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“You can figure out what the villain fears by his choice of weapons.”

― Connie Brockway, The Bridal Season

I have no idea how long I’ve been lying on the floor where Yuuto left me. About five people have passed by while I was here, only stepping over me to get to the elevator I’m in front of. I don’t blame them; I wouldn’t talk to the crazy Gilde on the cold, hard tile floor of my apartment building’s lobby either. 

I’m busy watching the door, even though I know Yuuto isn’t going to walk back through it anytime soon. I can’t take my eyes off the last place I saw him. My eyes ache, and other parts are going numb. My skin is raised, like it’s cold, and it wakes me up a little. I don’t feel cold, even though my body acts as if it is. I didn’t feel anything. 

It didn’t feel any different back inside Yuuto’s apartment. I'm not even sure how I got here. I only realize I'm back in Yuuto’s... formally Yuuto’s place when I hear the familiar voices of the Cruor. There is no change in temperature to make sense of the fact that I’m cold. There's no rush of heat to my exposed skin when I pass through the apartment door. The rest of me feels numb even as I stand in the living room again, unnoticed. 

All the Cruor are yelling. Angry or sad, they are getting it all out at one another in a mess of words my brain can’t comprehend. I don't want to hear it anyway.

Turning on my heel, no one stops me as I make for Yuuto’s... old room. His walls dampen a lot of the sounds outside. I’m leaning against his door with all my weight until my calves start to ache. I don’t even realize I’m sitting on Yuuto’s bed until my back screams from the terrified tension I hold it up with. 

I’m too busy staring at the empty drawers of Yuuto’s dresser, which he left open in his rush. Only two of the five had been touched, but Yuuto doesn’t strike me as the type to need a lot of things. And a lot of his things are red, which is no longer allowed.

My butt hits the floor hard as I slide off the edge of the mattress to sit. His bed at my back and my knees before me; I still feel like I’m falling. It’s hard to breathe, and that only adds to my vertigo. 

It’s worse than Rene. Rene is still out there somewhere, and we will find her. Whatever state she is in, we will help her and fix her. I thought ‘not knowing’ was worse, but now? My thoughts are a wash of all the terrible things Sora is making Yuuto do or doing to Yuuto. 

Yuuto never wanted to be in his cousin’s control; everyone knew that. It isn’t hard to imagine just how terrible it all was for Yuuto for him to be so adamant about it. Yuuto isn’t a coward. Yuuto is intelligent, clever, brave, kind, and gentle.

His only genuine fault was caring about me.

Regardless of the real ‘why’ he left, he never would have been in Sora’s clutches again if it weren’t for me. I blamed myself for all of this. My pain was my fault, and it was worse than when Rene disappeared. Even knowing where Yuuto was, this was worse because it was just the beginning. We wouldn’t know for sure where Yuuto was or what he was doing, only that it would be hell for him. And that all of it would ruin his future.

I had ruined Yuuto’s future.

My back gave out. Or my soul did, crumpling inward until my cheeks hit my knees. I take a deep breath, sucking in the scent of Yuuto while it remains in his room. When the air came out as a sob, I lost all hold on myself. All I have inside flooded out of me, staining my cheeks and legs with my tears. 

Only when there is nothing left – when I am hollow - do I move. Getting to my feet is no easy task, and it takes me a few tries as the numbness in my legs and feet isn’t in my head. I knew I had been on the floor for a long time, both in the lobby and in Yuuto’s room, but when I leave my ‘hiding spot’, the others are still fighting. Save for Cami and Mia, who sit off to the side holding one another. 

Cami finds me first. Her eyes go wide, and she pushes out a few tears. She must have squeezed Mia because she turns to see me next. The looks on their faces tell me I look terrible. Even though it’s pointless, I brush my fingers through my wild hair and scrub my face. 

“Then we’re all in agreement?”

Jeb spoke to the group, and the Cruor each took a turn nodding their decision. Until there is no one left, so they all turn to look at me. 

“Josaline...” Nori whispers, seeing me for the first time since Yuuto left. 

“What did you all decide?” I ask with my throat dry. 

“You need to decide, Jo.” Buri is so severe; it’s scary. 

I’m still out of it because it isn’t making sense. “Decide what?”

Roxana has her arms crossed on her chest. Whatever they were discussing had her mad. “Whether or not we go to war.”

“War?” I still didn’t get it. 

“Yes, war. With the Kurio-chi.”

The chill to Kaito’s tone makes a shiver run up my spine. Kaito hadn’t been this cold since I first met him. It’s nostalgic in a bitter way. 

“What does that have to do with me?”

Nori rushes to my side and grabs both my shoulders hard. “You’re Cruor, Moto. My brother... Yuuto wanted you in.”

“I’m not Moto.” I spit bitterly. The looks on the others’ faces tell me they didn’t miss my anger either. 

“He wanted you, Josaline, whether you were Moto or not. He would want you with us now for protection.” Clyd said, looking sad instead of secretly amused for once. 

I didn’t believe any of them. How could I? When Yuuto all but kicked me out of the Cruor right before he left. Was his warning genuine? Would the Cruor cruelly react if they knew about Rene? Whether they did or not, Yuuto’s feelings about me staying with the Cruor were clear. 

“Yuuto doesn’t want me near him or anyone he cares about. Especially the Cruor.”

“That’s not true!” Nori shouts in my face.

“He told me himself as he left me.” 

Everyone got quiet with nothing to say to that. Except for Kaito, who moves to stand before me and looks me in the eye as he speaks. Probably so, I would believe whatever he told me next. “Yuuto said whatever he could to get you to stay away from the Kurio-chi and Sora. That’s why we should go to war. Because they forced him into this somehow.”

I look around at each face in the room. They are all still either angry, sad, or terrified. “What do you guys think? What would a war look like?” 

“The Kurio-chi are a lot larger than the Cruor. We would have to get other gangs involved and on our side.” Jeb rationalizes, but it sounds like he has said this before based on the others’ faces.

“No one is going to go along with it as long as Yuuto is there ‘willingly’,” Roxana adds.

“But he isn’t! Anyone who knows him knows that!” Buri yells as a fight starts up again.

Clyd sighs, tired of the battle. “No one outside the Cruor knows that. As far as all the other gangs are concerned, he just switched up to a more impressive gang.” 

It’s becoming clear who wants what. Nori, Jeb, and Buri want war while Kaito, Roxana, and Clyd don’t. They’re looking at me to break the tie. They all think of me as one of the Cruor while I....

“I can’t be the one to decide this for you.”

Their faces fall, and Kaito’s eyes get very dark. “Why the hell not?”

Pulling away from Nori and her touch, I distance myself from the group and shift my nervous weight on my feet. “I’m not... You shouldn’t consider me one of you. You know nothing about me.”

“Then tell us,” Roxana said, her eyes trained on me like she knew already.

But I shake my head. “I can’t. And you don’t want to know anyway. It’ll only cause more trouble....”

“Josaline...” Now Kaito grabs my shoulders, stilling my fretting in an instant, “forget whatever Yuuto said to you. That wasn’t the Yuuto you know. We want you here with us.”

“Yeah, regardless of your issues. You’re our friend!” Buri cheers.

The others nod, my dear friends, and my answer seems clear. “I... I care about all of you and Yuuto. Very much. And although I can’t claim that I know him as well as all of you, I’m sure he joined the Kurio-chi to protect all of you. Yuuto wouldn’t want any of you getting hurt over him.” 

“So that means?” Nori’s voice strained as she asked.

“It means... no. We shouldn’t go to war.”

Regardless of their opinion on the matter, they all look disappointed. As much as I want to go after Yuuto, it will only damage the Cruor in the process. Especially Yuuto, if any of them get hurt over it. I’m not sure what it would do to my guilt, either; someone else getting hurt over me and my goals. It already claimed Yuuto.

“Jo?”

I’m wearing my feelings on my face, and Kaito is watching. As I shake the thoughts away, a few more tears fall. I thought for sure there was nothing left, but I was wrong. And I still have to go home and face my family. Auntie and Uncle will leave me alone, but Glin? He will want all the details. 

The drive home is as short as I can make it; there was no joy in my cyc for me anymore, only sad memories. It causes me to fling myself off my cyc as soon as I have it safely parked in the garage. I realize (as I walk up the steep steps to the front door) that two ghosts now haunt my home. Rene and Yuuto, memories of him walking up these stairs with me, decide now to race through my brain. With thoughts of Yuuto mingling with memories of Rene, I’m not sure I can stand living in this house anymore.

I’m not surprised when Glin is waiting for me; as predicted, he wants answers. “Are you alright? What happened?”

“I’m... I’m fine.” A lie I barely get out.

And it doesn’t fool Glin in the slightest. “Jo... what happened?”

I can’t take it because I don’t want to say the words. Saying the words makes it real, just like when Rene disappeared. It’s a big reason why I didn’t tell Cami, Mia, or the Cruor. Why didn’t I tell Yuuto? It made it real, and I still want to hold on to hope. I want to have hope that Rene will return, and that Yuuto will show up, back with the Cruor. But that isn’t reality–not anymore.

“Yuuto... he’s with the Kurio-chi now.”

“What?!”

“He met with Sora alone, and when he came back, Yuuto grabbed his stuff and left. Saying he was no longer Cruor and to stay away from him. And he... he knows about Rene.”

“I told him.”

My breath caught in my chest painfully. “What?”

“I told him about Rene before my race with the Kurio-chi. I explained everything. He already knew you were Moto and apologized for involving you. I apologized as well, for lying and for your involvement.” Glin grabs my hand gently with his good hand. “Josaline, he didn’t care. He knew we were there for other reasons than to join or race. Yuuto wants you safe.”

Glin’s kind words only confirm my fears. Yuuto is in trouble, and it is all my fault. 

Turning from Glin and his grip, I crumble again. Glin puts his hand on my shoulder from behind, holding me steady. “At least you can stop being Moto now.”

His words burn me; however good their meaning was. “I was never Moto. I was always Josaline. There was never really a Moto. So you’re right, I can stop being Moto. But I’ll never stop until everything is back to the way it’s supposed to be.”
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​​Chapter Two
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“Most have been forgotten. Most deserve to be forgotten. The heroes will always be remembered. The best. The best and the worst. And a few who were a bit of both.”

― George R.R. Martin, A Feast for Crows

Doing decently on my finals is pure survivalism. And it takes a lot to get decent with everything going on. It’s why I’m dragging as I head towards the medical campus of Utirius. I couldn’t care less about my grades; the only reason I do is that my parents are clear about it. 

Do well or come home and start the life we want. 

My parents are also why I have to stop by the registrar. They had decided to sign me up for summer courses. It’s surprisingly easy to get them canceled and have the money returned to credits. It’s a lot of money, too; it will go a long way this summer, even after I gave half to Auntie and Uncle. They deserve something for taking care of me. I would use it to get my own place, but my parents still think I live in the dorms. An apartment would do a background check, and when it popped up as Pryce, they would be alerted immediately. Regulations might even get involved; the idea terrified me to no end.  

There’s one last thing I want to do before I go home and collapse. I need to see what happened to Yuuto’s exams. If he had shown, then maybe I could still catch him? If Yuuto skipped his exams, then perhaps I could talk to his professors? Tell them he’s sick until that lie runs out? I didn’t know what to do about it; I didn’t want Yuuto to fail. 

“Josaline, what are you doing here?”

Kaito looks strange without Yuuto beside him. The girls who once followed the pair were also missing as he made his way to me. That was either due to exams or him and Cami being official. Would they still be chasing Yuuto if he were here, or would he have told them about us? 

I had wondered what the Gilde girls who chased Kaito and Yuuto would do if either guy returned their attention? It was one thing to pursue a Mute and another to Consider one. Forget the paperwork; the stares and constant stops by Regulators were a lot of work. Cami and Kaito were willing to go through that, though, as I was with Yuuto. But the girls who had followed the two impressive Mutes fell short of that devotion. 

“I wanted to... that is what I hoped maybe...” It all sounds so silly to me now, catching or helping Yuuto like this, “I’m... not sure what I’m doing here...”

I sound so weak and lame. I’m embarrassed by myself and stare at the ground. As dumb as it is to come here, if I had caught sight of Yuuto, it would have been worth it. 

“Yuuto took his exams late in the evening last week. It seems he didn’t want to risk running into any of us.”

There’s hurt in Kaito’s tone that makes him sound snappish. None is aimed at me, but it still stings my heart knowing Kaito is hurting just as much as I am. “I’m so sorry, Kaito.” He looks shocked by my words. “You worked so hard to get Yuuto out the first time...”

“Yes, I did, but Yuuto wanted out, so it was far easier to deal with than him willingly returning to the Kurio-chi.” Kaito has his arms crossed and an agitated air to himself. 

I shake my head at his words. “You think it was willing? I can’t imagine Yuuto going back to that pack of monsters without a good reason.”

Kaito huffs, “Whatever they had on him, he could have come to us for help. Yuuto is being dumb and selfish.”

He is hurting and saying things he doesn’t mean. I know that much about the man before me, that he is cut deeply by Yuuto’s actions. “Why didn’t you want to go to war?”

I have been wondering for days now why, of all the Cruor, Kaito is so against it. “I want to.” He admits with a sigh. “But as it stands, I have no proof that Yuuto was coerced, and without that, then I have nothing to use with the other gangs.”

“What do the others have to do with it?”

Kaito suddenly looks around and then turns to leave, gesturing silently for me to follow, taking us towards a shaded area off the main path. There is no one around with finals, but he still wants to be sure no one hears us. “The only way we would survive a war with the Kurio-chi is if we have others to support us. And to get that support, we need proof of fault. So, it will have to wait.”

“You know Yuuto didn’t go willingly. He has too much to lose!”

“I know that, and you know that as well as the Cruor. But as far as anyone outside us, Yuuto is the kid who split away from his cousin’s hold like a greedy child who was tired of taking orders. To everyone else, it looks like a familiar power struggle. With Sora moving up the ranks, others will think Yuuto returned to get some power of his own within the Kurio-chi.”

My head and body shake without control. I could never imagine Yuuto thinking or feeling that way. Yuuto wanted out, away from the abuse, and wanted a clean life away from all illegal activities. From hurting people.

I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the thoughts of others while following silently behind Kaito. I’m so lost in thought that I collide with his back when he stops. “Josaline, you should keep your distance from Yuuto. I don’t know what he will do or how he will act if he meets any of us. The... extremes he took for his exams have me worried it won’t be pretty. And I can’t imagine Sora being kind to any of us–especially you.”

“You think Sora will make him hurt us?”

“Without a doubt.”

It is a moot point currently. Yuuto is doing all he can to stay far away from all of us. But if I were honest with myself and Kaito, I’m sure I can’t stop myself from running to Yuuto if he ever appears before me—more for me to wrap my brain around: the idea that Yuuto is dangerous. 

I’m sure no amount of time will get the idea (a Yuuto that will hurt me) to settle in my thoughts. Even now, exhausted, it keeps me awake. Finishing my exams, the only thing to do is catch up on sleep, but it’s the last thing I can manage to do. 

The warm breeze laps at my skin as I lie on my bed, sheets under me as I stretch out. It’s right at that perfect time of year where the nights are warm and the days are hot but not sweltering. 

The music I blare from my Holo to my pods, embedded deep under my skin, is supposed to help quieten my thoughts, but it isn’t helping at all. Giving up, I silence my pods and rise from my bed. A few crickets are creeping around the house, finding what little grass there is in this metropolis. It had been a shock to hear any at all since I left my parents’ home in the Renize. I had expected everything to be utterly different, including the sounds at night in the late spring. 

The sound of a cyc’s compressor buzzes in the distance, and for the thousandth time, I imagine it’s Yuuto rolling by to check on me. If Kaito was right, though, Yuuto won’t be anywhere near me.

It has been four weeks since anyone has seen Yuuto. During that period, he moved out of his place with Nori and even worked out some independent study with UO. The races are about to go into full swing, and it makes my heart race with hopeful anticipation that I will at least see him there.

Moto will be there along with the Cruor, that is for sure, regardless of Yuuto’s warning.

The ringing of my Holo distracts me from trying and failing to locate the cricket. Cami is calling me? At such a late hour? My heart is in my throat as I answer it quickly, while shaking. “What’s wrong?”

Tears are hard to see in a Hologram, but I can still see Cami’s as she sobs. “It’s... It’s Kaito.”

Already, I’m rushing around my room for some pants. “What happened?”

Cami sniffles and struggles, but gets her words out in a sob. “He’s breaking our engagement off and meeting someone else.”

Freezing, one leg in my pants, I drop everything and stare back at the flashing image. “You almost gave me a stroke!”

“I’m serious!”

“Me too!” I stop and take a deep breath before my anger wakes up the rest of the house. “Kaito isn’t leaving you...”

“He’s never around anymore...”

“He’s spent every day of the break with you!”

Her head shakes hard and fast. “During the day! But at night, he makes excuses! So I started...”

Cami grows silent, and her face twists with a mixture of guilt and anger. “Camillia Turner, what did you do?”

“I... I turned on Kaito’s find friends...”

Exasperated, I sigh heavily. As much as I want to be angry at Cami for breaking trust and violating privacy, I had done the same to Reglin. Cami is concerned, just as I had been, and the results had made up for it. She had learned this kind of behavior from me. “Alright. What did it tell you?”

“That he isn’t going to his Grandmother’s like he’s been saying! He goes all over town with his side Mute!”

I pull my jeans on the rest of the way and glare at Camillia. “No way, Kaito, has moved on from you. He met your parents! He’s serious about you!” 

“Yeah, he met with them. And they said they would lock me away for good if I didn’t stop seeing a Mute!”

I fall to my knees before the Holo on my bed. “You didn’t tell me that. I’m so sorry, Camillia.”

“They want to pull me out of school, too,” Cami says with a sob.

It’s a hard place to be. One, I imagined I would be in as well if things had worked out with Yuuto. But it didn’t change the fact that Kaito is in love with Cami. “Kaito isn’t cheating on you. I’m sure of it. He wouldn’t do that.”

“Then what the hell is he doing in Tolig this time of night?”

Tolig is on the edge of City Center and a Mute neighborhood. It’s similar to the community I live in; poor Gilde families and mixed couples live there. It was a strange place for a Mute to be in without a good reason.

But I still don’t believe Kaito is moving on from Cami. “Digi-note me the location.”

I turn from the Holo to slip the red-and-black checkered shirt (Yuuto’s) off my shoulders and roll on a tank. By the time I turned back to Camillia, the ding of her message had rung. “What are you going to do?”

I shrug, picking the Holo off my bed to hold right before my face. “I’m going to find out what your Intended is up to.”

There is still a queasiness at being back on my cyc. But I promised Cami and had already snuck out of my house. Plus, I want to know what Kaito is up to. 

Tolig wasn’t far from me, twenty minutes on a railbroken cyc with no one else on the roads this late. And I rush, pushing my cyc as hard as it will go, so I don’t miss Kaito. If he moves, Cami will send me the new location. But I’m already tired and don’t look forward to the idea of chasing him all over the city tonight.

So when I slow to pull out my Holo’s GPS, I’m glad when it’s unnecessary, spotting Kaito without it.

He sits in his auto in a dark alley, so I approach slowly. I would never have believed that Kaito was doing anything to hurt Cami, but I also never believed Yuuto would join the Kurio-chi. Anything was possible. 

But as I neared, it’s clear Kaito is alone and busy watching something across the street. Intently. He doesn't notice me until I gently knock on his window. Glancing back at the small store across the street, he leans over and flicks the lock open on the door. He says nothing else; a silent invitation, so I jump off my cyc and into his auto.

“What are you doing here?!”

“What are you doing here?!”

Kaito looks at me and growls. “I asked you first.”

I quickly pulled off my helmet and glared back at him. “Camillia called me in tears because she thinks you’re with someone else!”

Anger leaves his face as his mouth drops. Then he laughs hollowly and loudly, filling the car with dark humor. “I guess I should be. Since I can’t be with Cami.”

My heart aches for Kaito. He had lost his best friend and brother, and the woman he loves. That kind of pain makes people desperate–I would know. “So, what are you doing here?”

“You mean besides meeting my new Mute?” He asks with a lifted brow at me. “Nothing. Just... getting some air.”

“In this neighborhood? Come on, Kaito. I may be new to the city, but I know my Alloyed-friendly areas. So unless you’re looking for a place for you and Cami...”

Kaito had stopped looking at me long ago, so instead of continuing and pretending he is listening to me, I follow his gaze. It’s back on the small grocery store across the street. I’m about to ask again when a group of men spills out, all dressed in black. Their arms are filled with goods from the store, and an older man rushes out behind them, chasing.

They had just robbed the guy.

“Kurio-chi? You’re watching Kurio-...” I stop when my breath catches in my throat, thanks to one black-dressed man in particular. I would recognize him anywhere, and the dark distance isn’t the exception. “Yuuto.”

“This appears to be ‘his crew’ within the Kurio-chi. He’s always with them now.”

Yuuto is at the back of the group, hands in his pockets and looking bored. “I thought you said to stay away?”

“I’ve kept my distance. Yuuto hasn’t had to say anything to me, but that’s because they haven’t done anything too bad. If I thought it would ruin Yuuto’s chances at the future he wanted, I would step in. So far, they’ve been doing minor damage and boyish pranks.”

“Minor damage?” I roar, “They just stole!”

The owner is still chasing them until one Kurio-chi doubles back and punches the man in the face, knocking him to the ground. Kaito hisses, “It’s a Mute-owned store.”

If it’s Mute-owned, then Regulations would probably charge the person who called it in for wasting their time. “If it’s Mute-owned, why are the Kurio-chi hurting it?” Purists would support their tier rather than wreck it. 

Kaito leans over and points. I’m already following his directions. “See the sign?”

It’s the same marking Yuuto showed me at the restaurant. The grocery is “Alloyed Welcomed”. 

My eyes wander back and refuse to leave the lost boy as he continues to keep his distance from the others. Yuuto lacks his usual carefree air and doesn't even try to smile. Even with the distance, I can tell he struggles not to help the old man on the ground. “All these nights you’ve been out here, watching over Yuuto?”

“It’s not like I have anything better to do, and I can’t sleep.”

“You could be spending time with Cami,” I add.

Kaito frowns deeply. “I’m sure she told you that it’s impossible...”

“No, it’s not! You still love her, don’t you?” Kaito is silent, but I already know the answer. No one went to speak with their parents to get registered if they didn’t love one another, even more so if it was a Mute asking to be with a Gilde. “My Aunt Caroline’s parents didn’t approve of her registration either.”

“Oh yeah? How did that turn out?”

Kaito is glib, but I don’t care. “She didn’t give up!” 

“It’s even harder now than it was twenty-thirty years ago...”

Reaching over, I twist Kaito’s keys and turn on his compressor. His mouth drops open, and I wait for him to smack me or something. But when he doesn’t, I continue. “Go to Cami—now. I’ll watch Yuuto.” Kaito is shaking his head as I speak, so I cut him off from any retort. “I can’t sleep either, and I want to help. You need to talk to your girl before she blows a fuse and I...”

“You can’t talk to him. Whatever you do, Jo, you can’t approach or make your presence known. You can only watch from a distance, and if things go south, you call me. Understand?”

I did; it meant Kaito is going to fix things between him and Cami. That makes it all worth it, rushing out in the middle of the night and having to watch Yuuto without speaking to him. Knowing Kaito is working things out with Camillia made all my current and future suffering worth it.

“I understand.”​
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​Chapter Three
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“The villains were always ugly in books and movies. Necessarily so, it seemed. Because if they were attractive—if their looks matched their charm and their cunning—they wouldn't only be dangerous.

They would be irresistible.”

― Nenia Campbell, Horrorscape

Pulling on some jean shorts and a loose t-shirt, I grab my purse and my tennis shoes before I get caught. 

“You going out, Jo?”

Reglin swung on his crutches. The cast on his arm is gone, but he still wears a heavy boot on his foot. “Yeah. I’m just going to explore a bit. Nothing serious. I’ll be back for dinner.”

Bursting through the door, I hope to avoid any more conversations about my life. The last thing I want to do is break down in tears again. Reglin knows Yuuto is gone; even Auntie knew, thanks to the lack of rides home I received the rest of the semester, but neither knew I was spending most nights watching Yuuto from a distance. 

He mostly stood at the back of whatever the small crew was up to. This group of Kurio-chi is just a bunch of troublemakers; annoying me without being involved, I mostly worry Yuuto will kill one of his ‘brothers’ before doing anything else illegal.

Nothing I had seen gave me any clue as to what they had on Yuuto to make him change. I have some doubts, but after watching him all this week, it’s clear Yuuto didn’t join the Kurio-chi because he wanted to ‘liven things up’. And he isn’t moving up the ranks at all, so it isn’t a power play like outsiders might think. I have to figure out how Sora got to Yuuto and how to make him stay.

A ride on two Magtrams and a short walk later, and I’m at the garage; all the Cruor are present. “Josaline? What are you doing here?”

“Nice to see you too, Jeb.”

Kaito eyes me suspiciously. “He means, we thought you went with Camillia and Mia to the beach?”

I stand idle, playing with the leather on the seat of a cyc. Kaito knows the real reason I stayed behind, because I’m helping him keep watch over Yuuto. But the others don’t know that, and Kaito made it clear they weren’t supposed to know. “I was. I just.... How can I leave? With so much going on here?”

“What’s going on here?” Buri spat.

I glare over at him but say nothing. I didn’t need to. 

“There’s no guarantee that Yuuto will be at the races,” Clyd adds, and Roxana elbows him hard for it. “It’s true! And none of us should be getting our hopes up. Cause if he does go, he won’t be the same Yuuto either.”

They keep saying that; Kaito, Jeb, and Clyd say Yuuto isn’t the same guy anymore. If he isn’t Yuuto, then who is he? Glancing at Nori, I know I can get the answer from her, but with her looking so pale and lost since her brother left her, I also know better. She is already scared enough as it is.

All the Cruor look gray; losing Yuuto is hitting all of us hard.

“Why don’t we go out today?” I ask them all.

Summer break had started two weeks ago, but you would never know it, the way the Cruor hung around the garage all day. Clyd and Roxana only left for their shifts; Roxana at the café and Clyd at... wherever it is he works. They all give me a look of indifference or disinterest. 

“Go out where?”

Nori already sounds displeased with the idea, but I’m sure they all need to get some fresh air and focus on something else. “It’s a big city. And I’ve seen maybe half of it. I’m sure there are parts you guys would like to show me?”

Buri, who had been lying on the couch half-asleep, stands up and stretches. “I can think of a few places.”

Other than Buri, no one is on board. “I think we all need to take our minds from... things. I know I do.”

The stern look on Nori’s face softens while Jeb and Clyd groan. 

“We could take her to the Alnawa?” 

My eyes leave Nori and go to Roxana. “Alnawa?”

“You have to see it to understand. And believe it,” Jeb says with a slight chuckle.

“Is she dressed for the Alnawa?” 

Nori is looking me up and down, and now I do the same. But without knowing the place, I have no way of knowing whether my shorts and t-shirt are appropriate. By the frowns I’m getting, I have to assume they aren’t, but I can’t exactly go home and change. Something is put on my head before I can react, other than slowly removing it and taking a look: a red baseball cap, faded by the sun and age. 

“That’ll have to do.” Buri sighs and makes for the door.

The others follow while I stand shell-shocked. It takes me a second to understand, and by then, Clyd takes it upon himself to explain. “You should probably start wearing the colors whenever you hang out with us.”

“Or always!” Roxana cheers.

The couple walks out before me, Clyd’s arm slung over Roxana’s shoulders. Nori is eyeing me and the hat closely, so I quickly put it back on my head and shove my curls through the hole at the back to keep it in place. 

Nori walks near me at the back while I watch the group ahead of us. Roxana and Clyd keep to themselves, Kaito keeps to himself just in front of them with his hands in his pockets, and Jeb tries to keep to himself while Buri constantly messes with him. I’m waiting for Jeb to slug his cousin, but after the third time, Buri wrapped an arm around Jeb’s neck and pulled him down to the side; I figure Jeb is used to it and knows how to keep his cool.

With the youngest in the group silent at my side, I can’t help but feel the need to comfort. “How are you doing, Nori? With... all of it?”

Her eyes to the sidewalk below, she shrugs and grins. Just like her brother, it looks fake. “I’m... okay. Living alone is weird. I keep... I keep making too much food.”

Turning, I walk backward to look at her while I speak. “What kind of food?”

“Oh, you know...” she says again with a shrug, “the kind of food that’s cheap. Stuff a Gilde like you would turn your nose at in a second.”

Nori pops up, realizing her words too late. But I’m not offended. “Do you make everything from scratch?”

“I...I do,” she stuttered in confusion.

“Next time you make too much, call me over. I’ll gladly help you eat it!”

A small smile appears on Nori’s face, but at least it’s real. She lifts a finger to point behind me. “We’re here.”

Spinning, I meet a short building leaning to one side. Nothing about it looks structurally sound; it looks like it’s using the building next to it to keep from collapsing entirely. Never had I ever been tested like this, as the others went in without struggle, and I had to force myself to pass through the door. It’s crooked, too, like some ancient fairy tale.

The building spanned on for a while, but no one went past the lobby, turning swiftly to a set of stairs near the entrance. I know the signs now, how the walls vibrate under my hand as I use it for additional support. It’s a club, one that plays music. Soon, the music is shaking my bones as we descend deeper into the darkness. It isn’t that dark, really, but we did come from the bright sunlight of summer moments ago. My eyes need a minute to adjust.

When they do, my breath is stolen away.

It’s a club that plays music, but it isn’t like the ones I have been to so far. The one Yuuto and I went to was for the demented, and the one Cami took me to was for forgetting. This club was for fun.

Rows and rows of flashing machinery (that I could only guess were games) played their sounds and songs while competing with one another. I follow the others and slowly walk by a few; fighting, dancing, racing, and even fishing games are all there. No one stops at any of them, even though I want to so badly!

The Cruor all head for the center of the place, expecting me to follow along. When I stop at a particular racing game, Roxana grabs me and pulls me deeper with them. Although disappointed, I understand why once I’m standing before it. 

In the center of the Alnawa is a large cage.

Shaped like a dome, it has a small platform at the bottom, centered. I was about to ask when –suddenly- the cage shuttered and split, lifting to the rafters. Two women entered just as four thick sticks rose from the ground in the corners of the platform. A big, burly man goes around and attaches heavy ropes (three on each side). I’m so busy watching the man that I miss the women, who now have large pads wrapped around their fists and padded helmets on their heads.

“You can have any battle you want here. I once saw a dance battle here!” Roxana exclaimed.

With all the music and games behind us, it’s quieter. But I still feel the need to yell when I speak to be heard. “What’s the cage for?”

Clyd turned back to look at me and my question. “Mostly for cyc battles.”

“They have cyc battles here?! I thought that was a myth!” I squeal like a little girl, but I don’t care.

Kaito, Jeb, and Clyd chuckle at me while Nori shares my excitement. “I saw one last year. It was intense!”

“It’s mostly one-on-one kind of stuff, but I’ve heard of larger groups doing cyc battles. The cage can handle up to ten drivers at a time.” Kaito adds stoically.

“How do they get the cyc’s down here? We have to be a mile under the surface?”

Buri smirks at my question like it’s obvious. “The building next to this one has a service elevator and a boiler in its basement. They took down part of a wall and dug the short distance between the two.” 

Everyone started telling stories about the amazing things they had seen here in the ring. I listen for a minute, but then turn back to take in the place as a whole. A few kids run past me (ten or twelve years old, I can’t be sure), and I have to assume this place either gets rougher at night or isn’t too bad for kids to roam free. I also notice a few familiar colors in groups and small clumps. Too many together at once to be a coincidence. 

The other gangs from the races are here.

That explains why I had to wear the hat. It’s a place for gang members to blow off steam—some mix with other gang members, colors mixing all around. The only ones that keep to themselves are those in all black.

The Kurio-chi are here too.

I know it’s pointless, but I still search for Yuuto. My nights spent watching him have me convinced he sleeps during the day and prowls all night with his ‘friends’. If I didn’t take turns with Kaito staying up all night, I’d be nocturnal by now. Any day now, I was sure Glin was going to catch me sneaking out, or Auntie was going to question my sleeping until noon or later. Right now, I have summer break as an excuse, but once school starts again, I don't know what will happen. 

My eyes flit around from black to black, but suddenly stop with my breath. Not from seeing black clothes. No, my eyes land on something else entirely, and my feet are moving on their own towards my forgotten promise. If anyone notices me, the Cruor or the ones I approach, I don't know. I’m laser-focused on my goal as I float towards the unsuspecting group. 

Because there is a girl there and her hair is long, light purple, and pink.

The last time anyone saw Rene, she had that hair. It has been over a year, so it’s stupid to think her hair will be the same, but I can’t stop myself or my hopeful heart.

My hand lifts and gently touches the girl’s shoulder, afraid she will disappear any second now. “Rene?”

My ghost flinches and turns from the game she played harshly, glaring up at me for the interruption. “Who the hell is Rene?”

Her black eyes and sharp nose tell me instantly that I’d been fooled. Of course, it isn’t Rene; I had my doubts as I walked over. But my damn heart was so hopeful that it crushed all over again.

“Jo?”

Now a hand gently touches my shoulder, turning me to face Roxana. Her face pinches with concern and confusion, making me realize I’m crying. I quickly wipe my face and force a smile. “Got something in my eyes.”

Something did get in my eyes, the image of Rene right in front of me after all this time. But Roxana doesn’t believe me in the slightest and glances back at the girl I had caused to lose her game. 

Roxana opens her mouth to say something about it, but the music -that neither of us was paying attention to until it is gone- cut out. “We have a special dedication to Moto, welcome.”

The music starts again, a complex and heavy beat that sounds violent. I listen to the lyrics when I’m grabbed hard and pulled even harder back towards the door. “Time to go.”

“What? Why?” I shout over the loud music and video games.

Kaito is the one holding and nearly dragging me while the others stand close, protectively. “Too many Kurio-chi here.”

I look at the others for more, but they are busy watching the other people around us. Jeb takes a moment to lean over and push the brim of my hat down closer to my face. 

“It’s probably them messing with us. Or guessing.” Nori squeaks once we are on the stairs.

“I know,” Kaito says, not looking back and focusing on the exit, letting go of me once I start following along on my own, “we bring another person with us, and they probably assumed she was Moto, but I don’t want to take any chances.”

“Guys, it’s okay. I don’t care if people know I’m Moto. Not anymore.”

“You should,” Clyd speaks softly now that we are back on the quieter street, “the last thing you want is the Kurio-chi knowing who you are and coming after you.”

“They could already use Yuuto against her. Against all of us.” Buri growls with anger.

Nori takes Kaito’s place, but to link her arm through mine, not to direct me anywhere. “Moto is the only one they’ve shown interest in.”

“Like they need anything more on Yuuto,” Roxana seethes, “they already have him in the palm of their hands.”

“That is yet to be seen,” Kaito adds, but doesn’t reveal the stalking he and I are doing, so I stay quiet.

Everyone is rattled; the calming effect of the outing is ruined in an instant. I can’t even say anything to comfort the Cruor. It’s alright if people know I’m Moto as long as they don't realize I’m a Pryce. My face can be out there, just not my full name. Not even the Cruor can know who I am. As much as that pains me, it will only cause them more struggles now. We need to focus on Yuuto and not me. My secrets will keep for now.

“I’m hungry,” I state and break everyone out of their stewing. “Can we go eat?
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​​Chapter Four
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“She should have known that villains often come with pretty faces.”

― Anna Godbersen, The Luxe

Nori sent me an invite to dinner on a perfect night. Reglin is getting suspicious of my comings and goings. With a few things in my bag and a promise to be back tomorrow morning, I was off without too many eyes on me. Except for Nori’s eyes on my bag as I entered. 

“It’s going to be a long night for me.”

Kaito still hasn’t told the other Cruor that we watched Yuuto. If he had, I’m sure more of us would be watching Yuuto each night. “Okaaay...”

Nori wants to ask something but doesn’t, pulling me deeper into the apartment. I want to be there for Nori, to support her through this tough time, but I’m having a hard time being back in Yuuto’s apartment. It feels strange without him there. Part of me keeps expecting him to come out of his room and maybe tease me a little before sitting down to eat with us. 

“Are you ready for the race tomorrow?” Nori asks as she steps into the kitchen to stir something.

“Yep. You?”

“No, not at all.”

Leaning against a cabinet, I keep her company while she cooks. “What are you not ready for? Racing in general or seeing Yuuto wearing other colors?”

“You think Yuuto will be there tomorrow?”

I have no idea, but why wouldn’t he be there? He’s a fantastic racer, so wouldn’t Sora want to utilize his skills? With Nori, among others, suggesting he might not be there, I can’t tell her what I think and possibly give her false hope. “I’m not sure.”

“Are you going to keep going as Moto? Keep your helmet on?”

She hands me a plate of eggrolls, and I have to stop myself from drooling on them. “I had considered letting Moto go and racing as Josaline. But after getting called out at Alnawa just for being with you guys, I’m pretty sure I’ll always be Moto.”

The table is full of food. It all reminds me of Uncle’s mother, and I loved her cooking. Aunt Caroline’s is close, but Nori’s is even closer. I sink my teeth into an eggroll, and although it's delicious, it tastes a little different from Aunt Caroline’s. Nori’s family must be from a different area than Uncle’s; slight variations in spices give them away.

“This is really good,” I mumble through my food.

Nori giggles and smiles proudly, then holds up a plate filled with something I’m not familiar with. “Here, try this.”

Grabbing something to scoop it up with, I did my best to get some noodles, tofu, radishes, and greens. I can taste the lime and sesame seeds, but there’s a tang I don’t recognize. “Mmmmm, this is good too.”

“Not many like Miso salad.”

There is a sadness in her tone, and it takes me a moment to figure it out. I hold back from saying it aloud. 

Miso salad is Yuuto’s favorite. 

Even with him gone, Nori still makes his favorite foods for him, either out of habit or hope that he’ll show up for dinner someday. The guilt twists my stomach, but I force myself to eat a reasonable amount anyway. Nori is placing bowls of sweet rice on the table when my Holo goes off. Kaito Digi-noted me, Yuuto’s location, meaning he's on the move and possibly up to no good. I don’t ask how Kaito knew Yuuto’s GPS, but I assume Cami helped him just like she helped me before.

“I have to go.”

The look Nori gave me... I wonder if I looked the same when Glin left in the middle of the evening without telling me why. Instead of asking anything, she just nods, and I stand up to grab my stuff. A second later, I leave Nori’s bathroom in my black jeans and riding jacket. I’m Moto except for my helmet, which I’m holding in my hands.

“Where are you going?”

I hesitate. Telling Nori where I’m going is okay, isn't it? She didn’t ask what I was doing. “A few blocks away. I’m meeting a friend.”
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