her revelation but this wasn’t uncommon. He often had this look in 

his eyes, and perhaps it meant that he had heard the question one too many times. This carried 

on in his droning tone of voice. “Do you believe in God, Highness?”  

“God?”  

“Right. Silly question. Do you believe that there is, in fact, some higher power watching 

over meager mortal lives? God, in some case, or Gods, in others, refers to the presence of, what 

many believe are creators of mortal life. This is what many would see as the equivalent of the  

Grandmaster.”  

“You mean faith… I’m not sure. It’s hard to imagine how else we might’ve been brought 

into this world.”  

He experienced an involuntary twitch. “Uh, science.” This sometimes happened, but he 

always pulled himself back around to the point. “Although many people find it ironic, I’m 

somewhat of an atheist. In other words, I’m not very faithful… I believe in science and 
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philosophy. That is not to say that I disregard the presence of a higher power but, rather, that I 

don’t believe the Grandmaster is as mortals would like to believe.”  

She rubbed her temples. “This is fascinating but troubling to say the least. I’m not entirely 

sure what you mean.” It was considered unusual to speak of these topics, and the way that 

Akira did so suggested that he had conceived thoughts against the natural law of things.  

 Ancients were not designed to think like this. No one questioned the concept of the 

Grandmaster because the Ancient society already revolved around the belief that faith and 

science were one in the same.   

Akira’s complete disregard towards their manner of existing demonstrated the very 

mentality of what the Council feared. Their prudent and strict traditions made more sense in 

this context. He had to be insane.  

If everyone were to question the laws of the Universe and defy them as Akira did, the 

world would fall into chaos. The Mortals Realms would be no different from the Void.  

He continued spouting out these dangerous concepts. “Can one person single-handedly 

rule the Universe?  If so, everyone had better hope that whoever is in charge feels the same way 

that they do about creation.”   

Heqet’s face grew tense. “What?”  

He locked his gaze onto her. “What? You hadn’t thought of that?”  

The sheer consideration terrified her. She stood frozen in place as he rose from the bed and 

walked to the door.  

“Just a thought. Don’t dwell on it too long. I’ll be back soon.”  

He left her to sort through these strange thoughts as she received constant news from their 

allies and her sons.   

Akira had promised to communicate with Askelon in her stead.   

That left the newest ally in Rosetau. As soon as Liulfr and Chi returned with the news, 

she’d take action and send a message to their new confidant.   

In the meantime, she could only study and monitor the usual data, hoping for something to 

turn in their favor.   

Eventually, Akira returned and worked alongside her, neither of them saying a word to 

each other until they stopped to take a break and partake in their usual discussion.  

“I feel like I always have this dark cloud hovering over me,” Heqet said.   

He put down a book about folklore. “I’m amazed you would say that to me of all people.”  
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“I’m sorry. That must’ve sounded insensitive.”  

He averted his gaze.  “Not really….”  

She raised a brow at him.  

He re-centered his eyes. “Okay. Maybe a little.”  

“You’re surprisingly transparent. Honestly, what is it like being Tainted?”  

“It’s like—”  

A blood-curdling shriek interrupted their conversation. The sound alone caused the hairs to 

rise on the nape of Heqet’s neck. After a momentary pause, they sprang from their chairs.  

Akira grasped her by the wrist and, with a sudden gust of wind and a burst of darkness, 

they vanished from the study. Surrounded by black smoke, Heqet tried to regain her bearings in 

the chaos. The sound of horrified cries and whispers filled her ears.  

As the darkness dissipated around them, they gazed upward at the scene that had caused 

the commotion. Crystal trees crept up into the sky, blocking off the pathway in the City Centre. 

Before them, a man’s body dangled from the tall trees, pinned over the pathway of the Ussan. 

Blood trickled down in a thick, dark stream in stark contrast to the white crystal festering up 

around his corpse. A faint glimmer from the crystal cast a reflection, illuminating the message 

carved into his skin.   

Akira vanished in a wave of darkness.   

The sight of her friend strung like the daily hunt drove Heqet’s feet into the ground. She 

could neither move nor breathe, her eyes tracing the bloody silver hair stuck to Liulfr’s face as 

his eyes stared into nothingness. She followed his last line of sight to the cottage, and her 

stomach churned.   

He only thought of his family.  

Tears stung her cheeks as she returned her gaze to her friend’s corpse. She knew that this 

image would be burned into her mind forever. The deeply etched symbols in his skin screamed 

at her.   

A cold sweat soaked her body. She covered her mouth and hunched over, attempting to 

hold back the swimming sensation in her head and stomach. Her vision blurred with tears and 

pain that freed itself in quiet sobs.  

Aurelius hurried to her side, pulling her back by the arm. “Highness, please stay back.”  
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There wasn’t time. She needed to inspect the scene before anything could be changed. She 

owed Liulfr that. With a shake of her head, she ran closer to inspect the message engraved in his 

arms and forehead.   

The blood of thy people.   

A knot formed in her stomach as she cried out.   

Liulfr had been one of her very first allies. They had known of their impending doom but 

she couldn’t picture a day without him. A low moan emanated from her throat. He was her 

friend— one of the few people she truly trusted— a beautiful, kind hearted man.   

The world suddenly felt empty.  

I’m so sorry.   

When Akira returned, again in a cloud of darkness, a woman shouted and pointed a finger 

at him. “You murderer!”  

He and Heqet stared back at her in terror.   

Her proclamation frightened the surrounding civilians. They gasped and withdrew from 

him. Some even ran from the scene of the crime. In the confusion, Heqet lost sight of the 

woman. She moved forward to question the accuser with Akira by her side.   

Aurelius jumped in front of Heqet, drawing his weapon. He pointed the tip of his blade at 

Akira’s throat.   

Akira surrendered to the blade without complications. He knew his politics well.  

Heqet yanked Aurelius back by the arm. “Don’t you dare point your weapon at him! This is 

obscene! Akira and I spent the night doing paperwork!”  

Her fury was easily fueled by her grief. She would be damned if she lost Akira as well as 

Liulfr. Someone was trying to disassemble the Rebellion.  

The ruckus had drawn Khnum’s attention, who still surprisingly kept young Isis close.  

They gaped at the bloody display, and Isis almost instantly turned away, gasping and 

sickened.   

Heqet’s rage burned bright, and she shrieked at her guard. “Escort Isis away from this.”   

Khnum had most certainly brought the girl, intentionally, to witness the gruesome scene.  

He felt that emotionally distraught women were easier to bed.   

Everything was a mess. It was all so wrong. The pressure building inside Heqet was so 

crushing she could explode.  

Aurelius hovered around her side, glancing between her and Akira. “But—”   
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Her rage darkened, and she growled. “I will not repeat myself. You may be here by my 

parent’s orders, but I’ve chosen Akira as my aide.”  

Khnum grimaced. “No matter. If he is under suspicion, he must be imprisoned until we 

know for certain he is not responsible for the crime.”  

Heqet gritted her teeth. “Fine. Let’s settle this matter quickly.” She needed to return to 

Liulfr. There wasn’t time for Khnum’s pettiness. She promised herself that she would make him 

pay for this insult.   

Within moments, the Capital guards evacuated the area and made haste to clean up the 

scene of the crime.   

Khnum ordered some of his men to imprison Akira, but Heqet lingered, searching for signs 

of Chi and Elaine. She finally spotted Chi’s pale skin and hair, but Heqet was too far for her 

concern to reach her grieving friend.  

Chi stood outside the cottage door, her eyes wide and unblinking, her face frozen with the 

loss of yet another Caeles.  

Heqet rested a hand over her heart and murmured, though she knew she couldn’t be heard. 

“Chi… where’s Elaine?”  

Chi’s eyes grew cold as she watched the guards take Akira into custody. It was clear that 

her pain would not allow rational thought.   

Heqet shook her head, unable to clear the misunderstanding from so far. “No, no, no.”  

Her sorrow turned to fear. If Chi believed that Akira had killed Liulfr, the Rebellion would start 

to corrode. Still, there was no sign of Elaine— Heqet dreaded the worst. It was possible that Chi 

was the last of her kind.  

Aurelius drew Heqet’s attention as he followed the procession of the accused. “At Lord 

Khnum’s request, we are taking your aide for the Council’s verdict.”  

Heqet was aghast. “My husband hasn’t even looked for his accuser. Where is the woman 

who blamed him?”  

He fidgeted without a proper answer. “The crime is clear enough. Liulfr was a skilled 

warrior—very few could match his talents. Your aide is one of those very few.”  

“There isn’t any proof that he’s guilty! We can’t punish him without evidence.”  

“You cannot exonerate him without it, either.”  

Heqet sighed. “I’m sorry you feel that way. I happen to believe that he’s just in this matter.”  
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It was true, she had no evidence of either claim. Due to Akira’s heritage and his ability to 

manipulate time, they should’ve treated the case differently. She believed that whoever framed 

him for the crime must’ve known about his abilities.   

I have no proof that he’s innocent, so why do I trust him so much? Don’t tell me this is miasma 

poisoning. There has to be more to it.   

Heqet didn’t want to leave Liulfr but she was left with little option. If something wasn’t 

done, she would lose Akira too. Her soul felt like it was being torn in three. The sight of Liulfr 

hanging from the crystal trees was unbefitting such a wonderful soul. It killed her that they did 

not even trouble themselves to take him down. Tears flooded her face as her emotions 

resurfaced.   

She left, looking back at Chi, who remained standing by the cottage door as Heqet weaved 

her way passed the traumatized civilians that had been moved from the scene of the crime. 

Only the lingering question of Elaine and the unborn child lingered in Heqet’s mind. The shock 

created a haze in her mind. The events were a whirlwind of disaster, and her world was 

spinning too fast.  

She approached the prison entrance, along the right side of the palace, which led 

underground. If Akira wished, he could’ve easily escaped prior to being imprisoned but he just 

stood inside his cell, crossing his arms and leaning to one side as usual.  

Someone had raised barriers of anima to keep him inside, though she doubted that anyone 

present really had the strength to imprison him.   

She certainly couldn’t.  

“They’re summoning the Council’s aide, Sisera, to hold a trial against me,” he explained.  

She did her best to clear her mind and focus. “What kind of trial?”  

“I suspect it’ll be the Seven Gate Rite.”  

“Seven Gate Rite?”  

“You’ve never heard of it?” He sarcastically chuckled and then sighed. “I’m not surprised, 

actually. Supposedly, there are seven gates or doorways leading to the Throne of the Universe. 

Each presents a different trial or trait that the Grandmaster requires to rule. The Seven Gate Rite 

was devised in the Beyond as a measure of testing one’s level of judgment and morality. If they 

lie or unveil malevolent traits, one of the Seven Spears of Judgment will impale them. Each 

symbolizes a different virtue necessary to become the Grandmaster. Failure will lead to death.  

Innocence leads to liberation.”  



78 
 

Heqet’s heart pounded. “We have to get you out of here. How can you be so calm?”  

Akira glanced at the guard and smiled. “Believe in me, Heqet. I always deliver.”  

She held her breath. Imagining this trial frightened her because she truly believed in his 

innocence. It could have been a result of miasma poisoning or sheer instinct but she held a deep 

belief in this person.   

She swallowed hard and admitted, “I can’t lose you too.”  

His aura remained steady.   

It made her wonder if she was taking care of him or if he was taking care of her.  

He leaned close and stared into her eyes. “You mustn’t falter. If you do, I’ll know.”  

“Okay.” She took a deep breath to calm herself. “I’ll trust you.”  
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Chapter 9: The Seven Gate Rite  

  

Heqet waited in the ceremonial hall of the palace, pacing back and forth for what seemed 

like ages before Sisera finally arrived.  Her husband seemed all too pleased by the opportunity 

and remained quiet since he had the upper hand.  

Sisera kept her face covered by a veil in usual Council form, preventing any discernment of 

her clan or appearance. She wore the Council robes as proof of her status. The embroidered silk 

had patterns of rare ethereal flowers called Moon Dust which were only present in folklore and 

old art. This flower bore significance in Thule, though Heqet had never known the reason.  

The Council Leader’s Aide kept her hands folded front. Her yellow eyes concentrated. “I 

am Sisera. Bring the suspect here for interrogation.”  

Heqet rested a hand over her heart. “What will you do?”  

“That is my business, not yours.” Sisera’s warning came with the cold calculating eyes of a 

loyalist and elitist, questioning Heqet’s right to speak with her at all.  She lacked consideration 

and grace compared to the Council Leader. This may have been expected from someone in her 

position. Everyone wanted a chance to prove themselves to their leader, yet only Sisera had the 

right.   

Akira was escorted to the hall. He said nothing to Sisera nor did he bow as he likely 

should’ve.   

Sisera immediately commenced her business upon his arrival. “We shall perform the Seven 

Gate Rite to determine whether or not you are guilty of the crime of which you have been 

accused. I presume you know what to do.”  

He nodded.  

“Very well.” She raised one hand towards him. Orbs of anima formed seven golden spears 

of different shapes and sizes. They glowed and emitted strange ringing sounds as they bobbed 

in the open air. “You stand before the Spears of Judgment. I seek the truth. Are you guilty of the 

crime of which you have been accused?”  

Heqet scrutinized Sisera. This vague of a question could easily be dodged. If the Seven Gate 

Rite worked as Akira described, it would need to be more direct. Either that, or it was designed 

to trick whomever was under interrogation.   
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Heqet found it hard to judge something she barely understood. She believed in Akira’s 

innocence, but she did not know if the accusation was accidental, intentional, or if the Council 

simply needed a reason to rid themselves of Liulfr and Akira.  

“I am not,” Akira said. “I did not kill Liulfr.”  

The spears continued bobbing in the air. Nothing happened.   

Sisera clenched her hand, and they exploded into particles of golden light. “That is all. He is 

not guilty.”  

Khnum scowled. “How can that determine his innocence?”  

Sisera paid Akira no further mind. “Are you questioning the Grandmaster’s Rite of 

Passage? This is why you do not belong in  

Thule.”  

Heqet’s mouth twitched. It was rare for her to see Khnum put in his place. Nonetheless, it 

relieved her to see Akira freed from the ridiculous claim. In an instant, he was able to leave at 

will.   

Heqet beckoned for Akira to follow with a wave of her hand and hurried to the downstairs 

study, closing the door behind her. Once she had ushered Akira further inside, she embraced 

him tightly. “I’m so relieved that you’re all right.”   

He still gave off the same calm vibe as before. “Yes, I’m fine. I appreciate your concern, but 

we have more pressing matters at hand.”  

“Yes. I need to get to Chi and Elaine.”  

He put a hand up. “I’ve already been.”  

She stared, afraid to ask.  

“Elaine lives. I put her in stasis.”  

“How is that possible?”  

“I can move through time, remember? We cannot lose the heir of the Crystal Empire. If we 

do, all is lost.”  

She exhaled, releasing her pent up anxiety, and stepped back, collapsing onto her arm chair 

and pressing her hands over her face. Her tears finally returned. “I was so worried about 

everyone. After seeing Liulfr in that state… I couldn’t handle seeing you impaled. How are you 

so calm? I was terrified.”  
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A look of realization crossed his face. His eyes widened marginally. “Oh, I’m sorry. You 

were under the impression I was in peril. I guess I should’ve mentioned that my mother is the 

Council Leader.”  

She jerked her head up. “What?”  

He crouched down in front of her. “Sorry, I worried you.”  

“What do you mean ‘sorry’? How can you forget to tell me that you’re the enemy’s son?”  

“Hmm… it just slipped my mind.”  

“Akira!” Heqet’s cheeks sweltered. So far, she had been accommodating and accepting of 

his half-truths and shadiness. This was too far. “There’s just no way it slipped your mind. This is 

ridiculous. You lied to me?”  

He watched her in a curious manner. “You’re angry?” His lacking air of concern dissolved 

when he realized the brand on his wrist was searing into his skin. He winced. “Don’t be angry, 

Heqet.”  

“Don’t be angry?” She listened. Not because she was any less angry, but because he 

sounded genuinely alarmed and distressed by her anger. Even though she was ready to fly into 

a fit of rage, she contained herself as the High Queen of Mu. “If this is true, then why did you 

betray her?”   

Akira got onto his knees, resting his hands against the edge of her chair. He didn’t quite 

plead. Instead, he leaned from side to side, peeking at her facial expression while trying to 

convince her to part with her rage. His attempts to calm her expressed his reluctance to answer, 

but it didn’t change a thing. Ultimately, he conceded. “I don’t agree with her beliefs.”  

“What does that mean? Don’t try and deter me.”   

“I’m not her actual son,” he confessed. “I grew up in Thule after she adopted me, but I’ve 

never fit in well. I’ve always been ill, and we strongly disagree on the reason.”   

“You mean the fact that you’re Tainted, right?”  

“Yes. My mother believes that my Taint is the result of exposure to darkness. She wishes to 

heal me by filling me with light.”   

Heqet thought back to her conversation with Emolie.   

The Spirit had said something about a demon dwelling beside Akira. If this was true, then 

it was possible that the Council Leader also saw it and feared for her son.   

Even if the Council Leader and Heqet didn’t agree as faction leaders, they might agree as 

mothers that the attachment of a demon signified the mark of the Void and should be removed.  
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 This could very well be the cause of Akira’s ailment and, if he was a victim, he’d likely 

accept it out of naivety.   

Heqet could hardly fathom why a person would form a pact with a demon in the first 

place. “Is what Emolie said true? Do you really share a pact with a demon?”  

“What?” Akira appeared as though she had stricken him. “Why do you ask?”   

“We share a pact as well. Wouldn’t telling me be more honest?”  

“My pact with you is not the same.”  

She withheld her response because it was clear to her she had stricken a nerve.   

His response sounded automatic. He likely hadn’t noticed the nuance in his own words 

that suggested the accuracy of the accusation. “We have to pull through as best as we can. I’ll be 

bringing in someone to monitor Elaine’s condition. We have to keep her alive. Chi isn’t able to 

conceive. If Elaine dies, then this will be the end of the Caeles family.”  

She closed her eyes and her mind to him. The anger still brewed a horrific stew of negative 

emotions and conflict in her being.   

He called to her, almost in song. “Heqet.”  

Trying to convince me with charm is pointless.  I can’t believe this… the son of my enemy as my 

aide…no wonder she agreed to leave him here… might as well serve myself to them on a silver platter.   

“Heqet. Forgive me.”   

She rolled her eyes.    

The burn on his wrist had become inflamed and his skin, clammy. The effect of the brand 

persisted.  He didn’t show any signs that he was in pain. His manner hadn’t changed from the 

strange, yet charming, aide that constantly complained.   

He reminded her of a troublesome puppy. He made a mess of things, but she was 

responsible for him and couldn’t help but find him endearing.      

No matter how angry she was, she couldn’t bear to see him in pain. “All right. Stop looking 

at me like that.”   

He beamed so brightly, the radiance of his bliss seemed to seep through the mask. It wasn’t 

so much an appearance as a feeling reminiscent of a lukewarm bath.  

It eluded Heqet how a person could wear a mask and still express himself so outwardly. 

“However, as punishment, I’m giving you an appropriate title.”  

“What’s that?”  

“The Queen’s Dog.”  
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He sat back on his haunches to get a better look at her face. “I’m sorry?”  

“You heard me. From now on, we’re referring to you as the Queen’s Dog. It’ll be your 

punishment for tricking me. Whenever you hear it, I want you to remember that I’ve forgiven 

you for lying. Even though you’re an adult, it’s my responsibility to watch over you. You’d 

better do the same for me.”   

“Hmm….” He thought about this for some time. “That’s fair. I’m going to go and collect 

someone to oversee Elaine’s condition. Wait for me at the cottage.” He disappeared in his usual 

cloud of darkness.   

She took one final breath to prepare for the next step in their plan and hung her head in her 

hands. “The Council Leader’s son… what have you gotten yourself into Heqet?”  
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Chapter 10: A Radical Solution  

  

Heqet waited with Chi in the front room of the cottage. Neither of them spoke a word.  

They still grieved over the sudden loss of their friend. The small abode which once held hope 

for Liulfr and his family felt cold and still as they waited for news about Elaine.   

Their lamentation ended abruptly at the sound of a woman shouting as Akira fell 

backwards through a portal, pulling her along by the arm.   

Heqet leapt back onto her chair as she faced a horned skull mask.   

The woman wearing the mask wrenched her arm out of Akira’s grasp. “Get off me!”  

“Actually, you’re on me.”  

She elbowed him in the mask as she stood and dusted off her thigh length black coat. It had 

become clear that her mask was not horned but had antlers. It was a deer… or the skull of one.   

Akira stood and dusted off his clothes in a similar fashion. “That worked well.”  

Did it?  

Heqet lowered her feet back to the ground. “Akira, who’s this?”  

The woman in the deer mask put a hand on her hip. “I should ask the same. Who the hell 

are you?”   

Heqet was so stunned, she felt like laughing aloud. “I’m Iunu Heqet, the High Queen of 

Mu. What, may I ask, is your name?”  

The woman turned up her head and snubbed Heqet. “Your ignorance is far from cute.”  

“Her name is Sheryl,” Akira said. “At least that’s what everyone calls her. Reapers tend to 

inherit code names.”  

Heqet studied the skull mask, wondering to herself if there was any difference between  

Reapers who wore regular animal masks like Akira and these. “She’s here to examine Elaine?”  

“She’s a medicinal expert. I’ve asked her to replenish Elaine’s spiritual energy.”  

“You didn’t ask me anything.” A menacing aura escaped from Sheryl’s body. The length 

and width of her mask obscured most of her features and even shadowed over her eyes. There 

wasn’t a single indicator of her appearance aside from the long chestnut brown hair that curled 

up at the ends. Her hands were covered by gloves that resembled the pair Akira had previously 

chosen and most of her legs were hidden behind thigh-high socks and combat boots.   

Simply put, Sheryl was the most ambiguous person that Heqet had ever encountered.  
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Akira’s behavior towards her appeared a desperate attempt to win her favor. “The fate of 

the Universe is in your hands, Sher.” It seemed he often gave people nicknames and called them 

by name, even without permission. This was unusually rude for the Council Leader’s son.   

“Don’t call me that! That’s not even my nickname! Besides, I don’t need you telling me 

things I already know.”   

He directed her towards the first door as they entered the hall.   

Elaine rested on the bed, still unconscious.   

Sheryl leaned over studiously, hair falling over her shoulder. “Who’s this?”   

“Caeles Elaine,” Akira said.   

“No shit. Everything makes sense now. The stars are aligning.”  

“Really?”  

“No, you prick. Tell me something useful.”  

He paused, shifted his eyes towards Heqet, and then moved them back to Sheryl. “She’ll be 

the mother of Chaos.”  

A silence passed over the room.   

“Hmm….” Sheryl turned her attention back to Elaine, pondering. “I see.”  

What does that mean? “Mother of Chaos”-- it was enough to silence her?  

Sheryl held the bottom of her mask, deeply contemplating. “I might need to remove my 

mask for this one.” As promised, she positioned it upright on her head and pulled up a chair to 

her patient. For a time, she sat crossing her ankles and holding her chin. Her perfect posture 

contradicted her brash manner but, in the end, she took her work seriously. “It’s a good thing 

you separated them… the binds are already severing the threads of anima that sustain her life 

force. I can’t guarantee she’ll live long but I can prolong the inevitable.”   

Heqet only knew that anima was the life-force of all things, not how it worked in the 

medical field or in the world of Reapers. These threads that the Reaper spoke of sounded like a 

reference to old world beliefs that all living beings were connected by pieces of anima or light. 

Perhaps the presence of these golden threads alone indicated life.    

Akira leaned against the wall to watch. “How long?”  

“Hmm… I can’t determine. It would depend on her drive. From this point, there are several 

available options.” Sheryl finally faced Heqet, revealing her electrifying green eyes. Considering 

this, in conjunction with her hair color and olive skin, she appeared to be Callidae. “I don’t trust 

this ass-hat, so I’ll just ask you…” She mumbled to herself. “…not that you’re better….”  
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Heqet wasn’t sure how to stay on Sheryl’s good side or if there even was one, so she 

figured she would be as accommodating as possible. “How can I be of assistance?”  

Sheryl almost seemed awed. “What a machine you are. Does your model come with more 

politically considerate options or just the one?”  

This person is impossible.  

“So, you have a few options.” Sheryl turned on her seat. “This woman will either live in 

agony or I can remove her empathy and let her live like some programmed machine until she 

eventually runs out of spiritual energy.”   

Heqet recalled the times she’d seen Elaine and Liulfr, sharing scarce moments in time of 

togetherness. It was only then that Elaine expressed bliss in any form. “There are no other 

options?”  

“Unfortunately, we can’t transplant her soul into another vessel because she’s pregnant. 

Our best bet would be to sever her emotional ties. It’ll ensure she and the baby will survive the 

trauma.”  

Elaine stirred and awakened, rubbing her head. Her eyes moved back and forth, then the 

pain and terror began to register in her facial expression. As she drew back a breath to cry out, 

Sheryl struck her against the neck.   

Elaine dropped onto the mattress, once again insentient to the horror that had just occurred.  

Heqet held her crown in place, trying to keep herself steady. “By all that is!”  

Sheryl relaxed her hand. “That was close. We need to make a decision. If she wakes up 

again, it’s not going to be as easy to catch her by surprise and, by the looks of her, you don’t 

have much time—she’s fading fast.”  

“Sever her ties,” Akira said decisively.   

She glanced at him before studying Heqet a final time. “Since you’re not answering, I’ll 

accept his decision.”  

Heqet lowered onto the edge of the bed, defeated. “Akira knows better than I do, doesn’t 

he? He possesses the Eyes of the Universe. What could I possibly know that he doesn’t?”  

  “Wow, you’ve actually said something almost wise.” Sheryl stood, unclipping her coat 

and revealing the syringes and vials that filled the inside pockets and straps. When she noticed 

Heqet watching, she glared. “Now, get out. Your—everything-- is breaking my concentration.”  

Akira waved goodbye.  

Sheryl shook a fist at him. “You too! Get out!”  
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Both he and Heqet stood out in the hallway, promptly shut out of the room with a 

slamming door.  

“We can leave Sheryl to her work,” he said.   

Heqet brooded over what Sheryl had told them. The Reaper was clearly very skilled and 

could see details invisible to Heqet, yet saw no better solution to their issue. “What’ll Chi say 

when she learns what we’ve agreed to?”  

Akira rested a hand on Heqet’s head. “I’ll tell her. Stay here and wait for Sheryl to finish.”  

Heqet protested. “You can’t. She still thinks you killed him because of that woman in the  

Centre.”  

He caressed Heqet’s chin. “When will you learn to trust me?” With that, he vanished in a 

cloud of black smoke.  

She went into the back room of the cottage and sat on a stool surrounded by mostly bare 

shelves. Once there, she buried her face in her hands to cry. Her plans had cost her allies dearly, 

but she knew of no other way to secure the future for their children.   

The image of Liulfr had been etched in her mind. Not even her tears could blur the image. 

He was her friend and a good man. His hopes and dreams had all gone. She couldn’t imagine 

the world without him. Inoue had lost some of its light that day. Her soul twisted and writhed 

with sorrow and guilt. She had sent him on that mission to save herself and her sons, but at 

what cost?   

Even if Sheryl managed to save Elaine, she would never be the same.   

Chi had lost her sister and her brother in an instant and by Heqet’s order.   

What started as tears quickly turned to sobs. There was nothing Heqet could say that 

would bring comfort. Saving one life at the cost of another was never acceptable. She had 

crossed a line, and she had no one to blame but herself.  

Again, the image of Liulfr struck her. The words carved into his chest permanently carved 

into her mind as well. The blood of thy people. Tears would not change the unrest in Mu. She 

made a solemn promise to Liulfr’s memory. “I will fix this. I will before I die.”  

Her mourning went on until her cheeks stung, and her head throbbed from the pain. She 

gradually pulled herself together, realizing that no one had come with word on Elaine or Chi. 

She continued to wait for either Akira or Sheryl to inform her of a change. As the tears slowly 

subsided, she thought of her boys. She was grateful to know that her sons were away and 



88 
 

enjoying their friendship with the Ignis Triplets. They didn’t have to witness the horrors that 

had occurred in the Capital.  

If there’s no Grandmaster to protect us, to whom do we pray for help?  

∞∞∞ 

Heqet’s tears eventually faded and her determination resurfaced. She understood the cost 

of their rebellion against Thule as well as Liulfr had. There wasn’t time to waste. Soon enough, 

she’d meet the same fate as him. Their children shouldn’t have to endure these tragedies. She 

wouldn’t let Liulfr down. No matter the cost, she would protect his child.  

She had lost all sense of time when the door finally opened.   

The cervine skull mask covered Sheryl’s face again. “The work is done. She’ll likely awaken 

in the morning. I suggest you rest. I’ve left instructions on how to make her medicine, but I’ll 

return to check on her condition myself until I know there’s someone to pick up the 

assignment.” She lingered after relaying the message. “But just so you know, Akira isn’t my 

boss. He has no right to tell me what to do and neither do you. The next time one of you asks 

me for a favor, I’ll expect some form of payment.”  

Heqet stood and bowed. “I understand. Thank you for coming.” She touched her throat, 

surprised at the raspy voice that came out.  

Sheryl didn’t react to this. Her attention had turned to the floor.  

Heqet backed away from a spider crawling for her gown and prepared to step on it. 

 Sheryl raised out an arm. “Mortals….” She crouched down, scooped up the spider in her 

gloved hands, and released it out the back door. “If you can help it, do me a favor and stop 

yourself from stomping on these critters.”  

“You like them?”  

“I don’t dislike them. That’s all that matters. Small as they may be, their lives are valuable.  

You don’t have to pay me, just give life a little more consideration.”  

Heqet accepted. “I’ll control myself.”  

Sheryl dismissed herself out the back door.   

 Once she was alone again, Heqet stepped out through the front room and exited the 

cottage to view the Ussan. The cold air stung more so after all she had cried. The vision of Liulfr 

flashed in her mind again. She patted her temples trying to make it stop.  
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It was then, she noticed Chi squatting beside Akira. They also watched the Ussan. In some 

way, they must have come to an agreement.   

Chi stood and approached Heqet without prompting. “I am sorry for lashing out at you. I 

understand our circumstances are the same. Akira as well… we all require each other to brace 

this storm.”  

Heqet questioned the details of their discussion and what Akira could’ve said to ease Chi’s 

concerns about him. As much as she wanted to ask, Heqet temporarily overlooked the detail 

and acknowledged Chi’s efforts to stand together.   

Heqet swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m sorry for making such rash decisions.  

We required Akira’s affiliations to overcome this hurdle. Really, we should be thanking him.”  

“I agree.” The stillness of Chi’s gaze divulged how much pain she had. This wasn’t her first 

time losing family and it wouldn’t be the last. In one day, she had lost two of her relatives. 

There was no question of whether or not Elaine would die, it was only a matter of when.   

Heqet bowed deeply. “I promise that for as long as I live, I’ll dedicate myself to our success.  

I won’t let their sacrifice be for naught.”  

Chi also swallowed hard. “I will take Liulfr’s place. Whatever it takes to keep my family 

safe.”  

Please grant me the power to protect my friends and their loved ones. No matter if it costs me my 

life.   
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Chapter 11: The Eye of the Storm  

  

The evening of Liulfr’s death brought in a dark, looming storm. Rain poured over the 

somber community as Elaine slept. The world itself seemed to heave a dreadful moan and cry 

as a ray of light slipped away from its atmosphere.  

Heqet sat outside on patio chair in the upstairs viewing area of the Capital Palace, watching 

the sky and the deep blue tint of light that swept over the glow of the Ussan. The guilt dug deep 

down into her conscience but the matter had grown beyond tears. An illness festered in her 

body at the mere memory of Liulfr.   

She had a duty to protect Elaine and their child at any cost.   

The matters of the murder would spread across the land in a short time. She assigned 

Aurelius and several other guards to the task of easing the damage and quelling the fear of the 

people. Thankfully, her sons were away to Tir Na Nog with the Triplets. They didn’t have to 

witness the crime that had unfolded or the aftermath.   

She coerced her heart to be brave then asked a messenger to call a meeting within the 

Centre. Standing before the frightened civilians of Inoue, she put her shoulders back straight 

and kept her gaze fixed ahead.   

Akira joined her at the planter outside the Ussan, carefully observing for potential threats 

hidden within the gathering crowd.   

“The trial over my aide’s sentence has been cleared by the Council. We’ve all borne witness 

to an unforgivable tragedy this day. Liulfr was a dear friend to me and an honorable member of 

our community. Although we must all share the desire to find the criminal responsible for his 

untimely death, we must remember to care for our neighbors and their loved ones. That 

said….” Heqet gestured to Akira. “My aide and I will personally be investigating the crime. I 

ask that you treat him with the same respect you would any other palace official. We’ll need to 

stand together to face the atrocities occurring in Mu.” She scanned the crowd as she delivered 

her speech. A part of her hoped that the perpetrator was listening and that they would come 

directly for her instead of terrorizing her people and her loved ones.   
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Her fear of dying numbed when she considered the lives of her sons and allies. Saying all of 

this, she realized this might be a result of miasma poisoning. She’d become more reckless but 

also more brave about confronting her fears.   

They wouldn’t get anywhere by being too careful.   

She had been able to publicly clear Akira’s name after the disruption and assure her people 

that they would be most diligent in their investigation. If for any reason further crime arose, 

they’d have to tame the news before it grew out of proportion.   

Too many crimes would cause doubt in the populace. The Rebellion couldn’t afford to lose 

any more of its morale, not when it was just beginning to grow.   

∞∞∞ 

Heqet and Akira returned to the palace and quickly strode through the hallway decorated 

with paintings of the Royal Family. They closed themselves into the Conference Room, raising a 

barrier across the doorway.   

She drew Akira in by the arm. “Do you remember the hatch in the cottage?”  

He said nothing but his gaze remained focused.   

“We’re going to use it to further our relations with our associate from Rosetau.”   

“How will you disguise the fact that you’ve left the palace?”  

She pondered this for a time. There were few options that wouldn’t lead to someone 

reporting to Khnum. Even if she found a stand-in, one of the servants would notice after a 

while. Her routines were too consistent.   

Akira chuckled. “My, my… always in need of my assistance, aren’t we?”  

“Only the weak fret about relying on others. If you weren’t here to help, then you wouldn’t 

be my aide.”  

“Indeed.” He smiled, then leaned closer. “You must be wondering what I have to offer.”  

“I’m sure there’s much I don’t know about. I don’t think I’ll be surprised anymore, so let’s  

see it.”   

“If you insist.” He waved a hand in front of himself and cast an illusion of Heqet over his 

body. Her reflection spoke back. “Although I have this ability, it is highly dependent on my 

condition. If the miasma is too strong, it won’t work. Thus, we’ll have to plan accordingly.”  

She withheld her questions about his odd range of elements and patted his arms with a 

nod. “Very good. We can work with this.”  
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The illusion dispelled almost as quickly as it had been cast and a heaviness filled the air.  

This blatant sign of miasma hinted at the danger of their plan but it was still their best bet.   

Heqet wondered what Akira’s capabilities would be like if not for his ailment. She had kept 

him better balanced despite the absence of his cat. Though, she could plainly see that something 

was amiss with him.   

His friend’s mission had been very long, and his condition grew worse every day.   

Relying on his abilities sounded nice but only if he could withstand his condition long 

enough to pull off the plan.   

Heqet patted his chest this time, as though to encourage or comfort him. “Try and get some 

rest for tonight.”  

“I don’t sleep well. You know that.”   

“All the more reason to start resting now. We wouldn’t want you to collapse.” She recalled 

his commentary about sleeping better around others, wondering whether or not she should 

linger in his presence. “Why don’t you sleep in the downstairs study? I’ll stay awake and read.”  

“What about you?”  

“If I get tired, I’ll sleep. I have a lot to think about.”  

He hesitated to accept her offer but eventually nodded.   

They stepped out from the Conference Room and quietly walked down the hall to the 

stairway. During the night, the patterns from the viewing window shone onto the floor under 

the chandelier. They passed through the illuminated spot, continuing a gradual pace to the 

downstairs study. Both Heqet and Akira reached for the handle at the same time and paused to 

glance at each other. After a long stare, she opened it and ushered him inside.  

The room was silent except for the rain patting against the window. Neither of them made 

a sound as they entered and picked one of the large sitting chairs.   

Heqet first chose a book from the shelf, one with a gold spine, then sat on her usual white 

arm chair. She turned on the reading light, observing Akira from the corner of her eye. They’d 

spent a lot of time together, and she was still no closer to understanding him.   

It was strange enough that Council Leader’s son suffered from such a severe taint. This 

showed that his soul had endured some immense trauma but he never alluded to a reason or 

cause for it in any way.   

Furthermore, the fact that he could have a pet confused her. The most obvious reason had 

to be that it wasn’t a cat at all, and then she worried about what might be attached to her aide.   



93 
 

Emolie suggested that there was a presence of a demon, so something from the Void had to 

be around them.   

This made Heqet shift on her chair. The open book sat on her lap, baring its pages and its 

story to her, yet she couldn’t break away from her anxiety. Someone or something had killed 

Liulfr. If she didn’t find out who or what, it would surely happen again.   

This person had to know about her connections. Since she wasn’t well guarded, and they 

hadn’t targeted her, it seemed likely that they would continue to target her allies.   

Heqet glanced at Akira again.   

He had a way of making himself very small when he was weakened by miasma. His body 

fit, curled up, on the cushion of the red sitting chair. He kept his arms folded tightly against his 

chest and lay his head against the arm of the chair, attempting to rest.  

She pressed her hand against the spot where her brand had been placed. If not for their 

promise, she’d have doubted him many times.   

His rash decisions, although abrupt, actually served a purpose in the end. Neither of them 

could cause each other harm without alerting the other, so she would trust that his 

proclamation of innocence was true. Not out of force or obligation but because she wanted to 

trust her ally— or friend.    

Again, she sighed deeply, sinking back into her chair and gazing at the warm light that 

spilled across the ceiling. A painting of stars spread overhead. The elaborate designs around the 

palace always gave her something to look at while she thought.   

Her head throbbed as she ruminated the death of her friend and the possible perpetrators 

of the crime. She didn’t want to admit that she might be sitting in the room with the killer but it 

was her duty as the High Queen to note all possible suspects.   

Even though I personally cleared his name… I can’t deny the possibility.  

She now had to consider Elaine’s condition on top of restoring their deal with the Heir of 

Rosetau. The letter from Liulfr hinted that their future ally had taken an interest in Fortuna, so 

their best bet would be to gather up the team for a secret meeting.   

Fortunately, Liulfr had not traveled alone. Chi and Fortuna also heard all of the information 

necessary for securing their allies. The difficulty would lie in comforting everyone after the 

murder.   
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Heqet rubbed her forehead. The odds had stacked against them. As always, she required 

assistance to get anywhere without someone noticing. She had all the power she needed, but 

her husband and the Council locked her down so well she couldn’t use it.   

This is truly my cell. I need to break out.   

Her gaze traveled to Akira, still searching for signs that she had made a safe decision to 

trust him. There were no obvious clues to this.   

When he rested, he appeared vulnerable. It might be hard for someone to imagine that 

someone who seemed so small could grow so exponentially and become so violent.   

Heqet hadn’t seen this violence herself. She just knew that those who were Tainted had 

difficulty containing their miasma. Of course, she had felt this from her experience with miasma 

poisoning and riddled over Akira’s ability to contain himself.   

Maybe he wasn’t really containing things well at all.   

I’m losing my mind.   

 The miasma still affected her rational thoughts. She felt paranoid and on edge all of the 

time. Thoughts of treachery and collusion constantly crossed her mind. She needed to contain 

Akira’s miasma for her own sake as much as his.   

In her mind, she understood that he was dangerous, but in her heart, she considered him as 

precious as her sons and Liulfr. These odd thoughts bore no correlation to the miasma. There 

wasn’t any indicator that it could breed such endearing thoughts. Miasma stirred negativity and 

malice, so this feeling had to be genuine.   

But why? By all means, I should be frightened of him.   

She held her ground. Something had evoked these thoughts and feelings. Even if she 

couldn’t understand what or why she accepted that they were present. She’d learn to embrace 

this inclination just as she had with Liulfr.   

Tainted or not, if you share a bond with someone, it’s your duty to protect it.   

She pushed down her concerns and gazed at the future that awaited her team. Regardless 

of breed or age, they’d all promised to restore the balance of Mu. She knew who was on her 

team, and she’d watch over them as they proceeded towards their goal.   

The tension had finally subsided enough for her to rest.   

∞∞∞ 
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The morning broke with a sudden interruption from Akira. He handled Heqet more gently 

than usual. Rather than patting her roughly or raising his voice, he sat on the arm of the chair 

pushing back the hair from her face.   

The tickle from the loose strands awakened her before he said anything. She sat up, 

blinking hard and slow as the soft sunlight poured in around his silhouette.   

“Heqet, it’s time to wake up. Elaine has risen.”   

The statement jolted her awake, and she collected her crown from the light stand. “Very 

well. Thank you for alerting me.” After standing, she placed it carefully upon her head. Time 

never waited for anyone and neither did tragedy. She reminded herself of this as she lifted the 

front of her gown and hurried out of the study.   

Akira followed behind her, keeping his head down. As usual, he made himself appear 

smaller than he really was. This could be alarming if he suddenly decided to stand upright 

because he towered over most people. If one considered the menacing aura that came from his 

miasma, he could be surprisingly intimidating.  

A lot of servants and civilians watched him as he and Heqet rushed towards the cottage in 

the Centre.  Their awareness had been heightened since the murder accusation. The man who 

slipped into shadows was suddenly the talk of the town. They seemed to question if their queen 

had allowed a criminal into their safe haven.   

Heqet ignored their overt stares and charged across the Centre, waving low for Akira to 

hurry and follow.   

He lifted his head as he noticed her hand extended behind her. The way his own hand 

shifted, he seemed confused about whether or not she was asking for him to take hold.   

Before that could be determined, they entered the cottage and closed themselves inside.   

Elaine sat at the front table, holding a white mug full of steaming tea. She noted their 

entrance by making eye-contact but said nothing.   

Chi leaned against the stone by the furnace, pressing a hand over her face and struggling to 

hold back her tears.   

Heqet examined them carefully. There was no safe way to approach this situation because 

no one said anything. “Chi?”  

Elaine turned her mug by pushing the handle towards the right. This senseless motion did 

nothing more than keep her preoccupied. “Chi is overwhelmed by my current state of mind.  

She claims that I’ve died, though I’m very much alive.”  
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Chi finally spoke, sounding choked. “This is not living.”  

“Then I suppose we have different definitions of the word.”  

Heqet raised her hands out to each sister. “You’re both right.” She looked to Elaine first. 

“This is not the same as living. You’ve lost your connection with the world and those feelings 

have been severed.” Next, she looked at Chi. “However, your sister is breathing. She’s here with 

us, and she’s able to correspond with everyone. Calling her dead is a bit insulting.”  

“Everyone needs to stay focused,” Akira said. “Our enemy is counting on us being 

divided.”  

Chi glared. “I have decided to trust you, but I still have no proof that you are not 

responsible for Liulfr’s murder. I have no reason to believe your claims.”  

Heqet stepped in front of Akira. “Don’t start attacking him. We need him if we’re going to 

continue with the next part of our plan.” She disliked speaking as though his only worth was to 

their cause, but she needed to defuse the spat. “We can’t afford to begin arguing.”  

Akira sat on the edge of the table, leaning around Heqet’s arm. “We should be focused on 

keeping Elaine safe and maintaining our connections with Rosetau and Tir Na Nog.”  

Elaine divided their dispute with a monotone comment. “How about a scapegoat?”  

Heqet perceived Akira’s miasma lessening as he pressed against her for balance. The 

tension of the situation hadn’t caused his condition to flare and this raised questions about the 

cause of miasma breeding in the first place. It disrupted Heqet more than him. She pried her 

mind away from these thoughts and refocused on Elaine. “Scapegoat?”  

“If the Council realizes that I’m pregnant, they’re going to take me to Thule straightaway. 

They’ve remained tactful in their efforts to coerce us thus far, but I can’t imagine it would stay 

that way if they knew our… child is the last of our lineage.”   

Heqet raised a hand to her chin, resting the weight of her thoughts against it as she 

considered the Council’s involvement. “That’s true….”  

“I think the best route would be to disguise my pregnancy with a scapegoat. In other 

words, we can choose someone that’ll benefit the Rebellion’s cause and hide the truth about our 

child.”   

The Council would consider a Half-Breed child Fallen. Better yet, if the team found 

someone of lower status, the Council would be hard pressed to find an interest in the new child.   

“When I woke up, I started to think about how to get our child through this predicament. 

My emotional disconnect may very well save him.” Elaine had apparently accepted Akira’s 
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proclamation about them having a son. Whether this correlated to her emotional state never 

surfaced.   

Heqet acknowledged Akira, and his need to stick to her, by tapping the nose of his mask. 

The miasma was heavy and growing uncomfortable. Something about his touch seemed to 

extract the spiritual energy out of her body.  

As soon as the sensation subsided, she resumed. “What was your conclusion?”  

Elaine turned her mug again, this time to the left. “I’ve heard that you need to win Nex’s 

favor to shift your morale. Thus, I think that we should use one of the Rahma Princes. They’d be 

easier to persuade than any Ancient.”  

The last time that Heqet met with them, she deemed the Princes of Nex, the Cruentus 

Twins, a sad excuse for future rulers.   

Niteo always had a chip on his shoulder, and Neco always envied his brother for being so 

adored by their relatives. Tampering with them would be risky. Not difficult, just unsafe.   

“If you’re going to pick one, pick Niteo,” Heqet said. “He’s narcissistic, but he’s also more 

stable. He’s constantly trying to follow in my husband’s footsteps. If you’re lucky, he may even 

be too busy emulating Khnum to remember that you’re present.”  

Akira nodded. “This is true.”   

The way he and Elaine stared at each other caused Heqet discomfort. Their eyes fixed like 

jewels in a statue. Something had happened between them, something underhanded.   

He glanced at Heqet inquisitively and continued talking. “Invite them to the Capital. If 

Niteo really wishes to emulate Khnum, then he’ll come. That’ll be our opportunity to capitalize 

on their visit. We can spend some time before then planning a festival. Elaine should perform 

again. Since she’s already done it once before, they’ll take to it better.”   

Yet another rocky plan had come from their union. They still needed to meet with their 

allies and secure their connections.   

Heqet breathed in and out, collecting herself and her thoughts as she prepared to leave 

again. “I’ll send out an invitation immediately. We’ll get through this together… at any cost.”   
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Chapter 12: The Web of Deception  

  

A week following the death of Liulfr, Heqet watched from the edge of the Ussan as a 

carriage pulled in through the gates of Inoue. She had received explicit orders from Akira not to 

intrude or distract from the situation. As promised, she hid beneath a cloak and kept her 

distance from the visiting princes of Nex. If anything, she should stop Khnum from doing the 

same.   

Both Chi and Akira stood at either side of Heqet, acting as her guards. Their presence was 

enough to alert others that she was observing but, to their visitors, it meant nothing.   

The Rahma were often oblivious to the ways of the Ancients. No matter how hard some of 

them tried to fit in, they couldn’t comprehend the difference between their way of living and 

that of the elemental based Ancients.   

The world was dangerous and filled with many unique talents. Truthfully, none of the 

Rahma stood a chance against any Ancient, big or small. Only a fool would believe that 

someone as powerful as a Caeles would dare fall for an unassuming Rahma Prince.   

Heqet shook her head just thinking about it. There was no reason for anyone to accept the 

falsehood, and yet there was a high chance that everyone would fall for it.   

Chi had been stalwart since the murder and the formation of the plan. She inherited Liulfr’s 

assignment to guard and assist Heqet, even going as far as to adorn armor and take up a sword 

to fit the role. Her sudden change and decision forced Aurelius back from his usual position.   

Heqet preferred this arrangement, as it kept her at a distance from someone her parents had 

already manipulated. Her team was flourishing. Now, they just needed to keep their heads.   

The celebration in the Centre commenced with the strum of an instrument and the posture 

of their lovely performer, Elaine.   

The Rahma Princes of the neighboring kingdom passed through the Centre, following Ryou 

on a tour through the city. They were already so excited to have the heirs of the Capital and Tir 

Na Nog escorting them that they walked right into Elaine’s trap without a second thought.   

She enticed the audience with several consecutive snaps, each waving movement rapid and 

decisive. Every twirl and body roll exhibited the art of alluring performer. Her dance was like a 

web and, just like a spider, she would catch her prey. With a smile and a twirl, she gestured for 

the crowd to clap along. Her smile lit up the entire Centre.   
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Chi blinked hard, seeming pained by the sight of her sister. When she opened her eyes, she 

caught sight of the approaching High King and whispered to Heqet.  “I will deter him.”  

Heqet dismissed Chi, sensing the disapproval radiating from her aura.    

Confetti showered the air as Elaine grasped Niteo by the wrists and led him into the dance. 

Everyone around them danced as well. The crowd filled the Centre, joining in a folk dance 

around the pair.   

If not for her knowledge of the Rahma Princes, and of Elaine, Heqet would’ve seen the bud 

of a wonderful relationship ready to bloom. However, she did know, and the sight of it 

sickened her. No part of this was sweet or charming. Somewhere in the midst of the mirth and 

celebration, there was a small child belonging to Elaine and her beloved. This child needed the 

team’s protection at any cost.   

Heqet reminded herself of this over and over as she watched Elaine spin her web of 

deception.   

Akira leaned his head against Heqet’s. “Be steady, Heqet. In the end, we shall all be glad to 

have saved their child.”   

“Is that so?” She wanted to believe him just as much as she wanted to change the Empire 

and stop events like this from transpiring. Bringing their child into a world like this would 

cause more harm than good.   

∞∞∞ 

The days following Liulfr’s death reminded me how little power I had to help the people of the 

Empire. I was nothing but a figurehead for the Council and my husband to hold above my people’s heads. 

Although we made movements and planned for the future ahead, I couldn’t help feeling as though I 

wasn’t improving the livelihood of my loved ones.   

No matter how much I trained the children of the Empire to better lead and conquer, I remained 

locked away in that dreadful palace in fear of what my children may have to face.   

I gave them my knowledge… my hope… and my strength.   

Day by day, I watched as my friends walked straight into the slumbering war that awaited us. It 

stirred beneath our feet like a predator watching and waiting for the opportune moment to strike. I 

maintained my posture, knowing of the impending doom that rose from the shadows.  

One day, war would be upon us, and whoever was unprepared would be devoured by the very 

monster our society had created.   
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Every day was full of fear.    

All I could do was take back my power by force and gain back my freedom by increasing our 

numbers. I promised myself, ‘by the time these children have grown… I will leave this kingdom of 

my own volition.’   
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Chapter 13: Foreign Relations  

  

Elaine roamed the streets, meeting with the Rahma Prince, Cruentus Niteo, occasionally 

during his visits. She strung him along for some time before the day that he finally worked up 

the courage to invite her to Nex.   

Khnum followed, claiming that he wished to oversee the progress made in Nitor since 

Niteo would soon inherit the kingdom from his parents, but any knowing person could tell that 

he was simply upholding his promise to the Council to watch over the Caeles Family.   

As expected, the concept of a Half-Breed child conflicted with the Council’s intention to 

preserve a pure blood lineage.   

Heqet and Akira saw this as a signal to begin sealing their relations with Tir Na Nog and 

Rosetau, so they sent a messenger out to call for a meeting with the team.   

Within a matter of days, they received a reply from Askelon containing their intended 

meeting place and time. The letter included a blueprint marked with a red circle.   

Heqet viewed it with Akira in the downstairs study of the palace. They stood close to the 

window in the darkness, allowing the white light from the Ussan to illuminate the page.  

Heqet’s chest filled with anxiety, though she had long prepared for this moment and had 

the courage to complete their mission. “The waterways. This is convenient for us... we can meet 

part way.”   

Akira kept quiet since he would not be traveling with the team. His condition had 

improved slightly. He preserved his energy by resting and avoiding unnecessary uses of his 

elements.   

She patted his shoulder. “I’ll be counting on you to keep my post.”  

He met her gaze, appearing unsure. His way of staring held a questioning air, as though he 

were asking her whether they could succeed.   

In the past, she might’ve responded with bewilderment because she trusted him so 

immensely with her own life, but that was no longer the case. They were all at risk.   

She raised her hands until he pressed his own against them. As soon as he did, she 

clenched his hands tightly. “I trust you.” Her fear of him had subsided. The Tainted hands that 

were now woven with her own had been used for the greater good. She trusted Akira more 

than anyone. Through their pact, she had developed a deep bond with him.  
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Again, he said nothing but a small smile formed on his lips. The trust subdued the 

heaviness of his miasma.   

She patted him on the arm a final time then exited the study and strode through the 

ceremonial hall to go and find Chi.   

Most of the time, Chi guarded the gate of Inoue. She had done a better job rallying the 

soldiers than Aurelius because she asserted real authority. The murder and the happenings with 

Elaine had brought out Chi’s more assertive nature.  

Chi had left the Capital once or twice through the passages and visited her sister. Since 

then, she expressed concern about her nephew being in the care of someone emotionally 

disconnected.   

On this morning, Chi stood at the gates, brooding. This had come to be her most common 

expression.   

Heqet waited for Chi to notice her arrival. “What’s bothering you today?”  

Chi exhaled deeply. “Elaine is so reckless with her child… will they really be all right?” The 

child hadn’t yet been born and there was already a brewing concern. Chi wanted desperately to 

make things okay. Her sister had become as much of an adversary as an ally.   

Elaine’s unpredictability set everyone on edge. There was still a lot of time to pass before 

the birth of her child. She had lost all sense of pain or bereavement.   

Chi fretted. “I went to see her again. I do not deem her an appropriate role model or 

caretaker for her child. We must do something.”  

“In due time, Chi. If we wish to assist, then we must secure our allies. Keep your head up.”   

Chi corrected her posture. “You are right. How can I be of assistance?”  

Heqet smiled to ease the tension of the nearby guards. “Follow me.” She guided Chi 

towards the community, then veered off quickly to the side and in through the back door of the 

cottage. She glimpsed over her shoulder at the back window. “We have a meeting to follow up 

with our allies.”   

“Now?”  

“Not now, but we’ll be leaving shortly. The meeting place is within the tunnels that run 

between the Eastern and Western Woods. It’s the most centralized to our three locations and 

our confidant in Nysa wouldn’t want to risk meeting within palace confines.”   

“Then, I will pack so we can leave.” Chi usually kept packs full of supplies in case of an 

emergency. They always planned for an easy escape because they never knew if the Council 
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would suddenly decide to take the Caeles Family to Thule. If they ended up in Thule’s Capital, 

the Grand Acropolis, they wouldn’t be able to get out easily. They’d be lucky if they escaped at 

all.   

∞∞∞ 

Chi finished collecting their things and offered Heqet a change of clothes. They 

reassembled after they were both fit to travel through the damp tunnels.   

The hatch in the back room led underground via a long, rusted ladder. They descended one 

at a time, easing down carefully as it creaked.   

Heqet clapped the dirt from her leather gloves after they reached the bottom. “We should 

really consider replacing this ladder before there’s an accident.”   

“We need the time to do so,” Chi said. “Someone would notice if we started a project like 

that.”   

Heqet inspected the old ladder again, testing its stability with a gentle shake. “Akira has a 

lot of elemental capabilities. I wonder if he can conjure metal.”   

Chi stopped with her mouth open as though she wanted to reply. Any natural person 

would find this fact strange, but Heqet had been around Akira for so long it no longer surprised 

her to think this way.   

Heqet avoided further discussion by advancing towards their destination.  “Anyway, we 

should hurry.” The canal running through the tunnels left a musty scent in the air. All of the 

stones had turned a deep brown either from grime or age.   

Chi evaded anything she considered dirty, cautiously stepping across the center of each 

walkway. Her perceptiveness surpassed that of Aurelius on all levels. There had been some 

inklings that her vision was impaired but this never hindered her ability to guard. She left one 

hand on her blade and the other close to Heqet, listening carefully.  

Their journeys through the tunnels were often quiet when they passed under cities. The 

bustle from above would’ve blocked out any conversation but they never risked it.   

Several vents led up into the streets above, bringing the occasional draft of fresh air. This 

didn’t matter much in the woods outside the Capital. It did, however, mean a lot more once 

they passed beneath the Second Kingdom of Nex. The cold air helped ventilate the tunnels after 

traveling for a while.  
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The tunnels themselves were filled with various unmarked passages. Chi and Heqet 

followed the paths marked on the blueprint, sighing with relief as they noticed the greenery 

peeking through outlets in the rock far above.   

The strangest thing down there was the formations of crystal spiraling out of the waterway. 

In some places, they appeared to be trees pinned between the upper and lower portions of the 

tunnels.   

The exit in the Western Woods led out behind a small waterfall.   

Heqet and Chi climbed up the ladder and followed the cave above to the other side, then 

passed through the waterfall and across the rocks in the water beyond.   

The fresh air of the Western Woods opened their senses as a familiar group turned to greet 

them. Sunset reached the edge of the trees, stirring the fireflies that danced around the surface 

of the water. They had reached their destination on time.  The team would be most 

inconspicuous at night fall.  

Fortuna and Askelon waved slightly, but the third person, a man with the sandy hair and 

skin, just watched. Everyone else was dry. They seemed to have been there for some time.   

“We should go back into hiding,” Askelon said, pointing towards the waterfall.  

Immediately after his statement, he stepped back over the rocks.   

Heqet allowed Fortuna and the sandy haired man to pass by her. “You’re telling me this 

after we crossed through? Now, we’re wet.”  

Askelon chuckled from the other side. “Why spoil the fun?”  

The group returned to the cave behind the waterfall, drying off as much as possible before 

beginning their discussion.   

The man with the sandy hair and skin smiled, crossed an arm over his chest, and bowed. “It 

is a pleasure to finally meet you, Highness. I am Nigel, the Heir of Rosetau.”  

“Heir?” Heqet knew the Capitals and all of the key players completely. All of the heirs of 

Rosetau had been killed. Askadel had stepped in to help them rebuild, putting a Royal by the 

name of Lux Celo in charge. Her skin crawled at the thought of Nigel’s deceit.  

Nigel scratched his head and flaunted his charisma. “I do apologize. We should have let 

you know sooner. It was difficult for us to discern whom we could trust.”  

She puzzled, yet identified. “What do you mean?”  

“If I could be blunt— my family did not murder themselves, Highness.”  

She bowed her head. “Please, call me Heqet.”   
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He nodded. “Very well, Heqet. It took some time for us to know you were not of your 

husband’s mind.”  

“Completely understandable. I’m sorry for your loss.”  

“Yours as well. We just received word about the murder.”  

The image of Liulfr flashed before her eyes again. She felt as though it would always 

remain. Her thoughts pulled her from the conversation, and a wave of guilt washed over her.  

Fortuna lowered the hood of her dark cloak and set a hand on Heqet’s arm. “What’s our 

current predicament?”  

Heqet took a deep breath and refocused. “As I mentioned in my last letter, we’re in a period 

of calm. We’re strengthening our forces in the Capital, and in Nex, but Elaine is unstable. At this 

moment, we’re trying our best to secure the Caeles lineage. Hopefully, plans in Tir Na Nog are 

proceeding. I’d like to move Firmus closer sooner rather than later.”  

Fortuna’s brow knotted. “Not as well as we’d hoped. His condition is fluctuating. Our 

family has been in debate about what to do with him. He’s been having episodes and some 

people have gotten hurt, so our parents want to perform a ritual to keep him under control. 

Even though Fortis and I are fighting it, we’ve had difficulty.” The tension faded slightly. 

“However, Kyou has been helpful. He’s in the process of bargaining with our Family Master.”   

Heqet nodded. Her decision to include her sons in the Rebellion had been correct. This 

reassured her that things were improving, even marginally. “Then, I’m glad he’s there to help.”  

Fortuna smiled faintly. “I’m not sure if you recall, but there’s a brothel between Macellarius 

and Nitor. I’ve been considering taking it up as a stronghold. Most people will overlook it 

because of its outward appearance, but perhaps Nigel and I can make use of it.” She glanced at 

Nigel momentarily, then shifted her attention back to Heqet. “As I’m sure you know, my family 

enjoys their sexual escapades. Coupling wealth and sex, not to mention holding property in 

another kingdom, would be a great benefit to Tir Na Nog.”   

Heqet’s thoughts lingered on their interaction. “With Nigel?”  

His bright smile convinced her easily. This charm could prove useful to their plans. “My 

relations with the other kingdoms is fair. If we plan around Fortuna succeeding Tir Na Nog’s 

throne, we can convert the Outlands into a safe haven. Nex will become a passageway to 

discover new talent and escort them out of the Council’s view.”  
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Even though Heqet was aware of the trick on display, she acknowledged that it worked. 

Both Fortuna and Nigel exuded exceptional charm and beauty, which could be beneficial in 

their ploy to recruit and deceive their adversaries.   

Askelon also nodded at them and smiled at Chi. “I see you’ve found yourself some 

powerful allies.” He was by far the eldest and wisest of the team and, being a Feh, also the 

smallest. His outgoing personality and knowledge made up for his small stature. He was proof 

that one could be larger than life and immensely powerful no matter how big or small they 

were. The wrinkles on his face showed everyone that he had lived long, as it took hundreds of 

turns for an Ancient to physically age. His fair hair was also longer than many of the youngsters 

of the new age. This upheld the old tradition, a clear indicator that he had seen much and still 

maintained his spiritual health.   

As she studied him, Heqet thought of Akira back at the palace, her sons, and the Ignis 

Brothers in Tir Na Nog. She couldn’t see herself living as long as Askelon, but at least she had 

finally left her cell. Next, they’d secure the Caeles lineage and raise the Spinner. This would add 

two, if not three, more allies to their growing faction.   

Heqet focused better without miasma and stress hindering her thoughts. Finally, the team 

was together and on task. “My only concern is that you’re going to get caught, Nigel. If you’re 

the heir, how are you managing to sneak around?”  

Fortuna curled her lip. “You didn’t tell her?”  

Nigel just laughed aloud. “No one knows. The current figurehead is Lux Celo. Most people 

think that I am dead.”  

Heqet mused. “Well… that solves one issue. There’s still much time until we raise the 

Spinner. My aide, Akira, has suggested that we keep her away from too much stimulus, thus 

we’ll need to use this time to set up our players in the right positions. Having allies in Nex and 

Rosetau will grant us more security and better morale. That leaves Askadel and Elysium to 

question, but it would certainly better our odds.”  

Nigel folded his arms. “Securing Nex will give us the opportunity to move our allies under 

the radar and escort them to Tir Na Nog. Once Fortuna succeeds the throne, we will have 

secured both sides of the Empire.”  

“Naturally, you have my support,” Askelon said. “Whenever there is a period of calm, 

there’s likely to be a storm in the midst. We should all plan accordingly.”   



107 
 

Heqet shook her head. “Khnum is going to want Ryou to succeed the throne in Kyou’s 

place. He’s been trying to switch them for ages, and I’m going to let him think that he’s 

succeeded.” Her team members kept their focus.   

Chi still said nothing. She rarely spoke or drew attention to herself other than when she 

was spoken to. As Heqet spoke, Chi simply leaned against the interior of the cave, watching in a 

calculating manner.   

Heqet continued. “We can use the Spinner as leverage. Akira told me that the Council has 

already won her favor once before. This means that Khnum will have some success to present to 

them. If we make him think that the Spinner and Kyou will be Bound, Khnum will have won 

his re-entry to Thule.”  

Fortuna’s eyes shifted in thought. “So… make him think Kyou and Ryou have switched 

places, but keep Kyou as the heir… then tell Khnum that Kyou, who he’ll believe is Ryou, and 

the Spinner are going to be Bound. Did I get that right?”  

Heqet stifled a laugh. “Yes. Kyou and Ryou often switch places because of my husband’s 

disapproval. He’s not close enough to them to know the difference, but he’ll do anything to get 

into Thule. If we can succeed, we’ll have the Spinner, but the Council will see their own success 

instead of ours.”  

Nigel added to the thought with a tone of caution. “Then, the trick would be to ensure the 

girl chooses the Rebellion.”  

A man with a deep, gravelly voice interjected. “Elaborate schemes are just what I’d expect 

from this gathering.” A moment later, a massive hand gripped the rocks from the ladder below.   

Chi bounded in front of Heqet, drawing her sword as a large man surfaced from the 

underground passage.  

Nigel chuckled. “He came with me.”  

The large man raised his hands up to each side as he stood at the edge of the opening to the 

tunnels. “No warning?”  

Heqet gasped. “Praise be! What were you doing until now?”  

“Scouring the tunnels for spies. You’re welcome.”   

Nigel slipped between Chi and Heqet to stand next to the man. “This is my cousin, 

Duncan.” He faced Chi. “He was not able to attend our last meeting. Today, he came as an 

escort.”   
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Duncan shared the same sandy coloring, the mark of the Tau. He was well-built and gruff, 

yet, somehow, there was a softness about him. Both men had a faint green cast to their eyes, 

though it was difficult to tell in the shadowy cave.   

Askelon returned to the conversation after smiling at Duncan. “I must say that I do agree 

that we should keep the Spinner in the dark. In the past, there have been complications, even 

for the Council. It was rumored that the Spinner managed to break free of their control and 

abandon her purpose in the Mortal Realm. Somehow, she recovered her Soul’s Name and 

annihilated many Council members. I think we can all agree that avoiding annihilation would 

be best.”  

Heqet knew that the Spinner had power but never had she heard the full story behind the 

events in Undal. She hadn’t believed in the tales of Undal enough to study all of the supposed 

myths. “Somehow? The Spinner was a Doll then too, no?”  

“That’s the concern,” Askelon said. “If the Council kept her a name a secret to keep her 

under control, then how did she manage to recover it and break free in the first place? We might 

be tampering with something completely out of our element. It’s important to plan for disaster.”  

The word ‘disaster’ summed everything up in a clean, smooth package.   

It added just the pang of anxiety that Heqet hoped to cast aside. Reality swooped in like a 

vengeful storm. There wouldn’t be a reprieve, not when their plans could, or eventually would 

bring catastrophe.   

She once again remembered that she went into this sensing her demise. All people died 

eventually, just as her intended Bound had. They had lost precious time together and the sooner 

she joined him the better. The longer they were apart, the more difficult it would be to live 

together as before.  They’d both suffer terribly as long as they were apart. 

This made her wonder how Askelon managed to live so long. There were still many 

mysteries that needed to be answered, but this was not the time for it.   

Nigel took a deep breath. “Well then. We have a lot to prepare for. Shall we adjourn this 

meeting and depart?” He pressed a hand against Duncan’s back. “I shall review the details with 

you privately.”   

Fortuna and Askelon agreed with their usual nodding.   

“I’ll stay for a moment longer,” Heqet said, staring out at the water rushing outside. The 

wind carried the cool mist through the cave.  
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Nigel still smiled as brightly as before. “It was a pleasure to meet you. I look forward to 

continuing our relations.”   

Heqet only bowed her head to bid him farewell.   

The other members of the group lowered down into the tunnels, leaving Chi and Heqet 

alone in the quiet cave.   

Chi stared, questioning Heqet with her gaze.   

“We’re so close… but I can’t help and fret about what awaits. Even though I know there’s 

no point in dwelling on it, I find our path fraught with danger.”  

“I will do whatever it takes to help you overturn Thule’s rule over Mu. You have my 

word.”  

Heqet smiled. She could trust Chi, and this was much better than being trapped without 

allies. “Yes. There’s no point in me panicking. There’s work to be done, and I’m sure Akira is 

quite ill by now. We should be returning.”  

The wheel of fate is shifting. It’s only a matter of time before we’re caught in the spin.     
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Chapter 14: A Wrench in the Plan  

  

The seventh of TIR. Snow cascaded from the grey clouds looming over Inoue, but Heqet 

wouldn’t be down this day. She had too much to look forward to.   

Akira arrived first that morning, dressed in a grey coat and black turtle-neck sweater. This 

may not have been relevant except for the fact that the brown-haired man standing next to him 

had the usual red blazer thrown over his shoulders. 

The unfamiliar person stared intently at Akira with his stark blue eyes. These characteristics 

startled Heqet since they were reminiscent of yet another rare family, the Vem.   

This man towered over Akira. His long brown hair and immense aura alerted Heqet to his 

overwhelming spiritual prowess, which was comparable to the Grim that hovered behind them.   

Akira gestured to them. “These two are going to be responsible for the Raising Ritual.”  

The man’s impressive aura kept everyone apart from Akira at a distance, so Heqet 

refrained from asking him questions. She knew better, especially after seeing the Grim slide 

away.   

The man faced Akira, his face so close their noses almost touched. “Where will I work?”  

Akira nodded towards his room. “You can work there. We’ll use the study for the other.” 

With a single nod, the man entered the room to begin assembling his Doll.   

The Grim automatically went into the study across the hall.   

Heqet glanced between each door. “How does crafting work?”  

Akira explained in great detail. “They must first construct their Dolls piece by piece, 

carving every facet by hand. This requires a lot of mixing and sculpting. Afterward, they allow 

their work to set and insert a capsule infused with anima and darkness within their new 

vessel.”  

“You’re very knowledgeable. Thank you for answering.”  

“I’d let you watch, but I don’t think they’d like it. This case is tricky. These Dolls must be 

constructed with care if we mean to raise the Spinner. Those two individuals are our best  

Puppeteers.” He pointed at his room with his thumb as though gesturing directly at the blue-

eyed man. “This one will be overseeing both Rituals.”  

“When can we enter?”  

“He’ll come and find us. For now, we wait.”  
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Heqet had spent much of her time waiting, though nearly not as much as before. She kept 

herself busy by focusing on improving the lives of her people. One kingdom had been on her 

mind for a while— Macellarius.   

The younger Cruentus brother, Neco, had been causing trouble by garnishing the wages of 

the markets in his community to improve his reports to the Capital. By appearance, he made 

more money than that of his brother. However, judging by the community, Niteo kept his 

people happy and prosperous. Not to mention, they simply loved Elaine despite her overt 

emotional disconnection.   

Heqet had met Elaine’s son, Hero, several times when he was three. He always hid behind 

his mother’s skirt or played with puzzles. Whenever someone drew near, he’d twiddle his 

thumbs without remark. He often claimed to be able to see the color of someone’s aura, which 

sometimes prompted him to speak more than usual.  

Thinking of this, Heqet leaned against her hand and observed Akira. She knew that if she 

brought up Hero, he’d be upset. “If Hero can see auras, do you think he’ll be able to see the 

Spinner like he noticed you?”  

Akira gnawed on his straw until it split down the side. “Why are you always so curious 

about him?”  

“I treat him the same way I treat you. Why is that so wrong?”  

He retorted. “I didn’t say it was.”  

“You’re acting like it.”  

“Whatever. Assuming that he really can see auras, then he’d obviously be able to notice 

someone with as much spiritual prowess as the Spinner. Is that even a question?”  

Heqet laughed weakly, shaking her head. She appreciated his honesty, albeit childish at 

times. Little had changed between them other than how comfortable they had become.    

As they waited, Kyou strolled through the ceremonial hall with long and confident strides. 

He had grown tall since he first joined the Rebellion. His toned stature reflected his 

commitment to training. Aside from his obvious physical growth, he kept his hair tied back and 

his appearance polished, as was expected by Khnum.   

If Heqet had seen this well-kempt Kyou several turns prior, she’d have laughed. This is 

likely how he perceived his brother and it was necessary to fool Khnum.   

Kyou leaned against the table, flashing a wry grin. “How’s my future wife?”   

“Funny,” Heqet said.   
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No one in the Rebellion side really considered the Spinner an actual choice of partner for 

Kyou. The Grim had told everyone that due to her immense power, they’d need to raise a child, 

not an adult. Children had less flow of spiritual energy. Raising an adult could lead to a 

premature awakening and catastrophe.  

Khnum didn’t care either way. He’d sooner marry off a child if it meant reentry into Thule.  

His disgusting level of selfishness never changed and it never would.  

Kyou lowered his voice. “Really, though. How’s preparation going?”  

“We don’t know. We’re not allowed to enter,” Heqet said.   

“You’ve been waiting out here all this time?”  

Akira bobbed his head back and forth in mockery. “What does it look like we’re doing?”  

Kyou generally ignored Akira’s mood swings. He expressed only curiosity whenever it 

struck. “What bug crawled up his ass?”  

“The usual,” Heqet said.   

He had no trouble at all harassing Akira. “Do you dislike children?”  

“I wouldn’t know,” Akira said.   

“Why’s that?”  

“I’ve had minimal exposure to them.”   

“How long have you been in the Capital? You’re still avoiding kids?”  

“I’m not avoiding them, you nosy man. I have no business with them.”  

Kyou and Heqet stopped asking questions.  

Akira avoided people to suppress his miasma and to prevent it from spreading as far. His 

mood swings and outbursts also derived from his condition and, on some days, he would hole 

up in his room. His arrival had brought the Plague to Mu, though no one wanted to admit it. He 

had helped their faction so much. They couldn’t relay the death toll to him or anyone else 

without causing alarm.  They’d become friends, even family.  

For Heqet, pushing Akira away would be like pushing away her sons.   

Kyou must’ve considered Akira like a sibling as well because he never said or did anything 

against him. Mostly, he tried to understand Akira’s condition and feelings. They bantered for a 

while longer while Heqet drank her tea.   

After a moment of listening to their discussion, a jarring scream shook the hall chandelier, 

tables, and all utensils within range.  They held down the rattling silverware and tea cups.   
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The scream channeled rage and anguish throughout the entire palace, then stopped as the 

man in the red blazer ran from one room to the other.   

Heqet gasped and repositioned her crown. “What was that?”  

“The Spinner,” Akira said.   

“Is that normal?”  

“Hmm… I suppose for her. That’s why you need Abyssus to stabilize her.” He rose, resting 

his hand against the corner of the table. “Remember what I said… keep her in the dark for as 

long as possible.”  

Heqet assured him. “I do remember.”   

“If you truly wish to win her favor then you need to give her what she wants. Luckily 

enough for you, you already have access to that, but we can discuss that more later. For now, 

let’s go and visit our little Abyssus.”  

Heqet stood instantly. “We can?”  

“I can feel his presence, so I’m sure he’s at least functioning.” Akira stopped in his tracks.  

“Ah, but Kyou must stay here for now. Wouldn’t want any mishaps.”  

Kyou pouted as they walked away and entered Akira’s room.  

A kit of tools rested on the floor in front of a young boy who sat in an upright position 

against the bed. His head hung forward while he rested.   

Heqet drew nearer and crouched down close to inspect his design. His attire matched that 

of her boys during their young age, the same type of shorts and knee-high socks that princes 

often wore during childhood. She touched a shiny, black butterfly brooch pinned to his dark 

dress shirt. “A butterfly?”  

Akira corrected her. “A moth, most likely.”  

“He reminds me of Kyou when he was younger.”  

He chuckled. “He’d hate that.”  

“Why?”  

The boy opened his eyes and glared at her. “Don’t touch what isn’t yours.”  

She backed away and stuck to Akira’s side. “I’m sorry.”   

Akira waved blissfully. “Remember me?”  

The boy, Abyssus, narrowed his eyes. At first, he appeared unamused but it soon became 

evident that he was just thinking. “What are you called now?”  

“Akira. What do you remember?”  
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Abyssus winced. “It’s hard to recall, exactly. Everything is jumbled. I guess… I remember 

dying.” He pressed a hand against his chest, scanning himself as though he expected something 

to be there. The look of confusion dissipated, and he seemed stricken by realization. Soon after, 

he averted his gaze and concealed the thought.  

Akira crossed his arms, leaning slightly to one side. “Think hard on it. I need you to 

remember.”  

Abyssus nodded once. “I understand. Let me dwell on it for a while longer.” His manner of 

speaking didn’t sound like a child at all nor did ruminating facial expressions come across as 

naïve or youthful.   

Heqet glanced between them. “He’s able to remember his last life? I thought Dolls needed 

to have their memories sealed.” From her understanding, brands and seals were not dissimilar. 

While seals required special rituals and procedures, brands were more like promises that 

couldn’t be broken.  

Akira explained. “Yes. We broke the law. That’s why we needed our best Puppeteer on the 

job. Not that it matters much… Abyssus usually wakes up quickly, anyway. We just took a 

short cut.”  

Abyssus tried standing but he was still shaky. “Abyssus?” He scowled. “Damn it… I can’t 

remember what happened.”  

Akira warned. “You’re a child right now. You can’t talk like that.”  

Abyssus grabbed at the open air. “If you’re going to order me around, at least feed me.” 

Akira dug in his pockets and plopped a handful of hard candies into Abyssus’ hands.   

Abyssus first seemed to contemplate but eventually accepted the offering. “I’ll take what I 

can get.”  

Heqet controlled her urge to lean down, sensing that it might come across as rude. “So… 

you’re not a child at all.”   

“Nope,” Abyssus said, unwrapping one of the candies. “What’s going on, anyway? When 

am I?”  

“We’re at the brink of the war for Mu,” Akira said. “We’re trying to raise the Spinner in the 

next room. She’s supposed to be the next High Queen.”  

Abyssus crunched on his candy. “The Spinner… is that a good idea? That means two of us 

have risen.”  

“We needed someone to stabilize her. If not you then….”  
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He grumbled to himself. “How annoying. Will I ever live out my adulthood? Am I going to 

be condemned to a child’s body my entire existence?”  

Akira seemed to notice Heqet observing, so he explained. “His senses are extraordinary… 

as is his brain… if he can function. He’s particularly good at building things, so if you need any 

assistance innovating, you should ask him.”  

Abyssus mused. “I won’t learn anything from inside this room. When can I meet with the 

Spinner?”  

Akira answered. “She’s not yet ready. For now, you’re ready, so we can leave the room.”  

“Great. If this form isn’t insulting enough, your bribery wasn’t much better.”  

Akira whispered. “He’s an acquired taste.” After clearing his throat, he addressed Abyssus 

again. “Listen. Your job is the same as usual, just with the added task of keeping the Spinner 

stable. After you leave this room, you have to pretend to be a child.”  

“You must hate me… but fine. Whatever you say. If that’s what you require… though, if I 

must say, I’m much older than you. I won’t be taking orders from children again any time soon. 

Requests, perhaps, but not orders.” 

 He’s older! Praise be.  

Akira smiled with an unfamiliar streak of amusement. “Yes, of course.”  

Heqet struggled to imagine Abyssus behaving like a child after observing him for a brief 

time. She fretted about it as they returned to Kyou in the Ceremonial Hall.    

He turned and stared down at Abyssus. “This is the boy meant to stabilize the Spinner?”  

Heqet waited for something to happen. “Uh, yes. His name is Abyssus.” 

 Kyou leaned down to Abyssus’ eye level. “He looks like he could be our brother.”  

A moment of silence ensued.   

She questioned Abyssus’ ability to control his language.   

“Actually, I’d prefer a sister,” he said.  

Kyou laughed it off. “Oh, really? Don’t you have a sister?”  

Akira’s expression lit up like a firecracker. “Yes, he does.”  

Abyssus checked him. Clearly, he was wondering if he was supposed to go along with it.  

The transparent confusion faded when he finally decided to agree. “I’m waiting for her.”  

“That’s great. I’m looking forward to meeting her,” Kyou said, grinning.  

Oh, Kyou. You’re so sweet.  
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The second ritual went on and on without any sign of stopping even as the night fell. Even 

supposing that Abyssus was an adult, his energy levels were extremely low.  

By the evening, he began yawning. “I can’t… it’s taking too long. I’m ready to sleep.”  

Heqet had nothing more to do than tend to him as they waited. “You can sleep in the 

upstairs suite. When your sister is ready, I’ll have her join you.” She escorted him to an upstairs 

room with a canopy bed and a view of the Ussan.   

Right away, he kicked off his shoes and, without changing, tucked himself into bed.   

She closed him inside the room, surprised that he really meant what he said.   

Akira met her again in the middle of the hallway. “I’m not surprised he’s tired. It often 

happens after a Raising Ritual. It’s more surprising that he stayed awake for so long afterward.”  

“Is he accustomed to it?”  

“You could say that.”  

“He goes through this often?”  

He hesitated on this more than the last question. “More so than most.”  

“He seemed alarmed.”  

“He doesn’t have the benefit of chronological reincarnation. Considering how jumbled he is 

this time, whatever happened couldn’t have been pleasant in any regard.”  

Heqet pondered his choice of words. “The way they die changes the way they return?”  

“A violent or sudden death will jolt the memory. The more traumatizing it is, the more 

difficult it can be to recover. He’s fairly shaken, but I’ve seen him in worse states.”   

The mere consideration of Abyssus’ death bothered her. It bothered her even more to think 

that he was accustomed to the thought of dying. “Shall we go and check on the Spinner?”  

“No need,” Akira said, glimpsing back at the man in the red blazer, who carried a small, 

unconscious girl down the hall.  

The man spoke only when he was standing beside Akira. “Will they be resting here?”  

“Yes,” Akira said.  

The man disappeared for just long enough to tuck her in and just as quickly returned. He 

turned his attention to Heqet for the first time. “I understand that others might consider them to 

be illegal or artificial, but please treat them as you would any other children.”  

Heqet considered this a given. “Of course… though one of them is not a child.”  

“They are my children.”  

“Understood.”  
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The man turned his back towards the door and folded his arms. Despite the fact that he 

didn’t ever introduce himself, he expressed a lot of care. “The Spinner must remain beside 

Abyssus until she finds what she wants.”   

“Which is?”  

He opened his mouth to answer and stopped, frozen in place. His eyes shifted back and 

forth as though he were focusing or processing some unseen information. By the time he had 

spun back and tossed open the doors of the room, Heqet had also sensed the change in 

atmosphere.   

The auras that had just been present were gone and the bed, which had just contained their 

new Dolls, was empty. The silk curtains swayed in the wind coming through the now open 

window.   

Heqet stated the obvious in her stupor. “They’re gone.”  

Darkness oozed from the man’s body. It extended over him, forming a larger shadow that 

grew so massive, Heqet shuddered gazing up at it. The strong aura that had radiated from his 

body surged through the room with glass shattering force.  

Every hair on Heqet’s body raised as a shrill ringing filled her ears. All of her senses 

warned her that the person, or being, before her had the capability to crush her by the sheer 

potency of his aura alone.  

As her eyes traced the shadow, she once again remembered Emolie’s words. Heqet 

recognized the sensation of death and the sweet scent passing through the air as the same 

warnings issued in Thule.   

This was the sign of a demonic presence, no doubt, but she feared that reacting would alert 

the man to her knowledge.   

Akira searched the room, then stopped and stared at the shadow which oozed darkness. “I 

need to divulge which path we’ve taken before we can decide how to advance. I know it’s 

difficult but you must keep your head.”   

Heqet focused her gaze on Akira, ignoring her urge to glance at the shadow again. Her 

body trembled as she crept towards the window and leaned out to search for clues. At any rate, 

this is what she conveyed with her actions. Really, she needed the fresh air to cool her head and 

mask her fear.  

The Council had always taught that demons of the Void preyed on fear and weakness and 

even though Heqet was their enemy, she often saw the truth in their teachings.   
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She pulled her head back into the room, trying to control the quiver in her voice. “How 

could this happen?”  

Rather than answering, Akira disappeared from the room.   

The man in the red blazer recollected himself. His darkness shrank, and he returned to his 

previous form, scowling. He dragged Heqet into the hallway by the arm.  

She resisted just enough to show her disapproval. Angering the powerful stranger seemed 

unwise, so even though she wanted answers, she didn’t fight him. “What does he mean? What 

path?”    

The man ceased his movement and faced her, his expression and voice grim. Pure rage 

distorted his expression and appearance. “You’re our ally, and you don’t know anything?”  

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Akira’s always very secretive.”   

Despite his glare, he answered. “I know he’s told you that he travels through time and 

space. Within our universe, there are different worlds and possibilities. Akira calls them 

variables. This is what he means.”  

“I’m sorry to slow you down. I want to understand and find our children as much as you 

do.”  

His expression softened. “Yes… well… Akira should be investigating as we speak. We need 

to uncover which path we’ve taken before we can understand how to move forward but 

judging by the current predicament... I don't think we’ve ended up in a favorable route.”   

Heqet followed this time as the man continued his stride down the hall. Now that she had 

more information and understood what they meant, she could also work on a solution. “We 

were never properly introduced. What should I call you?”  

He stopped again and stared at her. At first, he seemed surprised, then his gaze wandered 

the hall in deliberation. “Bethshan…” Something about him seemed gentle.  

She smiled despite her terror. “Bethshan, then.” The magnitude of the situation returned 

after her moment of diplomacy. “We should find Akira.”   

Bethshan resumed, “…but don’t get comfortable saying it.” He hurried to the stairway at 

the end of the hall.  

When they had reached the last step, Akira reappeared by the entrance. Darkness expanded 

from his body, dispelling into the air as the doors burst open and soldiers flooded into the main 

hall.   
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Bethshan pressed Heqet back against the railing of the stairway to keep her out of the 

soldier’s path. His moodiness didn’t match his behavior. He was much kinder than he let on.   

Heqet watched the soldiers curiously from behind his arm, catching sight of a small and 

familiar form dangling from the arms of one of the passing men.  

Her gaze trailed after them. “Hero?” She stepped out to the middle of the stairway once 

they had gone. “That was….”  

Bethshan called out from behind her in a stern manner. “Aki.”   

She turned at the sound of his voice. Her husband had entered the palace with several of 

his own guards in tow.   

It seemed that Bethshan’s call had drawn Akira away from the entrance and closer to the 

stairway.   

Bethshan brushed his long hair over one side of his face and lowered his head as Khnum 

approached.   

Heqet obstructed her husband’s path. “What do you think you’re doing? What is Hero 

doing in the Capital Palace?”  

“Move. This does not concern you.”  

“This is my palace.”  

“As it is mine.”  

She clenched a fist. Times had changed, and she had grown stronger. The people of Mu 

knew who governed the Empire. The Council may have ruled in name, but Heqet had regained 

much of her political power. Even so, Khnum saw her as a mere pawn under his thumb.   

She bit her tongue to uphold the façade of his power over her. “What has happened?”  

“Caeles Elaine is dead.”      
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Chapter 15: The Stained Prince   

  

Heqet’s ears rang with a shrill, deafening sound. Her husband’s words resounded in her 

head over and over until the world shrank back to its natural state. “I’m sorry?”  

He scowled. “I said Caeles Elaine is dead.”  

“How?”  

“There is reason to believe that her son is responsible for her murder.”   

The accusation snapped Heqet from her stupor. “That’s ridiculous. He’s just a child.”  

Khnum drew closer, glancing at Bethshan and Akira. “He is stained.” After muttering the 

confidential part, he pulled away from her. “Due to the severity of the situation, we have 

summoned Sisera. I expect you to stay out of the way.”   

Heqet allowed him to pass while she mulled over the information. “Stained?”  

Bethshan lifted his head after everyone had gone. “What’re we dealing with?” Although his 

attention was focused on the hall at the top of the stairway, there was no question that he was 

speaking to Akira.   

Akira tapped the nose of his mask many times. “With the sequence of events, I feel that 

we’re en route to a perfect storm. There’s absolutely no telling what’ll come of this with Chaos 

wrapped up in it.”  

Heqet had learned that eavesdropping on their conversations helped her become more 

involved in their plans, thus she kept her commentary to a minimum. “Chaos….”  

Akira had mentioned Chaos before when he told Sheryl that Elaine was the Mother of Chaos, 

so Heqet deduced they were referring to Hero.   

Bethshan naturally included her in the discussion. “Chaos is a universal element that causes 

unforeseeable variables to arise. In other words, wherever Chaos is present, we lose the ability 

to accurately plan and manipulate information based on what we’ve already seen or 

experienced.”   

“It’s like a hurricane interrupting the weather forecast,” Akira said, but then he jerked his 

head upward. “Sorry. That’s a useless reference. You won’t understand it.”  

Bethshan shook his head. “You don’t need to dumb it down. I think she understands.”  

Heqet agreed. “I do.” She had more questions but decided to keep them for another time. 

First, she would find a way to break Hero free and divulge the truth about the situation. She 



121 
 

had promised Akira that she’d protect the Tainted. Even supposing that Hero was stained, she 

was obligated to prove his innocence.   

“I need to go and see Sisera before she arrives,” Akira said. “My mother will allow me to 

participate in the trial if I ask carefully enough.”   

Bethshan clicked his tongue. “Stop calling her that. It’s distasteful.”   

“What else would I call her? Ah… the Council Leader? I’ll do that.”   

Heqet covered her face with one hand to hide her surprise. She’d never heard Akira yield to 

anyone without argument.   

He turned to Bethshan. “Please trace our Dolls and report to me. I suspect they’re on their 

way to Nex, but I’ll explain why later.” Akira disappeared without waiting for a response.  

Bethshan made an exasperated sigh and tossed his hands up. “Our Dolls, he says. Did he 

make them? No!”   

Heqet placed a foot on a higher step of the stairway. “I’m sorry this has happened. I’m sure 

that as their Creator, you must be bonded to them.”   

He pursed his lips. “You’re surprisingly considerate… that makes you pleasant.” His ever-

present sourness faded. “We’ll find them. I don’t blame you, so try not to take it personally. I’m 

like this with everyone.” Just like Akira, he disappeared and left behind wisps of darkness.  

Heqet talked to herself aloud. “I may never get used to that.” She envied them the ability to 

travel around so effortlessly. Her thoughts channeled onto her next objective. She gathered the 

front of her white gown and rushed up the stairway to the left wing of the palace.   

As she neared the hall, she crept through the shadows and observed the group that had 

gathered. Her husband and two of his guards faced Chi as he pointed her sword at him.  

The rest of the guards lingered around the door of a suite.    

Chi demanded. “I expect an explanation.”   

Khnum responded calmly from behind his guards. “You could be charged with treason.”  

“What do I have to lose? My family has been murdered under your rule. Hero is all I have 

left of them and you have just taken him. Either give me an explanation or face my wrath.”   

Heqet debated between stopping her guard and sneaking in to save the remnant of Chi’s 

family.  In the meantime, the stalwart warrior had broken Khnum’s confidence. His guards 

moved away from a door in the hallway and shielded him.   

Heqet suppressed her aura and slipped into the suite. She took a deep breath and pressed a 

hand over her pounding heart as she successfully entered the dark room.   
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On the bed across the room, she found Hero unconscious and covered in blood. She 

glimpsed the door at a sudden commotion and scooped the small child into her arms.   

He had always been notably small with the Fox Clan’s stark white hair and mint eyes. A 

large, black sweater covered his hands and much of his legs.  

She looked closely at him as he rested, noticing a metal chain with a tag coming through the 

skin under his chin. “A tag….” As she saw it, her stomach churned. She’d only heard stories 

about these forbidden seals.    

Hero wouldn’t be able to tell anyone his side while he wore it, as the metal pierced through 

his tongue and the bottom of his mouth.   

This is too far.   

Heqet stirred him from his sleep as she turned. “This is too awful. I’m taking you out of 

here.” She gazed out of the window at the concrete slope below. These patterns ran around the 

entire palace. If she followed them, they could reach the lower level.  

She climbed out with Hero in her arms and shimmied sideways down to the first-floor 

patio. The doors around the viewing window were locked and people gathered around the hall 

inside.   

Heqet crouched down and snuck around the side of the building towards the entrance. The 

adrenaline rushed through her veins as she came around to the fountain out front. She 

whispered, partially to herself and partially to Hero. “It’s okay.”   

Having realized the metal tag, his small hands trembled and felt around his face. The 

wound was fresh and his mouth most likely still tasted of blood.  

“It’s okay,” she said again. “We’ll remove it… just stay strong.”   

Who did this? Where am I going to take him?  

The faces of her allies flashed through her mind.   

Fortuna’s brothel was the closest and the most obscure of their bases. Since the Igni also 

had a history with tags, this seemed the best place to go for help.   

“Okay. Hold on.” Heqet breathed in deeply to ease her nerves then ran across the pavilion 

towards the pathway to the Centre. The path she always traveled seemed endless as she 

checked for guards and Royals but she reached the Centre safely. She continued advancing to 

the cottage and threw herself inside, panting.   

Now she could further investigate the tag. They slumped down against the door, out of the 

line of sight, and she felt around the bar of metal that pierced through Hero’s mouth. She would 
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need a special tool to remove it. “I’m sorry. I can’t remove it right now. We’re going to travel to 

someone who can.” She had never seen him cry for any reason before then. The tag either hurt 

too much or caused a streak of panic because as soon as she explained, tears poured from his 

eyes and a garbled sob escaped.  

He choked on his own blood.  

Her eyes burned with tears. “I’m so sorry.” She hugged his head. It had been long since her 

children were his age. She couldn’t imagine seeing one of her sons in this state, let alone the 

child of her dearest friends.   

Her gown hindered her movement, but she didn’t have time to change, so she stood and 

carried Hero to the hatch in the back room. “Just hold onto me. We’re going down a ladder.”  

He wrapped his arms and legs around her neck and waist. She feared that with his 

weakened state he could lose his grip and fall so she did her best to hold on to both the child 

and the ladder. She eased down onto the first couple of rusted rungs, feeling them give slightly. 

As quickly as she could, she took the next two rungs in order to balance herself and close the 

hatch behind them. Her heart raced. She wanted to conceal Hero as fast as she could.  

Her foot caught on the skirt of her gown, causing her feet to slide down a few more rungs. 

She landed hard, bending the fragile metal.  

Hero grunted in pain as she clung to the ladder with her only free hand. Her palms 

sweated profusely, making it harder for her maintain her grip. “It’s going to be okay.”  

Her words came too soon, as if foreshadowing disaster. The corroded rung snapped with a 

pop. The rusted metal in her hand was ripped away, and they plummeted several feet into the 

darkness below.   

Heqet thought only of protecting Hero. They crashed down onto the stone pathway with a 

thud. Her heart pounded heavily against her chest but she had managed to guard Hero.  

The impact and the grit had torn her gown and bloodied her knees but it could’ve been worse.  

She staggered onto her feet, thankful that she hadn’t broken her legs, and continued down 

the tunnel. She needed to get him to safety. It wouldn’t take long for Khnum to realize the boy 

was missing.  

A canal rushed through the middle of two walkways. After the last surprise, she worried 

that the board leading across the canal might break and lead them both to drown.   
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Their journey was still long. She had already been injured, and Hero risked infection after 

such a spontaneous and reckless application of the tag. Every detail made her angrier and more 

desperate.   

Akira still isn’t back?   

The wooden board allowed them to cross to the other side and move more quickly towards 

their destination. She jogged steadily through each part of the tunnel, well-knowing her way 

towards Nex.   

She’d do anything for the sake of the children. She just wished they wouldn’t have to suffer 

because of the adults around them, herself included.   

The adrenaline kept her going for a majority of the trip. Towards the end, the pain caught 

up, and she limped the rest of the way to Nex.   

They rose through the brothel storehouse pathway and into the dark room.   

She peeked out from the door at the rainy courtyard outside. Some of the brothel girls 

passed through the hallway in fine robes, each carrying stacks of towels or cleaning trays of 

drinks.   

We made it.   

After the girls had finished passing through, Heqet carried Hero through the rain, covering 

his head, and snuck in through the screens of Fortuna’s room. They plunked down onto the 

floor around a small table and an antique bureau. At last, they had arrived at a safe haven.   

Her body grew heavy. The room seemed to whirl around her, and she stared ahead, 

noticing that her head was on the floor.   

What is this feeling?   

Despite her struggle to stay awake, her eyes shut.   

∞∞∞ 

Akira spoke, first at a distance, then very close and loud. “Heqet… Heqet! Wake up!”   

Heqet snapped awake with a gasp and turned her head in every direction. She awakened in 

the viewing courtyard of the Capital Palace. “What? How did I get here?”  

He smacked her cheek just hard enough to jolt her from her trance. “Where is Hero?”  

“I… he… we were in Nex.”  

“Nex? You’re in the Capital.”   
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“Oh no… this can’t be right.” She uncovered her knees. No wounds. Her dress was still in 

perfect condition aside from the dirt.   

“What happened? How did you get down here?”  

Her mind raced for answers. She didn’t know either. All of the events were still so clear in 

her mind. “I took him out of the upstairs suite. When we arrived down here, there was a group 

of people inside. I snuck past and carried him to the Centre, all the way to the cottage… none of 

this makes sense. What’s going on?”   

Akira stood upright, glancing around in a cautious way. “An illusion… a very good one.  

Someone is trying to make you look and feel foolish.” He helped her up by the arm.   

“Where were you?”  

“I only left for a moment. When I came back, you were like this. I suspect that they’ve 

already taken Hero in to deal their punishment. If you do any more than this, you’re going to 

become too suspicious. If they caught you trying to sneak him out, then they’re already 

watching you. We’ll have to wait.”  

She panicked as she recognized her own failure and gripped Akira by the arms. “Can’t you 

reverse time? We can still fix this!”  

He shook his head. “No. That’s not how this works. My condition could grow worse at any 

moment. If we altered time now and the situation grew more dire….” His expression strained 

as though he were reflecting on something painful. “With Chaos in the mix, the risk is too 

great.”  

Heqet’s mouth hung open. She couldn’t breathe for a long time. “Then… that’s it? We 

failed?” 

“Not exactly. This isn’t over yet.”  

 On the other side of the courtyard glass, Kyou and Fortis rushed down the staircase in an 

intense debate. They perceived Heqet watching and ran over to regroup.  

“The Council’s Aide, Sisera is going to brand Hero,” Kyou said. “Because he’s still young, 

and they’re unable to determine if he really committed the crime, they’re planning to seal up his 

memories, and his ability to conjure crystal.”  

Fortis clenched his jaw. “They’re only doing this so they can secure another heir. They plan 

to keep him cooped up in the Palace.”   
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Heqet sat hard on a chair around a small, iron table. “This all happened at the same time 

that our Dolls vanished. This can’t be a coincidence.” Everything seemed sudden. She had just 

been in Nex. The pain lingered in her body and soul. Fear gripped her from the inside-out. “If  

Elaine was just murdered, then what was Khnum doing in Nex? The timing doesn’t make sense.  

It takes time to move between our two kingdoms. When did this murder supposedly take 

place?”   

Fortis and Kyou glanced at each other, then Fortis answered. “I heard the murder 

happened this earlier this morning… but even supposing that were true it’s still too early in the 

day for Khnum to have returned. He would have had to hear the news, gathered his guards, 

traveled to Nex, and returned with Hero. It’s still morning. That’s impossible.”  

  Heqet rubbed her brow. “Not to mention… they’ve already summoned Sisera… and our 

Dolls are missing. This doesn’t make any sense.”    

“This is the worst possible route but we’ll have to make do,” Akira said, scanning the area 

again. “I managed to meet with Sisera briefly. In order to complete my side of the sealing, I 

must go.”  

Her doubt swelled. “Sealing?”  

“It’s a long story. I’ll fill you in later. The key points are that we have a chance to trick our 

enemy into believing they’ve won. While I’m still trusted, I’m going to place a pattern of seals 

and triggers that correlate to theirs. I know where Abyssus and the Spinner have gone. We can 

still turn the odds in our favor. We just need to plan accordingly.” His gaze trailed inside. “I 

have to go. I’ll explain more later.”  

Heqet caught him by the arm. “Wait a moment! How is this possible? Aren’t you on 

probation? Who would trust you to perform a sealing ritual?”  

He turned back momentarily. “I told you. My mother. I’m rather gifted, you know.” He left 

only the vague explanation before disappearing in wisps of dark matter.   

And your mother doesn’t care that you’re Tainted?   

“Right now, it doesn’t matter,” Kyou said. “This isn’t the time or the place to hear him out. 

There are too many Council followers around right now. We’ve trusted Akira for this long, so 

let’s leave him to it.”  

They did leave him. They left him to the task all evening without hearing a word of the 

events happening inside the palace.   
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Heqet waited by herself after Kyou and Fortis departed to inform their allies of the hitch in 

their plan. At sunset, she visited the cottage and found Chi at the front table, her head hung in 

shame.   

“I could not do anything,” Chi said. “I felt so hopeless.”  

“I have always known that our circumstances are bleak, but this is so far beyond anyone’s 

control. At this point, we’re just relying on Akira to fix problems far out of our hands.”  

The thought alone was terrifying.   

Their entire operation relied on a single Tainted person who never gave full explanations 

for anything he did. He was Heqet’s only hope of turning the impending war in their favor until 

the rise of the Rebellion, and they still relied on him to plan and organize.   

Heqet couldn’t shake off the feeling of their escape into Nex. It felt so real that it upset her 

more knowing she’d failed. “Little accomplishments are supposed to make a person feel better, 

but I feel worse than ever.”  

Darkness billowed up in the center of the room.   

Neither Chi nor Heqet reacted when Akira appeared with his cat in his arms.   

“Good. You’re both here,” he said.   

“What happened to Be… you know.” Heqet caught herself in the midst of repeating the 

man’s name. If he was truly a demon, repeating his name would have consequences.  

 “He has other engagements. Anyway, I have a new plan.” He motioned to the door with 

the cat’s paw. “Raise a barrier.”  

Heqet quickly followed his directive. She had almost forgotten about the cat due to its long 

absence. It had been several turns since she last heard of it or saw it, yet Akira didn’t seem 

surprised to have it. She waited for him to say something, but he just put the cat on the edge of 

the table.   

Without missing a beat, he continued. “To be honest, this is the worst set of circumstances 

I’ve seen in a long time, but we can’t change that, so we’ll have to work with it.” He sat down 

on a chair at the end of the table. “First things first, the Spinner and Abyssus have been taken to 

Nex. Don’t ask me why or how I’ve made this deduction. The simple explanation would be that 

the King of Macellarius is competing with his brother and believes kidnapping the Future 

Heiress will finally help him achieve his goals. The long answer can be summarized as a Rahma 

King could obviously not have accomplished this on his own.”  
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Heqet retorted. “To begin with, it makes no sense that Khnum managed to be at the scene 

of the crime in such a short amount of time.”  

Akira stroked his cat. “Agreed. I’ve managed to assist in branding and sealing Hero’s 

memories. The brand is on the back of his neck. Anyone who sees it will be wary, so it should 

be hidden.”  

“What kind of seals are we talking about? What did they do to him?”  

“Nothing serious… at least, it’s not an immediate concern. This child seems to have unique 

elemental capabilities. The Council feels this may have had a role in the murder, so Sisera and I 

were asked to seal the element. If he uses it, it’ll result in his death.”  

Chi and Heqet gaped.   

Chi’s nails dug into the wood of the table. “What do you mean by unique element?”  

“He’s a crystal elemental,” Akira said. “If he uses the element, his body will crystallize from 

the inside-out.” He lifted a hand to stop Chi and Heqet from responding too soon. “I’ve set a 

few triggers of my own. Remember what I said about tricking your enemy to think they’ve 

won? There’s no way for them to test the seals that have been placed until they’re triggered. 

Eventually, he will uncover these abilities. It’s bound to happen, thus I’ve prepared for this 

event.”   

“Please explain,” Heqet said.   

“All seals are different. Each seal requires a special trigger to be undone, and whoever sets 

one can decide what will happen when they’re triggered. I was ordered to correlate Hero’s seals 

to his stress levels. This would cause his crystal element to spiral out of control if the seal was 

released, especially if he hasn’t learned to control it. Being crystallized would undoubtedly kill 

him.” Akira gestured to Chi. “As she should know, the Caeles Family elementals react to stress, 

whereas an Ignis elemental would react to rage or passion. This is a useful fact because it causes 

the Council to assume that what they’re experiencing is a direct response to their request.”  

“Then, what did you end up doing?” Heqet knew the basics of seals. Most of them had 

been outlawed by groups that weren’t sanctioned by the Elders, and since the Council was one 

of the only sanctioned groups, this meant they were also the only ones with authority to place 

seals.   

Akira let out a sound that faintly resembled a laugh. “I accepted their request, but I’ve 

changed the conditions. There are others seals set to counter it. If the final seal breaks, he will be 

crystallized, but he won’t die. It’ll set off other triggers that’ll induce a comatose state until he 
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has recovered. However, it’s important to note that this is risky. It’s about timing. If the seals 

break too quickly, we won’t be able to use him to hold Nex in our favor. The Council can never 

discover the truth. If the last seal is activated, everyone will have to believe that he’s dead.”  

“Hold on,” Chi said, placing a hand against her forehead. “This is all very elaborate, but 

what in the world is the point of it? Sure. We are tricking the Council to think that you have 

followed their instructions, but then what? Why would you need to go so far out of your way to 

protect Hero? You do not even know him. Even if you wish to protect the Tainted, this is far-

fetched.”   

Akira tapped his finger against the table, and his cat nuzzled under his hand to disrupt the 

unconscious behavior. “He’s Chaos. This is a necessary element in my cause.”   

Heqet retraced her conversations with him and his affiliates. They had discussed the 

necessary elements in restoring the balance of the Universe, so their answers were limited. “This 

must have to do with the Lords of Light and Shadow.”  

His mouth formed a straight line. He was silent for what seemed like ages before gently 

patting the center of the table. “It would be in our best interest to keep this child alive.”   

“I’d agree, though not necessarily in the exact way you mean it.”  

Chi seemed to accept the concept of the Lords of Light and Shadow. She may have heard 

more from Emolie as well. “Chaos….”   

Heqet tucked back her hair. Things were starting to add up. The situation was not as bad as 

it appeared. At least, that’s how it seemed to her. “So, what about our Dolls?”  

Akira hugged his cat. “We’ve already made headway with Fortuna and Nigel in Nex. We 

should keep our focus and allow them to formulate a plan to bring the Spinner back into our 

ranks. For now, let’s ensure that we can finish what we’ve started with the Ignis Family and 

bring Firmus closer. They’ve really stalled our plans in this aspect.”   

Heqet nodded. “All right. We’ll move both Firmus and Fortis into Nex. If Fortis stays in 

Nitor, we’ll have someone to safeguard Hero as well.” She laughed, though it hurt. “As we all 

know, Fortis is very nurturing. This way, we can keep rallying our allies without diverting our 

attention to the obvious distraction that was caused today.”   

“Very good,” Akira said. “Let’s get started.”  

Their futures were bleak, with only one end in sight, but, for the betterment of the Empire, 

the team set out to change the spin of the wheel.  
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∞∞∞ 

Fate is the deciding factor of all that exists. It is the unseen force that drives our daily lives, the wheel 

that pulls the threads of existence.  

Mortals are feeble and short lived. Our society is shallow but it is also full of love and suffering.   

Mortality teaches us to protect what it is important, and, yet, it is the wheel that decides our fate and 

that of our loved ones. We cannot stop its spin. No one can.   

And so we remain in its unforeseeable orbit, oblivious to the trap that may await.   

This is a warning…. tread carefully. The wheel is spinning and no one shall escape its wake.   

∞∞∞ 

PREQUEL END 

The story continues in Rota Fortunae…  

For more details, visit our website at grimstruth.com. 

 


