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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    The world is no longer habitable. It has become an avalanche of problems, of which the solutions are too expensive. After the wars that led to the end of globalization, life became disastrous for those who lived in the old cities and graceful for those who had money or connections to gain access to the new technological cities.  
 
    The cities that were once considered grandiose, filled with endless traffic and sunset terraces are now deserted; empty streets with no stories to tell, where the blood of those who venture alone is spilled. The buildings lost their color. Constant explosions and fights between guilds have become common, leading to the destruction of buildings’ foundations and the replacement of white facades by a red wine-colored goo. 
 
    Naivety seized people. A simple chip with the goal of improving their lives reached the city - the greatest invention since electricity. The horror in the streets had become so frightening that the vast majority didn’t hesitate to get one for themselves. In exchange, they were offered a basket with food, plus the extra particulars that the little white chip, with a slight gray high in the center, offered. It was placed behind the neck and only offered to people over 15 years old.  
 
    It caused discomfort at first, but over time, the body became accustomed to the presence of another host. It was possible to feel small filaments coming off the chip, increasing in size and spreading through the body until they became one. The first version of the chip offered several advantages that seemed too good to be true: it improved most people’s vision, cured some deadly diseases, and made the world an improved version making it look almost like a virtual game. It was possible to see each person's HP, as well as several features such as their attack and defense power.  
 
    The years went by and the chip was getting updates that didn’t change its usefulness. There was no warning of when they would be, nor the side effects that were always a possibility. Different bodies reacted differently. Some accepted the changes perfectly - others writhed in pain, screaming for help and a few seconds of reprieve before they calmed down. Sometimes the body itself rejected the changes and the person bled until his or her body gave up. Death was inevitable in those situations. 
 
    Dozens of years later, and after twenty-five updates, people's minds, as well as their fragile bodies, had shaped to the new chip. The world had transformed itself. The youngsters received their chip at the age of fifteen and people applauded them as if it represented their way out of the cocoon and into the real world. Every year a party was held to celebrate the event. The grandeur of the past was obliterated by the pretense of happiness surrounding the audience.  
 
    However, no one knew what was coming. Forty years went by before there was any major development. On a foggy day, the possibility of being rewarded for their effort and dedication emerged in the lower right corner of people's eyes. 
 
    "The world is about to change. Want to be part of the change?" 
 
    Still, with memories of abandonment, the elders got ready to make the decision for themselves and the young people. Some said yes in a timid voice, trembling with fatigue, while those whose lives were at their peak repeated more than once, hoping their chances of a better life would gradually increase. The more suspicious were carried away by the wave of enthusiasm of the rest. Some people fell to the ground: white foam coming out of the corners of their mouths, while the small black dot in their eyes was replaced by a gray color as their face lost the pinkish color. The body twisted, but the lips remained glued together. The lack of knowledge about what was happening scared some people, who even tried to pull their chip forcefully.  
 
    It was impossible.  
 
    The chip was deeply embedded in the human physiology, to the point that the simple act of touching the docile skin where it had been placed caused agonizing pain. Without knowing it, the people had become slaves to their own desire for a better life. They were doomed to the rules that were imposed upon them. Life had changed, but the way they live had not.  
 
    No one died. In fact, in the first few days, nothing happened. There were rumors of deception, a joke made by the creators of the chip, offering people the possibility of a better future, only to be able to burst out laughing due to the people’s blind trust. It was not yet known who they were, which caused a certain mysticism around them and their goals. The growing rumor was that the chips were made by gods, that it was their way of making the world a better place without needing to surface. 
 
    Days later, the bodies suffered changes that nobody was prepared for. A step-in human evolution had been skipped. Some people believed the new things people could do were magic. Light coming out of people’s fists, voices strong enough to lift a car, waves created with fingers’ snap, everything seemed to be possible. However, not everyone was so lucky.  
 
    After one week there were six recognized classes - warrior, shooter, wizard, healer, knight, and ninja. The choice was non-existent, as such options disappeared from existence when the chips had been placed.  
 
    Each class had its difficulties. An intense search was made to decode how to take advantage of the other classes. The admiration of the novelty quickly dissipated, and cities became an arena for experiments and overwhelming struggles. Items, armor, and weapons were created, considering each class and specializations. Artists accepted freelance orders, creating unique and specialized weapons for each person. 
 
    There was a black market for sellers of various types of weapons. From the usual and experienced gun experts to the citizen who used to sell arrows for target shooting but now saw an opportunity to become a valorous person. They got ready to set up a tent, longing for customers, but they didn’t expect the huge turnout they had. No one wanted to be left behind, helpless and ignorant. They bought a few items and weapons from mercenaries’ lootings which increased the deaths in the whole city. People would get killed just for a nice +10 attack ring. 
 
    Years went by and little changed. The city remained at the same stage of struggle between unrestrained egos - blood became a daily part of city streets, just as death ceased to be a surprise or something to be feared. The people, from the powerless to those who had it, stopped seeing death as something horrible, but rather as a gift. A solution to their problems. 
 
    However, some changes came willingly. It turned out that beyond the mountains, which were both to the north and south of the city, there were cities of incalculable grandeur and state-of-the-art technology. Great news, were it not for the unavoidable addition that their access was controlled and available only to people endowed with wealth or considerable power. Happiness was short-lived, for most. Some, nevertheless, kept the dream of someday being able to have a place in one of these cities, away from the sickness that plagued the city where they lived. 
 
    Not surprisingly, months later, when the opportunity arose to sign up for a tournament sponsored by one of these cities, most didn’t hesitate to apply their sons. The rules were simple - only people between eighteen and twenty-two could participate and the fighters who gave up or became unconscious were out of the tournament. The winner would be awarded an invitation to an academy outside the city while the rest could try again next year. It was promised maximum safety for the participants, as well as a new technology that prevented people from dying even if their HP reached zero. 
 
    The people were surprised by the recent curiosity of a distant city. There was something behind this sudden interest, though no one knew specifically what. Tournaments were not something new in the city, as every day, in abandoned warehouses, the usual suspects met for another rematch. They were places where the rotten smell was a home for rats' nestlings, and where hope never had a chance. Gray walls, with broken pieces, and falling, metal facades, which had not been cleaned for years. Abandoned spaces, used to release the anger and despair that burned the bodies of the citizens.  
 
    They bet money or items, and the fights only had one end: death. Giving up was shameful, and cause to never to set foot in the ring again. Those who lived in the surrounding areas suffered from the constant nocturnal noise - from the hustle and bustle of the public entering the warehouse until they left, the screams of support for their favorite, as well as the noise of the impact that each person made when they fell on the weak ring. 
 
    Three years later, mistrust paid off. The technological city had hidden its true motive until the most opportune moment. After the end of the third tournament, when the mood was still exalted, and after delivering the trophy to the winner, they revealed that in the following year the tournament would be broadcasted around the world. They offered a nice explanation of everything that had happened, and what they had planned. They had the audience in the palm of their hands, and they took advantage of it, carefully choosing every eloquent word they used.  
 
    The people let themselves go, like a flock led by their shepherd, without offering resistance. Technology city’s representatives explained that, after the technological blackout, only a few cities, which were already prepared for such an apocalyptic scenario, remained unharmed. They added, in non-technical language, that they had a shield that protected them from what affected the electricity, but that they didn’t have the conditions to recreate it. They further stated that the chip was gods’ first step on a long road of a thriving era and that they hoped to be accompanied on that journey. The people, deluded by the promise of a golden tomorrow, applauded effusively. 
 
    Every year, different representatives of the technological city, between May and June, visited the city and prepared it for the tournament, which happened, as usual, in September. They spoke only when it was strictly necessary and kept themselves away from the people. In fact, they seemed even afraid to get closer to the men to whom they were so earnestly giving orders. There was a hint of arrogance, but it was not the main reason they kept their distance. They always had guards, most of the time two, around them. They feared that the disrespect they had for those who worked for them would unfold in a revenge whose powers would not be enough to resist.  
 
    The winners never returned to the city. Rumors circulated about their achievements in a world that was unattainable to the vast majority and believing it was easier than doubting the last few years. The tournament had become the most anticipated event of the year. The city stopped to watch each match and, usually, supported both candidates. After all, they had both been known since childhood. The fighters struggled until sweat dripped down their faces, blocking their sight as their clothes glued onto their bodies. They ignored the pain, taking their bodies to the limit, to the breaking point, for a moment of glory and a future where they didn’t need to be constantly looking over their shoulder. 
 
    The life-saving tournament became the city’s main attraction. Hundreds of thousands of people watched from the comfort of their home as others filled the arena. For two weeks, the city breathed deeply, and safely. Over the years, there had been several attempts to decimate the arena, which have been promptly eliminated, as have its persecutors.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter I 
 
      
 
    The arena was filled for the final of the twenty-third tournament. The frenetic environment spread through the corridors. The shaking of the alcohol filled glasses, the chilling voices of the leaders of each cheerleading squad and the gentle tone of the host were usual presences.  
 
    The final was about to start and the seats were already almost entirely occupied. The dazzling blue and purple lights, rounded the arena, offering the cameras an appraisable plan. Thousands of sweaty people leaned against each other, resembling small, trapped insects. The only difference is that the people did it for pleasure, for the happiness of seeing one of them have the chance for something better. 
 
    The annual final was going to be played between Alec and Tommy, who were longtime friends, but opposites in classes. Alec, a promising wizard, wounded from the past, who was still learning to accept and master the fire in his veins, contrasted Tommy, the tall warrior with clenched fists and a yellow smile, who was cherished by all.  
 
    Equipment or special items were prohibited during the tournament, to level the playing field and ensure that the champion won through their own strength. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Alec 
  
      	    
  
      	  Tommy 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Wizard 
  
      	    
  
      	  Class: Warrior 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: Fire 
  
      	    
  
      	  Specialization: Electric 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 200/200 
  
      	  VS 
  
      	  HP: 150/150 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 70 
  
      	    
  
      	  Attack: 85 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 45 
  
      	    
  
      	  Defense: 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 45 
  
      	    
  
      	  Agility: 70 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 60 
  
      	    
  
      	  Wisdom: 30 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The commentators kept repeating that it would be a memorable match. Two young men in their prime, both in their twenties, who knew each other's movements, and had a mutual desire to rise in life. Neither would walk away, let alone be subdued. The referee whistled, and the audience rose to applaud the beginning of the fight. 
 
    "Are you ready to give them a show they won’t ever forget?" Tommy asked, opening his hand and motioning for Alec to approach him. 
 
    "I hope you practiced a lot. I won’t be nice just because we’re friends,” Alec replied, smiling at him. It wasn’t happiness, but joy at being about to fight against one of his best friends, someone who always pushed him over his limits. 
 
    "Didn’t you notice?" Tommy said, showing the bones between his red fingers, "I trained too much to lose" 
 
    "So much training for nothing." Alec replied, "Show me what you got." 
 
    "THEY TEASE EACH OTHER. THE FIGHT IS ABOUT TO GET INTERESTING" one of the commentators shouted. 
 
    The fighters moved diagonally, looking for an opening in the opponent's defense. Their closed faces and slow, controlled breathing were signs of their focus on the fight. Tommy had a slight smile on the corner of his mouth, unlike Alec who kept his face serious.  
 
    The effusive public shrieked, eager for the fight to begin. Rumors spread around the benches. Some said that the young people had spent the last month without speaking to each other, training only for this moment, while others said that the winner was already decided. 
 
    Tommy stopped and placed his right foot in front of his left, gaining balance before firing like a bullet towards his rival, who was surprised by the speed of the attack. Alec didn’t have time to defend himself, or to divert, and was hit in the middle of his face. The bone marking on Tommy's hand marked Alec's face, which turned to a reddish color and distracted him long enough for Tommy to keep the pressure on him, and to attack him once again. 
 
    "You're gone," Tommy shouted, "THUNDER-FIST," he shouted mercilessly. 
 
    An effervescent light lit up his face, his left hand increased his attack to 100 and caught the spectators by surprise. They stood up and clapped, shouting Tommy's name as if he was already the yearly winner. The fight looked like it was going to have a quick end. Alec looked helpless, and Tommy was approaching him at a speed that made him almost imperceptible.  
 
    As Tommy stretched his arm toward Alec's body, a huge explosion took place on the arena, spreading the ashes across the audience, making it impossible to see the stage, which was now surrounded by a brownish fog. Everyone had to wait until it dissipated. The public ignored the warnings to move away from the stage and forced their approach, some knocking others unceremoniously to the ground. The curiosity was greater than their own safety. 
 
    After a few seconds of waiting, small gaps began to emerge in the fog. Time seemed to drag on in with doubt and enthusiasm. In the center of the arena was Tommy still with an outstretched arm, and Alec surrounded by orange-colored flames, which served as armor, and shielded him from his rival’s punch. The flames spread over Tommy's fragile, semi-nude body, and trapped him in an unboxed hell. Alec's attack increased 40 points, while Tommy's HP was falling. No matter how hard he tried to move - from kicks to punches, to blows, the fire was too strong. The more strength he used the more the fire around him increased. Alec was a few steps away. Sweat trickled down his forehead, but he didn’t even blink. He focused on his adversary, and the world around him ceased to exist. 
 
    "Infernus Endum," Alec exclaimed, closing his right fist. 
 
    The heat increased throughout the arena. Some people removed their t-shirts, others fainted briefly, but there was no effect on Alec. The fire lived in him. The flames around Tommy doubled, and the color grew even redder. Alec's power of attack continued to increase, and Tommy's squeezed eyes were a signal of the oncoming defeat. 
 
    In an act of desperation, Tommy focused all his energy on his right fist and prepared for his last chance. It was all or nothing. The hope of victory melted with his strength, lighting his whole arm as he moved slowly and carefully. He was less than seven steps away from Alec, and only had 20HP. The scorched scent spread through the arena. His fist went toward Alec, who didn’t even try to deflect. The flames created a barrier thick enough to hold Tommy's punch once more. The boy eventually lost consciousness, unable to withstand the wounds on his body and the black smoke that was now scattered through the whole arena. His HP hit zero, while Alec's was still around 90. 
 
    The audience rose on their tiptoes and went crazy, shouting Alec’s name, who stood silently in the fighting ring. He didn’t celebrate, nor did he smile. A habitual attitude of a true mage. He showed no emotion and acted as if he expected victory. The healers around the ring promptly turned to Tommy and helped him regain his senses. Alec was the first to reach out to help him up. 
 
    "Congratulations, Alec. Deep down, I guess we always knew it was going to be you." Tommy said, smiling despite missing the only opportunity to get out of the miserable town they lived in. 
 
    "Thank you. Either of us could have won." Alec answered him and was interrupted before he could continue. 
 
    "Our winner this year... Alec!" Shouted the hostess, her shrill voice rasping into the microphone and buzzing in the ears of even those who were watching at home. 
 
    He was awarded an invitation to the renowned Drexus Academy, where all sorts of classes and specializations, from all different parts of the country, trained together. 
 
    After the outcome of the tournament, Alec was sent to the dressing room of one of the representatives of the technological city. A man in his 40s, with blue eyes and a black beard, with a few whirlwinds on his chin, waited for him. He rubbed the right side of his cheek until it got red and bruised and used his left hand to pull his hair back constantly. He approached Alec, looking in his eyes and stammering something to himself. Finally, he picked up a white letter, still closed, and handed it to him. It smelled like jasmine as if it had been perfumed on purpose, to make it seem more delicate and important. 
 
    Alec opened it carefully and read the small letters on the thin paper. 
 
    "We invite you to join the renowned and famous Drexus academy where you can learn to control, dominate and increase your powers, as well as have the possibility to socialize with young people with the same desire and will. 
 
    You will be offered a room, a monthly monetary amount and a weapon or item chosen by a teacher. We wait for you." 
 
    In the lower right corner was director Loras’ signature. Scribbles almost impossible to read were it not for the swift explanation of the representative. 
 
    "You better listen, boy, because I won’t repeat myself. You have 24 hours to say goodbye to your family and solve any childish problems that a poor man like you might have. It’s probably the only thing you can do to spend time at this end of the world. After these 24 hours, if you are not at the arena’s door, with a bag with your belongings, we leave without you. Understood?" 
 
    Alec nodded. As he turned his back, he frowned and sighed. It was not the first time someone had despised him, but it was the first time he felt insignificant. He had the opportunity in his hands and couldn’t risk it, despite his willingness to show the representative that the place he was from didn’t reflect his personality or his potential. 
 
    On the way home, people who knew him since he was a child stopped him several times, tears flowing down their cheeks as they told him how proud they were. He remained impassive and composed, despite the embarrassment that ran through his body. He belonged to the category of people who didn’t like to be touched, who abhor the mere touch of strangers because of the memories that it releases. Endorphin spread through his brain, adrenaline through the veins, and eventually, he hid in a well-known alley. Many nights had been spent there, taking refuge from those who were looking for him - yellow smiles, dragging rusted metal swords on the floor. The white walls stained brown, weakened by the passage of time, not to mention the smell of beer that Alec hated so much. Children murmured in the distance, commenting on the combat, and imitating their movements. They weren’t old enough to receive a chip, to know what waited for them after. Alec had a similar experience.  
 
    At age 15, he received the chip and it was with appreciation that his mother hugged him, happy that he had such useful power. He scarcely suspected that the usefulness of which she spoke to him would lead him to hard work. Days spent working in construction, the innocence of youth denied to him. He shook his head and pushed his thoughts away. He thought to himself that it was time to put the past behind him, baggage that he had to leave in a place with no future, assuring himself that everything would change. He left the alley and walked in the streets full of people who went out to celebrate. They sang and drank with the violet sunset as background. 
 
    The black market was open. It didn’t have the usual dozen stalls, but some of Alec's acquaintances were not wasting a moment as good as a tournament's finals. One of them, experienced in those wanderings and seller of material for the workers, had shared with the boy that after the tournament many parents would pass by to buy items or weapons to reinforce their children. They would be soaking in alcohol and with a tiny hope that one day it would be their child leaving. They charged hope since humanity had long been lost in the streets without an owner. Alec waved at all those who congratulated him, even though his heart was tightening more and more, and his head asked for a rest. He wasn’t accustomed to having so many eyes on him. He hurried to the end of the street. 
 
    As soon as he turned the corner, he noticed that Tommy was waiting for him in front of his house. His HP was fully recovered, and his arms were plastered. There was no bitterness in him, it just wasn’t the kind of person he was. Beside him were Mimi and Gordon, the other members of the group. Mimi wore her usual black skirt and lace stockings contrasting with her pallor and amber eyes, while Gordon, the oldest, wore shorts with two wide rips on the right side and a stained white t-shirt that was not large enough to contain his huge muscles. His shoulders were close to ripping the thin fabric. 
 
    "I still can’t believe you're going to leave," Mimi told him, clearly saddened by the news. She moved away from the wall and straightened her short skirt, "We'll miss you, you know?" 
 
    "Does Alec know what missing you means?" Gordon added and laughed until he lost control, looking like a pig doing so. 
 
    "Of course, he knows. He’s going to miss us too, isn’t he?" Mimi asked and walked over to him, nudging his belly, “Why didn’t you participate earlier? You had two years to do it.” 
 
    "Funny as always. Yes, I will. I wouldn’t have come this far if it had not been for you." Alec began, "A few years have passed and we have not yet parted. Just because I am going away don’t think you will never see me again." He said and looked at Tommy.  
 
    Tommy smiled at him, he had not won but was happy for him, “Honestly? I just didn’t feel that it was the right time or that I was strong enough. But this year I knew I had to do it. I’m tired of seeing children recruited by guilds. It’s getting worse.” Alec confessed. 
 
    "I didn’t have the opportunity to congratulate you on your victory. Nevertheless, don’t even think that I won’t continue training every day. We are not done. One day we’ll have our rematch.” Tommy said enthusiastically and clenched his fist, despite the pain, "They have healed my wounds, but it still hurts. And one day we’ll meet again and change everything for the better. I know we will.” 
 
    "I hope you continue," Alec said in a monotone voice, "There's something I want to ask you, Tommy." 
 
    "To me? Alec asking someone for help? Isn’t fame supposed to make you arrogant?" Tommy asked sarcastically, followed by an uncontrolled laugh. 
 
    "I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t necessary. I need you to take care of my family. Without me here I'm afraid something will happen to them." Alec confessed, lowering his head so he wouldn’t have to face Tommy. 
 
    "I promise. I'm going to visit them once or twice a week to make sure they're okay. That enough?" 
 
    "It is. Thank you." 
 
    "We will accompany him. Don’t forget Alec, we're family." Mimi told him and hugged him. 
 
    He responded with a few pats on her back. Enough to show appreciation without overdoing sentimentality. 
 
    "Mimi, we better go. They need some time alone." Gordon said, sensing the aura of mystery hovering in the air, "Besides, Alec has to get ready for tomorrow. Make sure you don’t scare anyone when you get there." 
 
    "Only twenty years and sometimes he looks like he’s already 50. Alec, make sure to be nice and make new friends. They won’t be as cool as we are, but don’t even think about staying there all alone. And please, don’t forget to come back. We’ll miss you." Mimi added. She turned her face away, hiding her tears from everyone else. 
 
    Alec tried to smile, but his inexperience in showing emotions turned into peculiarly arched lips. Tommy laughed and returned a right-size smile, seconds before seriousness took over. His lips were glued to each other, his amber eyes glittering in the sunlight, and the hair on his shoulders fluttered in the light spring breeze. There was a shy silence, waiting anxiously for who would be the first to break the delicacy of the moment. 
 
    "You still remember?" Tommy asked, his voice shaking for the first time. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Does the promise still hold?" 
 
    "We'll be strong enough to save this city one day," Alec answered in a loud voice, dismissing the doubts in Tommy's mind. 
 
    "I know a lot has changed since we were kids. We don’t see each other so often, and we are opposites in personality. But after all these years, it was our promise that gave me the strength to continue training. I'm rambling. I'm glad you still remember. Good luck on this journey, and I won’t forget what you asked for," said Tommy, touched by his friend's departure. 
 
    "I remember it. More than you might think. What we have overcome... the pain, the struggle. One day we will stop all this. So that others won’t have to go through it." Alec replied and put out his hand. 
 
    "I will keep training and improving. So that someday when you come back, I'll be able to accompany you.” Tommy answered and shook his hand, "and see if you make some friends there. Mimi is right. Next year I'll be the winner, so don’t think you've gotten rid of me yet.” He added, and they both shook hands until Tommy's bones popped.  
 
    Alec entered his house, where the smell of roses warned him that his mother was home. Only she, throughout the city, had such a distinct aroma. Her job was to sell perfumes - a simple and efficient way of removing the smell of dust and blood that sometimes penetrated through the small holes in the windows. Her healer persona, cheerful and helpful, was a stark contrast to his father's personality, who was a cold fighter, with empty black eyes, and a beard that suited his rigid appearance. He always wore the same leather jacket and was ruled by laws and respect.  
 
    No one had attended the final. His mother hated fighting and even tried to stop Alec from participating. His father supported it, but never expected him to reach the final, let alone win. 
 
    "You're going to be a good workout for serious fighters," Alec's father repeated incessantly, as soon as he learned that he had enrolled. 
 
    Alec's mother, as soon as she saw him, ran to him and hugged him tightly as hiccups joined her tears. Alec put a hand on her back and said that everything was going to be okay, that he would send enough money so they wouldn’t have to worry about anything and that he had asked a friend to protect them. She wiped her tears and thanked him. She also gave him an old photo where the family was smiling, asking him to not forget that there was a place where he could return. 
 
    His father arrived a few hours later, slightly drunk, his cheeks rosy, and humming a song from a time before the chips. He patted Alec on the back and wished him good luck. There was emotion in his words, but he didn’t show it at all. He was neither effusive nor sad about his son's departure. 
 
    "After all, maybe you take after me," he told him, the closest Alec would get to a compliment. 
 
    The final farewell was given just before the 24-hour deadline ended. Alec, once again, absorbed his feelings and contented himself with a hug from his mother and a handshake from his father. Even though he knew he was coming back, he looked at them one last time. That moment was used as a picture he hung on the walls of his memory. He put the photograph from his mother in his left pocket, took the black bag with his belongings, and set out for the arena.  
 
    The guards of the previous day were still on his tail, on alert to any suspicious movement. It wouldn’t be the first time guilds had tried to attack the tournament winner in order to undermine the credibility of the powerful technological city. However, the power gap could almost be considered a bad joke. The security guards had base stats of 220 attack, defense of 250, agility of 140, and wisdom of 180. There was no one in town with stats greater than 150. As if that were not enough, they also wore two ruby pendants, around their necks, that offered them a 25 points bonus in attack as well as defense. 
 
    The representative was at the arena’s door, smoking a cigarette, and talking to the driver, an old man with wrinkled skin and sad eyes. He had no hair, but he wore a black hat that gave an oval look to his face. Ashes danced in the wind and whirled around them. 
 
    "We were about to leave without you. Too bad you're on time. Hurry up. I wasn’t made to be in a place like this," said the man, spilling out poison and hatred, "Alfred, tell him where to put his belongings." 
 
    "Certainly, Mr. Dominic," the driver replied, bowing. 
 
    Alfred opened the trunk of the car and asked Alec to put his sack there. Alec had already seen cars, but never a functional one, much less one that was not covered in rust and without small bullet holes. He stayed in the back seat, with a security guard on each side. One of them had his hand attached to an instrument that, as far as the boy could tell, provided the car with enough energy to move. 
 
    He didn’t feel like a winner, more like a prisoner. He leaned back against the seat and decided to take advantage of the trip, watching the landscape move past that wasn't obstructed by the shoulder of one of the security guards. 
 
    He remained unscathed, hiding his fascination for the outside world. The farthest place he had ever ventured to had been to the ruins a few yards from his city. 
 
    The green meadows had not been affected by the wars. The sun shone on the sharp edge of the plants, lighting all the way, and warming the interior of the car despite the soft breeze that crept through the half-closed windows. The smell of sweat came soon after. Alec almost had to put his nose out before his body hung up, unable to bear the scent of washed-up feet. Despite the difficulties, the trip was long and silent. 
 
    It took almost half a day to get to the academy. The sun remained on the horizon, but its light had lost its liveliness. The orange and red colors melted into a warm spectacle, giving life to the old green gates of the Drexus academy. There were a few holographs encrusted in the metal, and on the right side of the wall, was a flag with the symbol of the academy - a golden eagle, with sharp claws and flames in its eyes. 
 
    "Another year of charity," the representative yawned, "Come on, go on. Someone should be waiting for you in building 3.” 
 
    Alec had no idea where building 3 was, but he didn’t ask. The less he talked to the man, the better it would be for both of them. The way he treated Alec irritated him enough to set his blood boiling, making his fingertips look like a hot iron. The man re-entered the car, ordering the driver to stop wasting time and take him home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter II 
 
      
 
    Alec was alone. Solitude was common, but it was the first time he dreaded it, as fear of the unknown caused a slight tingling in his toes. He took a deep breath and convinced himself that it wasn’t time to be weak. 
 
    "The weak have no place in the world," his father's voice echoed in his head. 
 
    Alec knew that it wasn’t true. There was room for everyone, but he was also sure that he didn’t want people to see him as one of the weak. He had learned that weakness was an invitation to mistreatment. He took another deep breath and walked toward the door. It was three times his height, five his width, and thick. It would be impossible to enter unless they opened the door. However, there was no bell.  
 
    He wondered if it was some kind of test, a way of knowing if he deserved to study there, or whether it was the habitual joke to the poor man coming from the city. The thoughts fueled the fire that was already waiting for an opening to break through Alec's defenses and spill out through the pores of his body. His energy made the door gain a bright yellow coating, obfuscating Alec's vision, who was trying to control the energy flowing through his body. No one knew if the chips had unlimited power, or if there was a limit that couldn’t be exceeded. If so, there were no reports from anyone who had ever reached it. 
 
    Suddenly, the door opened, creaking as it moved because of its age and rust in its gears. Alec walked in a straight line, looking for some sign or number that would identify which building was number three. He could hear the murmurs coming from a few students and see the arrogant way they looked at him. They laughed at the clothes he wore, admitting that someone of his kind shouldn’t have access to Drexus. The voices increased as more and more people gathered in groups to observe him, lost and mysterious. Alec tried his best to ignore them, but contempt didn’t satisfy those present. 
 
    "Another year, one more of these guys. I hope he lasts longer than the five seconds the last year’s disgrace endured.” A voice said behind him, “Everyone knows what happened to him right? I was told that on his first day they made him walk around the campus only in his underpants.” The boy shared, loud enough for everyone to hear. A sea of laughter filled Drexus' garden. 
 
    Alec turned around to find that a group of four boys had surrounded him, all of whom seemed to be close to his age. Two warriors, a shooter, and a healer. No one seemed willing to help him. They all had a status similar to his, except for the leader, one of the warriors, who had an attack power of over 100. Alec wasn’t the kind of person who refused a fight, much less the type who would run away from anyone. Knowing he had no hope, the most he could do was endure long enough for one of the teachers or an older student to appear and stop them. 
 
    "On second thought, I'll deal with him alone. I am going to show all my first-year classmates that I am going to win the school's annual tournament," said the group leader, pushing away the rest. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  James 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Warrior 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: Light 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 250/250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 110 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 60 + 25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 90 + 20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 70 
  
     
 
      
      	  Energy: 60/60 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Plume armor: + 25 defense  
  
     
 
      
      	  Golden shoes: + 20 agility 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Alec knew how difficult it would be to face him. If he had difficulties with Tommy's speed, it would be impossible to predict the movements of the boy in front of him. A cluster of people circled around them, wanting to watch the fight unfolding in front of their eyes. He could see by their young faces that they were almost all freshmen and some were second-year students. They had different clothes and much better status. Alec dropped the bag with his belongings on the floor and focused his gaze on the blond boy, who had a steep nose with a few freckles around him, and a sleek body. He was a little taller than Alec, and his voice was thick. The differences between them were visible - Alec wore black buckled slacks and a brown T-shirt that disguised the colors’ stain due to how old it was while his rival had a clean white shirt with a protective coat and no creases, shiny shoes, and a pair of slacks with thin slices that allowed him to move without difficulty. 
 
    Time seemed to be in slow motion as the two new students let the breeze move between them, aware of any suspicious movement by their adversary. Alec knew that to win he needed to find a way to immobilize him, or at least slow him down. James's body seemed to disintegrate in front of everyone, and in a short space of time, he reappeared, punching Alec in his face and throwing him to the floor. His rapid movements was imperceptible to the eyes of those who applauded him and commented on his fantastic abilities. Alec had struggled too hard to let himself go so easily. The promise he had made to Tommy when they were younger was still burning in his memory. He closed his fist, clenched his teeth, and got up. 
 
    "How dare you stand up? Weren’t you just punched? People like you are not welcome here." 
 
    "James, we better go before one of the teachers arrives," said a green-eyed, boy whose dark skin contrasted with the white fabric of his shirt and thick lips, almost as if he had to make an effort to close them without leaving a small gap between. 
 
    He had a badge fastened on his shirt, which proclaimed his name in large letters, Max. Unlike the other three companions, he didn’t seem interested in the quarrel, but rather how it would reflect in the way teachers would see him if they were caught. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Max 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Healer 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: None 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 250/250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 20 + 20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 60 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength Bracelet:  + 20 attack 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    "I'm not leaving before I show this young man the difference between someone lucky enough to survive and someone who lives the way he wants to," James said, followed by a megalomaniacal laugh. 
 
    Again, his body dissipated, and he headed toward his enemy. Alec raised a fire barrier in front of him. His specialty wasn’t defense, but he had fought so many times against Tommy that he had learned how to defend himself from a warrior. Speed didn’t matter if they couldn’t reach him. However, he couldn’t keep the barrier forever, it was slowly draining his strength and the time to take an offensive approach was coming. Surprisingly, the fire didn’t spread through the grass. Alec had not even remembered the consequences of fire in a public place until the screams of the pseudo-public had awakened him to the danger. He was so focused on the battle that everything around him had dissipated. 
 
    As much as the fight resembled the final he had had recently, Alec knew victory would not be achieved in the same way. James stepped back, swung, and taking advantage of the disappearance of the barrier, ran toward Alec, who had a slight smile on the corner of his mouth. He finally had a plan and was about to put it to use. James stretched out his arm, shouting "Dominating Fist," and when he was within yards of Alec, a rubber bullet grazed his cheek and hit the floor, causing a small explosion that sent them both to opposite sides of the floor. 
 
    "Enough. I know that as first-year students you are excited to start training, but you’re old enough to think twice before endangering your and others safety," said a female voice coming from the second floor, which was only a few meters from where their childish fight was taking place. 
 
    All eyes stared at the medium-sized window, where a girl with long blue hair perched with a gun on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Matilda 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Shooter 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: Distraction 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 450/450 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 200 + 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 120 + 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 180 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gun X-200: + 30 attack 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sphinx pendant: + 30 defense 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Her hair fluttered, clinging to her thick wine-colored lips that offered a more adult aspect to her pale young face. She jumped out of the window and landed perfectly, much to the surprise of the students’ who had gathered there. She walked gracefully and didn’t wear the official academy’s clothes unlike most. She wore a black top that matched the brownish-green color of her pants and her voice had a strong, imperative tone. She ordered everyone to disperse except Alec. She ordered him to stay so she could know what had caused this incident so it wouldn’t reoccur. 
 
    "We are proud to maintain a civilized and willing environment for all students. It doesn’t matter where they are from, who they are, or how much power they have. I presume they tried to get into your head for not being from a rich city, right? They always do this. It doesn’t matter how old they are, they still act like kids. That's what happens when parents let them do everything. They grow up thinking they’re better and entitled to even the tiniest things." 
 
    Alec didn’t confirm it, but he didn’t deny it either. He looked serene and apologized for the inconvenience. He knew he shouldn’t have let himself go, that he was helping people believe that the stereotype they had of people like him was right. He adjusted his clothes and grabbed his bag. 
 
    "Where's building 3?" He asked, calmly, keeping his shoulders narrow. 
 
    "I'll take you. There’s also something I must take care in there" she said, smiling and showing her white teeth perfectly aligned, “You know, there are people here who are not too fond of inviting outsiders in. For them, only rich people should study here. Don’t worry. They are very vocal about this, but they are only a minority. Let’s go," she said, starting to walk as soon as she finished speaking. 
 
    Alec nodded, signaling that he was aware of what she was saying, but didn’t answer. Silence was one of his weapons and he wasn’t going to let his guard down. He followed at her side, to building three. There were dozens of students scattered around campus, most of whom still had eyes on him. His clothes called attention, they made him the decoy he tried to avoid being. 
 
    "Don’t worry. You will get new clothes, including the official ones. The first few days will be complicated, but you will get used to it. The previous year winner will also give you a visit and hopefully, answer all your doubts,” she said, reinforcing the idea that everything was going to go well. 
 
    "Matilda, who is this?" Asked a young man, who appeared behind them. 
 
    Taller than Alec, with white hair and a sword at his waist, he approached them, highlighting that he had a stature and posture that should be envied. His stats were like nothing Alec had ever witnessed. He remained calm, but within him, little clicks of excitement illuminated his body. The guy’s stats were all above 300, not including items that gave boosts of 30 to 50 points. A perfect knight specimen. He moved haughtily, making his presence a gift rather than a nuisance. He focused on the stranger, staring at him from top to bottom, eventually stretching his arm for a handshake. 
 
    "You’re the new kid from one of the poor cities, right? I am Alma, a third-year student, and also president of the students’ association. Any problems you have, feel free to talk to me,” he said as they greeted each other, "Matilda, I've been looking for you. Students are waiting for the principal. He must be... solving that. Go call him, but don’t pressure him.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Alma 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Knight 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: Destroyer 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 550/550 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 320 + 50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 270 + 40 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 320 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Excalypse Sword: + 50 attack 
  
     
 
      
      	  Superhuman Armor: + 40 defense 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She replied with a simple "Yes." and a forced yawn. She respected his orders but wasn’t particularly happy to obey them. She said goodbye to Alec, explaining to him that he only had to go upstairs, turn right and enter the second door. 
 
    Alec, once again, was left all alone. He was fascinated with the world around him. From the buildings whose oval ceilings shone with the reflection of the sun, the clean scent he wasn’t accustomed to, to how strong some people were. Before arriving at the academy, it would be unthinkable for someone so powerful, someone he longed to one day reach. 
 
    He followed Matilda's directions. On top of one of the beds, there were three pairs of clothes - an official set of the academy with the symbol on the white shirt, the red robe, and the black pants and two casual sets, with different colors, for everyday situations. On top of the official set was a paper, still freshly painted, which informed him that it was the clothes he was supposed to wear to the presentation. 
 
    "Welcome.” Someone murmured inside the room. 
 
    The presence of someone in the room was undeniable, although Alec couldn’t see anyone no matter how much he tried. There were two brown beds, a large closet for more than two people, and a small but useful bedside table beside each bed. Alec's eyes darted across the room again, slowly, following the trail of incense. He focused on the right corner and snapped his fingers producing a small flame on the tips of his fingers. 
 
    "Calm down, please. I was just joking around." 
 
    A green-eyed boy with hazel-colored brown hair and a body that made Alec look small appeared in front of him. His teeth gritted, and his eyes roamed for a place to hide. His pink cheeks made it clear that shyness kept him from saying anything else. Stuck in his own insecurities, he sought a peaceful solution by a common gesture - he put both hands together, glued them to his body, and strove to apologize without making a sound. 
 
    "Who are you?" Alec asked, extinguishing the flame but keeping the face of his hand toward the boy. 
 
    "I'm Neil, your roommate." He replied, his head lowered and his voice wavering as he spoke, "I know I'm not good at dealing with people. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    "You didn’t scare me," Alec replied. 
 
    "You seemed scared when you heard my voice." 
 
    "I wasn’t," Alec said, looking at the boy’s face, stoic as usual. 
 
    Neil's contagious laughter filled the room leaving the dimples on his cheeks to stand out from the rest of his body. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Neil 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Ninja 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: None 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 220/220 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 70 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 90 + 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Colorless t-shirt: + 30 defense  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    "Shouldn’t you be at the director's lecture?" Alec asked, remembering Tommy's words about making friends. 
 
    "I should, but I didn’t want to go alone. I knew you were coming so I decided to wait." 
 
    "And tried to scare me." 
 
    "And I did scare you." 
 
    This time they both smiled shyly, just a curve at the corner of their lips. There was a certain spirit of companionship, and the subtle idea that many adventures awaited them hung in the air. 
 
    Alec changed his clothes, dressed in the official academy’s clothes while Neil followed his example. He left his clothes, whose colors fit the place where they were, on the bed. Alec's open mouth caught his attention, and he asked him if he had ever seen a shirt with no color. Alec frowned and replied with a confused look, "What?" 
 
    "It's part of the latest ninja fashion. An essential good, even. It allows us to blend into different environments and keep a close eye on others without being seen.” 
 
    "Can other classes use it?" Asked Alec, curious about this new discovery. 
 
    "They can, but do you know any other class that can control their breathing and remain almost like a fly who can get closer to its target without being noticed?" 
 
    "Got it. I am going. Are you coming? We are already late." 
 
    "Yes of course. Thank you." Neil replied shyly, smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    His huge height made it difficult for him to pass through the door without letting a part of his body pass first, and only then the rest. The gleaming smile was replaced by a low-spirited, closed-lipped and sad-eyed look. 
 
    "When they read, I was a ninja they surely didn’t think there were ninjas like me. I suppose gods make mistakes too,” he said, followed by a contradictory laugh, trying to obscure how sad he felt. 
 
    Alec slapped him on the back and smiled. He came from a place where people with doubts died fast. There was no time for hesitations or problems that at first glance didn’t require full attention. Not knowing what to say, Alec let the silence take over. 
 
    Neil seemed to know all the corners and directions, so Alec followed, taking a few seconds to look around, noticing details that he hadn’t seen before. The orange-smudged leaves on the floor, and the way they mingled with the green campus gardens that stretched for miles, and even the eccentric clothes of students running to other buildings, cheerful-eyed and unconcerned. 
 
    The shock left Alec upset, stopping halfway, disbelieving at such differences by comparing the risky situations he was accustomed to. It was customary to see young men running from danger, with dusty shirts with little rocks undone in their hairs and fear stamped on their faces. Neil asked him if everything was alright, and Alec said yes, nodding, and adding that they better hurry up. 
 
    They went to Building 1, the largest of them all, with an oval, crystal ceiling, and newly renovated white walls, as people could tell from the dozens of posters scattered around the building, telling students to be careful with the fresh paint. They went in and followed the crowd that had built up in front of one of the doors. The sound of a bell echoed throughout the building, as did a husky, serious voice that was heard in the corridors. 
 
    The director had begun his speech. He was much younger than Alec expected, in his 30s, almost 40, with long white hair, gray eyebrows, and a defined jawline. No one dared to interrupt him. Despite Alec and Neil's delay, no one dispersed as they climbed the staircase in search of a place to sit. There was an aura of mysticism, and even worship surrounding the room, whose epicenter was right below director Loras. Unlike everyone Alec had known to date, Loras had no stats. Somehow, they were hidden, preventing him from knowing how strong he really was. Looking at the faces of the audience, made up of first-year students and teachers, no one seemed at all surprised. 
 
    They sat beside a pink-haired girl, her hair tied in a ponytail, with black roots that showed some disinterest in her appearance. She looked tired, with dark circles under her eyes as if they belonged on a bottomless pit, and her lips were cracked from dehydration. Her beauty lay in her delicate features, as in her honey-colored eyes, her chubby cheeks, or even the way one a few strands of her hair fell down her cheek and she took advantage of it to curl her finger around. Despite looking like a healer, she was a highly trained wizard based on Earth's energy. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  ??? 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Wizard 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: Earth 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 270/270 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 120 + 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 150 + 40 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 90 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Terrestrial Muse’s Pendant: + 30 attack 
  
     
 
      
      	  Boreal Armor: + 40 defense 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The lecture given by the director focused on 3 essential aspects - in the respect that all students must have for each other, in the limits that each one must overcome to become stronger, and on why they want to be there. As soon as it was over, the teachers stood up and clapped, prompting the students to imitate them. Loras thanked everyone for their presence and started a new school year sending a small-sized phoenix flying across the room without harming the students, dropping a brilliant powder, which meant good luck as he explained it. It was the first time that many students opened their mouths, fascinated and surprised by such a huge power demonstration. 
 
    Alec could swear that before leaving the parlor, Loras glanced and winked at him, but it was all so sudden that he ended up omitting the moment from his memory. Neil asked him to wait for everyone to leave, to avoid confusion. Again, the fear of being judged took away the possibility of having a normal life.  
 
    Yet he seemed distracted by the beauty of the girl at his side. His pupils dilated in her presence, and he adjusted his hair every five seconds, casting her a glance, hoping she would return it. She didn’t. She kept her eyes in the center of the room, where Loras had spoken seconds ago. Unlike the rest of the people, she seemed to move between the real-life limbo and what was beyond it, so she received a few strange looks from those who were still descending the staircase. 
 
    "Don’t think for a second you got away with it. You just got lucky" James yelled, as soon as he noticed Alec. 
 
    His brow was furrowed, his breathing could be heard, and his diaphragm moved at high speed, as he repeated that Alec would suffer the consequences. Behind him were Max and the two other boys who appeared to be just looking for a signal to get into an altercation. There were no teachers in the room and only a few students remained. A bright, yellow light surrounded James's hand as he approached Alec. Neil grabbed Alec's arm and motioned for him to leave, but Alec refused. It wasn’t in his DNA to step down from a battle. He also knew that if he showed fear, they would take advantage of it to exploit all of his weaknesses. If he had to take a punch to show them he wasn’t going to go anywhere and that they better get accustomed to his presence, he had no problem dealing with the pain for a few days. 
 
    "Let's see if you can hold this” James shouted, laughing along with his colleagues, only Max didn’t. He smiled slightly and adjusted his glasses.  
 
    James' glistening fist was inches from Alec's face when he was stopped by a thin layer of green. It wasn’t thick, but it was enough to hold James's attack until his strength dissipated. The eyes all hovered over the mysterious girl, who stood up and looked at them, yawning and adjusting her official uniform, a burgundy shirt, and a black skirt, with the symbol of the academy. 
 
    "You're making too much noise," she said. She had a soft timbre, but her gaze, surrounded by black features, sent shivers down their spines. 
 
    "Who do you think you are?" James shouted, "Insolent. I won’t go easy on you just because you're a woman.” 
 
    She stood still, playing with her hair, her eyes empty of hope. The fight ceased to be physical. They exchanged challenging looks, but it didn’t escalate from there. James eventually left the room, frustrated and stating that he would let the affront pass because he didn’t want to hurt a girl. As for Alec, he should be careful where he goes, as he could end up alone surrounded by people thirsting to undo him. A brutal threat, which made Neil uneasy and afraid for his roommate. 
 
    "He didn’t seem to be joking," said Neil, with his eyes wide open, and terrified. 
 
    "He’s not the first to do it. Don’t worry, Neil. Where I came from, the way he spoke to me was enough to get him killed. He doesn’t scare me.” 
 
    "They told me my roommate came from a dangerous place, but I didn’t think it was that bad." 
 
    The girl, still unknown, yawned again before walking toward the door. She didn’t utter a single word and moved as if time slowed down and waited for her. Alec stood up and released a loud “thank you!”, which made her turn around to face him. After a few seconds without saying anything, she simply left, leaving both Alec and Neil to wonder who she was and why she had helped them. 
 
    The next day their classes would begin, and the first one would be Fighting. Alec was enthusiastic but kept his usual neutral face as Neil paced their room from side to side fearing he would fail in front of his whole class. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter III 
 
      
 
    The class was in building 2 which was where Alec and Neil headed. The campus seemed to have come to life - the angelic music of the birds mixed with the sound of the light breeze in the air and with a student’s guitar, who was a few meters from them. Alec paused and took a deep breath, taking advantage of the differences between the limpidity of that air compared to the impurity he was accustomed to. The frantic rush of the students, running to their rooms, as soon as the bells rang broke the ideal moment, letting it be corrupted by a momentary hustle. 
 
    "Let's go. I don’t want to be the last like yesterday," said Neil, speaking louder than usual so that his voice wouldn’t sound muffled by the noise of the dozens of shoes that were thumping on the ground. 
 
    At the room’s door, there were about 20 people of all classes, some dressed in the official academy’s clothes, and others dressed in outfits that represented their classes. Alec's eyes focused on James’ group who seemed to be talking about him by the way they laughed and stared unobtrusively at him. Neil had his eyes on the pink-haired girl of the previous day. She was sitting, leaning against the marble wall, her eyes closed.  
 
    The presentation’s day had culminated at that moment, in which almost half of the presents had already had a less positive interaction. Their teacher, a young man in his thirties with broad shoulders, a short t-shirt that barely fit on his body, and brown hair whose tips gave him a rebellious look that didn’t match his haughty timbre, ordered the students to sit down quickly because he didn’t want to waste time. In addition, he also had his status protected by a fog like the director.  
 
    Once again, Alec was assaulted by a sense of wonder and greatness. The room had space for more than two dozen students, a ring in the center, and a white ceiling that matched the pale blue walls. The floor was clean, there were no cobwebs in the corners and the windows were open, letting the melody and nature’s scent join the class. The teacher introduced himself, saying that his name was Tom and that in his class they would focus on how to combat and how to use their powers. His muscular body, with protruding veins and muscles on muscles, had some difficulty fitting into the wooden chair that matched with the mahogany table, filled with paperwork and two pens with a thin point, on top. 
 
    Tom flipped through the paperwork, passing his eyes over the students and babbling incomprehensible words. Lost in his own thoughts, it took him a few minutes to address the students. 
 
    "I forgot. Let us clarify that wisdom is not your intelligence. Every year I must put up with freshmen that make that mistake. Does anyone know what it is?" 
 
    Max put his finger in the air and waited for the teacher to give him permission to respond. 
 
    "It's about how we interact with the world and the actions we take, I guess." He replied, speaking too fast. 
 
    "Very good, you're almost there. Wisdom rises and falls according to the actions you take, especially in battles. So, if you see someone with very low wisdom, that person either is a disaster in fights or has never fought." Tom explained to them, pleased that someone had been so close. “I’ll say your names, make pairs, and you’ll fight with your pair. I want to see what your skills are. Don’t worry about your colleague's well-being. The healers in the class will deal with it," said Tom, rubbing his hands, with a slightly macabre smile, “And, please, don’t shout when you’re about to attack. I don’t care if you have a name for each of your attacks. You’re letting your enemy know what you’re about to do. Stop it.” 
 
    “Can’t we choose our pair?” A violet-haired girl asked him. 
 
    “Not possible. I did that in my first years as a teacher and people ended up choosing their friends and then holding back.” The teacher explained them, “Don’t think for a second that having a stronger attack or defense means that you’ll win. I’ve seen people with an attack of 100 winning over guys with a defense of 300. It’s not what you have, but how you use it. Your stats are just a combination of the experience you have, your power, and your potential at the moment.” 
 
    Fighting ran in Tom's veins, and he longed for a surprise, for a student who proved competent enough to join the academy's wrestling team, which would take part in the tournament between academies in a few months. In dozens of years only two people had been invited in their first year; Loras and Alma. Still, Tom rejoiced at the prospect of finding a rough diamond.  
 
    He made pairs according to their classes and each power. He wanted each student to reach his true potential and if they had to soak themselves in blood, that was what would happen. The first pair was James and Diana, a brown-haired girl with a sloppy air and a few freckles around her nose. Before the fight began, Tom pressed a button under the table, causing the door to lock itself and blue lights to levitate around the room. 
 
    "Very well. Now nobody can see their colleagues’ status. This is your first lesson. You must always be attentive to those around you” 
 
    They all looked around, confused, but confirming what the teacher had said so cheerfully. The stats were imperceptible. More defensive and intelligent attitudes were needed before they set off for the attack. 
 
    James kept his arrogant attitude. Inside the ring, he moved from one side to the other, stating that he was just wasting class time and that he could beat the target in a few seconds. His friends supported him, shouting support songs, and encouraging him to end the fight quickly. The professor sat in silence, following each of the opponent's movements. Diana didn’t move, even as James approached her, taunting her, waiting for her to react. Despite his ego, it frightened him not to know what her powers were, whether she was good at close combat, or better at a distance. Vision was nothing when the rest of the body was blind. 
 
    She took a step forward, and he stepped back. She smiled wickedly, and manipulated her right hand, freezing the ring and preventing James from moving. His feet were caught in a kind of ice crystal, while his nose dripped, and his hair froze. James's teeth creaked and he struggled to move, resembling an animal trapped in a corral whose desire to leave is greater than the danger of being caught. However, it seemed impossible. Frustration gathered in his face, allowing a prominent vein to appear on his forehead, which along with his large eyes were the only two perfectly visible features on his face. 
 
    "It seems that this fight has already ended,” said the teacher, getting up and approaching the ring, to analyze the consistency of the ice. 
 
    "No, not yet," James shouted, struggling, even more, to free himself from the icy prison that surrounded him, "I can still move." 
 
    "You have 10 seconds to get out of there, or I'll end the fight." 
 
    "I will not lose here! Much less against a girl.” 
 
    A look of discomfort spread over the girls’ face, who exchanged a few murmurs among themselves, complaining about James's words. His frustration turned to anger, flowing through his body to his fist. His HP was still good, but he was unable to move. He was too far away to hit Diana with an attack, so he took a risky stance, pounding the ice around him until his feet recovered their freedom. His bones were red and swollen, but the momentary adrenaline drained the pain away from his thoughts. The cold around the ring slowed him, but he moved anyway. 
 
    "He doesn’t give up," Neil commented. 
 
    "It seems he’s more than he looks. He's fighting for something. Only one who has a reason to fight does not see the end in front of him,” Alec said, focusing on the combat. 
 
    "Silence. Concentrate on the combat. Next class, it might be you against one of them.” Tom said with his rasping voice. 
 
    The pink-haired girl had her eyes closed but her head moved subtly, following James and Diana’s bodies. 
 
    James concentrated what was left of his energy in his fist, prompting Diana to create a thick ice shield that transmitted her 3-dimensional face to those on the opposite side of her. Still, he didn’t give up and punched her defense, dragging the soles of his shoes through the ice that melted in the center of the ring as he moved forward and down the ropes. The teacher's enthusiasm grew - he leaned into the ring, shouting that James had to go beyond his limit if he genuinely wanted to win. His eyes glittered, and they pricked quickly as he allowed himself to be carried by his emotions. 
 
    "Don’t you think he likes it too much?" Neil murmured. 
 
    Alec nodded but didn’t look away from the fight. A bubbling roused within him, awakening his latent desire to reach a level that would leave everyone at home with their mouths open. For a moment, he left his altruistic will aside and focused on himself, and how strong he wanted to be. In the power, he wished to have so that he no longer needed to return home with bruised knees and ragged fingers after running from those who wanted to rob him and hurt him. 
 
    James's fist pierced Diana's shield, which for the first time showed some apprehension in her face, her eyes widening in fear. Her defense, previously impenetrable, was now nothing more than a cluster of ice flakes on the verge of shattering. She stepped back, letting him get closer, his eyes half-closed, preventing the ice fog around him from obscuring his vision.  
 
    However, in a matter of seconds, the fight had a turnaround that gave the victory to Diana. James lying down, with an ice blanket on top, preventing him from moving. The murmurs increased, with several students wondering what had happened in such a short amount of time. Neil rubbed his eyes and looked once more at the ring. 
 
    "What just happened?" He asked, "It looked like James had the victory in his hand." 
 
    "His eyes were so distracted by the victory that they didn’t see what was happening around him," Alec replied, keeping his gaze on the ring, and Diana, who smiled, showing shamelessly her yellow, deformed teeth. 
 
    "Someone is paying attention. Anyone other than that dude that can tell me what happened?" Tom asked, pointing at Alec. 
 
    "She took advantage of his slowness to deviate from his punch, moving to his back and tossing him to the ground with the force of her ice and then she just had to hold him there." Answered a boy with blue eyes and white hair, a symmetrical face and thick lips, gently arched upward. He had yet to trim his tabs and had a slim body despite how powerful and serene he looked as he spoke. 
 
    "Very well. Both of you, into the ring!" Tom ordered. 
 
    Diana's ice evaporated on James's back, wetting and soaking him. As soon as he got up, he looked around, water trickling down his clothes and his hair. No one said anything, but the silence affected him. He kept his face down, his fist clenched and trembling. 
 
    "Never assume someone's power just because they might look weaker than you, especially if it's a girl. Let this be a lesson to you and to everyone," Tom said seriously. 
 
    Without a word, James turned his back and walked to the door, much to everyone’s surprise. The noise of his shoes echoed through the room, as did the drops from his chin as they splashed on the floor. He left the room. The sound of the door closing echoed through the room due to the strength he used.  
 
    "Let him go. He needs to learn that he will not always win, but that losing is an invitation to become even stronger." The teacher said while Alec and the boy, who introduced himself as Lucian, stood still in the fighting ring. 
 
    Lucian's face and the way he kept his arms down and glued to his body conveyed safety and serenity. He was neither frightened nor enthusiastic. Alec maintained his seriousness and wished his opponent good luck. He didn’t respond. The order to start the fight was given, but no one moved. Both tried to read and predict what would be the first step of the other in an attempt to gain the initial advantage.  
 
    Alec didn’t know Lucian's class, but he was afraid the boy had seen him fighting on his first day. His heart was beating louder than the students who exchanged comments, and his body resembled a furnace. Nervousness accelerated the fire inside him, making him stronger and more dangerous. The water that was still in the ring from the previous fight began to bubble, evaporating as the temperature in the room rose to scorching levels. Sweat dripped down the body of the students, forcing some to sit down as soon as their minds numbed. 
 
    Still, Lucian didn’t look surprised or scared. His forehead was gleaming, his cheeks rosy, but he didn’t remove the academy’s official clothes. He took a ring from his right finger and pressed its purple crystal. The ring wrapped itself in a purple light, and within a few seconds, it became a gray sword, sharp and shiny, and seemingly light by the way Lucian easily handled it. 
 
    "A well-equipped knight," Alec said, smiling at the challenge. 
 
    "I wasn’t expecting to have to use it so early, but you don’t seem to be the kind of adversary I should underestimate." 
 
    "Less talk, more fighting," Tom shouted, his smile gradually increasing. 
 
    Alec took the initiative, sending three waves of fist-shaped fire at Lucian. The boy wielded his sword and maneuvered it in perfectly. He threw a scythe of light that when it hit the waves, it made them disappear, causing a small explosion in the center of the ring that didn’t affect any of them. The attacks left behind a fog in the middle of the ring, which Lucian took advantage of, hurling himself through the mists and catching Alec by surprise. He didn’t have time to protect himself and was thrown to the floor as soon as the elbow of his opponent hit him on the right side of the face. In addition to the mark he had left on, with the stripes outlined as if he'd been stepped on, he'd dirty the white floor of the ring with red, due to the blood that trickled down the fragile skin of his lips. He rubbed them with the back of his hand and stood up. He had lost 15HP. He adjusted his clothes and focused on Lucian.  
 
    Long-distance attacks wouldn’t work on Lucian and getting close to him could prove tricky if he had a card up his sleeve. He took a deep breath, calming his heartbeat, and struggled to devise a way to make Lucian come closer. He looked around, noticing the tinted windowpanes, the professor's hairy, wet eyebrows, and even Max's colorless t-shirt, which was now gray in order to disguise itself in the fog. The corner of Alec's mouth curved, and he raised his hands as if offering a sacrifice to a god. The whole ring erupted. The flames of garish color scattered across the four corners, imprisoning Lucian inside a cage. Finally, Alec took off his clothes and revealed a black symbol on his chest, that made most of the students whisper to each other.  
 
    Alec ignored the voices, and waving his hands made the fire approach Lucian, pushing him into the center of the ring. Lucian's concern was visible in his face - red eyes, fast breathing, and one hand covering his mouth. The ring had been turned into an oven, the sparks of which sprang to the floor outside the four lines, burning it. Tom ordered everyone to walk away and stay at a safe distance. Lucian's clothes began to scorch, and his white skin began to appear through his clothes. He refused to give up even though his knees trembled. 
 
    "A sunbathing has never hurt anyone," he said with a laugh that made him cough for a few seconds. 
 
    Engaging the sword by the handle, he placed the tip on the floor in front of him, leaving it upright. He held it with both hands, murmuring a few words Alec couldn’t understand. An angelic light expanded, enveloping Lucian in a circus of lights, which obfuscated the sight of the one who was facing him. The white light spread through the ring, consuming the flames and increasing in size. Lucian's hands were shaking more and more. His face turned white, and his pupils mirrored the white in front of him. Luminescence shifted in the shape of a white-haired wolf with gray eyes and metal claws tearing the floor erecting the skin of those could hear his nails digging as he walked. 
 
    Alec used what was left of his energy to unload his special Infernus Endum attack on the wolf approaching him. The remaining flames came together, and they hurried to the animal, which opened its mouth, letting the saliva slime trickle through its sharp white teeth. It roared so loud that everyone walked backward. The pink-haired girl opened her eyes for the first time, and the fire dissipated in the air. The battle had taken on epic proportions and Lucian had gone beyond what was expected. Alec remained unscathed - the thought of giving up didn’t even cross his mind. He had no energy left, but as long as he could stand up he would fight until the last blow. 
 
    "Enough," said the teacher, to everyone's surprise, "It's a tie." 
 
    "Let us finish," Alec said, despite being extremely tired. 
 
    "I want to win," Lucian said, still with his body bathed in light and a pond of whiteness in his eyes. 
 
    "As much as you may not like it, your safety comes first and I don’t know how much longer you'll be able to keep control of your spirit animal,” Tom replied, pointing to Lucian, who was also beginning to show signs of weariness. 
 
    His knees trembled, his bluish veins bulging more and more, and his body seemed like a balloon vulnerable to a single touch. After the teacher's orders, Lucian took a deep breath. The light returned to his body and although there was some resistance from the wolf, Lucian managed to do it in time without losing full consciousness. However, he exhausted all his energy and eventually landed on the ground. One of the healers rushed up into the ring and examined his vital signs. Using her energy - flowers of unique beauty that spread her nanorobots through Lucian’s body she gave him enough energy for him to open his eyes. He still had half of his HP, but his body couldn’t deal with his efforts. 
 
    "A spirit animal?? Isn’t it a myth?" Max asked, adjusting his glasses, and approaching the teacher with a small notebook and pen in his hand, now that the fight was over. 
 
    "No," said Tom, sighing, and looking at the digital picture in front of him, "open file 233. You should only learn this in the second year, but since you have a student who can do it, you better learn it already." 
 
    In a few seconds, letters appeared in the transparent frame, arranging to form the word "Spiritism" in large letters. The room changed - the ceiling fell, the windows closed, the curtains moved, preventing the sunlight from illuminating the room, and the remaining lights went out. 
 
    "What is a spirit animal?" Alec asked, quiet as a sigh to Neil. 
 
    "I have no idea. I had never seen or heard about it.” 
 
    Tom slid the picture to the next page, which contained a description of what a spirit animal was, and information known about it. It took a few minutes for everyone to read it silently, as the professor confirmed if Lucian was better. 
 
    "Spirit animal is the perfection of the nature that lives in everyone’s body. Some mortals have been assigned to carry one of the celestial spirits, which can offer them limitless power or seize the human body if one does not resist the pressure. 
 
    It is not known how many spirits there are, how to obtain them, or how to control them. Each experience is unique and cannot be imitated. There are only three cases of spirit animals on this continent. 
 
    In some places, the story of a human, who dominated the lion’s spirit and traveled from city to city helping people without asking anything in return, are shared as a myth, a history which was passed from generation to generation since the great separation. No one knows if he really existed. 
 
    The gods have decided to bless us with yet another proof of their existence, leaving us in charge of solving the mystery." 
 
    Silence fell on the room. The world swung around Lucian, who was still indisposed, and unable to rise. Fear ran on the faces of some, with trembling lips, wide eyes, and hands rubbing their clothes. Others, especially Alec, smiled inside, thanks to the unique opportunity that had been given to them. 
 
    "It'll be interesting," Alec said. 
 
    "You're in love with this, aren’t you?" Neil asked, "If I can ... The symbol on your t-shirt ... it's from a gang, isn’t it? It has two black dashes in the middle...” 
 
    "To become the strongest, I have to defeat the strongest, and he seems a good start," Alec replied, pausing to explain the second question, "Yes. It was a long time ago and just for survival. It's not something I like to talk about.” 
 
    "Do you just think of getting stronger?" Neil asked him, avoiding the other subject. 
 
    "I have my reasons for it," said Alec, with a mortifying look that compelled Neil not to ask which ones. 
 
    "The director's Phoenix is a spirit animal, isn’t it?" The pink girl asked, turning all the attention to her. 
 
    "Yes, it is. You may have heard this, but he is considered one of the 10 strongest people on this continent. I fought him once, some time ago. I didn’t last more than 5 minutes. To tell you the truth, I'm not sure what happened. I saw him moving his hand, and I woke up two hours later in the infirmary. However, there’s still much for you to learn. Spirit animals are just the beginning,” said the teacher, priding himself on having fought the director, and sharpening the curiosity of his students “class is not over. Since you asked the question, you're the next one to go onto the ring.” 
 
    She yawned but didn’t object. She walked to the ring, wrapping a loose strand of hair in one of her fingers. She introduced herself, saying that her name was Lucy and that she didn’t like to battle but she wouldn’t make her adversary’s life easier. 
 
    "Lucy ..." Neil whispered lowly. 
 
    To face her, a girl with long black hair, a double chin, smaller than Lucy but a body that was three times her weight. As she walked, the floor around her shuddered, and she smiled, making little pauses to lick her lips. 
 
    "I think she’s also a powerful mage. I remember noticing her outside. She was the only person I saw from the first year since I arrived, that had agility below 50, but an attack around the 130.” 
 
    "Lucy will win, you'll see," Neil replied. 
 
    A fierce battle was expected, but what happened didn’t live up to expectations. The battle lasted no more than 30 seconds. Even the professor had his mouth half-open, frowning, and stumbling over his own words. Lucy had decimated her competitor, not giving her even a chance to counterattack. She used her mastery of the earth’s power to hold her adversary with thick branches, which tightened around her body until she lost consciousness. The other girl, Annie, had no chance. When she realized what was happening she had no control over her hands and bowed her head accepting the inevitability of her fate. 
 
    Other battles followed - some more interesting than others, but none that attracted everyone’s attention as Alec and Lucian had. He was already on his feet and watching his companions from afar. The teacher asked to speak to him at the end of the class, claiming that there were subjects that needed to be discussed, as well as hinted that it was better for the class to keep what had happened to themselves. 
 
    The last battle put Neil against the shooter Trent. He had a pistol on his back - a mixture of red and black, and a fine barrel whose accuracy was seen as perfect in 99 percent of the shots, like Max, who was healing Annie while learning what he could about all fighters, explained. 
 
    "It's a recent model and the most expensive on the market. If this was long-distance combat it would be almost impossible to beat him depending on the speed at which he fires and how he adapts to his adversaries." 
 
    Neil swallowed hard and didn’t move. His hands trembled and sweat ran down his forehead. He seemed to have given up before the match even started. Anxiety consumed him and prevented him from demonstrating his abilities in front of so many people. The teacher ordered them to move. Trent didn’t hesitate and fired two bullets simultaneously, which moved in a zig-zag, striking Neil on his shoulders. Blood appeared on the surface, which scared Neil enough for him to scream for a pause. His HP went down halfway. 
 
    "There are no breaks. Fight back. Make your dad proud" Tom said, trying to motivate him. 
 
    "I will never be my father. Never." 
 
    Alec bit his lower lip, and even though he didn’t know who Neil's father was nor the meaning of that conversation, he moved toward the ring, calling his colleague. He approached Alec while Trent reloaded the gun and waited for his target to position itself once more. 
 
    "Neil, you don’t owe anything to anyone. You don’t have to be your father, but you have a chance to show who you are. Do you want them to recognize you as the boy who ran away from a training battle, or as the boy who overcame his limits? " 
 
    Neil's eyes widened. He smiled at Alec, got up and walked to the center of the ring, activating the colorless t-shirt, mingling with the environment. 
 
    "It's not a bad idea, but I can hear the beating of your heart. You’re still doubting yourself," Trent said, hitting Neil’s belly, who was a few feet away from his right side, with the weapon’s grip. Neil shrank down and dropped to his knees, his hands around his body, "Do you give up?" Trent asked, reaching out to help him up. 
 
    "Not yet. If there are people who didn’t give up on me, I cannot give up either.” He answered, standing up, his knees shaking, and blood flowing through the inside of his trousers. 
 
    Trent let him get up, following him with the aim of the gun, ready to fire at any sudden movement. Knowing that he had no advantage as a ninja, Neil decided to improvise. He looked into Trent's eyes and began to run forward with open hands, occupying much of the ring as he could and making it impossible for him to escape. The ring floor trembled, and Trent fired bullet after bullet in despair. He had nowhere to run, and although Neil had his shirt covered in blood, and 20 HP, he didn’t slow down. He gripped his enemy and squeezed him until his bones snapped. His cries echoed through the room, as did the uncomfortable sound of Neil's teeth grinding. Trent tried to work out a solution, shifting his shoulders, and hitting the opponent's face with his forehead. Neil was close to his limit and his strength dissipated, granting Trent a split second, which he took advantage of, escaping the torturous hands, and clutching at his weapon on the ground. He fired his special attack, a bullet with a drill-like tip that hit Neil on the left shoulder, sticking out his back, piercing his skin and his chances of winning. He fell flat on his face, inanimate. 
 
    Alec and Max ran into the ring. Together they turned him and Max started to heal him. Luckily, the bullet hadn’t hit any vital arteries. The teacher told everyone to wait until Neil woke up. Only later, he admitted that he liked what he saw and that everyone had potential. 
 
    "There are things to improve. You’re still impulsive and many of you don’t know how to fight using your own power nor how to adapt at the way your opponent react to it. Don’t worry, we will train. You can leave. Good job, Neil. Your dad would be proud.” Said the teacher, sitting down and writing on the students’ individual sheets, “ah, and someone warn the boy who left he better not do that again. If he doesn’t want to lose, he should get stronger. The class is over. Lucian, we still have to talk" 
 
    He turned off the equipment that prevented them from seeing their colleagues' stats, and a wave of exclamations passed through the room. They were amazed at what they didn’t know, a few "didn’t I tell you?" mixed with "He has all that power? I never thought.“ But above all, something caught Alec's attention. He kept his eyes on Lucian's stats. 
 
    "That's weird. So he's not a knight?” Neil asked. 
 
    "Not really. It means that he was hiding its full potential. This just got even better!” Alec said, his eyes glowing red. 
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 Chapter IV 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the support," Neil said as he walked along with Max and Alec. 
 
    After class was over, the three of them remained in the room waiting for him to fully recover. Max's supposed friends had left him alone, and at Alec’s invitation, he accompanied them, as they all were all heading to the world history class. Alec didn’t answer him. He just bowed the corner of his mouth and was interrupted by Max when he was about to speak. 
 
    "You're the son of a big city’s general, right?" He asked. He had the pen behind his ear and his notebook in his hand. His heart was beating fast and followed the speed of his words. 
 
    "Yes... I don’t like people to know that. People tend to expect a lot more from me than what I can do," Neil replied, struggling to smile as usual, “How did you know?” 
 
    “I heard rumors that the son of a general would be in our class. As soon as the teacher said that I knew it had to be you.” 
 
    It was possible to see by Neil’s writhing lips, his slightly bent eyebrows, and his eyes that reflected the lack of hope, that it bothered him. The environment grew heavy and no one said a word. They walked silently, contrasting with the huge noise in the hall. The windows reflected the rays of light that illuminated the corridors, letting in the smell of jasmine and lavender. 
 
    At the room’s door was Matilda and a small man, the smallest Alec had ever seen, who were arguing sternly. He had a white beard that reached the floor and he dragged it on it, as he moved his hand, shouting and stating that he wasn’t done with them. Matilda bit her lip before replying that it was the director's orders and she was not allowed to do anything about it. Even so, he didn’t look satisfied and insisted that he wanted to talk to Loras and try to explain to him that there were other options. Matilda asked him to keep calm because they were in public and it was a matter of extreme secrecy. 
 
    "I hope you tell Loras I want five minutes alone with him. He needs to know I don’t agree with him. Now disappear from my sight, kid. I have a class to give." The man said, his face wrinkled, his eyes half-closed, his beard serving as a mop. 
 
    She replied that she would handle it and turned her back, sighing and walking towards Alec, who called her. Her face changed from the stereotype of a person who’s disappointed, to someone struggling to maintain a semblance of happiness. 
 
    "You already made friends? Well done. Has last year’s winner talked to you or hasn’t he shown up, as usual?" 
 
    "I haven’t seen him. I think. I didn’t watch the tournament last year. By the way, who’s that?” Alec asked, pointing disguisedly at the white-bearded man. 
 
    "Professor Lynx. He teaches the world history’s class. An extremely intelligent man, but enjoys being in control of everything too much and rarely gives other people a chance. Sometimes I wonder if he's the age he claims to be, or if he just grew up fast." 
 
    Neil seemed absorbed, distracted since she'd arrived, and kept his gaze on Matilda, even as Max spoke. 
 
    "What were you talking about?" Alec asked, risking and seeing if he would find out what was so important that they couldn’t discuss it in the middle of the corridor. 
 
    "That's what you wanted to know, isn’t it?" She replied, smiling, "Are you going to his class? You better hurry up. He hates students who are late, and don’t interrupt him if you don’t want to get an hour-long sermon." 
 
    She wished them good luck and headed in the opposite direction, to Neil's disappointment, who walked backward to see her leave. Max didn’t blink, and Alec was focused on the secret that stirred the calm and put those who knew on edge. 
 
    "We better go," Max commented. 
 
    The room was different from the previous one, having no ring and no moving ceiling. The tables were arranged in rows of 3, horizontal and vertical. Several students sneezed at the mixture of the scent of talcum powder and the dusty books on the two shelves behind Professor Lynx's desk. Alec sat down next to Neil, and Max behind him. Shortly after, James entered the room, ignoring all the glances and sitting next to Max. His frantic entrance, going against the tables and dragging the chair to sit, caused discomfort in the teacher. 
 
    "Apologize to your colleagues. You’re already over 18, don’t act like a moody child." The teacher said in a monotonous, and sleepy voice. 
 
    James inhaled, and clenched his teeth, before giving a fake smile and apologizing. Meanwhile, Diana opened the windows, letting a few rays of sun in, and the smell of nature which beautified the room, cradling them in the scent of spring. 
 
    "Okay, let's start the class. Anyone know how long ago it all started?” He asked, with a smile at the corner of his mouth, which folded his black wrinkle above his right upper lip. 
 
    Nobody answered. The students looked at each other, longing for one of them to risk answering so others would not have to. The teacher's eyes sailed across the sea of students, landing on Alec and Neil's desk. 
 
    "You, you're from one of the poor cities, aren’t you? Do they still tell the stories of how gods birthed the chip? " 
 
    "Yes. I think it's been 90 years," Alec answered impetuously. 
 
    "Not bad. It was 90 years ago when the gods were gracious enough to grant us the chips, but that was not when it all began. Have you ever heard of the great war that destroyed the heart of the world?” Some students raised their hands, but the professor ignored them “It all began 150 years ago. Until then the world was on a tightrope, a fine thread separating the imminent danger from whoever had the courage to act. Wars began in various parts of the world, but they still seemed unreal to most. A world apart, from which most were safe. They were sorely mistaken,” he said, in a more serious voice, as if carrying the full weight of pain with every word he said. 
 
    "The chips stopped the war?" Asked one of James's friends, who was in the back of the room, interrupting the teacher. 
 
    "Don’t interrupt me. I'm going to put a video on that explains everything. Listen carefully." 
 
    The projection had a realism that frightened the students, every time an explosion echoed throughout the room, the floor trembled, ears buzzed and the dust seemed to enter students' eyes. A thick voice explained the situation, while deaths and supplications for help and loss, passed in the video’s background as if they were nothing. But there was no peace of mind for those who watched, their hearts beating as they watched kids their age trying to wash the blood that flowed down their cheeks, or a way of ignoring the putrid wounds that consumed what was left of their healthy skin. 
 
    "It was an April morning when birds chirped with contentment and the sun shone despite the slight breeze, lights went down in several cities. At first, it was found to be only an ephemeral problem, a common mistake in the zone due to the ill-treatment of the electrical stations. However, hours passed without anything changing. Neighbors began to exchange impressions, and the theories emerged. Some said it was an attack from another country, others held the idea that it was a passing mistake, and there were still those who remained silent.  
 
    It was not long before chaos settled in, and the streets were filled with desperate people struggling for food, even if they had to come out of the mess with blood running down their shoulders and torn and bloody shirts. Panic spread through people's minds, and human consciousness dissipated as days went by. Security became a gift from the past.” The voice said, keeping a somber tone, as images of people struggling inside lighted stores, full of food in plastic wrappings, projected in front of the students. Some covered their eyes, others saw pieces of it through a small gap between their fingers, and others, like Alec and Lucian, didn’t look away. 
 
    "Groups were formed. One aimed at defending and helping the most disadvantaged, while others fueled by anger and a macabre taste for suffering rejoiced in making others miserable. Each group armed itself with weapons, and the physical confrontations and shootings began soon after. The smell of sulfur and gunpowder spread through every street, every corner, and alley of those cities. The plants gradually died. The stores were abandoned and left to the mercy of those who dared to go there to look for something. A black market appeared where all the goods were accessible for a small amount. Sometimes prices became exorbitant for some time, causing people to go hungry. It was the way these malevolent groups showed that they had the power, that the rest should be grateful that they were still selling something. Otherwise, they would have nothing left but to accept that they were not fit to live in such an unusual time.  
 
    A climate of doubt and mistrust prevailed over every city. People stopped trusting their neighbors and became prisoners, only leaving home once a week. Some took riskier attitudes and left the city with the promise of one day returning with explanations or a solution. They were never seen again. The world as they knew it was fading away. Hope ceased to exist, and the dreams of a peaceful life became a utopia. The windows were covered with wood, the doors were armored, and it was rare that a person only had one gun. Some because they enjoyed it, but most had them for protection. Three months later, something unusual happened. The sun shone on the horizon as a light breeze shivered beneath the city. Blood flowed down the streets, dripping in the sewers as usual and ...” 
 
    The teacher stopped the video and turned off the projector. The voice of the video muffled and finally disappeared. Not totally. It was repeated in the minds of weaker students, who had lived a lifetime away from massacres and daily danger. Max, behind the lenses, had his pupils dilated, and the diary open in front of him. The pen was on top of it, but he had stopped writing. Neil was one of those who had watched the video with his fingers in front of his eyes. The teacher tapped a pen on the metal table, waiting for the students to come back to themselves. 
 
    "That’s enough for today. You need to learn that you are lucky to be here, that out there, there is a world waiting for the dropouts - a suffocating, heartbreaking world. Ask yourself if you want to dedicate yourself and have a success worthy of being praised, or slouch and end up drunk in some alley hearing people comment that you deserve to live in a city where the future is not guaranteed.” He said, scratching the white beard, and smoothing it, "Alec, have you seen someone die?" 
 
    "Is it necessary to talk about this?" Annie asked timidly, fearing that the teacher would punish her for an insolent question. 
 
    "It is. There is a lot you don’t know yet. A lot happened, and a lot could happen. The world will not expect you to get used to it. If you are not prepared, it will swallow you whole and spit you like a ball of hair." He answered, fixing his eyes on hers. 
 
    She swallowed. The heavy, appalling atmosphere, almost like a dark cloud filled with nightmares, struck Alec in the face. The professor was looking at him, as were his colleagues, who longed for an answer. Even Lucy, who was on the table to her left, appeared to have put fatigue aside to listen carefully. 
 
    "Yes," he answered in an astonishing tone. A ghost of ancient memories that left everyone speechless and wondering what kind of horrors he had already witnessed. 
 
    "Class is dismissed. Unless anyone has any pertinent questions?" 
 
    James put his arm in the air, much to the amazement of everyone. The girls looked at him with some suspicion, arms crossed and eyes half-closed. 
 
    "Ask." 
 
    He cleared his throat before asking, "If the gods were so powerful, why chips? Couldn’t they have just given us powers? And how did they distribute them? I believe in them, but I always had these doubts." 
 
    The question stirred up murmurs all over the room. It was pertinent and risky. Doubting the deeds of the gods was not well regarded, as one could hear from some voices who, in the shadows, said it was audacious to ask something so derisory. 
 
    "Silence. It is a good question. It’s preferable that you ask about your doubts before they grow in your heart. It would be unfortunate if one of you became a Reaper.” He said, and looked at the windows, watching the trees dance in the breeze. “Why chips? The scriptures say that the three gods met and came to a consensus. The god of eternal wisdom offered the idea, the god of all hope created the components for the chip, and the god of absolute power spread a fraction of his power through all the chips. They needed a way of keeping control over the population, and the chips offered them an idea of what to expect from every human, just as they hoped that the demonstration of their power would soothe humanity. They were wrong. They relied too much on the idea they had of us and they were betrayed by our greed.” He replied, with a sigh, and the tapping of the pen on the table, "Scientists began to study the chip, looking for ways to improve it, to increase powers and their options. They didn’t respect the gods, who disappeared after being ignored. Some cities were able to survive and become a powerhouse, while others succumbed to pressure and mistreatment.” He replied, looking at Alec. 
 
    James didn’t seem very pleased with the answer. There were suspicion and doubt in his crystal eyes. Still, he thanked the teacher for the answer.  
 
    The class was over and the sun was burning, reflecting in the windows making their eyes burn, and their clothes cling to their bodies. The corridors filled with lost pupils, and a few eccentrics whose screams echoed through the thin white walls. As he heard them, Alec turned his head toward them, putting his body into combat mode. He was accustomed to a scream being equivalent to a cry for help. In his hand a small flare appeared, orange in color, as his eyes roamed the corridor like a lynx searching for prey. A docile hand touched his arm and whispered to calm down. Lucy was on his right side with her eyes open, her hand on his wrist. The world stopped briefly. Neil, also taken aback, bit his lip, and leaned onto the wall. 
 
    "Are you there?" Neil asked. 
 
    "Yes. Yes. It was just a memory of the past." Alex replied, glancing at Lucy, who let go of his wrist and disappeared down the long corridor among crowds of students. 
 
    "What just happened?" Neil asked, approaching Alec, and exchanging his gaze between the confines of the direction where she had gone and Alec, who was staring at his wrist. 
 
    "I don’t know, but it helped me." He replied, "Speaking of helping, what are reapers?" 
 
    "There are no reapers in your city?" 
 
    "No. I've never heard of them.” 
 
    "They're a group of delinquents ... I mean, more than that. They are a group of macabre assassins who take pleasure in murdering people with powers, especially those who admire the gods and are not ashamed to demonstrate it. Some say they do it for pleasure, and some say they use the dead bodies for experiments. Whenever someone disappears leaving zero traces behind, the fault is attributed to them. That's all I know. My father always avoids talking about them. He says that they are the seed that spreads evil throughout the world, and to have their names in our mouths is to defile civilization. He takes the job too seriously. No wonder so many people admire him, and he's always busy," he replied, looking dismayed. He had lost himself in the answer and wandered through memories of a lonely childhood. 
 
    "I see," Alec replied as they returned to their rooms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter V 
 
      
 
    A month went by without anything relevant happening. Alec complained to Neil of the monotonous routine, but when confronted with his past he preferred the safe day-to-day to the ones where death lurked around the corner. He woke up with the notebook, which Max had lent him, lying on his face, with some drool running through the corners of the bound pages. Neil was already on his feet, causing a ruckus as he struggled to do push-ups in the middle of the room. A few sunbeams escaped through the small slits of the blinds and struck Alec's weary eyes, which used the book as a hat to protect him from the sun. 
 
    "Good morning," said Alec, sitting on the edge of the bed while Neil shifted his exercise and jumped as he stretched his arms. His feet didn’t remain in the air for more than a few milliseconds, returning to the ground with a brutal landing. 
 
    "Good morning. I’m almost done with this” he replied, sweat trickling down his cheek, and his gasping breath, about to dissipate if he didn’t stop. 
 
    "You should do this for yourself, not for Lucy." 
 
    "It's for both. She'll like me more if I do. If it goes wrong, at least I’ll be thin.” He replied, trying to smile as he jumped, which proved to be impossible. He paused and sat on his bed, drinking the water that was on his bedside table. 
 
    "I don’t think she's that kind of girl. And hurry up, it's an important day." Alec said, getting dressed as fast as he could. 
 
    "Let's get the weapons and items. I'm curious to know what the teacher thinks a ninja with hiding difficulties deserves." 
 
    "We'll know if you hurry up," Alec answered. Sometimes he still wanted to give monotonous answers, but he quickly remembered Tommy's words. He knew he couldn’t miss the unique opportunity he was having, and that he had to take advantage of it. 
 
    Summer was at its peak. The sun was scorching hot, and even the birds had stopped chirping. They would shelter under the trees in the shade, avoiding getting tired and having a dry throat. Fewer people were seen on the campus, unlike the corridors that had become the meeting point for most students. Some air wizards created wind currents that freshened people. On hotter days, the smell of mold increased, and it was mixed with the scent of sweat and roses that ebbed due to the lack of water. The students and even the servants walked with their heads in a utopian world, in the dream of an academy with heat and wind in the right measure. The conversations were smaller - the phrases slower, less regular. Only fire or ice wizards, like Alec, survived without any temperature complaints. For him, these were normal days when his energy’s flow was hectic and therefore stronger. He breathed the warm breeze, and his ears were scalding. 
 
    "For you, this is great," Neil commented as they walked into class. 
 
    "I can’t complain," he replied with a smile, "It makes me miss home” he whispered. With the haste and the noise still in the hallway, Neil didn’t hear him. 
 
    The students were already at the room’s door waiting for the teacher, who was late. Max nodded, and called Alec and Neil close to him, to James' unhappiness who let out a growl. Max had begun to get along with them, after what had happened on the first day. Lucian, as usual, was alone, sitting on the floor and glanced at them, due to the noise Max made when he saw them. 
 
    "I can’t wait. It is one of the best days of the entire year. They say that there is a warehouse with hundreds of different weapons on campus and that only teachers know where it is. Ahhhh, I will not even mention that Professor Tom chooses each weapon, and how much our powers will improve.” Max said, speaking quickly, losing his breath halfway and having to inhale several times. 
 
    "I'm going to become the strongest in the class," James said loudly, for everyone to hear. 
 
    The girls looked at him and nodded their heads in disapproval, frustrating him. He was about to comment when someone drew the attention that the teacher was coming. He had a not so friendly face and dark circles under his eyes. He said good morning to all of them, in a calm voice that crawled as he walked towards the door. 
 
    "Maybe the class will not be as good as we thought," Neil commented. 
 
    As they entered, murmurs of surprise and astonishment scattered across the tables and corners of the room. There was a different weapon or item on each seat. James ran to his desk, a smile on his mouth, almost drooling during the sprint. Max seemed about to burst with excitement. He walked slowly, wide-eyed, his hands shaking and his notebook already in his hand. Alec and Neil thought it was funny. They were behind him and talked about what they could expect, and the impact that it would have on their stats. 
 
    "I chose the weapon that best suits each one of you. In the beginning, a few of you may have difficulties handling it, but with the training, we will have in the following classes it won’t take long until you master them.” The teacher said, sitting at his table, rubbing his eyes and yawning, “Take the weapons and items and you can leave. Try to train this week. Next class, I want to see how much you have improved." 
 
    Alec got a ruby-ring, which increased his attack by 35 points and had a bonus of 25 if he was in a warm place. He put it on his finger and his body burst into flames. Neil jumped away, waiting for Alec to control the momentary eruption. 
 
    "You got even stronger," he commented cheerfully, unlike James who snorted at the demonstration of power. 
 
    "Apparently, yes. And you, what did you get?” Alec asked Neil, who had a metal knife whose golden tip reflected the sun’s rays against the windows. 
 
    The knife increased his attack power by 30 points, as well as blending into the environment and becoming-imperceptible, purposely produced for silent attacks. It offered him an advantage in both short-range and long-distance combat. The same company of the colorless t-shirt produced it, as they could see by the logo with a chrysalis that was in the handle. They turned back and questioned Max, who quickly showed them that he had won a brown wand, with a thickness of burnt wood and a white chalk-like tip. 
 
    "What the hell is that?" James commented, beside him. 
 
    "It's an item that increases my healing and gives me + 20 points in defense. I can heal more people, for longer, and more effectively. Show us what you have won. I need to point everything out." 
 
    "I never realized why you bother pointing it all out? You are just a healer. What does it matter how others are? You are not going to win against them.” James said, shutting himself down as soon as a click hit his head and he realized he'd gone too far," I... That was not what I meant.” 
 
    "But you said it. I'm ashamed to be your cousin," Max replied, his cheeks flushed and his eyes watery. He got up and left the room. 
 
    "Oh, come on. He’s already 18 years old. He doesn’t need to cry over some comments," James said, noticing that disapproving looks were flying toward him. 
 
    "You're his cousin. Now I know why he puts up with you," said Neil, his face locked, irritated with the situation, "Let’s walk Alec," he said, getting up and starting to walk toward the door. Alec followed. 
 
    "It was the first time I saw you take such an attitude," Alec told him. 
 
    "I also have cousins like that, who enjoy teasing me for not being like them, for not being as good as them. A family is supposed to support you, not to strive to diminish its members. No wonder I’m not very close to anyone.” He confessed, keeping his eyes on the horizon. 
 
    They had no more classes during the day and went back to their room. The corridors resembled a chess game, in which it was necessary to choose the best movement not to end up in the eye of the tornado - groups of students sitting in the aisles, some talking loudly, others training their skills. 
 
    On the door to their room, there was an older, taller boy with auburn hair and a suit that caught Alec’s eye. The orange pants shone in dimly lit places, and the shirt alternated between different shades of blue. He had thick glasses that made his face look smaller, covering his huge forehead and his hairy eyebrows. 
 
    "He must be from your city," said Neil, disguising his laughter. 
 
    "How do you know?" 
 
    "No one born in a technological city would wear that without being obliged. He looks like a tourist who is seeing the world for the first time.” 
 
    "A tourist?" Alec asked, hearing a word that was not in his dictionary. 
 
    "You don’t know what that is either? It's someone who travels to get to know other cities." 
 
    The confusion on Alec's face was visible. The world he came from was very different, and the customs and words to which he was accustomed were different from what was known there. He knew he had to get used to it, but for the moment, he was still adapting to all of it. 
 
    "Which one of you is Alec?" He asked, adjusting his glasses. His hands trembling enough to make him look aggressive despite being calm. 
 
    "It's me," Alec replied, taking a step forward. 
 
    "I'm Krespo, sophomore. We came from the same city. Do you think you can accompany me?" He said, smiling and showing off some of his yellow, deformed teeth, “I’m a month late, but better than never.” 
 
    "Krespo? The last-year winner? I heard you had blond hair, wore a black cloak and totally decimated your opponent. No one said anything about glasses."  
 
    "You're right. When I came here, I thought a change would do me good. I was tired of being the typical city boy, gloomy and lonely. I wanted to show that nothing distinguishes us except the clothes, that we can also be one of them. Some of my colleagues are from prominent families, and I will have a future after Drexus. Now follow me." 
 
    Alec nodded and said goodbye to Neil, who entered the room. The way Krespo spoke, one of his eyes vibrating and his head moving subtly to the right, disconcerted Alec, despite the peaceful aura he conveyed. His brain felt congested - a delay of seconds that left him running after time, unable to catch it. 
 
    "Are you enjoying being here?" He asked, his left eye still blinking, and a hand in his pocket. 
 
    "Yes. It's different, safer,” Alec said, keeping a minimally safe distance between them. 
 
    "Pretty much," he said, laughing. “It feels good not to have to run for your life, or end up accidentally hurting innocents because you don’t know how to control your power, doesn’t it?" 
 
    His mind jumped from subject to subject without ever pausing to delve. When Alec’s friends had seen him on television a year ago, they told him Krespo looked like a well-built boy, more than him, and with a power that made everyone dazzled. A magician who manipulated the air to his delight and came to be held as a promise, a hope in the bottom of a putrid sea. 
 
    "Well ... You belonged to a gang, didn’t you?" Alec asked, struggling to discover what had changed him. 
 
    "Well, we're almost there. I bet you already heard someone talking about the annual tournament, right? It’s the biggest event of the year. It is mandatory that students who have been invited to join Drexus participate. There are several fighters from cities like ours, and others from decent cities who have applied,” he replied, completely ignoring Alec's question. He didn’t even pretend not to understand it and had it not been for a pitiful look thrown into the horizon, Alec would have thought he had not heard him. 
 
    "I did,” Alec said, remembering James's words before attacking him. At the time, he thought he wouldn’t be able to be on it, but now that he had a chance, he was enthusiastic. His eyes gleamed as he clenched his fist. 
 
    "Nice to see that you’re interested" Krespo commented. 
 
    After a few detours, they stopped in front of a door that was big enough for the car that drove Alec there to get in. It had two red stripes vertically and on each side, in the center, a golden flower encrusted with different colors’ stones, which glittered and sparkled curiosity in Alec. There were already flames coming out of his pores. Krespo opened the door. There was a ring in the middle of the room, just like the ones used in the tournament where Alec had competed, as well as dozens of seats. The room was a perfect replica of a mini stadium.  
 
    There was the alcohol’s smell on the floor, and candy on foreign, greasy fingers. There were dozens of competitors scattered around the room, some quietly watching while others took the opportunity to practice. Director Loras was in one of the chairs in front of the ring as well as Alma, Matilda, and professor Tom. The teacher, as soon as he saw Alec, whispered into Loras’ ear, which fixed his penetrating gaze on him. Alec felt a slight pain near his heart. An anomalous pressure he had never felt before and made him lean against a wall, his vision blurred and his body shutting down. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Krespo asked, "Also, losing in the first round doesn’t hurt as much as you might think. You wouldn’t be the first.” 
 
    "Did you lose in the first round?" 
 
    "I lost in the third. I struggled but gained some respect. These things happen. Sometimes the sea is on our side, others the waves are too strong. You have to endure it" he replied, confusing Alec who struggled to understand the meaning of what he had just said. 
 
    Professor Tom stood up and walked halfway through the ring, announcing that the first battle would begin within minutes. He also explained how the tournament would work. Eight groups of 10, in which all fighters were entitled to a battle against all participants in their group - the two best of each group passed the next phase and then it was elimination round. He had a transparent box in front of him, with dozens of white papers folded. He said that each paper contained a name, that he would call two names, and they had two minutes to get into the ring or they would be disqualified. Armor and magic items were allowed, and the battle would end when one of the fighters left the ring, gave up or when someone’s HP reached zero. 
 
    Silence tamed the room as everyone anxiously awaited the first two names. His thick voice echoed through the mini-stadium as the words spread through the air. 
 
    "Alec, a new student VS Jasmille, a sophomore. Let’s go! We're going to start the annual tournament.” He said and walked to the edge of the stage. He yawned trying to disguise his coughing as his small eyes widened in the face of a good match. 
 
    He hit Alec's back and wished him good luck. His sharping laugh left the boy’s ears ringing. 
 
    "Good luck," shouted Matilda, who stood a few feet away. 
 
    She was standing and smiling, to Alma’s shame, who told her to sit down. She mumbled, but obeyed, folding her arms in protest. Alec smiled back. As he walked into the ring, he noticed that Lucian was leaning against a corner. They exchanged a quick glance, where Alec noticed that his eyes were a crystal-blue color with white dots resembling small snowflakes. Their attack had risen sharply since the last time they had faced each other a month ago. Alec's fire control had increased with training, but Lucian also had superior control over his power and spirit animal. 
 
    In the eagerness to know who Jasmille was, he looked around. He noticed a young man with older features - a brownish beard that matched his short hair, a bubbly face, and a spear in his hand. The silverpoint glowed with the rays of sunlight reflecting off the glass ceiling. However, the scariest thing was the silver armor he carried with him. A defense shell that Alec would have to overcome and had no idea how. They both walked into the ring at a slow pace. No one commented or told them to be faster. It was the first round of the year and although people’s tempers were on the edge of their skin, there was respect, especially with the presence of the director and teachers in the same room. 
 
    As soon as they entered the ring, their status appeared in several screens spread across the arena. It also had their items and a photo of their faces on it. Professor Tom made sure no one had healing items or illegal objects. The fight was about to begin. The remaining fighters approached the ring. The lights went out, except for the three that pointed at the ring. The arena was plunged into a sea of darkness, leaving Alec condemned to his presence and Jasmille’s, who held his spear horizontally. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Alec 
  
      	    
  
      	  Jasmille 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Wizard 
  
      	    
  
      	  Class: Knight 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: Fire 
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      	  VS 
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      	  Ruby Ring: + 35 attack (+ 25 bonus) 
  
      	    
  
      	  Silver Tip: + 20 attack 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	  Silver Armor: + 50 defense 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Tom left the ring. The lights moved from one place to another, and Jasmille cleared his throat before speaking for the first time. 
 
    "Did they put me up against a first-year student? I don’t know who had worse luck, you or me." 
 
    Alec ignored his words. He didn’t want to be distracted by provocations that could cost him the victory. The rattling noise of a bell echoed through the arena and the battle began. 
 
    Outside the ring, the voices were rising. Some students exchanged information and comments with each other. Most opinions gave Jasmille an assured victory. 
 
    "Don’t be so sure about that," said Professor Tom, who had gotten himself among the students. 
 
    "What's the teacher doing here?" Asked one of the students. 
 
    "The seats aren’t that comfortable, and I can see better from here,” Tom replied. 
 
    Jamille was first to move. He rushed onto Alec, and stretched his arm, trying to strike him with the spear. If it hit him, it could lessen his agility and thus shorten the only disadvantage he had. Alec deflected all attacks demonstrating that this wasn’t the first time he had been caught in close combat. He frowned, clenched his teeth, and sped up. Despite the armor’s weight, the weapon and the effort he was making in a short space of time, Jamille was still not tired. His well-built body had been trained for such fights. 
 
    "You should learn to read your opponent's strategy before he pulls you onto the ropes," Jamille said. 
 
    Alec glanced back. He was just steps away from being out of the ring and being disqualified. He had not even thought of that. He wasn’t accustomed to having a limit on where to fight, much less fight against someone who surpassed him by thinking two moves ahead. He got distracted for a fraction of a second and it was enough for Jasmille to push his spear into the bone, reducing his agility to 60, and his HP to 175. Blood flowed down his ankle and the agonizing pain spread through his leg. Whenever he tried to force himself to get up, he was left half kneeling. His breath was seen in white tones in front of him whenever the lights fell on his face. 
 
    "I was hoping you would surprise me," The guy stated, before picking up the spear and swinging it like a club toward Alec. 
 
    Alec ignored the aches he felt and crawled to the right, diverting himself from the spear by millimeters. He sighed and used the fire to scar the wound. The students were amazed to see how far Alec was willing to go, and how experienced he seemed. Sweat dripped down his face, wetting the floor as he struggled to get up and stand on one of his legs in a delicate position. His HP dropped to 150 after the effort he made to get up. The lights went away. They showed a glimpse of the whole arena, including the blood pool around Alec, Matilda standing and clenching her fist, Tom in the front line, and even Lucian shaking his head in disapproval. 
 
    Alec's heart beating increased. The fire itself grew, expanding through all the limbs of his body. Light-red flames appeared at his fingertips. His pink cheeks and steamed breath made him a dangerous target, a volcano about to erupt. 
 
    "Finally,” Jasmille shouted, wielding his spear, its tip glowing yellow. 
 
    Dozens of transparent spears appeared next to the original. They moved through the air, surrounding Alec in a corner of the ring. Before Jasmille could use his special attack on him, Alec concentrated the flames on his right fist and released them towards his rival, who had to defend himself in a short space of time, putting the spear upright and using it as a barrier. He backed away, giving Alec room to get out of the corner and think of a strategy. His HP decreased with each step given. Adrenaline ran in his veins and prevented him from feeling pain during the battle. 
 
    "It looks like I'm going to win our bet," Alma told director Loras. 
 
    "The battle is not over yet. You should be more patient." 
 
    "What can he do? He can barely stand." 
 
    "What do I always tell you?" Asked Loras, giving him an honest, innocent smile. 
 
    "That sometimes the will to win outweighs the lack of experience." 
 
    "I see you still remember my lessons." 
 
    Alma returned his focus onto the battle. He had learned not to doubt Loras even when he seemed to be wrong. He was considered one of the strongest students, perhaps even the strongest, but compared to the director he was just a young man with much to learn yet. 
 
    "You will have no choice but to escape," Jamille stated, the spear returning to its original position. 
 
    This time, he was too far away for Alec to stop him and counterattack. He needed a new idea as soon as possible. Time passed slowly. The seconds dragged on. Jamille lifted his hand and lowered it quickly, causing the spear to strike Alec at high-speed. Alec's eyes grew bright and red, just before a smoke covered the whole arena and left the students and Jamille wondering what had happened. The spear came back to his hand. Lights emerged from the smoke due to the explosions caused by the impact of the spears. Alec's HP came down to 40.  
 
    Jasmille waited for the fog to dissipate as a glow erupted in the haze. Suddenly Alec darted through the air toward his opponent at an uncontrolled speed. He had the cloth of his clothes in rags and blood running down his shoulders. Jamille had time just to maneuver his spear and try to hit Alec in mid-air. However, Alec was already waiting for him to do so and fired a flurry of flaming punches into the ground so the explosion would push him far enough to deviate from the spear. Jasmille looked up, his eyes opened as if he was seeing his life passing right before his eyes, watching Alec’s movements, who deposited what was left of his energy in a last fist directly in his face, leading him to fly through the ring, eventually falling off the ground. Alec also dropped and rolled to the edge of the ring. He had 20HP. As he hit the ground, he closed his eyes and went completely out. 
 
    Neither the students’ chanting nor the appreciation of Matilda or Tom’s screams woke him. He had put his body in the line and the wounds punished him for his carelessness. Jamille got up, helped by two other colleagues who were also competing, and looked at Alec's body lying on the floor. He bit his lip and dropped his chin on his chest. His eyes were almost leaping out of him, his veins protruding from his fist. He pushed his colleagues away and left the arena still fuming and stammering about how unfair his defeat had been. Tom took the stage and asked the healers to take Alec to the infirmary. He then took out two more names and announced the following match. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter VI 
 
      
 
    Alec woke up with an enormous headache that made even the simple task of opening his eyes difficult. He placed two fingers at the tip of his eyebrow, and lightly touched it, feeling a weird mixture that caused some discomfort. He looked at himself in the mirror and noticed that he had a swelling in the same place, as well as dried blood on his bare shoulders and forehead. There were also a few superficial cuts across the body, and two whose skin around it appeared to have been cooked - one on the right shoulder and one near his navel. His HP was at 80, but the pain was still strong and he had an unknown bitter taste in his mouth.  
 
    He lay back on the bed and stared at the baby blue ceiling, which stretched at every corner and was supported by the white walls. It was still strange to see colors so polished and reminiscent of the day someone had touched them. He looked around, noticing how odd it was that the room he was in had no windows. A pile of books, with dusty covers and yellowish pages slightly folded in the corner, occupied half the space. On top of a wooden chair was a set of official clothes, which had his name inscribed.  
 
    Alec got up and dressed, despite feeling every bone cracking as he stretched out his legs to put on his pants and as he raised his arms to wear his shirt. The combat had left him desolated and now he suffered the consequences of his naivety and impetuosity. He was about to leave the place when an elderly lady, probably in her 50's, came in backward and talking to someone who stood by the door. It took her a few seconds to turn around and notice that Alec was already on his feet. 
 
    “I thought it was going to take another day for you to regain consciousness," she said. Her voice was docile and almost maternal. 
 
    Alec took a long time to respond. He stood still, looking at the woman and noticing the similar features she had with his mother. The woman reflected what he had left behind. Ever since classes had begun, he had thought little of his parents and friends. Not that he had forgotten them, but he tried to escape nightmares, memories that drove him away from normal life. It was not just the tone of her voice that reminded him of his house, but also the way she put the back of her hand to test his fever, or how she smiled at the end of each sentence. She paused to breathe, had a white dress and some white hair in a sea of platinum strands. It was evident that she had painted it to hide the traces of old age that were falling on her. 
 
    "One more day? For how long have I been here?” Alec asked, as her words finally had an impact. 
 
    "Two days. You were in ruins, my boy. I spent almost all my energy just to stanch your blood. Luckily, the director had ordered a new load of magic potions. I recovered quickly. Next time you need to have a better judgment.” She said, holding back the smile. She didn’t know him, but she looked worried, “It’s just a tournament.” 
 
    "Two days?" Alec exclaimed, "And my classes? Did I win? Am I still in the tournament?" He asked, with an arm around his body. 
 
    The woman laughed and told him that yes, he was still in the tournament and that his missed classes were justified, but she hoped she wouldn’t see him there again. Before giving him permission to leave, she healed him a little more, removing the pain in his eyebrow area and making the wrinkled and cooked skin look healthier. There were still a few cracks of dry blood in those areas, but it was as if they had never happened. 
 
    "Before you leave… I noticed you had some marks on your body. I'm pretty sure some of them were whips and electric fingers that pressed deep into your skin. I have done my best to remove the pain and possible discomfort you may have, but there are marks too deep in your skin to reach them. I know where you come from and I don’t want to push you, but is there something you want to tell me?” She asked calmly, looking Alec in the eyes. 
 
    "Thank you but no. The past is buried, and I don’t want to take it out of the grave.” He answered, standing up, and walking to the door, “Thank you for everything." 
 
    The woman's words echoed through his head as he headed into the bedroom. Only the chirping of the birds and the light morning breeze interrupted the silence of the corridors. His colleagues were supposed to be in potions’ class, where they were learning the necessary ingredients, as well as the different utilities for them. However, Alec's head asked for a break. Constant drumming on the walls of his brain that left him in need of a place where he could be alone for moments. Memories of the past came to tone and with them, they brought pain and annoyance. He knew where he had gained every mark his body carried. He remembered when and who, but never why they would do it. 
 
    As soon as he entered his bedroom, he sat on a chair and picked up a sheet of paper. He wrote a long letter to his parents, also addressing Tommy and the other friends, telling them about the experience he had at the academy. He knew that his mother would most likely cry when she read it, and his father would act as if admitting his longing was a defeat. He would say something like, "I see that the academy didn’t strengthen him." and his mother would punch him on the shoulder, asking him not to say bad things. He tried not to let a tear fall on the thin paper, fearing that it would tear easily. 
 
    "…Tell Tommy I'm trying hard to fulfill the promise I made to him. I'm not going to waste the opportunity I had and one day I hope we'll meet again and be like the old days. Tell him I made friends. 
 
    Lastly, thank you, mother, for all the times you have healed my wounds. For all the days that I arrived home, still with fresh blood on my body, gnashing my teeth, trying not to make you cry. I don’t know if I wanted to make my father proud by fighting for a job, or if I was trying to prove to myself that I was strong enough to deserve a place out of town. I am sending some money so that your life can improve. You can have a healthy diet and access to healing items.  
 
    Dad, we were never good friends, but I’m grateful that at least you were there. Perhaps one day we will be able to return to the conversation we had on that rare day when the sky was not painted gray, and the stars shone in shimmering tones of hope." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter VII 
 
      
 
    It took a month and two weeks for Alec to get a response from home. He had just woken up when someone knocked on the door - two rings and a whistle. Neil woke up, and covered his face with a cushion, complaining about the excessive noise for a weekend day. 
 
    "I was having such a good dream. I was with Lucy seeing the stars, and there was so much chemistry that I could feel our bodies dropping little shocks whenever we leaned against each other.” 
 
    "It's been two months, and the only words you exchanged with her were “excuse me” and “I give up” when you fought her." 
 
    "I'm taking it easy. She will notice me," said Neil, with a closed-mouth grin, his fist in the air. A dreamy thought, as he waited for the impossible.  
 
    Alec got up and opened the door. A man with a few hairs on his face, shaved hair on both sides and blond in the middle, with a thin body, was waiting for him outside. He was banging his feet on the floor repeatedly and kept his gaze on the floor for the entire interaction. He had sweat pouring down his face, and the t-shirt on his shoulders was soaked. The cart he had had dozens of letters to hand. His nose had a weird shape. It was slightly warped, and as he breathed a sound like air through metal pipes could be heard down the hall. Alec thanked him, and his face brightened with joy. 
 
    "There are good people at this academy after all," he said, before picking up the cart and moving on. 
 
    Inside the room, Neil dressed and arranged the photocopies of notes that Max had distributed to the class. 
 
    "We have world history test for the week. I'm going to the library to study. Do you want to come? " 
 
    "Yes. This week I also have the last two fights. If I win, I will be in the last 16. I have 2 losses, 3 wins, and a draw. We both fell off the ring at the same time." 
 
    "Wasn’t the last fight easier than you were expecting?" 
 
    "Fortunately yes. The first one was much worse," said Alec as he held out his arms. He no longer felt pain, but he continued to avoid putting himself at risk. 
 
    "Take the letter to the library and you can read it there. You have to save time.” 
 
    Alec nodded, hiding the craving that consumed him from the inside. Curiosity for reading the letter increased, pumping his heart as they walked to the library on the second floor of building 1. The cold kept most students inside of their comfortable, warm rooms. Those who found themselves outside took refuge in the corridors wrapped in blankets or in the official robes of the academy. The noise of people coughing, and sneezing became background sound for the foggy day.  
 
    Alec created a ball of fire, which hovered over their heads, heating them like a portable fireplace. Eyes of envy, laden with poison, settled on him. They arrived at the library after a few minutes, where they were fortunate to find an empty room. Of the 10 tables, 5 on each side, only two were occupied. In one of them was a boy with purple hair, face down, silently repeating what he read, and in the other was Lucy, also studying potions. 
 
    "Go there and ask if we can sit next to her," said Neil, timidly, while pretending to rummage through the section of history books. 
 
    "Why me? Aren’t you the one who wants to sit next to her? " 
 
    "Yes, but you know I don’t have the guts. Do it for me. Please?" 
 
    Alec finally surrendered to the request. It was hard to resist when Neil was pouting in the middle of the library. He approached the table where she was, trying not to make a sound. He put his hand on the table, catching her attention. She focused on him, looking, as usual like she hadn’t slept in days – dark circles under her eyes and cracked lips. 
 
    "Neil and I would like to know if we can sit here." 
 
    Lucy looked around before answering, "But there are other unoccupied tables." 
 
    "Yes. Nevertheless, we’re studying the same subject, why not do it together? We can exchange some ideas and ask questions to each other." 
 
    "Okay. One thing, why is your friend looking here with a book turned upside down in his hand?" 
 
    Alec looked at Neil, who was a few feet away, holding an old book with both hands. The cape was red and bound. He smiled unmeasurably at them. 
 
    "I suppose too much cold affects his brain?" Alec replied in a jocular tone. 
 
    Lucy smiled gently, not showing her teeth. Her cheeks gleamed pink almost as the color of the book Neil had already placed on the shelf. He sat down next to Lucy, who moved a few millimeters away and Alec sat down in front of her. They began by exchanging general doubts before deepening their knowledge using the notes. Lucy answered all Neil’s doubts, explaining to him calmly what he didn’t understand. 
 
    "You're very good at it," he told her. 
 
    "Thanks. Talking about it also helps me not to forget." 
 
    A little later, Max and James emerged. It was possible to notice that James had accompanied his cousin by mere obligation. His voice surpassed all the murmurs the group was making, and grunted at Max, telling him that he couldn’t be seen there. Unlike him, Max had the usual black notebook in his hand, and his face exploded with joy as he ran into rows of books and knowledge to explore.  
 
    "Of course they are here. Max, I'm going. Good luck," said James, looking up at his colleagues' table with an air of superiority.  
 
    "Uncle said I couldn’t let you go before you know at least half of what is coming out on the exam. I will not lie for you," Max answered. 
 
    "Don’t make noise. Sit or leave," said the librarian, adjusting her glasses on her nose. 
 
    "Okay. I’ll stay. Just half an hour," he said, breathing in and letting his shoulders drop beneath his body. 
 
    Max walked over to his colleagues' desks, followed by James, who kept his disinterested air. Neil invited them to sit down. Lucy looked at Alec and rolled her eyes. 
 
    "Are you going to study potions, too?" Alec asked. “The notes you shared are helping us a lot.” 
 
    "Good to know. It was the least I could do." Max replied, smiling. 
 
    They continued to study together. They made short breaks just to rest and stretch. Even James seemed focused on learning by the way he kept silent, listening to Lucy's explanations and Max's curiosities about the subject. They exchanged information with each other while laughing at Neil's pitiful look when he was still clueless afterward. Lucy smiled completely, getting carried away by the good energy the boys conveyed. Alec had yet to read his family’s letter, but he knew it wasn’t the right time to do so and kept it on his left pocket. 
 
    The purple-haired boy continued to study with his head down, almost bent over the books. He didn’t utter a single sound since they had arrived, nor did he seem bothered by James's shrill laughter. An hour passed in an instant. The weather had worsened. Chilled chains crashed against the glass windows, dulling them and ruffling the hair on their body. 
 
    "Why don’t you create a flame to warm us up?" James asked in an authoritative voice. The voice of someone who uses a question to disguise an order. 
 
    "I can’t. Look over there," Alec replied, pointing to a sign on the wall that said that using energy in the library was punishable, “besides, I cannot risk burning any of these books.” 
 
    "The weather is strange today. It was supposed to be cold, but not this much. Much less ice and granite” added Max, “This time only tends to happen in December” 
 
    They all stared at the fogged windows for a few seconds. Little stones of hail were killing themselves against it. A storm was approaching. Rain flooded the campus, while the thunderstorm in the distance kept the students alert. The smell of wet turf infiltrated the library through the gaps of the window, which were not completely closed. 
 
    "Boys, silence. I'll get some blankets. Be careful and quiet," said the librarian, rubbing her shoulders and blowing into her hands. 
 
    Silence fell on the room for a short moment. James leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling, while the others stared at the windows except for Max who was adding some information to his notes. Melancholia seized the moment. The neutral faces in the dark were a sign that the study had been relegated to second place. The purple-haired boy moved for the first time. Neil noticed and drew everyone's attention to the strange way he walked and to the fact that they couldn’t see his stats. 
 
    “I thought only teachers could have their stats hidden?" 
 
    "I'm pretty sure you’re right. A student should have no money, nor access to such an item," Max replied, his mouth half open. 
 
    "He looks like a puppet," James commented. 
 
    The boy was dragging his feet across the floor and his legs moved in a peculiar way, bending as he walked. He staggered side to side, going against shelves, letting books fall without even blinking. The rain intensified, muffling the sound of the falls. Some pages of the older books fluttered, spreading across the floor. He stepped on them, not looking down or making the least effort. He went to the door and closed it. He had a key in his right pocket that he used to lock it. He turned and walked to the bookshelf where the books about spirit animals were. He picked up the books, one by one, flipped and tossed them to the floor. 
 
    "What the hell is going on?" Neil asked, low, afraid he would be overheard. 
 
    "I don’t know, but we have to stop him. Look at his eyes. They are gray. He doesn’t seem to be in the present." Alec remarked, getting up, "He doesn’t even seem to notice we're here." 
 
    "You better be careful. We don’t know how he'll react," Lucy added and rose up. She had one hand still on the table and the other in the air. A green glow appeared inside her nails. 
 
    "If he reacts badly, I’ll just have to defeat him," Jamie said, ignoring the patient attitude of his colleagues and walking up to the boy, "So? Do you really think what you're doing it’s okay? Hi? Hello?" He said but was completely ignored. 
 
    The boy continued to toss book after book to the floor. Thunderbolts burst through the air. Max leaned against Neil, his teeth grinding and hiding his face in his colleague's chest. 
 
    "Don’t worry. Nothing will happen," said Neil, comforting him and glancing at Lucy to see if she was aware of his semi-heroic deeds. 
 
    James got closer to the boy, but the answer remained null. Finally, he got tired of waiting and came forward, placing his hand on his shoulder and tightening around the bone. Despite the strength he used, one that everyone could see due to his protruding bones and veins, the boy didn’t seem to feel any pain. However, he did turn to look at James. His eyes were devoid of color, and his face was pale. The warm breath caused James to jerk him away so he could scratch his nose. He was distracted for a moment, and he didn’t have time to react to the boy's attack, who took advantage of the fact that James was shorter than he was to catch him by the neck, lifting him easily. His feet left the ground. He was breathless, and the punches that hit the guy's face were unproductive. He wouldn’t let go of him and pluck his life mercilessly. His HP came down with every passing second. It was 50 when it finally stabilized. He was incredulous. The irreverent attitude of an alleged colleague had caught them by surprise and their reactions slowed down. They looked at one another, all confused and Max and Neil startled. 
 
    "Whenever you want to help..." James blurted out, a fit that frightened his classmates. 
 
    Heras and lianas emerged from the palm of Lucy's hand. They headed toward the purple-haired boy, trapping his hands behind his back and his feet. He fell and, once again, remained motionless. There was no attempt to break free, nor did he seem concerned about the situation. The gray in his eyes remained, as did the closed lips.  
 
    James fell flat on the floor, hitting the ground too hard and fracturing one of the bones in his shoulder. The sound of the bone breaking caused shivers up everyone’s spines. It sounded like two stones were rubbing against each other. Alec helped James get up despite how much he complained, saying he could get up by himself. He bit his lip, breathed deeply, and screamed whenever the pain overcame his resistance.  
 
    Outside, the weather got worse as the hail became a snowstorm. A white wall made it impossible to see the other side of the window and the noise was similar to the sounds heard in nightmares that are shared with no one. Suddenly, as hope spread through their bodies and smiles were still on their lips, the noise of an explosion overcame their own voices. Their ears buzzed for a few moments, and no one said anything. They waited for someone to come and tell them it was a prank, a bad joke that went too far. However, no one came up. Alec took the lead and approached the boy, whose Lucy still had chained with her energy, and took the key from his pocket. 
 
    "What do you think you're doing?" James asked, sitting next to Max, who was doing his best to heal him. 
 
    "I’m going to see what’s happening." 
 
    "Alec ... We should stay here. Someone will show up,” Neil said, his hands shaking under the table. 
 
    "There may be people needing help outside. We cannot stay here doing nothing, waiting for someone to remember that we exist." 
 
    "Teachers must be in the corridors already ..." 
 
    "And they may need help," said Alec, walking to the door, "is anyone coming?" 
 
    "I'll come. You'll need someone to protect you if necessary.” Lucy said, packing her things in her bag and putting it on her back. 
 
    "If you two go, I'll go too," said Neil, following her footsteps. 
 
    "Don’t even think that you're going to act like heroes without me. I know I'm going to have to save you, even with one hand,” James said, standing up and frowning as he tightened his grip on his arms to show that he was fit. 
 
    "I won’t be left here, all alone. I'll go with you and heal you on the way." Max added, "but what about him?" He asked, pointing to the boy lying on the ground. 
 
    "He is immobilized. I doubt he will be going anywhere." Lucy stated. 
 
    They all gathered next to the door. Neil and Max remained behind, followed by James, and finally Lucy and Alec in the front. 
 
    "Before we leave, we better get organized. I go first and create a barrier of defense large enough to fit everyone inside. Alec will be a few steps behind me, in case a quick offense is needed. Neil, your job is to protect Max and James until he's healed. When he's minimally well and able to move with only a little pain he will join Alec on the front line." Lucy spoke quickly, trying to disguise the fear in her voice. 
 
    Everyone's face was filled with surprise - semi-open mouths, steady nods, and open eyes. They had never heard Lucy speak for so long, so seriously, and it was definitely the first time they heard fear in her voice. Above all, she was aware of strategy and how to position a group to get the best out of each one.  
 
    Neil was filled with courage and without control of the tone of his voice he let out a scream "No one passes through me!" 
 
    He put his hand on the back of his head and apologized for his enthusiasm, not realizing that his words had had a positive effect. If Neil, who was constantly afraid of everything, was willing to fight, the rest would do the same. Alec gave the key to Lucy, who opened the door with some care and peered into the corridors. 
 
    "I don’t see anyone. Come on," she said. 
 
    They tried to walk without making any noise, taking small steps while slightly raising the soles of their shoes above the floor. The corridors were empty, not a soul to be seen. The scent of sulfur and singed wood was very distinct from the other scents. A scream ran down the corridors until it reached them. They looked at each other but didn’t back away. They had decided, each for their own reasons, but none thought of returning to the library. 
 
    In the distance, three students ran towards them. They looked back as they approached the group. They were panting and had a layer of dust on their faces. Two of them carried the other. He had his arms around their necks and a broken leg, that he dragged across the floor. He was screaming from the top of his lungs at his friends to leave him and escape while they could. From where they stood it was hard to see the features of each one's face, but his despair sucked their courage. The only sound on that floor was the compulsive crying allied to the boy's uncontrollable ardor. His voice trembled and he paused to pull the snot up. The blood stayed behind, staining the hallway as if it were a snakeskin. The walls now contained the remembrance of the anguish of someone who begged for their end in return for the salvation of their friends, while courage was used as adrenaline in an intrusive attempt to resist the pressure of the wounds on his body. 
 
    "We have to help them quickly," Alec said, breaking the formation, "Neil, come with me and help me carry the one that’s most injured." 
 
    "Me?" Neil questioned, hesitating to accompany him. 
 
    "Yes. Now. There is no time to waste. I don’t know what they're afraid of, but it may be getting closer. Quick,” he said, grabbing Neil's arm and pulling him hard enough for him to stand beside him, "Lucy, protect them. We’ll come back quickly.” 
 
    She nodded and stepped back, approaching Max and James, who bit his lower lip and spat on the floor. His arm was not yet functional enough to venture into unknown dangers. 
 
    Alec and Neil ran to the boys. Alec arrived first and replaced one of the boys who was carrying his friend. Neil arrived seconds later and shifted with the other. The wounded had HP at 30 and it kept lowering. The flame in his eyes was gradually fading and his eyes were turning. 
 
    "We’ll deal with this. Run up to where that pink-haired girl is," Alec said, breathing in and putting his hand on the injured boy's hip. Neil, who had smaller arms, was content to put his hand a little below the armpit. Now that they were close, they could see that the boy had blood also running down his face, covering his eyes and blending with the red of his thick lips. Black hair tips had become red. A sea of blood that stained everything in the way, including his light blue shirt and dark skin tone.  
 
    Small blasts came from the floor below, as did a hell of voices that grew over time. Neil used the arm cuff he had loosened to cover his nose. The scent of fresh blood made him sick enough to cause the vomit to rise into his throat. As soon as they got close to their colleagues and were able to land the wounded boy, leaning against the wall and giving priority to Max to approach, Neil moved a few meters in the opposite direction and expelled the contents of his stomach. His lips turned to a roasted yellow color, with a few pieces of flesh lodged between his teeth and on the surface of his labial skin and chin. 
 
    "The academy is in danger. We were attacked." One of the boys said, still breathing uncontrollably and sweat mingling with the brownish color of the dust. A strong push and he would have fallen easily. 
 
    "What happened? How did he get hurt?" Asked Alec, at the same time he asked Lucy to help him put a splint under the boy's leg. 
 
    "We were at the door of building one. We had just run from the rain when we were hit by an explosion and thrown across the floor.” He replied, looking down. He punched the floor without feeling pain.” I remember waking up shortly afterward and director Loras and some of the teachers were surrounded by hooded people. When I looked to the side, I saw John hurt. He had a stone on his leg and was unconscious. Shit. I should have protected him. We were there because I had fallen asleep. It’s my fault!" 
 
    "It's not your fault. There was nothing you could do. Whoever they are they knew exactly what to do." Alec told him, trying to comfort him. 
 
    Max used what was left of his energy to draw some pain from John. Lucy created a wooden plaque for Alec to use as a splint. John still couldn’t get up, but at least the screams and the pain had calmed down. He would survive. His friends hugged everyone except for James who refused. Tears of joy ran down their cheeks. They smiled at John, telling him that they were safe and that in a short time they would go back to crazy things and that they still had many adventures to live. For a moment, hope danced in the air. There was the impression that the shock had been greater than the danger, that everything would quickly be resolved and the teachers would appear at the end of the hall. Wounded, but safe. However, the moment never arrived. 
 
    "We are wasting time here. Let's go help the teachers." James shouted, walking alone. He was still weak and his sore shoulder slowed him down. 
 
    "If they are not strong enough, what makes you think we will be? We’ll just be a nuisance," Max replied. He was tired and powerless. 
 
    "I don’t care. I have to do something. I can do it." James shouted and started to run towards the stairs without looking back. 
 
    "Your cousin is a handful of problems," Neil stated after wiping away the leftover food on his face and shirt. 
 
    "We have to go after him. He'll end up hurting himself unnecessarily." Alec said, "Let's keep the same positions as before." 
 
    They told the boys to get out of the corridors and hide in their rooms. The mask of fear had taken possession of their faces once more. They refused. They wanted to stay there. They grabbed the sleeves of Alec's shirt and begged him not to leave them behind. 
 
    "We have to go. Everything will work out. You can do it.” He answered them. He looked back and noticed that James was gone. “There is no time to lose. Let's go." 
 
    They put themselves in position and advanced at a rapid pace. They had no problem getting into the second-floor hall. When they arrived they were suddenly taken aback by the apocalyptic landscape that ruined their courage. The dream of saving students and teachers had become an unattainable myth. Dozens of students were lying on the floor, their faces covered with blood. Some had superficial wounds, while others had wounds that left muscle and bone exposed. The desperate cries increased with each step, cries of pain and suffering overwhelmed the group. There was also a few who endeavored to keep the pain within.  
 
    They watched some healers trying to save their friends, while other students closed friend’s eyes forever. The sight was hard and raw without preponderance about the effect it would have on each person. Alec was gaping, stunned and perplexed by the bloodbath in front of him. They were students like him. Some he recognized from corridors and other new faces, some unable to be identified. The air smelled of putrid blood.  
 
    James was a few feet ahead of them. He was on his knees, his hands on a dead body. The fog of dust disturbed the vision, making the visibility in the distance blurred. They walked carefully, looking everywhere, fearing that they too would be put to the test. As they approached, it became easy to identify the body. His long beard, with red threads between white swirls, and small stature left no doubt. It was Professor Lynx. His eyes were half open, but life had abandoned him, his HP at zero. 
 
    "He's dead," James said darkly, looking back. His eyes were watery, and his teeth creaked while his clenched fists clung to the teacher's brown robes. 
 
    "Are you sure?" Alec said, moving closer, holding his wrist to make sure his heart was not beating. 
 
    "I am. Can’t you see his HP? You are capable of that, right? "James said, serious, spitting angry words. 
 
    The voice with which he spoke demonstrated the seriousness of the event. He had put aside the need to be number one, to be superior to others, and accepted that it was no time for irresponsible discussions and attitudes. A sense of inertia overwhelmed them. They didn’t know what to do. The situation had proved far more dangerous than they could ever have imagined. 
 
    "And now? Isn’t it better to go back?" Neil asked, struggling not to look at the teacher's body. He turned his face away and closed his eyes, so he wouldn’t have to deal with the rest of the bodies on the floor. 
 
    "We cannot stop now. If there is anything we can do to help, we must do it. What good is training if we cannot test it when necessary?" James said. 
 
    "I can’t believe I'm going to say this, but I agree with him," Alec added, and got up. He helped James to his feet, pulling him by the healthy shoulder, "If we go together we’ll have a better chance." 
 
    "I’m not sure if I should go. I have not regained my energy yet," Max said. His legs were shaking and he was constantly adjusting his glasses. 
 
    "Damn it. We need a healer," Alec said.  
 
    From where they were, it was possible to hear the fight on the first floor. The sounds of bodies clashing, energy being invoked, and walls crashing. There was no quietness and they couldn’t calm down or waste time thinking about a better plan. 
 
    "Wait," said Lucy, walking out from behind them and going from group to group, exchanging words with the students who appeared to be in a more present state under the circumstances. 
 
    Some looked like total zombies. Faces pale as the color of white walls, and eyes flushed as if someone had pressed a button that erased the vivacity in them. It took Lucy little more than a few minutes. When she came back she brought six jars; 4 of energy, 2 of life. She also told them that whoever the enemies were they had reached the top of the stairs, but the teachers had sent them back to where they come from.  
 
    Max drank one of energy and felt energized again, able to carry the world on his frenzied shoulders. The green of his eyes was seen as a hopeful color, a sign that the tidal winds were about to change. They contented themselves with small gestures. They clung to them, for that was all that was left, and it also boosted the amount of effort they were willing to give away for the academy and for themselves. 
 
    They left behind debris and students with thoughts from which they couldn’t free themselves, images that would haunt them forever. They walked forward as adventurers whose courage would be exalted should anything happen to them. They paused every two steps, constantly making sure that they were all present and that there was no one following them nor any signs of danger around. There was blood on each step of the staircase, dripping down from the top and pooling at the bottom.  
 
    In the huge foyer of the first floor, an epic struggle took place. It was impossible to see half of what was happening. There were dozens of people, moving too fast to keep track of. There were all sorts of different energies flashing about and swords battering against armor, spears, and axes, sparks escaping all around. The bodies stretched out on the floor were ignored. In the little that was possible to observe and to decipher, from that distance, a warrior tried to attack a wizard that used its water’s energy to try to keep him away, creating a dragon that walked around him.  
 
    A few feet away Professor Tom took two heads, bumping them harshly into each other. There was an open wound on his forehead, and the blood disturbed his vision. There were dozens of hooded people, men, and women, against only a dozen teachers. 
 
    "Lucy, it's time for you to shine. Create a defensive barrier. Let's get close enough to help without putting our lives at risk." Alec said, causing James to nod, agreeing with him. 
 
    The ceiling crystals were scattered across the floor. They stepped in places where there were no windows, avoiding making noise so as not to call attention. They were all so focused on the fight that they didn’t even see them approaching. Director Loras was in the center, surrounded by several men with the triple of any student's body, and who attacked him with everything they had. His spirit animal, the Phoenix, protected him, using one of his wings as a barrier. Most of the hooded had an attack of 200, defense of 100, agility of 170 and 70 of wisdom. However, their attacks appeared to have no effect on the Phoenix’s etheric body. 
 
    "Look there. Isn’t that Lucian?" Neil said, pointing to a corner of the room. 
 
    Two men who made him look like a child and a woman who played with her black curly hair crept toward Lucian. The woman was ordering the men to pick him up, as they surrounded Lucian, who's wolf struggled to push them away. Their power was superior and they used the small knives they had in their hands to wound the animal with long, deep cuts. The wolf roared in agony. Lucian created several ice barriers but the woman burned them easily. His sword was on the ground, yards away from him, split in two. From the way she commanded the two men to attack him she was definitely one of the chiefs, respected and feared by her subordinates. She laughed foolishly, throwing her head back and showing her rotten teeth. Her eyes shone before Lucian's face of despair. 
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    "We have to help him," Alec said, clenching his fist, "They ... they're hurting him for fun," he said, his voice shaking. 
 
    "How? They are stronger than we are. Look at how easily she burns the barrier every time he tries to defend himself.” Neil said, his eyes dropping from the dusty fog that had risen after Loras’ Phoenix had used its tail to shoot 3 of the men to the ground. 
 
    Alec didn’t want to admit it, but Neil was right. They wouldn’t last a minute against the two men, who smiled as they wounded the beast and the woman who was now holding her purple-colored dress to her knees, removing the thin layer of earth she had gained.  
 
    They felt useless, surrounded by friends and colleagues they had no idea how to help. Alec's eyes roamed the different epicenters that had been created. They were looking for a place, a person, that they could help. 
 
    "I'm tired of waiting," James said, starting to run toward where Lucian was. Lucy's long hair fluttered as he moved past her, his right wrist glistening. 
 
    "Shit. He doesn’t learn.” Max let out, blurting a screwball for the first time. 
 
    "He will call attention to us. We better get going quickly. We'll have more chances together." Alec said, touching Lucy's bare shoulder and begging for a barrier ahead of Lucian, "Try to hold on long enough until we get there." 
 
    James took advantage of the fact that the two men were distracted and hit one of them on his left arm with his punch, immobilizing him for 10 seconds, enough to give Lucy time to summon a defense. 
 
    "I kept this new trick for you, Alec. You're lucky to see it firsthand," James said, smiling proudly. 
 
    A wall of logs positioned itself along a path from Lucy to Lucian, while the wolf and James were separating Lucian and the hooded. The woman licked her lower lip and bit it until blood ran down her chin. The color of the blood was similar to the fireball that grew in the palm of her hand - red, full of vivacity, and with orange flares around. The man who had been attacked had his eyes fill with rage, his veins almost leaping out of his neck and his nose looking like a pig’s. A drop of blood fell on the flame, increasing it in size, the pain she caused to herself increasing her attack power. They had never seen anything like that before, but they couldn’t deny what was happening as her attack rose from 420 to 550 in mere seconds. 
 
    "Fast. We don’t have much time.” Alec shouted to Lucian and James, “Come this way” 
 
    The wolf returned to Lucian’s body, then he and James ran to join their colleagues. Alec looked around - Professor Tom had one knee on the floor and his shirt was torn, with blood running down the cuts. Another teacher, unknown to him, was trapped inside a block of ice. She seemed to be begging for help for the way her mouth moved, but the sound was lost in the icy walls of the cube. Her hope vanished completely, the end was near and it was possible to feel it.  
 
    The victorious sound of the hooded men began to dim the battle’s noises. They wielded their weapons and fists and sang a song that Alec didn’t know. Lucian and James were within a few feet of them when the woman’s fireball crushed Lucy's barrier. The flames spread through the trunks, diffused by the brownish-blonde marks that resembled small scratches. Only when all the traits had gained an orange color did it take effect. She burned the logs with absolute ease, leaving them helpless. There was no explosion, the charred trunks simply disappeared into the air, unable to withstand the brute strength of the woman. 
 
    "Pick up the boy and the girl. What you do with the rest is up to you,” she said to the two men, who grinned wickedly, their eyes and mouths asking for blood. 
 
    They juggled their knives as they approached. One of them had James in sight, his eyes fixed on him as if he had marked his prey and refused to let him escape. They both had 200 attack while the rest of their stats were under 150. They were trained mercenaries to serve as cannon fodder until they were no longer useful. 
 
    "Shit, shit. What do we do?" James asked. You could sense the fear on his shaky voice and on his trembling knees. 
 
    "We fight. I don’t think they’ll give up even if we run away." Alec said, and looked at Lucian, "Can you fight?" 
 
    "I'm almost out of strength, but I can go for one last try” He replied, taking a step forward and putting himself in the lead. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Alec asked. 
 
    "You heard her. They want me alive so they won’t risk killing me. Stay behind me and launch attacks from there." 
 
    There was no other way. They were confined to that plan. They knew they wouldn’t last long, much less seeing that the hooded men were within minutes of being victorious. Still, no one thought of running away. There was courage in everyone's face, even if it was a facade for the fear that consumed them from the inside. Neil's legs were shaking. Max was compulsively adjusting his glasses. Lucy curled her hair aggressively, ruining the perfect tips. The remaining three were too focused to worry about anything as trivial as fear.  
 
    Alec released an infernum endum. The fire spread through the body of men as if they were to be burned at the stake. They expected to hear agonizing complaints, but the attack was rewarded with even sicker laughter. The fire scorched their faces and undid their clothes. The skin on their lips was raw, and their hair was a gray color. Yet they still had a rotten grin, weapons in their hands, and murderous eyes. Their HP decreased minimally, but the anger increased.  
 
    Suddenly, a beam of light, behind Alec and his friends, struck the two men in the air. They hit the wall and fell to the floor. They were still alive but their HP had dropped to a mere 80. The group looked back, surprised and smiled at the corner of their mouths. Alma and Matilda were within a few feet of them. Alma had a double-edged sword in his hand, with a gray handle and sharp to the point of shining. Matilda had a pistol in her hand and smiled at the group. Beside him was a girl larger than both, with a top that made it possible to see her sculptuous belly. Her legs were more muscular than anyone in the hall. White ribbons wrapped around her fist, matching the red color of her hair long enough to reach her shoulders. 
 
    "What do you think you're doing here?" Alma asked. He had an intimidating look, which was complemented by his hoarse voice. Before waiting for an answer he looked around and murmured something that no one heard, but that didn’t sound good. 
 
    "We had to help them," Alec replied, with some preponderance in his voice. 
 
    "I never thought they would dare attack us." Matilda blurted out. 
 
    "Matilda," exclaimed Alma, "this is no time to complain. Amber, help Professor Trent, I’ll help the director. You, protect them," he commanded, pointing to Matilda, who this time didn’t grumble or bark. 
 
    Impatience and a sense of uselessness ran through the veins of the young. Alec and James had one foot in front of the other. They were prepared to run to someone else's aid if need be. The rest remained motionless, Neil and Max had silently moved away from the confusion and were already out of the hall. Max took note of everything he saw, distracting himself from his surroundings and ignoring the putrid smell that sailed through the haze of brownish hues. 
 
    "How can you write at such time?" Neil asked, struggling not to look at the battlefield. 
 
    "This distracts me. I needed to get my head on something as soon as possible and you never know when you’re going to need information about them." 
 
    Neil nodded slightly. He didn’t understand how, but he understood why. In front of him, the battle unfolded without pause.  
 
    The young girl whose size made her stand out fired Professor Tom's foes by punching with sonic speed. She didn’t get tired and smiled with each face hit, each body thrown into the air. It was not enough to kill them, but it took some time for them to get back up again. She took around 70 hp with each attack and sometimes paralyzed someone's body. At the same time, Alma had placed himself on the right side of Loras, whose body was already giving out. He had trouble standing up, and his white hair had blood that was not his. 
 
    "I need ... I need you to buy me some time. I must hand them the letter. It's the only way.” 
 
    "To them? They're just kids. The letter can change the world. Are you sure?" Alma replied, surprised, as the Phoenix, already almost transparent, protected them. 
 
    "We have no other solution. You can feel it, can’t you? The pressure. The despair. He’s coming. Maybe he won’t be expecting 6 kids and they might succeed. We cannot leave them here, much less when he wants to wrest the spirit animal from the boy's body by force." 
 
    "And you? He's going to use you as a guinea pig." 
 
    "Don’t worry about me. I will survive." Loras said, struggling to mimic a smile despite the pain in his tired body, "It's your turn to shine." 
 
    "Tremor of light," Alma said, stabbing his sword into the marble floor. 
 
    Bright light escaped through the crevices of the hole and scattered around the sword. The earth began to shake, unbalancing everyone. Some fell and others didn’t move, keeping their legs flat on the ground despite the incessant aftershocks of tremors. 
 
    "Kill them. Kill them all except the boy, the director, and the pink-haired girl. Now!" The woman said. 
 
    However, she didn’t move. She leaned against the wall and waited for the remaining hooded men to do it for her. Amber had put Professor Tom's arm around her neck and carried him, as Loras drew back towards the young men. Alma used his power to create a transparent barrier, the likeness of a dome, which separated both groups. 
 
    "They will eventually break the barrier. It has to be quick.” 
 
    "Come on everybody. Quickly," Loras ordered. The group of youngsters mumbled in what was once the entrance, "They will eventually gain control of the academy. I don’t have time to explain everything. All you need to know is that they came here for two main reasons; one is Lucian’s spirit animal and the other one is this letter." He said, pulling out a letter sealed by a red envelope from the pocket of his white coat, "I have no idea how they knew I had it, but right now it doesn’t matter. Run to my office. There is a pile of books in a corner. Take the red one and quote page 33. It will give you access to a tunnel that will get you out of here. You must take this letter to Mrs. Evanora, who lives in Relics. Whatever happens, don’t open it and don’t trust anyone but her. The letter has everything she needs to know. I wrote about you Lucian, but I didn’t use your name. I trust her, but If the letter falls into wrong hands at least you’ll be safe. You must promise me that you’re not going to quit no matter how hard it might be. And above all don’t separate. Stay together and work as a team. I believe in you. Go, go, fast. Take this. It may be useful to you," he said, struggling not to show that he, too, was afraid of the future. A strong voice, but it was getting sharp as he spoke. He gave Lucy some coins. She put them in her pocket without even counting them. 
 
    "But we can help," James replied, with an almost healthy shoulder. 
 
    "You've done enough. Now it's our turn. Go quickly. You don’t have much time.” 
 
    "We better go. We have a mission to fulfill,” Alec said, grabbing James by the sleeve of his shirt. 
 
    Alma still had enough strength to hold onto the barrier for a long time. However, the constant attacks of the hooded had weakened it and small cracks began to appear.  
 
    "Professor, take it," Lucy said, taking one of the life bottles out of her bag and handing it to Professor Tom. 
 
    He refused, pushing the bottle away from his face slightly. One couldn’t the weariness in his slow movements and the rapidity with which he breathed in and out. He thanked her but argued that they might need it and that the task they had ahead of them required all possible help. 
 
    The young group had already turned and was about to leave when a shiver made them all stop. A demonic cold could be felt at the nape of their necks and spreading through the body without asking for permission. The air grew heavier, almost impossible to breathe. The masked men stopped and looked where the entrance used to be. Now it was just a clump of rocks - some scattered on the floor and divided into stone, and others being mere blocks of huge stones that nevertheless didn’t fit the door that had been there for dozens of years. 
 
    A man, greater than all present in height, appeared on the horizon. He moved in a strange way. The feet never reached the ground, and as he passed through a place, the flowers shriveled, just as the birds flew and the trunks became putrid. A wave of death accompanied him and passed through the air. His presence commanded silence, no one dared to speak, not even to greet him or ask who he was. He wore scarlet armor, black metal boots, and a black helmet with two pointed horns. The stats were obscured by exclamation points. A haze that hid the face of darkness. 
 
    "You have to go. Hurry!" Director Loras ordered. 
 
    "Who is he?" James asked, his eyes half-closed as he struggled to look away. 
 
    "Now!" Shouted Loras. His voice trembled as if he had a tightrope around his neck and felt it would be his end. 
 
    The panic spread. Everyone's expressions changed; smiles faded, jaws clenched, and the half-closed lips allowed a lump of life to escape through the skin. The way he was feared by some and admired by others was all they needed to know to fear him. Matilda sighed one last "Good Luck", which came out almost as a secret told on her deathbed. 
 
    They could hear the lacerating cries and the walls crumbling behind them as they climbed the stairs as quickly as possible. They didn’t look back even once, even though sometimes a familiar voice roared in agony, and the will flowed down their toes, tinged in an almost uncontrollable craving. 
 
    "Don’t stop," Alec said, convincing himself too that it was not time to try to be the hero. 
 
    "We know, you don’t need to say it," James replied, following him two steps down. 
 
    As they climbed the stairs, they came upon the same vision as before. Students injured, in pain, and some who had already said goodbye to life. A shadow hung over the whole building. It was known that the lives of those present would never be the same again. The horrors were deeply inscribed in their memories, impossible to remove. They were destined to wake up in the middle of the night - their bodies sweating, their eyes tired and seeing the reflection of those who they saw dying in their own eyes.  
 
    Alec noticed, for the first time, Krespo's body on the floor as well. He didn’t have a leg and the blood flowed through the guts that remained. Someone had torn the limb from him by force. There was no precision, only violence. He clenched his fist and continued to run, convincing himself that running would make the pain go away. 
 
    Max and Neil went ahead, their backs were sweaty, and their breaths came in rapid gasps. They were not accustomed to running, but they knew their lives were at risk. They both ran in a peculiar way; they waved their hands as if they were about to take off even though they never left the ground. Lucian, despite the wounds, was still the fastest. He accompanied Lucy's gracefulness and ran on her right side.  
 
    The corridors held a world apart. Solitarians, trapped in an ambiguous peace, they were the separation between the attack and normality. After a few detours, the white door, with the same inscriptions as the school gate, was at the bottom of the hall. They hurried on, knowing that every second was crucial and that on the ground below there were those who were sacrificing their lives for them. For many it was a goodbye, the last time they would be seen or heard. 
 
    The door had no latch. James threw himself at it like a lion to a prey, but he just fell to the floor, complaining that the director had not told them how to enter the office. 
 
    "I'm going to bust this door," he said, punching the floor, "Why would he give you a key if it has no clasp?" James questioned Lucy. 
 
    "Calm down. I think I know how to get in." Lucy replied, " Look at the inscriptions, they're the same ones on the front door of the school, that opens only when it feels energy close to it. Maybe it's the same here. No need to force entry, just use energy without harming anyone," she said, stretching her arm and creating flowers, with purple petals and thin stalks in the palm of her hand. 
 
    The door gleamed for a moment, and it was only when the light had calmed down that they could see that it had changed color. It now had a wild green aspect; a green that only exists in the depths of the forests where no one dares venture, due to the myths about those who have lived there for centuries.  
 
    A silver latch appeared in the middle of the door, a few centimeters to the right, and with a hexagonal aspect. Lucy took the key out of her pocket and set it on the latch, opening the door with some care. As soon as they entered, the sound coming from outside was muffled. There was no more crying, screaming or energy and shocks between bodies. 
 
    "Good work," Alec said, coming in first and looking both ways. 
 
    The principal's room was a small cubicle, there was a wooden desk in a corner, with various papers scattered on top and on the floor around it. A lamp on the light blue ceiling illuminated the room. Insects concentrated around the light, buzzing from side to side. James complained of the strong scent of ‘Spring' incense, which gave way to endless sneezing. 
 
    "It's too strong," Max said, joining his cousin in the complaints. 
 
    "Is it my impression or is it getting stronger?" Neil asked, breathing in quick, sensing some change in the room. 
 
    A familiar sound drew their attention to the entrance. The door had closed and the latch inside was gone. The aroma intensified. Alec tried to open the windows, which were dull and dusty in the gaps, but they were stuck. 
 
    "Well, the best thing to do is find the book as soon as possible. Do you all agree?" Max said, his eyes gleaming as he enjoyed the mountain of books that occupied most of the living space. 
 
    There was a massive collection ranging from recent books to books with worn covers whose titles were impossible to read. There were books on history and about spirit animals, but also books that preceded the great separation - at least one with a blonde girl on the cover, with a graceful air, and one with a whale. 
 
    "There's only one problem. Which corner did the director refer to?” Max asked, leaning against the top right, devouring every book he saw, and basking in the scent of ancient books that hung in the air for seconds, before being replaced by incense. 
 
    "Let’s separate. Each one goes to a corner. I see these books scattered across the floor." Alec ordered, pointing to some books, “as soon as you see a red book, read page 33." 
 
    "Why are you giving orders?" James inquired, retorting his smile. 
 
    "Don’t you want to get out of here, too?" 
 
    James didn’t answer. He turned his back to the lower right corner, where he bent down to the level of the pile of books. 
 
    Lucy stayed in the lower left corner and Neil in the upper. Alec contented himself with the floor, which despite the mess in the room, was clean, and had a light brown chestnut still shining, and it was even possible to see his reflection on the floor. 
 
    "Are you okay?" He asked Lucian, standing in the center of the room, seeming not to be there. 
 
    "Yes," he answered in a monotonous tone. 
 
    He looked ahead, but not at the wall. He seemed to be in a trance, still trying to make peace with what had happened or blaming himself for not being able to protect his spirit animal. It was hard to know what was on his mind if he didn’t put his trust in them. However, no one insisted. Neither did James complain that he was not helping. They continued incessantly searching for the book, leaving it alone while assimilating the events of the day. 
 
    They cited excerpts from different pages 33 instead. They experimented with normal voice, with chanting, calm and aggressive, but nothing worked. The ticking clock, above the door, rose higher with each failure. A constant intermittence that was stressing everyone and making them sloppy for a while. The sneezing was recurrent and up close it was possible to hear the beating of each one's heart. The movements of each one became faster. Fear acted for them, giving them no opportunity to take a deep breath and calm down. 
 
    "We’re going to get caught. We’re going to get caught,” Neil said, repeatedly. 
 
    "Neil, shut up." Alec said, "There are not too many books left. One of them has to be it." 
 
    The search continued. Lucian returned to himself and helped Alec, who was trying to lift the table by himself. Under the table were five books - two of them red. 
 
    "It has to be one of these," Alec said, holding them. 
 
    "Read both. It's going to work." Neil remarked, standing up and getting closer to Alec. 
 
    He flipped the books up to page 33. In the most recent book, with the still whitish pages and a sturdier paper, there was only one sentence, whereas, in the oldest book, whose phrases had several notes in the line and in the corner of the pages, there were three in an odd language. 
 
    "Anyone know how to read this?" Alec asked, going to each one and showing them the excerpt. 
 
    "I know. It's French. A tongue spoken on the other side of the ocean. It is said that they are great in items of disguises and delusions. I've had some lessons, I should be able to read with the right tone." Lucy replied, picking up the book and reading the excerpt. 
 
    "Why would you have French lessons?" Max questioned, intrigued. He was envious that someone knew more than him about a certain subject. 
 
    "My parents wanted me to know a little of everything. Doesn’t matter, let's get out of here." 
 
    A sense of curiosity lingered in the air, but Max was silent. It was not the right time to delve into the subject, even though he knew there was something about Lucy she kept hiding behind a curtain. A secret that she acted as if it didn’t exist despite the rapidity with which she changed the subject following a tremulous and shy laugh, totally the opposite of her usual personality. 
 
    She was ready to recite the three sentences when someone knocked on the door, with two light touches, but no request for help. The young ones were petrified. Their eyes fell on their colleagues’, across the room, but their bodies and voices were kept in a safe inside each one. James bit his lip and his hand was already glowing when Max held his arm and nodded. 
 
    Suddenly, a sneeze. They looked at Neil, clutching at his nose, his eyes wide-open, his breath racing, his mouth open as if he got caught in an unexpected photography. The knocks on the door became violent. There were different people, all trying to force their entry. The punches pounded on the door with extreme violence and waves of energy were thrown at it. The attacks were returned against the sorcerer who had launched it. The group was safe but they had no idea for how long. 
 
    "The door won’t hold forever. It must not react to people forcing the entrance. I have no idea. Quick," Max shouted. 
 
    Lucy flipped through the pages in an instant as she had let the book close with fright. She prepared her voice, and keeping her tone calm and sharp, she said the three sentences. In the first 20 seconds, nothing happened causing terror to spread through their hearts. James was ready to create a hole in a wall so they could get out of there and Alec and Lucian stared at each other, hoping that one of them would come out with an infallible plan. 
 
    It was then that a trapdoor appeared in the center of the room. It had a color similar to the floor, but the artistic scratches were in the opposite direction and there was also a gray handle to open it, which Alec did. It had a staircase that led them to the bottom. They didn’t know where it would lead them, but any place was better than there. Immense darkness obscured the descent and made the young men apprehensive. No one wanted to be the first. The noise outside increased, as did the attacks, making the door creak. 
 
    "I’m going,” Lucian said, ignoring the stares and positioning himself to descend. 
 
    Gradually he went down, informing colleagues that it was safe but they should be careful because a simple slip could mean their end. 
 
    "Thank you. I feel a lot safer that way," Neil commented sarcastically. 
 
    James, Lucy, and Neil followed him. Neil complained about the lack of light and not having an electricity mage in the team, someone who could generate enough light to see what was in front of them. James was already yawning, sick of hearing him, when he told him to shut up. Neil spluttered, but kept his lips against each other, leaving only enough opening for a few strands of air to intrude. 
 
    "Now you," Alec said to Max. 
 
    "Me? I better not go. I'm just going to be a burden for you guys," he said, gripping his notebook tightly and placing it next to his chest. 
 
    "Don’t be stupid. We are a team, we go together. I'm right behind you." 
 
    "But…" 
 
    "If you don’t go, I will not either," Alec said, preparing to close the door. 
 
    Max looked down, his chin touching his chest. One of the books at his feet was stained with the tears that were running down his face. His cheeks were pink and the nose was snotty, even after cleaning it using the t-shirt’ sleeve. 
 
    "Let's go," he said, still with his legs shaking and his notebook in his hand. 
 
    He looked at the room one last time, sighing, "I'm so sorry. I wish I could take some of these books. They're going to destroy them.” He set his notebook against his belly, fastened his belt, and then began to descend. 
 
    The door was growing weaker, the sounds growing louder as different voices outside mingled as they attacked the door. A stream of air escaped through a small opening, making a few pages flutter and the strong smell of incense dissipate. Alec swallowed hard before going down the stairs. The iron bars were rough and had a pointed texture. 
 
    "I'll close the trapdoor. Hold on," he warned before closing it and being swallowed by the darkness. 
 
    They were halfway down the slope when they heard the door explode and burst into several pieces. Dozens of footsteps burst into the room, picking up books and tossing them around, tapping all the walls in search of a secret passage. The young people continued to descend, making every effort not to make the slightest noise. Even Max pulled the snot up and stopped crying.  
 
    The aroma of incense was replaced by the sweet smell of wet grass. Whispers of a slight wind caressed their faces and danced among the loose spaces of their hair. An enviable freshness aired their clothes, a healthy air was taken in by their nostrils, and a light in the background as they descended and approached the ground served as a beacon of hope. Smiles rose in the corner of each person's mouth, though there was still doubt as to what awaited them outside. 
 
    The rays of light increased and the eyes reacted, blinking constantly, trying to make sense of where they were. Lucian's feet landed on the floor, dust rising around him. 
 
    "You okay?" Alec asked after hearing him coughing, “The trapdoor must have disappeared. I think we are safe.” 
 
    "Yes," he said, adjusting his pants, "The floor is solid, and I can see an exit." 
 
    As they heard his words, hope strengthened the rest, who, with a bit of extra strength and effort, descended the stairs in less than two minutes. With the strings of light entering the cave, it was possible to notice the purple and blue crystals on the flat earth walls. They had the appearance of something that had been done minutely and accurately, but that with the passage of time their existence had been forgotten. The weather had not been kind to the walls, there were marks of violent winds that wouldn’t be forgotten there.  
 
    Not knowing what laid ahead, the young people gathered at the foot of the stairs and decided to follow the previous tactics. Lucy ahead, this time following Lucian, Alec, and James, with Max and Neil at the back. A green shield, thin to the point of being almost transparent, and a few meters, separated them from whatever was on the outside. They could still hear some frustration coming from above - explosions and even the table being thrown to the other side of the room. 
 
    "We better hurry up," Neil said, gently touching Alec's shoulder so he could walk. 
 
    "You're right," Lucy replied, looking up at him and smiling in response to his gaping grin. 
 
    The closer they were to the exit the more the light struck their faces, making it impossible for them to see the way forward clearly. The scent of moisture and berries was a welcome refreshment and as they breathed in the soft scent, James and Neil's tummy’s growled. They had not eaten for hours now and had spent too much energy, in addition to the constant running and stress. 
 
    "Are you listening to this?" Lucian asked, his nose wrinkled and his ear listening. 
 
    "Listening to what?" Neil asked, confused by the question. 
 
    They all nodded, but Lucian didn’t budge. 
 
    "It's water, dripping. It doesn’t seem like rain. It's too quiet for that," he explained, pointing to the exit "Come on." 
 
    "How can you hear that when neither of us can?" James asked, approaching him. 
 
    "It must be the hearing of the wolf who lives inside him," Max replied, not immediately realizing that Lucian was still recovering from the disorder within himself, "Oh, sorry." He said in a worried tone as he noticed that Lucian had not answered and was looking at the floor. 
 
    "It doesn’t matter. You're right." 
 
    They continued the walk. They were near the exit and still didn’t know what awaited them on the other side. Abstract shapes gave an idea of what happened there, but they still had no idea where they were, or who had built that cave. Their eyes were half closed, they sweated from every pore of their bodies, and they felt pain in their feet and knees with every step they took. Despite training in the fighting classes, their bodies were still not used to situations of high pressure and succumbed to the adversities of the moment. Still, no one stopped. 
 
    After a few minutes, which seemed like a lifetime, they reached the exit. It had the shape of an arch, semi-oval, and the walls had cleaner air, without sturdy marks. Some drawings on the walls, red and shallow, were evidence of human hands. Someone had been there. However, it was impossible to tell if the drawings were recent or of a time when they were not even alive. They ignored them. 
 
    "We need to find somewhere to sleep, and food. As soon as possible," Max said, also with his belly muttering. 
 
    They left the cave and stood staring. They were struck by the beauty of the place. It appeared to have been cut and pasted from images of places to travel before dying. None of them said anything. The open mouths and the prolonged "OHs" of astonishment that came out joined the delicate sound of the drops of water falling into a lake of crystalline water that was a few meters ahead of them. The trees and shrubs that surrounded the lake conveyed a sense of peace, thanks to its light green color, the golden leaves that fell from the trunks and the whistles that a gentle wind caused when walking among the fine branches. Small fruits, mostly apples, and pears hung in them, glistening with the reflection of the threads of light. A bird, with black wings and an egg-shaped gray head, hovered over Max's shoulder. It stung his arm but didn’t move. It seemed to want to convey something to him, even though it didn’t know how to do it. It called his attention as best it could, and at last, flew to the right, and hovered in the air, exchanging a look with him. 
 
    "This may sound strange, but I'm pretty sure the bird wants us to follow him," he said shyly, afraid he would be judged. 
 
    "Did you say… the bird?" Lucy questioned him, glancing at the creature. 
 
    It was still hovering in the air, his wings fluttering slightly, his eyes on the group. There was a black beak in the center of his face, and his big eyes narrowed at them. 
 
    "Well, we better follow him," Alec said, looking one last time at the cave. He closed his eyes for a few seconds and sighed. 
 
    "What if they follow us?" Neil asked, his hands still shaking and sweat running down his forehead. 
 
    "I doubt it. If they had discovered the trapdoor, we would have heard them. They must have given up. They probably thought we ran somewhere else," Alec replied. 
 
    "That ... It means they're going to destroy the academy in their search ... the people who are still there ... Our colleagues ... teachers ... What will become of them?" Max asked, raising his voice, and suffocating in agony. 
 
    Words stuck in their throats. Nobody answered. They let the silence take control of the moment, interrupted only when Lucian decided to follow the bird. There was a dirt road, made by someone, among the verdant flora that surrounded the place. The bird flew a few feet ahead of them, taking little breaks while waiting for them. The herbs came up to their knees, brushing against them as they followed. The path led them to the lake, where the bird laid down on the banks and whistled as if it to ask for their attention. It drank, showing them that the water was drinkable and that they could enjoy it.  
 
    Neil threw himself on the floor, making the surroundings tremble, and putting his hands together, in the form of a bowl to drink the water. Finally, he used it to refresh his face and remove the layer of dust that had stuck to his face and caused him some irritation. The others followed him, repeating his movements. Their faces had gained a glow that they had not had for quite some time. 
 
    "We should wash our clothes, too," Max said. 
 
    They all looked down at their dirty clothes, covered in dust and blood, some were also torn and sweaty. The first to remove his t-shirt was Lucian, whose semi-muscled body and back consumed the attention of all. Red and scarred lines that ran in different directions appeared there as if it were a mere canvas. He didn’t even blink or notice the looks of horror that everyone except Alec sent him. James tried to break the silence, removing his shirt and telling Max, who was shy and already with his notebook in his hand, to do the same. Neil had stepped back and pretended not to hear what was said. 
 
    "Neil, won’t you come?" Alec asked. 
 
    Before he could even respond, James removed his pants and threw himself into the lake. The water sloshed, wetting Lucian's body and Max's back, which took seconds to turn around and protect the notebook. 
 
    "To the lake? I’m going" he said, swallowing and smiling nervously. He had dimples on his cheeks and a double chin when he smiled like that. Alec tugged his t-shirt lightly, trying to hide the purple marks on his body and scorched wounds. 
 
    "Oh," Lucy murmured behind him. As soon as she said it, she covered her mouth. 
 
    "It’s okay Lucy. It's not the first time someone’s had that reaction." Alec replied, smiling at her and calming her, "You should come too." 
 
    For the first time, Lucy blushed. Her rosy cheeks flushed red as her words stuttered out, meaningless and incoherent. Lucian looked at Alec and somehow saw him as an equal, someone who knew the pain of living and who carried the marks of survival. 
 
    "He got his whole body bruised, too," Max said softly, speaking to his cousin. 
 
    "I noticed," James replied, his tone of disdain. It was hard to decipher, but he was slightly annoyed. He bit his lip, and took a dip, ignoring the fact that Alec walked toward the lake. 
 
    He had been struggling to be the strongest, not having the notion that he didn’t know what they had already gone through. He mocked Alec and envied Lucian, but now he regretted both. They had strengthened themselves with the terrors they had lived while he had had a life of luxury, in which the only concern was to frighten colleagues, including his cousin. 
 
    Neil followed, and took off his clothes behind Lucy, taking advantage of the fact that no one was watching. His belly covered his navel and made his shadow look like he had a ball in his hand. He hoped James would ignore him. He entered the lake, getting no taunts from the others. He walked in calmly, not wanting to disturb his colleagues with a bomb.  
 
    At last Lucy removed her clothes, and entered the water with her arms covering her bra. She let her long pink hair fall over her body, plunging and squeezing the moisture from her hair as she rose to her feet. Her eyes were closed, ignorant of the fact that Neil and James were mesmerized with her beauty. Their jaws would have fallen off if it had not been attached to their bodies. Max struggled not to look, but sometimes he couldn’t help glancing at her.  
 
    Alec and Lucian were leaning against the shores of the lake, Alec laughed and Lucian shook his head in disagreement as it was so characteristic. The water was on Max's chest, which was the smallest of them. For a moment, the whirlwind of emotions that disturbed the mind of each one disappeared. The transparent lake was a playground, a moment of peace that the young people needed to prepare for the journey ahead. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking this. If you could have any other power what would it be?” Neil asked as they rested on the water. 
 
    “Invisibility. I heard that someone has it and works for one of the wealthiest cities in this continent.” Max replied. 
 
    “That’s for the weak. I wish my hands were made of steel. Imagine how powerful I could be!” James asked as he laughed. Suddenly, he stopped. His laugh reminded him of the crazy witch who he had fought earlier.  
 
    No one said anything for a few minutes. They were all thinking the same. All the laughter, the smiles when people were dead – a few to give them a chance to be there. They weren’t kids anymore, it was time to grow up. 
 
    "I think we have a problem," Max asked, with water dripping from his hair and body. 
 
    "What is it now? Don't we have enough?" James replied, aggressiveness at the tip of his tongue. 
 
    "Any of you know where Relics is?" 
 
    They exchanged confused looks, hoping one of them would say he knew. However, no one said anything. They looked down, watching hope sink to the bottom of the lake. James stepped out of the water, head down, heading for one of the trees. He picked up one of the apples and started consuming it, the freshness and the flavor lifted his mouth, removing his hunger and appeasing his belly. Then he lay down on the grass, where he stood looking at the clear, cloudless sky, the light blue of which gave him a momentary sense of calm. The others left the water, one by one, following in his footsteps until they were lying down, each thinking of a solution. 
 
    The silence was broken, after some time, by Neil, who drew attention to the sun that disappeared on the horizon. The shadows ceased to exist, and the water lost its transparency, darkened. 
 
    "It's likely to be cold. We better build a fire. We should rest here today and decide what to do tomorrow." Max said, blaming himself for not knowing where Relics is. 
 
    "Sounds like a decent plan to me," Alec said, following the confirmation of Lucy and Lucian. 
 
    They split into two teams. James, Lucy, and Alec were left with the task of getting enough firewood and a place where they could have an active flame through the night without having to worry about setting fire to the paradise around them. Meanwhile, Max, Neil, and Lucian cleaned their clothes, using the lake water, which cooled down as the temperature dropped. 
 
    "We should have thought about cleaning the clothes earlier," Max commented. 
 
    "Yes," Lucian said, rubbing his official robe several times, never satisfied with the result. 
 
    James's punches collected enough wood for more than two fires. He undid the trees, making it appear that autumn had arrived earlier, but not entirely destroyed. Lucy's lianas served to secure and transport the firewood to Alec, who was trying to control the right amount of fire to use. To finish the job, James used one of his gleaming fists to create a small crater on the floor where they could set the fire without second thoughts. They warmed their clothes until the moisture evaporated, and ended the night around the fire, sharing fruit, stories and moments of silence. 
 
    "Do you think we can do it?" Neil asked, rubbing his hands on his leg and then wrapping them around his arms. 
 
    "We won’t know until we try, right?" Alec said, smiling, even though inside he had his doubts. 
 
    "Shut up. Let's do it. Let's save everyone, "James shouted. His scream echoed through the trees, swaying the leaves with the force of it. He got up and walked away from the group, lying a few meters ahead, "I'm going to rest. Make a little less noise," he said and turned to the other side. 
 
    He clenched his fists and placed them close to his chest. The few tears that ran down his face stopped at the curve of his thick lips, because of the effort he was making to not grind his teeth. 
 
    "We better rest, too," Lucy said, pausing to yawn, "we need to regain life and energy." 
 
    "I agree," said Neil, grinning at her. 
 
    "Alec, are you coming?" Max asked, standing up and stretching his hand. 
 
    "Thank you, but I'll stay here a bit longer. I want to discuss some things with Lucian. It won’t be long. Sleep well." 
 
    They said goodbye, wishing them good night and waving as they walked away. Lucian, unlike the others, just raised his hand. A fleeting silence fell over the trees and the lake interrupted only by the roar of wind that rose through the night. 
 
    "You want to ask me about the marks on my body, don’t you?" Lucian asked seriously. 
 
    "Yes. I've seen similar ones in someone I met a few years ago. They did experiments on you," Alec confirmed, stepping slowly, not wanting Lucian to finish the conversation and walk away. 
 
    "I don’t remember much of those times," he replied, sighing in the fire, letting his eyes shine with the reflection. 
 
    "I've had a few hard years, too." Alec began, "My parents needed money. My mom's business, perfumes, was not going well, and my dad never cared much about anything but the bottom of the bottles. I ended up working for a man... let's just say he didn’t have a good character. He had fun marking the bodies of those who worked for him with shock waves that he could send from a long distance." Alec said, looking at the lake, which now reflected the moon in a diminished size, "I just wanted to help my parents, even if it would harm me. Maybe if I had been stronger everything would be different." He said. A sense of relief flooded his body. It was the first time he'd shared something so intimate with anyone other than his friends in his town, many of them with similar stories, some who even worked for the same man. 
 
    Lucian waited a few seconds before he began, "I remember them shutting me in a small room, with black walls and black ceiling, and leaving me there for days. Sometimes they nourished me, others languished until they remembered my existence. On certain days they would freeze the room and test my limits. If I begged them to stop before they reached the goal they had for me, I was punished with whippings. I feel lucky that I no longer remember much of the time I spent with those men." Lucian said, unable to look Alec in the eye. 
 
    "Your parents?" Alec questioned him. 
 
    "I never knew them. I was left on the street, in a crib, leaning against the door of a house, where an elderly couple always lived. I don’t know if my parents knew them, but I suppose so. The house was in a degrading condition. From the outside, it would be impossible for anyone to think that those people were able to take care of a child." He paused. The cicadas sang, packing the moment almost in a hypnotic trance. “I don’t blame them for selling me a few years later. I was about 5-6 years old when some men in white coats took me. After that, my mind is a mess. It still hurts when I try to think about it." 
 
    "How did you get out of there? I'm sorry if I'm asking too many questions." 
 
    "It's okay. I assumed I would have to share this with you." He replied, making small ice balls and tossing them into the water, watching them skitter over to the other side. 
 
    "Only with me?" 
 
    "I don’t think the others would know how to deal with the truth. I don’t need to be treated like a weakened man, who people feel sorry for. Besides, I think they already have too much to worry about, and so do we.” 
 
    "Do you have any plans?" Alec asked, raising the flame of the fire to counteract the icy temperature brought in by dawn. Sparks leaped around him. 
 
    "No. The best thing to do is try to find a town where someone can tell us where Relics stands. We use the director's coins to buy groceries and potions, and then we'll hope things go well. It is very probable that they are still looking for me..." 
 
    "I have one last question if you don’t mind," Alec said, watching the flame burn, illuminating the environment around him. 
 
    "What's left to tell?" 
 
    "How did you end up in Drexus?" 
 
    Lucian, for the first time, looked into Alec's eyes. They stared for a moment, shocks crashing through each other's bodies. The moonlight became the perfect scene for confessions. In the background, Neil snored, his nose popping. 
 
    "Around my fifteenth or sixteenth year, I lost count; the place where the children were hiding was attacked. It was an old warehouse, where water fell through the pipes all night. We slept in places with puddles of water, and where insects lived. After that, I lived in a home until I was 18. The conditions were not much better. We were six living in a single room, on top of each other. I still remember the rotten scent from when someone got sick and vomited constantly," he said, his voice trembling, and his top teeth scraped from below. He clenched his fist and punched the ground, freezing the grass around him, "I'm sorry. At age 17, the director visited the home and made his mission to have me in the academy. I didn’t trust him until I saw that he also had a spirit animal," he explained. 
 
    "Have you always had it? In my town, I've never heard anyone talk about such a thing." Alec asked. He tried to hide his enthusiasm, knowing it was not the right time. 
 
    "I think so. Only at 10 years did it begin to manifest. I tried my best not to let him go, I didn’t want him to suffer, but they seemed to have a special like for hurting him and watching my reactions." He replied, closing his hand even more by scrunching his eyes shut, "We better go to sleep." 
 
    "Ah... yes, you're right," Alec said, not wanting to force the conversation further. 
 
    They ended up joining the rest of the group, lying down and closing their eyes. A little later, sleep embraced them, allowing them to finally rest, and breathe with relief. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter VIII 
 
      
 
    The first to wake up was Lucy. A flash of light escaped through the branches of the tree that gave her glare and hovered over her eyes. She rubbed them and looked around. The sun spoke timidly, stretching across the lake, shining and reflecting the light. She sat on the seashore, putting her feet in the water, shaking them slowly and watching the whirlwinds that grew. She was so distracted she didn’t even notice Neil approaching her. 
 
    "Good morning," he said, his voice drowsy and touching her with a finger on her shoulder. 
 
    She jumped, startled, pinning her feet with vines, seconds before she realized it was him. 
 
    "Excuse me. I still have not fully recovered from yesterday," She told him, focusing again on the way the water moved whenever she moved her foot. 
 
    "I see... the rest of them are still sleeping?" Neil asked, sitting down beside her, legs bent. 
 
    "Yes. It's still early, I think. You cannot be sure, but look at the position of the sun, "she said, pointing to the sun still a third of his daily journey. 
 
    "I ... I would like to ask you something," Neil said, almost as if he had to tear the question out of his own mouth. 
 
    "What do you want to know?" 
 
    "You're an important person in your city, are you not?" 
 
    She paused. She looked him in the eyes, her face locked, and her hair fluttering. She could hear his heart beating at high speed as he struggled to keep his composure. He wanted to apologize and pretend he had not asked it, but the words didn’t leave his mouth. 
 
    Suddenly she laughed. A delicate laugh, one who found the question a joke, but not enough to burst into laughter. Her eyes had gained a greyish color mixed with honey, and whenever the sun shone beneath her face it was possible to see a few freckles around her nose. 
 
    "It's not something that makes me particularly excited about revealing, to be honest. But I think I would inevitably have to share it with someone. I am the princess of the kingdom of Lyuna. How did you find out?" She asked, smiling at him. It showed only a little gum, the top of the teeth and little else. 
 
    "My father is a guardian in the city where I am from, and I was also forced to learn strange tongues. The only difference between us is that I don’t remember anything," Neil said, laughing to hide his embarrassment and putting his hand on the back of his neck, “But a princess? That’s amazing!” 
 
    "I remember that in the first fight class, the teacher ... oh, forget that I said that," she said, before saying the teacher's name. 
 
    "It's okay. Yes. They've always been close friends. I think they both expected me to follow in their footsteps, but, surprise, I came out like this," he said. The previous laughter had already dissipated, and only the sense of disappointment, one he couldn’t chase away, remained in the air. 
 
    "You will see that one day you will be a ninja that everyone will be proud of, your name will be known in every corner of the earth." She responded, gesturing to show that his name would be in the four corners of the planet. 
 
    "For that, I'd have to stop being afraid of dying. Like James, he may have his faults, but he is not lacking in courage." He replied, looking at where James should be, "Shouldn’t James be there? " 
 
    Lucy turned and confirmed that he should. They looked around, looking for James, or something that gave them an idea of where he might have gone. 
 
    "There," Neil said, pointing to a shadow behind a few bushes. 
 
    "Is that him?" Lucy asked, narrowing her eyes so she could see him better. 
 
    "I think so, but I don’t know what he's doing there." 
 
    The answer to Neil's doubts came seconds later. James opened his pants, and breathed in relief, letting the yellow jet interrupt the bird's song. Lucy's cheeks turned a reddish color, and Neil looked down, putting the subject aside. The intermittent sound kept going longer than they expected, silencing the conversation until James was out of the bushes. 
 
    "Uh ... Were you awake for a long time?"  Neil asked, biting his cheeks from the inside so they would not turn pink. 
 
    "A little while," Lucy replied, acting as if nothing had happened but unable to hide how embarrassed she was. 
 
    James approached them and sat down in front of them. He had creases on his face from sleeping with his hands pressed against his cheeks, and still had ruffled clothes. He stiffened, frowning and making a squeaky noise, not caring if he woke up those who were still sleeping. 
 
    "Are you ready?" He asked, filled with energy and with a gleam for adventure in his eyes. 
 
    Lucy and Neil nodded slightly, they were not prepared, but they had no other choice. They accepted that the fate of the academy was in their hands, even if they wanted to pass it on to others. 
 
    The temperature rose with the rising of the day. The birds refreshed their beaks at the edge of the lake, and Lucy grabbed some fruit, washed it and put it in Max's backpack, which also contained the potions. Rest had been worth it, their HP was back to its fullest, though Lucian and James still felt some pain in their bodies. The adventure required not only care but also teamwork. For this, Neil decided to ask James not to have attitudes that put them in danger, as he had previously. 
 
    "If you don’t get in my way, we won’t have any problems," he replied aggressively, refusing to take orders or advice of any kind. 
 
    "Stop. Please," Neil said. His voice shook him to the point that James was unable to stop him, shivering at his words, "This is not a game or a joke. There are consequences. I don’t want anyone else to die..." he confessed, tears falling down his chin and mingling with the transparency of the lake. 
 
    "Oh sorry. I didn’t want to... I'll try." James said, tripping over his own words, unable to give a comforting answer. 
 
    Neil wiped his tears, apologized, and got up. He extinguished the fire, whose orange flame still glowed with intense heat, and warned Lucy that he would wake the others. 
 
    "We have to enjoy the sun. We don’t know how it will be once we get out of here." Said Neil, walking toward Alec. 
 
    "You're right. After all, you still remember a few things that they taught you," Lucy said, smiling at him. 
 
    As soon as he turned, with his chest raised and head in a perfect angle, his face filled with joy, smiling for bonding with Lucy. Awake, Alec stretched his shoulder gently, and Max imitated him. Alec was in charge of waking Lucian, whose light sleep caught everyone by surprise. Alec's hand was halfway onto Lucian and he turned and grabbed Alec, twisting his hand enough to cause him to whine. 
 
    "Sorry. You scared me," Lucian said, dropping his hand. 
 
    "Don’t worry. I should have expected something like that by now. They're waiting for us," Alec said, extending the other hand to help Lucian get up. 
 
    Only Max looked drowsy, with his half-closed eyes and dark bags under them, like a black river, and cracked lips. He was pale and staggering. 
 
    "One day without sleeping the recommended hours and I already feel like crawling," he ventured. 
 
    They sat in a circle. Alec shared with the rest the sample plan he and Lucian had prepared; to walk until they reached a town and wait for someone to give them viable information. 
 
    "Why did you two speak alone? It's not as if this plan needed much effort. The rest of us doesn’t matter, is that it?" James said, offended at being set aside. 
 
    "It just happened during the conversation. Do you have a better idea?" Lucian asked, letting his ice-colored eyes stare through the strands of hair that hid a large part of his face. 
 
    James got up, tapped his foot on the floor, and walked away, fuming and arguing into the air.  
 
    Max sighed before commenting on the situation "It's a good plan, probably our only option. Don’t worry about James, this happens to him. Don’t tell him I told you this, but James's father spent a lot of time away from home when he was young and his mother never had much patience for tantrums so she always let him do whatever he wanted. He's not used to being second at anything." He said looking at James, who had ripped off a pear from a branch and started tearing into it, slowly calming down. 
 
    "That explains a lot," Lucy said, glancing at Neil, remembering that she had shared a secret with him too. 
 
    The sun had reached its peak. The birds took refuge in the shade of the trees, the water became warm, and the t-shirts were glued to their bodies. The light intensified, falling on the foreheads of the young, whose sweat sharpened their thirst. 
 
    "We only have one bottle of water. We must save as much as we can, so just take one sip at a time." Lucy asked everyone. 
 
    Max put the suitcase on his back and they regrouped in the formation previously used. The bird that had led them there appeared, breaking through the branches of the nearest tree and waving the little wings in Lucy's face, refreshing her, while at the same time signaling to follow. 
 
    He led them to the end of the idyllic space. From there, he turned back and left them alone, looking at where they were. A place where herbs lost their color and became just a mixture of life trying to survive. They had a brownish color, and the rotten scent was matched by the raucous air. Due to the putrid smell, the young people had difficulties breathing, even after covering their noses. The further they got away from the oasis, the more they realized that it would be the last time in a long time that they would have a good night's sleep and the possibility of cooling off.  
 
    A rocky and mountainous terrain stretched endlessly, beaten earth flanked by yellow-roasted mountains, high and steep, touching the sky without fearing it, and, from time to time, the annoying singing of the ravens that visited the area looking for dead meat. Without shady sites, there was no shelter from the sun's rays that intensified and caused ill-disposition. They looked ahead and could only see the reflection of the light on the gray stones, and a bluish horizon with orange and red tones, which seemed to move like a waving rope. 
 
     "Why us?" Complained Neil, running his hands over his face, removing the excess sweat. 
 
    "Don’t speak. It will make you thirsty," Lucy said. She licked her dry lips, refreshing them and giving them a vivacity that had disappeared minutes ago. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter IX 
 
      
 
    They had been walking for days when the first signs of weakness were felt. Their bodies were dehydrated, the dark circles almost bigger than their eyes, and their tongues rolling back. Fatigue flowed over them, and even the conversations lasted no more than mere seconds. The bottle of water was almost at its end, just like the food. Their clothes had rips from the gusts of sand and wind that whipped passed them. The scorching sun was at the center point.  
 
    Neil paused, sat down on one of the stones and quickly rose to his feet in distress. 
 
    "This is scalding," he shouted, rubbing his pants, which had been left with a brown mark in the area of the buttocks. 
 
    The others laughed, but the laughter itself had a dry, dying sound. The smiles quickly faded. They didn’t know where they were going or where they were. They dragged themselves on for what was at stake, even if their bodies begged for rest. Their knees felt fatigued, trembling like fragile sticks while panting breaths and dry throats left the water bottle a few sips from its end. 
 
    “How silly. I have an idea. Lucian, you can make ice, right? Why don’t you use it to cool the temperature around us, and the rocks too? So, we can take a break?" Max suggested. They looked at him as if he had had the coolest idea of the last few years and wondered how they had not thought of it. 
 
    They walked a few more yards, accompanied by an icy stream until they reached the ruins of what looked like an ancient temple. A row of pillars stood in the middle of nowhere, serving almost as a purposeful corridor leading to the entrance to the building. There were windows scattered all around, cobwebs and bulges on the walls, and the door was half-open. The building seemed to have been forgotten in the middle of nowhere, a forgotten memory of the past. On the roof stood a wooden cross, the size of a child, and there was whispering between the gaps of the bricks caused by the gentle gale. The young men sat in the shadow of the pillars, and each one took a sip of water. They held it in their mouths for a few seconds, enjoying and savoring it to the fullest, knowing that they could be hours without getting their lips moist again. 
 
    "We should go in," Neil commented. His pants were still smoking, and he was afraid the fabric would discard. 
 
    "I don’t know, it looks suspicious. A shelter in the middle of nowhere? Without anyone?" Lucy replied, smoothing her hair with her hands, which in the intense sun now looked like thatch. 
 
    "The truth is we won’t lose anything by trying," Alec added. 
 
    James and Max supported him. Only Lucian was on Lucy's side, calling into question the safety not only of the building’s stability but of the possibility of it being a trap. His long white hair was consistent, and shone as bright as daylight, despite the sweat running down his forehead. James took the lead and tried to open the door. However, even using both hands, he couldn’t move it an inch. The door, which was three times his size, was stuck. 
 
    "Need some help?" Alec asked, seeing him with clenched fists, and eyes closed as his feet crawled across the floor. 
 
    "I don’t need it, but if you can help, I won’t say no." He replied, turning quickly to the other side and biting his lower lip unnoticed, enraged by the situation. 
 
    Alec got up. Together, they pushed up the door, managing to move a few centimeters, enough to peek inside. A wide space flooded in the darkness, which was illuminated only by the cracks in the bricks and by the recent opening of the door. 
 
    "It seems to be empty. Neil, come help." Alec shouted. 
 
    The three of them worked together to move the door. It was dragging itself on the floor, raising dust while making a noise similar to nails scratching against a chalkboard. A sound that made them bristle, and shiver as it echoed several times in everyone's ears. As soon as they opened it, Neil burst into an uncontrollable cough. Swirls of dust, which had not seen much light, were slammed by the impact of the door. Alec stood back patting Neil on the back, while James decided to venture forward on his own. At the back of the room, three steps led to an altar surrounded by gold figures and embedded in the wall behind the podium. The rest had a pale white color, which in time had become a poor gray with some colorless spaces; some seemed to have been plucked by claws, and others had fallen over time.  
 
    There were several long benches scattered about the room; one on top of the other, some with the seats facing the ground and others on the diagonal. The wind blew into the room and made the papers flutter. Old leaflets, dating back to a time before the great separation, as one could make out for the fragility of the paper and the little-defined images. The walls, vulnerable to the wind, played soft music, flutists experienced in the art of appeasing the fears of those who traveled.  
 
    James had taken only a few steps, still incredulous that the space that had been preserved there. Luckily, he looked down before continuing. A whitish goo had fused to the brown of the ground. Round wraps were also on the side; broken and candle out. He stood still for a few seconds, staring at a curtain of red satin fabric that was on the stage. He decided to go closer and see the mystery behind it as the remaining young men and girl appeared behind him, asking him if the place was safe. 
 
    "Let’s go. I've seen it all. Any problem, I'll protect you," he said. 
 
    They sat on the benches. The silence lay with them, and so they stayed for a brief moment. They wiped the sweat off their faces and let the moisture on their clothes dry. They looked around, focusing on what was left of the walls ornamented by someone skilled in their work. 
 
    "Looks like someone left this place running," Lucy commented, picking up some of the papers on the floor and flipping through them to see if they contained any valuable information. 
 
    "Or they had to leave. These benches may be a fighting signal," Neil replied. 
 
    "Or desperation..." Max added, trying to create a theory about what had happened there. 
 
    They talked among themselves, trying to reach consensus when Lucian asked for silence. Neil was about to respond, but Alec grabbed his arm and nodded. The wind roared through the building, shaking its vulnerable structure and echoing through the flaws. Time seemed to be in slow-motion. James gave in at Lucian's request, twisting his nose, sniffing what was around him. 
 
    "You sense them too, don’t you?" Lucian asked quietly to Alec. 
 
    "Yes, at least one behind the curtain and another on the roof," he replied with his head down, struggling not to look at the places mentioned. 
 
    "There's another, but I'm not sure where. The smell is all over the place." Lucian said, catching James's attention as he approached them and listened with doubled attention, "Let's do it like this. James, seeing you’re the most impulsive one, attack who is behind the curtain. It's on the floor, it's perfect for you. Alec, you wait until the third to appear while I deal with whoever is above us. Lucy protect Neil and Max," he ordered. 
 
    Neil didn’t like Lucian’s plan. He knocked the floor and said he didn’t agree, and they told him that it was not the time to be a hero. They had to be quick, stealthy and take advantage of the element of surprise. He stiffened, placing himself at Max's side, who grabbed his backpack, propping it against his body to protect himself. Neil had his short knife close to his body in case he needed to put it to use.  
 
    "I'll count to 3 and then we'll do it," Lucian said, with the gem of the eye in the corner, controlling the movements of anyone on the roof, "One ..." breathlessness grew louder, cutting the stressful silence, "Two ..." hearts beat at an unhealthy pace as sweat dripped onto the floor. 
 
    James wasted no time and threw himself into the curtain. He was not yet fully healed, so he shifted by putting his injured shoulder in a non-visible spot as he ran diagonally across the room. The hand shone as never before, lighting the room, and dazzling the sight of the rest. 
 
    "Shit. Too soon." Lucian said, turning to the roof, his eyes half-closed, throwing a net made of ice. 
 
    He hit the suspect's leg, who was perched upside down, shortly before laughing triumphantly and using its energy from the earth. Thick branches, looking as if they had already succumbed from an old tree, wrapped the net around them and tossed it away like fine porcelain. He turned in the middle of the fall, landing normally within a few feet of them. Alec was focused, looking for signs of the appearance of a third guy, sounds and visual cues alike. 
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    Meanwhile, James ripped the curtain and punched the wall "There is no one here!" He shouted, annoyed by the waste of energy. 
 
    "You should be more attentive." A female voice whispered in his ear. 
 
    As he turned, he had time to take two steps back before a knife ripped the skin of his arm upright. Blood rushed to the surface, running down his arm, burning and rendering it unusable. He let out an agonizing bellow, which echoed twice through the old walls of the place. 
 
    "James!" Max shouted as soon as Neil stopped him from going to the rescue of his cousin. 
 
    "I can’t let you go. He will survive, won’t you James?" Neil asked, doing his best to hold Max there. After all, he was the only healer they had, and he couldn’t be risked so early. 
 
    "Clear. I was just giving her a chance to make this equal," James replied, coughing as he laughed. 
 
    "Guys are boring," the girl said, juggling her two knives. They had freshly painted roses, although the metal was rusty. 
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    The way she was dressed was a plus for her, offering her the chance to take advantage of her agility to the fullest. A black skirt that ended just above her knees and lace stockings of the same color contrasted with the short pink top, whose letters had been blackened by dust on the top. She had blond hair and a ponytail. What stuck out about her the most, however, was not the way she repeatedly hit her left heel on the floor, or the way she was constantly smearing her lips. James couldn’t stop staring into her right eye, where a healed wound left her skin torn and blood had dried. The eye was totally white, with no moving point, or anything that gave it a life of its own. 
 
    "It's strange, isn’t it? Boys like you, from Drexus, don’t know what it's like to live like this. We aren’t young adults, we are pain manifested and personified" she laughed, content with James's terrified look. 
 
    He swallowed but didn’t budge. The rest had trusted him, and he couldn’t let them down. Besides, he didn’t want to be accused of being the only one not able to win, he couldn’t let Alec and Lucian overtake him. 
 
    Across the room, ice flowed through Lucian's hands and shoulders. In front of him, stood a young man, between 25-26 years old, with a macabre smile that was missing some front teeth and the remaining were yellow. He scratched his face constantly, with sharp nails, and he laughed even more as the blood rose in his red cheek. It was not something new. It was possible to see marks on his face of doing so. He had only a semi-ripped white t-shirt, hiding part of his set abs and a symbol under his clavicle. 
 
    "Bzzzzz ... bzzzzz. Can we kill them?" He asked, his eyes black, almost as if someone had possessed him. 
 
    "YES." A deep voice said as he rose from the floor, a few feet ahead of them. 
 
    The group opened their mouths in contemplation. They had turned the place up, even trampled on the ground where he had appeared, but there was nothing to indicate the presence of anyone. He was different from the others; an older man with broad shoulders, already in his thirties and in a showy outfit. He had a vest, which gave him a defense bonus, and black skinny pants that fit the stretches he made. Their lack of concern frightened the young. They looked at each other and then at the building, looking for an exit, or anything that would allow them to leave without having to fight. They had never faced anyone who would not hesitate to kill them, someone whose humanity had long since abandoned them. The memory of the sorceress in Drexus still lingered in their memory, but only Lucian had been so close to someone who had threaten his life. 
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    "Kill them. Torture them. The usual. Decide what you want. You are free. No one else will have a hand in you," said the man, smoothing his beard outline with his fat fingers and dirt-nailed nails. 
 
    "Well, it's time to start then," said the boy, letting his arms wrap around thick branches. His hands had become an extension of a trunk, strong and made of wood, enough to break what had the audacity to stand before him. 
 
    The girl, in turn, rubbed her daggers at each other. The shrill sound overcame any other noise, echoing through the walls and echoing in their minds. Various types of expressions overtook the group; fear in Max's face, which clung more and more to his backpack, to the seriousness of Alec, Lucian, and James's face, to Lucy's eyes that moved from one side to the other, and Neil's fear, who didn’t know how to help, but struggled not to show that his feet were on the ground and his knees trembled. 
 
    "Get ready," Alec shouted, waking his friends from the numbness. 
 
    The first to attack was the older man. He pulled a sharp two-edged dagger from one of his trouser pockets and tugged it hard on Alec's forehead. He cut the sound and the wind, turning to Alec at breakneck speed, shortening the distance. Alec didn’t even have a reaction if it wasn’t for Lucy's energy. Branches held the knife a few inches from Alec's face, breathing in relief and gratitude. 
 
    "That annoyed me," the man said, pulling two more knives out of his pocket. 
 
    At the same time, James tried to hit the girl with his fists, but she just spun away, laughing and staying on the defensive. It was well known that she could have attacked, but she didn’t. From time to time, she glanced at the large man, as if waiting for an order from him. 
 
    "Faster," she said, making James's speed seem slow-motion. 
 
    His veins bulged in his forehead and neck. He forced his teeth against each other, breaking his boundaries and going beyond, striving to be seen as well as Alec or Lucian. 
 
    "I won’t be left behind," he shouted, as he finally hit the girl squarely on her right shoulder, making her lose 50 HP. 
 
    She took a few steps back and lowered her head. When she lifted it, her expression had changed. She was no longer the girl who accepted the pain, but someone who used it to strengthen herself. Her hair covered her face, but the psychotic smile spread around the room as her torn eye grew and occupied a third of the left part of her face. James took two steps back and put himself in a combat position, wrists on top and bent legs. He still had enough energy for a few golden fists. 
 
    "Well, it looks like it's our turn," said the boy in front of Lucian.” I want to have fun, too." 
 
    He leaped up at Lucian and stretched out his arm, giving him just enough time to create a thin wall of ice, which shattered into a thousand pieces as soon as the wooden fist touched him. Lucian was thrown to the floor with the force of the impact, rolling to the nearest wall and gasping for breath as he struck his back. The building shook, the walls creaked, and the air grew heavier due to the dust falling from the roof. The situation was not pleasant, and Neil and Max lost the hope that had accompanied them there. The other group appeared to be on a different level. They had survived in the middle of nowhere, probably attacking defenseless men. Lucian stood up and ran the sleeve of his t-shirt over his ripped lips. 
 
    "We’re just starting,” he said, accepting the battle almost as a challenge. 
 
    "He's right. We were just warming up.” Alec replied. Flames came out of the palm of his hand, heating the space, and heating it like a furnace. 
 
    "Don’t forget me. I'm going to finish her off before you are dispatched." James said, meddling in the conversation. 
 
    The other group was confused. They gazed at each other, wondering where their apparent willingness to fight and the confidence they had come up with had come from. It irritated them to be ignored, to be put on the sidelines as if they were nothing. They stopped laughing, wearing only a short lip-toothed smile. Nothing visible or flashy, but it still made an impression of terror. The moment had gained importance that deserved their full attention. 
 
    "Stop talking. They're really pissing me off," shouted the man, interrupting Alec and Lucy, who were talking quietly. 
 
    Alec turned to him, with a slight smile of one who has an infallible plan. He looked at Lucy and nodded. A few seconds later he let the fire spread all over his hand as he ran toward the man. The man gripped the dagger, and crossed his hands in front of his chest, preparing to defend himself against Alec's attack.  
 
    The remaining fighting pairs had stopped and watched the main fight unfolding without losing focus. As soon as Alec was in the man's footsteps, he slowed, surprising the man who was so intent on him that he had not even noticed that Lucy's lianas had snaked across the floor, and now they were pinning his feet. Alec gave him no chance of regaining his composure by striking him with a flaming fist in his chest that threw him onto the altar and against the embellished walls. The structure shook again, warning of the risk of collapse. Still, no one moved. The man's HP came down to 420, and in seconds his vision blurred. 
 
    "Dad, are you okay?" The girl asked, ignoring James's presence and running to the man, helping him to his feet. 
 
    "I told you not to call me dad when we're in the middle of a fight. How many times do I have to repeat myself?" He told her, followed by a sharp crack in her face that left the whitish mark of his fingers on her pink skin. 
 
    "Hey! Are you sure you want to hit a girl? That's not alright" Neil grunted, putting aside his fear and inability to fight. 
 
    "Shut up, boy. This does not concern you. Only the strong survive and she has to be one of them." The man said, "Don’t you agree?" He asked her. 
 
    "Yes, Fa ... Yes, it's true," she said, stumbling over her words. 
 
    The words were still in the air as the other boy decided to move toward Lucian, preparing for another powerful punch. However, Lucian was not a person to fall into the same mistake twice. The wood caused the boy to weigh more and be slower, allowing Lucian to predict his movements and find a quick solution to counterattack them. As he reached out, Lucian swerved to the right, escaping the punch. Impossible to stop, the boy eventually punched the wall with a brutality that caused some of the roof bricks to come off and fall. Once again, a heavy fog clouded everyone's vision. The boy was ready to strike again, but he found himself unable. Lucian had taken advantage of a window of mere seconds and had frozen the wall, holding the fist of the boy inside. Despair took hold of him as he shouted madly, struggling to regain his freedom. He put one foot on the wall and used it to gain balance, but it had no effect. 
 
    "I'll kill you. I'm going... AHHHH" he shouted, while his effort was nil. 
 
    Adrenaline took control of his body. He began to punch the wall with the remaining arm, not considering the fragility of the building. The roof was about to collapse and the walls would not hold out much longer. 
 
    "You're going to destroy the building," Lucian shouted. 
 
    "I want to get out of here," shouted the young man again, punching the wall more and more intensely. His eyes were corrupted by darkness. The agony in his voice, uncontrolled as if a nightmare had come true. Tears ran down his face and he gritted his teeth. 
 
    "We have to get out of here. Quick." Alec said, "Go first. I will protect you." He added to Lucy, who followed Neil and Max as they rushed to the door, "Infernus Endum!" He said, shaking his hands and letting the fire spread across the floor, using old paper and candles as a conductor and fuse. 
 
    The flames surrounded the man and the girl. Alec snapped his fingers and the flames became unstable, growing until they were about the same height as the man. James took advantage and ran for the door, followed by Lucian who had stayed behind to make sure the other boy didn’t escape. The roof began to crumble, brick behind brick fell on the floor, forcing Alec to close his eyes and cover his nose and mouth to avoid contact with the dust. He was already near the door when he looked back one last time. The man looked into his eyes. Death didn’t frighten him. The girl was on his back, hugging him, panting, swallowing hard not to cry. The heat burned their clothes, which became mere ashes on the floor. Alec hesitated for a moment but ended up canceling his energy, giving them a few seconds to save themselves. 
 
    The building collapsed. The dust rose above the trail of civilization that lay there. 
 
    "We should get out of here fast," Lucy said. 
 
    "Why?" James asked suspiciously. 
 
    "The noise of the building falling ... If there are any other groups nearby, I'm sure they've heard." She answered him, putting her hair in a ponytail for the first time. 
 
    "She's right. It's dangerous to stay here," Alec said, leaning back and staring at the wreckage. 
 
    Their throats were dry, their sentences crawled and their hair was full of dust, as were their clothes and skin. Each took a sip of what was left of the water. They were in an unfamiliar place, tired, thirsty and hungry, and still didn’t know where to go. Max put his backpack on and followed James, who had taken the lead.  
 
    Suddenly, a distended voice, clinging to what was left of his life, begged for help. A low tone, almost whispering but coming undoubtedly from beneath the debris. Through the pile of bricks and walls over them, a flayed hand appeared, folding his fingers slowly, struggling to keep himself alive. The young men didn’t move. There was a sense of doubt between them, consuming them. Their willingness to help was seconded by the fear of helping someone who was willing to kill them minutes ago. 
 
    "We should help him..." Neil said though he didn’t move. 
 
    "Should we? We have to go." Lucy propped him up, while he clutched his lower lip and clenched his fist. 
 
    "What if it's a trap? It's not like they weren't just trying to kill us.” James said, imperceptibly at the opinions of his colleagues. He was aggressive and didn’t back down. 
 
    "I agree with him. It's best to pretend we didn’t see it and move on," Lucian said, his tone monotonous. 
 
    "Are not you going to feel guilty about letting someone die?" Neil countered. 
 
    James and Lucian didn’t respond. They had the same opinion, but they had not lost their humanity. They were logical and not emotional. Max timidly asked if he could speak. 
 
    "I ... I think we should save them. They're too hurt to do something” he said, unable to look into his eyes. 
 
    "It's just one of them," Alec replied, catching the attention of the others. 
 
    "How do you know?" James asked, approaching him. 
 
    "I gave the other two a chance to get away." 
 
    "YOU WHAT?" James shouted, transporting the sound across the surrounding plains. 
 
    "If we kill them while they attack us it's self-defense but letting them die doesn’t make us better than them," Alec replied, walking toward the wreckage with Lucy and Neil in tow. 
 
    James spat on the floor and turned his back on them, sitting a few feet away from Lucian. Max stood, approaching them, watching only as the others removed the wreckage until they could see the boy's face. A shiver ran down their spines as soon as they saw him; inanimate, his face full of open wounds, half-open mouth, eyes closed, and the arm being pressed by a beam that had fallen on top of him. Neil pulled away and vomited onto the floor; a yellow-toasted-colored liquid that left his lips moist. Lucy also backed down, swallowing her own vomit, and spitting saliva, that kept her from breathing, onto the floor. Only Alec continued on the wreckage, looking for a way to succor the boy. There was no sign of the other two. Most likely they had fled and abandoned him there, without mercy or hesitation, as it was expected. Carefully, he began to remove bricks, one by one, freeing his arm. He seemed to have been trampled several times as if someone had taken pleasure in doing so. He was flat, blood trickling, and limp. He was still unconscious. The pain was too strong for the body to keep him alive and awake at the same time. 
 
    "Come here and help me," Alec said, sweat trickling down his cheek, and his muscles almost tearing at the frayed tissue of the t-shirt, whose school symbol had been covered with dust. It was nothing more than a memory now. 
 
    "Are you sure?" Neil asked, wiping his lips on the t-shirt. 
 
    "Yes, I can’t take it all by myself, and he has bricks on his legs too." 
 
    Neil stepped to his aid, but as soon as the smell of fresh blood rose through his nostrils, the ailment returned. The disgusting taste of vomit was on the tip of his tongue. He used his fingers to close his nostrils, blocking the air from entering. He breathed through his mouth as he used the remaining hand to help Alec. After a few minutes, as the sun hit them on the cheek, Lucy joined them, also covering her nose. As soon as they got a small opening, enough to get the boy out of the wreckage, they pulled him, being careful not to drop him, and laid him down on the ground. 
 
    James glanced over and turned away again as his stomach twisted. The guts of the boy were exposed, a mixture of red and yellowish brown, which smelled of something out of date. Neil vomited once more. Max covered his eyes and turned away from him in a sneaky way. Only Lucian and Alec had a resilient stomach, looking straight ahead, disgusted but not needing to turn their backs on the boy. The high temperature made the smell even worse, a rotting fuse that set their noses on fire. 
 
    "Lucy, bring the backpack here," Alec asked. 
 
    "Don’t even think you're going to give him one of our HP bottles," James shouted, still on his back. 
 
    Lucy hesitated as she heard James. She looked at Alec as if she wanted to convey that she didn’t agree either - eyes downcast, and a slight nod. 
 
    "You don’t agree, either?" Alec asked. 
 
    "I agreed to save him. I don’t think we should jeopardize our survival for him," she said shyly. 
 
    "Neil?" Alec asked. 
 
    "I ... I don’t know ..." he replied, feeling trapped between a sword and a wall. 
 
    "What now?" Alec said, "We have to save him." 
 
    "Alec, look at his condition. We don’t even know if a bottle can save him. It heals the wounds, but the arm and legs are broken. We should have left him there to die. Whoever does evil, deserves evil," Lucian said, without hesitation in his voice. He didn’t blame him, nor did he seem to pity him. 
 
    "We are 3 against one, and Max and Neil abstain. You've lost!" James said, with a grin, glad to have been able to deny Alec something, forgetting that there was someone at death's door. 
 
    Alec finally resigned himself and accepted that it was over. He picked up the boy, blood sprinkling his arms and even his face, and laid him in the shade, putting a brick under his head. There was no open wound that was worth healing. The boy's body was in limbo between life and death. 
 
    "Let's go then," Alec said, followed by a sigh. 
 
    They set off on the way. The goal was to return to the previous site, to continue forward and with luck to find a place where they could stay overnight. The embarrassing silence made itself felt as they walked, heads down, feeling the weight of the temperature on their bodies and wondering if they had made the right choice. 
 
    "AHHHH," Max shouted. 
 
    They looked at him, clenched fists, trying to understand what had happened. They didn’t even need him to explain. Alec ran, with Max's backpack in tow, to the unconscious boy. It left only dust, which rose through the air, behind. 
 
    "NO!" James yelled, running in the same direction. 
 
    Alec took one of the bottles and, forcing the opening of the boy's mouth, gave him a sip of HP potion. Before Alec could even put it back in the suitcase, James hit him with a punch right in the center of the face that threw him to the floor. He looked up, his mouth half-open, his lip ripped, and eyes filled with fury. He got up slowly and rubbed his clothes until they were minimally present, but he did it with his fists closed. 
 
    "We decided we were not going to help him," James shouted, taking the suitcase away from the boy. 
 
    "I had to save him! Maybe he was just like that because he had the bad luck of meeting the other two." Alec replied, putting his soul in his voice. 
 
    "Betting our lives on a ‘maybe’ is not the best decision, Alec," Lucy replied, accentuating his name, almost as if she wanted to wake him from a trance. 
 
    "What do you guys know about that? You never had to hide in debris, or trust someone who could have killed you one minute before!" Alec shouted. The blue veins in his neck about to erupt. 
 
    Lucy approached him. She looked him in the eyes, and after closing them, slapped him with all the strength she could manage. He looked at her, taken aback, not believing she had done it. The moment stopped for everyone. The dust and gentle breeze only became a prop. She was crying in front of him, and from nowhere she began to punch him in the chest repeatedly. Her nose went red and swollen, her cheeks rosy and wet. 
 
    "No... you don’t know anything. Just because we came from a better place doesn’t mean that everything was a sea of roses. That we've never seen violence or people dying," she sobbed. 
 
    "Oh... Shouldn’t we be walking?" Max said, meddling in the conversation. 
 
    Lucy turned to him, staring at him with such anger in her eyes that he choked, took two steps back and didn’t utter any other word. Alec was unscathed, the words didn’t leave his mouth, even though he had opened it. Not even James dared to add anything. 
 
    "I ... I didn’t know Lucy," Alec said, stumbling over his own words, talking as he thought of what to say. 
 
    "There's a lot you still don’t know. A lot I try to avoid thinking about." She said, wiping her eyes, and blotting some of her soft makeup. 
 
    "I just had to save him. There are good people out there who may simply have had no choice but to make the wrong ones." Alec said, trying to convince them that he had made the right decision. 
 
    "It’s done, there’s no coming back. Not worth wasting time on that," Lucian said, and turned his back, "Let's go on before anyone shows up. Just check him before. Maybe he has a good item we can use.” 
 
    "Maybe it's for the best." Neil, who had been quiet until then, said. 
 
    “I’ve checked him. He doesn’t have anything with him. The ring is absolutely destroyed. Let’s get out of here. They might come back with reinforcements.” 
 
    "Let's just ignore that he went against the group's decision?" James said, not content with the resolution. 
 
    "No. But we don’t have time to lose. Right now, we have to get out of here." Lucian commented, glancing at James with his clear eyes like the ice. 
 
    James grunted, frowning and kicking a small rock at his feet. He threw it at the wreckage and it broke into dozens of pieces. He discharged his anger and the sound of the shattering stone comforted him. Max picked up his pack and ran to Lucian. Neil and Lucy turned their backs, leaving Alec, still with one knee on the floor, behind. Neil still looked once and murmured an "apology," but that was all.  
 
    Alec punched the floor, fully knowing he had been set aside to save the humanity of his friends. Inside, he knew that everyone would regret it if they had let him die, that guilt would consume them, little by little, taking over their nightmares and chaining their hearts. He got up and followed them, a few yards away, aware of what could be around them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter X 
 
      
 
    No one spoke. Neither alone nor with others. There was an awkward silence in the air, a wound still unlocked, causing a break in the group. The sun disappeared from the monochromatic painting, giving them the gusts of wind that raised the dust and even destroyed fragile rocks, forcing them to cover their eyes and hide behind sturdy stones.  
 
    James's belly was the first to growl, followed by Neil's and Max's. Hours had passed since the last time they had eaten and the battle and stress of it had left them exhausted. They took the time to take a break, sitting in a circle, and each eating a piece of fruit. They gave small bites, trying to make the fruit, which wasn’t even fresh, last longer. Alec joined them but noticed that no one looked him in the eye. At the slightest sound, they looked to every corner, dreading that someone had come closer. 
 
    "That's enough, don’t you think? We're acting like kids!" Alec said. Sadness turned to anger, "I did what I had to do for you!" 
 
    "For us? We made a decision and you ignored it. You must think you're the greatest." James replied. 
 
    "Have you ever killed anyone? Do you know what that is? Do you think you'd be able to pretend it never happened? Or that his face and the cries of despair before the building collapsed would not be repeated in your head? In your nightmares?" Alec exclaimed. He spoke loud and fast. Some thin threads of saliva jumped out of his mouth as he spoke in exasperation. 
 
    His emotions were on the verge of collapse. Everyone seemed to have something to say, but no one took a step forward. They knew what was at stake and the consequences they would have in breaking the group in two. They sealed their lips, watching only Alex's face, red closed lips and gasping for breath. Particles of fire came out of his fingers and splattered the desert floor. 
 
    "BUT ..." James began but was interrupted by an explosive substance in the distance. 
 
    A black cloud appeared on the top of a mountain. The wind carried the ashes and the crumbled rocks around the surrounding area. The sound still buzzed in the ears of the young, when they realized they were unable to move. Almost imperceptible wires, connected to each other and tightening whenever one of them tried to move, fastened their arms and legs. Facial expressions changed as they screamed in fear and despair. They looked in all directions trying to understand what had happened, while at times one of them dragged the others to a painful punishment as they tried to move. 
 
    "Stop moving!" Lucy said, "You’re only making it worse." 
 
    "But ... we have to get out of here. Fast. What is going to happen to us now? "Neil said, anxiety becoming the owner of his voice. 
 
    "Whoever did this should be watching too. They have to appear. We have no choice but to wait," Lucian said, taking a deep breath. 
 
    "Where is your wolf when we need him?" James asked, still trying to yank the wires with only his hands. 
 
    "We don’t know who they are or how many there are. I cannot risk it. We have to see where this is going" he replied. 
 
    James, Alec and him were still recovering. The combat had drained all of their energy, and they had not yet been able to recover. They had agreed not to drink any of the bottles unless it was urgent. Come to think of it, they now regretted not having taken it soon enough, but it would be impossible to predict that something like that would happen to them. They were at the mercy of a being they couldn’t see, and who rejoiced in testing their resistance, tightening the threads until they brushed against their skin, wounding it. Blood rose to the surface of their knees and arms. Lucy and Max fell to their knees, screaming in pain. It was too much. The skin slowly undoing itself, blazing malevolently, as the threads scraped past the wounds of the past, some of which were still open and sensitive. Their HPs were descending slowly, but nothing could be done to stop it. They were already in the 30s, and they wandered between losing consciousness and recovering it for a brief moment. Finally, the wires fell to the floor, transparent, letting them breathe until the earth began to tremble. 
 
    Dozens of footsteps approached them. They could hear the soles of different sizes touching the floor, like an earthquake that is getting closer. Two men, in the middle of a row in pairs, carried a red and green banner, with a crowned serpent, whose body wrapped around the flag. It was impossible to tell how many they were, but certainly at least 20. They all wore gray armor that shone even though the sun was no longer awake and had a small X burned above the left eyebrow. It had a bright reddish appearance, with a singed tone.  
 
    Behind a huge, triangle-shaped cliff, a young man, in his twenties, emerged, his pale skin contrasting with black clothing and a device attached to his hand. A sort of weapon, which instead of bullets fired transparent threads. He had painted the area around his eyes in black, and a gray cap covered most of his black hair. It was only possible to know the color due to some wires that constantly beat on his face due to the increasingly strong breeze. He walked in a strange way, staggering from side to side as if carrying extra, invisible weight on his back. He was one of those rare people whose body had been shaped to power and not the other way around. His veins looked like wires, coming out of his arm, spinning around him, then back to their place of origin. They had a mind of their own, and he seemed to be able to shape them by the way he drew back a bit and dug it, throwing it to the ground for pure pleasure. 
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    "My money?" He asked. He had a soft voice for someone with such a dark aura. 
 
    One of the men at the front pulled a sack from his pocket and handed it to him. The man opened it and counted the coins one by one. After making sure the payout was correct, he walked in the direction of the line, ignoring everyone, as if they were nothing to him, not even fearing that they could attack him from behind. He was unprotected, but he gladly accepted it, not being afraid of the death reaper. He disappeared into the horizon, leaving a bittersweet sensation in the group's tongue. A simple boy, only 2-3 years older than them at maximum, had immobilized them. 
 
    "That boy always scares me," said the man who had handed him the sack. 
 
    "Have you heard the story? Of his parents?" The man, at his side, said. He had the voice of someone younger, possibly an apprentice. 
 
    They heard someone clearing his throat and fell silent, swallowing. The line split in two, opening the way for one man, twice the size of everyone else, to walk into the group. He removed the armor that protected his face allowing his long blond hair to stretch out, almost as if the strands were sailing through the wind. As the man smoothed his thick brown beard, he curled the corners above his lip. He waited for the young men to calm down before he spoke. 
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    "Who are you?" He asked in a thick voice that shivered to the whirlwinds behind his neck. 
 
    "We... Ah... we were just passing through. We don’t want any trouble." Neil replied, hesitating at every word he uttered. 
 
    "As he said, we are not looking for trouble," Lucian added, avoiding showing any fear. 
 
    "Hmmm," the man hummed, "I can’t risk it. Arrest them. Let's bring them with us. The doctor will get the truth out of them." 
 
    They looked at one another. Their bodies were taken by the despair that bound them to that place, imprisoning their fogged minds. The soldiers obeyed the chief's orders and carried rusty chains with them. Lucy, who still had enough energy, created a barrier to push them away while thinking of a plan. They believed that they had won a few minutes, which they could use to think of a plan and escape. However, hope was decimated in seconds. The boss stepped forward and snapped his fingers.  
 
    Lightning struck the clouds above them hitting the greenish dome in the center and making it nothing more than an ancient memory. The slight smile on the group's faces was replaced with horror, eyes open, hands shaking, slow breathing and a distorted view. They could hear the chains being dragged across the floor and they only saw the soldiers with them in their hands. The rest was gone. Max tried to pull away and eventually tripped on a rock, falling flat on the floor. 
 
    "N-no," Lucy said, looking up, seeing her barrier disappear, transformed into dust, "This won’t end like this," she said, falling into despair. 
 
    "LUCY NO!" Neil screamed, trying to stop her. 
 
    He reached for her arm too late. Dozens of small green threads flowed from the palm of her hand towards the leader. He stood still, tugging at his oversized mustache, almost as if accepting her attack as a challenge. Her energy was about to reach him when a yellow light dazzled them for a few seconds. As soon as they opened their eyes again, her attack had dissipated, completely obliterated in the air. 
 
    "What happened? How? "She asked, breathing faster, her sweat dripping to her tongue. 
 
    The man laughed, taking pleasure in the discouragement of the group, but didn't explain to them what had happened. The soldiers were within yards of them, there was no salvation. They were delivered to the mortal fate and, only with great luck, they would survive. 
 
    "Let's not give up so easily," James shouted, clenching his fists. 
 
    "Kantos," the man said. 
 
    One of the soldiers, an energy user of air, stepped out of the line and walked over to him. He didn’t remove the armor, nor questioned the leader. He just raised his hand, swiveled his index finger three times, then closed it. Gravity disappeared where the young men and woman were. A tremendous pressure pushed them down without them even being able to open their mouths. They knelt, and finally, their bodies clung to the ground. It was as if a herd of horses was stepping on them constantly and there was no escape. They could feel the footsteps every second, but it was no more than the earth pulling them down, taking away their remaining energy. Their HP remained the same, but their consciousness slowly disappeared. They would close their eyes, open them again, and close again. Waves of air hit their vital points until they felt nothing but the breeze escaping through their clothes. Small tears in their clothes and fragile skin appeared. Alec’s ears began to bleed, as did his nose. Fresh blood-spattered their faces. 
 
    "You can stop," the leader said, looking serious. He didn’t seem to feel happy about having to make a decision with deadly consequences. 
 
    Kantos opened his hand and lowered his arm. Gravity had been restored, however, none of them could move. Lucy had fainted and the rest were still recovering. They felt like their legs had come undone and their arms were trampled. They would open their mouths but nothing came out except a sound like a whistle interrupted in the middle. The guards ran to them and put the cuffs on their feet and arms, chaining them to each other. As if that weren’t enough, they also put brown gloves, that drained all the energy they had left, on them. They also removed small bottles of energy, which were attached to the belt, and gave two sips to each; enough to get up, but not to start a revolt. They helped the group to stand before they moved away. They marched, behind each other, in a calculated and choreographed way, their feet reaching the floor at the same time. Lucy was still on the ground. Her long pink hair was now stained with dirt, and her legs were covered in small cuts open, bleeding into her shoes. 
 
    "If she doesn’t get up, leave her there." The man said and turned his back. 
 
    "No! I will take her! Just help me put her on my back." Neil pleaded, using what was left of his weakened voice. 
 
    The two soldiers, who were returning to the line, looked at the chief. He approved and turned his face away. They took Lucy's body easily and threw it at Neil's back. He bent down so she wouldn’t fall. Because of the handcuffs, he couldn’t bring his two arms together or carry her around. He couldn’t hold her back either. He had to maintain that position all the way, even though his whole body trembled with every step he took, even when his weary knees felt the pressure and begged for a moment's rest. 
 
    Another soldier had the end of the chain in his hand and didn’t hesitate to pull it when he thought the group was delaying its leader to return to the city. The old metal scrubbed on the skin, flaying it to an open wound, subject to infection. The gale shivered over their whole body, now covered with misery inflicted by others and by time. The night was on the way, and it was already possible to see the darkness lying on the horizon. The aggressive gusts of wind, the small sand rocks that were transported all over the desert, and even some that pounded mercilessly on the faces of young people, as well as nocturnal animals coming out of their hiding places, always looking for a new source of food. The night was an invitation to danger, to the mysteries that live outside closed doors. 
 
    "How do we get out of here?" James asked, as quietly as he could. 
 
    "I don’t know, but I'm sure they aren’t taking us to Relics,” Alec replied, trying to raise his arm, enough to scratch himself above the eyebrow. It was a futile attempt, frustrating him enough to inadvertently bite his tongue. 
 
    "We have not used our asset yet. We have to wait until they leave us alone." Lucian added. 
 
    "Can you summon your spirit animal even without power?" James asked, surprised by the information. There was a hint of envy in the way he asked the question, giving it some dubious intonation. 
 
    "Yes, but I cannot protect it," Lucian replied. 
 
    "Be still." The man who held the chain commanded. He pulled it hard, tearing the skin off Neil’s legs, who fell on his knees, still with Lucy on his back. 
 
    Max let out a groan of pain as well, the metal shaving part of his hand, leaving a long red mark that contrasted with his skin tone. The pain gave them no rest. They had been walking for almost an hour when they saw flashing orange lights in the distance. 
 
    "We're almost there." The man, who could be considered a hangman, warned them. 
 
    The moon woke up and rose on the main stage. White light shone and supervised the night. The color was similar to Lucian's eyes now glowing brightly. An entity seemed to have seized his body, walking now with his eyes only on the moon. 
 
    "Lucian, are you okay?" Alec asked, trying to get closer to hustle him. 
 
    There was no answer. His lips moved, but nothing came out. He was in another world, a trance in which the moon had a hand. The lights of the city were getting closer and they could already see some shadows near a wall. It rose up to coincide with the highest point of the city and circled the whole of it. They lived there, in the middle of nowhere, protected and with a civilizing system that worked. The leader, whose fur boots left behind a large print on the ground he stepped on, spoke for the first time in hours. 
 
    "Guys, we're almost there. Today we celebrate our capture!" He said, leading his men to madness. 
 
    Festive songs echoed through the night. They jumped merrily, and the ground trembled as they trod on it with their metal boots. Their armor rattled against each other, and the people at the foot of the wall, with torches in their hands, joined with them, singing also the sounds with references to war and victories. 
 
    "They're crazy. Crazy is what they are. They're going to kill us, aren’t they?" Max asked, panting. His heart beat faster and faster, to the point of preventing him from thinking rationally. 
 
    "I doubt it. If they wanted that, they would have already done it. There's something they want from us," Alec replied. 
 
    Neil was still carrying Lucy as she slept, breathing softly behind his ear. Due to the increasingly sharp arrows of wind, Neil had sweat trickling down his throat and hair covering his eyes. Lucy was slipping down his back, and not even him leaning, putting his back at risk, avoided such fate. They hadn’t drink or eaten for hours. Their bellies were growling and there was no longer saliva that gave moisture to their mouths. The faces marked by the consequences of the attack on the academy were proof of the lack of mercy that had been inflicted upon them. They were no longer teenagers. They were out of the adolescence as soon as they stepped on the ground under the cave and now proved a life in which death didn’t hide. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XI 
 
      
 
    The soldiers were received by the entourage that awaited them at the wall's door. About ten men, all of them armed to the teeth, and another man and two women, the healers. They had white towels folded over their shoulders. There were also two litters on the floor. The wall was made of a kind of metal Alec had seen only once. He recognized it quickly by the way several beams of light came out of small stones embedded in the rocks. They brightened the space around them, but above all, it was an extremely rare, expensive, and resistant material. Wherever they were that had to be one of the main reasons so many people decided to live there. The soldiers removed their armor revealing different facial features, including two young girls, possibly sisters, who had hair in a ponytail and who were feared, as it was possible to observe by the respectful way men avoided looking them in the eyes. 
 
    As the group reached the soldiers, Neil fell to the floor on his knees. His breathing was ragged and was preventing him from calming down. He put his hands on the ground, while the lack of moisture in his mouth and quick inhales closed the larynx faster than it was supposed. 
 
    "HELP HIM," Alec yelled at the healers. 
 
    They didn’t move. They looked at the leader, waiting for his authorization and only after he waved did they run to Neil. The two women placed Lucy on one of the stretchers, and the man used his energy to soothe Neil's breathing. Lucian was still out of the real world, but they had agreed not to talk about it. They couldn’t risk the last chance they had of leaving that place. They were led by 3 soldiers to the metal door that gave access to the city. It required a unique key, which apparently only a few had access to since they had yet to wait for another, older looking man to open it. 
 
    The town was very different from what they expected. Max uttered a long "Ahhhhh" when he saw the technology running through the city. Drones were patrolling, with small cannons on their wings, yellow lights floating through the long corridors that were the main streets of the city and the adjacent ones, and small cars without tires that moved a few meters above the ground. There were people behind the half-open doors, peering through the opening, while others went out into the street and joined the chants. Some children hid behind their parents, humming the part of the songs they knew by heart. Others, barefoot, ran through the streets, dirtying their feet and having fun jumping into small dust bursts where they lay in the center and were left there until the whirlwind dissipated. 
 
    "Technological cities are like that?" Alec asked. 
 
    "Similar, but this is something totally different. I've never seen cars come so high, or lights without brackets. I think I know where we are ... Shit.” Max said, clearly panicked. 
 
    "Where?" James answered with a question. His eyes were blinking constantly, trying not to complain of the pains that scratched the skin of his feet. Whenever the metal touched the wound it was as if someone was pouring a bottle of alcohol into it. 
 
    "We're in Teclicity," Max said, still looking around. His eyes shining with fascination. 
 
    "Tecl what?" James asked, gritting his teeth every time he opened his mouth. His vision diminished with every step he took, becoming almost like a tunnel with only one exit. 
 
    "Teclicity!" Max said, raising his voice, "Do you remember when your father told us about a city in the middle of nowhere, that nobody knew where the exact location, but that  was the source of many of the new technologies?" 
 
    "Hm ... Vaguely. That was always the kind of thing a nerd like you liked to pay attention to.” 
 
    Max's semi-closed gaze could cut James' arrogance in two. He looked at him as if to say that it wasn’t the time for childishness, but he didn’t have time to do so. The man holding the chains had placed himself next to him, putting a strong hand on his shoulder, telling him in his ear to not move. His voice, soft but carrying a bale, shivered Max, who remained silent, his life passing before his eyes as he looked desperate and opened his mouth for help. The sound clung to his vocal cords, too frightened to leave. He glanced at the man who had their fate in their hands. He had removed the armor and had a white face, with furry eyebrows that covered the tip of the tattoo. His almost non-existent lips didn’t line up with his big black, empty eyes, looking at Max, reading him and consuming his hope. He was not as strong as the leader, but he wasn’t far behind. 
 
    "Then you know who we are." The man said, squeezing his shoulder until Max knelt down in front of him, "We'll have to sort this out." He added in his ear, his laughter as calm as scary echoing through the crowded streets and head of the boy. 
 
    He called another soldier to accompany them and ordered him to call the leader. His voice thickened as he gave orders, his Adam's apple moving up and down. 
 
    "You can handle it," James murmured, showing concern for his cousin for the first time. His eyebrows arched and his lips were drawn in. 
 
    Everyone stopped. The short but impressive steps each time the boots touched the floor imposed respect on all citizens. The leader had the city at his mercy and he had a taste for it. He clapped his hands and asked them to continue, stating with certainty that they didn’t have to worry, that the young men were just outsiders and that they would be leaving once they had confirmed their good intentions. No one was brave enough to ask what would happen if the opposite was found, or perhaps they did, but they avoided talking about it in front of the children. 
 
    "I see we have someone smart over here," he said, looking down at Max, who seemed even smaller at his feet. His foggy glasses blurred his vision, but he still saw his way covered by a giant. 
 
    "I... No... It was a story..." Max tried to say, but the words were as shaken as the shivers that made his hair tremble. 
 
    "You come with me," he said, in his powerful, sharp voice, "Kantos, bring him." 
 
    Kantos, who was celebrating with the rest of the soldiers, hurried out of the mess. He removed the handcuffs around Max's skinned hands and feet and waited for the next orders. 
 
    "Take him to Room 3. I'll be there. If he tries to escape, which I doubt, he is a mere healer; you have permission to stop him. Any means necessary." The leader said, emphasizing the importance of the last sentence, "As for the rest, hm, room 1 will be good for them. Tell the doctor that he has new guinea pigs," he said to the man still holding the chains. His fingers were already swollen from holding the iron. 
 
    "What about the girl who was taken to the infirmary?" He asked in a monotone. 
 
    "As soon as she wakes up, take her back to Room 1. Maybe we'll get a good buyer for her. Tell the doctor not to disfigure her as I speak to our contacts. And bring me their backpack. I want to know where 6 young people went to get that much money." He said, rubbing his beer belly, whose grumbling was almost like the roar of a wild animal. 
 
    He spoke with a normality that both impressed and frightened the young. They heard words like "guinea pigs" and "disfigure" and their thoughts were drawn to the dark side of their mind. The pain burned their skin, burning from the outside in, pulling the idea of freedom into the background. 
 
    The executioner pulled the chains, forcing them to follow him to a house at the end of the main street. Unlike the other buildings it didn’t have a modern look; on the contrary, it seemed to be dozens of years old. The white walls were stained and corroded by black and the ceiling looked ready to fall if a rainstorm struck it. Max also followed them, but a few yards behind, Kantos at his heels with a finger pointed at Max's neck, serving as a weapon ready to fire.  
 
    The chants calmed down and now people exchanged stories of what had happened. Some claimed that the group had fought, others stayed behind, mysterious and with fans looking at them. Tales made legends by men who from the queues didn’t leave. The soldier opened the door, and the group followed him, with no other choice. The house was just a huge room with an old, chipped, black-bearded gentleman who had no status in a corner sitting on a wooden chair. He was so focused on some blades in front of him that he didn’t even notice anyone entering. He wrote quietly, using a thin felt-tip pen, and sometimes paused, conjuring up with it in the air. Lucian woke up as soon as the ceiling intruded between him and the moon. 
 
    The soldier wiped his mouth, gargling, to catch the man's attention. 
 
    "Um, how many?" He asked. He had a soothing voice, even able to calm a turbulent tide. 
 
    "Four for room 1, and ah... one for room 3. Right now, but there should be... one more for room 1 in a few minutes" He replied with some hesitation. His voice trembled and he shuffled his feet, struggling not to bother the man more than necessary. 
 
    "Go ahead," the old man replied, handing him a key. 
 
    The soldier took the key from the man’s hand and thanked him. The delivery happened in mere seconds, without an exchange of looks and with as few words as possible. The old man sat down and sank back into the swirl of papers. On the other hand, the soldier moved a brown and red carpet that was in the middle of the room, revealing a space that gave access to the basement of the place. He opened it, took a deep breath and straightened his clothes, before picking up the chains again. An improvised wooden staircase, with sharp barbs and fragile wood, led to a long, pitch black corridor. 
 
    They descended, carefully, without being able to see what lay ahead of them. Drips fell from the rocky ceiling, supported by iron plates, in the face of the young people and on the floor. They echoed all the way, almost like a soundtrack appropriate for an honorable end. Max risked touching everything that was at his reach, trying to stretch his arms, the result of his recent freedom. Space was small enough for both hands to touch the mossy, damp walls without needing to have the arms stretched to the maximum. 
 
    "Ugh. Disgusting," he said, waving his arms in the hope that the ooze on his fingers would come off. However, part of it was hidden inside his nails, making it almost impossible to remove unless he used a file or a toothpick. Neil's belly rumbled louder and louder, and it could be heard from feet away, like a belch vibrating through the nozzle walls. 
 
    "Sorry," he said, taking little steps, panting more and more. 
 
    "I hate closed sites. This never seems to end," said James, softly, venting. 
 
    "Silence! When we get there, you'll be in a hurry to get out." One of the soldiers said and laughed like a maniac. 
 
    The darkness prevented them from seeing which of the soldiers amused themselves at their expense. Again, laughter spread along the long corridor, doubling it and increasing the volume. 
 
    "Ahhh..." James exclaimed, catching them by surprise. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Alec asked after a moment. 
 
    "What the hell. I just stuck my foot in a puddle. I'm wet to the ankle. As if this wasn’t bad enough," he said, frustrated and his voice crawling from the lack of moisture in his throat. 
 
    He tried to shake his foot but the ankle scraped the chains. The pain was excruciating, feeding on the strength they still had, even though they tried to avoid complaining. Their HP diminished whenever one of the limbs of the body was hit, even if it was only a superficial touch. The skin was in such a fragile state that a slight slip of the finger was enough to cause a chain reaction in which the skin twisted because of the pain that was pounding on the body.  
 
    Max's HP was 40 because he had drunk two sips from the bottle while the rest of them were around 20. Their hearts beat louder than the sound of drops of water falling into the puddles and sweat mingled with their dust-covered faces. Their faces itched as if they had a bug crawling through their pores, and they couldn’t scratch it. 
 
    The soldier stopped in front of a door with a sign that marked ‘room 1’. He took the key from his pocket and opened it. He peered out to be sure there was no one there, before grabbing the chains again, pulling them, bursting into laughter at the pain he caused, making the prisoners bite their lips until they were sore. Labored breaths removed the little oxygen that existed in the tunnel, making it increasingly difficult to breathe without ending up out of breath. The light in the room lit up as soon as the bottom of his boot touched the floor. He entered, and the group found themselves obliged to follow him. Only Max was left behind, with Kantos telling him to move on. He had the habit of spending hours in the palace where he lived, at the window, reading with a view of the family grounds. Solitude, once his friend, betrayed him now, spitting him in the face and abandoning him to a frightful fate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XII 
 
    The boys entered the room, blinking desperately as soon as the strong light struck them, a trace of saliva coming to them when they noticed the existence of five bottles of water and a sandwich for each. Contrary to expectations, the room had a modern look. The walls were white, had recently been painted, and had a glass window in the middle of one of them, for someone to watch. There were also five white, tilting chairs. There was a certain comfort allied with the colors of the room and the way it was arranged. 
 
    "Sit down. I'll take the chains off your hands. I don’t need to tell you what happens if you try to run away, right?" He asked, not getting answers, "I asked you a question!" He repeated, raising his voice, giving off anger and contempt. 
 
    The boys nodded and went to the metal chairs, one at each end, facing the center of the room. Their eyes were bloodshot and their skin dirty as if they had not been cleaned for months, though only two days had passed since they had fled the academy. Suffering lengthened the day. They sighed with relief as they regained the freedom of their hands, controlling themselves not to attack the soldier as soon as they heard the noise of the handcuffs hitting the stone floor. They rubbed their palms together and even high-five in the air to each other, putting aside the friction between them.  
 
    They smiled as if they had saved the world and ate as if they had a hole in their stomach. They ate the food without shame, small pieces of bread getting between their teeth, and falling on the floor and their clothes. In the middle of their meal, they emptied the water bottles, with several sips at a time, sucking the food down. The drink descended into their guises, refreshing their bodies. James even snatched up the water in his mouth, which Alec laughed at, even if he had quickly tried to disguise it. Lucian used the little bit left in his bottle to pour over face, the thin river of water cleansed the brown rot, like a snow-cleanser. The others, seeing him run his hands over his face, removing all the dirt, did the same. Even in the case of Neil, who had only a few drops available. 
 
    "Well, I assume you’re done." The guard spoke, ripping the solemn moment out of their hands and pulling them back to the stark reality, "The doctor will be right here. If I were you, I’d laugh now. If you're lucky, you’ll just run out of teeth." He said, laughing with his mouth open, the black of some cavities on the bottom teeth making an appearance for the first time. 
 
    He left the room, still laughing which echoed through the tunnel, making itself be felt inside the four walls, even with the door closed. The group was left alone, unsupervised and with loose hands. Alec frowned, finding the situation very strange, wondering if it was a trap if they had planned everything so they would expose their escape plan. Neil took the opportunity to nibble on the crumbs that had fallen on his t-shirt, without realizing that James was watching him with his face locked, pausing only to scratch his eyebrow. Lucian had folded and fingered the chains around his feet. He cracked them, rubbed them in the metal, pointed at them and nothing. He had zero energy, but he persisted, eventually catching the attention of the rest. 
 
    "Are you going to stop?" James finally said. 
 
    "I'm trying. There has to be a little bit of it," Lucian said and continued. He repeated his movements, one after the other, until finally, he got tired, "This has to work. I cannot remain arrested here," he said softly, to himself. 
 
    "Good, you're crazy again. At least your eyes didn't roll back," James commented sarcastically on the tip of his tongue. 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Lucian asked, raising his head slightly. 
 
    "Don’t you remember? You were walking, looking at the moon with your eyes rolled up. It looked like you were not even here." James replied, looking at Alec questioningly, "Is he all right?" 
 
    "Um ... I don’t remember how we got here.” Lucian confessed, staring at the ceiling and opening a breach of curiosity in the ruined body of each. 
 
    "Can you stop talking about things that don’t matter? What about Lucy? Is he going to torture her too?" Neil, who had been silent since they had arrived on town, asked, locusts jumping out of his mouth. 
 
    "Lucy this, Lucy that... She’s probably better off than us." James countered, whipping him in disarray. 
 
    Neil threw him a murderous look, if he could, he'd strangled him for a few seconds. James remained silent and no one said anything until Alec broke the momentary calm. 
 
    "Whatever happens... one of us has to get to Relics. Even... without the letter," he said, looking down at the strands of black hair, usually standing, lying down. 
 
    "Wait ... are you trying to say we're not all going to survive? I didn’t even have time to tell my father that, despite everything, I appreciated him for trying. Shit. He deserved to know that." Neil said, punching the air, followed by a burp. 
 
    "We all knew the risks of the mission..." Alec said. 
 
    "Not that we had any choice." James shot off, interrupting, "I still believe the gods will protect us." 
 
    "I've been further from death and closer. At least this was for some worthwhile cause." Lucian shot the air, catching everyone by surprise. 
 
    James stared at him with a half-open mouth, long sighs, frowning. Alec kept his head down while Neil murmured something inaudible, looking at Lucian too as if he had seen a familiar ghost rise before him. 
 
    "We're going to ..." Neil was going to finish the sentence when they were interrupted by a shriek coming from another room. 
 
    The cry ravaged their souls. It was Max's voice and carried with it a pain they couldn’t imagine. Then another, even stronger, but this time his voice trembled as he shouted: "Please don’t." There was so much fear in his voice, mingling with tears and a dry hoarse throat. The sound echoed through the walls and infiltrated each of their minds, repeating itself in an infinite loop. 
 
    "Shit. They must have figured out who we are." Alec said, noticing that Neil was covering his ears with his hands. 
 
    "Or they read the letter," Lucian added. 
 
    "You have to use your spirit animal," James concluded, folding himself to try and remove the chains from his feet, taking the opportunity to hide his watery eyes. 
 
    Alec agreed. Lucian thought for a few seconds, his eyes on the top right corner of the room, before closing them. The cold rose slowly. A chill that sent the rest rubbing their hands over their arms and their teeth to chatter relentlessly. The noise, almost a continuous tic-tac, was the only sound that was spreading in the room. Lucian's eyes gained a transcendent light, and his body was covered by a gleaming blue and white layer. 
 
    "Interesting. Something different." A voice at the door of the room said. “I feel like we're going to have lots of fun." 
 
    Everyone's eyes were on him. The light that enveloped Lucian dissipated as soon as the concentration was stopped. The newcomer must have been around 30 years old and had bottle-bottom glasses, with a pointed nose that held them in place. In his right hand he carried a pen and a small black notebook, and in the left was a suitcase lined with wine-colored silk. He whistled a soft melody, which, at any other time, would be reassuring. However, in that inhospitable moment, his calm, unusual demeanor, frightened the group, who slowly came, to the conclusion that he was the doctor. The way they talked about him had created an image in their heads that didn’t match the person in front of them. They were expecting a tall, potbellied, butcher-like man, or a skinny lord whose eyes reflected soullessness, but not a healthy young man, brown-eyed, pausing to smile, and aware of what he was about to do. They also noticed the soldier from before, and pink threads behind his slender body. 
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    "LUCY?!" Neil asked as if he had just woken up and something incredible unfolded before him. 
 
    "So that's her name ... Pretty girl, isn’t she?" The soldier replied, taunting him. 
 
    Neil spat on the floor, followed by a scream, "When I get out of here ..." 
 
    "If you still have legs..." He countered the man, taking Lucy by the arm and tossing her carelessly into the chair in the middle of the room. 
 
    She was awake. Her eyes were half open, and a trickle of saliva ran down her chin. Neil called her, but there was no answer. She was there, but her mind was reclusive after the pills she'd been given. Her face was at a 45-degree angle to the right and her back wasn’t touching the bottom of the chair. The memory of Max's agonizing scream was still fresh in Neil's memory, and the silence of their returned companion made them terrified.  
 
    The doctor placed the briefcase in a corner of the room, removing only a syringe with a dark green liquid. He confirmed that it was operational, letting the drops fall on the floor and treading on them without a second thought, fully knowing someone would clean them. He looked around, with a huge smile, choosing his victim. He delighted in the possibility of having several options, but he approached none, waiting a few minutes to do so, amused to see them faint with fear little by little. It was on the edge of Neil that he gritted his teeth like a dog salivating with anger, and then near James who tried to punch him. He turned away, smiled, and turned to Lucian, who kept a serious face, without showing any emotion. 
 
    "I'll start with that one. It always gives me pleasure when they go from tough guys to tears." The doctor said, pointing at Neil, “He seems to like the girl. Poor soul won’t even be able to watch what I’m going to do to her” 
 
    As soon as he finished speaking, the soldier slipped behind Neil's back and held him by the arms until the doctor stuck the syringe into his arm and made sure the young man received the whole dose. Neil still struggled, trying to free himself from the soldier's arms that held him as if a snake had involved him, but it was in vain. It was not long before his vision became totally blurred, unable to see more than shapes and shadows. He wanted to talk, but when he opened his mouth the sound seemed to be lost in a vacuum and he stopped feeling his body weight. It was light as a feather, but the chain around his ankles kept him from moving. A slight jerk on his shoulder was enough for him to lie horizontally on the reclined chair. 
 
    "Enjoy it. Your friend won’t be able to move, but he will feel everything. A few more seconds and you'll even be able to scream in pain. Do you know what's the funniest part? The body is so sensitive that not only will it experience more pain, but also the more you try to resist the more you will feel. Great, isn’t it? I created this serum myself." The doctor said to them, smiling with pride, showing the two white teeth that stood out from the rest. Allied to his chubby cheeks made him look like a rabbit every time he smiled, which was almost always. 
 
    "Leave him alone," James shouted, stepping forward, blood dripping from the whiteness of his foot, leaking through his toes. 
 
    "Don’t be in a hurry. You'll have your turn, too." The doctor said as he walked to his suitcase, stowing the syringe and pulling out a hammer. It had a brown handle, and the metal was painted black. 
 
    The way he carried it with both hands meant it was heavier than it seemed. He stood beside Neil and ordered the soldier to pick a hand and a finger. After a few seconds of holding his hand to his chin, the right and the indicator were selected. The hand was placed a few inches to the side of the body, still on the chair. Neil couldn’t even touch his fingers, as the lifeless eyes, with dilated pupils, looked at the situation from above. The others watched, feeling incapable, as the doctor holding the hammer forcefully with both hands, swung it back and forth until the moment that he lifted it and mercilessly dropped it onto his defenseless finger. There was no time to close his eyes. They watched as the finger was brutally ripped from Neil's hand, the blood gushing down to the floor and onto the doctor's white coat. They couldn't get the sound the hammer made as it tore muscle and bone apart out of their minds. Neil's eyes widened, about to leap out of his body, just as his mouth stretched open to scream, but no sound came out. His facial expression was enough to convey his pain, to understand that even he was not prepared for something like that. Blood was leaving his body like a forgotten shut-off faucet. The living flesh, red and yellowish in tone, was rooted in the memory of all who couldn’t look away. They looked at his finger, lying on the floor, his skin flayed, and the bone destroyed and split in two. His HP dropped to a third and no one said anything, but it was possible to hear as they, one by one, swallowed dry. 
 
    "I've just started. Only I can have so much control over the human body, know where to hit exactly to cause maximum pain so that the person stays awake until the brain itself momentarily disconnects." The doctor said, taking his finger, and touching it to see its consistency, "I have an idea." 
 
    He returned to his suitcase. He put back the hammer, the fresh blood mingling with the black gaining a wine color, then he searched inside the suitcase until he found what he wanted. A gray object, with the peculiarity of being made to pull nails, as he explained in an enthusiastic way, raising his arms, and whirling around the room. Before putting it to use, he slid one of Neil’s fingers through a pool of blood that was in the chair, which now had a thicker consistency. He took it to his mouth, delighting in the taste, acting as if he had just experienced tropical food, licking his finger and sucking it until there was not a drop left. Even the soldier felt uncomfortable, eventually looking away. 
 
    "Strange, you know? Since I was little, I’ve had a fascination with blood and, as the more samples I prove, the more I realize that each one has its own flavor. Some sweeter and some a little bald," the doctor said, adjusting his glasses, holding them to his nose, letting his bushy eyebrows fill his face. 
 
    "This guy is crazy," James said, unable to control himself any more. 
 
    "Many called me that. Fortunately, our great leader saw potential in me and I compensate him by getting the information he needs." He replied, explaining himself. 
 
    He took a hold of Neil's hand from underneath and chose the thumbnail. He closed the rest of his hand, holding only that finger up and using the other hand to fit the tool into the nail. Small irons pierced the nail from one end to the other. The sound of them poking through, coming down without difficulty, ripping and splitting the skin, raised even their unborn hairs. However, the worst of it all was seeing Neil motionless, his head moving slightly from side to side and his eyes turning. The effect of the chemicals that circulated in his body was gradually nullified. The pain supplanted its effect, functioning as an antivirus. 
 
    "Ah, cute, he’s resisting," the doctor said, pulling his fingernail, leaving an empty hole behind, and a crust where previously furred threads were. 
 
    This time, Alec had time to close his eyes and James to divert his head. Only Lucian held his gaze, seeing Neil's body shaking, resembling someone with convulsions. The heavy silence was one of the signs of how the moment had taken away the group's courage. They didn’t fight, nor did they grumble or complain. Desperation had taken hold of them, gradually, locking their minds, making them an empty shell. The doctor smiled, and licked his lips, proving the little blood that had survived his tasting. He returned to the corner where he had the briefcase and put the tool away. He removed the same syringe from before, and called the soldier, asking him to hold on to an instrument which he said was one of his favorites.  
 
    With the soldier’s back to them, they couldn’t figure out what it was, but the idea of a new instrument tormented them more than their own mind. They didn’t need to see it to feel fear, for their lips to dry and their pupils to enlarge, occupying half the light.  
 
    Neil’s gasping breath still lingered, and his noisy heart kept beating. The pain in his body didn’t hurt them as much as the voices, in his mind, that screamed at him that they were going to die there. 
 
    The soldier turned. In his right hand, holding a white thread, he held a roll full of sharp gray spikes. The tip of them gleamed when in contact with the light. The doctor reconfirmed if the syringe was on the point and walked silently to James. 
 
    "I'm crazy, right? Let's see how much madness I can get into your body," the doctor said, bursting into a wave of megalomaniacal laughter. 
 
    James stepped into combat mode, fists clenched, and legs bent. All he needed was a good punch to the chin to immobilize the doctor, although the chains on his feet prevented him from getting close enough. Even as he seemed to have it within his grasp, the doctor turned away easily, making his punches obsolete, joining the collection of intricate attempts against him. 
 
    "Now, now," the doctor said. 
 
    The soldier, who had moved like a shadow behind James, rubbed the roll on one of his arms. Gruesome screams fill the room, as the pain was tremendous, his body imploded with it, and snot blocked his nasal passages. His head fell to his chest, and tears made their way down his face, falling onto his tennis shoes covered with dust and mud. The doctor took advantage of the distraction and thrust the syringe into his chest. It was no more than mere seconds until the screams dissolved into the air, James swallowing them, almost choking. 
 
    "Tears so early? After all, you're the weakest one.” The doctor said, handing the syringe to the soldier and receiving the roll, "Let's have some fun." 
 
    He put the roll of spikes close to James's leg, and let it go, letting it roll down his leg. Small holes opened in the trunk of the leg, rivers of blood accompanying the path of the instrument. The ruined leg was bumpy and sunken. His mouth was half-open, and the noise caught in the back of his throat. Blood pooled around James's shoes, which caught the attention of the doctor. He looked fascinated at the light red, and quickly grabbed James's arm and licked from elbow to shoulder, swallowing the blood his tongue picked up along the way. 
 
    "Not bad, but I preferred your friend's." He said, dropping his arm, and stretching out his own, "This tires me. Just one more time and we will get serious. Give me the syringe and get it, you know which object I’m talking about. Don’t let it fall. It's a unique object," he said to the guard. 
 
    He took a few steps to the right. He ran his fingers through Lucy's rosy hair, massaging her temple, sliding the tip of the syringe down her fragile neck. He was pleased to see Neil's anger in his fists and veins on Alec's forehead, brows, and knuckles. They both wanted to protect her, but there they were, defenseless and helpless. As subject to suffering as she was. 
 
    "Coward!" Alec shouted, saliva running down his chin, his teeth clanging violently against each other. 
 
    The doctor laughed and walked away from Lucy. James was waiting for him, but he decided to get close to Alec. Syringe in hand and a curve in the lips. He nodded to the soldier, who, once again, stepped behind the young man and held him. Alec, who was already waiting for him, was able to release one of his arms and hit him with his elbow, catching him by surprise. The soldier lost his footing, slamming into the wall and falling. As he rose, anger exposed on his face, he placed his fingers on the sensitive part between Alec's neck and left shoulder, which in response twisted. The doctor, approaching carefully, was about to inject the syringe into his skin when he heard someone tap three times behind one of the walls. 
 
    "You were lucky," he said, hiding the syringe behind his back and backing away. The soldier followed him to the door and waited for him to pack up his stuff and put the suitcase on his lap. 
 
    The group was left alone, in abysmal suffering and pure degrading conditions. There was no drink, no food, and the scent of blood flooded the room. 
 
    "It's over?" Lucian asked Alec, the only one who could answer him. 
 
    "Yes, but I'm not sure why. It was so sudden..." He replied, thinking of several reasons. 
 
    "What if Max told them everything?" Lucian asked. 
 
    Alec didn’t answer. The idea hung in the air, a question left unanswered. 
 
    They couldn’t track time. It seemed, to Alec, only a few minutes later, and Lucian talked about hours. There was an undoing between reality and what was happening inside that room. Blood dripped from James' right arm and leg, creating an even larger puddle at his feet. Neil's fingers were already moving slowly, but he still had not regained complete control of his body and his face was as white as the walls. Lucy's consciousness slowly appeared. She had momentary tears of lucidity before she lay back in her chair and stretched out her hands, acting as if she had to catch something flying above her that no one could see. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XIII 
 
    Max’s POV 
 
    Max saw his friends enter a room but was prevented from following them. He was led to a door, which had the number 3 in black, in the middle. Kantos removed a key from his pocket and opened it, giving Max room to enter first. The light went on automatically and revealed a small room, with only one table in the middle and two chairs, one on each side. On the table, a sandwich, a bottle of HP, one of energy and two bottles of water. He looked at Kantos with a dubious look, his eyebrows arched, and lips pursed. 
 
    "If it were you, I would take advantage of it before the great leader arrives." The soldier said to Max, standing in front of the exit, blocking it. 
 
    Seeing that he wouldn’t leave so early, Max hurried to sit down and drink the life and energy bottles, followed by two cracks in the sandwich and about four sips of water to push the food down. His belly rumbled, and the buzz came out of his mouth in the form of a belch, spreading the scent of chewed food in the room. Kantos shook his head contemptuously at the jovial attitude. He was still tinkling the last bits of bread when he heard loud, monstrous footsteps approaching. The floor seemed to shake every time a foot was placed on the ground. Small pebbles peeled off the walls and fell to the floor, stamping themselves. Max swallowed as quickly as he could, and drank the little bit of water, choking for a moment as he forced the food down. 
 
    "You did a good job," said the leader to Kantos, who was moving away from the door to allow his entrance. 
 
    "Thank you, boss!" Kantos said, feet together, head narrowed forward, and neck slightly tilted up. 
 
    The leader glanced at Max and walked to the table, sitting on the opposite side. 
 
    "A young man, in his prime age, and, above all, a healer. An essential member of any group that deserves it. We have not had the visit of such important outsiders for a while. I read the letter. I want to know which one of you has a spirit animal.” The leader asked him calmly, but in a way that sounded like an ultimatum. 
 
    "I ... Oh, I don’t know. We didn’t open the letter..." Max said, trembling with fear and stumbling over his own words. 
 
    "Hm... I'll give you one last chance. Are you going to answer truthfully? "The leader asked, dragging the legs of the chair across the floor to lean as close to the table as possible. 
 
    "I swear. Seriously, I don’t know." Max replied breathlessly, knowing that the consequences of lying wouldn’t be pretty. 
 
    "I'm going to tell you a secret. Come closer." The leader said to him, in a voice that was as reassuring as mesmerizing and to which Max couldn’t resist, "I don’t like blood. I hate it. I have someone to handle it, but..." Before finishing the sentence, he took Max's head as if it were a mere plastic, and threw it against the metal table, "sometimes I have to take care of it, too." 
 
    Max's forehead slammed into the metal so hard that the swing made him fall from his chair and bite his tongue hard. He put two fingers on his forehead, fingering it until he had felt a source of pain and heat, slick with blood which came away with his hand when he inspected the liquid. The scent made him sick, and he had some difficulty getting up and standing without holding his chair. He staggered, the scent rising up to his nostrils, his legs trembling like a paper house about to be dragged by a tornado. It took him some time to sit down, and even after doing so, he had a hard time seeing the leader's face without moving and getting out of his normal plane, seeing two faces glued together.  He had lost 10 HP points from such a small action from the leader. 
 
    "I'll repeat it. Who has the spirit animal?" Asked the leader, sighing with annoyance. He took no pleasure in what he was doing, but he knew it was necessary. 
 
    "I..." He started but had to stop. Sharp pain in his forehead made him wriggle in pain. He couldn’t open his eyes completely, and when they came into contact with the bright light of the room, they closed in an instant, "I don’t know." He finished face down. 
 
    "You're more loyal than I expected." The leader commented, raising his hand and motioning to Kantos. 
 
    "Are you sure?" He asked, glancing at Max. 
 
    "Yes. You know what to do.” 
 
    Kantos, who didn’t seem very happy to be used as a torturer, aimed the palm of his hand at Max. Gusts of wind were hurled at his slim body and threw him against one of the walls. The force of the air pressed against his bones, imprisoning him and tearing his clothes slowly. Max screamed in pain, seeing himself forced to open his eyes, flying pelts, scratched glasses, about to explode in a thousand pieces, lights on his face, and having trouble in breathing.  
 
    “Please, don’t…” He begged, as loud as he could. 
 
    He tried to remember the good times when he was a child and he got lost in his uncle's library, full of books of all kinds. Reading what he could and yearning to become someone that the family could be proud of, but also by the day that he finished academy so he could have access to the private collection. His uncle had promised him. He needed to survive until there. There was more at stake than that, but it was that memory of ancient book’s scent that made him feel that it wasn’t his time, that the reaper was not going to decapitate him here, under the earth, in a small room, alone, being tortured to death. 
 
    "Enough," the leader said. 
 
    Kantos lowered his hand and the wind waves vanished in seconds. Max fell, sprawling on the floor. His torn clothes revealed a thin body with protruding bones and pink nipples. His color contrasted with the white ground. He had wounds, cuts on his whole body, including some superficial ones in the face and in his fingers. It took him some time to close his hand and get up as much as he could, with a bare shoulder and a quick breath. His glasses had jumped from his face, into the right corner, with broken lenses, and a trail left behind them. He could barely see, and he had to grope his way until he touched something solid and low enough to be a chair. Even less than a meter from the leader he could no longer see his face, only the shape of certain features, such as thick lips and ears larger than they should be. Attributes that distinguished him and which were large enough to stand out. 
 
    "Get up and follow me," the leader ordered. 
 
    Max immediately obeyed, fearing reprisals. He followed the leader's form to the entrance, groping around him to get an idea of where he was. Someone touched his shoulder. He turned and saw the faint face of Kantos, who was now stretching out his hand, having a small object in one of them. Max took the glasses, which he quickly put on. They didn’t fit well and they tightened around his ears but they were going to have to serve. He returned to the tunnel without a light, where he didn’t have an idea of the end and the beginning, or even if there was an exit other than where he had come. The leader had his back to him. He didn’t look back once, nor did he hesitate for a second, even knowing how much Max wanted to get out of there and how helpless he was. Max was not sure if the boss knew he wouldn’t have the guts to attack somebody helpless, or trusted Kantos, who was following Max, a few steps behind him, to protect him. 
 
    They led him to the next door, which had no number and was smaller than the others. A narrow corridor led them into a room, smaller than the one in which they had been, and with a transparent glass. At first, he saw seven shadows, four in each corner of the room, one in the middle and two around one of them. They exchanged a few words between them, but the sound was confined to the four walls. Gradually he began to notice and perceive that they were his friends, still imprisoned and being used as a bargaining chip. Kantos pressed a button beside the doorway, and the shapes gained color, becoming clear who they were, and the puddle of blood beneath the hand without Neil's finger, as well as the finger on the floor, covered in blood. 
 
    "What are you doing? Stop!" Max shouted. The sound echoed through the room, revealing and disappearing into the void. 
 
    "We thought you needed an incentive. They can’t hear you here. Take advantage, watch the spectacle." The leader said, pulling up a chair and sitting down, looking bored and as he would rather be anywhere else but there. 
 
    Max tried to knock on the glass but Kantos stepped in front of him and stopped him. His intelligent brain melted, troubled by the emotions that tore through his body. He didn’t sit down. He stood motionless, eyes wide open, watching as a young man, a few years older than him, took something from his suitcase and turned to his cousin. He lost what was left of his humanity gradually, seeing his cousin's body become nothing more than a guinea pig for experiments of torture. His heart pumped the blood faster, flowing into his numb brain. He knelt, his hands touching his face as tears moistened his lips and fell to the floor.  
 
    His cousin's mouth moved, suffocating in pain, but nothing came out. A silence governed by the weight of the moment, by the inability to fight what was happening. In charge of saving the academy and the people, and, in the end, had been barred badly as soon as the journey began. Max punched the ground so hard the bones between his fingers reddened. He didn’t feel worthy of the trust he had been given. He had to prove that he deserved it, that no matter what happened, he would remain silent, a safe lying on the dark bottom of the ocean. He resisted seeing his cousin's leg be destroyed as if a giant had stepped on it without hesitation. Blood trickled down the small holes in James's leg, and the young man who had caused them smiled like a psychopath as he tasted it. 
 
    "He's crazy!" Max shouted, his face turned to the leader. 
 
    "Not crazy, but in love with his work. The right person for this kind of work," he replied, looking down at Max, "It's not over yet. There are still 3 colleagues left." He added, smiling, "Unless you have something to tell me." 
 
    Max didn’t answer. He got up and looked at the mirrored glass again. The torturer's fingers were lost in the long strands of Lucy's hair. Max bit the inside of his cheek until the pain relieved him of guilt. He could stop everything, and yet he knew that it would not be what his friends wanted, that they would rather suffer than reveal everything. Even Neil had already proved himself, and he alone had been useless so far. The young doctor approached Alec while the guard held him by the arms. The syringe, dripping, was directed at his body. 
 
    "ENOUGH." Max shouted, "Please." 
 
    "Hmmm. A special affinity? It makes us weak, you know? Well, a promise is a promise..." The leader said, standing up and knocking three times on the wall. 
 
    The torturer stopped. He glanced at the glass, before picking up his things and leaving the room. He left them alone, slash wounds on their bodies, and Alec and Lucian staring at each other, exchanging words. 
 
    "Which one?" The leader asked, looking at the group. 
 
    "Ah... that one." Max pointed at Lucian. His finger trembled and color faded from his face, removing the pink color. 
 
    "Are you sure?" The leader asked, waving at Kantos. 
 
    "I am..." he replied, still with his finger in the air and his voice failing him, "What are you going to do to him?" 
 
    "You're better off not knowing. You can go to your friends. Someone will come to set you free. They are free to go. You'll get the HP bottles, energy and half the money." The leader told him, walking to the door, "you made the best decision." 
 
    Before leaving, the leader pressed the button near the door, causing him to no longer be able to watch what was happening in the other room clearly. Max fell on the floor, once again crying with a tight heart. A big enough squeeze to immobilize him. He looked at the mirror, seeing a shadow entering the room, trapping Lucian's hands and feet with another chain and taking him with him. 
 
    "It's all my fault," he said, tears streaming down to his fists as he struggled to bury them on the floor. 
 
    A few minutes passed until his legs regained their ability to rise and his arms stopped shaking. He wiped his eyes and nose with the left corner of his clothes and walked to the door. His head still throbbed. A latent pain that sometimes forced him to close his eyes and leave him dizzy, going against the walls of the tunnel. A shiver ran down his spine as his body touched the cool moist moss. The darkness embraced him with every step he took, stretching the tunnel for several yards without reaching the number one door. Step by step, and yet it never seemed to get there. Trapped in a loop, intended to repeat the scene, his head created a high definition cinema, as the moment he betrayed the group repeated incessantly. He sighed deeply, the heavy, thin air swelling in his lungs. 
 
    He touched something with a different texture on the rock wall and stopped. His mouth half-open with a bit of saliva escaping from the right corner of his mouth, he looked up and saw the sign with the number 1. The door was leaning. He hesitated for a moment. His hand trembled, nervousness seizing him, wondering if he could face them. He swallowed his pride and went inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XIV 
 
      
 
    Alex, Neil, and Lucy were talking to each other. Neil was still recovering, bleeding, but he was talking non-stop, serving as a short-term remedy to not focus on the pain. He also had his finger on his hand, hoping that it could still be sewn to his hand. They didn’t notice that Max had come in and he could hear them saying that there was only one reason why they had taken Lucian and how he must have betrayed them. Neil blatantly accused him, while Alec said he wouldn’t do it and Lucy refused to take a side. 
 
    "It was me," Max said, voice trailing, almost imperceptible at the end. 
 
    Their eyes fell on him, his face infested with doubts. Alec's eyes almost jumped from his face, Lucy unable to look into his eyes and Neil clenched his fist and told Neil to get closer. 
 
    "I ... I needed to save you!" Max shouted. 
 
    "And you gave up our only chance to get out of here? What do you think will happen after we get out of here? We have nowhere to go! We cannot appear in Relics without the spirit animal!" Neil shouted, waking James who was still in a state of trance because of the pain. 
 
    "But... the torture..." Max continued. 
 
    "We were going to take it!" Neil said as he reached out to grab Max. 
 
    "Excu ... excuse me!" Max asked, backing away two steps, enough to get out of Neil's range. 
 
    Max stumbled over his own words. He avoided telling them the truth. He had seen everything, resisted torture and overcame adversity, but everything fell, like a stone thrown from a ravine, when Alec was at stake. A dagger stuck in his heart, pushed down as he knew he was about to watch the desperation of the one who was urging him not to give up. The irony was that he saved Alec but lost him anyway. No one answered. 
 
    "They'll free us!" Max said, trying to make them realize he did what he could. 
 
    "For someone so smart you have a hard time noticing that you made a mistake," Neil said, serious as never before. 
 
    Max walked forward, swung his wand and watched as a few threads of lights joined the fingers back onto Neil’s hand. 
 
    "It's no use crying about it now. We have to arrange a plan to save Lucian and get out of this town as soon as possible." Alec said, looking to the door. 
 
    Lucy opened her mouth but closed it before speaking as two distinct kinds of footsteps approached. They were already near the door, and there was a bunch of keys banging on the belt buckle every 3 seconds. She was still slightly dizzy, but whatever they had given her was beginning to wear off. Two guards appeared at the entrance. They didn’t talk to them at all. They went to the chairs and opened the chains, whenever one would open a chain, the other would face the group in case the boys decided to make the mistake of trying to subdue them. It was almost impossible without energy and given their power it was even more ridiculous. However, they didn’t seem to underestimate them despite the youngsters' unwillingness to fight.  
 
    The chain’s metal hit the floor and echoed through the tunnel. James was the last one, because of his wounds, and Alec had to hold him before he spilled out. His leg was undone. It resembled more grated fruit than a limb of the human body, and the young man, still with half-open eyes, trembled whenever his foot touched the ground. His hand, glued to his body, stretched as if there were no shoulder, hiding the dried blood from the eyes of others.  
 
    Lucy stayed on the chair. She shifted only a few inches, giving Neil room to sit beside her, worried, confirming that she was okay. As soon as they were released, one of the guards took the chains, while the other gave Max the bag with the promised items. His face expressed disgust, with creases between his cheeks and nose, and salient lines on his forehead. He turned and moved on. The last thing the group heard coming from the men was one of them, the slacker and the one who carried the chains, letting out a sincere outburst: 
 
    "I see why, but the doctor always overdoes it with children," he said, ending with a sigh. 
 
    The room sank back into an embarrassing silence, driven by the inability of the young people to know how to confront what was in their hearts. Max cleared his throat. He waited for everyone to look at him and opened the sack, removing the bottles they still had and giving one to each one of his friends. 
 
    "You could start by using your energy, couldn’t you? Do something useful, for once." Neil said, his eyes filled with fury, snorting like an animal. 
 
    Max lowered his head. He walked forward, swung his wand and watched as a few threads of lights joined the fingers back onto Neil’s hand. Then, he walked over to Lucy and used his power until she got an extra 50 HP. Neil followed and got the same 50. Max didn’t have the energy for much more. Alec had to settle for what was left, 20 HP, having 40 for the rest of the night. They agreed that one of the bottles was for James, and another for Lucian, if they could get him back. They clung to hope, to the possibility of doing so, afraid of stumbling in an endless spiral, a hell from which they wouldn’t leave. It took two people to make James swallow the cure, one opening his mouth and holding it for him, while another put the drink down his throat. 
 
    James awakened in less than a minute, spitting saliva to the ground, clutching himself tightly to what was left of Alec's jacket as he looked down at his leg. His HP had gone up and the pain had calmed down, but the leg remained a misery. 
 
    "Can’t you do anything to help him?" Alec asked Max, still not looking into his eyes. 
 
    "No... Only top healers can heal wounds like that. I don’t know if there are any in this town..." he replied timidly. 
 
    "I think there is. I remember seeing a woman with huge healing power in the hospital where they took me. But it was after the injections, I may have seen it wrong," Lucy added. 
 
    "Real or not, it's our only chance," Alec said, still with James on his side. His teeth creaked and he touched Alec's clothing with only two fingers, avoiding showing how much he needed help. 
 
    "We also need a safe place to stay, at least for today," Lucy added, getting up and adjusting her clothes, the dust falling and spreading through the air. 
 
    "We don’t have money, do we? We don’t even know if people will help us!" Neil said, stifling the hope that grew slowly. 
 
    "We have half the money," Max replied, shaking, afraid that Neil would get up and attack him. 
 
    "If we’re lucky it will do,” Alec said, glaring at Neil and nodding at his clenched fists, still squeezing his fingers into his skin. 
 
    They planned what would happen next. Alec would take James on his back, accompanied by Max, and they would stand at the door of that inhospitable house, with walls that could fall at any moment, while Neil and Lucy went to the hospital, to look for that doctor, who they still were not sure existed. After healing James, it was the task of finding a place where they could stay overnight. It was not a perfect plan, but it would have to do. It was all they had. 
 
    "Don’t think this means we're already friends!" James commented with Alec. 
 
    Alec smiled at seeing him trying to be himself, despite the misfortune that had fallen on his body. Alec crouched in front of him and waited for him, with Neil's help, to cling to his neck. 
 
    "Don’t worry," he replied, as he felt his hands wrap around his neck. 
 
    James still mumbled, but eventually, he was silent. They walked through the tunnel with a smelling rotten lake with muddy puddles on the ground. James still screamed as he was hit by a drop of water in the middle of his forehead, and as he tried to clean, he almost made him and Alec fall. Neil went ahead with Lucy, exchanging ideas of how they were going to approach the situation at the hospital, and Max was behind them all, alone, carrying the burden of guilt on his shoulders. 
 
    The trapdoor was down, but a jerk of Neil's strength was enough to open it, leaving the light in the small room, where they had entered, to illuminate part of the tunnel. They went out one by one. Toward the end was Alec who pushed James up by the haunches while Neil grabbed him by the arms and pulled him up. The white-bearded man was still at the table, sitting and twirling with his fingers, pausing to glance at them. There were no guards in the room, and yet he didn’t seem concerned. He put the pen behind his ear and whistled a celestial melody through his teeth. The moment gained a peculiar form; the tranquility of the music calmed the exalted moods that ran through the group. They stood there for a few minutes, breathing in the fresh air, the music flowing through their ears, ignoring how late the night was at its end but for them, it was the beginning of it. 
 
    "We better get going," Alec said, slapping Lucy on the shoulder. 
 
    "Yes, yes, you're right," she said as if he had woken her from prolonged sleep. 
 
    Neil, once again, helped James up onto Alec's back. James’ frustration grew every time he was confronted with the impossibility of doing something as simple as walking. It irritated him that he needed so much help, that he was becoming the kind of useless person he always abhorred. He avoided looking into their eyes and used only the tips of his fingers to hold on. They walked to the door before the group divided as previously planned. Neil and Lucy went in search of the hospital, and the rest sat on the sandy floor in front of the building. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XV 
 
      
 
    Max was a few feet away from the other two, hiding his face between his legs, sobbing constantly. Alec stared at him, not knowing what to say. Even he had not seen and dealt with such situations, nor had he faced anything like that, with a betrayal that put them at risk, but which at the same time was right. He didn’t do it for money or to save himself. He did it to save them. It was hard to blame him for something that Alec himself could eventually do as well. Alec knew that not everything is a straight line and that sometimes the situations are a mix of right and wrong, a black spot on white and vice versa. He had a notion that evil exists in all, but that doesn’t make people villains, or mean that Max made a mistake, but there was a reason for it so can he really call it a mistake? 
 
    "What's going on here? Why isn’t anyone talking to you?" James asked. His sharp voice carried drops of blood spattering the floor and his clothes. 
 
    "It was me, cousin. I told them about Lucian. I ruined everything. You were right, okay? I'm a disappointment. I always have been to the family and now I'm also to the few who saw me as a friend." Max said, pounding the ground, crying compulsively. Anger came from within and stayed there, messing up the sanity he had left. 
 
    James, serious as ever, didn’t utter a word. The wind crashed against the roofs, blowing through the escapes, and the moon, in C-shape painted white, rose on the horizon, a sign of the dawn that began hours ago. 
 
    "AT LEAST SAY SOMETHING," Max shouted. His breathing was out of control, snot flowed out of his nose, and his belly moved up and down at an unhealthy pace. 
 
    "If you did it... if you really did it, there had to be a good reason!" James replied, catching them by surprise, "It's over now and what matters is how you're going to redeem yourself." He added, much to Alec's surprise as for the first time, he was acting like a young adult. 
 
    Max stood up, blew the remaining snot onto his t-shirt's sleeve, apologized for everything, and warned them that he was going for a walk. He needed to let his ideas flow, and he couldn’t do it there. He told them that he would be back in less than an hour, and if they weren’t there when he returned, he would know they had gone in search of a place to sleep or the hospital. 
 
    "I will find you somehow. The city is not that big," he said. He began to walk towards the sleeping city when James called him. 
 
    "Beware. Don’t show up here only because you had to run away from someone,” he said, as an older brother would advise a little brother. 
 
    Max gave him a smile and disappeared through the pitch of the city. A haze that separated the house, isolated from the rest, and the rest of the town, which had been lost for hours between festivities and celebrations while they were taken to be tortured. Alec leaned his head against the white, stained, unopened wall, and sighed into the air, followed by a question James was already waiting for. 
 
    "Why did you defend him? I thought you were going to insult him.” 
 
    "I believe what I said. He wouldn’t do it unless there was no other choice." He replied, his eyes on his bumpy leg, touching it with his fingertips, seeing which parts were sensitive and the ones he could touch. 
 
    "You believe him? I thought you didn’t even trust your cousin," Alec replied, wary, but still curious to get to the heart of the matter. 
 
    "I’ve always gotten into trouble since I was young. I've always been like this. If there was someone better I had to defeat him. If there was someone weak I needed to insult him until he opened his eyes. I couldn’t stand to watch them settle for their minimum. I was going to be kicked out of school. And of all the times that something bad happened, the first thing they did was interrogate him and ask if it was me. Not once did he say my name, not even when they threatened him with expulsion." He answered exaltedly, putting a finger in the air and spinning it, "I give him a lot of trouble because I know he has potential, but I wouldn’t let someone else touch him." He added, in a calmer tone. 
 
    "I see, but why do you think it stopped at that moment and not when it was your turn?" 
 
    "I don’t know that. We also heard him scream. He might have been tortured before, he might not have had this option, maybe they wanted to show him they were not kidding. Or, it was the turn of someone he couldn’t see being hurt," James explained. 
 
    "What do you mean by that last part?" Alec questioned him, wondering. 
 
    "For someone who’s smart most of the time, you're still very slow on some things," James replied, while he used his good hand to straighten up, "Forget what I said. What matters is that I realize why he did it. Or do you think Neil wouldn’t do it if he was confronted with this decision? Or Lucy?" James countered, calling into question the remaining members. 
 
    "I don’t know..." Alec answered hesitantly, unable to give an answer in which he believed, "We have to get Lucian back from wherever he is." 
 
    "They must be torturing him again..." James said, looking down, seeing what they did to his leg, and having a notion that the doctor still had more instruments to use. 
 
    "If he does that... Lucian will release the spirit animal and try to survive, wherever that leads. No matter what he has to do." Alec confessed, remembering the story Lucian had told him the first night out of the academy. 
 
    "Are you saying he's going to kill them if necessary?" James asked, rubbing his eyebrows, with his eyes closed, letting the dust in his hair fall to his face. 
 
    "If he has to," Alec admitted, with disgust at the tip of his tongue. 
 
    The night brought with it the silence, a soft breeze, and honesty in every gust. They had put the truth out there, and now all they could do was wait for Lucy and Neil to succeed. It was all in their hands. They wouldn’t be able to save Lucian, much less escape, without James being able to help them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XVI 
 
    Lucy and Neil’s PoV 
 
    Their fate lay with the hospital, and truth be told, they didn’t even know where it was. Lucy had only a vague idea and shared it with Neil. 
 
    "What I can vaguely remember it’s that it was one of the tallest buildings and I think it had a white sign? Or maybe yellow. A light color, no doubt. I'm sorry I'm no longer useful," she told him, remembering his voice, full of anger, spurts of spit jumping out of his mouth at the end of each sentence. 
 
    "It's okay. We will find it, we must to. Maybe we can undo the crap that Max did," he replied. She saw that he was still angry, but deep down he wanted to explode with fury. 
 
    "Why are you being so hard on him? He just tried to do what he thought best. Maybe one of us would do the same given the situation. Watching our own colleagues succumb to the pain," she asked, daring to question him. 
 
    He stopped in the middle of the street, the lights of the houses erased, and only lit by the blue lights of the drones patrolling the streets and got closer to her. His breath warmed her skin between her lips and nose, and her hair flew to the right. They stared into each other's eyes for a moment, as if the world around them didn’t need them until he put his big hands on her arms and confessed. 
 
    "There are things... Lucy, there are things about me that you still don’t know. Maybe one day you'll know. But betrayal... I've felt this pain once. I promised myself never again, that I would put loyalty above all else. He betrayed our confidence. The reasons don’t matter," he said, taking short pauses to breathe, thrilled as he charged every word, his voice shaking, and his eyes blinking. In the end, she wrinkled her nose, pulling tears inward, showing herself to be strong and survivor of some story she had left untold. 
 
    The breeze caressed their faces. Delicate, sweeping over the edges of each, she embraced the moment, cradling with him in a quiet, transient night. Embarrassed, almost unresponsive to Neil's seriousness, and also to his audacity, she stepped back and apologized for putting himself in such a fragile position. He, who seemed to be 15 years old when he tried to talk to her, stumbled on his own feet as he approached, had now grown into an adult with a past that was not just stories he had read in children books. 
 
    "Ah... No. I'm sorry. No... I didn’t mean to scare you. I got heated up," he replied, as he backed up a few steps, leaving a break between them. He wanted to say something but was afraid of coming out as an idiot. 
 
    "We better get going. Everyone is waiting for us." Lucy said, and started walking, glancing back to see if Neil was with her. 
 
    His once-faced wafer looked much more appealing now. There was something about the way she saw him that had changed. It was the same as always, but this time she saw beyond the physical. She saw the fire that grew inside him with each adventure, each time they were put at risk, and watched him grow as their curiosity was also put to the test. 
 
    They walked through the city, through long streets that gave access to several exits and dark endless alleys. Her legs, which were still atrophied for so long that they were lying down, didn’t help them on the way. They ignored the pain, challenging their head based on a single thought "it's on the next street". They looked at all the houses, small or large, to make sure they didn’t miss anything. After a few minutes, close to giving up, Max drew Lucy's attention to a building overlapping the others. It had a brown color, like the houses around it, but the lights were still on and there were several windows on each floor. They were accustomed to hospitals with a careful, white-walled look, and incandescent tablets. Still, they decided to go for it. A metal door, without a single hazard, separated them from the world that existed inside. 
 
    "It has to be here. It's the only building with a metal door we've seen so far." Neil commented, knocking on the door with some hesitation. 
 
    "I hope you're right." Lucy blew out, still catching her breath after so much walking. 
 
    The seconds passed and their nervousness increased. Among the tallest buildings came the clarity and purity of the moon accompanied by the breeze that shivered up the nape of their necks and lifted their hairs. Neil was tapping his right leg, sometimes tapping his belt, prompting Lucy to stop him. 
 
    "You're drawing too much attention with that noise. We don’t want to cause any problems. I don’t want to go back there, I don’t want to be next," she said, turning away from him, preventing him from seeing the tears that fell on her pink cheeks. 
 
    "Oh sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I..." Neil said before being interrupted by someone opening the door. 
 
    The door, though it seemed heavy, opened in silence, leaving scuff marks on the floor. Neil peered in and saw a long, white, well-lit hallway and shadows in the background, pacing up and down, hurrying up and moving their hands in the air, moving them as if they were constantly explaining to someone he couldn’t see. A girl, standing at the level of Neil's chest and Lucy's chin, walked over to them. Her long blond hair was not affected by the gale, though her eyebrows seemed to have been struck by a small typhoon, so disorganized they were, with hairs in different directions. She looked at them, assimilating who they were, at the same time yawning. 
 
    "Hmm. You’re from the group that arrived today, aren’t you?" She asked. She had a monotonous voice and treated them as if they were any patient. There was no fear, even though she knew they were outsiders. 
 
    "Yes... A friend of ours is in desperate need of help. His leg... We need someone who can heal serious wounds!" Neil said, exalted, his voice screaming for mercy. 
 
    "How serious?" She asked, with two fingers on her chin, eyes turned up, and intoning "hmmm" without stopping. 
 
    "Very serious. He can’t move without help. We gave him a bottle of HP and the pain calmed down, but his leg is still a mess” 
 
    Her facial expression changed, turning serious, her green eyes turned amber in the moonlight, and she invited them in. They followed her down the long corridor, surrounded by white walls and a gray ceiling, to a wide space with access to several doors and two rows of benches facing each other. Other eyes followed every step they took, murmuring softly and exchanging views on their presence there. Others, some dressed in white coats and others in casual clothes and gloves, walked frantically from side to side, leaving one door and entering another. 
 
    "Wait here, I'll be back. If anyone comes to talk to you, tell them it was Missy who told you to wait," she said, pointing to the stools and disappearing through a crowd of onlookers who had piled up a few feet away. 
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    They sat on the two benches in the corner, facing each other, glancing down and at the people who were parting away, each one following their path. A light on the roof, just above them, blinked slowly, sometimes a part of their body disappearing in momentary darkness. The rest of the lights worked perfectly. Some of the benches were covered with a layer of dust, while others had just a few colorful scrambles.  
 
    "Do you think she'll help us?" Lucy asked, curling her hair with two fingers, and glancing at the epicenter of the building. 
 
    "Hope so. We can’t let them down... I can’t... I can’t fail." Neil clenched his fist over his knee. 
 
    "You’ve changed..." Lucy said. 
 
    "No ... Don’t tell them, but I'm full of fear. I clench my fist and I try my best to not shake and to convince myself that I can do this. Alec helped me grow these last few months. He told me that I couldn’t give up more times than I would for someone. I can’t let him down now. I don’t want to be what my father always said I would be, a coward." Neil said, looking down, patting the soles of his shoe on the floor constantly, his voice filled with emotion. 
 
    "Neil... We're all scared. I bet even Alec and Lucian are afraid of what might happen to them, of what could happen to us, of not being able to reach what they asked of us. Don’t forget that they are more accustomed than we are to these wanderings, you can’t compare yourself to them," Lucy said, trying to calm him down. She took his left hand and stroked it gently. 
 
    "Thank you. Still, I can’t demonstrate how anxious I am inside. I've had months to do it. There are a few times that I’m required me to keep everything to myself. It must be. I have to," he replied, pressing the bone between the joints of Lucy's hand. 
 
    "Neil..." she said, "NEIL!" She shouted, calling his attention. 
 
    "Sorry. I got distracted." He reacted, looking at her hand, red with the mark of his thick fingers. 
 
    The people left in the atrium looked at them again. They had not realized what had happened, but Lucy's scream, even low, had drawn the attention of some people with good hearing. From one of the more distant doors came two security guards, sculptural bodies sprouting from the small t-shirts and muscles that seemed to have no end, which after a brief conversation with some people, stood a few feet away, blocking them out. They cut off the only possible escape route and had enough attack power to deal with both. Without energy, they were just moving targets, incapable of defending themselves or at least fight back. 
 
    The air seemed to grow heavier. Neil put his hand on his knee until he calmed down, looking around for another exit. The beating of their hearts could be compared to the sound of a watch. They were so distracted that they didn’t even realize that Missy was walking toward them. 
 
    "Sorry for the delay. No one upset you, did they?" She asked, adjusting the bag on her shoulder. 
 
    "No, but I think they called the security guards," Neil replied, looking at them. 
 
    One of the security guard’s eyes were covered with dark glasses, his face locked without a smile, and his feet pinned to the floor, not moving an inch. There was some disdain for Missy's attitude in the faces of those present, some even rolling their eyes. 
 
    "Don’t worry about them. They won’t be a problem. We better get going," she said, and smiled slightly, baring her teeth as white as the walls of the hallway beside her. 
 
    "Are not you going to get in trouble with this?" Lucy asked shyly, embarrassed by the stares in her direction. 
 
    "Probably. But I didn’t decide to be a doctor so they could tell me who I can help," she replied firmly and in one breath. 
 
    "Then we better get going," Neil said and got up. She noticed Lucy's fist clenched several times, and she pursed her lip after doing so. 
 
    The guards turned away as soon as Missy was within five paces of them. They asked no questions, nor did they try to prevent them from leaving. Whatever the hierarchy in that place, Missy was above them and there was no room for doubt. Lucy still looked at them one last time, but quickly turned back to the front when she noticed they were following them to the door. Hands in pockets and glasses hanging onto the V-neck of the t-shirt closed the fence over the three of them. They both had big brown eyes that didn’t fit into their fat facial structure and short eyebrows with open spaces. 
 
    "Don’t be afraid. It's to keep an illusion of protection for those who didn’t want you here." Missy said, continuing to walk. 
 
    Lucy and Neil exchanged suspicious looks but decided to trust her. They had no other option and had already invested too much time in it. They didn’t know what she was carrying in her suitcase and how much of her energy she was willing to spend to help them. She asked for Neil’s help to open the door, complaining about her weight, how difficult it was to open it alone, and confessing that it was the reason it took so long for her to open them the door. 
 
    The wind roared loudly, cooling their bodies, breaking through the holes of their uniforms and increasing the pain of the wounds that, over time, were becoming red. 
 
    "Where are your friends?" Missy asked, looking at Neil's figure, whose eyes were only lit by moonlight. 
 
    "Where did we come from, Lucy?" He replied, looking around, confused by the resemblance of all the houses. 
 
    "We came from over there, but I feel like we're going to get lost," she replied, sighing, "We should have paid more attention." 
 
    "It's okay. They were at Mr. Ardeus's house, right?" She asked, swallowing hard, avoiding the word. 
 
    "Ardeus? The big-bearded man? Is it his house?" Neil asked, curious about the recent discovery. 
 
    "Neil ask that later. We have to go. Yes, our friends are there.” 
 
    "She's right. I'll explain later. Follow me," Missy said and started to walk. 
 
    They crossed the street behind them and shrank to fit in some alleys, always attentive to what surrounded them. They avoided sites with drones or important buildings due to the guards at the door. Missy would tell them to go, forgetting at times about the pain they felt whenever their feet touched the ground. A shiver that languished their bodies, starting at the nape of the neck and ending at the bottom of their back. 
 
    Finally, the ridge of houses disappeared from view and gave way to a void interrupted only by a small house in the corner. Small tufts of sand were created on the ground which the wind so graciously destroyed and shot at anyone who dared to walk the streets at that time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XVII 
 
      
 
    "I see them. They're over there!" Neil said and started to run toward them. 
 
    Missy and Lucy followed him, striding past, watching young bodies gain shape in front of them. Neil explained to them, speaking without pauses to breathe, all that had happened. He introduced Missy to them and she smiled, leaning over James's leg, which gave a "thank-you" almost inaudibly. 
 
    "Move away a little," she said, before laying her hands on his leg, "This will hurt," she added. James’s body twisted as soon as he felt her fingers close to the still open wounds. 
 
    Everyone obeyed her orders. She removed a cushioned blue object from the bag and asked James to put it in his mouth. 
 
    "Bite it. It will help you relieve stress and pain and keep you from waking up half the city," she said, smiling, comforting him. 
 
    "Where's Max?" Neil asked, breaking the silence as Missy watched James's leg to be sure what was going to be needed. 
 
    "He took some time just for him. Left over an hour ago, I think." Alec replied, "I hope he doesn’t get in trouble." 
 
    "More than he already did?" Neil countered. 
 
    "Enough! He did what he thought he had to do. It doesn’t matter now." James reacted, pulling the anti-stress pad from his mouth to defend his cousin. 
 
    Neil grunted but said nothing more. James apologized to Missy and put the object back in his mouth. Just a touch on the skin and he writhed, releasing the pain in the cushion, his face wrinkled until his eyes were in the beak and his nose was pig-shaped. 
 
    "Don’t move now. Are you ready?" She asked, rubbing her hands together. 
 
    He nodded and closed his eyes, leaning his head against the wall. Missy put her hands on his leg and squeezed it, leaving the luminous particles that came out of her hand to scatter through the holes. The follicles were joining, initiating a new skin growth, expanding rapidly, closing the wounds at a dizzying speed. James's screams overwhelmed his friends that never thought that they would hear him so vulnerable.  
 
    Her energy was diminishing, almost at its end and he had yet to be fully healed. Her head was twitching from side to side, but her hands were still stuck in James's leg. After the screams, tears followed. They walked down James' face, unable to hold them. His body trembled and he hit the back of his head on the wall. The pain whipped him, he couldn’t deal with it. He pricked his teeth on the cushion but after a while, the anti-stress effect was gone. He dabbed at the floor as tears streamed down his chin. 
 
    "Hold on. It's almost done," Missy said, though the light from her hand was already blinking, signaling its limit. 
 
    James clenched his fist and dragged them to the ground, his bones scraping in the hardness of the floor, the skin leaving, giving way to new wounds. Blood ran down his fingers, relieving him of the pain he felt in the lower part of his body. His eyes twitched, the light of his eyes fading. Sometimes he seemed to faint, but the next moment he was conscious again. 
 
    The light in Missy's hands disappeared and she fell to her knees, crawling and with no energy left over. She struggled to breathe calmly. Her fingers were on the ground, her fingernails covered with dirt, and the tips of her hair was muddy. 
 
    "That's it," she said, still panting, "But it's not perfect. I did what I could. You need to rest or the wounds will open. “She added, leaving a bitter feeling in James's mouth. 
 
    He removed the cushion from his mouth and breathed in relief. He glanced down at his leg and smiled, rising slowly, refusing Alec’s help, who already had his arm stretched out. He took a few steps to the left, then to the right, and went back to the group with his famous cheeky smile. 
 
    "Well, time to save Lucian," he said, fist to his chest. 
 
    "Time for all of us to save Lucian..." Lucy added. 
 
    "Yes, you're right, together," he replied, looking around. 
 
    "You're looking for Max, right?" Alec asked, looking in the same direction as him. 
 
    "Yes. I was hoping he'd be back by now.” 
 
    "You’re really going to try to save your friend, right? If they took him, it's because he's important. He must be hidden and protected by several guards," Missy said, interrupting them. 
 
    She was leaning against the wall of the house. Her skin gleamed from the sweat running down her cheeks in the moonlight. There was a brief silence as they sought a suitable response to give. There was still some suspicion that left them behind. 
 
    "If you go, you better take this," she added, picking up the bag and spreading several bottles of energy and HP across the floor. 
 
    Neil was going to get down to pick one up when Alec stopped him. 
 
    "Why are you helping us? You don’t know us or owe us anything," he asked. 
 
    She sighed before starting, "It's the first time in a long time that I've had the opportunity to do something really useful. The hospital is full of rich people who could be cured in their cities’ hospitals, but they decide to pay huge amounts of money to come here and receive the best care, while there are people in those same cities who don’t even have the money to go to a normal hospital. I never wanted to compromise with that. I just wanted to help people. I didn’t know it was going to be like this. But now... now I have the chance to make a difference. You look like good people, I think you're going to do great things in the future.” 
 
    "Technological cities also have poor people?" James asked, surprised by her statement. 
 
    "I see there's a lot about the world that you still don’t know," she said, straightening up and reenacting herself again, "Not in the degrading conditions of poor cities, but they exist. They live far from the center, in houses whose fragile roof sometimes flies in the rain, and where the walls are littered with dirt. Look at this house here," she said, pointing to Mr. Ardeus's house, "Imagine this, but ten times worse. It's something similar. Obviously, the governors keep it from spreading. In exchange for these people, treated like scum, to avoid contact with the rest, they offered them some food and basic sanitation. From time to time they remember and send some healers. Once they chose me. What costs more is not even the screams of the children, or the elderly in pain, is the deep silence that lies after. The idea that we gave them a few moments of peace, but that everything will come back. I will not even mention the rotten, sickening smell of vomit, on every corner." She said, already looking at the ground, fidgeting the earth with her finger. 
 
    There was a moment of embarrassing silence that was eventually cut short by James's thunderous voice. 
 
    "It's impossible. I would know that. My father would have told me something. It can’t be. Must be in other cities. You must be wrong,” he said, repeating himself, still incredulous with the recent statements. 
 
    "Sorry, but things are as they are. You should hurry. Dawn is coming and the streets will fill with tradesmen, rich people, and their guards." She said, standing up alone, "Don’t you want the bottles? I can take them back." 
 
    "Yes, yes, we do! Do you have any idea where they might have taken our friend?" Alec replied, trying to extract as much information as possible from her. 
 
    The clock was ticking. The hourglass of time was on its last grain and there was still plenty to do. James had departed to another plane of existence. The reality around him broke in a thousand mouths as the black truth was revealed behind the beauty that once surrounded him. 
 
    "I have no idea. That is already way above me," she replied, straightening and scrubbing the robe, while everyone but Alec regained their power. 
 
    "I think I can help." A familiar voice said, a few feet away. 
 
    "Max?" James said, turning around. 
 
    Max was walking toward them, staggering, and clinging to the neck of the young man who had trapped them in the first place. The aura of darkness followed. He had the same clothes and walked in a peculiar way. The paint around his eyes was blurred, obscuring his green eyes. He didn’t say anything, nor did he complain about carrying Max, who could barely stand alone. 
 
    "I can help you," Max said, followed by a belch in his cousin's face. 
 
    "Are you drunk? Your breath smells like alcohol. Since when do you drink? Moreover, what the hell are you doing with him?" James questioned him, already prepared to attack the other guy. 
 
    "Easy ... Hehehe, I've figured out a way to solve this. I discovered it." 
 
    "And are you going to share it?" Neil intervened abruptly. 
 
    "He... He!" Max said, pointing to the other boy, who was now scratching his nose, "He knows where Lucian is and will help us," he added cheerfully, smiling unashamedly. 
 
    "Him? He's the reason we're here!" James said, reacting impulsively, already clenching his fist. 
 
    "He got paid for it but... but... if we pay him more, he will be on our side," Max replied, stumbling over his words. 
 
    "So that's it. You sell your loyalty to the highest bidder." Neil said, "Worse than a coward. We cannot trust him." 
 
    The boy remained still, ignoring the group's discussion. They argued louder and louder, even to the point where Lucy had to intervene and ask everyone to take a deep breath before they spoke. 
 
    "Have you decided?" The boy spoke for the first time. His lips peeled slightly, and he licked them before continuing, "I know where your friend is, yes. I know how to get him out of there, too. Obviously, this will require a few more coins.” He added. 
 
    Despite his sleek appearance, he had a thick voice. A leader's voice that commands his army into battle, motivating them enough not to wonder why they do it. 
 
    "We're not even thinking of trusting him, right?" Neil said, glancing at him, mistrusting each time he moved his hands. 
 
    "I don’t want to, but we don’t seem to have any other choice. He knows where Lucian is," Alec replied, annoyed by his presence. 
 
    "I agree. It's not the best decision, but it's the only one we have. The sun won’t wait for us," Lucy added. 
 
    James was silent. He rubbed his chin with his right hand, and looked the boy in his emerald eyes, waiting for him to say something. His mouth moved delicately, but the sound seemed to be lost before it reached the top of the throat. Max sat on the floor, stretching and acting like the world was not ready for what was coming. He had an absolute certainty that everything would go well, and even he, who tended to tremble with fear, was sure of their success. His cheeks were rosy, and he couldn’t open his eyes completely. He burped like a man in his 40s who drank too many beers, though that noise coming from such a small body was a little strange. 
 
    "So... we're really going to do this," Neil said, snorting, but knowing the friends were right. It was the only chance they had. 
 
    "Hmmm," the boy said, making a strange noise with his mouth to draw attention to them, "You can pay half now, half later. Don’t blame me if you get hurt, or worse," he said with an air of disdain. 
 
    "Max, did you discuss prices with him?" James said, addressing his cousin. 
 
    "35% of everything we have now, 35% after helping us. The rest is ours," he replied almost perfectly. The effect of the alcohol was dissipating in his blood and he was returning to his normal self. 
 
    "At least you didn’t put our whole money on the line," Neil replied, his mouth serving as a venomous snake. 
 
    "Well, then, where is our friend and how are we going to get him out of there?" Alec asked. 
 
    His question burst through the parallel conversations, silencing them all in a few seconds. Everything they had done after the torture culminated at that moment, the decision to risk their lives to save their colleague, their friend, and one of the reasons they were there. They did it out of courage, fear, need to prove something or to show that no one would not be left behind. They convinced themselves that the more reasons they had for doing so, the more chances they would have. Ignorant that the world was not subjugated to reasons or requests in the middle of the night, but to brute force and that if they genuinely wanted to save him, they would need a lot of it. 
 
    "Follow me," the boy said, turning around, "As long as we're dealing with this subject you can call me Ghost." 
 
    "This subject? It's our friend!" Neil screamed, his teeth clacking against each other, like a storm causing the roof to shake, "Ghost? Seriously?" 
 
    Ghost ignored him. He began to walk without even glancing back to confirm that they were following him. James helped Max get up and walked in the same direction as him. 
 
    "We have no other choice, Neil," Lucy said, discouraged, and she, too, set off. 
 
    Neil followed, kicking the little pebbles he saw on the floor and making them jump several times. The moon was at its peak and the starry night shone above them. Small gleaming dots that decorated the sky. It was not the first time they had seen it like this, but never with so many stars or with so much grace and beauty. It was as if someone had painted the sky with a thin brush and let the paint drip. They walked, heads turned up, and hands trembling. They were struggling to focus on something other than the situation they had been in and what was left to be solved. 
 
    "Wait," Missy told Alec, who had stayed behind to pick up the bottles. 
 
    "Yes?" He asked, dropping one of the bottles on the floor. 
 
    She picked it up and put it in his bag. Alec stretched his arm and pulled her until she stood up, their eyes crossing. 
 
    "Take it. I'm not going to need it. However, be careful with him." She said, putting her long hair in a ponytail, "Everybody here knows who he is, what happened to him ... What he did. He's no good,” she said, her voice shaking as she touched the subject. 
 
    "What do you mean, what did he do?" Alec asked, intrigued as he placed the bag on his shoulder. 
 
    "His parents died. Quartered. Some say it was him. Some say it was the guards since his father was involved in some anti-government groups. The blows resembled cuts with a thin thread, just like his powers, but he always swore he was not even at home." She said, grabbing her clothes close to her chest, before continuing, "Nobody believed him. He ended up living alone at home, eating leftovers someone offered him or stealing. He became a deathly instrument in the hands of the governor. No one talks to him and I've seen him kill someone without even hesitating. All because the person didn’t pay him a few gold coins that he owed him for a service." 
 
    "You mean, he won’t hesitate to change sides if they offer him more money?" Alec asked, knowing the answer, but wanting to be sure. 
 
    "He won’t even blink. Never leave him alone or turn your attention away from him." She said without shame, also noticing the sky, "It's a beautiful night. I hope you succeed." 
 
    "Are you sure you want to go back there?" Alec asked her before she left. 
 
    "I was born for this. To help others. I wasn’t born to run away. I can’t let fear control my decisions. I am the owner of my actions, and at this moment, the hospital calls me. Who knows if saving you will have more impact on the world than all the work I have ever done? I believe in that. There has to be some reason for me to have been thrown into this mess." She said and started walking in a different direction from the rest. 
 
    "Thank you!" Alec shouted. 
 
    She smiled but didn’t turn around. She knew what to expect. A long interrogation, and if they managed to save such a distinguished friend, she would probably be tortured. She had made peace with herself. She accepted her fate even though it was probably the last day she would see the daylight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XVII 
 
      
 
    Alec confirmed one last time that he had picked up all the bottles that were not empty and then ran to his friends. Neil asked him if everything was alright, and Alec said yes, not wanting to warn them of another danger. It was in his hands to take heed of Ghost and all his steps. 
 
    Suddenly, the front row stopped. Ghost motioned them to lean against the nearest wall and hide. James was about to question him when blue lights appeared in the next street. Three armed drones with a camera on top that rotated 180 degrees hovered in the moonlight. They made no noise and dimmed the light as they turned to the opposite side of the group. They sighed with relief and Max thanked Ghost. 
 
    "Are you thanking him for that? If we die, he gets nothing. He’s not doing this out of sympathy." Neil said to him, keeping his tone harsh. 
 
    "I could tell them that I caught you. Or take your money after you're dead. Or- " The young man was saying when Max interrupted him. 
 
    "Enough. He's on our side. I trust him," Max said, looking into Ghost's eyes, who was about to respond to him but finally shut up. 
 
    Max was surprised when Ghost walked away from him and turned his back. It was sudden and unreasonable. He had just deposited his trust in him and he trampled on his decision without regard to Max being against all his friends. 
 
    "I hope you're right," James replied. 
 
    "That building. The one that has the white, oval roof with two blinking antennas in the middle" Ghost said, "Your friend is there." 
 
    "Are you talking about the building that has 10 guards at the door and two drones walking around?" Alec asked, already thinking about how they would be able to enter. 
 
    "Yeah, but that's not our entrance. 35% now, and the rest after you have your friend," he replied, stretching out his palm. 
 
    Alec still hesitated for a moment, but finally pulled out the coins from one of the backpack pockets and handed it to him. Ghost counted out twice and instructed them to follow him. 
 
    They plunged back into the puzzle that was the city. They walked through narrow alleys and wide streets, through lanes that seemed to have no end except through a hole in the wall covered only by cards and ended up having to descend a ladder to enter the sewer. James sneezed as soon as they entered. Lucy and Neil covered their noses, while the others struggled to breathe as little as possible. 
 
    "What a horrible smell. Where the hell are we?" James said, wiping his nose on his sleeve. 
 
    "Central sewer of the city. It has an entrance to all the great buildings. Don’t make too much noise and we'll be there in no time." Ghost answered, taking the lead. 
 
    "How did you find out about this?" Max asked, curious as usual. 
 
    "It doesn’t matter." Ghost replied, turning his face from him, treating him as if he had not just carried Max around the city a few minutes ago. 
 
    Ghost stepped forward and Alec hurried to follow him. He wanted to ask him something but feared that if he made the wrong question Ghost would stop helping them. However, a small voice in the back of his head told him to take a chance. It was not like there was much to do there. Ghost knew every detour like the palm of his hand and before they reached the end of a corridor, he had already told them what would be next. 
 
    "You know the way..." Alec began calmly, "because you came here often when you were a kid, didn’t you?" 
 
    "Hmph, the doctor told you, I presume. It makes no difference. Either you think I did it or you think I didn’t do it, either way, you're afraid of me." 
 
    "It’s not fear. I’m concerned that you will stab us in the back" Alec said, looking at his friends who were a few feet behind him. 
 
    "Why would I stab you when I could just kill you all now?" Ghost asked, turning to Alec with a confused look. 
 
    "Ah... It's an expression. It means that you can betray us at any moment." 
 
    "Hmm, I understand. Worry about saving your friend. We're getting closer." Ghost replied and stopped, "If you have precautions to take, now is the best time," he said to everyone. The thick voice echoed down the hall, spreading through the sewer. 
 
    Alec opened the bag and waited for those who had not yet recovered their energy and HP to do so now. It was imperative to maximize their chances and save at least one bottle of each for Lucian. A metal door, half-open, rusted and with metal depleted in the corners was the only obstacle between them and the place where their friend was. 
 
    "Avoid making noise and follow me. There are several rooms and there are guards inside each one. He could be anywhere. We have to take it easy." Ghost said before pushing the door, which seemed about to fall, and whose noise was like a tree falling to the ground. 
 
    "Good, let's get caught before we even start," Neil said. 
 
    "I'm ready. I don’t care who comes first. I'll take revenge for what they did to me. They'll see!!" James said, with dilated pupils, looking at his closed fist, prepared for any adversity. 
 
    "You can get away with some guards, but against the elite, you won’t stand a chance." Ghost answered him as he entered the building. 
 
    "Elite?" Alec asked, following in his footsteps. 
 
    "10 soldiers. Anyone with attack power and defense above 300. Top items, weapons of excellence and masters in their art. Even I know I shouldn’t mess with them," Ghost replied. It was the first time he showed that he also dreaded someone. At last, there was fear in him, even though he was buried in the confines of his pale skin. 
 
    "We can do it,” Max added. 
 
    No one answered. One by one they passed the door, entering a large room, where they could fit 4 to 5 teams without a problem. The black walls combined with the gray ceiling and the objects against the corner; buckets with dirty water and some automatic brooms with their hair still wet. The floor shone, reflecting the lights around the room, almost as if they had entered a temple of worship to one of the gods. 
 
    "Ah... guys... you better come here..." Max said, his voice breaking, his hands shaking as he looked into a well in the left corner of the room, "Really. Come here, please." 
 
    Alec, Lucy, and James approached him. Max motioned to investigate the well. A light fell on the open circle, clearly showing Max's reason for being so frightened and nervous. 
 
    "So, what is it?" Neil asked after a few seconds of silence. 
 
    "It's... ah... It's... it's... skeletons!" Lucy said, stepping back, step by step, her hair shivering. 
 
    The well was home to a heap of skeletons. Some had their whole body while others only the head, some in perfect conditions others with holes. In some, it was possible to realize that the aperture had been made by a bullet that pierced the brain mass, while others the hole was too small for that. 
 
    "What the hell would make a hole as small as this?" James asked, holding one of the heads in his hand, his fingers inside his eyes. 
 
    "Leave it there." Neil commented, "It's disrespectful." 
 
    "They're already dead. I don’t think it's going to matter." James replied, scanning the skull, juggling it. 
 
    "Enough. We're wasting time." Ghost said, climbing small marble steps leading to the next door, "If you really want to know, the holes were made by Elena, an elite ninja. She can stretch parts of the body and reach you yards away without you even noticing before it’s too late.” 
 
    James swallowed and threw the skull into the air. It landed on top of another, breaking the brittle jaw, bone falling through open spaces of bodies destroyed, broken, and even burned. 
 
    "Shit," he said when he realized the mistake he had made, as the sound spread through the room, the bone smashed against the walls and the like, eventually falling to the ground. 
 
    No one moved. Even their breathing tried to slow, limbs paralyzed, hoping no one had heard. They looked at one another, eyes filled with worry, beads of sweat crawling between their eyebrows, and clothes sticking to their bodies. Ghost put his finger to his mouth, signaling them to keep quiet. He walked up the stairs in silence. His feet touched the ground but they didn’t make a sound. One couldn't the experience of going unnoticed, a shadow in the crowd that no one cares about until it is too late. He reached the door and opened it, slowly and carefully. He peered down the small breach confirming that there was no one in the hallway. He nodded, indicating that they could follow him. 
 
    Eyes on their feet and slow steps. They exchanged no words and no looks. They focused only on themselves, afraid to stumble or step on some small object that they had not previously noticed. They went up the stairs, one by one until they reached the top. A marble square where four people fit, leaving Neil and James on the stairs below. 
 
    "Follow me and don’t question me," Ghost murmured. 
 
    A long corridor stood before him. Pictures of different times were on the brown walls, the floor covered with a scarlet rug, and the white ceiling supported dozens of various lamps that occupied their space in the air. An appalling silence prevailed in the grandeur of the building whose space made them appear even smaller. Its size was derisory when compared to the altitude at which the ceiling was. Ghost guided them from the right until they reached across. On the right side, the scarlet carpet stretched for a further ten meters, completing the walls filled with coats of arms of families of great importance, while the left side was just a corridor of stone, narrow and with different metal doors in sight. It had an end and noticing the corners still to be cleaned it was easy to understand that it was an extra space added to the house, that was not part of the original plan. 
 
    "This way," Ghost murmured, once again looking around, confirming that no one was following them. “He has to be in one of these rooms." 
 
    "Isn’t it weird that there are no guards here?" Max questioned, getting his colleagues' brows back in answer. 
 
    "Um... I also want to know." Alec added, fortifying Max's question. 
 
    "The guards aren’t here. It would look bad when there are visitors. Behind the doors are corridors with more doors. Each door serves for a different kind of torture." Ghost explained to them, "What will happen now is simple. I'll go in alone, handle the guards, and then I'll call you. Hide behind this wall." 
 
    "And how do we know you're not going to ask them for help?" Neil asked. 
 
    "You don’t know. You have to trust me and you seem to have forgotten that if I wanted to catch you I could do it myself." He replied, irritating Neil again. From the way the corner of his lips moved at the end of the sentences, he seemed to take pleasure in doing so. 
 
    He didn’t give Neil a chance to respond and went to the door. He knocked three times with the bone between his fingers and waited for someone to open the door for him. The group remained hidden in the intersection, with Max in the front, listening to the exchange of phrases between Ghost and the guard. 
 
    "What are you doing here? No one called you." A guard asked. 
 
    "Get lost," Ghost said. The voice was calm and chilling at the same time. The idea of a calamity in the middle of a green meadow came to Max's head. 
 
    "Who do you think you're talking to, boy?" The guard replied. 
 
    Ghost lifted his hand, and before he even had it by the shoulder, the guard turned away. He apologized and invited Ghost inside. His voice trembled. Fear replaced his courage from one moment to the next. The terrifying effect that Ghost had on the others was remarkable. Max swallowed and a sob rushed down the windpipe. 
 
    "What was that noise?" The guard asked and peered through the door. He didn’t see anything, but the suspicion remained. 
 
    He was about to go check it when Ghost put his arm against the wall, blocking his way. He tipped his head to the right, smiled at the guard, showing his yellow teeth, some food between them, wide-open green eyes, and a macabre smile that would leave anyone with curled toes. The strong smell of rum and liquor gained space between the great nostrils of the guard who sneezed in reaction, losing his initial composure. 
 
    "I... ah... I have something to do... there... in." The guard said, turning and taking quick steps in the opposite direction. 
 
    Ghost kept his face almost demonic as the soldier walked away from him, throwing a few glances, confirming that the young man didn’t follow him. He inspired fear and chills in anyone who faced him. His story was known throughout the village and knowing what was known about him, no one risked defying him. As the man disappeared through parallel corridors, Ghost called the group. They kept their steps slow, walking to the door and coming in, running into another long corridor. This time there was no grandeur or lighting. 
 
    "How do we know which door he is in?" Alec asked, looking at the metal doors, painted green, surrounded by stone walls. 
 
    "That's the problem. As I recall, inside each door there are two guards and one torturer. With any luck, they'll be empty by now," Ghost replied, erasing the candles that had been methodically placed along the corridor. 
 
    "That way we can’t see ourselves!" James replied, raising his voice. 
 
    "I know. Neither can they. We're going to need to run away and there's nothing like darkness to isolate ourselves and disappear." Ghost said in a tone as bleak as the stains on the white ceiling. 
 
    "So what now?" Max asked. 
 
    "That’s up to you. I brought you here," Ghost replied, pulling back and leaving them free to argue with each other. 
 
    "I have a plan," Alec said, counting the doors. 
 
    "What a surprise..." James replied sarcastically, "Quick." 
 
    Every second wasted made them less likely to succeed. The sun was about to set, and in less than a few hours the streets would be filled with frightened people and armed soldiers looking for the fugitives. Fear would take control of the people’s bodies and mind and make them thirsty to deal with the matter with their own hands. That is, of course, if the group succeeded. They were trapped between deadly consequences. They could die saving Lucian, and they could die after saving him. In neither option was there a moment of rest or a lifesaver that would lead them not to be afraid to face whatever was behind any door. 
 
    "There are 8 doors. Each one of us stands behind one and tries to listen to the sounds coming from there. Maybe we'll get something useful. If you don’t hear anything, go to one of the missing doors." Alec said and walked to the door closest to him, setting an example of what to do. 
 
    "That's just silly," James muttered. 
 
    "You got something better?" Neil replied, defending Alec and following in his footsteps. 
 
    "No," James admitted, sighing as he walked to the door next to Neil. 
 
    Max and Lucy did the same. They leaned against the door, their ears as the receivers of any noise coming from the other side. Voices, an object that fell unintentionally, and even cries of despair. Alec's and Neil's rooms were empty and they ended up going to the next.  
 
    Ghost stood in the doorway, pretending not to mind when he was actually watching the hallway and sometimes looking at the young men and wondering what it was like to have someone willing to die for him. A sense of curiosity that he struggled to keep under his carcass. He couldn’t, and would not, allow himself to be corrupted by fragile feelings, by a utopia that gained strength in his head whenever he saw a group of friends. Envy, too, and it couldn’t be. He lost himself between "I don’t deserve" and "why would someone want to be vulnerable” falling into a bottomless spiral, abandoning his desire and replacing it with black feelings. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XVIII 
 
      
 
    Max's face went pale and his body slid down the wall. He raised his hands to his face and concealed it between his legs. 
 
    "He's here..." he said, his voice low, trembling, almost aphonic. 
 
    "Are you sure?!" Neil exclaimed as quietly as possible, doubting the statement. 
 
    "Listen," Max replied, still cradling his head. 
 
    Neil mumbled a handful of incomprehensible words and leaned in the doorway, listening intently, his hairs bristling as he listened to the voices on the other side. A defeated Lucian, weak voice and pausing to spit, pleaded for mercy. Neil couldn’t believe it. It was as if someone had pulled a rug out from under his feet without worrying about if he would fall. His friend's request was greeted by a psychotic laugh, and by the sound of an instrument pounding on what was probably a table. 
 
    "No more, please." Lucian pleaded, "No... no..." He tried to finish but the words stuck deep in his throat. 
 
    "I have not finished yet." A familiar voice said, "This is getting funny." 
 
    The voice made Neil move away from the door and cover his mouth to stop himself from expelling the vomit that tormented his stomach. The pale face and the constant blink of an eye caught the attention of the other friends. 
 
    "What did you hear?" Alec asked, approaching him, putting his hand on Neil's shoulder. 
 
    "The... The doctor... He's torturing Lucian," Neil replied, taking pauses to inhale. Life seemed to have been sucked from his eyes, and now there was only a blank, empty space. 
 
    "We have to act. Max open the door, I’ll throw a fireball to distract him and James attacks him with a wave of punches until he passes out. Neil and Lucy rescue Lucian and we get out of here as soon as possible. Everyone in?" Alec asked, breathing in quickly, rolling his shoulders, preparing for the denouement. 
 
    James was about to speak when a scream, unlike anything they'd ever heard, stopped them. It was animalistic, and yet it was possible to feel the pain in his voice. An agony that languished him, expressing his pain in roars. The voice lost strength each time it was expressed, and before long the initial screams became mere barks of a weak animal. He was the guinea pig of a macabre experiment and was about to succumb. Lucian's voice mingled with the roar. 
 
    "I’ll do whatever you want. Don’t hurt him, please." Loud enough that the metal door wasn’t enough to block the sound from spreading through the hallways. 
 
    "And now?" Max asked, also walking away from the door. He was dizzy and eventually leaned against one of the walls. He took the opportunity to remove the glasses and clean them with the glide of his fingers. 
 
    "Now what?" Neil asked, "Nothing has changed. We have to do something." 
 
    "How do we take the wolf with us?" Max asked. 
 
    "Shit, he's right," James said, frowning, struggling to think of a solution. 
 
    "You really have to hurry," Ghost said. Leaning against the door, his back was leaning on the diagonal and he wiggled his fingers as if he were touching delicate pieces of an expensive piano. 
 
    "We think about what to do next. What matters now is that we have to save him." Alec said, and approached Max, "I'll count to 3. As soon as I say the 3 you open the door, okay? I go in and James joins me." 
 
    Max nodded. He wiped sweat from his forehead with his palm and walked to the door. He put a hand on the doorknob and held it tightly. His hand shook and his body erupted, the clothes clinging to his body and the hand in the door sliding along it due to his sweat. Alec didn’t say anything. Max stood still, staring at Alec, ignoring everything around him. He heard the number 1 in the distance, the sound muffled by how loud his heart ran as if at any moment it could jump and leave him to survive by himself. Although he had cleaned his glasses a moment ago, they were already covered by a layer of mist, blurring his vision, unable to see the faces of his colleagues.  
 
    Max didn’t know if it that was good or bad. On one hand, he wanted to make sure that he was not the only one whose fear was visible on his face. That it was not just him whose stomach was writhing little by little or that only he had voices in the back of his head telling him that he was going to die there. On the other hand, it comforted him to know that perhaps it was just him, that the others kept their faces protected by the hope they had had so far, and that what moved them was to hear whispers in their ears telling them that everything would be all right. 
 
    "2 ..." Alec said, and waved his hands, letting the flames spread across his right arm, flowing like hot lava, to his hand. 
 
    Max couldn’t stop blinking. He lost control of his body and he only had control of the hand on the doorknob. It didn’t matter that his whole body shut down due to pressure and stress, but he wasn’t going to drop his hand. He wasn’t going to disappoint them again. He couldn’t. It was a second chance and he wasn’t going to throw the towel on the floor, no matter how his body rejected his ephemeral courage. Everything depended on him. Lucian's screams and the wolf's roars echoed in his head, begging for help, while images of Lucian being tortured passed through his mind like a bloody short film. 
 
    "3 ..." Alec said and took a step forward, his hair fluttering with fiery splinters thrown into the air like fireworks. 
 
    Without hesitating, Max pressed his fingers onto the doorknob, and with all the strength he had left, he opened the door. The next picture shocked everyone, including Alec, who didn’t anticipate anything so cruel. 
 
    "NOW!" Max shouted, still with his hand on the doorknob. 
 
    Alec woke up, glanced at him, then into the room. The doctor was in a corner, one hand still in his briefcase, his eyebrows arched, his mouth half open. He too had been surprised, and it was possible to see by the way his body froze, that he also felt fear, that it was his nightmare to have revenge taken for what he did. He opened his mouth slowly, preparing to let out a scream from the core of his being when he was hit by a fireball. The impact was enough for him to break a few blocks when he hit the wall, making the structure of the building shake. His white robe erupted into ashes. Only a tainted blue t-shirt, and black pants that fit his lean legs remained. He still moved and struggled to stand up and counterattack, but he was supplanted by the pain that left his body incapacitated.  
 
    He looked at his arm and noticed that some pieces of wood had pierced his skin and now his own blood was exposed to everyone, just as he did to others for his pleasure. He focused on red, sliding his finger through the peeling skin, taking the opportunity to indulge in his own taste. He completely ignored the people in front of him.  
 
    James and Alec were close to him, prepared to protect their friends as they removed the rusty chains that held Lucian to a stretcher. The wolf emitted a radiant light blue light over the white fur stained red. Its chains were different from Lucian's. The boys had to use their full strength to save Lucian and still ended up hurting him as they did it, his fleshed skin getting brighter. The wolf's chains had spikes the size of thick fingers that were tangled in his skin so that anyone who tried to remove them would be forced to hurt him. The agony of the wolf was present in his crystalline eyes, diminishing each time he roared in a hot flash that thrashed his knees, the light behind them fading. 
 
    "And now?" Neil said, with the tip of the chain in his hands. 
 
    "You... Hahaha... you're going to get caught and then I'm going to destroy you. I was devastated when I had to free you. I have not yet tasted the blood of all of you. That salty, hot taste, the essence of every being..." The doctor said, and as he finished, he put his finger to his mouth, licking it and sucking it until there was no trace of red dampness. 
 
    The young men lost themselves in his words, sinking into the fear of being caught and entering a nervous trance that prevented them from reacting. For a moment, they looked at each other, hoping one of them would have a resolution on the tip of his tongue. All they needed was a push, someone to tell them that everything was going to be all right because at that moment the hope and the courage that had brought them here had been sucked into the doctor's mouth. He laughed heartily, knowing the effect he had on them, and how possible it was to break an idea by overcoming it with the fear of failure. Alec held Lucian by the shoulders. His head was down, his neck disappearing for those who saw him from afar, and there was little left of his clothes. What was once an official mantle of the Drexus academy was now a ragged piece of fabric whose color was impossible to identify. What was once his pants were now shorts with red scratches, and the black color was now closer to the brown. 
 
    "Sa... Save him," Lucian said, exasperated, letting out a last breath before fainting. 
 
    The plan was going down the drain. Luck had left them at their mercy, and they hadn’t the capacity for improvisation that comes with the experience they also didn’t have. Each second faded into their bodies, the rarefied air weighed a little more each time they breathed in. The doctor amused himself by whistling a quick melody, a sound unsuitable for a situation of high stress, which left them even more on the verge of a fit of nerves. James, in an act of pure nervousness, ended up punching the doctor. His head moved from front to back at high speed, his body trying to keep up, eventually banging the nape on the floor and shutting down his whole body. He was not dead, but he could pass for it. 
 
    "What did you just do?" Alec asked, seeing the doctor with his eyes closed, not even touching his fingertips. 
 
    "I ... I don’t know. I just wanted him to stop. This was not supposed to happen!" James tried to explain, his heart loose from the box, pounding louder than the noise of his thoughts. 
 
    "Someone's coming! You guys are still in there? Shit," Ghost said, appearing behind Max's body, almost like a shadow a few inches taller, "Ignore the doctor. Release the wolf. Quick!" He said, not even reacting to the mutilated bodies and pools of blood on the marble floor. 
 
    "We can’t. The chains..." Neil replied, showing what had stopped them. 
 
    "5 people and none of you get a solution?" Ghost said, raising his arm. Transparent threads came out of the thin hole between the nail and the skin, and in seconds they were wrapped around the chains, "Get ready," he said and lifted the chains with only the strength of the strings. 
 
    Veins appeared on his slender arm, rising beneath his white skin, and his hand trembled. He clenched his eyes, what was left of his teeth scraped between them, and stiffened his legs to stay on the floor. 
 
    "Quick," Max said, behind him. 
 
    Lucy grabbed the wolf's paws and lifted them, preventing them from touching the chains that were in the air, inches from his skin. Neil had to persuade the wolf to lower his head and pass it through the chains. 
 
    "Lower your head, careful. We don’t have much time," he said. 
 
    From the way the wolf moved, he seemed to understand him. At first, he scraped on the chain, but it didn’t take long for him to get his way and managed to leave behind the agony that tortured him. The doctor was still lying on the floor. The wires of Ghost returned to his body and the chains fell on the floor, breaking the tiles where they landed, spreading the sound through the tunnel. 
 
    "WHAT IS HAPPENING HERE?" A thick voice asked, coming from the door that led to the tunnel. 
 
    "Wake up your friend. Fast. We have seconds if we want to get out of here alive." Ghost muttered, turning to the other door, "No big deal." 
 
    "Do you know who I am?" The voice questioned him. As he spoke, he spat out sprouts and scraps of food out of his mouth, moistening the brown curly beard that had not been cleaned for some time. 
 
    "Verdium? Verdi? Vardi? Something similar?" Ghost replied. His sarcasm didn’t fit the man's personality, who was infuriated by every deliberate attempt to miss his name. 
 
    "YOU KNOW PERFECTLY WHO I AM!" He bellowed. Saliva slipped through the corners of his mouth, his black eyes behind the rectangular face opened, and he swung his ax in the air, "I belong to the elite. One of the 10 defenders of this kingdom. I will not ask you again, what is going on here?" 
 
    "Ah... Mr. Averdi... sorry to interrupt you, but it is forbidden to fight here." A woman of small stature spoke, behind him, pausing at each word and licking her lips as she finished. She used her sharp nails to scratch her left cheek. 
 
    "This little boy is pissing me off. He has to be punished!" Averdi said, placing the ax on the floor, closing his hand firmly around and whipping Ghost with a glare. 
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    Ghost looked at the room, Neil held Lucian's head as Lucy opened his mouth and Alec poured the liquid down his throat. He knew it would take a few more seconds, or they wouldn’t get out. They would die a painful death and would be displayed at the main entrance as a warning from the governor for anyone who even thought to betray him, thus increasing his hegemony over the city. James was still looking at the doctor but lacked the courage to see if he was still alive. He didn’t want to have to deal with the possibility of having killed someone. He hated him and wanted to see him suffer for what he had done to him, but he still didn’t want him to die, let alone at his hands. 
 
    "I apologize. I didn’t know I was in the presence of such ... special being." Ghost replied, once again surrounding the words with a sarcasm that was detected for miles. 
 
    Averdi smiled. Behind his smile lay an alarming fury, an undoubted desire to strangle Ghost, even though he knew there were explicit rules for not doing so there. Ghost, who had become accustomed to reading the intentions of the people behind the masks they were wearing, knew what was waiting for them if he showed himself to be the weaker one. He remained unscathed, with his eyes half-closed looking at Averdi, who held the ax in his hand, holding it tightly enough so that the joints of his fingers would protrude in his fat hand. 
 
    "You have not yet answered me. What are you doing here?" Averdi asked, looking at Ghost and nodding. His beard, which could be compared to a thick trunk of a tree, covered his neck. His greasy hair, his crumpled clothes, and his worn-out trimmings complemented a careless aspect of which he seemed to be proud. 
 
    "I was helping the doctor," Ghost replied. It was concise and didn’t hesitate. He had the answer ready at the tip of his tongue. 
 
    "And where is he?" Averdi continued. He sensed that something was wrong and would not stop until he got to the heart of the problem. He inhaled, frowning like a pig, and a few veins appeared on his forehead, "This stinks" he replied, filling his white, plump cheeks with air. 
 
    "I can call him for you," Ghost said, glancing into the room. 
 
    "Do it," Averdi replied, curling the tip of his mustache. 
 
    Lucian had awakened, but still had trouble staying up without help. Alec had a bottle in his hand and gave it to the wolf who drank it incessantly. Max had his hand on James' shoulder and murmured that he couldn’t blame himself, that he had done only what was necessary, adding that no one would blame or see him otherwise. Ghost entered the room, snapped his fingers and everyone, without exception, looked at him, hoping he would give them some order. One sentence was enough to stop them feeling lost, not knowing how to get out of there, fearing that the whole effort would be in vain and that their bodies would end in the wall at the entrance. 
 
    "We have to get out of here fast. You all need to attack that rock wall." Ghost said, pointing to the wall in front of him, "It's the only way." 
 
    "Can’t we attack him together?" James replied, his eyes still on the doctor. His clenched fist trembled, and his toes curled as he tried to speak without opening the barrage of water that was behind his eyes. 
 
    "We wouldn’t stand a chance," Ghost said. He was going to continue but was interrupted. 
 
    "You're taking too long. Stop playing," Averdi said and stepped forward. The ground shook and bits of rocks rolled across the floor. 
 
    "It has to be now. Before he gets close. Tear down the wall," he said, keeping his tone solemn. 
 
    Alec, who still had enough energy, let the fire in his veins seize his body. Flames seared his clothes, not burning them completely, making only a sign of his presence. Two bright red balls with orange blossoms appeared in his hands. Max looked impressed. It reminded him of the supernovae that exploded in the infinite sky, which he had read in a dusty book that his uncle had in the library. James didn’t want to be left behind. He knew he could release all the energy he had in himself, not needing to be careful where or who he hit. His hair lifted, gaining a yellowish layer, slightly less glowing than the color that shone in both hands. Even Lucy, who had been silent since entering the building, allowed the earth energy to come out to her aid. Heras and lianas worked together to form a species of flower-cannon. As soon as she took the tip of the cane, her eyes turned green and her hair fluttered as if a breeze had entered the door. The room became a stage for her unlimited energy. Averdi took another step and Ghost stepped back. 
 
    "Now," he said, but not letting the sound spread. 
 
    The three launched their attacks at the same time. They melted into a spectacle of light; wires of different colors that changed order and rotated towards the wall. Averdi only just had time to use his ax as a shield, putting himself behind it, not knowing if they would try to attack him. It wouldn’t be the first time that a group thought that numerical advantage would be enough to defeat him, but it would be the first time that they would do so in such a tight space, diminishing his odds of winning. The energy hit the wall, causing a break between the rocks, causing the building to shake and making some of the stones that held that secret complex crash on the floor. A rocky wall arose between Averdi and the group that now had a chance to flee. Alec and Neil carried Lucian while the rest rushed out of the room and followed Ghost who knew the floor plan of the place like the palm of his hand. The wolf followed them closely, his white fur still glistening as a lamp. 
 
    Averdi laughed on the other side. He hid the irritation behind the guffaws, wielding his ax and taking a few steps back. The woman who was with him hid behind the metal door, only putting her head in, from time to time, watching him maneuver the ax, which was larger than his face. He swung his arm and the ax scraped the ground whenever he took a full turn. Every time he did it beyond the swing he gained, his shoulder muscle would grow, ripping the fabric of his clothes. 
 
    "Come this way," Ghost said, running into the hall on the right, not even peeking first. 
 
    Two guards, each leaning against a different door, exchanged words with each other when they saw them. They triggered the alarm and put themselves in front of them blocking the passage. They weren’t strong enough to stop them, and yet they were willing to try. 
 
    "Stop there!" Said the younger, his legs shaking like sticks subject to wild winds. 
 
    "We don’t have time for this," Ghost replied, raising his hand. 
 
    His wires expanded, going against the legs of the guards, piercing their skin and coming out on the other side. The guards fell on the floor in a few seconds. There was a moment of silence before they realized what had really happened, and only then did the agonizing screams fill the hall. They looked at their legs and held them for seconds before dropping them on the ground, dragging themselves along, still trying to stop the group. They had been taught not to give up unless death caught up with them. On the way, they flooded the floor of stains and pools of fresh blood, still with a liveliness that made James' mind pull him into the memory of the fallen doctor on the floor. 
 
    "James, we have to go," Max said, grabbing his arm, which had stopped in the middle of the hall. 
 
    "Oh... yes... we do," James replied, lost in the whirl of emotions that were inside him. 
 
    They passed another door, another obstacle before them that stood between death and the opportunity to try again. They ran with the idea that they were so close to freedom when a roar rippled to the tips of their hair. The sound of the rocks being undone with only one attack afflicted their hearts. 
 
    "It's Averdi. I hoped he wouldn’t dare. Faster," Ghost said, for the first-time showing fear of something. 
 
    It frightened them more to see him afraid of Averdi's powerful attack than Averdi himself. They had seen strong people, with unique attacks and capable of only hitting them with a movement, but someone strong enough to make Ghost, the fearless boy, dread him and want to escape as soon as possible? That was a whole other level. 
 
    They could hear his footsteps. The walls shuddered every time the sole of his boots touched the ground and his laughter echoed through the space. They kept running without thinking twice about where they were going. They just wanted to get out of there safe and sound. Then, they would have time to think of a plan. 
 
    "That door!" Ghost shouted, pointing to a wooden door, where someone had stuck the word "World." 
 
    It was all a mess. They didn’t stop to see what was around them or where they were being taken. They let themselves go, corrupted by fear and eagerness to breathe fresh air again. They were crashing against each other, against the walls and even against the doors. Inside they heard heavy grunts, creeping chains, and hollow words. Nothing was a reason to stop. Not even when the guard Ghost had dispatched before they entered the compound appeared in front of him. They knocked him in seconds using all the energy they had left. The man, who had tried to face them, was thrown brutally against the ceiling and fell on his face, missing a few teeth in the crash and fainting as he felt his body light as a feather. The blurred vision, the bumps, the heart aching from so much beating, was all part of the sensations that they all felt as they approached the door. Coming from the beginning of that corridor they heard a chaotic giggle and immediately knew who he was and what he was going to do with them. 
 
    "Where do you think they're going?" Averdi asked, ax in hand, smiling unashamedly to show his yellow teeth and even missing two of them in the left corner. 
 
    "DON’T STOP," Alec shouted, his hand reaching for the door before the others. 
 
    He opened it and a springy scent invaded his nostrils. He leaned against the wall, making room for everyone to leave before he and Ghost. Max stood with his back to James, when Averdi maneuvered his ax, tossing a scythe of light, which was heading toward the young man at breakneck speed, tearing the rocks along the way. 
 
    "MAX" Alec shouted, already too late. 
 
    Max only had time to glance over and close his eyes. He kept them shut, taking a deep breath and accepting that it was his end, that he had done what he could to regain his friends' confidence, and that his journey ended there, knowing that the rest would say his name when they recounted the story. He counted to three and nothing happened. He felt his clothes and pinched himself. He opened his eyes, confused, not realizing how he had survived. Ghost was in front of him. He had created a shield consisting of hundreds of threads and used it against Averdi's attack, who was at a considerable distance from them and inspired in an uncontrolled way, opening his eyes and arching his right eyebrow, surprised and even more irritated that someone stopped his attack. Ghost looked at Max and did as close as he could to a genuine smile, staggering back, taking his hand to the baggy t-shirt. He had stopped the attack but hadn't come out unscathed from the shock. 
 
    "Let's go," Alec ordered and helped Max carrying Ghost. 
 
    Before he closed the door, he used what was left of his energy to throw a fireball at Averdi. The last thing he saw was the man defending himself with only one hand. He didn’t even blink. He popped the back of his hand into the fireball, smashing it against the wall so hard that it vanished before it struck. He sank his foot into the earth, flexed his leg, and just as he was preparing to run like a whip in their direction, the woman who was with him put her hand before him, stopping him. 
 
    "Let them go," she said, her voice trailing through dozens of footsteps approaching them. Soldiers armed with weapons and energy that had come too late. 
 
    "WHY? THEY HURT ME, ATTACKED ME. THEY CANNOT BE LEFT UNPUNISHED," Averdi shouted. He exhaled saliva into the woman's face, which she had to wipe with the sleeve of her coat. 
 
    "Orders," she replied, running her hand close to her ear, brushing her hair and showing him a communicator. 
 
    "I hope so... I hope the boss knows what he's doing." Averdi replied, still annoyed, turning his back and plowing through the guards, pushing them without a second thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XIX 
 
      
 
    The wind danced and the moon disappeared on the horizon, giving its place to a sun that was still shy, but whose rays were already being felt on the shivery skin. As soon as Alec closed the door, they looked around, trying to figure out where they were supposed to go. Ghost had taken them there for a reason. He, who was now on the ground, spitting blood, his head on Max's hands that held him and told him to hold on. Unlike him, Lucian was already able to stand up even if for a short time and with one of his feet bent. It looked like it had been twisted for the doctor's pleasure. Everyone knew what happened in that room was taboo. No talking about the new burns in the concave area of the shoulder, not to mention the shorts and bruises on the left leg. The wolf leaned his head against his chest and was greeted with a few caresses on his fur. It healed to a level that mere mortals could only dream of. The blood sprinkled Lucian as soon as the wolf decided to wiggle, his fur cleaning itself, regaining its white and majestic color. 
 
    "Ri... Right," Ghost said, blood streaming down the corner of his mouth. 
 
    "Why did you defend me? You didn’t have to! I didn’t ask for it!" Max replied, tears moistening his face as he slammed the floor. 
 
    "You..." Ghost started but was forced to stop because of the coughing, "you... you trusted me. No one has ever done that. I didn’t want to disappoint you," he replied, followed by a loud cough, blood spewing from his mouth, and sliding down his jaw, dripping on his clothes. 
 
    "Alec, please give him one of the bottles. Even half of one." Max pleaded, whispering to Ghost that it was going to be okay. 
 
    "Wait. I don’t know if we should spend a bottle with him. After all, it all started because of him," James replied, his back to his cousin. 
 
    "They ... are right. I don’t deserve to be saved." Ghost replied, his eyes closing several times. 
 
    "WAKE UP," Max said, "Don’t even think about giving up! The world is ahead of you. You can be whoever you want. You don’t have to be the person everyone has convinced you to be!" Tears rolled down his face, eventually falling to Ghost's cheeks, "He may have done wrong, but he helped us! If he didn’t catch us, another one would. You all know that." He continued. 
 
    "Give him half of one. We must get out of here. I don’t know why they haven’t come after us yet." Neil replied, fingering his dusty hair. 
 
    "They must be gathering the troops..." Lucy said, both hands holding the pendant on her chest, and a fine green light fading from her body. 
 
    "That was a beautiful attack!" Neil said, the enthusiasm present in the way he moved his arms exalted, smiling as if they were not at death's door. 
 
    "It had never happened to me. I felt an energy that I didn’t even know I had in me... I was afraid to let it go but the circumstance demanded it." She replied, accepting that Neil's cheerful and suddenly charismatic expression made her comfortable in the face of the difficult path they still had to go. 
 
    While they were talking, Alec knelt beside Ghost and, with Max's help, gave him half the bottle of HP in his mouth. He also took half of one of his energy and recovered part of it. James was looking over his shoulder at his cousin. Seeing the smile stamped on Max's face took him to an ancient time, when they were children, and when the biggest concern and the reason for their dilemmas was just what game to choose. He didn't grumble. He decided to walk to the right, waiting for them to follow him, acting like the leader he so firmly wanted to be. 
 
    "Time to go," he said. 
 
    "James is right. We have to go. Lucian, can you stand?" Alec asked. 
 
    "Yes... Yes. I’ll go on top of him. I still don’t have enough strength" Lucian replied, still limping. 
 
    The wolf lay down, waiting for Lucian to sit on it and then stood up. Alec wondered if he could understand what everyone was saying or if there was a mental connection that allowed him to know what the other was thinking. After all, what they knew about spirit animals was only a handful of the truth and there was still a lot about the chips they didn’t know. He remembered the woman biting her finger, delighting in her own blood, thus gaining even more power. He wondered whether he could do it, or whether it only for a few chosen one, and certainly recommended to those whose darkness had taken their bodies on a loan. 
 
    "Alec?" A voice in the background said, awakening him to reality. It was Neil, who was behind him. 
 
    "I was distracted. Let's go. We have not had much time to exchange a few words. I see you and Lucy are closer," he said, cocking his arm with his elbow. 
 
    Neil laughed, putting his arm around the back of his neck, his cheeks turning pink, and replying, "You’re paying attention. The main thing now is surviving and then, if we're lucky, maybe there is a future where we are together.” 
 
    "Your dad would be proud of you, you know?" Alec said. His voice was more serious than before and he had stopped smiling. 
 
    "I hope so, but I also think he would ask for more of me. He tends to always want more. What I do was never enough and I believe that now wouldn’t be either. As long as I’m useful to the group... My dad's opinion doesn’t matter. We never talked much about your father." Neil replied, head down, his voice disappearing through the grove in front of them. 
 
    Huge queues of trees, some smaller than others, stretched across vast yards. Some had already fallen orange leaves and pirouetted into the air until they slid to the ground, while others remained strong, fastened to the trunks, waiting for the right wind to invite them to dance. Rodents the size of their feet hid behind some shrubs, saving their food and avoiding contact with humans. Sunbeams escaped through the gaps of the trees, offering them a visible path and warming their cold bodies.  
 
    It was a new day. Hope flooded them and they bathed in it. 
 
    "There was never much to talk about. To be honest, it's the first time I've stopped to think of them since we fled the academy. The money I sent them in the other months should be enough to have a moderate life for a while longer. And I might be mistaken, but by now my father is complaining that I forgot them, while he drinks and wastes some of the money. My mum is probably lighting candles for me, praying to the three gods that I come back." he said, following a "Shit" after putting his hand on a trunk without noticing that there was sap coming out. 
 
    He waved his hand several times, but the liquid was already spreading through his fingers. A brownish-yellow color that was rooted between his nails and dripped to the floor, also spreading between his hands. 
 
    "Good, this is exactly what I needed," he said, sighing and accepting that he had to avoid touching his left hand. 
 
    Max laughed non-stop, which eventually caught the attention of the rest. A symphony of laughter made the forest gain a liveliness that hadn’t before, much in part due to the melancholy that the gray trunks conveyed. Lucian also laughed, making brief pauses to cough. Only Ghost kept his lips pressed together, unable to have a stronger reaction than squinting. 
 
    "Does anyone know where we're going?" Neil asked. 
 
    "To the right as he said," Max replied, still with Ghost's arm by the shoulder. 
 
    "And then?" Neil asked, not liking the direction the conversation was going. 
 
    "Don’t know. If he told us to come here we have to trust him." 
 
    "I don’t trust either of you," Neil said, looking at Max, nodding in disapproval. 
 
    "We can’t go back. Let's see where this is leading us" Lucy said, trying to calm Neil down. 
 
    The atmosphere was heavy and the laughter of a few minutes ago was only an ephemeral memory. There was still a lot to be resolved among the group, and the longer they continued not trusting each other, the more it became normal for them. It was wisdom they didn’t yet possess.  
 
    The walk eventually led them to an extensive meadow, where light green stretched for miles and contrasted with the clear sky, and the landscape was only interrupted by a mountain range to the west. There wasn’t a living soul to be seen. The inexistence of someone or something reassured them and at the same time caused a certain irritation in the nape of the neck. After all, they no longer believed in peace, nor that life would offer them a moment of respite. A place where they could stretch their bodies, rest and remember past times. To exchange information about what they knew and to organize themselves, to talk under the clear sky, telling stories of the first months in the academy. And everyone, except Ghost, would know these stories already, but it would be the warm hope of one day coming back that would feed the spark of courage that, at the disturbing moment, was hiding in the lowest corner of his mind. 
 
    However, they also knew what was at stake. They contented themselves with not being dead and were struggling to keep up with the goal of getting to Relics. 
 
    "Just more... a little more," Ghost said, blood slipping through his clothes, shivering down his body. 
 
    "Hold on. We're going to make it," Max said, thanking James for helping in carrying him. 
 
    James didn’t answer. He turned his face and spat on the floor. There was no wind and the sun was just right, neither too hot nor too weak for the cold to overtake. 
 
    "If this place had a lake it would look the place where we were after running away,” Neil commented with Lucy. 
 
    "I was thinking about it. It's weird, I feel at peace here. I have not felt so peaceful in a long time." She said, looking at the horizon, breathing in, enjoying the springy scent; the soft, sweet of wild fruits. 
 
    "Not even in the academy?" He asked.  
 
    "There is a certain level that is expected of a princess. In fact, I hate that word. It's so... extreme, so unnecessary. I've never seen myself like that. I've never done anything to deserve it, to have an enviable life. I never wanted to sound rude but I thought it was the best thing to do. Focus on the academy without foisting my problems on others. How could I complain to you when you don’t get along with your parents, or with Alec who came from a poor town?" She said all at once, taking a deep breath and then licking her pink lips. 
 
    "I... I didn’t know you thought so, Lucy. You know none of us would have complained." Neil replied, still baffled by the news. 
 
    "I know, but I wouldn’t feel good," she replied, suddenly stopping, "Look! Smoke!" She pointed behind a group of trees in a triangle. 
 
    A gray smoke hovered above the sky, coming from a place a few yards from them, and from the way it climbed upright and only then changed course it was likely to come from a chimney. There was a sudden exchange of glances but no one rushed. They had learned that what seems to be too good sometimes it really is too good to be true. 
 
    "Trust me," Ghost said, his eyelids fluttering and his body shaking. 
 
    "We have to be fast. He won’t survive much longer!" Max said, putting his arm around Ghost’s hip, and begging James to be quick. 
 
    "Let's go together then. Neil and Lucy go together and I go with Lucian," Alec ordered, walking to where Lucian was. 
 
    The wolf's white eyes had only a light blue layer around them and was baring his sharp teeth whenever someone approached Lucian. The same thing happened when Alec leaned against him. He moved away and waited for Lucian to pat him on his fur until the wolf calmed down. 
 
    "Excuse him. He's still nervous," Lucian said, then whispered into the wolf's ear that made him bow his head in front of Alec. 
 
    "I understand. And you, how are you? With everything that happened, I still haven’t had time to ask. I know you shouldn’t be well, but I still have to ask. That's what... friends... do, right?" Alec asked, approaching him slowly. 
 
    "My whole body hurts. I feel myself improving but at the same time, there is a pain that won’t go away. Maybe it's psychological. It's not the first time I've been tortured, you know that..." Lucian replied. His voice was still sharper than usual, and sometimes it failed him. 
 
    "But at this level? The doctor was crazy. The way he looked at the blood! That was not normal and you know it. What happened to you there... we heard…" Alec replied, clearing the conversation calmly, not wanting to chase him away. 
 
    "Did you hear that?" Lucian said worriedly. His reaction told Alec everything he needed to know. He seemed scared to have shown his weak side, the part of himself that he avoided showing everyone so that they would not take advantage of him, and now he had opened it to all. 
 
    "No one judges you or thinks you're weak. We would all do the same... It's not a weakness." 
 
    "But ... but I should have been stronger. I am one of the reasons why we fled the academy, the reason we were tortured, and then I ended up being ridiculous… begging him to stop. The pain... the pain was so much! And yet, I made a mistake. What makes us strong but the ability to fight the pain? The danger? I failed.” he answered, getting out of breath quickly. He lay down on the wolf, his diaphragm moving up and down at a rapid pace. 
 
    "A mishap on the road does not make the rest disappear, you know? We continue together and on our way to Relics. What happened before, let’s leave it in the past. I bet we still have a lot of chances to mend the mistakes we think we made." Alec replied. He smiled at him and stretched out his hand. 
 
    Lucian hesitated but eventually took hold of him. That handshake carried the understanding they still had. The dreams, desires, and even the frustrations of all of them that wouldn’t give up until they had succeeded. They walked for different reasons but one was mutual. They would do it for the colleagues who gave their lives, and for those who fell on the ground without having had the opportunity to fight or flee, for the teachers who fought to the end, for the mission entrusted to them, whether it was an act of despair or because the director knew they were capable. For what they had survived and the obstacles they would still encounter. They stood on the ground and had their eyes fixed on the present and the future. They knew what they were capable of and that in every adversity their power increased, as well as their experience in the world and in battles. 
 
    "Hurry up," James shouted, a few feet ahead of them, "There's a house." 
 
    Alec and Lucian looked at each other wondering if they had heard correctly. There was doubt hanging in the air. Maybe the heat had affected their heads, or the light breeze that ran through the trees had changed the word before it reached them. 
 
    "He said... house?" Lucian asked, continuing to caress the skin at the nape of the wolf. 
 
    "I'm pretty sure he did," Alec said, "we better hurry." 
 
    Alec ran and the wolf carried Lucian. His hair rose like an angel from a shelter, illuminating the path ahead of him and capturing everyone's attention. He ran but his feet didn’t make a sound or touch the ground. He moved silently, leaving no trace except a branch that had trod down the road. The depth of the forest disappeared, being replaced by a trail of steps that approached its exit. 
 
    They all stopped in front of a stone road. It had been made by the man and led directly to the house that was a little higher than them in size. The gray stones had no scratches, and they weren’t broken. They seemed to have been hand-picked by a fanatic about clean objects. It connected the forest to the house and prevented the adventurers or madmen who arrived there from giving up when they ran into the canyons that separated them. In that place, the earth had opened and accepted his work of swallowing those who thought they were brave enough to face it. However, someone seemed to have rejected nature’s challenge and arranged a practical solution. 
 
    "Let's go. Maybe our luck is really changing. “James commented, getting no more response than just a smile in disguise. 
 
    No one wanted to go. They took short steps, looking around, waiting for someone to come through the trunks, to attack them and capture them. They were no longer naive children. They knew the dangers that hid in the most remote places and would not let themselves be captured without fighting, not this time. As soon as they reached the road, none of them wanted to take the lead and be the first to step on it. Hearts beat louder than their breathing sound. The temperature rose and sweat crawled under their clothes, flooding them. Even the throats were dry and the sentences dragged on for twice as long as their reaction time. They hadn't slept in over a day and their bodies were tired. Knees trembling and hands too fragile to close. Eyes difficult to keep open and foot pain from so much running 
 
    "We have nowhere to go. We have to try. Stay there," Alec said. He sighed and started walking toward the bridge. 
 
    He pretended to be strong but inside his heart was crashing against the box where it was stored. He lifted his foot and lowered it slowly, fearing that the bridge would be a decoy and would break off at the first touch. He had his right foot still on the ground, not wanting to risk more than mere fright. The sole of the shoe landed on solid ground. He hit the stone to make sure it was safe and only then decided to move forward. He was halfway down the bridge when someone left the house. He could see only his figure, someone small but with a belly bigger than his head, approaching. He had something in his hand, and his body was slowing him down, taking too long to reach the place he wanted. His belly prevented him from seeing his feet and he paused at the end of every 10 steps. When he reached the other side of the bridge, he was almost out of breath and raised his hand, signaling to Alec that he should wait. Alec looked back and shrugged as if to ask his friends what he should do. No one answered. He ended up waiting for the man to regain his well-being. 
 
    It took a few seconds, but finally, he recovered. He arranged his brown hair, short at the tips and flat on top, which detracted from the way his face was seen in the distance, pulling him back, leaving only a hair falling on his face. It made his face look more oval and it only didn’t get any worse because of a few strands of his hair on his face. They were enough to create a straight line from the lower lip to the ear, but not enough to be called a beard. Finally, he straightened his clothes. He wore a light blue t-shirt and black shorts that hung over his knees and a plethora of keys around his neck. Tranquility surrounded him, and yet it was hard to trust him. There was something in the way he smiled at Alec that made the boy think twice before ignoring his request. Darkness behind the smile, impossible to see but easy to be felt. However, and despite having a chip, he had no class. 
 
    "Who are you?" The man asked. After speaking, he opened his mouth again to take a piece of food between his teeth. He tossed it to the floor and stepped on it. 
 
    "We... ah... we're lost. We just want a place to stay the night and where our friend can rest," said Alec, pointing to Lucian, who already had his eyes closed and his breath almost null. 
 
    "Hmmm," the man stammered. He pulled a pair of brown glasses with a thick bottom from his breeches pocket. He wiped them off with the sleeve of his t-shirt and took them to his eyes. He looked back at the group, pausing in each one of them, watching them closely until he noticed Ghost, "Ghost? What did they do to you?" 
 
    "He's in shock. I think he passed out. Please help us. I don’t know how much time he still has. We gave him half a bottle of HP but the wounds are too deep." Max shouted. It was possible to feel the desperation in his hoarse voice due to crying. 
 
    "I don’t usually do this... but come quickly," the man said, turning his back on them and walking as fast as he could. 
 
    They followed him without thinking twice about who he was or if he could be trusted. It was enough that he recognized Ghost and was willing to help them. Alec remembered the last time someone helped them. He wondered what had happened to her, whether she was still alive or whether she had already been captured and succumbed to the pain of torture. She had given her life for them, trusting in their mission, even without knowing what it was. He let her go knowing what was waiting for her when he could have stopped her. He blamed himself even though he knew she had chosen to help them knowing the consequences. The burden he carried increased. He was no longer alone against the world and was not used to having to be strong enough for others. He was distracted for a moment until Lucy touched his shoulder. 
 
    "Are you coming?" She asked. His shoulders were tense and her attitude rigid.  
 
    "Yes. Let's go. Everyone is already on the way. We all need a good night's sleep." Alec said, venting, "My eyes hurt and I feel pain every time I move my arms." 
 
    "We could have stopped to rest ..." Lucy said, not telling him how much her feet hurt. 
 
    "Look at them, Lucy... We're all tired. Even you, right? No one stopped. No one complained. We all know what's at stake. Our life, the mission entrusted to us... We’ll rest when we succeed. When we can breathe with relief knowing that the hope they placed on us was not in vain.” He said, getting silence in return. 
 
    They walked beside each other without exchanging words. There was not much to be said. Without the breeze and shadow of the forest, the sun's rays, warmer and hotter, hit them in the face. There was no place to hide, no way to protect themselves. They were at the mercy of heat strong enough to blind them for seconds if they looked up and made their heads into an oven about to explode. They used their hands to protect themselves, but it was useless. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XX 
 
      
 
    As soon as they arrived at the house they were greeted by a woman in her fifties who was leaning against the door and invited them in. 
 
    "It's Ghost. He's hurt again. I'll get the emergency kit." The man said. The woman's expression changed quickly from tender to worried. Her eyes grew wrinkled, and her cheeks were sucked in by the spaces between her teeth. 
 
    "Again?" She asked, "Come in fast. Second door on the right. Take him there. The wolf can’t come in.” she said. 
 
    "Go. I'll stay here with him. It will be good for both of us," Lucian told them, rising from his lap and lying on the grass, stretching his body. The wolf lay down beside him and pressed his furry muzzle to his face. 
 
    "Come," said the woman. She waited for everyone to come in and closed the door behind them. 
 
    Max and James were the first to enter the place the woman had told them. The first thing they noticed was the white ceiling. Then on the litter that was in the middle of the room and the smell of mothballs, which they weren’t accustomed and caused them an itch at the tip of the nose. Ghost was laid down, and James took a few steps backward. Max held Ghost’s hand, begging him to wake up. His voice dissipated in the room in a few seconds. There were no windows and the walls didn’t echo. The puzzled thoughts of all were interrupted by a quiet song coming from a guitar that was outside the room. They could hear the chords and even the fingers touching the fragile strings that transmitted the sound through the air. 
 
    "What now?" Neil asked, looking around. 
 
    "I think we're supposed to wait. I don’t like this." James replied, getting ready for a trap. 
 
    "Calm down. Let's trust them.” Alec told them, even though they knew the risk of the situation they had gotten into. 
 
    "We are in no position to do so. You have to lose that habit of trusting people so easily." James replied. 
 
    "If there is no kindness in people why should we strive to save anything?" Alec replied, catching James by surprise. 
 
    He was going to respond but was interrupted. The door opened and the old man entered. His old-fashioned clothes had disappeared and he was now wearing a white coat, transparent gloves, and a blue hat that covered his ears. In his hand, he carried a medical bag with some black pockets lined on the sides. 
 
    "Stand back," the man said. He looked to the side and belched, "He needs intensive care." 
 
    "Max, come here," James said, following the man's movements. 
 
    "But…." 
 
    "Let him do his job. We have no other choice," James said. Serious voice, tense shoulders and lifting his chest. 
 
    "He's right. It's the best thing to do now. Maybe we should go," Alec said, looking at the man as if he were indirectly asking if they needed to stay there. 
 
    "Hmmm. You don’t need to stay here. I thought you’d want to see me treating your friend, but this could get complicated and bloody. Maybe it's the best thing to do. My wife is outside. She will appreciate the company," the man said, smiling at them and pulling out medical instruments from his suitcase. Recognizing a few of them gave Alec a sense of comfort and made him remember his home and friends he had left behind. He wondered if Tommy was all right and whether it would be different if it was him there instead. 
 
    "We better go then. We need to stretch our legs and get some rest." Alec said and glanced over at his colleagues, watching their reactions. They all had eyes on the man who was opening Ghost’s stomach in a surgical way and whose blood flowing through the opening made no impression whatsoever. 
 
    "I need to get out of here," Neil said, bringing his hands to his mouth. 
 
    "I'll go with him," Lucy added, using her hands to cover her eyes. 
 
    "You coming?" Alec asked Max, who couldn’t take his eyes off what was happening in front of him. The man was sputtering Ghost’s insides, touching him everywhere, leaving his impressions on the stomach of a fainting Ghost with the HP almost at 0. 
 
    "I rather stay here," he answered without hesitation, "He saved my life. It's the least I can do." He added, wiping away tears and snot from what was left over from the sleeve of his t-shirt. 
 
    "Let him be. He likes to suffer." James corrected him and went to the door. He opened it and let the impact as he closed it tightly spread through the house and plague Max. 
 
    "You think I made the wrong choice? When I decided to trust him? When I asked to give him the HP’s bottle? Max asked Alec, looking into his eyes, his face shaking lightly. 
 
    "Only you know the answer to that, Max. What is wrong for me may not be for you. The way we act is different, you know? Don’t let others tell you what is wrong or right. We'll see in the long run whether that was the right decision. I'm going. I need to stretch my feet and lie down for a while. If you need us, we're out there." Alec answered and walked to the door, opening it and closing it carefully. 
 
    Max was not alone in the room, but that was how he felt. The torment of the situation filled his mind. Thrown into a bottomless pit, he would plummet without anyone to reach out and help him up. He understood his friends' adverse feelings, yet he held in his head the idea that he was doing the right thing. He placed his trust and hope in Ghost, not only in what he could bring to his life but also to the team. He now hoped that the man, who ventured into Ghost's risky body, would save him. He remembered his mother's words on one of the nights when they were at dawn at the window; he was reading and she was wandering through the corridors incapable of sleeping due to the illness that was mitigating her health. 
 
    "Others might find you different, even odd, but one day they will thank you for the time you spent reading small lifeguards," she said, years ago, putting the strands of hair as black as the night sky behind her ear. 
 
    Alec leaned against the wall and took a deep breath. He had left the city to have a calmer, safer life, and there he was; middle of nowhere, wounded, at risk of being tortured again, not knowing what would be of his parents, friends, the academy and his city. He was afraid that they would find out where he came from and take revenge in his city, destroying everything until they found his parents. Unload on them for pure pleasure. If they had entered the academy so easily to enter his city it would be child's play and they would not find opposition to it. Tommy would lose his arms, Mimi would lose her scalp and they would make Gordon a steak ready to be paraded. Above all, it pissed him off that he couldn't do anything to stop them. Even if he tried, he'd be wiped out without hitting a blow. He needed to get stronger, to equip himself with the best weapons and armor to have even a chance. He took a deep breath again and focused on a mantra that Tommy had taught him. 
 
    "If you have not died yet there is still a chance to win." He used to say it before his body hit the ground. 
 
    He thought to himself that that was exactly it. He was still alive, there was still a chance to get to Relics, to put the tide of luck on his side and turn things around. He followed the angelic melody from the guitar to the exit of the house. His friends were all lying on the grass, except for James standing in one corner stretching his arms and snapping the bones of the joints in his fingers. The music served as a complement to the cloudless sky and the gentle breeze that stirred the grass. 
 
    "What is this smell?" Alec asked the lady, who now had her hair pinned in a ponytail, and smiled, her nose making enough shadow to cover her thin lips. 
 
    "The lunch. I decided to do something special for you. It seems that you haven’t had a good meal in a while." 
 
    "I can’t even remember the last time I ate," Neil replied, massaging his belly while he drooled. 
 
    "It was... It was..." Lucy started but realized that she didn’t remember it either. 
 
    "Sorry, but how did you meet Ghost? Such an isolated place... and with his story... I'm just curious." Alec asked. They all looked at the woman, who stopped playing and laid the guitar on the floor. 
 
    "I expected someone to ask. My husband was Jeff's father's best friend ... Oh, I mean, Ghost. Please don’t tell him that I told you his real name. He hates it when people use it. It reminds him of his family. Unfortunately. His parents were great people." She began, "continuing ... the story of him killing his parents? It’s a lie. He was too young to even have the strength to inflict the wounds they had. My husband confirmed it. We were afraid we'd be next so we fled here and brought Ghost with us. We tried to keep him here but he wanted to go back. Revenge corrupted him until he became someone who hates himself but can’t also stop being that person. Now it's my turn, how did you meet him? What happened to you?" She asked, leaning against the wall. Her legs uncurled and three tires appeared, which she dispatched to hide under a brown tunica. 
 
    "Maybe it's better to sum it up, or it might take some time," Alec replied. The smell of the lunch infiltrated the noses of the young and the saliva grew inside their mouths. 
 
    "As you wish." She said, "Perhaps the summary is better. Lunch is almost ready." 
 
    "We were on our way to Relics when we were caught. After a few twists and turns, he eventually helped us to get out of there. We were near the exit when one of the Elite members attacked Max, the boy in the room, and Ghost stepped forward to protect him." Alec replied, avoiding talking about the academy or the fact that Ghost had been the reason why they were caught. 
 
    "Um ... Ghost sacrificed himself for someone? Difficult to believe, but I'm happy. It means that part of him still believes in something. It can still be saved. He used to come and tell us how he was, now he only comes when he needs to be operated” The woman said, and it was possible to see the sadness on her closed lips and on her eyelids falling on her eyes. “I set the table on the other side of the house. I forgot to ask, but is the wolf yours?" He asked, looking at Lucian. 
 
    "Ah ... we found him on the way and they just hit off." Lucy replied before Lucian had the chance to do so. 
 
    "It's true, he's already a member of the group," Neil added, laughing as if there were no worries in the world. His laughter warmed everyone’s heart. There were still reasons to smile. 
 
    They followed the woman to a nook in the back of the house. The table was set and steam was leaving the cauldron in the corner. They hadn't smelled something so delicious in a while. Real food, as James called it when he walked up and let the smell rise up his nostrils. Some horses galloped from one side to the other, taking advantage of the freedom that surrounded them, dozens of meters away. Their long yellowish hair flew, washed away by the wind and whinnied thanks to the good weather and the happiness they felt for being there. The young people enjoyed the view. For the first time in a long time, they could breathe and take a nap without having to be aware of everything around them. Their shoulders relaxed, their eyes half-closed and even their hearts calmed down. There was no more a loud beating above the sound of the wind, the horses running, or of their own voices. 
 
    "You can sit down. It's ready." The woman said, "Help yourselves. I’m going to check them” she said, leaving them alone. 
 
    She hadn't turned the corner yet, and James was already serving himself. He filled the plate until the food overflowed from the corners and, if it weren't for Alec's disapproving looks, he would have made a food tower. After him, Neil followed, whose spittle flowed through the corners of his mouth, and his eyes shone with fascination as he approached the cauldron. He took the spoon and served himself until he filled his plate, and asked Lucy if she wanted the spoon to serve herself. 
 
    "Ah... I... I don't know how to do that..." She replied, ashamed, with rosy cheeks and a voice that was more acute than usual. 
 
    "You want me to serve you?" He asked, "Just give me your plate." he added, realizing she was not comfortable in serving herself, perhaps because of the inexperience in doing so. 
 
    "Yes, if you don’t mind." She replied, "Half of what you put in yours is enough. Don’t tell anyone but I had someone doing that for me in Drexus." 
 
    Neil smiled and took her plate. He didn’t tell her, but he thought it was funny how much she'd changed in such a short time. The rude mask had fallen on the floor and had been shattered into pieces and now only the real Lucy was left – captivating, dazzled by the world and still adapting to the raw reality. He returned the plate and sat down. Lucian was next and he took advantage of Max not being there to use his plate for the wolf. 
 
    "And after this?" Alec asked, "Where are we going?" 
 
    "Isn’t it better... Maybe we should talk about this later?" Neil replied, with food in his mouth, pausing to chew. 
 
    "He's right. Let's just take a break from everything and eat," Lucy added. 
 
    Alec nodded, but he couldn’t pause what was on his mind. His head was running a thousand miles a second, trying to come up with a decent plan to get to Relics, even though he had no idea where the city was, let alone where they were. He was accustomed to his city. It could be great or horrible, but he knew every corner of it, where to get what he wanted and even who to talk to if he needed something from outside. It was comfortable to be in a place where he knew where to shelter. There, where he now stood, he was an animal at the mercy of others.  
 
    He got up and filled his plate, sniffing it before giving the first fork. He remembered the delicious food his mother gave him when he came home after a long day's work, his back a misery, his eyes red and his lips swollen. The father, who didn’t work, was always the first to be served, even going so far as to insult the woman if she dared to serve the child first.  
 
    Alec looked around. There was happiness stamped on everyone's faces. Lucy and Neil were looking at each other. She covered her mouth as she ate, and he laughed at her figure, not realizing that food was coming out of his mouth, falling on his plate once more. James glanced at them and a curve appeared in the corner of his mouth. He was struggling not to show that he was happy that they, too, were more than colleagues and that he accepted them as friends.  
 
    Lucian was putting the dish on the floor, massaging the wolf’s hair on the back of his neck, telling him to eat. 
 
    "I see you're enjoying it," the woman said, appearing around the corner, "I have a surprise for you," she said, turning away. 
 
    Max was behind her. Though his air was tired, his eyes still wet and his lips cracked, he was happy. He had a smile from ear to ear and didn’t wait until he sat down to share the good news.  
 
    "He'll survive!" Max said loudly enough for everyone to hear, even the horses in the distance. 
 
    "Good!" Alec replied, returning his smile. 
 
    "Good," James replied, pretending not to care about his cousin's genuine happiness. 
 
    Even Neil, letting the dust settle, answered him, "I hope you've learned your lesson." 
 
    "It's not the time for that," Lucy told him softly, hitting him with her elbow on his shoulder. 
 
    "You're right." Neil said, "Sorry. I'm glad it went well," Neil added. He didn’t seem very pleased to have to say it, but there was sincerity in his words. He didn’t want Max to feel bad, even if he still blamed him for what happened. 
 
    Max's eyes darted across the table and they stopped at Lucian. They stared at each other without a word being exchanged. Tension could be felt by all. Even the woman next to Max realized something was wrong. She decided to step aside when she realized that a dish was missing, thinking that the best thing to do in a situation like this would be to give them room to solve the problem on their own. 
 
    "I... ah... sorry, Lucian!" Max said, intimidated by his presence, blaming himself for the new marks on his friend's body. Some of them were still in fresh blood while others were already healed, but they would stay there forever. 
 
    The wolf looked at Max. He opened his mouth, showing his teeth salivating, roaring and scraping the sharp nails on the floor. In response, the young man reacted instinctively, taking a few steps back with his hands to his chest, his voice losing power despite his desire to scream what was in his soul. 
 
    "Calm down," Lucian said, calming the wolf, who lay down at his feet and continued to crack the food, "I know I ought to hate you, punish you, but at the same time I understand why you did it. You felt useless. So close and so unable to help those you wanted to and cared about. I already felt that. Don’t blame yourself, I won’t either. The important thing now is to think about how we will get to Relics." Lucian replied, smiling at him and sitting at the table, "Join us," he said. 
 
    Max was standing there. Perplexed by what he had just heard, he had not yet had time to know what his reaction should be. It was something new, and his mind was still unwrapping the yarn that was to have been excused for the evil that consumed his bowels. He had his shoulders pressed against his body and was startled when he felt a stiff hand touching his back. 
 
    "Relics? Did I hear Relics?" Said the gentleman behind Max, taking off his blood-stained gloves and throwing them in the trash. 
 
    "Apparently, they're lost and want to go to Relics." The woman said, popping up behind him, carrying a bottle of fresh water in her hand. 
 
    "You don’t even know how lucky you are, do you?" The man said, letting out a tune of laughter that tore up the tufts of the wolf’s hair and caused a slight stir in the ears of the young men. His wife remained unscathed, probably because of the habit. “I see you're a little nervous. It is not necessary. Ghost will survive. All you have to do is rest one night." The man added, looking at Max, who had already sat down and scraped his nails on the wooden table. 
 
    "What do you mean by that?! Lucky?" James exclaimed, slightly aggressive. 
 
    "Yes, boy. Look over there," the man said, pointing to a mountain range beyond the place where the horses ran, "Relics is there," he replied, giving another laugh. 
 
    "THERE? WHICH OF THE MOUNTAINS? "James asked excitedly, getting up from the table without eating, turning to the mountains. 
 
    "The one in the middle, the one that has a peculiar shape. It looks like a cone. I've heard that this is so they can see who is approaching, and if they don’t like the person, they find a way to shoot them down the mountain." The man said, this time more serious. He pulled a wrapped cigarette from his pocket. He approached the fire and used it to light it. 
 
    "Dent! Don’t scare the children like that." His wife told him, "Sorry. He says everything that comes to his mind. Nothing will happen to you. Of course, you must have reasons to go there.” 
 
    The man didn’t answer as he puffed his cigarette and blew the smoke into the air. He exhaled, leaving behind a scent he pushed away with his hands. He leaned against the wall, smoking, while his wife served herself. 
 
    "He can’t eat after work. It stresses him,” she said, without anyone asking, "I forgot. You can sleep here tonight. We have two free rooms. The girl can sleep in one of them and the boys in the other. They're a bit tight but shouldn’t be a problem, right?" She said, looking around. 
 
    "It's perfect for us," Alec replied, before anyone else did, "If it’s not asking for too much... Can we shower?" He asked, grabbing what was left of his clothes. The colors had disappeared and now there was only a brownish layer and a symbol that couldn’t be perceived. 
 
    "Yes of course. I'll see if I can get you some new clothes. We should have something old, even for her" She said and pointed at Lucy. 
 
    As soon as the silence settled, they attacked the food as if there was no tomorrow, not knowing when they would have such a delicious meal again. They took what they could, cleaning the dishes until only a trace of the food remained, repeating until the cauldron was empty and the water bottle transparent. James and Neil moved away from the table to a childish, belching contest. Alec and Lucy gave them a rebuke but none of them shuffled off, both saying they were getting a burp that would outweigh all the previous ones. Lucian laughed calmly, his body was still sensitive, and his ribs ached painfully each time he allowed himself to laugh. Max stayed in his place, eating slowly, sometimes taking the food with his fork but leaving it on the plate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XXI 
 
      
 
    The afternoon was spent between games and breaks to lie on the grass, enjoying the sunny weather of the field and the sound of the wind breeze allied to the horses thundering. James insisted and ended up convincing Max to join them, also taking part in the jovial and nonsensical conversations that reminded them of the times of the academy. They weren't friends then, but their experiences were similar. They took the opportunity to share funny stories they had from those times, talking as if they had happened years ago and not even less than a week ago. Time turned days into months and lengthened the distance between moments and past situations. 
 
    Finally, they dined under candlelight and a starry sky and took a quick bath in cold water. The lady got everyone new clothes. They were long, but they'd have to serve until they got to Relics and could buy clothes that suited everyone. She also found, in a drawer, some of her old clothes for Lucy. Their faces were sparkling. With no sand, dirt or dust, and now that the horror paradigm had changed, it was possible to see a little light behind their eyes. They'd gotten lucky at last and were going to enjoy it. The lady guided them to their rooms, handing them blankets, sheets, and pillows. She said goodbye to them and added that tomorrow Ghost would be minimally healthy and could decide whether to leave with them or stay there. 
 
    Max didn't say anything. He waited for her to leave and for everyone to fall asleep and escaped from the room. He decided to go out into the street; he lay down on the grass and stared at the stars. He wished he could become one of them. All the time in the world available to do whatever he wanted and without his chest imploding with mere mortal problems. The ephemeral melody satisfied him. The wind embraced his face and the infinite sky joined him. 
 
    "You should be asleep." A familiar voice said. James was leaning against the door, scratching his eyes until he was carried away by the harmony of the moment, and he sat down beside Max, star-focused. 
 
    "I couldn’t sleep. I have too much in my head." Max answered him, taking a long, heartfelt pause, "Ah... Thank you for defending me! " 
 
    "You can be a great big nerd, but you’re still family. Family stays together. Everyone should know this. Don’t tell anyone, but I probably would have done the same. If you tell this to someone, I will deny it and I will still beat you up. Are we understood?" James said, looking at Max with a blinking look that lasted a few seconds, "Besides, it's always good to see you interested in something other than books ... or a certain person in the group." 
 
    "Oh ... I ... I don’t know ... I don’t know what you're talking about." Max said, fumbling, saliva coming out of his mouth. 
 
    "Let's both pretend not to," James said and laughed. He looked at the stars and, without taking his eyes off them, added, "I'm beginning to believe we can do it." 
 
    "If you believe in us, so do I," Max told him. 
 
    Despite the drop in the temperature, it wasn't cold. A change of clothes was enough for them to not feel the difference in their skin. They ended up falling asleep shortly after, lying on the grass, dreaming of a good future. 
 
    They were awakened by the birds chirping. Blue feathers, orange beaks, and waved their wings so fast that they could only be seen due to the mixture of colors. At least four and they had fun flying next to them. Max stretched out his arm, still with his glasses blurred, and waited for one of them to step on his finger. James, as usual, rejected the beauty of the moment and tried to push them away. The night before seemed to have been erased from his mind, a carelessness brought on by the nightly ephemerality. The shy sun was hiding behind some white clouds. A sound on his back caught their attention. It was Lucy at the door, stretching out, causing her clothes to rise and making it possible to see part of her flat belly. James' cheeks became pink and he turned his face forward. He remained motionless, wide awake, with eyes open, and cleared his throat. 
 
    "Ah... When I can look, you say..." He said, very shy, his voice not even like him. 
 
    "James, you're not a child anymore, you can see my belly, you won’t die,” Lucy replied, infusing some sarcasm in her response. 
 
    Max laughed, and in response, James pretended that he was going to hit him with a punch on his shoulder. Max shrank, covering his mouth with his hand, letting out only a few muffled laughs. 
 
    "You're right... I'm sorry!" James said, looking at her, turning red as he saw her smiling like an angel. 
 
    She warned them that she would wash her face but that she would come back in an instant. They were both alone again, accompanied by only a bird that had been left behind and by the sun that gradually gained the courage to appear. 
 
    "Well guess I wasn’t the only one…” Max said, teasing his cousin. 
 
    "I ... Ah. I don’t want anything to do with her. I just don’t know how to deal with a girl in the group! You know I've never had any girl friends" James said, showing himself embarrassed as he let those words slip out of his mouth. 
 
    "You’ll get the hang of it," Max told him. He had had a good relationship with his mother, but that was all. He also had no experience with girls. 
 
    She came back a few minutes later, and one by one, the rest came out. First Lucian, whose wolf had already mingled with his being, then Alec and, finally, Neil. Alec was the first to ask Max if he already knew anything about Ghost, but he got only a “No.” in return. It took another half hour for the man to wake up and come to the entrance to call Max. Dent told him that Ghost was awake, but that his body was still in recovery, which is why he would have difficulties in having a conversation with a normal rhythm. 
 
    "You can try it anyway. But I can’t guarantee that he will be able to perceive everything or give full answers. “The man said. 
 
    "I'll try!" Max replied. His eyes glittering, smiling at James, who beckoned him onward. 
 
    He left his friends and went into the house. They saw him walking down the hall until he disappeared into the room. The woman showed up from the other side of the house. She told them that she had prepared breakfast and that after a conversation with her husband they had decided to help them reach Relics faster. She inquired as to where Lucian's wolf was, telling him that a being of that species shouldn’t be left alone. There were hunters who could walk in that area and wouldn’t hesitate to shoot him and sell his skin for a few bucks on the black market. 
 
    "He will return. He always comes back. He likes to explore." Lucian said, thanking her for the concern. 
 
    "How?" James asked, intrigued, hoping there was something they had to give in return. 
 
    "Can you ride? You can use four of the horses to get there. They know how to get back on their own," she said, smiling. Her smile might not have all the teeth, but it caught everyone's attention. They looked at her as if she had just said a big lie and they couldn’t believe it. It sounded too good to be real, "You don’t need to be so surprised. It's the least we can do after you helped Ghost." She added, seeing no one utter a word. 
 
    "Thank you! You don’t know how useful this is for us... There is only one problem... I don’t know how to ride." Alec replied, "This is only the second time in my life that I’ve seen a horse and the other was when I was a child.” 
 
    "Me neither," Lucian said. 
 
    "Me neither. I have no idea!" James replied, "But if I'm not mistaken, Max had some classes of that. Must be enough to know how to walk with them." 
 
    Neil and Lucy said they knew and started a long discussion about how they would do it. James volunteered to go with Lucy, but Neil counter-attacked and said he should go with Max. 
 
    "Max will take Ghost," James said. 
 
    "He can’t even come with us!" Neil replied. 
 
    The discussion lengthened for a few minutes. Lucy got up from the table, apologizing, and saying she was going to take a quick shower. Alec had to intervene. 
 
    "It's over! You're not kids anymore. You know what's at stake! Whoever goes with whoever, what matters is that we get there. Are we clear?" 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, of course, you had to come in," James answered, grunting at the beginning and end of the sentence, and he too leaving the table. 
 
    "We're sorry about this," Alec said. 
 
    The lady laughed and only then did she answer him; 
 
    "Age isn't everything, kid. I see that there is still a lot to solve between you, and I advise you to do it before you get to Relics. Remember, it only takes a small gap to widen and the whole building collapses." 
 
    They thanked her for her advice and had breakfast alone. In the end, they asked for a place where they could store the leftovers to take on the trip and she handed them an old suitcase from her husband. 
 
    "He used to use it at work," she said, pointing to some bloodstains, "but these were other times. He hasn't used it since we ran away. It brings back too many memories." 
 
    The boys didn't respond. Time went by. The sun had risen to the altar and was now showing itself to all those who wanted to praise it. The horses had woken up and ran across the prairie, limitlessly, without worrying about anything but themselves. The birds, once annoying, now chirped a harmonious melody that stayed in their ears. Neil would sing it and Lucian would rock his head.  
 
    Several hours passed before there was a development. All the young people were at the table, in the sunshade, enjoying the magnificent view they had of the place that surrounded them when Max appeared with Ghost, helping him walk, having one hand on his hip. A huge scar stretched from his chest to his navel. It was still wounded and even though it was cooked, it looked like it was about to burst at any moment. The man appeared behind them, warning them that Ghost couldn't make efforts during the next few days, or the wound wouldn’t' have time to heal at all.  
 
    "Does that mean you can't go with us?" Max asked him, looking at him, like a dog about to be abandoned at the mercy of rain from which he couldn't hide. 
 
    Ghost didn't answer him. He looked at the man and waited for an answer. 
 
    " He better not go. We won't stop him if he wants to go, but he'll cause setbacks. His body needs to rest." The man said. He wasn't happy to say it, but he kept a serious voice. 
 
    "If he won't... I won't either. I'll stay with him and then I'll join you! When he gets better." Max said, raising his voice, expressing all his emotion without taking a single break. As soon as it was over, he took a deep breath, regaining his breath and avoided looking into their eyes.  
 
    "But Max..." James started... 
 
    "No, James. I've made my decision. He saved my life. I want to stay." Max said. He was no longer the shy boy from before. He had gained the courage to make his decisions and was not going to step aside, "We can't always stay together. Someday we'd have to go our separate ways." He added. 
 
    "You're right. I just didn't expect it to be at a time like this. It's your choice. We could use a healer, but we can survive without one. If these guys here know how to protect themselves." James said, his eyes hovering under Alec and Neil and having a smile in the corner of his lips. 
 
    Max laughed and thanked him. Ghost leaned against the wall and stretched his arm, touching Max's shoulder. The words didn't come out of his mouth, but Max realized that it was a "thank you" for the way his lips moved.  
 
    " We better get going. We should be able to get there by dawn." Lucian said and straightened his hair, whose strands fell under his face. 
 
    "Lunch first. Then we'll get you some food and some items to take with you." The lady said, "Today its salmon. You're going to love it." 
 
    They ended up staying. She was right. Lunch was tasty. Neil and James, as usual, repeated. The rest ate everything on their plate until only the bones and some grains of rice were left- The sun shone in the corner of the painting, and the rest of the horizon was a mixture of blue and white brushstrokes. The green could be described as an act of madness of the painter, frustrated by not being able to reach the right color he poured the ink on the bottom of the painting. The farewell was brief. No one wanted to waste too much time; some for fear of repentance, others for thinking that every lost minute was wasted time. After all, they were close to the goal and it wasn't the time to get sloppy. The man offered Alec a suitcase. It contained three bottles of HP and three bottles of energy. 
 
    "I know it's not enough, but it's what I have now. It's getting harder and harder to access the hospital inventory without getting caught," he said, ending on a long sigh. 
 
    They all thanked him and walked up to the horses. Only James stayed behind to give his cousin a big hug. He squeezed it so tightly that Max's face turned red and he had to ask him to be calm or his bones would crumble. 
 
    "I'll be back," James said. He had not finished speaking yet and had already turned. 
 
    "I count on it." Max replied, "Good luck. I believe in you!" 
 
    James smiled and walked over to his colleagues. The final stretch of the adventure was about to begin and he wouldn’t be left behind. He promised himself that he would have the impact of two people. For him and his family. That the family would no longer be seen as cowards. 
 
    "Did you cry?" Neil asked as he approached, "Your eyes are red." 
 
    "No. Absolutely not! Do you think so? There was something in my eye as I descended the ravine. Come on, we got to go. Let's not waste time." James said, scratching his eye and hoping the groups would be made. 
 
    After a heated exchange of arguments between them, they decided that Lucy would take Alec, Neil would take Lucian and James would go alone. 
 
    "I don’t even know how to ride a horse," James said, complaining about the choice. 
 
    "Settle for that." Neil replied, "You learn fast... Unless the horse tosses you over his back and kicks you." He added, letting a grin smile appear in the corner of his mouth. 
 
    "You're very funny... I want to see if you're so funny in a 1vs1. Just because you're not the coward you used to be doesn't mean I'm afraid of you!" James answered him. The energy flowed through his arms and his hand shone once more, preparing him for the battle he so longed for. 
 
    "That's enough, boys. You have to stop being so sensitive. Let's go." Lucy said and climbed on one of the horses. 
 
    They were all majestic and imposing. A blond tuft in the back of their necks and feet longer than their entire bodies. Two chestnuts and a white chocolate color. Alec followed Lucy's footsteps and also rode the horse. The horse whinnied loudly, without moving, waiting for Lucy's orders.  
 
    "Hurry up." She told the rest whose feet were still treading the ground. 
 
    One by one they rode the horses. The strong sunlight overshadowed them. The sweat flowed through the washed bodies and moistened the old clothes. The horizon contained the answers to all their prayers. They embarked on their journey. They rode along the prairie, taking advantage of the gusts of wind that touched their faces and entangled their hair. They were going at high speed and holding each other tight. James, who was alone, clung to the horse's neck as if his life depended on it, and not even with the constant whining of the creature did he realize that he was exaggerating. He forced Lucy to stop him and explain to him that he was suffocating the animal and that the best thing to do would be to switch places with Alec. 
 
    "Yes. I think it's the best, no doubt." James confirmed. 
 
    "Are you sure?" Alec asked Lucy. He jumped from the horse's hide to the ground and landed without any problem. 
 
    "Yes, we're going to lose too much time if I don’t do it.” She replied, not very enthusiastic about the idea, as was Neil, who was staring at James fiercely. 
 
    "I’m watching you,” he told James as their eyes met. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XXII 
 
      
 
    They had ridden for hours when they paused. The sun was already tired, and gradually he would close his eyes and lie down for a long sleep. The dark blue took possession of the night and stretched for miles in all directions. The stars were rising as the night grew deeper, the only lights they had to guide themselves. They finally decided to take a short break. The goal was to feed themselves and give the horses the opportunity to rest and prepare for a few more hours of pure effort. Alec and Lucy fed them too.  
 
    Neil took advantage of the fact that there was a giant rock near them to unload his basic needs behind it. Everything went according to the outline of the plan they had made before leaving the couple's house. A few more hours and they'd be in Relics. After all, they had suffered, they were close to reaching the golden pot. The rainbow was coming to an end and all that was missing was a swing to get there. A few crickets were heard in the night-time pitch and crows scratched the ground in search of food. They picked up some remains of wood that they found on the ground and, thanks to Alec, they managed to have a fire. They gathered around it, sharing food and also human warmth. The bodies rubbed against each other and the smiles reflected the orange color of the fire. 
 
    "Thank you." Lucian said in the light of the flames, looking into each of the other’s eyes, "I never thanked you for having rescued me." His voice shook a little and he had difficulty bowing. 
 
    "We're a team," James replied promptly, "We don’t leave anyone behind." 
 
    "I think we can say we're all friends, right?" Alec intervened. 
 
    "Yes, that's it. We're... We're friends," Neil said. His mouth was full of food and the words were muffled. 
 
    "Um... we don’t need to go that far," James said. He touched the sandwich he had in his hand and licked his lips, "But... I'm glad I'm with you guys and not with our classmates," he finished. 
 
    "I think it's the best we'll get," Lucy said and laughed. 
 
    Her lovely laughter infected everyone, and they created a stream of laughter that lasted for a few minutes. They laughed without ceasing. Without fear of being heard, without fear of being caught. They laughed not to cry, and they laughed to release the pain they had accumulated until then. They laughed so hard that tears fell down their faces until their breaths gasped and Neil lay down on the floor. James sobbed and ended up drinking half a bottle of water while trying to speak at the same time, following advice from his aunt. Lucian was the first to leave the group. Every time he laughed, his ribs hurt, and he needed some time alone to take a deep breath and return to normal. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Alec asked in the distance. 
 
    "Yes. Yes. I laughed so hard I choked. Nothing much," he said, avoiding telling the truth. He wanted to be well so that they could count on him. He knew he couldn’t disappoint them. He had to make up somehow for everything they'd done for him. 
 
    They finished eating, packed everything up, gave the horses a drink, and set off on the way. Shortly after, they began the curve that gave access to the mountain. The path was in a circle, narrowing at each turn. In the beginning, it was possible to be in a horizontal row of four and shortly after it they couldn’t have two next to each other. The more they climbed, the more difficult it became to breathe. The air was heavy and had a strange smell, which they didn’t recognize. Their heads were light and their vision blurred. Eventually, they had to let the horses go and continue on foot. 
 
    Alec had to grab onto Neil's arm so he wouldn’t trip and fall off the mountain below. Small rocks tumbled down the canyon, the sound slipping down the path that had no end. Neil swallowed dry and, after thanking him, approached the wall, looking down one last time before holding on to it as he could. His fat fingers were slipping, but it wasn't an impediment for him to press them firmly against the rocks. They scraped on them, wounding and bleeding, but he wouldn't let go. The others didn't have the same difficulty climbing up and just needed to do it calmly, stopping just to take a deep breath and motivate each other. 
 
    "We're almost there!" Alec said, leaning, hands on his knees. His breathing was panting and his clothes almost fleeing from his body due to the wind that was blowing there.  
 
    "Let's go!" James was screaming, "For Max!" 
 
    The strangling voices continued as they went around the last circle. The encouraging cries echoed throughout the mountain as they gradually reached flat ground. There were no more hills, no more bends, no more dangers of falling. Just a narrow path that led them to a black door surrounded by a gray wall. There was no other access to the city than that and even the roof of the city was protected by a fine defense fabric that allowed to see from the inside out, but not the other way around. 
 
    "Believe me. I've seen this twice. In the house of very rich people," James said, explaining that they might look harmless, but they would be chopped down if they tried to go beyond protection. 
 
    "Well, there's a knock on the door," Alec said, approaching it. 
 
    "Wait. What if it's a trap?" Lucy asked. 
 
    "I doubt it. If they had wanted to harm us, they could have done it on our way here. There is interest on their part. Maybe they know who we are." Alec concluded, leaving Lucy calmer. 
 
    "It's going to be okay," Lucian said, in a sincere, reassuring voice. He had an absurd calm and his colleagues didn’t know where it came from, "Come on." 
 
    He walked alone to the door and waited for the rest to come to him. Only then did he hit the bone in his hand, the one between his pinky and the index finger, on the door three times. All short and with little force. Nobody answered. The light rays of a drowsy sun had some difficulty in getting to that area. The clouds disappeared and to replace them a blue sky was repositioned high in the landscape. The color contrasted with the brown of the mountains. 
 
    "Are we in the right place?" Neil asked, knocking on the door, "Abram! We have important news," he shouted. 
 
    An emptiness ran over them, leaving them clueless. Only silence cut by the wind and heat interrupted by the places in the shade. They were becoming frustrated and, above all, disillusioned. They had put their body in limbo between life and death and it had not been enough to succeed. The door didn’t open. Neil still leaned against it, trying to hear something from the other side, but he heard nothing but the whistling of the wind crashing against the mountain. 
 
    "Have they ever been attacked?" Lucy asked, also looking around for a signal, an answer that would help them. 
 
    "Perhaps. But the door does not seem to have been forced." Alec answered, retreating. The temperature around him rose and his hands erupted. Flames sprinkled the floor around him and sparks jumped into his clothes. 
 
    "What are you doing, Alec?" Lucian asked him. He was sitting on the floor catching his breath when he realized what his friend was doing. 
 
    "If they don’t open the door, we'll open it," he said. He caught everyone by surprise. It was not his style, he was not the person who acted without thinking twice about the consequences. 
 
    "Alec, what if there are people there? They could see this as a declaration of war." Neil told him. He exchanged glances with Lucy, who asked each other "is he okay?" Without needing words. 
 
    "... You're right... Just... sorry... I feel frustrated, you know? After all... I was hoping, but they were not worth much. ”Alec confessed, his eyes on his hands as the fire dissipated. 
 
    "Hope has died long ago. Only our ability to adapt to reality remains." James said. He was on the edge of the precipice and looked at the horizon. Most of what he saw were white clouds, but in the middle, there were holes where he could see the meadow they had come from and swore that he could even see the house. A brown spot in the distance left to luck, where Max and Ghost rested while they were there. They couldn’t return empty-handed, "I have an idea. Who has the letter? " 
 
    "Me, it's here," Alec replied and took it out of his bag. 
 
    "Give it to me," James ordered. There was no hesitation in his voice and he was absolutely certain he was doing the right thing. 
 
    "What are you going to do, James? This is our entry and exit ticket, probably.” 
 
    "Exactly. Give it to me.” James said and withdrew the letter from Alec's hand. 
 
    He went to the door and pressed the letter against the thick door. Nothing happened, but he didn’t give up. 
 
    "Open the fucking door. This letter is important. It's for you. We are from the Drexus academy. The director sent us!" He shouted, louder than Neil, pushing the letter from the door and throwing it back against it. 
 
    The hope that remained to the rest was gone. The light in their heart that one day gave them strength to take one more step, to not give up, went away. It was nothing more than a mere light visible only from close, and in the distance no longer existed. They were coming to an end and the world continued to punish them as if they had not suffered enough. 
 
    "Maybe we're in the wrong place," Neil said, also frustrated. 
 
    "I can’t believe I'm going to say this... but... Alec was right. They don’t open the door. We have to open it and then deal with the consequences." James said, annoyed at being scorned, increasingly more irrational. 
 
    He took a few steps back and clenched his fist. Alec stood beside him and asked him if he was sure. Both were ready to do whatever it took to get into Relics. They had marks on their bodies to prove what had happened until they arrived, and they were not willing to give up because of an obstacle. Energy flowed through their gleamy bodies. They were driven by the courage that had taken them there and leaned on it. They were about to charge toward the door when an arrow, coming from a higher point, pierced the ground a few feet from Alec. The metal tip stuck to the ground until Neil pulled it out. A yellow liquid dripped down and Lucy came to Neil's aid, slapping him in the hand. The arrow fell to the floor and the liquid spread around it, a yellow puddle that contrasted with the brown color of the floor. 
 
    "It's poison. Don’t touch it!" She screamed, panting, opening her mouth as if she was about to swallow Neil for almost being killed. 
 
    "How do you know that?" James asked her, "You always know a little bit of everything..." 
 
    "It doesn’t matter now. But I recognize the color and the sour smell. One touch is enough to cling to your skin and consume the guts inside. Get away." She said. 
 
    They looked around, trying to find out where the arrow had come from, but they were unable to find it, or who shot it. Around them were only rocks, an endless sky, and the sunshine. The heavy silence kept them attentive. They stood in a circle, back to each other, turning, looking for a target. Suddenly, taken by surprise, someone landed near them and their shoes crawled across the land. A girl with black hair to her shoulders, pink shorts and a bow in hand, ready to be used, with two arrows pointing at James. 
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    "Welcome to Relics. What do you want?" She asked, not taking her eyes off them. 
 
    "We have a letter to deliver to Evanora. Now open the gate, we're tired of walking," James replied, moving his arms in an exalted way. 
 
    The girl whistled an acute harmony, the kind of sound that sends people to the beach in the late summer afternoon, the waves crashing on them, the foam gathering. 
 
    "Are you listening to this?" Lucian asked. He knew he was not crazy, he could hear a noise that he recognized but couldn’t remember from where. 
 
    "I hear nothing," said the others in unison. 
 
    "Wait ... um ... I know! It's the door!" Said Lucian, turning to her. 
 
    He was right. The door opened gradually, dragging itself along the floor. The dust was drained from the area and the pebbles on the ground obliterated. The whole mountain trembled with the weight of the door being moved. The young people pressed their feet to keep them tied to the ground. As soon as the door opened, there were 3 shadows in the distance. It was impossible to see more than mere delineated outlines. The middle person was taller than the others were, and the one on the left had armor that reflected the sun's rays. They didn’t move. 
 
    "Are we supposed to go?" Neil asked Alec. 
 
    "I think so. They're waiting for us." Alec answered, taking the first step. 
 
    "Let's go. For better or for worse, prepare yourself," Lucian said. He spoke little, but when he did, he transmitted sensations that shivered down the spinal cord. He did it in a half-hoarse, deep-reaching voice. 
 
    "You don’t have to be afraid, you know? If we wanted you not to come in then we could have finished with you." The girl told them. He didn’t smile and didn’t seem to be joking, on the contrary. 
 
    They went forward together. A cinematographic scene unfolded for whoever saw them, from near to the distance; the light falling on their heads, the wind whirling over them, and their eyes focused on the three shadows. Nothing else existed beyond them. Their negative feelings were suppressed by the burning desire in their hearts. They were not pure. They were not perfect. But they were good enough for the letter to be in their possession. They seemed to be slow-moving. They took small steps and sometimes glanced at one another. They were a few feet from the door when a feminine laugh made them stop. 
 
    "Don’t walk so fast. We have all the time in the world to die, don’t you think?" Another girl said. Her voice was high, but not squeaky. She was delicate and angelic though she seemed to enjoy being sarcastic. 
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    She stepped out of the shade to chew on a tablet the color of her green hair. There was something about her that made Alec intrigued but lingered until he realized what. Her facial expressions were similar to those of Drexus's long blue-haired girl. Whether it was the way she laughed, the green eyes, or even the pits in the cheek, almost everything in them seemed to be a copy of each other. She was a powerful healer and sorceress despite the jovial face and naive attitudes. She walked over to Alec. She bent next to him and whispered in his ear, 
 
    "You took so long." She burst into laughter. 
 
    "Molly, that's enough." The tall shadow uttered. He also stepped forward. He left the hidden and let the light reveal, "Quick before anyone sees us." 
 
    "Someone?" James questioned him. 
 
    "You should pay attention to what surrounds you. There are spies everywhere. Some almost impossible to catch," he said. At last, he closed his eyes. His eyelids lifted and he circled his hands before putting them on the floor. He stretched his back until they were inches from the ground. The sun's rays fell on the empty, oval surface of his head. 
 
    "How can he bend like that?" James asked, "Neil, you have to ask him for advice." 
 
    "Shut up!" Neil shouted. It irritated him, but he didn’t want to lose control in such an important situation. 
 
    "Shut the fuck up. Don’t move until he gets up." Molly told them, still close to Alec, "He can feel energy and how strong it is," she whispered once more. 
 
    They waited until the man sighed and stood up. When they turned around they noticed that there were two black spots on his head, one on each side, and in the middle, there was a third closed eye. He had only slipped sandals and a brown robe covered his neck from his knees. Despite the heat, he was not sweating and didn’t seem to stop him from moving agilely. He made no noise as he walked, and Lucian drew his attention to the fact that his feet seemed never to touch the ground. It hovered in inches and moved like a cloud in a sky over his control. Molly laughed again and ran to him, 
 
    "Come on," she said, looking seconds at Alec and winking at him. 
 
    "Looks like you have a fan," Lucian said, putting his hand on his shoulder. 
 
    "It's because she doesn't know me well yet. She won’t even remember your name.” James said, trying to provoke Alec but to no avail. 
 
    As soon as they entered the city the gate closed itself. The third shadow was demystified; a young man of James's height, with a sword attached to his back and curly hair that could be likened to a nest of wasps, if nudged even an animal could get out. He didn’t move, looking at everyone from top to bottom, judging them and at the same time analyzing them. He didn’t seem to have any special affection for them. He wrinkled his nose and spat on the floor before turning away. He adjusted the blue cloak of purpose to show the official coat of arms on the left corner, as well as the shiny armor under the sun's rays. He turned to the older man. The coat of arms consisted of a golden shield with a claw, possibly of a hawk, in the middle. As he lifted his cloak, he also threw the dust against the group. 
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    "These? Are these the envoys of the academy? I was hoping for... more," he said, shrugging his shoulders, his eyes close to one another, and his eyebrows arching in doubt. 
 
    "Come and say it!" James shouted, tired of hearing him. 
 
    "Take it easy. Ignore him. We're not here for this," Alec said, standing in front of him and covering his eyes. 
 
    "Grant go to the cooks and tell them to prepare an appropriate banquet for guests. I don’t want to hear you grumble. Now,” the man said. Grant, the infamous boy's name, bit his thin lips with his perfect white teeth as he listened. 
 
    "Yes, master." He answered and set out. 
 
    "Sorry, he needs to learn good manners." The man added, "But follow me. We have much to discuss. Just... Before we start, do you know anything about the academy? From the director?" 
 
    "We... Ah..." Neil started, but it was hard for him to speak. His mind was flooded with memories of that day. The bodies on the floor, the dead teacher and even the screams they heard as they ran away. 
 
    "No. Ever since we ran away we didn’t know anything else. They... They gave their lives for us, to get here and give you this!" Alec said, also making pauses between the words. 
 
    "We should first know if they are reliable..." James whispered. 
 
    However, it was too late. Alec had placed the letter in the man's hands. He looked at the letter with some interest but didn’t open it at once. He slid his left hand down it, removing the dust that gave it an old air, a possession that carries lugubrious memories and grows old with them. He licked one of his fingers and rubbed it in the symbol. He wiped it out until the eagle returned to its original color and protruded from the rest of the paper. 
 
    "I worked there too, you know? The principal was my colleague," he said, tearing the letter opening carefully, using the fingernail of his little finger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XXIII 
 
      
 
    No one said anything. Even Alice who was beside him stayed silent. Sometimes she would tiptoe over and try to peek over his shoulder so she could read what the letter contained. There was no one else around them. Beyond the gate, there was only a metal bridge leading to another door, the empty sides of which were an invitation to death. It was the only access to the true entrance of the city and allowed only single file passage.  
 
    A gentle breeze relieved the pressure and rustled their clothes. They also wiped sweat from their foreheads due to the moment’s pressure. They didn’t know what the letter was saying, nor the impact it would have on the future of the world. They were mere fools ignoring the secrets hidden by the most powerful men behind unique bureaucracies and technologies where someone's word was no more than a lie made after dozens of years.  
 
    Lucian sat down again. The man read and reread the letter, pausing to look at the group, and back at it. His eyes grew and his teeth were bared. It didn’t take much longer until his hands trembled and folded the corners as he used too much force. 
 
    "This... was the director the one who gave you this?" He asked, not taking his eyes off the letter. 
 
    "Yes..." Alec replied. 
 
    "So the legends are true ... We better go. I suppose we don’t have much time," he said. He stamped his foot on the floor. It seemed to calm him down while thinking of various solutions, "Alice, tell everyone to get ready. This may take a violent turn." 
 
    "I'll take care of it," she said, before setting off. 
 
    Behind Lucian were the group and the man, who after Alice's departure introduced himself as Lomi. His facial expression had changed. There was no confidence or security. In his face fear grew color and, little by little took possession of the eyes and the lips. He didn’t share what the letter said. What they saw in him said everything. It was not good and it was not over. 
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    "Which one of you has a spirit animal?" The man asked, putting the letter in his pocket. 
 
    Lucian put his hand in the air. He didn’t get up or open his mouth. His lips were cracked and closed, and his hair fell over his shoulders. His eyes stared at the black emptiness in Lomi's eyes, and for a brief moment, a fight broke. Lomi tried to decode what was beyond Lucian's body, but the boy didn’t succumb. An iron curtain that didn’t open even before the director of the work. 
 
    "Do you know how to control him?" He asked, approaching Lucian. 
 
    "More or less," Lucian replied, trying not to close his eyes as they looked at each other. 
 
    "Hmmm. We really have to go. Now. I'll tell you everything when we're at the palace." He turned his back and left them behind, heading toward the bridge. 
 
    "He said palace? In a place like this?" James asked his colleagues, but no one answered. 
 
    They followed Lomi. Only Neil dared to look over the bridge. He eventually backed up and tripped on Lucy's feet, falling on his butt on the hard floor. He complained of the pain and did the rest of the way just walking in the middle. He looked ahead and didn’t even look to the side. He had looked at death head-on, and he was trembling at the thought of doing it again. 
 
    "Never... Never again... Why didn’t anyone tell me not to?" He repeated, stumbling over his words. 
 
    "It should be obvious," Lucy replied, laughing softly. 
 
    As soon as they reached the other side, he breathed a sigh of relief and promised, in front of them all, that he would never do it again. Alec patted him on the back and told him to take a deep breath. So he did and in an instant returned to normal. Lomi walked to the next gate. It was similar to the previous one but was surrounded by walls of thick steel and had an oval roof, all of it metal. Several layers of walls, each one more resistant than the previous one, protected the place. They seemed to have a notion that they would one day be the target of a large-scale attack and had been prepared for it since the foundation. He had not yet reached the door, and it was already opening. Unlike the other, it didn’t make a sound. Like Lomi, it seemed to be flying over the floor. 
 
    "Am I seeing this?" James asked, rubbing his eyes several times, his mouth open, incredulous at what he saw in front of him. 
 
    A modern city, moved by cutting-edge technology, was hidden in that mountain. Behind defensive walls, there was in all its splendor, Relics. Lamps in every corner, yellow and radiant lights, marble floor, clean to the touch, and huge buildings that made the academy look like a mere sketch. The streets were full. According to Lomi, it was Saturday, which meant market day. People would leave the house to take advantage of the promotions that only existed that day. Hundreds of people filled the wide streets of Relics, once imagined as a poor city and populated by only a few dozen people. Inside, there was no roof, but a transparent barrier. There was no natural wind. There were fans on all the walls and some strategically positioned on the streets. The sun burned over the people, who, for the most part, were all dark. There were no cars, but in such an isolated city they were not needed either. Relics was the perfect blend of a city using technology to isolate itself and at the same time look like a normal city where anyone could find a place for themselves without feeling dislocated. Even Alec, who stared at everything with astonishment, thought of the resemblance to his city-the frenzied rush in the market, the screams of the vendors, each one raising their voice to surpass the others and the children running from one side to the other. The other, still happy, still with hope. 
 
    "I couldn’t even remember the days..." Lucy said. 
 
    "That makes two of us. Saturdays were good," James said, thinking to himself that Saturdays were the days when he didn’t do anything and forced his cousin to do his work. 
 
    "Follow me," Lomi said, pushing his way through the crowd. 
 
    No one stepped aside. They treated him as if he were just another citizen trying to take advantage of the promotions before them. They pushed him and even nudged him if necessary. There was no trace of respect in them. Crazy, running from side to side, taking the saffron that surrounded that street and the surrounding ones. Relics was the opposite of everything they expected. There was no class, no calm, and other than the four who received them, the rest were weaker than them. They didn’t even look at them twice. They didn’t seem to be surprised to have visitors. Not even the tired aspect of them, still with dark circles under their lips or their improvised clothes, had their eye caught by the group.  
 
    They walked in a straight line until they reached the city center. All the streets gave access there. Like the arms of a river that flow in the same place, there, the center was the stage of all the great events. A building was erected, superior to all the others, surrounded by guards as strong or stronger than the young ones. They had top armor and weapons of every power. They couldn’t see the eyes of the guards, let alone whether they were male or female. Protected by an aura of mystery were the 16 guardians of Relics. Lomi did his best to explain everything. He had a captivating voice, appropriate for a teacher. It was far away and penetrating through the ears without irritation. 
 
    "I beg you not to get confused now," Lomi asked, explaining that they would have to be searched. 
 
    "We will not," Alec replied, glancing at James as if he knew what was in his head. 
 
    "Ready, ready. You don’t have to think I'm going to ruin it myself." James countered, indignant at the prediction. 
 
    "You even have your joke." A voice behind them said. 
 
    "Alice, did you do what I asked?" Lomi asked. 
 
    "Yes. The guards are standing in silence. They don’t want to scare the population," Alice replied. When she talked to him, all the sarcasm inside her hid and waited for another time. 
 
    "Maybe we'll have to evacuate," Lomi added. There was something about him that had changed since he read the letter. A certain security that ceased to exist, which had been at a time when he was ignorant of what was said there. 
 
    "Is it so serious? What the hell did these boys bring in here?" Alice asked. She was beginning to wonder. She'd never seen Lomi so worried and knowing him, it was clear that he was scared of something. 
 
    "The truth, Alice. They brought the truth. One that many people don’t want to have to face. One that's been hidden for far too long." Lomi started in the middle of the street, stamping his foot on the floor. Time passed and anxiety increased, "But we don’t have much time for this now. Come. I'll explain everything in there." 
 
    Before entering they were asked to raise their arms and open their legs. Different guards approached them and touched them from one end to the other until they were sure they were not armed. They made them open their mouths and show the tongue, tickle under their arms and felt the entire leg area. Even Lucy suffered from the same fate despite her complaints that it was a lack of respect to be treated that way. 
 
    "We're sorry, but it really has to be," Lomi said, also asking them to realize that it was the most important building in town and they couldn’t risk it. 
 
    "The little princess is not used to these treatments." Molly threw herself into the air and let out a venomous laugh. 
 
    "Princess?" James asked, looking at both of them. 
 
    "She thinks she’s funny..." Lucy replied, looking at Molly. Her wide eyes conveyed anger and mercy at the same time. 
 
    Molly realized it was a secret and said nothing more. She liked to play but didn’t want to cause a break in the group. If Lomi saw them as important it was because they should be. After the pat-down, one of the guards went to the door and opened it. The golden color and the elaborate lines of yellow were replaced by blue-light lamps that illuminated the entrance hall. Grant was waiting inside, accompanied by two other soldiers, older men with stubble, a belly that shamed Neil's, and guns on his shoulder. One had a double-barreled shotgun and another with green striped gloves, similar to Alec's, perfect for spreading the energy that flowed through his arms. They were a meter behind the other boy who whispered to them as the group entered. The men didn’t react. Their lips didn’t move, let alone their eyebrows. They didn’t have faces so unformed, their beards not aligned and a cut over their left eyebrows could perfectly pass through statues. 
 
    "The food will be ready in a few minutes.” Grant said, "Not that they're used to eating in such a fancy place." 
 
    "I'm going to hit this guy if he doesn’t shut up," James said, loud enough for him to hear. 
 
    "As if you could even get close to me," Grant replied and opened his mouth wide enough to utter a malevolent smile, adding a wink of his right eye. 
 
    James was about to get carried away by his fragile temper when Alice grabbed his arm. All it took was a slight turn of the head to calm down, realizing that it was neither the place nor the right time to do so. He took a deep breath and turned to Lomi. 
 
    "He's right. We have to hurry." 
 
    "Yes. You better take a quick shower and change your clothes. You'll have new clothes on the beds as soon as you get out of the shower." Lomi said, "Follow me." 
 
    The ceiling was transparent, and the light came in all its splendor. There was no place where the rays of light couldn’t reach, where the faces could conceal their faults or where to hide in the shadows. Everything was more beautiful there - from the walls with pictures that had once hung, the decorative statuettes on the way and the red carpet they stepped on. They were lords in a world of kings, knowing that they had never been more than students who had fled from certain death. They reached the end of the hall and waited for Lomi to move. He looked lost, looking both ways, deciding which one was the right one. 
 
    "Lomi, right," Alice told him, ending with a yawn, as if not for the first time or the second time she had to say it. 
 
    "You know my memory is not what it used to be," he replied, showing a smile for the first time. He didn’t have any teeth, but instead had deep cuts in his gums. Someone had done them and had fun doing so. The way they started on one side and zigzagged to the other was exquisite "We're almost there." 
 
    They went upstairs, wide enough for all of them to fit in a single row. The second floor was similar to the first, except for the rising temperature, and a corridor in shadows, covered by a golden ceiling that stretched to its end. More pictures, statues, and family coats covered the red, wine-colored walls. 
 
    "Do you see that corridor without light? Your rooms are there. There is a fireplace in each room. You can choose which one you want, but Lucy's is the last one on the left." Lomi said, "The bath is that door over there. There is room for everyone. Molly will bring you the clothes," he added, pointing to a door on the left. 
 
    "Will I?" Molly asked, unhappy with the certainty in Lomi's voice. 
 
    "I thought I had taught you to treat our guests well. I need them ready for a long night. There is much to discuss.” 
 
    She yawned, turned her back, and walked downstairs, saying she'd take care of it. Lomi apologized for her rebellious attitude and said he would be waiting for them in the dining room. 
 
    "Down the stairs and down the hall. Impossible to miss it. It's the door that has a picture of a fork and a knife on it," he said before leaving as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XXIV 
 
      
 
    The group was alone again. A sense of inertia took possession of their bodies, and at times no one moved. Only their eyes moved, exploring their surroundings, so different from what they were accustomed to and at the same time welcoming. They were bathed in golden threads of heat and they smiled at the world as he did them after so much misfortune had fallen upon them. 
 
    "We... we did it!" Neil said, saying the words with hesitation as if he still expected the party to collapse on them. 
 
    "I never doubted it. It was obvious we were going to get it done," James said. For the first time, he patted Neil on the back and smiled. 
 
    "We're really good," Neil replied and put his arm around his friend's neck. 
 
    "Good? We're even better. Nobody could get us out of the way. The director would be proud of us." James added. 
 
    They followed the two of them to the bathroom, glued to each other, praising themselves over and over, talking about the deeds they had produced up until now and the obstacles that had been overcome. Seen from the outside, they seemed to be long-time friends acting as if they had not seen each other for more than 10 years and now had an opportunity to reminisce and enrich old conquests. They even hummed such happiness. The corridors were not big enough to harbor their ego. 
 
    "Did this just happen?" Lucy asked, looking at Alec and Lucian, rubbing their eyes more than once. 
 
    "It seems so. It's good for them. We all deserve a break," Alec said but didn’t smile. There was something that still kept him alert even though they had reached their destination. 
 
    "It's not over yet, is it?" Lucian said, chanting a question to which he already knew the answer. 
 
    "I think not. Whatever the letter contains is important and they will not give it up. Not for you, Lucian. We won’t let them get you. Promise." 
 
    "We're in this together. Until the end," Lucian replied. 
 
    "Our emotions are really on our sleeves," Lucy said, "but you're right. We are together until the end. There is no going back." 
 
    "We better get going. I'm curious what Lomi wants to tell us. Hopefully the contents of the letter," Alec said. It took just one step forward for the others to follow. 
 
    "Perhaps. Do you trust him?" Lucian asked. As he entered the heatless area he stiffened, and his bones snapped one by one. He was reborn in cold places, home of breezes and shivers, where the cold itself spread through the body and made him shelter. 
 
    "I don’t think we can genuinely trust anyone but us. But if the director sent us here, it was for a reason.” 
 
    Lucian agreed. They reached the bathroom door and entered. Lucy stayed behind, tugging at her hair as she paced back and forth and peered inside. 
 
    "Aren’t you coming?" Alec asked. 
 
    "Ah... Is there a room for girls? Don’t think I'm going to bathe at your side!" She replied, embarrassed, trying to remain serious but being betrayed by her pink cheeks. 
 
    "Yes, it does. Right side for us, and left side for you," Lucian replied, finding it funny. 
 
    Alec and Lucian entered the space for men, where James and Neil were undressing, ready to enter the hot springs. It was hard to see something with so much steam inside the room, but at least they didn’t have to bathe in cold water like the last time. They entered the water, leaving out the shyness and the fears. Lucian held his breath as the water touched his wounds. He didn’t want to draw attention but was unable to stand without locking his jaw and closing his eyes. 
 
    "Is everything okay?" Alec asked. 
 
    "Yes. Just some pain. Nothing more. James must feel it, too.” 
 
    "Yes, but it's a very slight pain." James replied, "Maybe you should just run your hands over your body" 
 
    "I am fine. Don’t worry. This will pass as soon as I get used to it." Lucian replied and leaned against the marble walls. 
 
    They washed, dunked, rubbed their bodies with soap scented with camellias and lost themselves in thought as they gazed at the ceiling with a golden candlestick that illuminated the space. They exchanged neither words nor glances. A pact made between the lines that the moment would serve for all to rest and that later, at dinner, they would talk about what tormented them. Neil struggled to wash without ever placing his right hand in the water. He looked at it with contempt, a finger still missing, unable to close it at all. 
 
    They didn’t rush through their bath. They had never bathed in such a classy place, let alone one where the sweet scent made them smile and breathe with relief that they had arrived. They were all leaning against the exit when someone knocked on the door. Twice with little force, but enough to hear and activate your senses of reaction to danger. It was the kind of people they were now, sensitive to any touch or noise, not hesitating to pick up the weapon at an unreasonable pace. 
 
    "It's me, guys," Lucy said, her voice muffled by the door and steam. 
 
    "Come in," James said, already wiping his hands, hoping the world would reward him. 
 
    Neil nudged him and told him to behave. Lucy opened the door and just peered inside. She had a towel covering most of her body, but her shoulders were bare and the protruding clavicles attracted attention. James and Neil both gaped, no reaction to what she told them, the sound disappearing before reaching them. They heard her thank them, apologize, and close the door again. 
 
    "What did she say?" James asked. 
 
    "You are always the same. She told us to hurry up and that they were already waiting for us." Alec replied, taking a deep breath and letting out a sigh that made the foam around him fly and dance through the steam until it disappeared. 
 
    As soon as they were finished, they got out of the water, dried themselves, and headed for the rooms. The contrast between places had accentuated; where they were, the lack of clarity prevented the existence of a shadow while the opposite side, near the stairs, shone, even more, creating shadows and projections that previously didn’t exist. Someone had pasted papers with the names of each of them at the doors. Lucian and Alec in one room and Neil and James in another. They opened the doors at the same time and found rooms which they thought were mere fables.  
 
    They were bigger than they any room they had ever been in, making Alec's bedroom in his town look like an ant in the face of a six-foot monster. There were no differences between the two except for Alec and Lucian's having two more windows, both facing the city. Alec sat on the parapet and breathed in the fresh air, so different from what he was accustomed to, putrid and able to contaminate the lungs. There were doubts in his mind. He had not forgotten the promise made to Tommy, but for the first time, he was afraid he would not make it. 
 
    "Different isn’t it?" Lucian asked as he raised his arms to put on a shirt. His body marked by the anger of others, an almost purposeful target for the light that fell upon him from the three lamps swaying on the ceiling. A gentle breeze made him squirm, and he sat down on the red satin that covered the bed. He relaxed his muscles and lay down in the free space on the bed, avoiding rumpled clothing. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Alec asked, averting his gaze from the modern landscape in front of him, "Yes. I've never seen anything like it before. People walk unconcerned in the streets, there are no constant screams and supplications, or dry blood in every street. I wish my parents moved here. Maybe one day," he said, turning back to the tall buildings blocking the view beyond the horizon. 
 
    "I don’t remember my city as well as you remember yours. I didn’t forget the smell of rotten fish behind the crates, or the droplets lying on the floor with the strong odor scattering around them as well as the caramel-colored liquid coming out of their mouths." Lucian began, standing up, "We better get going. It is not good for us to think too much about the past or the future. I don’t think the present is going to stick around for us," he said, this time wearing the white pants that had been at his side. 
 
    "It would be nice, but I don’t believe it either." Alec said and closed the window, covering it with the curtains so that most of the light would not reach the whole of the room, "It's best to hurry up." 
 
    Lucian was already dressed and Alec was about to finish when they knocked on the door. Whoever it was didn’t stop and the touches were made with a force that grew with each beat. Murmurs outside dispelled the silence and increased the heart rate of the young people. Lucian grabbed the sheet under him so hard it made it unrecognizable was it not for his unique color. Alec got up and took a few steps toward the door, never making a sound, but stopped when a voice rose above his fears. 
 
    "Hurry up. We're waiting for you!" James shouted. 
 
    "I'm sick of being here alone with this guy. He has no patience at all." Neil answered, too loudly. 
 
    "I've had enough of you, too. Can’t they be on time?" James shouted. 
 
    "There are hours! They just don’t want to wait too long." Neil countered. 
 
    "If they don’t get ready in minutes, I'll go alone. Maybe I'll only share what's in the letter with myself.” James said, this time more calmly. 
 
    Alec and Lucian, who were laughing, stopped. James had touched on the crucial point, the reason they were there and everyone wanted to know why the director had made his last gesture to hand them the letter. 
 
    "We're coming," Alec finally answered, putting on the brown shoes that had been chosen for him. They crippled his feet and as he walked with them he felt as if they were trapped in a box from which they couldn’t escape, "I hate this," he ventured. 
 
    "Me too. I never had to use one of these, let alone this," Lucian replied, adjusting his suit. 
 
    They had been presented with black tuxedos, a white shirt for the interior, and black trousers of a comfortable fabric that warmed them from the inside. However, it would take away any ability they had to move quickly. They were tight enough to notice the shapes of their bodies, and when they looked in the mirror they complained of the weight they had lost since the time in the academy. 
 
    They opened the door and outside, Neil and James waited for them. Dressed with similar suits they stood upright, James stamping his foot and Neil rubbing his hands at the thought of the food. They walked to the door of Lucy's room. Alec knocked three times with little strength and her delicate voice made her heard down the hall, saying that she was just fixing her hair and wouldn’t be long. The corridor, narrow and gloomy, offered their faces a melancholy and dying air. 
 
    "Don’t say anything..." Lucy said from the other side, "I don’t even look like me." 
 
    She opened the door slowly, peering out, watching the boys' faces light up, as well as their eyes widening as she revealed to them how she was dressed. A long white floor-length dress, lips painted a red that matched the rose of her hair and a very subtle reddish shadow on her eyelids. It was the first time they'd ever seen her so feminine and yet so ashamed. 
 
    "You're... great," James said, looking her up and down. 
 
    Alec elbowed him and shook his head in dismay. Neil was perplexed, his mouth half-open, not saying a word. Just an intermittent sound like he knew what to say but also that he should not. 
 
    "You are fine. Come on," Lucian said, to everyone's surprise. 
 
    It was not his usual, but the words had been said and Lucy's cheeks turned pink. Lucian was the first to descend the stairs, followed by the others a few feet away. He sang a soft melody that echoed through their ears and made them a shelter. A sound that he seemed to be still practicing, but he knew what he wanted from him. It molded him to his pleasure and so they walked to the living room in the opposite corner. Their faces became light, even orange, with the light reflected from the glass roof. 
 
    "Don’t you think he's been a little different since we rescued him?" Neil asked the rest of his classmates as soon as Lucian was far enough away not to hear. 
 
    "I've noticed that... He seems more open, more cheerful. I cannot tell if it's pretense or if he’s taking advantage of life for fear of losing it." Alec answered him, focusing on Lucian's quiet walk, putting his right foot in front of his left. 
 
    "Should we talk to him about it?" Lucy asked. She had taken the bottom of her dress and was holding it in her hand. 
 
    "No. Let him be. We're not going to make him relive what happened," James said, thus ending the conversation. 
 
    Lucian was at the door and the others arrived shortly after. He opened it and they entered, immediately surprised by the greatness of space. A lacquered wooden table in the middle of the room, surrounded by enough room for a ball with dozens of people who would be lit by the large candle holders on the roof that stood a few feet away from the floor. The room made them feel small as if they were stuck in a lair, knowing the danger lurking but not having a hand on it. At the table was Lomi, Grant, Molly, Alice, and an older woman. The traces of age on Lomi's face were visible from a distance. He made no effort to conceal the wrinkles on his cheeks and around his nose, much less try to disguise the damp skin beneath his eyes. Molly wore a pale blue dress to her knees, her wrinkled hands clutched in her lap and a gold cord around her neck. Grant was in one of the corners of the table, which gave him an air of superior importance to the rest. They all seemed to expect the older to say something before they did too. She had them on dominion and they didn’t even care. Even Lomi, who was just giving orders, was now standing beside her, silently, with high shoulders and a locked face, looking at the group without uttering a word. There was a respect for the order of command Lucian and Alec were not accustomed to. 
 
    "Can we sit?" Alec asked, breaking the ice. 
 
    "Sit down. Lomi showed me the letter. There is a lot we have to discuss." The woman said, standing up and gesturing softly, as if the air were a sensitive instrument which could sit on the chairs that were left, "I think I have not yet introduced myself. I am Evanora, the Governor of Relics and one of the original creators of the Drexus Academy." She said and sat down. The room was a scene of endless echoes, and her thick voice danced unmistakably through the huge free space, "Can you tell me something about who invaded the academy?" 
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    "We have an idea... Some had the symbol of reapers, but some didn’t. We only know that the leader was a man... ah... a tall man in scarlet armor and black boots." Neil replied, his voice failing him as he remembered the dust that remained in the guise as they fled the entrance hall. 
 
    "Shit," Evanora said, to the surprise of everyone present. After a single sentence she had put aside the eloquence that her hand movements and garments conveyed, "If he is involved, this will become much worse than I thought." 
 
    "He?" Lomi asked, highlighting that he too had no idea what was going on. 
 
    "The idea of creating Drexus came from a conversation between me and two friends. A coffee trip that turned into two sleepless nights to have something concrete and that could be presented to people with money, people who, unlike us, had the possibility of making a real idea. We wanted a place where young people from all over the world could come together to train and learn more. In the beginning, we were 10 to plan the classes, schedules, all they can think, and we were supported by 15 funders. Everyone saw the idea as a way to make the world a bit better. At the time there were not many gyms and most were closed, only for certain places or certain types of powers." Eve started but was stopped by a line of employees entering through a side door. 
 
    They were carrying silver trays in their hands, laden with food still smoking; chicken with skin to shine, salmon of an orange never seen before and even vegetarian dishes, stuffed with vegetables, and even spices that the youngsters didn’t know. A complete meal for all tastes. 
 
    "The chef wishes you a nice lunch and hopes you will enjoy it." One of the servants said, finishing with a bow. They all wore the same set of white jackets, pants, and black headband. 
 
    The young men thanked and looked at each other before their eyes stopped at the plates in front of them. They didn’t know if they could start picking up a portion for the dishes, and there were those who still had to decide what they wanted. 
 
    "You're at ease. Eat." Eva said, "I'll go on. There's still plenty to talk about.“ She cleared her throat, "The first two years went well. The academy had more and more candidates and the opportunity arose to get the best students from cities that lived on the edge of poverty. It had been a proposed goal since we started and for the first time, we had a chance to do so. There were those who didn’t find it appropriate but kept their opinions in their circle of supporters." She paused for everyone to serve, including her who decided on one of the vegetarian dishes, "However, on the first try, we had a mishap. We were too young, hopeful for the adults we were. We trusted in kindness without testing it and ended up giving the invitation to a disturbed boy. He was a forest power user who was even envious of some teachers. A potential that cannot be measured and that, used for good, could reforest desert sites years before the government started to bet on it." 
 
    "His name was Christopher, wasn’t it?" Lucy asked, interrupting Eva, who was rummaging through the plate with the cutlery. 
 
    "Lucy, isn’t it? It's nice to meet you. Your parents told you the story, right? What did they tell you?" 
 
    "Not much. They told me the story several times, treating it as a scary story, telling me to be careful of my powers or I too would be consumed by them and by their greatness. I didn’t think it was a true story, to be honest," Lucy replied, taking a sip of water before continuing, "Apparently we have the same kind of power. My parents never told me this, just that he was too strong to be restrained and they had to isolate him." 
 
    Only Grant and James continued to eat without stopping. The rest had placed the cutlery on the plate and listened intently to the conversation between the two. Alec and Lucian exchanged a glance as if they knew that underneath that story there was something to be revealed, a secret that had been shielded for years about limbo, between what was said and what remained unsaid. 
 
    "No wonder your parents told you just part of the story," Eva said, keeping a gentle look on Lucy. She picked up her glass, moved it carefully so that it would not fall on the food, and drank some of her white wine, "The truth is that we never realized what happened. If someone tampered with it, or if their hunger for power made him change, we know he had fun experimenting with other students. He would remove their arms and try to replace them with branches, among other macabre things. Not the best time to talk about it. I understand. We ejected him and sent him to a place where he could be healed, but it didn’t work. He ran away, and for years nobody knew anything about him. To be honest, I didn’t even remember him until the reapers began to emerge." 
 
    "But the reapers don’t attack only weaker and poorer people?" James asked, still with pieces of the chicken to be crushed by the teeth. 
 
    "That's what they say, but no. Gradually, people in the academy's personal circle disappeared. Some were found dead in alleys; almost unrecognizable, and others only without some parts of the body. Others were never seen again. We only have three left. Me, the world history teacher and a man named Callor, we have no idea where he is. Rumor has it that he lives isolated, while others say he has moved beyond the ocean." 
 
    "Ah... The teacher... He... He was already dead. We couldn’t do anything. He was already..." Neil replied. His hands trembled and the cutlery beat on the silver. James stopped eating. Neil dropped the cutlery, which fell on the plate like a drop in the ocean whose sound is not loud but the feeling it conveys send shivers through the body. 
 
    "I see," Eve answered, and drank the leftover wine, "We are two then. We will arrange transportation for you all to the city of Lyuna. It is not a good idea to have the letter, a spirit animal and me in the same place." 
 
    "Lyuna?" Lucy asked, choking for a moment. 
 
    "Yes. Is there a problem? I thought it was the right place." Eva said, "But I can find another spot if you wish." 
 
    "No, no. It’s perfect. I have not been there for some time," Lucy said. She took a deep breath before continuing, "We better eat before it gets cold." 
 
    "Finally. My stomach couldn’t wait any longer," Neil said, breaking the seriousness of the moment. A sea of laughter shook against the rocks of silence, knocking them down smoothly. 
 
    "Idiot," Grant whispered but came out louder than he'd expected. 
 
    "You're talking to who?" James asked, defending his colleague. 
 
    "That was what I needed, another," Grant answered. He wiped the corners of his mouth with the thick red napkin, begged pardon and got up. He left the room before anyone could say anything. 
 
    "James... did you defend me?" Neil asked, still puzzled and confused. 
 
    "Just because I can make fun of you does not mean that everyone can," James replied, a little embarrassed, lowering his head, and continuing to eat. 
 
    "I apologize. It's not my job to tell you, but believe me he has his reasons for it," Lomi replied, looking at the door from which he had gone. Lomi seemed to expect him to come back, but it didn’t. 
 
    "Well, we better get on with the food," Eva said and motioned to one of the three servants still in the room to refill her glass. 
 
    Lunch was good. They packed themselves in peace and ate in silence. There was nothing but the rays of light coming in through the half-open door, the exotic aroma of vegetarian food, the smell of the rightly heated chicken, and the teeth tearing apart the food. They were already onto dessert when Lucy touched Alec's leg with the tops of her shoe, and she moved her lips to say the word "letter." James and Neil shared a pudding, pausing only to taste it in their mouths and express their contentment in groans.  
 
    Lomi stood for a chocolate mousse with a biscuit topping undone, while Eva settled for a pineapple covered in wine. Molly had chosen a slice of crumb cake. Every time she cracked it her teeth could be heard breaking the delicate side and tearing it into small pieces. The rest didn’t ask for anything. Alec looked up and felt, once again, small. The roof had a painting full of details of a battle from the days of old, where swords and metal weapons were still used, with no energy or advantage except the ability of each person to maneuver the instrument. The red sky showed the amount of blood spilled there, and the bodies lying on the ground were the result of violence. The detail on the faces was both fantastic and scary at the same time.  
 
    He remembered the faces of the students in the academy, so frightened, devastated, giving up just because of their fear of also dying there. Perhaps, even though they were still, death had reached them. He distracted himself, losing his love of life, falling into a nightmare in which nothing was left over than the fear he had of being one day caught up in it, or, worse one of his friends or parents. Alec knew in his heart that death had not chained him as before, but only the thought of losing one of his to eternal sleep made his knees tremble and his hands sweat. In the distance, a click awakened him from the world to the part where he had placed himself. 
 
    "Ah, yes? Sorry. I was watching the ceiling," he said, not realizing who had called him. 
 
    "Brilliant, isn’t it? It was here when we came here. I don’t know who the author was, or the reason for the drawing, but it always made me feel mortal as if at any moment I could be one of those bodies. It's funny how a set of strokes has so much effect on someone, don’t you think Alec? I sense you have something to ask me." Eva told him, looking, like everyone else, at the ceiling. 
 
    "Yes... I’d liked to ... I mean, we’d like to know the contents of the letter." 
 
    "Haven’t you read it? I'm surprised. I know Molly would have." Eva replied and looked at Molly with a smile that made the girl swallow. 
 
    "I'm very curious. You know it. I'm not the right person for such missions." Molly replied and laughed. Yet Alec could feel the nervousness in her forced laughter. 
 
    "I suppose so, but let's continue. I need you to assure me that what is said here does not leave here. It is only fair that you know it but it will change your whole perception of the world." 
 
    Looks and whispers scattered across the table. Doubts and curiosity took the youth by assault. Interest rose, but with it came a hint of fear. Their world had already been altered and they were not sure if they wanted to deal with more. 
 
    "I want to know. We've already made it this far. After all, it cannot be worse than what's happened," James said, leaning against the chair, almost sliding down it. 
 
    "He's right. Whatever it is cannot be worse than..." Neil said but was interrupted. 
 
    "Tell us." Lucian said, "Is there anything about spirit animals?" He asked as well, leaning forward. 
 
    "Yes, there is. You better start there. It says that there are at least three more recognized spirit animals, two of which are hidden. It also indicates their location and asks them to arrange transportation and a safe place. Apparently, your director has been preparing this for some time. Maybe he expected to have more time than he had. It also talks about the gods... You've heard of the big three, haven’t you?" Eva asked, licking her lips and drinking some more. 
 
    "Yes. Elix, Lix, and Nix. The three gods who created the chips so that everyone could have powers and with them a better life. Too bad some have used it for evil. They fell into the mistake of relying too much on humanity. It seems to be a common mistake." Lucy said and showed her gold thread, the symbol known to recognize someone who believes in the gods. 
 
    "Are you the only one here who believes?" Eva asked. Neil and James put their arms in the air, "Three people then. The letter states that it is all a lie, a plot so that no one bothered to find out more. He goes so far as to say that it all started here, in Relics. Maybe that's why he sent you here. The letter further explains that after the wars and the destruction of the world something was needed that would make people come back to believing in something or someone to bring their hope of the dead. They had to give people a reason to get up and help them do it. He doesn’t know who did it but says he is more and more sure that it is true. After that, there is nothing else.” 
 
    The temperature dropped and the silence fell on the table. No one said anything for a few minutes. If Alec thought he had a sound, it would be heard, just like the hands of different clocks, all of them moving forward, one on top of the other, at different times. Lucy fingered the table. Alice took a sip of her lemonade, still with pieces of fresh orange, and licked her thick lips, leaving the imprint of the violet lipstick on the glass. James, as usual, hit the sole of his shoe on the floor and Neil had caught the taste as well. 
 
    "Is it possible to get to the heart of the matter? Find out if it's true?" Lucian asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    "I have some people to investigate the catacombs' libraries. Some manuscripts have not yet been read. They may contain important information. More than that I still don’t know. Stay here two, or three more days and if we don’t find out anything, go to Lyuna as indicated, understood?" Eva said, in a tone that sounded more like an order than a request. 
 
    "Yes, but..." Alec began, hesitating, not knowing if he should talk about it, "is it possible to increase our strength with our own blood?" 
 
    "Boy, how do you know that?" Eve asked, upset, spilling some more of the wine on the white tablecloth. 
 
    "We saw a woman doing it. It seemed to be important in Christopher's army. None of us had heard of anything like that.” 
 
    "Shit. They are already at that point. We had notion Christopher was experimenting, but we never thought he would go that far. There were rumors of it, but neither did I think they would come true." She said. She drank what little she had left before continuing, "It is said that anyone beyond human goodness can feed on its own rot to gain power. Just as you young people react to your emotions. There were rumors of an increase of 200-300 points when feeding on the darkness, but no one has ever seen it, so the rumor simply died. For today we are here. It's best for everyone to process the news. The plan remains,” 
 
    The young people accepted. After all, her plan matched what most people wanted, except for Lucy who became ill when she heard the name of the city once more. They finished the dessert and with it went the conversation too. Eva informed them that they would have access to all the information and that they had at their disposal a wide range of employees available at any time. She left the table and Lomi followed, leaving only Molly and the group of young men. 
 
    "How about a battle?" She said, her eyes on Lucy. 
 
    "It's not the time for that," was the answer. 
 
    "I think the boys would like it, right?" Molly insisted, teasing her. She stood up and snapped her fingers. Wind strands erupted from her fingertips, joining and working together to shape a weapon. United bursts, created wires, moving at high speed, kept the sword in a state between the solid and the nonexistent. 
 
    "I'm curious," James said, tossing wood into the fire. 
 
    "James! Don’t feed this. We are not here to get into trouble. We better go back to the rooms and rest," Alec said and looked at Molly with tenderness. 
 
    "Since it was you, I accept. We'll see you at dinner. Someone will call you from your room.” Molly said, burst out laughing, winked, and turned away. She walked to the door where Eva and Lomi had gone and left the group stunned. 
 
    The young group returned to their rooms. They were exhausted and their bodies were under pressure. Swollen feet of inexperience in wearing such shoes, sweat trickling down their bodies from the heat in the dining room, and even crackling bones as they fell on their beds. 
 
    "Thank you for defending me, James," Neil told him. 
 
    "Now that Max is not here, I have to defend someone, right? Don’t think this makes us friends. We're just a team," James replied. He peered out the window, unable to see more than just the shape of the incandescent buildings being sheltered by the sun. 
 
    "I think it's the most I'll get from you. Thanks anyway." Neil replied, "I'm going to rest for a while." He said and unbuttoned the suit. He closed his eyes and put his hands on the blue silk underneath him. 
 
    James didn’t answer. He closed the window and covered it with the curtains. He removed the suit, used it to wipe the moisture from his back and also lay on his bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XXV 
 
      
 
    Neil woke hours later, as the sun was setting. The rays of the sun, which had previously provided a welcoming air to the room, had been replaced by cold, colorless spaces. He had not yet risen when his belly growled, demanding to be fed and subdued by twisting his stomach. He got up, careful not to make any noise, putting his feet on the ground like a feather that landed without anyone noticing. He shrugged, closed the suit, and left the room. As soon as he left the narrow corridor where the rooms were, he could see the moon above the city, cut in half by one of the beams that held the roof, and yet it’s solitary light illuminated the nooks and crannies of the city. Neil felt accompanied by the presence of the moon. Like it was an old friend who came back to see him and pat him on the back before leaving.  
 
    He was interrupted by someone in one of the side rooms, who raised her voice, irritated by something. Frustration in her voice, Neil knew there was saliva to be expelled even without seeing. Looked around. There was no one near him except for the shadows of the sculptures that on the wall resembled people who stopped there for a moment's conversation. He took a deep breath, shoulders out, and leaned against the half-open door. He peeked inside and saw Eva talking to someone. The other person was on the other side of the door and he was unable to figure out who it was. Even the voice was unknown to him. They had a raspy voice as if he’d smoked all his life, and never cared for the consequences. The kind of person who got everyone's attention when they open their mouth, but only does it if necessary. 
 
    "But why? She deserves to know!" Eva said, her voice growing fainter, almost a cry of despair. 
 
    "No. It's not time. She is still too young." The man replied, "It's an order." 
 
    "What if he catches her? How do you think she’s going to react when she finds out we're hiding the truth from her?" Eva insisted. Whatever it was, she didn’t give up, using her hands to express her displeasure with the situation. 
 
    "We'll have to take the chance. Lucy can never know that Christopher is her grandfather. We need to know if part of him lives in her if she also has all that power yet to be revealed. You know what to do, don’t you?" He asked, his voice even more serious than before. He took two steps forward and Neil could see his profile; muscled, jaw-jumped, glasses and a black cape, plus a single tattoo, a dragon with two red stripes on top, centimeters below the sleeve of the t-shirt. 
 
    "But... What if she really has more power than she thinks she has?" Eva questioned him. Her voice trembled as she looked down, she seemed to know the answer to the question, but still needed to hear it. 
 
    "Then you know what will have to be done. I don’t care if you do it or you get someone to do it, but we can’t risk another accident. Lyuna has already been too harmed by this. You know what happened after Christopher rebelled. We almost didn’t survive. No one would exchange food or materials with us. We can’t go back." The man said, this time his voice also carrying the pain of a past that had painted his memories in red. 
 
    "She's just a girl..." Eva replied. It was not the same person Neil had seen at lunchtime. The tough-faced facade looked like a mask that had fallen as it crashed into reality. 
 
    "She's almost 20 years old. With 20 you already called the attention of the royal guard of your city." 
 
    "Don’t speak of my city. It was because of me that he destroyed it. I didn’t forget what I saw there. From the mountains of fire and the sea of gray." Eva said, and Neil could swear tears were streaming down her face, or it might just be his imagination, "I'll handle everything. You better leave now before she sees you." 
 
    "You're right. Treat them well, especially Lucian. It could be important. We've got people looking for the remaining spirit animals." 
 
    The man snapped his fingers and disappeared. There was no glow, no smoke, nothing. Evaporated without leaving a trace. Behind him was Eva, wiping her wet face with the sleeve of her dress, sighing into the air. She sat down in a chair and pulled out a book from a shelf. She was about to start reading when Neil tapped his knee on the door and opened it enough for her to get up. 
 
    "Is anyone there?" She asked. The voice had returned to normal. 
 
    "Ah... it's me. I heard someone here and came to see if it was any of my friends... Sorry." Neil said, his heart almost jumping out and sweat dripping down his neck from behind. 
 
    "Did you hear what was said?" She asked and approached him. 
 
    "I... ah. No. When I got here, there was no one else here.” Neil replied, swallowing, and yawning after talking. 
 
    "Are you sure?" She asked, this time putting one of the sharp nails under his chin. She pressed his skin until he pulled away. 
 
    "Yes, I swear. I didn’t hear anything," he replied, making a huge effort not to fall into her hands. Her eyes held bloodlust and she didn’t seem to have to think twice if she had to eliminate him. 
 
    "It is ugly to try to listen to the conversations of others. Have they ever taught you that, boy?” Eva asked him. The voice was not as serious as it was at first, but not as emotional as it was in the conversation with the man. 
 
    "I apologize. I better get back to my room. They must all still be asleep..." Neil said and had already turned his back when he heard her voice again. He stopped, his hands trembling in his pockets, and without changing his position he begged him to repeat. 
 
    "Someone will come and call you for dinner here. Don’t delay," she said, going back inside and closing the door. The echo spread to the end of the corridor where it broke down on the wall and canceled. 
 
    Neil was still a little lost with everything that had happened. He went to the door of his room, reached out to take the cold handle, before turning it, moved away. He went back and knocked on the door to Lucy's room. There was no answer. He waited a few minutes and then hit again, this time with a closed fist. 
 
    "Yes, yes, I’m coming." Lucy's muffled voice reached his ears. 
 
    "I’ll wait." Neil said, "It's important." 
 
    Lucy wore an evening gown, a semi-transparent pink, with a round neckline and black stripes at the corners, which was hanging from the door and looked at herself in the mirror. She smoothed her hair, wiped a wet finger under her eyes so he would not notice that she had just woken up, and opened the door. On the other side, an unusual Neil was waiting for her. His belly moved up and down at a non-normal rhythm, his breath was panting, his eyes open, his eyes glancing left and right as if he sensed or was afraid someone was spying on him. 
 
    "Come in. What's wrong, Neil? "Lucy asked, covering herself a bit more, and sitting on the edge of the bed. 
 
    "I... I don’t know if I should have come here," Neil replied. He let his head fall into his hands, and for a moment, he didn’t put it back up. 
 
    "Neil... Some reason brought you here. Now you better break it down," she told him, leaning against his shoulder. Her soft skin touched his. His cheeks grew color and fear was replaced by a sense of peace and the need to overcome adversity. 
 
    "Do you remember the conversation at lunch? Of Eva speaking of the man? Christopher?" Neil began looking her in the eye, "There's something about him that you don’t know..." He paused, increasing the dramatic effect and making Lucy more and more curious. 
 
    "Say it, Neil! Is it so serious?" Lucy asked exaltedly, getting up from the bed and looking at him. 
 
    "A few minutes ago... I heard a conversation between Eva and a man... They said that Cristopher is your grandfather and..." Neil was going to continue but Lucy interrupted him without thinking twice. 
 
    "What?? Are you sure about what you heard? My parents told me the story several times, but it was just to scare me. I've never been told anything like it. My grandfather died before I was born. You must be mistaken. They knew you were listening and were just messing with you" Lucy replied, her upper lip trembling, and speaking faster than usual. 
 
    "Lucy, does Eva seem like someone who would do that? I know what I heard. The man, he... he told her that if they discovered that you have part of your grandfather's power in you, you would be slaughtered! You have to get out of here. It does not matter whether you have it or not. We can’t risk it." Neil said, concern creeping up his throat and molding the desperation in his voice. 
 
    "I'm not going anywhere! I have none of it. He left me nothing and in 19 years I never felt the slightest desire to commit any crime. I'm nothing like him!  Lucy shouted at him, as angry as she was sad to have something so serious hidden for so long, "I ... I will show you that I am different from him, that I can help, that I want to help!", accentuating the word I want. 
 
    "I can’t force you, you know, but I can’t help but think it would be best. But if that's what you want, I'll be by your side. Lyuna is your city, isn’t it? I noticed how you felt when Eva said it. Do you think that's why they want you to go there? Can you control yourself?" Neil asked. The moonlight slid through the curtains and its shadow was reflected in the wall. 
 
    "You mean my parents are involved?" Lucy asked. She took a deep breath and sat down next to him again. 
 
    "I don’t think it's your parents. The man I saw seemed to be from there. Muscled and had a tattoo of a dragon with two stripes ...” 
 
    "Red? Shit," Lucy said, interrupting him again, "Oh, sorry. I know who that is! But you can’t be serious! He would not. My parents have been friends of his family for decades." Lucy confessed, even more dismayed. She had a downcast look. She couldn’t open her eyes more than halfway, and Neil could feel her heart beating louder as she leaned against him. He took her hand, taking the opportunity to slide his finger gently. His thick fingers pulled her docile skin and she let out a sigh of relief as if the world couldn’t touch her there, daring to live in that moment forever. 
 
    "Know him?? Who is he?" Neil asked him, his voice low. 
 
    "He is one of the most important soldiers of the royal guard. His name is Philip, and he's one of the candidates to one day be the general. We played a lot when we were kids, but then we went away. He became too focused on fighting, on blood, on the desire to want more. I still can’t believe it's him, he can’t! He would not go that far," Lucy said, looking Neil in the eyes, about to burst into a mournful cry, "He used to lift me up and turn with me in his hands when I was a child when I was about 3 years old and he was 6 or 7." 
 
    "Lucy..." Neil started saying, and hugged her tightly, feeling the relief of her chest touching his, as did her warm breath in his ear, "You're not alone. Be it here, in Lyuna or anywhere.” 
 
    "You don’t have to endure my pain or my fears. You have yours to worry about. I'm fine," she said and forced a smile through some tears that ran down her face. 
 
    Neil smiled, "For a princess, you are not good at getting help from others." He said, and this time she put her head against his chest, "You have a whole team at your disposal, and above that you have me. I'm not going anywhere. Promise." 
 
    Lucy didn’t answer. She curled up even more deeply into him, the throbbing of Neil's heart, cradling her like a baby being allowed to swing. His fingers lingered between the pink strands of her hair, massaging her temple and telling her that everything would be all right. The voices of the people outside diminished and served only as background noise, as did the light breeze that crashed against the glass window. The only scent in Lucy's room came from her mango-flavored perfume that Neil loved so much.  Both Neil and Lucy took the opportunity to savor the comfort of each other. 
 
    They kept clinging to each other for a long time, until someone knocked on the door, warning them that dinner was ready. A thin voice, almost strident, that left some discomfort in Neil’s ear. 
 
    "Ah Neil, please tell none of this to others? I want to talk to my parents before I tell them." Lucy asked him, getting up and going to the table where she had some make-up. 
 
    "Yes, but you know you cannot keep a secret about being a princess. Once you get there they will find out." 
 
    "I'll tell them on the way there. Let's keep it that way. It's for the best." She finished. She took some of the brushes and hid the dark circles and pink cheeks beneath a layer of skin-colored powder. 
 
    "I'd better get going before they find out I was here. It's better if we avoid questions, don’t you think?" Neil asked her, getting up and adjusting his clothes. 
 
    "You're right. I had not even thought about it," she replied. Neil stood by the door when she called him by his name, "You know, your father would be proud of you. What did you get here for?" She said, ending with a sincere smile. 
 
    "I ... I thank you, Lucy. I hope that someday I can hear those words coming from his mouth." Neil said before opening the door. 
 
    "You will," Lucy replied. The door closed and the room went silent again. 
 
    Neil went back into the hall. The wind hit the roof sometimes, to the point that it seemed that it would shatter at any moment. The shadow that once fell over half the long corridor was now the owner of the whole floor. His hands would reach anywhere and lower the temperature to the point where Neil had to rub his arms to feel snug. He walked to his room and was about to enter when Alec left his room. He kept the same lunch clothes, though his hair was a mess as if a tornado had passed. His eyes were half-closed, he paused to yawn, and his own fingertips on his left cheek. 
 
    "Is everything okay?" Alec asked. 
 
    "Yes. Yes. I went for a walk. I couldn’t sleep." Neil replied. It hurt inside him that he couldn’t tell him the truth, but he was not going to betray Lucy. He couldn’t do it, much less after everything he'd told Max. 
 
    "You look a little dejected. Maybe it's just my impression," Alec commented. He rubbed his eyes and sat down as they talked. 
 
    "I'm just tired. If I rest tonight and tomorrow I’ll be like new." Neil answered him and struggled to smile, "Truth be told, I never thought we'd make it. I'm still a bit surprised by all this. Look where we are, this is practically a castle," he said, looking around. 
 
    "I always told you, to give up does not get us anywhere. But, you know, it's not over yet. I don’t think that Christopher will leave us alone." Alec said and leaned against the bathroom door. 
 
    "So we better prepare for what comes next. When the year began no doubt I didn’t think I would do it. Nothing like this has ever happened, not in Drexus." 
 
    "Not in Drexus? You mean this has already happened somewhere else?" Alec asked. He untied himself and approached Neil. The friend was about to answer him when Lucian opened the door and joined them. 
 
    "Am I interrupting something?" He asked in a hoarse voice. 
 
    "Yes, Neil was saying that what happened in Drexus has already happened elsewhere." Alec told him, "Go on, Neil." 
 
    "We've been so stressed from side to side that I didn’t even remember it. Before going to Drexus my father shared with me that three gyms on this continent had been attacked by reapers. The cases were archived as coincidences but I’m beginning to think they were getting ready or looking for something." Neil started. From the outside, he kept a cordial voice that ran all the way down, but on the inside, he was shaking with nervousness. He had his hands in his pockets and couldn’t stop himself from moving them, trying to calm down. “My father visited two of them. Both said the same. They went in through the main door, attacked whoever they saw, causing death and destruction while laughing and then just left as if they had had enough fun...” 
 
    "Or maybe they realized that what they were looking for was not there," Lucian added. 
 
    "Probably. Were there reports of Christopher?" Alec asked. 
 
    "Ah... I don’t think so. No." Neil said, stumbling over his words. A metaphoric rope around his neck that pressed ever closer. 
 
    "Hm. Let's leave this conversation for another day. We better have dinner before it gets cold. We also need to rest our minds. It can’t be just our bodies," Lucian said. He rubbed his neck, even though there was nothing there. 
 
    "I'm ready," said Lucy, who had opened the door without anyone noticing, "and hungry." 
 
    "Hi, Lucy. Now that you're talking about it, I'd like eat something now. Go on, I'm going to wake James. Apparently, he sleeps like a princess." Alec said, unaware that Lucy's laughter that came back was filled with fear and a trickle of sweat ran down her forehead, impossible to see in the shade. Even Neil almost choked. 
 
    Footsteps covered the awful silence. The night had come and with it came his faithful companions; a small rain that hit the roof, a wind that roared such a lion imposing fear, and a scent of garbage catching in alleys where no one dared to step through the half-open windows of other rooms. Alec waited until his friends were down the stairs before he went into the room where James slept like a baby, clinging to the sheets and an extra cushion, with a thin trace of saliva running from his mouth. He snarled like an adult, loud enough that no other noise would wake him. He had fallen asleep with his face leaning to the right side and with his legs one on each side occupying the entire bed. He would wait for them without stopping, almost falling out of bed twice in less than a minute. 
 
    "James, wake up. It's time to have dinner," Alec said, touching him slowly on the shoulder. 
 
    "No, please. No more. That's enough!" He let out, the muffled words as they went against the cushion, "I can’t take it anymore." 
 
    His eyes were still closed. A nightmare tormenting his sleep, making him a puppet of fear to which he couldn’t escape. The memory of a long past event that was still embedded not only in the mind but also in the body. Alec's touch seemed to have awakened the infamous memory as if at the feel of the pressure on his skin he had remembered the moments chained between the frame walls where the doctor's laughter echoed. 
 
    "James, James, it's me. We're safe." Alec said, more than once, shaking him by the shoulder. 
 
    Still, James was too lost in his own dream. He didn’t wake up, and the way his body writhed was sinking into him. A sense of inertia swept through Alec, finding himself unable to help his friend, being a mere spectator of what was happening to him. He wanted to use his foot and wake him, but he was afraid that waking him so abruptly would make it worse. His mother had said that interrupting someone’s deep sleep could cause some disruption, leaving them lost in limbo. It didn’t leave his head that he needed help. He looked around, consumed with the thirst for help, looking for anything that could help him. His eyes wandered around the room and landed on a varnished desk of old wood where a handful of flowers lay in the water of a vase. 
 
    He picked it up, removed the dying flowers, and threw the water into James's face. He woke with a start, wiping his face with his hands and looking disgusted as his tongue tasted it. 
 
    "What is this? Are you crazy? Do you want to die?" James asked, exalting himself. He got up from the bed and raised his fist, glistening and preparing for an attack. 
 
    "James, calm down! You were having a nightmare. Everyone is waiting for us for dinner." Alec said, also putting himself in combat position, one foot in front of the other, and hands ready for the flames to cover them, "I tried to wake you normally but it didn’t work." 
 
    "And you threw this disgusting water on me? This isn’t even water still." 
 
    "It was the only solution!" Alec said, trying to explain to before they exploded with the room. 
 
    "Anyway. You are an idiot. Am I supposed to go to dinner in this outfit?" James said, adjusting it, wondering how he was going to hide the moisture in parts of the fabric. 
 
    "You know I can just dry you, right?" Alec said in a half-joking tone. 
 
    "For someone so annoying even you are useful sometimes," James answered and came forward, holding two of the wet parts with two fingers. 
 
    "James, we had to talk about Cristopher out there. We were not the first gym he attacked. We thought he used the others to practice or didn’t find what he wanted. He will not give up... It's not over yet." Alec said, as two small flames dried James's suit, and also warmed his face. 
 
    "He who comes. Let's get revenge for what he put us through! He does not think that being strong is enough to stop us." 
 
    "We? Good to know you already see us as a team. You're right. None of us will give up. We are together in this, now and until the end," Alec told him. He finished the job and told James he was ready. 
 
    "Ah... It came out. Don’t think we're friends or anything. Let's go,” James replied, fumbling, trying to close the missing buttons of the suit, changing them several times. 
 
    They ended up going together for dinner. They were all seated, including Grant and, this time, Alice. She had a letter sealed beside her, covered in a thin layer of dust, and wrapped in a thread, almost invisible, that had its end at the foot of the opening, resembling a gift. 
 
    "Glad they arrived." Eva told them, "Sit down. Alice has found something that seems to be important. It was hidden among some stuff in one of those places full of antiquities I told you about.” 
 
    Alice handed Eva the letter, and taking extreme care, pulling the thread slowly, letting it unfold itself, opened it. She took out a gray paper from there, the already yellowish creased corners with a vinegar scent. She blew to the side and the dust showed in front of the candles that lit the hall. From her pocket, she took out a pair of round glasses, the bottom of a bottle marked with fingerprints. She wiped them with her purple velvet sleeve and put them on her face. She read it to the end before uttering a word. In the middle, some "hm" and "I see" escape her, but no more than that. 
 
    "Interesting," she said finally, "It does not give us an answer, but it speaks of a man who may know the answer." 
 
    "Who?" Neil asked, interrupting her. 
 
    A forced smile appeared on her face, straightening her cheeks and curving her eyebrows. She cleared her throat before continuing. 
 
    "One Mr. Geronimo. It says here, at least of the parts that don’t have a black spot, that he ran away as soon as he knew what they planned to do to the world of yesterday. It does not say what, just that it was a regression. He also said that he had a group on his side whose plan was to find a way to reverse the effects." She said, keeping her voice quiet throughout the speech, never letting surprise or indignation creep up her throat. 
 
    "Does it refer to the chips?" Lomi asked, this time in a more haughty way than usual. 
 
    "Possible. But let's not jump to conclusions. Alice will continue to work on this. There are 2 or 3 more, see what we find and then know where they are going." Eva finished. She lifted the glass and shook them, signaling that it was time for a toast. 
 
    "Before that, tell us where he might be?" Lucian asked, interrupting the festivities to Eva's dismay. She bit her lower lip and put the letter back in the line of her eyes. 
 
    "It has an address, but this site no longer exists. It's old and it's just ruins now." She responded by trying to end the conversation as quickly as possible. 
 
    "I want to see this!" James said, standing up, almost knocking over his chair. He reached out and waited for Eva it to pass him. There was a moment of silence. No one moved. A heavy mood circulated around the table. Grant's eyes were filled with fury, almost jumping out of his sockets, but he didn’t. Alice had her hand on his leg, and at the same time, with her head, told him not to commit any stupidity. 
 
    "You should not talk to the governess like that," Lomi said. A delicate yet imperative voice. It was neither an order nor a threat, but it had a certain respect. 
 
    "Oh, I..." James began, looking around, seeing all the faces staring at him, "I was excited." 
 
    "I understand boy. This is also your business." Eva said and got up, handing the paper over to him, "Be careful. The paper is heavier and stronger than ours, but we don’t want to damage it, do we?" 
 
    James nodded before picking it up and sitting down. He began to read, his eyes following the letters, changing lines and continuing. Alec even told Neil that he had never seen him so focused on anything. 
 
    "Are you sure this is not fake?" James asked, the words sliding from his mouth like a serpent on rough ground, "We should look for this man. Find the truth. We need an advantage against Cristopher!" He said, tapping his fist on the table. 
 
    "Enough! You do this again and you'll see what happens to you," Grant shouted, losing his temper. As he spoke a number of people in the group spat out their food. 
 
    Neil raised his hand to his forehead and whispered: "Less to eat." 
 
    "All of you calm down!" Eva ordered, getting up so fast that some of the wine in the glass fell, slipping to the floor, the red mingling with the brown, "Grant, sit down and calm down. James, I understand you, but we can’t risk leaving you alone. Not again and not for now. We keep the plan. After Lyuna, you can see." 
 
    James sighed with closed eyes and calmed down. He apologized and said he understood, even though he didn’t think it was the right thing to do. The dinner happened without further tribulations. The dishes were different from those of the lunch, but the exotic novelties were kept. The scent of rosemary stood out above the rest, including the orange sauce, which covered the slices of meat on the table. 
 
    Eva was the first to apologize and get up from the table. She was explicit in saying that she needed to deal with some matters of the city and that she didn’t want to be disturbed unless it was for an extremely important reason. Grant followed, still clenching his fist and protruding veins around his neck, with Alice staring at him as if carrying the weight of his shoulders. His shoulders were down, a distant look, and he stood a few feet away from her. 
 
    "Why the distance between them?" Neil asked. While he waited for the answer he decided to fill his glass with lemonade. 
 
    "Oh... Let's just say Grant is a little... volatile," Molly replied, looking at Lomi as she said it, almost as if she needed his permission to do so. 
 
    "Does he hit you? And nobody does anything?" Lucy questioned them. Her power grew within her, spreading through her veins as the anger also showed in her clenched teeth and hands at the edge of the table, pressing her. 
 
    "He's much better than before..." Lomi replied. The sadness in his voice was remarkable, even though he seemed to be stuck in bureaucracies, "He... He's the son of someone important. We can do no more than reprimand him. The parents sent him here so that he could be tamed." He continued, making quotation marks in the air, "but we are not allowed to do more than call attention to him." 
 
    "So he does what he wants? And leave? He who touches you in front of me to see what happens to you! "James said at once. 
 
    "Thank you," Lucy whispered, smiling at him, "He's not going with us to Lyuna, is he? What about Alice?" 
 
    "We tried to get Alice to go. We're serious!" Molly replied, gesturing with her arms, struggling so that the dramatic theater was enough for them to believe her, "But he asked her to stay. We couldn’t say no to him. Orders are orders." As soon as she finished speaking, she bowed her head, ashamed at the situation. He didn’t agree with her, but he had never been confronted by being complacent. 
 
    "At least they know they're making a mistake." Lucy said and got up from the table, "I'm going to sleep. Good night, guys.” 
 
    Her footsteps in the corridor echoed in the gloomy mood from the foyer to the hall. They seemed larger, like a giant walking in the dead of night, without direction. They lasted for a few seconds until they were soft and finally disappeared. 
 
    "We better go, too." Alec remarked, "Tomorrow we're going to visit the city." 
 
    "Do you need someone to show you?" Lomi asked in his most cordial tone. 
 
    "No need. Thank you." Alec returned. He was not satisfied with the course of the conversation, but he knew that it was not the time to cause a disruption between the group and the government that had welcomed them. 
 
    The meal ended there. The young men went to their rooms, complaining of how cold and scary the palace was at night. The shadows on the walls that moved with the moon and the wind that beat on the fogged roof as if it were denied entry but continued to try. Alec's fire was used to give utility to fireplaces that were once mere props in rooms without personality. The flames were splattering inside the four walls, and the faint scent of scallion spread all over the second floor. 
 
    "I don’t like being here," Lucian confessed, this time with his eyes on the sleeping city. Darkness shrouded the buildings, from the smallest to the highest, hidden among dim lights and under the few stars in the sky. 
 
    "Me neither. I feel like they are not telling us everything and every time I think Eva has less control than she tries to show." Alec replied. He slipped inside the bed, holding only the white T-shirt, and covered himself with the sheets. 
 
    "Do you think there's anyone above her?" Lucian questioned him, looking over his shoulder at him. 
 
    "I think so. I have no idea who, but I don’t think she has a hand on everything. Maybe the future will reveal it." Alec answered. 
 
    In return, he obtained a melody sung by Lucian, who was leaning on the whole atmosphere of mystery that the night brings and enveloped him with slow breathing, snapping of fingers and perfect harmony. Alec finally fell asleep with his friend humming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XXVI 
 
      
 
    The remaining days were spent visiting the city. Lunch and dinner were at the usual place. Every day the dishes were different, though the silence during meals became a certainty rather than a mere possibility. No one spoke. The fear of a phrase becoming a rolling stone capable of bursting into everyone's face grew with the intensity of each look. 
 
    The nights had been received by a small shower, bringing with it a soft breeze. Enough to raise the hairs on the arms but not to cause torment in the conversations. 
 
    It was notorious that everyone there knew each other. They exchanged happy chats and talked about their lives in the wide streets. The market day seemed to be an exception to the rule, not to normalcy. There were no jerks. People would turn around with a smile and apologize. The sun shone on them, and the puddles left the night before disappeared before midday. Between people working, others going into stores waiting for the news and the young men running from one place to another, Alec felt at home. A safe and comfortable version of your home. Longing filled his chest, squeezing hard. The memory of Tommy, Mimi, and the rest of his friends filled his head, as did the loving memory of his parents when they knew he was a wizard. It was his father's wish that this should be so, and luck had not failed him. It was also one of the few good memories his father had left him, were it not the majority to be at the house entrance staggering through the door inside, shouting at the gods to have betrayed and abandoned them. Perhaps he was glad to know that gods don’t exist and that we are condemned to a life of happiness and misfortune in which we depend only on our own actions or, if it were to be, he would be irritated, as was usual, by someone confronting him with the choices of life that they took him there. 
 
    However, the bonanza had its end and at the beginning of the third day, everything changed. The youths were awakened by explosions after explosions. An incessant line of them that seemed to have no end. Then followed the cries filled with despair and the cries of discouragement that kept repeating itself in their heads. Alec got up immediately and peered out the window. Hell had risen to the earth and Christopher was leading the perpetrators. He hovered in the sky, accompanied by three air-powered soldiers, and smiled. The young man could swear that his eyes were red, or maybe that was just the flames. Most of the buildings were burning and people were running around, not knowing where to go. They stumbled over each other, trampling those who fell, disoriented, focusing only on the survival of their family. They lost humanity trying to survive. Alec couldn’t believe it. He had seen dozens of fights, perhaps even hundreds of them, in his city, but he had never before seen a city collapse in the face of megalomaniacal laughter as background music like a sea of fire spilled over what was still left. 
 
    "What's going on, Alec?" Lucian asked him. He got up and got dressed in an instant, already prepared to go help. 
 
    "He... Lucian, he... swept the city. All... Completely," Alec answered, his voice trembling, as did his hands, which he strove so hard to put in front of him so Lucian would not see them. 
 
    "WHAT? What do you mean by that? He who? What's going on?" Lucian asked, not breathing before he lost his breath. 
 
    "Christopher. He’s here," Alec said, without pausing. 
 
    Lucian was about to answer when someone knocked on the door. James and Neil were shouting outside. 
 
    "Let's help the people. Fast. Come on! "Neil shouted, masking his fear with the courage and adrenaline of the moment. 
 
    "Let's knock over a few of them. It's time for revenge!" James added, thirsting for vengeance, "It's one for me, one for the teachers, one for Max." 
 
    Alec didn’t move. Paralyzed, he was still staring out the window, wondering if misery would follow him wherever he went. A burning man ran down Main Street, screaming in pain, throwing himself to the ground and rolling until he finally stopped opening his mouth. The body fell apart and only ashes remained, becoming only dust glued to the soles of the shoes of those who fled. Some of the citizens tried to repay the fight but fell short. They didn’t equate to the soldiers, already corrupted by the darkness, taking pleasure in the pain of others and not taking shelter to avoid it as the good ones did. The city wall was in shards. Stones had been destroyed at night with no one to deal with them. It was this kind of power that faced them and they couldn’t even think about what was beyond that. Alec's eyes also flushed from looking at the lost faces in the flames. 
 
    "ALEC!" Lucian shouted, "This is no time to be left behind! You promised us that we would go together until the end. If this is the end, let it be, but we can’t give up without a fight!" The shriek reached Alec's soul, awakening him from his deep trance. 
 
    "Sorry," Alec said. He rubbed his eyes, lightly slapped his own face, and cracked the bones between his fingers, "Come on!" 
 
    They left the room running. Lucy was already with the other two members of the group. The explosions continued to occur. There was no quiet. The peace was over and now before them was the war; naked, raw, backed by bases with dozens of years. They were going down the stairs when the roof fell apart. The shrapnel fell on them at high speed without having time to escape. James was the first to close his eyes. He was on the top step and looking up at the noise saw only sharp objects toward his eyes. His heart almost jumped up to his throat when, after a few seconds, with clenched fists, nothing happened. He opened his eyes, looked up, and a green shield shielded them, keeping the glasses in the air. James inhaled and exhaled as deeply as possible. 
 
    "It was close." Said Lucy, "We're wasting time. Fast." 
 
    As they descended the stairs, Lucy made the shield disappear and the shrapnel struck the floor. The sound, almost like chalk scratching a chalkboard, echoed through the corridor as usual. As they turned toward the entrance hall they were greeted by 2 of Cristopher’s soldiers. They were the contrast of each other, except for the looks in the facial features. They both had crooked noses to the left side, their eyebrows undone, and a thin red line serving lips. However, what stood out the most in both was a crooked scar on the right side of their foreheads. 
 
    "You cannot leave. The leader does not want anyone to interrupt him." The tall, thin man said. 
 
    "But you can try. I would love it if you tried." The other replied, stroking his round belly and laughing. He had a lumpy, blond mustache that covered his lips and half of his chin whenever he smiled. 
 
    James didn’t wait for anyone. He put one foot in front of the other and threw himself down. His fist glowed and a golden heat emanated from his arm. Alec told Neil that the difference between his friend's power in less than a month was noticeable. James was about to hit the opponent's face when a stone wall came out of the ground and caught his assault. Still, he didn’t give up. 
 
    "This is for what you did to my cousin. Ahhhh...” James shouted, letting his emotions take over and boost his energy. 
 
    His fist rested on the wall, and little by little a crack opened. The other man stayed where he was and didn’t for a moment seem concerned about his colleague. The light on James's wrist grew brighter and the wall of earth began to fall apart. The stones tumbled to the floor one by one. 
 
    "You're gone!" James shouted, pulling his arm back for his final blow. His mouth was open wide, spitting as the sound of his voice increased. 
 
    He was seconds away from hitting him. Enthusiasm grew and he smiled. Still, before he could get his first hit, he was immobilized. A thin layer of dirt brushed against the man's nose and protected him from attack. James's breathing increased and his face circled 180 degrees. Fear-stricken, brows raised, and a wisp of air escaping through the remaining gap as he pressed his lips together. 
 
    "You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you?" The man said and burst out laughing, "It's my turn," he added. He lowered his head, letting out laughter from someone who prospered in the darkness expanded through the wide entrance of the palace. 
 
    James didn’t even have time to protect himself. A fist of earth appeared on the floor, tearing off the tiles where they had previously stepped, and hit him exactly on the chin. His body fluttered to Neil's feet, which held him and confirmed that he was conscious. His eyes were half closed and blood was running down his chin but he still tried to get up. He leaned on trembling hands and pressed his palm to keep from falling. 
 
    "What do you think you're doing, James?" Neil yelled in his ear, "We have to go together!" 
 
    "I want it just for myself. He's going to see who he's messing with. It caught me off guard just this once." 
 
    "That's enough, James. Remember we are a team! Let's do this together." Lucy said and stood in front of him, blocking his way. 
 
    "She's right. We have more chances like that." Alec said, and held out his hand in front of James, "It's now. Let us show them that it was not only luck that led us to flee from Drexus." 
 
    "They are pissing me off solemnly. Just secrets and more secrets. Let's get this over with. The master said we should not let them leave here, he never said not to hurt them. What do you think, brother?" The taller one said. He had one hand behind his back and it would not be surprising to the boys that he had a long-range weapon hidden. 
 
    "Let's begin then," said the other, and made a gesture with his hands as one dares to lift up that which is in eternal sleep. However, instead of someone, what appeared was dozens of stones, all triangular in appearance and a sharp base, facing the young, "Contemplate the real pain!" He shouted, before moving two fingers forward, confirming the action. 
 
    "This is mine," Lucy said, raising a barrier strong enough to stop the attacks. 
 
    For the next few seconds, nothing more happened aside from stones striking at her defense and unraveling to land in front of her. The shield was covered with dirt, obscuring the vision of the group. They had no healer and didn’t wait for help. They knew that the soldiers, including Eva and the rest of the acquaintances, were struggling to protect the city through which they sprouted so much love. The smell of burning finally reached their noses and brought with it the putrid odor of sulfur. The voices outside were scary. Higher and higher, filled with a feeling as painful as loss and fear.  
 
    Soldiers marched, their boots shaking the ground, and, in seconds, they stopped. Alec wondered if they had been obliterated in an instant or were positioning themselves. A mixture of other sounds Alec couldn’t decipher mingled in the middle as well, events that impinged the same feeling of inertia that he had when seeing the city to be decimated. But this time he didn’t let himself be ruled by it. He dug his fingernails into his own hand until his bones clicked and released all the potential he had. His body caught fire, and his eyebrows and eyes turned red, like fresh blood, making the entrance hall like a volcano and he was watching it about to destroy everything in his path. 
 
    "Alec, it's our turn to strike!" Neil said, grabbing him by the shoulder. 
 
    "Let's do this. Lucy, when I tell you, lower the shield. Lucian use the ice to catch his feet without repairing. I attack the tallest, James attacks the other. Neil's coming after us. If one of us fails, you attack. No matter how, but we have to knock them down. This is our chance. We are 5 against 2, we cannot lose!" Alec said, opening and closing his hands constantly, "This will warm up. Hold on.” 
 
    It was possible to feel the sharp nervousness of the group. The hot, heavy air was building the pressure, the pictures falling off the walls, the explosions still rang outside, and yet they were all focused on the moment. Seconds turned into minutes when no one moved, waiting, and yearning for the right moment. By an almost imperceptible carelessness; a weapon that slid from a sweaty hand, a momentary look to the side, an unintentionally advancing foot. Alec followed the movements of both opponents. He was waiting for an opening, and he had it when the taller one, not holding the heat in the room, closed his eyes to wipe the sweat from his forehead. 
 
    "Lucy, now!" He shouted. He had not finished speaking yet, and Lucy had already snapped her fingers. 
 
    He and James threw themselves forward, each to their target, prepared to punch them with all the force they had. Neil followed them, meters behind, also shouting like crazy. The taller one tried to walk backward when he realized that his feet were frozen. He pulled them down, pressed the ground, and tried again, but it was useless. He was imprisoned and condemned to stay there. He showed his weapon for the first time; a double-barreled pistol with a location sensor. He was preparing to shoot when the weapon dropped out of his trembling hand. He was about to go down, but before he could do that, Alec had come close enough to hit him full on the left cheek, scorching and tossing him against one of the walls that had not yet been shaken. The man hit his head and fell to the ground, fainting, saliva coming out of his closed mouth, and blood sliding down the wall. 
 
    Alec looked away. James's brows were arched, his lips a vile smile, and his fist about to hit the missing opponent. The boy's rage consumed him, withdrawing his humanity, and in return offering him the power he lacked to overcome the barrier of earth. His eyes glittered and his hair fluttered. 
 
    "A little help here would work!" James shouted, "Don’t think you're getting away." 
 
    Alec turned, moving only one leg close to the ground, dust rising to his knees, and without hesitation, a fireball shot out of his hand. The man only had time to increase his barrier, defending himself on two fronts. The fire made him sweat, the glittering light dazzled his vision, and the ice chained him to that spot. 
 
    "Damn." It was the last words to come out of his mouth before James stifled his defense and punched him so hard that his chubby cheek disappeared into his mouth as his body was hurled like a feather against the door, leaving behind a hole large enough for two people. 
 
    The group of young people rushed to the exit. They escaped through the hole and faced a stage of horrors. The thought of victory dissipated. They expected an equal fight, a resistance capable of holding the soldiers and even Cristopher, but they were never so wrong. The city burned in orange tones and in front of them Christopher had his hand wrapped around Eva's neck. Her feet no longer moved or touched the ground, her eyes had lost their color, the iris was now nothing more than white, and her lips had dried. There was no claw in her and life was gradually lost. She was at 50HP, and every second a value fell. 
 
    The soldiers, up to the top ten, were trapped in a rectangular slime that prevented them from moving. From the faces of the four who held them, one in each corner were brothers whose power could be used in combination. Lomi was lying on the floor with an arm ripped off and blood splattering the ground. The puddle beneath him was growing larger and he had reached for his trousers. Alice, Molly, and Grant were on their knees, hands chained, watched by Christopher's soldiers. Their faces were stained with dust and dried blood. The colors of the eyes were lost in the dirt, and the usual sarcasm and aggression were now nothing more than features that fear had buried. They no longer had their own personality. Mere puppets at the mercy of Christopher, who smiled before Eva's dampened eyes. 
 
    "Stop!" Lucy shouted, as loud as she could. 
 
    Christopher looked at her. He threw Eva through the air, her body slapping on the floor and skipping twice before stopping. He raised his hand and motioned for his men not to attack Lucy. 
 
    "Kill her, master. Kill 'em all." The short one said. He was still on the ground and his hand was getting up. He just bowed his head so he could see what was around him. 
 
    "Silence," Christopher said, and without even moving his fingers, tree chains sprang out from between his nails and wrapped around the man m, squeezing until the bones of his body began to crack. One by one. The man tried to scream but his mouth had been covered too. Shrieking shouts and eyes jumping out, as his face was crushed, were the last thing they saw of him. His bones fell to the floor and the clothes that danced through the air followed them before they landed on top of them. 
 
    Christopher walked over to Lucy and removed the mask, bending his knee to stay in her line of sight. He smoothed his gray beard until the whirlpools dissolved and then pulled out the thread that held his hair the same color in a ponytail. The strands fell over his shoulders, and his face grew older, full of seriousness and wisdom, except for the hole in his cheek. Instead of the inside of his mouth, there was only darkness, something like black webs that seemed to spread on the right side of his face through the rest of his hand. The darkness consumed him, and unlike all his soldiers, it had already taken half of his body. 
 
    "Welcome, my dear granddaughter," he said, and held out his wrinkled hand, "I have not seen you since you were a child. You bloomed as expected. I'm glad to see you and I'm sorry you have to witness this. There are evils necessary to achieve peace," he said. A grave voice that inspired confidence, but also courage. No wonder he had convinced dozens of people to join him. There was a certain charism allied with his personality that made the listener susceptible to wanting to know everything until the end. 
 
    "Granddaughter?" Alec asked, a few feet away, looking at her with a confused look. 
 
    Lucy shoved Christopher's hand, "Ever since I was little? We never met! We have nothing to do with each other nor will we have. You killed my teachers and friends, even the director of Drexus!" She said, agony in her voice and tears streaming down her face. 
 
    No one dared to move. Neither Christopher's subordinates nor the youth group. The present was stopped except for the small space where grandfather and granddaughter exchanged words. 
 
    "I see you already knew who I was, but you didn’t tell your friends. You don’t have to be ashamed, Lucy. I know now that you think I'm bad, but one day... One day you'll realize why. I want a better world and I will not stop until we get there. Everyone here believes in a world where no one is above others, where governors don’t control who lives and dies, where the poor are helped." Christopher said without taking his eyes off of hers, as dark as Lucy's darkest winter nights, "Deaths are a necessary evil for rebuilding. The director is still alive. Barely, but he is. He left me this beautiful memory on the cheek." He said, pointing to his cheek, "As for your parents ... I presume they have arranged someone to erase your memory. They are rare, but for kings, it makes no difference. I don’t judge them." 
 
    "What better world will we have if we succumb to the darkness? Is not killing the one who opposes you the opposite of what you want? Why are you doing this?" Lucy asked again. Without Cristopher repairing small trunks they were preparing to fasten his foot whose sole was on the ground. 
 
    "You come out to me, you know? At your age, too, I was reactionary. I wanted to change the world by being good, and then I realized that it was impossible. It took a hand of iron, someone who would take the world for assault and force it upon him. Until she succeeds in sustaining herself. I did what I had to do so that the young people of the next generation will live without knowing the agony of being able to die just around the corner if they are born in the wrong city." He replied and paused before continuing, "Is that so wrong?" 
 
    Lucy opened her mouth to respond but was interrupted. Eva used what was left of her energy to rise. Her knees and shoulders were flayed, her voice almost sharp. Molly tried to get up to help her but one of the soldiers stopped her. He controlled her body with one hand, moving it to the right and left as he wished. She was a mere puppet in his hands and he rejoiced with the power he had over her, tossing her body into the air and stopping her just before landing. Her hair covered her face and her lips twitched, showing the red gum and saliva that came from her mouth and fell on her clothes. 
 
    "I'm going to kill that guy," James said, gritting his teeth, bracing himself for a brutal onslaught despite the long distance. 
 
    "Covert, stop. Leave the girl." Christopher commanded, "One of you young men help Eva. I don’t want her to die. On the contrary, I want her alive to see what she has created. After all, it all started when she invited me to join Drexus. This is all because of her." 
 
    Neil came to her aid. He put one of her shoulders around her neck, his hand on one of her hips and helped her to her feet. Meanwhile, Lucy glanced at Alec and winked at him, moving her eyes to the floor, where the thin trunk lay, so he could see her plan. It was all fitting in the shafts and they knew they would only have one chance to raise their chances. Alec leaned against James and gave him a subtle elbow in the belly. 
 
    "I know, I know. I have to be calm." James replied, exalted, the light in his hand blinking non-stop. He couldn’t keep his emotions stable and he had lost control of his energy. 
 
    "No. Look at the floor. As soon as Lucy advances, so will we," he explained, receiving a slight nod. 
 
    "Take me to him," Eva asked. She couldn’t speak loudly and had the mark of Christopher's fingers on her neck. 
 
    Neil carried her. The distance between them being a few feet. When she opened her mouth, Neil was troubled by the strong smell of wine. Sometimes her legs would lose their strength and crawl across the floor, following the body. 
 
    "Christopher, if you wanted peace so much why did you killed your colleagues? Why did you begin your journey of peace with a black stain and blood? What evil did they do to you?" Eve asked, trying to scream but couldn’t. 
 
    "Even today I regret it, even if you don’t believe it. I didn’t want to kill them, but they caught me reading banned books. They threatened to tell everyone. I couldn’t leave them, you understand that, right? I remember their funerals. It cost me more than you can think of, Evanora." Christopher answered her, looking at her, his eyes never closing. 
 
    "So you understand what you're doing is wrong, right? This is not the right way. You may not see it now, but the darkness is using you. You can’t succumb to it." Eve spoke, her voice growing louder, "They told me you have soldiers using their own blood to make themselves strong. This is forbidden. You know the consequences and the danger. The chip will eventually overwhelm them and erase their personality," she said. As soon as she slipped off Neil's shoulder, she fell back to the floor. The dust entered Neil's eyes as he reached down to catch her. He coughed, even covering his mouth and half-closed his eyes until he could catch it again. 
 
    Christopher kept his eyes on Eva and didn’t answer. His soldiers laughed heartily at the whole situation, some going further and calling Neil the "fat man." Men and women, some of torn clothes and some of clean clothes, some with white teeth and others without half of them. There was no distinction between them in the ranks, and they had no trouble fraternizing, pushing each other as they laughed and ended up with one another's shoulder pretending to fall, enjoying what they had seen. 
 
    Lucy seized the moment. She ordered the thin trunks to wrap around Christopher's left ankle and signaled to Alec, who in turn did the same to James. They were ready. All or nothing and depended on them. 
 
    "Grandfather," Lucy began, "This ends here." 
 
    "You're right. It is time to deal with the matters for which I came here. It is time for everyone to know that the gods are false, that we can’t depend on them." Christopher said, and smiled at her, the wound on his cheek moving as well as life itself. 
 
    "You should pay more attention to what's around you," Lucy said, clenching her fist. The trunks squeezed Christopher's foot, trapping him there. 
 
    He looked down and murmured a simple, "You did well.” Followed by a long, arched smile. 
 
    "Why are you smiling?" Lucy asked, her heart beating faster. He looked to the side and already Lucian and James approached her grandfather.” Stop!" Lucy shouted, being able to feel what was approaching. 
 
    It was too late. The boys didn’t hear her. The energy emanated from their young bodies, with exalted yells, the fury that ruled them and eliminated everything around them, made the only thing in their heads Christopher. He was the reason for all the misfortunes they had suffered since the academy and there was a window of seconds to finish with everything, to be the heroes, consecrated by their deeds. James could be valued as he always wanted, never being compared to his father again. 
 
    Lucy raised a shield to protect herself as soon as the clash between the three of them happened. A blast of considerable size made the dust fly in all directions. Almost everyone who was there had the same reaction - they lowered their heads, their eyes and nose with their arms for seconds until the powder settled. Some didn’t do it in time and they coughed without stopping, while others ran their fingers over their cheeks, removing what had stuck to their faces. There were also those who had used shields to protect themselves. However, no one had any idea what was going on. The smoke didn’t dissipate and there was no one present with infrared vision. 8  of Christopher's soldiers approached the smoke, all of them ready to act as soon as a breach opened and allowed them to see what had happened. 
 
    "ARGHHHHHH" a scream from James put everyone on alert. 
 
    They looked around, unable to see what was happening. It was not long before they saw the boy's body shoot out of the smoke, shot through the air like a porcelain doll. It landed on the floor and spat blood into the air, hitting him in the face as soon as he came down. His HP came down to 10. He tried to close his hands, but he couldn’t even do that. He had trouble keeping his eyes open and was bleeding from his stomach. The red mixed with the black of the suit, and there, alone, abandoned, at the mercy of its destiny, with the desire to ask a last wish to the gods, but already not believing in them. 
 
    "What are you waiting for? Demonic, use your power. It makes the smoke disappear." Christopher ordered. His voice had changed. It no longer carried the wisdom of an old man who went through a lot but of someone whose patience had come to an end. 
 
    One of the eight soldiers stepped forward and waved his hands until a white circle appeared in front of him. He was dressed all in black, from his nightgown to the torn trousers and lace gloves. His thin eyebrows lost their composure as soon as the head of a tornado came out of the hole he created. He didn’t stop waving his hands until his masterpiece faded the smoke. 
 
    Behind the curtain, two bodies were revealed. One tall, standing, imposing and jaw out, and another on his knees, a trickle of blood slipping from his lips, his hands clamped behind his back and his face filled with small ripped features. 
 
    "Did you really think you were going to surprise me? Naive young people. Even you granddaughter… I expected more." Christopher said, "Time to deal with matters of interest. Four of you try to confirm if Evanora didn’t hide the letter, the other four pick him up,” he ordered, pointing at Lucian with his remaining hand. 
 
    The soldiers didn’t hesitate. Lucian put his hands on the ground and froze it. The soldiers were obliged to walk slowly for fear of slipping. The young man still caught the feet of two of them but found himself unable to dispense that amount of energy. 
 
    "Are you waiting to free your spirit animal?" Christopher asked, squeezing Lucian's neck even more. The boy tried to respond, moving his arms, trying to hit the man's face, but he couldn’t. Life was leaving his body, and little by little his head whirled, his conscience saying his farewell. 
 
    "No... Don’t do it," Alec said, his voice coming out like a final blow. 
 
    "Set him free, boy. And I let your friend live." Christopher proposed, "I don’t want my granddaughter to see this. Having to do what is necessary does not mean that I want her to follow my steps," he confessed, looking at Lucy. 
 
    While Lucian thought about what to do, Neil had put himself ahead of Eve, putting his life at disposal. The soldiers approached him and surrounded him. They were not afraid of him, but they wanted to have some fun. One of them, a young man with a round face and eyes almost impossible to see as they were covered by huge cheeks, threw water balls at him. They did no harm except for the humiliation and laughter of the rest. 
 
    Neil was soaking wet, straight hair, water falling from his clothes, his shoes rattling whenever he moved. Still, he didn’t lose control. He couldn’t disappoint his friends, or his father, wherever he might be. It was time to be proud. He'd come this far, and he was not going to waste what he'd built, the friends he'd made, Lucy and the adventures together. It was time to reciprocate. Time to end the uselessness. Time to show them that it was not just a prop in the group. 
 
    "I'll do it!" Lucian shouted, stopping Neil at the exact moment when the boy sought to attack. 
 
    They stopped glancing at him, they looked at Lucian. An animal spectrum left his body and gradually gained form and solidity. An imperial wolf, opening its mouth and roaring, salivating through the spaces between the teeth. He dug his nails into the ground and scored the spot with a horizontal stroke. It seemed to point out that there was the limit, that no one should dare to get past. 
 
    "Get them. Don’t kill the boy or the wolf." Christopher said, "What about you? Stop wasting your time and look for the letter. I'm tired of being here. There's another place I need to go." He ordered and tossed Lucian to the ground. The boy was still breathing. He was in better shape than Eva and James but still couldn’t get up without help either. 
 
    There was a clear distinction between the person Christopher was to the soldiers and the person he wanted to be to his granddaughter. Lucy, still protected by the shield, wondered if his personality was fragmented. A being that contains two people - one in the light, hidden from the world, taking refuge on the dark side, and the one that the darkness had already contaminated. Perhaps it was for this reason that her parents didn’t tell her the truth and rummaged through her memories. They might not want her to remember seeing him well. Had they been afraid that when they saw him starving, losing control of himself, would his daughter have problems in the future? 
 
    The adventure was about to end. Four were approaching Lucian, and four others were closing the circle around Neil. Hearts were beating like someone who raises the sound at the climax of the melody, legs trembling in the face of death, and clenched fists until the bones ache. Lucy was too far away to help, and even if she was close, she would not be much help either. Not against four of Christopher's soldiers. 
 
    And yet the boys didn’t give up. They didn’t abandon the fight, they didn’t flee, and they didn’t show fear. As long as the spark of hope still existed in their beings they would fight to the end until the last breath leaves their mouth and their faces lose their color. 
 
    When everything seemed lost, when the flame inside them was moments, at a simple gust, to fade, the battle had a turnaround. It was quick and unexpected. No one knew very well what had happened until Christopher's soldiers began to fly. Voices filled the main square again. Explosions at different points served as proof that they had now begun and would fight even more. It was not possible to know what was to happen and small divisions were created. Molly, Grant, and Alice were standing and avenging themselves without shame from those who had imprisoned them. The shock and spark of the swords hitting one side and the other a wind sword wounding enemy soldiers in dozens of body sites in one go. Alice stepped out of the mess and climbed into a building. Arrow after arrow was eliminating troopers, lost in confusion, trying to figure out what had happened. Relics army soldiers freed and came out to help their own. Wielding their weapons, brandishing them with courage and pride, they fought tooth and nail. 
 
    Lucy looked at Neil and he returned the look. In the midst of the confusion, no one knew how to react. Two soldiers vanished in front of Christopher, acting as his shield. White masks covered their faces and black armor capable of handling entire attacks covered their bodies. They were not thin or fat and were, no doubt, taller than him. They had the perfect body to use the attack as a defense. 
 
    "We have to go, master." One of them said voice stifled. 
 
    "No! We still don’t have what we came for." Christopher said and turned to his soldiers, most of them fighting and others looking for someone to fight, "Kill them! Kill them all!" He commanded, not even hesitating. There was no pity in his voice, not even the slightest nervousness. 
 
    "Master, we cannot risk it. The future depends on you." The other repeated. 
 
    "You're right. Let's go. Quick," he said and gave each one a hand, "We'll see each other again, Lucy," he said and smiled. He still let out a loud "Get me what I want" before evaporating along with the two soldiers. 
 
    The soldiers were about to catch Lucian when two of them were tossed into the air. The others looked around trying to figure out what had happened and Lucian took advantage of the distraction to freeze them. He took a deep breath and also looked around. He was so absorbed in the apocalyptic background in front of him, buildings falling, bodies tumbling on the floor, others to be decimated, a mixture of colors and energies, he didn’t even notice that another enemy had approached from behind and was about to attack him. Even the wolf was uncultivated by the approaching danger.  
 
    A thin young man with a sharp knife in his hand, slipping through the confusion, had arrived there and took advantage now to savor his moment. His nervousness also affected him, almost tripping over himself, but after an almost trapeze movement, he remained unscathed. He moved like a shadow, without making a noise and without anyone taking notice. He lifted his arm and lowered it toward Lucian's shoulder, the knife cutting through the air. The knife scraped into Lucian's skin, leaving behind a long cut at the nape of the neck. When Lucian looked back already the other boy had been shooting away. He looked to the left and saw James landing, both hands on the ground, and half-kneeling. 
 
    "James! Were you not hurt? What happened?" Lucian asked as he ran his fingers through the wound. They smeared with blood and a shiver ran down her spine. 
 
    "Look who showed up," James said and pointed at Max running, with Ghost at his side, a few feet away. 
 
    "Max! How did they get here so fast?" He asked, still dizzy with everything that had happened so fast. 
 
    "They marched near us. We had to let them move on so we could come without being caught." Max explained," Now we have to find a way to finish this. Alec?" 
 
    "He was also injured. It's there," Lucian said and pointed. 
 
    "I'll heal him. After that, I run out of strength." Max said and ran to Alec. 
 
    Meanwhile, Neil received the help of some private soldiers. They were not enough to face the enemies but were willing to die there for him to save Eva. 
 
    "Save her. Don’t worry about us." One of them told him, ending with a smile, moments before a laser came in through his forehead and out the other side. 
 
    Some were trapped in a square of water and drowned, trying to get out, despair seizing them but eventually falling to the end with no return. Others had their skulls broken until they were powdered, and there were still those who could barely stand, but still struggled. Neil took Eva by both shoulders and pulled her with him, dragging her across the floor, being careful to divert her from the pebbles on the floor and stopping to protect her, even if he had to use his body as protection of those who flew off without knowing where they would crash. 
 
    "NEIL!" Lucy shouted. Her mind was still filled with confusion from all the revelations that had been made. She knew she would have much to explain to her friends, but it was no time to waste committing suicide. 
 
    Her fingernails were covered with dirt, and the makeup around her eyes had blurred. She ran to Neil and helped him with Eva, grabbing her by the feet. They carried her to the youth group. Alec stood up, questioning what had happened and where Max and Ghost had come from. 
 
    "Lucy..." Alec began, "Why did you hide this from us? What are you, his granddaughter?” He asked him, eyes staring at her soul. 
 
    "Sorry. I just didn’t want them to look at me or treat me differently. That's why I went to Drexus and not to the Lyuna Academy. I wanted to grow up with those who didn’t mend all my mistakes." Lucy confessed, clapping her fist on the floor, "I just learned yesterday that Christopher is my grandfather. No matter how. I'd rather it was not, but there's nothing I can do to change it.” 
 
    "They are still as dramatic as ever. We don’t have time for this. Speak later." Ghost said in the usual monotonous tone, "That woman's been the one who's been giving orders since their boss disappeared. We have to eliminate her. She's all alone now. It's our chance." 
 
    "It's her! Drexus's old lady, the one who bit her lip! She's still too strong for us." Neil said, discouraged, still catching his breath. 
 
    The struggles continued. The city became a stage for war and no one was going to give up. They struggled for different reasons, but there was no doubt that they believed in the reasons for doing so. Smoke, fire, thunder, water, arrows, knives. There was everything. Dozens of soldiers on both sides. Each one with its particularity. 
 
    The wolf returned inside Lucian. The young man prioritized the safety of his spirit animal knowing that they would not hesitate to attack him and even hurt him, all in Christopher's name. 
 
    "Together we can do it." Alec said, "We have to." 
 
    As soon as he had just spoken an explosion at their feet left them dizzy. His ears were tingling, and his vision numbed. They couldn’t focus, and the world around them seemed distorted. They clung to each other, trying not to fall until much of the effect passed. 
 
    "Look who’s here. Let's have a lot of fun." A voice said, a few feet away. 
 
    The old woman was in front of them. This time she had no company, but still, nothing had changed. She kept the smile without the biggest of the teeth, the ones that still had yellow to them, and the brown hair with the arched tips. Frowning the nose that occupied a third of her face and wrinkles appeared on her forehead. She raised a finger and a ball of fire grew until it was the size of her face. The flames splattered the floor and she bathed in the heat, moving her finger to the right and left, smiling with pleasure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XXVII 
 
      
 
    The young people recovered all their senses, but they didn’t have time for a plan. They would have to rely on their impromptu abilities. They would not have anyone's help. They were at her mercy and they knew it. The battle had not stopped, not even calmed, just because they had. Grant, Molly, and Alice were still doing their best. All the soldiers in command of Eva were doing it. Without hesitation, without questioning why. The battle spread throughout the city and rows of bursts and shots rang through the streets. The people fled to the outskirts, some sheltering friends, hiding in houses, praying to the gods they believed in so that they would survive. A deafening noise shook the ground on which they stepped. 
 
    The witch took a step forward and threw the fireball against Lucian. She had her eyes on them, ignoring the rest. She knew what she wanted and didn’t seem to be bothered by them being seven. Lucy fought the attack with her shield, but it was not enough. Fire spilled over the shield, burning it, scorching it, forcing an opening. 
 
    "This is too strong…” Lucy said, getting out of breath before she finished, legs trembling, one knee falling to the floor. She was using everything she had to stop the witch's attack. 
 
    They didn’t have time to counterattack. The shield disappeared, but the ball hit the floor in front of Lucy. They breathed a sigh of relief and stepped into combat. 
 
    "We were lucky," Neil commented. 
 
    "No, we weren’t," Alec replied, catching everyone's attention. Looks hovered over him, "She didn’t mean to hit us head-on. I can feel the fire beneath us, scattering. We... we're trapped," he said, looking down at the ground, his eyes following something only he could see. 
 
    "We have a clever little boy here," the witch said, laughing like a lunatic happy that someone joined her, and snapped her fingers. 
 
    Four red lines appeared on the floor, sliding until they met - a perfect square. They had not yet moved when walls of fire rose and trapped them in that uncomfortable space, with almost no room to move. They coughed more and more as their lungs filled with smoke and their breathing slowed, their noses closing in response to the smell of burning. The flames increased and their clothes fell to ashes. Their bodies suffered the consequences. The flames used as whips on their young bodies, marking them, the howls of ardor dissipating through the air as soon as they reached the fiery walls. Only Alec stayed the same, resisting the heat, leaning against it and gaining strength. A red layer covered his body. Neil tried to touch his shoulder but ended up with two scorched fingers. Alec was about to boil, almost exploding, not resisting the lava that ran through his veins. 
 
    "We have... We have... We have to get out of here fast. I can’t control. It's too hot inside of me. I need to release this. If you do... make them with you, they will burn." Alec said, dizzy, not seeing anything in front of him but flames snaking from side to side. 
 
    "Glad you'll let me know," James said sarcastically, punching the wall with his fists protected by the light, "Do something!" He yelled, each punch hitting harder. Blood flowed through his fingers, and they were scorched. 
 
    What was left of the clothes clung to the sweaty bodies? They had retreated and touched each other, the moisture changing their bodies, water dripping from their hair. Lucian threw ice stalagmites but was not strong enough to even cause a hole in the barrier. They were numb, numb with the rise in temperature and the fever that kept them from thinking until the end. 
 
    "We're going to die here if we don’t find a solution," Neil said, kneeling, choking on the smoke, his mouth trying to compensate for what couldn’t breathe through his nose and body pulling out of his feet so his lungs could still resist. 
 
    "What if we all attacked at the same time?" Max said, looking around, "There's no other way. Let's focus all attacks on one point. There." He added and pointed forward. 
 
    The witch watched them, laughing, sometimes looking back and watching the battle unfold. She wrapped one of the strands of hair around her wrinkled, wrinkled skin and flung himself into the fights of others, knocking down dozens of soldiers at once. Eva's army was at an end. No matter how many they knocked down, there seemed to be always more to defeat and stronger and stronger. The armor was destroyed, made into pieces of metal in mere seconds. Some burned within them, screaming in pain and so many others were simply pierced from one end to the other. They fell round on the floor, their foreheads crashing to the ground and standing there. The ground received them willingly and the worms took advantage of the new food. 
 
    "Well, we don’t have another solution," James said, taking a deep breath and finally coughing. Max patted him on the back until he calmed down, "We better do this now. Lucy, you can’t use that attack you used? "He said, his voice coming out thinner than usual. 
 
    "Unfortunately not. I still don’t know how I did it. But that's not why I'm not going to contribute! "She said, her shiny green hands as well, her arms supported by trunks enveloping them, flowers blooming to the surface. 
 
    "Are they all ready?" Max asked. 
 
    Alec stepped back, giving space to his friends to try their luck. Self-control escaped through his fingers. Never before had his body reached such a serious point, on the verge of the temperature being higher than he could stand, so close to the inside of it that it burned. It was no longer sweat that ran down his body, it was water that his body evaporated. He tried to fight against the infamous destiny that he used, fighting to the end, but his future was in the hands of his friends. 
 
    "You can do it," Alec said, the gargantuan burning at every word said. 
 
    "It’s our time now!" James said, "Time to show what we really are worth!" He said, letting out a scream that overcame the walls of flames. 
 
    Ghost whipped the wall with his metal wires, and Lucy imitated him with his trunks, using the energy of the forest to make them fat. More and thicker they crashed against the burning wall, burning and being replaced by other trunks in order to commit suicide by the princess. Lucian kept the previous attack, and the hope itself drove the attacks, stronger and stronger, the sharp point breaking the walls like glass. 
 
    "We are succeeding. James, help! "Lucy said, her hands shaking. 
 
    "What do they think they're doing boys?" The sorceress said, "They'll never leave. BURN! "He shouted. The temperature of the flames rose, the sparks hitting the ground inside the cage. 
 
    "Don’t stop now. We can do it! "Max said, feeling useless, unable to help. She was at Alec's side, trying to heal him, but there was no use. He brought his hand to Alec's forehead. It burned with fever, her cheeks flushed and her lips thickening. 
 
    James was still standing. Eyes closed and fists next to the body. I wanted to be the hero, the person who saves everyone even when the claws of death are already around the bodies. He drained all the energy in his body, concentrated it on his right wrist, and placed his left foot in front of his right. He took a deep breath. He ignored everything around him-the heat, the frightened voices, the attacks to be swallowed by the fire, some knocking on the wall, breaking a few inches, and the body-pounding pains, with no force on his legs to keep them a foot. Her fist glowing like never before and the lights expanding all over her arm. 
 
    "Gold Fist!" He shouted with what was left of his hoarse voice. He rocked back as if about to throw a ball at super-sonic speed and fired with all the energy he had accumulated toward the exact spot on the wall that was in danger of breaking, such a glass with a risk in the middle, sensitive to any touch. 
 
    "Don’t stop now!" Max shouted. He also asked Alec to take only a few more seconds. 
 
    His fingers were pinned to the ground so that the fire slipping through them didn’t reach his friends. He shook his head, and some of his hair loosened, turning to fire, melting as they danced in the air until they finally landed on the floor. 
 
    The young men didn’t stop trying to force their way out. The attacks continued. They rejected the pains in the joints of the hands, in the hinges of the arms and even the filaments in the ankles that seemed to detach. The flames faded. They could now see the ruined city, the broken roofs, the houses collapsing, and the soldiers on either side falling to the ground. James noticed Molly in the distance, fighting a man twice her size, both in height and body. She didn’t back down and showed no fear. On the contrary, he threw himself with claws and shamelessly, wounding him on his arms and legs and punching his body, holding them without pain, even if his HP dropped 20 points each time he was hit. 
 
    "One last effort," Lucian said, raising his hand, clenching his fists until his bones cracked, and firing ice spurts against the wall. His eyes were even bluer than usual, with white specks similar to those of his spirit animal. 
 
    Finally, the flames dissipated, and freedom welcomed them. A light breeze that caressed their faces, the love of nature contrasting with the violence in front of them. 
 
    "I'm so sick of you young people. I just have to spare two of you, but the rest can burn in the hell of my flames.” She said, eyes bulging, laughing as if there was no tomorrow. More than that, she wanted there to be no one for 5 of the young. He bit his lower lip. He licked the blood, and let it run down the back of his throat. 
 
    Contrary to what happened in Drexus, this time it was not just his attack that increased. All statuses have increased by more than 50 points. His face was rejuvenated and his muscles thickened. He grew younger, stronger, and even his hair had regained the red color of a time that should have stayed in the past, but it seemed to have arrived there. Young people couldn’t believe it. Unbelievers, with mouths open and biting the inside of their lips, had no idea how they would beat her. Alec was still breathing hard, panting, struggling for the temperature inside him to come down and he could help his friends. 
 
    "Playtime is over," the wizard said. Her voice soft, youthful even in the way she walked. From the palm of both hands came dozens of flaming swords. They rose in the air, facing the young. They glowed in orange and reddish tones and turned toward them. 
 
    Blackness seized the woman's eyes. Whatever she was now was no longer the person she had been before. The personality had been pushed into a safe in the confines of her being, and now she acted as the very darkness, not afraid to die or to kill. He ordered the swords to burn them alive, the flames to burn them so that she could rejoice in her weeping and despair. They started, raising dust all around, tearing through the air, the flames burning oxygen. 
 
    The youngsters, already almost without strength, used what was left to them to deviate or to avoid being punched by them. Clothes were plucked, cut, burned, as were the bodies that were torn apart, and branded with iron to burn. None of them could stand upright. Max no longer had the energy to heal anyone, and the medicine bottle pouch was far away. Eva was still a few feet away, unconscious and with a trace of saliva running down her chin. The rest of the soldiers were busy, fighting for their lives and those of the people. The group was confined to that space and depended only on themselves. 
 
    James got up, one knee on the floor and the other arched and shaking, "No. We will not give up. Don’t even think that, old lady! We're not done yet!” He shouted, spitting grasshoppers to the ground, almost voiceless before finishing the sentence. 
 
    "But don’t you ever shut up? I'm tired of hearing you, you annoying worm. Die! "The sorceress shouted. A sword similar to the previous ones, but larger, left the palm of her hand. She pointed it at James and dropped her hand, tossing the sword toward the boy's chest. It blazed the air ahead, leaving behind a trail of fire. 
 
    Seconds seemed minutes to James. He watched the sword draw closer to him, fear rising in his throat, unable to speak, his insides tightening in his stomach as he saw life about to end, with nothing to do. They had told him that life passed before their eyes when death knocks at the door, but he closed them. He didn’t want to see the past when he knew he had no future. 
 
    Nothing happened. Too quiet. No one said anything and he felt no pain. She opened her eyes and felt herself. There was no new mark or wound. Her lips folded, smiling for surviving. He looked around and was surprised by the look of his friends. No one shared his joy. On the contrary, tears streamed down their faces and their eyes flickered, refusing to believe what they saw in front of him. So did he. The image in front of him was automatically stuck in his memory to never leave. Neil, kneeling on the floor, the sword pierced across his chest, the flame burning his clothing and his skin around, disintegrating and falling from his body like putrid ash. Blood flowed down his mouth, dripping from his clothes and splitting into two threads as he passed by the sword. No one had a pragmatic reaction. They watched their friend flee in blood, their brains still processing what was happening. It took a few seconds for James to crawl across the floor and reach Neil. 
 
    "You fucking idiot. What the fuck do you think you're doing?? What did you do? Idiot!" James screamed, his voice hoarse, holding his friend in his arms, struggling not to burst into tears. 
 
    "Tell ..." Neil started but had to stop. He spat a ball of blood to the ground, and leaned forward, his body saying goodbye to life, "Tell my father... Tell him I hope I made him proud and thank all of them for me, James. Thank you.” Neil said, the black in his eyes fading. 
 
    The witch looked at him and laughed at the sight of him dying. He jumped in the same spot, waving his arms up and down, celebrating his feat. Lucy ran to Neil and hugged him from the side. His weeping tormented everyone's head, every tear and every shoving upward making the situation even more real. 
 
    "No, Neil. Please don’t. We've come too far to let you go. Don’t even think about it!" She was saying, her heart quivering, wanting to leap out of her mouth and cheeks aching with such force to stop crying," Please.” 
 
    "I don’t have the strength anymore. Sorry to leave you like this. Maybe we'll see each other again.” Neil whispered. It was his last words before closing his eyes. His HP hit 0 and his heart stopped. His head fell to his left shoulder and his body rocked forward. James and Lucy grabbed him, both crying, bodies trembling, pain being their mate. 
 
    Alec and Lucian got up and armed with rage both launched a joint attack. The fire swirled around the ice spear and drove at high speed against the sorceress. She laughed and stopped their attack with only one hand. A crack in the head that made their last effort evaporate, giving way to an even stronger laugh. It would not stop. Her voice came into their brains and from there she didn’t go out. Constant, annoying, like an unwanted passenger who disturbs the peace and never leaves. 
 
    "It's just this? One is gone, let's go to the rest," she said, but before she could approach, something grabbed her feet, immobilizing them. She looked down. Trunks tightened around her ankle, trapping her, and growing, climbing up her body. She tried to pull his foot off the ground but he couldn’t. He tried to burn the logs, but it was useless. 
 
    "It's over," Lucy said. She was still holding Neil, but something had changed. The air around her was electrified. Tears in the sky itself, inconstant shocks around her, and she wrinkled her nose, opening her eyes until her eyelids nearly turned completely. 
 
    "Lucy, what are you doing?" Alec said, completely cheated, and only a small tear of cloth left. 
 
    "They went too far. It's time to end this. That's enough," Lucy said, handing Neil's body into James's arms, and rising. 
 
    The tears changed color. The transparent was now black that came down her face and her hair spread through the air, fluttering as if gravity were something of the past. Also, the eyes lost their light color and became a house of chaos. The thoughts of pain and revenge have unleashed a power never before revealed. Something that was beyond her control, something that came from her family tree and that she had never really reached; the breaking point when she no longer cared to lose control in return for the pleasurable satisfaction of seeing someone suffer. Neil could be dubbed a zero patient. The first to have such a big impact on her that the darkness came out to play, like a demon that after 19 years of life saw the chains that were holding it to fade and the doors behind which it was opening. Her stats skyrocketed, rising by the hundreds. 
 
    "What is happening? What do you think you're doing as a child? "The sorceress asked, more and more distressed, watching the trunks seize her body. She had already lost his legs, his arms and up her neck. 
 
    "Good-bye," Lucy said. She clenched his fist and turned it, and so did the logs. 
 
    They clung to the witch's neck and squeezed it, stifling it, until she lost consciousness and her HP came down. Her body was laced until blood covered the brown. 
 
    "Lucy, stop it. We can’t be like them!" Alec shouted. He got up to try to stop it, but also his feet were held by logs. She, or whatever dominated her, didn’t want to be interrupted. 
 
    "Too late," she said, seeing the witch's neck snap. She didn’t blink or smile. There were no emotions in her face and she had stopped crying. 
 
    The trunks returned to earth and the witch's body fell to the ground. Dead, returning to its original form. She lost her life and with it, the youth was gone. Lucy didn’t stop there. She raised his hands and whispered something imperceptible. In a few minutes, sharp logs pierced the heart of all Christopher's soldiers. They appeared from the ground without warning, and a hole was opened in their chests. It was all so fast that they didn’t have time to avoid it or even to try to stop it. She looked like her grandfather. The sleeping darkness had awakened. Alec wondered if she had been born that way, or if her parents had erased her memory after some experience of her grandfather. He didn’t know anything, and when he thought he knew he was wrong. 
 
    As soon as the opposing army was wiped out, Lucy fell to the ground, unconscious, and lay there. The trunks returned to the earth, taking some of the bodies with them. A consolidation premium for the work done. They sucked on their nutrients, feeding their mortal bodies. The fight was over. Some soldiers lay on the ground and others embraced, celebrating the victory. Most removed the armor and looked at the approaching sun on the horizon. The day was still halfway through, but the damage done in the city would take months to arrange - dozens of houses to build, streets to be cleaned, and fear in people, available to be awakened to any strange noise in the middle of the night. 
 
    "He ... he's gone" James said, still with Neil in his hands. 
 
    No one smiled for surviving. There were no celebrations on the part of the group, not even a mere smile. Some of them had been there. The most honest part, grounded on earth, had said goodbye. Not being able to say goodbye to everyone, unable to show her father how far she had come, unable to kiss Lucy's sweet lips. 
 
    Max clutched at Ghost, crying compulsively in the chest that beat for him. Not knowing how to make it all better, the boy, once rejected by everyone, cradled him in his arms without saying a word. He was struggling, in his own way, to show that he was willing to show the emotions left to the boy with glasses before him. Lucian let his spirit animal leave. The wolf roared in the wind, this time the fruit of his displeasure at the world. He too understood and could feel the pain of seeing one of his forever with his eyes closed. Lucian caressed his hair, leaning against him, hiding the tears he was trying so hard not to fall. It hurt the whole area under his eyes so hard to not show how weak it was. James laid Neil's body on the floor and drew the sword from his chest. The flame had already faded, the fierce marks remaining in the boy's skin. Alec stood, staggering to Neil's body. She lay down next to him and closed her eyes. He kissed her forehead and whispered in her ear, 
 
    "Your father will know what you have done for us. Promise. Everyone will hear of Neil, the ninja who laid down his life for his friends." 
 
    Molly ran through the main square, now an open ground without parallel or adjacent streets, and didn’t stop until she reached Eve. She used what was left of her energy to give her enough strength to open her eyes and be able to stand. 
 
    "What ... what happened here?" She asked, "Where's Christopher?" He added. There was fear in his voice, his eyes wandering around, seeing dozens of dead all of them with bifurcated chests. 
 
    "It's a long story," Molly replied, "Rest. I think we have time for that now." 
 
    Grant and Alice were within feet of them, kissing each other, hugging each other, joining the celebrations of the remaining soldiers. They raised Grant and threw it into the air, while they sang songs of victory, with choruses and harmonies that were in the head. 
 
    Still, the group remained quiet. The temperature rose. The shadows of the armor scattered on the floor. There was still a world to save and secrets to be revealed, but the reaper had taken one of them with him. From that moment, everything would be for Neil. The courage that would keep them standing, the desire for revenge that would fortress them, the sadness that would open doors to Christopher's phrases. A premature end. A goodbye thrown to the winds without anyone catching it. 
 
    "It's my fault," James said, interrupting the solemn silence. 
 
    Alec punched him in the left cheek. James didn’t respond. He put his hand on his face and touched it several times until he realized he was sore. 
 
    "Never say that again! He didn’t give his life for you to blame yourself. He gave it so that you could be James forever. Without giving up. Always wanting more, going beyond our limits until we defeat Christopher. ”Alec said, his voice filled with emotion, trembling like someone who plays piano for fear of missing each key. 
 
    He got up once more and walked over to Lucy. He held her by the legs and head and carried her to the group. Her HP was at 30. She had a low, almost inaudible breath, but she was alive. 
 
    "Max, can you?" He asked, laying her down carefully. 
 
    "I don’t have much energy, but I'll do what I can," he said and moved closer. 
 
    He placed his hands on her forehead and a yellow light flashed over her. Her HP rose to 60, but she remained unconscious. It seemed not to be there, present in the same place as they, as if she had sunk in herself and needed to swim to the exit, despite the chains that pushed her against the rocks. 
 
    "Now we can only wait," he said, his cheeks red as well as his eyelids from crying. 
 
    They stayed there. Lying on the ground, uneducated about the adventures that awaited them, not knowing how to process what had happened. No one close to them had ever died, much less so close to them, so seconds away from them. The bodies, so broken, almost unable to cry for their friend, did what they could to put up with. Here lay their hope. A day so strong and in seconds decimated. They had no desire to save other people, no one else had to succumb so violently as if they were nothing more than a mere body to be killed. The day ended there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter XXVIII 
 
      
 
    10 days had passed since the fateful day. Neil was buried in the green fields where the medical couple lived. The funeral only counted with the group. They thanked everyone for their concern and willingness to participate, but they asked for privacy. Hours passed around the camp, recalling moments together and funny stories. The waves of laughter wiped away the sadness. The tears were of joy and the pains of both laughing. Molly made flowers of all colors born around the place - red and white roses, sunflowers as yellow as the sun, and lilac, black, and even blue flowers. Some of which they had never seen before, and others that Alec only had heard of in his mother's stories in the making of her perfumes. They spent the day there. No one wanted to leave, say goodbye and go on new adventures knowing he would not be there for a friendly word or a motivational phrase. In the moonlight, they embraced each other and snuggled up by heating themselves over an improvised bonfire and a starry sky. Death dazzled in the moonlight and delighted in it. 
 
    "Lyuna awaits us," James said, his eyes on the moon. 
 
    "Lucy, are you ready?" Alec asked. He was still standing behind her, but he knew it was not the right time for this conversation. 
 
    "I want to know the truth. What my grandfather did, why is he like that, what I am. I need it. Neil may not be here any longer, but I know he'll support me the same.” She said, bursting into tears as soon as the boy's name came out of her mouth," I'm sorry to have hidden everything. I should not have done it! " 
 
    "It is past. But ... if we are to continue together, honesty and trust is our greatest asset. No secrets, understood? "Alec said to him, speaking calmly, not wanting to make matters worse. 
 
    Everyone agrees. James asked Max if he and Ghost would join them in the adventure. 
 
    "I suppose so?" Max threw the question into the air, and before he answered he looked at Ghost. 
 
    "If you will. I'm going wherever you go. You saved my life, now I will save yours.” Ghost answered him. The emotion showed in the words contrasted with her face, as always pale and without a smile or a frown. 
 
    "Let's go then. I have always heard that the library of Lyuna was one of the greatest and best of all kingdoms and cities. Maybe I could just stand there and do some research on what they told me about the chips and even if there are reports of the darkness taking over someone else, "Max said, his eyes glittering with the idea of getting lost in books. 
 
    "Yes, we have a great collection. I will also ask my parents to allow you access to the forbidden part of the general public.” Lucy said, wiping the tears on the sleeve of the coat that had been wrapped around her, which Eva had offered. 
 
    All of their clothes had been offered by the kingdom of Relics. A party had also been given in their honor for the help and services rendered, as well as to thank Lucy for having finalized the battle. She had rejected it several times but eventually agreed when Alice told her it was a deed of value and should be celebrated. However, inside, she blamed herself for everything that had happened. She knew they had only attacked the town because they were there and, after all, Christopher was her grandfather and was willing to kill everyone except for her. She couldn’t shake the voice that whispered in her ear, "It's your fault." She ended up yawning and everyone did the same. 
 
    They fell asleep shortly thereafter. They had taken sleeping bags, food, and bottles of water as if they were already planning to spend the night there.  
 
    Two days passed before they returned to Relics. They had rested, recovered energies and even caught some sun. Neil's memory was still fresh in his memories, but they were learning to live with his presence only in memories. 
 
    When they arrived, the sun was not yet born, Eva was waiting for them along with Grant, Alice, and Molly and had a brown bag at her feet. The others had three backpacks on their backs and useful clothing for long and cold distances – sweatshirts, hot pants and coats hanging on their shoulders. Behind them, dozens of men were already putting their hands to work and working together to raise the city once more.  
 
    "Good morning young people. The three of them will go with you. We cannot risk having you getting caught on the way to Lyuna. The odes are as high as ever and as soon as it is known, and it is if the news has not already reached Christopher, he will come after you, Lucy. Now that you know your power, he will not leave you alone.” Eva told them without even catching her breath. She wore dark glasses, but the dark circles were so dark that it was impossible to hide them. She had not slept in two days. She was still crying for her eldest companion, Lomi, and in the rest of her spare time organized the reconstruction of the city, “Also, I had a few guards search for weapons and items on Chris’ soldiers and we got a decently sized loot. Feel free to grab something” 
 
    James bit his lip and was about to reject Grant's coming when Alec stopped him. 
 
    "She's right. All the help is needed, and it will be useful in case we are ambushed.” Alec told him softly so that the rest would not hear," If he touches her in front of us will suffer the consequences. Don’t think that just by accepting his presence, I will accept everything coming from him as they do here.” 
 
    "We're understood then," James replied. 
 
    There was no morning excitement or provocation like the day they met. They had seen and felt the seriousness of the situation. They grew overnight and couldn’t now turn back. The only road ahead was the future, and it was not certain that the stones in their way would serve to build it if they weren’t able to hold them. 
 
    They went to the bag and, one by one, searching for items that suited them. Alec took a red, fire-resistant cloak that offered an extra 40 points to the defense, and set them on his shoulders, and tightened around his neck. Lucian contented himself with a ring that had a white gem in the center, three times more powerful than the one that had been given to him in Drexus. At last, he wielded a sharp two-edged sword and placed it in its brown scabbard. 
 
    The remaining members of the group followed. Lucy grabbed by a light wooden wand, as potent in defense as in attack, while James's eyes flashed as he held up gloves where the joints between his fingers bulged and lightened the blood in that area for an attack with a bigger impact. Max found nothing that suited him, and Ghost, somewhat hesitant to be offered something, accepted only a few new black shoes with two orange arrows on either side. 
 
    "We also have food and medicine bottles in our backpacks. We're ready.” Molly told him and walked over to Alec," Whenever you want, "she said, her shoulders narrow as stakes holding a sign. 
 
    "Ah, before you go ... take this. You'll need it.” Eve said and handed Alice a map. 
 
    A new adventure was about to start. They left their adolescence and childhood dreams on their past. The peace in the world had seen its end in that soil where they stepped and would extend to the whole continent. They knew something new awaited them, but they had no idea of the danger that followed them closely. Darkness was walking beside them, and they were unaware of it, that someone among them was not one of them. Someone had a knife with Lucy’s name nailed on the blade. The walk began silently, as they descended the mountain that they had worked so hard to climb. 
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 Stats 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Alec 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Mage 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: Fire 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 300/300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 200 + 35 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 170 + 40 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 210 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 210 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire ring + 35 attack (+25 in hot places) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hellish Cloak + 40 defense 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  James 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Warrior 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: Light 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 325/325 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 225 + 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 150 + 25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 175 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lightning Gloves + 30 attack 
  
     
 
      
      	  Armor Plume: + 25 defense 
    
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lucian 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Mage 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: Ice 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 400/400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 270 + 35 + 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 175 + 20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 230 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items: 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Ice Ring + 35 attack + 20 defense 
 
      Double-edged sword + 30 attack 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lucy 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Mage 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: Earth 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 400/400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 190 + 30 + 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 220 + 25 + 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 150 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 190 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items: 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      Pending terrestrial muse +30 attack 
 
      Boreal armor +40 defense 
 
      Wooden Hand +30 defense + 30attack 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
    
    
    
    
    
  Max 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: Healer 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialization: None 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 370/370 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attack: 50 + 20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defense: 130 + 20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 70 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 120 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Force Bracelet +20 attack 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Wand + 20 defense (increases healing powers) 
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