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Chapter 1
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“Neela...”

I stirred.

“Hey...”

I attempted to move my arms and legs, but they wouldn’t budge under the familiar, tight grasp of the chains wrapped around them.

“Hey!”

I opened my eyes and was met with deep, crimson irises. 

My cousin sighed and backed away from me, slipping his hands into the pockets of his black trousers. He was dressed rather formally, wearing black leather loafers and white button-up shirt under a black vest. He was always well put-together, but perhaps something special was happening wherever he was.

“Thought you wouldn’t wake up,” he said. 

“Worried?” I pushed through the raw dryness of my throat. At this point, I was used to it. 

“Just don’t want my personal nemesis to die before I confront her in person.”

“I’ll take that as a yes, then.” 

“What’s wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with you?”

“Everything.”

“I can relate to that.”

“You’re a much better person than I am, and we both know it.”

“Hmm,” I let my head hang loosely and stared at the black floor beneath me, “I’m not so sure about that anymore.”

“Well,” I lifted my head in time to see Redd turning his back to me, “at least you seem to have more light in your eyes than I do.” 

“Hah,” I laughed dryly and lowered my eyes again, “I wish I could see what you do.” 

It’d been nearly a year since I’d arrived at the outpost. I hadn’t seen Amil since we went our separate ways... same for the others, too. Well, to an extent anyway. Every few months, one or two of them would be assigned to my outpost for up to a week, but even then, we’d barely see each other because of our separate duties. Usually, the most time we’d get is a minute or two in the hallway whenever we’d pass each other by chance. It was really lonely, and it was a change I didn’t really get accustomed to. Even with the new comradery I had established with my outpost subordinates and my friendship with Wyatt, I always ended up feeling alone in a big group of people. 

I changed along with my environment. Only, instead of experiencing a series of highs and lows, I followed a straight line that gradually declined. Slowly but surely, as the days passed, I could feel my head descending into a dark, cold place. With every mind I searched, every rogue I captured and killed, I sank lower and lower into what seemed to be an endless pit of hopeless darkness.

Not much could pull me out of it, help lift me out of the dark. If anything, the things that did still bring me little bits of joy just helped me delay the inevitable. Casual conversations with Wyatt, texts from my friends, voicemails from Amil... they were all nice to have, and I treasured all of them dearly, but... I just.... 

All I wanted was to see everyone again, spend time with them in person like we used to. Yet, even though that was what I wanted, I knew all too well that it was ultimately up to me to bring myself out of the hole I was trapped in.  But, no matter how hard I tried to climb, I always ended up falling deeper and deeper.

I was so convinced that I would never be able to escape and see the light in anything anymore. Nothing could give me hope. Not even my once bright, sparking electric blue eyes.
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“Ugh,” I groaned and shook my head lightly, adjusting to the revolving metal confinement room walls around me. “Wyatt?”

“Captain!” My gentle, orange-haired secretary quickly scampered up to me and knelt, not hesitating to unwind the chains from my limbs. When I accidentally broke a chain link during a prior turning, Owens had decided to add a fifth chain to the ones already wrapped around my torso. It happened to hurt the most, since it restricted my breathing. “You’re back!”

“Yep.” I drew a deep breath when Wyatt finally removed the chain from around my body. I gently pressed against the area around my ribcage, expecting to find bruises later. Fortunately, my ribs hadn't cracked this time. “What’s the date?” 

“September thirtieth. It’s been four days since you turned.”

Just about a month left before I get pulled out of here, huh? Rising from the floor, I rolled my shoulders back with a series of crackling pops. I then raised my arms overhead, stretching my back. “And the time?”

“Nine in the morning.”

“Any urgent reports while I was down here?”

“Nothing dire, but there has been a sighting of a small group of people to the west of the outpost, where the woods begin. Our scouts who spotted them stated that their auras felt like those of rogues, but if they were rogues, our scouts couldn’t tell. Their auras had been concealed well” 

“How many people were in the group?”

“Four, according to the report.”

“Gather a group of six soldiers for me and have them ready within the hour.” I strode out of the confinement room as if I hadn’t been in there thrashing and screaming for the past four days. The caked blood and dried sweat on my exposed skin suggested otherwise, but it was nothing new. “We’re checking that group out.”

“B-but Captain, you just turned back!” Wyatt protested, keeping pace beside me. “You need to rest after being under extreme stress for so long.”

“We can’t risk a small group of rogues infiltrating the outpost like when I first arrived.” I entered the empty elevator that led directly to the ground floor. “They’re not to be underestimated. You know that.”

“Still,” Wyatt sighed, “how about you allow Owens to handle it?”

“Doubting me?”

“Not in the slightest, captain, but I’ve acquired a good sense for when you need to rest. This is one of those times.” 

I stared up at my secretary, who was staring at me with hard but earnest eyes. During my time at the outpost, Wyatt had grown a bit of a backbone while remaining true to his genuine concern, something I grew to appreciate very much in the rather intense environment at the edge of the Ace of Spades Domain. 

As the elevator doors slid open, I gave in. “Fine, but have Owens handle the delegation of this task. Make sure he chooses over-qualified soldiers. If he argues, emphasize that it is an order, not a request.”

“Yes, Captain.” Before he left my side, he gently bumped my arm with his elbow. There was a bright, victorious grin glowing on his face. “Get some rest, Captain. And please, don’t do anything strenuous for the rest of the day, preferably the next few. For once, you don’t have any important missions assigned by Card Holder Sagara.”

“Yes, I know.” I lightly punched his shoulder in return and gave him a tired smile. “Thanks, Wyatt.”

“Of course.” 

And he left me alone in the hallway. 

I pressed the call button with a sigh, standing back from the elevator as its doors slid open. I nodded at the subordinates who joined me. They gave me a nod back, unphased by my bloody appearance. During my time there, I’d turned at least three times a month. It was a wonder how I was able to effectively lead, let alone get anything done given all my absences. Every single time the thought entered my mind, I reminded myself of how great a leader Owens was. The same could be said of Athena.

He really does deserve to be promoted to captain after I leave. I stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the top floor. Resisting the urge to lean my exhausted body against one of the walls, I opted for crossing my arms over my chest and letting my head hang a bit. Last time I did that, the blood streaks I left behind resulted in an alarm being pulled. Athena should definitely be vice-captain. They make a great team. 

When the doors slid open, I walked out and nodded with a small smile at another group of subordinates. Unlike the ones I passed by earlier, a few of them stared at me with wide eyes, and they didn’t stop until someone—likely their leader—elbowed them out of their stupor. They nodded back at me in embarrassment before scurrying into the elevator.

They must be newer recruits. I shrugged and started walking to my room. I don’t think I’ve seen their faces before. 

Just as I’d arrived at my door and slipped my keycard out of my back pocket, I heard someone call out, “Captain Blydes!”

I turned and saw Athena approaching me. “Athena, am I needed?”

“No, just checking up on you.” She then added, “Wyatt requested me to.”

“That worrier,” I muttered, scanning my card. I opened the door when the light beside it turned green and held it open with my foot. “It hasn’t even been five minutes.”

“He has good reason to,” Athena said. “For someone your age, you sure like to push your productivity to alarmingly unhealthy levels.”

“Are you saying my generation is lazy?”

“I’m just saying people at your age with your work ethic are few and far between.” She placed a hand on my shoulder and gave it a light squeeze. “Really, you should take his advice and rest today.”

“Only, I can’t take the entire day off.” 

“Why?” 

“It’s September thirtieth.”

“Yes, and?”

“You know what always happens at the end of the month.” As Athena considered my words, I stepped into my room. I closed the door in time to hear her shout, “Captain, don’t worry about the monthly tournament this time!”

Ignoring her, I stepped into my closet, grabbed a new combat uniform and undergarments and headed for the bathroom. 

The monthly tournament wasn’t a big deal. It was held more as an invigorating event to keep up the morale of those at the outpost. Only those who wanted to participate had to, with the exception of the captain. The captain acted as the person to beat, the obstacle to overcome. The thought of challenging the captain and attempting to beat them appealed to quite a few, and the thought of watching a fellow subordinate fight the captain appealed to most everyone else. It made for an amazing show.

While I didn’t think very much of it, the monthly tournaments thus far had been the highlights of my months. It was a way to take my mind off the decisions I made every day, decisions that could result in the deaths of my subordinates... decisions over which dangerous individuals to send to prison and which to kill. Being captain was a job that took a heavy mental toll, so having a single day in a month to fight for fun helped. It provided an odd way to unwind from all the stress my captaincy brought.

Not to mention it helps keep up appearances. I flipped the switch as I walked into the bathroom and cringed at the amount of blood and caked sweat that coated my arms and shoulders. My face didn’t look much better, either. Same could be said about my hair. It looked like I hadn’t showered in days, which was unfortunately accurate. 

I lightly poked at the thicker patches and pursed my lips at the pain I felt from the gentle touch. The chains dug in deeper this time around. Looks like more of my potential power has been showing... my turnings have been getting worse. 

Setting my clothes on the counter, I pulled my phone and keycard out of the back pocket of my pants and plopped them on top of the pile. I peeled my filthy clothes off and stepped into the shower. I turned the faucet on and let the hot water wash off all the grime off my body, watching as the red-tinted water washed down the drain. Only a year ago, I’d feel something at the sight of so much blood. Not now. Not for a long while.

I shook my head and reached for the shampoo bottle, ridding myself of such pointless thoughts. No time for thinking, Neela. You’ve got a tournament to fight in. 

I had to pull myself out of the relaxing sensation of the hot water before my fingers pruned. I quickly changed into my outfit and pulled my long, wet hair back behind my shoulders, keeping it from my face with a cloth headband. 

Right after I tossed my dirty laundry into the hamper, my phone started vibrating on the counter. I picked it up and checked the caller ID. 

Amil? I let my thumb hover over the answer button for a little bit. It was rare for us to be free at the same time for a short phone call. In fact, since we had become captains, I could count the number of times we actually had a call on one hand. I finally answered and lifted my phone to my ear. “Hello?”

“Ah, so I was right.” I found myself smiling at the sound of his voice. I’d heard it plenty of times on voicemail, but hearing it in real time felt different. “You did get out of your turning.”

“Oh yeah? How’d you know?”

“Your endless mental agony disappeared from inside my head,” he said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

“Oh, right.” I nodded a few times while grabbing my keycard and walking out of the bathroom. “It’s been a long time since I’ve felt your agony.”

“That’s because mine are over.” He sighed. “I feel about one or two left in me, though.”

“Yeah?” I lightly scoffed. “I think I have a few more months’ worth.” 

“That’s because you started turning later than I did. Not to mention you haven’t had me with you to keep your turnings under control.”

“Mm-hmm...” I bit the inside of my bottom lip and plopped onto my bed. I blankly stared out my window, taking in the sunlight streaming in. “Now I know how you felt when I was gone for a year. Being chained up like an animal is... an interesting experience.”

“Putting it lightly.”

“Definitely putting it lightly.” I laughed a bit and let out a light breath. “Alright, I don’t know about you, but I have a monthly tournament later today, and I need to rest up.”

“You’re seriously fighting your outpost subordinates right after you’ve come back from turning?” I could see him shaking his head in disbelief. “Take an actual break today. Please?”

“I’m not robbing them of their day of fun. Plus, I feel fine,” I said, standing up. I slipped my keycard into my pocket and started heading for my bedroom door. “Trust me. I just need to eat, do some reading, and sleep until the tournament starts.”

“You know if I were there, I’d actually try to stop you.”

“Yeah, and the keyword there is ‘try’.” 

“Oh, shut up.” He sighed again. “Just don’t push yourself too hard, alright? I don’t want you breaking down in the final stretch of our time as captains.”

“I’ll be careful, promise.” As I spoke, my heart stung. “I won’t break.” 
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The sound of my phone’s alarm shook me out of my reading. Sighing, I picked my phone up off the coffee table and silenced the alarm. Instead of reading just a couple pages of my book and spending the rest of the time sleeping, I’d spent the past few hours straight reading through the huge tome I’d found in the outpost’s library.

Well, when it’s full of something as fascinating as these runes... I ran my fingers over the intricate symbol that decorated half the page I ended on. Somehow, its tear-drop shape drew me in, trapping me in the numerous swirls that made mindless yet somehow cohesive patterns. Just from what I’d read, the rune stood for destiny and fate. 

“Enough of this, I guess.” I let out a disappointed sigh and bookmarked my page. Standing from my couch, I stretched my arms high over my head, happy I’d decided to change into more appropriate combat clothing after eating brunch. “Time for some fun.”

After lacing up my combat boots, I made my way to the outpost’s indoor fighting arena. A miniature version of the main arenas found in each domain, it was complete with a dirt battleground and stadium benches surrounding it. It was one of the very few areas of the outpost that made me feel the least bit at home.

Right as I stepped in, I was hit with a wave of sound that had me taking a few steps back. Everyone was so engaged in their conversations, no one even noticed me walking in. It was odd to witness, considering most were adept at sensing other people’s presence despite the lack of sensory abilities.

And they’re not detecting the presence of their captain? Gazing out at my subordinates, I meekly called out, “Hello?”

No one responded. Not one person even gave me a glance. 

Damn, I didn’t want to yell this afternoon. I sighed before taking a deep breath and shouting, “Attention!” 

My voice boomed through the arena, catching the attention of my subordinates and silencing them in a second. Their feet stomped in unison as they all turned towards me and bowed at the hip.

“Good morning, Captain!” 

“Morning,” I greeted. They all stood up simultaneously. Even after a year spent in the Ace of Spades Domain, their impressive precision was still impressive. “What’s with the noise this morning? It sounded like you all were arguing about something.”

“We’ve heard from fellow soldiers that you had gotten out of a turning this morning!” One bellowed from somewhere within the arena. 

“The argument was about whether or not we should go on with the tournament given your weakened state caused by your turning.” Another shouted.

“It seems unfair to fight you when you aren’t at your best, Captain,” a third said, much closer to me. I searched the room a bit and saw that the person who spoke was one of the new soldiers I’d run into on my floor. Her face was flushed pink, clearly flustered by her decision to speak up. “Many of us are aware of what this tournament’s purpose is, but it doesn’t feel right to go through with it considering your current condition.”

“I see...” I crossed my arms over my chest, holding back a smile. To think these people used to be against my captaincy.

“How about a compromise, then?” I asked. As a wave of murmurs started among them, I continued, “Anyone and everyone who wants to fight me, form a line. Right when I land a hit on you, you’re out, and the next person gets their turn. We’ll continue until I’m wiped out by someone or I land a hit on every participant. How does that sound?”

“I think that’s a wonderful compromise, Captain.” I grinned when I heard Wyatt’s voice coming up from behind me. I turned around in time to see him breathe a sigh of defeat. “Considering how stubborn you are, that is.”

“You tried, Wyatt,” I whispered to him, patting his shoulder a few times.

“Oh, I know,” he grumbled. “Just don’t blame me if you wake up tomorrow feeling sorer than you do now.”

“The thought would never cross my mind.” Slapping his back, I lightly jogged to the center of the dirt arena, ignoring any moments of pain tingling throughout my body. I have to be smart this time, pushing myself like this.

“All combatants, line up!” I grinned at the people who began assembling in front of the arena wall. Typically, a hundred to a hundred-fifty people would step up to fight me. Only fifty stood.

They do carry plenty of respect and honor when it comes down to it. I placed my hands on my hips and stared at the soldiers remaining in the stands. “Is this really everyone? I was hoping for several more. This’ll be the quickest monthly tournament yet if no one else joins.”

“Really, you’re just asking to be bedridden tomorrow.” Wyatt grumbled. 

“That’s why I’ll be doing my darndest to end this quickly and efficiently.” I rolled my shoulders back and tilted my head side to side, grunting at the audible pops and cracks. “Take a seat, Wyatt. Oh, and can you ask Athena to start the tournament?”

“Yes, Captain,” he said with an exasperated sigh. 

“So, the young captain makes bold claims!” My smile faded from my lips as my first opponent, a newer outpost soldier, stepped onto the dirt battleground. He looked a few years older than me. He stood tall at about six feet, with an athletic build similar to Amil’s, with lean muscle. Several strands of his long brown hair escaped his bun, getting in the way of almond eyes that held all the cockiness in the world. His smirk only confirmed it.

“I may be young, but I’m not an inexperienced fighter, make no mistake,” I said, widening my stance. I bent my knees and hopped on my feet, drawing my fists to my face. “I may be twenty, but I fight like a seasoned soldier.” 

“Fighters at the ready!” Athena’s full-chested voice echoed throughout the arena, silencing any remaining murmurs. Before she called for the fights to begin, I reached out my sixth sense to quickly analyze his aura.

An Enhancer... and his aura supply is sizable. I lowered my fists and let them hover at the level of my hips. I’ll leave my power cap at just over a quarter. 

“Begin!” 

A second later, I planted my foot into my subordinate’s chest, knocking him to the ground and raising a cloud of dirt around us. I kept him down with my foot as the debris settled, holding back a smirk at the shocked expressions painting the faces of the newer soldiers. The look on the one beneath me was the most expressive. Not only were his eyes wide with surprise, his teeth were gritted in complete humiliation. A quick loss was not what he’d planned. 

Lifting my foot from his chest, I turned around and walked away from him, focusing my gaze on my next opponent. “Next!”

“W-what? Wait—”

“You heard the terms,” I interrupted, facing the man I just defeated. “One hit, you lose. Don’t complain or try to state your case. You made the mistake of underestimating your opponent. Your loss was inevitable.”

“I—” The man cringed, pursing his lips shut. He spun around with a huff and headed for the seats of the arena. 

He really backed down that quickly. Huh... Shrugging, I tore my attention away from him and towards my remaining opponents. “This time, I won’t be waiting for anyone. When your fellow soldier is hit, be prepared for me to target you immediately. This will continue until I defeat all of you or one of you manages to put me down. Am I understood?”

“Yes, Captain!” They roared. 

“Alright then,” I assumed my usual fighting stance and raised my fists to my face, “next!”

One punch.

A dodge to the left and an elbow to the diaphragm.

A backflip and a toe to the underside of the chin.

Soldier after soldier was eliminated from this rapid-fire tournament, dropping like flies the moment it was their turn. Only a handful were able to push me past my power cap of just over a quarter, and even less above half. Other than that, it wasn’t very exciting. The soldiers were clearly enjoying themselves. Most took their losses gracefully and stayed to watch the rest of their comrades fight their young captain. The excitement in their faces was clear to me, and I... I wished I could’ve felt the same.

Fighting that long line of subordinates was like going through the daily motions of being outpost captain. Wake up, work in my office, fulfill duties for the day... most of which consisted of searching through memories, choosing who to kill, who not to kill... choosing who to send to prison, who to let go... order others to kill for me... and kill people myself. My every day.

I knew there was a purpose behind everything I did, but... since the day I’d killed that girl, I didn’t believe in that purpose. I didn’t even know what my purpose was. Killing my cousin was impossible due to the condition I placed on my Heart Stone. Even if I were able to take his life, going back to living a normal life felt like a dream.

“Hah!” I leaned back, dodging a straight jab, and threw my foot high. The heel of my boot slammed into his jaw, knocking him into the air. He landed on the dirt battleground with a loud thud and a pained groan. Lowering my foot, I exhaled slowly and walked up to him, holding out my hand. I smiled when he took it, and I pulled him up and clapped his shoulder. “You gave me quite the challenge. Excellent work.”

“I feel like you’re trying to lessen the blow of my loss.” He chuckled, firmly shaking my hand. My last challenger was another new outpost member, a man who looked to be in his thirties. “You look like you’ve barely broken a sweat this entire time.” 

“Oh, believe me, I feel more tired than I look,” I said, wiping at my damp forehead. 

“She’s a good actress.” I chuckled at Wyatt’s words. Looking over my shoulder, I saw him walking up to us with hard eyes and furrowed eyebrows. When I sent him a small smile, his intense expression softened, and he sighed. “Too good for her own sake.”

“Showing weakness, even as a leader, is necessary, but showing too much can be enough cause to question and challenge authority,” I said, pulling off my cloth headband. I resisted the urge to cringe at the feeling of my hair plastered to my head with sweat. “Don’t you agree?”

“Only to an extent, Captain.” Wyatt sighed once again.

“Well, one thing’s clear. Your weakness isn’t physical,” my last challenger said. “Until next month’s tournament, Captain.”

“I’ll be looking forward to it.” I gave him a quick smile and started heading for the arena exit. “Wyatt, make sure everyone who participated is tended to. Their injuries may be trivial, but even they can hide bigger problems.”

“Yes, Captain,” Wyatt replied. Then, he added, “And please, take it easy for the next few days like I’ve advised.” 

“Of course. I plan on going to bed early tonight.” I called over my shoulder.

“Make sure you go to med bay and get yourself healed up first!” 

“Will do!”

“I’m serious, Captain!”

“And I’m not lying! You can ask the head healer for her honest truth later!”

“Captain—” I shut the arena doors behind me with a sigh. While Wyatt’s concern sometimes entered the realm of nagging, I couldn’t blame him. A lot of what I did risked my own well-being, something a captain should avoid unless necessary. Still... It was better than experiencing indifference. 

Guess I’m heading to med bay then. Slipping my hands into my pockets, I started making my way through the maze-like hallways of the outpost, allowing myself to get lost in my thoughts. The long nap I’d taken before the tournament had been dreamless, which was nice. 

Since I killed that girl, I’d been hearing a muffled noise... or voice, in my dreams. Accompanying it was an occasional flashing or gently flowing color. It was usually silver, but blue or red crossed through at times. Green made its way in as well. I hadn’t had that many vivid dreams, but that was fine. The less I had, the less my heartstrings were plucked.

I haven’t heard any word about my mother since that call with Sagara almost a year ago. There haven’t been any updates on what my dreams could mean either, or why I’m having them. I nodded at a group of soldiers and soon found myself standing at the door of med bay. Maybe... it’s best not to get my hopes up. 

Just then, my phone started vibrating in my back pocket. Slipping it out, I checked the caller ID and promptly answered at the sight of the name Gray Ocean. “Hello, Sagara sir.” 

“Blydes,” he greeted as calmly as he always did, “no need to be so formal with me on this call. I just wanted to check in on you.”

“As much as I’d love to be informal, sir, I’m currently standing in front of med bay doors. People can eavesdrop on me easily,” I replied with a small smile. He’d been doing random check-ins on me since our battle with the rogues at the beginning of my captaincy. Though hardened on the outside, Card Holder Lloyd Sagara had a warm heart of gold within.

“That’s alright,” Sagara said with a chuckle. “I heard from your secretary, Stevens, that you moved forward with the monthly tournament despite having recently come out of turning. Was that really a wise choice?”

“The tournament lasted no longer than thirty minutes, I promise you,” I responded, leaning against the wall next to the doors. “It followed a rapid format, where my opponent lost once I landed a hit on them. Most of them didn’t last thirty seconds.”

“You have gained a good grasp on your potential powers, then?”

“Quite, sir.”

“That’s good news. How have your turnings been?” 

“As brutal as ever, but I think they’re beginning to shorten.”

“Also good news. Amil informed me his turnings shortened after about a year. You’re close to fully unlocking all your potential power.”

“Yes, and I can’t wait for them to be over.” I sighed, lifting my forearm to my face. “The scars around my arms from the chains aren’t going to fade away anytime soon, if ever.”

“They’ll serve as a reminder of what you were able to endure.”

“Do I really want a reminder of this time, though?” I asked. “Not that I’m not thankful for it. I know what you had to do in order to get these positions for me and Amil, but... I just don’t know. I’m aware that my experiences here will and have changed me into a different person, hopefully a stronger and better one, but I don’t feel like that’s the case. I’m stronger, but... I feel like I’m a worse person. Never in my life did I imagine having so much blood on my hands.” 

“I understand it must be hard for you,” Sagara’s voice went soft as he spoke. “I know you didn’t ask for this, that you didn’t want to have any role in the path predetermined for you, but you accepted it with little to no protest, even when you didn’t fully understand the burdens it would bring you. I commend you for that, especially when considering you’ve never had to take a life until recently. For someone your age who was suddenly thrust into this kind of world, you’re handling it very well.”

“Truly, sir?”

“Truly.” I could hear the smile in his voice. “You know compliments from me are rare but real.”

“Yes, sir, I’m aware.” I stood from the wall just as the med bay doors slid open and nodded at the pair of subordinates that walked past me. “I really should be getting myself healed up now. I even told Wyatt he could ask the healer later for confirmation that I came. If he gets a no, he’ll be, uh, on my back again.”

“Ah, I hear from Vice-Captain Owens that he has changed quite a bit over the past year.”

“Mm-hmm, he doesn’t stammer as much, and he stands up to my reckless decisions now.” 

“I see I’ve given the poor boy a rather troublesome captain to take care of.” 

“Yes, so please compensate him well after I leave. He deserves it.”

“I can’t guarantee anything, but I will do my best,” Sagara said with a chuckle. “Now, go get yourself healed up. I’d hate to stress your secretary more.”

“Thank you, sir.” I suppressed a laugh as another small group passed me by. “Until next time.”

“Until next time, Blydes.” I breathed out slowly and made my way into med bay, greeting the head healer with a smile. Just heal up for now, Neela. No time for feelings.
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A cold breeze pulled a gasp from my lips. I forced my eyes open, dreading being within my inner mind. I hadn’t had a vision since I’d arrived at the outpost, and I wasn’t keen on having another one.

What is it this time? After about a minute of silence, I called out, “Hello?”

My voice echoed in response.

“Hello?” I tried again. I waited for the echoes to die out completely before opening my mouth to try for a third time. Before I could make a sound, bright white light flashed in the distance. I squinted, trying to make it out. It was the little white orb that came to me each time I had a vision. 

“Oh!” I laughed a bit when it forced itself to a hard stop in front of me, ripples spreading over its surface as if it were made of water. Holding my hands out, I let it descend onto my palms. Somehow, it appeared as if it was breathing hard, with light bobbing movements. It was adorable, really. “Hello.”

My eyebrows shot up when its light flashed in response. Really, it was like this little thing was growing more intelligent with every vision it showed me. From my limited experience with it, the orb couldn’t control the visions it showed me, and it didn’t have the power to choose.

“You have something for me tonight?” When it blinked again, I smiled and said, “Well, just show me when you’re ready.”

After a few seconds of catching its breath, the orb lifted itself from my palms and started shining brightly, morphing and molding itself into that familiar flower-bud shape. Soon, it started to bloom, the white light dripping off of the blossom like water, revealing a flower I wasn’t quite expecting.

“A pink rose again?” I furrowed my eyebrows in confusion as a marble rose from the center of the flower. Even the pink swirl in the marble looks the same as a year ago.

I reached out and grasped the marble, waiting for the darkness around me to melt and transform itself into the baby’s nursery it sent me into before. Sure enough, I found myself standing in that same room. Everything had been left untouched, unmoved. The only difference was the time of day, as there was a lack of light streaming in from the window.

“Why this again?” I stepped towards the window, not having checked it prior. Pushing the heavy curtains to the side, I was greeted by the view of a quiet neighborhood street glowing with a silvery moonlight sheen. I looked up at the night sky and smiled at the stars twinkling down at me. 

It looks like a suburban area of sorts. The sound of rustling cloth tore my attention away from the window. I gazed at the crib when the sound ceased. After a few seconds, it came back. This time, it was accompanied by frustrated huffs and whimpers.

I quietly padded over to the crib and smiled at the frowning baby. She wasn’t wearing her headband with the pink rose, but her hands were still covered by those white baby gloves. It was a good thing, too. Her nails could’ve left scratches in her skin with how hard she was rubbing it.

“Aw,” my heart cracked a bit when she started to cry, “I’m sorry I can’t do anything for you, Raisa. I’m just a ghost in this world of yours.”

I reached a hand in when her cries grew louder. I found I could only touch her, but not hold her. Her crying was tugging at my heartstrings, and I couldn’t comfort her. 

“I’m sorry, baby.” I pulled my hand away and knelt at the side of her crib, staring at her red face as she continued to cry. “If this were real, I wouldn’t let you cry like this.”

I’d do anything to keep your honey-brown eyes from crying again.

~ ~ ~
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“Ah!” The sound of the code red alarm jolted me awake. The emergency lights in my room were flashing red all around me, and the sirens were screeching in my ears. “What the hell?”

I jumped up at a hard banging on my door. “Captain!”

“Wyatt?” I ran over and unlocked my bedroom door, letting my panting secretary stumble in. “Wyatt, what’s going on?”

“S-someone,” he gulped for air, “someone is breaching the outpost walls!”

“What?” My eyes went wide. Before he could say anything else, I grabbed my card box and cellphone from my nightstand, strapping the box around my thigh and slipping the phone into one of the pockets of my pajama pants. I clicked my tongue at my temporary combat outfit: a pair of cotton shorts and an oversized T-shirt. It’ll have to do for now. 

Racing out of my room, I headed for the nearest elevator with Wyatt hot on my heels. “Where are they breaking in?”

“The main doors, Captain,” he responded, clambering into the elevator with me. I jabbed at the button for the first floor and punched in the number command into a small keypad so the elevator could travel faster. “He’s trying to get into the main lobby.”

“How gutsy.” I muttered under my breath. When the doors slid open, I didn’t hesitate to rush out and leave Wyatt behind. There were only a handful of soldiers gathered within the lobby. Few were on high-alert while everyone else was still slightly sluggish from being suddenly awakened. 

This isn’t good. We’ve been completely caught off guard. What happened to the patrols outside? Closing my eyes, I reached out my sixth sense to feel for my men on duty and the enemy busting in. My subordinates were lying on the ground motionless, but alive. As for the person attempting to break in... I couldn’t feel him at all.

Oh, this isn’t good.

“Captain!” I glanced over to see Owens and Athena running up to me along with Wyatt.

“Take everyone and find a safe place to lie low.” I commanded. 

“What?” Owens stared at me incredulously. “The enemy—”

“—is concealing his aura from me. They’re almost too good.” I interrupted. “I’ll be the one to engage. Wyatt, you stay here with me and find somewhere to hide. If I feel like I’m struggling more than I anticipated, I’ll give you the signal to send our top men down here to assist me.”

“Captain—”

“That is an order.” I interrupted my secretary and looked at my three most trusted soldiers with hard eyes. “Am I understood?”

“Yes, Captain,” they replied reluctantly.

As Wyatt, Owens, and Athena began ushering the other soldiers out of the main lobby, I turned my attention back to the door and closed my eyes. I reached out my sixth sense again, hoping to find a wisp of the intruder’s aura, but I couldn’t feel anything. I couldn’t even see an outline of his body. It was as if he didn’t exist.

Not just any unbound is able to conceal their aura this well... What if they have an aura concealer? I pulled back my sixth sense, since it was useless. And they triggered the highest alarm... who are they?

I held my arms out in front of me as the outpost door burst into smithereens, blowing a storm of debris and dust into the lobby. I tried reaching my sixth sense out once more, hoping the lack of a physical barrier would allow me to feel something, but it didn’t change a thing. 

This person really does have an aura concealer, but for it to be able to hide their aura completely... Very few domains have access to that kind of technology, and the Ace of Spades is one of them. Did someone defect?

I lowered my arm and opened my eyes as the dust began to settle, carpeting the floor. As the air cleared, I was able to get a better look of my opponent’s physique. He was tall, roughly six feet, and lean. His face was hidden by the tinted visor of a motorcycle helmet, hiding his identity. The more the dust settled, the more I realized just how concealed he was. Leather gloves covered his hands, the only piece of skin I could see was a strip visible between his turtleneck and helmet.

“If you really wanted to hide yourself, sneaking in here would’ve been a better choice.” I called out, taking a few steps forward. I quickly scanned the lobby with my sixth sense, relieved that everyone had managed to escape before he burst through. “Your outfit leads me to believe you’re someone on the inside who decided to betray us.” 

The man remained silent, taking a few cautious steps towards me. He suddenly assumed a common fighting stance, with his feet widely spread out, his legs bent, and his fists held in front of his face, ready to defend himself. 

“I see. You’re the type to communicate through your fists.” I copied the man’s stance, feeling a fire running through my veins. It’d been a while since I was dragged into a fight. “Lucky for you, I do too!” 

I crouched and dashed, activating my Enhancer’s speed and covering about ten meters in a tenth of a second. I appeared in front of the man in a flash, my fist already about an inch from the smooth, black surface of his helmet visor. As I expected, the man was able to dodge the punch with ease by leaning his body away from mine and jumping back a few feet afterward. I responded by halting my momentum with my right foot, using it to turn and push myself toward my opponent without sacrificing speed. I threw another punch, and this time he caught my fist and wrapped his other hand around my elbow. When I felt his grip tighten, he heaved me over his shoulder effortlessly, throwing me toward the nearest wall. Before my head could smash into the marble, I flipped and cushioned the impact by bending my legs as my feet contacted the surface.

I dropped to the floor with a thud, trying to refrain from smiling as I dusted myself off. It was obvious the man was dangerous, but I couldn’t help but become excited fighting him. There was something about him that felt familiar. Those few seconds of contact told me I shouldn’t hurt him, but that didn’t change the fact he busted into my outpost.

“So, at the very least, you’re an Enhancer of strength and speed. How rare.” I clenched my fist and let a few blue sparks dance around my hand. “Let’s see if you’ve got enhanced defense, too!”

As I charged him head-on, he held out his hand, palm-up. I stopped my assault, stopping a few meters away from him. A murky, black ball floated from his palm, creating a sense of wariness within me. It was likely a Manipulator ability, since no other category of power allowed for control over a black substance. Even if this person were a Naturalist of such a substance, the solidifying mass came out of nowhere.  Conjurer was out of the question as well, since this man was taking too long to form this mystery weapon despite clearly being a seasoned fighter.

Did he scan a card without me noticing? I fully encased my hand in lightning, preparing to defend myself. If he did... he might have gotten a hold of the scanner model the Ace of Spades provides, one that softly vibrates instead of beeps. I wouldn’t be able to hear that at all.

My eyebrows furrowed in confusion as the ball formed a black compass, a gold needle spinning uncontrollably within its glass face. After watching it spin for a few seconds, the compass dropped, hanging from a golden chain looped around his middle finger, swinging like a pendulum. My chest became heavy as my wariness grew to a stronger, unsettling sensation in my stomach. If that came from a Manipulator card, this is bad. If he’s a Manipulator of something intangible, I have to take him out quickly or else he might kill me.

“That’s quite the trinket you have there,” I said casually, slowly letting my lightning travel up my arm in brilliant blinking blue sparks. “Do you mind telling me what it will do once the needle stops?” 

I gritted my teeth as I forced a tense smile onto my face. “No? Well, if you really wanted to kill me, you would’ve done so while that was forming in your hand. I guess there’s a chance you were sent by Sagara or Charisse. She’s got a talent for coming up with crazy situations like this one. So, is that it?”

Again, I didn’t get an answer, but the needle slowed down. I decided to deactivate my lightning and take whatever the compass would throw at me. I could tell by the actions of the man that his intention wasn’t to kill me. He was strong, but he wasn’t using so much of his strength that it could break my bones. 

Finally, the fateful golden needle stopped. It hit one of the four cardinal directions: dead south. 

“Agh!” A sharp pain spread throughout my head, banging on the inside of my skull like a sledgehammer. It was like there were a dozen of them ripping through my brain. I hadn’t felt a pain so intense in so long, not since I’d encountered that one girl during my trials, the one with the same ability as Harper. But this pain... it was more concentrated, more brutal... not as controlled.

Which means... this card’s ability is a work in progress. I gritted my teeth and tried to prevent myself from buckling over in pain as it started to spread throughout my body. It grew stronger as it spread down my neck and shoulders, my arms, even into the very tips of my fingers where it felt as if they were being burned by white-hot coals. I... wonder if this was how Redd felt in my dream... burning alive like that. Ugh, now’s not the time, Neela. You’re letting the enemy stare at you while you’re crumpling like a piece of paper!

“Are you really capable though?”

“Are you?”

“Is she?”

“Does she really think she’s that strong to stop this power?”

“Oh please.”

What the... Though the hammering in my head stopped, the pain lingered and intensified whenever the voices in my head spoke. Unlike in my experiences before, I didn’t recognize any of them. They were all foreign, and they were all painful. Who are you?

“Who are we?”

“What a question.”

“Did she really ask us that?”

“How stupid of her.”

“I guess she really doesn’t know a thing.”

“What a pitiful child of fate.”

“We’re supposed to entrust our lives in her hands?”

“Shut up!” I couldn’t help but hold my head in my hands. It’d been so long since I’d been attacked by voices like those, spiteful phrases that spoke about how inferior I was, how much of a disappointment I was. But... it never really affected me before, at least, not as much as it did in that moment. My self-confidence was dwindling, disappearing as if it was being stolen from me bit by bit. “How about you answer my question?”

“I am you.”

“And I am you.”

“We are you, Neela.”

“We are all you.”

“M-me?” I closed my eyes, and found I’d entered my inner consciousness. I could see multiple figures standing around me in a circle, all different colors but having my figure. They were all smiling at me, mockingly, judging me, scorning me. “Impossible.”

“We are all the things you don’t want to be.”

“What you reject about yourself.”

“What you fear about yourself.”

“What you don’t know about yourself.”

“I know myself best,” I said shakily. My chest grew heavy, making it harder to breathe as the voices continued speaking.

“Really now?”

“Are you sure?”

“What about that part of you that awakened a year ago?”

“That part you can’t control?”

“That part you hate so much.”

“That dangerous part of you.”

The beast I became whenever my potential power overtook my entire consciousness came to mind. It was true. I didn’t know myself when I was in that form. I couldn’t even remember what I did. All I knew was that I’d struck fear into those around me, hurt and nearly killed people. I was nothing but the embodiment of rampant destruction in that form. 

“What does my potential power have to do with anything?”

“Aw, poor Neela.”

“You’re so weak.”

“You’re weak and you know it.”

“You want to cry every time you need to take a life.” 

“You’ll never be able to control the beast without your treasured, dearest one.”

“Your predestined soulmate by your side.”

“You’ll never be as strong as Amil.”

“Suffer as much as he does.”

“You’re not the child of light the world deserves.”

“Agh!” The hammering assaulted my head again, and my body burned up, as if molten metal had been released into my veins. The heat was so intense, I thought I’d become a pile of ash. Even the smell of smoke and charred flesh lingered in my nostrils. All of it felt so real. “That’s not true. I... I’m as strong as he is. Ah!”

I couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t help but fall to my knees like a helpless, useless weakling. The voices became louder inside my head, booming within my skull.

“He’ll die because of you, Neela.”

“Just like your two fathers and two brothers before him.”

“Everyone will die because of you.”

“Because you’re a failure.” 

“Because you’re weak.”

“You’ll remain a beast because he’ll die.”

“Suffering is all you’re destined for.”

“Your future will be lonely and bleak.”

“Just as you deserve.” 

“Y-you’re wrong.” I couldn’t even hear my own voice in my head as I cracked into sobs. Those voices were so loud, eating me alive both in and out. I couldn’t hear anything else. I couldn’t feel anything else. I forgot everything, even the enemy I was fighting against mere minutes ago.

“Turn into the beast.”

I opened my eyes and shook my head vigorously. “No... no, I won’t turn.”

“Turn into the beast you are, Neela.”

“You can’t make me!” When I looked up, I couldn’t see anything. My panic had blurred my vision. “I won’t turn into that thing and harm anyone!
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