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​Chapter One
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​“Sometimes the good guy rips out innocent people's throats. That's just something the world need to live with if it wants the good guy to keep saving the day.”

​― Bradley Sands, Rico Slade Will F*cking Kill You


Yuutos said nothing as he mounted his cyc. I do the same and follow along behind him without question; Sora’s laugh and our promise to work for him rang in my ears. Moments pass, pulling into the Cruor garage right behind Yuuto, and silence fills the air once we turn off our compressors. I was waiting—waiting for the blowback. But Yuuto was yet to say anything to me.

For the first time, I look at the Cruor’s hang out place. The floor and walls were the same color, gray. However, the floor had dark spots from spills all over it from years of use. It smells of lubricants and pieces of machinery, autos, and cycs, as well as other things that look mechanical, but I had no clue what they were. In the middle of it was a couch the color of pea soup, two armchairs that matched nothing, a couple of metal folding chairs, and a thin coffee table. This was where the Cruor met and spent time together. Here and at Yuuto’s place. It was a second home. 

And all I have ever been is an unwelcome guest. 

The rising sun slowly fills the dark, tin room with light, showing the passing of time as Yuuto sits unmoving on his cyc. The light touches him, and he jumps up, walking away from me and toward the other side of the garage. I jump so hard it hurts when he takes off his helmet and throws it at the wall. I hop again when he beats back to me, and I stand with nowhere to run.

“Why?”

His voice was so hard, like when he talked to the pervert on the train or to other threats. “I didn’t want you to be alone....”

“The whole point was to get you away from Sora!”

“No, the whole point was to get Reglin away without sacrificing yourself in the process! You lied to me. You made me think that everything would be okay and we would get out of this just fine.”

“And we would have if you would have just listened to me and gone home!”

“Not without you.”

“God dammit.”  Yuuto’s fist slams into the wall, the metal rippling up to the rafters. “You stupid Gilde.”  

He whispers the last part harshly, and I lose it. I was tired. I was tired of the runaround, lying, and tired of the wide range of emotions I feel and saw from the man before me. I take my helmet off and throw it at him as hard as I can. Yuuto caught it, giving me no satisfaction or stopping me. “Stupid Gilde? You’re a stupid Mute! If you hadn’t shown up and let me race by myself in the first place, then we wouldn’t be in this mess!”

I knew better that it would have been worse if he hadn’t shown, but I’m too pissed to be rational. “If you hadn’t shown up wearing a mask and acting like a badass, then none of this would have happened!”

“I would have won that race! Won it, and it would all be over!”

Yuuto growls. “Over until the next time! Every time you show up, you put yourself at risk. And that puts me at risk.”

“How? How was I ever risking anyone but myself?!”

“Because I would do anything for you, and Sora knows it!” 

I’m frozen, unable to move or speak as he stares me down. I know Yuuto is protective of the Cruor. However, I never thought he actually saw me as one of them. Anything more than that is illegal, and Yuuto has too much at stake as is. Any hopes I have, I squash back down and steady my breath. 

Focus. I need to focus.

“I tried to hide it, but you just kept... pushing.” Yuuto felt the need to continue, and after all, he didn’t want to risk his future in a pointless relationship either. “Putting yourself at risk, scaring the crap out of me, and scaring your cousin! And Sora saw an opportunity, and he went for it. Reglin was never going to race. Sora just wanted him for information on you, and when Reglin wouldn’t give it, they tried to beat it out of him. Sora knew you would take his place, and without me there, he would have made sure you lost. And he knew I would give him me to get you out. With my plan, you would never be in his grasp, but now, we both are, so congratulations!”

I struggle for words as I concentrate on what I can control from Yuuto’s tirade. “.....They beat up Glin because of me?”

Yuuto had been looking off in the distance, but at my words, he looks back at me. “They wanted him to tell the Kurio-chi who Moto was.” My throat felt thick, and it hurt as I held in my sobs. “What are you thinking about now?”

Yuuto studied me closely, so I did my best to steel myself, but I struggled. Glin was hurt because of me. He never wanted me involved, and in the end, he was right. I should never have become Moto. All it had done was hurt people while getting us further away from the truth about Rene.

There was nothing I could do now; it had been done. The most I could do was get Yuuto out of the mess I had created and never be Moto again. Yuuto was still waiting for an answer. I shake my head, but I’m sure he doesn’t buy it, moving away from me in a huff. He was back on his cyc, grabbing both our helmets and holding mine out for me.

“Come on. Let’s go back to my place.”

“Your place?”

“It’s dawn, and it’s close. The others are going to want a full detail, and I just want to go to bed.”

I keep my face to the floor, hoping to hide the current fire on my cheeks. All the terrible things in the world couldn’t quell my flustering when Yuuto invited me to come home with him. I seize my helmet like a robot from him and turn toward my cyc, but Yuuto stops me by grabbing the hem of my jacket.

“Ride with me.”

“What?” I screeched.

Yuuto huffed, “You say that a lot.”

Forget that it was against the law; I was worrying more about one thing. “Are you stealing my cyc again?”

“Hardly. It stands out, and you only use it for racing anyway. Just leave it here for safety. We can take my cyc home.”

I quickly shove my helmet on to hide my face but remember something significant. “You weren’t even surprised when I took my helmet off.” He shrugs, trying to start up the compressor, but I stop him, pulling on his shoulder hard so his hand slips from the keys. “How long? How long did you know?!”

“A while.” Yuuto stares up at me. My face burns, and he smirks as if he could see through my helmet. “Remember when I told you I could imagine what your face looks like?”

“That was forever ago!”

“You and Camillia came to our campus for the first time, and when you saw me, you ran. Not a normal response. You tried to get Camillia to come with you, but she stayed behind because she had nothing to hide. I didn’t think much of it until you came back! You came back for her! That plus, you didn’t disguise your voice, and all your gestures are the same!” He says in a big rant as if it has all been bothering him for a while.

“So, you just let me think I was fooling you then? Laughing at me the entire time?”

Yuuto grabs my helmet again, pulling me down till I hunch inches from his face. “You didn’t want your identity known, so I ‘didn’t know’. Don’t fault me for my observation skills and your lack of concealment abilities.”

My knees shook from the angle and the closeness, “I am a completely different person as Moto than as Josaline.”

Yuuto quirks up an eyebrow in confusion. It makes my heart skip. “Why did you say it like they are both personas? You are both people and therefore, you act like both of them whether you realize it or not. Moto tends to bleed into Josaline just like Josaline does with Moto.”

“So, who else knows? Who did you tell?”

“I didn’t tell anyone, but that doesn’t mean they don’t know. And, for the record, no one was laughing at you. Especially not me.”

Left with little else, I nod, and he releases me to start up his cyc.

The ride to Yuuto’s was quiet; only the compressor, an occasional vehicle of an early riser, and my heart raging in my chest with being so close to Yuuto to fill the otherwise silent drive. It’s almost seven in the morning as we walk up to Yuuto’s door. The worry of being seen with a Mute is gone with not a person in sight. I left my helmet with his on Yuuto’s cyc, and beyond his door was all of the Cruor. There was no telling how they would all react to seeing Josaline instead of Moto. I had a feeling Nori was going to be disappointed; she didn’t like Josaline but loved Moto. 

That would explain the double-take Nori did and looking a little shell-shocked. But no one said a thing about it. Glin was passed out behind them, and I bit the inside of my mouth at the sight of him. For the first time in days, all I see are the large casts on his body. The Kurio-chi had broken bones when they beat him. Cami’s tired eyes were watering. Someone must have filled her in on what Yuuto would do tonight, and she knew what it would do to me. Mia looks the most stressed I have ever seen her, with Buri holding her up. Not even Roxi looked surprised to see Josaline in the place of Moto as she sat on Clyd’s lap. The only one who showed any expression during my reveal was Nori. Everyone else waited on a trigger and didn’t care that I was here instead of Moto. 

Yuuto is silent while I zip off my jacket, taking off his in tandem. I watch him, taking note of his slicked-back hair, the result of wearing his helmet too long after taking the long way here. He said he was tired, so I didn’t know why he took his time getting home. The only thing I could think of was the jury waiting that we now faced, all eyes on us in anticipation.

Roxana wasn’t waiting any longer. “Well?!”

I smile at them, sadness dripping from me as I remember the situation. “I won.”

Mia and Camillia cheer, but they are not reading the room correctly at all. Kaito was no fool. “What’s Sora going to have you do?”

Yuuto shrugs, “No clue.”

“Us. What is Sora going to have US do,” I add, trying to make it clear. Yuuto makes it clear with the look on his face.

His arms cross defiantly over his chest, and a shiver runs down my spine. “You're out. This isn't a game, and it's no place for a Gilde.”

“How do you know? You don't even know what you have to do!” I screamed, moving closer and getting in his face.

Yuuto was unmoving. I hadn't ticked him off, let alone intimidated him. “I know Sora.”

A quick look around, and the Cruor understood, but I was confused. Yuuto ended it there, an exhausted flick of his hand towards the others before disappearing into his room. 

“What is he talking about, Josaline?” Mia asks.

Glaring at the door, I slowly turned and changed to a pout. “Stupid Yuuto joined the race at the last minute. So, when I won, Sora counted it as Yuuto’s loss. Now, Yuuto has to work for him.”

“Why does that include you?”  Buri raises the question.

“Well... when Sora said Yuuto had to work for him, I kinda.... told him I would too.”

“WHAT?”

Nori and Roxana discuss heatedly. Mia tries to calm Cami with reason, Clyd hushes Roxi when she starts getting loud, and Buri jumps from conversation to discussion. The room was a wash of words; the only ones saying nothing are Jeb and Kaito as they just sit back and watch. Reglin was still asleep.

Grabbing me, Nori turns me to face her and effectively gains my full attention. “Are you crazy? You can’t work for Sora!”

“I can’t let Yuuto do this by himself!”

Buri jumps up from his spot on the couch. “One of us can go with him.”

Kaito sighs loudly, getting everyone’s attention. “Sora won’t allow it. He will only accept Josaline and Yuuto. Anyone else would be considered ‘lesser’.”

“Lesser!!”

Buri was offended; Jeb pushes him back down to his seat and shuts him up. “Are you the one that has been winning races? The one who got the Cruor’s attention without trying? Something Sora has been trying to do for years now?”

“Are you a pretty girl?” Clyd adds.

Buri shrunk, getting the point rapidly. 

Kaito gets to his feet with an odd expression on his face. “Seems the choice here is clear.” 

He flicks his gaze back to Buri and Jeb and next thing I know the pair are lifting Glin up and carrying him towards the door, expecting me to follow. No one says a word otherwise, Nori looks at the floor and Roxana glares at Clyd. Mia and Cami look as if they want to say something, just like I did, but what could any of us say? None of us were Cruor and even if we were, Yuuto and Kaito had said no.

With my tail tucked, I follow behind the boys and took the rental for Glin and me with no further argument.
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​Chapter Two
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​"The highest of all is the plainest of all, and the truest of all is the simplest of all; to fall from grace is to fall from truth." 

​- Unknown

Glin watches me from his propped-up position as I pace the small square of his room. It has been hours since we left Yuuto and the Cruor that morning. While Glin had the luxury of sleeping all day, I was awake and thinking. The day had burned away to night again and it was getting late. My hope was that I would get a digi, at least, from one of the Cruor, telling me what to do or where to go. My silent Holo told me there was no such luck and the Cruor were sticking to their guns. So, with no one on my side in the matter, I wracked my brain all day to come up with a plan. Without a way to follow Yuuto, there was little I could do. 

Glin was well-medicated for his pain, which is why he slept all day and why (I assume) he suddenly says, “I'm sorry,” I freeze and look at him perplexed but he slowly shakes his head, “I never should have let you get involved.”

“If I had walked away...” he says sadly.

I drop to my knees before him, looking Glin in his watery eyes, “Then we would be living a lie, wondering what happened to Rene and cursing ourselves for doing nothing.”

Glin’s eyes harden, “At least you would be far away from Yuuto.”

I giggle back at him, “Hate to break it to you but I met Yuuto before I followed you to that race. And as many times as I've run into him since, I'm pretty sure you had nothing to do with our friendship.”

“Friendship, huh?” Glin grumbles. “Is that what Yuuto is calling it? You need to be very careful, Jo.”

“Yeah, I know...”

“No, you don't. I'm not talking about the Kurio-chi, you need to worry about Regulations.”

My head cocks to the side, trying to look closer at his face, “What are you talking about?”

His mouth opens but my holo cuts him off. Cami is calling and I have a feeling it would be a long conversation. “Take it,” Glin replies, “I need to sleep.”

I slowly retreat to the hall, going backward and watching Glin get deeper into his bed. I shut the door tight before I answer, moving quickly toward my room for privacy. Especially when Kaito’s face appears and not Cami’s.

“Kaito? What are you?..”

“Listen, Josaline, I need you to come to my location.” 

I didn't understand, “Your location? Where are you?”

“I'm not there yet.”

“Then... where are you going?”

He shakes his head and I could see the background just enough to see that he was moving quickly. “I don't know. I'll send you my GPS. Hurry and start moving!”

He is on edge like I have never seen him before. “But...I don't have my cyc...”

“Get a rental! Just get here now!”

He hung up, and as offended as I was, I’m too freaked out to care. Kaito’s in trouble, and he called me. I didn’t want to let him down, and that has nothing to do with finding Rene. 

Kaito didn't say who I should go as but given his tone, I put on my black jeans and my riding jacket. I braid and wrap my pink hair then my purple bandana around my head. I had scoffed when I was gifted them, but now I was thankful for my father’s paranoia for getting me a pair of Eyedents. I had no clue where I was going but wearing these in a crowd or the dark would finally give the gift purpose. 

The rental pings me just as Kaito’s location pops up on my holo. I take one glance and know it is old Mute territory. I'd never been to that side of town; I was never allowed. This would be the first time I went to a forgotten neighborhood.

I slap on my helmet for good measure and slip into the back of the rental. It was forty minutes to the location Kaito sent me and I hoped I wasn't too late. If only I had my cyc, I could have been here in twenty minutes. 

It was several seconds before the rental would unlock the doors. I had to scan my wrist three times and each times it asked, “Are you sure this is your destination?” I didn't think it was going to let me out here but the locks finally snap open and I tumble out before it changes its mind. 

Looking up for the first time, I find a short high rise apartment building. No holo-ads flashed on it, the electolamps were all broken and bent, and the pavement was rubble. The only lights came from inside as something bright flashes across the windows every now and then. It was very dark otherwise, the lights of City Center twinkling far behind the structure in the distance. 

I didn't move, staring up at the structure that leaned to the left a little, when an auto halts right in from of me. Kaito leans out his window as he turns off his compressor. “Take off your helmet.” Twisting back and forth, I look from the building to Kaito and back. Kaito wasn't in the mood today. “There are no helmets in this place. If you try to wear one in, they will rip it off and throw you to the wolves. Here.”

Kaito now held out a long, black jacket. “Where did you get this?”

It was a woman’s but the quality screamed Mute. So it wasn’t Cami’s. “Nori. She called me. And now here we are.”

I twist the jacket back and forth in confusion, “Is this supposed to be a disguise? Why do I need one? No one knows I’m Moto.”

Kaito gets out and slams his door hard in irritation, “And you want to keep it that way, don’t you?” I did but I still hesitate, “This will help you blend in. It’s not much but you need to look as Muted as possible.” He grabs my shoulders and pushes me, so I was looking at his face. “It’ll be life or death if you’re discovered here.”

I pull my helmet off and Kaito takes it from me, then slip my finger across the print reader on my Eyedents to turn them on. I could barely hear the small whir of the holographic cameras as they warmed up. There was no proof they were working after that until I look at Kaito who furrows his brows at me. 

Any questions he has flick off his face as Kaito grabs my arm and pushes me around to face the ominous building, “You took too long getting here.”

“Where is here?!”

The large door had to be pushed open since there was no power to the automatic sliders. The lobby was pitch black except for the moonlight from outside. I could see a thick layer of dust everywhere and actual pieces of the ceiling on the floor. A shocking boom from above answers my unasked question, as dust and a few small pieces of marble shake free from above. The building hadn’t been in a battle, just old and uncared for.

Kaito speeds past from behind, grabbing my wrist tightly as he did. “Come on, we're late.” 

Either he was a puff away from an anxiety attack or Kaito kept touching me to help with my cover. Both were likely in the situation. 

We rush past a large desk that was coming up from the floor and had a door to somewhere behind it. Passing an ancient elevator loosens some of my apprehension as Kaito heads for the stairs. Little metal boxes lined the walls and a few had tiny doors that sat open. A few small animals lived in those. I stop looking so closely after that. 

The metal stairs seem safe and bang loudly up the walls of the stairwell with every step we take. My breath left me as I look up at the black metal that spiraled above us forever. Maybe the elevators would be better after all?

Before my calves begin to burn, Kaito veers off, stepping off the stairs and onto a floor. I’m thankful we don’t have to go to the top for whatever this is. 

Double doors meet us, the hall was a dark gray that was dotted with doors. None as big as the one we wait at. Dust hangs in the air and looks like fog in the moonlight glittering from the window at the end of the corridor. I could make out some kind of sounds coming from beyond but nothing specific or understandable. I have no hints of what to expect, so I try to steady my heart as Kaito kicks the door to knock and a man answers. He was tall and dark. He looks at Kaito then me, smirks, and cracks the door open for us to enter. 

The room is huge, like the walls of many apartments had been knocked down to make this place. It would explain the dust all over the floor. It’s hard to imagine anyone living here now with the bare cement instead of carpet, the ripped and peeling wallpaper, and the icy wind that flowed in with nothing to stop it. 

The light I’d seen from outside was a huge bulb on a mechanical horse. It swung around, lighting up faces and the windows that remained. 

The guy that let us in says nothing and steps back as we pass. Now inside, Kaito keeps a respectable distance. He always did but tonight was the first time I wished he would stand a little closer. He was just out of reach, so if someone grabbed me, Kaito couldn't do a thing. But with all the attention pressed forward, I didn't feel threatened. There was still a lot of big and small bodies to move through. A lot of strange faces. 

There was grunting and another strange sound like something wet hitting a wall. It got harder to keep moving as the closer to the sounds we got, the closer the crowd stood together. 

I sweep the throng but the rotating light makes faces impossible to see. I do recognize colors, each one is also at the races. Orange stands out the most, but there was a lot of gray and black. 

I know who the black belongs to. 

People around me would cheer from time to time and it was a wash of voices talking. Some say some scary stuff like “kill him” or “beat him to a pulp”. It’s intimidating to say the least. But Kaito keeps moving and so do I. The distance between us is enough now to make us look like independent viewers. Would it be rude to grab onto his jacket? The black windbreaker he wore looked like it would rip easily which would display his Cruor red more. But Yuuto had mentioned something about Gilde being unwelcome. And Kaito said being a Gilde would get me killed, so I didn't want to wear my welcome out by pissing off the person who got me here. 

It‘s standing-room only, so I only see through gaps between bodies. Even the other women are taller. I only notice a few so far and they take no interest in me. These might be the same gangs at the races but they weren't here for anything like that. And I finally see why. 

Two men stand in a small clearing that is elevated only a fraction from the rest of the room. They are covered in sweat and some blood. They slowly circle one another when my gap closes. When it opens again, one of the men has the other in a lockhold while he punches his face. Blood gushes down and I feel sick. His nose, mouth, and cheek were bleeding and the violence still didn’t stop. 

I quickly swallow my vomit back down but that’s the moment someone notices me. “Hey, we got a first timer here!” A woman beside me calls out. 

Hands grab me and I involuntarily squeal. That only makes them laugh. They aren’t too rough but I don’t want to be closer to the show. Digging my heels in and politely declining does nothing and I quickly find myself with a front row seat. 

The man with pulp for a face falls as soon as he is released from the other man. The man standing is soon announced the winner by a booming voice with nobody. Kaito is nowhere in sight, nonetheless, I couldn’t see much. Only the bloodied floor before me. It was marked off with neon paint and no one steps over the line. It was ringed with a multitude of stains all varying shades of red. 

The losing fighter has to be dragged away. I didn’t look because I didn’t want them to force me any closer to the action than they already had. Credits were being passed around just like at the end of a race. No one holds out a wrist, it was all transfer chips. The little metal fobs look so silly in this situation to me. The amounts weren’t funny, watching as one woman collected fifty thousand easily. I thought the races were big money but this place was far more lucrative. 

A man appears as the fighters are removed. He circles with his hands up. It causes the green ripped-up, sleeveless shirt he wore to pull up past his belly button. The smug grin on his face made me dislike him instantly. “Having a good time?” The crowd cheers. “Making some credits?!” They are louder, hurting my ears. “I hope you saved some mad money for this next one. It’s a doozy!”

The man steps to the side and the largest person I’d ever seen steps up. He is three times my height and is thick. The shirt he wears is thin, black, and tight. It makes me uncomfortable, but that is nothing compared to him taking his shirt off. It leaves him in a pair of black slacks. I hope those stay on, I’ve already seen more than I’ve ever seen of any man. He hunches so badly he could barely lift his arms up all the way to taunt the crowd. They cheer anyway. I couldn’t tell for sure if his posture was bad from being a Mute or from his heavy muscles. It didn’t matter but it didn’t help that his eyes centered on me. It was too late to check my Eyedents but I’m certain they are working. The strange, massive Mute doesn't take his eyes off me as he circles the ring, exciting the crowd, until he passes to the other side. 

I reflexively look for Kaito even though I know I’d never find him now. What could he do? I’m a Gilde in over my head and I know it. The fighter circling would look over the crowd, but wouldn’t stop staring. He knows I don't belong and any second now, he’ll call me out on it. 

I don't know why Kaito insisted I come but my cover is blown. I knew my posture would give me away. All I can do is slowly and carefully slip to the back and make a run for it. Maybe Kaito wanted to scare me away? If so, it was working. This was way too dark and devious for me. 

The crowd presses in behind me, if I just twist so I spin around the person behind me....

“Canis Diablo returns!” The announcer growls. 

The crowd goes wild and I go for my escape. My eyes catch red in the corner so I turn, looking for Kaito. 

But it isn't Kaito, it’s Yuuto. 

I stop, fixing my eyes on him in confusion. What was he doing here?

His eyes are hooded and that is before he steps into the ring. I have to swallow bile down my throat again as it becomes clear what was going on. 

I‘m here because Yuuto is Canis Diablo and he is going to fight. 
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​Chapter Three
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​"The greatest fall is not from the top to the bottom, but from the inside to the outside; to fall from grace is to fall from oneself." 

​- Unknown 

My mind is a blur of memories of conversations. Did Yuuto tell me anything about fighting before? The room shakes with the enthusiastic voices of the crowd. Everyone is so happy to see Canis Diablo again that they might bring the crumbling building down. 

I can’t take my eyes off him; Yuuto stares down his massive opponent without an ounce of fear on his face. The voices around me ramble on, yelling bets and talking percentages. There is no consensus, the favorite to win in this fight is unknown. 

Everyone here knows Yuuto and knows him well. Far better than I do and they all think he stands a chance against the Muted Monster in the ring. Neither fighter looked concerned but Yuuto looked confident while the Monster looked cocky. I hope that works in Yuuto’s favor since his opponent is ready to eat Yuuto alive. 

“Mutes, please, settle down and settle your bets!” The man with the mic coos. He is practically foaming at the mouth for this whole thing to start. “Diablo, you know the drill.”

My lungs seize as Yuuto reaches up and begins unbuttoning the dark red shirt on his shoulders. He shrugs it off and matches the Monster in uniform. 

When the Monster stripped, I was uncomfortable. But Yuuto...it is another level of feelings and none of them are allowed. Instead of bulging muscles, Yuuto is lean and tone. Everything you would expect from a Mute who lived a modest life. 

But then I notice the marks. 

On his arms, stomach, shoulders, and even a few on his chest. I've never seen anything like it and they all vary in size and shape. They’re white lines of skin. Some are round like a circle. And a few are jagged and long. 

The strange marks stand out more than the tattoos Yuuto has. I know a few people with tattoos, an outdated custom, and they take good care of them. Their ink is dark and fresh and they show them off with pride. Yuuto’s are faded-looking, almost as though he used bleach to lighten them. Whatever he did to them, it wasn’t enough as the faded black ink was still visible enough for me to make out the shapes of letters. Canis Diablo is clear on his shoulder, but the rest were symbols I didn’t understand. Except for one that was scrubbed the most. It was in English and I was pretty sure it said Plunge. 

Yuuto being a Plunge makes sense, but I have no proof other than his knowledge of languages and the hazy ink across his chest. No one would put that on themselves. You could be proud of who you are and where you came from. There was no shame in being Alloyed, in my opinion. But if that was the case, Yuuto’s tattoo would say Alloyed and not Plunge. 

Someone forced that ink on him. And I suspect all of his tattoos were not his choice.

I didn’t know who would be that cruel, since tattoo removal was too expensive for a Mute. It was considered a cosmetic surgery that no Glide ever needed. So it made it even more expensive. Thoughts on the story behind the marks race around my brain as the men stand closely, facing each other, while the announcer speaks to only them. That’s when I see a matching tattoo on the Muted Monster. Yuuto and his opponent share a strange tattoo of swirls and knives that is too singular to be coincidence.

Not that I was surprised, but I hate Sora a little more knowing he was responsible for the permanent marks all over Yuuto. I still didn’t know what the white skin was, but Sora has to have done that as well.

The announcer yells something to the crowd and they start yelling back, “Skins, skins, skins.”

I look for Kaito and this time, find him easily. He’s just on the other side of the ‘ring’ from me along the edge. And he’s staring back at me with startled fear in his eyes. Skins must have meant something really bad.

The announcer silences them with a hand and steps up to the men. Yuuto hardly blinks and instead scoffs. “What would the Cruor do with this guy? No, no Skins. We’ll fight for Pinks.”

The Muted Monster grins and gives a short nod. The crowd cheers in excitement. Whatever skins means, they are satisfied with Pinks instead. Kaito calms considerably so I follow, breathing somewhat normally again. The larger issue remains; Yuuto fighting a behemoth for whatever reason. Sora has to be behind this. My only solace was that, once Yuuto was finished with this battle, he would be free again. Sora had promised, it was one job, and I hoped this was it. Not that Sora has left Yuuto alone yet, but the distance that was there would return again.

Yuuto just had to survive.

The announcer steps back, but the two men continue to square up to each other. A loud buzzer goes off and my eyes tear from forcing them to stay open. It still rings in the air when Yuuto plants his fist into the larger man’s right jaw. The settling breaths stop as the Monster’s face turns from the hit. He doesn’t move and Yuuto watches like the rest of us. No one cheers or boos. That tells me to be quiet like them and wait. 

With unsettling slowness, the Monster swings his gaze back to Yuuto. In one swift motion, he seizes Yuuto by the arms and hoists him into the air, suspending him helpless above his head. I nearly swallow my tongue when the Monster tosses Yuuto to the other side of the ring. He hits the ground hard and doesn’t get up.

“Uh oh,” the announcer jeers, “has Canis Diablo lost his touch?”

Snickers could be heard while a chill rushes down my spine. Yuuto’s back jumped as if he was laughing. Then, he puts his fists on the floor and pushes up. Barely on his feet, the Monster roars and rushes at Yuuto. The Muted Monster is big and definitely stronger. But Yuuto is faster, stepping to the side and spinning out of the big guy’s reach. He looks confused while Yuuto dances to the other side where the fight had started. The grin on Yuuto’s face makes me feel a little bit better, like this is all a game. But when I look back at the large Mute across from Yuuto, a cold sweat begins to form on the back of my neck. Because the Muted Monster isn’t paying Yuuto any attention.

He is staring at me.

I struggle to look away out of fear of what the guy would do if I don’t keep watch. Maybe that egged him on because he starts grinning with snaggle teeth. 

A sharp whistle breaks me out of it as Yuuto forces his opponent to pay attention to him. I’m mostly glad for the help, but worried what it would cost Yuuto in return. I’m about to find out, as the Monster growls and rushes Yuuto again. It’s like the guy has already forgotten as Yuuto steps safely out of the way with time to spare. More of the crowd laughs while the rest get agitated. They want a fight.

“Come on, Mutes,” the announcer begins, “this isn’t what we paid for.”

The Muted Monster was ready to get the party started, running towards Yuuto. But Yuuto doesn’t flinch as he sidesteps the attack again. Only this time, he sticks out his foot and trips the huge dude. The floor shakes when he hits, but that had to be in my head. Although, the place isn’t structurally sound. It isn’t impossible. Monster rolls on the ground while I look around for signs of a building collapse. 

Monster gets to his feet and laughs with a garbled voice. “Assimilated asshole forgot how to fight.”

My breath caught, looking to Yuuto for his reaction. That was the most degrading language I have ever heard in person and it had been hard enough hearing it second hand from Rene. No one else reacts, not even Yuuto who shrugs and slowly circles along the edge of the crowd. The Mute watches him stroll until Yuuto stops in front of me. A small wave of relief washes over me; being so close to Yuuto that I can smell him comforts me even when the moment is all wrong–Monster leaning to the side to look at me around Yuuto breaks me out of it. Why does this guy have such an interest in me? My face is hidden, there is nothing to give me away with my slump and borrowed jacket. His continued stare really creeps me out. I’m here for Yuuto, and can’t leave without him. 

As if hearing my thoughts, Yuuto slowly turns his head and looks back at me over his shoulder. He is a lot closer to me than the Muted Monster, but there is no way he could see my face. That’s what I tell myself, but the clouded look of confoundment clears away as he looks at me. If Yuuto had figured me out, he doesn’t get a chance to react. Not even with his face as the attention we’d given one another is interrupted by a pop. Yuuto’s face disappears as he doubles over and now the Muted Monster looms over me. He watches my face even with it distorted but I tear away from his glare to look for Yuuto. He crouches on the floor, wrapping an arm around his ribs. Yuuto coughs a few times before shifting his weight and dropping his arm. 

The Mute steps closer and I flick back to him. His mouth opens like he would speak to me, I’m surprised when he groans loudly in my face. He shrinks in size a little and Yuuto shoves him away from me to the middle of the ring, finally giving me space to process and breathe.

“She’s too good for you,” Yuuto says, goading the Monster.

It’s hard to tell if he is kidding. Yuuto isn’t giving anything away if he’s somehow recognized me. But he did know who I was with my helmet on. And this isn’t to hide from him, it’s to hide from everyone else.

Monster didn’t think it was funny. Whether Yuuto knows who I am or not, I want him to leave me out of the conversation since the Mute’s face turned red and his nostrils flared with heavy breaths. He had turned into a real monster, half man and half bull. The hit Yuuto took earlier had him favoring his left side and it had slowed him down. He doesn’t make it out of the Muted Monster’s path completely when the Monster charges and gets his right side clipped. It spins him around and Yuuto stumbles. He doesn’t hit the ground, though, because the Monster grabs him before he can.

Hoisted over the shoulder like he weighed nothing, Yuuto is soon slammed to the ground face first when the Muted Monster drops backward. I hear something crunch (with my eyes squeezed shut), and pray it isn't Yuuto’s spine. When I open them again, Yuuto was unmoving on the floor. 

The crowd cheered and booed. Most sound unhappy about Canis Diablo losing. It seems he is expected to win by the gamblers. 

I’m more concerned with the motionless body a foot from me. I can't see if he is breathing and it feels like I can't take a breath until I see Yuuto take one. 

The announcer entered the ring, calling the fight over, and I crouch down, focusing on the ‘loser’. “Yuuto...” I whimper softly, about to crawl inside the ring to check on him. 

But just as his name leaves my lips, his head pops up and Yuuto looks right at me. It’s so startling, I fall back off my perch to the floor. Yuuto glares at me, getting to his feet with an unrelenting stare at my prone self. I couldn't look away. It feels like my mother when she is mad and watching me after catching me misbehaving. The tension is thick and I don't dare blink just as I had when my mother first caught me racing. 

He continues to watch my every move -even while I’m overwhelmed- takes two steps, only to turn at the final second as if it had all been in my head. 

The whole first half of the fight didn't seem real as Yuuto jumps into the air, spins, and catches Monster’s jaw with his heel. Monster falls back and Yuuto doesn't stop. He lands every attack; a fist to Monster’s face, a foot to Monster’s ribs. 

I had just gotten back to my feet when Yuuto pauses. Both pant but Monster now looks like he would drop. It had taken a few breaths for Yuuto to back the Muted Monster up and in a corner. Why hadn't he done so from the start? 

A woman behind me screams for Canis Diablo. The crowd is even more worked up than before. The ring is about to get swallowed up by them. The fight needed to end; there needed to be a winner soon. I can feel pieces of the building hitting the top of my head and it gets worse the rowdier the crowd gets. 

For some reason, Yuuto looks at me again. He hadn't since I called out to him on the floor. I had thought, maybe, it had something to do with Monster staring at me earlier. Yuuto was confused that the Muted Monster had looked at me while I knew Yuuto’s name. But now, Yuuto was the one staring at me and Monster noticed. 
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