
        
            
                
            
        

    CHAPTER ONE

Fire at Hartaidge


1845 - The Hartaidge Orphanage
Three months after the rebellion of Ace, fifteen year old Adrian Blackheart was playing Barracks with his mother on the kitchen table. He checked the last remaining three cards in his hand - two Queens and one King. His mother who was sitting opposite to him had a slight smirk on her face, which was sign of him losing the game.
“You didn’t cheat, did you?” Adrian asked a safe question.
Mother’s grin didn’t fade away.
“That’s not the point. Focus on the game.”
So far they were on a draw. Adrian had won seven cards and mother had the same amount in her stack.
Adrian moved his eyes back to the table. In the corner of the table were the cards he had collected. Each time he had collected one card from his mother he had never forgotten to remember its class. So far he had taken five Archers and two Wizards, so the remaining three cards in mother’s hands must be the two Queens and the King - the same as him. It was all a matter of dropping out the cards in the correct order. The King defeated the Queen but two Queen Cards made the hand a draw.
“Let’s go.”
Both of them dropped their cards at the same time. One Queen from Adrian and one Queen from Mother.
“Draw,” her mother said, putting both cards on a separate stack. “Nice work Adrian. But remember, luck isn’t always on your side.”
“I understand that mother,” Adrian pulled out another card. “But I am not playing by luck. I am playing by wit.”
“I heavily doubt that.”
Both of them dropped their cards at the same time. One King and another King.
“Draw.”
Adrian was lying about him playing by his wit. He was surviving solely on his luck. But he wasn’t stupid enough to tell that in front of his mother. Wavering your confidence in front of your enemy is the last thing an opponent could do.
“Why don’t we drop the last card as well Adrian?” his mother asked, one paper card twirling between her fingers.
“Just accept it,” Adrian shrugged his shoulders. “The match is a draw. Both of us have the same amount of cards in each of our decks. Each set of cards have five Archers, two Wizards, two Queens and a King. I’m not an idiot enough not to know the card in your hand is a Queen. So that makes this match—”
His mother dropped the card.
Adrian’s smile faded away.
An Ace?
Lying on the front of the table, gleaming in the afternoon sunlight, was the card that held Adrian’s fifty seventh defeat.
“Gah!” Adrian threw his card down in frustration. “How can I lose? I closely examined each of your cards just as you said. There was no way an Ace was there in it.”
“Then you haven’t examined closely.” his mother said, packing up the cards.
Adrian sighed and rocked back in his chair. Three years! That’s how long he had been playing cards with his mother. Now here he was, a fifteen year old boy, still not mature enough to win a card game.
“It was a neat trick,” his mother said, slightly embracing her graying hair. “I hid the Ace among one of the cards I took from your stack, and while you were distracted, I pulled it back. It’s swift movement.”
“It’s luck and cheating,” Adrian blurted. “What if I suddenly looked up?”
“It is wit,” his mother smiled. “I know you never look up.”
Adrian knew there was no point in arguing with the woman. She always had a sneaky way of winning arguments.
“Never underestimate your opponent Adrian. Do you know why I always win against you? Because the moment I show signs of defeat you take the bait and overestimate yourself. Pride comes before fall they say.”
“How’s the orphanage going?” Adrian asked, changing the subject. He wasn’t in the mood for the lecturing part. The lectures tend to range from one to four hours. “I saw the children playing in the ground. They seem to be happy.”
“They are doing fine,” his mother walked over to the kitchen, where a recently heated kettle was placed. “Tea or coffee?”
Adrian weighed the two options.
“Tea sounds good, it’ll give me some energy boost. I need to walk from here to the school all by myself.”
“Hire a carriage, or at least wait for the public one.”
“I don’t have enough coins.”
“That isn’t much of a big problem. Take a few coins from my purse.”
As much tempting the offer was, Adrian knew how much it cost her mother to run the orphanage. Daily food for the children, their medical needs and their education - it was too much for one woman to handle alone. He never understood why the orphanage was built in the first place. When he came here at thirteen, he was surprised to see how the children were treated more comfortably compared to the other orphanages in the Outercast.
Just as he was about to reply, the front door opened. Little Ryan came in, running with the two Alice twins.
“We got some apples from the garden,” Ryan said, handing over one of the red fruits that grew up in the tree farther away in mother’s massive frontyard.
Adrian smiled and shuffled little Ryan’s hair. He was a little short for a boy of twelve, but had the energy and adolescence of an eighteen year old.
“I never knew this was the season for apples,” Adrian said, stuffing the sweet fruit into his mouth. “You guys making a salad Alice?”
“I am not Alice,” the little blond girl pouted and showed her sister. “She’s Alice. I’m Emmie. How long does it take you to remember something simple as that?”
Same as the cards, Adrian had a hard time distinguishing the two girls separately. They wore the same clothes, same hair style and even stayed as if glued to each other.
“Okay Emmie, what’s so special today? Are you making the salad for me?”
A faint blush arose in the girl’s cheek.
“N-No, I happen to see them and decided to pick them up for a change.”
“You told something about—” Alice began to talk, only to be swatted off by Emmie.
“Just shut up! I didn’t say anything.”
“Stop teasing the children Adrian,” his mother handed him a cup of tea. “When are you planning to come back again?”
“Probably when this semester is over,” Adrian replied, slowly sipping the tea. Three years later, mother still defeated him in Barracks and three years later mother’s tea was still the best. “I still got so much studying to do before the exams. I need to get a rank if I want a scholarship to enter the Innercast.”
Little Emmie’s face fell. And she scuttled away, mentioning something about a fruit salad.
“It’s getting really lonely around here,” Ryan muttered. “There’s nobody to play with me anymore.”
Adrian knew the boy was starting to mature up. Most of the children were admitted to schools after they turned twelve. But Ryan didn’t have the luxury to even go to the charity school. Mother didn’t have enough money with her to admit a second person to the school. She had used all her funds on Adrian.
“Are you going to leave us like big brother?” Ryan asked.
That snapped Adrian awake.
“NO!” he stood up, momentarily losing the balance of his cup. It fell down, the glass shattering on the stone floor and warm liquid splashing on Adrian’s jeans.
Ryan backed away. Both Emmie and Alice came running from the living room, both with inquisitive faces.
Adrian stared at them, his face coloring up with guilt.
“I-I’m sorry,” he sat down on the chair once again, trying not to meet little Ryan’s eyes. The memories of his brother only brought back bad memories. He had left them. And he was killed trying to do something he couldn’t achieve. There was no point in reminiscing about him now.
“Come on, give your brother some space,” Mother walked back to Adrian with the dustpan to collect the shattered glasses. “Alice, go fetch some clothes. And there’s probably some trousers for Adrian stored in my cupboard. Bring one of them as well.”
Adrian sighed, witnessing the mess he had created. It had been only a few months since the rebellion. The city was a mess. People were divided into classes. The rich and powerful Innercasts which consisted of nobles and the poor and starving Outcasts like Adrian who barely had cash enough to go to a school. Finally there was the Sweatlands, ruled by criminal overlords and drug empires.
“Ryan, Emmie, I’ll never leave you,” he said, looking firmly at the two kids. “I’ll avenge—”
His speech was interrupted by a scream and the noise of something heavy falling down.
“It was one of the kids,” Mother rushed to the door, but Adrian gripped her by the arm.
“Something is not right—”
In the next passing second, the windows of the house shattered away and a massive column of fire roared inside.
“Everyone GET DOWN!” Adrian yelled, pulling down mother along with him. The temperature amplified. Adrian blindly heard the kitchen utensils falling down, somethings shattering away. The flames flew above him and his skin burned with the resurging heat.
As the flames faded, he found out most of the house was burnt down, the wooden structure weakly holding the roof that was about to fall on them. Flames were glued to wooden planks and hinges, eating away the last remaining bits of them.
“We need to get to the basement,” Mother cried out midst the flames and the smoke. “I need to get the children.”
Adrian didn’t let her move, instead gripped her by her arm.
“I’ll go find them,” Adrian shouted. “Take Ryan and Emmie-”
“EMMIE!” Ryan screamed.
Both Adrian and Mother’s heads inevitably turned towards the girl, who was rolling down on the ground, her body engulfed in flames that slowly burned her clothes and skin away. She screamed, but instead of a voice, blood spurted out of her mouth, rolling down her cheeks and falling onto the scarred floor.
Adrian loosened her grip on Mother and scrambled over to the little girl.
“WATER!” he yelled. “GIVE ME SOME WATER!”
His mother’s face stood still, her eyes wide in horror. Then slowly her expression changed, her eyes fixated on the dying body of the girl.
“There is no water here Adrian,” she pulled out a pair of keys from her pockets and threw it to him. “Take Ryan and hide inside the basement. It’s equipped with a trap, if I get killed, you need to use it despite the consequences.”
“Just what are you talking about? She’s dying mother! Emmie’s dying!”
Adrian’s screams faded as the front door flew open and a figure stepped inside, his tall slender body covered by a long robe which held the crest of a tiger.
He’s a mage, Adrian deduced as soon as he saw the crest. Why is a mage attacking the orphanage? We are Outercasts.
In one of his hands was a lighter and in the other a can of gasoline. His eyes were covered by his overgrown hair than was falling down, but his head moved around the room, scrutinizing every detail before stopping after seeing mother.
“Hello Queen,” he dropped the can and the lighter and from his pockets picked up several metal coins. “I was searching for you this whole time.”
Mother stepped in front of Adrian and Ryan.
“Leave them alone.”
“I’m afraid that’s some request I cannot accept,” he threw the coins up. Upon mid air they merged and what fell onto his hand was a bronze dagger. “We have a score to settle.”
In front of Adrian, the wiggling body of Emmie suddenly came to a halt and lay on the ground - still and motionless.
“E-Emmie!”
Adrian wanted touched her but immediately recoiled his hand after flames burnt it up. Emmie’s body lay on the ground, scarred and burnt out, skin burning on the fire.
“Adrian, take Ryan and go!” Mother snapped. “Don’t chicken out in a moment like this!”
“She died!” Adrian screamed. He didn’t understand how mother had grown cold all of a sudden. Behind her was the burnt body of her favorite child, and yet she managed to keep her composure.
“Go to the basement and do what I said,” Mother gripped Ryan by his hand and pushed him over to Adrian. “Try to live or just die like Emmie. Your choice.”
Adrian unable to accept what reality envisioned in front of him, closed his eyes, dissolving to the darkness.
Concentrate. Keep concentrating.
“Adrian!” mother yelled.
Opening his eyes, Adrian gripped the numb Ryan from his arm and dashed to the exit.
“Not so fast you little-” the attacker swung his dagger at them, but mother lifted her hands and the fire around them swirled towards the weapon, removing the dagger from the view and granting Adrian a clear path to the door.
Adrian took one last look at the kitchen, mother, the stranger and finally the dead body of Emmie, who was supposed to make the pomegranate pudding for him. Ryan fell down. Tears were flowing from his eyes. Adrian was already starting to lose his conscience and it was no wonder the small boy was feeling was way more worser than that.
“Come on Ryan,” he dragged him by the hand, forcing him to stand and stagger after him. “There’s no point in stopping. Just look ahead and run.”
Ryan didn’t reply, instead let himself be dragged behind Adrian like a puppet.
The living room was a mess. Most of the furniture was burnt out and the central door was handing loosely on its hinges, the wood bearing flames from the attack.
Adrian ignored the ignited objects around him. He ignored everything, and instead focused on the grandfather clock in front of him. He smashed the glass with his free hand, nearly cutting it in several places, but in situations like these, pain was a trivial matter. He pulled out the two handles and smashed the cardboard dial. Inside the cogwheel mechanism was a single keyhole.
Scrambling through the pair of keys, Adrian found out the correct one and once he inserted it, the grandfather clock slided to the right, revealing a staircase that led down into a lighted chamber. Mother had never showed him that chamber, but she had showed where to enter the key to get to the basement in case of an emergency, and it was only once. After that, he had never seen the key to the basement ever again.
A few feet ahead of him in the kitchen, another column of fire erupted, environing the atmosphere with heat. The roof creaked, ready to fall down at any second.
Adrian dragged Ryan down the stairs, pulling the key from the keyhole. As they descended, the door closed leaving the faint candlelights to guide them through the broken staircase.
They reached a larger room, all made out of stone, and with chests, drawers and wardrobes kept as a perimeter around the wall. But what caught Adrian’s attention was a sole object placed on the center of the room. It was a mask - half red, half white. He had seen it before. Zayden had worn it, just before he was killed in the battlefield. But how did it fall into the hands of mother?
His senses awakened once again as he heard the roof falling down with a gigantic roar. Adrian prayed their attacker to get caught in the tumult, but a few seconds later he heard the slashing of a sword.
He was back.
A trap.
His mother told something about a trap. Adrian moved on and picked up the mask. Even though the room was dusted and looked as if it wasn’t cleaned in a couple of million years, the mask itself was still clean.
What’s going on here?
Adrian dashed towards the drawers and began to pull out its contents. Petrol cans, worn out garments, a few blunt weapons………there was nothing useful inside them. Adrian kept moving from cupboard to cupboard, drawer to drawer. He found nothing useful.
A trap. I need a trap.
Up above, he heard the deadly scream of Mother. She was dead. The scream was enough to provide enough evidence. Adrian desperately fell onto the ground. He felt Ryan’s hand gripping him tightly.
“P-Please,” the little boy begged, tears streaming out from his eyes. “It’s too much Adrian.”
Adrian hugged him tighter into his chest. It all happened too fast. All was perfect a few minutes ago. He was just enjoying a cup of tea with the only family he had. What was wrong with the world?
What would Zayden do?
If his brother was here, he would fight. Just like his mother said, there was no point in chickening out in a moment like this. It was live or die. If he fought back, he had the possibility to win, but if he kept depressing over what happened, he’ll get the same fate as Emmie and Mother.
Adrian slowly stood up and gripped the mask. It was the mask of Ace. The one who led the rebellion. The one who had abandoned him.
There is a trap in the basement.
The basement.
Adrian got an idea. Something stupid. Something that only relied on luck and not wit.
“Ryan,” Adrian muttered, looking at the boy. He had lost almost everything and there was only one thing he had to protect, and he was going to do his best. “Stand up. I have a plan.”




CHAPTER TWO

Marketplace Odds


Three years later -:
1848 - Agora Market, Jaywater, Outercast
Diana hated her duty. For once she wished she had the skill to go on real missions like other rebels. But fate wasn’t so kind for her. She was stuck with her brother on another inspection round in the city market. If it was a normal market in a normal city, that would be fine as well. But this is Agora, the largest marketplace in the Outercast that consisted of 215 stalls with about a zillion people bustling to and fro, shouting in hoarse language, yelling curses and all the other basic things you can hear in a market that looked like a pigsty.
They were passing by the meat stalls where a butcher was whacking a dead lump of meat of a dog, claiming he would sell the whole venison for twenty copper.
Diana considered that was the best moment for criticism.
“I hate this place,” she said. “Next time please ask Travis to give us somewhere else.”
Her brother’s eyes weren’t visible through the round glasses, but his lips curved to a smile.
“I’m not trying to be harsh sis, but this is the way to go to the top.”
“You’ve been saying that for a month, you know.”
She was in the lowest class of the rebel ranking system - The novices. While the bigger people went to lead political conferences and tumults against the capital, people like them were the ones who supervised around the city, checking for any signs of a newly born magus. People made signs of being a mage after thirteen, so mostly it had to be teenagers, but there were some rare exceptions.
“If you finish the inspection round with me without grumbling I’ll treat you to some beer,” Quinton said. “I got some extra coins from working at the Kruger Inn.”
Diana eyed her brother warily. He had a knack for uttering lies, but for some reason he seemed to be honest regarding the reward.
“If you say so.”
Diana kept her mouth shut. As much as she wanted to complain regarding the sweaty people with the strange body odors, she also wanted to drink beer from her favorite inn.
“Besides I don’t think today’s going to be much easier like our last few inspection rounds,” Quinton mused, adjusting his glasses to avoid the evening sun rays falling to his eyes. “Travis said there had been some weird signals in the Agora Market in the past few days.”
Diana rolled her eyes. “Probably said that to motivate us.”
“No, he was serious. I’ve known him for seven years, I can say it from the look in his face.”
Diana stretched her arms. “Okay, so then enlighten me. How weird is this signal?”
“It showed high hex levels but the signal never appeared in the seekers for more than twenty seconds.”
“Must be a trap of some sort.”
“That was obvious. And that is the reason why I want you to stay away from this if the signal reappears today.”
“Why is that?” Diana snapped. “What’s wrong with me joining the fray?”
“You are still a novice. We don’t know who we are dealing with.”
“I don’t care. At least let me watch it.”
“Staying in the perimeter of a battle can be dangerous, but I think I can’t put forward any arguments can I?”
Diana folded her arms. “Why don’t you try? I’m going to swat them off like flies.”
Quinton chuckled. “Just wait here, I’ll buy some lollipops.”
He brushed past the moving crowd to a much smaller stall than the rest. Different colored paintings of lollipops were drawn below the steel grilling with the writing,
SMALL AND HEARTY. TWO COINS ONLY. NO TAX INCURRED
Diana decided to rest in one of the nearby benches. Most of them were filled at this time of the evening, but at least if she could squeeze her weary butt into one of them after the miles of aimless walking, she could at least feel a bit relieved. She trod towards the ceramic porcelain benches, searching for a vacant space. All benches were filled with various sorts of people - from beggars to tradesmen. A couple of girls were chattering at one of the benches in the corner. Diana decided to ask for some space, and then had second thoughts. She wasn’t much of a socializer, nor much of a talker when it came to strangers. Finally a boy - an year or two older than her stood up from his seat, leaving a small space behind for Diana to sit. She began to walk before any other person could sit on the vacant spot, only to realize the boy was walking towards her.
“Hey beautiful,” he sneered. “Lost in the crowd?”
Diana took a quick survey of the guy before deciding whether to kick him in the crotch. Messed up hair, mismatched eyes and a body odor that was worse than the venison of the dead dog in the meat shop, all said that the boy wasn’t one of the generous people who helped girls. Then again, it was Agora, where help was a word banned from the dictionaries. Perverts were a frequent group of visitors in the marketplace, and it was one of the reasons why Quinton didn’t like Diana surveying the place alone.
“I just need a seat,” Diana replied placidly, trying her best not to make a move. Her eyes searched for her brother, but the mass of people walking to and fro covered her view of the lollipop shop.
“You can sit on my lap,” the boy suggested.
Diana tried her best not to panic. She had two options. One, ignore the boy and sit on the bench. Two, make a dash towards the lollipop shop before the pervert could catch her.
“Let’s see,” her attacker came a step forwards, his hand moving behind her back until reaching her butt. “How are we faring down here?”
Diana had the urge to scream in disgust. Considering her choices between punching the boy and running away, she heard another voice behind her.
“What seems to be the problem here?”
The reprobate threw a look at the boy behind him, his face flashing with annoyance. But in the next second it changed to something else - the face of a dog after you’ve kicked it in the snout.
“Consider it your lucky day bitch,” he whispered as he pulled his hands away and lifted them in defense.
“Nothing, just some chit chat. I’ll be leaving.”
He scuttled away into the crowd. Diana turned around to witness a boy of her age examining her warily.
“Are you okay?”
His voice wasn’t rough like the city crowd, but his face for some reason looked beaten up. His black hair was down until his forehead, giving him a rather mysterious look. But what caught Diana’s attention was the reason the other boy had retreated so quickly. It was the emblem pinned to the boy’s shirt. The head of a fox - the symbol of the school of Defense. This new boy wasn’t a regular Outcaster, he was an academic in the Innercast, and someone actually concerned enough to save a girl who was being molested.
“I-uh,” Diana struggled to form some sentences. “Thanks, I-I thought you were my brother.”
“You have a brother?” the boy shifted eyebrows. “Leaving a sister alone in a place like this isn’t something I’d call responsible.”
Diana smiled instead of talking. She was talking to an Innercaster for the first time in her whole life. She wondered why she didn’t faint on the spot. From the stories she heard, academics like them take high pride in their status and ignored regular people like her, and yet the boy in front of her was an exception.
Apparently, she didn’t seem to be the only one who was awestruck by the sudden kindness. The bypasses were throwing suspicious glances at them as well. Even the people in the bench seemed to have the sudden urge to rubberneck their conversation.
The boy, however, seemed to take her silence as a sign of awkwardness.
“Sorry,” he shook his head and extended his hand. “Adrian Blackheart at your service.”
Diana gave the boy a trembling hand. “D-Diana Harth. Thanks again.”
“Harth?” Adrian’s eyes suddenly sparkled with new found curiosity. “That’s a rare name.”
Diana cursed her clumsiness. Rule number one of rebels: Never reveal your true surname. No wonder her brother called her a novice. If she broke the first rule by the end of a clumsy conversation with a boy, she’ll break the rest before the end of her first mission.
“That’s a really old name,” she corrected quickly before Adrian interpreted the meaning. “I accidentally gave you my old surname. Sorry, I panicked.”
Diana made a mental note: she was never good at lying.
“I understand,” Adrian said, looking around at the rest of the people who suddenly seemed to be interested in their own feet. “It’s rare to see an academic in this area, isn’t it? Things have sure changed a lot.”
“Yeah,” Diana agreed, ignoring his last sentence. “I’m sorry if I caused any trouble to you.”
“No it’s fine,” Adrian brushed her hand. “Are you alone? Where’s your—”
“Diana!” she heard her brother’s voice among the crowd.
Quinton scrambled among the heap of people towards her spot. He had no lollipops and as soon as he saw Adrian, his hand moved to his pockets.
“Who is this?” he barked. “And why the hell is he touching your hand?”
Diana decided to intervene before Quinton did something idiotic.
“This is Adrian. He just helped me,” she quickly took a hand away and hid it in her jean pockets. “I-I was just thanking him.”
Quinton threw a suspicious look at Adrian. Then he seemed to notice the symbol pinned to Adrian’s shirt. That changed his attitude.
“I-I’m sorry,” he bowed. “This is my sister. I—”
“No need to apologize,” Adrian smiled, which for some reason Diana found eerie. “Just be careful about your sister. Who knows what sort of traps she’ll fall into next?”
Quinton bowed again. “I was just over by the stall. Thank you sir.”
“I just did my job,” Adrian threw a glance at Diana. “I’ll be leaving then.”
“Y-Yeah,” Diana mumbled, almost in a half dream like state.
She kept watching until Adrian’s silhouette disappeared from her view. She wanted to hug him for no particular reason. It was the customary greeting among Outcasts if someone saved you. But Travis once told her Innercasts believed hugging was only for ones who had a close relationship, and just a regular guy hugging a regular girl meant they were in some sort of intimate relationship. Diana didn’t want Adrian to think of her in that way. Besides, she was already in a relationship with Travis, and hugging Adrian would be cheating.
“Hey,” Quinton shrugged her shoulder. “Come to our world now please.”
Diana rolled her eyes. Funnily, the first thing Diana noticed was that he didn’t have the lollipops.
“I got the signal back again,” Quinton said as she asked the question. “I’m going to search for it.”
That put Diana back on alert mode. Suddenly perverts seemed to be the least of her concerns.
“Where?”
“Along the alleyway, a few steps to the right. There are a few abandoned houses there, I’ll have to use my Scavengers to know the precise location. But what’s assured, it’s deserted.”
“In other words, a trap,” Diana simplified.
“But it isn’t something I can ignore. Besides, it could be an orphaned child, or much worse, someone injured from the brawl that happened a few days ago.”
The brawl. Diana reminisced the famous street fight that happened in Jaywater. A few soldiers from the castle had come for an inspection round around the street and some dumb old man had thrown a rock at one of their helmets. When the soldiers had arrested him and dragged him along the streets, the people had protested against them, throwing more rocks. They killed the soldiers, but backup was on the way. A several dozens of soldiers entered the city at the night and kicked the shit out of all inmates and burned a few houses to show who had the upper hand when it came to power. What’s worse, they dragged the old man who had started the brawl in the first place and pinned his head in the center of the city square.
What the head symbolized: SHIT HAPPENS WHEN YOU THROW SHIT AT THE WRONG PEOPLE.
Suddenly everyone seemed to take that moral more seriously.
“I’ll go with you,” Diana said and when Quinton opened his mouth to argue, she quickly injected. “I will just watch, I promise.”
Quinton heaved a massive sigh. “Fine, you know the rules. Follow me closely, just watch, and do not do anything stupid. There won’t be any people to save you this time.”
Diana silently praised Quinton’s skill regarding the roads, but the Scavengers helped him as well. Scavengers were the name of those things. Quinton had named it that way, so Diana had no right to argue. Scavengers were small orbs in the size of pebbles. They were hardly noticeable by people, and even the ones who noticed them mistook them for some child’s toy. But what they misinterpreted was the real power behind these orbs. Those small balls acted as magnets to a hex user. They rolled and rolled until they were attracted to a user emitting hex. Quinton received the Gift of a Seeker on his fourteenth birthday. The Seeker class was good at stealth and finding people. But these small balls acted as means of powerful offense as well. The cracking of such a small seeker releases a large amount of hex creating a small explosion, which Quinton often used as his primary attack.
When they reached the alleyway, Quinton dropped three Scavengers to the cracked stone path. The immediately began to roll along the path, falling upon cracks and rolling over ledges. Diana and Quinton followed closely behind as two regular teenagers taking a walk in the alleyway. If someone knew they were mages, they wouldn’t hesitate to inform the authorities. Not because they held a grudge against them, but because of the huge bounty placed on their heads.
A few men, lying on the sides of the roads, with some wearing no more than a loincloth, regarded Diana with a creepy smile but went numb after noticing Quinton’s fiery gaze.
The Scavengers rolled, swinging left and right at random times, until they cleared the steep alleyway and reached to a wider clearing. Diana noticed where they were. It was the place where the Brawl had occurred. All the houses by the side were burnt down and a few dead people were scattered in the street, with a few hounds sniffing around a dead body. In other words, it took all of Diana’s courage not to throw up. If the Agora was the pigsty, this was the barn of dead cattle. The stench from the corpses was enough to give Diana a nausea.
“You can go if you want to,” Quinton said. He didn’t seem to do much better. He was afraid of dead bodies, and Diana knew that. Yet, his brother somehow managed to keep his composure while keeping an eye on the Scavengers, which in despite of the setting, were still rolling along the blood stained pathway.
“No, I think I’ll go with you.”
For some reason, her brother didn’t argue. “I would recommend that. You need to see what the capital does to the people. The Prince is sitting in the high chair, enjoying the warm waters and the magical girls while innocents like us pay the prince.”
Diana didn’t reply. She was trying hard to cover her nose, and all she wanted was a dip in the river to remove the stench off her body.
Her brother however, kept talking, and the balls kept rolling.
“That boy you talked to, I saw the way you were looking at him. You were impressed by him, and for a moment you had the thought of being someone like him.”
That wasn’t the thought Diana had, but she had better things to do than arguing. Besides, she had learned from her experience that when her brother was giving lectures, it was best for the other party to keep their mouth shut.
“He is a wolf in sheep’s clothing. No matter how much benevolent they look from the outside, they always want to kill you from the inside. They are learning from the money stolen from the taxes of our people. We don’t even know what a school looks like, but they have the chance to gain knowledge and wisdom from the money they scrape from us!”
Diana decided to offer something. She had heard enough of her brother’s ramblings. They were going deeper and deeper into the city, and the sun was fading away. She began to wish they hadn’t found the signal in the first place.
“You seemed to be really humble when you saw Adrian.”
“Adrian?” Quinton smiled from the corner of his mouth. “So I left you alone for five minutes and you befriended an academic and even managed to get his name. Did you ask him out? Was they why you two were holding hands.”
Diana felt the heat rising up her cheeks.
“A guy tried to grope my ass you idiot!” she snapped. “That guy may have been an academic but he had the dignity of saving me, something not many people in the city are used to.”
Quinton removed his glasses. “You are too naive Diana—”
“They stopped!” Diana noted, glad the subject was changed.
The Scavengers had stopped in a rather large doorway and was rolling over and over the same position, unable to go inside.
“It’s a cathedral,” Quinton stated.
Diana took a wary glance at the building. His brother seemed to be right. The shattered multicolored windows and the broken head of the gargoyle lying on the bare ground signified it was a church.
“I’m going inside,” Quinton said. “The moment you hear an explosion, you turn around and run in the other direction until you get back to the guild, understand?”
Diana nodded.
“Understood?” Quinton repeated.
“Yes,” Diana blurted.
“Same goes the other way around. Someone suspicious comes here, you back away and give me the signal. The mental link is stable right?”
One year ago, her brother had created a link between the two of them that only activated when someone was attacked. The immediate feeling of tension gave a strong signal to the other person, which both the siblings found useful at times of danger.
“It’s stable,” Diana replied in the affirmative. “Oh wait let me check, there’s no way to check if it’s stable unless I get afraid of something? Why don’t you strip naked so I could panic a little more?”
Quinton let out an angry grunt. “You are so stubborn.”
He extended his hand and the three Scavengers flew back into his hand. Without another word, he opened the massive wooden doors and stepped into the cathedral.




CHAPTER THREE

Ace


As her brother faded from the view, Diana noticed something strange. The doors seemed to be the only material that didn’t seem to be damaged. The glasses were shattered, the walls were broken and the tented roof, which seemed to have had a conical roof structure was broken with a few damaged stone blocks lying on the pavement.
Twenty seconds passed and when no sign of conflict nor placidness came from the church, Diana began to get the creeps. She didn’t believe in ghosts, but she knew revenants existed. If hex existed, so were the dark creatures that were created from it. By the number of dead bodies they passed, she guessed the place had some angry mobs of revenants.
She felt someone sniffing her leg and she yelped and fell back onto the ground. A gaunt dog gave her a pitiful look and staggered away to the other direction.
After she couldn’t handle any more of the creepy atmosphere, she ignored her brother’s advice and walked inside.
A long nave extended until the very end, where her brother was kneeling down examining something, or by the shadow, someone. She stepped forwards and the floorboards creaked. Quinton turned around in one swift movement. Two Scavengers appeared out of nowhere, dashed towards Diana and stopped near her face. After a few seconds, they flew back into Quinton’s hands, who eyed her with an annoyed glance.
“Ï thought I told you to stay outside.”
“I did.”
“For what? Like twenty seconds?”
Diana hugged her shoulders. “It’s creepy.”
Quinton gave her a sidelong glance, which translated to We’ll talk about your discipline later. He contacted his fingers and the Scavengers moved back towards his hand.
“I thought you had three,” Diana pointed out.
“I scattered them around the hall, only two came when I called. The other one probably must be stuck in an ditch somewhere. But I don’t think that’s our major problem.”
He moved aside, revealing a small boy squatting on the floor. He looked about eight or nine, with ragged clothes and a dusty face.
“Is he hurt?” Diana asked, heading towards the boy.
“He has a few scars and a few burnt marks but they are pretty old,” Quinton said, allowing Diana to examine the wounds.
Diana knelt beside the boy and greeted him with a benevolent smile. “It’s fine, we’re not here to hurt you.”
The boy hid his head within his knees and began to murmur something.
Below the knee of his left leg, the boy had a huge burnt stain heading down until his naked feet. In his hand was a deep scar that was sewn. Diana realized Quinton’s observations were right, the scars were deep but they weren’t new ones.
“He won’t talk to me,” Quinton said. “Why don’t you give a try?”
Diana touched the boy’s hand. “Look, we are the good people okay? What’s your name?”
The boy looked up. Diana decided to give him a hug, the usual greeting, when she noticed something strange. The boy was smiling from the corner of his mouth. Not a normal smile, a rather peculiar one. It was as if he wanted to laugh at something but was trying his best to repress his smile.
Diana immediately withdrew her hand.
“What’s it?” Quinton asked.
“Quinton, please tell me he was the one emitting the strange signal.”
“No, which I found strange. But sometimes hex can be dormant within the host until he comes to the right age. He seems to be eight or nine, so we don’t know for sure what type of hex he possesses.”
Diana looked at her brother directly in the eyes. The glasses reflected her own face at her.
“Quinton, he’s smiling.”
Her brother cocked his eyebrows. “What?”
Suddenly, the boy gripped Diana’s arm, almost startling her. He was beaming, showing a few broken teeth.
“Got you girl,” he cried.
By the time the five second drama had ended, it didn’t take long for Diana and Quinton to realize it was a trap. The wooden doors closed with a groan from its rusted hinges. From the dark corner of the room, someone stepped out and began to walk towards them.
The Scavengers flew back into Quinton’s hand.
“Don’t move.”
The figure stopped advancing. The afternoon light shined upon him giving Diana and Quinton a clear view of their attacker. He wore a regular vest with a black jacket on top with matching black pants. Around his body hung a bandolier, with a pistol fixed in his belt. Behind the dark shadows of the hood Diana caught the sight of a familiar red and white mask.
Ace? The Ace?
But the rebel died three years ago at the hands of the military. Or did he just fake his death? And Diana had the honor to meet him face to face?
Quinton seemed to have the same thought process running in his head.
“Quinton and Diana Harth,” his voice was hollow but confident as if he had some sneaky trick under his sleeve. “I am Ace, and I would like to hold one of you hostage.”
The man simply uttered the words as if suggesting a walk in the park.
“I’ve had enough with psychopaths,” Quinton snapped.
He contacted his fingers and aimed them at the intruder. The Scavengers flew towards Ace ready to explode as soon as they made contact, but in the midair they turned into black rocks and the forces of gravity overtook them as they fell down to the ground with a click and a clock.
The grip on Quinton’s hand tightened. By the lines of his face Diana could say he was panicking.
“Who are you?”
“I think I stated my name and purpose before.”
“Yes, you did. But Ace died. There are plenty of people who witnessed it from their own eyes. Even if you are Ace who escaped from death, he was a time user, but you are someone different.”
“I am an Alternator,” Ace stated. “I just happened to find one of your balls scattered on the floor.”
Diana looked at the gloved hands. An Alternator had the power to change one substance to another substance by touching it. When she had entered the Cathedral, her brother had mentioned how one of the Scavengers went missing. If Ace had touched one of them before it could sense him, the man had a clear structure of all the Scavengers, Changing them didn’t cost him much effort.
“Besides,” Ace woke their attention once again. “I think the two of you have bigger problems to worry about.”
The roof creaked, and in the next fleeting moment, figures crashed from the wood and landed down on the tiled floor, cracking several tiles in the process. The view of their faces were obstructed by black masks designed in the shape of a crow. In their hands were various weaponries of different shapes and sizes varying from a single handed gauntlet to a duel wielded sword.
Diana began to feel her own panic taking grip of her. In each situation like this, she had had the ability to remain confident because Quinton took care of the situation before she could blink her eyes. The Scavengers were demons when it came to hex attacks. But now this person called Ace had swatted off his attacks like some weak bugs, so it was natural for her to have doubts. She had skills of her own. One that didn’t involve immense concentration. But her mind was panicking, and she was in the verge of getting hysteria, so she was dubious about her methods.
Amid the panic, she felt her brother gripping her hand, and for obvious reasons, it was sweaty.
“Did I do okay?” the little boy behind them dashed towards Ace and hugged him. “They really seemed to think I was a lost boy.”
“You did great Ryan,” Ace shuffled the boy’s hair and spoke in a much softer tone. “Why don’t you go outside and wait a little until I come back?.”
The boy known as Ryan nodded eagerly before running away to the open with a huge grin on his face. Diana wanted to smile at their own failure of being manipulated by a boy half her brother’s age.
“Now to the matter at hand—” Ace turned towards them, his voice getting grim all over again.
“Let’s clear out a few things first,” Quinton said. “You mentioned about taking us hostage……”
“I don’t know how you came to misinterpret the words. But I never said anything about taking both of you hostage,” Ace continued to advanced forwards and Quinton crouched his knees like a cat about to pounce. “I only require your sister for a while. I assure you, no harm will come to her.”
Coming from a man who tricked them using a small boy, that didn’t seem so reassuring.
“In return,” Ace continued. “I need to talk to the one known as Father.”
Diana’s legs wobbled. “You……you know Father?”
Ace was almost close enough to touch her. But Quinton was blocking his path, his fists clenched.
“I just need to ask him a few questions about an incident that happened a few years ago.”
Diana began to understand their opponent was more formidable than they thought. No one in the outside city knew about Father except for the rebels. All of the normal city thought that the Kalotropis were a group of individuals led by Travis. No one knew there was an old man behind the curtains. If Ace knew about such a deep secret, that meant he was a former member of the rebels, or either he was directly related to the previous Ace.
Apparently her brother had felt the same, but instead of surrendering he seemed to take his chances.
“You know what I hate about guys like you?” he sneered. “Your ego. Just because you faked a signal and trapped us here doesn’t mean you are a genius. Besides, most genii like you don’t lack combat strength—”
He pounced on to Ace his hands moving to his neck, but Ace dodged the attack by stepping sideways, and at the same time gripped Quinton’s collar and aimed a kick at his solar plexus. Diana watched as her brother retched and emitted a hollow scream as he tumbled to the ground. She stepped to aid her brother, but a dagger landed a few inches beyond her neck and blocked her way.
“I see I had overestimated your brother,” Ace said, withdrawing the knife and dropping it back to one of the pockets in his bandolier. “But you’ll suffer the consequences.”
Diana someone gripping her hands. A man in the mask of a crow appeared behind her with a pair of handcuffs. They clicked, and Diana’s hands were tied. She did the best thing she could. She screamed, but the man behind her covered her mouth, reducing the scream to a mere scuffle.
“Just shut up,” Ace grunted. “You’re pissing me off.”
By the third time she opened her mouth to scream, Ace aimed another kick at her brother who groveled on the ground, coughing blood.
“Open your mouth and your brother gets the pain.”
Diana gave another look at her brother who was muttering something while crouched on the ground. She tried to walk forwards but the man gripped her tightly behind. She struggled and kicked, but her attacker seemed to be more muscular than she anticipated.
“There’s something I need to check with you,” Ace walked towards her lifted her blouse and sweater.
Without dwelling on what he was about to do, Diana kicked him in his knee, which he blocked and pushed back again. Diana knew what the man was after. Each mage got their powers from the seal embedded in their body. A successful mage had the ability to disable another mage’s crest in a matter of seconds. And from the skill Ace displayed so far, Diana had no doubt about his level of skills.
She felt gloved hands on her bellybutton and then they slowly moved upwards until the magical crest, which was a singular red line with several small lines drawn to the left and right.
“Sweet dreams little girl,” Ace whispered as he pressed harder on Diana’s abdomen. A nauseating feeling spread through her body with her blood pumping harder and her heartbeat faster than the speed of her brother’s Scavengers. Her vision blurred and she felt herself falling down, with her brother’s screams in the background.

◆◆◆
 
“……As the BackAlley Knaves managed to cause a tumult among the citizens, their philosophy of anarchism began to reinforce among the Outcasters’ hearts,” Professor Landwin continued his lecture. Adrian, who sat many rows behind the professor, let out a tired sigh. The old man had been continuing his history lesson for more than one hour now, and so far, he hadn’t said anything versatile enough for Adrian, which bored him to death. “It is during that time when Nalius brought forward the rule of dictatorship in a new perspective…”
“Shh,” Tara brushed his shoulder with hers. “Aren’t you listening?”
Adrian looked at the auburn haired girl who seemed to be eagerly listening to the lecture for the past few minutes. “I don’t see a reason why I should. I’ve read Nalius’s book about dictatorship. It sucks, he sucks, so if the professor is talking about him, he sucks as well.”
Tara twirled a strand of hair. “You know the reason why I sat near you today?”
“Because you came in late and didn’t happen to have any other seat?”
Tara pouted. “It may be one of the reasons, but what’s more important is that I want to help my friend from being a big headed asshole.”
Adrian inclined back to his seat. The professor was throwing curious glances at them. They were in the back rows. Their shoulders were almost touching each other and Adrian wasn’t listening. The old man must probably be thinking they were snugging in the backseat. Tara seemed to notice that as well. Being the observant one, she pushed a book towards Adrian and glanced once again at the blackboard, where Landwin was writing something in big white, chalky letters.
Adrian threw a disgusted glance at the book’s title - ‘Dictatorship dictates Anarchy’, written by Nalius Darkflood. From what Adrian heard Nalius was the one who founded the Darkflood cult, who directly supported the High Prince and his fellowship. He had read the book a few years ago and still knew the gist of it. Nalius had theorized on how one ruler can solve civilian problems when the power is in his hands. By getting the power of dictatorship, the ruler has the ability to influence any area and thus improve them without any externalities. But what the now dead author hadn’t mentioned is the one negative side of dictatorship - the dictator being a psycho.
Several pupils began to jot down notes and the professor clapped his hands to get the attention of the class back again.
“That’s over for today. The next lecture will be a week from now, and all student’s attendance is compulsory. We are talking about how the High Prince managed to separate the Outercasts from the Innercasts so he could provide many for the people who are worthy and less for the people who are trash.”
The students began to file out from their seats. Adrian followed the same, but from far away he heard Landwin’s voice echoing through the hall.
“Blackheart! Adrian Blackheart! May I have a word with you?”
Tara threw a pitiful glance at her.
“I pity you.”
“And I want to kill myself,” Adrian muttered as he grabbed his books and headed towards the professor. “Did you call me sir?”
“It’s regarding the paper you submitted a few days ago,” Landwin glared at him with watchful eyes. “I see it was completely opposite to my teachings. It’s as if you summarized the complete opposite of Nalius’s book with no hesitation about the consequences.”
“I am sorry if I was too naive not to know about the consequences,” Adrian blurted. A few students behind him shuffled in their seats as if deciding between going away and spectating the argument. “I just presented my ideas. If I remember correctly you mentioned we could write what came to our mind whether it’s concordant or contrary to what you taught us.”
The professor stepped towards him until they were nose to nose. “You seem to have some balls to write a paper like that.”
Adrian smiled from the corner of his mouth. “Last time I checked, I did happen to have some balls. How long has it been you checked yours professor?”
Landwin’s breath was getting warmer and warmer by each passing second, and when Adrian’s last comment popped out of his mouth without much thought, the man seemed to have exploding eyeballs.
Adrian weighed his choices between getting slapped and getting kicked out of Landwin’s lectures. He honestly preferred the latter.
But the professor let out and ignorant grunt and walked back to his table and picked out Adrian’s paper.
“Know what you’re doing,” he said as he neatly tore it in half. The bisected paper floated in the air and landed on the soft carpet. “Do not ever forget the reason you are here. In my lectures I may say to argue against the contrary but when it comes to laws of the capital-”
He stepped towards Adrian to emphasize his words. “-there is no contrary.”
With that, his face changed to a smile and he patted Adrian’s shoulder.
“You know what happens to people who did that don’t you? There was a part I didn’t mention in my lecture. Nalius’s book failed to change the perspectives of the BackAlley Knaves and its supporters. And on the 5th day of the 5th month of Year 207, the capital sent an army with five hundred foot soldiers and butchered everyone who was gathered at the townsquare to support the view of anarchism. As for the Knaves, they were captured, brutally tortured and thrown to the Dead Man’s Land. Is that what you want?”
Adrian didn’t reply. He knew that story as well, but when it came out from the professor’s mouth, it went into a whole new level of terrifying.
“I’ve seen this world more than you boy. And I’m just trying to save idiots like you who are repeating the past mistakes over and over again.”
With that, he picked up his books and walked away from the hall without another word. The students who were pretending to have missed something, suddenly seemed to find them, as they scattered away from Adrian as if he was some nuclear threat. Only one person remained.
Adrian threw a wary glance at Minerva. She was the same as usual - school uniform covering her slightly dark skin, cropped white hair and eyes of an eagle.
“What’s it?” Adrian asked. He wasn’t clearly in the mood for Minerva’s lectures.
“What was that about?” she asked, stepping up and picking up the torn papers.
“I tried to present some views against Nalius, but the professor seemed to have gotten a blowjob from the guy. He’s pretty adamant when it comes to changing theories.”
“You’re supporting anarchism?”
Adrian sighed. Out of the frying pan to the fire. He had known this girl for about a week and she seemed to be keeping a close eye on him.
“I’m not supporting anarchism, but that doesn’t mean I agree with dictatorship.”
Minerva threw the papers away after a hopeless effort to read what was in them. “What do you support Blackheart?”
“I have my own views Adaiya,” he followed the same tone. “And I don’t see why you should be spying on me like this. I’ll call it a coincidence you’re doing the same subjects as I am but happening to meet you everywhere I go takes the meaning of coincidence to a whole new level.”
Minerva ran her fingers through her hair. “It’s been a week since both of us joined the Ajax military academy, and let me tell you, from the moment I saw you, something seemed to be off.”
“Care to elaborate some more? I’m all ears.”
“I don’t have facts to prove my argument, but I am good at assessing people from the first glance. You joined the Ajax academy in order to fight against the oppressors, but at the same time you seem to be against the current administrative system.”
Adrian let out a frustrated groan. “Is this because I submitted this stupid piece of paper? I am a direct supporter of the prince and his order, but I see several weaknesses in his rule and I want to correct them. Just try to merge those two pieces together and read it, you’ll see.”
Minerva threw a sidelong glance at the torn paper. “No need. Are you coming tomorrow?”
“Yes, and I hope to meet you there and not anywhere else.”
“I wasn’t spying on you Blackheart, it’s just that—”
Minerva looked frustrated as if searching for the right phrase.
“I don’t care what you think of me,” Adrian brushed away her comments and prepared to leave. “I’ll try to prove you wrong, or if I could make things quicker……… do you want to go a date with me?”
Minerva’s eyes widened with her cheeks getting a faint shade of red, but after a few seconds she retained her normal composure.
“Fuck you Blackheart,” she blurted and dashed past him towards the exit.
For some reason, Adrian felt so much better after that.




CHAPTER FOUR

The Prisoner


When he headed out of the classroom, he saw Tara pinned to a wall with a boy kissing her furiously. From the outside it looked like an aimless cat fight but the two participants seemed to be enjoying it themselves.
Then Tara’s eyes flew open as if sensing Adrian’s presence, and when she saw him from the corner of her eyes, she made a desperate struggle to escape from the boy’s grip - which in turn looked like a strange form of dance. Adrian, unable to suppress his laughter, began to chuckle, which stopped the boy from his task.
“What’s the problem Blackheart?”
“N-nothing, just try to do that somewhere else Benny. It’s like having sex on the school stage.”
“Argh, just shut up,” Benny snapped and stole a quick kiss from Tara. “See you later sweetheart.”
He patted Adrian and headed along the corridor.
“You look like a mess,” Adrian said as he watched Tara arrange herself. Her hair was a rat’s nest, one side of her blouse had fallen down and the left side of her jeans were hanging open, revealing a blue color undergarment.
Adrian opened his mouth to make another joke when he realized Tara’s eyes were closed not because she was enjoying, but because she was starting to cry.
“Let me guess,” Adrian deflated. “He is your new boyfriend, who you are only dating to get money for the scholarships?”
Tara arranged her jeans and gave a look with sore eyes. “I’m just trying to find a way to continue my education without going back to the Outcast.”
“That’s a nice way of justifying it.”
Now that the more embarrassing moment had fleeted away, Tara wiped her eyes and regarded Adrian with a disgusted glance.
“Who are you to argue? You are not my father you know.”
She walked past Adrian, but he reached her before she could walk far away.
“I’ve been friends with you for more than twelve years Tara, and I don’t want to see my friend acting like a prostitute so she could earn money for a living.”
Tara stopped walking and glared at him.
“Take that back!”
“Take what?”
“Calling me a prostitute,” Tara’s eyes beginning to brim with tears again. “You don’t understand anything do you Adrian? I think I know why. You are always the highest in the class, always the one to get the scholarships and guess what? You even got a chance to join the Ajax Military Academy. What do I have?”
“You and I both know you possess the same skills as me, so stop acting like a baby and do some work. There are plenty of vacancies for a girl like you. Inns, receptions, cashiers, they will all accept you.”
“I don’t care-”
Adrian gripped her by the shoulders. “I am not angry about you, I am angry about you not using the chance when you have the opportunity.”
Tara shrugged his hands. “I think I need to be alone. I am going to my room.”
“We can have dinner somewhere if you want,” Adrian pulled a few coins from his pocket, trying to lighten the mood. “What do you say? Dinner’s on me.”
Tara gritted her teeth and slapped his hand. The coins rattled on the cement floor and rolled to a stop.
“Eat shit!” she snapped. “You haven’t lost your manners yet, haven’t you Adrian? Calling me a slut and then calling me for dinner—”
“It’s not that—”
“Keep your money, I don’t care.”
And being the second girl who snapped at Adrian that day, she stomped away to the staircase and headed to her room.
A few students passed by him, smirking and laughing. For them, it looked like he gave money for Tara thinking she was a slut. Funny how people misinterpreted stuff. Adrian slowly picked the coins one by one and dropped them back to his pocket. Walking along the corridor, he reached outside where the street lamps lighted the dark school grounds. Adrian heaved a sigh and began to head towards the ground.
◆◆◆
 
Diana slowly opened her eyes, her blurry vision slowly adjusting to the lights of the dimly lit room. What hit her head first was a growing headache in her temples and it she slowly began to reminiscence the haphazard that had happened to her.
She sat down on where she was standing. In front of her was a metal grill which separated her from Ace, who was eagerly staring at her stirring. Without uttering any words, Diana took a quick survey of the room. Nothing occupied them except for her, her kidnapper and the chair Ace was sitting in. By the looks of the dust on the walls, it was obvious the place wasn’t cleaned in a couple of months.
“You seem to have woken up,” Ace’s voice echoed in the small room. A small rat emerged from a dark corner and scuttled towards a small hole nearby Diana.
She stifled a scream and scrambled back, all her headache fading away in an instant.
“Don’t worry, they won’t bite,” Ace assured.
“Let me out of here,” Diana scrambled forwards and began to pull the bars. It didn’t move even an inch.
“Please try to understand the situation in a more rational way. You won’t be escaping from here until another day. Tomorrow we’ll be meeting your brother at the same spot I attacked you, until then, your home’s this cage.”
“Is my brother safe?”
“Safe and sound, he’ll have a few broken bones but he’ll live.”
Diana gritted her teeth and began to bang her hands on the grill hysterically.
“Trying to make any noise won’t help,” Ace said. “I don’t think anyone above would hear even if you screamed till your lungs melted.”
“So we are underground?” Diana assumed.
That made it difficult for her crew to find her. She turned her head to look at her shoulder.
“You are smart,” Ace stood up and walked towards the gate. “But I don’t think your brother could find you using your location code.”
Each magus had a location code tattooed somewhere in their body. The code was unique to each person, and a Seeker had the ability to find a person using the location code, since the code itself emitted a signal that was unique for each wizard. Quinton was a good seeker, but by the tone of Ace’s voice Diana knew searching her for was useless. She rolled her sleeve till her arm and checked the six digit number - 005784 - tattooed to her shoulder. She expected it to be gone but it still existed, but the order of numbers were changed.
007485
“How did you do that?”
Ace sat back in his seat. “I don’t think it’s better to concern yourself with that.”
Diana had had enough of the skepticism. For the first time in her life, she knew she was alone. She had no chance of escape. She didn’t know who her kidnapper was or what powers he had. And the only chance she had of any escape was dissolved away by what Ace had done.
“Why are you doing this? If you wanted to bring Grandfather out of the house you should have used someone other than me. I’m just a useless novice magus who still doesn’t know how to cast any magic.”
“You’re clearly underestimating yourself. You don’t know how much you’re worth.”
“What do you know?” Diana burst out. “They don’t care about novice people like me. My only chance of escape was my brother and now you removed that chance as well. If you think they’ll let grandfather out for a simple girl like me, you’re clearly mistaken. I’m not worth all that sacrifice……”
It took her a few seconds to realize she was crying. And she had no arguments against her justifying that. She was alone, drenched in dust with a rat as her only companion, it was natural for her composure to blow away.
Ace kicked the metal grill from his foot. “God, you are a crybaby. I said not to underestimate yourself. Do you think that magical crest of yours is some coincidence? When every other person gets a Spirk in their adolescent ages, all you got was a crest? Didn’t you think for a moment that the puzzle pieces simply don’t match?”
Diana had thought of that indeed. She had put a lot more thought to that than Ace could ever measure. But despite her hours in the magus library and constant nagging with Travis or her brother, she had got no reply that helped to improve her investigation. Both the boys said, it was completely natural for a person to get a crest instead of a Spirk. But they were hiding something, and for Diana it was clear as the morning sky. Besides, if such a thing was natural why didn’t the books have any information about the subject?
“I wanted you,” Ace emphasized. “And trust me, Grandfather will send a whole army of magi just to save you.”
Despite the situation they were in, Diana felt something warming up inside her. Pride? And then she blamed herself for forgetting the current circumstances.
“The rule of the magi is survival of the fittest,” Diana noted. “And I haven’t been doing things that can prove me as someone fit.”
For some reason, Ace began to laugh, it slowly amplified until the voice of his sudden jubilant nature was echoing across the room, almost in a horrific way.
“You are as naive as I was a few years ago,” he stood up from his seat. “You think the magi are someone pure and noble fighting for a worthy cause, but from the inside they are as rotten as the forces of the capital. You’ll realize that someday, just like the way I did.”
Before Diana could ask what that meant, Ace got up from his seat and walked away, leaving a dumbstruck Diana behind. After she heard a wooden door being closed and its locks being clicked, she realized she was alone…… with a rat.
“Hey!” she yelled. “Don’t leave me alone here!”
No reply came from the outside.
“Hello?” Diana’s voice echoed.
Ace was gone. Diana didn’t know for what she felt angry anymore. For Ace for kidnapping her or for leaving her alone. But what he mentioned stroke her mind. She was special, at least at some rate she didn’t know. Lifting her blouse, she touched the crest just a few inches above her navel. It wasn’t normal, and she had found no magus who had a crest to connect with the hexsphere. Just what was so special about her?
That didn’t matter compared to the current situation she was in. She inspected the room, but Ace had been careful enough not to keep any objects around her. As she moved herself to a corner, she found a broken stone brick, fallen down from the wall above. She stood up despite her growing nausea and checked whether the wall had any opening for the outside, but it was tougher than it looked. There was another brick wall layer behind the stone wall, so her chances of signaling the outside were over.
She fell down to the ground in utter disappointment and out of pure anger threw the rock to the cage.
I hate this world.
The alarm bell managed to wake Adrian up. His mother had always taught him how to be organized, so whether the bell rang or not, Adrian would be up at five in the morning. He had never thought of sleeping past that point. It was dawn, and it was a new day, and a new day meant a new opportunity.
Waking up from his messy bed, he walked towards his desk, where a singular white notebook was lying on the table with the words ‘TASK DIARY’ written from a black marker. He opened the book and skimmed over to the page he had bookmarked. In it he had written in bright red, ‘Stage 01’.
Today was the day. At the end of that day, he’ll either be dead or he’ll be successful in finishing the first stage of his plan. He had many things to do, and pushing over the curtains of his gloomy room, he looked at the academy ground which was isolated.
It took him only a few minutes to wash his face and get dressed into a new suit. In another ten minutes he was walking along the boulevard that led to the forest, with a slightly larger book in his hands. He loved his morning walks. While the other academics were snoring in their beds till the seven o’ clock alarm rang, Adrian would walk from the academy to the woods and then come back by the time the academy work started.
What he most liked was the isolation and silence, which gave him perfect time to strategise. He had captured one of the magicians and was using her as hostage to reveal them to the world. The incident that happened three years ago still burned in his mind. That man had brutally killed mother right in front of his own eyes, and he had only taken action after the major damage was done. Now that he had captured Diana, she didn’t seem like a person who was trained to be a cold blooded murderer, but then again, every person isn’t the same.
There was one more thing to be done, and that solely depended on luck and the crew members he got. If all the crew members in his team supported him, he might pull this through with a hundred percent success rate. It was all about revelation and elimination.
The boulevard came to an end and was restricted by a metal fence and beyond it was the forest. Adrian jumped over the fence and headed to the woods, his eyes moving to the bark of each tree, where he had marked his route. These were minute and almost unnoticeable, but Adrian who possessed a sharp eye managed to find even the slightest peel, symbol, or the discreetly pointed twig that led to a much bigger tree, its branches reaching the sky and dry leaves hanging from them.
Adrian slowly stepped towards the bark and placed his hand. Closing his eyes, he studied the structure of the mahogany bark. Every object in the world had its own unique structure. Any alternator had the power to change, destroy or sometimes combine these structures with other structures. What Adrian did was alteration - changing the shape of the substance. Gradually a circular cavity began to open in the tree trunk and expanded providing a hole enough for Adrian to go inside.
A few inches beyond the cavity was a flight of stairs, running down, with torches hung in walls lighting the area. Adrian entered and closed the tree trunk before descending the stairs that led to the room where Diana was trapped. But just in the side was another door, which was the room of Ryan, the other survivor of the orphanage attack.
Adrian gently tapped the door twice before entering. Ryan was inside, with a massive book on his lap, his eyes engrossed in its contents. The room was much smaller, only with a few basic furniture in it - a bed, chair, table and a small library.
“What are you reading?”
The small boy peeled his eyes away from the book, slightly annoyed about being distracted.
“The Way of a Manipulator,” he replied. “Mother had this book with her.”
Adrian threw the book he was carrying to the bed. “Read that. It’s a book about dictatorship written by a guy called Nalius.”
“Hmm, after I read this I will.”
“Did your roommate do anything stupid while I was gone?”
“She screamed a lot, and I learned a lot of curse words by spending the night with her. Pretty girls have really bad mouths, don’t they brother?”
Adrian sat on the chair. “Bad mouths and rotten bodies. Was she cursing me?”
“At first I thought it was you when she mentioned about some hole—”
“Let’s not go into details,” Adrian added hastily.
“Well, as I said, at first I thought it was you, then I realized she was blaming the rat.”
“Oh,” Adrian didn’t know whether to be amused or happy.
“Say, you weren’t the one who placed that rat there right?”
Adrian smiled from the corner of his mouth.
“At first I thought I was going to kidnap that boy, but that wouldn’t be much dramatic. In most stories the villain kidnaps the girl and does horrible stuff to her. But I don’t want to do those horrible stuff to her, and that doesn’t mean I can let her go without a scratch either.”
Ryan closed the book. “So you placed a rat? I’ve read that girls hate creatures like that.”
“That’s not what’s important. What matters to me is whether you enjoyed that.”
“The curse words?”
“No, the screams.”
“Oh, yeah. I still wish you had stabbed her somewhere painful so she could give some more high pitched screams.”
Adrian remembered how callous Ryan could be when provoked.
“But I couldn’t sleep last night,” Ryan complained. “I almost wanted to tell her to shut up, but then you had told me not to make any noise or go out of the room.”
As much as Adrian hated to keep Ryan trapped inside an underground basement, he didn’t want Diana to know Ace had another kid with him. After the deal was done, the mages would sure attack his base and try to kidnap Ryan.
“Just bear the screams until tonight,” Adrian said, standing up and brushing his hair. “Don’t you remember my advice?”
“Yeah, I do. An enemy’s screams aren’t things to be disturbed about, it’s something you should be happy about.”
“Exactly, every time you hear her scream, remember mother’s voice and how she screamed that day. You’ll start to enjoy them more after that.”
Ryan nodded. “Adrian, when will I be able to go out?”
“After tonight. From tomorrow, you can walk back again in the forest—”
“No, I mean the city. I need to go to the city. I need to talk with other children like me. I read in books how happy people can be when they are with friends.”
The idea about going out into the city had been mentioned more frequently within the last few weeks. Adrian realized the boy’s urge to see the outside world was growing steadily. But he couldn’t let the last member of his family get killed because of his actions. He couldn’t let Ryan walk in the city until he had proceeded a few stages in his plan.
“Ryan, do you know that after each joyous situation comes a sad one?” he asked, kneeling in front of the small child and meeting his eyes. “Those characters in fiction have their happy times, but each of those smiles comes with a cost.”
“But there are some stories where they live happily forever.”
“There are, but that means they’ve defeated the antagonist of the story. The antagonist may be evil, but when the heroes win, he loses his chance to smile. You cannot give happiness to everyone in this world. Happiness comes with a cost. If this world was a happy place, then everyone would be immortals. Friends can’t grant you happiness in this world. They are just temporary objects that you can use to gain happiness. But they shatter soon after you are miserable.”
Ryan kept listening, his head slowly falling down, inch by inch. Adrian finally stood up.
“I’ll take you a walk around the city after this is over. But there are a few things I need to do before that. Where is it?”
Ryan knew what it meant. He jumped down from his bed and pulled out the small chest hidden under the bed. Adrian placed it on the bed, opened it and examined it’s contents. Everything was in place. The Ace mask, the costume and a small pouch.
“Good,” he said. “I’ll be coming back today evening to take our screaming girl to a stroll. If anyone enters here, you know what to do.”
Ryan nodded. Adrian bid farewell and walked out of the room. After closing the door, he examined the other room. Diana was asleep. She must have gotten tired of screaming.
He closed the door and locked it, and walked up the stairs. It was time he joined the military.




CHAPTER FIVE

Squad 72


Viribus wasn’t your typical military academy. It was a school for newer recruits - students who had just finished their education and was looking for a job. As for people like Adrian and Minerva, they sat for the aptitude test while attending to the academy and managed to get high scores.
Unlike normal military schools, the recruits were divided into three categories - Leader, Marksman and Soldier. Each squad had four soldiers, two marksmen, one healer and one leader. Recruits were divided into these four classes using the scores of the aptitude test. Recruits who got more percentage of marks for the physical test rather than the written test became marksmen and soldiers. If a recruit managed to excel in the written paper by gaining a higher percentage than the physical test, they were chosen as the leaders. Healers were borrowed from the medical schools.
Adrian had taken more scores to the written test so he had become the leader of Squad 72, which sadly also had Minerva in it.
The written test wasn’t for everyone. It was designed in a strategic way. Even if a person spent whole hours in the library studying military guidebooks, he won’t be able to pass the test. It wasn’t about studying. It was about thinking, planning and making the best choice, and Adrian loved thinking and planning. Despite being two years younger than most other recruits, he had gotten the highest scores from the test. As for his physical test, he had purposefully taken low scores. He needed to become the leader of the squad for his plan to succeed.
Viribus was a few miles away from Adrian’s academy. Sometimes he took the tram, but for the most part, he decided walking was the best option.
Entering Viribus, after showing his pass to the guards, he found himself facing a gigantic ground. People were training in different parts of the huge land, some doing combat training, others firearm training or a small group of people doing the regular push-ups. All of these people were below thirty years. Once they pass that certain age gap, they’ll be sent to the Royal Army School for further training.
Adrian passed on the ground and headed for the much larger building purely made from porcelain. Its height wasn’t much compared to Adrian’s university but the enormous crest of the fox on the top of the building was enough to intimidate any outsider. Inside the bronze doors was the consulting desk, where a half drunk soldier sat on a wooden chair, which was on verge of a break after bearing the weight of the obese man.
“Are all of my crew here?”
Instead of replying, he opened one of the drawers and picked up a pair of keys.
“Room 12, go straight, turn right and follow the corridor.”
“Thanks.”
Adrian picked up the keys and followed the directions. After each squad is prepared, they’ll get what is known as a ‘Novice mission’. It was designed to break the ice among the new team and rate each of their skills when they are together. As for his Novice mission, Adrian had chosen a special location.
Opening the door of Room no. 12, Adrian found himself facing his crew members, with a few faces he instantly recognized. First there was Minerva - Adrian’s friendly bully, sitting on a chair and motionlessly staring at the ground. There was another girl beside her, a little short with long hair that had a slight shade of blue. In the corner were two boys, one of them being Braun Kalides, the one and only son of the Kalides family. A much elder boy, with tied long black hair and a pistol hanging by his side was closely examining a picture pinned on the wall. Another boy and a girl, a year or two older than Adrian were playing a game of chess, one of them having a necklace with an obsidian crystal in it. The girl stared at the chessboard dreamily while occasionally patting the cat whirring on her lap.
Adrian took a deep breath. He needed all of these idiots for his plan to succeed.
Put on a smile. Show confidence. Conquer the room.
Those were his mother’s words.
Before he could clear his throat and introduce himself, Minerva noticed him.
“He’s here.”
All heads turned towards Adrian. Adrian mentally imagined himself torturing Minerva in a torture rack for stealing his thunder, but he proceeded as planned.
“I’m glad all of you are here,” he announced, dropping his hands to his pockets. “I won’t be going on to the usual chit chat. I am Adrian Blackheart, eighteen years, currently completing his final year at the university. That’s more than enough for you to know, and I like you to introduce yourself as well.”
“Wait a minute,” Braun, with his squad mate came towards him. “So you are the little guy who got the highest scores.”
Adrian sighed. The perfect picture of a happy conversation was being ruined by this delinquent.
“You are Braun Kalides, if I remember correctly.”
“There’s no need to remember correctly. You know who the Kalides family is?”
“I do,” Adrian replied. “It’s one of the main noble houses that support the prince.”
“And what were you about to say to me just now?”
Adrian smiled. “I am your squad leader, so I require you to behave like my squad mates.”
There was a moment of tension in the whole room. Then Braun gripped Adrian by the collar, and lifted him close enough to reach his face.
“Do you need me to teach you the meaning of the word ‘respect’?”
“I know you are the son of a nobleman, but what matters to me is the present. Currently, I am your superior.”
The final word seemed to strike one of Braun’s nerves. He angrily fumed before pushing Adrian to the door. Adrian gritted his teeth. All he wanted was a friendly conversation.
“Do you know why I called you little?” he turned towards the rest of the room. “This son of a bitch isn’t an inborn Innercast. He had the highest scores from all the Outcasts and got here because of a scholarship.”
The room greeted Adrian with a different air. His power was gone. His authority was gone. All because of this……
“Braun Kalides, I’m warning you—”
A kick landed on his solar plexus, and Adrian fell down, choking for breath.
“Just who the fuck do you think you are to warn me? You are just some low born son of a bitch who isn’t even worth enough to touch me.”
Adrian needed to get up. He needed to stand up and fight, but then he would be at pure disadvantage. Even if he believed Braun would succumb to defeat so easily, that didn’t mean the other people in the room were on his side. They had barely got to know him, but now that they knew he was a lowborn, they were going to have their doubts about following him.
He had gotten used to the beating, and with his years of patience he managed to pacify his anger.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ll know my place from now.”
Right now, he was a dog - a dog that had gone rabid before being kicked by its master for discipline. Whatever honor he had among the group was now gone.
Braun smirked and chuckled.
“That’s good you little lowborn scum.”
A dead silence invaded the room. Adrian had doubts about what to do. His dignity was stripped away from him.
Surprisingly, it was Minerva who gave him a helping hand.
“There is not point fighting among ourselves,” she said, standing up from her chair and squatting down beside Adrian. “Get up. I never knew Blackheart to be a lowborn but in this case you are our leader. Just do your shitty business and get out of here.”
It wasn’t what he could call a helping hand, but it was enough for Adrian to regain his composure. Still clutching his abdomen, he stood up and surveyed the room once again. He didn’t know what to say. There were expectant eyes, plus the blazing eyes of Braun and his crew mates.
I need to tell them to introduce themselves.
Adrian wanted to talk, but he wasn’t exactly in the appearance of a leader.
“What’s the problem?” Braun jabbed. “Can’t talk?”
“The guy lost his cool,” his friend interjected. “Cockblocked.”
A little laughter rose from the room, especially from the boys.
“My name is Minerva Adaiya,” Minerva stepped in front of Adrian and introduced herself. “Eighteen years. I study in the same university as Adrian, and I am the future heir of the Adaiya family. My class is soldier.”
“You have a boyfriend?” Braun’s friend asked.
“You want to break a few teeth?”
Everybody fell silent.
Adrian knew no one would dare to argue against Minerva. Adaiya household was one of the four houses that directly supported the prince - even more powerful than the Kalides house. If Adrian had Minerva on his side, his plans would proceed much faster, but he wasn’t in the mood to call Minerva his friend, much less his own subordinate. She had been stalking him for a few weeks and Adrian didn’t know why.
Does she know I’m Ace?
The next one to talk was the boy with the pistol and the long hair.
“Iato Rentaro. Twenty three years, work in the ministry of defense and that’s all you need to know.”
“Katherine Waver,” the girl beside the chess board said. “Twenty years, and I am a violin player.”
“What is a violin player doing in the military?” Braun questioned, trying to keep a straight face. “Besides, I’ve never heard a Waver house.”
“I am a good marksman, my father was a marksman as well,” Katherine said, with a slight indignant look on her face. “As for the Waver house, we aren’t very popular.”
“Translation, you aren’t very rich,” Iato said. “You are one of the middle-class aren’t you?”
Adrian looked at the Katherine who was patting the cat on her lap. She was wearing a regular blouse and a pair of blue jeans - beside her was a tattered raincoat lying on the floor, which he assumed was hers. The citizens of the Innercast consisted of both nobles and middle-class men. The latter were the group of people who weren’t directly supporting the king, but had enough money to spend a moderately luxurious lifestyle. Even they were considered as a higher status than the lowborn in the Outercast.
“Just cut it out,” the boy beside her waved his hands frantically. “She said she’s good as a marksman, that’s all that matters.”
Adrian was glad there was a person who wasn’t blind to the orthodox views of people, but by the way he said it, it was enough for him to realize he had a crush on the girl. He had heard the same tone before, by someone he closely knew. And he irked that feeling. It brought back bad memories.
The boy, who had realized all eyes had fallen upon him, introduced himself.
“Jay Darkflood,” he announced. “Nineteen, I quit university after seventeen and now I am a landowner. Most of the Outercast lands belong to me you know. Besides, I am a good soldier.”
Adrian couldn’t hide his curiosity any longer.
“Darkflood? Are you related to Nalius Darkflood?”
The boy’s face darkened.
“Yes, he was my grandfather, but I don’t want to bring that up.”
Even though he said he was Darkflood, the boy had no qualities of the Darkflood family. All Darkflood heirs were scholars and politicians, but from the way Jay was boasting about himself while occasionally throwing a glance or two at Katherine wasn’t exactly supposed to be scholastic behavior.
“Everyone knows me,” Braun said. “Braun Kalides and I am a soldier. My friend here is-”
“Olsen York. A marksman. That’s all. No questions.”
“I never had heard of a York family,” Jay pointed out.
“You got a problem with that?” Olsen came towards him and kicked a few pieces in the chessboard. Learning from Adrian’s example, Jay quickly apologized.
The only one who remained was the blue haired girl, which Adrian supposed was the medic.
Everyone looked at her expectantly, but she looked at all of them, and finally at Minerva.
Minerva sighed. “She’s speech-impaired. Her name is Natalie. She doesn’t want to mention the house she belongs. She’s our medic.”
“Perhaps she’s a low born too,” Iato guessed.
“Seconded.” Braun agreed.
The girl looked at all of them, her eyes conveying some emotion Adrian couldn’t translate.
“Who cares? She’s the medic,” Katherine said. “You can heal us right?”
Natalie nodded. Everyone turned their head away from her, and she looked down once again. That was the way of the Innercast, you have no power, and you have no status. The Innercast wasn’t a sanctuary for the disabled.
Now that the introductions - either formally or informally - were over, everyone’s heads turned back to Adrian. He had enough time to regain his composure while assessing each teammate. Braun, his friend Olsen and Iato were the angry horses. Adrian needed to keep the reins steady in order to control them. Jay and Katherine were regular nobodies, and as long as they displayed their skills Adrian could the two love birds mind their own business. Natalie was the deaf and dumb healer, who was only important for healing duties and it was best to ignore her all other times. As for Minerva, she was the bitch.
“Very well,” Adrian cleared his throat. “Our training would be held in the Mary Cathedral. Everyone knows where it is right?”
“Yeah we do,” Braun grunted. “It’s in the Outercast, the place where scum like you were born.”
“We don’t have permission to train inside the Innercast since we are novices,” Adrian explained, ignoring the insult. “The Area near the Cathedral was recently burned by the soldiers after a certain rebellion occurred. General Talon said he would dispatch a few soldiers for our training drill.”
“At what time?” Jay asked.
“Eight in the night,” Adrian replied. “We’ll be starting out training at sharp eight.”
“The night is creepy,” Katherine objected. “Why can’t we do it in the daylight?”
“Because one, the Outercasts who are right now in a very rebellious mood may attack us and at night, most of them are at their houses. Two, it was Talon’s orders to train everyone at night, since they have to deploy soldiers for other various tasks during the day. Any other questions?”
“What about weapons?” that was Minerva.
“We’ll be provided with weapons by the soldiers that arrive there. But for safety precautions all of you must carry a pistol.”
Adrian looked at the room, expecting more questions. After he confirmed there was none, he told them the meeting was over.
“Sign the paper in the entrance desk and you are free to leave,” he said. “We’ll be meeting at eight in the night.”
One by one left the room. Braun brushed past him muttering something about lowborn scum before following his friend. Only Minerva remained.
“Why eight?” she asked.
“Excuse me?”
“Why eight? It could have been seven, or nine. Why did you pick exactly eight?”
Oh, for fuck’s sake! Adrian cursed. He was starting to hate her more and more.
“Because I have to jerk off at seven and take a shower at nine. What’s exactly wrong with you? These were the times provided to me by the military schedule.”
Minerva looked closely at his eyes, and Adrian didn’t pierce them away.
“You didn’t ask General Talon to change the time did you?”
I did, Adrian thought, but instead he replied in the negative.
“I’ll be keeping an eye on you,” Minerva warned.
Adrian smiled. “Like I said, if you are shy enough to ask me on a date let me take you somewhere romantic.”
Minerva’s face contorted, as if deciding whether to punch him or kill him. But without another word, she brushed past him. After she was gone, Adrian sighed and fell down to the floor.
I really hope things would go as planned.
◆◆◆
 
“So you killed the rat?” Ace asked, glancing over at the dead body of the creature. Near the corpse was a thick black rock, with blood spilled on its serrated edges.
Diana had no choice. She hated rats. She had been screaming half a day, cursing Ace for leaving her alone here. When she had finally fallen asleep, she had woken up after feeling a brushing sensation in her sole. When she saw the one who was snuffing her foot was the exact creature that she despised, she screamed in mad terror before backing down to a corner. The rat, also scared scuttled to the whole.
Diana had had enough. She picked the black rock nearby and the next time the creature came out, she closed her eyes and hacked it. She wanted to close her ears to stop hearing the creature’s blood spill out and wanted to numb the nerves in her hands to stop feeling the cold blood that was spilled on her hands, but she couldn’t. She hacked and hacked many times until she was certain the creature was dead, and after she had, she threw one glance at the splattered corpse and threw up.
“You planned all this didn’t you?” Diana didn’t find words to curse her kidnapper, but if she had another rock, she’d be sure chopping him into pieces right now. “The only object in my cage was the black rock and there was no other thing. Not even a cracked wall.”
“I just thought you needed some sort of entertainment,” Ace chuckled. “So how much did you enjoy my hospitality?”
“I wish Travis kills you today, I really want to see you get ripped to shreds,” she cursed. “I wish……I wish……”
She struggled for words.
“I think you’ve conveyed your point clearly,” Ace interjected. “Besides, I think we both have pressing matters to attend to.”
Diana stopped thinking for suitable curse words.
“What?”
“I think you lost track of time, but in another few hours the deal would happen. In exchange for you, the man you people call ‘Father’ will be meeting me. He hadn’t stepped out of his house very much these days.”
“Why do you need him anyway?”
“To get answers for a few questions. To strike a deal, and some other trivial things a girl like you shouldn’t be concerned about.”
“If you are up to something sneaky Travis will be there.”
Ace moved his chair close to the cage.
“You mentioned the Travis more than a few times in out conversations, and you seem to hold him in high value.”
Diana gave her own version of an evil smile. “He’s the strongest mage in our house. There is no way a simple tricky mage like you can get past him. He’ll burn you to ashes.”
Ace didn’t talk for a few seconds. Diana thought she had intimidated him, so she couldn’t stop herself from adding one last line.
“And he’s my boyfriend.”
“Oh, really?” Ace mused. “So that boy with you during my kidnapping wasn’t your boyfriend?”
Diana wanted to throw up again. Everyone mistook Quinton to be her boyfriend. Just because she had a over protective brother who traveled with her all the time doesn’t mean people have the right to consider them as a couple.
“He’s just my brother,” Diana pouted.
“Your conversation is getting more interesting,” Ace said. “I’ve been examining you two for two weeks now. I’ve carefully analyzed your walking path, the places you stop and the people you interact with, because a successful kidnapper never underestimates his enemies no matter how weak they look. All these two weeks you traveled with that singular entity that you call your brother, and then both of you retreat to an alleyway guarded by two men. I have never seen you come out with another boy. Is it just that your boyfriend hadn’t taken you on a date for two weeks?”
Diana struggled for words. She constantly had to remind herself that Ace wasn’t the regular type of enemy mages find. He had the brains, and as she suspected, he had been closely investigating them all these weeks. Sure, she and Travis weren’t an item yet, but their relationship had developed to a status where she could call him her boyfriend.
Before she could reply in her defense, she heard the ringing of a bell from somewhere inside the room.
Ace stood up from his seat.
“It’s time,” he pulled a gun from his back. Diana had seen that weapon before. The military Soldiers had them hanging in their belts. From what Quinton said, it was called a pistol. “Let’s go a little walk shall we?”
Diana had an uneasy feeling. “Where?”
“To the Mary Cathedral.”




CHAPTER SIX

Eight o’clock


Quinton had been counting fingers until it was eight o’ clock. He couldn’t bear to lose the sight of her sister, the last family member he ever had. It was one of the reasons he had constantly kept her under his surveillance. He didn’t want any danger to befall her, because if she died, there was no point in fighting this war.
Currently he and Travis had booked a room in the Bakes Motel, which was only a few blocks away from the alleyway that led to the Mary Cathedral. Spies were placed everywhere around the cathedral so if anyone enters or exits it, they would immediately notice.
So far the plan was simple. Meet Ace, Travis will do the talking. The spies will then make their move and amid the chaos Quinton will grab Diana and run away while Travis provides them some cover to escape. Quinton didn’t know Ace’s power yet, so they had to be extra precautions, but Quinton was confident that Travis would be able to take the upper hand if he and Ace went on a head to head battle.
He didn’t care about Ace nor the spies sent by Father, all that mattered was Diana. He had to save her. He’ll only begin to breathe normally when she’s tucked away inside the safe house. And after that, no matter what Father says, he’ll never let Diana keep a step outside the house. Not until the war was over.
Quinton startled as someone opened the door.
“It’s me,” Travis said. “Just contacted one of the spies. There are some Innercast military students near the cathedral, they say those people will soon go away. It’s night after all. Military academics will never stay in the Outcast during night.”
Travis removed his cap, revealing his rather shiny blond hair. Quinton at times felt zealous about how Travis managed to keep his cool even in tough situations. He knew Travis loved Diana the same as he did, but still Travis managed to hide his anger while using his attention on the mission.
“Why do I feel like Ace has a trick under his sleeve?” Quinton said.
Travis looked at him with fiery crimson eyes. Unlike most other people, Travis eyeballs had a faint color of orange. Most of his crew mates assumed it was because of his power, but as the boy’s best friend, Quinton knew how much of a tragic back story the boy carried. And that was why he was ideal to be the leader. Unlike people like Quinton who had someone they should protect, Travis had no one, and that meant his ideas weren’t restricted to emotion. But recently he had developed feelings for Quinton’s little sister. Quinton didn’t dislike that, but he as a person who knew Travis for many years, he knew he wasn’t the type of person whose attention was focused on dates and bed time napping with a girl.
Another knock was heard on the door and Angelica – the spy leader – entered. From the look of her face, she wasn’t carrying good news.
“The military academics haven’t gone yet,” she said, sitting beside the bed with Quinton. “At first we thought they had arrived there for some survey or some inspection stuff but they seem to be wandering aimlessly. Then after a few minutes two other boys joined, then another girl. What’s worse, they don’t seem to be leaving.”
Travis calmly picked up a wine bottle and crocked open the lid.
“Are you sure they are academics?”
“They are from Viribus and the costumes show they are novices,” Angelica said. “White vest, black jeans and dark military overcoats. Yup, those are the clothes of novices.”
Travis poured some contents of the wine bottle to a glass and began to sip it. Quinton got irritated.
“I think we need to change our strategy,” he suggested. “We will surely be outnumbered.”
“We cannot consider academics as a threat,” Travis handed the bottle to Angelica, who gobbled up the rest of its content. “How many are there?”
“Seven.”
“Any specifically distinguishable individuals?”
“I saw the boy of the Kalides family, apart from that I didn’t recognize anyone special.”
Travis nodded.
Angelica motioned the bottle in front of Quinton’s eyes.
“Want some?”
“No, thanks.”
Unlike for normal people whose visions got dulled after drinking liquor, the mages visions heightened after drinking the substance. But Quinton didn’t need any vision enhancement, all he needed was to hold his little sister in his hand.
“You haven’t been eating or drinking for all these hours,” Travis pointed out. “Are you sure you can handle a mission—”
“Don’t you dare finish that sentence,” Quinton snapped. “You know as much as me how I always wanted to keep Diana inside the house. But it was you and Father who decided to let her out. If you had listened to my advice none of this would’ve happened in the first place.”
“Quinton—”
“You know she’s special. If something happens to her crest—”
He stopped himself and looked at Angelica who happened to be suddenly interested in the bottle she was holding.
“Angelica,” Travis said. “Could you give both of us a moment?”
She looked at the both of them with a mixture of hurt and pride.
“Fine,” she replied in a monotone. “I’ll inform you if something happens.”
After they heard their crew mate close the door, Travis walked and sat beside Quinton.
“She’s special and I know that as well as you,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean we can keep protecting her inside a house forever. Besides, you know how stubborn she can be. Heck, it’s one of the reasons I like her so much.”
Quinton didn’t reply. The clock stroke eight o’ clock. The deal was supposed to happen at eight o’ clock, but everything should have proceeded smoothly if the military academics weren’t there. Ace wouldn’t make his move in front of military soldiers, even if they are academics.
“I’m sure as hell Ace didn’t kidnap her because of her seal,” Travis continued. “Only you, me, and father know about her special seal. He captured her because she was a girl, and girls had the least resistance. And when he attacked, you displayed your power but Diana didn’t, which made him to assume she had only a weak power.”
Quinton wished his sister had her crest activated. Then Ace was going to wish he never existed.
“I just don’t want to lose her you know,” Quinton muttered. “She’s the only one—”
The door banged open, with a panting Angelica beside it.
“S-She’s i-inside,” she stuttered.
“Talk straight,” Travis said, standing up. “Who’s inside?”
“D-Diana. Her location signal just appeared.”
Travis glanced at Quinton. “Check it.”
Quinton nodded before vigorously activating his senses. He knew Diana’s location code, it was only a matter of seconds before-
“It’s active,” he exclaimed, releasing a relaxed breath for the first time after all these hours of tension. “She’s alive Travis! My sister’s alive.”
Travis’s expression didn’t change. Instead he moved his glare to Angelica.
“What’s the situation?”
“Every Seeker confirmed Diana’s location is inside the Cathedral but the military academics are inside there as well.”
Quinton’s expression darkened. “Is Ace working with the military?”
Travis crouched and pulled something from under the bed. A regular sized sword, with its hilt gleaming with serrated edges. He unrolled his sleeves, where a singular sewn cut extended from his index finger to the elbow. As he closed his eyes, his scar gleamed and the sword ignited – tendrils of fire bursting from its hilt.
Travis turned towards a really intimidated Angelica.
“Are you sure the only threat we have are the academics?”
“That’s what my spies confirmed,” Angelica replied. “We also sense eight people inside the building, with a new boy in their crew. And here’s the mystery, one of them is emitting huge amounts of hex.”
“A boy or a girl?”
“Girl.”
Travis and Quinton looked at each other.
“But Diana’s crest is disabled,” Quinton muttered, questioning his own theories.
“It’s a trap,” Travis stated the obvious. “But we have no time to spare. Angelica, follow Plan B. Quinton is going inside with a man we disguised as Father. You and your spies will be closely examining the situation, and when Quinton gives the signal you go all offense. Your target is Diana, so it doesn’t mean we have to be the victors of the battle. You take her and then retreat. After all of you are gone, I am using Bloodscream to blast that whole damned Cathedral to shreds.”
Quinton looked at Travis for a moment.
“What?” the latter asked, a little indignant.
“You really like her don’t you?”
Travis smiled from the corner of his mouth. “Of course I do you idiot. And I assure you, Ace will regret kidnapping her. I am going to burn that son of a bitch alive.”
Quinton smiled and followed after Angelica, recalling how Travis’s confidence was one of the reasons why he allowed him to date his sister.
◆◆◆
 
Braun hated his father. Sometimes he cursed his own fate for having born for a father like him. His family were nobles, direct supporters of the prince, and yet he had to work in the military like another normal commoner. What’s worse, they were led by a low born boy a few years younger than him. He was reaching the limit of his patience.
Now he was with Olsen, in the freezing Outcast with no lights except for a small lamp the boy called Jay carried. In the Innercast they had fireplaces to prevent the cold night weather, but the low born of the Outercast didn’t seem to have those facilities.
“Sometimes I really do want to kill myself,” he muttered to Olsen, who was suffering the same as him.
After a few seconds he saw Adrian walking towards them. He was the last, but he was punctual. It was right eight o’ clock in the night, and the boy hadn’t changed his word. Seeing his walk, Braun had a strange feeling of irksomeness resonating within him. No matter how lowborn that guy was he had confidence, anyone could see it from his face.
“Everyone’s here,” he commented dryly. “Our plan is simple. Divide and conquer.”
And the guy gets straight to the point, Braun thought. Not even a single how are you?
“Each team will have two academics. I hope everyone got maps of the whole area from the military.”
A few people nodded while the others remained silent.
“There are four specific buildings the soldiers might plan to attack, so all we have to do is to defend those four points. Now I would like if you all could take out your maps.”
Braun pulled out a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket. Olsen loomed over him.
“The houses that you should deal with are marked in numbers,” Adrian continued. “Iato and Minerva will be number 1. Jay and Katherine number 2. Braun and Olsen number 3 and finally I will guard number 4 along with Natalie. Any questions?”
Braun looked at his number. House number 3 was a little far away from the rest of the houses, but he didn’t dare to complain. His pride would be harmed if he chickened out now.
“I will stay with you,” the girl called Minerva stepped forwards. “Iato, you can managed with the medic right?”
Iato looked at the blue haired girl sulking in the corner.
“I can manage it myself, but if anyone doesn’t want to accept her she can tag along with me.”
Braun glanced at Minerva. She was an Adaiya, a hidden royal family that rarely made an appearance. He wondered if her parents forced her onto this, or she volunteered herself. From the looks of the girl, it seemed like the latter was truer. Adrian on the other hand, gave her a slightly annoyed look before addressing the others.
“its better we move out now. General Talon said the soldiers will be sent fifteen minutes from now. So it is better if everyone could survey the area and get a general idea of its structure.”
“Man, this is going to be a drag,” Jay complained but followed Catherine. Others began to clear out as well, and Braun motioned Olsen to follow him. Soon, they left a slightly annoyed Adrian and a expressionless Minerva alone to themselves.
Their house was indeed far away from the rest of the others. Braun thought this might be Adrian’s idea of a payback. That little asshole……he was going to give him a few extra punches after the training was over. But now he couldn’t afford to pick a fight. Then the military soldiers would arrive and make a farce.
“I should be sulking at home you know,” Olsen said. “Why did you have to drag me here?”
“Because you are my friend, and my family directly supports you. So stop complaining and move your sorry ass over to the house.”
What the boy Jay had told was true. There was never a family called York to begin with. It was killed during a city rebellion a few years ago, and the only remaining son, Olsen, was adopted by Braun’s father. One of the reasons Braun’s friendship with Olsen continued was the latter’s obedience. Olsen always followed Braun around and never questioned his orders. It’s been that way for ten years and it will be the same.
Besides, Olsen was the only one Braun could call a friend. He wouldn’t say it out loud in front of Olsen, but he was the only guy who managed to withstand Braun’s attitude so far. It’s not that Braun didn’t want any friends. He simply needed them to acknowledge him in the correct way. He was a son of a higher noble. Sure, they might be from noble houses as well, but the Kalides family was of much higher status than other families with only exceptions like the Adaiya House.
The inside of the house reeked of foul breath. And Ryan swore he smelled a faint scent of urine in the air. This was a house for beggars. The more he thought about it, the more he felt like the bastard should pay.
“I think I need to throw up,” Olsen muttered.
Braun sighed. “Could you stop crying like a baby for a second?”
Olsen opened his mouth to speak but then closed again.
“What?” Braun asked after witnessing his reaction.
“Nothing.”
Braun looked directly at his friend’s eyes.
“Just fucking say it. What the fuck’s wrong?”
“I think you need to calm down,” Olsen said without piercing his glance away from him, which pissed Braun off.
“You seem to be getting a lot bold lately you know,” Braun said, advancing towards him so they were nose to nose. “You didn’t seem to be cocky back in the days.”
Olsen kept looking him in the eyes for a few fleeting seconds before finding his own voice.
“What can I say? I’ve got tired Braun. All of this about following you and being with you. I need to meet other people. Heck, I don’t even have a girlfriend. I can’t always be with you—”
Braun pushed him to the wall.
“Don’t forget whose spending money for your goddamn education.”
“I know man, but I feel like I am not enjoying this anymore. You know-”
Braun took a few steps back from him. He needed to rip himself to shreds along with Olsen. The people around him have been pissing him a lot lately. First Adrian then Olsen, even his father seems to be angry about him not heading out to the university.
“I’m sorry man,” Olsen said, as if reading Braun’s thoughts. “I’m trying hard not to piss you off these days. But I think I can’t sacrifice myself anymore.”
Braun fisted his arm to aim a punch strong enough to break the boy’s nose when the door of the house creaked open. Both of them froze.
A blond haired boy with a blazing sword in their hand were staring at them intendedly.
“Are you one of the people who are supposed to train us?” Braun asked, keeping a slight step back from the door. “As I recall the rule was no weapons.”
The boy kept staring at them for a few seconds before raising his voice.
“Where’s Diana?”
“Who?”
He advanced forwards, dragging his sword along the dried wood, leaving a trail of fire behind him.
“I’m going to ask you rich blooded motherfuckers one last time,” the boy pointed the sword at them. “Where is she?”
“L-look man, we don’t know what you’re talking about,” Olsen was struggling to find words.
Braun had heard rumors about people with special powers living inside the Outercast, but he never thought myths like that would turn real in front of his own eyes.
The blond boy lifted his sword up in the air to strike.
“Then why is her location signal being emitted from this hous—”
He stopped and lowered his sword as if he realized something.
“Drop all the equipment both of you have.”
Braun and Olsen didn’t hesitate to follow his instructions. Braun dropped all he had - his purse, a pocket knife and a pistol. From Olsen’s side came a pistol and a few drawings of some nude girls.
The boy raised his eyebrows after seeing the drawings.
“Seriously?”
Olsen knelt down. “That’s all I have. Please don’t kill me.”
Braun felt a bead of sweat tickling from his forehead. The small fire around them wasn’t the only reason he felt so hot. He knew his life was about to end one way or the other. He could say it from the look of the boy’s eyes. But if he had a weapon……
The blond glanced at the fallen materials.
“Nothing as I suspected,” he muttered to himself. “Just what the heck-”
In the dead silence around them, a high pitched scream echoed around the area. The boy seemed to recognize that voice. His head automatically turned to the exit and Braun took the chance.
“Die, you low blood!”
He gripped the pistol and aimed it at his attacker. His aim slightly wavered, but he gripped it hard and pulled the trigger.
Braun waited for a second, but nothing happened. It took him a few moments to realize the gun wasn’t loaded, or something was blocked in the barrel.
It’s fully loaded, he heard Adrian’s voice in his head. If something happens, all you need to do is to pull the trigger.
“He lied,” Braun muttered, barely conscious.
What followed his muttering was a painful scream. The boy brought his sword down, cleanly cutting through Braun’s arm - blood spurting and the lifeless pile of meat falling to the ground.
Braun screamed and frantically moved backwards until his body hit the wall. As he fell down, his hysteria overcame his pain.
“Adrian, Adrian!” he yelled frantically waving his blood spluttering hand. “Adrian you dog! Adrian you lowborn scum!”
Seeing the situation Olsen dashed to the exit. But before he could reach the door the boy slashed the empty air from his sword and the fire around him grew and twirled until a column of fire sped towards Olsen, burning the boy alive, his screams dying along with an ashen corpse.
“Fuck! Fuck!” Braun screamed. “I want to live! I want to live!”
The boy turned towards him and lifted his sword; ready to hand him the same fate as Olsen, but just at that moment a dead body came crashing towards Braun’s attacker from the door. The body was slashed and cut open from multiple areas.
“Angelica?” the boy sent an alarmed cry seeing the misshaped dead body of a girl.
As Braun watched with his fading vision, Minerva emerged behind the door, two swords in her hand, her skin and clothes tattered with blood.
“She’s dead,” Minerva smiled. “It’s your turn next you piece of shit.”
Braun’s eyes began to close, and his last sight were the two of them clashing swords as the blazing fire environed around them.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Consequences


Adrian hated Minerva. He absolutely loathed her. If there was any way to kill her right then and there, he would no longer hesitate to do it.
He didn’t know the reason for her obsession with him, but from the very first day they met at the academy she seemed to hold a grudge against him. At first he had ignored her, thinking her obsessions might fade away after he made one or two sneaky comments, but the girl seems to be adamant on clinging on to him no matter how much he wanted to shake her off.
Currently they were sitting in the center of the Cathedral, the very place where Adrian had kidnapped Diana, who was now safely tucked in a basement below. It was because of this very reason he had chosen the Cathedral as the exchange spot. There was a secret maze running down below the city and only a few people knew its existence.
This maze expanded like a labyrinth giving entrance to hidden basements of most buildings. No one knew who built it, and Adrian hadn’t known about the maze until a certain someone showed it to him.
“You seem to be thinking a lot,” Minerva pointed out.
Adrian didn’t reply. He was getting tired of teasing the girl. His plan was supposed to be a simple one - when the mages enter the cathedral they’ll sure be surprised to see military academics inside it, and because of the trick Adrian pulled in the market, Quinton would recognize him and in return Adrian could use the moment of doubt to check if the person with Quinton is really the person they call the Father.
“You seem to be really angry with me,” Minerva said.
Adrian couldn’t let that comment pass off so easily.
“I really wish you would stop acting like that.”
“Like what?”
“Following me. Trying to snuggle with me for everything.”
Minerva stretched her hands, yawning.
“Consider these as inspection rounds.”
“Why me?” Adrian snapped. “Inspect Joe, Inspect that weird guy called Iato, or even Braun or Olsen. What the hecks so special about me?”
Minerva looked at him, then her expression changed in a blink of an eye. Suddenly she was alerted.
“Door,” she said.
“Huh?”
“There’s someone behind that door.”
As if on cue, a soft knock was heard on the door.
“Could that be the soldiers that were supposed to train us?” Adrian asked, knowing exactly who it was.
Minerva didn’t reply, and Adrian took the chance to make his move. Signaling Minerva to stay silent, he picked up his pocketknife and headed to the door.
“Ask who’s there,” Minerva muttered in a low voice.
But that would ruin things. If Adrian happened to ask that question, if the party on the other side were the mages they would know something was wrong.
Adrian pretending not to hear what Minerva said and opened the door, to be greeted by the familiar face of Quinton. Beside him was a hooded figure with slightly white hair.
Is this the father?
As he saw Adrian, Quinton’s face widened. “Y-You’re that boy at the market.”
Adrian decided playing along was the best option.
“Oh, it’s that girl’s brother,” Adrian said, making an equally surprised face. “What a coincidence. What are you doing here?”
“I should be the one who’s asking that,” Quinton’s expressions became guarded. “This is the Outercast, you are an Innercast.”
Adrian pretended to make a doubtful expression before saying,
“We are here on a military training,” Adrian said. “The guidebook says any Innercast can use land in the Outcast for military purposes. Now, why don’t you answer my question?”
Adrian gleed from his mind. He had trapped him in a perfect spot. Now all he needed was to take a glance at the man inside that hood.
“Do you know each other?” Minerva appeared behind Adrian.
Adrian wanted to kill himself. She had to come at the best possible moment.
“We are just acquaintances,” Adrian cleared her out. “Isn’t that right Quinton?”
The boy started to nod but stopped suddenly.
“How do you know my name?”
Adrian cursed. They say what ruins a person is his mouth.
“Who’s he?” Minerva asked, throwing a glance at the hooded figure.
“H-He’s just a beggar I found along the way,” Quinton replied, moving his gaze away from Minerva. “I normally like to invite them to my house and provide them with dinner. It’s such a merit act you know.”
Adrian figured out Quinton wasn’t a good liar. Even thirteen year old Ryan told better lies than that.
Minerva moved to open the hood but the figure stepped back. Adrian smiled from the corner of his mouth. He thought Minerva was a nuisance but now she seemed to be doing the thing he exactly wanted.
“What’s so much there to hide?” Minerva questioned, moving forwards.
Quinton blocked her way. “His face is all burnt up. He is too shy—”
Minerva pushed him away and pulled out the hood, revealing a—
Boy?
He was about Adrian’s age with slightly graying hair. Anyone who saw his hair and the slightly overgrown mustache might think he’s an old man, but from the looking at his face and the rest of his body, it was obvious he was a boy.
So they cheated on me, Adrian gritted his teeth. Very well, it’s not like I came without a backup plan.
“Wait a minute,” Minerva pondered. “I have seen your face somewhere before.”
The boy stepped back and lifted his hand to the sky, with his thumb and ring finger folded.
“No, Joseph!” Quinton yelled, but before he could speak another word Adrian heard someone yell Attack! And from the rooftops came several hooded figures.
Adrian wanted to laugh out loud. So that was their plan. Grab Diana and send an all-out attack. It wasn’t bad…… for kindergartners.
“Minerva,” he said, maintaining his composure. “Military alarm bell! Now! We are under attack!”
“No, wait, please listen,” Quinton begged, but none of them were in their right minds.
Minerva picked up the horn from her belt and blew it twice. The white haired Joseph lunged towards her but Minerva ducked, grabbed her pocket knife and stabbed the boy in his Adam’s Apple.
“Joseph!” one of the hooded figures dashed towards the boy who was choking his last breath - blood spurting from his throat - while the rest of the crew surrounded Minerva.
“Come on,” she pulled out her swords. “I’ll take you all on.”
Adrian never knew how Minerva became so cold hearted to stab a boy but he had to praise her confidence. Still, these were mages. And they had magic.
A fiery gust of wind surrounded the area as one of the hooded figures lifted his hand. The air around them were sucked above him as if getting dragged into a wormhole. His free hand crackled with electricity and behind the hood Adrian could see two eyes filled with blue electric energy.
Interesting, Adrian mused. He’s using the air around him to create lightning.
But the man’s reflexes were too slow. By the time he had pointed the lighting crackling hand at Minerva, she had already launched herself at him, blades drawn. One of the other hooded figures lunged at her, with what looked like a rope in his hand, but Minerva dodged the attack and brought both her blades at the electric user, slashing the man’s arms in half. He let out a hollow scream before falling to the ground. Minerva took the chance and with one rapid movement, sent the blade through the man’s heart.
One down. Four more to go.
Adrian never knew Minerva was that much of an expert in melee combat, but he was glad. From the corner of his eye, he saw several military soldiers heading in their direction, Jay and Katherine leading them.
“Shit,” Quinton yelled. “Military is here.”
Adrian looked around one last time. Quinton was distracted, the hooded figures were focusing on their offense, and the military was focused on the attackers and his baby sitter Minerva was surrounded by mages. This was the perfect time.
Without throwing another glance, he slowly retreated to the shadows inside the cathedral. Walking to one of the walls that was slightly blotted, he kept his hand and altered its structure. The wall began to split open and Adrian stepped inside. Near him was a lighted lamp. He picked it up, closed the walls and began to descend the stairs. This flight of stairs were much longer than the ones at the Rat’s Hole, so Adrian hastened his footsteps. Down below was his mask and his costume and after a few steps was Diana’s new cage.
“Time for the climax,” Adrian muttered as he moved his hand to his head to brush his hair.
◆◆◆
 
Diana was trapped again, but at least this room didn’t have any rats in it. Her eyes were closed and her mouth was gagged. Up above she heard noises of the battle and she believed she heard the voice of her brother.
Are things going wrong?
She was blindfolded and gagged before Ace took her through a long walk. She didn’t complain, instead took her effort to memorize the pathway. If she got the chance to escape, she knew where to take turns.
Diana heard the door being opened.
“I’m glad you didn’t do anything stupid,” she heard Ace’s voice. “It’s time for us to move.”
Diana didn’t make a move. She felt Ace’s gloved hands touching her face and the handkerchief that tied her eyes fell down. In front of her stood Ace, fully dressed with jeans and a black sweatshirt. His face was covered by a hood and in the dark she caught the glimpse of a mask and white hair.
White hair, she memorized. Someone with white hair.
She stood up. Both her hands were handcuffed so even if she had any possibility if winning against Ace, she couldn’t move her hands. As usual, her kidnapper pulled out a pistol from his back.
“You know the rules,” he said, poking her skin with the gun. “Start moving.”
Diana didn’t argue. She moved to the door, Ace closely following him from behind. Outside was a corridor that extended to a great distance from both left and right.
“Turn right,” Ace ordered. “Don’t try anything stupid.”
Diana kept moving, occasionally being motivated by the pistol poking her back.
Moving forwards and taking another turn to the left, she was met with a flight of stairs. Ascending, she found herself emerging from a door that led to an alleyway. A few miles away from her, she heard noises of the battle.
“Let’s move.”
Diana obeyed. There was no point in resisting.
“Where are we going?” she asked. “At least tell me that.”
“Back to the place you were trapped,” Ace said. “The deal isn’t complete. I asked for the person you call your father, but your tricky friends gave me a copycat. And now you are paying the price for it back again.”
Diana wasn’t surprised that Travis and Quinton would pull out a trick, but by the way Ace said it, she couldn’t help but feel slightly angry towards them.
“Take me to my brother,” Diana decided to use her final card. “I promise I won’t do anything rash. Just take me to him. I’ll make sure you’ll meet father.”
She wasn’t sure her brother or Travis would agree, but it was worth the try.
“That’s quite a nice voice you have,” Ace’s voice had a hint of sarcasm. “Your brother pulls a trick on me like that and you tell me to take you to him? I’m sorry if you weren’t paying attention but that’s exactly what he wants.”
“And don’t you want to know where father is?” Diana asked. “I know what I am doing. Quinton will hear what I say despite the situation.”
Ace stopped for a moment. At first Diana thought it was because of her comment, but she soon realized there was someone blocking their path.
“Quinton!” she exclaimed.
Her brother stepped out from the shadows. Revolving around his arm were two Scavengers, each reflecting the face of Quinton contorted with rage.
“I’ve had enough of your drama,” he growled. “You had the nerve to kidnap my little sister in the presence of me?”
Ace, who was aiming the pistol at Diana, pointed it to Quinton.
“Don’t be stupid enough to act so suddenly. I am quick with my hand. One second is enough for me to shoot both you and your sister.”
“And one second is more than enough for me to throw these Scavengers away and pull your brains apart.” Quinton snapped.
“I think time isn’t the matter here,” Ace pointed out. “I am currently holding your sister hostage, so I am at advantage here. Besides, I don’t see any fault in what I did. You were the sneaky one to bring out a fake copy of your father.”
Quinton kept a step forwards. Ace followed suit and aimed his pistol back at Diana.
“You think I’ll be crazy to send our old man to a psychopath like you?” Quinton snapped. “We are being hunted like dogs. And I don’t know the reason. Amid all of this do you think we’ll be bold enough to bring father into the open? If he’s dead all is lost.”
“You are talking like you are the good person here,” Ace said. “Only I know what dirty tricks your old man pulls behind your back.”
Quinton gritted his teeth and the Scavengers around him revolved around much faster. Diana knew her brother wasn’t stupid enough to attack with her in the nearby vicinity, but by the anger etched on his face, he wasn’t so sure.
“Don’t you dare insult father-”
“Or you’ll do what? Kill me?” Ace gripped Diana by her neck and pulled her closer to him. “Go on and try. Blast your sister with me you spineless moron.”
“Q-Quinton,” Diana almost pleaded.
Her brother at first seemed to consider the decision out of blind rage, but soon he retreated. He stepped back and the Scavengers revolving around his arm fell onto the ground.
“Just tell me what you want from father,” Quinton held up his hands in defense. “I’ll try to do the best by assisting you in the place of him.”
Ace released his grip on Diana. She fell onto the ground, her vision blurred and lungs choking for air.
“Ask him a certain question. The orphanage fire—”
Before he could speak another word, Diana pushed herself on top of him, releasing his pistol from his grasp. Both of them fell to the ground and Diana was greeted with a kick on her body, which sent her sprawling across the alleyway. Her brother rushed to her side, but by the time Diana had managed to get to her feet, Ace had risen up with the pistol pointed at them.
Quinton opened his mouth to talk, but a shot was fired at them. Quinton let out an painful grunt as the bullet hit his shoulder, tearing his shirt and throwing him to the ground from the momentum.
“Quinton!” Diana rushed to him. Another bullet whizzed past her and hit on the wall.
“I don’t miss,” Ace said, heading towards them. “If I wanted to kill you that would’ve happened before you could blink your eyes.”
Diana was losing her focus again. This was just like last time. Her brother was helpless and she was unable to do anything. If she only had……
She blindly felt her brother’s hand gripping hers, and she felt waves of vibration flowing through her skin. Instantly, she figured out what Quinton was doing.
He’s activating my magical crest.
She felt the mana waves blowing through her again. Her eyes readjusted their focus.
“Thank you Quinton,” she muttered as her brother’s hand went limp and fell down to the ground. “I won’t fail again.”
“What are you saying?” Ace was only a few feet behind her.
Ignoring him, Diana closed her eyes and directed all her energy to the inside of her body. The battle cries, her brother’s painful mutterings and Ace’s nonchalant voice faded from her ears to be replaced by the constant throbbing of her own heartbeat. She felt Ace’s pistol touching her head, but she kept concentrating. She felt her own soul - a mass of energy focused on the center of her body, the place where all her mana nerves connected themselves, the very essence of her.
“What the hell are you doing?” Ace’s pistol poked harder. “I am not going to hesitate to shoot-”
She blocked all signals from the outside and opened her third eye. From a much different perspective, she saw all three of them in the same plane. She felt each of their souls grasping their bodies like hooks, with Ace’s one more strong and steady. With all the energy Diana had, she directed her astral energy to Ace’s body and trapped his soul from her energy.
She felt the pistol falling onto her lap, and as Diana opened her eyes Ace was desperately clutching his chest.
“Do you know what my power is?” Diana spoke, her voice deeper and echoing with layers of mana. “I can control any person’s soul. I can even kill them.”
She wished she could just do what she said. She hated Ace so much she simply wanted to tear him limb by limb. He nearly killed her brother twice, trapped her and traumatized her inside a cage and took her around everywhere like a newfound bitch……
Ace knelt down, his hands desperately clawing for his body. Blood flowed down from the hood.
Diana felt her taking control of his body, his muscles and even his very nerves and heart. She could pull out all the veins running to his heart and call it a victory but no matter how much Ace traumatized her, she didn’t want to cross the line. If she killed him, she’ll be a murderer, and that’s a path where she can never turn back from.
“Never ever come hurting us,” she warned, snapping one of Ace’s arms. For her regret, she enjoyed Ace’s screams. They seemed to be more painful than the ones she threw out inside the cage. “Never again.”
She threw his body like a sack of useless meat to one of the walls. Several bones crack from the impact, and Ace’s screams died along as he fell onto the ground without any motion.
Diana felt her brother’s arm on her again.
“We need to go,” he muttered, desperately trying to stand up. “The military will be here soon.”
Diana lost her concentration and fell onto the ground. That was the risk of using her power. If she used too much, she had the tendency to get dragged in to the Soul Plane forever.
“Are you okay?” she asked her brother, who was desperately clutching his bleeding shoulder.
“This can wait. We need to move.”
Diana looked one last time at the motionless figure of Ace. A pool of blood had already formed around him. His mask was half down but the hood covered his face.
“I know what you are thinking,” Quinton nagged. “We don’t have time to see who he is. Let’s leave the authorities to find him. We are both in no state to fight, and I don’t want to lose you again.”
Diana nodded and swung her hand around her brother’s free shoulder. Now that she had finished using her power, she felt waves of nausea drowning over her again. They moved their bodies slowly and staggered along the alleyway, leaving a nearly dead Ace behind.




CHAPTER EIGHT

Underestimation


“Both me and Travis were worried,” Quinton said as they trudged along. They were a few meters away from the alleyway where Diana took down Ace. “After today, you aren’t keeping a step out of the house until all of this is over.”
Diana didn’t want to argue. This was the longest time she had spent without her brother. She was kidnapped, trapped and used as an hostage within a span of twenty four hours, and now she was with her brother back again.
“I think I learned something you know,” Diana said. “For the first time I had something other than walking around in the town.”
“Diana—”
“I know, it was bad. And I’ll never forget the last few hours ever in my life, but it taught me something. Living holed up in the house isn’t what provides me protection, it’s experience that gives any mage the protection she needs.”
Her brother let go of her arm, causing her to momentarily lose balance before regaining it.
“Don’t you dare talk like that Diana!” her brother snapped. “We risked this so much to save you. Do you know how much skilled people we had to sacrifice because of your incompetence.”
Diana’s sense of placidness was slowly fading away.
“I may be incompetent but I had the power to take down Ace.”
“Because I activated your magic crest again unlike the last time,” Quinton gripped her by her shoulders. “Anyone who knows about the mage seal also knows about our weakness. Any skilled mage can deactivate the seal in an instant and then there is no use of our powers. You think you are competent? Any competent mage would protect his main weakness first, but you panicked! And that led us into all this mess. Don’t be stubborn and listen to what I have to say. You aren’t ready yet, you are just some novice.”
“You know what?” Diana mused, pushing away her brother’s arms. “I really wish that Ace guy came back and kidnapped me again.”
Quinton stepped back from her. Diana had aimed for his gut and it hit really well, but at the same time she felt the guilt overcoming her. The only one she got cocky with was her brother and Travis, because those were the people she knew from her birth, and the very moment she goes a fiery argument with them, she feels the guilt overcoming her.
“I’m sorry,” she apologized, trying not to meet Quinton’s eyes. “I overreacted.”
“Sometimes you really act like a four year old.”
Diana remained silent. This wasn’t the best place to start a fight.
“Were you two fighting again?”
Diana turned to where she heard the voice. A few feet ahead of them was Travis with his blazing sword, but his appearance wasn’t the same as usual. His clothes were tattered and there was a deep cut in his knee, with blood flowing down from the wound. His right hand was hanging limp and the arm was twisted in a funny angle.
“What in the name of hell happened to you?” Quinton asked, clearly shocked by the change of Travis’s appearance.
“The girl who fought me was a demon,” he said, spitting away some blood. “I couldn’t defeat her.”
Diana checked if she heard correctly. Travis accepting defeat wasn’t on her things-that-happened-regularly list.
“But most importantly,” he looked at Diana. “You are safe.”
Diana, without asking for Quinton’s permission, dashed to Travis and kissed him deep in his lips. His skin was drenched with sweat and his lips were hot as hell but it didn’t matter to her. When she was with Travis, she always felt more confident and strong, and right now, those were the two things she needed the most.
As she pulled back, Travis let out a gasp.
“What was that for?” he asked, a small smile visible in his face.
“Nothing,” Diana said, blushing a little. “Just think it’s some sort of a thank you.”
She had only kissed Travis once before, and she was never bold enough to kiss him again. But after all the events that happened she felt like she had to do something she wanted. Perhaps as a compensation to the pain she had to undergo.
She heard Quinton clearing his throat.
“I thought that was forbidden.”
“Who cares?” Diana slumped her shoulders. “I did a lot of forbidden things recently.”
Travis smirked. “Did these things finally give you some courage Harth?”
“Do not motivate her,” Quinton snapped.
“I didn’t exactly motivate her,” Travis said, pretending to sound a little offended. “But I guess we could store this argument for some later time. All three of us are alive, and we need to get out of here soon.”
“How many?” Quinton asked.
Travis’s expression darkened. “Too much. We’ve never suffered this so much causalities. All our previous attacks were done while hiding in the shadows, but this time it’s like that bastard called Ace handed us right into the military.”
“Wait,” Diana stopped in her tracks. “You are saying we are the only survivors?”
Travis didn’t reply.
“Even Angelica?” Quinton’s face fell. “Even her?”
“Yes,” Travis muttered. “That bitch who attacked me - she is the one who killed most of us. Even Angelica.”
Diana felt like she was trapped once again. All of them sacrificed their lives to save her. Perhaps Quinton was right after all. She was inexperienced. She didn’t even have the guts to kill Ace, while the military slaughtered her friends like cattle.
She felt Travis’s hand on her shoulder.
“There’s no point in breaking down. We just need to avenge them. Every one of them.”
Up ahead shots were being fired into the sky. They heard the cheers of soldiers - cheers of victory.
“I’ll make sure each of them are avenged,” Travis said through gritted teeth. “Those cheers……soon they’ll be wails of misery.”
Diana looked at Travis. His face was dark, and he wasn’t exaggerating.
◆◆◆
 
Adrian limped out from the alleyway. The sounds of battle had already faded away. He heard cheers of victory but for him those were cheers for his failure.
“Fuck it!” he pulled out his mask and threw it to the cold stone floor. “All those planning and deducting…… only to be thrown away like a useless sack of meat.”
He took a glance at his broken arm. Using his free hand he gripped it tight and concentrated. It took him a few seconds to feel the place where the fracture had occurred. He closed his eyes and concentrated harder and within a few seconds he heard a SNAP and an eerie vibration passed through his body. Without looking around, Adrian fell down, doubled up and threw up onto the ground.
Unable to stand up, he fell down onto his own vomit, his clothes soaking from the bile. Slowly he lifted the arm he had broken. There was no pain, and he was able to move it again.
At least I’m in one piece.
But he didn’t know how much longer he could endure the pain. The insides of his body felt like jelly - the impact on the wall had broken more than a few bones. He was lucky not to have broken his spine.
What did I do wrong? After all these years of planning what the fuck was wrong with my plan?
His over embarrassed self was too adamant to admit it, but he knew the reason for his failure was just one word.
Underestimation
Just like he lost with mother. His pride always underestimated his enemy. Just because Diana was acting all weak and girlish didn’t mean her insides were soft. What Adrian saw in those eyes were pure hatred and malice, the same eyes he had when he faced the mage who killed mother.
Adrian got back to his feet again. His vision was slightly dizzy but it was trivial compared to the situation he was in. The mages may have retreated but they may come back again with backup, even if they didn’t that girl Minerva would be searching for him, trying to find some evidence to throw him away from his post.
If she’s alive, that is.
She was alive. The way she fought wasn’t of a novice, but a hardcore veteran. Adrian made a mental note to question Minerva after he meets her again.
But now he focused on what was around him - anything that anyone could hold evidence against. That was priority number one in case the execution of the plan failed.
There was his mask, a little shattered by the impact. Then there was the blood he had been dragging along from the alleyway to the cobblestone path and finally there was the shit he threw up.
Everything can be changed, Adrian took another glance. Everything is within my power.
It was all about speed.
Adrian touched the trail of blood. Human blood was made out of two compounds - the plasma and the cells. The plasma contained water and salts.
Touching the blood, Adrian concentrated on the particles of water inside the substance. His ability gave him the power to alter a substance to one of it’s original forms. A few seconds later the red color of the liquid slowly faded away and Adrian felt the cold particles of water touching his fingers. The trial of blood was transformed to water, which was slowly soaked into the cobblestones.
Next was the vomit. Unlike the trial of blood, vomit wasn’t homogeneous. Adrian didn’t eat the same food everyday. Besides, it had bile and blood, things that are totally different from one another. When those didn’t match, concealment was the best option. Adrian touched the cobblestones below the vomit and checked it’s structure. It was pure granite.
Adrian concentrated harder and used the last bits of mana he had on liquefying the granite. Slowly the tar mixed with his vomit, sucking the excretion to its materials, and finally Adrian merged them back again and transformed the liquid back to solid granite.
The road was clear as new, with no sign of the vomit that stained it a few minute ago.
Adrian picked up his mask and donned it back once again. If anyone saw his naked face with the costume he was wearing, he wasn’t sure what he would get - General Talon’s beheading, or Minerva chopping him into pieces.
He needed to head back to the alleyway and down to the maze back again. The sooner he gets to the Rat Hole, the better. But before that, there was one last thing he needed to check.
◆◆◆
 
“You’re still alive?” Adrian kicked the burned body of Braun Kalides. “It’s funny isn’t it? You kicked me the same way not more than twelve hours ago.”
The boy still had signs of life remaining in his eyes. His body didn’t move an inch, but his eyeball darted to and fro and from his mouth he let out a painful grunt.
“Erlond,” his voice was crisp and came in broken. His body had taken a more serious damage than Adrian had expected. “You fucking fuck! You planned all of this along didn’t you?”
Adrian let out a triumphant smile.
“All of it didn’t go as I planned. But one of my plans was to kill you, and I can see that I have succeeded in it.”
“Why me?” Braun tried to move his body but fell back onto the wall. “Why me you sick psycho? Is this just because I kicked you out in front of your squad? Huh, you are such a baby even if you put out a brave face like that—ugh-”
Adrian kept his foot on Braun’s face and tightened it to the wall.
“Let me enlighten you Kalides. This was nothing personal. I merely had a contract with the leader of the Adrian clan. He decided to give me permission to use a few of his soldiers if I killed you in return.”
“So you are an assassin, is that it?” Braun’s muffled voice came behind Adrian’s shoe. “Just some bastard who kills people for some other shit bag? If I had any last remaining respect for you that dissolved along with that Erlond.”
Adrian tightened his grip.
“You think I’ll ever bow my head to someone else? I am independent. I am not restricted to any regulations. Besides, I kill only people who kill other people.”
He released his grip and picked up Braun’s fallen pistol. In front of its previous owner, he slowly removed its parts one by one and picked up the barrel. Inserting one of his fingers to it, he picked out a human finger, which was cut from the middle. In its center were six numbers.
005784
“Do you know something Braun? I got the idea for this trick from a fellow mage who I kidnapped recently. She said a mage location signal remained active as long as it was written on human skin that was alive. From a recent research I figured out it takes at least a few hours for human cells to die if a body part of that human was actually removed. So all I had to do was to borrow a finger from someone a few minutes before our encounter and write the hex signal.”
“What the—” Braun coughed some blood. “—fuck are you talking about?”
“Simple Science,” Adrian reloaded the pistol after assembling it once again. “As for your former question Kalides, two years ago in a party with your fellow school mates you killed a certain someone remember?”
Braun didn’t reply, but his eyes lost its focus.
“According to what I heard,” Adrian continued. “That boy said something to you. You were drunk, so instead of solving it by words you stabbed him. Luckily that boy’s father was a peasant and an Outcast so your father did his dirty trick and covered the case. For everyone in that party, that dead boy was just some passing moment.”
“He FUCKING ignored me!” Braun screamed, blood splattering out from his mouth. “I was the higher up and he came to argue with me.”
“And that doesn’t give you the right to kill,” Adrian placed the barrel of the gun on Braun’s forehead. “Let me tell you something Braun. Underestimation is a really bad thing. You thought that boy’s father was just a peasant but in truth he was the leader of one of the biggest crime gangs in the Outercast. That’s right. He was the leader of the Adrian clan, and he was so pissed at the people who killed his son and didn’t even return his corpse.”
With a trembling hand that was about to nearly fall off, Braun gripped Adrian’s leg.
“Leave me alone Erlond. Let’s forget this ever happened. I’ll never speak even a word about this to anyone I promise! The soldiers will be here soon, and they’ll take me to my father. I-I’ll make sure to reward you. Just how much do you need? How much does that father need? I’m ready—”
Adrian swung his pistol with full force at the boy’s face. Braun’s hand went numb and his head lolled and a pool of blood spurted out from his mouth.
“Money doesn’t solve every case,” he kept his finger on the trigger. “I hope you die remembering that boy’s face.”
Braun let out a weak murmur and before he could talk anymore, Adrian pulled the trigger, the gunshot echoing among the fading cheers of the soldiers a few miles away.
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