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To Jason, because none of this would’ve been possible without you.










  
  
Would I sacrifice my duty for love?





As one of the Guardians of Earth who inhabit the two realms—Lucidis and Tenebris—my job is to maintain the Balance—a force on Earth between positive and negative energies. 





These energies are constantly disrupted by human emotions. 





Every laugh, smile, and act of kindness. 


Every tear and heartache. 


And every act of violence. 





When a Tenebrian Guardian goes Rogue and disrupts the Balance, the pleasure he takes in the sadistic acts of violence makes my stomach churn. I welcome the duty I’ve been given—stop him, and return him to his home realm for punishment.





But everything changes when I meet her.





Anahera.





She’s tangled up in the battle, and my feelings for her are clouding my judgment. I have to let her go, but each nerve in my body aches for her. She’s in danger every second she’s close to me.


What if he comes for her?





If I wait too long to make the choice, it will be made for me.


And I may not be able to save her. 
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Glossary




Guardians

Beings that inhabit the two realms, either side of Earth —Lucidis and Tenebris. The Guardians’ duty is to protect and maintain the Balance, the force on which Earth exists. Their abilities include the control and manipulation of human emotions. As stoic beings, they can utilize these powers to influence humans and, if powerful enough, even one another. Depending on age and power, they can calm or anger humans on an individual or large scale. Lifespans average around one hundred and twenty to one hundred and fifty years, rarely living beyond two hundred. They do not take on life partners—instead, they engage with various partners within their communities to breed, and the community raises the children.



Lucidis

The light realm, representing all that is positive. The Guardians of Lucidis (Lucidians) balance the negative on Earth with the positive. While negative emotions—pain, fear, grief—can cause them physical pain, positive emotions entice the opposite result. Laughter and joy can re-energize Lucidians and be an energy source on Earth. Guardians still require sustenance and rest to live, but the ability to use their powers relies on the energies around and within them.



Tenebris

The dark realm is a polar opposite of Lucidis, but cannot be considered evil, as light cannot exist without dark. Both realms are equally necessary. Tenebris plays a crucial role in the Balance, as a shift too far in either direction could be disastrous. The Guardians of Tenebris (Tenebrians) balance out positive with negative, creating darkness where there is too much light. Humans’ pain and fear create a pleasurable rush in Tenebrians.



The Balance

The force on which Earth exists—a balance between light and dark, good and evil, positive and negative. Every human on Earth and every emotion they feel shifts the Balance, creating a constant push-and-pull between positive and negative. Ultimately, this requires the interception of the Guardians, who use their powers of influence over human emotions to balance the energies when they are pushed too far in one direction or another. Individual humans are inconsequential to Guardians, and maintaining the Balance is the only essential priority.



The Shift

The result of the Balance being shifted too far in one direction past the point of no return. A Shift toward either negative or positive will have equally devastating effects. Devastation would occur across the planet as the walls between the realms weaken, ultimately creating one unstable realm where surviving humans and Guardians would be forced to live together. Until the Shift reaches its final stage, all light turns dark, ending life on Earth.



Gateway

The means of transport for Guardians to move between their home realms and Earth after taking on their human form. They may go to Earth for a few hours to influence where the use of Portholes isn’t enough. Gateways contain a healing power and are a rip in the thin wall between the realms—a blast of powerful energy that can heal and recharge a Guardian as they pass through. Gateways opened from Earth are difficult to control, and it is almost always certain that a Guardian will need to open both a Gateway to Lucidis and Tenebris simultaneously, before closing the one they do not need. Opening a Gateway from Lucidis directly to Tenebris, or vice versa, is impossible, and the two realms can only be reached via Earth.



Porthole

A partially formed Gateway, which can be used to view humanity from Lucidis or Tenenbris or impart emotional influence without setting foot on Earth. As both Lucidis and Tenebris contain energy that re-energizes the Guardians in their home realms, it is preferable not to go to Earth unless required. As Earth exists on the point of the Balance, where negative and positive can cancel each other out, Earth does not contain the energy needed for a Guardian to draw from, which is why they draw from humans’ emotions to recharge.



Rogue

A Guardian who has abandoned their duty and gone to Earth purely for pleasure. Regardless of the potential damage to the Balance, they may go out of their way to create extreme human reactions and emotions and take pleasure in the results. Rogue Guardians will be hunted down by their kind and sent back to their respective homes. The penalty for becoming a Rogue is death.



Elders

Chosen Guardians to lead their communities. Elders are chosen when they are in or nearing their eighth decade and remain Elders until the day they die. Through the transference of emotional imprints, they gain insight from the Elders before them and use this to guide the community, becoming more effective in maintaining the Balance.



Emotional Imprints

A recognizable emotional fingerprint, individual to every human and Guardian. Guardians can recognize one another through these imprints and use them to gauge the nature of beings they have not met. Names and faces cannot be gained through these imprints, but an idea of who someone is, their values, and their power levels can be felt. Strong imprints can be detected long after a Guardian or human has physically left a location.



Fog

The result of the buildup of too many positive or negative emotions in one place. It can occur when a large group of people is gathered together, particularly in the aftermath of a disaster. All the emotions merge in the air, creating a thick, invisible fog that Guardians struggle to penetrate as their senses become lost amidst the jumble of information blocking them.



Moonstone

The only substance on Earth that can be used to return a Guardian to their home realm forcibly. Used on Earth, the most minor injury or cut will open a Gateway within the injured Guardian and transport them back to their home realm, whether they wish to or not. Moonstone, used within Lucidis or Tenenbris, will kill a Guardian more effectively than a blade of any other material. Human blood drawn by moonstone and dripped onto a Guardian's skin in human form will force them to reveal their true form.



Reflections

As the relationship between humanity’s emotions and the Balance grew more complex over thousands of years, semi-transparent human forms known as Reflections began to appear in Tenebris and Lucidis. They have no identities and are not alive in the conventional sense, but they represent all humans on Earth. There is a connection between the souls of humans on Earth and the Reflections in the other realms. The Reflections absorb energy from the realms—positive from Lucidis and negative from Tenenbris—and this energy is transferred to humanity through their souls. The Guardians need not interact with the Reflections, as their presence in the realms brings them the energy they need. Tenebrian Guardians, however, take pleasure in torturing them, increasing the negative influence on humanity, and forcing Lucidians to work harder to counteract the energy and maintain the Balance. If you were to ask a Guardian to explain the connection between human souls and the Reflections, the answer would be simple—it always was, and always shall be. As far as they saw it, no further explanation was required.








  
  

Prologue 


Ana





Present day 

Some might call it selfish or weak, but I called it self-preservation. 

It was the oldest story in the book, the way so many people dealt with grief and pain. Yet every time someone chose that path, there was judgment from those who didn’t understand. Close yourself away from any chance of getting too close to people, because it’s simpler that way. Love hurts, and losing someone you love hurts more than I could’ve ever prepared for. 

If I didn’t allow myself to love or be loved, my heart could not be ripped from my chest. 

But still, a few people wormed their way into my heart even after I shut it down. 

I could count them on one hand. 

Hell, I could still count them on one hand, even if you took a few fingers. 

But meeting him shattered that all apart. Without even trying, he opened me up to a world of emotions I had worked so hard to ignore. Once the dam cracked, the crack grew into a break, and even self-preservation couldn’t stop me from falling for him. 

Kyle came into my life by chance, and now I couldn’t bring myself to let him go. There was a connection between us, something unspoken and invisible. A line that drew us together, wrapped around us both, and threatened to squeeze the life from us if we dared to pull away from each other. Painful if we were too far apart, but strengthened every second we were together. 

I understood our connection over time, although I didn’t when we first met. 

I loved him.

I would die for him. 

And maybe I would need to.  








  
  

Chapter One


Kyle





Three weeks ago 

The essence of pain crept through the Porthole. So slowly, it was barely enough to register on my senses at first as I watched over the area. Earlier, we had detected unusual activity—spikes of pain and fear that indicated something bigger was happening than was immediately apparent. Human emotions were like messages delivered directly to us through the air, and keeping them from constantly breaking into our senses took control and practice. But while on duty watching over humanity, we welcomed them inside us.

But this one hurt. 

I breathed deeply, even though the pain of the humans pained me. Every beat of their heart that pushed them through their moments of struggle was a sharp ache inside of my chest, but I took it all in anyway. 

Soon, the trickles of pain were replaced with the imprint of death, followed by a spike of grief, and a shudder ran down my spine as I glanced at the Guardian next to me, Sasha. Her hands trembled as she held them out toward the Porthole, ready to ease the negativity with positive energies and do what was needed to maintain the Balance. 

Her gaze darted from me to the Porthole and back again as neither of us moved. The pain filtering through was stronger than we were used to. Strong enough to be felt through the fragile walls that separated our realm from Earth, even without the Porthole open. 

I almost dry-retched when it doubled. 

Then tripled. 

The emotional blocks I attempted to create to protect myself were too little, too late. The humans’ pain filtered into me through my senses, and it was like trying not to hear a jet engine. You could cover your ears, but the sound would still penetrate. 

There was no escaping it. 

Their screams might have well been my own. 

My stomach lurched when the screams ended abruptly, and another human’s emotional imprint came to a complete stop as the life was stripped from their body. 

The silence after the death was filled only with grief as the ripples began, and I held up a hand as Sasha, by my side, opened her mouth to speak. 

She didn’t need to tell me. I already knew. 

The death of a human was at the hands of a Tenebrian. 

Guardians had gone Rogue before, but not like this.  


      [image: image-placeholder]Kyle.

My chosen human name rolled off my tongue nicely. It's a simple name and straight to the point. 

The name said, I am here, and I have a job to do. 

Or at least, it sounded that way in my head. 

How humans viewed me would not be my concern. I was going to Earth on a mission, and once I completed it, I would return to my home realm of Lucidis. 

My home spread warmth through me, and I opened my senses to it. The realm powered me as much as Tenebris powered the Guardians who lived within it. We were polar opposites, Tenebrians and us, but we served our purpose.

Until that purpose was warped when a Guardian went Rogue.

I would need all the strength Lucidis offered me, and I absorbed as much as I could hold on to. The moment I stepped foot on Earth, my power would begin to drain. Being a neutral zone between the two Guardians’ realms, Earth contained no energy I could absorb. 

Humans, though, I could use them if I needed to. I could go somewhere they were happy, find the joy in the air, absorb it, and let it energize me. It wouldn’t be the same as being home, but it would keep me going and allow me to concentrate my powers enough to track the Rogue Tenebrian. Negative emotions could power them as much as positive ones do for us. 

But to kill for the sensation? That was something else. 

Guardians didn’t kill. It wasn’t our place. 

But I would corner and send the Tenebrian back long before my energies drained. 

Holding my hands before my face, I studied the skin. Being in my human form still felt strange, especially while in Lucidis. It seemed to create a partial block, and I could not connect with my home realm as I usually would, but I took what I could. 

Smooth skin. Fragile. Weak.

No wonder we were to protect them. 

Stronger, faster, and taller. Skin hard like diamonds. 

But Guardians took a risk every time we went to Earth and opened ourselves up to injury that otherwise wouldn’t have been a consideration. 

I’ll admit, though, the feel of a human’s skin under my own was euphoric. 

Being able to absorb and be strengthened by emotions made sex on Earth incredible. Human women were delicate and beautiful, so very responsive to touch, and their heart rate flared with their arousal... 

No.

Concentrate. 

This was not the time for games. 

Once my mission was completed, perhaps if permitted, I would return to Earth to celebrate. 

Find a female and spend a few hours with her. 

My mentor and a community Elder, Cordus, had selected me, and me alone, to go to Earth to track down the Rogue. At first, the activity was nothing unusual—a negative influence here and there, harmless games that left humans feeling hurt, but no physical pain was delivered. Tenebrians played these games sometimes, taking their duties too far and creating negative energy where it wasn’t strictly needed. They weren’t doing this to keep the Balance between light and dark. They were doing it for fun. 

We were so different.  

Lucidians corrected them without complaint, knowing it was simply more games.

Until it wasn’t. 

The death of a human at the hands of a Tenebrian, or any Guardian, was an unnatural and horrific act. 

Cordus had grabbed my arm after the essence was picked up, his strength catching me off guard, considering his advanced age. Once the Tenebrian had killed, Cordus instructed me to prepare myself for the mission to Earth to stop him. He could not come with me, as while his strength and experience were decades beyond mine, Earth made controlling our powers difficult, and he feared that with age, he might not have the same influence on Earth as in Lucidis. His powers on Earth would be unpredictable, more so than when he first took me to Earth for training almost a decade ago.

The Guardians viewed humanity as tools for keeping the Balance in its natural state. While the Balance may move with every passing second and every human emotion is a push and pull against its invisible power, it has been successfully maintained for thousands of years. 

We were the Guardians, and this was our duty.

But humans, like their emotions, were volatile. They throw them about, as they do not understand the effect they have—everything they feel and every move they make has a ripple effect on the Balance that keeps the fabric of our realms together. 

Guardians know its effect, so one of us disregarding it was dangerous. 

For the greater good, sometimes there was a need to impart negative emotions to humans to balance out the good. There should be no pleasure from this, though I suspect the Tenebrians enjoyed their duty and the pain that resulted from it. But it seemed this particular Tenebrian did more than enjoy the pain—he relished it. He let it feed him and used that power to create more. 

He killed. 

No matter how often I let that fact drift through my mind, it was difficult to believe. 

Why?

Even from Lucidis, I could feel the Rogue Tenebrian's strength, but as Cordus had trusted me with this task, I pushed down any doubts I had about my experience versus his. 

For surely Cordus knew my power and capability better than I did. 

Barely into my third decade, I was still young, and I didn’t recall any other Lucidian being given a mission of this importance as their first solo. But I couldn’t let my pride swell, as that was a human weakness I wouldn’t succumb to. 

Standing in the sun's warmth, I let the realm of Lucidis recharge me.

Somewhere in the Earth city I was about to step into, a Tenebrian was creating pain, the worst, and feeding from it, enjoying it. The results of his influence and actions were already creating a fog of negativity across the city, spreading and engulfing all those who lived within it. He was smart, concentrating his efforts within a few city blocks and letting the negativity build until it choked the happiness from the air. 

I didn’t know who he was, but I would find him. He couldn’t hide forever. 

Every move he made left a mark, an imprint, which I could use to track him.

If left too long, he could increase the fog and hide within it, using it to conceal his identity further.  

If left too long, he could destroy us all. 








  
  

Chapter Two


Kyle





Cornered, like the animal he was.  

It had taken me three days to track the Tenebrian I was on Earth to find. Three days of waiting, scouting, and concentrating my powers on selected areas. There could be no rushing the process, and even once I had pinpointed my enemy through the thick fog of fear and pain he’d created, it was another day before I was able to cross paths with him. 

Moonstone blades were handy. It was the only substance on Earth that could be used to return a Guardian to their home realm forcibly. 

And if used correctly, it could kill them. 

I didn’t need to strike a killing wound, although after knowing this Guardian had killed humans, it was tempting. The slightest nick to the skin, the smallest cut, and a Gateway would open within the injured Guardian and drag them back to their realm, with or without their consent. 

Cordus wouldn’t want me to kill. He’d want me to return the guilty to Tenebris to be dealt with by their Elders. 

The Tenebrian’s face in human form was long and thin, with a short crop of reddish-brown hair, spiked and unkempt. His emotional imprint was like a kick in the chest when I got too close, and the negative waves of his Tenebrian nature leaked from him even as he walked down the street. What humans were out at this late hour gave him a wide berth. They wouldn’t know what exactly it was about this being that made them so afraid, but they would cross the street, sure they had seen the devil in his features. 

The Tenebrian felt my presence at the same time I saw him. I’d used his creation against him and pushed down my Lucidian imprint to hide within the fog. 

When I drew the blade from my pocket, he ran. 

Coward. 

Three days. It wasn’t a record by any stretch—I had witnessed Guardians returning home after hours of searching to bring down a Rogue. But this was different. No one had killed humans before, and no Guardian had taken this level of pleasure in destruction for destruction's sake. My mission was special, one of a kind, and three days wasn’t a bad record for that. 

Tonight, it would end, and I would return home.

Where Cordus would warn me against pride.

But I thought I would allow myself to have this win and let the pride in, even if only for a moment.  

I followed the Tenebrian down a narrow alley before it opened to a dead end, where large bins pressed against the dirty walls. When he realized he was cornered, he turned slowly to face me, raising his hands. 

“I am Vena,” he said, his voice as sharp as his features. 

“I don’t care,” I replied, taking a step closer, ready to strike with the blade. 

He opened his arms wide, his black jacket falling open to reveal no weapons strapped to his body. “Tell me your name, and then feel my imprint. I will not resist.”

“I don’t see the point in this.” He arched a brow at me, and I huffed out a breath. “Cael,” I offered through gritted teeth.

The darkness flashed across his eyes. “Humor me, Cael.”

Sighing, I reached out with my senses. As promised, he didn’t resist or block my probing and allowed me to get a read on him. My lips twisted, and I wanted to pull back. Tenebrians and Lucidians caused each other pain when too close, and intentionally sensing him from this close stung—a series of pins and needles exploded across my arms and chest as I read him. 

“What did you find?” he asked when I withdrew my senses. 

“You are older than I expected for someone being so reckless.”

Vena’s lip twitched into a snarl or a smile. I couldn’t tell with his face half hidden by shadow. “That is because I am not the one you seek. I came to Earth for the same reason as you, to locate and return the Rogue to Tenebris. While we are…” There was a definite smirk this time. “Different… I can assure you we fight for the same cause. Despite what you may think, there are Tenebrians who still care for the Balance.”

“Why should I trust you?”

Vena’s anger seeped through the air, and I could feel it as clearly as though it were my own. But beyond the feeling was something else. 

Contempt. 

He felt I was no threat to him. 

He thought he had me fooled. 

“I suppose you could not trust me ordinarily, but these are no ordinary circumstances. I think you would agree.”

“You don’t know anything about me, Tenebrian.” I spat the words out. The use of his home realm name was intended as an insult, and from the rush of anger that spilled through the air toward me, it was received as such. 

Vena revealed himself in that act.

If he were who he claimed to be—an older Tenebrian sent here to find the Rogue—he would have better control over his emotions. 

Anger, like pride, was a human weakness. 

“We must join forces,” he said, quieter as though he wanted to force me to pay attention. “We both know what could happen if he is allowed to continue the damaging path he has started. The Balance could shift, and—”

“You cannot be trusted.” I cut him off and ignored the rush of rage I received through the air in return. “I will do only the right thing and rid Earth of your presence.”

The wave of power hit me, sent as an attack, and I stumbled back a step. Vena got a read on me. It was quick but thorough, penetrating my mind and being in one swift motion before he withdrew equally quickly—a trained attack, from years, perhaps decades more experience than I.

Yet, I smirked. I still had him cornered. 

“It is not I,” he yelled, and with a huff of impatience, he continued, “You are young, foolish, and full of pride that should have been beaten from you in your training.”

My chuckle was empty. “You’re all the same with your lies and tricks. My purpose is to protect the humans from you.” 

I would not let Cordus down, nor the humans I was here to protect.  

Vena looked as though he was about to attack or at least attempt an escape from the corner he found himself in. Before he had a chance to do either, I threw the knife, and when it pierced Vena’s shoulder, he cried out in rage rather than pain. 

Vena lifted his hands and watched blankly as his image began to burn away in flickers of orange and white light—a Gateway to Tenebris forming inside him, where he could not escape it. When he looked back at me, it seemed only then that he was beginning to betray his age and lose the youthful look that Guardians maintained for many decades. I suspected he would be in his seventh decade. 

Why would he go Rogue now?

Vena stared at me as his body disappeared. Blackness overtook his eyes, and I was left staring into empty voids. 

“Fine.” Vena spat at my feet before he sneered. “You’re on your own.” 

His hard stare penetrated me until he disappeared from Earth. 

I had won. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Sighing, I pressed my forehead against the glass window of the cheap motel room, damp and cold with condensation from the night air outside. Tonight would mark the fifth day since I came to Earth to track the Rogue. Three wasted days spent locating the wrong being, and two where I had to start my search anew, and I was no closer to finding him. 

I had tracked and located a Tenebrian. The wrong Tenebrian. A dark scowl crossed my lips as I was again forced to replay the exchange. A reminder of the error I had made and the foolish pride that had followed. How many times must I relive it? I feared I would never escape the anger and self-loathing that bubbled in my stomach. A human weakness, first pride and then anger—was I weaker than other Guardians? Unable to fully control my emotions? 

Banging my forearms against the window in frustration as the memories swam before my mind, I looked up as this elicited a shout from a neighboring room. The walls of this old building were thin.

Worse than the constant reminder of my failure, which refused to leave my mind and at times blocked me from moving forward with my duty, was knowing that after I sent Vena back to Tenebris, I felt a wave of triumphant glee. 

Like a fool.

Like a human. 

While I did not look down upon humanity as did many of my kind—in fact, I found them fascinating—I still knew the dangers of allowing myself the luxury of feeling emotions on that level. 

Yelling an apology to the neighbor I had disturbed, I shook my hands out, forced the sneer of derision from my face, and centered my calming influences to bring myself back into line. 

Earth was infecting me. 

Guardians were not built to be here for days on end. 

With a deep breath, I could absorb some residual positive feelings from the air left lingering from humans within the building and from the streets below, and calm my anger. 

Vena had been right, and that grated against me. Tenebrians couldn’t be trusted. There had been no evidence apart from his flimsy word that he wasn’t the one I was here to find. A Tenebrian’s word was worth nothing, and I knew my own skills enough to know that I needed to trust my gut.

But I was wrong.

Once I had banished Vena back to Tenebris, a substantial shift in the air almost forced me to my knees as the fog increased. It was all wrong. With the negative influencer gone from Earth, the air should’ve begun to clear and be restored. Yet the cloud of fear and pain had grown stronger until it was practically strangling me to breathe. 

There were two Tenebrians. It had never occurred to me that there might be two.

I had sacrificed the only help I had. 

My lip lifted in irritation and regret when I remembered I had also lost the knife that had been a gift from Cordus. My first mission alone on Earth, and my first act was a major error in judgment, which ridded me of my weapon as well.

Another deep sigh, another effort to center myself, and I felt closer to whole again. 

I struggled to understand the idea of a Tenebrian being helpful, but I had to push the thought from my mind. 

I needed to focus. 

People were in danger. 

Shaking my head, I placed my fingertips against the glass and prepared my senses to take another sweep of the city. Keeping my empathetic sights within the few city blocks to which I had narrowed the target area, I brushed the shoulder-length dark blond hair out of my face and continued my search.

Human emotions left an imprint. They were all around us all the time, so strong on Earth that it took many years to craft the skills to use them correctly. Every person feels different, and every emotion they experience is built into their imprint. Guardians were not cursed with the level of emotions humans felt and displayed, and our stoic nature allowed us to use them for our benefit. 

The Rogue Tenebrian, whoever he may be, left a trail of destruction behind him. 

Invisible to humans, although they would feel it rather than see it, was a cloud of negativity that would leave them sick and depressed. A build-up of anger, fear, and pain created a fog that the Tenebrian fed off and, apparently, much more disturbingly, took pleasure in. 

It also allowed me to track where he had been and, hopefully, figure out where he would go next. 

On the streets below, I could feel the imprints of the people who were there and had been there recently—laughing, arguing, dreaming, having sex—all regular activities for normal humans. But between all their emotional energies, I was searching for the footprint the Tenebrian left behind, the imprint of fear so strong it almost stained the air itself a sickly yellow and gray. 

Once I had located the sense of the Tenebrian, I could move in on him. 

But he was powerful, and with each passing hour, I needed to work harder to swallow down the reminder of just how much of a threat he was. 

To Guardian, to humans. 

To me. 

To the fabric that held our realms together.

Surely, he knew the danger of what he was doing. 

The ability to cloak one’s location by internalizing one's powers was not unknown to me, but I hadn’t seen it used to this extent before.

Nor for the purpose of destruction. 

What was he up to?

His motivations were irrelevant, but one couldn’t help but be curious.

No. I was here to protect the humans as much as I was the Balance itself. 

The humans themselves posed another obstacle. Whatever terrible deeds the Tenebrian did affected the humans negatively. If he hurt them, they felt pain. If he scared them, they felt fear, perhaps anger. If he killed, those remaining felt grief. Not to mention that final, horrifying spike of terror right before they lost their life. Those who died left behind loved ones, who felt more grief, sadness, and anger, and their emotions pooled in with the others. 

I rubbed my temples. 

All of this clouded the area further, and by the time I felt a spike of emotional distress, the Tenebrian would have already moved on, and I would be left to deal with the fallout of his sick deeds. I’d need to drain myself to influence positive energy where he had left negative, putting out small proverbial fires everywhere I went as I stumbled down the path to finding him. 

It was a vicious cycle that created a cloud of fear and pain, which in turn made the humans more afraid and only increased the fog. The fog went on and on, building and building until my senses were so clouded that even walking down the street felt like I was fighting my way through the air. 

Unfortunately, I supposed, that was half the point.

I was brought crashing back to the moment when my senses tripped over an upset in the air, like a spike on a graph or the wildly swinging needle of a Richter scale. Recoiling my fingers from the glass, I cried out before I cradled my hands after a sharp pain shot through my fingertips. My eyes widened in horror as I stepped back from the window, and I almost tripped over my feet in my rush to be away from the feeling that left my stomach churning. 

Whatever the Tenebrian was doing right now, it was sheer cruelty. 

I could almost taste the pain, acidic and metallic. 

Fear tasted like blood. 

Grabbing my jacket, I ran. 








  
  

Chapter Three


Ignis





Leaning against a tree in one of the parkland areas that dotted the city, I took a moment of solace, one foot on the bark and the other planted firmly in the grass.  

The air started to smell bitter and thick, the remnants of human pain. 

It was not enough, though. It was never enough. I wanted more. I wanted to see how far I could push it before things got really interesting. 

I’d played my hand too soon and killed a handful of humans, slowly and painfully. Their fear and pain had traveled across the realms, and both a Tenebrian and a Lucidian had been sent to find me. The imprints of those who passed through into Earth were clear as I felt the Gateways open, and each came through with a sense of grim determination. One I recognized was Vena, who was being considered for an Elder. 

The Lucidian, I didn’t know. 

But there was no doubt they were here for me. 

I’d been treated to a hearty laugh two nights ago. Waves pulsed through the air as there was a clash between the two opposing Guardians, as simply being so close together sent ripples throughout the city I could pick up on. It had given me great pleasure to breathe deeply and absorb those sensations. Conflict, fear, and confusion from my fellow Guardians. Bliss. 

The Lucidian must have assumed Vena was causing the damage on Earth and sent him back to our home realm without question. The Lucidian’s energy pattern was weak. He was young and likely inexperienced at tracking, and therefore, not much of a threat to me.

Not that there were many Guardians I would consider a threat, perhaps only the Elders, and they wouldn’t come to Earth themselves. They were too old to control their powers here anymore, and they would be more of a risk than a help. No, they would send their minions to do the job for them. The fact that a tracker had been sent from my home realm and I was not simply left to be dealt with by Lucidis spoke volumes to me. It told me my journey so far had been a success and that I was causing enough ripples to draw their attention, and therefore, I was actually disrupting the Balance. 

Me, all on my own.  

Interesting. 

Let’s see how far I could go.  

Tenebris would not send another. If the Lucidian was foolish enough to force his only assistance back to Tenebris, they would wash their hands of me and let the Lucidian deal with me alone.  

Good luck to him. 

Although maybe at some point, I’d allow myself to be tracked and turn the hunter into the hunted. 

But this game of cat and mouse had some potential for fun. Perhaps I could pull the Lucidian into my game and make him hurt like the humans.

Tonight, I tested my patience as I waited for a specific type of victim to wander into my spider’s web. While unsure who I was waiting for, I knew I’d know them when I saw them. Someone unassuming, the sort of person who wouldn’t even consider that crossing through a park after dark might be a bad idea. The city was safe enough, populated, and had plenty of good people around at this hour. But humans were too trusting, too good, and sometimes needed a shake-up. 

I was just the one to do it. 

They all had darkness within them and the ability to do cruel things. Some humans could be influenced into acting out the cruelty themselves. I enjoyed seeing how far I could turn humans against each other and draw out the darkest parts of their nature until they enacted violence upon those nearby. Those who could not be influenced to that extent, for, unfortunately, there was always an element of free will, became the victims.

My victims. 

I had fun with them all the same. 

Their skin was thin, their flesh weak, and their wills unable to hold up once they faced me, a being that held the negative force of my home realm. A force humans didn’t and couldn’t understand, but they recognized it. Good and evil have taken many forms over the centuries, but it was always the same. 

Us. 

“Are you the devil?” they would ask me, eyes wide and pain written on their features. 

I would tell them what would hurt them most.

“Yes.” 

My skin exploded in goosebumps when I anticipated the pain I would cause tonight. It empowered me. The same emotions that Tenebrians found so delightful made the Lucidians ill. It was wonderful to know my Lucidian counterpart would be in such pain simply being here as he experienced the leftover aftershocks of my fun. I could create, breed, and absorb the pain, increasing my power. All the while, he would be suffering. 

There was nothing to stop me now. An inexperienced Lucidis Guardian was no threat. But I’d remember he was around, for one day soon, I’d welcome him personally into my game, and he’d regret the day he stepped through the Gateway alone. 

Arrogant enough to believe I was simply another Rogue. 

I was far from it. 

There had never been another like me. I was a trailblazer, and generations would remember my name and the legacy of what I had begun.

I was only getting started. 

Peering around the tree trunk into the darkness, dapples of light from the street lamps, partially obscured by the overgrown treetops, crossed over the pathway. The effect created the stage as a human walked across, unaware he was being watched. 

My victim.

A grin crossed over my face, darkening my already threatening features. I could be handsome if I tried, when I hid my true nature from humanity, which wasn’t difficult. Humans were only animals, slaves to their own emotions and weaknesses. But once I had my victims, I allowed my negative influence to drip through and permitted my Tenebrian nature to peek out from behind the disguise that made me look like one of them. 

I’d let them see the darkness in my eyes. 

They would scream, and I would suck in a breath of their fear.  

It took absolute control over my power to release only a hint of my being while maintaining my human form, and it had taken years of practice. 

Allowing my negative energies to pump through my veins, the full potential of my influence exuded from me in a pulse. The man passing slowed in his step, overcome with a depression that he couldn’t explain as he drew level with where I hid. 

I pounced. 

He never stood a chance.


      [image: image-placeholder]The human woke slowly, and I doubted he remembered losing consciousness in the first place. He had put up quite a fight, but getting the upper hand against a being with strength you didn’t understand was difficult with a forearm pressed against your throat. 

It didn’t take him long to become alert when he realized he was tied to a chair. 

He looked around wildly while he yanked his arms uselessly against the binds that tied him to the office chair. That sound of plastic on plastic as the cable ties ground against the arms of the cheap chair was irritating, but I let him squirm for a while. Maybe he’ll keep going until the ties cut into his skin. I kept it too dark for him to see much, but I could observe him from behind as I leaned against a desk. The illumination of the lights from a distant window cast eerie shadows across the empty office space and created squares of vague visibility through abandoned cubicles. The shadows helped me. The environment helped me. I’d use anything that played on humans’ primal fears and created a spike of terror that piqued as his heart rate accelerated. 

How did I get here? He’d be wondering. Why, I was simply walking home and was attacked. These things happen on the news, but not to people like me.

Pathetic.

His mind was ticking over. Soon, he would notice his missing wallet, which I had taken purely to know who I was speaking to.

Alexander. 

The intimacy of my knowing his name would be worse for him than a stranger he could separate himself from. He’d wonder if he knew me, too. 

Then he’d wish he’d never met me. 

The build-up was almost as delicious as the act itself. 

After battling with whatever thoughts were going through that pathetic mind, he began fighting the binds again. It was amusing to watch, but there wasn’t a hint of a weakness in those ties he could take advantage of. Everything he thought he knew about being safe and escaping a situation like this was lost and useless when faced with the real thing. 

I didn’t think he would be a crier, but I’d been wrong before.

I wondered what his pain tolerance was. 

I’d find out. 

Alexander’s back stiffened, and his head turned when he finally realized he was being watched.  

“Hey!” he shouted into the darkness, “Come out where I can see you.”

I approached and kept to his peripheral vision—a dark figure he couldn’t even be sure was there. He’d be praying this was a nightmare. 

“Usually, it is not the guy tied to the chair making the demands,” I answered. 

Alexander turned his head, straining his neck to see who was speaking. “What do you want? Do you want money? Who are you?”

I chuckled. “Not money. What I want you are not going to be happy about.”

“What? What does that even mean?” He tried to keep the panic from cracking his resolve, and while I applauded his efforts, it didn’t matter because I could read him. I could feel the chill that spread down his spine as though it were my own. His skin crawled with the urge to be anywhere but near me as my presence only filled him with a discomfort he couldn’t explain. 

Before he could blink, I was at his shoulder, my breath hot against his ear as the tip of a blade touched the edge of precious Alexander’s jaw. Predictably, he tilted his head away from the blade as though his instinct, worn down by centuries of being slaves to their emotions, could save him. But he couldn’t move far enough, and any movement resulted in more pressure on the blade’s edge as I poised it, digging into his skin enough to draw blood but not enough to kill. A bead of sweat dripped down his neck, and I followed its trail with my gaze. I doubt he’d experienced fear like this before, fear that poisoned him through the air, seeped into his pores, and made rational thought difficult. 

And made hope impossible. 

But my senses danced with the pleasure of it. 

He didn’t even understand he was feeding the fear, making it worse by giving in to it. Fear built around humans like a bubble, and with every heavy breath, he was making it darker, breathing it in and out, and increasing its effect. Assisted by me, I focused my energies and added to it, increasing the sense of fear until I could practically hear his heart thumping against his rib cage. 

Every intake of my breath absorbed his fear, and when I released it back into the air, I added to the cloud of negativity around him. Feeding it, feeding off him. Taking advantage of the cycle of energies that I should be balancing, and was instead used. Alexander squeezed his eyes shut momentarily before they snapped open again. The internal darkness was more terrifying than what he could see, and his eyes darted around rapidly as he searched for an exit, desperate for escape.

He would find none.  

A shudder ran down my spine, and I felt myself grow erect. 

Fear was nothing short of ecstasy. 

But I wouldn’t take him, not like that, not tonight. 

Maybe tomorrow I will find someone, seduce them, and have them come to me of their own free will. 

Then destroy them. 

Humans’ responses were always better when they came under my influence of their own will. 

“How about I answer your last question?” I cooed. 

Alexander cringed and gritted his teeth as I pushed the tip of the blade into his jaw slowly, so he could feel every bit of the metal as it passed the protective barrier of his skin and invaded his body. Blood dripped steadily down his neck and onto his shirt.

A stained shirt wouldn’t be the only reminder he’d be left with tonight.  

I flashed a grin. “You know how people in movies say, ‘I’m your worst nightmare?’”

Alexander’s eyes started to water from the pain as I twisted the blade into his flesh. It wasn’t a large knife, but it didn’t have to be. I could bring any human to their knees with a nail file if I had to. Moving in front of Alexander’s face, I bent to face him and placed a hand on the back of his neck in an almost intimate gesture. Too intimate for him, judging by the flare of fear in his eyes. 

I watched his pupils expand and contract as though his body was trying to protect him from seeing too much. 

As though not seeing me would make the pain go away. 

“Well, in my case…” I bared my teeth at him, hissing slightly and causing a whimper to be drawn from his throat. Allowing my eyes to cloud black, I whispered, “… it’s true.”

He didn’t scream, but the spike of his fear left me groaning in pleasure. 

Twisting the blade again, I needed more.

More. 








  
  

Chapter Four


Ana




Reaching the peak of laziness was getting irritated that the view of the television was obscured, and knowing you could easily solve the issue by moving your feet from the coffee table, but being too comfortable to do so.  
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