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Dimitri

––––––––
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The last day of my freedom. I thought I'd be nervous, but actually I'm the opposite. It's funny how I can't wait for this to be over with.

"Your drink, Professor Holst. Water with lots of ice. If you want anything else, just give me a call."

With a wave and a smile, I dismiss the attendant. At that moment the bell above the front door rang, announcing the arrival of another person.

"Have you already arrived, Dimi? Of course you have, right? Ruby Stones is your favorite bar in town. This '80s atmosphere, retro vibe with vibrant, lively colors, is just your style."

Lumi comes over and sits on the backrest opposite me at the table.

He was right, actually, I fucking love this place. But what's not to like? Everything about it screams a mix of disco music and old rock.

It brings back memories of another era, class and comfort. And happy days.

"You’re quite quiet, Dimi. Have you given up? Oh, tell me you've finally given up on this crazy idea. You have a promising and incredible future ahead of you. You're a renowned Art teacher. For your age, you still hold a youthful, somewhat rough appearance. Aaand you're quite popular with the boys. Your salary gives you a comfortable life, and there's nothing to be ashamed of. It's common for people to enlist in the crusade and then give up, you know? Until today’s sunset you are allowed to give up. 

The blue circuits that irrigate Lumi's skin and run superficially across his body gave off a brief blue glow that was visible even beneath his thin shirt. He must have been quite excited about my withdrawal, either that or he was trying to find enough reasons to make me actually give up. 

Lumi...

“No shit, I didn't give up. I was just trying to enjoy a great drink with my best friend at one of my favorite bars.”

“And for your information, I am a young gentleman of forty-three years old. There is nothing rustic about me that is youthful; I am naturally youthful because I am at the prime of my life. And shut up.”

He was going to retort, but I'd rather end this topic here. It's better not to discuss certain things with E-Dolls. They can't grasp certain concepts and focus too much on numbers.

"Dimi, I don't understand why you're throwing your life away and insisting on going on this suicide mission. I'd jump ship if I had the chance."

This time it's his eyes that glow slightly, but only for a moment. Soon after, they lose much of their luminosity. They become distant and dreamy.

His gaze shifts from mine and I know he must be thinking of a way to escape the obligation to serve the crusade, but for him, no matter how much he thinks about it, that is not an option.

My mouth opens to explain my amazing plan when the entrance bell rings once more and a noise fills the establishment.

Damn. Veelers. A group of young men who appear to be between seventeen and twenty-one years old have just entered and are engaged in a noisy conversation until a lively song starts playing and they join in, singing along.

One of the young men, the one who appears to be the oldest, widens his eyes when he sees my arms crossed on the table, follows my tattoos and slowly looks up until he meets my gaze.

He stares at me for a while. The boy is actually cute, but I don't have the patience to teach a boy how to kiss, especially a Veeler.

"He's handsome, blond, with light eyes, and seems to have a nice body. Just imagine the scene: you go up to him and chat about something silly, laugh, and you both connect with body and soul. You spend an incredible, unique night, and then you discover that he's the love of your life and you can live together forever, just like a beautiful love story."

Lumi's smile was huge. I'm amazed at how he managed to marry me and build a love story in five seconds with a stranger I'd never met in my life.

"First, he's a Veeler. You know how hysterical they are over the slightest thing. Everything is an excuse to party, talk loudly, yell, and sing nonsense."

It's an annoying teenage behavior, typical of Velavie, the pop diva who was a hit five years ago before the calamity ended our world.

I take the opportunity to turn my face completely toward Lumi and break eye contact with the Veeler. What if he decides to come over here?

“Dimi, some people would call this being happy, you know?”

He's really trying to convince me. I know Lumi is trying hard for me. To make me change things, so I can make the most of the time I still have.

I know he looks at the statistics first and foremost. And that they're against me, but that doesn't discourage me in the slightest; everything will be fine. And if it doesn't? Well, I tried. Part of me truly believes that a sacrifice as a crusader is noble and honorable, and it's better than sitting at home waiting for it all to end.

“I am not some people and I call that toxic positivity.”

You know that behavior of always wanting to see the positive side, forcing joy when we want to be sad, and pretending that everything will be okay when we don't know if that’s true? It's pure toxicity, it makes me want to go out and cast cold fire at whoever says that.

"And as I was saying, I have a plan, my dear friend. I will join the Crusade Twenty-Two, but I have no intention of perishing in it. I will return home, retire with the fortune I will receive as a reward, and I’ll spend the rest of my days reading books, writing and expanding my rare collection of novels with the most difficult copies money can buy. Rest assured, you will be with me to discuss every acquisition and page read."

It will work. It has to work.

"Dimitri, my dear, illustrious friend, how do you plan to do this? There have been twenty-one crusades so far, and no one has returned. Deserters aren't greeted with hugs and fortunes, you know?"

“It’s very easy, let me explain.”

I couldn't stop myself, my chest heaved, a smile escaped my lips and I held myself back from stumbling over the words.

"A colleague from the academy told me the situation is so critical that from now on they'll ask the Legacy, the captain of the crusade, to periodically send someone back to Coratzo to report on the difficulties and problems encountered on the other side of the Black Mists. All I'll have to do is convince the new Legacy that I'm one of those people. And that's easy! I'm strong and a master of the Arts, for instance my ice spear conjurations are razor-sharp and they always take down all my opponents, and I'm not bad in physical combat either. I may not be the fastest of this year's crusaders, but I'll certainly be one of the most resilient. Perfect for returning with important information."

The informant's reward won't be as high as the reward for eradicating the Black Mists, but it will still be a hefty sum.

"Dimitriiii, the Legacy hasn't been chosen yet. That only happens when the list of Crusaders is finalized! We won't know who the Legacy is until tonight."

"Chill out, Lumi, I'm one of the best professors at the Coratzo Legionnaires' Military Academy. I'll certainly be able to persuade whoever becomes the new Legacy. And when the time comes, I'll do everything I can to convince him to send you back as a messenger as well."

I have everything under control, my friend. I wouldn't leave you out of this. 

I can't imagine my life in Coratzo without Lumi, and I wouldn't be able to rest easy knowing I escaped death, but left Lumi there to meet his doom.

No. 

We'll come back alive. Both of us. It's a promise, Lumi, you can be sure of that.
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​Chapter 2
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Micael 

––––––––
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My name is at the top again.

The stone chamber is spacious, and on its southern wall stands the scoreboard with the grades of each student at the Military Academy, which is especially crowded today.

It's cut-off day. Which means it’s the last day for those aspiring to join the Legionnaires' guard to qualify. It's been a few weeks since anyone has been able to outperform me in the academy's combat training.

I'm the best they've got. I've trained my whole life for this, from elementary school right after I became an orphan to the present day. It's been seventeen years of intense training, dedication, and sacrifice.

But it's finally paying off. I'm at the top. I'm the top student at the Legionnaires' Academy, and tonight I'll become the best crusader they've ever had.

“Well done, Micael, you can kill all the dark beasts alone now.”

I just nodded in response. It's one of my training partners, a future Legionnaire of Coratzo. He doesn't even notice my reply and instead turns his attention back to his friends who were nearby.

The final training session serves as a test of aptitude, determining who can join the Legionnaires and what type of service they'll be assigned. The highest-scoring candidates get first pick, while the lowest-scoring candidates get the rest.

The class is quite lively, exchanging animated conversations about their results. There are several small groups, and I imagine they'll try to take turns together; they're all comparing their scores and trying to get along.

No one asks me what I want because everyone knows I'll join the crusade. This fate is usually reserved for those who fail to qualify for the city guard, a sort of consolation honor and a way to ensure the crusade always has enough men to uncover the mysteries of the world.

It's time to head to the dorms and get my things ready. I already added my name to the crusader list as soon as the option became available. My colleagues are so busy they don't even notice my absence. But that's okay.

I don't mind if they don't miss me, congratulate me, or care about me. In this life, it's better to be alone; it's safer. After all, sooner or later, people end up leaving you.

But today everything will change. Today marks my ascent. I will become a Sworn Blade, an official member of the Crusade Twenty-Two.

We will restore the world and I will be back to receive my bountiful reward and live like a king. One hundred million golden rubies. That is the prize for those who return from a successful expedition. And this year we have everything we need to succeed, from technological advancements to, well, me.

I will make more than a difference, I will be the difference.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3
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Dimitri

––––––––
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The conversation I had with Lumi was good, but it left me more restless and agitated than I already was.

I should be calm and serene, but something inside me is stirring, and even my feet can't stay quiet. They keep moving from side to side even when I'm simply trying to stand still, almost as if they have a life of their own.

A stop at the Sun Gazebo should straighten me out. It's another one of my favorite spots in the city.

The gazebo location is here in High Town, right near the academy. It's a stunning view. The ocean is crystal clear, and the sun reflecting off it makes the landscape look like a painting. There are only but a few clouds today, making it a perfect day for enjoying yourself.

If it weren't for that damned smoke on the horizon. The Black Mists. Blasted curse. They never let us forget our future. It's impossible not to frown and wrinkle your nose at that near-perfect view.

"Dimitri Holst. In the flesh and with many worries for what I can see. My dear, a dark cloud seems to be hanging over your head. What happened?"

Her soft, melodious voice gave her away. I don’t even need to turn around to see who was speaking to me. Justinia Saks. A fellow teacher here at the academy.

"Not much. Just thinking about life. Have you ever wondered why we survived? Why the hell is Coratzo still standing?"

Hearing my curse, she raises her eyebrows and rolls her eyes. She doesn't answer me right away so we just stare into the distance together. It's probably after five minutes of silence that I hear her voice respond.

"Unity makes strength, and we have a little bit of every person and culture, and what some might think is weakness, I only see as strength and beauty. That's what I think."

Damn, that makes sense. When the great calamity struck, many cities, not to say all of them, closed their borders, except Coratzo. We remained open until the very end to anyone and everyone who could get here.

Justinia's melodious voice gave shape to her thoughts, drawing my attention to her words.

"We are the only city standing, at least as far as we know. As a result, we can see the reflection of each creed in the streets. For instance, some walls and buildings were painted by followers of the Painter, which makes the urban planning a true work of art with award-worthy mosaics and graphics. Don't you agree?"

"Don't even mention it, my friend. Of course I agree. Our city has become a most valuable treasure. Did you know that my favorite work is located in the Lower City? It's the walls around the central park, where they've drawn people with bald heads and right at the top of the wall giant vines and ferns hang over, giving the impression that they're those people's hair. Simply magnificent. Coratzo always finds a place in the hearts of those who know her."

"Oh, I understand. For me, there's nothing like coming here and leaning on the bright red bricks with their white countertops and observing the world below, so noisy, bustling, and full of people, so different with their colorful clothes, each with their own style."

“Fuck. This is life...” 

“Do you remember when everything changed and went on to fucking hell?”

"I remember it like it was yesterday, Dimitri. But it was five years ago. It happened in Violith, on June 12th, the day of the festival of technological innovation. Scientists, fervent followers of the Artificer, spent a year working on technological creations and discoveries to impress the world and please their patron."

Her expression was distant and full of melancholy. Her gaze was lost in the horizon, as if she were remembering or seeing something far away.

Justinia continued speaking, so solemn and focused that I didn't dare interrupt. I simply listened to her story.

“Did you know that the greatest innovation of all time was the discovery of Nan-khim?”

She turned to give me an obnoxious look, but of course I already knew that. We all know that. But hearing about it still makes me feel a little perplexed.

"The smallest particle in existence, smaller even than the atom. But the most peculiar thing about this particle is that it could be manipulated by thoughts. I remember my son explaining this to me with enthusiasm and excitement. He was like a kid on Christmas morning."

Nan-Khim. This was the starting point for a true industrial and technological revolution, ushering in the era of technomagic.

Inventions and creations resulting from technomagic quickly became part of everyday life. Our streets, for example, have streetlights loaded with Lux Crystals that absorb heat and light during the day and release light energy at night, illuminating the city.

But obviously this would be too simple for our eccentric scientists, so the crystals have some extra functions like changing the color of the light according to the thoughts of the people closest to them, they can also turn off the light or change the way of the illumination according to the desire of whoever uses them, something that was widely used during the end of year holidays to make beautiful light arrangements.

"I remember when they first announced the Lux Crystals, even I was excited. To me, that was the greatest innovation of all time. That and the creation of E-Dolls."

"When my son described the creation of E-Dolls to me, I swear I was skeptical and resisted as much as possible. Today, I can't imagine a world without them."

E-Dolls are basically synthetic people, made of light, fibers, Nan-khim and Cintila, the blood that runs through their veins.

Initially, they would have domestic applications as an aid in everyday life, but models soon appeared aimed at military purposes, commerce and the sexual market, of course.

Many people were excited about the latter type, the idea of buying and making the perfect boyfriend attracted people from all over the world.

A quick smile appeared on my face as I remembered the awakening of the E-Dolls.

"Justinia, do you remember when they created consciousness? It was chaos! And to this day, no one can explain why nor how it happened."

"Hahaha, I remember it! Back then, many people considered E-Dolls to be things, personal objects. And overnight, they stopped being that. Puff. Like magic, they gained consciousness, all at the same time and far from each other as well. This caused so much confusion in society. Gossip, scandals, and even relief for some people who claimed to be in love with them. It was a fun time."

It was a radical change and it took a few years for society to accept it, but it could not have been any different.

"Lumi is my best friend and he is a synthetic person. For me, this was the pinnacle of the technomagic revolution."

But it certainly wasn't enough for the Artificer's followers, who had the difficult task of innovating even further. And so they did, or at least they tried.

“I wish everyone thought like you, Dimitri. It would have made my life easier.”

“What do you mean Justinia?”

“What do you know about the day of the calamity?”

"From what I understand, they brought a great invention to the festival in Violith capable of altering reality or mass feelings. Something like that."

It was going to be something never before seen and it would have had huge applications. At the time, that was all anyone would talk about, how they were going to change the world. Well, they did it. The fucking world was never the same again.

“Yes, that's it. Their invention required a large amount of Nan-khim to work, and they were going to extract it from the air, in a public square in front of everyone.”

She lets out a long sigh as if gathering strength to continue. But there's no need; I know how this story ends. Everyone does.

Something went wrong. Very wrong. A black explosion filled the sky. From the explosion came a thin smoke that covered the entire land. Wherever the smoke passed, people withered, became melancholic, sad, and the world lost its color and warmth.

"Many people couldn't escape Violith, Dimitri. The Black Mists were swift and merciless, more so than they are today. I don't know, maybe back then the concentration was too strong. All I know is that now my son is forever in that cursed city."

Shit. People who are exposed to the Black Mists for too long, as the smoke is called, give in and lose their will to live, as if their strength, dreams, and hopes are drained from them.

The result? They began a process, still irreversible, of crystallization and became statues of Nan-Khim.

“I’m so sorry Justinia, I had no idea your son...”

“Was a follower of the Artificer? He was. One of the greatest inventors the world has ever seen.”

At that moment, she turns to me, and with her wrinkled hands, so full of tenderness, she holds mine.”

"I heard you signed up for the Crusade Twenty-Two. As a friend, I should give you a thousand and one reasons not to go and give up this foolish idea. But as a mother, I beg you, please undo the harm my boy has done. He and his peers only wanted a better world. If something went wrong, know that it wasn't intentional."

Fuuuck. Fuck. Fuck Fuuck. I don't even know what to say. I can't even begin to imagine what she's feeling. She has never spoken of her son other than to praise him or share stories about his exploits. I had no idea he was there on that fateful day.

"I know, Dimitri, that many people blame the Artificer and his scientists for what happened in our world. Malicious tongues even dare to say it was intentional, an attempt to rid the world of the other gods. But that's a lie; my son would have never participated in something like that."

“Of course, Justinia, I believe in you.”

What more could I say? She has always been a good colleague and a good friend. The least I can do is to bring her some comfort.

Even though I have no intention of being a hero or a world savior, I don't need to tell her that.

It's good for people to have hope. I wish I had some.
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Micael

––––––––
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The final training session in the arena will take place this evening. A tradition that always takes place at sunset, preceding the official announcement of the next crusade.

I'm already dressed in my training gear, my two swords are sharpened, and my shoes are securely tied to prevent accidents. The only thing I didn't count on was Carlota barging into my gym dorm room to lecture me on why I shouldn't pursue my biggest dream.

“Are you sure about this? Have you thought it through? If you stick to your plan, there’s a pretty good chance you’ll never see your Big Guy again.”

Carlota tried her best to emphasize the Big Guy, a cheap shot to make me give up the idea of joining the Crusade Twenty-Two.

The room we're in is small, decorated in light wood and there's a rug on the floor, a window overlooking the training arena outside the gym, and two bunk beds.

Carlota sits in the one across from mine and stares at me as I finish checking my things. I answer her without turning myself around, only doing so after making sure that my bag is packed and closed.

"First, he's not MY Big Guy, we barely exchange glances in the training arena and keep it down, I don't want anyone to hear this. Second, I've already enlisted. Third, he's a well-read man with a stable life, he would never look at a poor, hopeless brat like me. I’ve got more of a chance winning him over once I come back with a fat reward than I do at the moment.”

It's harsh, but it's true. Why would a guy like him want something with a penniless guy like me?

"That's your problem: you place too much value on what you have instead of who you truly are. A silly idea that if you’ve got money, people will stick by you and then you end up sabotaging yourself, running away from real connections because you’re too scared, they won’t work out.

She was glaring at me, every word a sharp knife. I know she only means well. It’s her way to show she cares. 

"And Micael, what's the problem of someone listening to us? You're a handsome young man with a perfect body. Few have those big, veiny arms you have, you know? That's a hit even with guys. If I were a man and had that body, I'd definitely be on my third husband."

I can't help but laugh at that comment. She's always thinking about getting married. But I'm very different. I keep my love life private, and I don't want anyone to know I have a thing for one of the professors from the academy. 

Carlota So. My best friend. Well, okay, my only friend. She's one of the doctors here at the academy, treating all sorts of fractures and injuries, usually caused by the intense training we do.

Sometimes mischief, like climbing walls or running obstacle courses, lands us in her infirmary. But these are internal challenges we take on daily to liven up the routine. Whoever finishes last always has to wash the winners' clothes.

I met Carlota on one of my trips to the nurse's office. I must have been seven years old, already exhausted from training, but I wanted to show that I was capable and strong so I ended up lifting more weights and doing more activities than I should have, which resulted in a few injuries. Nothing serious.

I think I liked her immediately because she didn't treat me like a child, but like a young man. At the time, many orphans were arriving at the infirmary from all over the region, and she was overwhelmed with work.

So, she adopted a stricter stance to avoid getting attached to the children who arrived. Little did she know that this would be the beginning of our friendship.

What can I say? We just get along well and talk freely with each other; the sixteen-year age difference doesn't bother us at all. She knows me better than anyone, and of course, she's terrified of losing me. Crusades are dangerous, and for many years, they were considered suicide missions.

But not this year. Our technomagic has evolved considerably since last year. From what I've heard, we'll see upgrades to our uniforms and improvements to daily life.

"I appreciate your concern, but everything will be fine. I'll be back soon, and then you can lecture me on how careless I was with my own life."

I'd better cut this conversation short. I know she's stubborn and headstrong, and this could drag on all evening. I wouldn't be surprised if this discussion was a ploy to keep me busy and stop me from joining the crusade. She'd probably rather see me in jail for desertion than off to the Black Mists.

"Micael, how are you so sure everything will work out? What keeps you so brave and determined?"

Her voice cracks a little, and her gaze isn’t defiant, just a little withdrawn. She must be genuinely concerned for my safety, more than she’s letting on.

"For starters, our uniforms aren’t just another tech-fair prototype. They’re full-body armor in fabric form. They look simple and practical, but they can save our lives against all kinds of threats, venomous bites, cuts, punctures, acids, and fire."

This was actually one of the reasons I waited so long to enlist. I could have done so when I came of age, but I preferred to wait for the uniform upgrades.

"Second, I’m in top form. I’m not skilled with the Arts, but I can summon my swords in three seconds, and in five, I’m ready to strike, counterattack, or dodge potentially dangerous attacks."

All the training I did was worth it.

No one knows how many dark spirits exist, what they look like, or how they behave, whether they’re all hostile or not, and we can’t even imagine their physical form or how dangerous they can be.

We only know they exist and that they can be a threat. The trick is to be prepared for the worst.

"Third, what’s the point of waiting here in the city for better days that we know won’t come? What’s the point of building a life only to have it taken away when you least expect it?"

The Black Mists are an undeniable reality. Just look out a window, and you’ll see them on the horizon.

They devoured the entire world in less than five years. We lost contact with every other city. If it weren’t for the advances brought by the Nan-Khim, we wouldn’t even have hope.

We wouldn’t be able to sustain ourselves with food, energy, or even the technomagical progress that we need to allow us to explore the lost territories. We would be lost. In that scenario, crusades would be suicide missions.

No one, not even the smartest, wisest researchers, can say why the Black Mists didn’t devour us. One day, it simply stopped its advance in a circular area around Coratzo.

We’ve had several theories, of course, but my favorite is that the city’s soil is sacred, since Coratzo was originally founded by followers of the Weaver, the Artificer's rival. That’s supposedly what protects us from the touch of that scourge.

The Ninth Crusade bet their lives on this. They took a ship with sand from the beach and soil from the city, believing it would protect them from the plague’s harmful effects. Obviously, none of them ever returned.

“I understand what you mean. Sooner or later, Coratzo will fall like the rest of civilization. No one doubts that...”

Carlota’s eyes were now fixed on her small feet and her ornate slippers, her favorite pair. They were a gift from a fan back when she was an opera star.

A tingle of unease ran up my spine, something was off. My friend is the most confident, smart, and courageous person I know. Her demeanor doesn’t match the person I know. She’s hiding something. But what? And why?

“Carlota?”

My eyes are locked on her. Any flicker of nervousness, a quick glance away, or a half-truth, I'll catch it.
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