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  A Declaration of War

  
  




The city of Virtue burned, washed aflame as humans screamed, falling from every direction throughout the city of metal. The gaps within the giant tower that made it appear incomplete now served as the only avenue of escape, alongside the windows of the tiny homes that lived within it. Still, they tried. Through the fear, the panic, the desire to live. The burning seemed to consume all of that, as the flames engulfed the entire city like a giant metal funeral pyre. Humanity only had two choices now.

Jump, and pray to be one of the lucky ones who survived, or die. The flames didn’t give them much of a choice.

Neither did we, when we were born Hateful.

It did not surprise Raphael that many of the humans chose the first option, counting that their Blessings, depending on which they had, would give them the best possible chance of surviving. Physicals, people who could alter their body and strength, had a decent chance of saving themselves. Elementals, those who could control the elements, could use the element of air to support flight. Few were that adept. Transformatives, those capable of transforming their body and limbs into anything they wanted, had the best chance of survival. Illusionaries, those who could tap into the minds of others and affect the very reality they saw… Well, perhaps they could alter their own reality just before they splattered across the surrounding ground and forest.

And it wasn’t worth mentioning what those with families chose. The choice to either burn alive or fall was a cruel one indeed, but that also didn’t include the third option, the option that started all this madness – a stabbing. That was all it took. A choice. The collective decision of an entire race.

A declaration of war.

Since the dawn of time, humanity, Titaniuses, and Hateful had all made their homes within the four major cities of metal. Exia, Kyrios, Dynames, and Virtue. Yet none had realised what lay beneath their feet. Even then, the likes of humanity didn’t know of the other cities hidden from their existence, of Elcaris, Cybara, and the countless others hidden in plain sight. Now, so much was about to change in human understanding, especially towards the infamous Darklands that lay between the cities, once a black void that few understood what lived within. Perhaps if they knew, they would understand what was happening in the world of Ethero now.

Perhaps then they’d understand why Virtue had shaken when it heard the roar of its brother, Dynames.

Many believed a terrible beast had awakened in Ethero, causing the ground the shake beneath them. What humanity within Virtue hadn’t realised was that should’ve been the first sign they needed to move to escape.

But they didn’t, never knowing that outside their tower was an army of races they had thought to be myth and legend. Legends that had come to life. Among them were the likes of Ethero Fiends, Cybernetics, and even some Animus, all waiting within the forest. No doubt they were staring towards this scene with particular fascination, knowing they hadn’t started it.

They were the forces of the Ether, representing the divine creator of everything, including the Divinity, to stand against him. They had divided themselves between the four major cities, refusing to hide anymore. Barbatos, a child born of the Divinity, just like them, and also proclaimed a failure, had opened the path by unleashing Dynames upon the world. He’d revealed the truth of the cities in which humanity had lived, as the terrifying machines known as Titans roamed once more. This was what they’d been waiting for, to gain the revenge long overdue.

Except, they hadn’t expected to meet such a horrifying sight upon arriving at Virtue, nor did they know what else was about to meet them.

Oh, but you will, soon enough…

Though it fascinated them, the fire that engulfed Virtue was the first sign that something was wrong. Then, there were the humans falling like shooting stars, inflamed, falling towards their deaths as bone-chilling screams never stopped, rising, falling. That sound satisfied Raphael, as he observed the forces of the Ether and their response. They were silent, almost appearing disconcerted by what they had done. Maybe they were going too far.

No… That is the difference between us, forces of the Ether. Humanity hasn’t even registered the fact you’re here. They don’t even know of the mechanical horror beneath their feet, or of the past that brings you here. No, this tragedy. This horror. The flames… This, they know. Complicit to a past in which they blamed us for everything… Well, no more. Now, our hate burns. We’re coming, Ethero, for all of you…

Raphael turned his gaze away from the forces of the Ether, content to let them watch. He regarded the humans who continued to tumble and fall from the burning tower, some indeed surviving by using their Blessings, though most did not. In fact, it struck Raphael that many were choosing to fall, knowing they would not survive. Rather, they were choosing to die at once, rather than burn alive in their own homes. Either way, their options were not great.

The tower city of Virtue rose hundreds of feet high, expanding to a perimeter around half the size of Kyrios. Within, the city comprised a network of corridors and open sections where most humans lived. Of course, they were only reserved for humans. Otherwise, the higher you went, the more intricate the sections of the tower became, with some requiring those with specific Blessings to live in them. They were the first to fall, to burn.

From the beings they had kept at the top of the tower – the Hateful.

It didn’t surprise Rafael that humanity never considered just how many of his kind existed among them, nor of the feelings that had been building among them. Why would they? It was always easier to close a problem off, pretend it no longer existed. After all, separating humanity from Hateful had always worked that way, convenient for humans. Then there was always the pretence that humanity used to justify this hatred, of the Divinity punishing them for Orphani’s betrayal. A lie, as Raphael understood now. Morphea, his Fallen, had told him everything.

And that had led to this.

You forced our hand, humanity. This time, lies will not protect you. Now pay witness to this funeral pyre, humanity, beings of the Ether. You’re next…

Of course, what the humans would never understand was that months of planning had gone into this. For one, the plan had been to slaughter the entire city of Virtue, taking down all humans except for children. They’d begun with great subtlety and care, and they’d been making progress.

Except, Raphael had known they weren’t working fast enough, knowing who was coming.

Yet, luck and coincidence always come into play, no matter the scheme. In their case, what the forces of the Ether hadn’t realised was that one of their own lived among the Hateful of Virtue, abandoned by his own kind. He reserved no love for them, and the Hateful had showed love and understanding, taking him in as their own. He’d been the reason they’d understood the forces of the Ether were closing in. This, alongside the fact that the humans had realised what was happening in their own city, harbouring foolish notions of fighting back and warning others, had forced their hand.

So Raphael began their backup plan. Their last resort, if it came to it.

‘Listen, all of you,’ he’d said, in no simple terms. ‘I will not lose any more Hateful to humanity. No, either they accept what’s coming, or they will burn…’

And burn they did, as Raphael ignited the flames, declaring war on humanity, and anyone else who opposed them. He guided the Hateful to the top of Virtue, where they now all stood. They watched the rising smoke and the warm amber glow of the illuminated forest of the Darklands surrounding them. Thousands of glowing eyes regarded them, no doubt wondering how this had happened and what it all meant.

Meanwhile, the surrounding Hateful stood in complete silence, watching the proceedings with a certain foreboding. The screams and sounds of fire continued to rage all around them, while scents of burning, charred meat and chemicals hung in the air. It was an ugly sight, and Raphael knew that some among them would question themselves too, perhaps even regret what they had done. Raphael steeled himself, knowing that they would need to remain strong on this path.

For he would create a paradise for them all, for all Hateful.

So we will not mourn this place. It was our prison, nothing more. Everything burns as our shackles are now removed. Bear witness, humanity, and all other races. We rise, and anyone who opposes us shall suffer the same fate as this husk of a city…

‘Some are running into the trees.’ A perpetual growl of a voice spoke alongside him, causing Raphael to smile. He turned, regarding the lone Ethero Fiend who stood among them, Adis, who at a distance would almost appear Hateful. He wore the same clothes, leather boots, trousers, and jacket with a white undershirt, hairless. It was only his eyes and gaunt white skin that separated Adis from their kind, but none of those around him treated him any differently. He was one of them. He’d chosen the family that embraced him, despite being regarded as a shame to his own.

‘Indeed,’ Raphael said. ‘How do you suppose your kind and the forces of the Ether will respond?’

Adis smiled, looking back towards Raphael. He looked like most of his own kind too, except that his golden-silver Hateful hair was long, and he possessed a sharp beard of the same colour. While many surrounding him were younger, Raphael was a man in his mid-forties, always standing with a commanding presence. Righteous. Their leader.

And the one who harboured one of the five Fallen within him, which they knew.

That Fallen, Morphea, filled Raphael with gratification. To her, this was justice for the war that she had fought thousands of years ago, along with her siblings. They had stood against the Divinity and his Angels, and they would’ve won, if not for the betrayal of Korai and the Angel known as Orphani. Together, through their forbidden love, they had given birth to a son who stopped the first war between the Divinity and the Ether.

Forgiveness, an entity that filled Morphea with revulsion every time she considered him.

‘They will capture them first,’ Adis said, answering Raphael’s earlier question, ‘Subjugation is the goal, not death. I sense this among my kind, much to my surprise.’

‘Ah, so they’re getting a warning before we come?’

‘I don’t doubt they’ll already see us here, standing before all this chaos. I suppose that is a message in itself.’

‘True,’ Raphael said. ‘But I don’t wish to send a message. I want to send them a warning…’

Raphael turned his gaze back towards the illuminated forests of the Darklands. It almost seem beautiful to him, if not for the knowledge of what caused the glow.

‘Thank you, Adis,’ Raphael said, calling the Ethero Fiend by his given Hateful name. He did, of course, have his own Ethero Fiend name, but he’d wanted a Hateful name. The day Raphael assembled the Hateful to give Adis his name had been one of the most beautiful days in all their lives. To see the tears on Adis’s face. To understand how they’d all suffered together. Raphael recalled everyone crying that day.

But no more tears. Now everything was about to change.

‘Today, I will ask that which has haunted me for years,’ Raphael said, raising his voice to address his kind, as he stepped towards the ledge of what remained of their home for the last time. Raphael closed his eyes, allowing his Hateful jacket to flutter behind him. He raised his arms towards the sky, feeling the cold rush of the wind contrast with the blazing heat rising all around him. It was almost cathartic to feel true freedom. The only thing holding him back had been his own conscience, telling him his ideas were wrong, that not all humanity deserved to suffer.

But someone had to pay. Someone had to answer. It had taken years, a lone epiphany that his conscience could not provide an answer for. That was when Raphael understood that he’d stumbled upon the truth. Now, his will was undeniable. All it took was to dare utter his thoughts and dreams to others. Even then, he’d expected outright rejection from them, to deny his beliefs and ideas. In truth, had they done just that, he would’ve respected their feelings and let it all go.

They hadn’t, and they had come to similar conclusions on their own. That had stunned Raphael, almost leading him to wonder if they possessed a Fallen within them as well. They hadn’t, of course, but Raphael then revealed her existence to them, and how she had helped him reach his epiphany. Henceforth, they followed him, and Raphael would not hesitate with his plan, his vision.

And that is why I cannot fail them. Now, we are free. Now, the world burns…

Raphael opened his eyes, tapping into his Transformative Blessing, summoning black feathered wings from his back as he jumped off Virtue, using them to slow his descent. The other Hateful followed, as he imagined those below looking up towards them, seeing what would look like hundreds of demons falling from the opened gates of hell. The humans, those who had survived anyway, scattered, as Raphael and the other Hateful landed, releasing their Blessings as soon as their feet touched the ground. He stepped forward, knowing the others would follow. He didn’t even look back towards the giant metal torch they had created.

‘Now you see, humanity,’ Raphael began, raising his voice as the fleeing humans appeared to pause, turning, eyes wide with fear and something akin to fascination. Raphael appraised them before deciding to continue. ‘Let this be a reminder. This is our suffering. Your persecution. Judgement. And your hatred. We have faced this all our lives, been ignored for far too long. Scapegoats for a race that pretends we are nothing to them. Dirty little secrets. Disabled. No… Now—’

‘Raphael.’ The voice of Thalia emerged behind Raphael, interrupting him. He turned to regard her, seeing a smaller Hateful woman alongside Adis, her face strained with emotion. Indeed, as Raphael cast his gaze back upon his kind, the same strain seemed to wash over them all. He recognised that look.

The realisation of what it would take to succeed in their dream.

Yet, we have passed the precipice. The point of no return. Now, we travel beyond. The murkiness of this broken world and its beings will do everything in its power to sway us. Still, we must proceed.

Raphael returned his gaze to Thalia. His love, a Hateful woman of around his age, always carrying a dignified posture, chin raised in a pointed face. Her hair was shorter than his, reaching to her neck. She wore the attire of their kind, with her slim figure she contrasted with the burning pyre behind them and was almost beautiful to witness. If only it weren’t for her expression. Inner conflict. Questions. Regrets.

But she did not speak. Rather, Thalia glanced towards his leg. Stifling a frown, Raphael looked down, seeing a small human boy, probably no older than ten years old, pulling at his trouser leg. Tears streamed from his eyes, though whether that was from the smoke or his pain, Raphael didn’t know. His conscience stirred, even probing Morphea to arise within, curious. Of course, the boy wouldn’t know the rest of his kind considered such conscience to be something beyond Hateful, that they were incapable of it.

But am I just Hateful? Or am I a broken human? Who decides?

And that epiphany changed everything.

‘Let me go, boy,’ Raphael said, watching as the boy tightened his grip, shaking his head as more tears streamed down his face. Raphael almost admired such defiance, going down on one knee to match the boy’s level. The boy must’ve not expected this, for he released his hold and stepped back, eyes wide with surprise. Still, Raphael smiled, but he was not mocking the boy.

‘You know what I am, don’t you?’ he asked instead, before holding a hand out towards the Hateful and Ethero Fiend moving to surround them. ‘What we are?’

‘Hateful,’ the boy said. Towards that, Raphael’s expression hardened, restraining what anger would’ve arisen towards it. It was not worth wasting such anger on a child. They didn’t know. They were innocent.

Until adults corrupted them.

‘Yes, that’s right,’ Raphael said. ‘And I can already see that it has begun. The indoctrination. The creating of a divide between us…’

Raphael rose to his feet then, turning to focus on the burning tower behind them, humans still falling and screaming from it, an endless stream of death, like falling embers.

‘I’ve always wondered, why do you create labels? Why do you separate and distinguish anything? Is it a human process? A subconscious system of identification and segregation, clashing with the human need for understanding? To allow full comprehension of space and what fills it? But is this intrinsic? Do we know and comprehend it all within, a priori? Or, is it all created after the fact, after we take what we already know, and wish to further develop it, a posteriori judgement? Perhaps it is a combination of both…’

‘What do you mean?’ the boy asked, compelling Raphael to smile once more, turning back to face him.

‘Philosophical meanderings, boy,’ he said. ‘Not for you to worry about, but everything for your kind to answer. Still, what is your name?’

‘Wolf,’ the boy said.

‘I assume for Wolfgang?’ Raphael asked. Wolf nodded. Raphael’s smile grew.

‘You know, I’ve never understood why you humans do that. If you’re going to shorten your name, why not just call yourself that instead? What is the point of a name you don’t use as intended, when many of you attach your concept of reality to it? In a sense, either you decide if something has meaning, or it doesn’t. Yet, the meaning you attribute something is decided on a whim, like the whims that govern your actions…’

Unsurprisingly, Wolf reacted to these words with a blank stare. Still, his smile did not fade. Wolf was just a child. The words were not for him, anyway.

They’d been for everyone else. The audience Wolf would never realise Raphael was addressing. To his kind. To Adis and everyone else around them, including humanity and the forces of the Ether. It was a harrowing scene, but oh, how sweet it was. To be heard, respected.

Feared.

‘Funny thing is,’ Raphael continued, deciding to share more of his thoughts, now that he knew others were listening, ‘you never consider just how contradictory or hypocritical you are, do you? Humans. You always decide reality on whims. Whether something is right or wrong, you decide on convenience. Or worse still…’

Raphael raised his gaze then, allowing his anger to emerge on his face, fixing a snarl towards the watching humans beyond.

‘Or whether I’m disabled,’ he said, allowing the words to sink in. ‘You see, something has plagued my mind for so long, like an itch I cannot scratch, no matter how hard I try. Whispers I cannot silence. The joys of a broken mind…’

With that, he allowed Morphea to emerge just a little from within, filling him with renewed strength. His skin prickled, while it seemed a second heartbeat emerged alongside his own, matching it beat for beat. A faint shimmering of violet and crimson embellished his skin, his body, as a small aura of the same colour surrounded him. Raphael did, however, prevent a full transformation. Now was not the time. This was all just for effect.

To create a scene none of those around him would forget.

‘But is my mind broken?’ Raphael asked, before holding up a hand, gesturing towards all his kind and Adis. ‘Are we broken?’

Allowing his hand to drop, Raphael stepped forward then, walking past Wolf, stepping towards the watching humans.

‘Yet, none of you questioned. So lost in the throes of your conceptions, of the reality and perceptions you choose to believe. Such absolute, yet such flawed knowledge that fuels such a tiny insignificant scope of existence. Your kind repeats the same mistake again and again, and you believe all of this, your deluded thoughts and perceptions, that they give you truth? That your narrow view of reality is everything?’

Raphael stopped before them then, allowing Morphea’s power to fade.

‘Tell me, what does it mean to be broken? If I wield a hammer and strike something until its head falls off, we deem it then as broken. Why? Because it can no longer serve its purpose as a hammer? So simple, yes? Yet, so narrow… Who decides what a hammer is and its purpose? Why is it known as a hammer? And why did we decide its only function was to hit things?’

Raphael paused again, taking a moment to regard the humans, seeing how pathetic and weak they appeared. And they decided what his kind were supposed to be?

‘Not anymore… Power is not earned by the individual. Those around them give it to them. Can you see this, humanity? Look at the power we now possess.

‘Or, more importantly, why can’t its concept change? Can it not become something else? Evolve? Ah… I’m sorry. I delve into the metaphysical on occasion. It was the reason I believed myself to be broken. Yet, I couldn’t stop these thoughts. They wouldn’t let me be. Still, I functioned. I lived. And I wondered, what if I could lay my hands on this machine called society, the levers pulling back and forth? Problem is, I could see the broken machine around me. The pieces didn’t fit, working against themselves. How could we expect this to function? More importantly, why did we try so hard to force this machine to work? Why force parts that can never work together to become one? Who does that benefit?

‘You see, this tortured me for so long… As I wondered if we could ever fit into your broken society, especially when you despise us so. Especially when you have already disregarded us as Cursed. Broken… But who decided that? Who decided upon the perfect form of human being? The standards by which we are all judged? I have a mental condition. I have an arm missing. We do not function to this standard, which you have all decided upon. You say I’m not human, and you give me a convenient word to explain everything, for you, and for me…

‘And that word is “disabled”…’

With that, Raphael tapped into his Blessing of an Elemental, summoning a ball of fire to his right hand, holding it upward. It would, of course, be pathetic in comparison to what was occurring behind them. That didn’t matter to Raphael.

Not when he could embellish it with Morphea’s power, causing it to change into a violet and crimson flame.

‘No… I am not broken. I am not disabled. I am not Hateful. Humanity, you no longer decide what I am. I am Raphael. I am everything you see before you, and I decide whether I’m broken. We all may choose to define ourselves. And, if anyone thinks they can take my choice from me, from us, I will burn them and this world. And I will create a new one from its ashes…’

He glanced upward then, towards the surrounding forests, seeing the reflected eyes of the forces of the Ether looking back at him.

‘You are all my enemy,’ Raphael said. ‘And I will no longer allow anyone to take my freedom away from my kind. So come, all of you. This is declaration of war… We were never broken or disabled. You all just decided we were…’

Raphael threw his right hand forward then, unleashing his violet and crimson fire towards the humans, towards the forces of the Ether beyond.

And they burned.
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  Battle for Exia (Part 1)

  
  




Diana Skagen, leader of the Hateful, felt the wall protecting the Institute rumble beneath her feet as war waged all around them. Beyond, the no-man’s-land between the Institute and Exia had become a desperate battleground, the skies filled with laser fire and beings that wanted to slaughter them with blades. Now, this place that had been hated for so long would be where they’d decide the fate of their lives, and of Ethero itself.

Diana knew that had the forces of the Ether attacked earlier, they’d be dead. Only a twist of fate had saved them. Now, that twist of fate, the bolstering of their forces through the sudden emergence of the Titaniuses from Exia Mountain, fought alongside their own numbers of Hateful and humanity.

Against the forces of the Ether, who sought to lay waste to them all.

Still, Diana felt powerless amidst the surrounding carnage. Her Hateful guards surrounded her on the wall as they fought back against the Ethero Fiends pouring from the skies. Their shrieks were horrifying while they attempted to stab and impale them with their blades as they shifted in and out of their shadow forms. Unfortunately, it wasn’t just them they had to worry about. There were animals with humanlike bodies, beings that appeared to be half machine and half human, too. It also didn’t escape Diana’s attention that Megidra, the infamous former leader of the Hateful, had two of the latter fighting alongside him on the wall.

And somehow he’s now fighting for us. The Devil of Anubi himself… Diana thought. She wouldn’t have believed it, were she not seeing it with her own eyes. Then again, she wouldn’t have considered this madness to be war either. Diana imagined many around her making the same mistake she had, in building what she realised was an idealised picture of war. Sides that were clear to see, fighting in organised fashion. Diana imagined some fighting taking place on the ground, some in the sky, with most conflict converging on one particular spot, normally the centre of the battlefield.

But that turned out not to be true. If anything, if Diana could choose a word to describe everything around her, she would use the word ‘desperate.’ The Ether’s forces were relentless, attacking from everywhere. Often, they used concentrated pushes on what Diana figured were her own side’s weaker points, hoping to draw out defenders. Then they’d pull back before attempting to strike another area of weakness on the defensive line. The purpose was obvious to Diana.

They were trying to bleed them, weaken them slowly. Unfortunately for them, they were facing a defence they hadn’t prepared for. The Titaniuses and their sudden appearance had saved them. Diana knew that. As they fought, their coordination among themselves was almost telepathic, while creating an air that suggested they would not break. This had created an aura that was infectious to the fatigued humans and Hateful, making them fight as though they believed they would not break either.

Not only that, the Titaniuses were still pouring from Exia Mountain, joining the defensive force like an army of humanoid glowing ants. Either they joined the major force below, or the climbed the wall to repel the aerial attackers the likes of which Diana was facing. As for herself, Diana had her own Hateful guard and the five Ethero Fiends who had joined them for her own protection. They used their own shadow forms to beat away those who targeted her.

‘Diana! You should retreat to the Institute!’ came the bellowing call of Pauli, Diana’s Hateful lover. He was fighting a small yet nimble Ethero Fiend to her left, stabbing it in the chest before it fell off the wall. It joined what was becoming a wall of bodies at the base of the Institute’s main wall. Yet, if such a visible gesture served as any deterrent for the others, they didn’t show it. Diana, despite herself, rued how it had all come to this. A hand fell upon her left shoulder, causing her to turn her gaze to notice Pauli standing next to her, his expression one of fear and agitation.

‘Diana!’ he said again, as though believing she hadn’t heard him the first time. She opened her mouth to reply, only to be cut off by the sound of a laser blast almost hitting her, striking part of the wall close to her feet. Diana tore her gaze from Pauli towards the battlefield, looking beyond. She regarded the surrounding towers of Exia and the Divinity Highway beyond, where many of the half human/machines stood, firing long-range rounds towards them and the battlefield. Diana turned her gaze to Pauli.

‘Pauli, spread the message to those on the towers to switch their focus to the snipers on the Divinity Highway!’ she said, waiting for some sign of confirmation. Yet, he almost seemed to be taken aback, his expression twisting in confusion and panic. He reached his other hand towards her shoulder, shaking her.

‘Diana, get away from here!’ he said. ‘I’ll worry about what’s happening here! Please, just get inside!’

Diana saw the pleading in his expression, heard the begging in his voice. She understood what he was doing, trying to find some way of protecting her without doing it overtly, knowing she would never allow it. A part of her found it endearing. Diana smiled while shaking her head. Before Pauli responded, she reached towards his face with both hands, cradling it with the gentleness of a lover.

‘Pauli, you know I need to be here, among the forces. A leader has to be present. I cannot hide and expect others to fight for me while I remain safe in the Institute. I know I cannot fight like the rest of you, but I can watch and coordinate. Besides, I’ve got our Ethero Fiend allies and my guards around me, so please, deliver my instructions. If we don’t act against those ranged attacks, they’ll take us out on the walls, and no one will defend the towers. Do you understand?’

Pauli paused, bubbling with emotion, as he gave himself a few seconds to process. He nodded.

‘Please, just don’t get hurt,’ Pauli said, before forcing himself to let Diana go, tearing himself away as she noticed his already powerful physique growing, showing that he was tapping into the Physical Blessing. He launched himself off the wall with a single bound, heading towards the three looming towers they were fighting for behind them. That left Diana and the others to continue the fight, battling with furious resolve.

That was especially true of the Titaniuses all around them, who had changed mentally, acting on their own rather than needing orders. They’d also gone through some kind of physical change, growing taller and adding bulk to their bodies. They were more aggressive too, fighting like they all shared a connected mind as they responded quickly to threats. Then there were the strange powers they were showing now, shooting laser attacks from their hands. It seemed they had changed since their mysterious disappearance over the past few weeks.

But Diana nodded with gratitude, appreciating everyone who was fighting for their lives, and for those who couldn’t fight within the Institute.

The Ethero Fiends they were fighting, representing the bulk of the Ether’s forces thus far, were using blades and stabbing weapons. They shifted between their physical and shadow forms too, often hissing while baring their fangs as they dived from the sky without hesitation. Even when the Titaniuses burned holes through them, or the Hateful or humanity used their Blessings on them, they never hesitated, not seeming to care whether they lived or died. That was what made them dangerous, determined, unwilling to compromise. For every fiend that fell, more swooped in to replace them.

Thankfully, that didn’t deter their fighters, who continued to fight with everything they had. Watching them now, Diana found herself witnessing a sight that once seemed a dream.

Both humanity and Hateful standing side by side, fighting as one.

Led by the young Eren, a counterforce of both Hateful and humans battled with everything they had. From the human contingent, those who had sought refuge fought alongside those who had arrived with Megidra from Exia, using their Blessings. Meanwhile, Eren used giant barrages of ice from his left hand to create walls for cover, alongside trapping those unfortunate enough to be caught within it. He contrasted this with shooting intense flames from his right hand, beating back anyone who tried to attack the front line from the sky. It appeared those who were Physicals led from the front, fighting alongside the Titaniuses, while Elementals and Transformatives covered the mid-section of the battlefield. The Illusionaries covered the rear alongside humans using guns. It would have been quite the amazing sight, had it not been for its purpose.

I never imagined this when I desired for us to work together. Should we survive this—

‘Diana!’ one of her guards called out, snapping Diana’s focus back. There, looking towards the sky, she saw a small group of Ethero Fiends had revealed themselves from their shadow forms, manifesting physical bodies. At first glance, they were of the same gaunt white skin and complete black eyes of their race, alongside long black hair. However, these appeared much skinnier, topless, with strange black leathery folds of skin underneath their arms. They snarled with hate as they opened their jaws in horrifying ways, as a strange black ichor emerged from within, before launching black breaths of fire towards them.

Diana only had her own Ethero Fiend allies to thank for her survival, who used their shadow forms to block the flames before they reached her. Her Hateful guards weren’t so lucky; they were struck by the flames and began screaming and writhing in agony, their eye-sockets burning as they fell from the wall.

‘No!’ Diana cried, extending a useless arm towards those who fell. She stopped herself from following them, turning her gaze back towards the sky where the strange Ethero Fiends remained. For a strange moment, they almost seemed confused by the fact she was still alive, before they opened their mouths again, readying their next attack. Even as her own Ethero Fiend allies moved in to defend, Diana knew they wouldn’t be able to stop the attack from hitting her again.

And there was nothing she could do.

That was until Diana felt something rush past her. The Ethero Fiends stopped, screaming in agony as something slashed its way through them as though they were nothing. Even her Ethero Fiend allies hung back then, appearing stunned by the quickness of the macabre act. They watched their kind being shredded in mere seconds as black blood erupted before them, as their brethren fell from the sky. It was then the remaining Ethero Fiends turned to regard Diana, appearing horrified by what had taken place.

Until Diana realised, the fiends weren’t looking at her. They were staring at something right next to her.

Diana turned, seeing for the first time the looming Hateful figure standing alongside her, wielding a giant, curving Transformative blade, slick with black blood.

‘Pauli was right, Diana. You’re too important to our kind to be out here.’ A gruff voice spoke, which Diana recognised at once. She glanced towards his face.

Megidra.

His expression was impassive, with his thick moustache being the most prominent part of his face, while his silvery-golden hair was short. He wore the clothing of his kind. Still, everything about him screamed he was a killer, a traitor to the Hateful. Then again, he had been the leader of the Hateful before his sister, Hela.

And he had killed her lover before being banished by his kind. Still, his betrayal had only gone deeper, as he joined the DFA and became a hunting dog for them, killing many of his own kind. He had mentally broken during his last visit here, before committing his greatest sins, massacring countless humans in Anubi, earning him his infamous nickname ‘the Devil of Anubi.’ There was sufficient evidence he was the catalyst for the war.

Still, he had just saved her life. Megidra had saved countless human lives too, bringing a small contingent of those who hadn’t lost themselves to the madness of lawless streets, following the DFA’s collapse, to the Institute. All he had wanted in return was to ensure their safety. Even looking at his general demeanour, how he had been during the standoff to decide his fate, he was a changed man. Diana had seen that, despite her own anger against him for killing Hela, assigning him the responsibility of being on her personal guard. Mostly, that was to prevent the other Hateful from attacking him. As though sensing these conflicting thoughts within her, Megidra smiled.

‘Though I’m guessing you’re too stubborn to follow his advice, I suggest a compromise by resituating yourself on the three towers. At least there you’re better protected and less at risk.’

Megidra lowered himself into a crouch, his face inches away from hers as he tapped further into his Transformative Blessing, summoning a large shield to cover them, expecting a response. The inner conflict arose again within Diana, her revulsion clashing with her logic. Still, she stifled the former, knowing it was the latter that would help them win this war. The fact remained that she’d made her choice. Megidra was their ally now.

And he was their most powerful fighter. Not only did he have most combat experience, but he also possessed one of the Fallen. She hadn’t seen him use it yet, but Diana trusted Megidra to use it when the time was right, regardless of her feelings towards him. She looked into Megidra’s eyes.

‘I get your logic,’ Diana began, ‘but I can’t see details as well up there. I’m not a Transformative who can alter their eyesight.’

‘No, but it’s a better vantage point than a wall with no protection,’ Megidra countered, his expression calm, detached. ‘You’re also not considering the fact that you being here is what got your guards killed. Everyone here is focusing on protecting you, putting more lives at risk. You’d save more lives by being there, and you can still provide leadership and strategy.’

Diana opened her mouth to retort, almost furious at what he’d said, before she forced herself to snap her gaze away. Frustrated, recalling what had just happened minutes ago with her guard. Megidra was right, of course. Those deaths had been preventable, and now he and their Ethero Fiend allies remained. Not only that, her decision to make Megidra her guard also meant she was preventing their best fighter from acting on his own best judgement.

That meant the leash she had on him was harming them too.

Still, that leash needed to remain in some capacity. It was the compromise that the other Hateful accepted, trusting her judgement. A part of her knew this wasn’t the right time to unleash Megidra upon the forces of the Ether. A deeper look upon the battlefield around Megidra’s shield revealed that despite the surrounding madness, they were holding off the enemy well. Second, Diana was sure they were holding their own trump cards back too, waiting to see if they would play their hand too early. This was just the initial skirmish, a test of weaknesses and strengths.

They want to feed us the impression that they’re throwing everything at us, especially with the aggression the Ethero Fiends are showing. However, I don’t think they are. I can’t waste Megidra now. That’s what my gut is telling me…

‘What are you thinking, Diana?’ Megidra asked, surprising Diana with the question. She looked back at him, heard the sounds of laser fire striking his shield. Megidra still had his giant curving blade formed on his right arm, and she glanced towards it. When she regarded Megidra, he was smiling again.

‘Despite what you said before, you’re not sure of me either, are you?’ he asked, referring to the compromise Diana had made with the others, essentially saving his life from his kind. ‘I don’t blame you. I doubt the others will ever accept me. Fortunately, that doesn’t matter to me in the least. You’ve given me the opportunity to protect those I care about. That is enough for me. I won’t fail you.’ His expression took on a serious look. ‘Even in the past hour I can see you’re a better leader of my kind than I ever was. It seems you’ve accomplished much since we first met.’

It’s been an hour? Diana wondered, stunned by this discrepancy between their perception of time and the praise coming from Megidra. She found herself unable to speak, wondering what someone could say to such words, considering who they were coming from, and the context between them. Rather than delve too much, Diana allowed herself to smile back at him.

‘I think I can say the same about you.’ Diana said. ‘Or, at least I can see you’ve changed, compared to our last meeting. I think Hela would be proud of you.’

Those words brought a strained grimace from Megidra, who looked away. Diana regretted the words, as they seemed to strike him harder than any physical blow could. It was clear he regretted much, including what had happened to Hela. Yet, seeing such shame flooding his calm and controlled exterior only proved how much he had changed. This was further emphasised by the fact that he appeared to force his gaze back to her, despite his obvious discomfort, as though unwilling to hide from his actions.

‘So, what are we going to do?’ Megidra asked. ‘We can’t keep defending forever. We need to make a choice.’

‘What do you mean?’ Diana asked, accepting the change in subject.

‘I mean that we’re gonna have to either figure out an offensive to push them back, or else hurt their back lines so that we can split their attention. The fiends won’t stop, no matter how many of their number die. If anything, it’ll fuel their bloodlust. Since Helenia is gone, I’m guessing someone else is orchestrating this assault.’

‘We agree with that…’ one of their Ethero Fiend allies said, gaining Diana’s attention as she saw they were surrounding them. ‘Someone must’ve taken her place.’

‘The Ether herself?’ Diana guessed.

Megidra shook his head. ‘I doubt it. Not that I’d know what she looks like, but I don’t see a central piece of their forces directing their attacks this early. No, I’d wager there’s a higher Cybernetic or an Animus leader among them leading this assault. Though, it would surprise me if it was the latter.’

‘Why?’ Diana asked.

‘Because Animus deplore violence, though they are very intelligent. If one were convinced to join this war, I’d be concerned. Still, I can’t prove anything unless we force them to play their hand.’

‘Alright,’ Diana said, nodding. She gave herself a moment to think. Despite there being occasional sounds of laser fire striking his shield, Megidra looked as though it didn’t concern him in the least. Diana focused in on the matter; her problem was that her knowledge was limited on the enemy. Only Valki had possessed insights concerning the forces of the Ether, and even then he’d betrayed them before reverting to their side again. Diana knew she couldn’t trust him right now. At least Megidra had some understanding. He had experience with the forces of the Ether. That could make all the difference. Diana leaned on that.

‘Do they have any weaknesses?’ she asked. ‘Something we could exploit?’

‘I’m… not sure,’ Megidra admitted, shaking his head. ‘Things have changed. They’ve been hiding all this time, and I’ve only experienced fighting against the fiends. However, I know they haven’t sent their strongest fighters yet, which I figure you’ve deduced yourself. They’re feeling us out right now. Though, they probably expected to steamroll us over until the Titaniuses showed up. Now, they’re prodding for weaknesses from us. In a sense, we’re equal now, and it’s our trump cards that are going to edge it either way.’

Diana nodded at that, relieved she’d been thinking along the same lines.

‘Can you take them, should they send in their strongest?’ she asked next.

‘Yes,’ Megidra said, his gaze unwavering. That was all Diana needed.

‘Alright, I want you to remain alongside me until you see a change in the battle that shows they’re coming. If they do, you have my permission to move and engage. Take some of your kind with you, then they can learn from you how to fight them, while providing support.’

‘I’m better off fighting alone,’ Megidra said.

Diana smiled. ‘Perhaps so, but if we lose you, we won’t win this war, will we?’

Megidra appeared to consider that, before his expression turned more concerned. ‘They won’t work with me. Diana, you know as well as I do they don’t trust me. They’d rather see me fall.’

‘They’ll help if I ask them,’ Diana said. ‘If it means their survival and of everyone else inside the Institute.’

Megidra hesitated, and for the first time Diana could see his fear. The way his body tightened. The glossiness of his eyes.

How ironic. We’re in the middle of war, and that doesn’t faze you in the least. Yet, the prospect of being around your kind terrifies you…

Diana opened her mouth to speak, before sensing someone land behind her. She turned to see that Pauli had returned, and he regarded Megidra with plain disgust.

‘Get away from her,’ he growled, his tone bordering on threatening. Thankfully, Megidra didn’t react at all, his look becoming detached as he glanced at Pauli.

‘Do you really believe you can do anything to me, Pauli?’ he asked. Diana turned to see the flash of anger across Pauli’s face, before she reached towards the collar of his jacket, pulling him in behind Megidra’s shield.

‘We haven’t got time for this, Pauli!’ she said, making sure her tone left no room for argument. ‘You remember my instruction concerning him. He’s our ally now.’

‘No, he’s a monster…’ Pauli said, his hardened look appearing as though he would not shift from his position. Still, he said nothing more, and Megidra smiled at him, making no move to deny it. It was then Diana realised how much Megidra was masking his true feelings around his kind. His smiles; the confidence that bordered on arrogance when he was around them; the cold and detached nature – it was all a shield, protection. Of course, most of his kind, perhaps except Valki, would see it.

A changed man indeed…

Diana left it at that, turning her gaze around Megidra’s shield towards the battlefield. The forces of the Ether were concentrating their assault towards the left flank, while the fighting Hateful, humans, and Titaniuses were shifting their forces to meet them. A thought struck her.

‘Megidra, are they trying to open our right flank?’ she asked.

Megidra shifted his gaze in that direction too, surveying the same scene. ‘Possibly,’ he said, though he didn’t sound convinced. ‘I see little movement there. It would take—’

The sound of deep bellowing roars interrupted Megidra, emerging from within the city. The Ether’s forces pulled back, giving them time to form a defensive shape. From it, gaps emerged, where colossal figures stood forward from the main force. Diana figured them to be some kind of Ethero Fiend – huge, masked, muscular figures with bare upper bodies, wielding gigantic swords and axes. Two of them walked alongside each other. An icy shiver ran through Diana’s body.

‘The rooftops…’ Pauli said.

Diana looked towards the surrounding towers and Divinity Highway, seeing what she recognised as giant versions of Cybernetics emerging. They had huge exoskeletons that made them appear more mechanical than human, with a variety of weapons they could switch at will. Their eyes, even from the distance that separated them, glowed much like the Titaniuses. They jumped from the highway and landed alongside the two colossal Ethero Fiends, flanking them.

‘Looks like I’m up,’ Megidra said, rising to his feet, relinquishing his Blessings as he did so. He looked down at Diana. ‘If I don’t make it… There’s a human among the ones I brought here called Marienne. If you could tell her I’m sorry for what I did, she’ll understand what I’m referring to. I… care about her…’ Megidra’s face tightened then, as if he were fighting his own emotions. ‘Do you understand what I’m asking?’ he asked.

Diana nodded, rising to her own feet alongside Pauli. ‘Yes, but you can tell herself once this is over. Push them back, Megidra. Make them reconsider their strategy. That might give us the time we need to end this war.’

Megidra nodded, before turning his gaze back towards the battlefield, now silent following this shift from the forces of the Ether.

‘Who among you are your strongest fighters?’ he asked. Diana suppressed a smile, looking towards the battlefield.

‘There’s a Hateful down there called Eren. He’ll be amongst my kind. He’s adept with the Elemental Blessing. Get him to help you.’

‘I will also join you.’ An unfamiliar voice emerged from behind, and Diana turned and looked past Pauli, seeing a male Titanius approaching. His eyes glowed a perfect aqua blue, and although his clothes appeared ripped and torn, he seemed otherwise unharmed. He smiled towards Megidra, as though they were long-lost friends.

‘You have worked with our kind before. Our saviour imprinted your image into our subconscious. I would wish to have the honour of fighting alongside you, Newman. After all, that is why we helped your kind.’

‘Megidra…’ Megidra corrected, with some suspicion in his tone, ‘What do you mean by “saviour”?’

The Titanius maintained his smile, ‘You are friends with a Titanius known as Greene, are you not? He is why we are free, the Speaker of our kind. He gave free will to us all, and we decided to help you in your fight. After all, you showed kindness and respect to our kind.’

‘Hang on, you’re helping us because of him?’ Pauli asked, flickering his stunned gaze in disgust between Megidra and the Titanius, as though he couldn’t believe it.

‘Indeed,’ the Titanius said. ‘So I will join you and this Hateful called Eren. We shall repel the strongest fighters among the Ether’s forces.’

‘And… what makes you different from the others?’ Megidra asked.

‘We all have abilities given to us by the Speaker,’ the Titanius said. ‘I believe mine will prove useful, given this development in our battle.’

‘You mean you had something that could’ve helped us the whole time?’ Pauli asked, incredulous. The Titanius smiled at him, as though he were trying to copy human emotions but couldn’t quite understand them.

‘Sometimes, one must save their greatest strength for the greatest foe, no?’ he asked, before looking back at Megidra. ‘After all, aren’t you doing the same?’

Megidra said nothing to that. Rather, he nodded.

‘Alright, let’s get Eren,’ he said, before proceeding to leap off the wall, landing among the forces just ahead. The Titanius followed without question, as both Diana and Pauli watched on.

‘This is a big gamble, Diana,’ Pauli said. ‘There’s no guarantee of our success.’

‘There’s no guarantee anything we try will work, Pauli,’ Diana said, despising such a notion but knowing it was true. ‘We don’t have another option. The Ether is making her play. We must respond.’

‘But if we lose them…’

‘Then we must pray they succeed,’ Diana said.

That drew a chuckle from Pauli. ‘Who to?’ he asked. ‘Our god abandoned us so long ago. Or should we pray to the one who created him, and is seeking to destroy us?’

‘Neither,’ Diana said. ‘We pray to ourselves, to those who believe their lives rests in their own hands.’
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Lucifer awakened on what he guessed was the city of Dynames in its city form, showing no signs of its true form, as one of the four great Titans of Ethero.

And we’ve been living inside their corpses this entire time, always wondering why our cities were made of metal, Lucifer thought. Sometimes, it’s better not to understand certain truths. Dynames was beneath his feet, while the likes of Virtue, Exia, and even Kyrios could rise again, forming into mechanical horrors made to lay waste to the entire world.

This was disconcerting, and it provided more evidence that, like Ethero itself, much of the past was bound in secrets. Yet, those secrets were being revealed. The door was opening, refusing to stay shut.

A past you’ve fought so hard to keep hidden from us all, Lucifer considered, casting his gaze up towards the forever black, sunless sky, seeing only faint clouds. It was a black abyss that seemed like the oceans surrounding Ethero: eternal, promising wonders and horrors within. Lucifer considered what lay beyond such voids. Were there other lands? Worlds? Beings of such incomprehensible matter and form existing within something so vast? What else could there be?

How narrow my mind has been. Lucifer almost laughed again, smiling as though he were losing himself. So many countless questions. Even with all the truths discovered, it doesn’t end. It will never be enough. That is the fate of sentience itself, isn’t it? Struggle. Wonder. Hope. And pray everything will turn out alright in the end…

Inside, he sensed Forgiveness coursing through him, an entity he could no longer deny. Still, Lucifer smiled, now understanding that everything he had gone through led to this very point. His own downfall, caused not just by Korai, one of the three entities existing within him – his own Fallen – but also by his own hands. By decisions based on his perception of the past, of mistaken beliefs he’d allowed to poison his soul. This poison led to his greatest loss – Vennifer.

Even then, what followed her death and the collapse of his dream were events and lessons he never could have predicted. Returning to Kyrios, he saw how it had transformed from any other human-inhabited city into a new haven for his kind, led by the inspirational Silver Wing. They were a small group of Hateful who had worked hard to change how humans perceived their race. Then there had been Gabriel, the Hateful Killer, who they’d fought, a tortured soul who’d followed the same path of hate and pain as Lucifer. Through that, many conversations and revelations followed. The path of Forgiveness had been a difficult one. Now that Lucifer understood, he couldn’t see Ethero the same as before.

I’m Hateful, but that means something different to me now… What does it mean to be ‘Hateful?’ Human? Why does it matter? Why does…

Lucifer allowed his thought to trail off as he rose to his feet, staring around the third city of metal he now found himself in, seeing it void of life. No human, Hateful, or Titanius present. The hollow silence was almost eerie. It spoke of death, of finality. No doubt everyone was gone, either falling from the greatest of heights as Dynames rose in its true form, or worse, crushed within the mechanisms of its transformation. A slight grimace appeared on Lucifer’s face as he rued such a fate, ruing what led Ethero to become this way.

‘Was it all worth it?’ he asked aloud, resisting the temptation to glance towards the sky when he spoke, instead looking around to where he had awoken. He found himself near a strange arrangement of metal sculptures at the very centre of the city. They comprised metal arches which stood almost as large as a small tower, with metal, gargoyle-like statues sitting atop them, looking towards the rest of the city. As he regarded them more closely, Lucifer saw those statues looked like recreations of the four Titans, with Dynames facing him. He didn’t want to look at the others. Sometimes, knowing the monster existed was enough.

Otherwise, the rest of the city appeared as a giant half dome. It leaned slightly to the left, forcing Lucifer to adjust his steps as he walked through the city. He imagined it existing within the Darklands, within some kind of crater, or with bridges surrounding it. After looking back, it seemed to be the latter, with long bridges digging into the surrounding black forests, forever hiding what existed within them.

Except, those things no longer hid. Now, they surged towards the forefront, refusing to be concealed anymore.

Such sensations gave Lucifer pause as he sensed Forgiveness arising from within.

They have already begun their attack, Forgiveness said, his voice forever calm, knowing. The forces of the Ether. Soon, they will be upon us, too.

‘I know,’ Lucifer said, closing his eyes, hearing nothing but a faint breeze, cold against his bare upper body. The wounds he’d sustained from his battle with Gabriel and his Fallen had all but healed. Lucifer knew they came from his own transformation into Forgiveness, the culmination of everything he had learned with Silver Wing and meeting his parents again. Then, his decision he needed nothing from them anymore.

‘And losing Setsu…’ Lucifer said, sensing his body tense with pain, tears building. His loss hurt just as much as Ven’s. Setsu had been the heart and soul of Silver Wing, the womanising joker who had disguised his keen sense of reading others under humour and an undeniable charisma. More importantly, he had been the bridge that allowed Lucifer to cross from his own self-hatred and confusion, helping him towards clarity, understanding and love.

Towards Forgiveness itself.

‘Was it all worth it?’ Lucifer asked, his eyes welling with tears. ‘All of this death? Destruction? Hate?’

Lucifer opened his eyes, blinking away the tears as he approached the metal arches, sure he would never find the answers to those questions. Despite his mind longing for understanding, sometimes there were things beyond understanding. Sometimes, one had to draw their own conclusions, even falling upon truths that would only make sense to them.

And that’s the point of all this, isn’t it? To endure my downfall, so I can understand everything I did wrong before taking the next step. Forgiveness: to forgive yourself for who you are and what you’ve done, and those you once believed did wrong to you. Still, it’s not done, not yet. Everything was to arrive here, to embark on the journey of the last step… Now, must come Acceptance…

That word, and its concept, stirred with it the third entity who existed within Lucifer, Orphani. The Angel of the Divinity who’d fallen in love with her mortal enemy, the Fallen known as Korai, born of the Ether. Together, they had wished to end the war fought since the dawn of time, between the eternal creator and the god she created. Their love created a son, Forgiveness, but even he’d not been enough. His emergence only caused a ceasefire, forestalling the war but not ending it.

That led towards the current state of Ethero, a world abandoned by the Divinity and replaced by lies. Humanity blamed and despised the Hateful because of one of these lies, alongside all but enslaving the Titaniuses. Those who had gone into hiding, beings Lucifer hadn’t even known existed, Ethero Fiends, Cybernetics, and Animus had risen. They declared war once again, and were led by a man known as Barbatos. Though no one knew his goal, the hidden races only had one aim. One purpose.

To kill everyone else and take Ethero for themselves.

And that was why you chose me, was it? Lucifer knew, sensing the agreement of all three entities who existed within him. He was, after all, their conduit, the gateway towards a power which Orphani, Korai, and Forgiveness believed would end the cycles of pain and hate throughout Ethero.

The Healing. That which came from Acceptance.

But Lucifer didn’t know how to access such a power, nor how Acceptance itself applied in his journey. That was something he had to seek, tap into its power.

And I doubt it’s just me who must find acceptance, Lucifer thought, pausing. He glanced back, seeing only the giant metal cathedral rising from the city of Kyrios. No doubt, the Hateful and humans of the city would reel from what they had witnessed. A colossal machine approaching, foretelling the end of everything. Then, watching it fall to a single glowing being who could fly, causing what Lucifer imagined would’ve been a massive earthquake, before reverting to its previous state.

Which in itself, would reveal the truth of what lay beneath their own feet, of Kyrios’s true form.

And Dynames’s rise had been because of one Titanius, though the Titanius was like Lucifer in that he possessed a power unlike his kind, the power of the Speaker. Lucifer didn’t know what that meant. Forgiveness had mentioned that the power of the Speaker was something the Titanius, Greene, must uncover for himself. He was on his own journey, just like Lucifer.

Still doesn’t mean I won’t ask.

Lucifer stepped towards the arches, fighting to prevent the eeriness of an empty city disturbing his mind, knowing what he must do now. He could not risk Dynames rising again, nor any of the other Titans. Though he was sure Forgiveness had done enough to ensure they wouldn’t, Lucifer needed speak to Greene. It had taken Forgiveness’s intervention to stop him.

‘In a sense, there’s kinship between us, isn’t there?’ Lucifer said, approaching what he saw was a hole in the ground surrounded by all four metal arches, into which he saw hundreds of thick cables and wires descending. Lucifer stopped by its edge, kneeling down to gaze inside. Only a black abyss stared back at him, so hauntingly silent. A slight tension arose in Lucifer’s expression.

‘Still, who am I to preach? To judge you and your reasons for doing what you did. I am not Forgiveness. I’ve only started embodying him. Can I tell you to forgive, especially when, like me, all you’ve known is hate and persecution? Everywhere you’ve looked, you’ve seen nothing but what was wrong with your kind, judged for a past you had nothing to do with. Your hatred was justified, like mine was. Forgiveness is so much harder. It almost seems wrong, especially when you don’t want to let go. Now, I don’t doubt you hate yourself more, realising what you’ve done, how misguided you were…’

Despite himself, Lucifer smiled with ruefulness.

‘And what you must do to move forward… Oh, how easy it would be. To return to your past self. Yet, even a flawed fool like me can at least extend a hand, show I understand. That we’re all scraping to step forward one foot after another, never realising we’re always blind. Until we glance back and see nothing but death, death of our pasts, death of everything we once understood. Death stands behind us, waiting for our time to come, to become part of the void where only memories linger…’

You have gained much wisdom, Lucifer. Orphani spoke from within, filling him with warmth, like a blanket against the icy air. Even now, a thin layer of snow lay atop Dynames’s surface.

‘You think so?’ Lucifer asked, still looking down towards the black void, ‘because from where I’m standing, I sense I’m only touching the periphery of truth. All this pain. Everything I’ve gone through, leading me to what I am right now. There’s still so much to come. The journey is not complete.’

Is a journey ever complete, Lucifer? Orphani asked. Is it ever as convenient as the ending of a story – a beginning, middle, and end? Does a world and all its inhabitants exist beyond? Living beyond the tale, bringing new life, dying, repeating cycles that will continue until the true end, when even a world cannot take any more stories. There is no eternity or forever, a transcendence of immortality in itself. This is the true end. The ocean of space and time will flow, boundless, endless. It too will one day die. We travel towards the end of where the mind can only comprehend. The limit of understanding. Void. Nothing…

‘So that’s where it all ends, to you?’ Lucifer said, resisting an urge to smile. ‘You relegate me to such insignificant degrees, Orphani. My journey is but the most infinitesimal speck upon a cosmos of existence. Despite our thoughts and perception of being, our thoughts and conflicts, our dreams and the dramas of love and hate… It ends all the same. My microcosm of understanding, a tale being told, like all others, will fade away. Is that what you’re saying?’

Perhaps. Perhaps not. It is all interpretation in the end, isn’t it? Knowing this, what do you decide is your true end, Lucifer?

‘What I decide it to be…’ Lucifer said, rising once more, continuing to regard the abyss that awaited him. He sensed Greene within it, but Lucifer wasn’t sure how far the Titanius was. Though the city of Dynames appeared smaller than both Exia and Kyrios, he sensed a depth which they did not possess. There was much that lay beneath Lucifer’s feet. Gears, perhaps even an apparatus of control. Lucifer wasn’t sure of that, either.

But he intended to find out.

That was until the sounds of multiple feet landed behind him. Lucifer’s body bristled at the sudden and unexpected sound, but he was sure he understood who had braved the journey to this now haunted city. Lucifer turned, seeing Mika, Liesa, and Kyrn standing there, wearing their Hateful attire of black leather pants, boots, and jacket, with white dress shirts, bloodied and torn. Evidence of their battle with Gabriel. The members of Silver Wing looked exhausted, their cheeks marred with lines Lucifer guessed came from tears. It was Mika who stepped forward from them.

‘Lucifer…’ Mika spoke, her voice small, containing the pain they all felt from Setsu’s loss. Lucifer opened his arms, allowing her to walk into his embrace. Muffled cries came from her, as Mika buried her face in his chest, her body shaking. Lucifer glanced towards Liesa and Kyrn, his expression softening as they stepped towards them, placing their hands on Mika’s shoulder.

‘I’m so sorry, everyone,’ Lucifer said. He knew how important Setsu had been to the group, practically family. Silver Wing would never be the same.

How do I tell them this isn’t over? That we’re about to fight a war that represents everything they’re not.

Lucifer held Mika tightly. In truth, a part of him felt ashamed of thinking of anything but Setsu. It was his loss that had led Lucifer towards the point of unleashing Forgiveness. Lucifer sensed Forgiveness emerge then from within, assuring him that his thoughts were normal, that people processed grief in different ways.

That someone had to focus on the future.

‘I’m sorry, everyone,’ Lucifer said again, resting his head against Mika, despite how uncomfortable it made him. He wouldn’t allow his Hateful sensibilities to dictate this moment. They needed this. He needed to push through it for them.

And now he understood it was his own inner nature, trying to protect him from what he wanted most, to hold another.

‘I have to find him,’ Lucifer whispered in Mika’s ears, despising himself more. He glanced towards Liesa and Kyrn. ‘I have to find Greene.’

It almost seemed Mika hadn’t heard him, continuing to weep in his arms. Lucifer winced, knowing he should feel more, but also knowing he couldn’t.

Sorry, Setsu. I don’t understand what’s happening to me anymore. I’m changing again. You helped me become this, but was the cost worth it? Did we have to lose you before I understood?

Lucifer could see Setsu smiling at him now, seconds from death, after saving Lucifer’s life from Gabriel’s blade. Setsu dying was his fault. He knew that. However, no sooner had Lucifer thought this than Forgiveness arose again, rejecting it.

You diminish his choice. He protected you, Lucifer, sacrificed himself for you. He understood what he was doing. Don’t take that away from him. Don’t take away his choice.

Lucifer nodded, knowing the others wouldn’t hear any of this. They didn’t need to know. With that, he hardened his gaze as he looked at Liesa and Kyrn.

‘Can you look for survivors?’ he asked. ‘Just in case?’

‘Of course,’ Liesa said, her usually infectious enthusiasm gone, replaced by a forced smile that looked so wrong on her face. She turned to Kyrn, her partner, before they turned away as they appeared to tap into their own Transformative Blessings, summoning white feathered wings on their backs. They took to the sky, leaving Lucifer alone with Mika, who had gone silent against his chest. Lucifer reached a hand towards the back of her beautiful short golden-silver hair, which reached the bottom of her neck.

‘Mika,’ Lucifer said softly as he brushed her hair. Mika glanced up at him, her narrow facial features almost a delight to see despite her obvious pain, bathed in the glow from streetlights.

‘I need to find him,’ Lucifer said.

‘I know,’ Mika said, nodding. ‘I’ll join the others.’

Without waiting for his reply, Mika stepped away from Lucifer, offering a sad smile.

‘It won’t be the same anymore, will it?’ she asked. Though a part of Lucifer wanted to reassure her, tell her it would, he refused. No, he would not dishonour Setsu.

‘No,’ he said, as tears began running down his cheeks. ‘But we’ll find a way, Mika. I promise.’

Mika nodded, saying nothing else as she turned and walked away. It did not escape Lucifer’s attention she hadn’t tapped into a Blessing. Rather, she’d chosen to walk. Lucifer knew there was nothing more to say. He turned back towards the black abyss which awaited him.

I’m coming, Greene, he thought, before stepping into that abyss.
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Megidra sensed Ryun’s thirst for blood as he made his way across the no-man’s-land between Exia and the Institute, the snow crunching beneath his feet. Beyond, the masses of Ethero Fiends stood near the rest of the city, roaring as they urged on their champions to the battlefield. It seemed they believed the next battle was a forgone conclusion.

Oh, what short memories they have, huh? the Fallen said from within, while Megidra sensed a knowing pleasure from Ryun. It was almost like Ryun regarded himself as an old veteran, watching his younger contemporaries display their youthful arrogance, not knowing what was about to come. He filled Megidra with a confidence he didn’t have himself, though he sensed something was wrong.

They know I have you, so why risk their best warriors this early? Something’s not right here, Ryun. There’s something we’re not considering here.

Or perhaps you’re just becoming more of a coward, Ryun said in return. Megidra did not rise to the bait, instead smiling with faint amusement, which the Fallen returned.

Thought that would work, Ryun said, with no attempt to hide his smugness. Despite the agitation that would’ve once arisen at that, Megidra found assurance from it instead. That was, among others, another way he had changed. Now, both he and Ryun were working together as allies, rather than spending their days trying to fight and ignore each other. Granted, Ryun remained an unlikable, narcissistic asshole, but there was a charm to him, at least with him on your side.

They eventually reached the midpoint of no-man’s-land, as Megidra glanced towards the Titanius who had joined them. He seemed confident, appearing around Greene’s height and build after drinking Barbatos’s potion. Yet, he carried his new form like he’d been born that way.

‘What happened to your kind?’ Megidra asked, unable to stifle his curiosity any longer.

The Titanius looked at him, flashing a genuine smile despite everything around them.

‘As I mentioned before, the Speaker has freed us. We had a decision, and we aligned with humanity and your kind, mostly because of your kindness towards the Speaker.’

Megidra frowned at that, which drew a shrug from the Titanius, another unusual gesture his kind normally wouldn’t make.

‘You appreciate we’re not used to this, either. After all, we’ve only recently started sensing emotions and our instincts again. Prior to the Speaker’s actions, I would say almost all of us have been under a haze in our minds, an eternal fog of repressed anger and confusion, lost. I’m not afraid to admit that had the Speaker not opened his memories to us, revealing your actions towards him, we may have aligned with our foe.’

Megidra said nothing to that, uncomfortable with the idea that anyone could regard him as ‘kind.’ He left the conversation at that, turning his gaze to his left, where a young Hateful man walked alongside them. Eren. He appeared little older than twenty, with a clean-shaven face and long hair that reached his shoulders. Megidra thought him akin in looks to Lucifer Armedeus, but without the anger or resentment. Rather, he seemed relaxed and confident, despite being covered in bruises and scratches from his fighting on the front lines. His Hateful attire was torn and burned, and the sleeves from his shirt and jacket were completely gone. It especially surprised Megidra that he didn’t show any signs of fatigue.

‘What about you?’ Megidra asked. Eren looked back at him, causing Megidra to hesitate. He realised then that he was still uncomfortable around his kind, before forcing himself to speak again. ‘Diana told me you’re adept with the Elemental Blessing.’

‘Did she?’ Eren asked, almost appearing embarrassed by the praise. Clearly, Diana’s opinion meant much to him. Megidra had seen Eren use his Elemental Blessing to great effect. With such mastery, Megidra didn’t doubt he’d wield great power with it one day. Though Megidra found it strange he didn’t remember the young man from his time as leader. Perhaps he’d been a child living in the Education Section? It wasn’t like he’d visited there often during his tenure.

‘Yeah… well, I enjoy using it. Prefer it more than the other Blessings,’ Eren continued.

Megidra nodded. ‘Fiends hate fire.’

‘Yeah, fire’s the worst.’ Eren said, ‘But the ice sends them back too, and their shadow forms can’t do much against air if concentrated enough.’

Ah, so you possess battle intelligence too. Makes sense. At least I won’t need to watch him…

‘What about light, darkness, and metal?’ Megidra asked next, the most logical question to ask an Elemental. Only those born adept with the Blessing had the potential to access them.

Eren’s expression twisted a little, unsure. ‘I’ve only tried a few times,’ he admitted. ‘Focused more on the fundamental elements to get better at them. Besides, seems a little risky to try those out here, considering the situation.’

‘I’ve seen that,’ Megidra said. ‘But you wield the fundamental elements unlike anyone I’ve ever known. This battle may be the best place to test them. If you can tap into those elements, that could change everything in this war. It would put you alongside me regarding battle prowess without Ryun.’

‘No offence, but that means nothing to me,’ Eren said. ‘I just want to save our fighters.’

‘So, switch it up, kid,’ Megidra said, before nodding towards the open plain of metal ahead, where their battle would take place. ‘Give them something to worry about.’

‘Noted,’ Eren said, his expression becoming more determined. Megidra kept his gaze on him, somewhat surprised at how receptive Eren was being, despite who he was.

‘Does my presence here not bother you?’ Megidra asked.

‘You mean like the others?’ Eren asked, smiling as though knowing what Megidra was getting at. ‘Don’t mistake me, Megidra. I’m aware of what you did in Anubi. However, I always think about how Lucifer was during his hearing, after you attacked the Institute.’

‘Oh? What happened?’ Megidra asked. He hadn’t known what had happened to Lucifer in the aftermath of his attack, only that they’d met again in Anubi afterwards. After that… well, Megidra remembered what happened. It was imprinted upon his soul.

I met Destin, who brought me to Johann, Deion, and the others. To Marienne…

Megidra had to suppress the wince that came with remembering her name, the human he loved. Shame followed.

Oh, Marienne, I’m so sorry for what I’ve done to you.

‘Yeah, we held a hearing,’ Eren continued, oblivious. ‘To decide Lucifer’s fate after killing all those humans. They kept comparing you two, and seeing how sad Lucifer was, it made me think of you and how you felt. I guess I figured you believed you were doing the right thing, even if what you were doing was horrible. You also brought your group of humans here, and I’ve been spending time with the humans who came here for refuge. Diana’s kinda influenced my thinking regarding our relationship with them, so after seeing what you did, I figured there must be a part of you that’s trying to change.’

That’s a lot of empathy for someone with a condition that’s supposed to make them incapable. Hmm, I see a future leader in you, Eren. A student of someone who truly cares for both humanity and Hateful.
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