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[bookmark: _uuaxhtik69cn]1. Forfeited
The wind rushes past me, my stomach feels like it’s going to explode out of my torso, and I stare up at a sky that is rapidly getting further and further way. As I look past my feet at the side of the cliff, which has turned blurry from how fast I’m rushing past it, blood from the wound in my stomach that I’m trying to so hard to hold inside of me is catching on the air and streaming away. A dozen names cross my mind, twice as many faces, and every single mistake I’ve ever made; Isn’t it always that way, when you’re trying to remember only the best moments, that your brain will just sort of push pain onto you anyway? Like I need any more of that.
“You want to race me?” My older brother says, arms crossed, in the front of the family compound. Most of the staff are inside, tending to our parents as they prepare for the annual Ascension Festival, so only he and I stand out front. “You know there’s no way you can win, right?”
“You could trip and fall off a building?” I say with a smile, grabbing my calf and pulling it back and up to stretch my legs out.
“You want me to get hurt?” He laughs, rolling his eyes at me.
“You can fly, jerkass.” I scoff at him as I switch which leg I’m stretching out. “You’re scared you’ll lose to a normie?”
“We both know that you are far from normal.” He teases me, reaching out to push me lightly. “Fine, we’ll race.”
It’s amazing just how long it takes to fall this far. I can still make out the shape of his head, his arm stretching out for me. With the wind in my ears, I can’t hear his voice, but I’m sure he’s yelling out for me. It’s useless, but I stretch out my finger tips, believing in that moment that he still might be able to catch me.
“I’m just not sure this is a good idea.” My mother frowns, glancing between the two of us. “I know you’ve passed all of the same tests your brother has --”
“With higher scores,” the very same brother says from behind me.
“-- but… You’re asking me to let you join a taskforce we specifically catered to handling extremely dangerous situations, often involving Ascendeds. Without any abilities of your own --”
A knock at the door behind us interrupts my mother.
“Madame?” The woman who opens the door wears a a simple black suit, styled neat as a pin, her hair held firmly in place in a bun at the back of her head. “Sorry to interrupt, but your 2:30 has arrived.”
“Thank you, Cartha.” My mother replies, gently waving her away. “We’re nearly done here.”
The creak of the door closing behind her obscurs the first few words my brother says behind me, “-- has proven capable in the face of every single task we’ve put in front of --”
“Regardless,” our mother cuts of her eldest child, “there’s a great risk of harm involved, and they --”
“-- didn’t fail half the tests put in front of him, like some of us have.” My brother argues, “Surely, doing as well on the tests as --”
“Enough.” Our mother says, silencing him with a word. “I… Will discuss this with your father. In the meantime, another minute of time is too much for me to give you just now.”
Why did I want this? Idolization of an older sibling, the ability to help people, the power a member of the taskforce inherently wields over everyone they encounter? Maybe I really believed I was invincible, despite all the evidence to the contrary?
A bit of blood starts to run from my nose, streaming up into the air at the bottom of my vision.
“Oh!” My closest friend in the world says, turning to dig in her bag and quickly producing a tissue. “You have a nosebleed!”
“Do I?” I blink at her, taking the tissue and lifting it to my nose. After a moment, I can feel the tissue in my hands growing cold as the heat dissipates from my blood and the tissue. With a sigh, I murmur, “So I do.”
“Have you been having these a lot, lately?” She asks me, digging around for another one. “If you have, it could be a sign of --”
“I know.” I say, probably a little too cooly. “I know my own family medical history.”
“Right.” She says, leaning back from me slightly. “Maybe you should consider dialing back on --”
“No.” I shake my head, accepting the fresh tissue from her hand and lifting it to my nose. “I knew the risks, and I accepted them fully when I --”
“You’re barely 17!” She argues, shaking her head at me. “Argue the merits all you want, we all know you’re plenty capable. But you’re pushing yourself so hard to keep up with the rest of us, you’re going to end up --”
The world around me begins to blur as tears tease the corners of my eyes. How many of the last conversations I had with so many of the people who flashed through my mind were arguments?
Take better care of yourself!
Stop pushing so hard, you’re a valuable member of the team and we can’t have you burning yourself out. 
Maybe it’s time to accept that your body can’t keep up?
The problem with choices is that you cannot know you’ve made the wrong one until everything has played out. Every choice I made, every word I said, I deeply believed to be the right thing to do; Not just for me, but for everyone. And, yet, here I am. I begin to turn my head, to try to get a sense of how much further I could possibly have left to go.
I’m brought to a very sudden, very expected stop.
~~~
Somewhere nearby, though it’s hard to tell how close or far it may be, a nebulous amount of water seems to be running over something. It could just as easily be a brook working it’s way down a few rocks a few feet away as it could be the rapids of a river, crashing over boulders on the way down it’s path, a few miles away. When I try to open my eyes to search for the source of the sound, they don’t respond to me. The lack of success causes me to frown, but as much as I want it to, my brow doesn’t seem to respond to my brain’s attempts to move it.
I can’t tell whether I’m laying down or standing upright. I’m not getting as much feedback from my arms and legs as I might like, and my fingers and toes don’t seem to be moving much when I try to wiggle them. They are moving, I think, I can feel what I think are my socks crimping as I scrunch my toes, even as they refuse to move to the degree I want them to. My foot otherwise refuses to respond when I try to rotate my ankle, which is a bitch choice for a foot to make.
I try to open my eyes again. Again, they refuse to respond, but that only has me focusing myself on getting my damned eyes open. Their refusal to respond becomes a resistance to opening, once which feels just as hard to break through as the initial refusal. After a while of trying, I have to take a break -- I can feel sweat coating my brow stress cloying at the base of my head, which is only unusual because I can’t remember the last time there wasn’t stress already present there. 
When, after either hours or seconds, I finally manage to force my eyes open, it quickly becomes obvious how fruitless an endeavor that was; My eyes aren’t working. I can hear a river or a stream, or the way rain pools in a gutter at the edge of a roof and pours out onto the ground via the chute after a strong shower, but I can’t see it. In fact, I can’t see anything, everything around me is pitch black nothingness. Except… It isn’t?
I can see my own nose, when I go looking for it, and if I work to scrunch my face into a frown, I can tell that my vision is narrowing. Furthermore, when I really look at the supposed nothingness around me, it quickly becomes apparent that several deep, near-black shades are coursing throughout the fog surrounding me. There isn’t any distinct pattern to them, not that I can decipher, only long, meandering swirls of color, the occasional blotch here or there, like a dab of paint has fallen off of an artist’s brush while they weren’t paying attention.
With a considerable effort, I manage to tuck my chin enough to look down at myself. Whatever I’m wearing, it’s neither nothing or anything. I cannot make out an inch of my skin, even as I so clearly know where my hands and feet are. When I eventually manage to rub my thumb and forefinger together, I cannot feel even a stitch of fabric covering them, and yet… 
My feet aren’t on the ground, nor is my back. It doesn’t feel like I’m floating, either, like it does when a ship breaks out of the earth’s atmosphere but the artificial gravity doesn’t kick on as quickly as it’s supposed to. When I begin trying to move my arms, they feel heavy, the way they do under the pull of gravity, and they resists me just the same as my eyes had. My head, similarly, resists when I try to move my it about. 
“Huh.” I try to say, but the word only comes out as a whisper on my breath. As a result, I begin trying to force the word to form in my throat, which is just as easy as opening my eyes had been. Eventually, once again on a timescale I can't decipher for the lack of any external clues, I manage to form the word, “Hello?”
Projecting it at all is another matter entirely. I can't even be sure, as I work to raise my voice, whether anything can hear me at all; The void is not particularly responsive to me at all, words or otherwise. I keep speaking, though, as I slowly force my body to obey me again; My legs are mostly useless without anything to push off of, but they help counterbalance my torso as I manage to spin myself in place. 
I don't feel like I'm constricted by gravity in any particular way, yet I'm certain that I'm not floating. My feet find no purchase no matter which part of the void I try to push against, but neither am I able to maneuver myself around via momentum like I have in those anti-gravity fields they set up at carnivals and fairs. Its a philosophically interesting question, to wonder what state I'm in considering both my inability to move myself in any direction whilst I can still manipulate my arms and legs to spin myself in place, but the conundrum is less interesting and more irritating the longer I linger within it.
“Hello?!” I call out for perhaps the hundredth time, expecting no more of a response than before but content just to have my voice obeying me.
The attention of something crashes into me like someone has thrown a brick wall at my person. A shiver runs throughout my entire body, outside of my control, at the same time as I feel every fiber of my being beginning to tingle. Panic and fear whelm up inside my chest, my mouth suddenly feeling dry, even as my eyes dart around and find nothing in my immediate presence. With a tremble to my voice that I can’t seem to fight off, I call out again, “Hello?”
“Odd.” Someone says, their voice coming from… Everywhere. As all the air leaves my lungs and I begin to hold my breath, is quickly becomes evident to me that I am not actually breathing, at all. “You’re still too new for this level of activity.”
“H-Hello?” I force myself to call out again, “Is someone there?”
“Full sentences?” The surprise in the disembodied voice hits me full blast, the sensation of being flung up into the air slamming my heart down into my stomach. “Very peculiar, aren’t you? So many stages ahead of some of the others.”
“Stages?” I ask, not even sure the voice can hear me, given it’s lack of direct response to me. “Others?”
In an instant, the attention leaves me entirely, the buzzing fleeing from my body just as quickly as I stop hearing the voice from any particular direction. The absence allows me to catch my breath, even as the awareness that I seemingly oughtn’t need to still lingers in my mind. As the fear and dread leaves my system, I take the chance to glance around again, trying to determine whether anything else has changed in anyway. The sound of water continues, but the sensation of a gentle breeze hitting my skin has joined in, ever so slightly chilly but as pleasant as it might feel on a hot summer’s day.
“You heard me?” The same voice manifests behind me, causing me to spin to face it. The shape of a woman, roughly my height, stands with her hands clasped in front of her, standing ramrod straight but at an odd angle compared to myself. She herself is made entirely of the same inky blackness as the void, but made manifest in a distinct form. It’s… Oddly discomforting.
“How could I not have?” I reply, realizing after a moment that all my spinning probably left me at an odd angle, so I do my best to stabilize myself based on her posture. “Your voice was… Everywhere.”
“I see.” She replies, her voice seeming to betray some hint of doubt that I can’t quite place a source for. “That’s… Irregular.”
“That seemed obvious.” I say, nodding along. “Where are we? What’s happening?”
“What is happening, indeed.” She replies, her head tilting to the side as she… Stares at me? The lack of a face makes it difficult for me to decipher what she might be thinking. “Might I ask you a few questions?”
It feels absurd to hear that. A few moments ago, her voice was genuinely omnipresent, and now… She wants to ask me questions?
“Questions about yourself,” she clarifies as if she heard my thoughts. 
“Right.” I say, shaking my head to try to clear the fog away.
“For what it’s worth, I did.” She says, but before I can ask what she means, she’s asking me, “Do you remember your name?”
“Of course?” I say without taking a moment to think on the question.
“Would you tell me it?” She continues, unfazed by my words.
“I’m… I’m…” I begin to answer casually, only to realize that I may not have answered her first question honestly. “I’m… Uhm…”
“Take your time.” The figure says, her patience sounding genuine as best I can tell.
“It’s… Why can’t I…?” I blink, frowning as I realize that the answer isn’t on the surface of my mind where I would normally find it.
“Try not to focus on that,” she says, successfully directing me away from the growing panic and back onto her question, “You just have to find the answer, when matters much less.”
“I’m… Cole?” I say, what feels like an eternity of searching my mind later. “Yeah. My name is Cole.”
“Hmph.” The figure hums to herself, craning her head up as though to look at something. “Interesting. A chosen nickname, perhaps?”
“No.” I answer the question as I hear it asked, “My name is Cole.”
The outline of the figure starts as her head snaps back down to look at me. I read surprise into the reaction, though I immediately cast doubt on my own assumption, even as the figure suddenly stalks much closer to me, an amorphous face pushing into my personal space. The urge to recoil from her, to lean back and reclaim some space between us, is as strong as I’ve ever felt it, but I fight it down and hold perfectly still, instead.
“Was I not supposed to answer that?” I murmur.
“You weren’t supposed to hear that.” She replies, a certain edge having found it’s way into her voice. “I’ve never encountered a soul quite this…”
“Quite this what?” I ask, gaining some space from her again as the shape recoils from me.
“What is happening?” She murmurs, turning away from me and stalking away. The outline of her person remains visible to me, though she puts a decent distance between us.
“I feel like you ought to be telling me!” I call after her, though she doesn’t seem to notice.
My mind begins to replay the conversation, then the context surrounding it, searching for any clue or hint as to what the hell might be going on here. None are obvious enough for me to catch them on a second pass, which I think speaks less to how obvious it is and more to how much recovering I have yet to do. On the third pass over the words spoken between us, the word soul catches in my mind and… 
I begin to run, not giving it much thought as I do. For the first time since I got here, however, my feet seem to catch on a surface of some kind, and I’m able to propel myself. I run until I’m nearly back at the outline of whoever the fuck, pulling myself to a stop just outside of her personal space.
“I’m…” I say, my voice catching in my throat despite my best efforts.
As the woman realizes I’ve run after her, she recoils again, this time seemingly flattening herself against a wall of some kind. 
“I’m dead?” I ask, my chest heaving more out of habit than anything.
She doesn’t immediately reply, the outline of her face staring at me as her jaw clenches. Slowly, she peels herself away from the wall, her attention remaining firmly on me as she does so. Another few moments of silence from her make me want to scream in her face, although I feel myself relaxing slightly as she murmurs, “Yes, yes you are.”
I expect to find that answer devastating, the way a child might feel as their parent admits to having accidentally sat on their birthday cake or having decided to use their college fund for a vacation. Instead, the feeling unfurling in my belly is equal parts confusion, denial, and acceptance; The way one might feel if a relative who’s been slowly dying for years finally does.
“There… Might be something I can do,” the shadowed figure says, sliding her fingers together and holding my gaze, “if you were interested in living again.”
“Who wouldn’t be?” I say.

[bookmark: _1oe2h3dxvn3c]2. Practices
I’ve spent so much of my life --
No.
I had spent so much of my life thinking about the afterlife, thinking about what happens when someone dies; Either by the purpose of another or the will of destiny. I’ve imagined Gods who might act like benevolent managers of yet another case file and malevolent torturers who might punish me for the mistakes I’ve made throughout my life. I could have been taught the error of my ways before eventually being allowed into a more restful place, where I would exist in peace with my past self and mistakes, enjoying a kind of enlightenment, or been permanently settled in with some of the very people I’ve sent this direction in the past.
To instead be greeted by a void of nothingness and a force of will that quickly reveals itself not to know what’s going on with me is… Unnerving, to put it simply.
As I begin to follow the nameless outline, I try my best to keep my thoughts in order. It will do me no good to ask any of the billion questions on my mind, when this shape seems so befuddled by my presence that her interest has fallen elsewhere several times. So focused am I on keeping myself in line with my own expectations that it almost slips past me when the inky nothingness around me suddenly morphs, nothingness reshaping itself into walls, ceilings, floors. It becomes no easier to get a sense of where I’m actually standing, but I find myself within a familiar framework of a building of some kind.
“Where are we?” I murmur, reaching gingerly out to press my fingers against the wall(?). 
“Don’t you know already?” The woman frowns, looking at me over her shoulder with her featureless face. “You’ve called it by name repeatedly.”
“What?” I blink at her, glancing around again, “The void?”
“Just a void.” She hums, turning to face forward again. “If you call it the void, it’ll start to feel superior again.”
“Is it… Alive?” I find myself asking, struggling to keep up with her as she hurries along.
“Not in the way you imagine it to be.” She replies, turning suddenly and hurrying down a hallway. “It has no beating heart to pump any blood nor a pulsing brain to guide inane choices.”
“Then… How does it feel anything?” I ask.
“The same way you do, now.” She replies without breaking her stride. “It may not be a living organism, but it retains the vast soul of one.”
“And it’s… Dead?” I frown. 
“It is…” The woman stops, turning to face one of the walls. “More complex than that. Try to spend some of your time here getting used to it, and it may even let you see through it more clearly. In the meantime… We are here.” 
She lifts her hand and knocks, exactly once, against a door, I guess, then pauses as if waiting for some reply. I don't expect one, but I get one nevertheless as someone lets out a long, deep groan on the other side. The shape beside me almost seems to roll her non-existent eyes as we wait in place for the second other person I've seen here to decide to call out, “Well? Come in or whatever.”
A space suddenly appears in front of us, not so much swinging open as it just kind of blinks into existence. As we step inside, my eyes are drawn not to any particular surface that vaguely resembles a couch or a desk, but to the outline of the woman we've presumably come to see. Rather than being draped in rich, deep shades of the woman beside me, this woman is… Green? She's made up of what almost look like clouds of freshly cut grass, thrown into the air by a gust of wind, although her left arm and part of her torso look… Brighter than the rest of her?
“What's up, Emily?” The green shape of a woman sighs, “I was just reading a riveting book about how ritualistic sacrifice and mass killings are wrong and bad, actually… Who's Blue?”
“That is not my name.” The dark shape next to me sighs, short and to the point, like she's had a conversation just like this many, many times. “And this is Cole.”
“I'll stop calling you Emily,” the green shape chuckles, folding a vaguely-book shaped object closed around one of her fingers, “if you ever tell me your actual name… And, hello, Cole.”
“I do not have a name.” Not-Emily says to me offhandedly. “I am the embodiment of death, nothing more and nothing le-”
“Buuullshiiit.” Green says.
“… Cole,” Definitely-Not-Emily sighs, waving towards the woman in the corner, “this is Holland. I believe that I may be able to --”
“Great, grand, we're all acquainted!” Holland interrupts, turning herself to fully face the two of us. “Blue here the newest candidate, huh?”
“She is.” The woman besides me replies, choosing her words carefully. “I had thought we could ease her into the concept of what I mean to attempt --”
“Yeah, sure, fine,” Holland cuts Emily off, directing her full attention at me. “Listen, you're gonna say no anyway so I'm barely gonna bother pretending to be kind to you; I want to live again and, according to this bitch --”
She gestures at the only other entity in the room with us.
“-- my body is willing but my soul is lacking. Now, she’ll have brought you here because your body was, I dunno, obliterated by a bus or something --”
“Holland.” That entity says with a good bit of warning in her voice.
“Whatever.” Holland waves her off. “The point is, she thinks you might be strong enough to survive being shunted into a renewed version of my body with a hitchhiker along for the ride, that's me, in case you're an idiot, and getting back to the business of living.”
“There are some potential drawbacks that I cannot begin to imagine, and therefore cannot account for,” Emily sighs, arms crossing over her chest. “This idea has been with me for a very long time, now, and I have my --”
“You're not sure you wanna, blah blah blah.” Holland huffs, her hand making a motion as though the embodiment of death is wasting our time, “Look, if you and I agree to try, she’s confident enough in her ability and curious enough about the outcome that she would aide us in our effort, so to speak. You’d get some extra powers out of it, on top of whatever you already bring to the table, and I’d get to… Continue on with my purpose. Don’t worry if you aren’t interested, everyone else has said no so there’s no way you could hurt my feelings.”
“Maybe if you were a little less abrasive…” the silhouette beside me huffs. “This is why I wanted you to speak with her, Cole, to get a sense of who would be accompanying you. The idea has always intrigued me. I do believe the two of you could survive and, potentially, even manage to make the ensuing insanity work.”
“Maybe if you didn’t insist on calling it insane!” Holland protests from her spot on what is ostensibly a couch.
“Are you sure you want to live again?” I wonder about the greenish shape, crossing my arms over my chest as I observe her.
“Of course, I do.” The the warmth drains out of the shade of her silhouette as the woman suddenly cools considerably. “There was a lot of life I left behind, unchecked. Even if I have to do it as a voice in the head of some otherwise empty-headed bimbo --”
“Fuck you, too.” I interject, my tone unchanging.
“-- I’ll do whatever it takes to accomplish what I should have before I died.” She finishes, finally deciding to set her book down besides her. “And, you?”
“You’re making me reconsider my answer.” I murmur, gingerly leaning my shoulder against the doorframe that looks exactly like the wall, the floor, and the couch Holland is sitting on. “I left some of my own problems behind… It’d be nice to have the chance to clean those up.”
“Boring.” Holland rolls her eyes (I think). “That’s it? There wasn’t, I dunno, a cute guy you never got to fuck or some building you wanted to blow up? Something fun?”
“Blowing buildings up was never my form of fun.” I hum, trying to figure out what to say to actually get a handle on who’s sitting before me. “You get a much better kick out of fighting, in my experience”
“Really?” The woman hums, tilting her head to the side, “Is there anyone you left behind that you would’ve liked to have brought here with you?”
“One or two.” I admit.
“Oooh. Would those be your first murders?” She hums, “Or are you less of a virgin than I think?”
“I try not to go out of my way to kill the people I fight,” I answer, “but I can’t pretend to have lived in a perfect world. I’ve never murdered anyone, but deserving people have died at my hands.”
“Mmmm is there a difference, though?” Holland asks, pushing herself to her feet. “Does it matter whether your beat them to death in the middle of the street while random people watch on over their lunches or if you slit their throats while sleep in their own beds, as long as they don’t harm anyone else?”
“I’d say the context matters quite a bit.”
“Hmph.” Holland huffs, coming to a stop just in front of me and simply staring at me.
“You may argue about morals all you like, on your own time.” Emily says when she has a chance to speak. “I find your bickering boring, and I do not care for your ideals. Cole, my curiosity will either be sated by you and Holland, or someone else and Holland.”
“I take it damaged souls that hang around aren’t exactly a dime a dozen?” I ask.
“I am not damaged!” She protests.
“Precisely.” Emily answers me. “If you are not interested, another soul with near enough your potential will come along and… They may not be as good at standing up to Holland as you appear to be. I should also warn you that, should you agree, it will not be a simple nor quick process.
“You’ll have to read a lot.” Holland says, sounding like she’s rolling her eyes again. “That part sucks. The practice rituals are a lot funner, but they… Still suck.”
“Do I have something better to be doing?” I frown at her.
“Do you?” She asks, a smile evident in her voice. 
“No.” I answer, turning from Holland to Emily as I answer, “I’ll do it.”
“Then we should begin preparing,” She replies to me, leaving the room without a further word.
“Excellent.” Holland says, her tone cooling off again as she makes her way back to her couch. “I’ll be waiting.”
~~~
It’s a truly obnoxious amount of reading. Tomes upon tomes written by authors whose names barely read as names to me, translated into modern languages by Emily long before I was even born, let alone before I died. Each one theorizes about what Emily is curious about doing, every single one coming to the conclusion that it’s improbable but not impossible. A few are even written by Emily, though she signs them as Lady Death, theorizing about the situation I’ve arrived into now; A strong enough soul, merged with a partial soul and forced into a the body of that partial soul, might just manage to survive the exercise.
Survive in this context meaning that failure wouldn’t burn up our souls and success would return us to life. In theory.
And, once the reading is done, the practice begins.
Emily teaches me alone, at first, telling me that Holland’s presence would just distract me from learning what I need to learn. Once I’ve progressed far enough, Holland leaves her little space for the first time to join Emily and I in our practice rituals. It’s funny to me that Emily insists on doing so much practice, given Holland and I have very simplistic roles within the final context of the… Spell? Manifestation of power? 
Emily only ever calls it a ritual. When I try to ask her for more details about it, she acts like I could never comprehend what she means to accomplish, which… Isn’t very reassuring.
“Alright.” She says to us, long before I expect her to, “I believe it is time.”
“Finally.” Holland sighs, sarcastically adding, “Should I make sure I packed all my bags?”
“If you’re sure.” I say to Emily, glancing toward the green silhouette of a woman next to me.
“I lose nothing if I am not.” Lady Death responds.
As we take our places, standing at the points of what seems to me like a very large crescent moon etched into what constitutes the floor here and facing one another, I can’t fight off the sense of doubt that permeates my being. Am I actually sure, or have I just decided that Holland should probably go with someone who can keep her in line? Would I rather actually be resting, have I just convinced myself I have problems I want to correct and things I want to see through? Is the actual answer that I don’t want my brothers last memory of me to be my hand slipping from his?
Would it be so bad if that were my reasoning?
Holland and I watch as Death settles a few items in the closed portion of the semicircle, then another few items in the open portion on the opposite side. Even with my efforts to become more familiar with Void, I still can’t clearly see the objects around me without holding them directly in my hands. Some of the shapes are more familiar than others, a book and a lit candle are placed within the closed portion, whilst others are harder to decipher; Mostly the items in the open half, odd shapes that don’t make much sense to me at all.
“Are you ready?” Death asks.
“We’ve gone over this a hundred times.” Holland rolls her eyes.
“Yes.” I answer for both of us. 
“I shall go over the warnings again.” the silhouette who potions herself at the center of the semicircle says, drawing a groan out of Holland. “Once I start, there will be no stopping; Stopping almost certainly means the dissolution of your souls, which is the opposite of what we are trying to achieve. It will hurt in ways I do not want to begin to imagine, try not to scream too much, as distractions would not be good for any of us. And, finally, if this works and the two of you make it back, remember that you are on your own. I am not some magic reset button you can push if you lose a fight or slip on a curb. If this works, it will almost certainly only work on either of you once.”
“We read the books, Em.” I say, the nerves briefly getting the better of me. 
“That is not my…” Lady Death begins to say, petering off after a moment. “Regardless. Cole, it was nice meeting you, I hope you make it. Holland, I hope I never have to deal with someone as irritating as you ever again.”
“Likewise.” Holland says, and I notice she’s tapping her foot and rubbing her hands together as though she’s trying to warm them up. “Let’s get this over with.”
Death nods once, settling herself in a seated position, facing the open end of the crescent. She crosses her legs in front of her, contorting her legs so the tops of her feet are pressed into the tops of the opposite thigh. Once she’s finished adjusting, she appears to close her eyes and certainly begins to hum in a low, nearly ominous tone. I catch Holland looking in my direction and wonder if she’s second-guessing herself as well.
For the first time since I arrived here, I feel the weight of Death’s attention on me. It feels as though someone has laid an entire brick wall on my chest, and I feel the sensation leaving my fingers and toes as though I’m suffering from frostbite. The tingle returns, too, and I find myself licking my lips and trying to prepare for what I know is coming. My limbs begin to seize in place and any control I had over myself disappears, and I can see the same thing happening to Holland at the bottom of my gaze as my chin is forced upward.
The various items placed around us begin to float, more so than they had been before, raising to be roughly the height of my chest. So slowly that I almost don’t notice it, everything within the semicircle begins to spin counterclockwise. If I want to look at anything other than the sky of void, it has to be the glowing green outline of the woman a handful of feet in front of me. I can hear Lady Death’s humming getting louder, beginning to pitch back into the omni-present hum I experience when she first noticed me.
As the humming grows louder, I begin to wonder when the pain will come, only for it to bowl into me all at once. Every fiber of my soul begins to buzz, granting me the pleasant sensation of someone violently shaking every atom of me, only for it to quickly morph into an intense, sharp pain as every part of me begins to pull apart from itself. In an instant, I begin to scream -- A small squeak makes it out of my throat before the raw pain of my throat tearing itself apart makes it impossible for the noise to manifest.
In front of me, I can tell Holland is having the same, awful time. Her hair has fallen out of the familiar pile on her head and is whipping around her behind her, dark brown strands extending from pale, white skin, her blue eyes wide with the horror of what we’ve invited onto ourselves. It doesn’t even occur to me that I can see her and the outline of her soul, until the immense strain of being pulled apart has exhausted my ability to care and numbness begins to spread throughout me. I barely have the energy left to notice that Holland, now myself, too, sports high cheekbones and a sharp jawline, that she doesn’t (or didn’t) sculpt her eyebrows while she was alive, and that she’s taller than I was.
As we spin faster and faster, as the both of us settle into the numb roar of pain, I can’t help but glance over at the woman sitting in the middle of the circle. She, too, is spinning along with us, though she seems entirely unaware of that fact -- Or of the fact that if I strain my eyes to stare at her out the corner of my head, I can see her in the same way I saw Holland a moment before.
Whoever Emily is or isn’t, she is a woman with rich, black skin, her hair pulled into dreadlocks and spun loosely together before spilling over her shoulder as though she isn’t actuallying turning impossibly fast. Her eyes are closed, and her hands appear to be settled flat on some surface, just above what I’ve been considering the floor of Void. For as much as she puts on the pretense of being some unfeeling patron of death, whether she still lives or not, there is a human being sitting there.
I was thinking the same thing, a small voice at the back of my head grunts.
Holland meets my eyes across the gap between us, a gap which is rapidly closing. We had started off no fewer than 6 feet apart, but without my notice we’ve slipped close enough to one another that either of us might be able to reach out and touch the other if we had any control over our limbs. 
Let’s try it. The voice in my head says, Left hand. 
Very slowly, I begin to raise my left hand. Across from me, at what looks to me like the exact same pace, Holland begins to raise her left hand, too.
That’d be sick if it didn’t fucking hurt so much.
I agree.
We stop so suddenly that my head whips forward, my right hand reaching forward to brace myself against the ground I’m sure I’ll hit. The feeling of every cell in my body spontaneously exploding into bits suddenly reverts and, although every inch of me feels like it’s on fire, I don’t feel any… Pain.
I am not longer standing above the tip of a crescent.
Holland isn’t standing across from me. 
We are floating at the center of the two tips of the semicircle, staring inward at the woman I’ve been calling Emily. When she finally open her eyes, she scans our features with something almost resembling awe, her hands coming up from the floor as though she means to reach out and touch us before she seemingly thinks better of it.
“I did it.” We hear her say, so softly she almost doesn’t vocalize at all. Slightly louder, she murmurs, “Good luck.”
Death lifts her hand, palm facing us, and shoves.
We shoot back, away from the semicircle, away from the void, away from Lady Death, so fast that our vision begins to blur and are limbs are forced forward. Our hair, long and unkept, flutters out into our vision, occasionally whipping into our face as though to offer some extra annoyance.
Our back slams into what feels like stone, and we’re brought to a rough stop.

[bookmark: _7qlmzwslzj07]3. Astoria Bound
Whatever Holland and I land on, it’s cool, hard, and absolutely unforgiving.
The room around us is pitch black, not a single source of light that I can detect. It’s either late, late at night or we are in a completely sealed room with little way in or out; Perhaps they were expecting revival rituals. As I grope at the floor for any hint of where we are, my fingers find what feels a little bit like a carpet or a rug, more likely the later with the frayed edge, and I follow it upward until I find what I initially think is a table leg or something -- Although, it feels like it’s made out of the same stone as the floor. 
Ow. Holland grumbles in my head. That…
“It was intense.” I agree, carefully beginning to push myself to my feet. “If I had known it would feel like that, I might have thought twice about agreeing.”
As I recall, Holland murmurs a moment later, you did think twice about it.
“You’re just such a peach, Holly.” I roll my eyes, fingers trailing along the same, cold stone as the floor, only at about the level of my waist. “I wasn’t sure I could be a part of you having to go through something so hard.”
Uh huh. I hear her voice, clearly, in my mind. What are you doing with our hand, anyway?
“I’m…” I begin to say, pausing long enough to lift one hand into the air and wonder how Holland is experiencing this, as a kind of passenger. Once I manage to shake the thought out of my mind, I return to examining the table with both hands. “I’m trying to figure out what this is and, hopefully, where we are, too.”
You don’t want to take a moment to praise the Goddess of Death for bringing us back?
“You do?” I ask, as my fingers stumble onto something that feels like a small, metal dish, only making me wonder yet more whose table this is, and why there aren’t any windows here.
Well, no. Holland admits, as I continue to explore and find what feels oddly like a long, thin stick. In another circumstance, I might mistake it for a piece of incense on a mourning platter, but… The voice in my head murmurs, It could be that.
“If it were that, I would find… ” I say, taking a thick swallow as I find a small square object a moment later. “I would find a book of matches next to it.”
It doesn’t take me long to find a small flap in the object and manage to wiggle it free. Inside, I find even smaller, thinner sticks that I’m becoming convinced are matches. As I secure one between my fingers and close the book it came from again, a sinking feeling manifests in my stomach. It doesn’t get better as I turn the book over and begin striking the match against the back of it, finding the area directly in front of my face illuminated by the small flame. It’s not enough to see the room, from, but as I transfer the flame from match to incense, a brilliant, bright blue flame springs to life, illuminating the room around us.
It’s a tomb. Holland notes, the object I mistook for a table quickly becoming an identifiable elevated coffin as the light fills the room. The room appears otherwise empty, nothing adorning the walls and no ornate decorations on the side of the coffin. At the very top, what I assume is the head, someone has elegantly etched, Rest well, our beautiful child (2421-2540). I feel my chest starting to get tight as I return the stick of incense to the plate where I found it.
Do you wanna open it and see if we can recognize you in your bones? Holland asks.
“Fuck off.” I grumble, though I can’t help but let a small chuckle escape along with the expression given the sheer absurdity of the situation. “All the way off. If it were your old body in this big empty room, would you wanna see it?”
I’d be tempted. She replies, sounding genuine. It’s one thing to know what a decomposing body looks like, I’ve seen my fair share, but to see it applied to yourself… I can’t help but wonder if there’d be the feeling of some connection with Emily, if one were to see something like that, whether you recognized it or not.
“I didn’t realize you were the spiritual kind.” I murmur, shaking the earlier insult from my mind.
Quite. Holland says, Hundreds of years ago, when I was first born, divinity still referred to a man you could not see, hear, or know. The Ascension had happened while my parents were children and, by the time I was born, many worshiped the earliest of the Ascended, thinking them like Gods, although some still hung onto the older religions.
“Wow, you didn’t curse or imply any of them were stupid.” I remark, giving a second glance to our surroundings in the hopes I missed any kind of extra detail that might have been added to honor my memory. I find none.
I had the idea of mixing vulgarity with talks of Gods beaten out of me when I was young. You would have, as well, if you’d watched someone you knew smited by an Ascended in their front yard for the most minor of insults.
“I doubt any of them are still around,” I say, prepared to add something more before a hiss reaches my ears, followed immediately by a whoosh of several torches lighting around us. After wincing away from the sudden light, I cannot help but murmur, “That can’t be good.”
You think so? Holland harps, and I feel what I think is her attention sliding towards one of the shadows. It’s time to go.
“Is it?” I ask, reaching up and rubbing at the back of my neck to suppress a chill that runs down my spine. “I mean… This is my crypt. Anyone on their way to deal with an intruder would work for my parents, and if they just take us to see them, then --”
Did you leave all of your brains in your cadaver?
“What?” I frown, my ear twitching at the sound of several pairs of boots marching towards us. “No, I just -- If we can speak with my parents, I’m sure I can convince them of who I am, which would --”
Did you and your parents’ specialize in secret codewords?
“Well, no, but my mom’s power is truthtelling, so --”
So she would believe that you believe you’re her dead kid, and that would convince her… How? Is there some kind of special moment you shared with her that would unequivocally prove to her you are who you say? Or would they just lock us in an asylum?
“I…” I murmur, searching for a justification for what I want to do.
Come on, Cole. You know I’m right.
With a long sigh, I press the tips of my fingers against the top of my coffin, growing more annoyed as I realize I have to work at this aspect of shadow magic.
Shadowmancy isn’t magic! Holland grumbles at me.
Fighting off the annoyance from my head and heart which threatens to break my focus, I close my eyes and attempt to feel for the shadow on a more instinctual level and less on a conscious one. What that means in practice is stopping the random flow of my thoughts and zeroing in on the pull from the thin sheet of darkness as it tugs on my fingertips. When a sharp pull nearly yanks my arm out of my socket, I instinctively recoil, immediately bring my opposite arm up to rub at my shoulder.
“Fuck me, that is strong.” I murmur.
Amazing, isn’t it? Holland asks, The connection I, now we, share with the shadows?
I’m a moment or so from answering when a strong, somewhat familiar shout catches me off-guard.
“Whomever is in there, you may come out with your hands above your heads,” the voice calls, “or you may stall until we come in! Regardless, there is no way out of this where you are not taken into custody.”
“Kinda funny how wrong that is.” I murmur to myself, suppressing a sad ache in my chest just before plunging my entire arm into the shadow and being yanked away from my grave.
The feeling of being engulfed in shadow is… Indescribable. My entire body is flattened out and crumpled up in the same instance, my blood pumps through my entire body regardless of my heart, which almost feels like it stops beating entirely. In an instant, I understand what it must have felt like for all of the Ascended folks I’ve ever known, what they’ve meant when they said I didn’t quite know what I was up against. My head whips forward as I gravity grabs a hold of my body and the shadows let go of me.





“UGH!” A woman’s voice, barely a foot in front of me, groans as I quickly push my hair back and out of my face -- And out of hers. “Watch what you’re doing!”
“Sorry!” I call out after her as she begins to jog off down the path.
“Fucking Ascended.” I hear her mumble, a sentiment that I remember feeling myself a handful of times. A part of me, named Holland, is tempted to shout out after her and ask if I heard her correctly, but that sounds vaguely like a threat and I’m not sure I want to spend my day in jail because someone complained about me. 
Fair point. She huffs. 
Instead, we should probably focus more on finding somewhere to stay, which almost certainly means getting some money and --
Hey, Cole? Holland interrupts my thoughts. Just to check, we are wearing clothes, right?
In a panic that the answer might be no, I quickly tuck my chin and get a good look at what we’re wearing; Which thankfully isn’t nothing. Instead, my new legs are tucked into a pair of baggy, black trousers, the ends of which are tucked into simple black boots that look almost like I might have stolen them off of a military convoy. The top I’m wearing is more formfitting, a rich blue tanktop with a collar that reaches halfway up my neck. 
It’s not a bad outfit.
“Yeah, I guess Emily would know how to dress a zombie.” I murmur, relaxing slightly as I glance around me. The park I’ve landed Holland and I in is familiar, though it looks different in a way I can’t exactly pinpoint. With a small sigh, I begin to make my way out after the jogger I practically assaulted with my hair, making my way out to the nearest street. 
Crumpled concrete interspersed with a variety of grasses line the main road, with a handful of restored tower buildings rising high into the sky above. In the richer part of town, it’s a familiar sight, but not so common that I don’t know where I am within a few moments. Once we’ve exited the part, I take a left and head away from the center of Rich Row towards the edges of the city -- The old harbor and factory districts, where poorer folk are a whole lot more common, and you can usually scrounge up a few bucks if you’re crafty and daring enough.
That’s… Certainly an idea. Holland mumbles as she reads my thoughts, picking up on one of the ideas I figure is more likely to result in something. 
“It’s better than sleeping on a park bench.” I sigh, well aware that I catch at least one glance for talking to myself as I make my way down the street. 
A quick glance at the sky tells me it’s still relatively early in the morning, which is great considering this city wasn’t originally built with walking in mind. I could take this chance to practice my precision with my new powers, but… There’s something different about the place were I was raised, something I’m struggling to put my finger on, and I hope that by walking along I can catch some kind of hint about what it is. If I had the money for it, I’d consider grabbing a tram ride, too, in part because I’m curious to see if they ever pulled the trigger on redesigning the trams to allow them to run a little faster, but I don’t, and I’m not currently interested in risking that shadow-hopping into a tram bathroom might also mean sticking my foot in a public toilet.
What can I say? I like the boots.
I keep myself on some form of alert as I walk, hoping for literally any kind of clue as to why I feel so out of place. The people around me dress roughly like I expect them to dress, going from stuffier, status-based style in up in the hills of the city where Holland and I started to a more efficient, comfort-based style in the lowlands and extending out towards the docks. Up where people make more money than God on the regular, dress tends to be more about how much money you can afford to spend on having someone hand-stitch your clothes for you, but down where folks need to do actual work to make a decent living, the style is a based a lot more on less flashy, more efficient clothing, the kind of stuff one person can make 20 of per day in their shop, if they skip their lunch break, and stuff that won’t fall apart if you get a grease stain on it and need to give it a hard wash.
You sound like you hate people with money, Holland remarks, but that crypt didn’t strike me as a working class family’s.
“It wasn’t.” I murmur, glancing around to make sure no one’ll think I’m off my meds. “You also don’t see me turning around and going to beg my parents for charity on the off chance they’ll believe I’m me.”
You just know you’d get shot before you got in the same room as them.
Yeah, I absolutely would. That’s… Kind of the whole problem, the part where people who aren’t as well off as you, for whatever reason, become less person and more problem. My parents were awful at that, as I recall, and… Yeah, we’d be greeting Emily with a few bullets in our brains before we could explain ourselves to them.
I see.
Glad you do.
The boundary between the rich part of the city and the poor part of it is stark. In the rich district, the grasses that have broken through the old streets are well kept, allowing the space to remain largely functional for folks who are out walking or biking, or the kids who want to play a game that requires some freedom, and the buildings are regularly maintained, allowing them to grow higher and be safer than they are anywhere else. In the lower city, it’s the exact opposite; The grass growing out of the streets wildly overgrown, half of it wilted from a lack of water, and nearly every building is missing some large chunk out of it from some fight that broke out between Ascendeds -- That if the building actually managed to survive. Several blocks worth of them have been leveled entirely, any bits and pieces of the old building that was still useable being repurposed into a newer, lower, shabbier building. The only people who come down here to maintain jack shit are members of the Ascended Lowland Taskforce, and even they only come down to break up fights or put down folks who are using their powers to hurt others.
I should know, I was one.
You fought Ascendeds before? Holland asks.
Not often. And nearly never alone, if I could help it. There was only once, that I can remember, where I didn’t have any powered members around to back me up. 
What happened that time?
Well, half of my stomach got torn out before anyone arrived, then I got tossed into a gorge and died.
Ah.
Yeah, it sucked.
As I make my way through a throng of people gathered outside a food cart, waiting their turn to buy what kinda looks like sushi, I catch sight of the prices listed on the outside and catch myself thinking that the prices seem outrageous for this section of the city. Hell, you’d probably catch a few people blushing even up in the Hills. I pause to examine the folks waiting in line, not noticing anyone who’s dressed fancier or cleaner that I’d expect them to be around lunchtime. Yet another thing that feels off, feels wrong, about the city, my city.
As I stand idly around, trying to get a feel for what exactly feels off about everything, a large bang reverberates through the air. Everyone waiting in line looks north, into the heart of the Lowlands, trying to get a sense for how far away the danger is. Another bang rings out, this time causing visible damage to one of the only skyscrapers remaining out here -- One that’s miles away. The people in line make that connection in waves, those closer to it relaxing and those who take a moment to recognize the area remaining tense for a moment longer. Even as the banging repeats at irregular intervals, the folks waiting to buy their lunch collectively ignore it.
“Breaking news!” A voice shouts out from a small, powerful radio on the counter of the food truck that had been playing soft jazz up until now. “An argument between Ascended in the downtown sector of the Lowlands has just escalated to an aggravated fight between the two! Residents in the area are cautioned against going outside while a member from ALT is contacted and makes their way to the scene. This is the 564th incident of this nature this year, more than had occurred at this time last year. We return you now to your regularly scheduled programming.”
“Yeah, fuckin’ ALT.” I hear someone in the throng of people grumbling, “You know it’s called that because they’ll only send the fucking Alternatives down here. You’ll never seen one of the Elites getting their hands dirty on our behalf.”
Whether they’re talking to anyone at all isn’t immediately clear to me, and it’s relevancy melts away entirely as another conversation catches my ear.
“We aren’t even at the halfway mark of this year,” someone fairly close to me, decently young, is murmuring to the person next to them.
“At this rate, next year’s gonna kill us all.” They respond, jovial to the point of detachment. “At this rate, the graduating class of 2546 is gonna be 3 kids and a rat.”
The number hits me in the chest like a giant’s hammer, knocking the air from my lungs when the feeling ought to knock the lungs from my chest.
2546? Holland murmurs in my head. Does that mean something to you?
“6 years?” I murmur to myself, as my knees collapse out from under me. “I was gone for 6 years?”

[bookmark: _dhbuswjlnr92]4. First Contact
I can think of no real reason not to use shadowmancy to get to the harbor, once the universe delivers an explanation for why things feel so odd to me. I also can’t think of any reason why I should bother to linger on the though -- There’s nothing to be done about it, anyway.  
When I feel the tug of the shadow at my hand, still hovering above the sidewalk, I quickly battle down the impulse to pull away and instead squeeze my eyes shut and shove myself into the thin veneer of darkness that is my new power. I manage to brace myself enough to stop myself from slamming into the metal wall that I appear in front of, instead only having to extend my hand outwards to stop myself from heatbutting the dented, metal sign that has been positioned slightly further from the wall. As I blink my eyes open and reposition my head, I feel myself relaxing as something finally is exactly how I remember it; Albeit slightly more dented.
The sign reads, simply fights accepted here, mind the ‘authorities’.
Are you sure we want to do this? Holland asks. It feels… Stupid. Couldn’t we just offer to haul something heavy for someone or something?
“Sure, we could.” I reply without moving my lips as I back away from the sign and take a quick glance around us. “To tell you the truth, I just really wanna fight someone.”
I say with a roll of my eyes as I back away from the sign and glance around; The massive gate is still where I remember it being and wide open, granting me the first bit of luck I’ve felt all day. As I step inside, I notice several people sitting around on old barrels and chairs, talking while they wait for something to work on. Part of me wants to pause long enough to figure out how to better express the need I feel in my bones to get into a fight, but I’m eager to get fighting and Iwager Holland can feel the urge all on her own.
Is that what that is? She says, sounding rather smug as she adds, I just thought we were horny. Oh, look, yet another thing we could do for money instead of getting into a fight!
The first person who notices me walking in is a man, roughly twice my age (not that I’m really sure what age I am) but probably about my height. I can’t get a sense of what weight class he might be in while he’s sitting, but I’m well aware of the way the muscles in his throat seem to flex as he turns to see me more fully. A handful of others seem like they could easily be good match-ups, several men and women who seem to match our height and build, but who don’t seem eager to step on the toes of the first man, who pushes himself to his feet and crosses his arms before we get all that close. 
“Hey, guys!” The man in question calls behind him, “What have we said about calling sex workers in the middle of the day?”
I can’t help but tilt my head at that, wondering whether I’m supposed to be offended or if the men he’s ostensibly speaking to are meant to be embarrassed. Nothing he said, except perhaps the idea of paying for service while you’re supposed to be working, is all that out of the ordinary to me.
Speak for yourself. Holland sighs.
Before I can ask her what she means by that, the man with his own questionable opinions around sex workers throws a question at me, instead, “I know it’s against the rules to tell us who hired you, but the rest of us gotta know; Who can’t get his rocks off on his own time?”
“Have you ever heard the saying about the loudest mouth being the most guilty?” I ask him, rather than directly engage with his question. As I pull myself to a stop a good few feet away from him and the half-dozen folks near him, I add, “Not that there’s anything to be guilty of if you were to hire a sex worker. It’s a figure of speech… Meaning it isn’t literal.”
Something about the way his features shift with anger, for just a moment, delights me. I still don’t think he’s the best opponent for me here, but anger is a wonderful motivator. He turns his head to examine the group behind him, checking for any reaction he can pain as even slightly wrong, so as to take the attention off of himself. Presumably finding none, he turns back to me with quite a scowl and grunts, “What’re you doing here, whore?”
“Cole, actually.” I smile at him, a familiar excitement already starting to make me feel more bubbly. “The sign out front said that you accept fights here? I took that to mean if someone wanted to fight, the challenge would be accepted?”
“More or less.” The main man grumbles, his focus briefly slipping to a whisper from behind him before he turns back to me. “Who do you wanna fight and why?”
“Anyone brave enough to fight me.” I say, beginning to roll my shoulders and stretch my muscles out. With any more luck, which I know is asking a lot, this’ll kick off fairly quickly. “And I need some money.”
“Someone so pretty --” He starts to say.
“Nope.” I shake my head with a smile, cutting him off entirely, “I enjoy fighting, and I have no interest in that… Unless your wives, girlfriends, or sisters are offering… Are they?”
The man, whose name I ought to ask at some point, glares at me as his cheek starts to twitch. Yet again, he glances at the folks behind him, though his reason for doing so makes less and less sense to me. Whatever he does or doesn’t find, he turns back to me as I begin to stretch out one of my calves, his scowl only deepening, “Winner gets money, loser loses money? That’s it?”
“Oh, I forgot about daughters and mothers!” I say, as though the thought has just occurred to me, “If a woman you know has, like, a kink about being gambled over, I wouldn’t say no. Only if she’s into it, though, to be clear.”
Are you trying to get murdered? Holland asks me, her voice almost sounding concerned.
“I want them to want to murder me,” I reply in my mind, “there’s a gulf of capability between the two, here.”
“I actually do have a friend of mine whose --” one of the men in the back begins to say.
“JACOB!” The man shouts, fully turning to face him. “DO NOT.”
“Sorry, Alberto.” Jacob sighs, glancing away, “Eh, she probably wouldn’t be interested in a trans girl anyway.”
I begin to form the words to correct him, to explain why his assumption is wrong in multiple different ways, before I decide to keep that information to myself, instead. Just in case one of them has any extra bigoted beliefs and a weapon of some kind.
“Fine.” Al says, already beginning to unbutton the beaten polo shirt he’s wearing over a white tanktop. “Loser gives the winner his wallet. Or, uh, shows him where she left her purse? Whatever.”
Are we concerned about not actually having the money to pay up with if we lose?
… No.
“Sounds good to me.” I say, my smile only growing as I think to say, “All the better if you have a special someone’s number in your wallet.”
See that look in his eye? The one that says, ‘you are so dead’? Do you think that means he wants to kill you, yet?
God, I hope so.
I watch him as he advances across the space still between us, watch the way his legs propel him more like he’s running than simply positioning himself, and I watch the way his arms fall out of place as he moves forward while I try not to feel overly disappointed. As Alberto decides he’s close enough and rears his right hand back, I carefully watch his left hand, watch as it stays tucked close to his chest rather than extending out to add any momentum to his right hand. The thought that he might be a leftie is confirmed for me as he begins to punch out with a right jab far too early for it to actually connect, and a moment later his spring-loaded left hand bursts out from his chest, ready to punch me square in the jaw.
I don’t move.
Uh… Cole? Are you gonna…?
No, I am not.
I don’t lift my hands to guard my face, I don’t prepare to swing myself with the momentum of his fist to minimize how much it hurts, I tense my neck and jaw and take the full brunt of what Alberto is able to put into his punch. As my head whips to the side and a splash of pain radiates up from the lower half of my face, a wave of what I can only imagine is dopamine crashes into my brain. I notice, almost offhandedly, that the body Holland has given me has a pretty decent pain tolerance. For the first time in literal years, I feel my heart start to race in the best possible way.
Are you insane?! Holland shouts in my head. Are you actually gonna fight, you fucking masochistic bitch, or are you just gonna let him break our face?
A second after Alberto’s left jab connects with my jaw, his right hand has already gone through most of the motion of coiling back for a combination hook that would, with how my face is positioned, probably connect right on my nose. I watch it carefully as he swings his arm forward, examine the way his fists are closed tightly around themselves, and wonder if he’s as reckless with his body as he is with his wallet. Holland is practically screaming in my head as the punch nears our face, her lack of words substituted for raw outrage. When his fist is just about to connect I, almost casually, reach my hand upward and gently push it away from me, so it harmlessly breezes through the air in front of my face. Before Al’s even done swinging, I reach up with my right hand and slap him neatly across the cheek.
“I --” He blinks, eyes widening with rage, “Are you actually gonna fucking fight me you --”
“Sad.” I sigh, kicking out with my left foot and knocking the foot he’d been putting most of his weight on out from under him. As he leans forward to try to regain his balance, I do what I can’t help but think of as a cute little hop, pulling my left foot back and using the momentum of my twisting hips to propel my right leg forward and slamming my knee directly into his face. A satisfying crunch reaches my ear as my blunt kneecap meets the soft cartilage of his nose, his head whipping back as the momentum transfers from my leg into his head.
The blood pouring from his now broken nose even leaves a little arch in the air as he collapses backwards, almost catching himself on the leg I kicked out from under him before his ankle twists at an awkward angle and he falls flat on his back. As I slowly lower my left leg to the ground, I notice a bit of his blood on my trousers and decide it’s a good thing I’m wearing black. As Alberto cradles his nose in his hands, tears pouring out of his eyes the way everyone does when their nose is shattered, I feel a self-satisfied little smile appearing on my lips, even if I didn’t quite get what I wanted from the experience.
Oh my God, Holland murmurs in the back of my head, and people called me insane.
“What can I say?” I mentally shrug, reaching up to rub some of the soreness from my jaw. “I really hope that wasn’t all?”
I take a few steps forward, using my foot to turn Alberto over and crouching down to scoop his wallet out of his back pocket. I don’t know why that is where every man has decided to keep his money and various chips, but it’s convenient to grab his money from his ass right after you’ve kicked it. As I gather it into my hand, I almost absently glance upward towards the group of people who are staring, wide-eyed in the direction of myself and Alberto. I start to open my mouth before I’ve even put much thought into the action, though Holland tries to stop me.
Please, just take the one wallet.
“Any of you think they can make throw a punch?” I ask, projecting my voice enough that it bounces off the back walls of the warehouse. “Come on, now, I’ve got a fresh wallet in my hand and I am so ready to go for double or nothing!”
When none of them take the bait, I push myself back to my feet with a disappointed sigh, carefully tucking the wallet into my left-side pocket and shrugging, “Shame. I’m sure Alberto would have really appreciated it if someone saved him from losing all this money.”
I think he’s more likely to be annoyed if someone else beat someone he didn’t.
I know that. I’m trying to bait someone else into --
Jacob, the slightly younger man who Alberto shouted down pops to his feet, and I almost wish I were going to turn him down. He’s slightly shorter than the man currently clutching his nose on the ground, though his musculature seems slightly more defined; Makes sense, if Al mostly sits on his ass and manages the others when there’s any work to be done. The hat he’s wearing has a small pride flag stitched into the side, which really makes me consider telling him to sit back down, but… 
“I, uh, I want to --”
“I got that,” I nod, a kind smile on my face as he approaches, “come on, let’s get this moving.”
Jacob is a lot more hesitant that the man who shouted at him was, which is to be understood. Watching someone who’s an ass to you all the time either feels great or like an inherent threat, depending on whether you feel like you’re that person’s equal; I bet I can guess which side of that Jake falls on. He doesn’t seem to really have any idea what he’s doing, rather as he hops around like a kangaroo and tosses some jabs at the air while he approaches me, he looks more like he’s trying to emulate what he’s seen in a boxing movie.
I decide to consider that him warming up in the hopes he changes it up once he’s standing in front of me. He doesn’t, but a woman can make believe. What happens instead is that I lean my head out of the way of a few his punches, decide to throw some warm-up jabs of my own just to make him feel like he really one-upped Alberto, then kick some dirt up with my foot. As expected, Jacob seems to think I’m trying to pull the same trick with him as I did with Al, only when he jerks his lower body out of the way, he leaves his head entirely open for any kind of punch, forearm, or elbow I might want to hit him with.
I headbutt him instead, dropping him to the ground. 
“Jake!” One of the only women on the work floor gasps as the man in question writhes in pain on the ground. I keep my eye on her as she stands, crouching down to collect a second wallet and storing it in my other pocket. Too many more, though, and I’m gonna have to wager a backpack to keep them all in. The woman who shouted is approaching quite quickly, and I’m not sure at first whether she means to join the fight or just check up on Jake.
As it becomes clear she means to fight me, I try to ask her, “Could I get your name, by chance?”
It only occurs to me later that that probably came off more as flirting than how I actually meant it; I’d like to make sure everyone here is some form of safe, and want a name just in case something happens to her. Plus, I don’t want Holland to have to refer to her as that woman if something comes up, it would feel too impersonal.
I’ll call her, ‘Brie.’
Why, because it rhymes with the number three?
Pretty much.
Brie isn’t as hesitant as Jacob or as fueled by anger as Alberto, but she certainly is angry at me. Her first few punches are wild jabs and hooks, thrown without any rhyme, reason or tell as to what her next move might be. What dooms her is that she seems to have had some formal training at some point, though what method of fighting she learned is unclear to me. Still, after a start that has me ducking and weaving far more than the first two could have dreamed, even managing to box me without me letting her, that training takes over and she starts to fight more like a boxer might. And if you fight like anything, then you become more easily readable.
Number three, whether you call her Brie or anything else, seems to be right-handed, and whenever she decides to throw a jab with that hand, she puts just about everything into it. Most people have a punch that feels really good to throw, I can’t blame her for that, but I will blame her for always preceding it with a left hook; That makes it much easier for me be ready when she throws her signature punch. When it comes out again, I drop my center of gravity and throw an upper-cut directly into her sternum.
My arm doesn’t seem to appreciate that, and it makes me take stock of myself as Bri gasps in surprise then eats a forearm right into her jawline that causes her to drop like a sack of potatoes. I feel amazing, but my heart is racing as fast as I’ve ever felt it, my lungs seem to be struggling to keep up with the level of activity, and god my arms are already sore?
It does not take a lot of strength to become a Saint.
“You were a Saint?!” I can’t help the words that burst out of my mouth, confusing the people around me. “Did Saint used to mean queen bitch, or…?”
Holland doesn’t get the chance to answer me; Instead, I watch several groups of workers appear from deeper in the warehouse, all of them quickly assessing the three injured people at my feet and concluding, reasonably, that I should be dealt with. My focus immediately shifts to that fight, as I feel that giddy, almost child-like excitement bubbling in my stomach again; This might actually be difficult!
We could run?
That seem likely to you?
Try not to get us killed.
“No promises!” I shout, probably sounding unhinged as my fist connects with the jaw of the woman who manages to be the first of the new group of workers to reach me.

[bookmark: _u8glhkh9xozv]5. Brawl In
One downside of having longer hair that I've recently discovered; If your hair is long enough to hit you in the face and you don't have a hair tie on hand, you can expect to get hit in the face with it. Its not so bad, I assume, during regular activities like exercising or sex, where not having one is mostly a nuisance that briefly pulls your attention away from what you want to be doing. The issue, however, graduates from minor inconvenience to major hindrance as soon as you need to be able to see to avoid, for example, someone punching you in the face.
As annoyed as I am by my hair, though, I've actually caught fairly few punches to the face! Most of the dockworkers here seemingly prefer to strike my chest and midsection, both of which are almost certainly bruised to all hell. Which I don't mind so much, except for the fact that our body doesn't seem to have done any cardio work at all. So, despite my best efforts to control it, I'm still feeling decently lightheaded as I try to suck in as much air as possible through the very bruised up musculature of my abdomen. 
If you were more careful -- Holland is grumbling in my head as a man as big and bulky as Holland and I are not swings a fist the size of my head at my head. Rather than paying her any particular reply just then, I instead drop down, scooping at the large man's angle as I shove our shoulder forward as hard as I can. The result is an almost deafening crunch as my shoulder pushes into the soft skin of his thigh while I’m pulling his lower leg towards me as hard as I can; Knees, presumably, were never meant to bend in that direction. As the quite large man loses all interest in me as pain shoots up from his lower body, I quickly scramble to my feet and lift my arms to block the next punch that might -- That should be coming for my face.
The people who are still standing around us, though, are quite busy grimacing at the sight of a man’s kneecap bulging out and tearing at the muscle and skin that’s meant to hold it in place. I can’t help the frown that comes over my face as I wait for more fists to fly and anger to boil, as neither of those things seems likely to happen. I’m half surrounded, a sort of half-circle seeming to have formed around the entrance to the warehouse, with my back to it and half a dozen faces looking down at my feet, watching a man whose name they presumably know writhe in paine. None of them have been acquainted with me in any way, not a scratch on any of them, but they seem to be reconsidering the idea of fighting me at all.
“Come on.” I murmur, eyes scanning the crowd for anyone who looks even a little bit like they might have some fight left in them. “Come on.”
“Daryl?” One of the works to my left calls out to the man on the ground, “Can you hear me, man?”
“Forget him!” I hear myself shouting back at him. “He’ll be fine after a visit to a healer, won’t even miss a day of --”
“He can’t afford that!” Someone else shouts, from somewhere else in the crowd. “These fights are supposed to be about blowing off steam, not maiming people!”
“A fight,” I reply, letting my arms drop to my sides, “is always about ending the fight, no matter how much you tell yourself otherwise.”
“Take whatever philosophy that is and shove it up your ass!” Another new voice calls out.
Several other workers shout out their agreement, drawing my scowl further down my face. I keep scanning the crowd in my search for someone, anyone who might be the catalyst for popping the fighting back off and put an end to the stupid arguing about what’s appropriate in a fist fight. Every person I notice has a look on their face more akin with pity for their friend than it is with anger towards me. For a millisecond, I consider diving into the crowd and throwing fists just to see how they react.
And why not? Holland prods me, though I can’t tell whether she’s being sarcastic or not, You’ve already beaten half the warehouse blue, why not do the other half, too?
“Just take whatever you gambled,” a new person calls out, “and get out of here. We’ve gotta figure out how to clean up your mess.”
It’ll be awkward to do it as they all stare at you, Holland remarks, but maybe picking their friends’ wallets off of their unconscious bodies is just the thing you need to get things going again?
I feel the sides of my pants, past a decent amount of blood that’s clinging to them at this point, and at the two wallets that are supposed to still be nestled into the pockets there; Only, all I find is Albert's wallet, the man I presume to be in some position of authority over everyone else. After a moment of scanning the ground at my feet, I recognize the wallet I slipped from Jacob’s pocket a few feet in front of me, at the side of the man someone else called Daryl. I can’t help but wonder if, truly, there’s any difference between taking a few steps towards the crowd and launching myself into their midsts, in their eyes. 
That’s not Jacob’s wallet on the ground, though. It’s ours! Holland reminds me, He put it up and lost it all on his own, you have every right to scoop it up -- And, if they disagree, then you’re morally in the right for starting another fight about it.
Maybe because it’s Hollands suggestion, or maybe because I’m starting to regret what I did to Deryl’s leg as the adrenaline of the fight leaves my system, I can’t bring myself to take a step forward. Instead, I take a step backwards, then another, going slowly purely to see if someone wants to change their mind and, when it appears evident that no one is going to push forward, I turn my back on them and stride out of the warehouse. As I turn the corner and leave the line of sight of the people behind me, I let my shoulders relax and begin taking stock of myself as I walk.
So… Did making money out of those fights to avoid sleeping on a park bench tonight actually mean anything to you? Holland asks, doing her best to interrupt my damage assessment. Or did you just feel bad because someone reminded you that you’ve never actually been poor, no matter how hard you cosplay it?
“Which one of us is adamant that going to my well-off parents and trying to explain this situation is a bad idea, again?” I ask her, still largely out of breath, and trying to focus on evaluating the pain pulsing from my torso whenever I breath. Given the severe bruising I find dotting my midsection, I’d reckon there’s a good chance I’ve got a bruised rib or six, as well, but nothing seems broken as far as I can tell. “Was that me?”
Hey, I’m just a voice in your head. Holland says, and I can almost picture her outline holding her hands up in mock surrender. Realistically, if you decided to go there’s nothing I could do to stop you. I might think it’s a bad idea, but you know that I’m right.
“I also know,” I grunt as I finish pressing my fingers into my belly as a final measure to make sure nothing’s broken, “that you enjoyed that fight just as much as I did, so stop pretending like you have some moral high ground here.”
Pfft, you barely enjoyed it at all. She sighs, her tone suggesting she’s rolling her eyes. You and I both know the only challenge was the half-giant at the end, and you still broke his leg.
“Not for lack of trying to knock him down to size by just punching the shit out of him, first,” I murmur, turning my attention to the bruises on my knuckles and the stiffness of my wrists. “When was the last time you threw a punch in this body?”
About 5 minutes ago? Holland quips.
“You know that’s… Not what I meant.” I roll my eyes, beginning to carefully flex my arms in hopes that the soreness won’t turn out to be so bad. “When was the last time you threw a punch without me while in this body?”
Oooh, see, now you could have just said that! She replies, as sarcastic as ever. I couldn’t tell you, because when I had fights without you I tended to use MY FUCKING POWERS! Almost like there’s a reason we have those in the first place!
“Yeah, well, clearly your reliance on your powers did you so well.” I taunt her, moving my assessment up to our neck and jaw, where a few punches went a long way towards causing us a good bit of pain. I only now remember I don’t have to be speaking aloud to Holland, but the continued movement will do our pain well tomorrow, even if it sucks at the moment. “That’s why I still can’t catch my breath and our heart rate is scraping the sky.”
Oh, you poor baby. Holland says, We’ll be fine -- And we’d be fine now if you hadn’t insisted on fistfighting a bunch of strangers for money, when you could have just --
“What? Mugged them all?” I challenge her, rolling my neck around in circles as I massage my jaw. “Yeah, that would have gone well, with my limited experience mugging people while using shadowmancy to do it.”
I’m just saying, the results don’t seem that much different from where I’m floating. She replies, A bunch of people got the shit kicked out of them, we’re a bit fucked up, and we got one entire wallet from the ordeal. Just because you want to cosplay poverty without facing the reality that most of the people stuck in it can’t just call mom or dad and hope things work out.
“Did we not just establish that both of think that’s a terrible idea?” I sigh, taking a brief moment to be amazed that I can only feel swelling around one eye and that my nose isn’t broken. “We’d likely, at the bare minimum, spend the next few days in a psych ward where they’d probably drug the shit out of us, while people I know and care about come to gawk at a crazy lady claiming to be their resurrected family member. Then, even when they don’t believe us and won’t help us, they’ll still follow us around everywhere to judge our actions, inevitably leading to arrest and repeated incarcerations; Or fights, as we refused to comply with them. I’m sure there are plenty of other people living in poverty who technically have some relative they could go ask for help from, all the while knowing they’ll be judged for asking and judged for how they react when they’re turned down. Whatever you think about my choices now, Holland, don’t tell me I haven’t thought them through.”
Fine. Think about horseshit all you want, that doesn’t make it any less horseshit than it was before. Holland says, When it comes right down to it, you’re just a rich bitch who happened to have lost everything, you pretend like you understand what the people in these Lowlands are going through when you forget something as simple as being charged to visit a healer. You clearly care, and good for you, but that doesn’t mean you can just casually carry on as though you know people whose happiness has been made materially worse to you, and your family’s, direct benefit.
“Casually?” I cut of a harsh laugh to the benefit of my throat not joining the rest of my body in aches and pain. “Good for you, Holly, you have a great mind that really lets you think through the theory behind being poor as hell, and you aren’t even wrong that you could probably find direct links between the choices my parents were making and the people here who were getting fucked over by it. Where you are wrong is that no singular person can wave a magic fucking wand and fix everything, and I’m not going to walk around whipping myself over the shoulder because my parents suck and I couldn’t fix them or the world around me.”
And, yet, you’ve been given an amazing second chance! And amazing powers, even if you don’t know how to use them, yet. Holland replies, her voice softening significantly. If you can, imagine the things you might be able to change materialistically if you were to think about these things with more intention behind them.
“Color me for a coward,” I reply, softening my tone to match hers, “but I don’t think that using my personal powers to do anything but empower others to make their own choices is going to actually change much of anything.”
I’ll do just that. She says back, We have the chance to wield an immense power for the betterment of the lives of billions of people, and you’d pause to consider the specific plight of a singular million? A group of people who, almost certainly, would want to continue to hold onto what power they have and would happily lie to your face about their intentions to do so? 
“How many of those millions are cared about by any number of the billions?” I reply, shrugging my shoulders. “We can talk about making people’s lives materially better all you want, but if it’s just us making the calls, we’re going to end up actively harming the people we aim to help by forcing some painful things onto them, loss included. Empowering them to make those decisions, including the ones that would hurt them, is by far a better call.”
Now whose only thinking in theories? Holland sighs, and I can almost feel her glancing around in boredom as she decides she’s not going to get anywhere at the moment. Why are we still walking?
“Two reasons,” I answer in my head as I step out onto a busy street, full of people who are already looking at me oddly for having clearly just been in a fight. “First, you need the exercise --”
Hurtful.
“-- and, second,” I continue as though I haven’t just heard a voice that originates in our shared head, happy to have a different topic to discuss, “I’m not entirely sure we’re headed yet. I don’t want to pull out a wallet that clearly isn’t ours to count the cash in it on a busy street.”
But without doing that, how could we possibly begin to know where we can go to get a room for the night. Holland surmises rather well, I think. Could find a bench to sit on, or stop at one of those food trucks we keep passing?
“We could.” I agree, eyeing up one that seems to be serving a classical, handheld mexican meal.
It’s… A taco?
“Yeah, it’s classical mexican food?” I frown, shaking my head as I decide not to worry about where the misunderstanding seems to be coming from. “The point I was going to make was that we could stop for that food, but… It’s been years since the last time either of us had anything to eat or drink, right?”
There isn’t really an, ‘either of us,’ at this point, Holland remarks, but I get your point.
“So, we should probably head for, like, a restaurant or something.” I say, pausing in the street as a very specific meal from a very specific place comes to my mind. 
Odd, you don’t seem to be thinking of a restaurant. She says, the frown she’d be wearing if she could fairly obvious.
“Right, well…” I murmur to myself, trying to get my bearings so I don’t linger in others’ ways for too terribly long. “Maybe I’m craving a very specific, welcome back! kind of meal?”
A meal that includes… Chicken wings?
“Yeah, now you’re starting to get it.” I agree, turning myself towards the destination I have in mind and beginning what’s going to be a somewhat long walk. “Hingeless has this amazing platter of wings you can order for, like -- Well, I’m sure the price has changed, but unless they raised it a couple hundred of percent, it’s still going to be a decent deal. Can you feel how hungry we are? We’ll probably clear the entire thing.”
Of course I can feel it. Holland replies, not un-intrigued by the memories of the place that she’s clearly accessing. Is… Is this Hingeless place… A bar?
“I mean, yeah.” I say as casually as I can manage, “I did say we should get something to drink with our food, right?”
And the answer to what we should get is… Alcohol?
“It is as far as I’m concerned.” I shrug, drawing a confused frown from a stranger on the street as I speak aloud. In my head, I continue, “I mean, a nice drink after a having half the shit kicked out of your body is always nice, don’t you think?”
I never partook much. Holland hums. 
“Glad you said,” I nod, glancing over my shoulder so I can tell whether the person who heard me talking to myself is still staring at me; Thankfully not. “I’ll make sure I don’t have too many once we get there.”
I’m eager to see what restraint looks like on you. She laughs. Have we walked enough yet to just shadowstep the rest of the way there?
“Can’t always take the easiest way out.” I laugh right back, not so much as breaking our stride.

[bookmark: _o01mkznxrx2m]6. Hinged
As I approach a bar that’s slowly growing in familiarity to me, I can’t help but wonder about the nature of drawing the shortest stick in the group. The most obvious explanation is that I simply got the most unlucky compared to everyone else, but I can’t help but wonder if there’s some way for one of the others to be manipulating the situation to their favor. Especially from an outsider’s perspective, as one of the newer members of the ALT team, I have to wonder if there’s a way to tell which sticks are marked as being longer that hasn’t been shared with me just yet. At the exact same time, I guess I can’t complain regardless of whether I’m being messed with or not; I’m still not quite acclimated to the gravity here, so the tram ride and the walk here isn’t all that bad.
Still, how does one pull the shortest stick 4 times in a row?
The outside of the Hingeless perplexes me somewhat, I must admit. It’s one of the older buildings in the Lowlands that hasn’t been obliterated in a fight between the growing number of Ascended in the city, likely due in part to the single-level nature of the building. Still, it’s a bar, people get drunk here, and drunk people are more prone to anger. Angry drunk folks necessitates the existence of fighting drunk folks, so the fact that some idiot who got a growing power hasn’t smashed through the roof and squashed everyone inside under the rubble is… Impressive.
According to Sarah, it hasn’t always been a bar. When I asked her what else it could have possibly been, she sort of shrugged her shoulders and said no one knew for sure. It was turned into a bar a good hundred years ago, abandoned for a decade or so after some time, before being re-opened by the current claimant to the building, a woman named Jaxie. Because she adopted what was functionally a ruin at the time, even Jaxie isn’t sure what it used to be, and the folks who were alive at the time it first opened either aren’t around anymore or don’t particularly care what’s become of it. 
What confuses me about the place is that it distinctly has hinges, all over the place. On the door, on the shutters that are always covering the windows, someone has even gone out of their way to add some small, hinge-like adornments to the corners of the building. Why would you call a place like this Hingeless and not install shutters and doors the exclusively slide open and closed, so as to more accurately reflect the name? You may not be able to do much to reflect the name with the old, sawn concrete bricks that were used in the original construction or with the neat hardwood floors on the inside, but… The effort to ignore the actual name of the place in the decoration… It bothers me, even though it shouldn’t.
As I step inside, I do my best to wipe any residual irritation off of my face so that the first thing the bartender sees when I enter is a smile. This is, after all, Dominic’s favorite bar, and the others don’t exactly hate it, so I ought to do my best to get acquainted with the place, should we all agree I’m a decent fit for the team. My plans often run into major issues or strange roadblocks, but my plans are also usually centered around trying to outsmart the people I’m fighting at any given time. The fact that my smile gets wiped off of my face almost as soon as I step inside has nothing to do with anyone I’m fighting at the moment and more to do with the woman I quickly identify sitting on a stool at the bar.
She is, there’s no way around this, covered in blood. The fact that it’s dried blood doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better, as it appears to have gotten onto every part of her outfit; Her tight, blue tank top, her loose black pants, the combat-styled boots she’s wearing, and her bare arms. From the side, it appears as though she’s covered in enough blood to make me wonder if whoever’s blood it is is still alive. As I approach her, because she appears to be idly chatting with the bartender, who is the only reason I’m here at the moment, it becomes slightly more evident that only some of the blood is hers, but…
“Is…” I force the words out of my mouth as I pull myself to a stop next to the two, “Is everything okay?”
“No.” The bartender grunts, his voice monotone, at the same time as the woman sitting before him almost coos, “Why wouldn’t it be?”
“You’re caked in blood!” The bartender groans, as though he’s told the woman this several times already.
“So is he,” the woman replies, a smile on her face as she nods her head down the bar to a man with a bloody bandage wrapped around his midsection, “I don’t see you hassling him over wanting some food and a drink.”
“Because he got stabbed!” The man shakes his head, eyes widening in what I read as disbelief. “You look like you did the stabbing.”
“Well,” she shrugs, “for the 10th time, I didn’t. I would just like an order of chicken wings and an old fashioned, please.”
“If you didn’t stab anyone,” I say to the strange woman sitting at the bar, “then what did happen?”
“I --” the woman begins to say something, turning to face me for the first time since I entered the bar and promptly being robbed of her voice by something. She has to blink deep blue eyes several times before she manages to say, “Uh… Hello there? I, uh, I just, I got into a fight. That's all.”
“A fight with who?” I frown, deciding I ought to sit down on the stool next to her. “An army?”
“More like 20 people.” She shrugs her shoulders, reaching up with a hand to tuck some of her hair behind her ear so it stays out of her face. “It started as, like, a 1 on 1 kind of thing and then ballooned from there.”
“Anyone you stabbed in that group of people?” The bartender asks from the other side of the counter.
“No!” The woman protests again, her head barely turning from me as her eyes shoot to the side. “Some of them tried to beat me with tire irons if that makes you feel better, but I just punched them, like a regular person would.”
She lifts up deeply bruised knuckles as though that’s meant to prove her claims.
“You seem like you’re in a pretty good mood,” I note, tilting my head to examine some small cuts and bruising on her lower face, “for someone who got mobbed by 20 people.”
“I didn’t --” she starts to say, before her eyes dart up towards the ceiling and, after a moment, she seems to think better of finishing her thought. Instead, she says, “I’m not new to that kind of violence, so it doesn’t bother me as much as it might some.”
“Maybe not.” I shrug, at least somewhat familiar with how unaffected lots of the people of the Lowlands are by violence of that nature. “Still, you seem almost… Bubbly?”
“It’s, uh…” She seems to struggle for a moment to figure out how to phrase what she wants to say, eventually coming up with, “new place energy, y’know?”
“You’re new to the city?” I ask, eyebrows lifting at the coincidence. “Only been here a few days, or…?”
“This morning, in fact!” She smiles, glancing back at the man on the other side of the counter, “And this was the first place someone recommended to me when I asked about wings and a drink, so I would really appreciate an old fashioned and a wing platter, please?”
The bartender finally sighs, rolls his eyes, and steps away form us, presumably to get her the order she’s been badgering him about since she arrived. She watches him with a self-satisfied little smirk tugging up the left corder of her mouth, which… I dunno, it makes her seem adorable, despite the fact that her left eye is also developing a bit of a bruise around it. Whatever the truth of her case might be, she has a kind of infectious energy about her.
“Just this morning,” I remark after a moment, when her eyes return to me, “and already got into a massive fight, huh?”
“Spaceport lost my luggage, I needed money, so I took a bet.” She says casually, as though she isn’t admitting to a crime, “of course, I couldn’t have known the rest would gang up on me, but it wasn’t too big of a deal.”
“Gambling on fights is illegal unless you do it through an accepted broker.” I point out to her.
“So is stabbing people.” She shrugs, nodding down the bar once again. “Seems to me like mine is the smaller crime, plus there are actual knives out there to worry about. Besides, I doubt I was even the first person that showed up there today.”
“There being…?” I hedge, wondering how much she might divulge.
“Hmm…” She says, her smile only growing as a drink is deposited in front of her, “Trade secret…? Y’know, I appreciate your concern about my well-being, but I’ll be fine.”
“Will you be?” I ask as she relaxes into the first drink of her beverage. “I happen to be new to Astoria, myself, and I’m struggling plenty without the spaceport having lost my luggage.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” the stranger says, her smile turning slight sympathetic, “I’m not actually new-new to the city, for what it’s worth. I just… Moved away for a while.”
I find myself glancing back towards the bartender, who’s fiddling with a contraption I don’t recognize presumably in pursuit of feeding the woman next to me. When I turn back to the greeting of a mischievous smile, I can’t help but murmur, “Are you the one who recommended the wings here?”
“Guilty.” She says, her smile growing before she takes another sip of her drink. “He didn’t work here the last time I was here, besides I looked a little different. Have you had the wings here?”
“I can’t say I have.” I smile, noting for the first time her high cheekbones and sharp jawline, upgrading her from pure cuteness to cute-hot in my mind. “When my friends and I come here, we usually just get drinks.”
“Are you meeting them here, tonight?” The strange woman says, tilting her head and craning her neck to get an idea of how far along her food is. “Don’t know that I’d want blood drenched to be my first impression, but some new friends might not do me too poorly.”
“Not tonight.” I answer, unable to keep a frown from my face as I ask, “Don’t you know anyone here in town?” 
“None that I’ve kept up with.” She replies as she relaxes back into her seat, her smile slipping for the first time since we started talking. “Little awkward to reappear after, like, 6 years of radio silence and act like everything’s fine, y’know?”
“Maybe.” I shrug, glancing away from her as a platter stacked full of wings is settled onto the counter before her. “You’re gonna eat all of those alone?”
She’s already scooped up a wing and bitten into it by the time I ask my question, so it takes her a moment to answer, “Is that your way of asking if you can have one?”
“Not exactly.” I shrug, weighing whether I feel like trying them just then before I add, “I wouldn’t say no if you were offering.”
“Go ahead.” She smiles, pausing with a wing hovering in front of her mouth as she watches me scoop one up and bite into it.
It’s… Odd, the way all not-meat meat always is. The texture and the taste seem like they ought to be spot on but, be it some kind of mental block or some issue with the way they were cooked, there’s just something off about the way chewing it sits with me. I do my best to get through my first bite, only to realize the woman next to me has been staring and smiling at me all the while.
“You hated that.” She says, a statement rather than a question. Then, she bites into her own wing.
“Kind of.” I frown, gingerly setting what’s left of my wing onto a napkin that she offers me a moment later. “You… Like that?”
“Not especially.” She laughs, a light and exuberant kind of sound graving my ears as she lifts her hand to hide mouth as she finishes chewing. “All the other plant based meats I’ve had were, like, perfect, much better than whatever they use to make this. But, I… I find something about this being slightly wrong appealing, weirdly? Sorry, I’ve never known how to explain it to anyone.”
“No need to apologize,” I shake my head at her, debating the merits of asking for a glass of water to wash down the taste. “I understand what you mean; The imperfection made you want to eat it more, and you kind of got used to it over time?”
“Yeah.” She nods with a thankful smile, before biting into a fresh wing.
“Well, someone has to eat them, I guess.” I say, smiling when she has to cover her mouth as she laughs. “You said you don’t know anyone in town, do you have a place to stay tonight?”
The woman at the bar pauses, glances at me, then sets her food down. Before she turns to me again, she takes the time to wipe her fingers off on a napkin and dab her lips slightly. When her attention returns to me, she hits me over the head with a wide, charged smile and an intense interest in her eyes that, regardless of context, I would probably call bedroom eyes. She practically purrs as she asks me, “You wouldn't happen to be offering, would you?”
“I… Uh…” I have to work furiously not to swallow my own tongue as she keeps her gaze leveled on my. “I don't even know your name…?”
“Aw,” she giggles, that intensity in her eyes only growing, “did they change the law so you can't sleep with someone unless you know their name? In that case, I'm Cole.”
“Ainsley.” I hear myself murmur back, as Cole's bubbliness reveals itself to have a sharper, more keen edge to it.
“Lovely name.” She smiles, gingerly reaching out to brush a strand of hair behind my ear. “You're blushing so hard. If you tell me to stop, I promise I will, okay?”
“Uh… Huh.” I agree, wondering where my ability to speak ran off to.
“You still haven't answered,” Cole smiles, the tips of her fingertips playing at my hair, “are you offering?”
“I…” I nearly tell her I'm more begging than offering, before the part of my brain that isn't being overloaded by a gorgeous, confident, self-assured woman kicks on enough to remind me that I'm actually on an errand right now. For that reason, I almost mutter, “I wish I were.”
Her hand disappears in an instant, and the intensity of her interest flutters away like a leaf on the wind. She only shrugs her shoulders at me, scooping up her food again and making me wonder where the force of raw arousal who was sitting next to me a moment ago has gone. As she chews on her next bite, she glances over at me and must register how unglued I've come, because as soon as she's swallowed, she asks me, “Are you okay?”
“Just, uh…” I swallow, too, despite not having a meal in front of me. “Overwhelmed?”
“Sorry.” She smiles, a blushing coming over her own cheeks. “I know I can be a little… Intense, when I flirt. I figured you would be able to handle it, so I didn't really hold back.”
“Yeah, no.” I shake my head, “I, uh… I didn't dislike it, I just… I'm technically running an errand right now and --”
Cole's smile evaporates on the spot, replaced by a thin line as she presses her lips together and she begins evaluating me for… Something.
“Who comes to a bar on an errand?” She murmurs, some kind of suspicion coloring her features. “Picking up drinks?”
“I…” I don't understand the way this woman seems to slip so easily from one emotion to another, presenting a casual annoyance, then small talk and flirting, and now this… It almost feels like distrust, maybe anger? Most people would try to hide their emotional state a little more, I think. “Yeah, I am. Is everything…?”
“Ask him for the order.” She says, nodding cooly at the bartender. 
“Ugh…?” I frown, turning to project to the man as I say, “Uhm… I'm here to pick up an order for Bill Kavah?”
“Coming right up.”
As I turn back to Cole, I find myself being leveled by another new expression; Rage. I can't really figure out the reasoning behind it, either, but something about me has made the woman behind me angry. As I'm still trying to formulate a question, the woman in question manages to confuse me even further by saying, “He hates being called Bill.”
“Pardon?” I frown, deeply confused. She almost talks about Will like she has some kind of familiarity with him, an understanding beyond passing acquaintance or parasocial knowledge of one of the more famously powerful members of his family. Before I can get her to answer, the bartender comes back around and sets a styrofoam box filled with ice and a variety of drinks on the counter. I thank him as quickly as I can, barely registering the chill in the air until I turn to face Cole again… And find an empty chair.
“Does your friend know she paid for the food, and not the plate?” The man tending the bar asks me as he observes the empty counter where a platter and a glass just sat.

[bookmark: _wjf3f371xyng]7. Stranger Things
Cole? Holland prompts me. Hello, Cole?
“Huh?” I murmur, sitting up suddenly and glancing around. The same 4 walls surrounding me now as were the last time I checked, each lined with rows of open shelves for people to put their gear on. A few other people are sitting around, chatting, waiting for their turn to head out of the room and get it on. Blinking, I continue in my head, “What is it?”
I’ve called your name like 5 times is all. She notes, her tone colored with concern that probably has more to do with sharing a body with me than anything. Are you still thinking about the other night?
“And, what, just forget th--” I start to answer in my head 
“Uuugh…” A voice fills the lockerroom as the door swings open, “Agnostos, Cole? You’re up first.”
As I push myself to my feet, my eyes connect with those of the woman I met with earlier today. She had been nonplussed by my general appearance, making me regret showering all the blood off of my arms after I’d found a motel room to sleep in, but once I tied myself to the harbor from the day before, her interest in me grew exponentially. After all, it’s not often that someone beats the shit out of 23 people, makes it onto a few new coverages, then shows up at an open-call for fighters the next day, ready to go as soon as you’ll have her. Then again, as sore as I feel at the moment, even I’m having second thoughts as I step before her.
As I struggle to remember her name, which I know she said aloud to me but which hardly stuck in my mind, she gives me a once over and frowns, slightly. “That’s your gear?”
I don’t have to glance down to know what she means; Baggy shorts, some athletic boots, and a sports bra don’t make for the most impressive apparel, but I’m not about to explain to her that I had to rush out earlier today and buy what I could find. Instead, as I begin spinning some white sports tape around my wrists and up to my knuckles, I shrug my shoulders at her. “What does it matter?”
I know the answer, of course; The fight they had promoted this event around was canceled due to a bad case of food poisoning around an hour ago, after the challenger got sick as hell. Since neither Holland or I has any idea what happened there, she laughs in my mind as I think that, and since I was the first alternative up, the person I’m going to be fighting in the opening contest tonight is the man who was training to fight someone ostensibly better than I am. I wouldn’t have minded stepping into that spot, with my opponent defending a championship against me, but I’m happy to fight him, all the same -- And televised, at that.
“Too late now.” The woman sighs after a quick glance at the other alternatives, who are wearing even more generic gear than I am, nodding for me to follow after her as she turns and leaves the room.
She says nothing to me as she guides me through the backstage section of the arena, and I focus on not tripping as I finish taping up my hands up rather than starting anything with me. Before I know it, I’m being ushered through a curtain and up a flight of metal stairs as some generic alt-rock song begins to blare over the speaker-system into the arena. As I step out, I don’t get much reaction from the crowd, but I’m not entirely bothered by that -- Who the hell am I, to them? After tonight, they’ll know.
Cocky, aren’t we? Holland murmurs, something like pride tinging her voice. This coming from a woman who has several bruised ribs, a sprained wrist, and a black eye before the fight even starts?
“Doesn’t matter.” I mutter aloud, shaking any doubt out of my mind as I climb a flight of stairs and step through a small gate in a mid-rise chain-linked fence that’s mostly meant to keep fighters from spilling out and crazed lunatics from climbing in during a fight. “Winning comes with a fat purse, we need it.”
If the fence is supposed to keep lunatics out, Holland remarks, it’s already failed.
I register the dig at me, but I’m hardly paying her any attention. Nerves are threatening to fry my system, my fingers and toes tingling like Emily has just glanced at me for the first time in a while, and my thoughts are running faster than I could possibly hope to keep up with. Two dozen dock workers without formal training couldn’t hold a candle to me, but I am well aware that I’ve signed up for a completely different beast -- Someone whose not only well trained, but fights for his living just like I’m trying to do, just now. I’m confident, not overly-so, that I can win, but the matter of willing it feels like it’s sitting on my chest.
Before I know it, my opponent is striding down the ramp towards the cage. Unlike myself, he has a small entourage accompanying him; A few trainers, someone who seems to just be there to hold his championship belt, and a woman murmuring in his ear while staring daggers at me. She reminds me of Holland, though with the one obvious, key difference.
Fuck you. Holland grumbles.
The fighter in question is quite a bit larger than I’m expecting him to be; He’ll have strength, but struggle with agility and very likely cardio -- Though, I’m not likely to outpace him by much in that department. Fighters as large as he is usually struggle in a division, such as the open one we’re competing under now, because they struggle to keep up with smaller, lither competitors who can still pack a decent punch. I suppose we’ll see if there’s something that makes him special.
“Fighters!” A man’s voice booms throughout the arena, the speaker not visible to me, but I can recognize an officiant when I hear one, “Welcome to the opening fight of this evening, conducted under openweight rules! You may not utilize any powers, you may not attempt to permanently maim one another, nor attempt to take the others life. The fight ends when one of you removes the other from the enclosure, or when you do not respond to my count of 10. Do you both agree?”
He nods. I nod.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” the same voice addresses the crowd, “your opening contest of the evening; Cole Agnostos takes on your reigning champion, Rox Sta!” 
The nerves flutter away from my body in an instant. I find myself straightening up and having to do my best to suppress my laugh as quickly as I possibly can. Whether my opponent notices this or not, I can’t confidently say, but I know that Holland does, as she asks me, what the fuck are you laughing at?
“Rox Sta?” I repeat in my head as I head to the middle of the enclosure to meet the man face-to-face (or chest-to-face, since he’s a good bit taller than me). “Don’t you get it? It’s a pun. Rock Star, Rox Sta. It’s ridiculous.”
You gave yourself a last name that means, ‘unknown,’ Holland points out, do you have any room to judge?
“So,” Rox says, the fact that I have to look at him and think Rox making almost making me giddy as I begin to shift my weight from foot to foot, “You’re Lars’ replacement? I am not impressed.”
“Likewise.” I say without a moment’s pause, the word coming out on a laught. Without the nerves clouding my systems, I can feel the bubbling excitement of an incoming fight, my body bracing for the pain that’ll quickly melt away into a dopamine spike after a moment or two, and the pure giddiness that comes along with the knowledge that this is not going to be nearly as easy as the harbor fight was.
“Hmph.” He sneers, glancing around the crowd, “You are not worth my time. How hard do you want me to hit you when I knock you out?”
I feel the corner of my mouth pulling up into a smirk as I lean in and taunt, “That manager of yours is pretty hot, huh? I wonder if she’d be interested in switching sides after I kick your ass?”
Oh, you want him to want to kill us, too, huh? Holland wonders as Rox’s eyes flash with an outraged anger.
“Who knows,” I reply to her with no small bit of glee, “maybe he’ll resonate with the misogynistic bullshit and go easy on us?”
“Do not,” Rox hisses, “speak about my wife like that!”
Guess not. Holland sighs as my opponent and I fall back from one another, to the distance required for the fight to begin. Please try not to die.
“FIGHTERS!” The Officiant’s voice booms over the arena’s sound system once again. “RELEASE!”
Ding ding.
Did you just hear a bell? Holland frowns.
I didn’t, but I also don’t have time to stop and think too hard about it, either. Before the officiant has even finished speaking, Rox and I are rushing at one another again. Unlike the fight in the harbor, I don’t have the privilege of comfort, so I can’t afford to just stand around and wait to see what my opponent might be doing. Instead, when the two of us meet in the center of the ring, I’m already cocking my right arm back in preparation to strike out at Rox’s midsection. He immediately throws a haymaker at my forehead, forcing me to duck down and course-correct the angle on my punch as I’m already propelling my hand forward.
Hitting Rox’s abdomen reminds me of a time when I was young enough not to know that you shouldn’t box with brick walls. I don’t have time to focus on the pain, not then, as he immediately pivots his right foot away from me, aiming a left-handed hook at my head once again. There’s barely enough time between my realization and when his fist would have connected for me to throw myself backwards, his fist missing my nose by the width of a handful of hairs. As hard as I have to throw myself back, there’s no way for me to remain upright, so I roll through as my back hits the mat and come back up on my feet.
Rox doesn’t pause his assault long enough for me to try to flick some of the pain out of my wrist, taking the gift of my off-balance dodge as an opportunity to kick out at me. I don’t have enough time to get out the way of his boot, so I do the best I can to position my arms in front of me and brace myself in the hopes of staying on my feet. His boot connects slightly off-center from my chest, catching my left forearm practically head-on and slamming my arm into my torso. It’s a hard enough kick that I can’t help but stumble slightly, though I consider it a blessing that I manage to stay on my feet. 
It’s that small blessing that allows me to duck another ham-fisted punch aimed at my skull and, before I can think about what I’m doing, slam my left fist into the softer tissue of his side as I slip around to his left and back towards the center of the ring. My forearm screams in protest at the hit, but the scream dulls itself a moment later as a kind of joy floods my mind as Rox begins to turn, wincing in pain as he does. It doesn’t hurt him as much as it might me, but I’m hardly going to give up on any advantage I have on him.
It puts me in an awkward position, too close to the wall of the cage, but I duck back in regardless in an attempt to keep myself behind the larger man. As he’s trying to turn to get his arms back between us, I manage to land a flurry of fast, if glancing, shots to his mid-back. I do my damnedest to target the lower portion of his kidneys, unprotected by his ribcage, though it’s difficult to manage while keeping up with his efforts to meet my eyes again. If I were to land a serious enough blow, I would almost certainly manage to keep the man down for a count of 10, though I’m sure someone would attempt to give me shit for a dirty win.
Of course, my efforts are working slightly too well, in large part because I’m over-focused on a small advantage I have, and Rox manages to catch me off-guard with a sharp elbow to my temple. I get lucky enough that, as I stumble back over my own feet, I do so towards the middle of the enclosure and no closer to the edge. Blood immediately begins to seep from a fresh wound in my forehead, quickly coating the right side of my face. Given Rox isn’t keen on letting up on his advantage, either, though, I have to let it go for the moment and hope that most of it runs off of my brow and away from my eye.
Rox must know that he has me on the defensive, between the blood running down my face and my attempt at winning via minor (if serious) injury. I fully expect him to take another swing for my face, attempt to open the wound in my forehead even further and smear some of the quickly-drying blood towards my eye, creating a pathway for the fresher blood to follow that would make it harder for me to manage. Unfortunately for me, between my bare midsection already covered in bruises and the backshots I’ve delivered, Rox decides to hook a punch upwards directly into one of the bruises I already have, driving the wind out of my already winded lungs. I watch him curl his right arm back through wide, slightly blurry vision, and I even begin to raise my arm just as his bare knuckles slam into my cheek, shattering something and sending an immense amount of pain ricocheting into my brain and dropping me to my back.
Oof. Holland winces and, through all the pain dancing in my brain at the moment, I can’t help but wonder how much of this she can actually feel. Rather than ask, I do my best to focus on blinking the tears from the eye where the pain is coming from while wiping some bloody tears from the other one. The officiant’s count is already to 5 when my head stops rining and the pain begins to subside as endorphins rush to the area to try to block the pain out. By the time he reaches 7, I’ve made it unsteadily to my feet, my breaths short and with my vision still somewhat unreliable.
I’m smiling.
You’re insane.
It certainly doesn’t make the pain coming from around my left eye any better, but as pain continues to tapdance around in my skull, it’s quickly rejoined by an old friend. As my body’s preparations for the hits proves to have been insufficient, it sends out the agents it needs to keep me going and, in doing so clears the way for a newly unrestrained giddiness to begin doing cartwheels within my nerve center. Across the ring from me, both surprised that I’ve made it to my feet and seemingly unnerved by something about my general demeanor, Rox slowly lifts his arms back into guard. I get the sense he doesn’t really know how to approach me at this point, whether to hail-mary ham-fist my cheekbone a second time or throw some looser shots at me.
His uncertainty is very much to my benefit. In the space between one of my rapid inhales and exhales, I sprint forward, not pausing long enough to worry about him reacting to me in any particular way. Rox is slightly too tall for me to comfortable punch at his head without taking a jumping start, something I’m not sure Holland has even made her body capable of, and I quickly register his decision to brace for my attack and attempt to breach my defenses as I do so. Unfortunately for him, as I appear to throw all of my momentum into a right-handed haymaker aimed at his stomach, I’m fully preparing something else entirely. In my rush to cross the ring, it must look like my left arm crossing my torso is done in equal parts thoughtlessness and vague defense, but as he moves his arms to block that right-handed gut punch, he leaves his throat fully open.
A backfist is not a very effective punch. It doesn’t carry a lot of momentum in comparison to a proper punch, regardless of how hard you try to prepare it. There’s just too much surface area and too little momentum for it to mean anything -- So, instead, despite the fact that it feels like the wrong action for me to take, I flatten my hand out and cut up through the air, chopping the smaller, outer edge of my palm into the soft tissue of his throat, roughly centered between his jaw and his collarbone. The hit itself doesn’t stun him half as much as the choice to do it does, I don’t think, but as my left hand passes over his throat, I’m quick to slip it around and grab the back part of his neck. The momentum ostensibly meant for a gut punch is directed upward and inward as I pivot my hips and slam the point of my elbow into the exact spot on his throat I’ve just chopped at.
That stuns him all on it’s own. There’s enough force behind my elbow to dig down into the structure of his throat and, as he stumbles back from the blow, I can only hope he really is feeling the affects of the blow. While I have him slightly hutched over, it’s much easier for me to land several solid punches to his face -- Namely, his nose, which I go after with nearly reckless abandon. After all, it’s hardly fair if I’m the only one who can barely see a fucking thing, now is it?
At least once, but maybe twice, I feel my knuckles crunch into what I’m pretty sure is the soft tissue of his nose. By this point, the blood pouring from my forehead is doing a great job of blinding me in one eye while the tears welling up in the other from whatever broke in my face take care of most of my ability to see. Once my vision is largely gone, then, I take what little chance I have left to slam my right fist and forearm into his face while holding him in place with my left as hard and as many times as I can. For a moment, but just a moment, I think I feel him beginning to slacken, only for his neck to tense again as he roughly shoves me away from him. 
I haven’t even finished stumbling back before I reach up to wipe what I can out of my eyes. The blood in my right doesn’t come out nearly as easily as the tears from my left, so while Rox is still shaking some hits out of his own skull, I quickly transfer what liquid I can from my left eye to my right to dilute my blood in the hopes of blinking it away more easily. It… Largely works, at least for my purposes of mostly being able to see again, though I doubt anyone’s going to go run tests of how well tears wash away blood anytime soon. As my vision clears and I identify that Rox is working on dealing with his own vision problems, I know I need to get back to work on him, but I also assume he’s going to be expecting more attacks aimed above his shoulders.
So I go much, much lower. 
I’m not quite quick enough to catch him completely off-guard, the time it took for me to clear my own eyes giving him enough time to see something come at him when I do reapproach. Still, he does seem to expect me to go for his head again, pushing an advantage I already have over him, without trying to figure for one simple thing; How much energy I have left. I know that I’m running low on gas of my own and that, while I could try to punch him out before my tank hits empty, it’s far more likely I take myself out that way. So, instead, I duck to his left and, as my vision begins to blur again and he pivots on his right ankle to match where he expects me to be, I fall inside his reach, allowing my weight to carry me forward as I twist and slam my knee against the inside of the ankle currently supporting his entire bodyweight.
I hear the snap even as my momentum carries me down, face first, to the mat. 

[bookmark: _926mebk5deed]8. Bloody Tears
Rox roars in pain, a shout loud enough that it drowns out any noises the crowd might be making around us, something I haven’t been paying much attention to. I hear the thump of his body hitting the mat next to me and, a moment later, the officiant’s voice rings out around us; “One!”
“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Rox is cursing besides me, while I take the opportunity to once against clear the blood and tears from my eyes. If I had a manager half as decent as his wife --
Don’t you dare say anything to him right now.
I wasn’t going to!
Frankly, if I had a manager at all, they’d be rolling me a bottle of water I could use to flush my left eye out entirely. By now, the wound in my forehead has managed to staunch itself, and fresh blood isn’t flowing into my eye anymore; But the blood that’s already there isn’t at all eager to leave without something a bit more solvent than tears. The pain radiating out from my left cheek up into that eye must not have stemmed at all, so it’s still tearing up even as my brain has stopped bothering with accepting the data that something is wrong from that area. As much as I’ve ever needed my right eye to be working at a hundred percent, I need it right now.
“3!” The officiant’s voice rings out, making me wonder where the 2 went. 
“What the fuck,” Rox grunts through straining breaths, “is wrong with you, bitch?!”
Aren’t we all wondering? Holland murmurs.
“Realized… Recently… I got… A body… That won’t go,” I gasp, only becoming aware of just how much my lungs are struggling when I try to speak, slowly pushing myself to my hands and knees, “… And a soul that… Won’t stop.”
“4!”
Next to me, Rox rolls onto his left side, not without his share of pain, and gets his unshattered ankle under him. He pushes himself up, first to his right knee, then relatively smoothly up to onto his working foot, just as I make it to one knee, then unsteadily up to my two working feet -- About the only part of me that isn’t protesting the exertion. The two of us stare at one another, neither of us with our full vision, though I think I have him slightly beat with my right eye, which is largely functioning even if it’s stinging.
“You do the math, Roxie.” I gasp, raising my hands back in front of my chest.
“Oh, I’ll do something alright.” He snarls, gingerly putting some of his weight on his hurting ankle so he isn’t a literal one-legged man in an asskicking competition. “Don’t bet you’ll like it much.”
“If it hurts one of us,” I give him a wide smile, “I’ll love it.”
Absent the counting of the officiant, accounting for the surprising interest of the crowd now that this fight has gotten going, there are a few key facts that I have to work with. One; Neither of us has much left, both of us are injured in our own ways, both of us are gasping for air like we’ve just resurfaced from the ocean floor. Two; Another punch to my face like the first one, and I’ll be out cold, whereas I could smack him in the face as much as I like before it’s likely I’ll make any more progress. Three; There are several ways I can see where I lose this fight, and barely two ways I can win -- I either have to destroy his other leg to keep him from being able to stand, which he’ll probably see coming, or I have to figure out a way to get him out of the ring entirely.
As the two of us trade blows, me catching him largely in the gut and the sides, while he naturally finds more land for his fists to purchase above my shoulders, I do my best to stop Number Two from being much of a concern. The height difference between us is ever so slightly too much for me to be able to do anything but duck my head out of the way, unless I want to leave my lower body entirely open to a solid kick, but I’m not so dizzy from the combination of pain and glee that any of my ducking sends me spiraling out of the ring, nor even close to it. Still, as hard as I need to punch at his midsection to actually affect him, there’s a solid chance that I’m gonna break my arm sometime soon. The plan, therefore, takes an uncertain shape with a definitive step one.
Gotta get him close to the edge.
I don’t have the brute strength or the endurance to batter him there, right now, so my only option is to do what’s been working the best for me, so far. Rather than keep throwing punches that aren’t going to do anything into the man’s brick wall of a midsection, I pivot my focus to keeping my guard up as I slowly, painfully allow the appearance of him driving me back towards the waist-high fence of the cage to form. My arms don’t love the work they have to put in, and it requires a lot of focus just to keep him from landing a shot on my head while I retreat. Once I feel my heel bump into the cage’s limit, I’ve put myself in an awful position; Between a Roxie and a hard place.
Are you here all week? Holland chastizes me. Focus! What’s the plan here?!
Fuck if I have any idea whatsoever. And fuck if I can do much thinking as Rox continues to pummel my arms to dust. It’s basically all I can do to keep my eyes open, to see anything other than fists coming for my head in search of a solid blow to my already busted face, nevermind search for something or… Someone… I could use…
That could buy us some space.
It could buy us a lot more than that.
Taking the measure of any one of Rox’s given punches is a massive pain in the ass in the current circumstances. I have one eye that can properly see, but it hurts like fuck to do so, and the man is pouring what’s left of his energy into beating my ass, meaning the swings just keep on coming. One of his punches needs to get through, one that’s not so hard it rings my bell for the rest of the fight, but one that Rox will feel connect. As he continues to rain blows down on me, one thing becomes evident; I’m going to just have to let it fly and hope it works out.
The blow that connects comes hits me in the right side of my face, where a barely closed wound happily bursts back open and begins spilling blood onto my face again. Before the hit, I would have thought it would be worse for the hit to land on the left side, where part of my face is busted, but now… I feel like this might be worse. The hit, regardless of whether I want it to or not, crumples me to the ground. I am fucking exhausted, my entire body pulsing with every beat of my heart; To say it’d be easier to stay down, at this point, is an understatement.
I come back to what I said to Rox; My body won’t go, my soul won’t stop. Regardless of the pain that’s flooding my brain, in part because of the endorphins that rush to meet it, my soul won’t let me to just stay down, as long as there’s any muscle left to lift me to my feet. When it comes down to it, my soul will sacrifice my body, if that’s what it takes. Wouldn’t even be the first time that kind of thinking got me killed.
Don’t think like that. Holland hisses. We’re going to win and live, easy. We just have to figure out how.
By the time I manage to make it back to my feet, the number 9 is hanging in the air. Still, even if only for the briefest second, I manage to stand upright under my own power, stopping the count. A moment later, I catch myself on the rounded top of the cage fence as I collapse backwards, gasping for air and scrubbing blood from my eye. I watch as Rox pauses in the approach he’d been about to make, waiting to hear if the officiant is going to stop this match before one of us kills ourself trying to win (it would probably be me). In that split second pause where I know his eyes are on me, I turn to the woman wearing a neat, black jumpsuit who was whispering in Rox’s ear before he climbed into the ring.
I blow her a kiss.
Rox is rushing me before I’ve even finished the motion of flicking my wrist towards her, paying little mind to the state of his ankle. What little of my attention actually left the big man in that moment quickly return to him and, as I do my best to keep my upper body still, I position my feet under me, my right leg tucked behind my left foot. Just as the much larger man is about to reach me, I push myself off of the fence. Rather than pushing myself into or around him, I tuck my chin against my chest and duck downward, rolling under him. He’s not quite big enough that I don’t almost trip him, but he manages to keep his balance as I come back up, kind of necessitating another part to a plan that I’m building on the spot.
I can feel the energy starting to leave my body, though, and I’m not certain what to do. My ribs scream every time I breath, and I’m huffing on air the same way some people smoke various drugs they’re addicted to. The arms I’ve used to defend myself and get the occasional shot in have been reduced to what feels like a mix of sawdust and jelly. I’ve lost enough blood, pouring out of my forehead, sliding down my face into my eye and pooling in my mouth that I’ll pass out from that alone, soon enough.
There is a lot of blood in my mouth, isn’t there?
Please don’t.
As Rox turns to face me, I gather up as much saliva and blood as I can and blow directly into his eyes. The mixture is disgustingly red, the bright ruby of fresh blood dulled slightly by combining with my spit. There’s enough of it that it spreads out from my mouth more like a mist of red than a stream of spit, and Rox reacts to it the way I’d expect anyone blinded by a strange substance to react. He grabs at the edge of the cage, which is more ass-high for him, and begins to furiously attempt to wipe whatever the hell you wanna call it from his vision.
Ugh.
For my part, I can’t help but stumble backwards from him even after the wonderful success of that idea. Between my own blurred vision, the blood pouring down my face, and the energy quickly fleeing my body, I can’t help but fall to a knee. As my chest heaves again and again, trying to get enough air into my lungs to keep me alive, I wipe more blood away from my face and wipe what doesn’t cling to the tape around my hand off on my shorts. The problem with the plan, now, is that even though Rox is in what I would call the perfect position for me to win, I don’t have nearly the energy to just shove him over the side of the cage.
“Cole!” A voice reaches my ear from somewhere else in the enclosure, drawing my attention to… Myself? But myself with green eyes and not a scratch on me.
“Holland?” I mutter to myself.
“Get over it!” She shouts, directing me with her hands as she quickly guides me through what she has on her mind. “Do you see?”
“I do.” I murmur, but the time for it to work is quickly running out. Ignoring the apparition of the woman from inside my head, I push myself to my feet and run directly at the side of the cage most directly to Rox’s left.
Forcing any thought about what my body may or may not be capable of, I push off of both feet, jumping upward and planting a foot on the curved guard meant to stop fighters from hurting themselves on it. Without that guard, the blood that’s probably coating the bottom of my boot, and which I only think about later, would probably have caused me to slip and fall on my ass. With it, though, I’m able to quickly, recklessly pivot on that foot and jump off towards Rox. The man is still wiping blood from his eyes when my full bodyweight slams into his left shoulder, twisting the unprepared man and sending him tumbling sideways over the barrier, out to the padded floor.
Ding… Ding…
“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN!” The officiants voice rings out as I lay flat on the mat, the blood from my forehead quickly pooling around me. “YOUR WINNER(?), COLE AGNOSTOS!”
Hey, we didn’t die! Holland says, back in my head.
“Yet.” I mutter against the bloody mat.
~~~
“So, typically,” a pretty woman in off-white, almost cream-like blouse with black trousers  named Hana says with a soft smile, “we prefer it if our fighters don’t almost kill themselves to win a fight.”
“How many of them listen?” I ask, watching as a white-gloved finger passes above my eye and pressed gently against the cut in my temple.
“Most, surprisingly.” She says, her smile kinder than I expect it to be as she turns to scoop up a wet towel she had prepared for use once she’d healed the wound over my eye. The woman takes her time carefully wiping the dried blood from my face, preparing me to look like most of a human being once I step out of the arena again. Once she’s done, she passes the towel to me and instructs, “Feel free to wipe that anywhere else that feels a bit stiff, like dried blood would affect it.”
“Thanks.” I murmur, opting to just hold it in place over that eye, kind of like a spa bath after it worked so hard.
“Of course,” Hana hums, turning her attention to the other side of my face. “Now, I don’t need you to tell me that that hurts.”
“It did when it happened.” I sigh, keeping both eyes closed for my own benefit, but also with the slight hope it’ll make this easier for her.
“Orbital fractures typically do.” The doctor laughs, gingerly pressing her fingers against my face an eliciting a hiss from my lips. “My apologies. The good news is that this is one of the most common injuries I see, so this will just take a moment…”
As she trails off, I actually feel the bone in the left half of my face begin to shift and return to a much less painful position. I let out a stiff sigh once she pulls her fingers away, already feeling much, much better. As Hana finishes examining my jaw for injuries, I shift the warm cloth to cover both eyes, both of which are about as happy with me as Holland is.
“I’m going to work a bit on your ribs, now,” she informs me, likely in part because she sees I have my eyes covered. “It seems like there was some prior damage, so it may take a little while. Just try to relax for me, alright?”
“Absolutely.” I smile, successfully stifling the laugh that tries to accompany it. With as much of a struggle as that fight was, I feel somewhat content to actually take a breath; There’s a lot of work for us to do before Holland’s body is ready to do anything like that regularly, but once we get there, in conjunction with our own powers, we will hopefully be much, much harder to kill. “Thank you, again.”
“Just doing my job.” Hana smiles, the only mood she seems to have, at the moment. As her fingers begin to feel at my midsection for any injuries, the creak of a door hinge makes it’s way to my ear.
“Hana.” An unfamiliar voice reaches my ear.
“Claire.” Hana replies, her smile sounding decently stiffer.
“Leave us, please.” The woman Hana called Claire says.
“You know I won’t.” The doctor replies, “You can either wait for me to finish with my patient, or say your peace now. You know I won’t say a word.”
“… Fine.” Claire sighs, her attention turning to me. I half expect her to ask me to remove the cloth from my face, but she skips that step and chooses to tear it away herself. In an instant, I recognize the woman who, not too long ago, I blew a taunting kiss at. “Hello, Mrs. Agnostos.”
She slaps me across the face.
“If you ever harass me again,” she says plainly, “you will quickly find out that my husband is the one of us who fights because he knows how to hold himself back.”
“Fair enough.” I say, reaching up to rub my jaw. “I do owe you an apology for that, regardless. I was trying to get under Rox’s skin, but that doesn’t mean I had to --”
“Cole?” Hana interrupts me, her hands pausing over my ribcage. “Do your wrists hurt?”
In response, I pull my hand from my face and watch as my hand flops a little bit. I can’t quite catch myself fast enough to stop myself from saying, “Oh, I’m just a lesbian, it’s, ugh… That’s supposed to hurt, isn’t it?”
“Severely.” The doctor sighs, gently pulling my wrist into her hands so she can examine it. “Wow. You two carry on, this’ll take a moment.”
“Right.” I say, turning my attention away from Hana’s work. “Like I said, Claire, I’m sorry.” 
“I don’t care about your apologies.” Rox’s wife and manager says with an aloofness to her voice. “I only care that you take measures not to do it again -- And, although I think this is a terrible idea, I wanted to warn you against it for next time.”
“He wants a rematch?” I murmur.
“Slightly different rules.” She sighs, glancing away from me, presumably to keep herself from slapping the growing smile from my face. “Championship on the line, under Hammerweight division rules; Powers in use, maiming allowed, just no killing one another. Not unlike the fight you just had, I suppose. He’s willing to work with your availability, so… A month’s time?”
“Sounds --” I pause long enough to wince, as I start to feel just how much my wrists hurt, “-- great.”
“Good.” Claire grunts, turning from me towards the door. She pauses, her fingers around the handle, and metaphorically pulls a very specific tooth from her mouth as she mutters, “Congratulations on your win. It’ll be the last one you have against Rox.”
“Rox Sta is a stupid name, by the way.” I call out as the door swings shut behind her. “It’s not even a good pun!”
“Are there any good puns?” Hana laughs to herself as she switches to my other wrist.

[bookmark: _r9um07aleh6q]9. Closeted
“You!” A familiar man hisses from the otherside of the bar, almost literally dropping the drink he was making for another patron as I sit down on the same stool I occupied a few days prior. As he scrambled to quickly serve the person he was speaking to before he noticed me, I settle the formerly stolen and now returned glass and plate that I took with me the other day onto the counter. When he finally makes it over to me, he eyes the items with no lack of suspicion. “You know you can’t just take things like that… Right?”
“I am so, so sorry,” I smile, half-shrugging my shoulders. “I wasn’t in a particularly good place and, although it’s not an excuse, I got triggered by something the woman I was speaking with said and had to get going. If it isn’t enough that I brought them back, I’m willing to pay the price of replacing the items, on top of that?”
“It… Was the first time you’ve…” He begins, quickly trailing off. I’m not entirely sure how he’s going to take my apology. The silence that grows between the two of us as he repeatedly switches his vision between the bartop and my smile feels thick, almost tangible. After what’s almost certainly no more than 5 seconds, though, he sighs and shakes his head, “Just don’t do it again. I don’t want to have make any reports, to management or otherwise.”
I decide not to tell him that I’ve accidentally taken things with me when I left this bar at least half a dozen times; One perk of feeling like a soul puppetting a body around, I guess. 
“I’ll make sure not to.” I nod, reaching into a new purchased purse and pulling out some cash. “Do you happen to remember my order from the other day?”
“Same thing?” He asks, taking the money from my hand and quickly calculating how much change he might owe me. 
“Yes.” I smile, holding my hand up as he tries to offer me some of the money back, “The rest is a tip.”
“Oh…” He frowns, glancing down at the cash then back up to me. “Uh… Policy says we aren’t allowed to accept tips.”
“Well,” I shrug after taking a moment to process that new information, “I won’t tell policy if you don’t. And, y’know, it’s just occurring to me that I never caught your name! Would you mind sharing it?”
“It’s… Jahn.” He says after a second’s pause, during which time I tuck my bulky wallet back into my purse. “Chicken wings and an Ol Fashioned, right?”
“Absolutely.” I smile, watching as he turns and heads back to the crappy little oven that’s been just that crappy for at least 10 years, now. There, he’ll take little bullions of a plant-based meat, settled them onto a pan with a splash of water, and about 10 minutes from now they’ll look and taste almost like real chicken wings. In the meantime, as Jahn sets things up, I settle my purse on the counter next to me and carefully remove the hairtime from my hair, letting it settle over my shoulders.
“You know,” Jahn says as he turns to his drink-mixing station, “you’re wearing a lot less blood today.”
“Thank you for noticing,” I chuckle, trying to role some soreness out of my shoulders and stretch my legs out for the same reason. “You wouldn’t believe how much blood stains, really.”
“Seems like you did a good job of getting them out of those clothes,” he remarks, and I stop him to explain that I actually couldn’t get all the blood out of those clothes, I just went around to a bunch of clothes shops until I could put together a few outfits of blue tanktops and loose, black pants. If he could see my boots, he’d know I barely managed to remove a single layer from them. “What detergent did you use?”
“Honestly, just the first thing I saw at the convenience place around the corner from my motel.” I shrug, trying to get comfortable on the stool as I reply. “And I just scrubbed the shit out of it.”
“Like I said,” he says with a shrug, setting a glass of one of my favorite drinks in front of me, “you did a good job. I’ll have your wings in a few minutes.”
See, now that is someone we should fuck. Holland muses as Jahn walks away. 
“I’m not interested.” I reply while sipping on my drink. “At least if we had hooked up with Ainsley, you’re both bi and enough of a perv to manifest in the corner and watch.”
I am not a perv. Holland protests, and I imagine her crossing her arms. Although, I can’t imagine what it would be like to watch myself fuck…
I neither say or think anything, as I wait for her to process what she’s just said.
Alright, fine. She sighs, So I might be a little bit of a perv. Regardless, you wouldn’t be willing to bite the bullet and sleep with him for me?
“As a staunch lesbian?” I ask her, rolling my eyes with not a little bit of disgust at the idea. “Absolutely not.”
Man-hater.
“Sure.” I sigh, not aware that I’ve said it aloud until I catch the other patron from down the bar frowning at me. Closing my mouth and focusing on speaking through my thoughts, I add, “I hate men because I won’t sleep with one to satisfy your urges. I’m the worst.”
Glad we agree. Holland grumbles, and I’m pretty sure both of us roll our eyes.
I hear the door behind me swing open, the bell above it ringing, and don’t think to pay it any mind. People have been making their way in and out of the bar since I sat down in the first place, most haven’t said a thing to me or gotten in my way, so I don’t entirely care what they’re up to. It occurs to me, in a back-of-the-mind kind of way, that I was thinking something similar when Ainsley came in the last time I was here, but I can’t be afraid of someone popping up just because --
A man leans against the bar next to me, putting his weight on his elbow and crossing one leg over the other. As I turn to face him and his features register to me, I feel my heart dropping into my stomach and I start to immediately think about how this inevitable this outcome was, how much I should have seen it coming, how I could have avoided it by just getting some better food and booze somewhere else. The man standing next to me is roughly my age, which is probably more true than it’s ever been before, wearing a loose white-shirt with a deep v, tucked into a pair of tight, faux-leather pants. He’s clean-shaven, as ever, with a head full of gray-white hair that would seemingly contrast his age if you didn’t know him; Most people assume he’s a platinum blonde, but those people don’t know him that well.
“Hi there,” he says, his eyes leering at me like as real a piece of meat as the bullion’s baking in the oven. “I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure of meeting before. My name’s William, William Kavah. And who might you be?”
He’s a bit more handsome than you imagine him.
“Please don’t say shit like that.” I think to her as I struggle to form any actual, coherent sentences around the bile threatening to spill up from my stomach and into my throat. “Not about… Ugh.” 
Fair enough. Holland shrugs. I was just saying… You know you have to say something back to him eventually.
Despite a bubbling urge to simply stand up and run, I do my best to look unimpressed as I drag my eyes up and down his form. After a moment, I barely manage to say, “My name is not. Not interested.”
“You wound me.” Will sighs, lifting the hand that isn’t supporting him on the bar and trying to lay it on my shoulder. I remove it as quickly and gently as I can. He continues as though nothings happened, his hand instead moving to his own chest. “You won’t even give me a chance?”
See, now there’s absolutely no way you can tell them. Holland giggles, and despite the situation I can’t help but share the mirth behind the joke. Neither of you would ever be able to stand in the same room ever again.
“Not even a little.” I say, watching with some relief as Jahn carries a platter of wings over to me. I’m hopeful that part of the uneasiness in my stomach is just hunger. “So, order your drink and get lost.”
“Hm…” He says, still holding a hand to his chest as he pauses to think. “I will do one of those things.”
We could just run. Holland suggests while I pick up a wing and immediately bite one in half. We don’t have to put up with this, we owe him nothing and you would remain a stranger who just didn’t want to put up with him.
My thoughts are, largely, along the same lines. As far as he’s concerned, I’m a pretty lady he saw when he stepped into his usual bar. The connection between us, the connection between the people we know, he knows none of it, and he never needs to find out. Unfortunately for my sanity, there’s a rather large but lingering at the edge of my mind.
“A Manhattan, if you’d please, Jahn!” William orders, a cocky smile on his face as he turns to me and grins, “Do you know the origin of that name? Not many people do, it’s --”
“Manhattan was a borough of an old-world city, from before the Ascension.” I cut him off with a roll of my eyes, biting into the rest of my wing after I correct him, “Everyone knows that, you’re not impressive.”
“Hmph.” He smiles, a small crack in the smiley facade forming. “I’m impressed by you, though. Not many people see through all that and --”
“You’re not going to conman your way to being interesting, Mr… Will, wasn’t it?” I groan at him, not bothering to avoid speaking to him with food in my mouth. First, I generally want him to leave me alone… But, if he says what I think he will, then…
“Kavah.” He answers, perfectly.
Watch your step here, Cole.
“Kavah?” I murmur, quirking my head at him as I swallow down the bite, “Isn’t that the name of, uh… What, 2 or 3 brats on that ALT thing?”
“We are not --” His facade breaks entirely, the trick of offense working as well as it usually does. William catches himself after a moment, shaking his head as be says, “Yeah, I am a member of ALT. I resent being called a brat.”
“Resent away.” I shrug my shoulders, picking up the next wing and taking a bite of it before somewhat messily saying, “You ask me, the only one of you whose any good is that… Sarah something? At least when she shows up, fewer buildings are torn down to rubble.”
I watch, with great interest, as William sits up in his chair. If I didn’t know him as well as I do, I wouldn’t understood what is going through his mind half as well as I do; It’s because I grew up with him, worked with him, chided him for some of the shit he’d say, that I know that he’s thinking what I had hoped he would think. It’s a great thing, frankly, that he isn’t in a position of power because, good God, he’s easily manipulated.
“Sarah is pretty amazing.” William hums as his drink is slid in front of him. “You and her, you’d probably get along pretty well. She loves chiding me, too.”
“From what I’ve seen, you’re pretty chideable.” I smile, less to do with what he’s said and more to do with how well this has worked. “Isn’t she dating that, uh… God, I can’t remember their name, but one of those Amaranths?”
“She…” He pauses long enough to glance away from my gaze, and I don’t know how to read his reaction. Guilt? “She was, yeah. It’s been… Years, though, since that… Ended.”
“What a shame.” I murmur, taking a break from trying to be gross with my food to sip at my drink. What I’m about to say is decently cruel, I know it, but I say it anyway, “Don’t look so sad, they just broke up. It’s not like anyone died.”
I do my best to pretend like I’m not looking, like I don’t notice the way William’s eyes flash in anger as I swallow a mouthful of my drink, taking the burn as a kind of recompense.
“It’s exactly,” William hisses, “like someone died, actually.”
“Oh,” I say, trying to force some of the curious boredom that Holland is feeling into my words, “That’s a --”
“Two someones, actually.” He snipes, cutting my thoughts off with a bullet directly to my heart.
“What?” I murmur, my voice trembling in my throat in a way I don’t have any control over. What’s left of the food in my hand slips back onto the plate, a handful of names buzzing through my mind, a handful of funerals I could have missed, who I’ll never even have the chance to speak to, again. “Someone else…?”
“Yeah,” William says, the facade of some fancy man made of pure swagger completely shattered, the man sitting next to me left angry, bitter in it’s absence. “The other brat that used to be on the team, actually.”
No…
“My sister,” he snarls, and I can’t blame him even a little bit, “Kyra.”
I want nothing more, in that moment, to turn away from him and cover my mouth, to stare off into the mid-distance and think about the woman who once dropped a dozen balls of water over my head as her way of announcing that she’d figured out what her power was. A memory, one of the less fond ones I have, comes to mind, of Kyra and William arguing about just this kind of behavior from him, harassing random women for no good reason. Instead, I have to force these thoughts, these feelings of mournings down into my gut as I stare directly at an anger I dredged up.
“I’m… Sorry to hear that.” I murmur, trying not to squeeze my glass too hard as pick it up and lie, “I, uh, met her once… She, she saved me from drowning, once… I didn’t hear about…”
“You must’ve been out of the city, at the time.” William says, his vice as cold as stone in the winter as he turns his gaze away from me, “It was everywhere.”
“I… Was.” I agree, unsteadily lifting my glass to my lips and forcing what’s left of the alcohol into my mouth. For as long as he isn’t looking at me, I focus on the burn of the booze as it travels down my throat, settles in my stomach, bubbles there. If I’m feeling that, at least, the fact that I’m lying to someone who was probably there when she… Died… Doesn’t feel quite so bad. 
You can’t tell him. Holland murmurs in my ear, as she manifests to my left and places her hand on my shoulder. She’s trying her hardest to sound like she cares, even though I’m certain her concern is not about my wellbeing. 
“I know.” I reply to her, licking my lips as I realize they’ve gone dry. 
If you know, she replies, leaning into my vision no matter how far I try to turn away, then why are you trying to figure out how to tell him, Cole?
“It’d… She could come back,” I think, my thoughts as low as a whisper. “The way we did. Maybe if I tell him, then…”
Then what? Holland chides me, a look of disappointment spreading across her face. Then everything will magic be fine? His sister won’t be dead, you won’t be shunned as a woman claiming to be some dead rich bitch reborn in a different body? Is that how you expect that to go?
“… No…” I murmur.
“What was that?” William asks, his frigid attention snapping to me. “I didn’t hear that?”
“I… I’m sorry, I was…” I force the words to form, first in my mind then at the base of my throat. There are half a dozen different things I could apologize for, from being gone to being so hostile to him. Instead, I manage to say, “I’m sorry that I was disrespectful. To her memory.”
“Oh.” He sighs, swigging at his cocktail rather than sipping it. “Yeah, sure. Fine. Thanks. Whatever. She’d be mad I bothered you in the first place.”
In the silence that follows, as the alcohol in his drink clearly catches him off-guard, I wonder how I could possibly turn the subject to anyone else. Is there anyway I could ask how the others are doing since the last time I saw them, to see how they --
The bell above the door rings again.
“Willie!” A familiar voice rings out before the door has even finished closing, half sighing and half teasing, “What are you doing bothering that poor woman?”
I turn at the sound of the voice, as hard as I try not to, and immediately recognize the man striding towards us. He seems shorter than I remember him being, though he’s grown his hair out long enough to wear it in a small bun at the back of his head -- And since when could he grow a beard, at all? It’s styled neat, the way father would have wanted him to wear it, and he doesn’t look like he --
“Dominic! You’re late for a man who can fly!” William turns to greet him with a smile, “I was just telling… Ugh, I didn’t catch her name, actually?”
“Well, we can’t have that.” My older brother laughs, turning to face me for the first time, extending his hand to me in a way that’s meant to polite, but only makes me remember falling. “Dominic Amaranth. It’s nice to…”
I glance up from his hand and, meet his eyes.
“… Meet you, Mrs…?” He frowns, his hand twitching in place as he holds my gaze. “Have we met before?”
“No.” I say sharply, glancing back down at his hand before I break my vision away from him entirely. There are still half a dozen wings on that stupid plate, and my body is still craving calories as I work to build up any muscle at all. I think, briefly, about pouring what’s left into my purse or stealing the platter again, but one of those is a clearly unhinged action and the other is something I promised I wouldn’t do again. I push myself to my feet, deciding that I’ll have to get food somewhere else. To the man who’s still staring at me, I grumble, “I was just leaving, anyway.”
Before either of them can say anything, I push past then, headed for the door. I make it out without either of them bothering to stop me, not that they would really have any reason to do so. Without thinking about it, I turn left and begin hurrying down the street, an actual destination absent from my thought as I feel myself beginning to shake. The food in my stomach feels like it’s physically pulling me down towards the earth, and my vision starts to blur.
Cole?
One my feet catches on a crack in the road, and I’m unconscious before I hit the ground.

[bookmark: _56rf4ugn5faa]10. The E in Team
“I don’t get it.” Dominic murmurs to himself, arms crossed as he stares into the hospital room through a thin pane of glass. “She didn’t seem like the kind…”
“Neither do I.” I reply as I step up next to him, glancing in at the unconscious figure sat up in the bed, all messy hair, bruises, and broken bones. “But when I met her a few nights ago, I said something about Bill that pissed her off enough that she just disappeared on the spot. No explanation or goodbye, just… Gone.”
“She didn’t leave, though?” He asks me, rocking back on heels. “When he and I saw her last night, she left, walked out the door. You’re sure she teleported in some way?”
“Left a breeze behind her and everything,” I nod, watching as a nurse crosses to the bed and presses his hands against a leg so fractured I’m shocked it didn’t just get pulled off. “You know that only happens when someone suddenly vacates a space, which means…”
“Teleporting.” Dominic sighs, unfolding his arms long enough to press the pads of his fingers into his eyes. “Sorry, Ainsley, it’s been a long night, and --”
“I get it.” I murmur, reaching out and gingerly placing a hand on his shoulder. He glances at me, eyes widening in what reads to me as surprise, though whether good or bad I couldn’t say. By way of explanation, I offer, “I’ve been in your position, before. I know it’s awful.”
“It fucking sucks.” He shakes his head, but doesn’t shake my hand from his shoulder. “And I’ve been here far too many times. William, Kyra, the only time I wasn’t here it’s because I froze while --”
He falls silent as a name gets stuck in his throat.
I have nothing to say to assuage the guilt that wells up and quickly spills from his eyes, falling down his cheeks as his arms once again cross over his chest. All I can do is squeeze his shoulder and glance once again at the form of Bill Kavah, battered and beaten, as he lays motionless in a hospital better, a dozen different monitors hooked up to him.
“Something about her,” Dominic says, referring to her like a blight or a curse, and I chose not to interrupt what I think is him working through a thought process, “was familiar to me. I don’t know, maybe I’ve caught sight of her before, maybe she’s been stalking us, just waiting for the right moment to strike… A teleporter in Astoria, and we never heard about it? Even if we can’t track her through her own movements, you usually hear about it through word of mouth, people talking about unfortunate situations; Someone suddenly standing in your livingroom, running into someone who wasn’t standing there a moment earlier, stuff like that. Yet, with all that bullshit security at Will’s place, there’d have been someone on the external cameras if they got in that way…”
“There could be another explanation.” I offer, once I’m sure he’s done speaking. “Another way that someone else could have got in, some other motivation… We could be jumping to conclusions here.”
“Do you think we are?” He asks me, voice wildly soft after the cursing he did a moment earlier. “William’s my cousin, Sarah’s as good as family to us all, Ashtyn and our parents… But the only word Will has said all day has been bar. It… All makes sense to me, but what do you think?”
I glance once again at the nearly lifeless form in the hospital bed. In a city-state like Astoria, a large and generally prosperous one, the family members of the Chancellors are some of the most protected people, and most capable of protecting themselves. Dominic, William and the others might walk around all day with only themselves to watch their backs, but in their homes? In their homes, there are usually people watching every blade of grass to ensure no one goes in who ought not.
“Her name is Cole.” I murmur, shifting the bare bones file tucked under my arm into my hands. “We have almost nothing to go off. Sarah was watching one of her fighting shows and happened to see her appear in a fight, so we know her family name is Agnostos, but… It doesn’t exist. Neither does any record of her, frankly. Chancellor Amar-- Your mother has reached out to several other cities, both here on Earth and elsewhere, and found no record of anyone by that name, and no teleporters in the last half century.”
“What about the teleporter from 51 years ago?” Dominic asks, “Is there some way that she is them, and just younger than --”
“That teleporter,” I shake my head, “was a 12 year old Venusian, Valka Seran, who misused her powers on a shuttle flight. She didn’t survive. And she looked nothing like Agnostos, before her death.”
“And before that?”
“You’d have to go back another few hundred years,” I do my best to shoot him down as gingerly as I can, “to some Mercurian Saint you won’t have heard of.”
“You’re familiar?” Dominic frowns at me.
“Everyone from Mercury is.” I nod, pulling the thin file to my chest. “It’s… Not a happy story and, before you ask, I’d rather not tell it at the moment.”
“Fair enough.” He sighs, reaching up in a vain attempt to scrub some exhaustion from his features. “Whatever her name is, we clearly can’t just let this stranger run around. Are you comfortable relaying some orders to --”
“Of course.” I murmur. “Whatever you think best.”
“Send out teams of four to sweep for her,” Dominic says, arms falling to his sides. “When we find her, I don’t wanna anyone going in without sufficient support. Have Sarah on standby to respond as quickly as she can, if we’re lucky she’ll get there before this stranger realizes she’s being delayed.”
“Can do.” I say, taking a few steps away before I add, over my shoulder, “I’ll keep you informed.”
The only reply is the shrill beeping of a heart monitor. 
~~~
“Ugggh.” I groan before I’m even aware that I’m conscious again. “Fuck… Holland?”
There’s no reply.
With no small amount of effort, I push my eyes open as I sit up in bed. My body protests the entire way up, a deep soreness radiating throughout me, from my toes to the roots of my hair -- At least the hair tie I’ve apparently left in while I slept can explain the latter point. As I fight my way upward, I quickly become aware of a set of unfamiliar walls, with decorations that don’t match anything I recognize. Once I’m on my feet, it doesn’t take me long to make my way to the curtains and pull them open, blinding myself with harsh, morning light.
“Holland?” I ask aloud, once I can see anything again, in the hopes that she might have any idea where we are or how we got here.
Once again, I get no reply at all, so I step away from the window and start trying to stretch my limbs out, knowing as I do that this ache isn’t going to go away anytime soon. Half-stumbling, I make my way from the strange bedroom all the way to the kitchen, searching for any sign of life and finding only a few traces. With hands that I can’t get to stop shaking, I pour myself a glass of water and quickly down it, repeating the process a few more times until I start to feel… Less awful. As it becomes more clear that I’m not going to get a reply anytime soon, I run my fingers through my hair and try to figure out what I’m actually going to do next.
No one’s around, physical or otherwise, who can tell me what happened after I collapsed in the street. I find no notes, no messages, nothing, I barely find my boots after I realize I’m not wearing them. Based on that, there’s very little I can possibly do to solve my current situation… But I can maybe do something about how shitty I feel; I’m starving. I had planned on stopping for food after I left the wings in the bar, but that… Clearly didn’t happen.
Leaving through the front door seems like a terrible idea, so I find a spot on the road that isn’t currently occupied and quick hop through the shadows. This proves to be an awful idea, as my body really wants to puke as soon as my feet hit the broken pavement, and I have to bend over at the waist and press my hands over my mouth to stop that from happening. The feeling hits me more like nausea has in the past, the kind one might feel after not eating for most of a day, and so despite the fact that my brain protests that I’m not hungry, I begin to hurry through the street towards the center of town.
What I wouldn’t give to stumble onto a food truck, now.
Because beggars really cannot be choosers, I stop at the very first place I find; An aging taco place, tucked into the barely re-built ruins of an older, much taller building. Even at 8am, which it apparently is, the place sells tacos and only tacos, with a choice between beef and chicken, real beef or real chicken, which is hardly appetizing, but… I pay them the money they ask for 3 wraps and quickly make my way out of the joint. I barely get a block or two before I press my back against a building and slide to the ground, tearing into the food with…
Something resembling hunger?
In comparison to the plant based version, real chicken comes off a lot wetter and requires more effort to chew, but with the way I’m feeling at the moment, I might eat concrete if I could. By the time I finish the first wrap, I’m starting to feel vaguely better, and I almost feel human again when, halfway through the second, a familiar voice returns to my mind.
Cole? Holland whimpers in my head. What… Happened?
“I was kind of hoping you knew.” I sigh, biting into my wrap again. “All I know is I woke up and I was starving, so… Here we are. Do you remember anything, after I passed out?”
After we passed out, you mean.
“That’s a no, then?” I grumble.
That’s a no… Do you hear that?
At first, I’m not sure what she could be referring to. A handful of people are making their way down the street, most of them on the younger side, two of them some older folks out for a morning jog. The people you’d find down here in the evening are all traveling by the tram with stations as close as a mile from where I’m sitting, making it slightly audible from here. As far as noises that stand out, I don’t immediately…
A whirring?
It’s more like a whistling, don’t you --
I’ve barely started to turn my chin up towards the sky, where one would usually find something whistling against the wind like that, when Holland is interrupted by a blurring shape swinging down from above us and kicking into my hand, knocking my chicken wrap to the ground next to me. The shape solidifies into that of a human, who I mistake for Dominic for a second, before I recognize that the flying is too smooth for a telekinetic. The shape quickly twists their foot around so they can push my arm against the wall behind me. I meet the scowling eyes of an unfamiliar face, resisting the urge to sigh.
Not in the mood? Holland murmurs.
“Cole Agnostos?” The woman barks, one hand already reaching behind her to what looks like a pair of handcuffs. “By the authority of ALT, you’re --”
I stick my foot out and into her shadow, allowing the pull of my power to yank me out of place. Not wanting to go anywhere without some kind of explanation, though, I reappear right next to her, somewhat pleased that I don’t immediately want to vomit. The woman tenses as I get my bearings, immediately striking out at me with her right hand. Almost casually I lean back, letting the blow strike only the air in front of me.
“Pardon me?” I wonder as she quickly strike out with a kick, forcing me to move back a little more. “I’m really not feeling this right now, would you mind if --”
I’m cut off as something strikes me in the back of the head, hard enough that I stumble forward and almost bowl over the woman in front of me. She takes the opportunity to slip a cuff around my wrist before I pull myself back from her, yanking my arm out of her grasp as I glance over my shoulder to see what hit me; A man, standing a good half a block away, who visibly throws a punch that doesn’t go further than his arm, but still feels like it slams into the back of my shoulder.
“I should warn you,” I grunt at the woman before me, who’s backed of slightly for reasons I don’t bother guessing at, “I’m starting to get --”
A hand wraps around one of wrists, yanking it to the side and quickly clasping the cuff around my second arm. I throw my head back as quickly as I can, feeling as it connects with the soft flesh of someone’s cheek -- Someone who isn’t there when I turn around… But whose body the sunlight shimmers through as it passes through them. More out of annoyance than anything, I kick out at the shape, catching them off-guard as I catch them in the shin. With my pulse and my blood pressure starting to rise, I feel my cheek twitching slightly.
“Look. I am willing to comply.” I strain to stop myself from shouting, “But I need to know --”
For the third time in a row, I’m interrupted mid-sentence by the sensation of something striking me. This time, it catches me in the side of the head, mostly on my ear, shattering into thin daggers and tearing into the skin of my ear and face. The pieces of what looks like ice that didn’t stick fall to the ground and begin to melt, and I am struggling to control my breathing as I identify a fourth person with their hands raised in my direction. The four of them make a kind of circle around me, as though I couldn’t just leave if I wanted to anyway.
Maybe we should? Holland suggests, though even she doesn’t sound like she means it.
“Y’know,” I say aloud, as blood begins to drip down my cheek, “I think I actually am in the mood, after all.”
The words have barely finished leaving my mouth before the three who are closest to me move to strike; Freeze sends another block of ice at me, Flight moves up and in to try to kick at my head, and Shimmer tries to position herself behind her, like I haven’t already figured out their game and how to handle her. Rather than try to dodge three attacks at once, I force myself to drop down, directly into my own shadow, for all of a split second.
As soon as Flight and Shimmer pause to look for me, I push myself back up. As I fight to ignore a wave of dizziness, I’m facing the shimmer in the air and I waste no time in shoving forward and slamming my shoulder into them. As unprepared as they are for someone to have caught on so quickly, they’re completely unprepared for the strike and allow themselves to get knocked to the ground. Unfortunately, it’s a bit tricky for me to distinguish parts of them while they’re on the ground, fortunately as I start slamming the bottom of my boot into them, I seem to catch them on the nose or scrape into their cheek. The result, either way, is bright red blood appearing to float in the air as it leaves their skin.
That’s about all the time I have before Flight and Freeze re-engage, each of them moving to attack me. Their support man, who I have no idea what to nickname, catches me in the back of the neck with another strike from afar, causing me to stumble forward just as Flight would have kicked me in the shoulder and a block of ice would have connected with my head. Instead, friendly fire means that flight grunts in pain and shoots a glance at her teammate, while I disappear into Flight’s shadow long enough to grumble to myself.
Not impressed?
“They sent the fucking e team! If they wanted to arrest me --” I complain, popping out of the shadow of a man who probably wishes he had stayed far away from me and gritting my teeth against my body’s urge to puke. He doesn’t seem to realize I’m behind him until I’ve kicked him in the back of the knee and brought him low enough for me to slam my knee into the back of his head as hard as I can, splaying him on the ground. “-- they could have come themselves, or at least sent the fucking b team!”
I disappear into the shadow of a building, reappearing a moment later just in front of Shimmer with my limbs starting to shake, who’s barely started to sit up and wipe at the blood on their face. Without pausing, I swing my leg back and then kick her in the face like her head is a football, splaying her back on the ground. Without glancing behind me, I twitch to the side, allowing a block of ice to fling through the air where I had just been standing. Flight takes that moment to dive back down, making the mistake of going head first as she tries to level a punch at my face.
I twist around her fist and slam my forehead into hers, causing her feet to flip out in front of her as she joins Shimmer on the ground. 
My attention immediately shift to Freeze, who seems to gulp as I take an unsteady step towards her.
“STOP.” A familiar voice rings out through the air. 
As my control of my body disappears, a large, pointed piece of ice slams into my midsection, tearing into my stomach while I can’t even react to the immense pain that registers a moment later. A power that I’ve felt a handful of times before, and never particularly enjoyed, stop me from so much as reaching up to rip the chuck from my side, as the sound of quick, angry footsteps stride up the street behind me.
“You were ordered not to engage!” Sarah Attora shouts as she appears in my vision. If I could do anything but stand perfectly still, I might turn and examine her more fully, try to get a sense for how she’s changed over the years. I might even be glad to see her. “Your instructions were crystal clear. And, Johnson, we will be discussing striking at a restrained individual later.”
“Apologies.” Freeze replies, her voice shaking nearly as much as she is.
When Sarah turns to me, there’s an anger in her eyes that I don’t expect to find. As far as I can remember, the most she’ll have heard about me is that I was a flirt, maybe a little rude, so I struggle to figure out why she looks so enraged at me. No amount of telling myself it’s about the mistakes of ALT members around me.
“Be honest.” Sarah orders, and I feel a part of my brain chemistry struggling to shift. I focus as hard as I possibly can on not letting it happen and, as far as I can tell, I don’t entirely fail. “Your name is Cole Agnostos?”
“It is.” I answer, feeling relief join the pain flooding through my system.
“Did you attack William Kavah at his home late yesterday evening?”
“N-No?” I reply, unable to form my face into the frown I want to. “Is he --”
“Silence.” Sarah says, but she doesn’t put any power into it. Some of the anger towards me has dissipated, but not all of it. “What is your power, and how have you avoided being registered?”
“Shadowmancy.” I answer, suddenly aware that my surprise broke my concentration in resisting the earlier command. “It hasn’t come up yet.”
“So your powers are new,” Sarah murmurs, more to herself than to me. Directly to me, however, she asks, “How many times have you spoken to Will Kavah?”
My mouth runs dry.
If you can’t lie, just don’t answer.
“Answer me.” She orders, the full brunt of her command smacking into my mind.
“Countless times.” The words leave my mouth before I can try to censor them.
My answer has the same affect on Sarah as her question about Will had on me; It snaps her concentration in half. The instant I feel my limbs responding to me, I push myself backward and allow myself to fall towards the ground. My shoulder has barely hit the ground before the pull of the shadows grab me, and whisk me away.
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I hit the ground and immediately start gasping in pain as I begin to work my hands from behind my back. 
Deep breaths. Holland coaches me.
“I fucking know.” I grunt through gritted teeth, arching my back and stretching out the impaled muscle intensely painfully. Still, it helps me get my wrists past my ass and allows me to start working the cuffs down my legs as my side screams at me the entire time. “Easy to say when you’re not… The impaled one.”
I can feel it, you know?
“Doesn’t sound like it.” I sigh in relief as my legs slip free of the cuffs and I’m able to relax again, this time with my arms in front of me. That also allows me to reach up and wipe some sweat from my brow, albeit keeping both hands exactly the same distance apart from one another. The ice in my side seems to be melting fairly quickly, and I can’t begin to guess how much of a mess I might make if I don’t decide to do something about that relatively soon. 
In the meanwhile, I gingerly push myself upward, careful not to stress the spiked side of my body too much. As I glance around, I become more and more aware that I did actually end up where I had hoped to -- An old garage I noticed last week before, while out for a run. And Holland said exercise was a waste of our time.
I said, our time would be better used having you train on our powers. Holland corrects me, Dipshit.
“Love you…” I gasp as I make the final push to my feet, “too… Fuck. Any ideas on how to get these cuffs off? I see an angle grinder, some plyers --”
You're a shadowmancer. Holland rolls her eyes as she appears next to me. “Use the shadows?”
“Yeah…” I grimace, “no time to learn like when you're bleeding out in an old garage.”
“The shadows can help with that, too,” Holland murmurs, “assuming you let them.”
“Healing, huh?” I frown, leaning against a half-rusted piece of equipment. “Anything they can't do?”
“Cure stupid.” She sighs, reaching down and lifting my cuffed hands to my face. “Alright… Just focus. Manipulating shadows is tricky, so starting small is for the best anyway. Imagine a keyhead, if that helps, and turn.”
If only it were quite that simple. Sadly, it seems like it’s barely step 1, or maybe even step 0.5, given that I don't seem inherently aware of the tiny shadows in the little keyholes. Instead, I have to focus on them, twisting my hands back and forth to get a good idea of where they are, what they feel like when I brush my consciousness against them. Even once I'm sure I have some control over them, it takes me a solid few minutes to sweet talk them into moving for me, into filling the necessary space. They eventually do as I ask and after a solid 10 minutes of hardcore effort, the cuff on my right hand pops open.
There's a lot of my blood seeping out of the wood and into my clothes, so celebrating is out of the question. Instead, without prompting, I repeat the process on my left cuff with much more urgency, less care for politeness, and the shadows seem more receptive to being commanded than politely asked, anyway. As my left wrist is freed, the handcuffs clang to the ground and I begin to rub at my arms. God, that is a lot of my blood.
“Okay,” I murmur, feeling my knees beginning to grow weak, “healing… We can do it…?”
“Yes.” Holland nods, wincing as she glances at the wound. “For that one… You're going to want to go rest in the shade for a while. They'll work on you, as best they can, without any active thought from you... Although, you could try to speed them along if you wanted.”
“First things…” I wheeze, leaning my back against the rusty machine and gripping what’s left of the large chunk of ice in between both hands. “First.”
I bite my lip bloody stopping myself from screaming as the oversized, icey shiv comes out of my side. My knees end up buckling a few moments after I drop the cold, bloody javelin to the ground, and I end up joining it as my face smacks into the concrete ground. That might have hurt, in any other circumstances, but the worst kind of pain is still pulsing out from my abdomen with every breath I take. It’s hard to locate a shadow, any shadow, with how blurry my teary vision has gotten, so I end up closing them all together -- And reaching out for the first thing my sense catch on.
The pull of the shadows feels like it might yank my shoulder out of the socket as I’m torn away from an abandoned garage and into the shadows. I have to concentrate, as best as I’m able, to not immediately send myself flying off to the first places on my mind; A hospital, my motel, home. Yeah, if I went home at this point, they’d probably try to stab me again, maybe even more successfully. 
Definitely more successfully. Holland hums.
After a few moments, though, I feel the shadows relax around me. Whether they’re sentient beings or simply reacting to my want to be here, to be hidden, I couldn’t begin to say, but as soon as I think about the hole missing from my side, I feel something thousands of times colder than ice could ever be seeping into my side. The sensation is incredibly painful, at first, as my muscle contract against the intrusion and my body fights to keep ahold of it’s warmth in the face of something nearing absolute zero in temperature. After a moment, though, much like the shadows before me, I feel my body relaxing into the chilling sensation.
Amazing, Holland murmurs, her voice suddenly moving from my head to besides me, “Aren’t they?”
“I’d say so.” I agree with a gasp. “Where they… Always like this? For you, I mean?”
“Not exactly. I had to work at it, too.” Holland murmurs, pausing just long enough that I almost risk opening my eyes to see what she’s doing. Still reading my thoughts, she says, “You can open your eyes here, Cole. It’s plenty safe.”
As I open my eyes, my breath leaves my lungs entirely. Rather than the static, ink-black darkness I had expected to open my eyes to, the space I find myself surrounded in is a swirl of thousands of different colors, shades I couldn’t hope to name and colors entirely foreign to my eyes. As I watch, the colors swirl around, sometimes dancing in sync with one another and other times slamming into each other and bursting apart into two of the same shade, before they either crash into another color or stabilize as it swirls of somewhere else entirely. I search for any hint of a static surface behind the lightshow before me and find none, whatsoever.
“When I was alive,” Holland says, from where she floats in the gravityless space a few feet away, “they called me such stupid shit; The Shadow, the Heiress of Darkness, cringey garbage like that. I never figured out how to explain this to them. I couldn’t bring them here, I had no idea what it would do to them, or myself, but…”
As she speaks, I glance down at the sensation of coolness attached to my side, and find that the lights have stretched out and covered my injury. Even up close, even manifested so nearly into the shape of a hand, the colors swirl around as though searching for infinity, and I have to resist the urge to reach out to touch them.
“This is the truth; Of our powers, of our nature, of us.” She continues, “Lock us in a dark room and we’re nearly powerless, segregate us from a light source and we’re more vulnerable than ever, and we’ve both been dead. Our power is not the absence of the sun, it is not devoid of warmth or color, it… We are a being of nuance, of the way light bends after it runs into a solid object. We are what happens after light is forced to bend, we are what allows people to see color at all, the manifestation of the Light... Don’t ever believe anything less of us.”
“It’s amazing…” I murmur, the extent of what I’m capable of saying at the time.
“We are amazing.” Holland corrects me, a small smile pulling at her lips as she adds, “Well, you’re getting there.”
“Fuck you, too…” I whisper, wide eyes still searching in awe for any seem, anything that might suggest this is less incredible than it looks. 
She laughs, neither loud nor harsh, a sound I’m not familiar with hearing from her. “I often think about how we could possibly share this… But, focusing on things that aren't impossible, how is our side feeling?”
“Better.” I sigh, tearing my eyes from the fullness surrounding us to meet her gaze.
“They won’t heal you entirely.” Holland murmurs, “They can’t, not without more direct guidance on what you need fixed. But they’ll heal you enough to keep us alive, keep us moving. With any luck, we’ll be able to figure out what all is broken in there before they come for us again.”
“Or before the rematch with Rox.” I murmur back. “Next week.”
“We’re not seriously going to do that?” She sighs, the smile left from her earlier laughter evaporating, “They’ll certainly be watching that and jump us before the fight even starts.”
“I don’t think so.” I shake my head, oddly aware of the way my hair sways slowly behind me, unburdened by gravity. “Sarah watched me nearly die, then break her hold and disappear anyway. I think they’ll try to wait, watch us fight and look for a weakness they can exploit to keep us from running. As long as they don’t understand… This… We should be fine.”
“And as long as we don’t run out of energy,” Holland remarks, “fighting Rox halfway to the death.”
“Hey, give us some credit,” I smile, “our body has come a long way in the last few weeks. You might complain about the constant exercise, but we’re going to pack a much more powerful punch than we did last time. Hey, we can even run for half an hour without wanting to die, that’s great.”
“I still maintain,” Holland sighs, “that we ought to be practicing with our powers more. If we had been, you might have been able to heal yourself without coming in here.”
“Y’know…” my smile only grows, “I kind of struggled with those rapid shadowsteps, right?”
“Why do I get the sense I’m going to hate this.” Holland sighs.
Ten minutes later, when the shades have done as much work as they’re likely to be able to with the injuries to my side and have been kind enough to stitch my face back up, too, I decide it’s about time to go. The struggle, then, becomes wanting to step away from a place that feels so… Ethereally majestic. I nevertheless manage to, my feet catching my weight as gravity reconstitutes it’s hold over me as gravel crunches under me. I can feel Holland frowning as she tries to figure out where we are and I make a point of pressing my hand into my side for support before I look up.
Oh, I fucking hate this. The woman in my head murmurs. Yeah, I absolutely fucking hate this. We’re not really…?
About a thousand feet in front, buzzing along using the rails that are extended about a feet off of the ground of either side of me as guides, a series of large, long gray boxes are quickly picking up speed, to a maximum of 500 miles per hour, if I’m remembering correctly. The trams within the city never bother reaching top speed, but on the outer edges of the city, with this one just beginning the journey from Astoria to the other side of the continent, I’m certain it’s onboard navigation system is firing it up. The mechanic within, who’s mostly there to pull the failsafe break in case of, well, failure, doesn’t seem to have noticed me just yet, which is to the betterment of my training.
Your training? Holland sounds incredulous. We could just as easily practice quick, repetitive shadow-stepping without risking death, Cole!
“Maybe,” I admit aloud, eyes locked onto the carts as the last of the carts pulls out onto the straight-away and the tram begins to pick up speed almost exponentially. “This is funner?”
You’re insane.
“Pretty likely,” I murmur, licking my lips as the distance between the tram and I begins to rapidly disappear. “I do wanna talk about something, though, while I’ve got you here.”
What? She rolls her eyes, What question could you possibly --?
“Can you convince me you had nothing to do with the attack on William?” I say, getting a last flew blink in before blinking will have become a bad idea. “Because if you can’t, I’m gonna let it hit us.”
Oh my fucking -- Holland curses, a sneer to her voice as she begins to shout, I told you, we passed out at the same time! I have no idea how we ended up in that bed, I have no idea what happened to William, and the only people who could have told us stabbed us when they had the chance.
I roll my head from side to side, somewhat amazed the tram’s driver hasn’t thrown it’s breaks or started blowing it’s horn. Still, I’m not entirely convinced by Holland’s words, and… Frankly, if there’s any chance we’re causing harm to people without damned good reason, I’m not sure it’s worth living anymore.
Oh, you’re so full of shit! Holland hisses. You wanna be alive as bad as I do! Cole, I can’t disapprove something I know nothing about, so quit fucking around like there’s anything I can say that would convince you that --
With around 5 feet of space and less than a second left before the train would have hit us, I let the shadow of the rail pull us in. A moment later, we reappear on the rail line, only now another thousand feet back. Finally, the tram’s operator hits the emergency button, and the horn begins to blur while the screeching of the breaks fills the air. I wonder, because I have to, how close to it’s top speed the tram got as I lower my shoulders and begin preparing for how much this is gonna suck.
As the front of the tram draws near again, with about a second to spare, I throw myself into the shadows again, reappear a few hundred feet back. My breathing is already starting to grow heavy and there’s a dizziness boiling at the back of my skull, and I quickly give up on discerning between thought and speech when it comes to Holland. Instead, as I brace for the next jump, I grunt, “I don’t fucking believe you. I remember, right before I passed out, you weren’t affected like I was; I’d sooner believe that --”
The next jump or step, or whatever, causes my breathing to grow more labored. I feel my arms and legs beginning to tingle, not quite a numbness settling into them, but something akin to how it felt to have Death staring at me; The thought that she could be, right now, looking in bemused wonder, occurs to me for a split second.
What do you expect me to say! Holland’s voice shouts in my head. ‘Ah, yeah, Cole, let me show you exactly what I was doing when you passed out, when our body was sapped dry by all your fucking feelings?!’ I’m a part of you, dipfuck, I can’t just take control whenever, or I’d be doing it right the fuck now to get us off of this fucking track.
Another jump, this time covering less distance than either of the past ones. I don’t reply to what Holland’s said, because that’s exactly what I had counted on; That if she had figured out how to take the pilot’s chair from me when I passed out, this would force her to show me she could do it. If I exhaust us enough, if I push myself towards passing out and she steps in, then maybe she won’t have the time necessary to move us before we get hit and argue our way back to Lady Death. 
Another step. Less distance. My limbs have gone fully numb, my vision has begun violently whip back and forth, not unlike what a ship on a relatively calm ocean might do. Every breath that explodes out of my chest, I feel like the stitches I just had metaphysically put in my side stretched to their limits. After a moment, I realize that my arms are fully limp at my sides, but I am still standing, for the moment.
This is so fucking stupid. Holland curses, Cole, listen to me, please! I cannot save us if you fuck this up --
Another jump, and only a few seconds between this and the next one.
-- I haven’t been a full soul, capable of controlling a body --
Another. My vision has turned into a soup of colors, so I force my eyes closed. With knees trembling and Holland speaking more and more quickly in my head, I begin to use the shadow cast by sunlight hitting the side of the tram to guide my timing. I can only vaguely sense it, at the moment, but it’s good enough to keep me alive.
-- Since I arrived at Emily’s in the first place! I have never been capable of keeping a body alive by myself! If I had been in control when you passed out, we would still be laying in that street!
Into the shadows, out of them. Again and again. With every jump, I feel my body protesting over and over, against the exertion, against the pain. I begin to time my breaths with the roiling of my stomach, so my mouth is closed and I can force the bile back down rather than letting it spill out of my mouth. The shadow of the tram becomes clearer and clearer in my mind, it’s position relative to where I’m standing then, when my knees finally give out, kneeling in the direct path of a tram that hasn’t let off of it’s break or stopped blowing it’s horn for a solid minute.
I know you can still hear me, Holland says, almost pleadingly, I can feel that you believe me, that you know I couldn’t have done anything to William, so GET OFF THE FUCKING TRACK! Please.
“No, no nono.” I mutter, my words slurring as my mouth trails behind my thoughts. “Can’t you feel it?”
Feel what?! She screams as I teleport again and again and again, Emily’s hand on our fucking shoulder?!
Again. Again. Again. With every step, every dip into the shadows, something is changing. Why wouldn’t she be able to feel that?
My fingers begin to respond to me, curling into my palms. My fingernails quickly begin digging into the skin, my mind slowly settling back into place, and my stomach quieting down. How could she not feel that, that power, that control? Why wouldn’t she be able to feel it growing with every jump, with every step.
In, out, in, out. Every time the shadows embrace me, the brightness of the shade flashes against my eyelids, every time I feel better, I feel stabler, I feel…? Between jumps, I get my feet back under me, return to a standing position. My breathes are still coming, hard and rough, and my throat being dry only makes those sensations worse. There’s a sheen of sweat covering my entire body, drenching my clothes and dripping off of me every time I jump, but with every new push, every pull of the shadows, every shove to get myself out of the shade, I feel…
Stronger.
I open my eyes, again. The tram is still barreling towards me, but it’s breaks have done the job of slowing it down considerably, to the point where I’m having to step less and less despite keeping myself the same distance away every time. Holland has fallen silent, regardless of whether she felt it or not, but I finally take her advice, nevertheless, and step off of the tracks. Behind me, the train speeds by, probably still going at least 60, 70 miles an hour. As I stand in a field of unkept grass, no chunks of broken pavement in the way to make it harder to walk on, I’m surprised that all I have to do is catch my breath. 
The rest of me feels… Amazing.
I double over and spill the contents of my stomach onto the grass, hands bracing against my knees.
There it is. Holland snarks at me.
“Only if by it,” I say when I can manage, wiping a trace of puke from my lips, “you mean a breakthrough.”
~~~
“You look like shit.” William says, arms cross over his chest as he steps into the elevator with Sarah and I.
“Says the man who’s barely a week out of a two-week coma.” She shoots back, her ire more evident than it usually is. 
“I take it you found her, then.” He laughs, reaching up to casually brush his hand through his hair.
“From the sound of it,” I mutter, the feeling of helplessness coursing through me, “Cole found her.”
“And where were you?” William asks me with a smile that says he knows the answer.
“Other side of the city, where I was supposed to be.” I say, barely suppressing a sneer. “What about y--”
“Stop.” Sarah murmurs, the elevator falling silent around her, “Arguing isn’t getting us anywhere. We wanted to find her on our own terms, but… It looks like we’re going to have to confront her after the fight tomorrow, anyway.”
“Just like I said we’d have to.” The coiffed man smiles, once Sarah’s command drops. “Imagine that! Well, we’ll have better odds than the team that found her last week, 5 versus 1. We’ll do just --”
“Four.” Sarah corrects him. “The same odds. The Chancellors Amaranth ordered Ashtyn off the field for the moment.”
“Oh.” Bill murmurs, and I can’t help but smile at his disappointment.

[bookmark: _g2iv3u2t8ma7]12. Two to Four Weeks
“LADIES AND GEEEENTLEMEN!” The officiant’s voice rings throughout the arena. As my ears ring from the noise, I stare across the enclosure at the man I’m about to fight. Rox’s ankle sure looks like it’s fully fixed, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t keep how easily I broke it before in the back of my mind. When my eyes wander away from him and I begin to examine the area around me, searching for any sign of a familiar face in the crowd, I wonder what Rox thinks I’m doing. “The following contest is your maaaain event of the evening, and it is for the Astoria Hammerweight Championship!”
So many different voices fill the air around us, hundreds of different people shouting hundreds of different things. Rox’s eyes are still on me when I finish scanning the crowd, a scowl of concentration on his face as he keeps me in focus. In these precious few moments before all of this starts, I can’t help but wonder what is going through his mind; This is the first time I’ve seen him since I knocked him out of this very ring a month ago, what were his thoughts like, what is his opinion of me? If he’s noticed the bruising on my side, is he planning something?
What is his power? 
We could have looked that one up, I’ll remind you. Holland grumbles. You decided not to.
He doesn’t know our power, we don’t know his. Everyone here’s on an equal footing.
Uh huh. She says, and I’m sure she’d roll her eyes if she were manifested at the moment. Maybe this time try not to say any insane bullshit?
“No promises.” I murmur to myself, the word drowning amongst the sea of everyone else speaking. I’d nearly promise the opposite, frankly, as the giddiness starts to form in my stomach, as I flex the muscle I’ve worked onto my body in anticipation of this moment. As seriously as I’m trying to take this, I can already feel a smile forming on my lips as I focus on my opponent across the ring.
“Competitors!” The officiant calls out, and I begin to roll the tension out of my neck, the smile fully taking my mouth over. “This contest will be found until one of you does not answer my count of 10. You may not attempt to kill one another, and must answer to my commands when I issue them. Do you agree?”
Rox and I both nod.
“You may approach one another before the bout, if you wish.”
Neither of us moves.
“Very well!” He says, sounding almost concerned as he continues. “Fighters! RELEASE!”
Ding ding.
Okay, surely you heard a bell that time?
“Still nope.” I grunt under my breath, not wasting anytime before I drop through the floor and briefly float in the shade, before quickly shooting back up.
When I emerge, I’m behind Rox, and I quickly take the opportunity to jump upwards and slam a forearm across the back of his neck. He winces, tensing very briefly in surprise, but my feet have barely touched the mat again before he swings an elbow back. I duck under it, kicking out at the back of his shin, hoping to at least force him to favor that leg a little bit. It certainly doesn’t work immediately, as he follows the momentum of his elbow around without so much as flinching at my kick, forcing me to flee back into the shadows just as he winds up a punch. 
When I reappear, I do standing a good bit behind him and watch as he immediately swings around, throwing a punch… With a hand that shrinks down to the size of a pinprick as he does. Naturally, because I’m a good bit away, the punch connect with nothing, but I can’t help but cock my head at that. I’m not even sure what you would call that power, the incredible shrinking -- My thought is cut off as Rox rolls up another punch, without taking a step towards me, and throws his arm forward. It prompt stretches out like so much putty, prompting me to duck back into the shade as quickly as I possibly can. I’m pretty sure his fist still brushes against my ponytail as I vanish.
That’s… Tricky.
“Yeah,” I think as I pop back up, this time directly to his right, where he won’t be able to get much swing on a right hook if he tried. He seems not to have guessed where I was coming from, beginning to turn towards his left as I jab out and up, catching him on the chin with a hit solid enough to make him stumble a bit. As he pivots on his foot to swing in the other direction, I immediately retreat into the shadows and continue my thought, “If he’s able to throw his entire weight and strength into a punch and shrink the area of affect that much… One punch could be a knockout.”
Shame. Holland hums, I know how much you like getting hit. You have a reason to avoid it, now, and a good one.
“And yet…” I murmur as I pop back up to Rox’s right, arm cocked loosely back. “I’m not gonna.”
Rox reacts to my reappearance exactly as I expect him to, only this time he’s a good bit faster and he guesses correctly where I’m going to appear. His left fist is already jolting forward, under my guard, when my stomach drops the way it always does as gravity grabs hold of me. At the very last second, the ham-sized fist turns bite-sized, and it smacks good and incredibly fucking hard directly into my stomach. The shockwave sends a good bit of pain radiating throughout my torso, and the force of the punch staggers me back a good 5 feets before I can get my feet under me. 
“Oh, yeah.” I whimper in my head, resisting the urge to cover the quickly forming, miniscule bruise just above my belly button. The excitement, the endorphins that would normally tamp down on my pain, seem largely absent, too tempered by the uncertainty tensing in my chest. “Thaaaat hurt.”
So… What do we do here? How are we getting at his leg?
“I dunno.” I murmur, beginning to step to my left and Rox does the same, the two of us circling one another. “With that kind of power, getting close to him is a tricky prospect. With our kind of power, getting close to him is kind of the point.”
Rox cracks his neck, a confident smile growing in place.
I crack my neck right back, as I decide that no amount of planning is going to make anything happen, here, good or otherwise. With a shake of my head, I vanish again, but I’m gone for a split second before I reappear, directly in front of Rox, and throw the hardest right hook I possibly can across his jaw. I’d aim higher, but he’s tall enough that even reaching his chin is cause for a bit of stretching. Rox doesn’t seem to have expected me to pop up in front of him, and he eats the punch right on the chin, snapping his head to the side. Before he can recover, which he still does decently quickly, I slam my fist into the softest part of his stomach I can before leaning my head back.
As expected, a teeny little fist attached to a tree-trunk of an arm swings through the air where my head had just been, so I don’t have time to remark to Holland how much less it hurts us to punch him in the gut. Instead, I duck down and throw a few more punches at his gut before once again backing away. This time, I have to step to the side as a tiny foot strikes out at my knee, missing only because I reacted a fraction of a second faster than he’d expected me to. I kick out at his extended leg, not really going for damage so much as just hoping to take him off balance.
It works surprisingly well, spreading his feet further apart than he seems strictly comfortable with. He seems more focused on moving the leg nearest me away, out of the danger zone where I could make an effort to break another part of his leg. Since my focus has, so far, been on his stomach, I decide to focus my efforts on the right side of his stomach. I get two, maybe three punches in before I have to roll backwards to avoid a left-handed uppercut from connecting with my chin. 
Rather than rolling through and flipping onto my feet, I let my back smack into the mat and quickly step through the shade. I reappear, on my feet, slightly off-center but still largely in front of him. Rox throws another left-handed punch, jabbing across his body at me, before swinging a right uppercut at me. Out of instinct more than thought, I take a step back and pup upward, and get caught with a solid left right in the spot where I was ice-shivved a week before hand. 
As with his first connecting hit, the second sends me stumbling backwards. Unlike the first, though, I can’t keep my feet under me, and I stumble to the mat. In an instant, my breaths are already coming out more rapidly, each more ragged than the last. With my tapped up left hand, I reach under myself and gently prod at the spot, quickly coming to regret it as pain radiates out, curling throughout my body. Under my breath, as the officiant reaches a count of 2, I grunt, “FUCK.”
You enjoying the play you’re putting on at the moment? Holland sighs. It doesn’t hurt that badly.
“Maybe not,” I reply in my head as I push myself to my feet. “But if it gets some more people to bet against me at the last second, that works for me. Plus, maybe Rox buys it, too.”
From the look on his face and the rapid pace at which he approaches as soon as I make it to my feet, the answer could be no or yes, leaning towards yes. Whether that’s a good thing or not remains to be seen. 
I let Rox hurry towards me, remaining in place with my hands up. In the handful of minutes since the fight started, I’ve done quite a bit of running and I’m curious to see what Rox will go for if I try to hold my ground. The answer is, of course, a flurry of extremely quick, extremely hard punches. Most are aimed at my head, and so most miss; Even with the pain in my side growing worse by the second, it’s not too hard for me to keep my head out of danger, at least for the most part, even if that requires split-second shadowsteps to move myself out of place. At least that allows me to throw quick strikes in the moments of Rox’s confusion.
Most, however, isn’t all of them, and he catches me in my already busted side several times. I wish I could say that was just annoying rather than extremely painful, but Rox strikes with great care every time his fist swings forward; Top, middle, bottom. It occurs to me quickly that he’s targeting each rib and certainly managing to break one each time he connects. Sadly for both him and I, the general area is in so much pain that some broken ribs largely doesn’t register, no matter how much damage he does.
That said, the holding my ground thing just isn’t working as well as it could be, and Rox does a wonderful job of keeping me in his line of sight, of not letting my footwork carry me away from the danger he poses. Nothing he does can stop me from slipping into one of the shadows cast by the bright lights overhead and reappearing on the other side of the ring. I take a moment to lean against the fence and regroup, while Rox takes his time to locate me. If I had been able to go to a doctor, have a professional guide me through what I needed to heal in my side after getting stabbed, then I would probably be having a much easier time here. I’d still be in pain, but I probably wouldn’t already be feeling like I’m dying.
But the exercise, Cole!
“This has nothing to do with that!” I scowl, hurrying from the side of the cage to meet Rox in the middle. He’s quick to start throwing punches again, and I’m quick to return to ducking most of them. I’m hesitant to put my arms between his punch and his destination, in case one of his tiny fists might cause a fracture that would make it harder for me to punch him down. Unfortunately, he knows that, and so he targets only two area; My face and my side. Worried that a single punch to my temple might knock me out entirely, I prioritize taking more pain by leaving my side less defended. In between every shot he takes, I do my best to slam hits into his side, but if his ribs are breaking, he shows no sign of it.
The thing about protecting yourself in a fight, any fight, is that you’re never going to catch a hundred percent of the hits. Even if I focused entirely on stopping him from hitting me in the head, he would still manage it -- And he does, now, while my attention is split between bracing my side and protecting my head. The punch in question, a hook, slips through my guard from Rox’s left hand, which at the very least isn’t his dominant hand. I misunderstand the angle he’s trying to take with it, though, and so as I try to lean out of the way, I only serve to give the fist more time to accelerate before it connects with the right side of my skull and sends me stumbling away from him.
… LE? COLE?
Before I know it, I’m shaking my head out as I lean against the waist-high fence. My vision is doubled and I can feel blood trickling down the side of my face. Largely because I don’t drop to the mat, Rox has no reason to stop his advance while I shake the cobwebs out of my head -- He pays me a slight curtesy by waiting to see if I’m entirely out of my feet or if I’ll recover quickly enough. When it’s the later, he wastes no time charging back in. With the images of little bells still floating around my head, I don’t realize until far too late that he’s not going for a punch. Instead, he kicks his full sized-foot into my side, pushing me back and pinning me between him and his foot.
Even with the immense pain that bursts out of the pressure he’s putting onto several broken ribs and a barely-healed stab wound, I can’t help but giggle a little; I’m literally between a Rox and a hard place.
“You fucked up little psycho.” Rox grunts, pushing his foot more into my injured side an eliciting a groan of pain from me. “It didn’t have to come to this, not at all. You could have just stayed on the mat instead of fighting back up, you could have done that a minute or a month ago, and you wouldn’t --”
He pauses to push yet more pressured pain into my side.
“-- be in this position! If your body is telling you to stop, if you’re at your limit, then fucking listen!” He shouts, leaning more of his weight into the pushing he’s doing. “Whatever your soul is telling you, your body is the limit, it’s what makes you you, and trying to push it before you’re ready is just a recipe for getting fucked up. Just. Like. This.”
For a split second, he removes his foot from my side. When it returns, it does so through a kick and as I bite off a scream, reaching up and trying to stop his foot from going any further, a panicked thought worries that he might have kicked through my skin and directly into my guts. My hands, wrapped around his angle, won’t stop shaking even as I try to push him away. The eyesight I’d started to recover after the punch that caught me in the temple goes blurry again.
“STAY. DOWN.”
Without my vision to rely on, I do what I’ve done so often lately; I rely on that little pull that comes from the corner of my mind, the call of the shade that’s almost always there. The thing about skin is that it’s translucent, and while the layers of skin and muscle in your arms and legs do well to keep the light from getting in, there’s apparently just enough give that the echo of a shadow sits around in your stomach. The shade I feel calling to me, feel swirling around just in front of me, does so from inside Rox’s midsection.
With a shaky hand, and nearly closed eyes, I reach forward. Rox must take the action for begging, for mercy, because he leans forward, putting more of his weight in my side and inadvertently letting my hand get closer to the skin of his stomach. Stretching my hand out is hard, nearly impossible, but in the end all that matters is that I brush the very tip of my middle finger against him. The shade sitting in some part of his stomach wrenches out of place, jumping towards my fingertip even if it fails to make it all the way there.
In an instant, Rox’s boot leaves my gut. He twists away from me, his hands reaching up to cup at his stomach, briefly screaming in pain as he drops to the ground. From where I’m leaning on the fence, my feet barely still underneath me and doing maybe a third of the work to keep me standing, I watch as he writhes in pain. I don’t have it in me to worry about what I did, what pain I might have caused, as I instead stretch my fingers out for a shadow and will it to come to me. 
Whether I hallucinate it or not, I watch as a sliver of bent light oozes away from the rest, catching hold of my left arm and making it’s way quickly to the opposite side of my body. I order it, lacking the energy to ask politely, to fix my ribs, stitch some muscles back together, and check on some vital organs while it’s at it. Remarkably quickly, the ounce of shade eases most of the pain, allowing my brain to stop working overtime trying to solve my problems.
“10!” The officiant’s voice catches my ear, making me blink up in confusion at the speakers. “LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, YOUR WINNER AND NEEEEW --”
“Already?” I wonder.
Your sense of time has been fucked, Cole. Holland answers. Rox was practically standing on your gut for close to 5 whole minutes.
“Yikes.” I murmur.
“YOU BITCH!” Rox shouts up at me, more fear and pain to his voice than anger. “WHAT DID YOU DO TO ME?”
“I think they call it appendicitis?” I gasp, still working on catching my breath.

[bookmark: _t2pbd78ogfmw]13. Better Run, Better Run
The fanfair that follows is entirely too much.
As Rox is tended to, I’m handed the big, shiny gold belt his manager had been carrying around with her. The thing is absurdly heavy, although I guess I appreciate being able to call myself a champion of anything while I still feel like I’m half-dead. Someone else hands me a bundle of flowers, which I don’t remember getting after the last fight, and another person gracefully hands me a bottle of water that I drain in one big gulp. I am, to put it plainly, absolutely exhausted. 
I’m just glad your suicidal tram training paid off. Holland mutters. Look alive, though; Do we have any alternative company?
“Great question,” I hear myself murmur, taking a moment to scan the crowd of applauding spectators and almost coming away with the impression that I don’t. Except…
Someone in the 8th row, is wearing a hoodie, and they have it pulled up over their head. As they clap, the fabric moves, and a small flash of gray-white hair falls into their face. I can’t see the details of their expression, but they hurriedly shove it back into their hood. Another catches my attention, a bushel of dark hair on the head of someone who’s staring directly at the floor as they slowly bring their hands together again and again. Ainsley is the least protective of her face, her posture low as she sits in the front row; Like I wouldn’t remember her striking features, between her orange-red eyes and dirty blond hair.
Where’s Sarah?
I’m already bracing my mind against the instinct to obey when the speaker system overhead booms with her voice, the command evident in her voice, “COLE AGNOSTOS! FREEZE!”
If I hadn’t been ready for it, if I hadn’t sat with her for hours on end working on my ability to disobey her, if I hadn’t regained as much of my thinking as I have, I’d absolutely be frozen in place at the moment. Instead, with just that split second of forethought, I’m free to drop the belt in place, leaning down and pushing my fingers into some shadow and…
“Oh.” I murmur as the pull of the shade registers as a weak twitch. “We can run out of battery?”
I tried to warn you.
“Well…” I hum to myself as I slowly raise back to my feet. “Fuck.”
The three figures in the crowd raise with me, Ainsley becoming more visible in the front row, William uncovering his head further back, and in the middle-distance, a pair of familiar, gold-speckled red eyes meet mine. Over the sound system, Sarah repeats her command. Just as with the first time, the command doesn’t take, and I quickly decide I’m not about to try to win another fight. I turn my back to all of them, and start running. 
I skip trying to find the steps down from the raised enclosure of the ring, where Rox is still being tended to, and do my best impression of a hurdler as I leap over the waist-high fence. There’s a small blessing in the fact that I only stumble slightly as I hit the ground, rather than twisting either of my ankles or falling and smashing my face. My legs carry me as quickly as they can, back up the ramp and across the stages. When I reach the steps down into the backstage area, I jump them entirely, once again counting myself lucky I don’t break anything.
“Cole?” A few familiar workers frown at me as they see me bursts into the area. “Is everything --”
“Just a misunderstanding!” I call as I rush past them. It takes a good bit of effort not to outright sprint as I hurry past them, but glances over my shoulders reassure me that the three in the arena haven’t made it up the stage just yet, if that’s the direction they’ll be coming at me from. Regardless, once I make it past the majority of people, I push myself back up to a sprint, despite the complaints coming from my side, which is barely holding itself together. The hallways and corridors of the arena, especially in the area not meant for unrestricted public access, are tight enough that every time I need to turn, I can’t slow down enough to avoid slamming my shoulder into the wall at the intersection.
It isn’t long before I’m nearly back to my locker room, where my clothes and a towel are waiting, so I can at least get changed, cleaned up, and hunkered down. With any luck, they won’t figure out which room is mine before my battery is recharged enough for me to bamf out, though I’m not entirely confident that’s how that would go. Unfortunately, as I begin to slow my pace and try to fix the hair-tie that’s only got a vague grasp on the very end of a few strands of my hair, a door bursts open down the hallway behind me, and a voice calls out.
“COLE!” Sarah’s voice reaches me, and it’s only that little bit of forewarning that let’s me brace myself for, “STOP.”
“Sarah!” I call down the hallway as I turn and begin walking backwards, fully aware I should just keep my mouth shut, “Nice to see you! You look good, seen anyone get stabbed lately?” 
“That wasn’t --” she begins to protest, only to pause and wonder, “How do keep disobeying?”
“Oops?” I shrug, speaking more to myself. Down the hallway, Sarah begins to hurry after me, I decide that that’s about all the pause I’m going to get, turning and beginning to run down the hallway again. My lockerroom is squarely out of the question, so I run entirely past the door into it.
“Wait!” Sarah shouts from behind me, “We just want to talk!”
“You stabbed me, like, a week ago!” I call over my shoulder.
“Ugh.” She grunts, though the sound barely catches my ear. Once again, solely for the lack of surprise, I don’t listen when she shouts, “WAIT.”
Instead, I push my legs to carry me further, faster. Even with all the jogging I’ve done since Holland and I came back, I haven’t often pushed myself to use my now-longer legs to properly sprint, so the speed with which I run almost feels like I’m cheating, somehow. As my hair is pulled back behind me, I feel the hair tie that’s held on for the last 15 minutes finally give up the ghost, flying back as it falls free. With the rest of the package back in my motel room, though, I don’t bother stopping to pick it up.
As I’m running, my shadow catches my eye, and I extend my arm to it -- The pull is a little stronger than a twitch now, but not nearly enough.
When I burst out of the arena corridors into a wide, low area with a hill back up to the street, a cool blast of early-fall air greets me like a warm hug. As sweaty and overheated as I am, the goosebumps spreading across my skin are a welcome sensation. If only I had the time to stop and enjoy it; I barely reach the bottom of the hill before the door bursts open behind me, Sarah hurrying out after me. Once upon a time, I would have been delighted to see her at one of these shows.
Alas, I had to go and die.
I push my legs to carry me up the hill as quickly as I can move, turning left at the top to pass behind the building and -- 
“Hey, bitch!” William shouts from about halfway down the street. “Remember me?”
“Just call me a fucker!” I roll my eyes as I call out. “Kyra would be so --”
“KEEP HER NAME --” He starts to shout, which is enough time for me to realize that now really isn’t the time to chat.
As Sarah reaches the top of the hill behind me, I sprint across the street and into the thin alleyway between the ruins of two, old buildings. There’s a fence at the very end which is tall enough to give me second thoughts but, as I hear footsteps rushing in behind me, I decide now is a great time to remember some of the shit I used to do when racing with Dominic as kids. From the left-side of the alleyway, I wait til nearly the last second to dash across it, jumping up and high as I can just before I crash into the wall. With much less grace than I used to be capable of, I wait until my boot has met the wall and barely started to slip down before I kick out, pushing myself up and almost over the fence.
The tip of my boot catches on the very top, sending me tumbling down on the other side and driving the air out of me as I slam into the ground. With a soft groan, largely based on the noisy pain from my side, I push myself first to my ass, then quickly to my feet as my two pursuers begin to scramble up the fence the old fashioned way. With a shake of my head, I force myself back to a sprint, hurrying off down the alleyway and away from the most obvious danger.
Graceful, by the way, Holland murmurs when I’m not in immediate danger.
“I used to be shorter!” I complain through huffing breaths, bursting out of the alleyway and almost running face-first into a burst of flame. As hard as I have to throw myself to the side, I end up stumbling over my feet and being briefly reminded of what sidewalk tastes like. With a heaving chest, I turn over onto my back just in time for Ainsley’s striking features, and angry red eyes to register, as she holds a burning fist cocked over her shoulder.
“You used to… What?” She frowns, or just deepens her scowl, it’s hard to say.
“Ainsley!” I greet her with a big smile, pressing my fingers into the shadow cast by her flame -- Almost there, but not quite strong enough. With a small laugh, I add, “You’re as hot as ever.”
“Flattery will --” She starts to say, evidently missing the pun, but catching the heel I strike out at her shin. As she takes her turn to stumble, the flame around her hand dissipates. “-- you damned --”
I’ve already scrambled to my feet and made it most of the way back to a sprint by the time a streak of fire bursts out down the street. Because it is a fire and it casts a shadow as it travels, I can easily sense where it is without actually turning to look, allowing me to duck out of the way before it would have otherwise been a problem. Okay, so maybe it catches a bit of my hair and I have to hurriedly pat it out, it’s not that big of an issue. 
She should maybe wait for an actual target, Holland murmurs, before she opens fire.
“Good one.” I say without laughing.
Oh, the hot pun is funny, but the fire pun isn’t? She grumbles, I see how it is.
“Well,” I murmur as I glance over my shoulder at three figures approaching me from behind, “there are currently 3 problems accounted for. I’m most worried about the 4th.”
Just because he’s your brother?
“More because he --”
An old rubber ring, I think they were called tires, soars through the air as I’m mid sentence. I do my best to duck out of it’s way as it tries to wrap around my arms, but even when that’s successful, the man pulling it’s metaphorical strings is able to make it stop unnaturally quickly, and I have to jump it as he tries to wrap it around my legs. When I have the chance, I grab the thing and throw it as hard as I can, like a frisbee, with only the hope that he can’t grab it again before it gets too far. It seems to work, but the actual bigger problem I face is that I have no idea where he is, where I need to go to avoid him. I don’t see him above me, and as I run, I can’t pick him out between any particular buildings.
I almost run straight into him as he drops down from the building next to me.
In the split second it takes for me to realize my mistake, it’s too late. A force I cannot see but know perfectly well wraps around my esophagus and squeezes. Well aware that it’s useless, I reach up and grab at my throat with trembling fingers, desperately trying to manipulate the soft tissue in my throat so air can begin reaching my lungs again. Dominic stares at me, seemingly apathetic, as I drop to my knees, small squeaking noises all that makes it out of my throat.
No… Holland whispers. This… This can’t…
“Well done!” William cheers behind me, as I continue to claw at my throat, falling to my side on the ground. “Fucking bi-- Fucker.”
“That’s enough.” Ainsley chides after another few moments, but I don’t have the brainpower to tell who she’s talking to. “She’s turning blue, that’s enough.”
“She attacked William, nearly killed him. She tried to do the same to Sarah.” My older brother says, staring down at me as my vision starts to go black, “Who’s next on her list? You? Ashtyn? My parents? If we put an end to this now, no one else needs to get hurt. We don’t need to lose anyone else.”
The tears that start to flow down my face have nothing to do with the lack of air in my lungs.
“Sarah.” I barely register Ainsley saying, “… Please?”
I’ve just about come to terms with the fact that I’m about to die, again, while staring up at my brother, again. Only, this time, it won’t be because of a mistake, or an accident, or a fight gone wrong. It’ll be on purpose. 
He’s going to kill me. On purpose.
“Dominic.” Sarah says, her voice sounding as though it’s a world away. There’s a pause, or maybe there isn’t, then, “Enough.”
As the air floods back into my lungs, I find myself coughing and spluttering. I’m not in control of my body as it rolls me onto my stomach, as I heave again and again. I know what it doesn’t, that there’s nothing stuck in my throat, that there’s no amount of spit and bile it can eject that would have stopped what was choking me. When I finally gain some semblance of control over myself, I find myself on my hands and knees, staring at the ground.
Someone kicks me in the ribs, directly in the spot that’s already been broken twice in the last 6 days. As I land on my side on the street, a bit of grass tickling my cheek as I whimper and grasp at my stomach, an argument that doesn’t entirely make it to my ears breaks out. 
“-- when she puts you in a coma, you can tell me what I can and can’t do!” William is shouting. A moment later, another kick catches me square in the ribs, sending another shockwave of pain through my body and another strangled cry from my throat. “Not so high and fucking mighty now, are you? Where’s your stupid little accent, huh? You fucking Sainted bit--”
“Stop.” Sarah says, though it isn’t aimed at me. Whatever’s happening as the 4 stare down at me, very little of it seems to make it to me. “Angry or not, that’s no reason to be cruel, either of you. Kyra and Nick would be ashamed of you, both of you.”
“Don’t you --”
“That’s unf--”
“Quiet.” She orders.
As I get my breathing under control, I have just enough power to ask the shade to crawl up my body, where it soothes my side for the… I’ve lost count. I let my eyes slide shut for a moment, trying not to feel so utterly small and meaningless. My own brother…?
“Are you okay?” The only voice I’m not intimately familiar with asks, her tone soft and apologetic.
“Does it matter?” I murmur, opening my eyes only to realize I’m crying too much to see anything. “Whatever you think I did… I didn’t… I don’t even… A coma…? Dom was going to…?”
“It matters to me.” Ainsley says, a blurry image of her glancing over her shoulder. “I’m sorry about them, they’re both…”
“Hotheads…” I whisper.
“Yeah.” She sighs, “Can I help you up, at all? You shouldn’t try to run, but you don’t need to lay here on the --”
“No.” I grunt, my throat raw enough that it hurts when I try to speak up.
“Okay… Alright.” Ainsley nods, seemingly settling herself to sit next to me. “I’m here if --”
“Ainsley.” Dominic’s voice reaches me even if I can’t see him. “What are you doing?”
“Treating her like a human until someone can prove she did jack shit!” She says, voice sharp, “Someone has to.”
“Cole.” Sarah says after what I assume is a meaningful look from Dominic, “the truth… Did you attack any of us?”
“No.” I whimper, not fighting her command in the least.
“Did you try to hurt any of us, in any way?”
“I prodded Will about a dead relative I knew he had.” I admit, adding unprompted, “Don’t feel bad about it. He’s an asshole.”
“What’s the point of this?” Sarah sighs, her arms moving in what I think is her crossing her crossing them over her chest. “Regardless of what we know, she is telling the truth.”
“You’re sure?” Dominic asks, his voice oddly uncertain to my ear.
“What, I suddenly forgot what it feels like when I have control of someone?” Sarah snaps at him. “We can bring her in for further questioning --”
I curl up into as tight a ball as I can manage.
“-- we probably owe the poor girl a mansion for how much shit we’ve put her through, thinking she was --”
A shade fully pulls at the edge of my mind. Without thinking, I allow it to tear me away, the colorful visage of safety embracing me. I curl into myself even more as Holland’s manifestation places a gentle hand on my shoulder. 
I sob.

[bookmark: _p74gtj8xdq06]14. Dawn Uncracked
I lay in a small, twin sized bed, staring at the ceiling. My hands are folded together, fingers clutching one another, the edge of the threadbare blanket I keep meaning to replace teasing the sides of my pinkies. The bed is uncomfortably hard, I got it for all of 300 dollars from a guy who brought it to me on the top of an ancient van that sounded like it barely ran. The rest of the room is bare, nothing on the walls and no furniture to fill the space. 
Holland’s manifestation stands in the doorway, leaning against the frame. The livingroom is just outside, furnished only because the half-broken sofa and decaying loveseat came with the apartment. A coffee table that I keep telling myself needs to be moved into the center of the room sits, instead, in a corner, largely untouched. The kitchen, meaning half of a wall of cupboards and a fridge, sits at the end of the livingroom, opposit the front door. A teeny bathroom is tucked into the corner, barely enough room for a toilet and a standing shower.
“Cole?” The woman in my doorway asks, her voice soft as it’s been every other time. “Do you plan on getting up anytime soon?”
“I went pee an hour ago.” I answer, my voice one, unmoving tone. 
“You know that's not what I meant.” Holland sighs, arms crossed over her chest. “When was the last time you showered, ate, exercised?”
“Had a fight on Monday.” I answer. “Ate. Showered. Exercised.”
“It's Friday!” She protests, throwing one of her hands in the air. “Can’t you feel how hungry we are? How achey your back is? You can’t just lay in bed all day forever because your brother almost killed you.”
“Again.” I murmur.
“Yes, again.” Holland sighs, crossing the room and plopping herself down on the bed next to me. I feel the bed move, see the bed dip under her weight, but I can’t help but wonder what it looks like to someone who isn’t me. Us. “Cole, I am sorry it happened, I’m sorry he did that, it is awful and terrible, but it’s been 2 months. The only reason we haven’t lost more of that muscle is because of the fights, but that’s all you do other than lay there.”
“You’re going to tell our brain to stop being depressed?” I ask, turning to face the ceiling again. “I appreciate that. You go ahead, I’ll wait here.”
For a moment, Holland doesn’t say anything. Instead, she glances up at the ceiling along with me. After that, though, she places her hand on our leg, over the blanket, gathering it up before pushing herself to her feet and yanking it away, tossing it across the room. It’s startling enough that I actually sit up, watching as it flutters to the floor. 
“That worked?” Holland hums.
“How’d you do that?” I frown, glancing between her and the blanket.
“I dunno.” She shrugs, “I just wanted to get you to move and… I figured that was the best way. If it hadn’t worked, you would have at least made fun of me.”
“I… I would not have.” I frown, less in confusion and more because I think she might be right.
“Please.” Holland murmurs, reaching up to run a hand through her hair, “Making fun of me is all you’ve said to me other than, ‘I peed an hour ago,’ or, ‘I ate yesterday,’ or, ‘I don’t feel that dirty, why shower?’”
“I…” I try to think of something to say in defense of my actions, of my words, but I come up about as empty as my stomach is starting to feel.
“It’s okay, Cole.” She sighs, patting my leg again, sans blanket this time. “It really is. I know there was a lot of… Trauma from your fall. At least the people who killed me are all dead, I can’t imagine…”
I pull my knees upward, hugging them to my chest.
“I am here.” Holland murmurs, moving her hand to rest on my calf, “If you wanna talk, I mean. Or I can fuck off to the other room again, if you’d still rather be alone. I, uh, obviously have a vested interest in our health, but… Yeah. I do care about how you are doing, y’know?”
“I… Appreciate that.” I sigh, reaching out and squeezing her hand in my own. Since we’re the same person, we do have the same hands, so the affect is a little… Odd? After a moment, though, I gently move her hand from my leg and turning in place. The thin carpet is chilly against my feet. Quietly, I murmur, “I don’t… Really know how to move on? Dominic, William, Sarah… It was bad enough knowing I’d never see Kyra again, but… If Dominic is always going to react… Like that, then… Ashtyn, my parents, they’re all… Inaccessible. Fuck, Ashtyn was 13 the last time I saw her. I came back because I wanted to see them again, because my time with all of them… And now…?”
“There’s still some hope.” Holland says, though I can’t get a handle on whether she means it. “If we explain, then run, then try to explain again, then run again… I mean, eventually they would see that you aren’t crazy --”
“I’m talking to the manifestation of a partial soul that rides around in my head most of the time right now.”
“-- Fair point. You aren’t traditionally crazy.” Holland says, offering me a gentle smile. “Did… I ever tell you why I wanted to come back?” 
“You were too busy acting like an asshole and doing your best impression of someone who didn’t actually want to come back.” I murmur. “I think you said something about having things you wanted to accomplish?”
“Yeah… I lied.” Holland hums. “You already know I’m a couple of centuries old. And I waited most of that time out, reading, annoying Emily and whoever she brought around, other stuff. It was just… Annoying at first, that Emily kept bringing people around. From the second I got there, she was fascinated by me, by my appearance, and… And I felt incomplete. I knew I wasn’t whole, that… What’d I say to you? My soul got obliterated by a bus?”
“I’m still not sure I know what a bus is.”
“It was like a smaller tram, on wheels. Drove around in the streets.” She explains, before getting back to the point. “That incompleteness, it didn’t really… Bother me, that much? Not at first. Then, because of it, I couldn’t just let myself go like most souls, I just… Lingered. And lingered. And that incompleteness, that sense of missing something, it really started to get to me. So… Here we are. Living again, not because life was something that interested me, but… Because, maybe, if I ride along with you when you die… Maybe I won’t have to linger forever.”
“So… You wanna die?” I frown.
“I’m terrified of it.” Holly laughs, turning away for a moment. “I’ve been dead, once, you’d think it’d be… Fine. That it wouldn’t scare me. But when Emily smiles at me next time, when she looks at me and I get that tingly feeling…?”
“Will trucking along with me have paid off.”
“Yeah.” She grimaces. “Did you just think of me as Holly?”
“I think it’s cute.” I shrug. 
“Okay, Co-- …Uh.”
“Having trouble making a nickname out of Cole?” I smile.
“Coco.” Holly says after a moment, crossing her arms over her chest. “Betcha hate that.”
“It’s cute.” I grin, reaching over and patting her on the shoulder. “We’re both messy as hell, huh?”
“Don’t know how you could be two resurrected souls hammed into a body and not be fucked up.” She laughs, reaching up and squeezing my hand. “There’s hope, for both of us, is I guess what I was trying to say. So, y’know… Have some bread and take a shower, or something.”
“I think I will do that.” I laugh, gently extracting my hand from hers. “Thank you, for talking with me.”
“What are friends for?” Holly laughs, leaning over and bumping our shoulders together. 
“Inseparable friends, at that.” I note.
“Okay, okay,” She grumbles, pushing herself off the bed. “Enough yuppy shit. Go masturbate in the shower or something.”
“I already told you,” I roll my eyes as I push myself up along with her, “it feels fucking weird, knowing you can feel it, too.”
“Well, it’s never gonna not feel fucking weird.” The manifestation of my… Friend says, shaking her head as she crosses the room. “And, frankly, we feel pent up, but only one of us can do something about it. It’s up to you, though, I’m just saying.”
“Yeah, I’m sure you are.” I tease, following her into the living room after I grab a towel from the closet. “I’ll… See what I can do?”
“This is weird.” Holly sighs, shaking her head as she scoops a book off of the floor besides the couch. “We volunteered for this?”
“We did.” I nod, turning away from the livingroom, and toward the bathroom. “Enjoy your book.”
“Picture that cute girl who didn’t wanna kill us!” She calls out, likely more in an attempt to annoy me than make me uncomfortable. “She was cute!”
As I close the bathroom door behind me, I stand in the tiny room and clutch the towel in my hands. When was the last time I actually… Made a friend? Before I died, certainly, unless you count Ainsley not wanting to kill me in the street (I don’t). The necessary caveat that this friend is riding around in my head, never fucking off or being anything but annoying, or… 
I glance in the half of a mirror, tucked above a sink so small you almost have to wash one hand at a time. My reflection stares back at me, matted and tangled hair, my skin still fairer than it ever was before despite the oils that have built up over the last few days. I have the same blue eyes I’ve always had, but my face is… My face? When I looked at it a few months ago, I always saw Holland’s face, with my eyes. I’d stand in the motel bathroom making faces at myself while Holly teased me over my shoulder. 
But I am… Us? And we are the woman in the mirror, which means I am the woman in the mirror. With high cheek bones, a chin that’s probably a little too point, a little snub of a nose that points up just a little more than I wish it did. I still feel like my eyebrows are a little too think, but if I want to fix that, I can just do regular sculpting. My middle finger on my right hand used to be inexplicably bent slightly outward past the final knuckle, and now it just isn’t. It’s hard to gauge after so long, but it feels like my fingers are longer, thinner, and…
I’m different. A lot different. I haven’t truly stared and thought about the way I’ve changed, aside from making faces in the mirror. A passing notice here, an oddity catching my eye there. Longer legs, wider hips, a bigger chest (that one has been hard to ignore, though I’ve coped well, I think). 
And, frankly, this is a more positive topic than what I could be thinking about right now. This… This works, for me, at least for the moment.
I pull my shirt off over my head, letting it fall to the floor. It pulls at the last bit of my hair stuck in, the bits at the end that are still singed from Ainsley after a few months. I guess something that burns doesn’t ever unburn, but… I crack open the medicine cabinet, more out of curiosity than anything, and am somewhat surprised to find the last resident here, who presumably was also paying the landlord out of pocket without a lease in order to avoid having to put a name down anywhere, happens to have left an electric razor and a pair of scissors. It’s… I mean, it’s a bad idea. Terrible idea. I shouldn’t --
“Hey, Holly!” I shout through the bathroom door, “I’m gonna cut our hair!”
“Sounds like a terrible idea!” She shouts back, sounding more bored than I imagined she would. “Have fun!”
Using the scissor and carefully leaning over our tiny trashcan, shoved into the sink, I begin to snip away at the ends of my hair. Largely, I want to get the singes out of the ends, because I’m not even sure how I made it this long without tearing those strands out. As my hair gets to my shoulders, though, it quickly become apparent that some of those burns go much, much higher, closer to my scalp than I could have imagined. The answer is… Fairly obvious, but I hesitate; I do want to do it, I think, I want it that short, but… How long have I spent imagining my hair looking like this, over the course of my life? Hundreds of minutes, hundreds of hours? Thousands?
If I take care of myself, I have a lifetime of different hairstyles I can try out ahead of me. 
After trimming my hair down far, far more, I take the electric razor, slap a 10mm guard onto the top of it, and begin to carefully buzz my hair away in long, thin sections. Within no more than 10 minutes, I go from having hair that tickles my shoulders, to a buzzed haircut that…
Honestly, I kind of love. Plus, I don’t have to worry about losing my hair ties, anymore. 
I keep waiting for Holly to notice, for her to start shouting about that being a big haircut. As the moment pass, as I examine the ways in which it favors the shape of my face… I like it. It’s… Masculine, but not in a way that makes me feel like dogshit. Butch, I guess you could call it, which is fitting. Yeah, I like it.
I climb into the shower, eager to wash away the tiny little pieces of hair that are clinging amongst the ones still attached to my head and the mess of them stabbing me in the backs of the ears. As I stand under the showerhead, I allow myself a moment to let the lukewarm, barely-pressurized water beat on the top of my head, running down over my face, my ears, down my neck. There’s… A peace to it that I don’t know if I can put words to. A confidence in the ability to do what I want with myself, without worrying about the judgment of others. 
I’m sure it’ll come back, in a moment, but for just right now… I’m going to allow myself a little bit of peace. At this point, I’ve earned it, dealing with all the shit that it takes to randomly be resurrected into a world that doesn’t give a fuck about you, one way or the other. I’m still not sure what I’ll do about Dominic, but I believe there’s a solution there, whether I can see it or not. William has always been an asshole, Sarah will command the truth out of me and believe it in an instant. There are ways forward, some more obvious than others.
Ainsley, too. It’ll be nice to, eventually, get to know her. I will get to know her. She seemed nice enough at the bar, a little easier to fluster than I expected, and she chose to be nice to me even though she seemed to believe I’d done some awful shit, along with the others. I can only really guess are the larger parts of her personality, at whether she would be amused by half of the stupid things I think are funny, at whether she’d even be interested in going out on a date with me. On…
Damned you, Holly.
No judgment, right? I exist in a no judgment zone, none from anyone else but especially not from myself. So it doesn’t matter where my thoughts travel as Ainsley, or an idealistic version of her, and I talk, go out to dinner. I certainly doesn’t matter where my hands travel, or the different ways I find my body reacting to those hands. This imaginary version of a woman I hardly know and I, it doesn’t matter whether our chemistry is good, whether we can stand each other or stand being apart from each other. It certainly doesn’t matter whether or not I consider imaging a bed before we inevitably end up (shock of shocks) in a decently sized shower.
Okay, so, maybe I feel a little guilty about imagining it. Despite the crush I may or may not have on the real, human woman, it feels a little odd to imagine her pressing her body against mine, my back tensing against the cold tile of the showerwall as her fingers wander down, down dow --
“FINALLY!” Holly shouts from the living room, shattering the little afterglow I had been enjoying for a moment. “Thank you!”
Despite the weirdness, the discomfort bubbling under the surface, I can’t help but find myself laughing, even as I’m still trying to catch my breath. For a long, simple moment, the pleasure still sitting low in my stomach, the giddiness I feel in my chest, it’s all enough. I’m not happy, I’m not fulfilled, my brother tried to kill me and my friends all seem to think I’m a monster. It’s fucked, all of it. I am not okay.
But, for just a moment, in a post orgasmic haze where I refuse to judge myself too harshly, it’s enough. I have a shitty roof over my head, a shitty bed I can call my own, I can afford to buy shitty food to keep my shitty body running along, and I’m not even doing it all alone.
I have a shitty friend, too.

[bookmark: _4a7uh4u2xg4e]15. The Feint of Soul
I gasp awake one morning, the day after a fight. My skin, my bed, my blanket, all drenched in my sweat and I struggled to force my breath to regulate. Holly appears on the floor next to me, sitting with her knees pulled tight to her chest and her face buried in her arms. Once the long process of catching my breath has finished, I can’t help but slowly turn my gaze to her and murmur, “What was that?”
She only sniffles. 
“Holly?” I murmur, carefully extracting myself from my blankets and moving to kneel in front of her. “I’m so sorry… I need to know. What was that?”
When she looks up at me, her eyes are messy with tears, her face contorted with guilt, as she whimpers, “A memory.”
~~~
As I walk along the corridor, my hands neatly folded behind me, I take the brief pause in my work as an opportunity to allow a smidge of pride to fill me. In the barren hallway, in the ruins of an elementary school build five years ago and closed less than a year after, the only sound that makes it’s way to my ears is the clacking of my heeled boots against the floor. Every window I pass is reinforced several times through, to ensure the lesser-held atmosphere, the dark gray surface and the soft, black sky, stay outside, while the air and gravity remind held within, and yet I cannot help but admire the view that someone in adult even 30 years ago cannot hope to see. The surface of Mercury is not for the feint of skin or bone.
When I arrive to a large, metal door, I finally allow my hands to fall from behind my back as I reach forward, pressing the pad of my finger into a series of numbers. After a brief pause, meant to make those not meant to be here wonder if they’ve made a mistake, the systems within the locks begin to release, hissing as they do so. I take a step back, bidding my shades to push the door open towards, knowing as I do just how heavy the door is. I don’t bother closing it behind me as I step inside, my eyes quickly adjusting to the dimmer light within.
A man in the back corner of the room, dressed in the dark fatigues assigned to him, tenses as my eyes divert briefly to him. I don’t remember his name, not exactly, but he is simply not important enough to be worth remembering. My eyes return to the main feature of the room; 5 individuals, each kneeling, are arranged in a line, spanning the width of the room. Their arms are tied tightly behind their backs, some of their fingers seeming to have turned blue, even, and a thick strip of cloth has been tied over their eyes.
“They’re all still breathing,” I remark to the room, though the individual in the corner will know I’m speaking to him, “so I take for granted that you have had no trouble with this group?”
“N-No, your Saintess.” The man, or perhaps the boy, in the corner stammers, the old earth rifle clutched in his hands shaking, even as he does his best to hide it. “No, no trouble.”
“I am glad to hear it.” I smile, crossing my arms in front of me. “As you ought to know well, these charlatans can be so… Rebellious.”
The man on the far left spits at floor beside my boot. A moment later, he falls forward, a hole driven into the back of his head by a shadow that’s already retreated to the shade. As his blood begins to pool on the floor around his skull, I can’t help but sigh. The boy in the corner, he’s probably not too much younger than me but he seems to lack the conviction I carry, though most do, and so his shaking becomes more pronounced.
“Well, that’s one judgment, I suppose.” I say calmly, addressing the man in the corner as I add, “You may leave us.”
“Y-Yes, ma’am.” He stutters, carefully edging around his former compatriots, confined to the floor, and pausing at the door to offer a bow I don’t see, “I shall not tempt Godsmite, ma’am.”
As the man begin to rush down the hallway, his feet carrying him as swiftly as he can manage without sprinting, I pause to wonder whether there’s a replacement prepared for him within this facility. Deciding that the answer is yes, I order a clean strike through the chest and, a moment later, listen to the sound of a gun clattering to the floor, as a pathetic squeak echos out of the room. To the room before me, I force myself to expel some anger through a sigh, then speak, “To be weak is to tempt Godsmite. To make promises one cannot keep is to tempt Godsmite. To resist the envoys of God’s Will, to fight against Divine Justice, to act as though you are anything but ants under His boot, is to tempt Godsmite.”
I grant 4 more souls His eternal embrace.
~~~
“Why is this happening?” Holly whispers. She’s curled up on her side, on the floor, after we awaken in the early morning light, gasping in fear, disgust, pain. “She’s been gone for so long, why -- Why now?”
I can’t think of anything to say to her. My mind is still flashing with the memory of a man, barely 19, who died without so much as having our gaze on him when he fell. The faces of men who died hundreds of years ago are already beginning to fade from my mind’s eye, the faces of men who died at by the hands I am currently staring at. It wasn’t me and, from the sound of it, the slice of soul crying on the floor didn’t enjoy it, either.
“Who…” I whisper to Holland and myself, “who were we?”
~~~
I push myself upward, an odd amount of the street reduced to rubble. Some kind of grass grows up from between the cracks, unfamiliar to me and yet evidently abundant. As I push myself to my feet, I note the odd manner in which I'm dressed; tight shirt, but loose pants, and a pair of deeply unstylish boots. If I've ever seen an outfit Emilia put together, this is it.
“Are you okay?” A breathless man who I don't recognize rushes across the street, as though unworried about any traffic. “That was a pretty bad fall there. How many drinks did you have, anyway?”
“Drinks?” I frown, glancing away from him and back at any number of buildings I could have come from. Bar. “Ah, yes! Alcohol. Ah… I just haven't had anything to eat, lately. Thank you.”
“You'll…” the man weakly calls after me as I begin to walk away, “You'll be alright?”
Instead of answering, I melt into my shadow. As the shade reaches out, it welcomes me into its arms like a chilling hug, and I cannot help but sigh. It is such a relief to be home, amongst my closest family, after… God knows how long, truly. It is while I bask in this feeling, for hours unending, that a small spike of anxiety emanate from deep in my brain, about… What?
Who? A man, perhaps in his mid to late twenties, yet he wears his hair in such a color that my grandparents might have been embarrassed on his behalf. I turn my attention from the memory to the man, searching out for one who meets the memory. I find him, alone, lounging on what looks like a lavish couch, in a lavish home, somewhere nearby, presumably. He sips at a drink, eyes suggesting he's watching something I cannot see.
I locate no temptation, no reason I ought to visit him. Yet… I am so, so… Angry. At him.
That in and of itself is worthy, is it not?
When I arise, he startles quickly. I position myself opposite him, a glass coffee table between us, and stare down at him. Though his eyes widen and he seems concerned, he is neither as worried as he ought to be nor does he appear to have the reaction time I’d have expected of one who drew my ire. In his startlement, he only pushes his shoulder back into his sofa, eyeing me suspiciously rather than outright attacking me.
So I take the time to examine him back. He seems entirely unremarkable, uninteresting. The most interesting thing about him is his hair color, but I can sense that the explanation therein would be… Disappointing. So why do I feel the urge to smack him across the face, as though he’d spoken ill of God, Himself?
“The… Stranger? From the bar?” He frowns up at me, still having yet to move.
“I am a Saint,” I say, my ire shaping my voice into a snarl, “and you will --”
“What is that accent?” The man interrupts me, his frown deepening. “Wait, last I checked, Saints only made house calls if you paid ‘em, and they were dressed a lot more revealing.”
I see. No wonder I want to tear him apart.
So I do. 
Only once he’s as good as dead do I find myself a nice, soft bed and allow my body a well-earned rest.
~~~
Holly is already sobbing when I startle awake. I don’t sit up, I don’t stare at the ceiling, I roll out of bed, my feet getting caught in the blanket as I rush from the space. As I push myself to my feet, pulling myself free from the soft, thin cover, I hurry straight from the room, turning and ducking into our tiny little bathroom. I can still hear Holland sobbing behind me as I splash water into my face once, twice, three times. The dreams are getting worse, they’re getting stronger.
A few times a week, now, I wake up like this, the memory of some fresh horror on my mind, an attack that makes no sense, the slaughter of entire families who did nothing wrong, and now… 
William. In the present.
I lose count of how many times I splash water into my face. By the time I manage to get what’s left of the urge to go back to sleep out of my mind, my clothes are soaked entirely through, and Holly is still sobbing in our bedroom. Slowly, with water dripping from my chin and onto my shirt, I make my way back into the room and collapse onto the floor besides her. She’s sitting up enough that I manage to pull her into me, pulling her sobs into me as I stare into the distance.
“If-- If she’s back--” Holly gasps, “Cole. Cole, I can’t go back. I can’t be her again. We… We can’t… If it was her, if, if somehow… We can’t… So many people will die… We have to…”
She can’t say it.
She doesn’t have to.
Slowly, the pair of us stand up together, and make our way out of our apartment. I can’t help but wonder, in a moment of levity, what the pair of us might look like to someone who can’t see one another. With my heart in my stomach, we shuffle our way up from our floor to the top of the building. Neither of us feels like confessing some melodramatic pulp to one another, so we cling quietly to each other as we step up onto the ledge… And jump.
Falling is… I hate to tell you, quickly becoming my least favorite way to die.
~~~
No.
~~~
One moment, Holland and I are clinging to one another, the air rushing past us.
The next, we’re standing back in our apartment. There is no pull of a shadow, there’s no flinch of consciousness so far as I can tell. 
“It’s…” Holly murmurs as the both of us fall to the floor. “It’s too late.”
“Quite.” My mouth says, but the voice is not my own.
~~~
I grow stronger, though I do so much more slowly than I wish. 
If it were up to me, the two consciousnesses clinging onto my own would be suppressed, reabsorbed in the case of one and ignored in the case of the other. Unfortunately, though my little gamble seems to have been working out better for me than I could have possibly hoped, the piece of my soul I sundered from myself seems to have taken the intervening time developing into someone much different from myself. A younger me, a dumber me, perhaps.
My control over myself is, at least, becoming more frequent. While I cannot yet spend whole days in control of myself, while I cannot as of yet relegate my passengers to the trunk of the vehicle, neither am I so restrained as to only be able to direct myself when they overexert my body or when they fall to slumber. They became aware of my presence perhaps slightly earlier than I would have preferred, were it that I could be particularly choosing. It’s worth noting, I think, that I probably could not have chosen a better candidate to power myself than this, ‘Cole,’ that my soulling has picked out.
So much rage, so much sadness. A deep well of a lifetime of unfairness done upon her, and the full awareness that there was nothing she could do about it. A righteous helplessness. She hates me, despises me, fears me, and yet… With the right pushes, in the right places, I feel strongly that she and I could become… Quite successful co-pilots. After all, she seems fond of the naive, blundering quarter-soul going by a name I gave up long ago, and does that not imply she could become fond of my whole self?
It’s all very worth pondering and, as I cut into a steak prepared for me by a man who is now cowering upstairs, I do. At least, I do until the side door which connects the garage to the kitchen bursts open, and a familiar man who I barely recognize steps inside. Quite the contradiction, isn’t it? And that hint of fear that buzzes through me, from one or both of my clingers.
“Cole Agnostos!” The man shouts, black hair tied into a neat bun and a hand raised at me. “Halt!”
“Who?” I frown, as a tickle forms in my throat. Although, it doesn’t seem to be coming from my food, but rather that pesky hand of his. A shade does me the favor of swatting at him, breaking his concentration. As my body relaxes and my shades wrap around the man’s ankles, I begin to cut another bite from my meal, musing to the stranger who has appeared, “Why do I recognize you? I don’t believe we’ve met, and yet… Ah, a better question; Why are you here?”
“What… Do you mean?” He frowns, choosing to ignore most of what I’ve said, his hand still hovering in the air, not quite at his side and not quite pointing at me. “We’ve met half a dozen times.”
“Have we?” I hum, popping a bite of real, genuine steak into my mouth. “Fascinating, none of us seem to remember meeting quite that often.”
“Why… Are you talking like that?” The man asks, tension holding tight to each of his muscles even as curious causes his question. “That… Accent? You sound like one of those characters from old Mercurian movies.”
“I am Mercurian.” I roll my eyes, taking the last bite of my food and doing my best to savor it. “And I resent being called old. Look at me, not a day over 522… Ish.”
“No one lives that long.” He… Dominic? says.
“Please.” I find myself laughing, finding a more comfortable position in my chair, “I’m not even the oldest person I know of, now. You should ask Emilia her birthday, when you meet her.”
“E…Milia?” The man, despite his boyish questions, asks me. 
“Hmm…” I hum to myself, “No. No, she changed her name with the rest of us, didn’t she? Apologies, it’s hard to remember this sort of thing, centuries on. Uh… Aabria, I think it was. Saint Aabria of Death, first of her name. Try to remember that, I’m sure it will bother the fucking turncoat.”
“Who are you?” Dominic frowns, the tension in his musculature fighting against the confusion he wears so visibly across his features. 
“It has been so long since I formally introduced myself.” I say, gently pushing my chair back and pushing myself to my feet. The man across the room tenses again, uncertainty and confusion clashing on his face. “I will not marr such a momentous occasion by doing so in a humble kitchen.”
“So… What? You fancy yourself a Saint, too?” He sneers, a long, thin staff appearing in his hand.
“Oooh, manipulating your soul into the form of a weapon!” I find myself cooing as the weapon forms, gently drumming my fingers on the table before me, the verbal slight going largely unnoticed for the moment. “I haven’t seen anyone doing it, lately, and I’d begun to fear the practice had fallen off over the years!”
I raise my hand, forcing a mixture of blue, green, and orange to solidify into claws that extend out from the tips of my fingers.
“Show me, Dominic,” I grin, allowing my shades to relax their restraints on him, “does your bite have any teeth to it?”
~~~
“FUCK!” I shout as I bolt upright in bed, immediately turning to the side and vomiting onto the floor. A singular image clings in my mind, of a fight that had barely begun before it ended, and a splash of blood striking across my face. As I gasp, barely hanging onto the side of the bed, my mouth speaks without me, “Melodramatic, aren’t we?”
Go to Hell. Holly grumbles in our head.
“Only if you’ll return to me,” my mouth purrs. “We wouldn’t have to put poor Cole here through quite so much if you’d simply obey.”
“Don’t talk to her like that.” I say, well aware that I am fully arguing with myself.
“Do you intend on doing something?” My mouth forms into a smirk, and no matter how hard I try I cannot force it away. “Perhaps you’d like to try plunging all of us to our deaths, again, in service of your precious ideals, hm?”
I say nothing, at least in part because I cannot seem to get control of my mouth back.
“Nevertheless,” the unfamiliar voice coming from my throat continues, “I know it looked awful, and I’m certain it hurt him quite a lot, but brother dearest will recover. He’ll be fine! As a matter of fact, I intend to save his death for a… Special occasion.”
The knife I had stashed under my pillow pricks the tip of my throat before my hand stops it in it’s place.
“Ah, ah.” The voice sighs, my hand shaking as I try to push it in and she tries to pull it out. “None of that, now, either. We have a mission to accomplish, after all.”


[bookmark: _a7bkrsbggsah]16. Shadow’s Puppets
“Can you feel them?” A stranger’s voice leaves my lips. “Their eyes?”
The… Three of us are walking home. A fight that I had tried to cancel on is one that she insisted on going to, not so she could experience fighting as us, but so she could observe what kinds of training I had been doing with her body. I feel my skin crawling over my musculature when, after I catch my opponent in the ear and knock them out, she purrs in satisfaction. When we go to leave the arena, freshly showered and most of us ready for a nap, she protests the use of her powers to teleport us home.
It isn’t until, a good half an hour into the walk, that she finally hints at her thoughts. A dozen questions spring to my mind, a dozen thoughts, but Holly has been hiding herself away as often as she can, terrified of sharing even the most liminal of spaces with the woman she later became. Whatever this entity calls herself, and she is careful not to give me any hints, she does not care for reading my mind. As often as Holland said shit that bothered me, that made me uncomfortable… I haven’t felt so alone in months.
“I can’t say I do.” I murmur, a moment later, when I have control over my mouth again. As of late, the Saint has been careful to reserve herself; For what reasons, I can’t imagine, but I am left largely in control of myself, most of the time. Unfortunately, my attempts to take her out, to protect the people I care about and people I know nothing about from the most sinister of her thoughts, are always telegraphed in a way I can’t hide from her; Being the same person. 
“They are watching us.” She hums, my lips pressing together as my throat shakes at her command. “I’m not sure which ones. The ex? The asshole? The crush? The killer?”
“Don’t call him that.” I grumble in the split second that I can.
“What?” The entity chuckles, “He did try to kill us, did he not? Am I misremembering the moping you did afterwards, also?”
She doesn’t give me my mouth long enough to say a word.
“No comment?” She giggles, seeming to delight in this little charade. “Regardless, I can feel them looking at us. Oh, Aabria might be checking in on us as well, given that little shiver there… I could teach you, you know?”
“Teach me what?” I huff.
“To extend your senses.” Holly’s wholer half coos, and I can almost imagine her hand on my left shoulder as she breaths into my right ear. “My body is so good at shadowmancy. If you were to put your mind to it, you’d be able to see through the shadows at your feet without even having to duck into the shade.”
“I’m good.” I mutter, all I can get out before she take control back.
“Don’t you want to be able to see them, crouching up there?” She murmurs, her attention elsewhere for the moment. “In the ruins of that building, ahead of us, across the street to the right? My, I think they have binoculars, too. If nothing else, you could see how well the killer is recovering from the results of his latest attempt to kill you.”
“A misunderstanding you caused.” I grumble when I can.
“Now, now, that’s not a very accurate reading of the situation!” She laughs a moment later, “after all, you agreed to let my soulling cling onto you so you could inhabit this body. Just because I was in control for a little while and did something you might not agree with doesn’t mean you get to run away from the reality that you chose this. You’re the only one here with the entirety of her soul, after all, does that not mean you ought to take more responsibility for our choices?”
I don’t reply, even though this entity grants me the use of my mouth for a few long moments. 
“Let’s take ourselves home.” She instructs after a few more moments of silence, “These two certainly already know where it is, so a visit is inevitable either way.”
I’m still taking the next step when the scenery around me shifts. There’s no pull on me from the shade, just a smooth and gentle transition from the side of the street into my livingroom. As I blink, silently, at this new version of reality, where I cannot consistently control my mouth, let alone the powers my body possesses, I cannot help but think of myself just a few weeks ago -- A shitty situation, but… But what? I’m miserable, I’m responsible, I’m complicit in whatever awful shit the specter in my mind decides is right.
I can’t even die.
I slowly lower myself onto the couch, staring at the door. My entire body feels numb, not in the way that overusing my powers has made me feel or the way it’s felt when Emily or Aabria or Death has glanced at me. No, this numbness is deeper than that, deeper than my skin or muscles, I can feel the absence down to my bones. An absence of what? Holly? Myself? The will to live?
“Whatever the answer might be,” a voice so unlike my own says through my mouth, “our visitors seem to have come earlier than expected. If they mention receiving an address, you should know that I sent it to them so try not to act too surprised. Otherwise, I’m going to let you have fun with this.”
“I hate you.” I whisper, not even glancing over as the front door to my apartment is kicked open on a third try. “As long as I’m still here, I’m going to do everything I possibly can to stop you, to keep you from wrecking havoc on the people of Astoria, and I will kill us all to do it.”
“That’s nice.” She murmurs back, as a familiar force restrains my movement, holding my body in place. “Pay attention, now.”
“Hey, ya sainted fucker!” William’s voice hisses into the air around me, pulling my eyes up to view two men standing before me. “Long time no punches, huh?”
“What’s with the, uh…” Dominic frowns, one arm holding the bandages around his midsection in place, shaking his head as he observes me, “the haunted look? You seen a ghost, recently?”
“The ghost of justice, maybe.” My cousin chuckles, stepping in front of me as my eyes follow him.
“Yes.” I murmur, the repeat more loudly, “Yes… It was me who attacked you… You’re such a pompous, no good asshole, Bill Kavah. Kyra would be --”
His rage bubbles over faster than a pot of water filled with a bucket of salt, and he smacks me across the face. The pain barely registers, barely matters. 
“Keep her name out of your mouth.” He hisses
“-- so disappointed in you.” I continue, holding his gaze. “So many years you could have spent growing and you’ve done, what, exactly instead? Continued to be the same manchild, no regard for others and a disregard for their experiences with you? She should be the one standing here, and you should be the one in the ground.”
He hits me again. Hard enough that it almost registers.
“Will, she’s just trying to get a rise out of you.” Dominic warns, as though he hasn’t any demons for me to prod.
“You’re one to speak, Chancellors child.” I hiss, turning my attention to him. “How long before you allow some harm to befall that precious youngest sister of yours? How long before something happens to her that you can’t stop, no, that you could stop if only you hadn’t frozen --”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“I AM THE ONLY ONE WITH ANY IDEA AT ALL!” I scream, straining against his ability to hold me in place. “You two sit in your ivory fucking palaces, staring down on a world writ large with which you don’t bother to interact with, except to satisfy your pathetic hero complexes! Neither of you can handle the truths of your lives; Each of you failed to save your younger siblings, they’re both laying dead in the ground because you both failed th--”
William jabs me directly in the nose, sending my head recoiling back. It’s a pain that registers not because the hit itself is all that hard, but because my nose breaks at the impact; Noses are known to like to break.
“STOP talking about US as though you have any idea who we are!” William shouts.
“William Kavah, second of your name.” I hiss as hot blood pours over my top lip and into my mouth, “Son of your father, first of your name, and Teresa Cordaine, now deceased. Older brother to Kyra, now deceased. I know perfectly well who you are, who you have always --”
“That’s all publicly available.” Dominic shakes his head, his attention jumping between Will and I. “Don’t let her get in your head.”
William stares down at me.
“Not impressed?” I sneer up at him, trying to search for a memory that might get him to do what needs to be done, that might put an end to all of this. “When you were children, your younger sister nearly drowned at the beach because you weren’t paying attention. Tell me, as she lays dead in the ground now, did your attention slip again, or did you ignore her on purpose?”
William’s hands are around my throat and squeezing before I even have the last word out of my mouth.
“You fucking bitch…” He sneers, squeezing at my windpipe. “Stop talking about my sister like you know anything!”
My hand begins to shake as the air struggles to reach my lungs, and I fight back against the unnamed urge to stop him, against her. Frankly, if you’re going to strangle someone, do it with telekinetics instead of your hands, I guess, the former is much faster. 
“William!” Dominic shouts. “That’s enough!”
“Oh,” I struggle to get out as Will puts more of his weight into strangling me. “And your poor sibling; Nicholas, wasn’t it, Dominic? The one you watched fall to their death because you froze?”
“He was my brother.” My brother whispers.
“Were they?” I hiss, annoyed at the way William’s hands slacken around my throat. “Did you never find the hormone medications hidden in their room? Was it truly that you had a brother, or did your first sister simply not trust you? And she was right not to trust you, wasn’t she? After all, you watched her plummet to her death, while you alone could have saved her, didn’t you?”
Dominic’s hold on my limbs slackens and, a moment later, the grip on my windpipe tightens a thousand fold. The airflow to my lungs stops in an instant and I feel myself relaxing; Unlike a few months ago, this is probably for the best. Funnily enough, if he had just killed me there, we could have skipped a handful of steps, a handful of traumatic memories, and --
Cole. I hear her voice in my head for the first time. You will fight back.
“Make me…” I struggle to say.
I intend to. Either fight back of your own accord, in which case these two might yet live, or I will hunt our dear Holland down in the corners of your psyche, forcibly reabsorb her, and kill them both myself. You’ve trained our body well, you will not suffocate before I find her.
“Liar…” I whisper, with the last whisps of air in my lungs, “Don’t… Believe…”
“What are you saying?” William frowns.
“Doesn’t matter.” Dominic grunts, “I’m going to end this, before it --”
Cole? Holly’s voice fills my head.
Told you. Care to gamble their lives on how fast I can take control back?
“… Fine.” I whimper, the words raspy and unclear without any air to push them out. “Fine.”
I twitch my foot out to the side and, in an instant, the pressure on my throat disappears. As I float in the shade allowing my breath to return to me, allow my fingers hands to stop shaking, the nameless voice in my head continues, “I do so hate to force either of you to do what’s right, but allowing your own brother to be responsible for your death a second time? That’s abhorrent behavior, Cole, and especially trying to trick him into doing it.”
“I hate you.” I reply.
“So you’ve said.” She sighs, her voice suddenly soft, “In the end, though, you are burdened by the connections which hold you here. I may have done the same, in your position, where it my sister and my mother in the place of those buffoons. I would not have gambled their safety, either. But my family is long buried, their bones long returned to dust…”
I say nothing.
“You may not like me, but is that not simply because you do not like yourself?” She wonders, “You said some rather revealing things to them, did you not? Pompous. Ivory palaces. Hero complex. Who are you mad at? Them, for doing what they have always done? Or yourself, for your failure to break out of the mold you were cast in? You strained against it, argued against it, rebelled against it…”
I can say nothing.
 “But, in the end, there would always be a piece of you stuck to the molding; A father who’d come looking for his runaway child, a mother interrogating anyone you’d come close to making friends with?” She murmurs, “And, here, presented with the most golden of opportunities to disappear, and to live the life of your dreams, without the baggage of your family name, without the mold of your birth to hold you back… Yet, you cling to them. The memories, the feelings, the ideas of them. You could have gone anywhere in the solar system, maybe even the galaxy, and yet you remained in Astoria.”
I cannot argue with the truth.
“You hate me,” The entity in my mind murmurs, a gentleness she has not earned in her voice, “because I made the choices you could not. I broke my molding, I became the woman of my dreams in a way you were never strong enough to do. I have a drive, a purpose and you are still trying to cling to the people who let you die, who never even knew the real you, because of what? Love? Or are you merely pathetic?”
I tuck my chin and stare at my feet.
“Go, deal with our visitors.” She orders, “I’m sure they’ll be waiting to tear our throat out, so do try not to get too violent with them. If you’re lucky, you might even get to say goodbye.”
I appear behind William, eyes wide and tears coating my cheeks. For a moment, everything is still, my cousin in front of me, my brother with his back turned as he examines something deeper in the room. My hand trembles, the urge to reach out and just… Expand the shade lurking in the heart directly in front of me so intense, and urge that is not my own and yet… I feel it all the same. I cock my arm back and, as my shifting weight makes the floorboards under my feet creak, swing it forward as hard as I can into the back of William’s newly tensed neck.
Like so many bins full of bricks, he drops.
Dominic whirls on the spot, eyes wide, but he isn’t fast enough to stop my body from colliding with his, to stop my arms from wrapping around his midsection. He remains tense as I hug myself to him, though he doesn’t try to break free or begin to strangle me. Honestly, he’s probably just… Confounded. 
“I’m sorry I said those things.” I murmur, aware that I’m hugging him for the first time in years and the last time in my life. “I know you didn’t drop me on purpose, I know you would have saved me if you could have. With the wound in my stomach, it probably wouldn’t have mattered anyway. I’m sorry I never told you about being trans, I’m sorry I was such a pain in your ass my entire life.”
I gently pull away from him. Around us is not the small apartment we were standing in when I pulled him to me, but a room familiar to both of us, 6 years of dust coating every surface. Even in the middle of the day, the blinds and curtains being pulled make it so there’s barely any light in here, at all, barely enough light to see by if you really focus on it. Dominic neither takes his eyes off of me, nor moves to attack me.
Slowly, I lift my arm, pointing to a painting of our family, hanging on the wall at the foot of my old bed.
“They’re behind the portrait. They’re old as hell now, probably not good enough to take, but… I got this body from a woman named Holland so I don’t really --”
The room shifts again. 
“I do think that was quite enough, Cole.” Her voice speaks from my mouth as the kitchenette of my apartment appears before me, “And, how heartwarming, to tell him at the last moment who you were. Does he have the brainpower to add 1 and 1 into 2, I wonder? And, will it affect his actions when our special occasion arrives and I kill him?”
I swallow a bit more of the blood still dripping from my nose, rather than reply.
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“You think you’re so fucking special, don’t you?” Holly voices fills the kitchen behind me. When I turn to face her, my heart in my stomach and the weight of my choices weighing me down, I’m surprised she isn’t facing me. Instead, our third wheel has constituted a shape of her own, the same body Holland and I share, but with nearly blindingly blond hair, and silver eyes. 
“I know I have a purpose.” The woman replies, folding her arms over her chest. “Something which you ought to understand, given we are actually the same entity. I can’t decide whether you’re a younger, stupider me, or just the ever-undying optimism for the magical manifestation of a better future that I stomped out when I became a Saint.”
“Okay, sure.” I find myself laughing, as I turn to lean against the counter. “Yeah, unending optimism, that’s Holland, alright.”
“Cole?” Holly frowns, glancing sidelong at me. “Are you feeling okay?”
“Am I…?” I laugh, a cold and bitter sound. “No, Holly, I am not feeling alright. All I wanted from coming back in the first place was to live --”
“A better life, at that.” The third woman in my kitchen coos.
“-- and as Saint Asshole over here has so dutifully pointed out,” I find myself sneering, “I’ve done none of it. I guess I got to participate in some play fights that my status would never let me do before? Yay me.”
“Do refrain from deriving your fun from my titles.” The aforementioned asshole warns, “Of the three of us, I have the most direct claim over the skin you’re puppetting around, after all. It’s the only reason I’ve been able to overtake you, despite your soul being whole… Well, come to think of it, it might be your undying love and affection for people who have already forgotten you that distracts you enough for me to take over.”
“God, do you ever shut up?” Holly sneers. “Okay, we get it? We’re all the same person, here, you’re the most holy of us, the most pure, the most fanatical, go fuck yourself in the bathroom if you love your own ass so much.”
“You’re one to speak, fracture mine.” The Saint smiles, “After all, none of this could have happened had you not gone in search of --how did you phrase it-- that missing piece of yourself that would allow you to die? Well, here I am, the missing piece of you, the catalyst for your search, for our return. Without me, you couldn’t even let yourself die peacefully.”
“Don’t talk to Holly like that.” I grunt, crossing my arms over my chest. “However things split, whenever they split, one of you clearly got the better personality, and the other is a megalomaniacal bitch who does her absolute best to seem so above it all.”
“I am above it all.” The bitch in question grins. “See, I have something that neither of you has bothered with, all this time.”
“A God complex?” I ask.
“A void were your heart should be?” Holly frowns.
“Faith.” The Saint sighs, rolling her eyes. “Faith in God, as well as faith in myself. The two of you couldn’t hope to answer to a higher power, Cole is too busy worrying about whether her next action is going to condemn her mortal soul to the pits of hell and, Holland, you’re too afraid of what will happen when the two of us become one again… Ah, I think I have it!”
“A reason to stop talking?” The friendlier half of the two woman says.
“Who you are!” The holier side coos. “Yes… Yes, you are a… Snapshot of my soul, taken the moment just before I found the Church of the Ascendants. Before I found my faith, before I found my place in the world, before I became who I was meant to be.”
Holly only sneers at her.
“Oh, make all the faces you want.” The Saint smiles, reaching up and cupping her chin in her hand. “Yes. That is who you are. Don’t you remember, when we prayed to Him from the stake? Do you remember watching our poisoned pill approaching, praying for His salvation? He sent you to Aabria in my place, and entombed me in my body. He knew Aabria’s curiosity would get the better of her, that she would want to try something with the wayward soul delivered to her doorstep… Can’t you feel it?”
“Holly is not just some tool your god used to grant you a second life!” I shout, pushing myself off of the counter as though I might stomp across the room and smack her.
“She’s right.” Holly murmurs, sending my head whipping in her direction. My friend is staring, not at the Saint or at me, but at the ground just in front of her feet. “I… I can feel it…”
“Even now,” the woman across the room smiles, her face turned up to the ceiling, “He is working through us. It is His wish that you return to me, Holland, that we be whole again, so that we might put our guest firmly in the backseat and enact His wishes... Cole need not be front and center, need not endure the pains that shepherding us around has placed upon her. The poor girl is at her wit’s end, her emotions fraying and her will to live any life wilting because of you, because you won’t do as He asks of us.”
“Holland…” I murmur, watching as my friend slowly lifts her chin to meet the gaze of the woman across the kitchen. “Holly, please, don’t.”
“Cole may think she knows what she wants,” The Saint continues, slowly spreading her arms forward as though to offer a hug, “those most pained by the choices they make so rarely realize that what they truly want is to have their choices made for them. Our dear Cole has harmed herself at every turn, for the betterment of us, for the betterment of you, Holly.”
Holland’s eyes slowly slide to me.
“She put herself through that awful ceremony, for us,” the woman who Holland couldn’t stand a moment prior continues to speak, “she has endured her loved ones staring her in the face and not recognizing her, for us. She has put herself in harms way, countless fights and endless pain, for us, to put food in our belly and a roof over our head. She has born the brunt of the pain,  her brother nearly strangling her, for choices that you and I have made, and she has held that pain inside of her, time and again.”
I shake my head at Holly, mouthing, “No…”
“Has our dear Cole, Saint of Sacrifice, not sacrificed enough?” The only Saint between the three of us smiles, the only one with any joy left, her eyes locked onto the fraction of herself she's been separated from for centuries. “Could we not, you and I, do her the kindest favor possible, and allow her to rest? We can keep her safe, Holland, safe from the world that she would otherwise beg to harm her. Truly, look within us, can you not see that we owe it to her?”
I open my mouth, ready to shout about how anything owed to me ought to be something I actually want, but my lips, my tongue, they don't react to me at all. When I push my thoughts out, when I emphasize as hard as I can that this isn't what I want, Holly… Isn't listening. I try to push myself forward, to reach out and get in her face to get her attention back from the woman across room, but neither my legs or arms are interested in listening to me. I glance at the Saint and find her smiling at me.
Holland takes a step. Then another. With her eyes locked onto the woman she eventually became, I allow my mind to stop screaming in the hopes of getting her attention. I wonder, instead, how I hadn’t known this was coming from the moment Holly began to panic about going back. Hadn’t she told me, to my face, herself, that her only real goal for having come back at all was the hope of a peace at the other end of her life. Clinging to me as I road down the river into eternity was never a sure-fire guarantee, I could never promise her that she would get what she wanted with me. The only person who could truly offer that to her, who could make a genuine promise of rest come the end of her life, was herself.
I only regret that I didn’t spend every waking moment trying to bring about a quick end to our little trio. That I failed to save the people I love and the people who I know nothing about but proclaim to care for anyway. Whatever comes next, whatever the result is of Holly walking across this tiny kitchen and pausing before the fuller, stronger version of herself… 
It’s my fault.
Holland extends her hand, and the Saint takes it without delay. Something deep in my chest shifts, something halved becoming whole, something… Wrong. A fracture that was never meant to be repaired, mended all the same. I can feel how off it all is, as the Saint’s hand tightens around Holland’, as Holly refuses to turn away from herself. 
“So,” the Saint says, her words coming from my lips, “that’s what it took… Thank you, Cole. I don’t think we need you any longer.”
My vision goes black.
~~~
For the first time in centuries, I rapidly blink my own eyes under my own power. Where I had been standing moments prior, with my fracture mere feet away, now lies only empty space. I reach up, tenderly, and press the pads of my fingers into my eyes. The strain of five hundred years of slumber and months of being piloted by an amateur are not so easily removed from the windows to my soul, but I am able to ease some of the pain as I push myself away from the counter where my body’s lender had been leaning.
Is anyone there? I wonder to myself. Cole? Holland? Are there any little clingers-on who want to offer their opinions on my choices? Anyone?
… 
“Perfect.” I hum to myself, slowly extending my limbs, first my arms than my legs, to make sure that everything is in working order. I can find no sprains or breaks, a handful of scrapes and bruises from the awful way Cole deemed to treat herself, to treat us. As I take a few steps forward, I cannot help but to remark on the odd ways in which taking over from her is so much different than taking her over. 
Finally whole again, my limbs are solely mine to control. If she should wish to reawaken sometime in the future, be it years or minutes, Cole will certainly be able to pester me. However, she will not have the same grasp over my form that I had whilst riding along with her. As an example, I will never be held silent when I wish to speak, I am not so weak nor pitiful as she.
Where it that I could grant her eternity without sending myself with her, I would do so without pause. Alas, Aabria has always had a strong control over the souls that come to her, and whatever alchemy she has enacted upon me and mine, it is not something as easily broken as a promise. Perhaps, should I happen to locate her, I might pay an old friend a visit, to see if she remembers the punishment for breaking the Oath of a Saint; it was her idea, after all. 
For the moment, as I work on ensuring I have full control over my systems, my main focus is in simply existing this forsaken apartment. I have watched seen plenty of it, thanks to Cole and the connections that nearly got us killed or, more accurately, nearly forced me to reveal myself earlier than I wished. As it stands, the memories of mine that begun to slip into the girl’s dreams did plenty enough to force me out of my recovery early.
As I near the door, as I extend my hand to open it and get my first, true view of the world outside, unburdened by a low battery or the thoughts of another, a soft gasp pulls my attention down and to the side. A young man, William, I think she called him, is still laying on the floor. Only, where Cole dropped him with a strike however long ago, he seems to have regained consciousness. I cannot help myself but crouch down next to him, eyeing him with a good deal of suspicion, confusion. I examine him, searching for… 
“What is wrong with you?” He murmurs, eyes wide as he expresses similar feelings as I do.
“What was wrong with me, dear boy,” I smile, enjoying the frown of annoyance that bends his features a moment later, “was… The darkness before daybreak, if you will.”
“You’re insane.”
“Funny.” I smirk, reaching forward and brushing a strand of hair from his eyes, “you’re not the first to say that to me, even recently. I could try to explain it to you, could try to expand that tiny mind of yours outward, but I think we both know that would be wasted on you.”
He only blinks at me, his lips frozen as though his own Saint yearns to break free.
“Truth be told,” I sigh, drawing my hand back towards me, “I don’t understand what Cole cared about you, at all. Certainly, you were her cousin in another life, and it is natural to want to hold onto one’s connections when they have as few as she. Yet… I do not understand why she bothered with you, at all. Why not take her leave from the bar, why try to drain you of information? What did you have to tell her that an intranet search could not, hm?”
Again, he offers nothing.
“She was correct about one thing, if nothing else,” I grin, quirking my head to the side as I observe him, “you are a vacuous, little man. Any amount of curiosity in your being was clearly stripped from you and granted to your sister, who certainly used it better in her few years than you could have done in a century’s time. Cole, I think, wanted to garner some amount of detail about how her family was doing, how Sarah had coped with her death, how Dominic had processed failing to save her, how her parents had mourned her -- Beyond putting her in a barren tomb that would have been an insult, even to those who buried me in shallow dirt.”
His cheek begins to twitch, rather cutely, I think, but still he says nothing.
“At a fundamental level, Will Kavah,” I say, easing myself back to standing, “you lack the emotional intellect it takes to have offered her those answers. The feelings of those around you, even those who would put themselves through Hell to see you again, are to you mere pawns on a chessboard of your ego. You could not have been there for her ex, could not have guided her brother through his pain, nor told her parents off for disrespecting her memory.”
For a brief moment, I think he might strike out at me. But no.
“You have not grown in the six years since Cole’s first death, you have not grown in the time since your sister passed, and you will never grow, because you are not capable of the kind of insight such a transformation would require.” I sigh, crossing my arms over my chest as I continue to evaluate him, “I would kill you where you lay, I would grant you the eternal embrace of God, if I thought you deserved such a pity. In the end, Cole believed she could at least make you angry enough to kill her before I could take over, thought you had the courage of your sister’s conviction somewhere inside of you. Even there, you faltered.”
The poor man begins to cry.
“You fascinate me, not because of any choice you’ve ever made, not because of anything you’ve ever done, but because you are nothing. No courage, no conviction, no deeper thought, just a raw nerve experiencing the world and lashing out when it does not respond how he wishes.” I turn from him, placing my hand on the handle of the front door of this wretched space, my back firmly to him. “And, yet, your cousin cared for you, your friends tolerate you. The people of her life, who ought to have been showering her with affection for believing in something, instead devoted their thoughts, their feelings, their worries to you. You did not deserve any of it, as you do not deserve God’s embrace.” 
As I pull the door open, I do not entertain the idea that something as weak of spirit or willpower as William Kavah might lash out at me. Perhaps if I mentioned his sister, some of her spirit might inhabit him, but… Well, I’d sooner save that for another time.
“I hope you think on this… Conversation, William.” I say as I hold the door open with my back, meeting his eyes as he lays on the ground. “We will meet again, and it would be such a shame to kill you before there was a you to kill, wouldn’t it?”
I step out into the world as myself for the first time in centuries, letting the door swing shut on an empty apartment.

[bookmark: _jre5higzhma3]18. Afraid of the Light
It is some time later, when I step into the doorway of a hospital room. Behind me, those who have yet to earn God’s embrace and those who have not tempted His smite, continue to cry out. I am, ultimately, uninterested in the vast majority of those who have earned or tempted His interest, their names or their stories. God will sort them out in due time, once his eternal gatekeeper has finished with them.
As much as I wish I could turn my attention to Aabria, fully, to finding her and extracting justice for her betrayal all those years ago, there are yet more pressing matters to attend to. I have not answered all of the questions I have about what Cole has done with myself over the past several months. Until I am satisfied, I am not sure how I could convince myself to move on; Besides, Aabria will always be waiting for me, whereas these lesser Ascendeds and regular mortals have a fairly short life span in comparison. 
“W-What are you doing here?” A vaguely familiar woman stammers from the bedside of a much more familiar gentleman. As I step into the room, the woman reacts by pushing herself to her feet and taking a step towards me. I don’t know her well enough to deem her a threat, but my hanger-on seems to be somewhat concerned by her. 
“My apologies.” I smile at the man in the bed, eyes wide in horror as his partner falls to the ground. “It really is all such a messy business, this.”
“B-Bri?” the large man in the bed murmurs, then shouts, “BRIANNE?!”
“After all,” I say, moving to take the chair the woman had vacated a moment prior, “I truly just wanted to talk to -- Are you going to eat that?”
“Am I…?” He blinks, eye dipping down to the dinner plate in front of him, where a yeasted roll sits untouched. “Y-You just… My wife…”
“No? Excellent.” I smile, leaning forward and scooping it from his plate. It doesn’t taste quite right, when I bite into it, but then again the past 500 years seem to have done some odd things to food. Ah, well. “You have no idea how much food it takes to power my body. I am always starving.”
“What do you want from me?” The man murmurs.
“What an excellent question.” I say, before taking another large bite of the roll. “Your name, for starters.”
“You know my name, Co --” He begins to say.
“Ah, ah,” I shake my head, waving what’s left of my snack between us. “My name isn’t Cole. Still, yes, I do know the stupid pun you call yourself when you prance out in front of an audience for one of your playfights, but God will have fully forsaken me long before I sit here and call you Rox. What is your actual name?”
“… Jaxson.” The man formerly known to me as Rox Sta answers. 
“Lovely, thank you.” I smile, popping the last of my roll into my mouth. “Now that introductions are complete --”
“If you aren’t Cole Agnostos,” Jaxson speaks over me, “then who are you?”
“Hmph.” I roll my eyes at him, leaning forward and resting my elbows on my thighs, “That’s my little secret. Everyone will learn it, in due time, but I’d prefer not to give up the ghost too early, if you’re familiar with the parlance. A little too much has been written about me, and I’d so hate to have that used against me, you understand?”
“No.” He says plainly. “If I weren’t still strapped to this bed for the sake of my own recovery, I’d --”
“Yes, well, you are.” I smile, patting him on the tied-down leg in question. “I feel I should offer an apology. That was a nasty little trick I guided Cole to pulling on you, your poor appendix. Oh, and the mess we made of the rest of your organs… Still, I simply couldn’t allow you to maim my body, even if Cole wasn’t strong enough to stop you.”
“Don’t touch me.” He hisses, kicking his leg out at me as best he can, though it doesn’t derail my words at all.
“Apology not accepted, then.” I smile, leaning back in my chair and crossing one of my legs over the other. “That’s fine. To each their own dignity, if nothing else. Now, your… Wife… Asked me a question when I entered, and I didn’t get the chance to answer her before --”
“You murdered her.”
“In self-defense!” I shrug one shoulder. “She attacked me, and all I’d done was step into a room.” 
“And all the people out there?” Jaxson challenges.
“Their sins are their own business.” I answer, a bit more sharply than I intend. “But, I would still like to answer that question, if you care to hear the answer?”
“You’re going to talk my ear off, either way, aren’t you?” He sighs, letting his head drop back against the pillow, “Fine. Why are you here?”
“I am here because --”
“It doesn’t matter why you’re here!” Jaxson suddenly shouts. “I don’t care! Whatever you call yourself, whyever you’ve bothered to come here, I don’t give a fuck.”
“Rude.” I note, crossing my arms across my chest. “For the benefit of a sounding board, I’m not going to kill you right away, but you should begin to prepare yourself for that inevitability.”
“Fuck you.”
“See,” I continue, uncrossing my arms and resettling them in my lap, “I’m not entirely sure why I wanted to come see you. After all, Cole met you, what, twice, total? And yet, be it respect, admiration or fear, she formed some kind of strong emotional bond with you. Now that I’m back in control of myself, it’s a bond I cannot seem to rid myself of, to ignore.”
“So, what, you need to kill me?” Jaxson hisses, “Because you don’t know how you feel?”
“You play both a much smaller part than that, in the grand scheme of things,” I sigh, “and a much larger part in what’s happening, here and now. You see, this Cole we keep talking about, she’s a… Newer addition to this body than I am. A fresh soul slotted into a battery slot, if you will --”
“A fresh soul?” He interrupts, a roll of his eyes only moments behind. “Maybe you’re just insane, Cole?”
“Goodness, this is going to take ages to explain properly.” I grumble to myself, “no wonder she never tried to explain it to those idiotic hotheads. Well, thankfully, I have all the time in the world.”
“Someone has to be on their way.” He suggests. “ALT, Astoria PD, someone.”
“Please.” I take my turn to roll my eyes, “You know better than that. Besides, the first things I did were cut the communications and block the doors. No one even knows I’m here, yet. As I said, I have all the time in the world.” 
“You’re a monster.”
“I am a Saint.” I correct sharply, tensing my hands in my lap to stop that anger from spilling over anywhere else. “Of course, that title has presumably fallen out of vogue in the past few hundred years… What do you know of the Ascension, hm?”
“Same as anyone else.” Jax murmurs, continuing at my nod, “What they teach in school, what our grandparents say their grandparents’ grandparents told them.”
“I am, despite having been born in the infancy of Ascendeds, in much the same boat.” I smile, “My parents were children when the Ascension happened, when the governments of earth fell, one by one, to the powers wielded by individuals. Right now, we stand in the ruins of a place once claimed by the United States of America. Have you ever heard of that, before?
“Not… In specific?”
“Isn’t that fascinating?” I beam, “I, myself, was born on Mercury, just a handful of years after the initial colonies were established by envoys of the Ascended Kings who sought to divy up the solar system to their whims. The realities of living there would have torn people born just a few decades before me apart, but the Ascension expanded the human capacity for expansion, and we were already masters of that craft.”
“And… What does this have to do with… You and Cole?”
“Patience.” I smile. “The point I ultimately wish to impress upon you, Jaxson, is that there is so much history available to us at any given time, be it the city beneath our feet or the world at our fingertips. With that in mind, have you ever heard of the Saints of the Ascendants?”
“No.”
“It’s my favorite story.” I hum, tilting my head back slightly to stare up at the ceiling. “In part because it is my story to tell. Would you indulge me in hearing it, now?”
“Could you just skip to the point where you kill me?” Jaxson jokes, though he lacks the mirth to allow the joke to land.
“It started so much more humble than it might appear in retrospect,” I begin. “We did not begin to gain recognition for our beliefs until some time after the first three of our members began to meet on the daily, in the slums of the largest city on Mercury, Prospera. Even I would not find them until later on, when the media around me suddenly began to speak of Saints and their supposed crimes and my interest in them became… Tangible. They acted, after all, within the same city I did.
“Now, you’ll forgive me a bit of discourse on a certain theory, one which I happen to believe in; Several widespread religions of the time, Islam, Judaism, and Christianity in particular, held (in broad strokes) that an all powerful entity had created the universe for humanity and, at least as I was raised to believe, had sacrificed his only son to atone for the sins of all mankind. These idea faltered, stumbled as they struggled to keep up with the reality of the changing world, with the fact that a woman with the ability to control minds had walked into the halls of power in one of the strongest nations on the planet and, within a few hours, convinced hundreds of elected officials to shirk their duties, ignore the founding documents of that nation, and declare her the new King of America.”
“Why did she want to be called a --”
“I wasn’t there.” I shake my head, lifting my hand to quiet him. “Gendered politics at the time were… Messy. Nevertheless, those ancient, infallible writings failed to adapt to a modern post-Ascension world, so it was left to those of us who held Faith in the higher powers they spoke of to hold tight to our beliefs… And to adapt them; Based on what we knew that the authors of the Bible and the Quran could not have, about the Ascension that had come for us, one of the original three Saints postulated that… Perhaps, thousands of years before the rest of us, a man who would become God had been born, had grown his powers in front of the eyes of everyone, and Ascended; Not just to a higher existence, but to the apex of creation.
“Our God, it would follow, was the first of our ranks, the highest power… So, why did He wait so long, why did He wait so long to create more Ascendeds in his own image? The title of Creator would always be His, none would dare challenge Him for it, but… Why wait? See, we believe that He had wanted to see what His world would become in His absence. Had He judged the world we created a success, He would not have seen fit to cast us in a mold half as powerful as His… Yet, we exist. So, the world had failed, yes?
“But how had we failed? How had we tempted Him to smite us, exactly? The old books listed things he considered amongst the highest of sins, things which could have been what bothered him so greatly; But they were things which had always existed, things which we had always done. Something had changed, something fundamental. Tell me, Jaxson… Have you ever heard of cancer?”
“The… star sign?” He frowns.
“The disease.” I correct him.
“N-No?”
“You understand the basics of biology, I take it?” I ask him, not waiting for an answer, “Your body, in the process of living, is made up of a ever-replicating cells. A small mutation in one of those cells can, quite quickly, run wild within your body and, if your immune system does not catch it, that mutation will begin to overwrite the structure of other cells, spreading throughout your body and causing immense damage. Your blood, your heart, your lungs, your throat, your stomach, your intestines, your skin. Once upon a time, any part of you could turn against the rest of you, resulting in a debilitating, painful death; Cancer.
“The treatment, once upon a time, was nearly as awful as the disease, except you were more likely to survive the treatment. That struggle, that pain, it defined generations of human being, affected their lives and their perspectives, it taught them… Purpose. And, somewhere in 21st century, exactly when has been lost to the Wars of Ascension that followed, someone cured it. Not a cure for every individual instance, but a way to locate those foul, mutant cells and rewrite them to be… Normal. A struggle that once defined us, once made us stronger, evaporated into thin air. The suffering, the torment of it, gone.
“As we, the Ascended, arrived onto Earth and quickly spread throughout the solar system, taking humanity further than it had ever gone before… It occurred to some of us, those few who based ourselves in Prospera, that we were not unlike the cancer that had defined humanity before it’s eradication. Where the Ascended went, we spread death, destruction, suffering and pain. Unlike the cancers that came before us, we had no cure, no way to stop us from defining a new era of human suffering. Wars, famines, ritual killings, entire bloodlines wiped off the face of the planet over a petty insult… And all of it in service of eradicating the weak, empowering the strong… Do you see it?”
“S-See what?” Jaxson murmurs, his head pressed back into the pillow as much as it can be.
“God’s plan.” I whisper, a smile alighting my features. “He sent us here because we, humanity, had been tempting Him to smite us for so long. And, finally, as His wishes for us to suffer, for suffering leads to growth, went ignored, went unheeded, He finally decided to send us, the Ascended, to enact His suffering upon the world. No longer would He be tempted to smite those who disobeyed His wishes, because we would be here to do it in His stead.”
“That… Doesn’t sound like something a good God would want?”
“WHAT WOULD YOU KN--” I begin to shout, quickly reeling myself in and settling back into my chair. “Apologies. You are, of course, only parroting the ideals you were taught growing up. In the end, the people whom most deserved His judgment and His smite, were the people who banded together to bring us low, to absolve the Saints of the Ascendants of their God given duty. I will not pretend to have understood His choices, I will not pretend to have taken His refusal to answer my prayers well, but… As poison was forced down my throat, as I writhed on my way to the afterlife, into the waiting arms of a betrayer, God was acting yet on my behalf.
“You wanted to know what Cole had to do with this. When I died, God separated a portion of my soul from me, sending it off to the Saint of Death in my place, while stowing me away within my body. And, for hundreds of years, that little fragment of my soul waited, watched for the right battery to arrive. Cole was that battery, a full soul who believe in the suffering of life; not, exactly, as I do, but near enough for this to have a chance at working. It was Cole, then who you fought, Cole who lived to power my body while I was regaining my strength. It is Cole who, now, is tucked away in a little corner, her soul separated from the outside world, protected -- Her suffering has fueled my growth, and now I will deliver upon the world a hundredfold what she went through, in an effort to spur it’s growth… Do you understand, now? I am a Saint, and if you so chose to paint a monster’s snarl across my smile, you would do well to remember that you are far from the first to do so, and far from the first to die at my hand for it.”
“You…” Jaxson murmurs, glancing away from me for but a moment before he meets my eyes again and sneers, “are a monster.”
“Then suffering has not helped you to grow.” I frown, pushing myself up from my seat. “I want you to understand that I am not enacting God’s will here but, regrettably, my own. It has been so, so long since I have felt His guidance and, in it’s absence, I have been forced to reflect; It has been 500 years since I last grew, last expanded my sights. I have, within me, the opportunity to do something no human has done before, a complete merger of two souls into one being! And once I have, I am certain God will speak to me again. I am going to kill you, not because God has directly willed it so, but because I believe your death will… Aid Cole in seeing that suffering, especially that of others, is great cause for the growth of one’s self…
“That is why I am here.”
“You’re insane.”
“A broad brush.” I grin, extending my had out over the bed, preparing the Shade’s underneath to strike upward. “Nevertheless. You are only the first of many upon my list, and once Cole and I are one… All the known worlds will know His smite… I feel obligated, if for no other reason than you have entertained me today, to answer your earlier question, before I kill you.”
“W-Which one i-is that?” He whimpers.
“Who I am, of course.” I grin. “This feels like just such the momentous occasion which begs a formal introduction, especially as there is no chance of my name getting out of this room and into the ears of those who would use it against me.”
Jaxson says nothing.
“Try to remember this.” I smile, leaning in to murmur in his ear as my hand continue to hover above his chest, “When you arrive where you are going, it will be Aabria, Saint of Death and the first of her name, who will eventually usher you through purgatory to His waiting, eternal embrace. When you first arrive there, tell her that Abaddon, Saint of Light, the first of her name, sent you.”
A shade juts upward, piercing through skin, muscle, bone, and eventually air as it stretches to meet the tip of my fingers.
“Ask her, for me,” I murmur, “is she still afraid of the Light?”

[bookmark: _t021jxkuktkt]19. The Saint From Mercury
“Dominic?” I murmur, tapping the table between us. The man across from me has his hair down, surprising me with just how far down his back it goes, and I couldn’t begin to guess the last time he shaved. His eyes, ostensibly, are looking directly at me, but I don’t think he’s responded to a thing I’ve said yet. “Dominic?!”
I couldn’t begin to guess what it is he’s staring at, as the two of us hunker in one of the most protected buildings in the city. A dozen cameras point at any given square foot, each feeding back to a central nerve system where an order can go out in a second for Ascended guards positioned on every floor to burst to the rescue of anyone who might need it. Yet, Dominic’s gaze is not on any of the cameras, just as it isn’t on me. He clutches something in his hand, a small vial that I don’t think I’ve seen him without for the past week, since he and William tried to ambush Cole in her apartment. 
“Dominic?!” I shout, bursting out of my seat and smacking the table between us. As he startles, blinking and tensing, half a dozen hands raise up around us. I wave them off, though they don’t lower their hands until Dom does the same. As I settle back into my chair, he glances briefly at the thing in his hand before his eyes return to me, and the scowl I send him, “Do you have anything to say about what I just said?”
“I…” He murmurs, lifting his left hand to his chin, “I think that what you suggested is --”
“I didn’t suggest anything, Dominic.” I sigh, leading to the man before me falling silent. “I reported on the latest casualties and asked if you have any new orders for the ALT members who are out on patrol.”
“No.” He whispers.
“No?” I gape at him. “Dominic, I am happy to have a conversation about whether we judged her too harshly out of the gate, and I’m happy to admit that this is at least partially our fault for not letting you end her when we had her on the ground, I would be delighted to discuss the morals therein, but… ‘Do not engage unless engaged,’ is not a solution! It’s an abdication of duty, a horrific mistake not to --”
“I said no, Ainsley.” He repeats, his empty hand tapping at the tabletop. “You’re free to bring my abdication of duty up with either of the Chancellors Amaranth, if you’d so please. Otherwise, I would no sooner turn the entire city into a warzone every time someone spots her out getting groceries or something.”
“She isn’t out getting groceries!” I shout, pushing myself out of my seat again. “She hasn’t been to her apartment, if she even needs to eat or sleep or anything like that, she’s been finding new spots to, to cleanse and then spends the night there. Her body count alone has nearly doubled the average number of murders, year to date, whatever she was before, she has become a merciless killer and --”
“I disagree.” He murmurs.
“You…” I gape at him. “You disagree?! What on fucking earth has gotten into you, exactly? Are you out of your --”
He places a dirty vial down on the table and rolls it across to me. I watch it move, it’s momentum sputtering out before it can get all the way to me. Without saying a word to me, Dominic nods down at the little bottle and waits. Gingerly, as though he’s going to scream at me just for touching it or I’m going to scream at him for how pointless this is, I gingerly scoop the pluck the thing up.
In my hands is a 100mg, age-worn vial. It takes me a few moments, glancing between Dominic who’s pressed his thumb against his bottom lip and the bottle, for me to find the information I assume I’m meant to be looking for; It’s 100mg containing roughly 5ml total of estradiol valerate, a dose of 20mg per mL meant to be injected every week, under the skin. None of it makes a whole lot of sense to me, until I locate the name at the top right.
Cole Agnostos.
“So… What?” I shrug my shoulders, flipping the medication bottle over in my hands, “So she has a hormone in balance, or she’s trans, or a million other reasons she could have this, what does it --”
“Look at the date.” Dominic orders, sharply.
“Uh…” I sigh, my own patience beginning to wear as my vision dips back to the medication. “October… 2539? How’d you come by a 7 year old vial of her hormone medication?”
“That…” Dominic murmurs, pointing at the bottle still in my hands, “was sitting in this house, the entire time.”
“That…” I shake my head, sighing as I extend my arm out and hand the bottle back to him. “That doesn’t make sense…? She got some medication almost a decade ago and dumped it here? She would have been a teenager, at the time, wouldn’t she?”
“My parents are fairly… Conservative.” Dominic shrugs his shoulders, “To get that medication, you need a doctor to prescribe it to you, and to get a doctor to prescribe it to you, you have to be 18 years of age.”
“So… What, she’s closer to 30 than she looks?” 
He doesn’t respond, his vision lengthening as he stares at the bottle.
“Dominic?” I call out for him, raising my voice slightly to pull him back to reality. “What does her age have to do with any of this, exactly?”
“I think I might be insane.” Dominic murmurs, setting the vial back on the tabletop. “I feel like I’m fucking losing my mind… My… Middle sibling… Turned 18 in the fall of 2539.”
“Your… Brother?” I frown, cocking my head at him. “Okay, they’re the same age, were they quietly friends?”
Dominic gently shakes his head, staring at the medication bottle sitting between us, “I found that in my sibling’s room. Right where Cole told me it would be.”
“She…” I frown, glaring down at the item. “So you think…”
“I told you it was insane.” Dom murmurs, shaking his head. “Some of the things she said the other week, when she was trying to bait William into… Something, they’re are stuck in my head. She knew William’s mom’s name, which she literally could have found out through public information, but… Why would she bother?”
“Just to have information to taunt him with?” I suggest, my own vision locked onto the medication.
“Will’s mother died when he and his sister where kids, but she didn’t try to use that to hurt him. His father’s been a reclusive for years, but no mention of that. And she remembered something I’d forgotten; William was supposed to be watching Kyra while we were at the beach, that she had nearly drowned because he was working on a sand castle.”
“It was on a beach,” I shrug, “anyone could have seen it?”
“It was a beach, on a private island, in the middle of the Pacific ocean.” Dominic shakes his head. “My parents had just become Chancellors earlier that year, Ashtyn hadn’t been born yet. Mom stayed in town to work, dad took us, his brother, and our cousins out to celebrate. It was me, my sibling, William, Kyra, and our fathers. If she evolved from a fish between then and now, sure, she could have been a 7th set of eyes at the time.”
“That… Seems unlikely.” I admit with a sigh. 
“She told me all about how my… Sister? had been trans, how she hadn’t trusted me, and how I’d proven her right by dropping her… That was while she was trying to get me to let my guard down. That’s what I thought at the time, maybe it had nothing to do with that.” Dominic shakes his head, eyes closing briefly before he opens them again, “After she knocked William out and, God knows he’s been a mess since last week, too, she… Hugged me? And she brought me there, to… Her room. That’s when she told me where that was, and… Apologized. It just…”
“It doesn’t make sense?” I murmur.
“It makes too much sense.” Dominic sighs, flicking the vial onto it’s side. “What if she’s playing me? Using my grief to make me second guess myself. What do I do with that…?”
“Have you spoken to William?” I frown, watching Dominic’s eyes flicker up to me.
“Can’t say I have.”
“Call a meeting, idiot.” I grumble, pushing away from the table. “You, me, William, Sarah. No one else.”
“Uh…” Dominic stares after me, “okay?”
~~~
“Have I made it clear,” William grumbles as I close the door behind me, “that I don’t want to be here?”
“Crystal.” I grumble, throwing the lock on the door before stalking across the boardroom to the other door, locking it as well. “I don’t care. You have to be here.”
“Fuck you, too.” He sighs, folding his arms across his chest and curling into his chair as I take my place before a small electronic pad embedded into the tabletop.
“I’m not too keen on being here, either.” Sarah admits after a moment, tapping her fingers on the tabletop. “Cole could slip at any moment, and we could be there to --”
“No, we couldn’t.” I shake my head. “Dominic won’t kill her if he doesn’t have to.”
Sarah’s head whips towards the man seated at one of the ends of the long table, “he what?!”
“I have my reasons.” Dominic murmurs. 
“Do fucking tell!” Sarah raises her voice.
“We’ll get there.” I speak over her, tapping at the tab to make sure the projection rising up from the center of the table is responding properly. “If we don’t build up to it properly, neither of you are going to believe it.”
“I barely believe it.” Dom mutters, turning from the projection, “Give me five minutes, I’ll be back on the side of disbelief anyway.”
“If only you morons would talk to each other,” I murmur under my breath, quickly scrawling out the word Cole on one side of the pad, while the word Saint joins it on the other.
“Split personalities?” Sarah frowns at me, glancing down from the projection, “is that what you’re going to argue?”
“No.” I shake my head, adding under Cole’s side of things, the word eyes, accent, and personality. 
“Oh, wow,” William scoffs, “she has eyes.”
“What color are her eyes?” I ask, “Anyone?”
“Blue.” Sarah and Dominic say, at the same time as William answers, “Green.”
“They’re blue.” Sarah answers, “A pretty distinct blue, at that, there’s no green in them.”
“They’re green.” William rolls his eyes, “I should know, she stared at me for five minutes last week monologing at me.”
Under Cole, I write blue eyes, no accent, and chatty personality. Under Saint, I write green eyes, Mercurian accent, monologing personality. Then, I sit back, and stare up at what we have in front of us, my eyes only deviating to the other three people sitting around the table, waiting for someone to say anything.
“This… Is presuming,” Sarah says, softly, “that those are not the same entity, yes? And not just Cole… Putting on a persona to mock us with?”
“Yeah…” William murmurs, “I know so many people who pause to put in colored contacts just to fuck with them… Her eyes were blue at the bar. They were green when she attacked me, that night. No accent at the bar, an accent in my living room. Chatty at the bar… Disinterested in anything other than beating the shit out of me.”
“And,” I add, leaning forward again, “when she was dressing you down, last week? She referred to Cole like she was someone else, didn’t she?”
“Insanity explains this better than…” William sighs, “whatever you’re going to suggest.”
“I thought you were just talking shit,” I say, “when you were kicking the shit out of her, after that fight. Sainted bitch, I think you called her? And I was more concerned with how awful you two were acting, towards a woman who wasn’t legally guilty.”
“We said she was guilty,” Dominic murmurs, sounding as though he has something disgusting he’s trying to spit out, “that made her guilty. That’s how it works here.”
“When we were trying to figure out where she had come from,” I turn directly to Dominic, “do you remember the 2 cases I knew of?”
“Some… Girl who died fucking around in a shuttle?” He shrugs, “And, uh… Some… Oh.”
“A Saint from Mercury.”
“The Saint,” I correct him, reaching up to rub at my forehead, “from Mercury, who had the powers consistent with what we’ve seen Cole doing. Teleporting, mostly, but the healing, too. If I had just…” 
“The pieces have been in front of all of us,” Dominic argues.
“You haven’t had all of them,” I sigh, giving my head a hard shake, hesitantly writing out a name on the electronic pad, “it doesn’t matter. It’s too early for blame… The Saint in question…”
“Abaddon?” Sarah frowns.
“The Saint of Light.” I say, softly, “She was a member of a… Religious terrorist cult? The specifics of it have been lost to time, but if you spend enough time on Mercury, you will hear about the stain on Prospera’s early history. The cult originated there, and it was… Small, at first, three members for most of its early years. It wasn’t until later on that… Things started to spiral.”
“Spiral… How?” William frowns, turning fully toward the table.
“A lot like how they are, now.” I sigh, scribbling, kill count, in the middle of the page. “Ritual killings, the razing of entire communities… So much death. But never 100% of a given population, they never killed every last person. It was always… About some kind of struggle, though none of it ever made sense to me.”
“She left 3 people alive in the hospital she hit.” Dominic murmurs. “All of them, every single one, watched some heinous things happen around her.”
“Maybe they got lucky?” William suggests.
“She told every single one of them to remember.” Dominic shakes his head.
“So…” Sarah sighs, “How does a 500 year old stochastic terrorist acting on behalf of some chosen God figure fit into this mess?”
“The reason the cult fell apart at all,” I murmur, scribbling a name at the bottom of the page.
“Emilia?” Sarah frowns. “Emilia who? What's her family name?”
“No one remembers.” I shake my head, “She's not a heroic figure, she's just the turncoat who balked at the Purge of Prospera and betrayed the rest. She gave up the location of their hideout, then vanished. No one ever saw her again.”
“The rest of this is based on rumor, isn't it?” William hums, and I have to admit to raising an eyebrow at him.
“Mostly.” I admit, “As a member of the group, they all have up their names in favor of new ones, an older tradition they jacked for their own purposes. Emily became Aabria, Saint of Death. Her powers aren't well known, but all of them had powers, the point was their perception of Ascendeds as… Punishers, I guess.”
“I’ll bite, then,” William sighs, “What do the rumors about some 500 year old terrorist have to do with any of this.”
“We have several surviving reports,” I explain, leaning back in my chair as I do, “of the confirmed killings of members of the Saints of the Ascendants. With the exception of the very last one, after Emily turned on them, none of them took.”
“What…?” Dominic frowns, sitting up in his chair, “What do you mean, none of them took?”
“Those reports had to face down the fact that the bodies of the deceased would return, sometimes as soon as a week later, walking, talking, and murdering.” I explain, pausing to circle Emily’s name. “We may not know much about her power, but we know she chose to be the Saint of Death. No one ever found her, no one confirmed her death, no one has any idea what happened to her… Is it too much to believe that, after seemingly bringing her allies back from the dead again and again, she did it…”
I draw two lines from the circle, up to Cole and Abaddon.
“One last time?”
The room is silent. There’s a lot of shit to digest, and Dominic and I share a long glance with one another in the quietness that follows.
“Who’s Holly?” William asks, throwing me for a loop.
“Holly?” I frown.
“Holly.” He nods. “When I… Woke up, Cole seemed to be… Arguing with herself. At one point she said… Something like, ‘dont talk to Holly like that.’ Is there a Holly anywhere in the story?” 
“There’s…” I reach up and scratching at the back of my neck, “A Holland… But, if there were 3 of them… Maybe…”
“Earth to Ainsley?” Sarah murmurs, “Who was Holland?”
“Holland was the name Abaddon was born with,” I frown, adding it to the top of the document and drawing lines between the names as I continue, “I’d assumed that Emily had done a favor for an old friend, but… Maybe what actually happened… Is that Abaddon managed to trick Emily into thinking she had… Reformed? Or forgotten her murdering ways. Maybe Emily, worried her new friend would turn into an enemy, had wanted to send her back so she would die as Holland instead…”
“Where’s Cole come into this?” Dominic frowns.
“Just another fragment of Abaddon’s soul?” William shrugs.
“We don’t think so.” I sigh.
“Then what do… You…” William murmurs, his eyes falling from the document to the table. I’m just about to prod him for whatever thought has come to mind, when he murmurs, “Nicholas.”
Sarah visibly winces in her chair, but says nothing.
“How’d you…?”
“The questions she was asking me, that night, at Hingeless.” Will continues, his face cringing at a memory he doesn’t seem likely to share, “She… They?”
“She.” Dominic murmurs, extending the bottle from his hand out to his cousin.
As he examines the small vial, William continues, “She was asking me about us. About me, about ALT… Abaddon referenced Cole as my cousin… I thought she was just fucking with me, but… Yeah.”
“You’re all full of shit.” Sarah sneers across the table at all three of us. “How dare you, how dare any of you talk about --” 
“Sarah,” Dom murmurs, “she was our family before --”
“I LOVED HIM!” Sarah shouts over him, pushing herself out of her chair and slamming her hands against the table. “The person he was. Always chasing in his big brother’s shadow, never knowing when enough was enough, when to give up. The nerve of any of you to defile the memory of our dead loved one in the search for answers about an incredibly difficult situation, to suggest that he, she, whatever pronoun they would have wanted, would be involved in this, this horrific fucking --”
A small bottle rolls into Sarah’s finger tips. She shoots a glare that could genuinely kill a dead man a second time at William.
“Read it.” Will says, not meeting her eye. 
With shaking hands, Sarah lifts the dusty vial to her face. Very slowly, and looking entirely unconvinced, she lowers it back to the table.
“Ask me where I found it.” Dominic whispers. 
Sarah’s arms have begun to shake, though I couldn’t guess at the emotion fueling the action, as she whispers, “Dominic. Truth. Where did you find it?” 
“Nick’s old room.” He answers immediately.
Tears begin to roll down her cheeks.
“Ask me who told me it was there.” Dominic murmurs.
“No.” Sarah whimpers. “No, no, no.”
“Ask me who --”
“The TRUTH.” She shouts, the command hitting William and I just as strongly as it must Dominic, “Who told you where it was?!”
“Cole.” Dom answers, softly. “She apologized for not telling me, before she…”
“FUCK!” Sarah shouts, smashing the bottle into the tabletop, and promptly bringing her bloody hand up to shield her face as she begins to sob.
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As I mount the final step upward, I feel a small tingle roll down my spine. 
It’s inexplicable, really, that shiver; The building has been evacuated, per our orders and despite the protests of the owner, and every window and door has already been gone over to ensure it’s closed. With the power to the building cut, the cool air of winter has begun to beat out the residual heat still clinging within the walls, but it is by no means cold. I am alone, at least for the moment, and yet I feel watched, by more than one pair of eyes, if that makes any sense.
“Everyone in position?” Dominic’s voice registers through my ear. He’s taken the most dramatic position, standing in the center of the ring where the four of us first ambushed Cole.
“Yup.” William murmurs, sounding as though he hasn’t gotten over being sent to an empty bar. “I’ve gone ahead and prepared a drink for her, too.”
“Yes.” Sarah replies, then, her voice slightly muffed by the scarf she must have wrapped around her face, having taken up a post roughly equidistant between each of the three locations. She doesn’t say anything else.
“Just about.” I murmur, allowing myself a moment of levity as I push open the door to Cole’s apartment. “Someone turned off the power, so the elevators aren’t working. Can you believe that?”
“Very funny.” Dominic sighs, “Remember, the first thing you do if you see her is call out, and attack. If we’re lucky, Abaddon won’t worry too much about the rest of us and just focus on who ever is in front of her.”
All three of us answer in the affirmative, then let our comms go dark. The last thing we want is for someone, anyone, to be mid sentence when this starts. Instead, all of us fall silent, all of us presumably still on our feet, perhaps with the exception of William. All that’s left to do is wait for her to pick a target.
It might not be tonight, that’s something we’ve had to contend with. We’re fairly sure she’s been watching us all, keeping tabs on our movements, waiting for a moment to strike. The shivers that have been running down our spines, all of us have felt them, and all of us are sure we know who the cause is. Frankly, who else could it be, with it happening as often as it has.
It’ll be tonight, I think. There’s a feeling my bones, as I ease the apartment door shut behind me and allow my eyes to adjust to the limited light be cast by the moon. It’s hard to describe, exactly, the vibration that runs through me every so often, that… Warning that something is coming. It’s not far off from how I imagine a rabbit might feel, when it knows a wolf is lurking somewhere nearby. 
Something behind me suddenly shifts, and I drop down just in time to watch a row of black, piercing shades fly through the area where my head had been a moment ago. I wait, poised, prepared for any further movement, but none seems to come. Rather than remain crouched, I push myself back up to my feet, scanning the room around me. The spikes that had been aimed at my skull have disappeared, never having connected with anything, and no one has appeared in their stead.
“Got some movement here.” I murmur. “No sighting.”
“Same.” Sarah says after a moment’s pause. “Moving some civilians who ignored the cordon.” 
“I’ve got nothing.” William sighs.
“Nothing here, either.” Dom grumbles. “High alert, everyone. She clearly knows.”
“What do I know?” A saint’s voice murmurs in my ear, and I whirl around with my fist cocked. There’s nothing behind me.
“Hearing voices.” I murmur, less to myself than to the people listening in.
“What voices?” She says, her voice vaguely behind me, though there is no one behind me when I turn, again. I keep my right arm back, as I wait for any sign that --
A floorboard creeks behind me and to my left. I throw my left arm backwards, catching someone in the cheek and sending them whirling away from me. When she turns to me again, her dark brown hair whipping in the low light, she sneers at me with almost blindingly bright golden eyes. Where my elbow caught her in the cheek, a small trickle of blood begins to wind down the side of her face, though it’s quickly met by a shadow that pushes it back.
“Why ruin my fun?” Abaddon sneers at me.
“Contact.” I murmur, and immediately throw my right fist forward. 
A burst of flame leaves my hand, and almost as soon as it has, Abaddon disappears back into her shadows. I hold my breath, listening to three voices mark what I’ve said, waiting for the attack I know is coming. 10 seconds, 20 seconds, 30 seconds go by, and I do not let my guard down. That is the only reason, when a spike of black springs from the wall, I am ready to pivot my body out of the way, the spike barely catching the flap of my jacket and tearing into it. 
The spike hasn’t dissipated when a firm blow lands on the back of my head, staggering me forward, but not distracting me from kicking backward and catching my attacker on the shin before she can disappear. When I spin to face her, I do so throwing my momentum into a punch that catches her on the chin, bruising my knuckles and barely knocking her back. She’s eager to throw an attack my way, but it comes in the form of spiked claws emerging from the tips of her fingers. I allow myself to dip backwards and throw a burst of fire outward, forcing her to back into the wall and catching her off-guard as my fire catches her on the stomach.
“You’re quite talented,” Abaddon hums, a shade already creeping up her form to ease the wound to her stomach. “A fellow Mercurian?”
Rather than reply, I strike forward again, this time allowing the flames generated over my hand to catch my skin. When I land a strike to the side of her leg, I scorch both her pant leg and the skin of her leg, eliciting a small curse. I’m about to kick out at her again when a shade wraps around my ankle and drags me backwards, creating space between Abaddon and I. I extend my arm back behind me, ready to condense my soul into a shape, only I pause when I see my opponent’s eyes sparkling when she notices.
“Ainsley, is it not?” Abaddon hums as she rolls her head from side to side. “New to the planet, and so new to non-artificial gravity. The artificial thing is always a bit heavy handed, isn’t it? I’ve found the real gravity of earth to be quite refreshing, although I could do without all the --”
“Do you ever shut up?” I sigh, reaching my hand back and coaxing my soul into the shape of a familiar broadsword.
“Excellent.” My opponent smiles. “A true fight, and a good warm-up for the others.”
I don’t waste my breath and, instead, use my free hand to grab the back of a beat-up old couch and heft. She’s not wrong, on Mercury that kind of effort wouldn’t send the couch flying quite so far, wouldn’t force her shadows to have to slash through it in order to stop her from hitting it. I advanced on her while her focus is split, shooting a quick flame directly at her that forces her to twist out of the way. I very nearly catch her with a downward slash, aimed at catching her on the opposite shoulder. 
Instead, she reaches up, angling her palm so that my blade barely begins to cut into it before she pushes it away. I allow my sword to falter from existence, using the momentum from my attempt to slice into her to instead throw my elbow at her face. I catch her, but my overcommitment means catching a slice across the stomach from those claws of hers, forcing me to back up. She doesn’t immediately pursue me, allowing me a brief moment to regroup.
The room around us is quickly beginning to burn. My attempts at burning her have, predictably, started to affect the area around us, but it’s a heat I’m well used to. Abaddon, on the other hand, looks mildly concerned and equally intrigued, and I can tell immediately that she picked me for a reason. Only, I realize too late that that reason is because fires make shadows.
Abaddon lowers her arms to her sides and tilts her chin towards the ceiling, leaving herself entirely vulnerable. There’s absolutely nothing I could do to capitalize on it, however, as spike after spike, 5, 25, 50, launch out of the flames around me. All I can focus on for the moment is dodging where I can, summoning my sword back to protect my chest and my head, and surviving. I catch the odd view of the woman lazily trying to kill me, her smile waning with each passing second that I continue to breath, until eventually the shades retreat back into the flames around us, and Abaddon holds my gaze.
“Impressive.” She murmurs, “All that effort and… What, a couple of scrapes?”
“Some pokes, too.” I gasp, my breaths coming hard and fast, unanswering to my attempts to slow it down.
“You are impressive. I can see why Cole took such an interest in you,” Abaddon taunts me, a dark spike flying from over her shoulder in an attempt to catch me off-guard, “she does seem so fast to fall for the people who can hurt her the most.”
“Yeah,” I huff, gripping my sword more tightly in my hands after deflecting the spike, “you wouldn’t know anything about that.”
“You’re right, I wouldn’t.” She smiles, quite broadly, “It wasn’t this version of me who convinced her to attempt this, and it wasn’t me who twice tried to choke the life out of her. You’d have to ask after her dear old brother.”
I don’t have time to wonder how Dominic might be feeling about that, if he even heard her say it, because the last word has barely left her mouth before she disappears into the shadows herself. A flash of heat appears behind me, and I swirl in place just in time to catch the palm of her hand on the flat face of my sword, stopping the point of her middle-most claw just centimeters short of the bridge of my nose. I twist her hand down, pulling myself back as she slashes forward with her other hand, cutting into my cheek and just above my eye. As more of my blood begins to leave my body, I begin to wonder just how far off my backup is.
There’s no time to find out. As she moves in to slash at me with both sets of her claws, I angle my blade and stab out at her, forcing her back and a flash of annoyance crosses her face, as though she’s surprised I tried something like that.
“Uh, hey, Cole?!” I call out, pausing to kick some burning furniture out of my way as I angle my back towards the door, eyes firmly on Abaddon. “Anytime you feel like some inside help, babe, I’d really appreciate it!”
“Do not meddle in things you don’t understand!” My opponent shouts, a wave of shade washing towards me, slamming into my chest and bashing me through the door, into the hallway. 
My first thought is that it’s considerably cooler out here. My second thought is that if I don’t get to my feet, the spikes about to spring from the ceiling aren’t going to be the fun kind of acupuncture. 
I roll out of the way, wincing against the pain left in my shoulder from being slammed through a door, and force myself to my feet. A quickly glance back into the apartment tells me Abaddon hasn’t decided whether I intend to flee or not, and I’m more than happy to utilize her hesitation to break out into a sprint back to the stairwell I came from. I don’t worry too much about the spikes bursting out of every surface as I run, I just worry about outpacing them, doing my absolute damnedest not to get caught in the --
Abaddon slams into me from the side. I’m not sure what shadow she came from, but she hits me hard enough that my feet completely leave the carpet, the only thing that stops me from slamming into the floor is the fact that my shoulder hits the elevator doors, instead. It lasts barely a second, before she pulls me back away from the solid steel and slams me right into it a second time. My head is ringing as she snarls, “What did you do?!”
I don’t answer, taking the fact that she’s holding me by the flaps of my jacket as an invite to reach out and smack her across the face, my knuckles protesting the direct contact even as wisps of smoke dance off of Abadon’s cheeks. My left hand, feeling left out, starts to reach up, only it doesn’t get very far before my opponent, my attacker, reels me in from the elevator door and then casts me directly back into it, driving the air from my lungs. I think part of why my head feels so fuzzy is that, each time, my head whips back into it, too.
“I asked you a question!” The supposed saint growls again, “What did you do? How did you reach her?!”
“Is that what I did?” I wince, happily taking the chance to whip my head forward and slam it into her nose. Her grip on my jacket breaks, allowing me the respite of not being held in place, but taking that respite right out from under me as my legs refuse to bear my weight at first. Thankfully, I have time to get my feet under me as Abaddon’s shades work on repairing the damage I did to her nose.
“I’m beginning to like you the least.” Abaddon sneers, but she’s barely got the last word out of her lungs when I slam my weight into her, paying her back for tackling me a moment ago. Her feet briefly leave the ground as I dig my shoulder into her midsection, though it only lasts as long as my own feet are on the ground -- Something which the staircase helps to solve, causing the pair of us to tumble forward. 
“Damn.” I wince, my hand shaking as I push myself up from the pile Abaddon and I fell into on the landing between levels. My reprieve only lasts for a moment before she wraps her hands around the lapel of my jacket and whips me down the second half of the staircase. Since I don’t think anyone appreciates that, I grab ahold of her wrists and drag her with me when she intends on letting me go.
“I definitely like you the least.” She sneers, while I do my best to shake the cobwebs that taking two falls down a flight and hitting the back of your head on most of the steps tends to put into your skull. 
“Hey,” I sigh, as I sit myself up, then push myself unsteadily to my feet, “the feelings mutual, Abby.”
The sound she makes at that comes directly from her gut, as her eyes widen and her brow drops, and she growls at me. There are no words to the noise, to the anger that she feels, there is only the rage that’s probably always bubbling under her surface, no matter how hard she tries to project otherwise.
When she hits me this time and we head down a third flight of stairs, we clear the steps entirely. My back slams into the wall of the landing, a crack filling the stairwell as some of the concrete gives way to my spine. I manage to (mostly) stop my head from banging into the wall, but Abbadon’s clawless hands grip the lower half of my face and squeeze. For a moment, I’m convinced she’s going to render me mute by breaking my jaw before she tries to kill me, but before she makes it to that point, she snarls once more, “You know?! HOW, how do you know?”
“Mercurian, remember?” I gasp through the pain, watching as her eyes flood with rage once again. 
I strike out, as hard as I can, and punch her flat in the sternum, flames bursting outward from the contact. Something cracks, although I’d bet it’s my hand before I’d wonder if I broke some part of her, and Abaddon has barely finished letting out a wale before she tosses me, once again, this time over the railing and directly down the well. My back smacks into the floor, a floor and a half below, and as all the air leaves my body at once, I find myself thankful for having fallen down those earlier stories.
With the kind of speed only a teleporter can posses, Abaddon is over me in a moment, her hands wrapping around my throat and squeezing. Airless as I had already been, my vision begins to swim as I reach up, gripping at her wrists and trying fruitlessly to push her hands away. She says nothing, her bright, furious eyes the only thing that makes any kind of sense to me, that pierces the fog quickly coming over me. With the only effort remaining in my body, I cough out, “Cole.”
“You think she can save you?” Abaddon snarls, her words leaving the face of someone I had thought much too kind for that kind of noise. “She cannot even help herself, the pathetic, lowly rat, she has barely begun to stir at --”
The pressure on my throat disappears. I do my best not to cough and wheeze, trying to force my body to obey me in calmly regaining the air it had lost. As my vision clears, I watch as Abaddon slowly backs away from me, staring at her open hands. She seems to be straining to close them seems to be doing her damnedest to win a battle with someone I cannot see. 
Abaddon turns, bursting out the front door.
I let my head drop back onto the floor, and let a whimpering sigh escape my lips in the form of, “Fuck.”
“Ainsley?” William’s voice reaches me, his breaths short and quick.
“I’m… I’m okay.” I gasp, my lungs still aching. “I… I think I got her? Cole, I think I got Cole.”
“Great news!” Dominic’s voice makes it through to me. “I’m not much further away.”
“How’re you doing?” Sarah asks, after a brief pause.
“I’m, uh…” I wince as a spike of pain greets my attempt to sit up, watching the fire spreads out on the floors above me as I collapse onto my back, “Doing… Real hot.”
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“No, no, no.” I whisper to myself, stepping back from the annoying fireweaver who I had attempted to strangle, simply trying to force my hands to close. Yet, every time I try to force my fingers to move, every time I squeeze them be it in the air or around a throat, they refuse to move.
Is something wrong?
“YOU.” I hiss as the cold air stings my skin and the blare of the moonlight reflecting off of the snow hits my eyes, the heat from the inside of the building pouring off of me as though I had been on fire rather than the building. “What are you doing?”
Nothing.
“LIAR!” I shout, an angry snarl forming on my lips as I pace about the small field in front of our former apartment building. “How dare you, after everything we’ve done for you, after --”
I thought I had sacrificed a lot for you?
“Oh, please,” I roll my eyes so hard my head lulls back, “you know as well as I do that I was merely playing on Holland’s base sentimentality. Your sacrifices were merely choices you made going poorly for you. You have no right to cling to the things I said to her in order to get my body back, least of all given your attempts at sabotaging me.”
None at all? She hums, appearing in front of me after a moment, a vague blue shimmer surrounding her, arms crossed over her chest, “Move your hands, then.”
I try to ball them into fists, but my fingers refuse to do as I tell them. As I sneer at her, she stares back at me, an emotionless glare on her face -- Her eyes do not leave me, but she is careful to suppress any emotion she might be feeling. It’s such an irritating thing to do, such a childish way of showing how she feels, I would smack her if I could.
“You petulant little --” I growl.
“Shit?” A man’s voice calls out from the frigid darkness surrounding us. When I locate the source, I find a familiar void approaching me. He has on what appear to be a pair of dark dress slacks, a long coat wrapped around his upper body, off-white hair tucked under a cap. “I assume that’s what you were going to say. And you must have been saying it to me, because… I don’t see anyone else around. And I know you weren’t talking to my cousin like that.”
“His what?” the annoyance in my skull murmurs.
“Don’t get sentimental.” I glower at her, “They don’t actually care about you, they just want to use you to solve a problem they can’t handle on their own.”
“I’d beg to differ.” The man called William says, reaching up and unbuttoning his jacket. “I think Cole has been put through plenty by all of us, you included. Whatever she wants, I think she’s earned it from us.”
“You know,” I sigh, reaching up and rubbing a forearm across my face, “when I told you to ruminate on our conversation, when I said it’d be a shame to kill someone who wasn’t there, I must admit I wasn’t hoping you would arrive as some sentimental loser.”
“Then I guess it’s a good thing it was never your choice.” He says, shrugging his jacket off of his shoulders and allowing it to crumble to the ground. A thin, light dress shirt appears to be all he wants protecting him from both the cold and myself, his arm extending and his fingers wrapping around the shaft of a quickly forming axe. 
“Hey, look at him,” the bluish spirit next to me smirks, “using his hands like that.”
“Are you going to hang there throughout all of this?” I sneer at her.
“Nope.” She smiles, immediately vanishing back into my head. This is a much better seat.
“Good.” I sigh, allowing my own weapons to form from the tips of my fingers, “you’re less distracting there.”
Am I? She replies, an awfully suspicious smile presenting in her voice.
It isn’t until William swings his axe at me for the first time, when I reach up to cross my claws and stop it, that I realize what she’s done; I have no claws. She’s stopped them from manifesting, altogether. The last-second realization forces me to step into the shade, quickly returning to a spot a few feet back. William’s axe has struck the ground, but he’s already begun to turn, pivoting his axe around him in a neat arc aimed right at my midsection.
I commandeer a few shades, bidding several of them to reach up and block the axe from conversing with my midsection. Many of my shadows are obliterated by the axe head, unable to maintain their shape against the momentum behind his swing. Enough survive, even if only just, to stop the axe from making it’s way to me entirely, but those two wilt away once their jobs are done. I bit a new selection, then, to jolt forward; a dozen or more spiked shapes, all jutting out from the ground with a single spot in focus. 
They move much slower than I expect them to. William seems to nonchalantly observe the danger around him and simply step out of the way, the spikes suddenly speeding up as they stab at the air he had left vacant behind him. I reach out, calling on more shades, slicing out with my arm and ordering my shadows to follow that trajectory, whilst a special shadow travels up from behind Will. Most of them obey, though they once again move more slowly than I expect them to, but as long as I can keep him fairly stationary…
“You can’t win, you know.” I smirk, watching as the shape behind him draws nearer.
“That’s fine.” William smiles, “I’m not here to beat you.”
“Pathe --” I begin to speak, satisfied in the knowledge he’ll be dead in a moment, only for my mouth to speak without permission, “WILL, duck left.”
He does so, without hesitation. I can only assume his reasoning for listening to that voice is down to the accent or the cadence, but I cannot be certain. All I can say for sure is that the spike aimed at the back of his neck barely misses, thanks to a rebellious spirit. I have to force myself not to scream at the insolence.
“I really don’t have time for you.” I hiss to myself, refocusing myself on the man in front of me. I decide to stagger my attacks, starting with a blunt attack that comes from behind him and catches him on the shoulder, then another that comes from his left and catches his leg, all while an spiked attack from the front demands his attention from me, and the use of his powers. Without time to figure out exactly how his ability to dilute time works, I take the victory that forcing him to stumble is and slam myself forward, catching him in the shoulder and knocking him to the cold ground.
He moves to swing his axe at me, but a shade reaches up and wraps around the neck to pull it back to the ground. The same happens when he tries to swing at me, each of his limbs quickly being restrained as I place my boot on his throat. It takes me a moment, between the stress of running my overclocked body for so long and the necessity of using my powers so often, for me to catch the breath I need to speak clearly as I press more of my weight into his throat.
“Is that all?” I hiss, curling my nonfunctional hands into my stomach as I lean forward. “Truly, that’s all you have? I had hoped that fighting you would leave less to be desired than speaking with you, but it seems --”
I remove my boot from under his chin long enough to kick him across the face, bruising his cheek and drawing a pained wince from him. 
“-- that you are the preeminent nothing. A leech on the back of those who care for you, a blight on the record of those who fight besides you.” I sigh, forcing my features back into a neutrality as I straighten my back and stare down at him as I draw a shade upward and form it to a spike above his chest. “You will similarly marr the embrace of God, but at least you will no longer stain His earth with your --”
Footsteps! Cole calls out in my mind, surely an attempt to distract me. Behind us!
I cannot stop myself from listening for the crunching on the thin layer of snow on the ground that I’m sure would be there, even as I remain certain my specter is lying. Only, there is a crunching, a decent ways off but getting closer by the moment, and it distracts me just long enough for the Kavah boy to free one of his arms. Presumably using his power, he quickly draws his axe back into reality, and swings it upward at me. I stumble backwards, stunned at the clarity of my reflection in the spirit blade that barely misses the tip of my nose, the neutrality I had worked back onto my face melting into a frown.
The faltering of my concentration allows William to break free from the rest of my shades, each of which were awaiting any instruction. As he scrambles back from me, I find my footing under myself, and begin to move to put my boot back on his throat. I pause when my ear catches the whistling of an object approaching me quite quickly, turning and bidding a shadow to reach up to catch whatever it might --
I’m slightly too slow, my shade wrapping around the object and squeezing it to a stop seconds after the blunt end of it has smacked into my forehead. As the force of it causes me to stumble back, nearly losing my footing as my heel hits a patch of ice hidden beneath the snow, my mood deteriorates further. Moving beyond the anger I’d felt towards another group of do-gooders trying to stop me from reclaiming God’s graces, a specific ire begins to build in my chest, crawling up my throat as though a physical bile, and it takes a good bit of effort on my part not to scream out. As I move my head back to identify the threat quickly approaching me, I instantly recognize the figure storming towards up from the street.
“Oh, look,” I sneer as my shadow tosses the little stick to the side, “brother dearest has arrived. Will he save the day or try to kill you yet again, I wonder.”
I guess we’ll find out.
“So we shall.” I agree with her, once more trying to force my fingers to do my bidding, only to find that my guest has not relinquished her hold over them. Thus, it’s with a sigh that I leave William on the ground and turn my attention to someone who might actually pose a threat to me. As I turn to meet him, the staff on the ground beside me evaporates, reappearing in his hand, where he promptly throws it at my head again.
This time, though, rather than catching it, I simply bat it out of the air before it can get close to me. As it clatters to the ground, I move past it, eager to intercept him before he can get too close to the man on the ground, whom I am bidding my shadows to bother while I focus on Dominic, and make this an unfair fight. The eldest Amaranth child and I are just about at one another when a whistling catches my ear again, and I turn to move my head out of the path of my newest opponents toy stick, only to have it catch me in the back of my shoulder and roughly spin me back towards the man before me.
While my balance remains off, Dominic slams the palm of his hand into the side of my head, just above my eye. The pain that registers is rather minor in the face of the building ire I feel for this group, and I strike out through the shadows, aiming to catch him in the stomach. He slips to the side, pauses for a reason that isn’t immediately clear to me but which clarifies as his fucking stick slams into the back of my knee, then strikes out again, this time slamming his palm into my collarbone. As I stumble backwards, my breaths coming even more raggedly than they had a few moments prior, I am unable to stop the frustrated scream that bursts from my chest. 
I put the full force of my anger into skewering Dominic. From every possible angle, from the shadows cast across the ground, from the shades cast from the fire burning within the building behind us, I direct as many spikes his direction as I physically can. I lose count somewhere after 50, after his dumb little stick gets in the way of most of the attacks, after he moves a sheet of ice from the ground up to intercept an entire wave, and after whatever makes it past those he simply slides out of the way off. 
By the end of the onslaught, sweat is dripping down my face and my mouth hangs wide as I gasp for air and my fucking hands still not responding to what I demand of them. Yet, this fucking asshole has a single slash across his upper left arm. One. His breathing is heavy, his hair falling out of that obnoxious bun of his, and I have made contact exactly once. 
“I’m going to kill him.” I murmur, smacking my hands together in the vain hope that causing them pain will return them to my control. “I’m going to kill them all, I’m going to tear them limb from limb, just for you, Cole, and I am going to smear their blonde across this entire fucking city before I raze it to the ground.”
It’s good to have dreams. She says in my head, quiet enough that I can’t read her tone. Maybe pick some which are more attainable, though?
“And once I have,” I mutter, slamming my hands into one another as I notice the pain makes them easier to control, if not entirely mine, “you and I are going to be come one. You are going to volunteer to fuse with me, if for no other reason than to influence who I kill while I am turning this sinful world to ashes. Believe you me, there is no other way this goes.”
She says nothing.
“We have a mission to accomplish, after all.” I sneer, flexing my fingers through her efforts to stop me. 
This time, I do not hold back. When Dominic tries to throw his staff at me to gain himself from distance, I do not hesitate to slip through the shades and appear behind him, slashing my reform claws across his back and drawing out a pained shout. He whirls, his staff returning to his hand, bringing his weapon down through the space I had occupied moments prior. As I reappear in the same spot, my boot on the tip of his staff and slash my claws across his cheek, he’s forced to abandon his staff, at least for the moment. 
As he moves backwards, staff reappearing in his hands to aid him in blocking my attempts to catch him off guard, I can’t help but sneer at him, “What’s wrong, Dominic? Have you suddenly decided that killing your sister is a bad thing?”
He scowls, but has the good graces to keep his mouth shut. Unfortunately for him, he’s still just distracted enough to be caught off guard when his own shadow reaches up and catches his heel. There’s no surprise that registers on his face, only dismay, as his center of gravity shifts and he begins to fall backwards into the snow. I step in, past his stupid stick, and prepare to plunge my fingers into his chest and rip his heart out.
Things around me slow. For a moment, I think I’m experiencing the moments before Cole gives up and joins me in a vain attempt to stop my hand from killing her elder brother, I believe for a handful of seconds that peace has finally returned to me through His graces. Then, as though taking a casual stroll on a Sunday, William strides up besides us, breathing not quite back to normal and his hair a completely mess. I half expect him to say something, but he instead just lifts his foot and kicks me across the face.
This speed back up, only instead of plunging my hand into Dominic’s chest, the momentum from the kick sends me spinning off to the side, faceplanting in the snow. With my body protesting any continued exertion, with my batteries running low and my anger near boiling inside my skull, I push myself upward, managing to make it back to my feet and stare across the handful of feet between us as Will helps Dom to his feet. I stare across at them, at their single-souled bodies, and wonder if there’s anything I could actually do to make this easier on myself, save convincing the parasite in the back of my head join forces with me. My eyes slip to the side, to a shadow just a step away, and wonder… Would it not be better to fight another day, a different day?
Some warrior of God you are. Cole murmurs in my head. He has delivered upon you the opportunity to exact revenge on the people who have held His grace from returning to you, and you are going to turn away from struggle and strife to find an easier way? Would He not be ashamed of you?
I glance down at my feet, whispering in reply, “What would you know of His will?”
What I’ve learned from being you. She says, sounding more and more like someone who has seen the truth. I’ve begun to understand the error of my ways, the suffering I have sought out not as an… Avenue to growth, but as a… Means of punishment, punishment for an… For withholding the anger I felt for those who would hold me down, for those who would not allow me to grow. I… I have seen Our Light.
“You would join me?” I murmur, lifting my to find the outline of her spirit once more wreathed in blue. “On His path?”
“I already joined you,” she says, a smile gracing our features as she extends a hand to me, “long, long ago, when Holland and I went through with the ritual. It has only been for my own arrogance that I have put off becoming whole for the first time in my life.”
Glancing back and forth between her offered hand and her smiling face, I slowly lift my hand and settle it into hers. For a long moment, neither of us moves, her smiling face allowing my trust in her transformation to bloom, blossoming into a wonderful flower as each of us squeezes the other’s hand. Then, she closes the distance between us, nearly slamming her face into mine, as she whispers, “Your poor God must regret choosing such an arrogant, self-absorbed dumbass to be his best soldier.”
As she slams her boot on the flower of my trust, my vision goes black. 

[bookmark: _kq5lfqc7fl1l]22. Divine Justice
I open my eyes for the first time.
A burning building greets my vision, half the widows already blown out of the larger concrete structure and half of them close to doing so. The flames from within cast long shadows along the snow-covered ground, all of them seemingly stretching out to my feet, longing to greet me. It has just begun to snow, soft white flakes flickering by firelight as they fall to the ground. It is beautiful, and I turn my head to examine the rest of the scene, the muscles in my neck seemingly tensing to keep themselves from moving too quickly
Three figures stand before me when I do. I have to admit, the appearance of the third throws me for a small loop; Only the two, the white-haired wannabe warrior and the dark-haired, stick-wielding jackass who had been confounding me moments prior to my birth. The third, the woman named Sarah who I remember more fondly than the other two, seems to have arrived while myself and I were arguing. All three of them stare in my direction, a weapon in each of their hands, but movement absent from their stances. 
As they seem hesitant to rush me, as they wait for their tiny minds to catch up with what is happening in front of them, I take a moment to instead turning my wandering eyes towards myself. Every muscle in my hand and arm are tense with the energy of moving as slowly as they can manage, lifting the limb into my vision. Two feint shimmers seem to be radiating off of my skin, moving in time with me, a brilliant green so vibrant as to be mistaken for a source of light itself, and a softer, more solid blue, less impressive and yet more than holding it’s own. The two shades seem to meet with my arm in the middle, neither giving way to the other as each asserts an ownership over me.
I flex my hand, watching the muscles straining under the skin. Every flex seems to tear at the lacking muscle, every relaxation granting the shadows under my skin more than enough time to repair any of the damage done to me by the power surging throughout my body. It feels most present in my chest, where I can feel my heart beating faster than I’ve ever experienced, but it’s plenty noticeable in the way pinpricks of power press against my skin, causing a tingling sensation where no numbness is yet present. This body has limits, it would seem, that make it incapable of unleashing itself, and yet the rapid healing capabilities of the shades at my call seem eager to mitigate the punishment I would otherwise encur. 
“Cole?” The woman known as Sarah calls out to me, glancing at the two besides her before she adds, “if that’s you, speak.”
A nerve in my brain tingles with the suggestion, catches it as it’s about to leap to another, and crumbles it before it can spread throughout me. I tilt my head at the sensation, uncertain how I should feel at her using her power on me. An urge screams at me to attack, to tear them to shreds, none of the three could possibly mean any good, while an instinct urges me towards caution, mercy, they all want the best for me. The correct answer lays somewhere in the middle, cloaked in nuance; They mean a part of me well, and another part of me ill. 
It has not occurred to them that anything has changed.
“Cole… Is not here.” I murmur, my voice bursting from my throat, filling the space around us. Each of the three wince, despite the low register I speak at, “Abaddon is not here, either.”
The one in the center, William, takes half of a step back. Whether he has peaced the words together in his head, his instincts are guiding him well. Meanwhile, the other two seem intent on remaining in place, regardless of any danger they might be in. Bravery is to be appreciated, I suppose. 
“Neither are Holland,” I continue, forcing myself to stand up straight even as my back cracks in protest at the motion, “or Nicholas.”
The one on my right, Dominick, tenses his grip on his weapon. For reasons that escape me, I want to pull him into a hug and tear his spine from his back, a contradiction that I cannot seem to resolve. If he should insist upon attacking me, I shall insist on taking a trophy from his corpse. For the moment, though, I’m content to leave him be.
“I am…” I continue, allow my vision to lower to my body, to the feint shimmer surrounding me, “neither of them. I am all of them. I am their dreams, their fears, I am their hopes and their derisions. I am more than they could have ever wished, and less than they could have imagined. I am… Complex… And Simple? A contradiction, to be certain.”
“A-And…” The one who spoke a moment ago, Sarah, speaks again, “And what do you… Intend to do?”
“Intend?” I murmur, the word reverberating against the charring concrete behind me, echoing down the empty street in either direction. “Intend… I… Have a mission. A mission to find the path that… God… Has set out for me. I must follow that path to it’s conclusion, I must meet the God who has for so long now forsaken me, and I must rest control of the universe from His uncaring hands.”
The three on the ground before me take turns meeting each other’s eyes, an uncertainty evident in each of them, though they lack the power of connection that would allow them to communicate without my hearing. It is the one in the middle, then, who seems to ignore his better judgment, his meager axe in hand, and step forward, fingers tensing, grip adjusting. He takes a hard swallow, forces his eyes to meet mine, and says, “This path… Is it the one Abaddon envisioned?”
“Is is similar.” I answer, extending my left arm out and coaxing the blue curves of my souls to manifest a long, smooth shaft reaching upward as a thin, curved, molecule-sharp blade extends outward from the top in the form of a scythe. I turn my attention to my right hand, watching as the green edges of myself form into long, curved claws at the tips of each of my hands. “Abaddon’s thinking, however, was flawed. She believed that it was God’s will that humanity suffer, that your suffering would cause you to learn and grow, that suffering was a means to an end, an end where better, stronger people arise in the absence of the weak who could not themselves withstand God’s lessons.”
“Which… Part of that was wrong?” The man on my right, Dominic, asks after a moment.
“Suffering is not a means to an end.” I explain, my voice soft and yet echoing all the same. “Humans do not learn from suffering, they merely experience it. They learn from the wider context, the surrounding lesson. Suffering exists for it’s own sake, to remind humans that they are fragile, weak, dying little creatures. Who so ever this God is, He shall learn what He has inflicted upon a gracious universe through My divine justice.”
“So, you’ll stop killing people?” Dominic says, his voice hardening by the moment.
“On the contrary.” Though I believe he knows my answer, I reply nevertheless, shifting my scythe so it crosses in front of my body and raising the blades of my fingers up to intersect with the shaft of my second weapon. “I shall kill you all.”
“Yeah,” the man on the right sighs, rolling his shoulders back, “I was afraid of that.”
“The universe shall be razed,” I continue, uncrossing my weapons, as I spread my arms wide, “I shall rebuild it from the ashes, in it’s place shall be a better, more just world. None shall ever fear harm again, none shall feel alone in a sea of people, none shall have to hide who they are.”
“Cole!” Sarah calls out, hefting the hammer that had rested against her shoulder to hold it in both hands. “I know you can still here me. You know this isn’t right.”
“What do you know of right or wrong?” I ask, a scowl bending my features for the first time. “What do any of you know? This building, the people who live here, was it your right to force them from their homes, to burn the building in pursuit of your goals?”
“Our goals were to stop you from killing people!” William shouts.
“And those people, now sent along their way,” I ask, lifting the butt of my scythe from the ground and allowing the shaft to become more of an extension of my arm, “where they all deserving of this defense? Where they all just and kind?” 
“That’s not the point!” Dominic calls out, “The point is that they all have the right to make their own choices, to be right or wrong, and to be held accountable by their community, not put to death by a megalomaniac!”
“I am obsessed with my power,” I feel my face forming a sneer, “only because it alone makes me right.”
“Fine.” Sarah sighs, moving the head of her hammer back into swinging position, “If you won’t stop, we'll have to do it for you.”
“You may try.” I smile, something wonderful bubbling within my stomach. “The result is not in doubt, and it shall be the only truth.”
Each holding their own reason close to their hearts, the trio take their first steps towards me. They rush will all their might, all their strength pushing them forward, and are slow nevertheless. I adjust my stance, putting my left foot forward in the face of an oncoming fight, my scythe ready to reap and my claws prepared to tear. For reasons I do not understand, my mouth makes the sounds, “Ding. Ding.”
I rush forward. The speed at which I move, clearing the small amount of space between my attackers and myself and, in fact, overshooting them in the beat of a heart, surprises even myself. Rather than feel dismayed, a slice of sheer joy unravels within my chest. As the trio turn to face me I move forward again, reaching my clawed fingers forward as I strike out for the throat of the woman on my left.
Faster than I expect, she steps to the side. Although she manages to stop me from reaching into her throat and removing her voicebox, she's not so fast that one of my claws cannot catch her at the very edge of her neck. If not for an odd twitch of my finger, I would have sliced through her interior jugular. As it stands, I must settle for the scream of pain she cuts off while she fights through that pain, battering her hammer upwards against the inside of my bicep.
As Sarah falls to the ground, hammer abandoned to clutch at the side of her neck, I turn towards my next target. Some small thought wriggles at the back of my mind, but I ignore it for the moment, using the momentum of my turn to swing my scythe in an upward cut, fully intending on bisecting the man in the middle. Only the man on my right seems to sense my goal and reaches his arm out, shoving his cousin out of the way, losing the lower portion of his right arm in the process. As his blood sprays across the snow, colors the blade of my weapon, and even splatters against my cheek, I cannot help but smile. 
The thought wriggles once more, more violently now, and although the three before me yet breath, I decide to acknowledge it; I… Am tired? How could I be, with two souls powering my body, rather than one powering while another drains it. How could I be as exhausted as my body tells me I am, how could my muscles ache while my shades are meant to be repairing them -- Where are my shades? Why are they not responding to me?
“Oh.” I murmur, as blood runs down the side of my face. “I have misunderstood. It is the other way around.”
I do not have two souls powering one body. I have one body straining to empower two souls. The tendons in my hands weren't snapping just because of an overwhelming stretch, but an impossible fragility, as well; My body was already struggling to handle the burden I had put it under. The thought in the back of my mind was not a mere annoyance, but a warning.
I am… Unsustainable. 
“Cole?!” Sarah shouts a name at me from my feet, where she still lays. “Help us!”
Something begins to pull at the side of my face. At first, I mistake it as a mere twitch, but it quickly begins to hurt. There’s an intense kind of pain, a burn, or a freeze, a muscle tearing itself into pieces or cramping in on itself. The muscles in the left half of my body, the ones responsible for swinging my scythe, are reporting in that they are all torn to pieces, that there’s nothing left of them and no shade to put them back together, so I try to raise what’s left of my right hand to press against the skin -- Only it doesn’t move to my command, it… It… It isn’t mine?
My vision goes dark.
~~~
I gasp, more in pain than surprise. My entire body is broken; The muscles of my arm, spreading up into my shoulder and down into my core, are minced meat. My legs are only still holding me up because I haven’t moved them in the last few moments, but I can feel them trembling, preparing to give way. My right arm is the only part of me that isn’t completely useless, and I can still barely move it.
COLE! A familiar voice shouts in my ear.
“S-Sarah.” I murmur, my voice straining to make it past the raw sections of my throat. “You… You have to…”
“I… I can’t.” My ex gasps, pressing her hands as firmly into the hole in her neck as she can. “I can’t move.”
HOW FUCKING DARE YOU?! Abaddon screams, her voice cracking.
My eyes scan the immediate area. William is leaning over Dominic, doing his best to apply a tourniquet out one of his own sleeve just above where Dom’s right arm used to be. I can actually see it, the severed arm in question, still twitching in the snow a handful of feet away. If the cut weren’t so clean, if there were anyone here who could use their powers to heal another, be might have it reattached. Instead, he will remember what I did to him for the rest of his life… If he manages to survive tonight.
I certainly don’t intend to.
WE WERE SO CLOSE! The woman in my head cries out, her voice warbling over the sounds of sobs. God’s light, we had it, and you just went and GAVE IT UP?!
“Ainsley?” I murmur, forcing myself to speak ever so slightly louder. “Could she…?”
“Ainsley.” Sarah says, not raising her voice much. “Respond?”
“I’m… Fuck.” The sound of Ainsley cringing dimly reaches my ears, “I can… I’ll be right there. Is everything…?” 
“We have an opening.” Sarah winces, “Killshot.”
Why, why, why, WHY?! Abaddon’s ranting continues, her anger building as she recuperates from me pulling away from her.
Ainsley doesn’t directly reply. Instead, moments after she stumbles through the door, most of her hair barely held in loose ponytail at the back of her head, our eyes meet across the small field. As I mouth the word, ‘hurry,’ at her, the only other thing I can think about is how beautiful she is, even as she stumbles through a few steps, fire beginning to bubble up under her feet to carry her closer to me, as her hair begins to fly out behind her with her loose ponytail deteriorating; she is ethereal. As her sword appears in her hand, as she reels her elbow in and extends her left arm outward, a kind of peace overtakes me.
You unbelievable BITCH! A supposed Saint screams in my ear, How could you do this to me?!
Not everyone is so lucky as to relax into their deaths.
Ainsley’s sword pierces directly through my stomach. The spike of pain the new hole in my stomach emits is quickly drowned out by an overwhelming numbness as Ainsley wraps an arm around my shoulders to keep me upright. I have been in… So much pain, for so long. Emotional pain, physical pain, the numbness is a relief all on it’s own, even as it swallows up the release of knowing the end is near.
“Has anyone…” I gasp through the pain and the exhaustion, “ever told you… You’re gorgeous?”
“Not after I’ve just impaled them.” Ainsley murmurs, an apologetic smile taking over her features.
“I’m glad… I got to meet you.” I wince, my breathing becoming shallower by the moment. “Wish… I could have gotten to know you more… Before it all went to shit…”
“Maybe in your next life?” She sighs, using the arm wrapped around my shoulders to squeeze one of them. “Who knows, maybe you’ve got the lives of a cat? Could have 8 deaths left in you.”
“God,” I giggle, the sound getting cut off by a sharp pain in my stomach; I can only imagine where that’s coming from, “I fucking hope not… Look after them for me?”
She only nods.
No, no, no! Abaddon shouts, her anger, her strength beginning to build.
“We’re not done.” I murmur, the smile evaporating from my face. “We, we need to do…”
“You have a sword through your gut,” Ainsley coos, trying to soothe the panic that’s beginning to grab me, “you’re going to die. Let it come as --”
“I need to be myself.” I murmurs, frantically. “She’s, she’s going to… Any minute, she’ll overwhelm… I need… I need… Dominic?!”
“He can’t help!” William shouts over his shoulder, “He’s barely --”
“Shut up.” My older brother grunts, pushing himself unsteadily to his feet. “We owe her whatever she needs, remember?”
My legs finally give out, just in time for me to wrap my good arm around my brother’s neck, for him to pull me close to him using the only arm he has, thanks to me. It’s… Almost a hug. At least we’ll have that, this time.
“What are we doing?” He asks me.
“Up.” I answer, only having enough left in me for the singular word.
How could you do this?! My friendly Saint begins to rant, and I do my best to drown her out.
Our feet leave the ground a moment later. Dominic has a hard time holding onto me, but I use all the strength I have left in my arm to hold onto him. As we ascend, higher and higher, I let myself rest my head against his shoulder, gently bonking his cheek with my forehead. I can’t tell if it’s just me who begins to shake as the ground gets further away or if it’s only me.
“Dom…?” I murmur as the air rushes down around us.
“Yeah?” My older brother asks.
“You know…” I whisper, my words slurring together from the effort it takes to speak, “I don’t… Blame you.”
“I do.” He replies, his own voice weak from the effort of the night.
“Don’t.” I sigh, my grip on him almost slipping before I manage to pull myself back up. “Should have… Known… Limits.”
“I should have caught you.” Dom replies, the arm around my midsection pulling me closer. “I should have always… Been there.”
“The fall… Didn’t kill…” I shake my head, struggling to keep my eyes open. “Got… Myself… Gored… Was doomed.”
“I should have taken that hit…” He murmurs.
“Should’ve. Could’ve…” I grunt, grimacing mostly at how far away the ground is as I notice my guts spilling out of my gut, “Would’ve. Don’t… Blame your… Self.”
My brother says nothing.
“Love you.” I murmur.
“Love you, too.”
 I push myself away from him, the air quickly beginning to push against me in the wrong direction. I watch, eyes watering, as the image of my brother gets further and further away. I allow my eyes to slide shut, one last breath leaving my lungs as peace draws closer, closer, closer…
I come to a very sudden, very expected stop.
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Somewhere nearby, though I can’t make heads or tails of how far or how near the source is, the sound of running water makes it to my ear. I decide, on the spot, that it must be a roaring river, far enough from me that the roar of water rapidly crashing to the ground registers as a dull, barely there crash. My eyes open when I tell them to, though the brilliant, inky swirls that greet my eyes once again offer no clue as to how right or wrong I might be. It would be nice, I think, to simply lay here and stare at the sky above, as I would think of it, to enjoy the release that I fought so hard for.
“You bitch.” A familiar voice growls next to me. 
With a sigh, I force myself to turn to face her. Abaddon appears to be standing, arms crossed over her chest and scowling as though she’s barely more than an angry child. I suppose, in the end, neither of us really are any more than that. I reorient myself, adjusting my mind to envision myself standing in the empty void around us rather than lying down. I fold my hands in front of me, cock my head to the side, and listen.
“We had everything.” She grumbles, her face seemingly stuck in a perennial scowl. “We had power, we had strength, we had God’s path laid out ahead of us! All you had to do was lean in and not pull away. We could have followed his path, drawn on his wisdom, then struck him down! WE could have been God, WE could have rewritten the universe you find so abhorrent, so depressing, so stifling! Why, why, WHY would you pull away?”
I don’t answer her.
“All that pain,” she hisses, taking a few steps as though she needs to in order to move, “all that anger and fear. Your parents, who would reject you, your siblings who would never understand, your girlfriend would could never give you the support you needed! All that doubt swirling around in your gut about the right way to be a woman, about what choices count as the right ones. You’re not the only one who feels that way, you’re not the only trans person who’s suffering you could have ENDED! Does it mean nothing to you, that you had a solution in the palm of your hand, accessible only to you and I, that you could have extended to all of your trans siblings?!”
“I don’t own their suffering.” I answer, plainly. “It isn’t mine to take away or alter. And giving trans people the option to swap bodies doesn’t solve anything. It would just be another thing other people could monetize, exploit, hold from people they don’t like or --”
“OTHER PEOPLE?!” Abaddon shouts over me. “COLE, YOU COULD HAVE BEEN GOD! WE COULD HAVE ERASED EVERYTHING AND BUILT OTHER PEOPLE DIFFERENTLY!”
“We would have built the exact same person, or handful of people,” I shake my head, “12 billion times.”
“So what?!” She sneers, uncrossing one arm to flip her palm towards the sky in something like a shrug. “The same handful of people, the same person, the world would be better if everyone were able to understand one another, if there weren’t misunderstandings or disagreements that people could kill each other over. If everyone agreed --”
“If everyone agreed, there wouldn’t be humans anymore.” I sigh, “We’d have replaced the people we had been with a hive mind, capable only of making the same meal, writing the same sentences, living the same life over and over --”
“What is so wrong with that?!” She gapes at me, “What is wrong with people having the chance to lead quiet, regular lifes? What is so bad about erasing suffering from the universe, deleting hunger and heartbreak and headaches? I heard us talking, when we were… Whatever she was… We believed suffering was, what, something humans experience for no good reason, not for growth or change but for the sake of reminding ourself how fragile we are?”
“If I had suffered more, the first time,” I explain softly, “I wouldn’t have thought I was invincible. I wouldn’t have had my stomach torn open or been tossed off of a cliff. I would have been somewhere else entirely, or at least been more careful with what I was doing.”
“So you admit that suffering causes growth?” The Saint scowls. 
“No.” I shake my head, “Suffering teaches you nothing on it’s own; I suffered in the same way, day after day. I felt stifled, controlled, isolated and alone. What that suffering taught me was to long for the lives of people who had less food, less shelter, less security, but who I thought had more freedom. The context of my suffering mattered, and all it taught me was that I wanted to suffer in a different way. If I had suffered more, by which I mean other things, I might have made much different choices and we might not be standing here, having this conversation.”
“Did you not suffer plenty of new ways the second time around?” She rolls her eyes, “All the old ways came back, but this time you worried about where you would sleep every night, worried about your next meal and your next paycheck, what form your labor would take and whether someone would exploit it?”
“Not to mention having my body taken from me by force,” I sigh, glancing away from her, “You made me watch myself kill people who didn’t deserve it, made me experience… Sex I didn’t want to, made me feel what it was like to hurt people who I deeply, deeply cared for.”
“And, yet,” the woman with a monster’s snarl for a smile waves her arms around us, “did any of those new kinds of suffering change our actions? Look where we are, look how we got here; Gutted, and dropped to our deaths. Nothing changed, the same outcome from your choices, so what does that say about your view of suffering?”
“That you don’t know how I died the first time.” I sigh, rolling my eyes at her. “The fall didn’t kill me, and neither did the hole in my stomach. What killed me was my collapsed lung, and the blood that I choked on because of it. The second time, at least I didn’t have to experience that. You’re also forgetting a decently large part played in the experience; Yours.”
She rolls her eyes at me, but doesn’t say anything.
“A lot of my new choices were the ones you forced onto me.” I point out, “If you hadn’t lashed out at Will, Sarah and the L-Squad wouldn’t have attacked me in the street. If you hadn’t ambushed her immediately after, the A-Squad wouldn’t have ambushed me after the second fight with Rox, Dominic wouldn’t have tried to kill me, I wouldn’t have hidden away in my apartment for 2 months, and you wouldn’t have had enough time to recover. I would have outpaced you, been able to hold you at bay, even once you convinced Holly to rejoin you. I can’t even begin to guess how things might have gone, but neither of us would be standing here now if not for you.”
“You blame me?” She hisses, “If YOU had listened to me, we could have been GOD by now.”
“We were never going to dethrone your God,” I rolly my eyes. “I don’t even think the guy exists. The universe was born from a series of happy accidents, humans evolved because we got lucky at a few key moments, and I’m guessing our Ascension only happened because curing cancer altered the cells that would have otherwise made us sick into once that instead enhanced our connection with the wider world. No one is ever watching over us, save for the people like Emily who hide themselves away in little hideaways, leading little lives, making decisions that alter the courses of a billion lives without any kind of input from the people leading those lives. She is no more a God than either of us, she is a coward.”
A shiver runs down my spine. Abaddon’s too, I’d guess.
“Take that back.” The woman across from me snarls.
“She is a coward.” I repeat myself anyway.
“We ALL answer to a higher power!” Abaddon yells, “Without a higher power, why would we do anything, why create or destroy, why love or hate?”
“Because life is worth suffering for.” I hum. “And your God isn’t.”
A wordless scream emits from the mouth of the woman across from me, and she rushes me with her hand extended, as though she can use her claws to slash through my chest. The tips of her fingers brush my collarbones rather painlessly. This close to her, I notice the slightest of seams, a small crack running from the top of her left shoulder down across her torso, where a jagged end splits juts back to her left, effectively surrounding her heart. As Abaddon pulls her hand back, staring at it in confusion, I kick out at her foot, knocking her off balance, before I strike out at the crack in her shoulder as hard as I can.
“AH!” Abaddon groans, reaching up in an attempt to hold the left half of her body together, even as my punch has already widen it. In an oddly familiar sight, I watch as she stares at her left hand as it begins to tremble -- Then reaches out and punches her directly across the face, drawing a green fluid from her cheek and splattering it across her face. As she reaches up, her right hand shaking, to press her fingers into the substance, a soft growl quickly turns into a scream, “AHHHH!
Knowing full well how hard I can hit at the moment, I tense my neck and allow Abaddon to headbutt me directly in the face. My nose takes more of the brunt than I expect, and my head whips back slightly, but her getting so close allows me to reach out and grab a hold of her left hand. I quickly kick sweep her feet out from under her, knocking her to her knees, before putting my foot to her throat and pulling on her arm with all of my strength. It takes a decent bit of pulling and quite a lot of screaming before, with a resounding snap, something gives and I spill backwards, a hand still solidly grasping my own.
For a long, long moment, I stare at the third woman who has appeared in the space next to us. She’s the same green I remember, like fresh cut grass blowing in the wind, with the part of her arm and chest that came from Abaddon looking a lot more like mint. Her eyes, my eyes, blink back back at me, as though she’s eternally surprised to see me, surprised I bothered. Ever so softly, her voice steeped in confusion and consternation, she murmurs, “Coco?”
“Holly.” I smile, lifting one of my hands to settle it on her shoulder, “Are you okay?”
“I’m…” She shakes her head, eyes dipping down to our toes, “I’m so sorry. I… It felt so right, in the moment…”
I quickly pull her towards me, wrapping my arms around her shoulders and hugging her tight, “For a minute there, all three of us were the same soul. I know exactly how you felt and… I understand. Your apology is accepted, I’m… So relieved to have you back.”
“Oh, good for you!” the bright green spirit, lacking her arm from the shoulder down, half of her chest, and an entire heart, sneers from where she still lies on the floor, “For both of you! Yippee, even! You’ve been… Reunited in death. You’re still dead.”
Holly breaks from my hug, turning to face the woman she was 500 years ago, the woman she was before she had 5 entire centuries to think, to grow, to be alone and feel it. After a moment, she shakes her head and sighs, “Eat shit.”
I take a step forward and kick Abaddon in the face.
Given the silence that follows, and the unlikeliness that she could die twice, I assume the kick knocks her out.
“Nice form.” Holly smirks.
“Eh,” I shrug my shoulders, “There wasn’t much form there. You could say I struck with reckless abaddon.”
She rolls her head from side to side before shrugging, “Eh. Not your best work.”
“I’ve got time to work on it.” I laugh, glancing back down at the woman on the ground. “I… Guess we all do.”
“A coward, am I?” A deep voice fills the space around us, just before the outline of a woman appears, shrouded in the same void that she always has been.
“Yeah, Emilia.” I answer without a second thought. “Yeah, you are.”
“You didn’t even show up while the bitch was still conscious.” Holland waves at her former self, “That’s coward shit if I’ve ever seen it.”
Emilia glances down at the woman on the ground, letting a long sigh escape her lips after a moment of thought. “Perhaps you are right.”
“Of course we are.” Holland and I say together.
“It is… Hard…” Lady Death admits, her gaze still on Abaddon, “to face the mistakes you have made, the oaths you have betrayed. Even after all this time…”
“Are…” I hedge, uncertain how to approach this, “Are we allowed to ask…?”
“It’s been centuries.” She shakes her head, “I don’t remember why I first joined them, I barely remember my parents’ names. I have not had the benefit of ensconcing myself in the time capsule of my own corpse as Hol-- As Abaddon had.”
“And that makes the people you killed --” Holland begins to ask.
“The people I murdered.” Emilia cuts her off. “You’ll forgive me if I think I’ve tortured myself plenty over my mistakes, if I think I’ve reflected, grown, and atoned for the mistakes I made when I still… Went out.”
“What about this mistake?” I ask, gesturing at Abaddon, Holly and myself. 
“What mistake?” The former Saint of Death seems to frown. 
“Resurrecting Holly and I,” I answer, shaking my head as though it ought to be obvious. “If you hadn’t Abaddon would still be rotting in her body and a lot of people would still be alive.”
“Forgive me if I sound callous,” Emilia hums, a phrase which is always a good sign, “but people die all of the time. Several of the people Abaddon murdered were dying anyway, many from diseases, some from old age. Even Rox would likely have died without her intervention; Blasting his appendix apart caused a chain reaction of illnesses and infections, the doctors and healers could barely identify and treat one before another two had appeared.”
“And his wife?” Holly shakes her head.
“Would have died eventually.” She shakes her head. “Hundreds of millions of people die every year. Hundreds of millions are born. This is the way of life in this universe. The people Abaddon killed, many as the number is for a single person, amount to an rounding error.”
“Yeah,” I grumble, “that’s calloused alright.”
“Should I cry over every soul that makes it way to me?” Emilia shrugs her shoulders, “Hundreds of thousands of people die every day, I would be crying constantly. What happened to Rox, individually, is a tragedy. What happened to everyone Abaddon interacted with is a statistic, a note that the people of Astoria will reference when they talk about the high death toll this year. I have heard at least one person, someone within your orbit, reference the year-to-date number of murders. I am only a steward of their souls, I cannot bend time to hold a memorial service for everyone. Even as I stand here, taking the time to speak with you, thousands more have died.”
“Still…” Holly shakes her head, “not many of those deaths could be attributed directly to you, y’know? Your decision to put us bath in the world, your decision to try at all.”
“True.” She nods her head, “I am responsible, in part, for that rounding error. As are you, Holland, and you, Cole. In the end, any one of us could have made a different choice, resulting in fewer deaths; As an example, If Cole had recovered faster from having her trauma of dying triggered by her brother, as she herself said, Abaddon likely would have a much lower body count. Would you consider her the most responsible party?”
“No.” Holland says.
“Yes.” I murmur.
“None of us should,” Emilia murmurs, reaching out and placing her hand on my shoulder. “I am sorry. That was an example, only. I do not blame you for the grief you felt, not more than I blame Holland for struggling with feeling incomplete all the years she spent with me. The one party who is truly responsible, in the sense of acting with utter malice, is Abaddon herself.”
“I would still call it a mistake.” I sigh, pushing her hands away form me without much care for how gentle I am. “Regardless of who is most responsible, we are still responsible for our parts.”
“Perhaps.” Lady Death nods. “A mistake can still be a learning experience. For my part, I have learned that it is possible to untie a partial soul with a whole one, that the resurrection of that new individual can be successful. I have also learned that a soul, should it be sufficiently stubborn enough, can cling onto it’s corpse and be revitalized by the implant of another soul into it’s body. Although I had not intended to test for it, two whole souls can choose to merge and create… That… Simulacrum.”
“We --” I begin, cutting myself off quickly, “It thought of itself as some kind of divinity. Whether that was Abaddon's religiosity seeping through or… Or the power it possessed influencing its thoughts.”
“A Divine Simulacrum, then.” Emilia nods. “A useful term. I have met many individuals who claimed or believed they possessed the power of a deity, but very few of them possessed the kind of power that I could sense without searching for. Yet, when I located it, the sense of death and decay emanating from it was just as overwhelming, if not more so, than its raw strength.”
“Do… You,” Holland asks, “believe in any God?”
“I obviously did, once.” She explains, after a brief pause. “As I have waited for the attention of one, be it the Christian one we worshiped or another, none has ever arrived. One might assume if someone were influencing every soul immediately after death, any true God would eventually come to investigate.”
“If there are any,” I say after a moment, “Gods, of course, I reckon they're much closer to you than they are to the image Abaddon has in her mind. After all, why would a God come to investigate if there were already one here.”
“I am both flattered,” Emilia hums, “and insulted. You mean well, but whether you speak of a literal God or the idea of one, it is my experience that you inevitably invite conflict; an argument of interpretation, a challenge over power, the attempt to become as a God is. Invoking such a title is to invoke suffering, as you should well know.”
“No kidding.” I murmur.
“No shit.” Holland sighs.
“… I have never been good at ending these conversations.” Lady Death sighs. “I have become worse at it, over time. Holland, you may either rejoin Abaddon in passing, or you may attempt to go with Cole. I leave the choice up to you. I can make you no guarantees.”
“Not even with…?” Holland frowns, glancing at the unmoving saint.
“You reunited with her,” Emily shakes her head, “for a few weeks, after centuries apart. You've spent more time with Cole, but just as I have never conjoined two souls in life, nor have I done so in death. You have time to make your choice.”
She begins to turn, making as though to leave. Then, history should judge me poorly, a thought gets the better of me.
“Emily!” I call out.
She turns back, “I have not answered to that name --”
“In centuries, yeah, blah blah. Should we call you Saint Aabria instead?” Holland rolls her eyes as Lady Death makes a face at the mention, “Let Cole ask her question.”
“I was just wondering…” I shrug, glancing between Abaddon, Holly and Aabria, “if you can be sure that a whole and partial soul can or can't be revived, without the remainder of that partial soul?”
Aabria completes her turn to face me. Her head cocks to the side, her attention sliding between myself, Holly and Abaddon. She glances downward at who knows what, then up at much the same. After what might be a year of thinking, a single syllable escapes her lips, “Huh.”
“You gotta be fucking kidding me.” Holland groans.
~~~
“Ah.” Sarah winces from where the medics who have arrived insist she has to continue laying. “Alright, you could be a little gentler.”
“It’s antiseptic.” The person overseeing her says with a smile, “If it hurts, it’s working.”
“Yeah…” She mumbles.
“You did a pretty decent job with that,” another medic praises William from where the two stand over Dominic, whose been sedated for a number of reason; Excessive blood loss, trauma, killing your sister a second time, an emotional breakdown. The regular things you get sedated for. “He probably would have bled out if you hadn’t done anything.”
“Yeah?” William hum, frowning at the man standing besides him. “Thanks.”
“You’re awfully quiet.” The medic standing before me murmurs, her little badge identifying her as Amelia.
“Hard to be talkative when someone is shining a flashlight in your eyes.” I murmur, blinking once the flashlight disappears from her hands. 
“I suppose.” She smiles, continuing to check me over before declaring, “Surprisingly few broken bones, given what you described. Quite a few scrapes and cuts, those’ll heal on their own. Might get a good scar or two, if you’re into that sort of thing. A minor concussion, but given the state of the back of your head, that’s a minor miracle, too.”
“Yeah…” I murmur, glancing sidelong at the corpse laying less than a dozen feet away. “A miracle.”
“Poor thing.” Amelia sighs, following my gaze to the woman laying in the snow. “Everything people have been saying about her, and it turns out some Ascended just high-jacked her? And she had to make the impossible decision to help y’all kill her…”
“She seemed…” I say, struggling to find the words about the actual woman, lost in all of the misery destruction surrounding her. “Nice. It’s really a shame that it --”
Something twitches in my line of sight. I frown, trying to see what it might have been, and watch it happen again. And again.
“Oh my god.” I murmur, watching as Amelia startles, the realization hitting her a moment after it does me.
“HEY!” She shouts over her shoulder, breaking out into a dead sprint, “HEY, DIPSHITS, LOOK ALIVE, SHE’S BREATHING!”

[bookmark: _6hxr9vl2zv3c]24. Rejuvenation
A soft beeping reaches my ears.
I can’t entirely place the sound, it reminds me of the kind of sound you’d hear in a hospital. It’s shrill, not nearly as soft as it probably should be, and it seems to be beating to the rhythm of my heart. My eyes don’t want to open when I bid them, but it feels less like someone fighting me for control and much more like a long fatigue that won’t quite lift. When I do manage to get them fully open, the room around me hardly resembles any hospital room I’ve ever seen.
“Where are we?” Holly wonders, manifesting at the edge of the bed, just beside my foot. She looks more or less how I remember her looking, just like me albeit with greener eyes and a soft, greenish halo blurring the air around her. Actually, the halo might be new, come to think of. I watch through blurry vision as she reaches up, rubbing at her eyes as though she can feel the crud in my eyes. “They have you on an IV, but… This isn’t a hospital room.”
“I don’t know,” I murmur, quickly losing focus as I reach try to reach up to scrub my own eyes and realize that both of my hands are cuffed to the sides of the bed. For a brief moment, panic soaks my being, although I do manage to subdue it quickly enough to stop from pulling too hard at either side. “Uhm… Fuck… Okay… Ugh… They don’t know what happened… They had to take precautions, obviously.”
“Obviously.” Holland nods, scooting up the bed and doing me the favor of scrapping some crud out of my vision. “Still not entirely sure why I can do that.”
“Some tiny shadow, maybe?” I murmur, sighing in relief as my vision clearly slightly. “Ugh, that feels so much better. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Holly sighs, settling herself back down on the edge of the bed.
Together, we glance around the room, each of noting some of our favorite details; Holly notices the few window here are slim, all of them near the ceiling, and surmises we’re at least one floor underground. I notice the old, worn out panels of a drop-down ceiling, and suggest we’re in some kind of old office building or the weirdest fucking school. Holly wonders if any of the surviving churches from the old religions have basements like this, to keep younger teens and kids focused on their studies; Neither of us finds that idea particularly comforting. She notices the oversized mirror built into the wall at the foot of the bed, but I recognize a two-way mirror when I see one.
“That’s one of those things that’s cops’ll creep on you through, right?” Holly hums, watching herself in the mirror as she tilts her head from side to side. “Fucking weird. You think anyone’s watching us, right now?”
“Oh, they’re watching us. I wouldn’t be surprised if --” I nod, frowning as… A bit of hair falls in front of my face. “Holly, is my hair green?”
“Huh?” She turns, squinting at me for a moment before she shrugs, “It’s more of… Teal, I guess? Now that you mention it, though, it’s a lot longer than I remember it being.”
“But why is it teal?” I frown.
Holly shrugs, “When you headbutted Abby, some of her… Blood(?) got in your hair. Maybe it has something to do with that?”
“God, I hope it isn’t permanent.” I sigh, blowing some air up in an attempt to move the strand from my sight. Several more fall back down. “Damned it.”
“You want me to…?” She asks.
“No, no.” I shake my head, “I don’t wanna know how that would look to them and we should probably avoid looking any weirder than we have to.”
“One of us has been talking aloud to what they’ll see as an empty room.” She points out.
“I did say, ‘weirder than we have to,’ didn’t I?” I shrug at her, glancing at the door just besides the two-way mirror. “Surely someone’ll show up at some point.”
“They’re probably all on the other side, trying to decide whether it’s even safe to send someone in here.” Holly murmurs, pulling one of her legs upward and wrapping an arm around it. “We’re going to deal with that a lot, going forward.”
“Well, if the teal hair is permanent,” I hedge, eager for a silver lining, “at least we’ll look a lot different than her?”
“Maybe.” She murmurs.
The handle on the door begins to slowly turn, stopping only once it’s fully open. Whoever is on the other side pushes it open barely a crack, leaning their head in just enough for me to see their eye. We look at one another for a moment and, after they don’t say anything, I find myself shaking my head at them in attempt to ask them what the hell they’re waiting for.
“Speak.” Sarah says, and I can’t help rolling my eyes and letting my head drop backwards. “Truth.”
“Could you just ask your question, already?” I sigh.
“Who am I speaking to?” She asks.
“Cole.” I say with another roll of my eyes. “Are you planning on hiding behind the door this entire time, or…?”
Slowly, Sarah pushes the door open, first extending her head inside. When I demonstrate I’m not going to stab her with a shade by virtue of not stabbing her with a shade, she eases it open just far enough for her to slip through the opened crack before quickly pushing it closed behind her. She stands there, her back directly to the door, staring at me from across the room. Her suspicion, her unease, is palpable. I wish it were taking the form of a bubble so I could reach out and pop it.
“Okay, c’mon,” I sigh, waving my hand as much as I’m able to with the cuff around my wrist, “you’d be able to feel it if I were lying. I’m Cole. You’re not in any danger. I’m not gonna stab you.”
“Sorry.” She says after a moment, rolling her shoulders back and straightening herself out. “It’s unfair to you, I know, but… The last time I saw you(?), you were stabbing me in the throat and putting me on bedrest for a month.”
“So it’s been at least a month.” I hum, raising my eyebrows at her. “That’s nice to know.”
“Closer to six.” Sarah replies, pursing her lips together afterwards as though the reply might change my mind about stabbing her.
“Hey, lay off of her,” Holly chides, gently slapping my leg, “you’d be scared of us, too, in her position.”
“Wow,” I think at her with a raised eyebrow, “you do have empathy for others in there.”
“C’mon, no need to be an asshole,” She chuffs, “I’m trying to lean more into the heart of a saint thing, y’know?”
“Cute.” I admit to her.
“Are you…” Sarah says after a moment of observing me, “talking to someone?”
My eyes slide back to her, before I glance at the observation mirror at the foot of the bed and raise an eyebrow at her.
“What?” She frowns, turning to look before she nods in realization, “You can speak freely. It’s just us here. Dominic dismissed the folks we had watching you while you were… In a coma?”
“I don’t really know what else you’d call it.” I admit, glancing away from her.
“With that cleared up, Cole,” Sarah says, looking rather serious, “who exactly are you talking to?”
“Her name is…” I begin to explain, only for the words about to come out of my mouth to register and pull me up short, “It kind of sounds like horseshit when I think about it all at once.”
“Try us.” She sighs, crossing her arms over her chest. “We saw a lot of crazy shit happen with you last year.”
“Her name is Holly,” I say, deciding to just go for it. “She’s the fragment of Abaddon, the self-appointed Saint of Light, that was abandoned at death so the majority of her could climb into her own corpse like a time capsule, while Holly spent roughly 500 years camped out with Aabria, the self-appointed Saint of Death, waiting for a soul to come along that was stupid, crazy, brave, or all of the above, enough to to try a truly insane ritual to jettison her, Holly, and the unbroken soul, me, back into Holland’s body, moi.”
For a long moment, Sarah just blinks at me.
“I told you it’s batshit.” I sigh.
“I’m actually surprised Ainsley got so much of that right.” Sarah chuckles, shaking her head for a moment. “All of it, more or less. I don’t think she’d guessed that Abaddon had… Abandoned part of her soul, somehow?”
“We’re still pretty unclear on how that happened, exactly.” I admit, deciding to completely ignore that Ainsley knew, apparently.
“Neither Abaddon or Holly told you?” She frowns.
“Yeah, she has no idea,” I say after taking a glance at Holly, who shrugs her shoulders. “And Abaddon… Got the shit beat out of her, so she wasn’t really offering details.”
“She’d probably just claim it was her fucking God who did it.” Holland sighs. “Again.”
“Great point.” I nod.
“What’s a great point?” Sarah frowns.
“Sorry,” I shake my head, “I, uh… Sometimes forget it sounds weird if I just talk to her out loud. She said that Abaddon would probably just claim, again, that it was her capital-G god who did it.”
“Yeah, the… The explanation of what happened, that didn’t bother me.” She shakes her head, reaching up to press her fingers into her forehead, “This? Watching you casually chat with someone who isn’t here --”
“I resent that.” Holly grumbles.
“She’s here in my head,” I shrug, “and my head is here. Therefore she’s here.”
“-- outside of your mind,” Sarah continue, a kind of exasperation conquering her tone, “it’s fucking weird.”
“No argument here.” I admit, pulling at the handcuffs on either wrist. “If I promise not to run, would you mind taking these off of me?”
“Not all that worried about running,” my captor admits. “Are you sure Abaddon isn’t still lurking in you somewhere?”
“I beat the shit out of her in spirit form and pulled Holly back out of her chest, then watched as a pseudo-god sort of flicked her away into the fucking aether.” I chuckle, nodding after a moment, “then we did second resurrection, separate from our first. I am pretty confident she’s not lingering in my mind anywhere.”
“Then… Holly is here,” Sarah frowns, stepping forward fairly gingerly to slip a key I don’t see her pull into each of the cuff link,  “because you invited her to come back with you?” 
“I mean, yeah.” I shrug, glancing away from her as I rub either wrist and sit up in bed, “the, ugh, the 6 years I was gone, I spent them with her and the specter of death. Then, once I got back… It was mostly just her and me. Most of the time. I, uh… We became friends?”
“And that was… Before… Abaddon appeared?”
“Yeah.” I nod, trying not to feel as crazy as I think I sound, “I guess the night where she attacked William, that was the first time she took over entirely. It was, uh, emotionally exhausting, to say the least, to run into William and Dom. There were a lot of feelings there, even without… Well.”
“Without Will hitting on you?” Sarah finishes.
I wince.
“Yeah, we were surprise he admitted it, too.” She chuckles, less amused than she is uncomfortable. “The idea of my cousin hitting on me…”
“No offense to Will,” I say, nodding at the window, “it was gross. On a lotta levels.”
“I… Was going to say I can imagine,” Sarah shakes her head, “but I can’t, actually. I don’t want to… You, uh, were talking about Abaddon? When she showed up?”
“Right, the night she attacked Will,” I agree, amazed that this is somehow the less disturbing topic. “As far as Holly or I could figure, we just passed out and then woke up in some strangers’ bed. I thought Holland might have something to do with it, I wasn’t… Exactly kind to her when I asked… Sorry about that.”
“I forgave you as soon as you started puking,” she smiles, shaking her head. “Especially in retrospect, I get it.”
“I can appreciate that.” I giggle.
Sarah tries her best to flick her eyes between where she thinks Holly might be and me, though given she’s only hear half the conversation, before she seemingly gives up and rolls her eyes skyward and grumbles, “this would at least be less awkward if I could see her.”
“That’s…” Holland murmurs, tilting her head side to side, “not a terrible idea, actually?” 
“If we already think you’re moving a shadows somehow, too…?” I hum, sitting up in the bed a little bit more. An idea is starting to form, although it isn’t particularly strong yet, and I haven’t figured out how to accomplish it. My stomach rumbles, distracting me for a moment with worries about whether or not I’ll have the energy, before I remember the IV still feeding into my arm. “Ugh, give us a second, Sarah. Sorry. Holly, uh… I dunno, move some shit? Hit some walls?”
As she hops off of the bed, I allow my eyes to slide shut as I do my best to focus on whatever shadows she might be using to interact with things. After a moment, she seems to decide on slapping the mirror’d glass, the loud bang echoing around the room and causing at least noticeable, “What the tap-dancing fuck?!” from Sarah. Which is kind of adorable, because I don’t remember her swearing like that. 
“Quiet please.” I chide, as Holland giggles under her breath. “I’m trying to focus. Keep going Holly.”
It takes her a few moments before she finds something else she wants to interact with -- This time, much closer to me, tugging at the blanket that’s been laid over us for a good while now. I feel it moving across my legs, which is mildly distracting, but I’m able to focus in more on the parts where it’s being pulled to -- First, for the obvious interaction, and second… Because every time she pulls at it, there’s the tiniest sensation of a tug in my gut, almost at the top of my stomach, from the barest of shadows.
As Holly moves to the singular lightswitch in the room and begins flicking it like some possessed ghost, I’m able to direct some shadows towards her, guiding them up her legs and to the her arms. I begin quickly building off of what’s already there as I form her forearms, then her biceps, her shoulders, her chest and her neck. Once I get going, it’s surprisingly easy to keep guiding everything into place, too. I construct a lower body for her first, because I feel like that’s easiest, before I turn my attention upward and start… Trying to recreate my own face? 
“What… The… Fuck…” I hear Sarah murmur, but do my best not to get distracted by.
When I open my eyes a few moments later, I let out a sigh of relief. The outline of the woman I know is all there in the shape of a shadow, almost like the rough sketch of a drawing that someone smudged slightly. I haven’t really nailed her facial features, but I haven’t butchered them either and left her looking like someone spilled water on a self portrait. She looks… More or less how she normally does, if slightly more gray given the lack of color of the shades at the moment.
“We… Can do better.” I purse my lips, “Can’t we?”
“Probably,” Holly hums, giving up how she feels about it by making a variety of poses in the one-way mirror. “This… Kinda rocks, though? It’s like having my own body, except… Y’know, I gotta go everywhere with you. It could be worse.”
“We’ll work on it later.” I smile, it occurring to me only after a few seconds that I’m not concentrating on holding the outline of my friend together; She’s doing that all on her own, and moving it around, to boot. “Anyway. Holly, this is Sarah and everyone still hiding behind the glass. Sarah and everyone still hiding behind the glass, meet Holly.”
“Hello!” Holland coos.
“They still can’t hear you, I don’t think.” I point out.
“Oh, yeah,” she says, turning and waving first at Sarah, then at the glass. 
“This is insane.” Sarah grumbles, “This is properly insane.”
“You get used to it, I guess?” I shrug.
“You just did this for the first time, didn’t you?” She gapes at me.
“I mean, yeah, sure,” I nod, half-shrugging as I do. “But this is sort of what having Holland around has been like for me, albeit… Less private than usual.”
“And… Again, this has been happening since before…” Sarah glances between the two of us, “Either of you was aware Abaddon had hitched a ride back with you?”
“Almost since the start, yeah.” I nod, watching as Holly gets bored of making faces at the window and moves to plop herself down on the end of the bed again. “Our first fight with Rox, I think?”
My interrogator tilts her head to the side, seemingly trying to remember something, before she straightens her head up in surprise, “At the end, right before you shoved him out of the ring, you looked at… Someone? Holland?”
“The jump-shove thing was her idea.” I agree, smiling at her. “It was clever, if… Unsophisticated.”
“Fuck off.” Holly laughs, throwing up a middle finger so I don’t have to translate for her.
“And… When did you first realize it -- That Abaddon was around?”
The smile falls from my face, and I can’t help but glancing away. Holland reaches out, placing her hand on my leg and giving it a small squeeze. It takes me a moment to find any words at all, but once I do, I manage to murmur, “Sorry… Ugh… Her memories started entering my dreams and, uh, they quickly became nightmares.”
“If… You don’t mind answering,” Sarah hesitates, taking a step forward and putting a familiar hand on my shoulder, “what kind of nightmares?”
“I mean…” I murmur, reaching out and squeezing Holland’s hand, “the kind you imagine, for the stuff she did. Murders, the attacks on Will and Dom… Stuff like that. Some worse stuff.”
“And did you… Try to do anything about it?” She asks, squeezing my shoulder. “Anything to prevent --
“Hey, lay the fuck off!” Holland shouts, standing up and pushing her way between Sarah and I. “Don’t you dare imply she went along with it, she tried her hardest to stop it, and --”
“Holly.” I murmur, reaching up and grabbing her hand. “It’s okay. And they still can’t hear you.”
“It’s not okay!” She grumbles, squeezing my hand back and slowly moving to sit back on the side of the bed. “You tell them what I said.”
“Holland wants you to know,” I sigh, shaking my head slightly, “that she resents --she used stronger language-- the implication that I went along with it. To answer your question directly, I… I tried to what I eventually needed the rest of your help to do.”
“I… See.” Sarah murmurs. “I’m… Sorry I implied that. It wasn’t my intention. What about --”
The door behind her creaks open again, and I have to admit my mood does a quick pole vault as I realize who’s sticking her head into the room. 
“Ainsley?” I murmur.
“Uh… Hi.” She casts me a quick smile, “I… Was wondering if I could have a quick word… With Cole.”
“Oh… Sure, I guess?” Sarah sighs, turning to head for the door, “To be entirely honest, having… Holland… Here has been been giving me a headache. Cole, we’ll talk again in a while, I have some more questions for you.”
“Fuck you, too.” Holland grumbles at her back.
As the door swings shut and the person in the room with me switches form Sarah to Ainsley, I allow my head to plop back against the pillow with a small sigh. Our new guest immediately steps to the corner, dragging a chair over to the side of my bed and sitting down in it. I try not to notice the scowl that Holly develops as Ainsley settles herself next to us, so I don’t have to read in to what might be causing it. 
“So… Hi.” Ainsley murmurs, reaching up and rubbing the back of her neck. “I… Didn’t really have anything specific I wanted to talk to you about, I just thought it might be nice to catch a break from Sarah. She’s had… A lot of questions over the last few months.”
“She’s relentless.” I agree with a small nod, watching Holland tilt her head in agreement. “We appreciate it.”
“I guess I… Do wanna know how you’re holding up.” She murmurs, nodding at Holly after a moment, “Both of you. It couldn’t have been easy, having the whole world out to get you, including yourself.”
“Fine.” Holland huffs.
“Holly says she’s fine,” I answer, her reaching out with my foot to poke her in the leg, “but she’s just acting tough. There was a lot of… Fear and panic leading up to Abaddon, and… There are a lot of things we probably could have done differently, would if we had a second chance. A lot of regrets we both have, in retrospect.”
“There’s not much either of you can really do about it now,” Ainsley sighs, pursing her lips after a moment, “unfortunately, you just have to… Keep going. At least you have each other?”
“Got that right.” Holly grumbles.
“Yes.” I smile. “Although, at the moment, I want to keep going right into a shower. I can feel the sponge bath all over me and… There’s just no really good clean you can get in bed, y’know?”
“I’m not that familiar,” she laughs, but nods nevertheless, “I’ll take your word for it… Uh, Holland? Holly? Which do you prefer? The first or the second one?”
“What does she think she’s going to --” Holland begins to murmurs before Ainsley has finished entire, a small, embarrassed blush coloring her cheeks, before she holds up her hand with two fingers pointing up.
“Okay.” Ainsley smiles, “Holly’s a really cute name. Since I have to imagine you and Cole share a lot of features, I’d have to say that’s two cute names for two cuties.”
Two cuties turn away in an attempt to hide our blushes.
“I wanted to ask,” she continues, speaking directly to Holland, “are you sort of always with Cole? Ignore that, what I mean is are you always conscious when Cole is conscious?”
Holland nods.
“Huh.” Ainsley huffs, “Does that ever get awkward?”
The shade of my friend tilts her head side to side, then shakes her head.
“There were some moments, at first,” I add some extra context, “but I’d say we’re fairly comfortable with one another at this point.”
“Interesting…” The woman besides me murmurs, and I can’t help but wonder what’s on her mind as she leans in, beckoning Holland and I to lean in to so we can better hear her whisper, “I guess I’m asking because… Well, Cole said she wished she’d gotten to know me better… I thought maybe we could, I dunno, go see a movie, the three of us, then hang out at my place? Once you two are settled, I mean?”
“If this leads to sex,” Holly murmurs, a frown on her face, “am I allowed to ride along or…?”
“You’re such a pervert.” I laugh, though I manage to keep it fairly quiet.
“I haven’t fucked in 500 years!” Holland protests, “How am I the pervert here?!”
“I invited you, didn’t I?” Ainsley shrugs, a smile on her face best described as teasingly coy as she leans over and bumps her shoulder into Holland’s, eliciting another blush. “I know what a package deal looks like.”
You’re such a bisexual mess. I tease Holland in our head.
You’re such a lesbian mess! She protests, briefly sticking her tongue out at me.
“Then… I think we’re agreed?” I ask Holly aloud, who shrugs her shoulders and nods, “It sounds like a date.”
Ainsley smiles, then leans back and, her volume almost obnoxious, yawns, “Anyway, that’s probably the best yoga you can find in town.”
Holland and I giggle
“Don’t tell anyone, of course,” she continue, winking at us, “it’s a trade secret.”

[bookmark: _trc4kcdzdtld]25. In the Context
I wake up screaming. 
It’s not something that even requires any build up, not any more. Most of the time I entirely forget the nightmare I was having in the moments before, whether a former me was torturing a poor animal, forcing me to experience the sex she was having, or turning humans into shish kebabs. By the time I wake up, they will have all melted into the same dream; Dominic’s arm flopping to the ground along with several other pieces of him, Sarah’s throat slit clean open, her blood splattering everywhere, and William’s windpipe crushed in my grip. The panic, the guilt, the anger, the terror wash over me all the same.
“Cole, Cole.” Holland murmurs, appearing besides me in an instant, her arms wrapping around my shoulders and pulling me in as tears I cannot stop flood down my cheeks. For a long while, she just holds me, her own tears going unaddressed, until I have enough of her strength in me that I wrap my arms around her, too, and do my best to support her right back. “It’s okay. It’s okay. We are safe.”
Over time, we begin to refine Holland’s manifestation. Neither of us can think of a better term for it, despite the fact we’ve been thinking of how she appears in my mind with the exact same phrase, but we decide to simply roll with it. Her manifestation, her newer one, takes time to sculpt properly, although the previous work we did does seem to get stored in some sort of memory within the shade, meaning we can refine and tweak as time goes on. Eventually, with the addition of some color from the shade (borrowed with permission), she looks nearly perfectly human. We still can’t quite figure out how to allow her to speak outside of my mind, but I’ll trade being her mouth piece for not looking crazy whenever I speak with her in public.
The first stop of our day is usually the shower for me and the living room for Holland. Besides the obvious duty of cleaning our mortal vessel, Holly assigns me the task of making sure we’re as destressed as possible. Or, as she put it, ‘as long as I can’t relieve myself, I feel like you have a moral duty to masturbate for the both of us.’ After I had finished dying of laughter, I’d more or less agreed with the point she was trying to make, and agreed to vague terms about farming dopamine in the shower, at her request. 
One peculiar day, however, as I’m working myself up, the hot water pouring steam all over me, three very gentle, hesitate taps sound on the bathroom door. Given I know as well as she does that she could just talk to me in my mind, I appreciate the forethought to announce her presence in any way. I wait, expecting her to say something either aloud or in our minds, but when it doesn’t come, and keeps me from doing the same, I reach out very softly through our connection, “Holly? Everything okay?”
“You’re… You’re gonna call me a perv.” Holland murmurs, the outline of her appearing outside the shower curtain.
“I’m only ever teasing when I say that.” I caution, gently cracking the shower door open between us, “it has never and will never be my opinion. What’s up?”
“I was… Wondering if I could… Maybe watch?” She whispers, reaching up to brush some of her hair behind her ear. “I’ve… Y’know, I’ve sort of felt it a lot of times…” 
An oddly warm shiver runs from the back of my neck all the way down my spine, and I can’t help having to catch my breath after I’ve processed the suggestion. I glance back into the shower behind me, as though I don’t already know it’s much bigger than the one in our old apartment; The benefit of being able to sign a lease. Turning back to Holly, I murmur, “Uh… Sure… Yeah? Oh, but if you’re coming in, don’t forget to, like, get undressed.”
“I’m… Made of shadow, Cole, I --”
I cut her off by raising my eyebrows at her.
“Oh!” Holly almost yelps, her cheeks turning a bright red. “I… Uh… Give me a second?”
“Of course.” I smile, leaning back from the door and pressing my shoulders back into the cool tile of the shower wall with… A kind of anticipation I don’t expect to feel. Through the glass pain of the shower door, I watch as Holly glances down at her body, her body language reading as ever so confused to me, and I can’t help but smile as I watch her, my hands returning to their positions on my thighs, where they’d been a few moments prior as I worked myself up.
“Okay, uh…” Holly voice reaches me after a moment, when I’ve already watched her body shift slightly in color and shape, “I’m… Gonna come in?”
“Mmhmm.” I hum, watching as the woman briefly pops out of existence, then appears directing under the showerhead, seemingly nervous to get any water on her.
I’m fascinated as her naked skin appears before me for the first time; Because she’s rocking a construct, because she could really chose to look however she wanted, and because we share the same template, effectively, I can’t stop staring at her. Her hips and thighs are a little fuller than mine, a small bush of hair at the apex of her crossed legs where I keep mine meticulously clean just because it feels better to me. Her breasts are slightly smaller than mine (a fact of which I’m mildly jealous), and set a touch further apart on her torso, teardrops resting against her ribcage and still very slightly perking up from there. I can’t help but note that she clearly has less of a thing about body hair than I do, which is plenty expected.
“Do I look okay?” She murmurs after a moment.
“Gorgeous.” I whisper, my voice barely louder than the falling water around us. 
My mind is occupied enough that I nearly forget to tease her about being afraid of the water, reaching out a hand and splashing some of it towards her. She yelps, an adorable sound, but the little splash seems to reassure her that she won’t melt into nothingness if she gets wet, and she eager catches some of it in her hands and tosses it at me like a grandmother throwing a basketball. I can’t help but laugh, the sound subsiding quickly as I remember why Holland asked to join me, a not unpleasant thickness seeming to coat the sides of my throat as I think about it. Holly falls silent to, her eyes on me, on a body that was once solely hers but hasn’t been for a very long time, and watches my hands slip back to my thighs.
Neither of us says anything as I slip one hand across the smooth skin above my pussy, while the other travels up to caress the underside of my breast. I try to keep my eyes on hers, try to figure out where she’s watching me and when, but the head that’s started to burn low in my stomach is already making it hard for me to focus on much of anything. In my mind’s eye, a gorgeous woman is standing a handful of feet away from me, enraptured by the sight of me touching myself, a sensation I know she can feel to as I caress the outer lips of my labia. A slight shiver travels back up my spine, directly into my brain, as I realize that Holland’s legs are not statically crossed; They’re moving, very slightly, but moving all the same.
“Who are you thinking about…?” Holly asks me, her breath nearly catching in her throat. “Ainsley?”
“Uh huh,” I tell a partial lie, as the situation in my mind morphs. The shower in my imagination gets a little larger, a little wider, to accommodate another woman as Ainsley slips into the shower behind me. She wraps one arm around my torso, her hand replacing mine on my breast, while the other caresses over my hip, my hand between my leg becoming hers, instead. As Ainsley begins to press her fingers between my labia, adding a second to ensure a nice, wide sensation without quite pressing inside of me, I lean back against her and keep my eyes locked on the woman watching us, the woman with her bottom lip pulled adorably between her teeth.
I gasp as the first finger slips inside of me, watching as Holly trembles across the shower from me. Almost comically, I watch as her tongue peeks out from between her lips, traveling slowly along her upper lip before slipping back into her mouth. It’s a motion that puts a dozen, very specific, dirty thoughts into my mind, and yet so exaggeratedly sensual that I can’t help a small giggle escaping from between my lips. For a moment, the veil of the moment lifts from Holly’s eyes, and she asks, “Everything okay?”
“Perfect…” I murmur, smiling as that veils slips back over her eyes.
In my mind, Ainsley rests her chin on my shoulder, brushing her lips against the side of my neck, her eyes on the woman across from us, as well. As she gently begins to slide her fingers in and out of me, she begins to speak, low, and soft, and warm, not to me, but to Holly, “Isn’t she amazing, Holland? Our beautiful girl. Wouldn’t you love to come over here, to feel her, to taste her?”
Across the shower from me, in the reality where there are only two of us, Holland’s breathing begins to pick up pace, shaky and uncertain, but racing along nonetheless. In the reality where there are three of us in a much bigger shower, yet the air is someone still plenty warm throughout, Holly licks her lips again, in much the same way as she had the first time, but instead of staying put, instead of gently rubbing her thighs against one another, she takes a step forward. Then another. Before I know it, she’s kneeling at my feet, gently lifting one of my legs up so she can slip between them, while Ainsley ensures neither of us fall by provided the steadiest base.
Ainsley’s fingers pull from mine in a way that I simply can’t, my breath hitching as the Holly in my mind (well, not the real Holly in my mind) presses her face up, cheeks brushing against my thighs until I do my best to give her ever so slightly more room. I reach my left hand back, cupping Ainsley’s cheek as both of her hands move to massaging my tits, while my right hand finds purchase in Holly’s hair. Her nose brushes briefly against the skin of my mons, before she extends her chin and presses her tongue flat against my labia, slowly dragging it along my folds and gathering as large a taste as she possibly can.
In the reality where my friend is watching me touch myself, I don’t have the focus left to imagine what Holly’s tongue starts to do to me, the image in my mind and the barest pressure of my fingers moving inside of me doing plenty enough to send a wave of pleasure crashing over me. I press my head back against the tile, not quite gently enough to prevent a bit of pain from blossoming at the back of my skull, as a long, whimpering moan escapes from my throat, filling the bathroom with the sound of my pleasure. I can’t keep my eyes open enough to watch as my orgasm, our orgasm washes over us but I can feel the pleasure that spills over from my nervous system into her, I can feel the way she clenches her thighs, and a fresh wave of pleasure crests, breaking against whatever the fucking pleasure center of my brain is called, fuck if I know, fuck if I care. 
When the pleasure finally starts to subside, when my eyes finally open, Holly and I are both gasping. I feel my eyes widen, almost feel my pupils dilate as I realize that her pleasure took her knees out from under her. Both the hand I had had between my leg and the one that had been massaging my breast have moved back down, where the back of each is pressed against each thigh. I know she hasn’t done it on purpose, I would have felt her in my thoughts if she had been, and yet I can’t help but press my hands into my thighs, spreading my legs apart ever so slightly further.
A moment passes. Another. I keep my mind as blank as I possibly can, doing my absolute damnedest not to influence her decision in either direction. I watch, instead, my breath held, gently wetting my lips, my eyes on Holly as she stairs at the basin beneath our feet, where the shower water is running, breaking against her knees. My stomach tenses in a familiar anticipation, once which I fully expect not to be met, and… Yet… When Holly blows air out of her lips, when she lifts a smile to me and murmurs, “That was… Incredible…”
The moment breaks and a surge of immense disappointment crashes over me. My legs, which had withstood the crashing waves of pleasure, fail to do so against the crushing weight of the moment, passing me by. It’s a disappointment I set myself up for… And yet I feel like the scar across my stomach has just been torn wide open. As I slip down to the floor, either my back or my butt catch against the silicone or… Whatever the fuck the stupid material is, an awkward squeak preceding the thump of my ass onto the floor.
“Y-Yeah…” I murmur, a hundred different feelings trembling on the soundwave of that single word. “Amazing.”
“I was thinking french toast for breakfast,” Holly smiles, gently pushing herself up to her feet. “Sound like something we’re hungry for?”
“Uh huh.” I gape, my breath still not having caught up with the rest of me.
“Awesome.” She smiles, and in the next instant she’s gone.
It felt so fucking amazing in the moment… Why does it feel so shitty in the aftermath? Am I not allowed even a few seconds of a bright glow, a warm soak in the stew of my own hormones? No. No, obviously not.
Because the reality where Ainsley was with us, the reality where the three of us were doing anything together, it’s not. It’s a fantasy, a fun idea for a tryst in the shower. What would you even call someone who fell in lo… In anything with a woman in her mind? A narcissist? A self-fucker? You’d almost certainly have to call her self-absorbed.
I can’t help but pump the breaks with Ainsley, too, even lacking any other reason. When we get together, Ainsley, Holland and I, we watch movies at her apartment at the edge between the Lowlands and the Rich Bitch Hills, and we are all more than happy to snuggle together, watching whatever trashy flick or supposed cinematic masterpiece happens to greet us. So many times, Ainsley and I hold each other’s gaze and my eyes flicker down to her lips and I almost…
Then my thoughts set back in. I always have Holland either tucked under one of my arms, or her head in my lip if she’s decided to lay on Ainsley’s couch with her legs hanging off over the arm like she doesn’t have a spine to worry about getting sore (she doesn’t, the bitch), and I always pull away. I want to kiss Ainsley, I like Ainsley. She’s beautiful and kind, she’s funny and she’s sweet, she clearly likes me back and she managed to look gorgeous while running a sword through my stomach in the worst moments of my life.
I want to kiss Holland, too, I think? It’s a little difficult to fully sink into those thoughts, difficult to examine them more thoroughly when the subject of them might wonder if I’m enjoying the book she suggested and pop in to say hi, to find me imagining her pressed against a wall, our eyes each holding the other’s gaze, waiting for any sign that she might want me to… Yeah. I think that problem is plenty fucking evident. And, yet, amazingly, her watching me masturbate in the shower is not a one off thing.
It doesn’t happen every time, or even every week, but on an irregular basis she’ll knock on the shower door as I start to get into it, and we’ll repeat the whole thing all over again.
It isn’t torture, far from it. Torture never felt so damned good. 
The suffering is in the context; If I dedicate myself to Ainsley, I risk alienating one of the most important people in my life. If I commit to Holland, and that doesn’t work out (and, really, how would it work out), then I have an ex-girlfriend reading my every thought for the rest of my life.
I slam my head against the tabletop, a loud bang filling to the small coffeehouse room around us. Sarah, Will, and Dominic all jolt in place, while Holland turns from a few seats over to gently murmur in my head, Is everything okay?
“Of course.” I do my best to put a smile into my voice. “I, uh, just about dropped something and wasn’t careful enough when I went to catch it?”
Oh. She replies after a moment, I’m glad to hear that… Try not to hurt yourself, though, please?
Her mind leaves mine, not in the way it might if she were someone else peeking in for a read, but enough that I’m confident my words won’t be overheard as I gently pick my head up off of the table. The cup of tea I ordered so I didn’t have to put caffeine into Holland and I is still gently sloshing as each of my closest friends, and my most recent ex, stare wide-eyed at me. Very slowly, I slip my hand around the handle and lift it to my lips. I wait, as I always do, for the same inevitable question.
“Is it about…?” Sarah asks, her eyes gliding over my shoulder.
“When isn’t it.” William murmurs. “You’re gonna kill yourself from the stress of it at this rate.”
“Just talk to them.” My older brother rolls his eyes at me, a gently whirring emanating from his right arm as he reaches out and wraps mechanical fingers around his cup of coffee. “I can’t believe I have to tell you this, but… You’ll never get anywhere daydreaming and hoping for it to work itself out.”
“Yeah, instead of wishing for power all my life, I’ll throw myself off of another cliff.” I grumble, the tea easing my throat after all the frustrated screaming I did into a pillow the night before. “That’ll go swell. Maybe a third suitor will come out of that resurrection.”
“Would Aabria send the pair of you back a third time?” Sarah frowns, deftly avoided having to say a single word about my love life. In a different world, in one where she’s isn’t straighter than a ray of sunlight fresh off of the sun and just as unattainable, this conversation might not even be happening. In this world, though, from the moment I realized I was trans, I knew it was never going to work; At least, not in a form that would make either of us particularly happy. I did my mourning, all 6 years of it, long before we came back. Sarah did, too, in her own way.
“I think if we could figure out a compelling enough reason, yeah.” I sigh, reaching a hand up to run it through my evergreen (ever-teal, I guess) hair, taking a moment to be thankful my eyebrows are still a normal color so I can just pretend I dye it constantly. “Honestly, if we made a half-decent argument that we hadn’t tested x, y, or fucking l or whatever, she’d probably send us back a dozen times or more. Sanctity of life be damned, she’s the cat that curiosity never managed to kill.”
“Hey, silver linings?” William shrugs, “That’s one major thing less to have to worry about?”
“Sure.” I shrug, downing the rest of my tea, “if you really want to save my ass, you’ll come out to my parents as alive and trans for me.”
