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Chapter One




Sip. Tap. 

Captain Grayson sat down his teacup as he leaned back in his chair. All around him, the people of Grim Aegis went about their day, walking down the street with smiles in their long dresses and frilled suits. It was a peaceful day to dine in a cafe, and when Captain Drake returned, they could go about their mission.

"This place is paradise," he whispered, not recalling precisely why he was in Grim Aegis to begin with.

The last thing he remembered was entering the port on Captain Drake's ship, the Arbiter. Before that, he was delivering mail before his ship, the Robin, was stolen. However, no matter how hard he thought about it, he couldn't remember who had stolen his ship. The fact was there, but there was no other information attached.

He bit his lip, but then the thought faded again, and he was wondering where Captain Drake was. They would need to start their patrol soon. They had to get back to their mission, whatever that mission was.

"Would you like a refill, sir?"

A woman, their server, approached. She wore a tan long-sleeved shirt and a long black dress. She held a serving tray tucked under one arm and a pitcher of steaming tea in the other hand. For the second time, Grayson thought he recognized her.

She had long black hair and dark eyes. She didn't look like the serving type to him, and he could imagine her staring down the barrel of a gun at an outlaw. 

"I'm fine." Grayson held up one hand. "As soon as my associate is done, we'll leave."

"Well, thank you for your patronage." The woman bowed before returning to circulating between the tables.

Click-clack.

The noise of black talons on stone alerted Grayson to Drake's return, and he turned to see the massive red-scaled lizardman picking his way through the surrounding tables. Drake wore the same black and red uniform as Grayson, marking him as a member of the Military Police. Where their uniforms differed was in the adjustments for their bodies. Drake's uniform lacked boots, and a hole was made in the back for his long tail. He also didn't wear a hat, but his serpentine head didn't allow for a good place for a cap.

Grayson picked his hat off the table, taking one last sip of his tea before leaving a few paper dolers on the table to pay. He didn't need to be told that it was time for them to head out. He was already ready to leave.

"We'll find it today." Drake nodded to Grayson as they exited the cafe's patio and walked out into the paved streets of Grim Aegis. "I'm sure of it."

"What precisely 'it' is we've yet to figure out." Grayson stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets as they molded into the crowd.

He couldn't remember how many days it had been since they had entered Grim Aegis. Every time he tried to focus on why they were there, his mind wandered. He couldn't even remember the way back to the docks, and none of the other citizens could tell them.

"It's bothering me too," Drake said, a wisp of smoke rising from his maw as they walked.

"I know we're supposed to be here," Grayson said as they stopped to let a woman cross with a basket laden with apples. "I know we have an important job to do. I just can't remember why."

"It's the same for the people here," Drake said. "No one can recall why they're here. They go about their days bereft of an origin but with a purpose. Even with this fog in my mind, I can't help but think it is all too strange."

"I'd think it was a curse, but my Path of Will should nullify it. I don't even want to imagine how strong someone would need to be to get past that."

"Very unlikely," Drake agreed. "Maybe it is inherent to the island."

They stopped as they came to a rail guard that looked out over Grim Aegis. Ahead of them was the tiered structure of the island. Several levels stretched out below and above them in tiered levels. At the top was the keep, where King Lopold oversaw his people's rule. Below them seemed to stretch forever until it reached a fine mist covering the lowest levels. In that mist was Grim Aegis's wall, a massive structure that cut off the jungle surrounding the island. However, all that lay out of sight, blocked by the heavy mist.

A bright morning sun rose out from the sea of mist around them.

"That mist has been here every day," Grayson said as he looked down into the blocky shadows of buildings below.

"Can you sense anything in it?"

"No."

"Best not to think of it then." Captain Drake turned away, starting down the steps. "We have our mission, and we should focus on that."

Drake was right, of course. They had a mission to take care of. That was the entire reason they were on the island. Grayson stuffed his hands in his pockets and followed after Drake. His mind had already erased the mist from his thoughts without a second of reconsideration. All that mattered was that they patrolled Grim Aegis in search of their target.

He just needed to remember what that was.

Captain Grayson paused, his eyes darting to the shadows of a nearby alley. Two dark eyes looked out at him, and for a moment, he stood locked in their gaze. He clenched his fist. An instinct called anger into his mind, and he scowled before it disappeared. Like the mist below, his brain fogged, and he couldn't understand precisely why he was angry.

He released his fist and shook his head.

"Are you coming?" Drake asked from below, already having taken the stairs down a level.

"Yeah, yeah." Grayson sighed, starting after Drake. "I was just dealing with something. Maybe I'll remember it later."


      ***Alex slid behind the wall and out of sight as the uniformed man turned away and walked down the stairs to the lower levels. Cold metal rested in his hand, a silver doler he had procured from the man. He didn't need to get close to pickpocket, thanks to his gift.

He smiled and started down the alley, slipping the coin into his pocket.

Clack.

"I'll eat well tonight with that." He kicked a loose pebble down the alley as he started toward the square.

He had a few stops to make before he could go to his spot for the day. There were places in Grim Aegis he was drawn to, places where he needed to see to make sure that he was anchored in this time and place. Like everyone in Grim Aegis, he was there without memories, only a drive to fulfill his purpose.

He started toward the furthest corner of the current level, level six. He paused at the edge of the alley, sticking to the shadows as he looked out into the street at a small building. It was a small rotund hut with a thatched roof and a small garden in front. Several vines rose up its fences, wrapping up the black iron and giving it the veneer of a hedge row. 

A few people walked the streets, but most didn't need what the hut offered. Alex only knew about it for one reason. It was where he had awoken on his first day in Grim Aegis, though he couldn't count the days since then.

Ding. Ding.

The rotund front door opened, and an old woman stepped out, leaning heavily on a cane. Behind her was a younger woman in a green cloak. She was the reason Alex stopped by every day. She was also the first person he had met when he woke up on Grim Aegis.

"Thank you again, Erin," the old woman said, smiling at the black-haired woman. "You're the only one who can soothe these old bones when they start aching."

"Just make sure you mix your medicine with your morning tea." Erin smiled back, pointing at the small bag in the woman's free hand. "It'll reduce the inflammation in your ankles."

She said that, but as far as Alex could remember, the old woman had returned every day. It could have been the same strange repetitive malaise that afflicted everyone in Grim Aegis, or maybe Erin was just that good of a healer.

She paused as she waved goodbye to the woman, looking up and catching Alex's eyes. Alex froze, but he didn't step forward. It was part of the game. Every day, she noticed him watching, and every day, he turned and walked away. Maybe he would talk with her one day, but that wasn't today. Alex nodded but turned and started back down the alley. He had other people he needed to check on.

His second stop was in the main square of level six. It was a shop with a single door and a long window. The outside of the window had etched red text, 'Sayed's Butcher Shop.' Inside the window rested an accoutrement of fine-dried meats hung up for display. Alex squinted to look through the window, catching sight of the proprietor of the butcher shop.

A large man flexed his muscles, stretching his shirt tight in a pose behind the counter as he talked with a customer in line. He was tall, his head almost scraping the ceiling of his small shop. Unlike most people in Grim Aegis, he had dark skin, black oily hair, and a long curled beard. He wore a long apron and had on a square white hat.

Alex smiled as Sayed kept talking with the customer, his hands spread wide as if he was telling a story. The few times Alex had gone in the shop, he hadn't been able to get away without a few extra stories. That was one of the reasons he always came by to check on the man.

Sayed squinted out the window, pausing in his story to smile at Alex. Alex nodded before retreating down the alley. He still had two more people to check on.

He paused as he reached the end of the alley, letting a group of women in delicate dresses pass by. They looked like they lived on level eight, which made Alex wonder why they were on level six. However, it wasn't any of his business.

"Look, it's the vagrant," a woman said as he walked away, and Alex grimaced. "You'd think we were on level one."

After all, that was who he was to the people of level six. He was the one who slept in the streets—the man without a home. Alex opened himself to his gift as they walked away, the world turning blue with bright dots as he immediately sensed all the metal they carried. 

The jewelry would be too obvious and too risky to take. Instead, he focused on the small purses they carried in their arms. He flexed two fingers, catching hold of two coins in one of the purses and pulling on them. They slipped out the pouches and crossed over to his hand with little effort.

"It isn't much, but it is an honest day's work," Alex whispered as he pocketed the dolers.

He would need the money anyway for his next stop. There was a cafe on the other side of the street where his next person worked, and he didn't like showing up without a way to pay. That led to run-ins with the Hell Knights, and if there was one thing he didn't want to deal with, it was the Hell Knights.

He picked his seat on the many tables outside the cafe so that it was in a corner and close to the street. He could already see Li Wen working, serving cups and sandwiches to nearby customers in her smock. 

When she looked his way, Alex raised one finger, and she nodded back to him. He pulled one of the silvers he had stolen from his pocket and set it on the table as he waited, running his finger on the coin and rubbing it against the table's metal top absently. Plenty of people passed by, and he did his best to ignore the looks.

His jacket was in tatters, hardly without a rip or a hole. He knew that his clothes weren't doing much better, but he couldn't justify buying new ones. To do that, he would have to up his theft game, and it felt wrong to steal and beg. He was doing fine, just getting by.

Tap.

Li Wen returned with two cups of coffee, setting one on the table in front of Alex before taking a seat across from him. Alex let the coin fall as he reached for his own cup. Li Wen pushed one strand of her long black hair behind her ear before she picked up her own.

It was a ritual they had developed.

"You're back again," Li Wen said before sipping her coffee.

"You're on your break?" Alex asked, taking a sip of his own before grimacing.

"Same as always." Li Wen shook her head. "You know, they're starting to talk about us."

"I can guess," Alex said, setting down his cup. "And you assure them it's nothing like that. Then they smile at you and shake their heads."

"Every day," Li Wen said. "It's the same thing every day. I don't understand why I'm here or how it came to this."

"There's something I keep trying to remember," Alex said. "But it fades every time I think of it. Something Day, but I can't fill in the blank."

"I don't know what you're thinking of, but I feel like it's something only you and I would understand."

"And you're annoyed by it," Alex said, picking up the coin and rolling it against the table again.

"Yes." Li Wen scowled but didn't leave.

They sat in silence for a few minutes. Alex had found out early on that he wasn't the only one who felt like he lived in a world stuck on a repeating cycle. However, like everyone else, he couldn't seem to break out of that cycle. It was like there was a block in his mind that stopped him from pushing too far. It was better just to keep going on the same way that he had every day. Who was he to question how things were?

"Have you visited them all today?" Li Wen asked, though he knew she already knew the answer.

Tap.

"There's still one more," Alex said, putting down the coin and sliding it across to her. "I'll go there next. He should be in the park, giving a lecture like always."

"Scholar or hermit." Li Wen sighed. "And you're not going to finish the coffee."

"Of course." Alex stood up. "I don't come here to drink the coffee."

"This is why they talk." Li Wen shook her head, and Alex waved as he left.

Alex went to the park, which rested on the far side of level six. It was a valley of sorts that was carved into the natural mountain that formed Grim Aegis. At the edge, you could look out over the tiered city and out into the mist below, but that wasn't why Alex was there. 

At the park's center was an amphitheater carved out of stone with lines of white block seats surrounding it. A few people sat in those seats, mostly minding their business as they talked with friends and acquaintances. No one paid attention to the man standing on the center stage of the amphitheater, dressed in dark blue robes.

The man was tall but not as tall as Sayed. He, too, had dark skin, black as night, which was unusual in Grim Aegis. However, what was most remarkable about him were his hands. Instead of flesh-and-blood hands, he had bone-white skeletal fingers that jutted out of his robes. His name was Jean, and he lectured daily on various topics about places people had never been and events no one had seen. Most people called him a liar.

He animatedly moved his hands as he talked to the crowd like he did every day. None of them listened. Alex found his seat on the second row and sat down to listen.

"There exist many things between the Real, the Surreal, and the Outside," Jean said, catching Alex's eye and stepping forward. "Abilities like curses are tied indelibly with the Surreal, but they are not the only way to manipulate the ambient aether in the world."

Alex always wondered if what he could do was a curse. However, he thought it was more related to the metal device embedded in his chest. That couldn't be a curse, at least from what he understood.

"Those ways are often called Magick by those who study it. Magick is a way to manipulate aether in an orderly way, a way to change the rules of the Real with a force of will. Many scholars at the Academy believe that curses are just a natural extension of Magick, a buildup of power within a body that needs a way to escape without control. I think they are wrong, of course."

He went on for a while, and Alex did his best to listen. Jean was the last person he needed to check on for the day so he could afford some time before finding food for the night and then settling to sleep. He gave Jean a solid hour before he stood up to leave, and the scholar smiled as Alex tossed one of his silver coins onto the stage.

He hadn't stopped in his lecture once the entire time, and Alex could appreciate that. It recalled memories that he couldn't access, only vague feelings of hurting hands and sore legs.

Alex made his way out of the park as the sun dipped low into the mist. He would get a good night's sleep and start the whole chain over again in the morning. That was what life in Grim Aegis was about, after all.








  
  
Chapter Two




Scrrch. 

Alex's boots scraped across the pebbles in front of his alley as he came to a stop. There was one more ritual for the night before he could go to bed. It was the same trial he faced every night since he had come to Grim Aegis.

It was the same reason he avoided Hell Knights during the day. He already had to fight them at night.

Clomp. Clomp.

Metal boots echoed through the alley in front of him, signaling the approach of the same man Alex dealt with every night. Alex stuffed his hands in his pockets as the man made his dramatic entrance.

"We meet again, Alex."

He was tall, about as tall as Jean, though his voice had none of the warmth. His armor blended with the alley's shadows like it was forged out of the darkness. It was segmented and melded to his form, and Alex knew from experience that a Hell Knight's armor was closer to a second skin than just a suit of metal. The armor was built to intimidate, with sharp spikes sticking out of the shoulders and a horned helmet with a glowing red visor.

"We do this every day, Garrick." Alex sighed, holding out his hand and activating his gift.

The world exploded in a bright blue light as bubbles of electricity filled his mind. Power arced from his heart and down his fingertips as he drew a connection down the alley to where he knew his weapon lay in wait. A metal pipe rested in the shadows, and Alex tugged on it, pulling it toward his hand with the practiced ease of a person who had done this daily since he came to Grim Aegis.

Whir. Thump.

Alex caught the spinning pipe as it approached, wrapping his fingers around it before twirling it around him. It felt right in his hands, and given his gift's limitations, it was a perfect weapon. He planted one end on the ground while waiting for Garrick to draw his sword.

"You never question it, do you?" Garrick asked. "The constant repeat of the day-to-day? How many times have we had this fight? How many times have I beaten you into the ground and left you for dead?"

"Yet, I come back every time," Alex tapped his fingers along the pipe. "You don't question that, do you?"

"Maybe this is how I break the cycle," Garrick smiled, grabbing his sword's hilt with his clawed gauntlet. "All I know is hatred."

Alex didn't bother with the question that arose. He didn't know why that hatred was directed at himself, and Garrick didn't know the answer either. They were two people on their respective paths, bound for a fight that neither knew the reason for. Like every person trapped within Grim Aegis, they could not escape the paths they were trapped on.

That was the problem they all faced. That was why Alex visited the same people every day and pickpocketed the same officer every morning. They were all trapped within the same chains.

Shing. Fwoosh.

As Garrick drew his sword, flames licked out from the blade. From the hilt above, Garrick showed the reason for the name of his order. The flames of Hell arched up and down the dual-edged weapon, and Garick held it up in two hands as he put one boot forward.

"Are you ready?"

"Not really," Alex said, holding up his pipe similarly. "But you're not going to stop."

"I'll stop when you've paid what you owe," Garrick said, leaning forward as his armor's legs expanded. "Ignis Cleave!"

Alex would have tried to push back on the metal of the sword or armor with his curse, but he had discovered in the second fight against Garrick that the trick wouldn't work. Something in the armor stopped his gift from working on it. So, instead of standing and taking the horizontal slash that cleaved through the air before him, Alex made his next best move.

Tap.

Alex charged into the strike, slamming his pipe into the ground and throwing himself up in a vault over the knight. Orange-red flames cut through the alley where he had been, cleaving through the shadows for a brief moment before the shadows reclaimed their dominance. Alex immediately spun with his staff, swinging it like a sword at the back of the knight's helm.

Ding.

The shock of the swing rumbled through his arms as the armor stopped the strike. Alex clenched his teeth to stop himself from biting off his tongue. He had learned that during the third fight against Garrick.

"I think you forget I'm wearing armor," Garrick said, standing up from his swing with his burning sword and turning on Alex.

"I don't really have any other options," Alex raised his pipe again, bringing it down on Garrick's helm.

Bong. Clatter.

Garrick raised a gauntlet, catching hold of the pipe and ripping it from Alex's grasp. Alex stood there, defenseless, as Garrick raised his sword to bring down the flaming blade on his head.

He wished he had a way to move faster. He wished he had a way to increase his strength. He wished he could do so many things, but those things were impossible. All he had was his gift and his natural strength. Garrick had his armor, his sword, and power beyond what any mortal man should wield.

Fire burst from the sword as Garrick raised it to the apex, and Alex looked up at him. He needed to stop pitying himself. He had gotten this far in the daily fights. He just needed to find a way forward. The fight was a repeat of what it was every day. He needed to try something different if he wanted to push beyond this point.

"Ignis Divide!"

Flames burst out from the sword, erasing the alley's shadows again. Alex jumped forward, throwing his entire body into the night with all his weight and strength. The sword came down, but Alex wasn't in the right place anymore. Together, he and Garrick went down in a tumble.

Thud. Clatter.

"Get off me!" Clawed fingers dug into Alex's shoulder, pulling him off Garrik and tossing him to the side.

Alex landed on his shoulder, the cuts across his right shoulder burning as blood seeped through his jacket. He rolled to his feet, holding the wound as he stood up. Garrick rose to one knee across from him, his hand reaching for his fallen sword. Alex smiled. That was a step forward in the fight. Now, he just needed to push a little further. Maybe this time, he would actually beat the knight.

"You've never said why you come after me," Alex said. "What do you think I owe you? Why do you hate me?"

Garrick stopped, his hand hovering over his sword in hesitation.

"I—I don't know."

"And yet, here we are." Alex stood, holding pressure on his shoulder.

Maybe he would be able to walk away without losing today. He hadn't gotten this far before. He just needed to make sure he pushed the right buttons.

"Why don't I remember?" Garrick still hadn't moved, his helmet's single red slit staring at the ground. "Why do I only know this hate??"

"Think," Alex said.

Garrick's hand started away from his sword. Alex thought to reach out to it, to send it scattering away, but he was finally making progress. If he pushed the sword away, would Garrick forget this salient moment and start his attack again? It was too risky.

Besides, if he failed horribly, he had the comfort that he would go through it again the next day. That was the curse of Grim Aegis, after all. They were condemned to repeat the day again and again with only minor variations in the path.

"She's gone because of you," Garrick whispered.

Alex's eyebrows jumped at that. This was his first time hearing about it. However, if Garrick was talking, they weren't fighting, so he decided it would be best to push there.

"Who?"

"You don't even remember." Garrick shook, his clawed gauntlet dropping and digging into the ground. "Hah. I don't remember either."

Alex took a quick breath as his heart began to race. What was Garrick talking about? What was he forgetting? He didn't know who 'she' was, but as far as he knew, he hadn't killed anyone since waking up on Grim Aegis.

At best, he could be accused of petty theft.

Scrrch.

"The rage is still there," Garrick whispered as his claws dug into the rubble. "Despite everything. I have forgotten your name, forgotten your voice, forgotten your face, but I still remember the rage."

The helmet turned up to Alex, the visor glowing a bright red as the light found him. Alex sensed that the reprieve from the fight was ending. Whatever progress he had made was about to be erased.

"Rah!"

Instead of going for his sword, Garrick charged Alex, his clawed gauntlets flashing as he tried to grab Alex's arms. Alex jumped to the side, landing hard on his shoulder and sending a jolt of pain through it. Alex sucked in a deep breath to combat the pain and started to roll back onto his feet.

It was too late, though, as Garrick fell on him with the full weight of an armored knight. Alex's shoulder flared again as claws dug into it, and his other shoulder felt the same pain as Garrick grabbed full hold of him. Alex pressed as hard as he could against the armor, but it was like trying to push up a slipship with just his hands.

Crack.

Bones popped underneath the pressure, and Alex caved, dropping the full weight of Garrick's armor against his chest and pinning him to the ground. Garrick dug in with his clawed gauntlets, pulling up Alex and slamming him down repeatedly.

"You did it! You're the one!"

Every slam sent a flash across Alex's vision. However, it wasn't enough to knock him out. Alex didn't know why, but his body was more durable than most others. He had found out through their nightly fights that he could take hits that should kill him and walk away. That was just another mystery in his repeating life, though.

"We're going to do this again," Alex said, pulling one arm free and slamming his fist against the visor. "At least it isn't the sword this time."

"My blade is too good for you." Garrick released his shoulder and slashed his clawed gauntlets across Alex's face.

Hot lines of fire cliced through his skin, and Alex's right eye went dark. He didn't know if it was because of the blood or because Garrick had caught his eye with the claws. It didn't matter. It would all be back to normal the next day.

Crack.

Alex raised his arm by instinct alone when the claws came down a second time. His bones didn't break at the strike, but he felt like they shook in his arm as he held the claws off his face. He needed to push Garrick off, but he simply didn't have the strength. Again, he wished that he could just push the knight off with a burst of strength.

With one eye, he saw Garrick push down on his arm, bringing the claws closer and closer to his face again. Alex could just give up, but then it would be over for the night. He would lay in the alley, almost dead, until the next day. He didn't want that. It would be too easy for Garrick.

Besides, there was always the chance that he discovered something new.

Bang. Thud.

Garrick's head snapped back as the sound of a gunshot rang through the alley. The weight on Alex's arm faded for a moment, and Alex pushed as hard as he could to the side. He didn't have time to think, only to act, and he pushed Garrick away and off him moments later.

Alex stumbled to his feet, falling over to the nearby wall and catching it with his free hand. Sore pain shook his arm as he looked down at Garrick on the ground.

"Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to run?"

Alex looked down the alley to see a man in black with a wide-brimmed hat standing there, a smoking gun in his hand. He raised the barrel of his gun, using his free hand to twirl a white mustache that dominated his face. Alex thought he recognized the man for a moment, but it faded as fast as it had come.

"Come on then," the man said, turning away and stuffing his gun in his pocket. "I've got someone who's been looking for you."








  
  
Chapter Three




Alex watched the man turn away. Garrick lay on the ground, no longer moving, no longer attacking. His shoulders burned as blood leaked through his jacket. The man paused, not turning to face Alex, yet not leaving either. Alex had the sense he would wait for just a few moments. 

"Don't take this as forgiveness," Alex whispered, kneeling beside Garrick and turning his helm.

A dent above the visor marred the black helm, but the bullet hadn't penetrated the armor. Not that Alex had expected a bullet to break through the knight's armor. The words escaped him, but he felt it was made with technology far above what he had seen on Grim Aegis. He tapped on the helm a couple of times and waited.

"Ergh." Garrick groaned, confirming he was at least still alive.

"Alright," Alex said, standing up and extending his arm.

Whir. Thump.

He caught his pipe as it flew to his hand, staring down the alleyway after the mysterious man. The man started walking again once he caught up, not saying a word as he led Alex out into the street and down the road. The older man was faster than he looked, and Alex had to work his legs to keep up.

"Not to be ungrateful, but where are we going?"

"As far away from that knight as we can get," the man said, spitting as he paused at an intersection. "I got him because I surprised him. I don't want to take a bastard like that in a straight fight."

"Yeah." Alex shook his head. "I know that from experience."

If it wasn't for the haze, he might be able to say how many times he had fought Garrick. However, that malaise wasn't going away anytime soon. Alex already knew he would wake up in the same position in the morning, unsure how many days he had been trapped in Grim Aegis. Would Garrick come back the next night, ready to fight again? He hadn't knocked Garrick out before, so he couldn't know.

"Do you remember me?" the man asked as he led Alex toward the edge of the level.

Alex gripped the metal pipe, his gift lighting up the world around him. He hadn't gotten the opportunity yet, but he might be able to deflect a bullet if he needed to. He didn't need another random antagonist coming after him on a daily basis, but he wasn't going to go down without a fight.

"Should I?"

The old man paused on the edge of the railing, looking out over the tiers below them and into the mist. Alex took in a deep breath as he gathered magnetic power in his hand. Electric pulses ran from his heart to his hand and back again as he poured more will into it. He kept his eyes on the man.

"No one remembers." The old man shook his head, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a cigarette. "That's the problem. I do, but that's because of my curse."

Click. Puff.

He brought the cigarette to his lips and lit it. Alex waited as he took a deep drag from the cigarette. When he was done, he blew out a stream of smoke into the night. He tapped the cigarette against the railing before turning to face Alex again.

"What do you think is happening here?" he asked.

Alex narrowed his eyes, releasing his hold on the magnetic ball in his hand. The man was not going to shoot him, though. Considering that he had helped Alex in the alley, he could afford to give him the benefit of the doubt.

"I wish I knew," Alex said. "Every day since the first has been the same thing, with only minor changes. Everyone I talk to will tell me the same thing, only to repeat it the next day. I feel like I can push against it, but when I do, it just pushes back and smothers me."

"But you know your name." The man took another puff.

"Alexander Ortega, Alex for short." Alex nodded.

"And those people you go and talk to. You know them, right?"

Alex narrowed his eyes. The old man had been watching him. That didn't sit well with him, even if the old man had helped him. What gain was there in keeping tabs on some vagrant?

"I do."

"You ever think about that in all these days?" The man tapped his cigarette on the railing again, knocking away some ash. "Why do you know these random people in this city and no one else?"

"If I knew the answer to that, I might not be stuck here." Alex clenched his fists.

He might be able to reach the old man before he could draw his gun. Something about the mustache-twirling man was setting him off. It was like he was mocking Alex with his questions.

"This is what I'm left with, isn't it?" the old man sighed, tossing away his cigarette. "I come here and get caught up in this web. I look for help to get out, and I see you."

He shook his head before pulling out another cigarette and lighting it up.

"Is there a point to all of this, or are you just going to keep insulting me? I can go back to fighting the knight. At least that would have been over faster than all of this."

"I'm getting to it," the old man said, puffing his cigarette again. "I don't even know if this is going to work."

"What are you going to do?"

The old man looked at him with his cold, dark eyes. He took a long drag of his cigarette again, then removed it from his lips and blew out a long plume of smoke. He tapped it against the railing one more time before he pushed himself up, reaching out one hand for a handshake.

"I'm Charles Bolton," he said. "I'm here for the same reason you are: It's the only way into the Core. We both got caught with our pants down and now we need each other to get out."

Alex watched the hand with a raised eyebrow.

"You want to shake hands."

"My curse don't work on things I don't touch."

Alex looked down at the hand and hesitated. He had no idea what the man's curse could do to him. He had heard of curses, mainly because they were part of Jean's rotating lectures he did in the park. They could do many things, some good, some bad. He once thought his particular ability was one but had never understood how it could relate to the metal device in his chest.

"You think you can't trust me?" the man asked. "I didn't have to save you back in that alley. I didn't have to bring that heat on me. If I wanted you dead, I could have let that knight finish the job."

He wasn't wrong, and Alex didn't have a good comeback. The fact was that he would be dead if Charles hadn't intervened. Alex reached out his hand and grasped the old man's gloves.

What was the worst that could happen?

Charles tightened his grip around Aled's palm in a tight handshake, his leather glove creaking as he did so. Alex returned the firm grip, not to be outdone. They shook each other's hands up and down for a few moments, maintaining eye contact.

"See, nothing bad so far," Charles said. "Reject."

Crack.

Sharp pain cracked across Alex's mind like lightning. Light tried to explode out of his mind, covering his vision in a hot flash before quickly dissipating. Seconds after the lighting, a cooling mist wrapped around his mind, trying to seal it closed.

"What was that?" Alex tried to pull away from Charles's grip, but it was too strong.

"It might take a few tries." Charles shook his head. "I haven't tried this on anyone else yet. Reject."

Crack.

Alex dropped to one knee, his arm the only thing maintaining his balance as he went down. His left arm rested on the ground, completely limp, and his head dropped as light again cracked across his vision.

The mist returned immediately after, sealing the light away and returning his vision to normal. Alex staggered but held himself up on one knee. He blinked a few times as he tried to regain his sense of self and location.

"Stop," a small voice whispered.

"How about one more?" Charles said, his grip an unbending iron vice holding Alex up. "Reject."

Crack.

Light cracked across his mind, extending all across his skull from top to bottom. Alex couldn't tell if Charles was using his curse or had cracked his skull open with a pipe. He half-expected his brain to slosh out onto the ground.

"There we go."

The mist shrank back from the light, no longer strong enough to push it back. Alex was subsumed in the light in moments, and a flood of ideas returned to him.

He knew who he was.

"Crap."

Alex ripped his hand out of Bolton's grip, putting it against the ground to keep his balance as he gathered himself. Bolton, for his part, didn't try to stop Alex. He merely backed off to the railing and lit another cigarette.

He was Alexander 'Tin Man' Ortega. He was an outlaw on the run from the Military Police. He was born in Buenos Aires, Argentina. He had graduated from Columbia University with a major in political science. He was from a world called Earth but trapped in this strange land interchangeably called the nightsea, Erth, or the Empyrean. All he wanted to do was return home and see his family again.

Which was why he was on Grim Aegis with his crew.

'Sword Saint' Sayed was a master swordsman from a world called Hajh. Erin 'Thorn Queen' Leah was a spy for the People's Revolution, originally from a world called Erys. Jean Baptiste, 'the Reanimator,' was from Erth and was obsessed with his reanimated wife under his control. Li Wen was a bounty hunter from Earth, just like Alex.

He remembered all of them, though, considering his actions, he hadn't completely forgotten.

"Is it all coming back to you?"

Alex furrowed his brows, searching his memory and trying to piece it all together. There were too many blank spots. He knew their names, but everything else was fuzzy. How had they all gotten here? That was a massive black space in his mind.

"Not all of it," Alex said, forcing himself onto his feet. "But I do remember you now."

Bolton's hand was on his revolver as Alex stared him down. Alex remembered the man from Dry Turtle. He had murdered his partner in cold blood with a gun up to the guy's head. Alex had stopped him from going on a rampage on the waiter.

"Is it going to be a problem?" Bolton asked. "I can take it away and find someone else willing to shoot straight with me."

Alex didn't need to ask what would happen to his rediscovered self if Bolton turned off his curse. All of his memories would be locked away again, leaving him trapped in the same cycle he had been. He couldn't help out his crew in that state, much less himself. 

"We can get along for now," Alex said, and Bolton took his hand off his gun. "What's our situation?"

"I have no idea." Bolton smiled, stuffing his hands in his pockets as he leaned back on the rail. "I came here and got caught up in the mist. When I woke up, I couldn't remember a lick of what happened the night before. Stumbled on my curse again by accident and activated it. That tore through the mist around my mind and woke me up to this messed up island around me."

"That's less than helpful." Alex sighed.

"That's why I needed me some help, and you seemed like you would fit the bill. That is unless you're saying you're not as smart as I was led to believe."

Alex rubbed at his eyes, holding up his free hand with one finger to signal to give him a minute. He didn't know what was happening, but that didn't mean he couldn't figure it out. He just needed some time to think.

"We're going to have to skulk around for some answers," Alex said, taking away his finger. "Can your curse work on more people?"

"Only myself and one other thing at a time." Bolton shrugged. "Normally, I use it on my bullets to make sure they aren't interfered with."

"Noted," Alex said. "Come on. We might as well get started."








  
  
Chapter Four




Roy Harper ducked beneath the low-hanging pipe, following his new boss through the maze of sewers beneath Grim Aegis. Lines of white stone gave just enough light to the tunnels that he couldn't see through the shadows directly above him. The wastewater of the levels above ran to the side and burned Roy's nose with each breath. 

His new boss was nothing like his brother, a shorter man with bone-white skin wearing a pinstripe suit and smoking a cigarette. However, it wasn't like Roy had much choice. With his brother dead at the hands of some outlaws, it was hard to find work for a former slaver.

"You playing it cool back there, Harper?"

"No, sir," Roy responded quickly.

"Good, there's a difference between playing it cool and keeping it cool. Those who don't understand it die an early death, you hear?"

Roy didn't understand the difference at all. He just knew what a Finger could do to him if he responded the wrong way. Out of the ten applicants to join the operation, he was the only one who had survived.

"Mind the webs." His boss ducked beneath a long, thick line of white web, its outline barely visible in the long sewer hallway.

The webs were too large for a spider to make. Each thread was easily as thick as one of Roy's fingers, and he didn't think he could cut through them, even with a sword. However, he didn't dare touch them to find out. 

"What are the webs all for, Mister Deadman?" Roy asked as he crouched down through the line of webs.

Snap. Snap.

"What they're for is the reason we're down here." Mister Deadman snapped his fingers before forcing them into his pockets. "Sorry, that's a habit I need to break while we're down here. We don't need anyone to hear it and investigate. That would be uncool."

Roy could say the same thing about them talking but also needed answers. He knew as much about the job as Mister Deadman had revealed during recruitment. All he knew was that it was easy and paid well, which were the two things he needed now that his and his brother's business had gone other.

He should have learned more about the trade before William died. However, how was he supposed to know that kidnapping 'Thorn Queen' Leah would end up with 'Sword Saint' Sayed skewering his brother dead? It wasn't his fault.

"Now, here we come to the main room. Keep your head down, you hear?"

They stepped away from the sewer's smells, coming into a larger room covered wall to wall with webs. Across the walls, glimmering like eyes in the dark, were gemstones of various colors and intensities. Roy licked his lips. He could make a good profit if he nicked a few of those and ran. When he looked back to Mister Deadman, though, the old man was watching him with shaded eyes from his hat. Roy didn't like that look.

"You thinking something untoward? Because that would be very uncool, you hear?"

"I'm not thinking of nothing," Roy said, quickly locking his eyes to the floor. "I just thought the crystals looked nice, is all."

Snap. Snap.

"Keep it that way." Mister Deadman scowled before putting his hands back in his pockets. "This is the reason we're here, you hear?"

Roy looked up, raising his eyebrows, "We're guarding these gems?"

Mister Deadman gave him a look that said that he was an idiot without actually saying it, and Roy quickly looked away. He didn't get it at all, but he was just a Knuckle now. Mister Deadman was a Finger and his boss.

Snap.

"These crystals here are the reason this operation can even happen." Mister Deadman raised one hand before snapping his finger. "These crystals keep all of Grim Aegis under control and keep some of the most powerful people on Erth modified until we can cement our power here."

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about the plan." Mister Deadman sighed. "Something you new recruits don't know. No one's ever been able to topple an Empyrean island and take control. Not the revolution, not any faction of the Underground. We're going to be the first to turn a key island into a trade haven, a place to spread our goods out across the Twelve Kingdoms, you hear?"

Roy looked up at the crystals before looking back down at Mister Deadman.

"And what do they have to do with that?"

Mister Deadman sighed.

"Play it cool," he whispered to himself. "These gems aren't gems. They're the memories of everyone who comes into Grim Aegis. Miss Malone's curse lets her trap people up in her webs, you hear, and when she does that, she takes who they are. The crystals, gems, whatever you want to call them, are their true selves. So long as we have them, we have anyone who comes here trapped."

"Right." Roy scrunched his face. "But why not just kill them?"

Snap. Snap.

"The same reason anyone does anything—power," Mister Deadman said. "The more strong people we gather coming through, the stronger Miss Malone's curse gets. Eventually, we'll be able to stand up to even the Scions if they decide to come snooping around, you hear?"

In truth, Roy didn't understand how any of it worked. William had a curse. He could create objects in what he called their 'true form.' Roy always just thought they looked like letters. Curses could be powerful. That was why normal people didn't want anything to do with them. However, curses didn't make a person invincible. He didn't understand how trapping more people would make Miss Malone stronger.

"Just know your job is to patrol the sewers, you hear?" Mister Deadman said, rubbing at his eyes as he walked away. "Now, play it cool. Don't touch the crystals, and stay out of the webs. Come on, and I'll show you where the rest of the Knuckles sleep."

Roy followed after him, making sure to duck under the webs as they walked deeper into the sewers.


      ***Charles didn't understand Ortega in the slightest and was starting to regret choosing the outlaw for help as he followed him through the alleys. It was costing him a lot to maintain his curse on the man, but at the same time, doing the trick again would take even more out of him. It was hard enough maintaining his rejection on his own mind.

"And where are we going exactly?" Charles finally asked as Ortega looked around at an intersection.

"The park," Alex said. "I need a quiet place."

Charles spat before reaching into his pocket for another Red Phoenix cigarette. He drew one out and lit it up, taking in a deep drag of nicotine before motioning Ortega to lead on. It wasn't like he was any worse off than before he had enlisted Ortega. He could give the idiot a chance.

Ortega eventually took them to a park, which was empty as the moon rose to its apex in the night. Ortega picked a place far from any nearby buildings across the street, sitting in the grass with his legs crossed and closing his eyes.

Charles took another drag of his cigarette.

"So, we're going to sleep in the park. That's how you're solving this?"

Ortega snorted.

"No." He opened one eye before leaning back on his arms. "I haven't done this before, but I thought I would try it."

"Closing your eyes in a park?"

"Look, we can both agree that whatever is causing this memory issue is probably a curse, right?"

"Thought that was fairly obvious." Charles stuck his hands in his pockets, his eyes wandering to the park's entrance gate.

"Back on Aherlow, I had a temporary boost to my own curse. It let me see connections I normally couldn't, which is part of the Path of Will."

"Pretend I don't know what you're talking about."

"It's a technique the Military Police use to sense the flow of aether," Ortega said. "Curses use aether, so if you can sense the flow, you can figure out what's affecting you. I've never done it, but I came close back on Aherlow."

"And you did this back on Aherlow? You were there when Tartarus went down?"

"I'm the reason Tartarus went down." Ortega smiled up at him.

"That made it a lot easier to get here. The place was practically in ruins outside of the docks." Charles whistled.

"So give me a minute, and I'll see if I can feel this out."

Charles shrugged but did as he asked, stepping away from Ortega and toward the gate. He couldn't shake the feeling they were being watched. 

Shadows danced in the alley as he watched them, and just before he turned back, he saw a flash of red cross through the shadows. It had only been a moment, but he was sure he saw it. He reached for his gun, pulled it from the holster, and held it ready. He didn't have it pointed at the alley, but he could bring it up and shoot faster than he could be charged if he needed to.

"I got it," Ortega's whisper carried to his ears, and Charles reluctantly holstered his gun. 

He kept an eye behind him as he walked back toward Ortega. He was more certain than ever that they were being watched. The second he fully turned his back, he expected whatever the red blur was to jump at him.

However, if he charged at it, it would probably run. That put him in a delicate situation. He felt it was better to know what was coming after you, and letting it get away would be the worst option. So, he decided to keep his cool and be ready to react.

"What in the tarnation are you doing?"

Ortega stood, his hand in an almost fully closed fist in front of his chest. To Charles, it looked like the kind of performer he had seen before on an island. A mime, he thought it was called. It was all pretend games involving invisible objects.

"There's a connection here," Ortega said, pulling at the invisible thing and walking toward the alley. "There's one coming off you, too, though you probably can't see it."

"And you're going to follow it." Charles followed him, watching the shadows as they exited the park and out into the street.

"You have any better leads?"

Charles had to admit that he didn't. Ortega had already made more progress than he had in his last few days on the island. He could follow along for the possibility that Ortega had it right. He didn't have to tell Ortega about any of that, though. 

Ortega stopped in the middle of the alley.

"They're not going to the same place," he said. "Yours goes down the street; mine's further down this alley."

"We'll figure it out when we see where it leads." Charles shrugged. "Just keep going."

Skrrt.

Rocks scraped across the alley in front of them, in the shadows, and Charles drew his gun, training it on the source of the noise. From the shadows, a small figure stepped into the light, its red cloak flowing in the breeze and its blue eyes glowing in the dark. It was human, but something was off about its skin. It was too pale to be a human, and etchings across its face were visible in the moonlight.

Bolton didn't like that one bit. A creepy figure showing up in the middle of the night and following them was nothing to take lightly. It could even be the cause of all their problems, finally getting caught out in the open.

Click.

"Hold it." Charles pulled back his gun's hammer.

"Wait," Ortega said, holding up his hand, covering the figure from Charles's sight.

"Now ain't the time." Bolton sighed, lowering his gun.

"The string's connected to her." Ortega stepped forward, kneeling in front of the figure. "I think I know her."

"Alex," the figure whispered before charging at Ortega and wrapping its arms around him. "You're back!"









