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  Foreword



I didn’t intend to write this, but I feel compelled to do so. Chapter 1 of this novel contains aspects readers may find upsetting. You may wish to avoid this chapter; this won’t affect the rest of the story. That being said, if you are sensitive to matters concerning suicide, please use your discretion.

You might wonder ‘Why include it, then?’

Simply, The Hateful is a very personal series. It deals with the deepest aspects and questions of myself and autism. I wanted to include aspects not mentioned often, especially the thoughts and feelings associated with them. I believe Chapter 1 offers a unique insight into a character that will play a central role in this novel.

Finally, this chapter is non-negotiable for me.

Again, please use discretion. Otherwise, I hope you enjoy this book. As with most things, the healing cycle includes multiple stages. This usually begins with a downfall.

Then comes forgiveness.
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Gabriel wanders the streets of Kyrios as twinkles of snow fall from the sky, not sure if these moments will be his last.

Tonight, he wants to die.

It never makes sense how it happens. His black cloak feels like a noose tightening around his neck. Strands of his Hateful golden and silver hair land on his face, no matter how many times he brushes them back. Gabriel glances towards a desolate street, knowing that no one follows him.

Except darkness.

Gabriel can sense it: the imminence of death. Nihilism hangs on every thought. Hopelessness. Despite his effort. Despite his dreams. It had been for nothing. He was never meant to understand this world, nor it him.

And why would it? So much hate. Delusion. Apathy. What is the point of living? Why am I still breathing?

Gabriel notices the coldness in the air. He sees the little details his mind once decided were irrelevant. The closeness of death brings everything to his attention. Even the simple act of inhaling. It is all so precious, so fragile. Gabriel shivers, knowing that each breath takes him one step closer to the end, towards destroying the only thing responsible for his suffering.

Himself.

The days, sunless for thousands of years, now seem blacker. Gabriel can’t remember the last time he slept. He’s not been able to stop the same image from tainting his mind.

‘Gabriel? Why?’ He can hear Krista saying in his mind, seeing her on her knees with tears running down her face. She would wonder why he didn’t speak. Why he said nothing. Gabriel knows you don’t want to drag others to the depths in which you’ve allowed yourself to drown.

And so shame emerges.

You remember the person you once were, happy and innocent. Now, all you can see are your flaws, your failings. Despite everything you’ve done, people never change. Humans are fools lying to themselves. You realise your addictions were masquerades, the things you ran to, trying to escape the darkness you’ve always known exists within you.

Why did I even bother?

Gabriel staggers. His breathing is laboured. His head is heavy. He holds out an arm, letting his fingers brush against the cold metal wall that surrounds the city of Kyrios. He looks at the contorted rooftops, seeing only physical manifestations of pain and death, appearing to turn away as though ashamed of him. That makes him smile, as he casts his gaze up to the snowing sky, feeling tiny flakes land on his face.

‘Oh, Divinity, why did you curse us like this? What did we do to deserve this?’ he questions aloud, knowing that no one will answer him. His kind had been long forsaken by the god that created them. Besides, they weren’t his precious humans. Not truly, anyway. They were monsters, disabled. They could tap into all four of his Blessings, but that changed nothing. Humans could only touch one, yet in return his infamous race was born with the curse, fractured of mind, broken before they took their first steps. Gabriel knew the truth. They had been abandoned. No angel was coming to guide them to heaven. Instead, Gabriel knew what was coming for them.

The realm of demons, the hell most humans feared.

But we’re already in hell, aren’t we? That’s what they don’t see. The demons… They walk among us, within…

There’s a faint stirring within, the smirking presence that watches his every step.

You’re just running, aren’t you? it says, taking pleasure from his pain, from the thoughts spinning in his mind. Dizziness engulfs Gabriel as he forces his eyes closed, trying to calm himself. He is shaking, longing.

Krista. I need her. I need to—

Gabriel freezes. The answer is clear. It is obvious what he needs to do. There is only one way this can end.

‘Die,’ he says, his breath steaming out of him. Without hesitation, Hateful compulsion filling every part of his body, he staggers forward, making his way to a door not far from here. Just a few streets away.

‘Krista… Krista…’ Gabriel stammers, the presence within growing more prominent. He tries to ignore it, moving as fast as he can. In response, the presence within laughs, taking joy from every second.

What difference can she make? You will not confess your feelings for her. You don’t know what love is. You’ve tried, haven’t you? You’ve searched for it. Longed for it. Yet deep down, you’re not sure if you want it. After all, you don’t want to drag her down with you, do you? Tell me, Gabriel, what can you offer her?

‘Nothing,’ Gabriel answers, forcing away tears. I don’t even know why I’m still breathing.

Gabriel approaches the tiny staircase that leads to their home, struggling with each step. He just reaches the top, fumbling with his keys before stepping inside. A gust of snowy wind follows him as he drops to his hands and knees. The presence within laughs again while Gabriel cries. Still, he crawls forward, moving through a bare living room containing only a single chair. Books sit in a small pile alongside it. Krista’s books.

I need this to end. I cannot take this anymore.

He ignores Krista’s room, his heart aching. Gabriel staggers to his feet, heading towards the bathroom, switching on a light and closing the door behind him. He finds his greatest shame staring back at him in the mirror. He stands there, half disbelieving what he sees.

‘Is this what I’ve allowed myself to become?’ Gabriel asks, holding out his hand towards the sink beneath the mirror. His face is gaunt, his cheeks and chin narrow. The bags under his eyes betray his exhaustion. Gabriel shakes his head, despising the creature looking back at him.

He taps into his Transformative Blessing, summoning a tiny blade in his right hand, which he brings towards his throat.

Do it. Just end this.

A knock comes at the door, freezing Gabriel. Without waiting for an answer, Krista steps inside the bathroom, appearing as though she’s just awoken. She rubs her eyes, before brushing her Hateful hair back. It’s then she sees Gabriel, regarding the same reflection he’s looking at, her eyes widening. They flicker between his face and the blade held to his neck.

‘Gabriel?’ Krista asks, her voice trembling, disbelieving.

Gabriel allows the blade to fall, relinquishing the Blessing.

‘Krista… I…’ he says, knowing there’s nothing to say except the one thing that accompanies these moments.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he says, as Krista’s arms wrap around him. Gabriel feels her shake, accompanying the sounds of her crying into his chest.

I caused this, Gabriel knows. I caused her to suffer more. Why? Why am I like this?

Inside, the presence emerges, encapsulating him.

Why? Because you are Hateful, fool, it says, causing Gabriel to squeeze his fists. He rests his head on Krista’s, knowing that it was right. That was where it all began: his condition, his curse.

His hatred.
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A faint glow roused Lucifer from his sleep. His eyes fluttered open. Such radiance should be impossible here. He’s deep within the Darklands now.

Then again, the snow was supposed to be impossible too.

Yet it lies around him, covering the trees and the ground. Lucifer didn’t find it a coincidence that it had descended upon Ethero after what transpired in Exia. It was a premonition, a reminder of where he was going.

Kyrios.

Towards my past, Lucifer recalled, groaning, as he moved from his position lying against a tree, shivering from the cold. He looked to the forest surrounding him, reaching towards the snow and grabbing a fistful before taking a bite of it. It solved his thirst but didn’t ease his hunger. His stomach grumbled. Lucifer hadn’t eaten in days, not since leaving Exia. Often, his inclinations had told him to go back to Exia, but Lucifer rejected such notions. He had promised Ven that he’d return home. He had vowed he would change.

‘I miss you so much,’ Lucifer muttered, moving to sit back against the tree. Faint white sparkles accompanied the falling snow, providing the glow that had woken him. Lucifer grimaced, unsure what to make of them. They reminded him of something.

Him. The sparkles fused, forming an outline of a figure Lucifer knew he’d seen before, a being much like Korai. However, unlike the Fallen, who he had not felt since leaving Exia, this being did not have tattoo-like markings across his skin, nor was he encased in an aura of violet and crimson. His skin was clear and white, his hair floating towards the sky, a perfect silver, and he studied Lucifer with eyes of a similar colour.

‘What are you?’ Lucifer asked. The being gave him a sense of peace and serenity. Then he remembered when he last saw this being: in a vision he had at the Institute before his first battle with Megidra.

Why are you here? Why now?

The being smiled. Unlike Korai, Lucifer perceived no mocking or condescension in that smile, but a genuine warmth he hadn’t felt since…

‘Who are you?’

‘Hello, Lucifer,’ the being answered. He did not appear cold despite being shirtless, his muscles defined but not bulky. There was a majesty about him. Lucifer was sure this was another entity, but not like Korai.

‘Are you inside me too?’ Lucifer asked. The being remained silent. Resentment filled Lucifer, but he forced himself to remain calm, remembering how easily he had allowed his emotions to control him in the past.

I almost did it again. After I promised Ven. I cannot repeat the same mistakes. I have to be better. I have to be—

‘Be what, Lucifer?’ the being asked. ‘You’re too harsh on yourself. You made a mistake, and you’ve learnt from it. Now, you pursue something else, something you weren’t ready to pursue until you made your decision.’

‘What decision is that?’ Lucifer asked. ‘Have you been waiting for this moment?’

‘Yes,’ the being answered, dropping to one knee in front of Lucifer. ‘The second path begins, Lucifer.’

‘But what makes you any different from him?’ Lucifer asked, recalling what happened between him and Korai in Exia. ‘What if I’m pursuing another poisonous dream? Another delusion?’

‘Tell me, Lucifer Armedeus. What do you feel when I’m here?’ the being asked.

Lucifer contemplated the feelings swirling within him. He recalled his last memories of Vennifer, lying in his arms as she said her last words.

‘Move forward. Forgive yourself…’

‘Forgiveness,’ Lucifer finally answered, lowering his head. ‘With you, I feel forgiveness.’

Bitterness arose in his heart then, and he scowled.

‘I do not deserve forgiveness. I deluded myself into thinking that I wished to save my race, that I could become a god. It was all a lie, so I could run from the truth, about how much I despise myself. Tell me, do you believe that merits forgiveness?’

He looked up. The being’s expression hadn’t changed at all. He was still smiling, compassionate.

‘That’s for you to discover, isn’t it? That’s why you’re returning to where it all began,’ the being said. He placed a gentle hand on Lucifer’s shoulder, staring into his eyes. ‘Do not fear repeating the same mistake, Lucifer. You’ve already changed. Now you must continue in your journey. You must find and understand forgiveness.’

The being rose to his feet, half turning away as Lucifer watched him move.

‘Who are you? How do you know this?’

‘I am the one who follows the downfall, Lucifer. The result of both order and chaos. This world is hurting so much. The price of my failure. Though you do not trust him, you will need Korai. A choice will have to be made.’

‘A choice between what?’ Lucifer asked.

‘A choice between repeating the same cycle Ethero has followed since the beginning, or forgiveness. In time, you will understand. Go to Kyrios. Find the forgiveness that this world needs.’

The being faded then, dissipating into glistening silver sparkles. As his light diminished, Lucifer found himself alone within the almost black Darklands, barely lit by the grey sky above and the surrounding snow. Kyrios awaited him.

I’ve got to get up. I need to move forward.

Rustling caught Lucifer’s attention. A pair of glowing green eyes stared right at him. Lucifer scrambled to his feet, tapping into his Transformative Blessing and shifting his hands into bladed claws as he lowered his posture, ready.

A deep growl came from the overgrowth. This was the reason most never ventured beyond the four cities.

A Machgar.

He could imagine it now, a bio-mechanical predator with an organic body and robotic legs. No one knew what colour their shaggy fur was supposed to be, but their teeth were made of metal, capable of tearing apart their prey. Lucifer had no intention of suffering such a fate. He placed his bladed fingertips together, before ripping them apart with a grinding sound that chimed into a metallic hiss.

The growling stopped and the green eyes froze.

Go. Do not force me to act.

The rustling resumed and the eyes turned away. Lucifer held his own breath, waiting to see if the danger had passed. It might be a ruse to trap him. He switched to his Elemental blessing, and fire ignited his hands.

‘There,’ Lucifer said, his expression darkening as he looked to his right. The Machgar emerged, its scruffy silver fur marred with patches of blood. Its green eyes flashed again, and it growled as it bared its teeth at Lucifer. He thought he heard a slight hiss from its mechanical legs, which gleamed as they reflected his flames. Two of its metal teeth were much longer than the others, extending from its mouth like silver daggers.

What now? Lucifer wondered, making no sudden movements. Instead, he tapped further into his Blessing, intensifying the flames and illuminating the surrounding forest.

The Machgar remained still, as though calling Lucifer’s bluff.

‘You do not want this fight,’ Lucifer said.

The Machgar hesitated, then turned away, heading back into the overgrowth.

Lucifer released his Elemental Blessing, allowing the Darklands to return to their natural state. He sighed with relief, and turned in the direction he was sure led to Kyrios.

‘He was right, whoever he was,’ he said. ‘I promised you, Ven. I will change. I will be better. I will find forgiveness.’
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Pauli’s expression changed when he entered the office, looking concerned as she raised her head from what used to be Hela’s desk.

No, now it’s my desk. Diana half-smiled at Pauli as he closed the door behind him, his face hardening.

‘You need to sleep in your room, Diana,’ he said in his blunt tone; his way of being stern with her. It came from a place of caring, which made her smile.

He’s so sweet, she thought, warmth radiating from within, and not from her Elemental Blessing.

Pauli still looked concerned. ‘You’ll burn out if you maintain this,’ he said, sounding like the teacher he was. ‘Are you intending to break yourself? Just days into the position?’

‘No,’ Diana said, tiredly, as she brushed her hair back and rubbed her eyes. ‘The desk just looked so comfortable, and…’

Diana peeked over her knuckles, almost chuckling at her childishness. When Pauli returned this gesture with no hint of amusement, Diana sighed before allowing her hands to fall on the desk. She then turned her gaze to the various piles of papers that no longer possessed meaning or purpose.

What had I been doing? she wondered, shaking her head as no recollection came to her. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep, which agitated her.

‘What is it?’ Pauli asked.

Diana looked at him, observing his large physique, short hair, and well-groomed beard. She planted her elbow on the desk before resting her chin against the flat of her palm.

I wonder what beard product you’re using today? Diana thought, realising she was losing herself again. She smiled in faint amusement: she needed to show organisation and leadership. After all, she was their leader now. It was time to act like one.

But I doubt I can hide anything from you, can I?

Diana appreciated that. She wanted Pauli to see the real her, not the leader of his race. Diana wondered if this was how Hela had felt during her tenure as leader of the Hateful. Isolated. Unsure. Afraid. Especially having taken over after her exiled brother. The issue, Diana had realised, was that no one explained what being a leader of their kind meant. She was sure Hela had gone through a similar induction.

Diana had taken over during a crisis herself. Again, one caused by Megidra’s actions. Now, in the aftermath of his recent massacre, many humans were camping outside the Institute, launching regular attacks to hurt the Hateful. Thankfully, some brave few among them had positioned themselves across the wall between them and Exia, repelling anyone who attempted to scale the wall. They had resorted to non-harmful methods to defend themselves, like beating them back with bursts of water and non-toxic gas. Enough blood had been shed. The Institute felt the weight of that.

Still, that hasn’t stopped my kind from trying, and it’s snowing.

Something was changing. Diana could sense it, not just in Exia, but Ethero too. Few among humans or the Hateful were handling it well. There was no trace of the Titaniuses. It was like they had all disappeared. Though rumours suggested they had retreated within Exia Mountain, no one had confirmed it. Diana forced herself to stay firm. She straightened her posture, trying to show Pauli more confidence.

‘Why did you just change your posture?’ he asked, in his blunt Hateful way.

Diana sighed, still smiling. ‘I was trying to make you feel confidence in me, despite having caught me sleeping in the office,’ she said, stopping herself from chuckling.

Pauli’s face relaxed. ‘You don’t need to do that,’ he said. ‘I’m always confident in you. We all are. It’s just that I’m concerned you’re pushing too hard, trying to do everything like Hela did.’

You’re so genuine, Diana thought, the warmth rising again. She allowed herself to enjoy the sensation, before realising that Pauli had probably come for a reason.

‘What’s up?’ she asked, before shaking her head in annoyance; the way she phrased her question wouldn’t make sense to him. The Hateful needed more context. Diana considered a better way to phrase her question. ‘Sorry. What I meant was, how can I help you, Pauli?’

He didn’t respond, which informed Diana that she had already botched this interaction. Pauli seemed to consider what to say next before taking a deep breath.

‘Diana, some of my kind wish to discuss with you the current state of affairs,’ he said, before his demeanour became awkward. ‘Your kind are becoming more ambitious in their attempts to scale the wall. Their anger doesn’t seem to abate.’

‘Anger fades, but pettiness can last a lifetime, Pauli,’ Diana said, not surprised to hear this. She couldn’t blame them: she often recalled the sounds of humans screaming among seething flames. The image of Exia burning was one she would never forget.

I don’t have time to think about that. I’m the leader of the Hateful now. They need me.

Diana walked around her desk, moving towards the door as Pauli’s gaze followed her.

‘Come. Let’s see if my kind has dented the wall.’




As Diana exited Tower 1 of the Institute, she gazed upon the now snow-covered ruins of the grounds, the aftermath of Megidra’s assault. The sight made her recall the sounds of gunfire and blades clashing.

And the sound of the Descendants’ horrifying cackling and gargled roars.

Diana stopped, shivering, remembering the last time she saw Hela, witnessing the hell her brother had created.

‘Thank you so much for everything, Diana. The Hateful never forget.’

No, and I doubt I will either, Hela, Diana thought. She missed the former leader of the Hateful.

‘Diana?’ Pauli asked, his concern obvious as he spoke.

Diana forced herself to smile again. ‘I’m alright, Pauli,’ she said, not doubting that he would know she was lying. Knowing that he wouldn’t say anything – not here, anyway – Diana looked ahead and continued towards the wall.

They had come during a rare moment of peace. Diana was appreciative, hugging the black leather Hateful jacket she wore close to her neck, her breath suspended in clouds of steam.

‘Do you want me to help you up?’ Pauli asked.

Diana shook her head. ‘No, I should be fine,’ she said, opening her arms and allowing the cold to encapsulate her whole body, her jacket fluttering behind her. ‘If I’m leader then I need to handle myself.’

Pauli made no further comment but tapped into his Physical Blessing, his musculature increasing within his Hateful attire. He jumped into the air, leaving a cloud of snow in his wake, before landing on top of the wall. Diana tapped into her own Blessing then, summoning the Elemental power of air. She wrapped herself in it, creating a sense of lightness that evolved into levitation. Then she summoned more of her Blessing, rising along the face of the wall until she reached the top. Unlike her first attempt at this, she landed as nobly as Pauli had. Diana smiled. She wondered what Hela would think if she could see that, comparing it to the first time they met.

So much has changed since then. I barely knew anything about myself. Your wonderful kind have changed my life. I must do the same for them.

Diana turned towards the city of Exia. Smoke was still rising towards the sky, another ugly trace of Megidra’s massacre. Much had changed following the atrocities of the now infamous Devil of Anubi. Exia had become a battlefield of chaos and anarchy. Human factions arose from every district, competing for resources. The DFA had retreated to their base in Greyr after losing control of the streets. According to the brave scouts Diana had sent out, violence and death now lurked in every crevice of the city. This was apparent below them, in the no-man’s-land between the Institute and the rest of Exia. There were makeshift campsites everywhere, made from whatever scrap metal the humans of Exia could get their hands on.

It was like the aftermath of an apocalypse. Campfires burned among the barbed-wired fences and ramshackle metal huts her kind had created. They all sheltered those who wanted to harm the Hateful. Humanity blamed the Hateful for Megidra’s actions. Diana was thankful the war for the streets had taken most of their focus. For now.

But there’s still a lot here, Diana noted, hearing footsteps pattering either side as a few volunteer guards approached. She noted their exhaustion. She made sure she appeared confident as they reached her.

‘Seems quiet,’ Diana said, knowing that she was stating the obvious. The Hateful guards nodded.

‘Yes. We think the snow is having an effect,’ one said, a male in his early twenties. ‘As the covering gets thicker, the hum—sorry, I mean your kind – seem to struggle against it. Because of that, they aren’t launching as many attacks. The only problem is that their strategies are becoming more sophisticated when they do attack.’

‘What do you mean?’ Pauli asked.

‘They’re launching multiple attacks at different points of the wall. I think they know there’s few of us, so they’re relying on us growing tired.’

Which you are, Diana thought.

‘Is it a problem?’ Pauli asked.

The guard shook his head. ‘It’s nothing we can’t handle. Still, having a few more guards wouldn’t hurt.’

‘We’ll get some more volunteers to help,’ Diana said, folding her arms. ‘We need to figure out something for the long term, assuming that my kind intends to try waiting us out. Could we build something on top of the walls? Even if it’s just shelter to stay warm?’

‘But wouldn’t that serve as a massive target for your kind?’ Pauli asked.

Diana acknowledged that with a nod. ‘Probably, but it might make my kind’s attacks more predictable. Easier to handle.’

‘She has a fair point,’ the young guard said, scratching his chin.

‘We’ll need resources,’ another guard said, a young female.

Diana looked questioningly at Pauli. ‘Where would we get supplies?’ she asked. Then her eyes widened. ‘Wait. Where do we get our supplies from? Food. Water. Power. Where does all of that come from?’

The group frowned at her, surprised she didn’t know.

‘My kind may decide to target vital supply routes rather than continue direct attacks. I need to know what they are. I should’ve been told this!’

Diana stopped herself then, taking in a breath. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t blame any of you for that. I’m still trying to get a hold of this role.’

The group nodded, before Pauli gestured to prompt the guards to leave. As they did, he turned to Diana. ‘I’m sorry, Diana. I should’ve told you.’

‘No, we’re both adjusting to this,’ Diana said, softening. ‘We’ll get there.’

‘That’s the Diana I know,’ Pauli said, smiling in a way that made Diana’s heart skip a beat. She decided not to allow things to become awkward as they stared at each other. She turned her attention back towards the three towers of the Institute.

‘I need to make sure I don’t repeat her mistakes, Pauli,’ Diana said, hating how her words sounded, but knowing them to be true. ‘I can’t lie to the others and act like I’ve got everything under control. Hela hid them from the truth. She isolated herself because of that. I have to be myself. That’s why you all chose me. Now, take me to where your kind gets its supplies.’

The Hateful had many systems that allowed them to live independently. For food, a select group of them would organise supply drops by dragon riders at times when humans would most likely be asleep. It was a simple system, but Diana wondered how the recent changes in Exia’s landscape would affect it.

As for the electricity source, Pauli was leading her there now, headed to the basement of Tower 2. There, Diana could see three massive turbines, cylindrical and connected by thick cables that ran from them before disappearing into the surface. Before them stood a console with two protruding handles.

‘Those are where we charge the turbines,’ Pauli explained, gesturing towards the console. ‘Every week, one of us comes down to charge them with the Elemental Blessing. They then transfer the electricity through the rest of the Institute.’

‘So why does most of the Institute use candlelight?’ Diana asked.

Pauli smiled mischievously in a way Diana liked. ‘They aren’t candles, Diana. Could you imagine how often we’d need to replace them?’

It was a good point, but Diana didn’t respond. She regarded Pauli expectantly; he almost seemed to hold himself from laughing.

‘They’re just normal lights, shaped to replicate candles,’ he continued. ‘They provide a soothing effect. Many of our kind have hypersensitivities, so we chose dim lighting to make things comfortable for them. As for heating and water, Tower 3’s basement possesses a similar room to this one. Again, we use our Elemental Blessing to fill the tanks with water and to provide heating throughout the Institute.’

‘So the Elemental is the best Blessing,’ Diana said, nodding.

Pauli grinned, before letting out a slight chuckle as Diana fought herself from joining him. It felt wonderful to see Pauli act this way around her. More comfortable. More himself.

Should I be concerned with how much I like that? Diana wondered, before deciding to distract herself with matters she knew were important.

Every day she discovered something else that she needed to look after. It all strengthened the conclusion that had become apparent ever since she became the leader of the Hateful, that she couldn’t repeat Hela’s mistake.

That she needed help.

She moved towards the console, sad to hear Pauli’s laughter dying behind her. His usual demeanour had returned, sensing the change in her mood.

I’m sorry, Pauli, but if we’re going to do this, then I can’t keep relying on you. Beyond everything I’m realising Hela went through, I haven’t even begun working on the very reason you all chose me. It makes so much sense now why Hela ended up the way she did. So stressed, with no help. Is it any wonder why she retreated into her office more and more, placing her faith in the children?

Diana sighed, folding her arms.

I can’t do that. They deserve to choose how they live their lives. I need help from someone else.

Then she realised. ‘I know what to do,’ Diana began. ‘Hela chose the wrong people to stack her hopes on. She shouldn’t have relied on the children while ignoring the adults among you. I cannot do everything, never mind focus on the very mission you chose me for. Rather than repeat that mistake, I’ll go the opposite way. It’s time for those who feel abandoned to step up. It doesn’t even have to be a job or a role we devise. If anyone here has a talent or skill, we will encourage them to pursue it. We’re going to give them purpose, and hope…’

Diana paused then, gears clicking in her mind. She returned her gaze to Pauli. ‘Call an emergency meeting, Pauli, right now. Make sure Reni is there. This new plan begins now.’
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‘C’mon son! Move!’ a woman called to her child, scanning the snowy mist-filled streets of the Rai District.

‘You’re hurting my hand!’ her little boy retorted, half moving with her, half fighting against her.

‘It’s just a little further, son. We’re almost there!’

‘Why are we rushing?’ the boy asked.

His mother stopped and turned to him. ‘You know why. He could be here any moment. The DFA never caught him. You know how Mommy said we gotta watch out for the bad people? Well, he’s the one we’ve gotta watch out for most.’

‘But… But he could be anywhere,’ the boy said, gulping to contain his fear.

‘Which is why we gotta move! We need to get home as soon as possible!’ his mother said, pulling at his arm.

The boy resisted, tugging against her, looking up into her terrified eyes. ‘What if he ran away?’ he asked.

His mother leaned closer to him, her face mere inches from his. ‘Devils don’t run away, son. They—’

She stopped herself then, shaking her head before rising to her full height. When she pulled at her boy’s arm, he no longer resisted. It’s then they bumped into a man, causing him to stagger a few steps. Horror washed across their faces. The mother knew she should be afraid as she regarded the enormous figure.

He was the one humanity named the Devil of Anubi.




According to legend, the Divinity had unleashed the Devil as punishment for human sins, setting Exia aflame before unleashing a horde of demons upon the world. The legend said the Devil took on the guise of a dashingly beautiful man, armed with a charming smile and an eloquent voice, and donning a crimson cloak. While this was untrue, it hadn’t stopped the legend from spreading, putting fear into every human heart. That was the greatest shame he felt as he regarded the mother and child now, watching as they cowered away from him.

If only you knew the reality, the Devil thought, knowing that what they saw was not a dashing gentleman of evil. The true Devil was a broken thing. He wore a tattered black cloak that covered almost all of his body, except for large black leather boots. His cloaked face was a blank void, like the tales of Ethero Fiends.

You think I’m about to kill you, the Devil thought, raising his hands beyond his cloak and studying them as though he hardly recognised they were his own. The mother and child were looking at his hands too, terrified of what he intended to do with them.

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. That is what I am now. Nothing…

The Devil allowed his hands to drop, returning to the warmth of his cloak. It wasn’t much, considering the weather. The snow fell in a light blizzard, while the fog allowed vision only a few meters ahead. An agitated whistle accompanied the snow, filling the silence between what the Devil knew were three very different lives.

Had this been another time, I wonder what I might’ve done. Would I have sought your approval and admiration, or would I have destroyed you both instead?

The latter thought caused him to wince and shake his head. He regarded the mother and child again.

‘And to think I wanted to become you,’ he said, before stepping around them. From there, he made his way towards one of the many streets he had spent the last few days roaming, each one reminding him of his shame and guilt. Exia and humanity had collapsed in the wake of his actions. All that remained were questions of how he had become a monster. Every time he asked himself that, his mind returned to one particular image.

Lucifer Armedeus weeping on his knees, holding the corpse of his love killed by Ryun’s hand.

No, your hand, fool, the Fallen said within, causing the Devil to pause as he closed his eyes. Of course, Ryun was right. It had been his hands that killed her. The Devil understood that now. The sounds of screaming and gargled shrieks filled his mind, along with seething flames that had once given him so much pleasure. It had been his ultimate Hateful dream. Pain mixed with hatred, fuelling a sick desire that had manifested into the fantasy.

A fantasy that I somehow made into reality. Yet I regret everything now. I have nothing left, except—

‘End your dream. Don’t allow this to happen again.’ The voice of Lucifer cut into his mind. The Devil opened his eyes and looked up at the sky, as tiny flakes of snow landed on his face.

‘That’s what I’m doing, Lucifer,’ he murmured, before grimacing. ‘But what happens now? Do I try to redeem myself? Is such a thing possible? I’m the Devil, so what’s left for someone like me? Where do I go? What do I do?’

It surprised the Devil that Ryun didn’t respond. The Fallen was all he had now. Hela had died by his hands, while their mother and father had cast them both aside long ago. Greene was gone as well. He had pushed the Titanius away.

‘Everything that was good in my life, I ruined. All to pursue a poisonous dream, a delusion.’

To the end of all corrupted dreams, his mind recalled. The Devil shivered and lowered his gaze. Even that man seemed so distant now. He understood the truth now. He’d been running from so many truths, as Ryun would put it.

‘Hey!’

He heard a voice in the distance that sounded like a small boy. The Devil looked around, seeing nothing. Guided by instinct, the Devil headed toward alleyways from which buildings rose like mangled metal spikes. He saw movement, accompanying the sounds of struggle: grunting interlaced with agitated murmurs. Familiar thoughts arose within the Devil, ones that belonged to the man he had wanted to be, the great delusion he had given a name.

Newman.

‘Let go of me!’ the young boy cried. He tried to sound tough, but the Devil could hear the betrayal of his fear and anxiety. The Devil quickened his steps, walking briskly through one back alley. He came upon an opening that led to a cross-section of streets, where figures moved under the heavily fogged streetlight. A group of humans appeared to be fighting with a small black boy, who was holding something in his hands. The Devil emerged from the alleyway, the air changing around him. The struggling stopped and everyone turned to face him.

‘What d’ya want?!’ a bulky figure demanded, his details obscured by the fog. The Devil did not answer, so the figure took a threatening step closer. The Devil regarded him then, unfazed, which seemed to spook the man.

‘Hey!’ the boy shouted, gaining the Devil’s attention. ‘Help me!’

‘Shut up, boy!’ a woman spoke from among the group. ‘You stole our food! You deserve to be punished!’

Punished? the Devil thought, bitterness rising within, accompanying a stirring from Ryun. No, it’s me who deserves to be punished.

‘I didn’t!’ the boy protested, angry and defiant. The Devil guessed he was around twelve, his clothes too big for him. He struggled.

‘I found it first!’ the boy continued. ‘These bastards ambushed me!’

Another of the adults stepped forward and slapped the boy hard in the face, making him yelp in surprise. Without thinking, the Devil moved, tapping into his Transformative Blessing. He summoned a large curving blade in his right arm, which extended from his cloak. The humans froze in horror. Old feelings and desires filled him, reminding the Devil of the monster he was. He wanted to kill them; all of them. He pictured the tree of blades in Anubi once more, hung around with human corpses. A haunting sense of dread followed.

No, what am I doing? the Devil thought, his lips parting before his knees dropped to the ground. Wetness soaked into them and his body shook. The group released the boy then, backing away.

‘No, it’s happening again,’ the Devil murmured, imagining the humans running from him as his abominations gave chase, shrieking and roaring, tearing them apart. The snowy landscape of the present shifted and changed, turning into the burning hell he had created. Worst of all, he felt immense pleasure, remembering the relief that had come from finally ending his lies.

‘I hate everyone and everything.’

‘No,’ the Devil whimpered, tears running down his cheeks. He looked up, seeing the last thing he wanted to.

Hela staggered towards him, a bleeding corpse trying to use multiple Blessings, dying as she bestowed him with a look he knew he had never deserved. The look he had longed for since he was a child.

A loving smile.

Inside, Ryun laughed, mocking his descent, knowing that the Devil was heading for another meltdown. Still, all the Devil could see was his own sister, staggering towards him before falling by his knees. Hela’s smile never faded.

‘I love you, brother. I just wish… you’d love yourself.’

‘How, Hela? Tell me how!’ the Devil screamed, his breathing growing ragged as dismay and hatred filled him. He staggered to his feet, power surging within him. Wisps of violet and crimson emitted from his body, reminding him of the being that still lived in him, now laughing at his misery.

And of his curse, of the simple fact that he was Hateful.

‘No!’ he bellowed, as the image of his sister faded, returning him to the snowy world that Exia had become. The adults had released the boy, who was regarding the Devil in amazement. The adults seemed horrified.

‘I won’t give in! I won’t! You no longer have power over me!’ the Devil screamed as the adults scrambled away, the boy seemingly unable to move. The wisps of violet and crimson intensified as his muscles grew and his hair floated upward, changing colour. The transformation was almost complete. Painful memories emerged. He recalled the moment he realised his mother and father had abandoned him and Hela. The way humans had treated him upon his first visit to Anubi.

‘I refuse, Ryun! I am no longer your slave! Get out of my head!’

Is that so? Ryun responded, as he snickered within. Then tell me, Devil of Anubi, what lie do you tell yourself now? Without your dream, what are you now?

Sparks of electricity flickered around his body, and the Devil reared his head back and screamed. Everything around him shook, as though his will could break the world. His aura erupted like a wave of power before fading. Exia returned to its previous state, and the Devil fell to his knees again, panting with exhaustion, slick with sweat and relief. He turned his gaze towards the sky once more.

Without my dream, what am I? he asked himself. He heard the faint crunching of snow to his right. He looked in that direction, surprised to see the young boy approaching him, no doubt seeing that the Devil was…

Hateful.

‘Go,’ the Hateful man said, exhausted. His vision faded, and he fell onto his side.
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The snow flickered through the leafless trees. Greene contemplated whether they ever had leaves to begin with. He had asked many questions like that over the past few days, making him realise how little he understood about Ethero.

Just like how my kind didn’t choose to stay in Exia. They had no choice, Greene thought, trying to stave off ruefulness. At least, that’s what he believed the emotion to be. It had risen with many others since his transformation. Anger. Scorn. Confusion. Greene was aware of these emotions because of his DFA training, having learned them to deal with the very humans who enslaved his race. That was what he had always thought, anyway. Now, he wasn’t so sure. How did one understand emotions when they weren’t supposed to feel them?

But you know the truth, don’t you, Barbatos? Greene thought, regarding the blue-skinned sorcerer striding ahead of them. He was the reason they were on this journey. Greene glanced towards one of their new travelling companions, the Cybernetic known as Shallai.

And then there’s you. Why is it every time I look at you, more feelings arise, but ones that feel wrong and forbidden?

Greene shook his head, not understanding those feelings. He gazed at his hands, studying how they had changed. His synthetic skin, once navy, was now jet black, and thin violet lines ran over his entire body like visible veins. He was taller too, around the size of an average human man, while possessing what seemed an endless pool of Life Essence within.

Is this what I’m supposed to be? Is this the true form of my race?

He already knew the answer to that. The transformation had only come from the potion created by Barbatos. No, the true form of the Titaniuses were the Great Machines they now sought to free.

The Titans.

Greene recalled the colossal being from his dreams. It had stood as tall as Exia Mountain, possessing a capacity for destruction matched only by the Demons that lived within the Hateful.

Like Newman, Greene thought, bitterness and melancholy filling his heart. Greene understood he couldn’t have stopped his old friend, but he still felt ashamed about what had happened in Exia; for running. The memory of the cackling shrieks of Newman’s monsters made him shiver, along with the human screams, the humans he had once sworn to protect.

The same humans who subjugated my kind…

Greene squeezed his fists then, torn between justification and responsibility. A hand falling on his shoulder jolted him back to the present. It was the last member of their party. Greene looked at the colossal being, almost entirely concealed in a black cloak. Only the hand of the giant Ethero Fiend showed, a ghostly white skin tone with long black fingernails like claws.

‘Guastva bvu myaskala,’ he said. Greene studied the black void that existed where its face should have been. Breaths of steam flowed gently from the void, but that made the creature no less terrifying, and snowflakes floated onto his cloak. The snow was another reminder of Greene’s failure to stop Newman.

‘I’m sorry?’ Greene asked. The Ethero Fiend allowed his hand to fall, looking down on Greene like some great phantom of death. He offered no further words.

‘He says to focus your anger, my dear Titanius,’ Barbatos said. Greene was positive he could hear the smirk on the sorcerer’s face. The sorcerer was just behind him, wielding his black sceptre with its glowing emerald tip. Like Shallai and Greene, Barbatos had put on no additional clothing despite the cold and the snow. He still wore his tight leather outfit with its multitude of protruding buckles and straps.

‘Are you stewing, Greene?’ the sorcerer asked, his eyes glinting with the suggestion that he already knew the answer. Greene scowled, turning his gaze on the Darklands they now roamed. They were no longer so dark, the snow and the grey sky illuminating them dimly. According to Barbatos, such a phenomenon hadn’t been seen since the days when there had been a sun in the sky.

A herald for what is coming? Greene wondered, reflecting on the Fiend and Barbatos’ suggestion that war was coming, and that they would face resistance soon. As far as his kind and humanity were aware, within the Darklands were the cities of Ethero, Dynames, Kyrios and Virtue, but Greene doubted that. There would be more, among other things. After all, everything he had once known had been a lie. Greene understood that now.

He also knew that they were barely scratching the surface.

Beginning with the open plains south of Exia, they had emerged in a swamp-like section of marshlands, before they entered the forests of lifeless trees they now traversed. What lay beyond, Greene couldn’t guess, and Barbatos was not in the mood to share such information. Greene found himself tempted to question the sorcerer. In response, Barbatos grinned.

‘Yes?’ he asked.

‘Where are we going?’ Greene asked.

‘To uncover your ancestors, of course,’ Barbatos answered, before moving to walk ahead. He wanted to reach out and grab the sorcerer, but Greene held himself still. Shallai glanced at him, before folding her arms and moving toward Barbatos.

‘If you don’t tell him, I will,’ she said.

Barbatos’ eyes almost seemed to flash with anger, but he quickly recovered. He brushed back strands of long black hair before smiling at Shallai.

‘And I thought you trusted me,’ he said.

Shallai matched his smile then. ‘You are self-aware enough to know that none of us here trust you, and that none of this would happen if you didn’t benefit.’

‘You question my benevolence now? My dear–‘

‘If you call me “my dear Cybernetic”, like you do the Titanius, I will slap you,’ Shallai warned.

Impressed, Barbatos gave her a nod, his smile never fading as he half turned. He stopped himself then, looking back at Shallai. ‘His name is Greene, not Titanius.’

‘Perhaps you should remember that,’ Shallai suggested, before Barbatos offered her a knowing wink. He spread his hands in an over-the-top sweep Greene was sure annoyed her, then opened his arms in a welcoming embrace.

‘Go ahead, illuminate our friend,’ he said. ‘I’m not keeping anything from him. No one had asked.’

‘Easy to say when three of us know where we’re going, and what we’re searching for,” Shallai said, unimpressed.

‘True. But you forget that Greene has undergone many changes. He’s processing them as we speak,’ Barbatos said.

Green himself stepped forward, trying to contain his annoyance. ‘I can speak for myself,’ he said, addressing both of them. ‘Please, Shallai, I appreciate you defending me. However, we all know what Barbatos says can fall into either truth or lie, while sounding much like the former. I don’t doubt that what we’re doing suits his own ends, but it suits mine too. Please, I mean no disrespect, but we’re yet to understand what you and–’ Greene hesitated, half considering whether to gesture or even turn towards the Fiend behind them. He decided to preserve his life a little longer and straightened himself, taking in a breath.

‘Anyway, despite the myriad questions I have, I’m not sure whether I want to understand any of them. I will ask when I’m ready.’

‘See,’ Barbatos chimed in, gesturing with his sceptre towards Greene while regarding Shallai.

She glanced between the two of them before shaking her head. ‘Nice try, Greene, but I know what you’re doing. So does he,’ she said, pointing at Barbatos. ‘Don’t feed into his bullshit. You need to understand what awaits us. Barbatos might make it seem like you two would be alright on your own, but you’ll need us. Especially him.’

Shallai gestured towards the Fiend, before looking back at Barbatos. ‘We should stop and get some rest. Then we’ll talk. Anyone object?’

No one did, so Shallai raised her only mechanical arm, switching it into a long-barrelled firearm without a scope, reaching towards a handle that she cocked back.

‘I’ll get us some food first,’ she said, before heading to the west.

Meanwhile, the Fiend turned and headed south. Greene followed him, knowing Barbatos would not move from his current location. The routine had been established, and soon they would have firewood and food. It fell to him and the wordless Ethero Fiend to scavenge for wood, which, despite the freezing cold and wet snow, they always found. Barbatos would then use magic to start the fire.

Within thirty minutes they had a fire going, with Barbatos conjuring strange black flames. Still, they generated a heat that melted some of the surrounding snow. Shallai returned with some unfortunate animal and then they ate. That didn’t include Greene, who didn’t need to eat or drink. He watched Shallai’s gaze flicker towards Barbatos.

‘Well?’ she asked.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, you wanted to discuss something, didn’t you?’ Barbatos smiled.

Shallai shot him an icy look before shaking her head. Her gaze found Greene. ‘We’re going to the cities of our races,’ she said. ‘Long ago, as you already know, our races swore an oath to hide ourselves from humanity, your kind and the Hateful. Well, that’s not the only oath we swore, and that’s the reason you and Barbatos need us. To awaken the Great Machines, I’m guessing you will need each piece of the Titan core, which was split between our races and humanity. Am I right?’

Barbatos offered only a shrug, before his smile grew. ‘I jest. Yes, that is what we seek. To awaken the Great Machines, we must assemble all four pieces of the Titan core,’ he said. ‘Of course, our Cybernetic friend here exaggerates her importance. Shallai is nervous, because news of our search will have already spread to the hidden races. They know we’re coming. With that, division will arise, as our arrival brings tidings of war.’

Barbatos paused, and Shallai kept her icy look. That told Greene that his comments were not far off the mark.

‘You say that,’ he said, ‘But you’ve hardly explained anything about this war. Who is fighting who?’

At first, Barbatos didn’t answer. There was a glint in his eye, something like repressed anger. But then he quickly smirked, sealing the moment away.

‘Between the Divinity and the Ether, of course,’ he said. ‘Our actions will renew the war that wasn’t settled, and this time the line between ally and foe will be murkier, less obvious. Greene, the reason Shallai is making us have this conversation is because she knows, alongside our other friend, that there is no return from this. It has begun.’

Barbatos’ confident smirk grew, as though this were all inevitable. A part of Greene wasn’t sure. There was so much he didn’t understand. Facets of the past he knew he hadn’t been told.

‘In due time, all shall be revealed,’ Barbatos continued. ‘Although none of you trust me, trust in my oath. I stand by the Eternal Mother, and in my belief the Divinity shall perish for what he’s done, for this unjust world he created. For wanting something that could never be achieved.’

Greene frowned at that last sentence. The sorcerer closed his eyes and shook his head. ‘A slip of the tongue, nothing more.’

‘What did you mean by that?’ Shallai said, as though sensing the same thing Greene had.

Before Barbatos could answer, the sound of movement caused the entire group to turn.

The Ethero Fiend rose to his feet and extended his sleeves towards his head, revealing his ghostly white skin and black claw-like hands. They gripped his hood, pulling it back to unveil a horrifying face. It was ghostly white like his hands, with large eternal black eyes. The Fiend’s head was bald, emphasising the giant scar that curved from the top of his temple all the way towards his eye, cheek and nose. His teeth looked almost human except for two large single teeth on either side of the mouth that hung over his bottom lip. They were twisted into a smile that almost sent Greene running. Such a smile was on Newman’s face as he unleashed hell upon Exia.

‘Vengeance,’ the creature said, using the common speech. Whether he meant for himself or Barbatos, Greene wasn’t sure.

‘Of course,’ Barbatos said. ‘I believe many of us will gain vengeance from this crusade. You most of all, Doomis.’

‘So that’s your name,’ Shallai said. She seemed in contemplation, glancing between Barbatos and the Fiend. ‘It kinda fits.’

‘If you think that, ask him about the other name he’s known by, especially where we’re going,’ Barbatos remarked.

Shallai’s eyes narrowed. ‘So that’s where you’re taking us first,’ she said.

‘Wait, you know where we’re going?’ Greene asked.

‘Yeah,’ Shallai said, shaking her head. ‘Elcaris.’

‘Elcaris?’ Greene asked.

‘Home,’ Doomis answered. ‘Where my kind lives.’
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Days passed before Lucifer reached Kyrios, his true home. Old feelings returned as he laid his eyes upon the other monstrous city of metal. His head throbbed, and there was a feeling of bitterness he couldn’t shake.

Am I to carry pain wherever I go, leaving only regrets behind? Lucifer wondered. He had never intended to return here. Exia was meant to be his new start, his salvation. He smiled bitterly.

Unlike Exia, Kyrios did not exist alongside a mountain or seas, but was surrounded by the forests of the Darklands. A forty-foot metal wall enclosed it, obscuring most of the buildings except for the great cathedral that stood prominently to the far north. It was a gothic monstrosity, a contortion of metal spikes that warped and stabbed into the sky. Like all the major cities in Ethero, Kyrios was entirely made of metal. However, no vehicles moved around it. The citizens of Kyrios either walked or flew by dragon.

I still can’t believe I’m back here, Lucifer thought, before forcing his eyes closed, taking in intentional breaths. His hands shivered, and not from the cold. It occurred to him that his “new start” had done little to change the aspects of himself that may have led to his own downfall.

I focused on the wrong parts, deluding myself into thinking that changing my surroundings would change anything. It fixed nothing within, and I took that brokenness and destroyed everything I touched.

‘Well, I’m here, Ven. Just like I promised. And now I wonder, how am I supposed to find forgiveness here?’

No answer came to him, nor did he expect one to. There was no turning back now. He had made his promise to Ven. He would see it through. Despite his body’s reluctance, Lucifer forced himself to take a step forward, then another. Before he knew it, he was making the last stretch towards where it all began.

Towards what he hoped would be forgiveness.




Lucifer reached the wall surrounding Kyrios roughly thirty minutes later, snow crunching beneath his feet and a light snowy breeze swirling around him. As he drew close, tension racked his body, and he recalled the words of humans cursing his race. It had been the reason his parents had never allowed him to go outside as a child.
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