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Chapter 3: Wandering Spirit

I drift through endless space, watching time flow like sand. I've seen countless stars born and die as the universe grows ever larger. What began after Fathers, Zeros great sacrifice has become galaxies full of life, each carrying a tiny piece of the being who saved everything.

I move between stars like a thought without a home. I'm not solid, but not completely see-through either, something in between. I don't remember where I came from, only that I've always been watching, always been apart from everything else. Always alone.

They call me Blook. I don't recall who gave me that name or when I started wearing this fedora hat that sits tilted on my ghostly head. My hat stays put even though the rest of me seems to fade in and out depending on who's looking and how the light hits me.

I travel through space with nowhere to be and all of time to get there. I've seen worlds begin and end, watched life grow from nothing and return to dust. I'm always watching, never joining in - truly a ghost.

"Another galaxy," I whisper as I float into a spiral of stars that somehow feels both new and familiar. My voice sounds hollow, like wind blowing through old ruins. "More lives that will never know I'm here."

Loneliness follows me everywhere, more real than I am. Long ago, I tried to talk to the living beings I found. It always ended badly - with fear, confusion, or worst of all, with blank stares from those who couldn't see me at all. I gave up and accepted my role as the watcher, the audience to a play where no one knows I'm in the theater.

But something keeps me going, stops me from fading away like everything else does eventually. Some purpose buried deep inside that I can't explain. So I keep moving, carried by space winds and my own curiosity.

"I am the witness," I sometimes tell the emptiness between stars. "I am the memory. I am the ghost who watches."

Space never answers back.
I stopped expecting it to long ago.

In what living beings would later call year 3X - a name that makes me smile because it tries to measure endless time - I find myself near a small blue-green planet circling an ordinary yellow sun.

"Earth," I say, feeling the word as I get closer to this world buzzing with life. Something about this planet pulls at me, touches some forgotten memory. It calls to me unlike any place before.

I sink through the sky, my ghostly form passing easily through the layers of air that would burn up solid things. Below me spreads the planet - vast waters, lands shaped by time, swirling weather patterns. And everywhere, life - growing and thriving in every corner of this world.

What amazes me most as I float lower isn't the land itself, but the harmony between two different kinds of thinking beings living here. Humans, with their soft bodies and strong wills, have built homes that work with the land - clusters of stone temples and wooden houses arranged to match the flow of natural energy. Though simple, their buildings show deep wisdom, with stone towers that track stars and open spaces where they share stories.

Living alongside humans are beings of a completely different kind - monsters of every shape and form. Some look like animals that can think like people, others like living elements with minds and personalities. Fire creatures work huge forges inside mountains; giant snake-like beings with jewel-like scales guard rivers; walking skeletons with glowing eyes keep libraries carved into cliffs.

"Amazing," I murmur as I watch humans and monsters trading goods and ideas with equal excitement in a busy marketplace. "Two completely different kinds of beings sharing one world without fighting."

In one village built near a spring, a human child plays beautiful music on a flute while a monster made of flickering flame dances perfectly in time, creating light patterns that tell stories on stone walls. Nearby, a water monster helps human farmers water their fields, the monster's body becoming the very channels that feed the crops.

These people haven't built a world of machines and technology. Instead, they've grown in spirit and magic. Humans, with their knack for change and adaptation, have created rich systems of leadership and art. Monsters, naturally connected to magic and each with unique skills, have deep knowledge of how the world truly works. Together, they've made a society that values both thinking and feeling, strength and kindness.

"They've done what so many worlds never manage," I say to myself as I glide unseen through a temple where humans and monsters sit quietly together before a carved altar showing the soul. "Balance."

As I always do, I watch without stepping in. I see seasonal celebrations where humans and monsters honor the turning of great cosmic wheels. I observe elders teaching children, tribes forming and changing, and individual lives playing out their small dramas against bigger events. I pass through rooms where both human and monster midwives welcome babies with ancient songs, and through sacred groves where they bury their dead with equal respect no matter what kind of being they were.

For the first time in my endless life, I don't want to leave. This world, with its simple wisdom and harmony between different beings, has become something dangerous to me - something like home.

"Maybe," I tell the setting sun after seven hundred days on Earth, "I could stay a bit longer. Just to see what becomes of them."

Years pass. I remain, my fedora-topped form moving between continents and cultures, soaking in the endless variety this dual civilization offers. Most can't see me - I'm as invisible to them as stars slowly moving or continents gradually shifting. But sometimes, a human child with special awareness will look right at me with wide, wondering eyes, or a monster naturally tuned to spirit energy will follow my movements with curious acceptance.

These brief connections keep me going through the loneliness that never truly leaves me.

Stories begin to spread about me in some places - whispered tales of the ghost with the fedora who appears during important moments. Some elders call me a messenger from the stars, others a guardian of balance, others just a curious watcher of key events. Monster scholars include me in their books of spirits, noting how I don't follow the usual rules for ghostly beings. I find these stories amusing, if not quite right. I'm no messenger or protector - just a witness to the endless, fascinating show of life.

Or so I believe, until darkness comes to Earth.

It starts subtly - light growing thin in certain sacred places, shadows staying too long after sunset. Soon it becomes something you can see: a mist creeping along the ground like searching fingers, swallowing light instead of reflecting it. Humans notice it first in their dreams, sharing nightmares of emptiness and being cut off from others. Monsters sense it through their natural connection to the magic flowing through the world - a flow now carrying notes of discord and decay.

I, with my broader view than any Earth dweller, recognize it for what it is: a basic disturbance in reality itself. This is no natural event, but a corruption - a hungry force feeding on the very essence of life.

"Despair made real," I murmur as I watch the mist surround a small village, leaving both humans and monsters empty-eyed in its wake. "It finds the dark places in the heart and makes them grow until nothing else remains."

For the first time since arriving on Earth, I feel something beyond curiosity or distant caring. I feel worried - deeply worried about the fate of this world and its people. These beings, with their brief, bright lives and remarkable harmony, have become more than just subjects of my watching. They've become something I can't bear to lose.

But what can a ghost do against a force that eats away at the living from within?




[ Through the eyes of a phantom. ]




Chapter 4: Will of The Weak

What I hadn't seen anywhere else in the cosmos, I learned about here on Earth - a force that surpasses even my own strength. The drive to survive.

I floated behind a wooden cart as people ran right through me, fleeing from that terrible being. I felt so powerless. How ironic - a being like me, doing nothing to help what I care about. I grabbed my fedora and held it tight against my chest, something wet covering my face even though I have no real tears.

Despair was gripping even my ghostly soul.

But then I saw them - a human and a monster not running from the darkness, but facing it head-on. I didn't understand.

GBR: I've gotten so rusty after all this time.

The human said, stretching his arms.

LCF: Same here, Gabby.
GBR: Thought I told you to stop calling me that.
LCF: You did.
GBR: And?
LCF: I'll stop when you don't call me Lucy.
GBR: Fair enough.

The two stretched and patted each other on the back before gripping their weapons tight. The human, wearing white cloth made from clean leather, ran his gentle fingers along the edge of his blade - a thin sword called a rapier. His entire presence gave off a calming sense of peace, as if everything would be okay.

The monster wore black torn clothes and spun two axes around his hands. He was the complete opposite - where the human brought calm, this one radiated chaos and wild energy.

I heard someone yelling to others while running away, shouting the names of the two brave fighters in front of me.

BLK: Gabriel and Lucifer.

I whispered to myself.

BLK: What perfect names.

I watched as the two moved forward, and the darkness seemed to respond to them. The mist began to stop spreading and gathered toward them instead, taking the shape of a human-like creature. It dropped down toward the pair, spreading its arms with a wide, terrible grin.

VTH: And what do we have here?

The dark being asked, its voice like grinding stone.

Gabriel and Lucifer shared a knowing look before turning to face their enemy.

LCF: Who the hell are you?
VTH: Your worst nightmare, Vazroth.
GBR: Too long.

Gabriel said calmly.

GBR: Is it okay if I call you Vazzy?

Lucifer tried to hold back his laughter.

VTH: Call me whatever you want.

Vazroth snarled.

VTH: Because soon enough, THERE'LL BE NOTHING LEFT OF THIS WORLD!

A crushing wave of dark energy washed over Gabriel and Lucifer. They gripped their weapons tighter but didn't back down.

The fight began without warning. Vazroth lunged forward with inhuman speed, his fists crackling with dark energy. Gabriel barely dodged to the side as a punch meant for his head whistled past his ear. The force of the missed blow created a crater in the ground behind him.

Lucifer spun his axes and charged from the left, but Vazroth caught one axe handle in his bare hand, the metal groaning under his grip. Dark orbs began forming around his free hand - spheres of pure darkness that pulsed with destructive power.

GBR: Duck!

Both warriors dropped low as Vazroth hurled the orbs over their heads. The spheres exploded against the buildings behind them, leaving gaping holes in solid stone walls. The air filled with dust and the smell of burned rock.

Gabriel rolled forward and thrust his rapier toward Vazroth's chest, but the dark being twisted away and backhanded him across the jaw. Gabriel flew several feet before hitting the ground hard.

LCF: Gabriel!

Lucifer roared, his flames burning brighter with anger. Vazroth laughed as more dark orbs formed around him, at least a dozen this time.

VTH: Is this really the best this pathetic world can offer?

But Gabriel was already back on his feet, wiping blood from his mouth.

GBR: Lucy, remember the old times?
LCF: How could I forget?

Lucifer grinned, his skeletal face somehow managing to look excited. They moved like they'd fought together for years. Gabriel darted left while Lucifer went right, forcing Vazroth to split his attention. The dark being hurled orbs at both of them, but they weaved between the explosions with practiced ease.

Gabriel's rapier flashed in precise strikes, keeping Vazroth's hands busy blocking while Lucifer's axes came from unexpected angles. For a moment, it seemed like they had the upper hand. Then Vazroth caught Gabriel's blade in his palm and squeezed. The metal shrieked and began to crack.

VTH: Impressive, but not enough.

Dark energy erupted from his body in all directions. Gabriel and Lucifer were thrown backward, their weapons scattered. As they struggled to stand, Vazroth began gathering the largest orb yet - this one the size of a cart wheel, swirling with enough darkness to level the entire settlement.

I watched in horror, my ghostly form trembling. These two brave souls were about to die protecting everyone else, and I could do nothing but witness their destruction. The orb grew larger, and Vazroth's grin grew wider.

VTH: Time to end this charade.

He declared, raising the massive sphere above his head. Gabriel and Lucifer looked at each other one last time, bloodied but unbroken. Even facing certain death, they stood together, ready to make their final stand. I clutched my fedora tighter. There had to be something - anything - I could do.

The massive orb pulsed with dark energy above Vazroth's head, each heartbeat of the swirling sphere sending cracks through the earth. Trees bent away from its gravity. Buildings groaned. The air itself felt like it would shatter.

Gabriel and Lucifer stood their ground, but it was clear - they wouldn't survive this. And yet... neither moved.

GBR: Lucy...
LCF: Yeah?
GBR: You ever think we were meant for more than this?
LCF: grin Always.

Then it happened. A soundless ripple spread from their bodies. Not an explosion, not magic, not even light - something deeper. Something real. Their souls, bared to the universe. A sudden silence fell. Vazroth paused, the orb above him trembling slightly.

From Gabriel's body, a soft golden glow began to radiate, wrapping around him like threads of sunlight woven by divinity itself. His wounds vanished, his rapier reformed - not as steel, but as pure divine energy, elegant and unbreakable.

Lucifer arched his back as flames of blue-white fire erupted around him, his bones cracking and reshaping. His axes shattered and reformed into blazing sickles, forged from the chaotic heart of the cosmos. His eyes glowed with an untamed light.

VTH: What is this...?!
LCF: We remembered who we are.
GBR: And we remember why we fight.

The two stepped forward as one, and the pressure that once came from Vazroth now bent around them. The mist recoiled. The shadows whispered in fear. Vazroth hurled the orb. But it never touched them.

Gabriel raised a hand, and the orb stopped midair - suspended like a child's toy. Lucifer pointed a single clawed finger.

LCF: Boom.

The orb shattered into a million fragments of light.

VTH: No... NO! You shouldn't be able to—
GBR: We shouldn't be mortals either.
LCF: And guess what? We're not anymore.

The two surged forward, every strike now divine. Gabriel's movements were pure precision, like the will of fate itself. Lucifer's were untamed fury, the embodiment of primal creation and destruction. The battlefield sang with light and fire as Vazroth struggled to keep up, his once indomitable power now wavering. But they weren't trying to destroy him. They were holding him back - buying time.

That's when I realized...
This wasn't just their fight.
It was ours.

I floated there, stunned, heart hammering in a chest I didn't have. These two had become something more. Beyond fear. Beyond pain. Beyond death.

BLK: They're not just warriors anymore...

I whispered to the empty air.

BLK: They're gods.

But even gods couldn't stop the darkness alone. I could feel it - a balance. A deadlock. They were equal now. Gabriel and Lucifer, forged from soul and flame, and Vazroth, the embodiment of endless void.

I felt something stir inside me. Not a memory. Not a power. A choice. Something ancient turned its gaze to me. The universe itself paused, listening.

BLK: I don't want to watch anymore. I don't want to be a ghost... a shadow... a memory.

I dropped to my knees, gripping my fedora.

BLK: I offer myself. My eternity. My everything. Let me stand with them.

Silence. Then - A voice. It wasn't words. It was existence answering back. Do you accept what this means?

BLK: I do.

Light. Pain. Purpose.
My form began to solidify. Not flesh. Not spirit. Something new. My fedora glowed with markings older than time, and my eyes - eyes I hadn't had in centuries - burned with judgment.

I rose from the dust as my clothes reshaped into a long coat of spectral threads, stitched with truth and memory. In my right hand, a gavel formed - made not of wood, but of cosmic finality. And in my left, a scale that shifted and trembled, balancing mercy and wrath. The battle paused. All three turned to look at me.

GBR: The ghost from the legend..?
LCF: No... not anymore.

I stepped forward, voice ringing across the ruined battlefield.

BLK: This fight ends now. You've had your say.

The mist parted. The earth stilled.
Now it's time for mine.




[ Ascension. ]




Chapter 5: Two Centuries Later

Two hundred years had passed since the end of the world. Not its destruction - its transformation. Where fire once scorched the skies and darkness threatened to swallow all, now there were farms, libraries, and quiet breakfasts. And me? I was no one special. Not anymore. The year is 24X.

The morning crept in slow, like a story forgetting how it began. Light filtered through the trees in strands of gold, catching in the mist that danced between crooked rooftops. Wind chimes made of bones and feathers clinked softly as I stepped onto the porch of my little mossy cottage, tea in hand, robe dragging along the wooden floor.

Kids darted past, all squeals and wild energy, their horns and tails barely staying in line.

KID #1: Hi Mr. Blook!
KID #2: We found a book on forbidden shadow-baking!
BLK: sipping tea Put it back. The last one summoned a demon soufflé.

Laughter. Running feet. Peace.
The kind of peace that seeps into your bones until you forget you were ever part of something bigger. Something terrible. Something divine. The village was part of the monstertribe, tucked between whispering cliffs and glowing marshes. I liked it here. I kept records, ran story nights, and maintained the Hall of Forgotten Names. No one asked too many questions. And I never offered answers. Still... today felt off. Like the world was holding a secret just behind its smile.

I pushed it aside. Helped a ghostgirl find her birthday. Taught a cyclops how to juggle with one eye closed. Fixed a sentient scroll who kept trying to bite people.

Normal stuff.

The sun dipped. The sky turned deep violet, and the wind took on that hush it gets right before a storm or a miracle. I finished shelving a book older than the moon and headed home, my limbs humming with the soft ache of age - or memory. I slid under my quilt.

BLK: Just one night. One good sleep.

My eyes closed. And then... they opened. But not in my bed. The world was gone. I was lying on golden flowers, soft as whispers, each petal humming faint notes of a song I'd never heard but somehow knew. The field stretched across a floating island high above the clouds, and the sky was not blue but alive - ribbons of starlight danced overhead, forming symbols that flickered between languages lost and unborn. The air smelled like memory and lightning. I sat up slowly, my robe shifting into a tunic of white and silver thread. Before me stood two figures. One was wrapped in a radiant calm, light pulsing gently from his every motion. His eyes, golden and kind, held the weight of endless tomorrows. The other burned with wild grace, cloaked in living flame that laughed and snarled in the same breath. His smile was sharp, his aura louder than thunder.

GBR: You're awake.
LCF: Took you long enough.
BLK: groggy Did I die?
LCF: grinning Not yet.
GBR: But you are... between.

I blinked slowly. Around us, the clouds shifted to form visions - battles, births, entire cities blooming in seconds, before vanishing like dreams.

BLK: Right, it's been so long since I've seen you guys.

I stood now, feeling lighter. Realer. The field hummed louder as I moved.

BLK: But why now?
LCF: Because we have a request.
GBR: After we defeated Vazroth, we didn't kill him. We bound him.
LCF: Stripped of power, trapped in the only prison strong enough...
GBR: The one you once wielded.
LCF: A narrator.
BLK: You forced him to tell stories?
GBR: Eternal. Endless. A punishment fitting of his hunger for control.
LCF: Now he's a voice. Just a voice destined to one day narrate a story he chooses.

They looked at each other for a moment - divinity wrapped in old friendship.

GBR: We rose. Guardians of Earth. But we can't act directly anymore.
LCF: Too much light, too much fire - we'd shatter the balance.
GBR: So we need hands. Eyes. Hearts.
LCF: Fourteen of them.
GBR: Seven for me.
LCF: Seven for me.
GBR: Disciples. Not just warriors - people who embody what we can no longer touch.

They stepped forward, the field responding to their presence. Flowers turned toward them. The sky dimmed in reverence.

LCF: And we want you to find them.

I stared at them. Then slowly sat back down in the flowers.

BLK: You dragged me into the sky... through time and memory... again... for a fetch quest?
LCF: A sacred mission.
BLK: A divine errand.
GBR: A second chance to shape the future.

I sighed.

BLK: Fine, I'll do it, but no need to make it sound so important.

The wind picked up, a soft laugh hidden in its current.

BLK: But next time? Let me sleep first.

I leaned back, letting the flowers cradle me.




[ A favor for the roaming ghost. ]




Chapter 6: Virtues & Sins

The bell above the schoolhouse rang for the last time that morning. Inside, the students sat in a quiet circle, staring at the old ghost with the fedora and the long coat stitched with stars. His voice was gentle, but each word landed like stone on still water.

BLK: I'm leaving.

A single page fluttered from his desk - his letter of resignation, signed with a spectral thumbprint and sealed with ancient wax. The headmistress had read it twice. Three times, actually. Then cried into a pot of ink. Blook adjusted his hat, the gavel on his belt knocking softly against the desk as he moved.

BLK: I've got one last job to do. And it's gonna take me a while.

His students asked, "How long?"

BLK: Mm...

He paused, looking out the tall window where the clouds drifted lazy and slow over the hills.

BLK: A millennium. Give or take.

The class didn't know whether to cheer or cry. So they did both. He packed lightly. A journal that could never be filled. A cloak that whispered the names of the stars. A teacup that refilled itself when he was most in need. And of course... the fedora.

The village gathered to see him off. Little monsters waved hand-painted signs. Old friends offered apples, scrolls, and very confused hugs. He left at dusk. No fanfare. Just the crunch of leaves and the sound of his boots on dirt as he vanished into the woods. The world had changed in 200 years, but not enough. New cities had grown. Old legends had faded. Peace had made people forget what it cost. But the universe remembered. And so did he.

I walked for days. Over rivers that ran backwards. Through forests that whispered secrets in forgotten tongues. Across fields where time moved sideways. Every step led me further from who I had been, and closer to the stories that waited. Because this isn't just a tale about gods. Or monsters. Or even me. This is about fourteen souls. Some were born under dying stars. Some rose from ruin. Some laughed in the face of death - and others made deals with it. They do not yet know they've been chosen. They do not yet understand the shape of their fate. But they will.

BLK: Gabriel. Lucifer. You better know what you're doing.

The wind didn't answer. But it pushed me forward. And so I walk. A witness once more. To record. To remember. To guide. And when the time is right, to pass judgment - not as an enemy. Not as a savior. But as the one who knows how the story began.

I will tell you the stories of fourteen individuals,
each touched by the divine.
Each given a duty that does not end in death.
Each walking paths no map has ever dared to chart.

These fourteen souls will have their stories written and told, not in their name, but in the names of the seven Heavenly Virtues and the seven Deadly Sins.




[ This'll be a long journey, Blooky. ]




Chapter 7: Thread-Weaver

Two years since I'd left my teaching post. Two years of walking roads that bent like question marks and crossing rivers that flowed uphill when they felt like it. The world had grown stranger in my absence, or maybe I'd just forgotten how to see it through classroom windows.

I found her in the valley where the River Kyth carved lazy S-curves through hills that rolled like green blankets. Serene Waters, they called it. Population: whoever bothered to count last Tuesday.

The rumors had reached me three towns back.
"There's a girl there who delivers babies." An old merchant had said, polishing a brass compass that pointed to tomorrow instead of north.
"Never lost one. Not mother, not child.
Some say she can see their whole lives laid out like tarot cards."

But it was what he didn't say that made me pack my journal and start walking. The way his voice got quiet. The way he looked at his hands like they held secrets.

BLK: Hmm.

I found her cottage at the valley's heart. Stone walls. Herb garden that glowed just a little too green. Wind chimes that sang songs I'd heard in dreams I couldn't remember having. Through the window, I watched her work.

Aquila.
Twenty-something. Auburn hair braided back like rope. Hands that moved like they were conducting an orchestra only she could hear. But her eyes... her eyes were deep as wells and twice as knowing.

She knelt beside a birthing bed where a human woman pushed and breathed and cursed creatively in three languages. The husband - bark skin, amber eyes, gentle as morning rain - held her hand like it was made of spun glass.

AQL: Almost there, Marina. I can see the little one's head.

But I could see what the others couldn't. The baby's soul was heavy. Heavier than a newborn should carry. Weighted down with sorrows that hadn't happened yet, tragedies that would crush it before it learned to crawl. Aquila's hands began to glow. Silver light. Soft as starshine.

She didn't just deliver the baby. She balanced it.

I watched threads of fate flow through her fingers like silk made of moonbeams. She was weaving destinies, taking weight from where there was too much, giving it to where there was too little. Somewhere else in the valley, another child was being born - a baby whose soul was light as air, destined for a life of meaningless ease. Aquila connected them. Drew sorrow from one, gave purpose to the other. The heavy child would still face challenges, but not more than it could bear. The light child would still know joy, but would earn it. The baby cried.
Healthy. Strong. Balanced.

MAR: She's perfect.
AQL: She is.

But I heard the exhaustion in Aquila's voice. Every balance cost her something. She was burning her own candle to light others. For seven days, I watched her tend her invisible flock. She moved through the valley like a shepherd, visiting new mothers, making tiny adjustments to the spiritual equilibrium she maintained. A touch here. A whisper there. Small changes that would ripple outward into lives of appropriate struggle and appropriate reward. It wasn't flashy magic. To everyone else, she was just a skilled midwife with good instincts. But I could see destiny bending around her touch like light through water.

On the seventh day, twins were born to a serpent family. Scales that shifted colors with their moods. One twin destined for greatness but would die young. The other would live long but accomplish nothing. Aquila placed one hand on each baby. The silver light flowed between them like water finding its level. She gave the first twin longer life by taking away some of its destined glory. She granted the second twin moments of true achievement by accepting shorter years. Both would now live full, balanced lives.

When she finished, she swayed on her feet. I watched her press a palm to her forehead, fighting off a headache that came from holding the universe's scales in her bare hands.

BLK: Found you.

Aquila, the Life Weaver - Virtue of Balance. I whispered it to the wind, which carried my words nowhere and everywhere at once. The chain that keeps the world from flying apart or crushing inward. She held equilibrium in her gentle hands, spending herself so others could be whole. The first soul. Marked. Chosen. Ready.

BLK: Thirteen more to go.

I adjusted my fedora and turned away from the valley. The road stretched ahead like an unfinished sentence, waiting for me to write the rest of the story. Behind me, wind chimes sang lullabies to newborn dreams. Ahead, the universe held its breath. One more step toward whatever ending we were all walking toward together.




[ Hmm, whose voice did I hear just now? ]




Chapter 8: Demolitions' Expert

Seven years on the road. Seven years of following threads that led to dead ends and whispers that turned to smoke. The first had been easy - Balance in her valley, tending her scales with obsessive precision. She'd practically advertised herself with her perfectly maintained garden where every leaf had its place.

One soul found. Thirteen souls left to find. Six virtues, seven sins.

The second trail led me to Ironhold, a city built on the bones of older cities, where smokestacks reached toward heaven like metal prayers and the air tasted of coal and ambition. They called it the City of Progress. I called it loud. But I wasn't here for the city. I was here for the woman who was quietly tearing it apart with her bare hands.

BLK: Sienna Blackwood. The Awakened they whisper about in engineering circles. The one who makes buildings forget how to stand.

I found her name in a work order, but also in the margins of architectural journals. Theories about "structural decay acceleration" and "inexplicable material fatigue." Scientists trying to explain what happened when she touched things.

They had no idea.

The demolition contracts were just her day job. A way to use her gift legally, professionally. But I'd followed the real trail - the accidents, the mysterious collapses, the way old buildings seemed to give up their ghosts whenever she walked by.

I found her workshop on the city's edge, though "workshop" was generous. It looked more like a museum of endings. Pieces of buildings lined the walls like trophies - fragments of marble that had turned to sand, steel beams twisted into impossible spirals, wooden pillars that had aged decades in minutes.

She stood at a workbench, her hands hovering inches above a small architectural model. Not touching it. Never touching it unless she meant to.

Sienna Blackwood. Late twenties. Dark green hair pulled back in a practical bun. Work clothes that had seen actual work, but also work gloves that never came off. Even here, alone in her sanctuary, she kept her hands covered. But it was her eyes that caught me. Green like bottle glass. Beautiful. And completely empty of everything except hunger.

SNA: to the model You're beautiful. Perfect proportions. Elegant lines. Probably took weeks to build.

She flexed her fingers inside the gloves.

SNA: I could unmake you in seconds. Watch your little windows crack like eggshells. Feel your tiny foundation crumble to dust. See how long you'd last if I really tried.

The model sat there, pristine and doomed. She didn't touch it. Not yet. I watched her work for hours. She had other models - dozens of them. All untouched. All perfect. Her private collection of things she could destroy but chose not to. A gallery of restraint.

BLK: The ultimate temptation - A gift that could level cities, and she builds dollhouses just to feel the power of not using it.

The workshop walls were covered with newspaper clippings. "Master Architect Marcus Blackwood Unveils New Cathedral." "Blackwood's Bridge Connects Two Kingdoms." "The Visionary Behind Ironhold's Greatest Monuments."

And in smaller print: "Mysterious Structural Failures Plague Old District." "Century-Old Library Collapses Without Warning." "Engineers Baffled by Accelerated Decay."

Father builds. Daughter unmakes.
|Not with dynamite or wrecking balls, but with something far more intimate.

BLK: Daddy issues.

That evening, I followed her to the Harmony Theater. The building stood like a monument to better days, its marble facade catching the dying light. Beautiful. Doomed. Sienna approached slowly, reverently. She pulled off one glove, revealing a hand that looked perfectly normal. Pale. Slender. Artist's fingers. A hand that could age stone to dust.

SNA: to the building Sixty years of performances. All those voices, all that music, all those dreams echoing in your walls.

She placed her bare palm against the marble entrance. The stone began to weep. Not metaphorically. The marble actually wept - hairline cracks spreading like tears, moisture seeping from fissures that hadn't existed moments before. The building's death was beautiful, almost organic. Like watching a flower wilt in fast-forward.

SNA: Feel that? That's decades of weather in seconds. Centuries of erosion in minutes. I'm not destroying you - I'm just... speeding up the inevitable.

Her voice was soft, intimate. Like a lover whispering secrets. The building shuddered. Not from any external force, but from within. Its own materials betraying it, forgetting their strength, remembering only entropy.

SNA: Dad builds things to last forever. But I know the truth - nothing lasts forever. Nothing should. I just help things remember their mortality.

She moved her hand along the wall, leaving a trail of age in her wake. Paint peeled. Mortar crumbled. Metal oxidized instantly, decades of rust blooming like fast-growing flowers.

BLK: Why?

I whispered it to the wind. Not expecting an answer.

SNA: Because endings are honest.

Wait. She hadn't heard me at all. She was just... talking. To the building. To herself. To the empty air. Seven years of hunting souls had taught me to recognize the signs - the way people talked when they thought no one was listening. When loneliness had become so familiar it felt like conversation. She stepped back, her hand now gloved again. The building stood, but barely. Wounded. Dying slowly from her touch.

SNA: Dad's monuments are lies. Beautiful lies about permanence and legacy and things that matter. But everything ends. Everything falls apart. I'm just... honest about it.

She walked around the building, occasionally reaching out to brush a wall, a pillar, a window frame. Each touch was a small apocalypse. Stone aged to powder. Wood became dust. Glass grew cloudy with the weight of nonexistent years.

SNA: When I was little, I used to touch his models by accident. Watch them crumble in my hands. He thought I was clumsy. Destructive. A disappointment.

Her laugh was bitter as winter.

SNA: Took me years to realize I wasn't destroying anything. I was just... revealing what was always true. That everything he built was already broken. Already falling. I just helped it fall faster.

She placed both hands against the theater's main doors. The wood aged rapidly - paint cracking, surface weathering, until it looked like driftwood that had spent decades in the sun.

SNA: People think destruction is violent. Ugly. But look at this - isn't it beautiful? The way time works, the way everything returns to dust? I'm not a demolition expert. I'm a... temporal artist.

The doors opened at her touch, hinges rusting away to nothing. Inside, she moved through the theater like a ghost. Her hands trailed along seats, and they aged gracefully - leather cracking in elegant patterns, fabric fading to beautiful earth tones. The stage floor weathered to a silvery patina. The painted ceiling developed the kind of cracks that looked intentional, artistic.

SNA: Even this is too slow. Too gentle. Do you want to see what I can really do?

She pulled off both gloves. Placed her bare hands against the theater's central pillar. And let go. The pillar didn't just age - it experienced geological time. Stone became sediment became dust became memory. The change rippled outward, through the floor, up the walls, across the ceiling. Not violent collapse, but organic dissolution. Like watching a sand castle meet the tide. The theater died beautifully. Gracefully. Returning to the earth with dignity. When it was over, Sienna stood in a field of dust and memory, her hands uncovered, her face peaceful.

SNA: That's what I really am. Not a destroyer. Not a demolition expert. I'm an ending. A beautiful, necessary ending.

She looked at her bare hands with something like love.

SNA: And endings, when they're done right, are the most honest thing in the world.

She looked around the empty space where the theater had been, still talking to no one. Or maybe to everyone who'd ever listened to her father's speeches about permanence and legacy. The words of someone who'd been having this argument with ghosts for years.

BLK: The Sin of Ruin.

Two souls found. Twelve left to go. But this one... this one was different. Not just human vice made manifest, but something deeper. Power twisted into philosophy. An awakened gift that had become a calling. And loneliness that had become a theology.

She hadn't heard me because she wasn't listening for anyone. In a city of millions, Sienna Blackwood had learned to be alone with her gift, her purpose, and her endless conversations with the dead buildings that understood her better than any living person ever could.

The hunt continues. But now I know what I'm really looking for. Not just the lost souls. But the gods they're becoming in their solitude.




[ My back hurts from all this labor. ]




Chapter 9: Oathkeeper

The village of Millhaven had three taverns, two blacksmiths, and one problem that money couldn't solve. Which was why they'd sent for Marlow Thorne. I found him in the smallest tavern, the one that served honest ale to honest people who couldn't afford the fancy establishments closer to the market square. He sat alone at a corner table, nursing a drink that had gone warm hours ago, reading from a leather journal by candlelight.

Marlow Thorne. The Sellsword of Last Resort. The man who took contracts no one else would touch, not because they were too dangerous, but because they were too complicated. Too tangled up in honor and obligation and the messy business of doing what was right instead of what was profitable.

Mid-thirties. Sandy brown hair that needed cutting. Work clothes that had seen actual work. Hands scarred from blade work, but also from writing. Lots of writing. The journal in front of him was filled with neat script, page after page of carefully recorded words.

MRW: to the journal  Contract fulfilled. Brigands cleared from the north road. Payment received in full. No civilian casualties. Three bandits chose surrender over steel.

He dipped his pen and continued writing, each word precise and deliberate.

MRW: Terms honored on both sides. Contract complete. May it stand as testament.

The way he said it, formal and final, like an oath being sworn. Like the words themselves had weight.

BLK: Testament to what?

But I was getting ahead of myself. First, I needed to understand why Millhaven had called for him. The problem was simple on its surface. Lord Garrett claimed ownership of the village's water mill, said his grandfather had won it in a card game decades ago. The villagers claimed it had been given to their grandfathers as payment for services rendered. Both sides had documents. Both sides had witnesses. Both sides were probably lying. A normal sellsword would pick a side based on who paid better. A normal judge would rule based on the law. But Marlow Thorne wasn't normal, and this wasn't a legal matter. This was about honor.

I watched him work over the next three days. He didn't interview witnesses or examine documents. Instead, he sat in the tavern, listening. Let people talk. Let them tell their stories, their grievances, their justifications. He listened to Lord Garrett's steward explain how the mill rightfully belonged to the estate. He listened to old Henrik describe how his father had built the wheel with his own hands. He listened to everyone. And he wrote it all down. Every word. Every story. Every claim and counterclaim, recorded in that same careful script.

VLG: You going to make your decision soon? We need that mill running before harvest.
MRW: I'm not here to make decisions for you. I'm here to help you make the right one.
VLG: What's that supposed to mean?
MRW: Means this isn't about who owns the mill. It's about who's willing to honor what's been promised.

On the third night, he gathered everyone in the village square. Lord Garrett's steward stood on one side, the villagers on the other. Marlow stood between them, holding his journal.

MRW: I've heard your stories. All of them. And I've found something interesting.

He opened the journal, pages rustling in the evening breeze.

MRW: Lord Garrett's grandfather did win something in that card game. But it wasn't the mill. It was the right to collect taxes from the mill's profits. The mill itself was given to the village as payment for their service in the border wars.

Murmurs from both sides. The steward looked uncomfortable.

MRW: But here's the thing. The village hasn't been paying those taxes. And Lord Garrett hasn't been providing the protection that was part of the original agreement.

He closed the journal, held it against his chest like a shield.

MRW: Both sides have broken faith. Both sides have dishonored the agreement their grandfathers made. So both sides need to make it right.
STW: And how exactly do you propose we do that?
MRW: New contract. Village keeps the mill, but pays the agreed taxes. Lord Garrett provides protection and maintenance for the mill machinery. Both sides honor what was promised, even if they've forgotten it for a generation.
VLG: And if we refuse?

Marlow looked at him steadily. Something flickered in his eyes, just for a moment. Like candlelight reflecting off steel.

MRW: Then you live with the dishonor. But you don't get to pretend it's not dishonor. You don't get to lie to yourselves about what you're choosing.

The silence stretched. I watched faces change as people wrestled with uncomfortable truths. This wasn't about legal rights or property claims. This was about whether they could look themselves in the mirror.

STW: Lord Garrett accepts these terms.
VLG: As do we.

Marlow nodded once, opened his journal to a fresh page, and began to write.

MRW: By my hand and word, let it be recorded. On this day, in the matter of Millhaven Mill, both parties agree to honor the terms set forth...

His pen moved across the page, but something was wrong. The ink wasn't staying black. It was changing, becoming silver, becoming light. The words weren't just being written, they were being carved into reality itself. I blinked, looked again. Normal ink. Normal paper. But I could swear I'd seen something else for just a moment.

The contract was thorough. Every obligation spelled out, every responsibility defined, every consequence for breaking faith made clear. When he finished writing, he tore the page from his journal and held it out.

MRW: Both parties sign. Both parties honor. Both parties live with what they've agreed to.

They signed. The steward first, then old Henrik speaking for the village. The moment their names were complete, Marlow folded the contract carefully and tucked it inside his coat.

MRW: Contract witnessed and sealed. May it stand as testament.

There was that phrase again. Like a prayer. Like a ritual. The crowd dispersed, but I lingered, watching Marlow pack his journal away. He moved with the careful precision of someone who'd done this many times before.

BLK: Testament to what?

He looked up, unsurprised to find me there. Like he'd been expecting the question.

MRW: To the fact that people can choose to be honorable. Even when it costs them. Even when no one's watching. Even when they've forgotten how.

He stood, shouldered his pack. Ready to move on to the next village, the next problem, the next chance to help people remember what honor meant.

MRW: You've been watching me work. Following me. You want something.
BLK: Maybe I just wanted to see if the stories were true. About the Sellsword of Last Resort.
MRW: The stories are never true. They're just... close enough.

He started toward the door, then paused.

MRW: But if you're looking for something that is true, try this. Honor isn't about being perfect. It's about keeping your word even when it hurts. Especially when it hurts.

He walked out into the night, leaving me with more questions than answers.

BLK: Marlow, the virtue of honor suits you.

Three souls found. Eleven left to go. But this one felt different. Not broken by power or twisted by solitude. This one had found a way to carry virtue without being crushed by it. To be honor incarnate in a world that had forgotten what honor meant. The hunt continues. But now I'm wondering if some souls don't need to be saved. Maybe some souls do the saving.




[ But what is that journal? ]




Chapter 10: Doctor Of Lies

Twelve years on the road. Twelve years since I'd walked away from everything I'd known and started hunting souls across a world that couldn't make up its mind about what century it wanted to live in.

In some places, I'd found cities with electric lights and steam-powered carriages, factories that belched smoke into skies crisscrossed with telegraph wires. In others, people still traveled by horse and candlelight, practicing trades that hadn't changed in centuries. The world was a patchwork of progress and tradition, innovation and stagnation, all existing side by side in a way that should have been impossible but somehow worked.

Thornwick was caught between eras. The mining operation brought steam-powered equipment and electric generators, but the company housing still used wood stoves and oil lamps. Miners descended into shafts with modern safety equipment, then came home to wives who drew water from wells and hung laundry on lines. Progress arrived in pieces, dictated by profit margins and practical necessity.

But it was the company clinic that had drawn my attention. A simple wooden building with glass windows that were cleaner than they had any right to be in a mining town. No fancy sign, just a painted board reading "E. Hart, Physician." And a reputation that had spread through the mining camps like wildfire: the doctor who could cure anything, even the black lung.

Dr. Emery Hart. The Healing Hand of Thornwick.
The physician who never lost a miner to the lung rot.

I found him making house calls in the miners' quarters, carrying a leather bag that had seen decades of use. Mid-forties, graying hair, kind eyes behind wire-rimmed spectacles. Gentle hands that moved with practiced confidence. The sort of doctor miners trusted instinctively, whose very presence seemed to ease the ache in their chests.

EMR: to a middle-aged miner in bed  The cough is much better today, Mr. Brennan. Just a touch of dust irritation, nothing the company safety measures can't handle.

The man smiled weakly, nodding agreement. But I could hear it when he breathed. The rattle deep in his chest. The wet sound of lungs that were slowly turning to stone from years of breathing coal dust.

BRN: Doctor says it's just the dust. Nothing like the lung rot that got my brother.
EMR: Exactly right. The new ventilation systems are working perfectly. A bit of rest, some fresh air on your days off, and you'll be back in the shafts feeling strong as ever.

He wrote something in a small notebook, tore out the page, and handed it to his daughter.

EMR: Have the pharmacist prepare this tonic. Three times daily with meals. He should start feeling even better within the week.

The daughter read the prescription, relief flooding her face. Whatever was written there, it wasn't what I'd expect for someone in Mr. Brennan's condition.

Outside the house, I followed at a distance as Dr. Hart continued his rounds through the mining camp. A foreman with a suspicious growth on his neck was told it was just a cyst from wearing his safety collar too tight. A young miner with a fever that had lasted weeks was diagnosed with "adjustment sickness" from the new safety protocols. An old timer whose hands shook constantly was assured it was nothing more than the natural effects of working the heavy machinery.

Each diagnosis was delivered with such gentle authority that patients accepted them gratefully. Each prescription was written with careful attention to handwriting that somehow became easier to read than it should have been. Each assurance was given with the kind of confidence that made doubt seem foolish.

But I'd spent twelve years learning to see past surfaces. The foreman's growth had the irregular edges of something malignant. The young miner's fever had the pattern of an infection that was spreading through his blood. The old timer's tremor had the rhythm of a disease that would steal his mind before it took his life.

Dr. Hart wasn't just giving comfortable lies. He was making them true.

I watched him work for three days. His clinic was everything a mining town needed. Basic equipment, but well-maintained. Clean instruments. Bottles of medicine with labels that seemed to shift slightly when I wasn't looking directly at them.

Miners arrived sick and left feeling well. Not cured, exactly, but better. Genuinely better. Their lung troubles lessened, their aches decreased, their fears about the black death that claimed so many of their kind simply... faded. Whatever was killing them was still there, but it felt less important somehow. Less real.

MIN: Doctor, I was so worried about this cough. Sounded like the lung rot that killed my pa. But you're right, it's just the dust settling different with the new ventilation.
EMR: Of course that's all it is. The company's invested heavily in safety improvements. Your lungs are just adjusting to the cleaner air. Nothing to lose sleep over.

The miner nodded, taking a deep breath that still rattled but somehow sounded less ominous. The black lung was still there, still progressing, but it seemed like just another occupational hazard now. Nothing worth quitting over.

On the third evening, I found Dr. Hart in his office after hours, sitting at his desk with his head in his hands. The gentle confidence was gone, replaced by exhaustion that ran bone-deep.

BLK: Long day?

He looked up, surprised to find me there. Like he hadn't been expecting someone to finally notice what he was really doing.

EMR: Every day is long when you're carrying what I carry.
BLK: Which is?
EMR: The truth. All of it. Every diagnosis I don't make, every prognosis I don't give, every case of lung rot I pretend is just a seasonal cough.

He opened a drawer, pulled out a thick ledger bound in black leather. The pages were filled with writing, but not the neat script I'd seen on his prescriptions. This was urgent, desperate handwriting. The kind that came from trying to record everything before you forgot it.

EMR: Mr. Brennan has black lung. Advanced stage. Maybe six months left, probably less. The growth on the foreman's neck is cancer, spreading to his lymph nodes. Young Tommy's fever is from blood poisoning that's already reached his organs.

Each entry was dated, detailed, clinical. The real diagnoses he couldn't give, the honest prognoses he wouldn't speak aloud.

EMR: I know what's wrong with all of them. I see it clearly. More clearly than any doctor should have to. But if I tell them the truth, what happens then?
BLK: They get a chance to prepare. To say goodbye. To make peace with what's coming.
EMR: They lose hope. They stop fighting. They give up and die faster than they have to. I've seen it happen. Truth can kill just as surely as any disease.

He closed the ledger, locked it away.

EMR: So I give them something better than truth. I give them peace. Comfort. The ability to live their remaining time without terror eating them alive.
BLK: But you still carry the knowledge.
EMR: Someone has to. Someone has to know what's really happening, even if they can't speak it. Someone has to bear witness to the truth, even when the truth is too heavy for the people it belongs to.

He stood, walked to the window overlooking the mining camp. Miners passed by below, heading home from their shifts or toward the company store. Living their lives without the weight of knowing exactly how the coal dust was killing them, day by day, breath by breath.

EMR: You think I'm lying to them. But I'm not. When I tell Mr. Brennan his cough is just dust irritation, it becomes just dust irritation. For him. In his experience. The black lung is still there, still turning his lungs to stone, but it doesn't feel like black lung anymore. It feels like something manageable.
BLK: And when he dies?
EMR: He dies peacefully. Surprised, maybe, but not terrified. Not having spent his last months in agony over something he couldn't change anyway.

He turned back to face me, and I could see the cost of his gift written in the lines around his eyes.

EMR: I'm not denying the truth to make myself feel better. I'm denying it to make their lives bearable. To give them the gift of dying without knowing they're dying until it's too late to suffer from the knowledge.
BLK: But you know. You carry all of it.
EMR: Every terminal diagnosis I've refused to make. Every death sentence I've commuted to comfortable confusion. Every family that will lose someone without warning because I chose kindness over honesty.

He sat back down, suddenly looking older than his years.

EMR: The weight gets heavier every day. But the alternative is watching good people destroy themselves with fear over things they can't control. So I carry it. All of it. And I tell myself it's mercy.

Four souls found. Ten left to go.

BLK: Y'know, denial is a sin.
EMR: In that case... Guess I'll be the worst sinner of them all.

This one had found a way to weaponize compassion, to make denial into an act of love. And he was drowning in the truth he couldn't share, the honest diagnoses he couldn't give, the real world he had to see clearly so that others could live in beautiful ignorance.

The hunt continues. But I'm starting to understand that some souls aren't lost because they've fallen. Some souls are lost because they've chosen to carry burdens too heavy for any one person to bear. And maybe that's its own kind of courage.




[ Pass me that cup of coffee, will you? ]




Chapter 11: Brushes-Imagination

Four souls found. Ten left to go.
The road between mining towns stretched like a promise of nowhere, dust and scrub grass extending to horizons that seemed painted on canvas. I'd left Dr. Hart to his comfortable lies and his heavy truths, following rumors of something impossible happening three valleys over.

"A storyteller who makes her stories real,"
the merchant had said, counting coins from his purse with nervous fingers.
"Dangerous thing, that. People start believing in better worlds, they stop accepting the one they've got."

The wagon appeared first as a shimmer in the heat, then as a splash of color against the brown landscape. Too bright, too vivid, like someone had spilled a sunset across the desert. As I got closer, I could see it was painted in swirls of gold and crimson and deep ocean blue, with silver stars that seemed to twinkle even in daylight.

The woman walking beside it matched the wagon's impossible vibrancy. Wild curly hair that caught the light like spun copper, clothes that shifted between green and gold depending on how she moved, eyes that looked at the world like she was seeing it for the first time and finding it lacking.

She was young - mid-twenties - but carried herself with the confidence of someone who'd learned to trust her own vision above all else. When she noticed me watching, she smiled with the particular joy of someone who'd found an audience.

ZPH: A fellow traveler! How wonderful. I was just thinking this road could use more company.

Her voice had the trained projection of a performer, but underneath it was something else. A quality that made her words feel more solid than they should, like she was speaking reality into existence rather than just describing it.

BLK: You're the storyteller they talk about in the mining camps.
ZPH: I'm a storyteller, certainly. Whether I'm the storyteller depends on what stories you've heard.

She gestured to her wagon, and for a moment I could swear I saw movement in the painted stars. Like they were windows into some other sky.

ZPH: I bring tales to life, quite literally. Would you like to see?

Before I could answer, she was already reaching into the wagon, pulling out what looked like a collection of old theater props - a crown that gleamed like it was made of real gold, a cloak that seemed to hold shadows in its folds, a sword that caught light like it was made of crystallized starfire.

ZPH: Every story needs the right tools. But the real magic...

She set the props on the ground and stepped back, her eyes taking on a distant look.

ZPH: The real magic is in the telling.

She began to speak.

ZPH: Once, in a kingdom where the sun never set, there lived a princess who had lost her shadow...

As the words left her lips, the air around us began to change. The harsh desert light softened, becoming the golden perpetual twilight of her imagined kingdom. The scrub grass grew taller, greener, transforming into palace gardens that rustled with a breeze that hadn't existed moments before.

And there, materializing from nothing but voice and will, stood the princess herself.

Not solid, exactly. More like a living illustration, a person-shaped arrangement of light and possibility. But real enough to cast a shadow - or rather, real enough to make the absence of shadow meaningful. The princess moved with her own life, her own desperate grace, searching for something she'd lost.

ZPH: She searched through markets where merchants sold bottled laughter and crystallized tears. She climbed mountains made of forgotten songs and swam through rivers of liquid starlight.

Each detail she spoke became visible around us. The marketplace sprouted from the desert floor, complete with impossible wares and vendors who nodded politely as we passed. The mountains rose like music made stone, their peaks humming with half-remembered melodies.

I walked through it all, stunned by the completeness of the illusion. I could smell the spices in the market, feel the spray from the starlight river, hear the whispered conversations of people who existed only in Zephine's imagination.

ZPH: But everywhere she went, the princess cast no shadow. She was beautiful, beloved, powerful - but incomplete. Something essential had been torn away from her.

The princess's search grew more desperate, her movements sharper. She reached for things that weren't there, called out to companions who couldn't hear her, tried to touch her own reflection in pools that showed everyone's face but hers.

ZPH: Until one day, she realized the truth. Her shadow hadn't been lost—it had been given away. Freely. Willingly. To save someone else from a darkness they couldn't bear alone.

The princess stopped searching. Her expression shifted from desperation to understanding, and then to something that might have been peace.

ZPH: And she understood that some things we lose by choosing to give them away are never truly gone. They live on in the people we've helped, the lives we've touched, the stories we've made possible.

The princess smiled, and for a moment - just a moment - I could swear I saw a shadow beneath her feet. Not her own, but composed of all the shadows of all the people she'd helped. A shadow made of gratitude and remembered kindness. The story ended. The kingdom faded. The desert reasserted itself, hot and brown and mundane. But I could still taste starlight on my tongue.

ZPH: Beautiful, wasn't it? For a moment, we lived in a world where loss could be transformed into gift. Where sacrifice had meaning beyond the cost.

She gathered her props, but I noticed her hands were shaking slightly. The performance had cost her something.

BLK: How long do they last? The stories?
ZPH: As long as I can hold them in my mind. As long as I believe in them completely. The moment I doubt, the moment I question whether they're real...

She gestured to the empty air where the princess had danced.

ZPH: They return to where all unfinished stories go. Back to the realm of what-if and might-have-been.
BLK: That must be exhausting. Creating entire worlds and knowing they're temporary.
ZPH: Everything is temporary. At least my worlds are beautiful while they last.

She climbed onto her wagon, but didn't immediately urge the horses forward. Instead, she sat there, looking at the horizon with eyes that seemed to see things that weren't there yet.

ZPH: The world is so small, you know. So limited. People accept what they're given, never imagining what could be different. What could be better.
BLK: So you show them.
ZPH: I try to. But they watch my stories like entertainment, not like possibility. They gasp and applaud and call it magic, then go back to their small lives in their small worlds, satisfied with the glimpse of wonder.

For the first time, her voice carried a note of frustration. Of loneliness.

ZPH: Sometimes I think I'm the only one who truly lives in the stories. Everyone else is just... visiting.

She shook her head, forcing brightness back into her expression.

ZPH: But enough of that. Would you like to travel together for a while? I find the road less lonely with company, and I have so many stories left to tell.

I looked at her wagon, at the painted stars that still seemed to twinkle with inner light. At the woman who could create worlds with words but couldn't make them permanent. Who brought joy to others while carrying the weight of infinite possibility alone.

BLK: Your imagination truly knows no bounds.

Five souls found. Nine left to go. But this one was different from the others. Not broken by power or crushed by truth or isolated by purpose. This one had found a way to transform loneliness into gift, to make imagination itself a form of service. And maybe that was its own kind of virtue. The hunt continues. But for now, I had stories to hear.




[ Can you tell me one more before I go? ]




Chapter 12: Sharp-Tongued Viper

The university's clock tower chimed midnight across the campus, but the lights in Whitmore Hall burned bright as ever. Academia never slept - it just changed shifts from professors to graduate students, from lectures to late-night research sessions, from official hierarchies to the informal power structures that really ran the place.

I'd come here following whispers of a professor who could make anyone believe anything. Who turned skeptics into disciples with a single conversation. Who commanded absolute loyalty from students and colleagues alike without ever raising his voice.

Professor Vincent Ashford. Department of Social Psychology. The man who'd revolutionized the study of influence and persuasion by demonstrating techniques that shouldn't have been possible. His lectures were standing room only. His graduate program had a waiting list three years long. His research grants were approved without question.

The perfect embodiment of Control.

I found him in his office, conducting what appeared to be a routine meeting with a graduate student. But I'd learned to look deeper than surfaces.

VNT: Your thesis proposal is interesting, Sarah. Very ambitious. Perhaps too ambitious?

He didn't say it critically. Just thoughtfully, like someone genuinely concerned about her success. But Sarah's face crumpled as if he'd called her work garbage.

SRH: You think it's unrealistic?
VNT: I think you're incredibly talented. That's not in question. But I wonder if you're setting yourself up for disappointment by tackling something so... challenging... for your first major independent project.

Each pause was perfectly placed. Each word chosen for maximum psychological impact. Sarah was nodding now, agreeing with an assessment she'd never actually heard him make.

SRH: Maybe I should choose something more manageable?
VNT: What do you think would be best for your career?

The question seemed supportive, but it wasn't really a question. It was a gentle command disguised as academic guidance. Sarah would scale back her ambitions, grateful for his wisdom, never realizing she'd been steered away from research that might have outshone his own. After Sarah left, Vincent made notes in a leather journal. Not academic observations, but careful records of influence applied and received. Like a general tracking troop movements.

But I wasn't alone in watching him work. She sat in the back corner of the departmental library, surrounded by stacks of books that reached almost to her chin. Graduate student, by the look of her - late twenties, dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, clothes chosen for functionality rather than fashion. She'd positioned herself where she could see into Vincent's office through the glass partition, and she'd been taking notes of her own. Not academic notes. Observational ones. Tracking his methods, his techniques, his successes.

VLT: "What do you think would be best for your career?" - Classic manipulation. Make them think they're choosing while controlling every option.

Her voice carried a bitter familiarity with the technique. That's when I realized I'd been hunting the wrong person. Vincent Ashford was exactly what he appeared to be - a professor with an uncanny gift for persuasion. Dangerous in his own way, but not one of the fourteen. Just a man who'd found a way to weaponize psychology. But the woman watching him... she was something else entirely. I approached her table quietly, noting the way she immediately closed her notebook and arranged her face into an expression of studious innocence.

BLK: Interesting research?
VLT: Just working on my dissertation. Nothing special.

But her eyes gave her away. They held the particular hunger I'd learned to recognize - the look of someone who wanted something so desperately it had become the center of their existence.

VLT: I'm Velvet Crane. Seventh-year graduate student. Still working on my dissertation because apparently my previous advisor thought my research wasn't "significant enough" to warrant continued support.

Seven years. In a program where most students finished in five. The bitterness in her voice wasn't just about academic setbacks.

BLK: And Professor Ashford?
VLT: Oh, he's brilliant. Everyone says so. Gets tenure-track positions for all his students. Wins teaching awards. Has his research published in top-tier journals.

She gestured toward Vincent's office, where he was now meeting with another student.

VLT: Watch this. See how he leans forward just slightly when James mentions his research idea? That's active listening posture. Makes James feel heard, important. But notice how Vincent's hands are positioned - palms down on the desk. Subtle dominance signal. He's simultaneously being supportive and establishing authority.

Her analysis was clinical, precise. The kind of insight that came from obsessive study.

VLT: Now he'll ask a question that seems encouraging but actually plants doubt. Something like... there it is. "Have you considered the methodological challenges?" - Doesn't directly criticize the idea, just makes James second-guess himself.

She was right. I watched James's posture shift, enthusiasm dimming as Vincent's gentle questioning revealed supposed flaws in his thinking.

VLT: Three years I've been studying his techniques. Every conversation, every lecture, every faculty meeting. He never gives orders, never makes demands. Just asks questions and lets people convince themselves to do what he wants.
BLK: Why?

The question seemed to surprise her. Like no one had ever asked her to explain her obsession.

VLT: Because he has what I should have. What I've earned. What I deserve.

The hunger in her eyes sharpened, became something almost predatory.

VLT: My first advisor called my research "pedestrian." Said I lacked the "intellectual spark" for original thinking. But Vincent took my theoretical framework - the one my advisor rejected - and developed it into his award-winning paper on "Subliminal Influence Structures."

She pulled out a folder thick with photocopies and printouts.

VLT: This is my original proposal from five years ago. And this is his published paper. Same core concepts, same theoretical foundation, same experimental design. The only difference is his name is on it.

I scanned the documents. The similarity was unmistakable - not plagiarism exactly, but definitely appropriation of ideas.

VLT: He thanked me in the acknowledgments. One line. "Special thanks to V. Crane for research assistance." My theoretical breakthrough became his research assistance.
BLK: What did you do about it?
VLT: What could I do? He's a tenured professor with connections throughout the field. I'm a seventh-year graduate student with a reputation for being "difficult" because I had the audacity to suggest my ideas were being stolen.

She closed the folder, but kept talking. Like she'd been holding this conversation with herself for years.

VLT: So I studied him. Learned his techniques. Watched how he operated. Because if you can't beat them...
BLK: You become them?
VLT: Better than them.

She gestured toward Vincent's office again, where he was wrapping up his meeting with James.

VLT: He thinks he's the master manipulator. But he's never met anyone who's studied him as intensively as I have. Who understands his methods well enough to turn them against him.

That evening, I watched Velvet put her knowledge to work. She'd positioned herself at the department's weekly graduate student gathering, apparently just another struggling dissertation candidate commiserating with her peers. But her placement was strategic - center of the room, where she could address multiple conversations simultaneously.

ST1: I can't believe Vincent rejected my thesis proposal again. Third revision and he still says it needs work.
VLT: That's frustrating. What specific feedback did he give?

The question seemed sympathetic, but I recognized the technique. Vincent's technique, refined and sharpened.

ST1: He said the methodology was "ambitious but potentially problematic." Whatever that means.
VLT: thoughtfully You know, I've noticed Vincent tends to use phrases like that when he's concerned about work that might overshadow his own research. Not saying that's what happened, but...

The seed was planted perfectly. Just enough suggestion to spark doubt without making any direct accusations.

ST2: You think he's threatened by student work?
VLT: Oh, I'm sure that's not conscious. He's probably just being cautious. After all, his reputation depends on maintaining certain standards.

Each word was chosen for maximum effect. She was using Vincent's own methods - gentle insinuation, careful word choice, strategic pauses - but with something he lacked. Genuine grievance. Legitimate anger. The power that came from being right about the injustice.

By the end of the evening, she'd planted doubts about Vincent in a dozen different minds. Not through direct criticism, but through careful suggestion and strategic sympathy. The students left feeling heard, validated, and subtly turned against their advisor.

VLT: to herself, watching them leave  Twenty-seven techniques from his playbook. But none of them suspect I'm using his own methods against him.

Six souls found. Eight left to go. Vincent Ashford might be a master of psychological manipulation, but he wasn't one of the fourteen. He was just a man with a gift for influence who'd found a way to profit from it.

But Velvet Crane was something far more dangerous. She was envy made manifest - the desperate hunger for recognition, success, and respect that had been denied to her. She'd studied Vincent's techniques not just to understand them, but to surpass them. To take everything he had and prove she deserved it more - wearing the mask of academic justice. Using legitimate grievance as fuel for cosmic hunger. And unlike Vincent's relatively benign manipulations, her version came from a place of genuine loss and authentic rage. Which made her infinitely more powerful.

BLK: The sin of envy that drives evolution.

The hunt continues. But now I know that the most dangerous souls aren't always the obvious ones. Sometimes they're the ones who've been watching from the shadows, learning, waiting, preparing to take what they believe they've always deserved.




[ You're sort of a creep. ]




Chapter 13: The Father Of Truth

The city of Ravenshollow had three newspapers, two radio stations, and one problem that couldn't be buried in back-page retractions or explained away with editorial spin. The truth had come to town, and it was making everyone uncomfortable.

I found the offices of The Ravenshollow Gazette in the old quarter, squeezed between a bakery and a pawn shop like an afterthought. The building looked tired, its brick facade weathered by decades of small-town scandals and local gossip. But the printing press inside still ran, and that was what mattered.

The sound drew me first - the rhythmic thump and hiss of machinery that had outlived three generations of newspapermen. Then came the smell of ink and hot metal, sharp and honest in the morning air. Finally, the voice.

RGN: shouting over the press noise  Where's the copy on the courthouse renovation? And don't tell me it's still being "reviewed" - that's what they said last week when Councilman Morrison didn't want his brother-in-law's inflated construction bids made public.

Rogen Thorne. The man who'd made truth-telling into both art and affliction. Mid-forties, like the character sketches had described. Weather-beaten face, gray threading through disheveled dark hair, eyes that looked like they'd seen too many fires. He stood hunched over the press, ink-stained apron tied around his waist, adjusting the machinery with hands that knew every bolt and bearing. But it was when he looked up that I understood what the rumors had been trying to describe. There was something in his gaze that made you want to confess things you'd never told anyone. Made you want to explain yourself before he even asked a question.

RGN: to his assistant  That piece on the mayor's "development committee" - did you verify the numbers on the land purchases?
AST: I tried, but the city clerk's office said-
RGN: Said what, exactly? Their exact words.

The assistant shifted uncomfortably. Something about Rogen's tone, the way he focused completely on whoever was speaking, made evasion impossible.

AST: They said the records were being "reorganized" and wouldn't be available until after the election.
RGN: Reorganized. Right. And when did this reorganization begin?
AST: The day after your last article about the suspicious land deals.
RGN: Funny how that works.

He made a note in the margins of the layout sheet, his handwriting as precise as his questions. Every detail recorded, every evasion documented.

I watched him work through the morning. The newspaper was small - only four pages - but every story had been verified, every quote checked, every claim sourced. Rogen moved between the press and his desk like a man conducting an orchestra of facts, each piece of information in its proper place.

RGN: answering phone Ravenshollow Gazette. Rogen Thorne speaking.

Even his phone manner was direct. No pleasantries, no small talk. Just the expectation that whoever was calling had something true to tell him.

RGN: Yes, I'm aware of what the police chief said about the missing evidence. The question is: are you aware of where it actually went?

A pause. I could hear the voice on the other end growing more agitated.

RGN: Ma'am, I'm not asking you to speculate. I'm asking what you saw. What you know for certain. If you tell me the truth, I'll print it exactly as it happened. If you tell me a lie...

Another pause. Longer this time.

RGN: That's what I thought. Thank you for calling.

He hung up, made another note. Added it to a growing stack of papers that looked like they could bring down half the city government.

BLK: Busy day?

He looked up from his work, unsurprised to find a stranger in his office. Like he'd been expecting someone to finally come asking the right questions.

RGN: Every day's busy when you're the only one in town willing to call liars liars.
BLK: That what you do?
RGN: That's what I have to do. Can't seem to help myself anymore.

He gestured to a chair across from his desk, but kept working while we talked. Hands always moving, always recording, always documenting the truth that everyone else wanted to forget.

RGN: Started simple enough. Local politics, city contracts, the usual small-town corruption. But then people started talking to me. Really talking. Telling me things they'd never told anyone else.
BLK: And you printed it all?
RGN: Printed what needed printing. But that's the problem - everything needs printing. Every lie leads to another lie. Every cover-up reveals three more cover-ups. You start pulling one thread, and the whole damn tapestry comes apart.

He opened a filing cabinet, pulled out a folder thick with documents. Bank records, correspondence, photographs. The kind of evidence that could destroy reputations and end careers.

RGN: The mayor's been skimming from the municipal water fund for six years. The police chief's been covering up accidents involving his officers. Three members of the city council have been taking bribes from the same developer.

Each revelation delivered in the same flat tone. Like he was reading a grocery list instead of cataloging corruption.

RGN: And that's just what I've verified in the past month. Want to guess what's in the rest of the files?
BLK: Why don't you tell me?
RGN: Because some truths are too big for a four-page newspaper. Because some secrets would tear this city apart if they came out all at once. Because I'm one man with a printing press, and there are limits to how much truth the world can handle.

He locked the filing cabinet, pocketed the key. Like he was protecting the town from itself.

RGN: You know what the worst part is? It's not the lies. Everyone lies. Politicians, police, businessmen - lying is what they do. The worst part is when good people start lying to themselves about what they know.
BLK: Such as?
RGN: Such as the woman who just called. She saw Police Chief Bannerman take an envelope from that developer. Saw it with her own eyes. But she won't go on record because she doesn't want to "cause trouble." Because she'd rather pretend she didn't see what she saw than deal with the consequences of telling the truth.

He pulled out his notebook, flipped through pages of careful handwriting. Every conversation documented, every lead pursued, every truth tracked to its source.

RGN: I've got seventeen witnesses to various forms of corruption in this city. Know how many are willing to let me use their names? Three. The rest want their truth told, but they don't want to be held responsible for telling it.
BLK: And you?
RGN: I'm responsible for all of it. Every truth I print, every lie I expose, every life I destroy by revealing what people really are. It's all on me.

He walked to the window, looked out at the street where people went about their daily lives, blissfully unaware of how much their local government was stealing from them.

RGN: You want to know what my gift really is? It's not that I can make people tell the truth. It's that I can't stop asking questions until I get it. Can't let sleeping dogs lie. Can't pretend I don't see what's right in front of me.
BLK: Sounds lonely.
RGN: Truth is lonely. Always has been. People don't want to hear it, don't want to face it, don't want to deal with what it means for their comfortable little lives. So they shoot the messenger and go back to pretending everything's fine.

He returned to his desk, began laying out the next day's edition. Each story carefully placed, each headline crafted to draw readers in while delivering maximum impact.

RGN: But someone has to tell it. Someone has to stand up and say 'this is what really happened, this is who really did what, this is what the truth looks like when you strip away all the excuses and justifications.
BLK: Even when it destroys people?

He paused, pen hovering over the layout sheet.

RGN: Especially then. Because people don't get destroyed by the truth. They get destroyed by the lies they tell themselves about the truth. I just... help them stop pretending.

The phone rang again. Rogen answered with the same directness, the same relentless focus on facts over feelings. But I could see the cost in the lines around his eyes, the set of his shoulders. Each truth extracted, each lie exposed, each revelation published - all of it weighing on him like stones in a sack.

RGN: hanging up That was the mayor's office. They want to "clarify" some of the information in tomorrow's story about the water fund.
BLK: Let me guess - they want to explain why the missing money isn't really missing?
RGN: Something like that. But here's the thing about truth - it doesn't need clarification. It just is. Either the money's gone or it isn't. Either the mayor took it or he didn't. Either the people of this town deserve to know what happened to their tax dollars or they don't.

He made another note, added it to the growing stack of documentation. A paper trail of honesty in a world built on convenient lies.

RGN: I used to think truth was about justice. About making things right. But I've learned something over the years: truth isn't about making things right. It's about making things honest. And sometimes honest is more than people can handle.

Seven souls found. Seven left to go. But this one was different from the others. Not broken by power or consumed by loneliness or twisted by obsession. This one had been refined by truth, distilled down to pure essence of what he represented. He'd become truth incarnate, and it was killing him one honest word at a time.

RGN: You planning to stick around for tomorrow's edition?
BLK: Should I?
RGN: Depends on how much truth you can handle. Tomorrow's paper is going to make a lot of people very uncomfortable. And in a town like this, discomfort has a way of finding someone to blame.

He looked at me then, really looked, and I saw recognition in his eyes. Not of who I was, but of what I was, the silent judge of a world drowning in guilt.

RGN: But I suppose you already know that.

The hunt continues. But now I understand what I'm really tracking. Not just souls lost to virtue or vice, but people who've become the things they represent. Who've been refined by their gifts until nothing else remains. And in Rogen's case, the gift was as much curse as blessing. The truth will set you free. But first, it will destroy everything you thought you knew about yourself.




[ Also your fedora is hideous. ]




Chapter 14: Dirty Talk Before Action

The theater district of Meridian never slept. Even at three in the morning, light spilled from private clubs and exclusive salons where the wealthy came to forget their responsibilities. I'd followed whispers of a woman who could make men abandon their wives with a glance, who collected desire like other people collected coins.

The Golden Rose stood apart from the flashier establishments, its burgundy facade understated but unmistakably expensive. No gaudy signs or barkers - just a simple brass nameplate and a doorman who knew exactly who belonged inside.

I watched from across the street as the city's elite came and went. Politicians, merchants, artists. All walking with the particular urgency of men drawn by something they couldn't name. She appeared in the second-floor window like a painting come to life - Calista Voss.

Even from a distance, I understood why grown men bankrupted themselves for her attention. She wasn't conventionally beautiful - she was something more dangerous. Beautiful in a way that seemed crafted specifically for whoever was looking at her. Dark hair that moved like silk in still air, skin that seemed to hold candlelight even in electric illumination. But it was her presence that marked her as Awakened, the way she existed in space like she was the center of gravity itself.

She leaned against the window frame, surveying the street below with the casual ownership of someone who knew every person passing by had noticed her. Her dress was midnight blue silk that suggested rather than revealed, cut to hint at curves while maintaining an air of sophisticated mystery.

A married man walking with his wife stumbled slightly as he glanced up. His wife's hand tightened on his arm, but his gaze lingered. Calista smiled - not at him specifically, but at the moment itself. At the power of being wanted. I waited until she moved away from the window, then made my way inside.

The Golden Rose was all velvet and shadow, designed to make forbidden things feel elegant. Crystal chandeliers cast warm light over intimate seating areas where conversations were conducted in whispers. The air carried traces of expensive perfume and barely contained tension.

She held court in the central salon, surrounded by admirers who hung on her every word. But it was the man beside her who caught my attention - silver hair, expensive suit, wedding ring that caught the light as he gestured animatedly.

MAN: My wife doesn't understand art the way you do. She sees only the price, never the beauty.
CAL: Beauty requires... appreciation. The kind that comes from really seeing what's in front of you.

Her voice was honey and smoke, carrying an intimacy that made every word feel like a secret shared between lovers. She wasn't touching him, but somehow the space between them felt charged.

CAL: Tell me about the last time you felt truly alive. Not satisfied or content - alive.

The man's breathing changed. His hand moved unconsciously toward her, then stopped as if remembering where he was.

MAN: I... when I was younger, I painted. Before responsibilities, before...
CAL: Before you learned to settle for less than you deserve?

She leaned closer, still not touching, but close enough that he could smell her perfume. His pupils dilated. His wedding ring forgotten.

MAN: I still have the studio. Haven't used it in years, but...
CAL: Show me.

Two words. Spoken with the kind of quiet intensity that made them sound like the most important request in the world. The man's face transformed, years of resignation falling away as something hungry and desperate took its place.

MAN: Now?
CAL: Now. While the feeling is real. While you remember what it means to want something more than security.

He stood without another word, without a glance toward the door where his driver waited, without any thought for the woman at home who'd expect him before dawn. Calista had become his entire universe in the space of a conversation.

She didn't go with him. She never went with them. The wanting was what she fed on, not the fulfillment. As he left, she turned to her remaining admirers with a smile that promised each of them the same intoxicating possibility.

CAL: Gentlemen, I find myself in need of solitude this evening. But tomorrow...

They dispersed reluctantly, each carrying the hope that tomorrow would bring their moment of being chosen. I watched her collect their lingering glances like a miser counting gold.

The salon emptied except for staff clearing glasses and straightening furniture. Calista remained in her chair, but something had changed. The magnetic presence dimmed slightly, revealing exhaustion underneath.

She climbed the stairs to her private rooms, and I followed at a distance. The second floor was her domain - a series of interconnected chambers decorated with gifts from admirers. Paintings, jewelry, flowers in various stages of wilting. Tributes to desire made manifest.

Her sitting room was a shrine to being wanted. Letters covered one wall - love notes, marriage proposals, confessions of obsession. She moved among them like a curator in a museum of her own power.

CAL: to herself Three proposals tonight. A divorce promised. Two careers offered to be abandoned. All for a woman they don't actually know.

She pulled pins from her hair, letting it fall in waves around her shoulders. In the mirror, her reflection looked younger, more vulnerable. Like she was remembering who she'd been before the gift consumed her.

CAL: But what else is there? What else am I besides what they want me to be?

The question hung in the air, answered only by silence. I stepped through the shadows of the ceiling, letting gravity reverse as I approached her domain. Sometimes shock was the only way to see past someone's defenses.

BLK: That depends on what you want to be.

She spun, saw me standing inverted on the ceiling like it was the most natural thing in the world, and dropped backward in genuine fear. The magnetic presence vanished entirely, revealing something startlingly human underneath.

CAL: What- how did you-

Then training kicked in. The presence returned, doubled in intensity. She stood slowly, her entire body language shifting into something predatory and inviting simultaneously. Her eyes locked onto mine with the kind of focus that had undone kingdoms.

CAL: Well. This is... unexpected. Most men prefer more conventional entrances.

Her voice dropped to that honey-smoke register, designed to make hearts race and reason flee. She took a step closer, her dress catching the light in ways that drew attention to every curve.

CAL: You have interesting talents. I find myself... curious about what other surprises you might offer.

Another step. Close enough now that her perfume filled the air between us, that the warmth of her skin was almost tangible.

CAL: Tell me, mysterious stranger - what do you desire most? What hunger keeps you awake at night?

The full force of her gift pressed against my mind like warm hands, seeking something to grasp, some buried want to amplify and exploit.

BLK: You're not my type.

The words cut through her power like a blade through silk. She actually staggered, the rejection so complete and matter-of-fact that her entire reality shifted.

CAL: Not your... that's impossible. I can see what people want. I can make them-
BLK: You can make them want what they already want. But some people are looking for something you can't provide.

I dropped to the floor, gravity obeying normal rules again. Without her gift working on me, she looked smaller somehow. Still beautiful, but human beautiful rather than supernaturally magnetic.

CAL: Everyone wants something. Everyone has hungers.
BLK: True. But not everyone confuses hunger with nourishment.

Eight souls found. Six left to go. But this one... this one had built her entire existence around other people's need for her. Without that reflection, she was lost, uncertain who she was supposed to be.

CAL: Then what do you want from me?
BLK: Maybe the question is what you want for yourself. When you're not busy being what others need you to be.

She stared at me, and for just a moment, I saw past the practiced seduction to something genuine underneath. Something hungry, yes, but starving for a different kind of sustenance entirely.

BLK: However, here's a fitting answer.
CAL: What is it-
BLK: Quite the lust you have.

The hunt continues. But I'm starting to understand that some souls aren't lost because they've embraced their sin. Some souls are lost because they've forgotten there was ever anything else to be.




[ I'm surprised you smell so nice. ]




Chapter 15: Jester Of Elation

Numbers were slippery things in Brightwater Hollow. Time moved wrong here. The sun hung like a copper coin through honey-thick air, casting shadows that danced when nothing moved. Colors bled at the edges - red barn doors dripping crimson onto white walls, blue sky pooling in impossible puddles. I'd followed the laughter.

Not ordinary laughter. This made the ground vibrate with bass notes too deep for human ears, made birds forget they should fear hawks, made flowers bloom in impossible shades. Laughter with weight and texture and the metallic taste of electricity before a storm.

The whole town was drunk on it.

CHD: spinning in circles until she fell down laughing The ground is singing! Can you hear it?
BCK: hammering red-hot iron while tears of joy streamed down his soot-stained face Every strike is perfect! Every piece I've ever made has been leading to this moment!

And at the center of it all...

SMP: playing a fiddle that couldn't possibly be making those sounds Come on, you beautiful disasters! The day won't wait for us to finish being amazed by it!

Sampo - The man who'd taught an entire town to forget what sadness meant.

He stood on a platform that might have been the town gazebo or crystallized music. His fiddle bow moved across strings that gleamed like captured starlight, and every note transformed the air around it into visible celebration.

But it was his smile that did it. That impossible, incandescent grin that made everyone remember being five years old on Christmas morning.

SMP: Dance like the world is ending tomorrow and you want to give it something beautiful to remember!

The crowd responded like they'd been waiting their whole lives for permission. Old men cavorted with teenage energy. Mothers spun their children until both generations dissolved into helpless giggles.

I watched from the square's edge, feeling the pull of Sampo's gift like gravity made of pure happiness. It would be so easy to step forward, to let the elation wash over me. Instead, I looked closer.

WMN: laughing so hard she could barely breathe I can't - I can't stop - why can't I stop?

Her laughter had an edge now, desperate, not matching the mirth in her eyes.

MAN: dancing despite obvious exhaustion My feet hurt but they won't stop moving. This is wonderful. This is horrible.

And Sampo's eyes were wrong. Empty windows in a house where all the lights had been left on but no one was home. I felt it the moment it began to crack.

A child tripped while spinning, scraped her knee. For just an instant, she stopped laughing. Started to cry. The spell flickered.

CHD: sniffling It hurts. Why does it hurt when everything's supposed to be wonderful?

The crack spread like ice breaking. People began to stumble, to feel the weight of their own bodies again. The laughter took on a hysterical edge.

SMP: playing faster No no no, we're not done yet! There's so much more joy to discover!

But reality seeped back through the cracks. People remembered their arthritis, their debts, their disappointments. One by one, they drifted away, moving like people walking underwater.

Sampo kept playing, but the music sounded different now. Desperate. Hollow.

SMP: to the nearly empty square Come back! I can make it better! I can make you feel alive again!

I stepped out of the shadows.

BLK: That's quite a show.

Sampo's playing faltered. Soon it was just the two of us in the square.

SMP: defensive They were miserable before I got here. I gave them something beautiful.
BLK: You gave them a drug.
SMP: I gave them joy! Pure, perfect, uncomplicated joy! Look around you. This is what the world looks  like without elation. Gray. Flat. I provide the counterargument.
BLK: And when you leave?
SMP: I... they'll remember. They'll remember what it felt like to be truly happy.

But his voice lacked conviction.

BLK: When did you last feel what you give them?

The question hit like a physical blow. Sampo actually staggered.

SMP: I... that's not... I feel it through them. When they're happy, I'm happy.
BLK: That's not the same thing.
SMP: It has to be! If it's not the same thing, then what am I? What have I been doing all these years?

He raised the fiddle again, beginning music designed specifically for me, calibrated to find whatever buried joy might be hiding in my soul.

I felt the pull. The promise of feeling something other than the weight of my purpose.

BLK: I know what real joy feels like.

The music stopped. Not gradually. Just... stopped.

SMP: whispered Then why won't you take it?
BLK: Because real joy doesn't need to be manufactured. It doesn't need to be amplified or sustained. It just is.

Sampo's fiddle fell from nerveless fingers.

SMP: I don't remember what that feels like. I don't remember feeling anything without creating it first, without pouring it into other people and hoping some splashes back.
BLK: What's the smallest happy thing you can remember? Before the gift.
SMP: I was seven. Maybe eight. My grandmother was teaching me to play fiddle - just an old wooden one. I kept messing up, getting frustrated. But she put her hand over mine and said, "Music isn't about perfection, Sampo. It's about sharing what's in your heart." When I finally played that melody all the way through - badly, off-key - she smiled. And I felt... complete.
BLK: That feeling. That's what real joy looks like.
SMP: But it's so small compared to what I can create now.
BLK: Do they need more? Or have you convinced yourself they do because you needed more?

From one of the nearby houses came quiet weeping. Sampo's grip tightened on his fiddle.

SMP: She's crying. I could fix that-
BLK: Or you could just play. Not to fix her, not to change how she feels. Just to let her know she's not alone.

Slowly, Sampo set the magical instrument aside. From his jacket, he produced another fiddle - older, simpler, made of honest wood.

SMP: My grandmother's fiddle. I've carried it all these years but it seemed so inadequate.
BLK: What if it's exactly enough?

The first note was tentative. Nothing magical - just a wooden instrument played by uncertain hands. But the melody that emerged didn't create emotion. It simply acknowledged it. Sadness and hope woven together.

From the house, the weeping gradually quieted. Not because the sadness had been erased, but because it had been heard.

SMP: She's not happy now. She's still sad, maybe sadder. But she's... okay with being sad. How is that possible?
BLK: Because you didn't try to fix her. You just witnessed her.

Other doors began to open around the square. People stepped out, drawn not by magic but by the simple human need to not be alone with their feelings.

SMP: They're not euphoric, but they're not miserable either. They're just... human.
BLK: Sometimes that's the most magical thing of all.

Sampo picked up his magical fiddle, then held it out to me.

SMP: I don't think I'm strong enough to destroy it myself. But I'm strong enough to let it go.

I took the fiddle, feeling its terrible seductive promise.

BLK: Are you sure?
SMP: Good. That kind of happiness was never mine to create in the first place. I want to learn how to find joy again. Real joy.

With a gesture like prayer, I let the magical fiddle dissolve into motes of light that scattered on the evening breeze.

Over the following days, I watched Sampo rediscover what it meant to share joy instead of manufacturing it. He played outside the baker's shop, not to make him euphoric but to give his labor a soundtrack of companionship. Most importantly, he began to feel again.

SMP: after a practice session I feel... not empty anymore. Not full either. Just... enough. Is that what joy is supposed to feel like?
BLK: What do you think?
SMP: I think maybe I've been confusing volume with value. This feels sustainable. Like I could do this for the rest of my life without burning out.
BLK: That sounds like wisdom.
SMP: grinning Then I guess I'm finally ready to be the Joy Bringer again. The real kind this time.
BLK: Let that elation drive you forward.

Nine souls found. Five left to go. Sometimes redemption isn't about defeating our darkness. Sometimes it's about remembering the light we had before we convinced ourselves it wasn't bright enough.




[ Have you always been a ghost, or just part-time? ]




Chapter 16: The Twins

They found me before I found them. I was following two separate trails that should have led to opposite ends of the continent. One pointed north to the industrial heart of Millbrook, where reports spoke of a mysterious garden that made ambitious men forget their appointments. The other led south to Goldenheart's merchant district, where the wealthy were said to be dying of starvation at banquets. But both trails converged on a single address: the Meridian Hotel, where the city's elite came to experience what they called "balanced living."

The hotel's lobby was split down the middle by an invisible line. On the left side, everything moved slowly. Guests lounged in deep chairs, checking their pocket watches with the lazy curiosity of people who had all the time in the world. The air itself seemed thick, golden, like honey mixed with sunlight.

On the right side, the pace was frantic. Guests hurried between restaurants, their movements sharp with desperate purpose. Waiters rushed back and forth carrying elaborate dishes, while diners ate with mechanical intensity, as if each bite was the most important thing they'd ever tasted.

And in the center, where the two atmospheres met, stood a reception desk staffed by identical twins: Mirelle and Draken.

MRL: Welcome to the Meridian. Are you here to slow down...
DRK: Or speed up?

They looked like opposite sides of the same coin. Mirelle had the ethereal beauty of someone who'd never hurried, hair like spun gold that moved in slow waves, skin unmarked by stress lines. Her eyes were pale blue winter sky, serene and endless.

Draken was her dark mirror. Black hair, sharp features, eyes like holes in the world that seemed to pull everything toward them. Where she was absence, he was consuming presence.

MRL: Time is such a brutal thing, isn't it? Always rushing, always demanding...
DRK: Always leaving us wanting more. More time, more experiences, more everything.

They spoke in overlapping harmonies, finishing each other's thoughts in ways that seemed choreographed but felt natural.

MRL: I offer rest from the endless chase.
DRK: I offer the chase itself, refined to its purest essence.
BLK: You two are quite the con-artists.
DRK: Such ugly words for such beautiful concepts.
MRL: We prefer to think of ourselves as... complementary therapies.

The hotel's design made more sense now. Two halves of the same philosophy, two approaches to the same fundamental dissatisfaction with ordinary life. Mirelle offered escape from wanting anything at all. Draken offered the perfection of never-ending want.

I followed them through their domains, watching how they worked together despite their opposite approaches. In Mirelle's wing, guests moved through rooms designed for eternal rest. Gardens where flowers bloomed in slow motion, libraries where reading was less important than the feeling of having nowhere else to be, meditation chambers where time itself seemed to pause.

MRL: to a stressed businessman  When did you last feel truly at peace? Not just tired, but genuinely satisfied with simply existing?

The man's shoulders dropped as he entered her garden. His pocket watch slipped from nerveless fingers, forgotten. The urgency that had driven him here dissolved into warm contentment.

MAN: I... I can't remember. There's always something more to do, somewhere else to be.
MRL: But not here. Here, you can simply be enough.

Meanwhile, in Draken's wing, guests experienced appetite as an art form. Restaurants that served not just food but crystallized desires, bars that offered drinks that tasted like childhood memories and adult ambitions, private dining rooms where the real feast was the hunger itself.

DRK: to a wealthy merchant  You've spent your life accumulating, but have you ever truly savored the act of wanting something?

The merchant bit into something that looked like ordinary bread but tasted like every satisfaction he'd ever imagined. Immediately, his eyes grew hollow with need.

MCH: More. I need more of this. What is it?
DRK: It's desire, purified. The feeling of being on the verge of having everything you've ever wanted, without the disappointment of actually getting it.

The twins' philosophy became clear as I watched their guests cycle between the two wings. Those who tired of Mirelle's endless peace would drift toward Draken's restaurants, seeking stimulation. Those who burned out on Draken's perpetual hunger would collapse into Mirelle's gardens, desperate for rest. Neither side offered genuine satisfaction. Both were elaborate forms of spiritual anesthesia - And there I stood in the hotel lobby.

MRL: You're not participating in either experience. How... interesting.
DRK: Most people choose a side immediately. The desperate relief of not wanting anything, or the exquisite torture of wanting everything.
BLK: And if I choose neither?
MRL: Then you're missing the point entirely.
DRK: The point being that ordinary life is unbearably inadequate.

They moved in perfect synchronization, one speaking while the other gestured, like dancers who'd rehearsed this performance for decades.

MRL: People come to us broken by the world's demands. Exhausted by constant striving, constant disappointment, constant need to be more than they are.
DRK: So we offer them purified versions of their condition. Perfect rest or perfect hunger. Refined suffering or refined contentment.
MRL: Better to be beautifully empty than miserably full.
DRK: Better to be exquisitely starving than boringly satisfied.

I watched their guests throughout the evening. The businessman from Mirelle's garden eventually wandered to Draken's restaurant, where he ate with the desperate hunger of someone who'd forgotten what appetite felt like. The merchant from Draken's dining room eventually collapsed in Mirelle's meditation chamber, overwhelmed by his own desires. Both would wake up tomorrow needing to return. Neither would be cured of their underlying dissatisfaction. They'd just be addicted to more sophisticated forms of it.

BLK: You're not offering healing. You're offering high-end spiritual drugs.
DRK: Exactly. Because healing implies there was something wrong to begin with.
MRL: We don't see dissatisfaction as a problem to be solved. We see it as a condition to be... elevated.
DRK: The hunger for more is what makes us human. I simply refine it into art.
MRL: The exhaustion from always wanting is what makes us suffer. I simply perfect it into peace.
BLK: And yourselves? Do you experience what you offer?

The question hung in the air like smoke. For the first time, the twins' perfect synchronization faltered.

MRL: I... rest is what I give, not what I feel.
DRK: Hunger is my gift to others. I myself am always... full.

But their eyes told a different story. Mirelle's serenity was a performance covering bone-deep exhaustion. Draken's intensity was a mask for complete spiritual emptiness. They'd become so perfectly their respective sins that they'd lost the ability to experience their opposites.

MRL: I can't remember what it feels like to want anything.
DRK: I can't remember what it feels like to be satisfied.
BLK: So you're trapped in your own gifts.
MRL: We're perfected by them.
DRK: Refined down to pure essence.
MRL: I am the absence of ambition.
DRK: I am the presence of infinite appetite.
MRL: Together, we represent the complete spectrum of human dissatisfaction.
DRK: The twin failures of moderation.

They stood together in the hotel's central lobby, surrounded by guests cycling endlessly between their two offerings. Perfect stillness and perfect consumption, neither leading to actual peace.

MRL: People think we're opposites, but we're not.
DRK: We're complementary aspects of the same truth.
MRL: That ordinary life is insufficient.
DRK: That human appetite is both the source of all suffering and the only thing that makes us divine.
MRL: So we perfect the suffering.
DRK: And perfect the appetite.
MRL: Until there's nothing left but the pure experience of what we represent.
BLK: In that case...

Eleven souls found. Three left to go. But these weren't two souls. They were one soul split into complementary halves, each carrying the burden of their opposite's absence. Mirelle couldn't want anything because she carried all the world's exhaustion from wanting. Draken couldn't be satisfied because he carried all the world's hunger for more.

BLK: You're worthy of bearing the titles of Sloth and Hunger.

They'd become theology made flesh. The twin sins not as moral failings, but as spiritual conditions that defined the human experience. And in perfecting their gifts, they'd transcended humanity entirely. The hunt continues. But I'm learning that some souls aren't lost because they've fallen from grace. Some souls are lost because they've become grace itself, refined and distilled until nothing human remains.




[ Do ghosts even eat anything? ]




Chapter 17: Perfectly Mediocre

The Ironwood Dojo sat in the old quarter like a temple to forgotten disciplines. Paper screens filtered afternoon light into golden rectangles on polished wooden floors. The sound of practice - bare feet on boards, controlled breathing, the sharp crack of strikes that never quite connected - echoed through rooms that smelled of sweat and dedication. But it was the sound of forgiveness that drew me deeper into the building.

RMI: helping his opponent to his feet  Good match, Kellan. Your footwork is improving. Same time tomorrow?
KLN: spitting blood, face twisted with rage Don't you dare patronize me! Fight me like you mean it!
RMI: I did fight you. I won. But that doesn't mean you're weak. It just means you're learning.

Remi. Twenty-six years old, average height, unremarkable build. The kind of person you'd overlook in a crowd. Except for his hands - calloused from years of training - and his eyes, which held the particular sadness of someone who'd won too many fights he never wanted to start.

KLN: Learning? I've been coming here for three years! Three years of you holding back, of you pulling your punches, of you treating me like a child!
RMI: I've never held back. I've just never needed to hurt you to win.

The dojo fell silent. Other students stopped their practice to watch the familiar scene play out. Kellan's face cycled through humiliation, rage, and desperate need for validation that would never come.

KLN: Then hurt me! Just once, show me what it feels like to lose to someone who's actually trying!
RMI: No.

Simple as that. No explanation, no philosophy. Just refusal. Kellan stormed out, but he'd be back tomorrow. They always came back. I watched Remi through the afternoon. Match after match, opponent after opponent. Some were beginners seeking to test themselves against the dojo's most skilled student. Others were veterans, bitter from years of defeat, convinced that this time would be different.

MRC: circling Remi warily  Master Chen says you've never lost a match. Not once in eight years.
RMI: Master Chen exaggerates.
MRC: Do you?

Instead of answering, Remi bowed. The match began. Marcus was good. Probably the best fighter I'd seen in the dojo. Fast, technical, with the kind of precision that came from decades of training. But fighting Remi was like fighting water - every attack flowed around him, every combination met empty air, every moment of aggression turned into an opportunity for a counter that never quite landed with full force.

RMI: after avoiding a particularly vicious combination You're angry. Fighting angry makes you predictable.
MRC: breathing hard And you're not fighting at all! You're dancing! You're playing games!

But Remi wasn't playing. When Marcus overextended on a hook, Remi was there with a throw that could have broken ribs. Instead, he guided Marcus to the ground gently, maintaining control without causing damage. When Marcus tried to grapple, Remi's joint locks were perfect in their technique and merciful in their application. The match ended with Marcus on his back, Remi's hand pressed lightly against his throat. A killing position, delivered with the gentleness of a saint.

RMI: helping Marcus up  You fought well. Your combinations are getting smoother.
MRC: shaking with frustration  I don't want your pity! I want your respect!
RMI: Respect isn't something you take in a fight. It's something you earn through how you fight.
MRC: Then earn mine! Stop holding back! Stop treating me like I'm made of glass!
RMI: I'm not holding back. I'm just not breaking you.

Marcus left, but like Kellan, like all the others, he'd return. Addicted to the possibility of finally forcing Remi to show them real violence. To prove their worth by making him lose control. After the dojo emptied, I found Remi alone in the equipment room, carefully cleaning and storing the practice weapons. His movements were methodical, meditative. The kind of ritual that spoke of years of habit.

BLK: Why don't you ever finish them?

He looked up, unsurprised to find a stranger in his sanctuary.

RMI: Finish them how?
BLK: The way they want you to. With force. With the kind of victory that leaves marks.
RMI: Because winning isn't about dominance. It's about... resolution. I resolve the conflict. I don't escalate it.

He hung a practice sword on its designated hook, each movement precise and careful.

RMI: Besides, what would that prove? That I can hurt people who trust me enough to step onto the mat with me? That strength is about making others feel weak?
BLK: It might prove you respect them enough to fight them seriously.
RMI: This is serious. Every match is serious. But serious doesn't mean cruel.

He moved to the window, looking out at the street where several of his defeated opponents were probably nursing their wounded pride in the local tavern.

RMI: You want to know the truth? I could hurt them. Badly. I know exactly where to strike to break bones, tear ligaments, cause real damage. Every martial artist does, if they've trained long enough.
BLK: But you don't.
RMI: Because once you cross that line, you can't uncross it. Once you win through pain instead of skill, you stop being a martial artist. You become just another person who hurts people because you can.

He sat on a meditation cushion, settling into a posture that spoke of countless hours of practice.

RMI: When I was younger, I thought power meant being the strongest person in the room. I trained obsessively, pushed myself beyond reasonable limits, convinced that if I just worked hard enough, I could become... exceptional.
BLK: And?
RMI: And I discovered I was mediocre. Completely, thoroughly average. Good enough to win most fights, not good enough to be great. Not fast enough to be legendary, not strong enough to be famous. Just... competent.

His voice carried the weight of old disappointment, dreams that had died slowly over years of honest self-assessment.

RMI: The other students here, they see my winning record and think I'm hiding some secret technique. Some special gift. But there's no secret. I win because I've accepted what I am. Average skill, applied with infinite care.
BLK: That doesn't explain the mercy.
RMI: Doesn't it? When you know you're not special, when you know you're not blessed with exceptional talent, you learn to value what you do have. Restraint. Precision. The ability to end conflicts without creating new ones.

He closed his eyes, but his posture remained alert.

RMI: I could break Kellan's arm tomorrow. Snap it like a dry branch. And for about ten seconds, he'd respect my power. Then he'd hate me for the rest of his life. His injury would heal, but the humiliation would fester. He'd either quit training or spend years plotting revenge.
BLK: Instead?
RMI: Instead, he keeps coming back. Keeps training. Keeps improving. Never quite good enough to beat me, but always good enough to surprise himself with how much better he's gotten.

He opened his eyes, looking at his hands.

RMI: They think I'm denying them something by refusing to hurt them. But I'm giving them something more valuable than victory. I'm giving them the chance to keep trying.
BLK: And yourself?
RMI: Myself what?
BLK: What do you get from never allowing yourself to win completely?

The question hung in the air like incense smoke. Remi was quiet for so long I thought he might not answer.

RMI: I get to be useful. Not great, not legendary, not the kind of fighter stories are told about. But useful. A place where people can test themselves safely. A standard they can measure against without being destroyed by the comparison.
BLK: That's not enough.
RMI: It's exactly enough. Because enough is what I am. Average skill, infinite mercy, and the wisdom to know the difference between winning and victory.

He stood, bowed to the empty dojo.

RMI: They'll be back tomorrow. Kellan, Marcus, all of them. Still convinced that if they just push hard enough, I'll finally show them the real fight they're looking for. Still believing that mercy is weakness in disguise.
BLK: Is it?
RMI: No. Mercy is strength in disguise. The hardest thing in the world is having the power to destroy someone and choosing not to. Every day. Every match. Every moment when they're vulnerable and you could end their hope forever.

Twelve souls found. Two left to go. But this one was different from the others. Not broken by power or consumed by obsession or twisted by gift into something inhuman. This one had been refined by mediocrity, distilled down to the pure essence of what mercy meant when it came from choice rather than ability. He'd learned to be enough. And in a world full of people desperate to be more than they were, that was the rarest gift of all.

RMI: Tomorrow they'll come back, and I'll defeat them gently. I'll show them they're not ready without destroying their hope of ever being ready. I'll win without conquering, and they'll hate me for it.
BLK: And you're at peace with that?
RMI: I'm at peace with being exactly what I am. Nothing more, nothing less. And that's the only victory that matters.

The hunt continues. But now I understand what I'm really tracking. Not just souls lost to virtue or vice, but people who've found ways to transform their limitations into gifts. Who've learned that sometimes the greatest strength is knowing exactly how much power to use. And how much to hold back.




[ Mind showing me some moves? ]




Chapter 18: He Who Has No Equal

Ashwick's Upper District had been built by old money, but it was being reshaped by new excellence. The mansions that had once belonged to generations of inherited wealth now housed a different kind of aristocracy - those who had earned their place through talent, innovation, and relentless competence. And at the center of it all, like a sun around which lesser lights orbited, stood the Meridian Tower.

Forty-seven stories of steel and glass that seemed to cut the sky in half. Not the tallest building in the city, but somehow the most imposing. Every line was perfect, every angle calculated, every surface reflecting light in ways that made the structure seem to glow from within. It was the kind of building that architects would study for decades, trying to understand how someone had made mere construction materials seem inevitable.

The nameplate beside the entrance was simple: "Meridian Holdings. L. Ashford, Principal."
Louch Ashford. The man who had built an empire on the foundation of being better than everyone else at everything.

I rode the elevator to the forty-seventh floor, watching the city shrink below. Through the glass walls, I could see the Lower District where Louch had been born - the textile mills and tenements that had shaped his early understanding of what it meant to have nothing. Now they looked like toys from this height, problems too small to require his attention. The elevator opened directly into his office. No waiting room, no receptionist, no barriers between Louch Ashford and whatever came to find him. Just an expanse of polished marble and floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a view of the entire city.

He stood with his back to the elevator, hands clasped behind him, watching the evening light paint Ashwick's skyline in shades of gold and shadow. Mid-thirties, perfectly tailored suit that probably cost more than most people made in a year, dark hair styled with the kind of precision that suggested he'd never had a bad hair day in his life.

LCH: without turning around  You're late. I expected you three days ago.

His voice carried the quiet authority of someone who had never needed to raise it to be heard. Each word precisely enunciated, each pause calculated for maximum impact.

LCH: The reports from Ravenshollow reached me Tuesday. Something about a truth-teller who'd finally found his limitations. Before that, whispers about twin spirits in the hotel district. And before that, a joy-bringer who'd discovered the difference between happiness and addiction.

He turned slowly, and I saw what the character sketches had tried to capture. Not just confidence, but the settled certainty of someone who had tested himself against the world and found it wanting. His eyes were amber, sharp with intelligence, measuring me like a problem to be solved.

LCH: You're hunting the Awakened. And you're very good at it. Which makes you either a threat to be eliminated or a talent to be acquired.
BLK: Neither.
LCH: slight smile  Ah. The mysterious third option. I do enjoy puzzles that require creative solutions.

He moved to his desk - a massive piece of black granite that seemed to have been carved from a single stone. The surface was immaculate, holding only a single leather portfolio and a fountain pen that looked like it had been crafted by master artisans.

LCH: Tell me, hunter of souls - what brings you to my tower? Are you here to save me from myself? To warn me about the dangers of unchecked ambition? To offer me redemption through humility?

Each question carried a note of gentle mockery, like he was reciting lines from a play he'd seen too many times.

LCH: Or perhaps you're here to learn. To understand what it means to be genuinely superior to everyone around you. To see what happens when excellence isn't just an aspiration but a natural state of being.
BLK: I'm here to see what you've become.
LCH: opening the portfolio What I've become? I've become what I always was, just... more so. More successful, more capable, more essential to the functioning of this city than any single person has a right to be.

He gestured to the papers in the portfolio - documents that represented control over Ashwick's major industries, its infrastructure, its economic foundation.

LCH: Shipping, manufacturing, banking, real estate. Transportation, communications, utilities, entertainment. Forty-three percent of this city's economy flows through companies I own or control. Another twenty-seven percent depends on services I provide. If I decided to leave tomorrow, Ashwick would collapse within a month.
BLK: And that makes you proud?
LCH: Pride? No. Pride suggests I take satisfaction in my achievements. But satisfaction implies that accomplishment required effort, that success was uncertain, that there was some possibility of failure to overcome.

He closed the portfolio, set it aside with the dismissive gesture of someone dealing with trivialities.

LCH: I don't feel pride in my success any more than you feel pride in breathing. It's simply what I do. What I am. What I cannot help but be.
BLK: What about where you came from?

For the first time, something flickered in his eyes. Not emotion, exactly, but a kind of recognition. Like he was remembering something he'd tried to forget.

LCH: The Lower District? The mills and tenements and families who work sixteen-hour days just to stay poor? What about them?
BLK: You were one of them.
LCH: I was born among them. There's a difference.

He walked to the window again, looking down at the district that had shaped his early years. From this height, the poverty was invisible. Just buildings and streets and the abstract movement of people too small to be seen as individuals.

LCH: I was never one of them. Even as a child, even when I shared their circumstances, I was fundamentally different. Better. More capable. Destined for something greater than accepting limitation as natural law.
BLK: Your family?
LCH: Provided for. Comfortable. Living in a house I bought them, supported by investments I made for them, freed from the financial pressures that once defined their lives.
BLK: But?
LCH: But what? They're happy. They have everything they ever wanted. Security, comfort, status. The only thing they lack is... relevance.

He turned from the window, and I saw the cost of his excellence written in the lines around his eyes. Not exhaustion or stress, but something deeper. A kind of spiritual isolation that came from existing so far above everyone else that connection became impossible.

LCH: Do you know what it's like to solve your parents' problems before they finish explaining them? To watch your siblings struggle with challenges that seem trivial to you? To realize that your capacity for love is limited by your ability to respect the people you're supposed to love?
BLK: Is that what happened?
LCH: That's what always happens. Excellence is isolating. When you can do everything better than everyone else, collaboration becomes charity. When you understand concepts others struggle with for years, conversation becomes... condescending. When your casual efforts surpass others' life's work, relationships become... performance.

He opened a drawer in his desk, pulled out a photograph. A family portrait - parents, siblings, all smiling at the camera. But their smiles looked strained, like they were trying to pretend everything was normal.

LCH: This was taken the day I bought them the house. Look at their faces. They're grateful, yes. But also... diminished. They know they'll never be able to repay me, never be able to contribute anything meaningful to my success, never be able to relate to me as equals.
BLK: So you stopped trying?
LCH: I stopped pretending. That's different.

He put the photograph away, closed the drawer with finality.

LCH: I tried, you know. For years, I tried to be normal. To act like I struggled with things that came easily to me. To pretend I needed help with problems I could solve instantly. To perform the role of someone who might fail, who might need others, who might be... human.
BLK: What changed?
LCH: I realized that pretending to be less than I am is its own form of dishonesty. And dishonesty is inefficient. It wastes time that could be better spent on problems that actually require my attention.
BLK: Such as?
LCH: Such as optimizing this city's infrastructure to support a population that's growing faster than its resources. Such as creating economic opportunities for the thousands of people who depend on my companies for employment. Such as solving problems that actually matter instead of maintaining comfortable illusions.

He gestured toward the window, toward the city spread out below.

LCH: Do you see that construction site? New affordable housing, designed to my specifications, funded through my foundation. Those transportation improvements? My engineers developed the systems that make them possible. The university expansion? My donation, my oversight, my vision.
BLK: All of it?
LCH: Most of it. Because I can see what needs to be done and I have the capacity to do it better than anyone else would. Because I don't need committees or consensus or compromise. I just need to understand the problem and implement the solution.
BLK: And the people who live here? What do they think about being improved without being consulted?
LCH: They think they're grateful. They think their lives are better. They think they're fortunate to live in a city that functions as efficiently as theirs does.
BLK: But?
LCH: But they don't realize they're living in a benevolent dictatorship. They don't understand that their prosperity depends entirely on my continued interest in their welfare. They don't know that their city is essentially my private project, scaled up to accommodate eight hundred thousand other people.

The admission hung in the air like smoke. Not guilt, exactly, but recognition of what he'd become.

LCH: I've made Ashwick into the most efficiently run city in the region. Crime rates down, employment up, infrastructure functioning at optimal capacity. By every measurable standard, I've made life better for everyone who lives here.
BLK: Except yourself.
LCH: Except myself. Because excellence without effort isn't achievement - it's isolation. I've become so good at being human that I've stopped being human at all.

He sat down at his desk, picked up the fountain pen, then set it down again without writing anything.

LCH: Do you know what the worst part is? It's not the loneliness. It's not the isolation. It's not even the fact that I've made myself indispensable to hundreds of thousands of people who will never truly know me.
BLK: What is it?
LCH: It's that I'm right. About everything. About being better, about being more capable, about being necessary. My pride isn't unfounded arrogance - it's the only rational response to objective reality.

He looked at me with those amber eyes, and I saw something I hadn't expected. Not arrogance or superiority, but a kind of desperate honesty.

LCH: I really am better than everyone else. I really do understand things they don't. I really can solve problems they can't. I really am essential to the functioning of this city in ways they don't even realize.
BLK: And that's the problem.
LCH: That's the problem. Because being right about your own superiority doesn't make you less alone. It makes you more alone. It makes you a god among mortals, and gods are lonely creatures.

He stood up, walked to a different window, one that faced the Lower District where he'd been born.

LCH: I could go back, you know. Sell everything, give it all away, return to poverty and struggle and the beautiful limitations of ordinary life. But I can't unknow what I know. I can't unlearn what I've learned. I can't become less than I am.
BLK: So you're trapped.
LCH: I'm perfected. There's a difference.

But his voice lacked conviction. He'd said the words too many times, trying to convince himself they were true.

LCH: I've become the logical endpoint of human potential. The person everyone could be if they just... tried harder. Thought better. Acted more efficiently. But the irony is that in becoming the best possible version of a human being, I've become something that's no longer human at all.

Thirteen souls found. One left to go. But this one was different from the others. Not consumed by his sin, but refined by it. Distilled down to pure essence of what he represented. He'd become pride incarnate, and it was killing him one perfect day at a time.

LCH: You're not going to try to save me, are you?
BLK: Can you be saved?
LCH: I don't know. I've solved every problem I've ever encountered except the problem of being myself. And that's the one problem I can't approach objectively, because the thing doing the analyzing is the same thing that needs to be analyzed.

He turned from the window, looked at me with something that might have been hope.

LCH: But maybe that's why you're here. Maybe you're the one problem I can't solve. The one challenge that might actually challenge me.
BLK: Maybe.
LCH: Or maybe you're just another audience for my performance. Another person who'll leave here thinking they understand what it means to be me, when really they've just seen the surface of something too complex for anyone else to fully comprehend.
BLK: to myself  Your fate has already been sealed, the worst sin of them all, Pride.

The hunt continues. But I'm beginning to understand that some souls aren't lost because they've fallen from grace. Some souls are lost because they've achieved grace so perfectly that they've transcended the possibility of being human. And in Louch's case, his sin wasn't thinking he was better than everyone else. His sin was being right about it.




[ Close the door on your way out. ]




Chapter 19: The Hunt Ends

One more soul left to go - and yet it didn't matter, for my presence was immediately called back to their realm. The sensation was still new, as I felt myself get pulled out of my body and dropped into a field of golden flowers.

BLK: Why was I called here earlier than expected..?

Gabriel was the only one present with me, as he sat a couple of meters across on the same patch of flowers, smelling them and running his fingers across their petals. The golden blooms swayed without wind, each petal catching light that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. This place existed between moments, in the spaces where time forgot to count.

GBR: You fulfilled your duty, old friend.

His gaze was calm as always, as he rested his hands on the ground and pushed himself onto his feet, before reaching his palm out and offering to help me get up. There was something different about him now - a completeness that hadn't been there before. As if finding the souls had restored something he'd lost long ago.

BLK: We're still missing one more virtue, aren't we?

He pats my head, as if I was a student to him, and not the other way around, but I suppose that's how things are when you ascend to godhood. His touch carried warmth that had nothing to do with temperature, the kind of comfort that reaches straight through to the bones.

GBR: No need to worry about her.
BLK: Her..?

With a fluid motion, Gabriel waves his hand across the air and a faint vision washes past me, an image of a stunning and gentle figure with the soul of a saint. She stood in what looked like a hospital ward, tending to the dying with hands that glowed with soft silver light. But her eyes held depths of sorrow that spoke of bearing every pain she'd ever tried to heal.

BLK: I see, the soul that is worthy of being the virtue of compassion still hasn't descended into our world.
GBR: Precisely. She exists in potential, waiting for the right moment. The right circumstances. Compassion cannot be hunted or collected - it must choose to manifest on its own.
BLK: In that case, what'll I do now?
GBR: You can return to your previous life, but I doubt it'll be the same as you left it, 74 years ago.

Seventy-four years. Nearly a human lifetime had passed while I chased souls across continents. The world I'd left behind was ash and memory now. Everyone I'd known, dead or aged beyond recognition. The places I'd called home, transformed or demolished. I was a ghost returning to haunt a world that had forgotten my name.

BLK: Time flies.
GBR: Even more when you're on a fuse.
BLK: You know about that?

The question slipped out before I could stop it. My condition - the slow leak of existence that made every moment precious because there were only so many left. I'd hidden it well, but apparently not well enough.

GBR: A father should know all about his children.

There's that part again, and I doubt he'll stop saying it anytime soon, but I don't blame him - The strongest being in the universe sees everything as his children, even if they're older. Even if they're dying by degrees, unraveling like a poorly woven tapestry.

BLK: I'll stick around as a wanderer once more.

The words came out steadier than I felt. What else was there? I'd spent so long defining myself by the hunt that without it, I was just a fading echo looking for something to bounce off of.

GBR: You won't regret it, phantom judge.
BLK: Still calling me that?
GBR: I have a feeling you'll grow fond of it.
BLK: Is that a prediction, or a statement?
GBR: Whichever you like.
BLK: sigh Can't stand you future-seers.

I let my legs fall as I aim to drop back into my body, but before I could, Gabriel grabs me by the collar and hands me a journal. The leather was worn smooth, edges softened by handling. It smelled of ink and time and something that might have been regret.

GBR: One more thing before you go.
BLK: Another favor?
GBR: Consider it more as a payment.
BLK: Give me that.

Snatching the journal from his hands, Gabriel lets go and I fall backwards, but also forwards, again the feeling I'll probably never get used to, as I find myself back in my own body, with the journal in hand. The transition was jarring - from the timeless perfection of the flower field to the weight and limitation of decaying flesh.

BLK: A book as payment, they're sure getting cheap.

It's bland, and not really worth a whole lot. The binding was simple brown leather, unmarked except for wear patterns that suggested frequent handling. Nothing ornate or obviously valuable. Just another journal in a world full of forgotten stories. Brushing the dust off the cover with my hands, I gently open the first page of the journal and read the title inscribed in careful script.

BLK: A gift from an old future to a new past.

Very philosophical title, but I still didn't get it... until I did - A journal from myself of a further time, a warning not to repeat the mistakes he did. What a fitting gift for a ghost with a leaking hourglass. The handwriting was unmistakably mine, but older somehow. More careful. As if each word had been chosen with the weight of experience behind it. The ink was faded but still legible, and as I turned the pages, I caught glimpses of entries that made my blood run cold. I closed the journal quickly, hands trembling slightly. The future was supposed to be unknown, unwritten. But here it was, laid out in my own handwriting like a roadmap to inevitability.

But endings, I was learning, were just beginnings wearing different clothes. The hunt was over, but the story continued. And somewhere in that journal was the blueprint for everything that came next. The golden flowers seemed to whisper agreement, though they were worlds away now. The real question wasn't what came next - it was whether I had the strength to change what my future self had written, or if I was doomed to trace the same paths he'd already walked. Only time would tell. And time, unfortunately, was something I was running out of.




[ Guess you aren't so cheap after all, Gabriel. ]




Chapter 20: The Sky Calls Our Names

31X, Found Aquila in her valley one last time. The River Kyth had stopped flowing - not dried up, just... stopped. Hanging in the air like someone had pressed pause on the world. She was in her garden, kneeling among herbs that had grown impossibly tall, their leaves silver-edged and humming with frequencies I could feel in my bones. Her hands were pressed to the earth, and silver light was pouring out of her like water from a cracked vessel.

AQL: The balance is breaking. Too many births, not enough deaths. Too much joy in one place, too much sorrow in another. I can't weave fast enough anymore.

I watched the light drain from her, flowing into the ground, spreading outward like roots of starfire. Every plant it touched straightened. Every stone it passed settled into perfect alignment. The very air seemed to sigh in relief.

BLK: What happens when you can't hold it anymore?
AQL: Then I become it. The balance doesn't need a person to maintain it. It needs to be the space between things. The pause between heartbeats.

Her hair was turning silver, then white, then translucent. But she smiled as she faded.

AQL: Every baby I helped bring into this world... they'll carry a piece of perfect equilibrium with them. Balance won't be something imposed from outside anymore. It'll be something they choose, moment by moment.

The last of her dissolved into light, and the light became the stillness between breaths. The River Kyth began to flow again, but differently now - not just water seeking the sea, but part of a greater circulation that included every stream, every tear, every drop of rain that had ever fallen. Balance incarnate. No longer a person carrying an impossible burden, but the principle itself, woven into the fabric of how things worked.

32X, The Ravenshollow Gazette building was on fire when I arrived. Not burning down - burning up. The flames were silver and cold, consuming lies instead of wood, turning every false word ever printed into ash while leaving truth intact. Rogen stood in the center of it, his notebook clutched to his chest, watching decades of journalism burn away everything except the essential facts. His hair had gone white, his skin translucent. He was becoming transparent, like glass made of honesty.

RGN: Last edition.

He said, holding up a single sheet of paper. The headline was simple:
EVERYTHING ENDS. WHAT MATTERS IS HOW HONESTLY WE LIVED.

Beneath it, in smaller text: "The truth about truth is that it doesn't belong to anyone. It's not something you can own or hoard or weaponize. It just is. And now it always will be."

The fire reached him then, but instead of burning him, it burned through him. Every lie he'd ever been told, every deception he'd ever believed, every false story he'd ever repeated - all of it turned to silver flame and drifted away like smoke.

What remained was essence. Pure, undiluted honesty that seeped into the walls, the foundation, the very air of the building. And from there, it spread. Not as revelation or dramatic exposure, but as a fundamental shift in how reality worked.

Lies would still be possible, but they'd be harder to maintain. Truth would still be uncomfortable, but it would be impossible to completely suppress. Every newspaper, every broadcast, every conversation would carry within it the potential for genuine understanding.

RGN: No more fake news. No more alternative facts. Just the world as it actually is, and people free to decide what to do about it.

The fire consumed the last of him, and suddenly I could see clearly. The story I was living, the hunt I was part of, the real reason I'd been sent to find these souls - all of it crystal clear and impossible to deny. Some truths are too big to be contained in words. But now, thanks to Rogen, they didn't need to be. They could simply exist, waiting to be discovered by anyone brave enough to look.

33X, Found Zephine's wagon abandoned on the road between worlds. The painted stars had all fallen off, leaving the wood bare and ordinary. But the stars themselves were still there, scattered in the dust, each one a tiny window into a story that might have been. She was sitting beside the wagon, older than I'd ever seen her. Ancient, really. Her copper hair had faded to silver, then to white, then to something that looked like spun moonbeams. In her lap was an empty book - not a book with blank pages, but a book that had contained every story ever told and was now holding space for every story yet to come.

ZPH: I ran out of new stories - Started repeating myself. The same princess, the same lost shadow, the same lesson about sacrifice and meaning. People stopped believing.

Around us, the desert was littered with the remnants of her tales. The broken crown of a fallen king. The dried flowers from a lover's grave. The rusted sword of a hero who'd saved the world and been forgotten anyway. All the props of stories that had been beautiful while they lasted but couldn't survive their own endings.

ZPH: Need to become the possibility itself.

Light poured out - not the silver light of Aquila's balance or the crystalline radiance of Sampo's joy, but something warmer. Golden. The light of candleflames and campfires, of reading by lamplight and telling tales to sleepy children.

The light spread across the desert, and everywhere it touched, stories began to write themselves. Not grand epics or sweeping adventures, but small stories. Personal stories. The tale of a cactus flower blooming despite the drought. The narrative of two stones wearing each other smooth. The ongoing saga of wind and sand creating beauty through patient erosion.

Zephine smiled as she dissolved into narrative itself, her voice becoming the whisper that reminded people their lives had meaning, their choices mattered, their existence was part of a larger story that was still being written.

ZPH: Every person is both author and protagonist. Now they'll remember that.

The empty book closed itself and crumbled to dust that smelled like libraries and well-loved novels. But the stories continued. They would always continue now, growing like wildflowers in the spaces between moments, ensuring that nothing would ever be meaningless again.

34X, Marlow was waiting for me at the crossroads where all paths converged. Five roads met here, leading to everywhere and nowhere, and he stood at the center point where travelers had to choose their direction. He looked tired. Older than his years, worn thin by the weight of every promise he'd helped others keep, every oath he'd witnessed, every contract he'd sealed with his presence. His journal was huge now - not physically, but conceptually. It contained every agreement ever made, from marriage vows to business deals to the unspoken promises between friends.

MRW: Last contract. Between reality and responsibility. Between choice and consequence. Between what we promise and what we deliver.

I read it, though the words shifted and changed as I looked at them, adapting themselves to every possible interpretation of honor, duty, and trust.

BLK: Who's signing this one?
MRW: Everyone... Everyone who will ever make a promise they mean to keep. Everyone who will ever trust someone else to do what they say they'll do. Everyone who believes that words can mean something.

He placed the contract on the ground at the crossroads' center, and it began to glow. Not with light, but with intention. With the accumulated weight of every kept promise in history, every honored commitment, every moment when someone chose integrity over convenience.

MRW: I will become the signature itself. The guarantee that honor is possible. The assurance that trust can exist.

He knelt beside the contract and pressed his palm to it. The paper absorbed him like ink on blotting paper, drawing his essence into the words until he became part of the agreement itself. His body faded, but his presence intensified, becoming the force that bound all commitments, the principle that made promises more than just sounds in the air.

The contract dissolved into the earth at the crossroads, and from there spread outward along every path, carried by every traveler to every destination. Honor would no longer be a choice some people made and others didn't. It would be a fundamental option, always available, always possible, always meaningful. The crossroads settled into perfect stillness, and I understood that this was where all journeys truly began. At the place where people chose what kind of person they wanted to be.

And as I close this fable, my pen snaps, but there are always more instruments for those who hunt in ink and shadow. Always another pen for the stories that demand telling, another drop of midnight for words that must be bled onto paper, another moment of clarity for truths that hide in the spaces between heartbeats. The hunt taught me this: we carry what others need, not because we are generous, but because the work requires it. Extra implements for those who come empty-handed, extra time for those who cannot see what stands before them, extra faith for those who believe themselves beyond redemption. And for the curious, Sampo's thread was shorter than most - he burned bright and fast, his laughter echoing even as age claimed him. And as for Remi...

GBR: I'm surprised you'd stay by a mortal's side on their deathbed.
BLK: He's no mortal, Gabriel.
GBR: I know that, after all, you did choose him.

Remi heard his name called from somewhere much closer than the distant stars. Closer than breath. Closer than the space between one moment and the next.




[ It's time to go home, Remi. ]




Chapter 21: Whose Names Aren't Called

The brightest lights cast the darkest shadows, and so it is with every tale that echoes through eternity. Even the wickedest of souls shelter pure intentions within their corrupted hearts, though their methods may appear gruesome - evil, perhaps, to those who lack the vision to perceive the greater act being woven. Sins are the fundamental pillars that hold virtues aloft in their precarious balance, for without the consuming darkness of night, we would never learn to treasure the gentle mercy of dawn. To truly comprehend balance, we must first witness complete ruin in all its terrible glory. That sacred responsibility fell to me - the one obsessed with endings, the chronicler of final moments, the shepherd of souls crossing from one existence to whatever lies beyond. I found Sienna beneath the collapsed remains of Saint Matthias Cathedral, her body crushed under centuries-old Gothic stone that had suddenly forgotten how to bear its own ancient weight. The limestone blocks lay scattered like the broken teeth of some primordial beast, and she was pinned beneath the largest - a keystone that had held the main arch for three hundred years before deciding, in one catastrophic moment, that it had grown tired of defying gravity. Her breathing came in shallow gasps, each exhale a small surrender to the inevitable. Blood pooled beneath her head, dark as sacramental wine against the cathedral's cracked marble floor. This wasn't mere consequence or random tragedy - this was equilibrium finally asserting itself after years of patient waiting. The forces of ruin had at last outweighed the forces of preservation in a world where balance no longer held dominion over anything that mattered.

SNA: cough You gonna stand there... and mock me before I die.

The comment caught me completely off-guard. I had assumed my presence was invisible to her, as it usually was to the dying. But near-death has a peculiar way of sharpening human perception, making people see through veils that normally obscure the supernatural from mortal sight.

BLK: Mocking the duchess of destruction would be a grave mistake.
SNA: Duchess, huh... I like that name.

You should appreciate it. That's exactly what mortals will whisper when they speak your name in hushed tones around midnight fires. Perhaps it would have been kinder, more merciful, to allow them to live out their brief lives without fate's invisible hand determining their endings before they'd even learned to crawl. But who are we to challenge the equilibrium that Father set in motion when he first breathed light into the void? I knelt beside her as her breathing grew more labored, watching the light in her green eyes slowly dim like candles guttering in a strong wind. She had been magnificent in her destruction, an artist of entropy who turned buildings to dust with nothing more than her bare touch. Now she was becoming dust herself, completing the circle that all destroyers must eventually trace. The absence of unconditional joy in this world necessarily demands the presence of purposeful, beautiful disgust. Three districts away, I found Calista in the backstage area of the Velvet Rose Theater, lying in an expanding pool of crimson that seemed almost artistic against her midnight blue evening gown. The fabric was silk, expensive, and it absorbed blood with the same elegant efficiency it had once absorbed stage lights. Her theatrical makeup remained perfect despite everything - rouge still highlighting her cheekbones, kohl still rimming her eyes in dramatic lines, lipstick still painting her mouth the color of fresh cherries. She reached toward me with trembling fingers that bore rings on every knuckle, each one a trophy from some conquest or another. Her nails were painted in theatrical gold that caught the dying light filtering through the theater's stained glass windows.

CAL: Ah, it's you again.
BLK: Quite good with faces, aren't you?

She attempted to laugh - a sound like crystal wind chimes being shattered by hurricane winds. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth, tracing a thin red line down her chin before dripping onto the dusty floorboards below.

CAL: How could I forget the face of the one person who didn't see me as pleasure?

Death makes no exceptions, grants no special favors, offers no last-minute negotiations or plea bargains with fate. Calista's life had ended exactly as she had lived it - consumed by the very force she had spent years embodying and worshipping. A woman whose husband had fallen completely under Calista's hypnotic spell had somehow obtained a key to the theater, had waited in the dressing room with a carving knife glinting under the harsh backstage lights. It was a violent, passionate end to a life that had been built entirely on desire's most violent and consuming appetites. Perhaps that's simply how it must be with those who choose to serve the darkness instead of fleeing from it - they gradually become what they worship, and eventually, inevitably, what they worship turns around and devours them completely. I stayed with her until the final light faded from her eyes, then gently arranged her body in a more dignified position before departing through the theater's back exit, leaving her to be discovered by the morning cleaning crew. Mirelle and Draken, the twin souls who had run the Meridian Hotel - followed soon after Calista's departure from this world. The cosmic forces that govern reality demanded balance, and when certain souls are removed from the equation, opposing forces must necessarily follow to maintain equilibrium. The underworld has always thrived on discord between its various rulers and power brokers, and the twins understood this fundamental truth better than most mortals ever could. But all the preparation and understanding in the world means absolutely nothing when fate finally decides that your designated hour has arrived. I discovered them in the hotel's abandoned wine cellar, three levels beneath the lobby where they had once greeted guests with their complementary offers of perfect rest and perfect appetite. They were bound with silk rope - the same expensive cord they had used to tie back the curtains in their luxury suites. The irony wasn't lost on me. More wounds than I could easily count covered their bodies, blade marks that spoke of desperate, panicked violence rather than calculated murder. These weren't the clean, professional cuts of an assassin's blade, but the frenzied slashes of someone who had been driven beyond rational thought by fear or madness or both. Their arms and legs were secured with complex knots, as if they had been prepared for some grotesque ceremony that had gone horribly wrong. The sight was nauseating in its brutality, yet I felt no physical revulsion - only a deep, philosophical disgust at the sheer waste of it all. Two souls who had perfected their respective sins, who had become living embodiments of spiritual conditions that defined human experience, reduced to cooling meat in a basement.

BLK: What a shame.

Did I feel genuine pity? I cannot experience emotions as mortals do, but perhaps some distant echo of that sentiment stirred in whatever serves as my consciousness. The world seemed fundamentally, cosmically unfair in that moment - two beings who had achieved a kind of dark perfection, destroyed by mundane violence. But fairness isn't mine to judge or dispense. Only equilibrium matters in the end, and equilibrium had clearly spoken its verdict. Fate had developed particularly elaborate plans for a certain doctor who had transformed lies into medicine, deception into healing. Dr. Emery had spent years hiding terminal diagnoses from patients, convincing families to embrace false hope that would inevitably curdle into bitter resentment when various illnesses claimed their inevitable due. Perhaps he had always known, deep down, that his compassionate deceptions would eventually lead to this moment. Either he knew and simply couldn't bear to believe it, or he had genuinely thought he could cheat death itself through the power of therapeutic optimism. I found him in his private office on the seventh floor of Mercy General Hospital, slumped over his mahogany desk in a spreading pool of his own blood. Multiple stab wounds had painted abstract expressionist art across his white laboratory coat. The weapon - a surgical scalpel from his own instrument kit - lay beside his right hand. He made no move to treat his injuries, despite being surrounded by medical equipment that could have saved his life. He simply sat there bleeding with an expression of philosophical calm, as if he had finally found peace in accepting an ugly truth.

BLK: Why don't you treat your wounds?
EMR: Because I had it coming.
BLK: Coming to terms with your end isn't something I predicted of you, Fool of Denial.
EMR: Don't flatter me with such titles, and I ain't coming to terms with anything.
BLK: What are you talking about?
EMR: There isn't a slither of regret in this dying body of mine.
BLK: Still sticking to your delusions even in the face of death, how fitting.

He died with a bitter smile playing across his lips and his eyes wide open, staring at some invisible point on the ceiling. Those eyes of his - I gently closed with my fingertips before using tissues from his desk to clean the blood from his face. Then I vanished with the evening wind as his soul departed for the fate that awaited him in the spaces between worlds. None can escape fate's grand design, not even when they think they've found clever ways to circumvent destiny. Even when equilibrium hasn't fully manifested itself in the physical world, souls still fall as necessary sacrifices to maintain cosmic balance. The temporary absence of compassion - not from death itself, but because this particular world isn't yet worthy of divine mercy - had made envy the unfortunate soul destined to drown in crimson tides of her own making. Velvet's obsessive fascination with other people's lives had ultimately placed her in circumstances far beyond her abilities to navigate or survive.

BLK: Out of them, you seemed the most humane.
VLT: And yet here we are.

Her small body was slumped in the narrow space between two tenement buildings, blood seeping from wounds that painted elaborate shadow-patterns on the weathered brick behind her. Each drop that fell was a small tragedy, a life force ebbing away one crimson moment at a time.

VLT: Y'know something, ghosty?
BLK: What is it, kiddo..?
VLT: You're the one person in this world I don't envy. Not even a bit.

Those words struck far deeper than they had any right to, piercing through layers of supernatural detachment I had thought were impenetrable.

VLT: Your eyes tell stories of suffering beyond anything we've ever felt.
BLK: That's...
VLT: Ghosty...?
BLK: That's kind of you, Velvet.

She gestured weakly for me to come closer, her hand leaving a small bloody print on the brick wall. I knelt beside her, close enough to smell the strange mixture of copper tang from her blood and the cheap jasmine perfume she always wore - a scent that reminded me she had been barely more than a fragile human, despite everything.

VLT: Thank you for being with me, and not leaving me alone to die.
BLK: It's my responsibility, so don't take it perso-
VLT: I love you, ghosty.  I really, truly do.

Before I could fully process her words or understand their implications, the light faded completely from her dark eyes and her soul departed for whatever realm comes after this one. I must apologize to you who reads this journal - my past self, my newer incarnation - but I simply couldn't contain myself in that moment. This isn't a display of weakness, but rather proof of strength. Evidence that your past self, writing from a future that no longer exists, truly possessed emotions that went beyond hollow mimicry and artificial sentiment. The stains on these journal pages aren't raindrops. They're tears - my tears, shed for a child who deserved better than the hand fate dealt her. I trust that you will inherit these emotions, that you too will learn to approximate having a genuine soul. Perhaps, in time, you'll encounter someone who makes that soul resonate with authentic feeling. As for Louch, I never had the opportunity to meet him before his predetermined end arrived. His pride blazed too brilliantly, burned too hot for him to accept defeat or capture. He chose suicide over assassination, ending his own story in his corner executive office rather than allowing others to write his final chapter. A .38 revolver to the head, they said. Quick, clean, defiant to the very end. This concludes the earliest entry in this record, the first tale in what would become a much longer journey.




[ You sound really cool, future me. ]




Chapter 22: Trial of Equilibrium

Thirteen souls ascended. The world exhaled. I felt it in the space between heartbeats, in the pause between thunder and lightning, in that perfect moment of stillness before dawn breaks. The cosmos shifted on its axis, rebalancing itself with the careful precision of a jeweler adjusting the weights on an ancient scale. Thirteen souls had departed. Thirteen concentrated points of divine essence, refined and distilled through centuries of human experience, had been recalled to whatever realm waits beyond the veil. Their absence left holes in reality - not wounds, but spaces deliberately emptied, like a master sculptor removing clay to reveal the form underneath.

The world shut its eyes.

Not in death or despair, but in the kind of deep, satisfied sleep that comes after completing a monumental task. Like a parent finally resting after watching their children take their first steps into independence. The cosmic attention that had been focused so intently on these thirteen souls - tracking their growth, measuring their development, cataloging their transformations - simply... relaxed.

And in that moment of divine inattention, everything changed.

It began at sunrise on what the calendars would later mark as the first day of a New Era. Every soul-bearing creature on the planet felt it simultaneously - a sudden expansion, like taking the first breath after nearly drowning. The concentrated essence that had been locked away in thirteen chosen vessels suddenly distributed itself across the world with the impartial fairness of falling rain.

But equilibrium is not equality. The essence didn't divide evenly among all souls - instead, it flowed to where it was needed, where it could take root and grow, where consciousness and will could shape it into something new.

BLK: The weight is gone.

For the first time in centuries, I felt... light. Not empty, but unburdened. The cosmic purpose that had driven my hunt, the divine imperative that had made me seeker and judge and chronicler - all of it simply evaporated like morning mist.

Below me, the city stirred with unusual energy. People moved through their morning routines, unaware that something fundamental had shifted in the fabric of reality. But I could see it - the way shadows fell at impossible angles, the way ordinary objects seemed to pulse with potential, the way certain individuals moved with new grace, new certainty, new power.

The essence was finding its hosts.

One was hanging laundry when she discovered she could fold space. Not dramatically - she wasn't tearing holes in reality or stepping between dimensions. She simply reached for a clothespin that had fallen on the far side of the yard and found it in her hand without having moved. The distance between want and fulfillment had somehow... shortened.

SRH: staring at the clothespin That's... that's not possible.

But the extraordinary was becoming possible all around her. Down the street, another was learning that his morning coffee tasted exactly like whatever flavor he imagined. Two blocks over, a little girl discovered she could make flowers bloom by humming to them.

These weren't the refined, overwhelming gifts of the departed souls. These were gentler powers, more human in scale. Techniques that required will and practice and understanding. Ways to reach into the stream of essence and extract exactly what was needed.

They called them "extracts" because that's what they were - small portions of the infinite, carefully drawn out through pure intention. Not dominion over reality, but partnership with it.

As days passed into weeks, patterns began to emerge. The essence didn't manifest randomly - it responded to the deepest nature of each soul, shaping itself around core personality traits and emotional resonances.

The artists found they could paint with light itself, their "creativity" allowing them to give physical form to imagination. The healers discovered they could mend more than bodies, their "compassion" extending to broken hearts and wounded spirits. The builders learned to work with materials that existed only in potential, their "purpose" making dreams solid.

But the most remarkable discovery came when scholars began cataloging the differences between species. The humans show incredible diversity in their extracts, but they require extensive training to access them. It's as if the essence recognizes their potential but demands effort in return. The monsters, however... they all seem to share a connection to something we're calling the "love" trait. They can create what appears to be actual magic, but it flows from emotional states rather than conscious will.

The division was stark but not hierarchical. Humans could achieve extraordinary precision and power with their extracts, but only through discipline and practice. Monsters could weave reality like a song, but only when their hearts were fully engaged. Both approaches had their strengths. Both had their costs.

I walked among them as the transformation accelerated. Cities began reshaping themselves as architects learned to build with crystallized intention. Farmers discovered they could nurture soil with songs, growing crops that fed both body and soul. Teachers found they could plant knowledge like seeds, watching understanding bloom in young minds.

But it wasn't utopia. Power, even gentle power, brought new conflicts. Extract-users formed guilds that sometimes clashed over territory and technique. Monsters retreated to hidden communities where their magic could flow freely without human interference. Governments struggled to write laws for abilities that defied conventional physics.

CHD: Mama, why can some people do magic and others can't?
MOM: Because the world is big enough for all kinds of gifts, sweetheart. Some people paint, some people sing, some people make things float. What matters is what you do with whatever gift you receive.

The wisdom was simple, but it captured something essential about what was happening. This wasn't about chosen ones or divine selection. This was about ordinary souls discovering extraordinary capabilities within themselves.

I should continue documenting. I should catalog every new extract, every emerging trait, every innovation and conflict and wonder. It's what I was made for - to observe, to record, to understand. But the world has closed its eyes to let its children grow on their own. And maybe it's time I did the same. The hunt is over. The souls are found. The thirteen points of concentrated divinity have completed their purpose and moved on, leaving behind a world transformed by their presence and their absence. What comes next isn't for me to judge or guide or chronicle. It's for them to discover.

BLK: Time to stop being the observer and start being the observed.

I can feel it already - the essence responding to my own nature, offering new possibilities, new ways of being. For the first time in my existence, I have the choice to become something other than what I was created to be. The narrative passes now to younger voices, fresher perspectives, souls who will shape this transformed world with their hopes and fears and dreams. I've done my part. I've found what was lost, recorded what needed recording, witnessed the great transformation. Now it's time to live in the world we've all helped create. The books close on one story and open on another. Somewhere in the space between endings and beginnings, thirteen souls smile and let their children learn to fly, and in the end all I can hope is this never changes, for even the smallest brush of wind can topple it over.




[ The time finally comes for me to be the narrator, good ol' Vazzy. ]
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