
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Captive

––––––––

Thirteen Thrones Saga



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Jessica Galera Andreu

jessi-ga.wixsite.com/fantepika





[image: image]




Special Thanks

As I always do, I dedicate this book, specially, to the people who fight for their dreams, the ones who do not give up, no matter how hard, the persevering ones, the ones who take every problem and twist into a learning experience.

This one, besides, I want to dedicate it to Diana Buitrago, who has helped me immensely in the correction work, where I’m an authentic disaster. The ‘spaces hunter’. A thousand thanks for your time and the way you are.

Also to the people who took a dare with Dryadalis (first part of this saga) and have given me huge enthusiasm to strengthen Captive.

AND THANK YOU TO CARLOS SÁNCHEZ, the translator of those books.

Every one of you, THANKS!



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


1 At the edge of the abyss
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He woke from a flash on his mind, tormented by the recurring monsters that imprisoned him in the dream world. But now it was reality what kicked him back to the shadows of a restless dream where nightmares came to life. And that meant one good thing: He had managed to sleep after a week. Sleep... Or something like that. But opening his eyes again brought him back to a cruel world that tore apart his fragile optimism. The heat was suffocating and he tried to stand up. This was the only place in Noctia where the sun was shining, and the sun was always shining here. He squinted and found himself on a rock with sharp sides, and a surface that was blistering hot and had burnt his face, his hands, and his body. He gazed upon the void that gaped next to him, signaling a fall with an end that wasn't in sight. From down there hot and vicious air ascended. Breathing in there became a luxurious desire that he tried to keep allowing for himself. He felt weak, but the stone was  burning and he had to get out of there before the unstable surface he was holding on to ended up sinking. The particular path to the edge was made of long, deformed rock tops that emerged from the depths as if they were the fingers of a monster, conforming tiny platforms.

When he moved he felt all the pain of his bones; He was reminded of the beating from last night and the quite unorthodox way he had gotten down there. A stroke of luck, no doubt. He could have kept falling off. 

The vertical walls of Akiteria rose around him and he felt as if he was a fly in a spiderweb. He looked up to the ceiling and divined the flight of two osselous. He had seen them some time during his life. Dragons. There were no more of these fantastic creatures in Noctia, although no one was certain about what had happened with them. But necromancers had invested so much of their hollow time in giving life to those forgotten skeletons of the mountains. It seemed impossible that a mass of bones and putrid flesh could hold itself up in the air, but that was the case. There were not many of them, as bringing them back to that miserable ‘life’ was not easy task, but they were required in Akiteria and necromancers charged a hefty price for the service. 

He ran a hand over the dry blood of his temple, drawing it away, and moved over those rocks that made up an improvised bridge or gangway over the void. After jumping on one of them, he noticed it crumbling away and quickly looked for another one as he saw the first one fall down. His movements had caught the attention from one of the two osselous that were flying overhead, as vultures waiting for a feast. And it dived in straight for him. He hurried to get to the side of that void, towards the walls, and the beast restrained its dive, trying to avoid collision. It seemed impossible for that being to be able to generate wind by flapping its wings, but it was doing it, and the wind pushed the boy, who got to set foot in another platform. And in another, and another, and another one. He ran, betting it all on the unlikely chance to set foot in the right place and the wit and speed to correct course if he missed, but he managed to get to the end with no further frights and huffed with his face against the rock. 

The towering walls were smooth, as if someone had taken the job to polish their surface without managing to eliminate the imperfections completely. There were holes splashing the stone, cells of narrow space, where those who the empire had sentenced languished: A living death. An infamous life. In those hollows he glimpsed shapes that were pending of his movements, curious about the capability of the newcomer to move in Akiteria. His clumsiness or wit would mark a good part of his luck in that place. Suddenly he had become the spectacle of those people with no race and no name, a vulgar distraction. He had been beaten and tortured in a thousand different ways before being let loose over the void of the prison. Falling unconscious had been a complete luxury; doing so in an almost inaccessible place, a blessing from the dark gods.

As he looked for a way to reach one of the cells, he noticed that many in there were waiting for him with shivs and daggers that they didn’t bother to conceal. As soon as he got close enough, they wouldn’t doubt to use them against him who, no matter, didn’t get intimidated. He couldn’t stay there, under the scorching sun and the everlasting threat of the osselous. Those who had welcomed him, besides, had mentioned other kinds of threat at nightfall, a night shrouded by the fiery beams of an unwavering sun. 

He climbed decisively and with no hesitation. He grit his teeth, trying to ignore the pain, and limited himself to look for the few holes and irregularities the wall presented. He took a quick glance and the shine of a dagger gave away its owner, hidden, surely with the intention to surprise him. He got ready, supported his foot firmly, and stretched himself enough to greet the guy with an unexpected punch that made him lose the dagger. The boy accomplished grabbing the shreds of torn apart clothing of that scrawny old man, whose eyes were about to pop out of its sockets and pulled to throw him to the void. The body got lost in nothingness after it hit against one of the stone platforms that were erected down there, and his screaming suddenly stopped. The youngster moved to the side and got to the hollow space that the guy had occupied. It was enough to take four strides long and barely three strides wide. There were two rusty containers and a longsword leaning against the wall. On the opposite side, a wrinkled blanket. The smell was rancid and intense. He was far too low, but he had just gotten there, he had hunger and thirst, felt weak, and in that journey he would settle for that hole, so he took a seat on the floor, with his back against the wall, and sunk his face in his hands, exhausted. 

Thinking about Adrien gave him some peace. It had barely been a couple weeks since he last saw him and in the twenty-one days he spent living by his side, he had gotten to know him enough to be aware that he had still not recovered: All the lies, and the half-truths.

And thinking about Adrien, as well, dragged him to a discomforting distress, a feeling that hit him to another one opposite of it in painfully stunning shakes. He had sworn to Moran to fulfill his oath; and if  he didn’t, Adrien would pay for the consequences. The days flailed away in painful agony and Akiteria threatened to be far too big a hurdle. But he had to get out of there. 

Adrien was sitting on the edge of the bed. Although the light that went through the window was scarce, his eyes were still trying to get used to it. His light hair was revolving, ruffled, over his head and he gave another puff to his cigarette. He exhaled the smoke while frowning and repressed a cough climbing on his throat. He observed the white thread ascending, blurring over his head and he wondered why was he smoking. He didn’t even like it. An arm embraced his naked hip, as the other one poked from over his shoulder to take away the cigarette. Chris placed his chin on top of him and took a puff; afterwards he turned his face to kiss him with rapturous desire without ever getting to exhale the smoke. 

“Merry Christmas.” He whispered while he pulled away.

Adrien smiled with little emotion.

“Merry Christmas.” 

“Tonight they inaugurate «World», the new place.  What do you think about us going there?”

Adrien stood up and started picking up his clothes, scattered around the room.”

“Pass.”

“Why?” 

“Because I don’t feel like it, Chris.” 

Christian took a last puff from the smoke and put it down, twisting it over the ashtray. 

“You’re in an unbearable mood lately.” 

“Yeah, well that’s what you got.” 

Adrien got his jacket and Chris stood up to kiss him again. 

“You’re an unbearable guy. But you’re my unbearable guy and I love you.” 

“Yours... That sounds really possessive, doesn’t it?” Chris looked  at him without saying a word or letting go of his waist. “We agreed to take it slowly. We’re not dating and don’t know where this is going to take us.” 

“I know. I promised I’d be patient and I intend to fulfill that one. Do you mind if I go around that place?” 

“No, do what you want.”

“You’re the best.” 

Adrien nodded and got out of Chris’ house, heading to his own.

When he went past the main door he found June on the couch, surrounded by books and notebooks filled with writing. She held her curls in a relaxed bow and gave his brother an inquisitive look. 

“Good morning.” Adrien greeted her from the door. 

June didn’t answer. 

“What now, what did I do?” 

“You didn’t sleep here?”

“No. I told mom last night, why?” 

June said nothing and Adrien showed a sarcastic smile as he changed the weight of his body and stood in the entrance of the room. 

“What’s going on, June? I’m almost eighteen. I think I’m in control to spend a night out if I feel like it, don’t you think? Or do I have to be a bitter one like you?”

The young girl stood up and started picking up the books and notes she had scattered around the living room. 

“I guess that sleeping with a douchebag, if you even slept, can only turn you into another douchebag.” 

Adrien let out a swear word internally and went inside the living, holding his sister’s hand softly. He seated on the couch and seated her on his lap, keeping a long silence as he leaned his head against June’ shoulder. 

“I am so sorry. Forgive me, please. I’m a jerk.” 

“I miss our sincere talks, Adri. We’ve barely spoken since... You know, since everything happened. And you already know what I think: Those things that we don’t say to each other can rot us from the inside.”

“You’re absolutely right.”

“Mom and dad never spoke and look how things turned out at the end.”

“You and I can’t divorce, lady peachy.”

June smiled. 

“Well we better start understanding each other because our relationship goes for a long way, sir moron.” 

“I slept with Chris. We slept together.” 

“Are you back again with him?” 

“Not exactly but... How can I get rid of him in my head, June?” 

“Remembering each and every thing that he did to you, Adrien; him leaving you alone to get beaten up by jerks as they insulted you; him hiding your thing with him, him-”

“I don’t mean Christian.” 

June took a couple seconds to react.

“Tayr-”

“His name was not Tayr.” He corrected her.

“God, Adrien, you can’t hook up with  Chris to forget him. It won’t work, I know it won’t.”

“I know that too. But I don’t care, June. I’m at the fucking edge of the abyss and I feel that I don’t give a damn if I’m pushed or not. That’s how he described it; you know? He said that when he met me he saw me about to fall and something inside of him rebelled. But Tayr is not here anymore and now no one rebels.” 

“I do rebel!” 

June moved apart and took a seat next to Adrien. “You’ve never wondered,” he started asking. “That sometimes there’s people who we think they come to our lives to do one thing but actually arrive here to do something else?”

“I hate when you become all cryptic.”

“I have a fairy for a mother.” 

“That’s my catchphrase.”

June laughed. 

“Screw you, it’s mine now.”

“Seriously Adri, maybe Tayr didn’t get to you to become the love of your life; perhaps his only end goal was to open your eyes in regards to Chris, to make you value yourself, to realize how better you deserve and to drive away the bad things. He himself asked you before leaving to not get back with him. You can’t act as if everything was the same to you.” 

“None of that consoles me.” June noticed the voice breaking in Adrien’s throat. “I can’t stop thinking about him, I can’t get him out of my head or my heart. But I know nothing of him and he’s in a prison that you can’t get out alive.” His tears started pouring, running through his cheeks and clearing his eyes, with violet reflections. “I don’t want him to be there or to be hurt. And that’s ridiculous because-”

“It’s not, Adri.” 

June hadn’t been able to contain her emotion either.

“Why am I so unlucky, June? Why couldn’t Tayr... Or however the fuck his name is, why couldn’t he be the son of an elf, or a human, or even a tide?”

“Adrien. That doesn’t matter.” 

The boy stood up, dejected and nervous. “He killed a boy, June. A seventeen year old boy who should have come here instead and... He said he has killed many times before. Maybe the real Tayr was a bastard, but would you dare killing him for it? Killing, June.” 

The girl elongated her silence, first hit by the question and afterwards, by the memories. Adrien stared at her while frowning and crouched to her side. 

“June...”

“A vampire bit me,” she muttered, with her gaze lost, “I had to stay in Antic until the situation was safe, but as a human and daughter of a member of the Council of Light, I would have been an easy target.” 

“Are you a...?” 

June stood up like a spring and came close to her brother. She noticed the tension in his body and felt horror in front of the idea of inspiring him fear.

Effect was reversible and only lasted a few days, but... the hunger was aggravating, Adri. It hurt. The thirst was unbearable. It burned me. I killed.” 

The moved expression that had marked the face of June turned into stony roughness as she looked at her brother.

“Do you think I’m a monster?” 

He opened his eyes and raised his head when he heard a creak. Again he had fallen asleep and he had dropped his guard too many times, something unbecoming of him. Akiteria gave no respite and he was well aware of it. He bit his lip, repressing a sarcastic smile. As he was accosting the far away time of the Aural. There, the hard training would have made him endure for days and more days without closing his eye once and however, now he felt like an old man unable to keep his head up. He drew his hand to his eyes to clear his mind and leaned slightly looking outside. A man got to his cell with some difficulty and as he acceded, hanging down, he wondered why hadn’t he pushed him yet. His squalid appearance, almost sickly, made it clear that he must have been there for a while, but he didn’t seem to have adapted particularly well. He panted, as he shook his sore hands and stared at him from top to bottom. 

“You’re barely a kid.” The man observed with a rough voice. “I don’t think she’s going to amuse herself with you, in any case.” 

He looked at him, keeping quiet and trying to calibrate him. He seemed witless, but you should never trust someone who only seemed that way. The man was too thin, as anyone who spent more than a month in there. His beard was entangled in a mass of hair and dirt hiding his mouth.  His gray mane was a jumbled mess of hair and mud. His clothes were barely a shred and over his chest he had tied up some sort of long necklace. The man walked relaxedly to the interior of the cell and looked at the two containers that were in there. 

“I reclaim them, in her name.” he babbled while crouching. 

The boy was such an inexistent threat that he didn’t even impeded him moving at his leisure around there. 

“In the name of whom?” He asked, speaking for the first time. It had been so long since he had done it that his own voice was now strange to him. 

“In the name of Lucille, the queen of Akiteria.” 

The man stood up and looked at him with dull and dead eyes. He raised his chin, as if he had announced something important or terrifying, but the boy could only look at him curiously and repress his laughter. 

“This place has a queen?” He asked, more amused than concerned. Who could proclaim themselves as a monarch of that hole full of dead and rottenness. 

“It does and you owe her obedience, if you don’t want to die.”

“If I don’t want to die...” The youngster repeated. 

“This is an inappropriate place to want that, don’t you think?”

The man smiled as he picked up the sword that was leaning on the wall, at the other side of the narrow cave. His expression became more cautious, convinced that, while the boy didn’t care about missing two boxes of scrap tools, the same wouldn’t happen with the weapon. But the youngster remained in his place, unalterable. 

The newcomer smiled, convinced that it was fear what didn’t allow him to make the slightest movement. He understood it, in part. He pitied him, too. He pocketed the sword and the containers in the inside of the cloth that was hanging from his chest and looked at him again. 

“The queen demands to know your name. Which is it?”

The young man kept quiet for a few seconds before speaking again: 

“Captive.” 

“Captive...” the man babbled, as if he were mocking him. “Here you’re just another fucking corpse.” 

He walked towards the exit and turned around before leaving. “Try to hold on for at least two days. It’s my bet.”

Afterwards, with the same clumsiness he had arrived there, he went away. 

“And what’s the prize if you win?” Captive muttered to himself.”

June had been in front of the door to Adrien’s room for a while now. It was almost ridiculous that she wouldn’t dare go inside. With her little brother, she had always shared everything , however, after her last confession to him, she wouldn’t dare crossing paths again. She had been avoiding him all day, evading and eluding him. He hadn’t looked for her either and that was the most discomforting part for her. She let out all the air in her lungs and knocked on the door. 

She counted up to three and went inside without waiting for an answer. Adrien stood up swiftly and tore off the headphones he was wearing. He had been lying in the bed, listening to music. 

“We need to talk,” June let out, without any pleasantries. 

“What’s up?”

The girl closed the door behind her. 

“What’s up is that I’ve been torturing myself for six hours without knowing what you think.” 

“What I think about what?” 

“Dammit, Adrien. I killed a woman.” She turned around, convinced that she had screamed too much, but then she remembered Lorna wasn’t at home and kept talking. “And... I’m scared to think that now you see me as... as a monster. I need to know what you think.” 

Adrien sketched out an incredulous smile as he raised an eyebrow, amused. 

“Are you being serious?” 

“What do you think?” 

The boy stood up and came close to his sister. 

“June, I have no clue about what happened in Noctia or how life must be in there even for a day. From what you told me; I wouldn’t have lasted an hour. How do I see you? As June, AKA peachy, the meddling girl I can talk about anything, my counselor, my friend, my sister. How could I see you any other way?” 

“I don’t scare you?” She asked, containing a weep. 

“Not more than before, you idiot. How could you believe that?” 

“You said nothing when I told you... Well, when I told you about it.” 

“I didn’t have the faintest clue. I was in shock, not gonna lie, but I could never see you as a monster, June.”

The boy took a step forward, hugging her and she could do nothing else than crumble when facing her own relief. When separated, the girl had started crying and wiped off her tears in a careful way. 

“You made me screw up my makeup, you jerk.” 

“Oh no, the horror...” Adrien joked. “Are you going out?” 

“The guys and I are going to that new place, «World». You coming?” 

“No thanks. Chris already invited me and truth is that I don’t feel like it at all.” 

“Are you comparing his company to mine?” She questioned him, a bit more composed. 

“No, but-”

“Adri, going out will do good for you, to take some air and disconnect. You can’t keep thinking about the hot sorcerer all the time.”

“By calling him that you’re not helping, June.” 

“Fine, the lying sorcerer?”

The boy took a deep sigh. Sure he needed a truce, but he wasn’t sure about getting it in that place. However, he looked at June and remembered the scared expression she had shown just a moment ago, the fear of scaring her own brother. He wanted to show her that it wasn’t the case and that he still trusted her as starkly as ever. 

“Alright.” 

Night time in Luzaria had completely changed. From the shadows that gave shelter to all sorts of creatures letting loose their own battles and hunting at their leisure, it had become a serene and at the same time explosive amalgamation of colors and light. The old electrical installations that some time ago had broken were now repaired and some other new ones supplied the city to empower the new nocturne life that everyone could enjoy. 

«World» wasn’t excessively far from home, so they had chosen to walk there. They were talking in a relaxed manner as they crossed a multitude of luzarans on the street. The cold that received new year was hitting with all its rawness, but nothing seemed capable of drive away the spirited hearts of elves, humans, faeries, and even tides. 

When they got to the door, June slowed down and waited for her brother, who arrived while talking with Lumiel, a friendly elf guy in first year on the institute he shared a taste for music with. 

“You seem livelier.” She told him, entangling her arm with his brother’s. 

“I guess you’re right. I can use some outs.” 

“You’re seventeen, Adri. You can use many outs.” 

The music received them at full volume and the light and color spectacle emulated a different Luzaria, a liberated one. But Adrian knew that was just a mirage until things exploded in Noctia. Afterwards, the noctis would be able to tear down the Wall of Charon and devastate everything, bringing darkness back to Luzaria. That reminded him that he hadn’t spoken to his father in weeks. June had agreed to go visit him in one or other way, but he had denied it. He felt that he needed to impose some prudent distance with his progenitor, allowing the resentment and hatred to chill, at least, until they became tolerance towards his presence, but that moment hadn’t gotten there yet. However, as a Councilmember, he must be aware of the situation and the boy needed to know about it as well. 

When he tried to advance among the bodies that danced, laughed and cried out happily, June got in his way.

“What’s going on?” 

“Nothing, wanna go to the bar with me?”

“Weren’t we going to sit?” 

“Yeah, but first-”

Adrien looked over her sister’ shoulder and noticed the figure of Christian away from him. He wasn’t alone, on the contrary, very well accompanied by a guy he must know very well, judging by how deep and confident his tongue was running through his mouth. 

“Adri, you know he’s a jerk, don’t-” she interrupted herself, keeping quiet in the face of Adrien’ smile.

“A month ago I would have died seeing that.” The boy confessed. “And you know the only thing I can think about now?”

“I will help you dig the grave. When I was in Estyria I fell over one and-”

Adrien widened his smile and threw his arm over his sister shoulder as they walked, making way difficultly towards the table where everyone else was waiting, away from the dancefloor. 

“The only thing I can think about now is that I’m dying of jealousy now, June. And that I would give up whatever I could for those two to be Tayr and I.”

“Those two are not going serious.”

“I don’t care if they are or not. But they’re together now, kissing each other. With the way things are right now, what else could I ask for?” 

“Are you seriously not hurt?” 

Adrien shook his head and June knew he was being sincere with her. The young girl saw him take a seat next to Lumiel and a cloak of shame went over her. She knew who Tayr really was from what Sara had told her, and knowing the truth would set her brother free from that sensation of loving the wrong guy. 

But Akiteria had taken the sorcerer and would likely not give him back. If Adrien was starting to accept the loss, then keeping quiet would be the least painful choice.
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2 Prisons
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Building Akiteria had been a challenge from the primal and most elemental powers that be in Atraro, name that the Empire of the Night held up until luzarans started referring to it as Noctia. There had never been a prison like this one, not even in the desolate moors of Liverna, where the shadows wandered, noctis destitute of their name, their blood, their line; noctis with no honor in them anymore. Akiteria wouldn’t even allow the void. The vertical prison was death for death itself, a whole world on its own designed to tear apart the deepest miseries of desperation. 

Empress Tanray had ordered its construction, and only her unexpected immortality had allowed her to see it completed, just as well as starting to populate it with anybody who, opposing her rule, could be able to offer her a piece of amusement. On the opposite end, a swift death supposed far less risks. A slow one, of course, prolonged a life in rebellion, but that didn’t matter in Akiteria, as no one would get out of there alive. And Captive had been revolting against that idea. He had probably started doing so far before he got there because while he had no reason to fight three months ago, now he could count motives until he ran out of hands. As a former general of the Leggio he’d been the only one who had access to the maps of Akiteria. No other soldier should know about them and even then, he now had a blurred version of them. You could never know if a legionnaire would ever end up in the maw of that deathly hollow. The sandy floor of his cave had allowed him to draw out what little he remembered of it. 

Akiteria was a kraatic word, the tongue of empresses, a language that only those who were destined to rule knew. Doroyan had opted for making his three children learn about it, and now he owed to that a good chunk of his current luck. In that old tongue, the name of the prison meant «hierarchy». And that’s how everything worked around in there, as far as he understood: The strongest ones settled themselves in the upper holding cells, where threats emerging from the oncoming and uncertain void couldn’t manage to harm them. On the opposite end, the weaker ones populated the lower cells, like the one he was living it at the moment. 

“In a hierarchy you are meant to promote.” He muttered to himself, as he went about again over the odd map he had drawn on the floor with his own finger. “But we all come from the top and go to the bottom. Here the punishment is to degrade yourself until death.” 

A noise behind him interrupted him and he stood up like a spring, turning around. A man was looking at him with a side smile and an unfriendly expression. He was younger than the one who had visited him hours before, and despite being likely another prisoner, his physical aspect was ostensibly better than the old guy’s. 

“The queen sends me, you trash.” He said before coughing. He had some sort of toothpick and his hair, of a faded blue, covered one eye. “I come to reclaim your most valuable object.”

“I got nothing.” Captive answered, composedly.

The man took a step forward, at the same time as he moved the toothpick from one side of his lips to the other.

“The queen must be honored with contributions when someone arrives to her domain.” 

“Tell your queen that I don’t believe she will be very honored with my breeches, which is the only thing I can part with at the moment.”

The man tilted his head, as if he was looking at him curiously. Laughter began as a contraction in his throat and he suddenly burst out in noisy laughter. 

“You think you’re real funny, huh?” 

“Absolutely not. I’m just telling you that I have nothing to give to your queen. Your friend came around before and took everything.” Captive extended his arms. “What you see is what you get.” 

“Then maybe I can take your heart to her. I would tear it from you with much pleasure.” 

Captive squinted and didn’t have a hard time guessing this guy was a necromancer. Unlike him, he hadn’t been stripped away from the mark of his own; if to Liverna the only travelers were souls with no name, Akiteria would welcome everyone alike. 

“Try.” He settled.

The man smiled and took a spit again; he shook his head with a rough gesture, drawing away his hair, and took two long strides, standing right in front of Captive. But before he could raise an arm, the sorcerer’s punch made him fly down the cell. He walked slowly and looked over the abyss to check that of the body of his unexpected visitor there was no trace. He looked up and scrutinized the figures looking from upper cells, expressionless and punished faces. He wonder which one would be the cell of that who called herself the queen on of Akiteria. It was insulting that this vapid one, whoever she was, sent out such worthless people to deal with him. On the plus side, he hadn’t lost much time due to them, as he didn’t have a lot of it either. He went back to the end of the cell and went over in his mind about every hallway, door, and known access of that huge tomb known as Akiteria.

Christmas Holidays where now in the countdown and these particular ones were hard to place. Before they started, Adrien had faced them with the same apathy as he always did; with the arrival of Tayr he had forged the illusion of a very different holiday, and at the end, with how things had developed, they turned out to be an even greater disaster than what he had expected. Their grandparents had come visiting, as always, and they had settled in the house for the most important days. He had barely seen his father other than to exchange the mandatory polite greetings and not much else. Each time he saw Ander, he was reminded of the hellish scene he faced in the Tavern of Moran, the pale and small body of Rum agonizing in the same alleyway where he and Tayr were close to kiss for the first time. The tears from his mom had made the grudge even stronger in him, and to top it off, what happened with Tayr had ended up deciding it. The sorcerer had pretended to be someone he wasn’t, but the Council, with Ander in front of it, had pushed him into all kinds of lies, traps, and deceits to blame him for a fake situation until that fateful night in his house when he himself had pushed him into a confession that ended up condemning him. His father had started the job and he had finished it, with a previous betrayal additionally. And in spite of everything, Tayr hadn’t thrown at him a single bad word. He’d done it before in the abandoned apartment where demons had taken him after dragging them out of the Ladasdir Cathedral, but Adrien didn’t take long to understand that the move from the sorcerer only intended to expose him to the public as someone with no importance for Tayr himself, as otherwise the demons would have enjoyed themselves torturing him to hurt the noctis even more. What a moron he had been. 

When he got home, he stood in the door threshold. Lorna wasn’t alone in the living room. She was accompanied by Ander and the scene was now so unusual that he couldn’t avoid being surprised. The fairy woman stood up and received him lovingly. 

“Hello, Adri. We’ve been waiting for you for a while.” 

“I went out with June’s friends.” 

“Hello.” Ander greeted him, with a newfound shyness, at the same time as he stood up. He took a step forward and then took it back, doubtful about the way he should talk to his son. At the end he remained in his spot. 

“Where’s your sister?” Lorna inquired. “She said she’d stay there for a while longer. What’s up?” “Your father wants to talk to you, it’s important.” “Well you’ll say.” 

Adrien dropped his keys on the table and took off his jacked as he looked at his progenitor. 

“The... The night everything blew out.” The man started speaking. His voice was far from having the firm tone and temper that had always characterized it, and now it was doubtful and shaken. “The boy swore an oath with the werewolf.” 

“Yeah, so what?” 

“That guy, Moran, said that if he didn’t fulfill it you would pay the consequences. But the sorcerer is... The boy isn’t in place to fulfill a thing and it’s predictable that this man is going to come for you. So until we have a handle on things, you will come living with me.” 

“What?” Adrien opened an ironic smile on his lips. “Go living with you?” 

“I’m leaving for Nova. I asked the Council for a transfer there and it was conceded to me. The guy will lose track of you that way. We don’t know where he is.”

“I am not going to go with you anywhere.” 

“You’re seventeen. I’m afraid that what you want at the moment is irrelevant.” 

Adrien looked at him, surprised. Afterwards he looked for Lorna. The faerie was witnessing the conversation somewhat apart, with her arms folded and a surprising ochre shrouding her relaxed and serene aura. 

“Do you agree with this?” 

“Your dad didn’t come to ask me, Adrien, he came to inform me.” 

“Amazing...” The boy muttered, trying to contain his anger. “You get away from your family when you get the chance.” He reproached his father again. “and when you feel like it you come back to dispose of everything as your fucking ass wants to, imposing your will.”

“Adrien, your safety is non-negotiable. If you weren’t in danger I would never put you in this situation.” 

“You placed your daughter in Noctia while you plotted a war with the noctis. And you put in this house a guy that was supposed to be some son of a bitch. Luckily, the guy was another one. But do you really want someone to think that you give a damn about our safety?”

“Don’t talk to me like that. There’s a thousand things you don’t understand. Being a councilmember implies taking risks and making hard choices.” 

“You’re a piece of shit and I’m not going with-”

The slap from Ander was stronger than what he had expected. Lorna went towards her son, as he looked at the bloodied hand that had parted with his lip. 

“I’m sorry Adrien. Honey, I’m sorry.”

“I’m not going with you to any-”

“Adrien will be ready the day we agreed to, Ander.” Lorna interrupted him. “You can leave now if you have nothing else to say.” 

The man nodded.

“Say hi to June from me.” He settled. “I would have liked to see her.” 

Silence accompanied him to the exit and it remained there, dense and uncomfortable after he left.

Adrien felt the typical heat of faeries when they healed, one of the few magics they could perform without asking for permission, and moved away with a hand slap, annoyed with his mother as well. He got his keys and his jacket back, and went towards his room, without getting there. Lorna held him back.

“Can you listen to me?” She asked her son, halfway through the staircase. 

“There’s no more to say. You don’t give a fuck about what I think.” 

“If you had insisted on your attitude your dad would have taken you right now. On the contrary, now you have a margin week to do what you want to do.” 

Adrien frowned, disconcerted, and looked at his mother’s hand, still holding his arm. 

“What do you mean?” 

“That whatever you do, I will not stop you. I trust you, honey, and I trust your feelings. Whether right or wrong, it’s your life and your right to live it. If it goes right, I will be happy. If it goes well, I will be happy. If it goes wrong, I will be there.”

“Mom...”

“Some days ago I urged you to move before the Wall of Charon was closed and you didn’t do it. It wasn’t the time, you were not ready.” 

“You want me to go over the Wall?” 

“I want you to chase after what you want.” The faerie muttered, with a broken voice. “Because if you don’t, you will be miserable for the rest of your life, Adrien.” 

The boy had stood facing the stairs as he went through them. He turned around when he heard his mother’s words and held her cheek. 

“Your aura hasn’t glowed as shiny since the afternoon you went shopping with him.”

“I hate that you can perceive that.”

“I can’t help it, Adrien. It’s part of my nature and I assure you that sometimes, most times, it’s frightening. Because there’s very few people who emanate pure and white light, son. And sometimes I drown myself in the shadows of the world.”

“Mom...”

“That day I saw in you a shine that I only saw in you when you were small. Tayr gave you back the shine of a child full of illusions and that’s something I can’t ignore. I don’t want to ignore it.” 

Adrien wiped the tears from his mother. He had never considered what it meant for Lorna to be able to know the mood people had. He himself had taken it as an invasion of privacy, but living amongst the lights from people when they only distilled horror must be tiring. And he added shame to his guilt over not having thought about in a more generous way about her mother’s gifts or curses.

He had been laying on the sandy floor of that cave that was being used as a prison for a while now. It was interesting how a jail with no bars could imprison in such an asphyxiating way, but you couldn’t deny the effect Akiteria had on its unfortunate guests. The roof was an extension of the floor and the walls, like living encased in rock, a stone hold that didn’t press and however, killed slowly. 

A fine thread of sand fell upon his face and he stood up, uneasy. He felt a tremor and when he stood up, a wind coming from the outside shook his head and his worn clothes. He went close to the opening and noticed that something was cooking up in the depths. One of the pinnacles that served as a platform broke off and an intense column of black smoke ascended, beseeching, towards the sky. The two osselous that always flew around over the place roared before disappearing on the other side of that unbreathable smoke. Captive considered his choices of climbing up if things got ugly, which of course, seemed to be the case. There were endless cells over his head, but he had no clue about what could be waiting for him inside each of them. In an absurd gesture he opened and closed his fingers, trying to summon his sorcery, but to no avail. Going inside Akiteria takes everything away from you, even the most personal gifts. 

And when the tremor shook the walls again, he started climbing. He heard screams on one and another side, the stone was burning more and more, wounding him on every part of the body that went close to the wall, but he had learned to bear even the most excruciating pain. He arrived to the cell that was on top of his and moved past it, convinced that such height wouldn’t be enough if the insides of that world within the world blew something up in the air. No one peered from it, but someone did on the one after, located to its left. A torn apart boot was trying to stomp on his hands. It managed to do it once, but Captive forced himself to endure and keep going up. As he gained heigh, the stomps became kicks in his legs, his sides, and even in his face. But the youngster turned around and threw his arm when he reached the fat woman who was trying to make him fall. Definitely, not everyone was hungry in Akiteria, although he preferred not to wonder about what could someone end up eating when they lived for so long in that place; and it wasn’t as if he himself hadn’t been forced to ingest unwanted stuff during his long stance in Liverna, the land of shadows. 

But if he had learned something from his life was that almost always things could get worse. He wouldn’t have much problems seeping into the cell of that woman and give her a few hits back, but the abyss of that demonic prison kept blaring, the smoke intensified and after a few seconds it was accompanied by a lava explosion. Captive ignored the hits and hurried his climb as much as he could. He went past a new cell and ignored the skinny man who implored for help. Another thing learnt from the long years amongst pain and misery was that survival had no companions. He looked down, alarmed, when a lava ocean invaded the first cells, including the one he had occupied until a few minutes ago. He fixed his stare back up and decided to not look down again. There was only the spot he had to held with his hand, the spot he affirmed himself on with his leg, and the clear and determined idea of climbing as fast as possible the greatest distance he could muster. He saw a body falling to his right, heard new screams to his left and nothing mattered. Underneath, many like him were trying to gain some terrain, but whoever lacked the strength was consumed by the magma and for a few hellish minutes, Akiteria was the worst place: A show of the most perverse Inferno.

His hands were covered in blisters, he felt his skin burning hot touching against the rock, but he didn’t stop until the level of liquid fire stopped going up and stagnated, He leaned his face against the wall and tried to get his breath back. He looked up again and determined the next cell was his goal that day. He had to keep climbing, as he was certain that in that level, the prison would still yield them new horrors, but he needed a rest, and to his scarce fortune, the cell was empty. He dragged himself towards it, scratching his knees and he let himself drop on the floor, exhausted. 

He’d wanted to get back there every day since the Wall of Charon was sealed, and however, he’d never dared before. Seeing the closed off gates with that huge chain and the fluctuation of magics, both elven and faeric empowering the lock pinched him. That was the most graphic way of describing his reality: Life was imposing on him a wall he was unable to go past, of an unbreakable fastness and with no possible access. To one side: Him and his situation, his feelings, memories, and sensations. To the other, the only one capable of waking up everything inside of him and making him believe that the wall was not impassable or impossible. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get Tayr out of his soul, and after a moment that seemed to last forever, he got tired of trying. Why would he do it? Just thinking about him got Adrien to make a silly grin that June made fun of afterwards.  Evoking their moments together gave him goosebumps. Dreaming about what they never got to live, however, crumbled it away entirely. And it all started over again. 

He took a deep breath and looked up to the Wall. When night arrived, no bell would ring, alongside the prolonged sound of Curfew. The gates wouldn’t whine while opening, leaving in sight the frightening Dark Way and no noctis would leave the shadows to settle accounts in Luzaria. But in spite of that, the stones of the Wall kept distilling something both imposing and frightening. Although silence was not any longer the protagonist in the neighborhood of Nortax, Adrien believed he kept hearing laments on the other side. Or perhaps they were his own. 

But the Wall wasn’t what he’d wanted to see that afternoon, although he had come so close that he couldn’t avoid his impulse to visit. 

The tavern originated in him just as powerful sensations. It hadn’t changed since the last time he’d been there. No one had come back to clean or pick anything back up. He found the door open and went through the dusty hall to the main room, an unmoving stamp in time that got him dizzy. He moved forward and went out the door, ascending the stairs that would take him to the floor where Moran and Rum used to live. The werewolf was no longer there; that’s what his father had assured him, but maybe he could find something that would help his quest. It was true that Tayr had made an oath —because of him— and that if he didn’t fulfill what was promised, the situation could get really ugly. And it’s not like he cared a lot about what could happen to him, but with doubts and issues. Moran had ended up helping him and if he knew about Tayr’s current situation, he could do it again, even if it was in the name of that mysterious oath. For the first time, facing the door of the room, Adrien wondered when had he decided to intercede again for the sorcerer and then he remembered the conversation he’d had with his mother: the shine of his aura and the only person able to light it up. He assumed he’d have time to doubt and concern himself. For now, the clock was running against everyone. 

He snorted, at the same time he pushed the door and he found the same apartment as that desperate night he had betrayed Tayr. The same torn apart furniture; the broken glass table with traces of his own door; a door thrown out of its hinges; the slashed out curtains. 

He went towards Rum’s place and stopped in front of the door. Anything that could speak to him about Moran’s whereabouts would be useful, but going in there made him feel like an intruder desecrating a sacred place. Afterwards, thinking about Rum gave him the bravery he was missing. The werewolf girl had helped Tayr more than a few times; just like she did his father, with doubts and suspicion, but she had never failed him. Even more, she was the first person who noticed what was happening between the both of them. He thought about her determination in her ochre eyes and he had it easy imagining her urging him to go inside her room and look for clues about her father. And he did. What he wasn’t expecting to find was his sister June, who turned around and looked at him, as surprised as himself. 
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He opened his eyes, alerted by a hit that had gotten far too close. The pain had taken over every part of his body as if it were an abandoned kingdom that only the worse sensations could reclaim, unable to host anything alike life. Or maybe it was: Dead he wouldn’t be in pain, but hoping for it gave him a boost. He had a thousand things to fight for. He got forces of weakness and stood up in front of two men who were twice his size. Werewolves, no doubt. For all of his life they’d been friends; he always saw them as that and sometimes he forgot that his lifetime in Liverna had distorted the reality he was living in, something that grew more powerful in the micro universe that was Akiteria: there were no friends in there. There was nothing in there. 

“Allow us to introduce ourselves.” One of them began. His appearance was barbaric: Huge hands, scraggly beard, and long graying mane. His hand must have become something alike rock a long time ago. He showed a poorly defined torso, but rough in appearance, he had a wooden stick on his shoulder. “He is «Your-Worst» and I’m «Nightmare». We come here to honor you with-”

“Cut the crap and get to it.” The other one interrupted him, hitting him in the chest with his back hand. He was just as tall as his odd partner, another rock column with somewhat darker and shorter hair. Unlike the former, the glare in his eyes showed tiredness and weariness, as the latter drew in his face a mocking grimace mixed with an air of superiority. 

«Nightmare» gave the timber log to his partner and took a couple steps forward, moving to push Captive with his shoulder to drive his knee in the end of the cave. Only then did the boy notice that there was something there, some kind of worn bundle with a sort of content inside of it.

«Your-Worst» kept talking and got Captive’s attention again, 

“We’re collectors,” he explained. “When Akiteria throws up, we clean-”

“Why are we explaining a thing to him?” «Nightmare» interrupted him. “He’ll be a dead body soon and corpses don’t care. Save your spit and your strength. They’re always needed in here.” 

“The boy has a right. The Queen likes good manners.” The other one responded. “Everything in here belongs to her, so when the cells are empty, we bring to her what we can find.”

“And when they’re not, too.” «Nightmare» added, with laughter. “Hey, look at what this asshole’s got.”

He stood up and showed what seemed to be a piece of meat that not even the pet of a rusalka would eat. However, Captive felt that he was salivating. 

“You had food.” «Your-Worst» observed. “And you didn’t inform about it. Food is for the queen and her court.” “Let’s kill him.” «Nightmare» suggested. “After all, if we don’t do it, she will. And trust me you son of a bitch, you’ll be thankful for us doing you in first.”

“Maybe we should allow her to do so. You know what’s her favorite method?” «Your-Worst» asked him. “Tying up the condemned with their arms opened and cutting their across the body. We are used to betting on how long can the life of a noctis last with the body opened and their organs still working. 

“Amusement in Akiteria is a desired treasure. The record is twelve minutes, you remember? That witch thing was apotheotic.”

“This one would last less, he’s a runt.” «Your-Worst» settled, staring at Captive with a look of contempt. “Kill him.” 

«Nightmare» smiled as he licked his dry lips and put the meat back in the bundle. He went close to the boy and, with no further ado, he threw a punch that slammed the rock of the cave when Captive moved to avoid it. The sarcastic smile flew away from «Nightmare»’s rictus, who grabbed the youngster by his chest piece right before he got a hit without even knowing where it came from. Captive pushed him and his back was stamped against the opposite wall. 

“Take this piece of shit to your queen and get out of here.” The boy exclaimed. 

«Nightmare» looked at «Your-Worst», incredulous, and the latter went towards Captive swinging the huge log that he had on his shoulder. The sorcerer stopped the hit with his forearm and grabbed the improvised weapon to break it in the lycanthrope’s head. He fell to the floor, jerking, with a bleeding wound open in his forehead. Afterwards, Captive gave him a kick that ended up with the man flying towards the lava abyss. The level was going down slowly, but it could still be easily confused with a lake of fire. «Nightmare» gulped, enraged, and started transforming. But Captive gave him no time to finish and threw the log against him. The guy batted it away with his hand and managed to grab a hold of Captive, whose shirt, already torn apart, ended up as a nonexistent shred, dyed again with fresh blood coming from his chest. The young sorcerer crouched down and let out a lethal punch on the man’ stomach, who took a step back and emitted a suffocated scream. His features were those of a deformed animal, halfway through human and wolf, incomplete in one and another stance. He tried to reach Captive again and let out a hit with his hand that was already a paw, but he grabbed and twisted it first, originating a frightening breaking sound that made the monster shake his head, and smashed him furiously against the floor. 

Captive crawled under the legs of the werewolf and grabbed him by the fur that was starting to appear on his back. He screamed as he pushed to send him towards the lava, but «Nightmare» dropped to the floor and held on to him, who was almost dragged down. Captive extended his arm to grab the log and slammed it against his hand until breaking it and managed that way to get away from the werewolf, who got lost as well in the liquid fire. He wheezed and added a newfound wound to the endless ones populating his body. He let his face fall on the floor and muttered:

“Sweet dreams.” 

“What are you doing here?” June inquired. She’d taken a horrific toll to be able to conform a word, but when she managed to do it she could let loose her most absolute stupefaction. 

“Me?” Adrien exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

June placed her curls behind her ear as she looked around the room, perfectly ordered and completely discordant with everywhere else on the floor. 

“This is the apartment of a friend and...” 

“This was the apartment of a werewolf... and his daughter,” the boy interrupted her. He squinted and looked at his sister. “Did you meet Rum?” 

June shook her head. 

“Only by means of pictures and descriptions. I know her mother. And you? Did you meet her?” 

“I spoke with Rum a couple times, just like her father.” 

“Her father? Have you met Moran Tropps? Did you ever see him?” 

Adrien raised an eyebrow, dumbfounded by the fact that her sister knew, at least, his name. 

“Moran is the werewolf that was in our home that night, June.” 

Her sister was one of the most expressive people he’d ever met and tonight she had shown exactly why. From the starting scare she’d moved to an almost surprising serenity, and lastly, she now moved in a new, frightened discomfort. She moved slowly towards Adrien and gulped difficultly. 

“Moran is the guy who wanted to kill dad?” 

“Dad plotted to assassinate Rum,” he confessed sadly, “not her directly, but all of the clients in the tavern that Moran had here in Luzaria, including her.” 

“Then he is-”

“The guy I made an oath for Tayr to fulfill. The same one whose hands I put my life in. I need to find him. He helped us a couple times and I want to think he’d do it again if he knew the situation he’s-”

“The guy is not in Luzaria.” June spoke without looking at Adrien. Her gaze was lost into nowhere, as if she was threading together ideas or directing them. “Sarah told me he’d gone to say goodbye to her before they sealed The Wall. He went back to Noctia.”

“Then the situation is fucked up, June. But... If she’s his wife, then maybe she has a way to make contact with him, right? Take me to that woman, Sarah.” 

“Why do you want to contact him if he’d want to see you dead?” 

“First and above all what he wanted was to see the fulfillment of whatever oath Tayr swore to him. But if he doesn’t find out about the situation he’s in, then he’d only believe we lied and then he might choose to bite off my head.”

“Damn it, Adri. There must be another way. Sarah wants nothing more to do with him; and truth be told, she has never wanted to since she knew what he was.” 

“A werewolf?” 

“He hid it from her when they met. Then she got pregnant and that’s when Moran confessed. Sarah would never forgive him. When Rum was born she didn’t want a thing to do with her, but her motherly instincts were stronger and one they she asked to meet her. She was then unable to be away from her side, even if Rum would prefer living with her father.”

“How do you know all this? When did you meet Sarah?” 

“That’s not important.” 

June walked across the room and opened a drawer to get from it all the clothes from Rum, and stash them afterwards in a sports bag she had with her and was opened in what was the werewolf girl’s bed. 

“Where are you going with that?” 

“Sarah wants to have Rum’s things.” She explained, as she moved around the room, picking up the girl’s belongings. “The last she wants is everything to remain here when it’s torn down.”

“June, if I can’t find Moran dad will take me with him to Nova.” 

His sister stopped and looked at him, with her hands still holding a load of clothes. 

“What stupidity is that?” 

“The stupidity that our father’s mind came up with. He was in our home a couple days ago. He thinks Moran will come reclaim me when Tayr doesn’t fulfill his oath with him and intends to put me in a safe place in Nova. He’s leaving in two weeks, as mom told me.” 

“And what if he’s right?” 

“Did you not listen to a single thing I said? I am going nowhere.” 

June dropped the clothes on the bed and came close to her brother, sighing. 

“Is this to save just your neck... Or your beloved one’s as well? Because that’s impossible, Adri.”

Adrien gulped and gave her a supplicant look that was as much an eloquent answer. The chance to get Tayr out of Akiteria was as remote as it was insane, but the idea had managed to find a way into his head and threatened to grow stronger, empowered by the spurs coming from his own mother. 

“Sarah will not want to go to Moran.” June muttered. 

“Let me try. Please.” 

Captive has still in his mouth the disgusting flavor of that meat. His short time in Luzaria had been a mirage in the gastronomic patch as well, but he’d spent a long time in Liverna eating doubtful delicacies like this and drinking dirty water. It was still interesting how easy someone could get used to the good parts and the strenuous efforts that returning to the bad ones caused. He’d decided to stay busy to drive away another kind of thoughts and he’d taken a long while evaluating everything that was inside that bundle. He didn’t have the faintest clue about who had occupied that cell, but whoever they were, they had offered a worthy combat for Akiteria. They must not be still alive, as no one in the right mind would have left in there those improvised tools; not even that foul, disgusting meat. Afterwards  he wondered about if someone could remain sane in a place like that. For sure, that poor soul had managed to make their agony last thanks to those utensils. 

He observed the bow he found and the couple arrows that remained. It was all handmade and surely, a lot less effective than any fantastic weapon from the Aureal; even the practice equipment of the Praes, the training legion, would be much better, and although the umpteenth lesson of the survival manual ascribed no weapon as disposable —much less in Akiteria—, he didn’t even touch it. The arrows had a long, fine rope tied to their back side, with the intent of getting them back. Captive imagine that had to fulfill two ends: First one was to catch whatever could be hunted with them; second, to not waste the arrows themselves, that despite their simple making should be hard to manufacture. 

He decided to give up on them and tied up the bundle strongly, carrying it on his back with the goal to keep climbing. He needed to go up as fast as he could in that vertical prison and he was fully aware that every day passing was playing against him. Never had time been a hurdle of such scope, but not only was Adrien in grave danger if he didn’t manage to warn Moran, but Ottana as well if she chose to remain in the wolf’s maw to reclaim her throne.

He didn’t get to take a single step forward before finding three figures in front of him. He took a deep breath, tired by that picture repeating itself once and again. Fighting not only took strength from him, but also that time that became fine sand slipping from his fingers. 

It only took him a quick glance to know what they were: Two demons and a vampire. 

“Hey, do you really get compensation for this?” He asked. It was ridiculous to think he could convince them in that way; almost beneath dignity, but dignity was a virtue to be that could also be hambled away in Akiteria. “We all need our strength here and won’t-”

The vampire lady smiled as she tilted her head and showed her long fangs. She made a hand gesture and Captive understood that she was the ringleader of the other two, so he dropped the bundle and readied himself to face yet another fight. One of the demons lunged at him and tried to hit. He managed to do so, with amazing speed, and only after the shock, could the sorcerer get that the other had been the one who did it. He threw his hand back and the slap that he landed on the guy who had hit him made him turn face. He crouched down and turned around, almost making the demons hit each other, but one of them was faster and more lethal, and stopped himself. Captive noticed it instantly. A good part of his training in the Praes had been about calibrating his opponent’s worth, their speed, their strength, even if that required to let himself get hit a couple times, giving in control of the battle. It was something he wasn’t specially great at. When he was barely thirteen he’d been a prideful child, skilled with the sword, lethal with a dagger, and accurate with the bow. Nothing could resist him and he hated losing. He took every hit as humiliating and although disobedience in there had gotten him punishments a plenty, he’d earned a reputation with no equal that accompanied him during his first year in the Aes, his only year in the argentum, and his two years commanding the Aural, the most feared, respected, and deadly legion in Atraro. The same one he got to lead when he became eighteen. How far past was that time now. The passing of it had taught him to forget his pride and gain pragmatism, and how useful had that been. He got a thumping headbutt to the face that made him bleed from his nose, lip, and cheek. He hadn’t even seen it coming and assumed he was losing his edge. Hunger, thirst, restlessness, tiredness, his chest wound. They weren’t helping, but the prideful child he once were emerged, slapping himself over those excuses. His punch flew against the face of the demon and the back of the latter slammed against the wall, dropping pebbles from the roof. A few seconds of shock got in and Captive made his best from them. He grabbed the demon from his chest piece and dragged him, still against the wall, until he made him fly down. There was no time to congratulate himself; there never was if combat hadn’t ended and he raised his arm on time to stop the other demon, who made an abrupt movement and Captive’s arm creaked in a frightening way. The demon didn’t let loose and pushed him against the wall, pulling his hair strongly. The vampire lady joined the party and sank her fangs in the bare neck of Captive, who clenched his teeth enduring the attack. He gathered strength from where there were none and got away from the wall, making the vampire fall and grabbing the demon with his other hand. He let out a rabid scratch on his face, which was about to pull out the demon’s eyes. The demon covered his face with his hands and Captive gave him a stomach kick that send him after his companion’s trail. The vampire stood up, hissing and showing her fangs. There was still blood pouring from the edge of her lips, the same blood that the young sorcerer felt running through her neck, sliding towards his chest. He grabbed her by the hair and endured the tackle from the woman, who was blinded by rage and the inebriating scent of the blood. He smashed her head against the rock and afterwards held her face turning her neck in a lethal twist. The push towards the void sealed the end and Captive let out a swear word as his body fell to the floor, asking for a respite. He needed to get out now.

June parked the vehicle in one of the few spaces that were left in the long rows of cars in the downtown area of the city. She hit the one preceding hers and the one after it to make some more room in the narrow parking lot and smiled to her brother as she they got out of the car. 

“June, the peachy one, breaking through the parking car jungle, huh.”

“They’re a bastards parking. A single one of them takes the room of two of them. They can fuck off.”

Adrien smiled back as they walked, crossing the street among the vehicles that moved at an almost reckless speed. The neighborhood of Viutah was one of the most modest ones in Luzaria. There the buildings weren’t as tall as in the core, or the fronts giving away the same glow, but the place couldn’t be considered to be unkept. As they moved, the nerves in Adrien’ stomach grew stronger. He was carrying one of two sport bags that June had filled up with Rum’s belongings and didn’t have the slightest clue on how could the woman take her sister bringing him there with her. But he was willing to try. 

The moved past a door without knocking and went up the stairs when they noticed that someone else was already using the elevator. Luckily, Sarah was living on the third floor and the journey didn’t demand a lot from them, no matter, June arrived panting. 

“You’re getting old, peachy.” Adrien let out. He wasn’t smiling. He couldn’t, but he was so tense that he needed to break that horrible sensation with any sort of silly words. 

The girl made a mocking grimace and rang the bell.

“My bag weighs more than yours, you dwarf.” 

“Sure...”

A few seconds later, a middle aged woman opened the door with a tired expression. She had her brown hair in a bow and looked over Adrien mistrustfully without opening up completely. 

“Hello, Sarah.” June greeted her. “I want you to meet my brother Adrien. He’s helped me pick up Rum’s things. There were plenty of them and...” 

“If you needed any help, you could have just told me.” Sarah answered roughly. “I could have used other means.” 

The woman took a few steps and picked up the bag that June had hanging on her back. Her eyes were off and darkened, however, they focused on Adrien all the time. The boy perceived around her a dark, weakened area, as if she were sick. 

“Truth be told-” June wanted to excuse herself. 

“I want to talk with you.” 

Adrien gave her the bag he was holding at the same time as he interrupted his sister. 

“Talk? There’s nothing to talk about with you.” 

“I met your husband and-”

Sarah slipped inside her home and tried to close the door, but Adrien impeded it, holding it. 

“I have no husband and-”

“I want to have a talk with you about Moran and I’m not leaving until I do so.” 

“Adrien, calm down.” 

“Why did you bring him here?” Sarah let out, nervous.

“You know I want to talk to no one, I want to see no one, and-”

She let the door open and ran to the inside of the apartment, Adrien went inside as well and stopped at the entrance as he saw the woman lean her back against the wall, like a scared animal, June followed him and closed down calmly. She placed her hand on the forearm of her brother and moved slowly towards Sarah. 

“I know you want no one bothering you, but what Adrien has to say to you is important. You know that I wouldn’t have done it otherwise. I know each other from a long time ago, Sarah. I’m your friend.”

June’s words seemed to have a calming effect in the woman, who placed one her bags on the table, she slid down the zipper carefully and got one of Rum’s jackets out. The garment dispersed completely the dark tone in Sarah’s aura, getting paler until it became imperceptible. She broke down crying and June hugged her in front of Adrien’s guilty stare.

“I’m sorry.” He murmured. 

His voice had barely made itself heard, but it was enough for Sarah to get away from June, nodding. 

“I’m asking you to listen to Adrien.” The girl started, in a really small voice. “After that, I swear we won’t be bothering you anymore. You know I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t believe that-”

“It’s fine.” 

Sarah wiped her tears that at some point had covered her face. The dark aura surrounded her again, as she gave Adrien a forced smile. 

“I’m sorry for being so rough.” He apologized. 

“No, it’s fine. Sit down, will you?” 

The apartment wasn’t too bug, or at least, it didn’t seem like it. Adrien took a seat on the table, as June leaned against the windowsill that was just behind her, with her arms folded. 

Sarah had made herself absent for a few seconds and went back from a dark, narrow hallway with a soda that she placed carefully on the table. Adrien noticed her hands were shaking. 

“I have nothing else.” She apologized. 

“It’s fine, Sarah,” the boy calmed her down, “this is great, really.” 

June held the woman’s shoulder as she took a seat in front of her brother and stared at the square cloth that covered the table. 

“You’ll say.” 

“It’s about Moran and the noctis kid that arrived here during the Commute.” 

Sarah looked up and Adrien couldn’t stop feeling shocked by the desolating void that seized her. Sarah’ stare was the one from someone who had lost everything. And he assumed that was normal, with the death of her daughter. 

“What’s the matter with them?” 

“The boy, Tayr; well... That wasn’t his name, but... The thing is that Moran seemed very interested getting an oath sworn from him; I don’t know what it was about. And I was the one who assured him that he would fulfill it, no matter what it was.” 

Sarah started frowning, disconcerted by that explanation. That was the first time that Adrien detected in her something different to the nothingness that, for a few moments, turned her into a ghost. 

“Why you?” 

“Desperation. I needed Moran to help him. He’d been captured because of me. Moran said that he would agree only if he obtained that oath and I swore it to him. Tayr saw himself forced to do the same. But now he’s imprisoned in Akiteria and won’t be able to fulfill on the time that Moran gave him. I need that your husband-” 

“Ex-husband.” Sarah corrected him roughly. 

“Ex-husband. I need your ex-husband to know. I have to talk with him.” 

“My brother is leaving out an unimportant piece,” June intervened quickly. “He told Moran that if the boy didn’t fulfill his oath, he was allowed to kill him. And I don’t want things to end like that.” 

Sarah looked at the girl calmly, and focused back on Adrien. There was a long and strange silence. The dance of the auras was starting to make the boy dizzy. Sarah’s dark tone was mixing with an unidentified red and, the most striking thing: The usual gold of his sister had turned brown, almost red as well. Adrien took a glance at June and focused back on Sarah, but the words from the latter weren’t directed at him, but at his sister. 

“You didn’t tell him who he is, right?” 

Adrien turned around and stared at June, confused. 

“No.” She confirmed.

Sarah nodded as her fingers moved slowly over the tablecloth, as if she was playing with its threads. 

“What are you talking about?” Adrien asked, concerned.

“What is it that she hasn’t told me?” 

“You call him Tayr, but the kid wasn’t Tayr.” Sarah explained to him calmly. “It’s something that didn’t go to the news media, but Moran told me.” 

“It’s true.” Adrien confirmed. “He passed himself as that Tayr guy, but he wasn’t him.” 

“The boy who was in your house is Resryon Vakko, the son of Doroyan, last legitimate emperor of Antic.” 

At that moment he felt as if the auras stopped emitting light or perhaps he had stopped perceiving them. It was a complete relief and at the same time it was as if the world had melted into a suffocating, absurd darkness. 

“What?” Was the only thing he managed to ask. He needed a confirmation that could get him out of doubts. That was absurd. Tayr had told him his mission in Luzaria was to get the Rod of Paxia back to protect the legitimate empress. How could he be that?

“Five years ago, the current empress, Liatli Hassul, killed the family of Doroyan: His older daughter, Ascya; her husband, and then himself.” The voice from June was coming from a far, distant universe. He caught it as he used to when he was younger and his sister slipped in his room to tell him some tale that helped him sleep in those dark nights that scared every kid. He couldn’t get to move as he kept hearing her, but she couldn’t be the one telling him this. And however, she was. “For some reason, Resryon and Ottana survived, just like the niece of both of them, daughter of Ascya, who was only a baby. 

»Ottana had to have risen to the throne after that, but she wouldn’t dare and that forced Resryon to take a step forward and assume the government of antic himself, abandoning the leadership of the legions. They set a trap for them and he ended up in Liverna, turned into a Shadow. Nothing else was known about them, and Liatli sat in the throne. Five years went past until Ottana returned to Antic with the intention to get her spot back and Resryon reappeared in Luzaria with the idea of getting the Rod in mind.”

“Moran was the general in the Argentum,” Sarah added in a tired voce. Adrien could see her between the draped veil of the caked tears in his eyes. “The Silver Legion, made of werewolves, was always loyal to Doroyan. Moran was his friend. That’s when Resryon decided to accept his banishment as a shadow and wander on the wastelands in Liverna without claiming throne or revenge, Moran was betrayed, feeling that the boy had failed to his father and his bloodline. He swore off to always profess the most absolute contempt. 

“Moran...” That was the only thing Adrien managed to pronounce. 

“Moran left when all of this situation blew up.” Sarah kept explaining. “He came to say goodbye and tell me that the son of the emperor had returned and he had accepted to fight to get everything back for him, and he would be by his side. It was always his great obsession; more important than me and even than Rum.”

Adrien closed his fists and tears ran over his cheeks with all the weight that fell from his back. He felt the hand of June on his shoulder and that was a weight he didn’t want to bear, so he stood up and went out of there, ignoring his sister’s calling.
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A helping hand from the gods. These were so scarce that you couldn’t afford to hold a grudge for the constant abandonment. On the contrary, you had to take it in order to keep moving forward in that peculiar road of groundless steps. He’d never been very devout towards the five goddesses. He’d lived long enough amongst blood and suffering to believe that, if they existed at all, there wasn’t much to thank them for. His father, on the other hand, had invested time and effort in pleasing them. He had organized rituals with offerings that would have satisfied even the most demanding divinity; the gatherings had lasted days and more days in honor of them. Every street in Antic was an homage to one of the Five, their busts and statues were everywhere, starting with little fountains on the mountains of Sinergly, which had been carved, completely, with the image of the five. And however, his complacent father was dead now. It was truth as well that Doroyan hadn’t gone through the same life experiences as him. He ascended to the throne replacing his deceased sister and renouncing weapons, far from the battlefield. He had never lived the horrors that made him, he would never had seared in his retina the most piercing desolation in image form. All of it sustained the empire and seeing him fall wasn’t strange to him, as they were brittle foundation. 

Captive had gone all morning up the verticality of  Akiteria and his hands, now covered in blisters  and burn marks, felt like stone to him. He wasn’t even able to close his fist, but that miraculous potion had numbed the pain and he couldn’t stop marveling himself by the dexterity someone could manage to get in the most painful life conditions. He didn’t know who had gotten to concoct that or with what ingredients. In that hellish prison there were no names or identities, only small legacies, most of them destined to fall into oblivion, as heroic as they were, but he had managed to collect some of them from the different cells he’d left behind; all of them empty, and he couldn’t deny they had served him well. He would honor their creators with some other altar or bust if he could give them a name. And that made him think about himself: no name, no identity, no honor conceded to him. And no matter, he was willing to leave his soul behind to reach a goal. Perhaps it wasn’t all of that necessary, at least no more than the will to fulfill his purposes. No better air to breathe than the pending causes, he thought, and no better identity, or more necessary than the one who wants to make them happen. 

There was still a world over his head if he wanted to keep ascending in the peculiar hierarchy of Akiteria, but he was satisfied with how far he had gotten up to the moment. And without receiving any more unexpected visits. Until then. 

He was bent over inside his new cell when a young vampire got there. Her face was furrowed by the same tiredness as everyone else, the same cold indifference that ended up piercing the most charitable soul on that well of loss and stone. But Captive didn’t move. 

“My name is Tinessly,” she announced haughtily. “I come with privileged information: The king will come see you himself. The queen is... disgusted by your recent actions. You have deprived her of valuable names.” 

“Valuable names? Only her court of jesters have come see me.” 

Tinessly raised an eyebrow, surprised by the serene arrogance that the youngster emanated. 

“Be careful,” she announced. “That attitude here can get you to a bad place... Or a really good one.” She settled before leaving. 

The visit had been fast, and at least, it hadn’t supposed a new fight, but the vampire woman had announced the arrival of the king and although he’d been thinking for a while that everyone there were absolutely mad for referring to Akiteria as a court, he feared that the consort of that doubtful leader would be a  hard to deal with piece of work, at least more than everyone else had been. He made space in the bundle he’d carried all day and lied down, resting his head on it. He had to rest. 

It was almost noon when June looked up bluntly. Last night she’d been out with her; they had spent barely a couple hours drinking sodas and talking relaxedly, enjoying the night sky in Luzaria, something so long-lived and at the same time so new for them. But getting used to the luzaran night party, filled with lights and colors, sounds and movements, wouldn’t be so easy as supposed. Suddenly it was as if the light had created a huge shield against everything the city had been deprived from for long times, and June wasn’t sure if she liked that. She’d gotten used to the deep silence of the night, so profound that you could almost get lost on it. She’d always been fascinated by Noctia and its creatures. That which scared others, generated joy and curiosity in her. It was true that once in there the situation had been different, but after some weeks living in the Night Empire, an untamed nostalgia had started taking over her. She’d been thinking about Eugenne, about that kiss dragged from the insides of the night that suddenly, had ended up floating in a strange universe with no one to take it as their own. She’d thought about Elain and, of course, she’d thought about Ottana. 

After leaving Sarah’s home, she’d noticed that Adrien had left by himself and that he wasn’t home when she got there. She knew her brother well enough to know he’d need time and distance to digest all of what he learned last night, but she was burning in desire to talk with him and wasn’t willing to postpone the waiting. Lorna was still at work and the boy was found getting his jacket and exiting the living room. 

“You going out?” She inquired. 

Adrien gave her a deadly look and picked up the keys from the table moving towards the exit door. 

“Adrien.” June insisted, “I know you’re upset, but I want to tell you something.” 

The boy went out the street and she went after him. She was wearing pajamas and the morning was cold, but she wasn’t going to leave things as they were, much less with the obstinate stubbornness of her little brother. 

“Are you going to listen to me?” 

Adrien opened the car door, but couldn’t get in before June grabbed his arm, stopping him. 

“Adri, this is juvenile, ridiculous, and unlike you.”

“You never told me.” He finally spoke.  He pulled his arm and got free from his sister’s hold. His stare was a new ice and June took a step back as she noticed the violet reflexes had earned a new strength in Adrien’s irises. “You knew who Tayr was and you kept quiet about it.” 

“I knew about it a few days ago when Sarah told me. I had no clue about it while he was in here, I would have let you know instead of living in fear of what that Tayr dude could end up doing to you. 

Adrien hit the car roof and turned back, furious. “Damn it, June! First his family is killed; then he has a trap set up against him and is dispossessed from everything to be sent living in Liverna, where he spends no less than five years. And when he gets here, struggling to move on, he is turned into a scapegoat for the intrigue of the fucking Councils, he is sentenced and sent to Akiteria to his death.” 

“I know.” She dared to say.

“And I’ve been a part of all of it.” 

“You knew nothing about that; in fact, no one knew. I mean, the Council of Light has no idea about what happened in Antic five years ago, I’m sure. Don’t you think the Commutes would have stopped? If they wanted to break Common Law they had the perfect excuse right there.”

Adrien ran his hands through his hair and June approached his dejected gesture. 
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