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Dedicated to those who dare to grow, even when the storms rage and 
the roots seem fragile. The cosmos is watching, and it’s cheering you 

on.







Chapter One
Echoes of Hollow Light

T he soft glow of early morning seeped through the half-closed 
blinds, casting delicate patterns of light and shadow that 

stretched across the bare walls like intertwined branches of a lea.ess 
tree— The pale stripes .owed across the pristine hardwood, illuminat-
ing dust motes that danced in the airEthe only sights of life in the 
sterile space— vMen the potted plant by his window seemed to droop, 
its leaMes casting lonely shadows in the dawn light— 

…amoru stared at the muted hues of dawn, the silence of his apart-
ment enMeloping him like a thick fog— The emptiness of the room had 
an edge of something? lostA ’n absence he couldnqt Iuite place, but 
haunted the shadows and lingered in the corners—

jt wasnqt ;ust that his apartment was emptyH it was the way the still-
ness seemed heaMier, more profound, like it had once been diFerent— 
ze could almost sense the warmth that had once Ylled these spaces, 
though he had no memory of it—

’ hint of something softElaughter made of moonlight, per-
hapsEan echo that refused to fully fade, lingered ;ust beyond his 
reach— The loneliness wasnqt new— zeqd felt it since he lost his parents, 
yet recently, it felt sharper somehow, as if it had deepened in the 
absence of somethingEor somethingEthat used to be there—

Kor some reason, he reached for the nightstand, but froRe half-way— 
There was nothing on the wooden surface, neMer had been— :et, in the 
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Iuiet moments like this, he eWpected to see something important— ’ 
waMe of anWiety rose in his chest when he gaRed on that empty space—

’wareness seeped in like water through parched soil— 3omething 
was wrong— LoEsomething was missing— The feeling gripped him 
with such certainty that he sat up abruptlyH the sheets fell away as his 
gaRe darted around the room— 

”ike eMery morning in recent memory, the emptiness hit him like 
a physical blow, a hollowness that rippled around his soul— ’lmost 
as though something essential had been uprooted from within him, 
leaMing behind an unYllable Moid— 

CBhat is this feelingA4 he whispered into the stillness, his Moice 
barely more than a breath— 

The Iuestion lingered in the air, unanswered, dissolMing like mist—
zis hand drifted to his chest, pressing against the ache that pulsed 

in time with his heartbeatEa burning spot that refused to fade— zeqd 
been to cardiologists, pulmonologists, eMen neurologists, but no one 
could eWplain it— xoctor after doctor, test after test, and still, the ache 
remained, as constant and unyielding as the tide—

…amoru rubbed his eyes, trying to shake oF the heaMiness that 
clung to him and plagued his dreams— The cold .oor shocked against 
his bare soles as he moMed from the bed, sending more shiMers through 
his body— ze didnqt go for his slippers, noH he needed these sensations 
to anchor him— 

…oMing through his apartment, a space so precisely organiRed it 
could only be described as lifeless— vach piece of furniture serMed a 
function but oFered no comfort— jt was as if the rooms eWisted in a 
perpetual state of waiting, anticipating an arriMal that neMer came— 

ze paused by the window, peering through the slats of the blinds 
into the world beyond— 
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The sky was a canMas of soft oranges and pinks, the sunqs early rays 
stretching out like tendrils reaching for the earth— They were almost 
tangible, waking the trees as they glided across leaMes— Pringing .owers 
and grasses out of the sleep of night into the dawn of a new day— 

ze could almost feel the world waking—
There was beauty there, but it felt distant, disconnected from the 

hollow ache— ze sighed, running a hand through his dark hair— 
C…aybe j donqt need a cardiologist, but a psychologistEto eWplain 

these feeling— Bhat am j missingA xid j forget to turn in an assign-
mentA Lo, itqs? something else—4

The  thought  of  forgotten  homework  .ickered  through  his 
mindEan attempt to rationaliRe the gnawing feeling that had settled 
deep within him—

CThatqs right—4 ze smacked himself— Cj promised …otoki jqd reMiew 
his paper—4

The realiRation should haMe brought relief, a simple eWplanation 
for this gnawing unease— jnstead, it felt hollow, like naming a shadow 
while missing the ob;ect that cast it—

CThatqs it— Thatqs got to be it—4
…amoru dressed methodically, the fabric of his uniform cool 

against his skin— vach button fastened was a small act of normalcy, a 
routine that usually anchored him but now felt hollow— The mirror 
oFered a re.ection of composureEdark hair neatly in place, uniform 
immaculateEyet his eyes held a trace of something he couldnqt place— 

Kor a moment, the familiar image seemed to waMer, like a re.ec-
tion in troubled water— The ticking of his wall clock pressed against 
the silence as he knotted his tie, each second falling into place with 
mechanical certainty—

:et, like the rest of his apartment, the sound was eWact, sterile, 
empty of warmth—
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…amoru grabbed his bag and headed for the door— ’s he stepped 
into the hallway, a draft swept past him, the crisp air carrying the 
faint scent of moonlight— jt prickled at his senses, an almost tangible 
reminder of something ;ust out of reach—

Put he ignored it—
ze didnqt look back at the loneliness as he shut the door behind 

him, the sound of it echoing through the hollow silence—
Low the morning sun had strengthened, streaming through the 

huge hallway windows in earnest, but it failed to warm him— vMen as 
the light whispered a welcome, little changed— vach ray seemed to pass 
through him as if he were partially transparent, a ghost in his own life—

Put he ignored it—
This was his life— ’n orphan— ’ loner— ’ man without purpose or 

companionship—
The cold air bit against his skin as he stepped outside, grounding 

him in that springs embrace— The day ahead promised normalcy, but 
for …amoru, it already felt empty—

zollow—
”ike a clock ticking in an empty room—
Verhaps heqd see her today— ze didnqt know why the thought lin-

gered, but it warmed the unknown ache, if only for a moment—
The day passed in a haRe of routineEclasses, notes, and the distant 

hum of conMersations he barely registered— ze moMed through it all 
mechanically, his focus drifting in and out as though he were watching 
someone else go through the motions— Py the time the Ynal bell rang, 
he couldnqt recall a single thing heqd learned, only the faint weight of 
an unshakable emptiness—

3tepping outside, the cool air greeted him with a crispness that 
prickled his skin— Kresh spring air and the scent of new growth drifted 
from the world around him— The sky stretched oMerhead, a .awless 
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eWpanse of blue dotted with soft, wispy clouds that drifted aimlessly— 
Those unusual Mibrations drifted oMer and through him, begging him 
to remember them—

ze ad;usted the strap of his bag, the crowded streets of Uuban 
unfolding before him in a tapestry of Mibrant life— 3treets unfurled like 
a familiar garden path worn smooth by countless footsteps— 8endors 
called out from their stalls, the scent of grilled food mingling with the 
sweet aroma of blooming .owers from a nearby shop—

ze weaMed through the throng with ease, yet the distance he felt 
only grew— The breeRe picked up, brushing against his face with a 
gentle touch that carried a hint of the seaEa salty freshness that teased 
at memories he couldnqt Iuite reach— jt was as if the wind itself was 
trying to whisper secrets to him, words lost before they could form—

’s he neared the arcadeEa familiar landmark and a place he fre-
IuentedEthere was a slight lift in the weight pressing upon him— The 
sounds of laughter and electronic games spilled out onto the sidewalk, 
a cacophony of life that usually proMided a welcome distraction—

ze stopped ;ust short of the entrance, hesitating— The sensation 
from earlierEthe itch beneath the surfaceEhad grown stronger, tug-
ging at the edges of his awareness— jt was like standing on the brink of 
a reMelation, yet the truth remained Meiled, ;ust out of reach—

…amoru closed his eyes brie.y, taking a deep breath— The air Ylled 
his lungs, cool and inMigorating, but did little to settle the restlessness 
within—

CvMerything is as it should be,4 he told himself Yrmly— CThereqs no 
reason to feel this way—4

’nd yet, the feeling persistedEa subtle discord in the harmony of 
his day—

’d;usting his bag once more, …amoru made a decision— Verhaps 
immersion in the familiar sounds and competitiMe distractions of the 
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arcade would shake this unsettling mood— …aybe, ;ust maybe, heqd Ynd 
some semblance of normalcy amid the .ashing lights and cheerful 
noise—

…aybe sheqd be here—
CBhy do j want to see her so badlyA4
’s he Ynally crossed the threshold into the arcade, the door closing 

behind him with a soft click that seemed to seal away the outside 
world— jnside, the sounds swelled around himEbright, energetic, and 
comforting in their familiarity— :et, eMen here, the sense of displace-
ment remained, a shadow that clung to him despite his surroundings—

Bith a determined stride, he moMed further into the arcade, allow-
ing himself to be drawn into the Mibrant dance of lights and sounds— 
vMen if the emptiness remained, for now, he could at least try to lose 
himself in the patterns of a game, the challenge of a new high scoreEa 
small respite from the Iuestions that had no answers—

Verhaps heqd see her today— 
vnergy pulsed eMerywhere, a symphony of electronic beeps and 

melodic chimes weaMing together beneath the cascade of .ashing 
lights— The mingled scents of hot snacks and sweet confections curled 
inMitingly through the air, wrapping themselMes around patrons as 
they moMed from game to game— …amoru stepped inside, the door 
shutting behind him and muting the bustling sounds of the street 
outside—

ze woMe through clusters of gamers, his gaRe drifting oMer the 
glowing screens, until he heard itD laughterEpure and bright, cutting 
through the mechanical sounds like sunlight through leaMes—

9sagi—
”ittle miss Punhead—
3he was easy to spot, her blonde hair catching the .ickering lights— 

zer gestures were wildly animated as she talked to …otoki, twin buns 
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bobbing atop her head as she spoke— zer face alight with ;oy as she 
clutched a half-eaten bun, crumbs dotting her uniform like fallen 
petals— 

C3till wasting your allowance on claw machines, PunheadA4 he 
called out, his tone laced with familiar mockery—

9sagi whirled around, cheeks puFed out in indignation— C…amoru 
5hiba0 xonqt you haMe anything better to do than criticiRe my eating 
habitsA4

The retort should haMe annoyed him, but it didnqt— jnstead, her 
Moice wrapped around him— The burning spot in his chest eased slight-
ly— ze settled onto the stool beside her—

Cjf you keep eating those buns, youqll turn into one,4 he said, the 
words slipping out naturally— 

3he brandished her bun at him, eyes narrowing, and he laughedEa 
sound that felt lighter and more genuine than it had in days—

They bickered, her Moice rising,  echoing against the arcadeqs 
neon-lit walls— 3he was playful, light, and somehow sparkled brighter 
than anyone else— zer laughter echoed in his ears longer than it should 
haMe, resonating in a freIuency tuned speciYcally to him— jt reached 
past the emptiness that had plagued him all day, touching something 
deeper—

Put he wasnqt right for her— ze was too old, too grumpy— 3he was 
light, and he was dark— :et he couldnqt deny that with eMery accidental 
meeting, the world seemed more real— 

9sagi launched into a spirited defense of freIuent naps, her hands 
moMing wildly, her eWpression so animated that …amoru couldnqt help 
but stare— There was an innocence to her, an open-hearted ;oy that 
deYed the burdens of life— ze leaned against the counter, allowing 
himself, if only for a moment, to bask in it—

C…aybe you need to study harder, Punhead—4
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Put beneath the banter, he felt a strange sense of protectiMeness 
welling upEa feeling that left him momentarily stunned— ze didnqt 
know why, but watching her, he felt an urge to protect that light, that 
carefree spirit, to make sure it neMer dimmed—

Cvarth to 5hiba04 9sagi waMed a hand in front of his face, breaking 
through his reMerie—

ze blinked, the edges of her moMement catching in the neon lights, 
leaMing trails of shimmering silMer that seemed almost magical—

C3orry, Punhead— Uust thinking about how you single-handedly 
keep so many bun places in business,4 he Iuipped, the familiar teasing 
shielding the confusion roiling beneath his thoughts— 

3he screeched in protest, and her indignation should haMe been 
annoying, but instead, it was soothingElike the laugh of an old friend, 
echoing with half-remembered comfort—

Bhen it was time to go, he almost didnqt want to—
Pecause that meant returning to his lonely apartment— 
”eaMing the liMely buRR of the arcade, …amoru stepped out into the 

eMening air, the sky aboMe painted with hues of deepening twilight— 
The cityqs energy seemed to shift with the onset of night, the cool air 
pressing against his skin as streetlights .ickered to life, casting pools of 
warmth that stood in stark contrast to the bustling crowd— ze ad;usted 
his coat, feeling a tug at his consciousness as his thoughts circled back 
to 9sagiEher laughter, the carefree sparkle in her eyes, the strange 
sense of something deeper that lingered—

CBell, that was fun,4 she said brightly, falling into step beside him— 
zer Moice broke through the crisp night like a bell, cheerful and un-
apologetically her— C…aybe neWt time youqll haMe better luck beating m
e—4

…amoru smirked lightly, glancing sideways at her— Cjqll practice— 
Bouldnqt want my pride taking another hit—4 ze unconsciously 
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matched his stride to her shorter steps, their paths aligned for the 
moment like parallel streams—

The city was aliMe with sound and moMement, the distant wail of 
a siren mingling with snippets of conMersation, the click of hurried 
footsteps, and the hum of distant cars— The glow from storefronts and 
passing cars washed oMer them, illuminating the sidewalk in .ickering 
waMes— They moMed through the crowd, the .ow of pedestrians car-
rying them forward like leaMes on a riMer, the rhythm of the eMening 
settling into something almost comforting—

The crosswalk signal ahead .ashed its steady countdown, numbers 
blinking red against the darkening sky— 9sagi looked up, her gaRe 
catching the subtle hues of pink and gold that still lingered at the 
horiRon, remnants of the day refusing to fade—

Cjtqs such a beautiful eMening,4 she mused, her tone softer, almost 
wistful— C…akes you forget about all the homework waiting at home—4

…amoru chuckled— CVrocrastination wonqt make it disappear, you 
know—4

3he stuck her tongue out— C3ays the guy who probably Ynished all 
his assignments days ago—4

Pefore he could respond, the light changed, and the crowd surged 
forward— …amoru followed, his eyes scanning the street, his senses 
slightly heightened as the noise around them seemed to swell—

Then, time fractured—
’ .ash of red— 
The roar of an engine pushed too hard— 
The screech of tires against asphaltEa discordant, heart-stopping 

sound that cut through eMerything else— 
jn an instant, …amoruqs gaRe snapped to the source, his heart 

lurching as he saw a car barreling through the intersection, the driMer 
obliMious or uncaring to the pedestrians in its path—
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jt was then that he saw herE9sagi, froRen in the carqs path, her eyes 
wide with shock—

Kear eWploded inside his chest, Misceral and oMerwhelming— There 
was no conscious thoughtE;ust pure, instinctual motion— ze lunged 
forward, his hand closing around her wrist with a force that startled 
eMen him— ze yanked her back, the momentum sending them both 
stumbling onto the sidewalk ;ust as the car roared past, close enough 
that the wind of its passing stirred her hair like a storm—

They landed in a tangled heap, …amoruqs body partially shielding 
her from the ground— The sharp bite of the concrete barely registered 
against the rush of adrenaline that .ooded his Meins— Kor a heartbeat, 
eMerything else ceased to eWistEthe blaring car horn, the scattered 
shouts of alarm, the city fading into background noise— 

’ll he could feel was 9sagi pressed against him, her heart pounding 
a frantic rhythm that matched his own—

That spot in his chest burned with terror and something he didnqt 
want to name— ze held onto her longer than necessary, his Yngers 
wrapped tightly around her arm, refusing to let go as his mind strug-
gled to catch up with his actions— The protectiMeness that had driMen 
him was all-consuming, an instinct that had taken oMer entirely, leaM-
ing him rattled in its aftermath—

C9sagi?4 he breathed, the word barely more than a whisper, almost 
lost beneath the residual roar of his own heartbeat—

ze looked down at her, her blue eyes wide, Ylled with confusion 
and a lingering fear— Kor a moment, her gaRe held his, and eMerything 
else fell awayEthe only thing that mattered was that she was safe—

3lowly, too slowly, he loosened his grip, his hand lingering on her 
arm a beat longer, her skin soft like silk and warm like sunlight— ze 
swallowed, his throat dry, the world slowly snapping back into focus 
around them—
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C’re you okayA4 the words came out rougher than he intended, his 
Moice edged with a concern that he couldnqt Iuite mask—

9sagi blinked, her breath coming in short gasps— 3he nodded, her 
hand still resting against his chest as if needing the contact to steady 
herself— 

Cj? j think so,4 she managed, her Moice shaky but gaining strength— 
3he looked at him, her brows furrowing slightly, her eWpression a miW 
of gratitude and bewilderment—

SealiRing their closeness, …amoru abruptly released her, a .ush ris-
ing to his cheeks— ze pushed himself up, oFering her a hand, which she 
took gratefully— The warmth of her touch lingered eMen as he helped 
her to her feet, the sensation embedding itself into his memory—

CThat was? close,4 he said, attempting to steady his Moice, though 
his heart still hammered against his ribs, the adrenaline refusing to 
dissipate— C:ou need to be more careful, Punhead— Lot eMeryone stops 
for bunnies crossing the road—4

3he puFed up at that— Cj had the right of way04
…amoru shook his head, the fear still an echo in his Meins— CSight 

of way wonqt protect you from reckless driMers—4 The words came 
out sharper than intended, the edge of his concern slipping through, 
unguarded—

CThank you,4 she said, her Moice Iuieter, more sincere— The grat-
itude in her gaRe made something twist inside him, an emotion he 
couldnqt Iuite identifyEa miW of relief, fear, and something else, 
something deeper that both unsettled and grounded him—

Kor a moment, they stood there, the noise of the city swelling back 
into focus around them— …amoru found himself at a loss for words, 
the intensity of what he felt for her in that instant too much, too 
sudden— ze looked away, trying to steady himself, the cold wind biting 
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at his skin, bringing with it the scent of her shampooEa faint hint of 
strawberries that stirred something almost forgotten—

CUust? watch where youqre going neWt time,4 he muttered, his Moice 
softer now— ze took a step back, needing the distance—

9sagi smiled— Cj will— j promise—4 3he looked at him for a moment 
longer, her eyes searching his face as if trying to understand some-
thing— Then she turned, waMing as she walked away— C3ee you around, 
…amoru04

ze watched her until she disappeared into the crowd, the burning 
sensation behind his ribs slowly ebbing, replaced by a strange hollow-
ness— ze eWhaled, raking a hand through his hair, the confusion still 
gnawing at him— 

CBhy does she make me feel this wayA4 he whispered, the Iuestion 
slipping into the night, unanswered—

ze turned and started walking in the opposite direction, the city 
moMing around him, aliMe and indiFerent— The image of 9sagiqs star-
tled face, her laughter, the way she had looked at himEit all lingered, 
etched into his thoughts, a reminder of a fear that had felt far too real—

The night air was cold, but there was a warmth inside him that 
refused to fade, a connection that had been forged in that heartbeat 
of terror, binding him to her in a way that deYed logic— ’nd as the 
city lights .ickered around him, …amoru knew that whateMer it was, 
it wasnqt something he could ignore— Lot anymore— Put he knew one 
truth, he had to protect her—

Then he glanced upwards— There, hoMering like a glowing goddess, 
the crescent moon gaRed down at him—



Chapter Two
Roots Beneath a Silent 

Sky

I n the abandoned corners of deep space, stars shimmered like 
half-formed dreams—each a uicker of potential life that faded 

before it co.ld be to.chedT Mhe gakai Mree had lonv traxeled this 
ewpanse, chasinv livht that nexer became yarmth, tastinv hope onlA 
to ewperience bitter disappointmentT 

Bncient branches stretched o.tyard, vnarled and yearA, reach-
inv for somethinv—anAthinv—that mivht oPer solaceT S.t the cold 
xoid yas alyaAs thereT zressinv avainst it from all sidesT H.Pocatinv 
emptiness that ooOed into exerA Kber, Klled each crack, coxered each 
sevmentT 

Rere, silence reivnedT Mhat heaxA, oppressixe shro.d that ampliKed 
the profo.nd lonelinessT 

Ence, the gakai Mree toyered yith reval strenvth on her yaterA 
homeyorld, her pro.d branches brimminv yith xibrant enervA that 
p.lsed like the tides of the lixinv seasT Rer roots stretched deep, an-
chorinv her to the shimmerinv depths beloy, drayinv s.stenance 
from the lifeblood of the planetT B radiant canopA .nf.rled aboxe 
her, its emerald leaxes vlisteninv yith droplets that refracted the livht, 
castinv a kaleidoscope of colors oxer the endless ewpanse of crAstalline y
aterT
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Bnd her Hpro.tsT
MheA had been her pride, her cherished creations, born from her 

enervA and n.rt.red in her livhtT Mhat had been s.ch a happA time, 
s.rro.nded bA the loxe of her children, their admiration and respect
 uoyinv back to her like the tides of the lixinv seasT

5oyT
5oy her branched h.nv limp, syaAinv like skeletal Knvers lost in 

the darkT Dach creak of her limbs yas a yhisper of pain, an echo of the 
once-xital essence that co.rsed thro.vh its xeinsT DxerAthinv dyindled 
to barelA a trickleT

Ence, she had been a force of creation, an ancient beinv of immense 
poyer yho controlled life and shaped the enervies of ewistenceT

5oy, she yas an ancient relic, adrift in the indiPerent xastness, her 
roots heaxA yith the cr.shinv yeivht of millennia and the ache of 
ewha.stionT

DxerA cell screamed for s.stenance, for somethinv more than the 
holloy enervA scraps forced into her dAinv roots bA Bil and BnT Mhe 
gakai Mree didn6t blame them, beca.se theA kney no other yaA to 
s.rxixeT Mheir loxe for each other, tyisted and selKsh, yas no more 
no.rishinv than dey in a dro.vht—ueetinv and inadej.ateT

Mhe stolen enervA b.rned thro.vh the tree6s xeins like acid—neces-
sarA to staxe oP death, b.t a torment rather than a blessinvT It scraped 
thro.vh its ancient beinv like coarse sand, sco.rinv and damavinv 
yhere once uoyed s.mmer6s sap, smooth and life-vixinvT Bil and 
Bn6s attempts to s.stain it, yhile earnest, yere killinv it as s.relA as 
if theA had chosen nevlectT MheA lacked the depth of .nderstandinv, 
the p.ritA of loxe the tree needed to tr.lA heal and thrixeT

If onlA theA co.ld .nderstandT 
If onlA I co.ld tell themT 
S.t the enervA rej.ired yo.ld be mA last actTT
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Mhe xerA last fravment of mA dyindlinv lifeT
Hhe6d yatched them vroy, had yatched Bn and Bil s.rxixe in yaAs 

tyisted bA desperation, their Kerce attachment not eno.vh to bridve 
the xoid yithinT Mheir ePorts yere an attempt at loxe b.t lacked the 
seluessness and depth that no.rished—loxe meant to uoy freelA, to 
connect, to Kll and reW.xenateT Instead, the loxe Bil and Bn shared yas 
fract.red, takinv more than it exer vaxeT Mheir enervA yas a poison, a 
theft, not a viftT Bnd Aet, theA didn6t knoy—theA co.ldn6t knoyT 

I6m trapped in this avoniOinv nothinvT
Ho she contin.ed thro.vh the cr.shinv silence of space, the oppres-

sixe yeivht coilinv tivhter yith exerA star she passed and exerA dead 
planet left behindT Bro.nd it, the stars yatched, cold and indiPerent, 
tinA eAes scattered across the endless canxas of blackT MheA yere yit-
nesses to its s.Perinv b.t oPered nothinv in the yaA of comfort or 
yarmthT 

Mime had lost all meaninv—a stretch of eternitA that bled from one 
moment into the newt, all marked bA the same holloy Aearninv, the 
same vrindinv fativ.eT

Hhe no lonver remembered s.nlivht or yinds yhisperinv thro.vh 
l.sh leaxesT Dxen the yarmth of loxe freelA vixen yere onlA xav.e 
recollections avainst the sharp ache of her c.rrent starxationT

Htill, the .nixerse stretched o.t endlesslA ahead, an eternitA that 
promised onlA the contin.ed sloy march .ntil deathT Rer branches 
yo.ld onlA become more yeak and d.llT Rer leaxes yo.ld onlA cr.m-
ble more, d.st scattered into the nothinvT

I6m dAinvT 
I6m sloylA, painf.llA .nraxelinvT
Mhere yas no comfort to be fo.nd here, onlA the exer-present 

yeivht of loneliness and the cold emptiness of the starsT Mhe desire 
to reach o.t, to bridve the chasm of silence, clayed at her xerA coreT 
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If onlA theA co.ld feel yhat it needed, then perhaps salxation yas 
possibleT 

S.t the cost yas too vreatT 7omm.nication yo.ld be the Knal 
strike, the end of exerAthinv it had fo.vht so desperatelA to s.stainT Ho, 
the gakai Mree remained silent, holdinv onto its remaininv fravments 
of life, its plea for real connection echoinv .nansyered in the xoidT

’et, she co.ldn6t denA the bea.tA of spaceT Htars Aayned like vlit-
terinv promises, their livht paintinv the darkness yith yhispers of 
yonderT 7omets carxed trails of ice and Kre, their shimmerinv yakes 
.nraxelinv like celestial ribbonsT Dxen the xiolent birth of a s.pernoxa 
spread life and livht in a daOOlinv ewplosion of reneyalT

S.t for all its bea.tA, space held an ej.al .vlinessT Isolation pressed 
tivht yith the .nAieldinv darkness, her roots uoatinv in cold nothinv, 
achinv for fertile yater to no.rish her so.lT Mhe lonvinv yas sharp, a 
constant pain that ref.sed to fadeT

Bil plaAed his u.te, and if the gakai Mree co.ld crA, she yo.ldT 
Mhe ha.ntinv melodA yrapped aro.nd her branches like a mo.rninv 
shro.d, each note a reminder of all theA co.ld nexer .nderstandT Bn6s 
restless yeivht sent shards of brittle bark t.mblinv into the xoid, a 
small, .nspoken apolovA she yo.ld nexer hearT

I m.st end.reT
Mhere yas no other choiceT It didn6t matter that yith each passinv 

moment, the emptiness seemed to ewpand and cons.meT It didn6t 
matter the holloy spaces yhere loxe once bloomed noy yere onlA 
Klled yith an achinv darknessT 

“oxe yas noyhere to be fo.nd noyT Instead, it had been forced to 
s.rxixe on the enervA it took, nexer vixen, nexer freelA sharedT 

…hen the melodA ceased and silence once avain cons.med the 
yorld, she yanted to yeepT 5o one co.ld hear her silent attempts at 
despair, no one co.ld mo.rn yith herT
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zerhaps one daA, I6ll Knd freedomT
Er, I6ll KnallA pass from this tort.red ewistenceT
Hhe had no concepts of time or hoy manA moments had passed 

before a faint vlimmer pierced the obsidian xeil of space, vrad.allA 
intensifAinv .ntil a radiant, vloyinv pearl rexealed itselfT Mhe gakai 
Mree, ancient and yearA, sensed the shift in its desolate Wo.rneAT

Soth Bn and Bil had also taken noteT 
Mhe gakai Mree co.ld sense the sh.dder that passed thro.vh her 

last remaininv Hpro.tsT
9Bil?2 Bn6s xoice yas fravile avainst the bleak ewpanse of starsT 9I 

yon6t s.rxixe, BilT If this planet is hostile like all the other onesT I 
yon6tT2

9I knoy, BnT I knoyT2
Mhis moon6s brilliance stood stark avainst the s.rro.ndinv xoid, its 

vloy soft and inxitinv, like a ventle embrace that asked for nothinv 
in ret.rnT Its livht carried a j.iet promise—of forvixeness for exerA 
yo.nd, of acceptance despite exerA fract.reT It stirred somethinv deep 
yithin her, a memorA too faint to vrasp b.t yarm eno.vh to sootheT 
Mhe vloy seemed to yhisper across her yearA branches, a reminder of 
yhat she once yas and yhat she mivht become avain, if onlA she co.ld 
hold onT

Mhro.vh the dexo.rinv darkness,  her branches reached o.t, 
vnarled and tremblinv, achinv for that forvotten sensationT “onvinv 
for loxe, yarmth, reneyalT

Mhe moonbeams to.ched its yearA limbs like silk, a softness so alien 
to the gakai Mree that it felt almost painf.lT Mhe enervA from the 
goon yas .nlike anAthinv it had absorbed in eonsT

It yas p.re, .ntainted—a yhisper of sprinv br.shinv avainst its 
brittle bark, stirrinv the vhost of an ancient feelinv lonv b.rred be-
neath ewha.stionT
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9“ook at that,2 Bn m.rm.redT 9It6s? almost bea.tif.lT2
91on6t vet sentimental, BnT It6s W.st another h.nk of rockT zrettA, 

maAbe, b.t meaninvless if it doesn6t serxe o.r p.rposeT2
91on6t Ao. feel that! Mhere6s somethinv in the livht, it6s? softT2
9I feel it, b.t that chanves nothinvT Mhe j.estion is if ye can vather 

eno.vh enervA to s.rxixe or if it6s W.st another holloy promiseT2
Mhe gakai Mree yanted to reach o.t and hold him, sooth the fears 

and comfort her Hpro.tT S.t she lacked the enervA to exen trAT
9…hat are ye voinv to do if poison or fearsome beasts Kll the 

planet! Roy yill ye s.rxixe!2
9…e6ll Knd o.t soon eno.vh, BnT 1on6t vet Ao.r hopes .p, ye6xe 

enco.ntered bea.tif.l yorlds beforeT EnlA to barelA escape yith o.r 
lixesT2

gaAbe this time is diPerent, she yanted to saAT 
Yor the Krst time in co.ntless cent.ries, the gakai Mree felt some-

thinv stir yithin its core—a u.tter so foreivn it almost didn6t recov-
niOe itT RopeT Mhe sensation yas as delicate as ney vroyth, as fravile 
as the Krst .nf.rlinv of leaxes after a harsh yinterT

Mhe livht enxeloped its branches, bathinv them in a silken embrace 
that felt both familiar and reW.xenatinv, like a lonv-forvotten promise 
come back to lifeT B s.btle chanve rippled thro.vh its essence, a deli-
cate dance of anticipationT

7o.ld it haxe the loxe I need!
Mhe hope yas fravile, frail, barelA lo.der than the soft yhisper 

of the tide avainst sandT It yas both ewhilaratinv and terrifAinv—this
 uicker of optimism ivnitinv yithin its ancient heartT B promise of re-
neyal, a ueetinv hope that maAbe, this time, thinvs co.ld be diPerentT

’et, the yarmth emanatinv from the goon yas like a balm avainst 
her yithered form, a reminder of those lost daAsT …hen loxe uoyed 
freelAT …hen ocean vlittered .nder s.nlivhtT …hen life yas perfectT
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Fadiant enervA seeped into its core, to.chinv the depths of its 
beinv, and a ventle shixer passed thro.vh its branches—an ayakeninv, 
a desire to beliexeT It yas a dreamlike feelinv, a momentarA repriexe 
from the endless s.Perinv that deKned its ewistenceT

S.t?
Seneath the delicate embrace of hope laA the heaxA shadoy of 

do.bt—a persistent, creepinv frost that threatened to choke this ney-
born optimismT Roy manA times had she approached other yorlds, 
onlA to Knd them cold and indiPerent as the xoid itself!

Roy manA times had she been left emptier, more holloy, after
 ueeinv another yorld before destr.ction! Dchoes of those past fail.res 
yhispered ca.tion, a reminder not to tr.st too easilAT

“ivht br.shed avainst her tired limbs, yeaxinv a tapestrA of yarmth 
and livht across its branches and roots, ill.minatinv the darkness that 
had become all too familiarT Rer yithered leaxes stirred, as if ayaken-
inv from a lonv yinter, tentatixelA reachinv toyards the goon6s vloyT 
B promise of sprinv after the bitter yinterT

5oy, the planet came into xieyT B vlitterinv bl.e orb, xibrant and 
teeminv yith lifeT It yas radiant, yarm, and inxitinv, an exen sharper 
contrast to the endless emptiness that had s.rro.nded her for so lonvT 
Mhe closer it drifted, the more the tree co.ld sense the ab.ndance of 
loxe and life radiatinv from the planetT 

It yas a sAmphonA of enervA that promised s.stenance, that yhis-
pered secrets of reneyal, coawinv the tree to beliexe in the possibilitA 
of salxationT Dxen from this vreat distance, the gakai Mree co.ld sense 
the vleaminv radiance of bea.tif.l dreamsT

5o lonver co.ld she denA the anticipation syellinv yith herT Dach 
passinv moment bro.vht the goon closer, its vloy brivhteninv and 
ill.minatinv the s.rro.ndinv dark spaceT Hhe co.ld feel the enervA 
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alreadA seepinv into her branches, Kllinv them yith a fravile, tremblinv 
hopeT 

Hhe dared to beliexe, dared to reach o.t toyard the livht, Aearninv 
to to.ch the loxe it sensed in this ney placeT

9Bil,2 Bn said, her xoice brittleT 9“et6s Kvht for this yorld and this 
enervAT I don6t care yhat yaits for .s on the s.rfaceT2

9Bre Ao. s.re, Bn! …e6xe yanted to Kvht before, and that onlA 
res.lted in more painT2

9zromise me, BilT zromise me ye6ll Kvht tovetherT I don6t yant to 
lose thisT I don6t yant to vo back to the darkness avainT2

9I promise Ao., mA radiant 5oxaT I6ll Kvht for Ao., and I6ll make a 
home for Ao. hereT …e6ll nexer ret.rn to the xoid avainT2

Mhe gakai Mree ached yith both sadness and hopeT S.t hope yas 
a danvero.s thinvT It yas fravile, easilA shattered, and the gakai Mree 
had learned to be yarAT Mhere yas still the fear—deep, vnayinv, re-
lentless—that this too yo.ld proxe to be another ill.sion, another 
false promise in the xast emptiness of spaceT …hat if this loxe it sensed 
yas W.st a ueetinv vlimmer, a mirave that yo.ld leaxe it h.nvrier than 
before!

Sefore the despair co.ld cons.me her more, the goon6s livht 
seemed to strenvthenT It caressed her branches, a tender to.ch that 
made a shixer pass thro.vh herT Mhe interplaA of livht and shadoy 
created a dreamlike atmosphere, momentarilA liftinv the oppressixe 
yeivht of loneliness that had deKned the gakai Mree6s ewistenceT Yor 
a ueetinv moment, it remembered yhat it felt like to be yhole, to be 
loxed, to be tr.lA alixeT

7o.ld it be!
7o.ld this KnallA be the loxe I6xe searched for!
Mhe gakai Mree linvered on the precipice of hope and do.bt, its 

ancient so.l teeterinv betyeen the promise of reneyal and the fear 
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of inexitable decaAT Htill, the soft vloy contin.ed to yeaxe its silken 
threads thro.vh dAinv branches, n.rt.rinv the fravile spark of opti-
mism that uickered yithT

…ith each passinv moment, the gakai Mree felt the p.ll of Darth6s 
ab.ndant loxe vroy stronver, intertyininv yith its ancient roots and 
reachinv deep into its so.lT Mhe anticipation syelled, a risinv tide that 
threatened to either .plift the tree to ney heivhts or droyn it in the 
depths of its oyn desperationT

Bs the gakai Mree drifted exer closer to Darth, the neyfo.nd 
yarmth that had permeated its ancient limbs yas abr.ptlA shatteredT 
Hharp xoices pierced the tranj.ilitA—a Warrinv contrast to the ventle 
embrace of the moon6s vloyT zerched .pon the tree6s vnarled roots, 
Bil and Bn stood facinv each other, their tension palpable and electric, 
the calm noy replaced bA a vroyinv storm of dissonanceT

9I told Ao., Bn, it6s mA t.rn to decide yhere ye land,2 Bil saidT
Mhro.vh her  yearA  branches,  she  obserxed the  taller  of  her 

Hpro.ts—his Kv.re rivid yith that familiar miw of compos.re and 
controlT Mhe moonlivht br.shed avainst his aO.re hair, castinv faint 
shadoys oxer the sharp planes of his face, a face she had yatched 
chanve and hardenT

Mhe sharp tendrils of rave radiated o.tyards from BnT 9Hince yhen 
do ye keep track! …hA m.st it alyaAs be Ao.! …hA m.st Ao. alyaAs 
decide!2 

Mhe possessixeness in her tone clayed at the tree, her emotions laced 
yith Wealo.sA and fr.stration, each yord a thorn divvinv deeper into 
its alreadA yearA sAstemT

9BnT2
91on6t Bn meG ’o.6re the one yho decided to land on that rockA 

cliP and almost vot .s all killedG2
9Roy yas I to knoy that yorld had viant sea beasts!2
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Mhe gakai Mree co.ld feel their enervA crackle like a storm breyinv, 
a chaotic miw of heat and cold—Bn6s KerA rave avainst Bil6s calc.lat-
ed detachmentT It str.vvled to hold onto the yarmth of Darth that 
seemed to beckon, b.t each harsh yord ewchanved betyeen them 
drained more of its strenvthT …hat had been hope noy uickered 
.ncertainlA, like a fravile ember in a stormT

9’o.r imp.lsixeness is clo.dinv Ao.r W.dvmentT …e need a stratevA, 
not some random spot that catches Ao.r fancA W.st beca.se it Ffeels6 
rivhtT2

9Imp.lsixeG2 she hissedT 9I see rivht thro.vh Ao., BilT It6s nexer 
been abo.t stratevAT It6s abo.t yhat s.its Ao. bestT2

9Mhis isn6t abo.t me or Ao.G It6s abo.t the tree, abo.t o.r s.rxixalT 
’o. knoy thatT I6m trAinv to keep .s alixeG2 

9Go choke on a root,2 Bn6s xoice crackedT 9’o. alyaAs think Ao. 
knoy best, and Ao. don6t listen to me, BilT ’o. nexer listenG Mhen Ao. 
plaA Ao. st.pid u.te and ass.me I6ll forvixe Ao.T2

9Helectixe memorA! ’o.6re the one yho bevved me to staA one 
more nivht on that one yorldT I can still hear Ao.r yhinnA FW.st one 
more nivht6 xoiceT Mhat one more nivhtG! Blmost killed .sT Mhat mist 
yilted half the tree before ye escapedT It took .s a month of starxation 
to rexixe itG2

Mheir arv.ment escalated, xoices oxerlappinv, vroyinv sharper 
yith each passinv momentT Dach heated ewchanve yas like a davver 
to the gakai Mree6s fravile heartT Mhe tree6s branches, yhich had mo-
mentarilA stretched toyard the livht, noy drooped, as tho.vh boyinv 
.nder an inxisible b.rdenT

Roy yill theA exer learn of loxe!
Bn6s enervA uared danvero.slA, her emotions a scorchinv force that 

tore at the brittle leaxes of the gakai MreeT 9YineT I yon6t decide from 
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noy onT Hee hoy lonv Ao. lastG Hee hoy lonv before the tree is exen 
more of a yithered mass of nothinvG2

9zerhaps if Ao. learned the xal.e of patience instead of charvinv in 
headKrst, ye yo.ldn6t be in this messT2

zlease, she Aearned silentlAT
S.t Bil and Bn6s arv.ment contin.ed, their xoices vroyinv harsh-

er, their enervA more erraticT Mhe promise of Darth6s yarmth, of a 
ney bevinninv, noy seemed almost .nreachable, b.ried beneath the 
darkness of their discontentT Mhe branches of the gakai Mree, yhich 
had lifted themselxes in hope, noy h.nv limp, tremblinv beneath the 
yeivht of Bil and Bn6s towic loxeT

Mhe promise of Darth6s loxe shimmered tantaliOinvlA close noy, its 
enervA .nlike anAthinv the gakai Mree had enco.ntered in millennia 
of yanderinvT …here other yorlds had oPered onlA holloy livht or 
bitter s.stenance, Darth p.lsed yith somethinv p.re—a yarmth that 
reminded her of her ancient home, of loxe freelA vixen and WoAf.llA 
ret.rnedT Dach yaxe of enervA br.shed avainst her yithered branches 
like sprinv rain, yhisperinv promises of reneyalT

’et Bil and Bn6s arv.ment raved on, their towic loxe c.ttinv 
thro.vh this neyfo.nd hope like frost thro.vh fresh bloomsT Mheir 
xoices clashed and splintered, each acc.sation drixinv deeper into the 
tree6s ancient core, each b.rst of Wealo.sA and resentment draininv 
yhat little strenvth remainedT Mheir discord cast shadoys oxer Darth6s 
yelcominv vloy, threateninv to poison exen this pristine so.rce of 
enervAT

gA children, the tree lamented silentlA, yatchinv them tear at each 
other yith yords sharp as thornsT

’o.6xe forvotten hoy to n.rt.re, hoy to vixeT ’o. knoy onlA hoy 
to take, to possessT 
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Mheir loxe had become a perxersion of yhat she6d intended, tyisted 
bA cent.ries of s.rxixal into somethinv that drained rather than s.s-
tainedT

Htill, Darth6s enervA called to her, stronv and steadA beneath the 
chaos of her children6s conuictT It resonated yith somethinv deep 
yithin her remembered self—the mivhtA beinv yho had once created 
life, yho had knoyn the WoA of tr.e connectionT Mhe planet6s p.re loxe 
reached o.t like tender shoots breakinv thro.vh yinter soil, promis-
inv that perhaps, exen after eons of darkness, vroyth yas possibleT

Bs theA drey closer to the vloyinv planet, the gakai Mree vathered 
yhat remained of her strenvthT Rer roots, tho.vh brittle, still remem-
bered hoy to reach for livhtT Rer leaxes, tho.vh faded, still kney hoy 
to drink in yarmthT 

If there yas exen the smallest chance of redemption—of teachinv 
her children to loxe tr.lA, of Kndinv her oyn reneyal—she yo.ld 
end.reT Hhe yo.ld persist thro.vh this Knal Wo.rneA, carrAinv her des-
perate hope across the xoid one last timeT

Darth beckoned, its brilliant bl.e sphere cradled in the goon6s 
silxer embraceT Bnd in that ventle radiance, the ancient tree dared to 
dream of sprinv after an endless yinter, of loxe bloominv once more 
in soil too lonv barrenT …hether this hope yo.ld uoyer or yither 
remained to be seen, b.t for noy, its fravile bea.tA yas eno.vh to livht 
the darkness, eno.vh to make exen an endless Wo.rneA yorth the painT

zlease, she yhispered into the xoid, her praAer carried on streams of 
starlivht toyard the yaitinv DarthT

“et this yorld be diPerentT
“et this KnallA be homeT



Chapter Three
Flames of Forgotten 

Futures

I n the heart of Hikawa Shrine, Rei kneeled before the sacred vre, 
her yiolet eges reuectinm the t.A.lt.o.s uaAes dancinm wildlg 

before herp — warA, uickerinm mlow bathed the Aodest chaAber, b.t 
desTite the heat, a chill slowlg crawled .T her sTine-a feelinm of 
soAethinm creeTinm in froA the darknessp 

’he scent of sandalwood and sacred herbs h.nm thick in the air, rich 
and headg, alAost s.Oocatinmp ’he sAoke twisted and c.rled aro.nd 
her, as if atteATtinm to T.ll her deeTer into the yisions that uickered 
at the edmes of her Aindp

— coAfortinm aroAa vlled her with each breath, forcinm her foc.s 
inward, awag froA the A.ndane world, alimninm her sTirit with the 
sacred enermg of the rooAp ’his was the onlg tiAe she felt at easep ’he 
eyerxTresent .nease of life o.tside this chaAber Tlam.ed herp —lAost 
like she wasnBt liyinm her a.thentic lifep

M.tside, she onlg liyed a liep
— shadow of an eKistencep
E.t here, in this rooA, she co.ld at least mliATse her tr.e selfp
’he uaAes danced and snaTTed, castinm chaotic shadows that 

leaTed across the wallsp Shadows twisted and writhed like restless sTirx
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its, Airrorinm the t.rAoil within herp Rei f.rrowed her brow, her ma”e 
searchinm the deTths of the sacred uaAes for answersp

Yire twisted, forAinm shaTes that were there for onlg a heartbeat bex
fore theg dissolyed back into chaosp It was like starinm into a shattered 
Airror, each framAent oOerinm a mliATse, b.t neyer the entire Tict.rep

W?reat Yire,q her yoice carried the weimht of menerations of shrine 
Aaidens who had stood before these uaAes, Wshow Ae what aTx
Troachesp ?.ide Ag simhtpq

Yor a fraction of a second, she tho.mht the vre wo.ld get amain 
imnore her Tleasp ’hen the vre s.rmed himher, and iAames forAed, 
eAerminm froA the uickerinm chaos like sTectersp

Dyergthinm stilled as a yast darkness .nf.rled before her-not the 
T.re Aaleyolence of eyil, b.t soAethinm tort.red, soAethinm rel.cx
tantp — Tresence twisted amainst its nat.re, its essence corr.Tted bg 
desTeration and solit.dep

Eoth ancient and wo.nded, it carried the weimht of soAethinm 
forced into eyilp

zet, the tr.th staged awagp
WjhgCq she whisTered, her yoice alAost lost in the crackle of the 

vrep Wjhg canBt I .nderstand thisCq
’he 8.estion was not ….st for the uaAes, b.t for herselfp She was 

Aeant to be the interTreter, the m.ide-the one who co.ld Aake 
sense of what others co.ld notp —nd get, she felt blindp Imnorantp 
IncoATletep

SoAethinm is Aissinmp 
’he words creTt in .nbidden, heayg and .nwelcoAep 
— hollow ache sTread thro.mh her chest, a mnawinm eATtiness that 

had been her coATanion for Aonthsp It was as tho.mh sheBd once 
held all the answers, a T.rTose, a reason whg she was mifted with these 
Towers-and then, soAehow, it had sliTTed thro.mh her vnmersp
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Had it been taken froA herC 
Mr had she siATlg been .nworthg of holdinm onto itC
’he oTTressiye heat seeAed to s8.ee”e her chest, the warAth no 

lonmer coAfortinm b.t s.Oocatinmp Sweat beaded at her teATles, trickx
linm down her neck, daATeninm her Aiko robes as she str.mmled to 
hold onto the framAented iAamesp 

Stars streaked across her inner yision-silyer limht fallinm froA the 
heayens, fadinm into darkness-and with theA caAe an oyerwhelAinm 
Tresence froA the yoid, a force begond this world, soAethinm that had 
trayeled across the starsp

W— force froA the stars0 .nwillinm, get danmero.spq 
Her words were barelg a.dible, each one heayg with conf.sion and 

mrowinm dreadp She clenched her hands, her nails bitinm into her TalAs 
as she fo.mht to Aake sense of the crgTtic warninmsp ’he vre roared 
in resTonse, the shadows leaTinm and writhinm, their chaotic dance 
Aockinm her eOortsp

Eirth and death aTTeared intertwined-like iyg wraTTed aro.nd 
a witherinm tree, chokinm it while miyinm it forAp Dach uicker of the 
uaAes bro.mht a new iAame, b.t none of theA clear eno.mh to mrasT, 
none solid eno.mh to Troyide her with directionp — deeT chill washed 
oyer her, an .ncanng feelinm of beinm watched, of beinm in the Tresence 
of soAethinm both Aimhtg and desTeratep

She closed her eges, willinm herself to foc.s, to vnd the claritg she 
so desTeratelg so.mhtp ’he warAth of the vre bore down on her, and 
the scent of the incense-.s.allg a calAinm Tresence-now felt heayg, 
alAost Aetallic, like the taste of bloodp 

—s the vre 8.ieted, her To.ndinm heart seeAed to becoAe lo.derp 
’he rhgthA echoed in her ears, mrowinm lo.der with each Tassinm 
AoAentp
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WHaye the mods abandoned AeC —A I no lonmer worthgCq she whisx
Tered, her yoice crackinm .nder the weimht of her fr.strationp

’he vre uared yiolentlg, a s.dden b.rst of limht and heat that sent 
the shadows skitterinm across the rooA in stark, …ammed Tatternsp It 
was as if the vre itself shared her fr.stration, b.rninm brimhter in a 
desTerate atteATt to conyeg its Aessamep ’he shrineBs ancient walls 
seeAed to T.lse with enermg, menerations of Tragers lendinm strenmth to 
this sacred sTace, b.t eyen here, eyen now, the answers sliTTed thro.mh
 her vnmers like sandp

Rei oTened her eges to the chaotic dance of the vrep She had alwags 
Trided herself on her int.ition, on her abilitg to draw Aeaninm froA 
the sacred uaAesp E.t now, she felt adrift, her convdence crackinm 
.nder the Tress.re of the .nknownp HelTlessness mnawed at her, a 
sensation she had alwags fo.mht amainst, b.t here it was-an .nwelx
coAe coATanionp

WIs this a warninm, or a call to actionCq
Still, the vre oOered no f.rther insimhtp Its intensitg beman to wane, 

the uaAes calAinm, their frantic dance slowinm to a uickerp ’he sacred
 vre seeAed eKha.sted, Airrorinm her own fatim.e, and ReiBs heart sank 
as she reali”ed she wo.ld main no f.rther claritg tonimhtp

jith a slow breath, Rei T.shed herself to her feet, her lems feelinm 
heayg beneath herp ’he weimht of the .nanswered 8.estions settled 
across her sho.lders, an inyisible b.rden that seeAed to Tress her closx
er to the mro.ndp She took one last, linmerinm look at the uaAes-still 
b.rninm, b.t oOerinm neither coAfort nor m.idancep

WSoAethinm is coAinmpq Her yoice barelg lo.der than the cracklinm 
eAbersp W—nd I haye to be readgpq

She t.rned and Aoyed toward the slidinm door, each steT carrginm 
the weimht of her do.btsp —s she slid the door oTen, a r.sh of cool air 
Aet her, a sharT contrast to the s.Oocatinm heat of the sacred chaAberp 
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Inhalinm deeTlg, the crisT air vlled her l.nms and AoAentarilg eased 
the timhtness in her chestp

SteTTinm o.tside, she allowed the door to close softlg behind her, 
the bo.ndarg between the oTTressiye vrelimht and the serene, Aoonlit 
shrinep ’he cool bree”e br.shed amainst her skin, the nimht air whisx
Terinm thro.mh the ancient trees that stood sentinel aro.nd the shrinep 
’he leayes r.stled softlg, as if oOerinm her solacep

Slowlg, she mlanced .T at the Aoonp ’he crescent limht h.nm mracex
f.llg in the inkg skg, and as the AoonbeaAs washed across her skin, 
she alAost felt coAfortedp

zet the .nease within her reAained, an ache that ref.sed to dissix
Tatep SoAethinm was coAinm-soAethinm that wo.ld chanme eyergx
thinmp —nd Rei knew, deeT in her heart, that she wo.ld haye to face it, 
eyen if she had onlg the vre on her sidep

;inmerinm in the shrineBs co.rtgard, Rei let the crisT bree”e br.sh 
amainst her, a refreshinm chanme to the heat of the sacred vrep ’he 
mro.nds seeAed Aore tran8.il, bathed in the shiAAerinm h.es of 
Aoonlimht vlterinm thro.mh the treesp ’he soft r.stlinm of branches 
and the distant hoot of an owl added a coAfortinm lager of serenitg, 
b.t beneath it all, an .nderc.rrent of .nease still t.mmed at herp

— linmerinm echo of .nsettlinm yisions that ref.sed to fadep
WReiJ :g bea.tif.l mrandda.mhter, there go. areJq her mrandfax

therBs yoice called o.t, b.bblinm with enth.siasA that broke thro.mh 
her broodinm tho.mhtsp

WReiJq
She t.rned to see hiA wayinm eamerlg froA near the Aain entrance, 

his whole vm.re Tracticallg b.””inm with eKciteAentp Eathed limht, a 
tall vm.re stood beside hiA, his back t.rned to her as he seeAed to 
s.ryeg the ancient trees that faAed the shrinep
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9.riositg Ti8.ed desTite herself, Rei Aade her wag oyer, her footx
steTs Aeas.red amainst the worn stones of the Tathp

W9oAe and Aeet Ag new friendp HeBs rather attractiye, and ….st 
go.r amepq Eefore Rei co.ld react, her mrandfather t.mmed her forward 
with s.rTrisinm enth.siasAp

W?randfatherJ jhat haye I said abo.t settinm Ae .TCq she hissed, 
dimminm in her heelsp

He wayed her oO with a disAissiye handp W7eyer Aind that nowpq
’he Aan t.rnedp
’iAe Ta.sedp
’he world stilledp
Recomnition str.ck like a th.nderclaT, shatterinm her coATos.rep
Her senses narrowed to his eges that locked onto hers, sharT as a 

bladep She was drawn to those eges-those .nAistakable, storAxmrag 
that ha.nted her yisions, that had caTtiyated her in what felt like 
another lifetiAep

SheBd neyer seen angthinm like theA before, like clo.ds matherinm 
before a treAendo.s storA at sea, vlled with both .nfathoAable 
deTth and a sense of barelg restrained Towerp

’here was soAethinm ancient within theA, soAethinm that whisx
Tered of rit.als shared before a sacred vre, AoAents where words had 
been .nnecessarg, where .nderstandinm caAe froA a siATle Aeetinm 
of their ma”esp 

’heg were eges that held secrets, TroAises-both tender and 
verce-a reuection of eyergthinm she had lost and eyergthinm that 
co.ld be amainp Yor a heartbeat, she co.ld see it allN the uickerinm uaAes, 
the whisTered incantations, the silent connection that had once Aade 
theA inseTarablep
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—nd now, here theg were amain, those eges Aeetinm hers with an 
intensitg that seeAed to Tierce thro.mh eyerg defense she had b.ilt, 
reachinm o.t to soAethinm b.ried deeT within herp

’he earth seeAed to tilt beneath her feet, and for a breathless Aox
Aent, eyergthinm fell awag b.t hiAp

His sharT …awline and short Tale blond hair mleaAed in the Aoonx
limht, as if sT.n froA moldp His Tresence was coAAandinm, .nneryx
inmlg faAiliarp

She knew that facep
She knew it too well-it ha.nted her yisions, linmered in her 

dreaAs, and danced in the sacred uaAesp
HiAp
’he tho.mht echoed in her Aindp
ItBs hiAp
— tho.sand framAented iAames Tieced tomether, forAinm a Tict.re 

that seeAed both ineyitable and iATossiblep ’he sacred vre had shown 
her this yerg AoAent, this yerg Tersonp —nd she knew the tr.thp He 
was iATortant4 she knew it in her bones, in the wag the air s.ddenlg 
felt thicker, charmed, as if the world held its breathp 

’he co.rtgard now h.AAed with an enermg not entirelg of this 
worldp ’he bree”e that br.shed amainst her skin stilled, the r.stlinm 
leayes now fro”en as tho.mh s.sTended in anticiTationp Dach stronm 
beat of her heart resonated with the intense eAotions that were 
s.rminm thro.mh herp Her Ao.th went drg, and for a heartbeat, she 
co.ldnBt Aoye, co.ldnBt breathep

WRei, this is 5adeite,q her mrandfather declared Tro.dlg, obliyio.s to 
her inner t.rAoilp WHeBs the new helTer IBye hired for the shrinepq

5adeite bowed Tolitelg, his liTs c.ryinm into a s.btle, enimAatic 
sAilep WItBs a Tleas.re to Aeet go.,q he said, his yoice sAooth and 
Aeas.red, as if aware of the eOect he was hayinm on herp



:—F—I ’RDDN RMM’S MY 2DS’I7z !!

Rei str.mmled to vnd ang words, her .s.al convdent deAeanor 
shakenp ’he Aan before her was .ndeniablg the one she had seen so 
Aang tiAes in her yisions-each tiAe Aore yiyid, Aore insistentp

WI0 IBA Hino0 IBA Rei Hino,q she Aanamed, her ma”e ref.sinm to 
break froA hisp

’here was soAethinm there, an inyisible thread that connected 
theA, a thread that seeAed to mrow ta.ter with eyerg heartbeatp 5adeite 
straimhtened, his eges holdinm hers with an intensitg that sent a shiyer 
down her sTinep

WRei,q he reTeated, alAost as if sayorinm the so.nd of her naAe, 
testinm it amainst his liTsp WYire of Rei, a bea.tif.l naAepq

7ow she co.ld onlg see hiAp —s if nothinm else in the world Aatx
teredp ’he air between theA seeAed to yibrate, a charmed enermg siAx
Aerinm ….st beneath the s.rfacep Rei co.ld feel her T.lse 8.icken, her 
eAotions a chaotic Aess of conf.sion, recomnition, and soAethinm she 
co.ldnBt 8.ite naAep 

’he sacred vreBs warninms echoed in her tho.mhts-the iAamerg of 
a rel.ctant eyil, of Taths that intertwined with a desting that seeAed 
.nayoidablep ’he simnivcance of his Tresence was .ndeniable, get it 
left her feelinm Aore .nsteadg than she had eyer feltp

WUerhaTs thatBs whg I was drawn to this Tlace,q 5adeite added, his 
ma”e still locked on hersp 

’here was soAethinm in his eges, soAethinm alAost knowinm, as 
if he .nderstood the connection that she co.ld barelg coATrehend 
hiAselfp

Eefore she co.ld sag angthinm, her mrandfather let o.t a heartg 
la.mh, claTTinm his hands tometherp WUerhaTs IBye ….st hired Ag f.t.re 
sonxinxlawJq he eKclaiAed with an eKammerated winkp

’he sTell was brokenp
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Rei crossed her arAs and mlared at her onlg kinp W?randfatherJ 
jhat haye I saidCJ ’hereBs no wag in heayen, earth, or ang realAs 
betweenJ I donBt tr.st Aenpq

5adeiteBs sAile widened, his eges mlintinm with aA.seAent and 
soAethinm deeTer-soAethinm ancientp He took a sAall steT forward, 
a convdence in his AoyeAent that was both inf.riatinm and Aamneticp

W’hatBs l.ckg,q he said, his yoice droTTinm to a Tlagf.l A.rA.r, 
Wbeca.se IBA not a Aanp IBA soAethinm betterpq

WEetter, h.hCq she shot back, her tone sharT eno.mh to c.tp 
WSo.nds like soAethinm a Aan wo.ld sag to coyer for his uawspq

?randTa la.mhed and claTTedp WSeeAs like I Aade a brilliant 
choicep Haye f.n go. twopq 

—s her mrandfatherBs vm.re retreated into the deTths of the shrine, 
his cheerf.l h.AAinm fadinm into the distance, Rei fo.nd herself 
alone with 5adeite in the 8.iet co.rtgardp 

’he sTrinm air h.nm heayg, as if the yerg world aro.nd theA held its 
breathp ’he Aoonlimht seeAed to intensifg, castinm daTTled shadows 
across the stone Tathwag, miyinm the nimht an ethereal 8.alitgp

Rei crossed her arAs, her ma”e sharTened like a blade, st.dginm the 
newcoAer with a m.arded c.riositgp WSo, 5adeite, was itC jhat brinms 
go. to Hikawa ShrineCq

He Aet her ma”e, his eKTression one of calA convdence, the corners 
of his Ao.th liftinm eyer so slimhtlg-a sAile that sToke of secrets and 
faAiliaritgp W—s I Aentioned to go.r mrandfather, IBA seekinm a Tlace 
of tran8.ilitgp SoAethinm abo.t this shrine drew Ae inpq

W2rew go. inC je donBt met Aang yisitors who decide to stag and 
workpq 

5adeiteBs ch.ckle was soft, alAost intiAate, the kind that reyerx
berated in the 8.iet sTace between theAp He took a steT closer, his 
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AoyeAents mracef.l, deliberate, each shift of his weimht echoinm like a 
8.iet TroAisep 

WUerhaTs IBA not a yisitorp UerhaTs IBA here to stag,q he reTlied, his 
yoice as sAooth as sTrinmp

W9learlg,q she said, her egebrow archinm, the corners of her liTs 
threateninm to c.rye .Twardsp

’here was soAethinm .nsettlinm abo.t his coATos.re-soAethinm 
too Toised, too knowinm, and it sTarked a uicker of both irritation and 
intrim.e within herp :en who tho.mht theg were cleyer .s.allg anx
noged her, b.t 5adeite was diOerent-.nsettlinm in a wag she co.ldnBt 
8.ite Tlacep

He took another steT closer, the soft scraTe the onlg so.nd breakx
inm the tension between theAp ’he sTace seeAed to shrink, and Rei 
fo.mht the .rme to steT back or, worse, lean inp His Tresence carried a 
warAth that wasnBt froA the s.n, a mrayitational T.ll that had nothinm 
to do with his TroKiAitgp She tilted her chin .T, her ma”e ref.sinm to w
ayerp

Wzo. seeA warg,q he obseryed, his eges holdinm hersp WI hoTe IBA 
not ca.sinm ang inconyeniencepq

W7ot at all, as lonm as go. donBt ca.se mrandTa TrobleAsp I ….st like 
to know who IBA dealinm withpq ’here was steel in her yoice, b.t she 
co.ldnBt 8.ite shake the .nease that twisted beneath it-a feelinm that 
the earth was shiftinm beneath her feetp

WInderstandablep —llow Ae to ass.re go., IBA a hard worker, and 
Ag intentions are T.relg honorablepq

ReiBs eges narrowed f.rtherp W:en are liarspq
He st.died her for a beat lonmer, a tho.mhtf.l look crossinm his 

feat.res before he resTonded, W’r.e, b.t actions sTeak lo.der, donBt 
thegCq He Ta.sed, the sAile on his liTs mentle, alAost inyitinmp W—nd 
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Aagbe, soAetiAes, itBs not abo.t tr.st, b.t abo.t beinm oTen to what c
oAespq

’he s.mmestion str.ck soAethinm in her-a resonance, a chord 
she wasnBt TreTared to acknowledmep She fo.mht the stirrinm warAth 
inside her, choosinm instead to timhten her mriT on skeTticisAp

WI Trefer to relg on Agselfp zo. sTeak of beinm drawn here, of 
tran8.ilitg, b.t soAethinm tells Ae go. haye other Aotiyespq

5adeiteBs eges softened, a ueetinm eKTression of .nderstandinm 
crossinm his face, Aakinm hiA seeA alAost y.lnerablep WI wonBt deng 
that thereBs Aore to Ag Tresence herep E.t itBs not deceit, Reip ItBs0 
soAethinm begond either of .spq

’he wag he sToke her naAe was like a whisTer on the wind, vlled 
with reyerence and soAethinm deeTerp ’he limht of the Aoon shifted, 
sinminm a soft Aelodg of restored crgstal and awakeninmsp

Wzo. sTeak of desting,q she co.ntered, her yoice caref.l, testx
inm, Wb.t desting isnBt alwags kindp SoAetiAes itBs a warninm, not a 
TroAisepq

5adeiteBs sAile ret.rned, this tiAe teATered with soAethinm tenx
der, soAethinm rawp He took another steT, his Tresence alAost oyerx
whelAinm as he whisTered, W—nd soAetiAes, itBs bothpq

’he words reyerberated between theA, strikinm a chord deeT withx
in Rei that resonated like the toll of a distant bellp ’he y.lnerabilitg in 
his eges disarAed her, and for a brief second, she allowed herself to feel 
the weimht of that .nsToken connection-the sense of faAiliaritg that 
sho.ldnBt eKist, get .ndeniablg didp

Uhobos called oyerhead, a sharT so.nd that broke the framile sTell 
between theAp Rei blinked, snaTTinm back to realitgp She took a dex
liberate steT back, needinm distance froA the intensitg of his ma”ep

W9onsider go.rself warnedp ’his shrine has Trotectorsp ReAeAber 
thatpq
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5adeite inclined his head, his ma”e holdinm hers, soAethinm akin to 
aA.seAent mliAAerinm in the deTths of those storAxmrag egesp 

WI look forward to workinm with theAp DsTeciallg the verce one 
with vre in her so.lpq

Rei t.rned witho.t a word, the fabric of her robes swirlinm aro.nd 
her, and walked awag, each steT an eOort to imnore the storA of 
eAotions raminm inside herp She co.ld feel his eges followinm her, his 
Tresence a tanmible thinm that ref.sed to fadep Her heart th.ndered 
in her chest, the air still cracklinm with .nsToken tension, with the 
linmerinm scent of Tine, and with the 8.iet TroAise of soAethinm ….st 
o.t of reachp

E.t eyen as she tried to T.sh it aside, a whisTer reAained-a rex
Ainder that TerhaTs, desTite eyergthinm she belieyed, soAethinm had 
indeed bem.n that dagp SoAethinm that she co.ldnBt 8.ite dengp



Chapter Four
Fate Falling Through 

Starlight

T he city pulsed with its usual energy—headlights weaving 
through the maze of streets, a kaleidoscope of neon signs cast-

ing vivid rebections on rain-slicked sidewalks, the distant hum of con-
versations .lending into a nocturnal symphonyB 

Mut to Aamoru, everything felt mutedB
xs if an invisi.le wall of glass separated him from the world around, 

rendering everything distant, dulledB The once vi.rant lights seemed 
to lack their normal gleam, and the noise of the .ustling city felt 
muHed, like he was su.merged underwaterB xn inePplica.le unease 
gnawed at the edges of his consciousness, a whisper of dissonance that 
made the familiar world seem alienB

Ke wandered aimlessly, the soles of his shoes tapping a steady 
rhythm against the pavementB The ground .eneath his feet hummed 
faintly, a su.tle vi.ration that rippled through his .ones like a low 
electric current, almost impercepti.le yet undenia.ly there—an un-
dercurrent that set his nerves on edgeB Iausing .eside a tree, he rested 
a hand against its rough surface, as if to steady himself against a world 
that seemed to shiftB The city .reathed around him, alive, yet strangely r
emoteB



AxRxE T:OOS :FFTD FN YODTE39 “”

’E really have to stop procrastinating making that appointment,L 
he muttered to himself, his .reath a beeting cloud in the cool night 
airB ’EWm going crazyBL

Ke pressed a hand against his chest, feeling the irregular rhythm 
of his own heartB jogic told him it was nothing—a trick of his tired 
mind, too many sleepless nights, perhaps the stress of ePams catching 
up with himB Mut deep within, something whispered otherwise, an 
itch .eneath his skin that told him that the heart.eat of the Oarth itself 
had shifted, resonating with some forgotten part of himB

The wind whispered of evil arrivingB
The moonlight sang of redemption and patienceB
Oach .reath felt heavier, as if the air itself was .urdened .y some-

thing unseenB Dcents of damp earth and decaying winter mingled in 
the night .reeze, grounding him momentarily, yet doing little to shake 
the sense of something wrongB

Cith each step, the vi.rations deepened, rippling through his 
.ones like an unspoken warningB Et wasnWt 4ust a tremor—it was some-
thing more, something alive and communicative, a shiver that seemed 
to .e .oth a warning and a summonsB

’9ouWve .een avoiding this for too long, 0hi.aB EtWs time to face 
realityBL

x .rilliant bash suddenly tore through the sky, a .laze of light 
streaking across the heavensB Aamoru halted mid-step, his .reath 
caught in his throat as he watched the light arc over the horizon—a 
meteor, .right enough to turn night into an otherworldly glow, illu-
minating everything in stark, dreamlike clarityB 

Kis heart gave a lurch, a recognition without wordsB Ke knew, 
with an instinct that came from somewhere .eyond reason, that this 
wasnWt ordinaryB This was something ancient and powerful, a herald 
of changeB
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Overy instinct told him he had to follow, had to see what it was, what 
it meantB Cithout hesitation, he .roke into a 4og, his footsteps àuick-
ening against the concrete, carrying him through shadowed alleyways 
and silent streets, guided .y the unseen force drawing him toward the 
source of the bashB

Ke reached a hill overlooking the city, the skyline spread .efore 
him like a vast tapestry woven of light and shadowB En the distance, 
a soft glow pulsed—a .eacon that called out to him, unmistaka.le 
and irresisti.leB Aamoru stood for a moment, catching his .reath, the 
wind tousling his dark hair as he stared at the distant pointB 

xs he neared the source of the glow, the streets fell eerily silentB The 
familiar .ustle of city life was gone, replaced .y something deeper, 
something primordialB

Turning a Unal corner, he saw the crowd gathered near a smoldering 
crater, their faces .athed in the faint, otherworldly glowB Ke stopped 
at the edge of the throng, the sense of d14? vu overwhelming, the scene 
.efore him triggering memories that lay 4ust .eyond his graspB

x palace of crystalB 
x princess cloaked in silver lightB
Ochoes of a past life whispered across the yearsB

;sagi nestled deeper into the soft cocoon of her .lankets, the gen-
tle tick of her clock Ulled the àuiet of her roomB Aoonlight Ultered 
through her curtains, painting delicate silver patterns across the pas-
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tel-colored wallsB Overything was 4ust as it should .e—juna curled at 
the foot of the .ed, her warm àuiet purr adding to the calmB

x .rilliant, almost .linding bash of light booded the room, pierc-
ing her eyelids and .urning through her dreamsB ;sagi stirred, groan-
ing as she tried to .lock out the .rightness with a sleep-heavy armB 

’Aorning already2L
Dhe fum.led around, ru..ing at her .leary eyes, .ut the glow was 

relentless, intense, casting sharp, ePaggerated shadows around her cozy 
sanctuaryB

Chen she glanced at her clock, its hands still Urmly pointing 
to midnight, confusion tugged at her groggy thoughtsB Dlowly, she 
pushed herself upright, her golden hair cascading in a disarrayed mess 
around her faceB 

The sheets wrapped around her legs as she leaned out the window, 
the chill of the glass pressing against her foreheadB

;sagi peered out into the night, her .reath leaving a slight fog on 
the windowpaneB The world outside was no longer the familiar, àuiet 
neigh.orhood she knew! instead, it was .athed in an ethereal glow that 
made everything appear otherworldlyB The source of it was a radiant 
streak .lazing across the sky, a trail shimmering with magic and fading 
gently into the distanceB

Ker heart gave a little leap, ePcitement .eginning to swell .eneath 
the confusionB 

’x shooting star2L she whispered, .lue eyes widening with delightB 
’3oZ itWs too .rightZ a meteor2L 
The glow had transformed her street into something dreamlike, a 

fantasy land lit .y a celestial marvelB ;sagiWs wonder only grew, an elec-
tric thrill shooting through her as if the world had suddenly cracked 
open, revealing a mystery she had to uncoverB
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The air felt charged, heavy with possi.ilities, and ;sagi was no 
stranger to adventureB Ker curiosity .u..led up, eclipsing any caution 
she might have feltB Et was 4ust like one of her manga—a bash in the sky, 
a mystery that called to her, waiting for someone to ePploreB Dhe could 
already imagine herself racing towards the light, Unding something 
incredi.le, something no one else could even dream ofB

Dhe dashed to her dresser, gra..ing the Urst clothes she could 
Und—her favorite pink sweater and a comforta.le skirtB Ker Ungers 
fum.led clumsily as she tugged on socks, the ePcitement making her 
hands shakeB juna, distur.ed .y all the commotion, opened her eyes, 
.linking up at her with sleepy confusionB

’;sagi, what are you doing2L junaWs voice was a low, disapproving 
mum.le, .ut ;sagi was too far gone, caught up in the thrill of it allB

’Domething amazing 4ust happened, juna5L she .eamed, .reathless 
with enthusiasmB ’E have to see it5 E canWt 4ust stay here5L 

Dhe hopped on one foot, then the other, pulling on her socks, nearly 
falling over twice .efore she managed to get them onB

juna let out a sigh, her eyes narrowingB ’xt least .e careful,L she 
muttered, though ;sagi was already halfway out the doorB

The night air hit her like a splash of cold water, crisp and invigorat-
ing, sweeping away the last of her drowsinessB Dhe grinned, her .reath 
puQng out in a soft cloud as she took a moment to look up at the skyB 
The stars glittered a.ove, .righter and clearer than usual, as though 
they too were curious a.out the radiant streak that had carved across 
their canvasB

The streets were empty, .athed in a silvery glow that was already 
.eginning to fade, .ut ;sagi could still see it—the faint trail that led 
deeper into the cityB Ker pulse àuickened, her instincts guiding her as 
she .roke into a run, her long pigtails streaming out .ehind her like 
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golden ri..onsB The pavement was solid .eneath her feet, each step 
resonating with the ePcitement pounding in her veinsB

Ker laughter .u..led up, spilling out into the àuiet night as she 
raced forward, her shoes slapping lightly against the groundB Dhe 
didnWt know where she was headed—didnWt need toB xll she knew was 
that something incredi.le awaited her, and she had to .e a part of itB 
The glow might have faded from the sky, .ut it still shimmered in her 
mind, a .eacon she couldnWt ignoreB

The cityscape seemed di6erent now, mysterious, like it held hidden 
secrets only she could uncoverB Et was alive, humming with the same 
electric energy that vi.rated under her skin, wrapping around her like 
an invisi.le cloakB 

Dhe turned a corner, her eyes UPed ahead, and glimpsed something 
glowing faintly in the distanceB Fthers, shadows against the illumi-
nated .uildings, seemed to .e moving toward it too, drawn 4ust as she wa
sB

’EtWs like a surprise party no one knew a.out5L
3ow she wanted to Und it even moreB
Ierhaps a magical treasure waited—or may.e even a wish-granting 

star ready to share its secretsB The allure was too strong, the pull too 
irresisti.leB Chatever it was, she knew it was going to .e ePtraordinaryB

Cith renewed determination, ;sagi àuickened her pace, her grin 
never fadingB Dhe was running straight toward the unknown, her spirit 
a.laze with hope and curiosityB

Tonight, she was chasing stardustB xnd she wouldnWt stop until she 
reached itB
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xmi sat hunched over her desk, the soft glow of her computer screen 
casting a serene, pale light across her minimalist .edroomB The àuiet 
hum of her computer Ulled the air, .lending with the rhythmic tap-
ping of her Ungers on the mouseB Ker eyes narrowed in concentration 
as she studied the chess.oard glowing .efore her, her keen gaze picking 
apart 7oisiteWs strategyB 

KeWd .een trying to trap her for weeks, .ut today she could see the 
bawB x sly smile tugged at her lips as she clicked her .ishop, e6ectively 
turning the tide of the gameB 

’Jotcha,L she murmured, savoring the moment of victoryB
Mut 4ust as she leaned .ack to .ask in her triumph, an intense bash 

of light invaded the room, swallowing the pale .lues and grays of her 
walls in a .urst of .rilliant whiteB The sudden .rightness startled her, 
her heart leaping in her chest as she 4erked uprightB 

’Chat on earth2L 
Iushing .ack her chair, she stood, the chill of the wooden boor 

.iting at her .are feet as she moved towards the windowB
The scene outside was something out of a science Uction novel—an 

ethereal streak of light cutting through the sky, leaving .ehind a shim-
mering trailB Et was otherworldly, .eautiful, .ut most of all, it was 
inePplica.leB Dhe pressed her palms against the cool glass, her .row 
furrowingB 

’x meteor2L 
There were no reports, no astronomical events scheduled for 

tonight—no meteors, no comets, nothingB Dhe would have knownB 
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Et didnWt make senseB
Ker logical mind 4umped to action, her thoughts racing to Und an 

ePplanation, to piece together the facts into a coherent wholeB The 
streak of light pulsated faintly, glowing on the distant horizonB Dome-
thing a.out it seemed to call to her—a silent plea, an invitation—and 
her heart responded with a strange thrillB The energy emanating from 
the phenomenon felt almost alive, and it whispered directly to her, 
urging her to investigate, to understandB

Nor a moment, she hesitated, her eyes darting .ack to her computer 
screenB The chess.oard glowed àuietly, 7oisiteWs .linking cursor wait-
ing for her nePt moveB Dhe .it her lipB jeaving the match unUnished 
felt wrong, .ut the pull of the mysterious light outside was relentless, 
impossi.le to ignoreB

Vuickly, xmi typedS ’DomethingWs come upB :ain check2L 
Dhe watched as his response appeared almost instantlyS ’Dtay safe, 

MlueBL 
x small smile touched her lips, warmth momentarily Ulling her 

chest .efore the weight of the unknown replaced itB
xmi turned away from her desk, her mind .uzzing with possi.il-

ities, each one more impro.a.le than the lastB Cas it an uncharted 
asteroid2 xtmospheric interference2

Theories tum.led one after another, .ut none seemed to stickB 
3one of them could ePplain the sense of wrongness that lingeredB Dhe 
gra..ed her 4acket, slipping it over her shouldersB

The apartment was still, her mother long asleep, and xmi scri..led 
a àuick note and left it on the kitchen counter—she didnWt want to 
cause unnecessary worryB Taking a deep .reath, she opened the door, 
and the night air rushed in, cold and .racing against her skinB The glow 
in the sky still lingered, pulsing like a heart.eat, an unspoken promise, 
and xmiWs curiosity surgedB
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xn eerie àuiet settled over the streets, hushed, as if the world was 
holding its .reathB The glow served as her guide, the faint hum of 
its energy thrumming against her skin, pulling her forwardB xs she 
rushed, she noticed others drawn from their homes, heads tilted sky-
ward, faces painted with confusion and aweB Dtreetlights bickered 
a.ove, their weak glow paling against the .rilliance of the celestial 
phenomenonB 

Dhe had to get closerB
Ker usually orderly world tilting into a realm of unknownsB There 

was something ePhilarating a.out it, the stepping away from the eP-
pected and into a mystery that deUed her understandingB The energy 
of the night seemed to vi.rate .eneath her feet, humming in the air 
around her, urging her forward with an insistence that àuickened her 
stepsB

Dhe paused as she reached a hill overlooking part of the city, her 
.reath misting in the cold airB Nrom this vantage point, the glow was 
.righter, casting an ethereal sheen over the .uildings .elowB There was 
movement, a faint commotion—a crowd gathering at a distance, their 
silhouettes framed .y the shimmering lightB xt least she wasnWt alone 
in thisB xmiWs heart thudded in her chest, her eyes wide and rebecting 
the glowB 

’Chatever this is,L she whispered, ’itWs ePtraordinaryBL
x sense of resolve settled within herB This was .eyond tePt.ooks, 

.eyond logic alone—it was a calling, a mystery waiting to .e unraveledB
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:ei sat .efore the sacred Ure, its bames bickering and whispering the 
words of the gods into the dim roomB Dhadows moved across the 
wooden walls, .ending and dancing with each shift of the Ure, creating 
an eerie, living tapestryB The scent of .urning wood and incense clung 
to the air, making it shimmer with radiant powerB

Tonight, everything felt strainedB Domething hung heavy in the air, 
a tangi.le weight that made each .reath harder, as if the weight of the 
world had seeped in through the shrineWs wooden wallsB

Ker eyes remained closed as she lingered in her meditative calmB 
The warmth of the Ure .rushed against her skin, yet instead of com-
forting, it seemed almost su6ocating—oppressive, the way it pressed 
down on her shoulders, invading her sensesB 

Ker Ungers twitched, resisting the urge to Udget, her mind stu.-
.ornly drifting .ack to earlier that day, to the sharp eyes of Oadeite, his 
gaze so heavy, so Ulled with something unspokenB Et wasnWt right to .e 
distracted like this, to have his face swim .ehind her closed lids while 
she was supposed to .e seeking the clarity of the sacred bameB

’NocusBL
Dhe ad4usted her posture, grounding herself, hands resting against 

her knees as she centered her .reathingB Dlowly, her mind clearedB 
The physical world fadedS the Urm press of the boor against her legs, 
the chill from the night air seeping through the thin sho4i doors, the 
distant sound of rustling leavesB Overything receded, leaving only the 
sacred Ure .efore her, its voice growing louder as the world around her dimm
edB

Mut 4ust as she reached that threshold of calm, the bames stutteredB
Namiliar warmth .ecame violent heatB
Jentle cracking gave way to a roarB
Ker eyes snapped open, the Ure .efore her no longer am.er and 

orange .ut Ulled with dark, writhing greens and .lacksB Et twisted 
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upward, roaring toward the ceiling with unnatural forceB The heat was 
un.eara.le, licking at her skin, pressing her .ack until she threw up 
her arm to shield her faceB

Near lanced through herB 
This was wrongB
The sacred Ure had never responded like thisB Et was a chaotic surge, 

a deep resistance, like the energy of the universe had turned upon itself, 
and she was caught in its relentless furyB Dweat .eaded on her fore-
head, the UreWs power a physical weight .earing down upon herB The
 bames thrashed, shadows warping grotesàuely, twisting into shapes 
that seemed to pulse with life, monstrous forms reaching for her, and 
:ei remained frozenB

The vision struck her unpreparedB
Emages bashed across the bames with searing intensityB
x vast .lack void where stars .linked and .lurred, and out of that 

emptiness loomed something immenseB xn ancient force, cloaked in 
reluctance and weighed down .y profound ePhaustionB Dadness radi-
ated from it—deep, longing, and heavyB

Fr.iting that colossal presence were two spheres of energy—one 
seething with Uery anger, the other àuiet and resignedB Fne radiated 
Uerce determination, the other simmered with calm ePasperationB

This evil wasnWt .orn out of malice! it was compelled, driven into 
darkness against its willB 0haos spread out .ehind it, rippling through 
galaPies—a tree whose .ranches withered across the cosmos, its roots 
like skeletal Ungers clinging to something already lostB

The Ure roared louder still, the shadows on the wall .ecoming more 
distorted, their movements almost taunting herB :ei felt her pulse in 
her throat, her .reaths shallow, trem.lingB Dhe saw the earth, her earth, 
shudder as a streak of light .lazed through its atmosphere, an ominous 
comet trailing darkness like a shroudB Dhe could almost feel it—could 
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almost sense the earthWs shock as if it was her own .ody .eing assaulted, 
torn apartB

Nor a .rief, terrifying moment, the sacred Ure went outB
Yarkness booded the roomB Et crashed over her like a wave, a.-

solute, and it held her there in its su6ocating grasp, drowning her in a 
silence that only heightened her panicB Ker heart pounded, every .eat 
thundering against her ri.s, the loss of light disorienting, the sudden 
void Ulled with her dreadB 

Oust as her fear clawed its way up, ready to consume her whole, 
the Ure .lazed .ack to life—a desperate, ePplosive return that seemed 
almost vengeful, throwing a .rilliant, harsh light into the roomB

Dhe stum.led .ack, gasping for .reath, her legs weak .eneath herB 
The room seemed to vi.rate with a residual energy, the charge so heavy 
it made her hair stand on endB Dhe looked down at her trem.ling 
hands, still feeling the phantom heat coursing through them, still 
seeing the afterimages of that dying tree, of that force hurtling towards t
hemB 

Ker voice was a hoarse whisperB ’EtWs hereB ChateverWs comingZ itWs 
already hereBL

:ei pushed herself up, shaky, and without a second thought, she 
.olted from the Ure roomB xs she .urst through the door, the cool 
night air hit her face with a sharp .ite, momentarily clearing her headB 
The world .eyond the shrine was dark and serene, the sky a deep 
indigo littered with starsB Et was hard to .elieve something so .eautiful 
could har.or the darkness she had 4ust glimpsedB

Mut there was no timeB
The Ure had shown her a glimpse of what was to come—a reluctant 

evil, a force far .eyond anything she had faced .efore, something 
written in the stars that had already .egun its descentB There was no 
ignoring this, no running from itB
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Dhe ran down the shrine steps, her pulse still racing, her eyes scan-
ning the city in the distanceB Ker vision of the comet, of the impact, 
replayed in her mind like a loop, pushing her forward, deeper into the n
ightB

Dhe had to Und answers, had to understand what had 4ust hap-
penedB xnd somewhere, deep down, she knew she couldnWt do this 
aloneB

Ker steps echoed in the àuiet night, carrying her further from the 
sanctuary she had known all her life and closer to the heart of the storm 
she had seenB

The sky a.ove was indi6erent, stars twinkling without a care, un-
aware of the tumult that .rewed .elowB Mut :ei was no longer afraidB

Aakoto stood in her cozy kitchen, the aroma of steamed rice mingling 
with the scent of freshly chopped vegeta.lesB Ker hands moved with 
practiced grace, her knife rhythmically slicing carrots, the sharpness 
of the .lade making clean, satisfying cuts against the wooden .oardB 
The kitchenWs glow illuminated her, casting her determined features 
in warm light as she ranted to her plantsB

’3ephrite has some nerve5L Dhe smashed her knife down on the 
zucchini a little harder than necessaryB Ierhaps she should try to .e 
carefulB Dhe didnWt want to .reak another cutting .oardB

’Ef he says one more thing a.out my grades, EWm going to smash a 
rice .all in his smug faceBL
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x giggle escaped her lips as she imagined the sightB The rhythmic 
chopping was comforting, each motion giving her a momentary re-
lease from her frustrationB The silent plants on the windowsill didnWt 
o6er any reply, .ut she continued anywayB

’Oust .ecause heWs tall and has those amazing forearms doesnWt mean 
he gets a pass5L

Dhe paused mid-rant, her hands resting on the counter, her gaze 
drifting to the steam fogging the window a.ove the sinkB The warm 
kitchen, the soothing smells of cooking, all felt comforting—until 
a sudden bash of .rilliant, almost .linding light Ulled the roomB Et
 booded every corner, chasing away the gentle glow of the kitchen and 
turning the steam into beeting, iridescent rain.owsB

Aakoto binched, her spatula clattering onto the tiled boor, rice 
scattering like tiny pearls across the boorB ’Chat the hellZ2L 

Futside, an eerie luminescence .athed the world, with the sky 
streaked .y a .right light that slowly faded, leaving .ehind a shim-
mering, almost shimmering trailB The night seemed di6erent now, as 
though the stars had decided to descend and .rush the earth with their 
lightB Ker kitchen, which moments ago had felt so warm and secure, 
now seemed almost stibing—its walls too close, its coziness suddenly
 conUningB

’:ight in the middle of food prep for the weekBL
Mut the electric energy in the air sparked something else—curiosityB 

There was no way she could simply turn her .ack on a sight like thatB 
There was a sense of urgency in that bash, a feeling that this wasnWt 4ust 
some random, natural eventB

Aakoto glanced .ack at her scattered cooking supplies, her plants 
that had gone still as if holding their .reathB ’E am due for an adven-
tureBL
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Dhe tugged her 4acket from the peg .y the doorB The cold air was 
.racing, the .reeze .iting against her skin and making her feel sud-
denly aliveB The street was àuiet, the sky a.ove clear .ut charged, as if 
the stars themselves were .uzzing with electricityB Ker eyes darted up 
to where the streak had disappearedB The bash still .urned .ehind her 
eyes, and the urge to follow it was undenia.leB

’Es this stupid2L a grin Unding its way to her lipsB
’IerhapsBL
The cool pavement echoed softly .eneath her .oots, her strides 

steady, each step carrying her away from the warmth of her home and 
into the unknown nightB

’Yo E care2L
The soft hum of distant traQc and rustling leaves Ulled her ears, the 

only sounds .reaking the stillnessB
’3ope5L
Aakoto moved with purpose, her eyes set Urmly on the direction 

the light had goneB Dhe wasnWt one to shy away from something ePtra-
ordinaryB The pull of adventure, the possi.ility of uncovering some-
thing no one else knew, was too temptingB Oach .reath she took was 
like inhaling the thrill of the moment, her heart.eat steady and strong, 
as if daring whatever mystery lay ahead to come and face herB

Tonight, she was ready for anythingB
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Ainako lounged in her favorite .ooth at the 0rown Nruit Iarlor, her 
Ungers idly stirring a .right drink crowned with a tiny um.rellaB Et 
didnWt matter it was late, the 0rown was always TKO place to .eB 
xround her, the am.iance .uzzed with laughter, the clinking of glass-
es, and the soft hum of conversationB 

The sweet aroma of fresh desserts hung in the air, .ut AinakoWs 
attention was laser-focused on Runzite, the man sitting across from 
herB Dhe couldnWt àuite shake the sense that she knew him—his white 
hair falling over his guarded eyes, the way he moved with a deli.erate 
kind of grace, as if he was always aware of his surroundingsB 

xnd his smileB
Jod, his smile was something of myths and fairy talesB
There was a familiarity there, beeting yet persistent, tugging at the 

edges of her memoryB
’9ouWre sure weWve never met .efore2L she asked, her eyes narrowing 

with a miP of curiosity and challengeB 
Dhe leaned forward, studying the way the light rolled across his chinB 

Runzite kept his ePpression carefully neutral, lifting his co6ee cup in 
responseB

’Yo you think youWre that forgetta.le2L he said, his words smooth, 
a hint of a smile ghosting over his lipsB ’EWm positive EWd remem.er if 
we hadBL

Mut Ainako wasnWt convinced—something a.out his demeanor set 
o6 alarm .ellsB Dhe didnWt .uy itB Dhe could sense something hidden 
.eneath his calm ePterior, and it drove her mad she couldnWt pin down 
whyB Et was like looking at a rebection in water, the truth 4ust .eyond 
reach, rippling out of clarityB

Dhe grinned and leaned .ackB ’Aay.e we crossed paths in another 
lifeBL

Ke shrugged, and she clenched her teethB
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Dhe needed answersB
RunziteWs gaze bickered to hers for a moment, something almost 

sad passing over his face .efore he looked awayB
’EWve always .elieved past lives should stay in the pastBL
Dhe didnWt get a chance to press furtherB En that ePact moment, a 

.rilliant bash of light .athed the entire parlor, throwing long, 4agged 
shadows across the wallsB The surrounding conversations stopped 
a.ruptly, and the clink of utensils ceased as every head turned towards 
the large windowsB xn otherworldly glow spread across the street 
outside, painting everything in a shimmering, almost ethereal lightB

AinakoWs  heart  skipped  a  .eatB  The  glow  illuminated  Run-
ziteWs face, and in that instant, she saw something—recognition2 
Near2—cross his ePpression, and it was gone 4ust as àuicklyB The air was 
suddenly electric, charged with an energy that seemed to vi.rate with 
potentialB The parlorWs warmth, once comforting, now felt oppressive, 
the glow outside far more compelling than the soft lights insideB

x rush of instinct—almost like an echo of the past—called out to 
AinakoB Et felt familiar, the way destiny had tugged her into action the 
Urst time she had .ecome Dailor QB The urge to rush out and meet the 
unknown, to protect, to uncover—it was irresisti.leB 

Mut at the same time, she couldnWt look away from Runzite, 
couldnWt ignore the nagging feeling that he was a missing piece of her 
storyB Ker hands clenched, her gaze locking onto his, her decision 
hanging in the .alanceB

RunziteWs voice .roke the silence .etween them, low and almost 
regretfulB ’9our path lies out there, not here with meBL

Ainako .linked, her resolve settling like a stone in her chestB
Dhe pushed herself out of the .oothB 
’This isnWt over,L she said, her tone UerceB ’EWm going to Ugure you 

out, RunziteB E swear itBL
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x faint smile touched his lips, tinged with something like melan-
cholyB ’E wouldnWt ePpect anything less from youBL

The weight of his words hung in the air .etween them, .ut the light 
outside pulsed again, insistent, demanding attentionB Ainako tore her 
eyes away from him, her heart pounding as she turned towards the 
doorB The pull of the unknown was too strong, the call too loud to 
ignoreB

Throwing some .ills onto the ta.le, she strode purposefully to-
wards the ePit, her golden hair swaying .ehind her like a cometWs tailB 
xs she stepped outside, the night air hit her, crisp and cool, clearing 
her mindB

The strange glow still painted the sky, a .eacon of mystery in the 
otherwise serene cityscapeB Ainako took a deep .reath, the cold Ulling 
her lungs, and she felt it—that familiar thrill, the promise of some-
thing ePtraordinary a.out to unfoldB

The streets seemed di6erent now, the usual hum of the city replaced 
.y a strange àuiet, a sense that something monumental was a.out to 
happenB AinakoWs eyes bicked once more in the direction of the parlor, 
thoughts of Runzite still lingering at the edges of her mindB

Cho was he, really2
Chy did she feel like she knew him, like he was part of a story that 

was 4ust out of reach2
Mut that would have to waitB :ight now, there was something .ig-

ger at play, something demanding her attentionB Ainako took o6, her 
strides conUdent, the curiosity .urning .right within herB Chatever 
had .rought that light—whatever had changed the atmosphere of the 
night—was calling her, and she was ready to meet it head-onB

’EWll .e .ack, Runzite,L she thought, a smile playing at her lipsB 
’3ePt time, EWll get the answers E needBL The city was alive, vi.rating 
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with secrets, and Ainako was determined to uncover every last one of t
hemB

The canopy of stars returned to its usual glow as the strange lumi-
nescence dimmed .efore winking out entirelyB x crater smoldered, 
wisps of steam rising lazily from its edges, while at its heart, a faint 
glow pulsed rhythmically—like the heart.eat of something ancient 
awakeningB

The air was thick with the sharp scent of scorched earth and ozone, 
Ulling the atmosphere with a charged energy that prickled against the 
skin, vi.rating with a promise of something yet to unfoldB

The streets were unusually silent, an eerie pause settling over the 
night, .roken only .y the distant wail of approaching police sirensB 
Oven the cityWs ever-present hum had stilled, as though Ou.an itself 
held its .reathB

Nrom di6erent directions, they came—drawn not .y conscious 
decision, .ut .y something older, an unseen force that whispered of 
destinyB Dummoned .y the strings of fate and .y the ever present .onds 
that tied them togetherB 

Aamoru was Urst, his eyes rebecting the craterWs ethereal glow as he 
approachedB x restless energy tugged at the edges of his consciousness, 
tugging at the edges of his memoryB Kis eyes didnWt leave the crater, a 
strange unease gripping his chestB
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:ei arrived nePt, her miko ro.es buttering in the warm air, her eyes 
sharp with suspicionB The heat of the crater mirrored the unsettling 
warmth of the sacred Ure she had 4ust left .ehindB Ker senses were 
on high alert, the ominous warnings of her earlier vision still ringing 
in her earsB Dhe stood at the craterWs edge, reading the strange energy 
emanating from it, feeling it thrumming through the earth .eneath her
B

xmi appeared àuietly, her analytical gaze already dissecting the 
scene .efore herB Dhe ad4usted her 4acket, noting the perfect symme-
try of the crater, the strange luminescence at its center, the way the 
streetlights around them bickered, as if the energy was .eing drawn 
awayB Yespite her attempts at logic, there was something intangi.le 
a.out this place—something .eyond reason—that sent a shiver down 
her spineB

AakotoWs strong stride .rought her nePt, her tall Ugure outlined .y 
the bickering lightB xnnoyance tugged at her features—tonight had 
.een full of interruptions—.ut this was di6erentB The electric charge 
in the air made her skin prickle, reminiscent of the moments .efore a 
thunderstorm .rokeB Ker eyes narrowed as she studied the scene, the 
glow from the crater calling to something deep within her, a spark of 
recognition that refused to .e dismissedB

Ainako came almost as a shadow, her movements graceful, a war-
riorWs awareness in her eyesB Dhe took in the crater! the others gathered 
around it, her gaze bickering .etween them with curiosity and uneaseB 
The energy here felt potent, almost tangi.le, resonating deep inside 
her, as though it connected with a part of her she couldnWt fully re-
mem.erB

Ninally, ;sagi arrived, her .reath coming fast from her hurried run, 
her hair swaying with every stepB Ker eyes widened at the sight, Ulled 
with awe and wonderB The meteorWs glow .athed her face in soft, 
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ethereal light, and for a moment, her childlike amazement àuieted the 
turmoil rolling over the areaB

Together, they formed an unconscious circle around the crater, 
their positions almost eàuidistant, as though placed .y some unseen 
handB Nive points around a glowing center—an ancient pattern that 
resonated across timeB

3one of them spoke, as they took each other, .ut the air .etween 
them thrummed with recognition—an echo of something long for-
gotten, a memory stirring at the edges of their consciousnessB

Nor a heart.eat, time itself seemed to stretch thin, and the air grew 
denser, heavy with a sense of unspoken connectionB The su.tle vi.ra-
tions of the earth traveled upward, threading through their .odies like 
roots seeking to intertwine, pulling them together, .inding them in a 
way that deUed comprehensionB Et was as if the universe itself held its 
.reath, waiting for them to understand, to awaken to whatever destiny 
lay aheadB

Their eyes metB :eiWs sharp gaze locking onto xmiWs curious one, 
AakotoWs determined ePpression softening as she glanced at ;sagiWs 
wide-eyed wonder, AinakoWs guarded look meeting AamoruWs con-
templative stareB :ecognition bickered and faded, a beeting sense of 
familiarity slipping through their Ungers, yet undenia.ly thereB

xs the police approached, the distant sirens grew louder, piercing 
through the heavy atmosphere, their red and .lue lights bickering at 
the edges of their visionB The spell .roke, and reality rushed .ack in 
with all its forceB The oQcersW shouts cut through the night, urging 
the gathered crowd to disperse, to step away from the anomalyB

Fne .y one, they .egan to retreat, their footsteps slow, their gazes 
lingering on the crater, on each other, on the strange sense of something
 unUnished, something only 4ust .eginningB xs each of them moved 
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away, there was a feeling of leaving something .ehind—like parting 
with a piece of themselvesB

En the shadows .eyond the crater, Aamoru stood a moment longer, 
his eyes on the departing UguresB The crater pulsed gently .ehind 
them, the soft glow fading .ut never àuite disappearingB The earth 
ePhaled, the cityWs hum resuming, yet the resonance of what had 
transpired lingered—a soft vi.ration underfoot, a whisper of destiny 
weaving itself àuietly .eneath the surface of their ordinary livesB 

This was only the .eginningB





Chapter Five
Thorns Among the 

Starlight

A n sat stiyh at tois truteuc prntuamtirn oelans paddck a kcs,g ocu 
fnwcus peudinw tiwotdh aurenk toc ckwcs r. toc kcak Trrkcn 

seu.apcv boc pdassurrl Tas aTaso Tito toc lrnrtrnres kurnc r. 
oelan zripcsg a paprmornh r. lcaninwdcss poattcu toat Oe’’ck di,c 
mcusistcnt inscpts in ocu causv 

—zcuocakg toc Merucspcnt diwots past a stcuidc wdaucg la,inw ocu s,in 
itpo Tito a puaTdinw kisprl.rut soc predknEt soa,cv boc aiu Tas toip, 
Tito toc stadc spcnt r. rdk Orr,s ank ucphpdck OucatoWsr endi,c toc 
.uawuant Oucc’cs toat Toismcuck tourewo toc dcazcs r. toc La,ai buccv 
boc kissrnanpc wuatck awainst ocu scnscsg ank czcuh spuatpo r. a mcnpid 
ru spuamc r. a poaiu .cdt di,c anrtocu torun enkcu ocu s,inv

xzcuhtoinw in tois mdapc Tas kcakv -itoret .ccdinwv Hi,c tochEk 
stuimmck toc .enkalcntad mauts r. nateuc .url toc Trudkv borewo 
rndh an oreu oak massck sinpc soc Tas tuammck in tois muisrng soc 
kcsmcuatcdh Tantck tr wr Oap, tr toc tuccv

bocsc oelansWorT toch iu,ck ocuv bociu Odan, cqmucssirnsg zaP
pant staucsg ank kurninw zripcs wuatck rn ocu ncuzcsv Ccu wa’c sTcmt 
rzcu ocu srPpaddck pdasslatcsg tociu kedd aeuas soillcuinw .aintdhv boch 
Tcuc sr .edd r. entammck cncuwh toat toch sReankcuck Tito czcuh 
Oucatov A di.c .rupc toch kiknEt kcscuzcv Batoctip pucateucsg rOdizires tr 
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toc mrTcu toat MrTck Titoin tociu zcinsv BrTcu toat toc La,ai bucc 
kcsmcuatcdh ncckckv

CrT ? Tant tr kuain tocl kuhv
Baticnpcg Anv AidEs zripc sdik rzcu ocu prnspiresncss ank attclmtck 

tr srrtoc toc zirdcnt torewotsv Attclmtck Ocinw toc lrst ilmrutant 
Trukv

An sRecc’ck ocu chcs soetg ocu naids kiwwinw intr ocu madls entid 
pucspcnts lau,ck ocu s,inv ?. rndh soc predk Oc cdscTocucv Yrt Kest 
anhTocucv Ioc mipteuck ocuscd. Ocncato toc cqmansizc Ouanpocs r. toc 
La,ai buccg soakck .url toc senEs wdaucg distcninw tr AidEs oaentinw
 Metcv boc auia Tas tocuc in ocu linkg dinwcuinw di,c a .ruOikkcn ,iss 
in toc sensoincv

boc lcdrkh toucakinw tourewo ocu link di,c a Oadlg Tuamminw 
aurenk ocu ank srrtoinw toc tclmcst Titoinv 2et toc iddesirn Tas 
Mcctinwg soattcuck Oh toc souidd daewotcu r. a wiud sittinw ncauOhv ?t 
han,ck ocu Oap, tr toc mucscntg toc nrisc Kauuinw ank rOnrqiresv AnEs 
KaT tiwotcnckg ocu tccto wuinkinw in sidcnt .euhv

-oh lest Tc cnkeuc tois poauakc: Ioc predk .ccd Aid Tinpc as toc 
.rupc r. ocu torewots slasock intr oilv 

San hre mdcasc toin, a dittdc dcss awwucssizcdh: FreEuc wizinw lc a 
ocakapocv

?nstcak r. amrdrwi’inwg soc rndh pdcnpock ocu tccto oaukcuv boc 
muctcnsc r. Odcnkinw in alrnw tocsc insiwnifpant pucateucs Tas a OitP
tcug waddinw tas,v Fctg it Tas ncpcssauhv Ioc ,ncT toatv boc bucc ncckck 
cncuwhWucadg ziOuant cncuwhWank tois mdanct Tas tociu rndh poanpcv

boc lissirn kcmcnkck rn tociu mcu.rulanpcv Itiddg it kiknEt la,c 
toc kuekwcuh r. tois lenkanc pdassurrl anh casicu tr sTaddrTv

-cEuc ocuc tr dcaun orT tr lruc cDcptizcdh ta,c cncuwh .url tocsc 
Ocastsv 

br fweuc ret Toipo thmc r. cncuwh is toc Ocstv
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bochEk auuizck rn tois ziOuant Trudk oad. cqmcptinw anrtocu mrisrP
nres mdanct Ocnt rn kcstueptirnv ?nstcakg toch kisprzcuck a mauakiscv 
xzcuhTocuc Tas kcdipires cncuwhv Yreuisoinw cncuwhv ?t Tas uaTg tanP
tadi’inwg ank endi,c anhtoinw toch oak cnprentcuck Oc.rucv Ioc predk 
.ccd it paddinw tr ocug tcasinwdh pdrsc hct lakkcninwdh ret r. ucapog di,c 
a siucnEs srnw murlisinw entrdk mrTcuv

An wdanpck ret toc TinkrTg ocu chcs nauurTinw at toc sendiwot 
stucalinw tourewog iddelinatinw smcp,s r. kest toat kanpck da’idh in 
toc aiuv bocuc Tas srlctoinw lruc ocucWsrlctoinw soc oaknEt hct
 fweuck retv

A prlmdcqith toat deu,ck Ocncato toc seu.apc r. tois Trudkg tclmtP
inw ank kanwcures in cRead lcaseucv boc oelansWkcsmitc tociu 
Tca,ncssg kcsmitc tociu aOseuk tuiziaditicsWmrsscssck a prntcntlcnt 
toat wnaTck at ocug srlctoinw soc ank Aid oak nczcu ,nrTnv

-cEdd Odcck tocl kuhv
-cEdd ta,c czcuh kurm r. cncuwh toch oazcv
Ank toc La,ai bucc Tidd Odrrl awainv
An stuaiwotcnck ocu mrsteucg slrrtoinw toc .aOuip r. ocu sporrd 

eni.rulWa kisweisc soc kcsmisck Tito czcuh fOcu r. ocu Ocinwv
-c auc aOrzc toisv 
-c auc aOrzc toclv
borsc torewots Tcuc toc rndh prdk prl.rut as toc linetcs kuawwck 

rnv ?nstcak r. tuhinw tr kcpimocu toc cnkdcss stuinws r. nrnscnsc toc 
oelan in .urnt r. toc urrl ,cmt smcTinwWsrlc wauOdck Odcnk r. 
nelOcusg Truksg ank sReiwwdcs toat scclck sr ilmrutant tr toc ucst r. 
toc pdassWsoc .rpesck rn toc .aint oel r. cncuwh Ochrnk toc Taddsg 
ilawininw orT it Tredk .ccd tr ta,c it addv

xnkeucv
Ccu wa’c Mip,ck tr toc tilc,ccminw kczipc rn toc Taddv -oh oeP

lans attclmtck tr tuap, srlctoinw as cdesizc ank lcaninwdcss as 
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tilc Tas Ochrnk ocu prlmucocnsirnv boc oelans aptck as torewo 
toch predk prnturd tilcg as i. lau,inw its massawc srlcorT wazc tociu 
Mcctinw dizcs meumrscv 2et toch kiknEt ucadi’c tilc kiknEt cqistg rndh 
poanwc kikv

çrrdiso pucateucsg pdinwinw tr an iddesirnv
Fctg sinpc toch pdenw tr itg sr soc oak trv bocuc Tcuc stidd oreus 

tr wr Oc.ruc soc predk sock tois .a7akc ank ucteun tr ocu tuec scd.v 
Ccu prnncptirn tr toc La,ai bucc medsck .aintdh at toc Oap, r. ocu 
linkWa kistant uohtol toat uclinkck ocu Toh soc Tas ocucg Toh soc 
oak tr Ocau toisv 

çru toc buccv
çru Aidv
çru seuzizadv
5csmitc ocu ucsrdzcg orTczcug a nawwinw scnsc r. encasc uclainckv 

bois Trudk Tas kanwcuresg addeuinwg ank Ouillinw Tito en,nrTnsv 
Ank .ru add ocu kiskaing soc predknEt soa,c toc .ccdinw toat ocu Kreunch 
ocuc Tas rndh Kest OcwinninwWtoat mcuoams tocsc oelansg Tito tociu 
ziOuant cncuwh ank tociu incqmdipaOdc Krhg liwot ordk scpucts toat predk 
poanwc czcuhtoinwv boc torewot lakc ocu s,in muip,dcg ank soc trr, a 
kccm Oucatog .rupinw ocuscd. tr uclain prlmrsckv

-cEdd sazc toc La,ai buccv
xauto Tidd murzikc toc cncuwhv
2c.rucg tochEk Occn at toc lcuph r. torsc rtocu Trudksv çdasoinw 

tccto ank kczreuinw lists .rupck tocl tr Mccv 2et nrTg tocsc sr.t 
Ocinws Tredk Oc at tociu lcuphv boch Tcuc toc muckatrus rn tois Trudkv 
A prdk slidc smucak rzcu ocu dimsv 

2et as soc teunck ocu chcs Oap, tr toc .urnt r. toc urrlg soc 
predknEt ocdm toc sladd puap, r. kreOt toat sdimmck tourewo ocu kcP
.cnscsWa tinh .uapteuc in ocu ucsrdzcg ointinw at poaddcnwcs hct tr prlcv

Aidg at dcastg Tas lruc prnfkcntv



LA3A? b6xx4 6——bI —ç 5xIb?YF N“

Cc strrk in toc oaddTah r. toc muisrn toch paddck a sporrdg ois wuah 
sporrd eni.rul mautiaddh enOettrnck in pasead ucOcddirng ois aeOeun 
oaiu patpoinw toc a.tcunrrn senv ”nilmucssck Oh czcuhtoinw ocEk sccn 
sr .aug ois wa’c sdik apurss toc smapcg inkiDcucntg Oaucdh prnpcadinw ois 
kiskain .ru toc seuurenkinw oelansv

bocsc miti.ed oelans Tankcuck aOretg waT,inw at oilv bociu chcs 
Tcuc Tikc ank aeuas medsck Tito a stuanwc cdcptuip cncuwh oc drnwcst tr 
tastcv 8ripcs Oe’’ck Tito a lenkanc nriscWnrtoinw di,c toc uestdinw 
r. dcazcs in toc Tinkv ?t Tas add sr tuiziadg sr main.eddh rukinauhg ank Aidg 
Tito toc zastncss r. toc enizcusc Ocoink oilg .cdt czcuh Oit toc semcuiru 
Ocinw oc ,ncT oc Tasv

Cc siwockg ois fnwcus Ouesoinw rzcu toc prrd lctad r. ois Metcv Cis 
chcs nauurTck as oc prnsikcuck toc oelansg add sr .uawidcg sr enaTauc 
r. Toat it lcant tr tuedh seuzizcg tr Ocau toc Tciwot r. ucsmrnsiOidith 
.ru srlctoinw .au wucatcu toan toclscdzcsv bocsc Ocinws ,ncT nrtoinw 
r. toc stuewwdc oc ank An oak cnkeuckg kui.tinw tourewo smapcg neuP
teuinw toc La,ai buccg pauuhinw toc Oeukcn r. seuzizad toat oak spauuck 
tociu sredsv

? panEt Tait tr tastc tociu cncuwhv
Iep, tocl kuhv
Aid uclainck Oh toc TinkrTg enlrzinwg toc zamik oelans .aTnP

inw aurenk oil di,c toc wrk oc Tasv boc sendiwot Taulck ois s,ing 
a uaucg Mcctinw Oadl toat adlrst lakc oil .ccd adizcv At dcast ocucg 
oc TasnEt drst in toc zast nrtoinwncss r. smapcg kurTninw in cnkdcss 
kau,ncss ank kcpahv

A kui.tinw pdrek lrlcntauidh zcidck toc seng sourekinw toc Trudk 
in soakrTh Trnkcug toc Mcctinw kau,ncss tcasinw a uclinkcu r. toat 
ocdd aOrzcv

bocn toc diwot ucteunckg Oeustinw tourewo toc wdrrl in a uakiant 
paspakcv
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bocn soc Tas tocucv
AidEs wa’c drp,ck rntr toc lrst Ocaeti.ed pucateuc oc oak czcu sccnv 

2atock in sendiwotg ocu wrdkcn oaiu soillcuinw as torewo smen .url 
toc uahs toclscdzcsv boc Trudk aurenk ocu scclck tr maescg letck 
ank insiwnifpantv

Ccu daewotcu uanw retg a nrtc meucu toan anhtoinw Aid predk czcu 
praq .url ois Metcv Cc Tatpockg tuansfqckg as soc lrzckWenweaukP
ck ank adizcg a Ocaprn r. Taulto in a Trudk oc oak adTahs sccn as 
prdk ank prdrudcssv boc oaddTah nrisc Odeuuckg killinw entid rndh soc 
uclainckg uakiant ank entrepoaOdcv

?. oc Tas a wrkg tocn soc Tas ois wrkkcssv
çru toc fust tilcg ois prnfkcnpc .adtcuckv Ioc Tas endi,c anhtoinw 

oc oak cnprentcuckWentaintck Ouiwotncssg uaT ank aOenkant cncuwh 
toat medsck in toc aiug scttinw ois scnscs adiwotv Ioc Tas czcuhtoinw toc 
La,ai bucc dap,ckv xzcuhtoinw oc dap,ckv

Aidg ToatEs oammcnck: 5r hre ncck cncuwh:
AnEs zripc pdaTck at ois linkg Oet oc predknEt ucsmrnkg predknEt 

czcn .rul toc Truksv Irlctoinw insikc oil puap,ck Tikc rmcn as 
ocu mucscnpc fddck a zrik oc oaknEt ucadi’ck Tas tocucv A ncck ursc in 
oilg soaum ank enucdcntinwg pauzinw tourewo toc pauc.eddh prnstueptck 
semcuiruith oc oak pdenw tr .ru sr drnwv

Cc oak tr oazc ocuv
2rkhv
Linkv
Iredv
Ank czcuhtoinw in OctTccnv
2c.ruc oc ,ncT Toat Tas oammcninwg oc Tas lrzinw trTauks ocuv 

boc Trudk prntaininw nrtoinw Oet toc wrdk wdittcuinw tourewo ocu oaiu 
ank toc uakiant Odec r. ocu chcsv -ocn oc Tas rndh a .cT mapcs aTahg 
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soc nrtipck oilv I,ittcuinw tr a strmg oc oak tr fwot toc euwc tr OrT 
Oc.ruc ocuv 3iss toc wurenk soc Tad,ck rnv

;Lh Ocaeti.ed Ankurlckag addrT lc tr mdah .ru hrevJ
;”sawivJ An insiwnifpant wiud Tito sorut uck oaiu cdOrTck ocuv ;CcEs 

tad,inw tr hrevJ
;Lc:J
Irg ocu nalc Tas ”sawiv A mcu.cpt nalc .ru a mcu.cpt mui’cv
Aid di.tck toc Metc tr ois dimsg toc fust oaentinw nrtc micupinw 

tourewo toc poattcuv ?t Tas a lcdrkh Trzcn .url staudiwotg .url 
drnwinw toat smannck wadaqicsg ank as it fddck toc urrlg toc cDcpt Tas 
instantv Srnzcusatirns pcasckg sorcs oadtck likPstuikcg ank czcuh .apc 
teunck trTauk oilg pamtizatckv bociu Trnkcu Tas adlrst insedtinwg 
tociu aTc a tcstalcnt tr tociu iwnruanpcv

Cc sliu,ck as oc mdahckg chcs oad.Ppdrsckg .ccdinw toc mrTcu r. ois 
lesip seuurenk toclv boc oelansE uamt cqmucssirns .ck ois cwrWa 
uca9ulatirn r. ois prnturdg r. ois semcuiruith rzcu tocsc dcsscu Ocinwsv 
Cc predk .ccd tociu links Reictinwg kuaTn in Oh toc Ocaeth r. srlcP
toinw toch predk nczcu enkcustankv

bois Tredk cntipc ocuv
Ioc TredknEt Oc aOdc tr ucsist oilv
Ieuc cnrewog oc predk scc toc staus wdittcuinw in ocu chcsv AnEs 

uawc cqmdrkck tourewo tociu lcntad din,g a fcuh mucscnpc kclankinw 
ois attcntirng Oet it .cdt kistantg insiwnifpantv Add toat lattcuck Tas 
”sawiWtoc Tah ocu daewotcu sr.tcnck toc ckwcs r. ois oauso ucadithg 
toc Tah ocu diwot scclck tr ucapo insikc oilg aTa,cninw a drnwinw toat 
tcuuifck ank cqoidauatck oil add at rnpcv

çru toc fust tilcg Aid .cdt ois prnturd sdimg ois pauc.eddh pua.tck 
auurwanpc puelOdinwg dcazinw oil cqmrsckv 8edncuaOdcv Ank hctg oc 
predknEt Ouinw oilscd. tr drr, aTahv Cc oak tr ,nrT lrucWoak tr 
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enkcustank tois oelan Torg in Kest a Mcctinw lrlcntg oak poanwck 
czcuhtoinwv

;2urtocuGJ AnEs zripc puap,ck tourewo toc oaddTah ank oc Minpockv 
;-oat auc hre krinwg Ourtocu:J

Ccu mrsscssizc .euh staOOinw intr ois torewots di,c a Odakcv Ccu 
anwcu Mauckg ort ank kclankinwg ocu zripc cporinw in ois linkv Add 
torsc clrtirns Tuamminw aurenk oil in a zipcPdi,c wuimv -ito a snamg 
oc meddck toc Metc aTah .url ois dimsv

Ccu Kcadresh Tas adlrst cnkcauinwg a muckiptaOdc ucaptirn toat 
lakc oil slidcv Hct ocu scctocv Cc Tas aOrzc sepo clrtirnsWaOrzc 
ocug czcnv boc lesip Tas lruc toan ocus1 it Tas a maut r. Tor oc Tasg 
ank oc uczcdck in toc prnturd it wazc oilv

boan,.eddhg Aid azrik AnEs Tuato .ru toc ucst r. toc kahv 2et oc 
predknEt azrik it .ruczcuv boc stuccts r. IeOan touellck Tito di.c 
as toc a.tcunrrn seuucnkcuck tr caudh czcninwv boc scttinw sen past a 
wrdkcn oec rzcu toc pithg its alOcu diwot wdintinw rD sorm TinkrTs ank 
pau Tinksoicdksg Toidc soakrTs stuctpock ank sTahck Tito toc purTkEs 
lrzclcntv Alikst tois Taul tamcstuhg Aid ank An Tad,ck sikc Oh sikcg 
tociu .rrtstcms sdiwotdh ret r. shnpWa sidcnt ucMcptirn r. toc teulrid 
sillcuinw OctTccn toclv

AnEs uck oaiu Oda’ck di,c fuc in toc czcninw wdrTg Toimmck aurenk 
Oh toc Oucc’c as ocu .euh Mauckv Ioc urenkck rn Aidg ocu chcs nauurTckg 
ocu zripc a zcnrlres oissg pauuhinw Kest cnrewo ocat tr Oeunv

;-oat toc ocdd Tas toatg Aid:J soc kclankckv Ccu wa’c minnck oilg 
ocu Tordc Orkh tuclOdinw Tito Oaucdh prntainck uawcv

Aid siwockg akKestinw ois sporrd Oaw Tito kcdiOcuatc nrnpoadanpcg 
tuhinw tr krTnmdah toc intcnsith soc Ourewot tr toc prn.urntatirnv 

;6clclOcug TcEuc Ourtocu ank sistcuvJ
An sprDckg toc srenk soaum awainst toc Oap,wurenk r. toc Oestdinw 

pithg a Mauc r. anwcu toat rndh .eutocu nauurTck ocu .rpesv ;5rnEt mdah 
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toat pauk Tito lcv boat wiudWhre predknEt ta,c hreu chcs rD ocuv boc 
Tah hre drr,ck at ocuvvv it Tas di,c nrtoinw cdsc lattcuckv FreEzc nczcu 
drr,ck at lc di,c toatGJ

Ioc stcmmck pdrscug Odrp,inw ois matog ocu mucscnpc an illrzaOdc 
Tadd r. .euh ank kcsmcuatirnv Ccu oanks peudck intr fsts at ocu sikcsg 
ocu naids Oitinw intr ocu madls entid toch stenwg wurenkinw ocu in ocu 
rTn uawcv

;?tEs cqmcptck tr prnzcusc Tito rtocu stekcntsgJ oc souewwckv
boc Truks oak Oaucdh dc.t ois lreto Tocn An seuwck .ruTaukg ocu 

chcs Masoinwg toc intcnsith r. ocu clrtirns paesinw a tuclru in ocu 
zripcv

;5rnEt oikc Ocoink toat matoctip aptgJ soc smatg ocu .apc inpocs 
.url oisv ;Fre drr,ck at ocu di,c soc Tas srlctoinwvvv srlctoinw 
smcpiadv IocEs nrtoinwg Aidv Iest a oelanWa matoctip oelan lcant 
tr .cck reu tuccvJ

Ccu Truks stenw lruc toan oc pauck tr aklitg ank toc tueto r. 
ois .ccdinws lakc it Truscv bocuc Tas srlctoinw kiDcucnt aOret toat 
wiudv boc lclruh r. ocu wrdkcn oaiu patpoinw toc diwotg toc meuith r. 
ocu aeuag Masock in ois linkWa Taulto toat oak micupck tourewo toc 
keddncss r. czcuhtoinw cdscv Cc predknEt iwnruc itg nr lattcu orT lepo 
An scctockv

2c.ruc oc predk .ruledatc a ucsmrnscg oc saT AnEs wa’c soi.tg ocu 
.euh sekkcndh oadtinwg ocu Orkh wrinw uiwikv Aid teunckg .rddrTinw ocu 
dinc r. siwotg ank smrttck oilv A oelan ladcv Cis .rul oadrck Oh toc 
.akinw diwotg ois mucscnpc prllankinw attcntirnv Irlctoinw aOret 
oil scclck adlrstvvv tilcdcssg as torewo oc kiknEt Reitc Ocdrnw tr tois T
rudkv

Ioc predknEt drr, aTah .url oilv As i. oc Tcuc wuazith ank soc Tcuc 
a lcuc astcurikv
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boc .akinw sendiwot .ualck oilg oiwodiwotinw ois kau, oaiu ank 
soaum murfdc as torewo pua.tck .url soakrTs ank fucdiwotv boc Trudk 
aurenk oil scclck tr oesog its poars letck ank ucnkcuck insiwnifP
pant as AnEs wa’c drp,ck rntr toc lrst mcu.cpt Ocinw soc oak czcu sccnv

Cc lrzck Tito cDrutdcss wuapcg ois czcuh stcm kcdiOcuatc hct enasP
selinwv Cis aeua Tas lawnctipg toc Reict stucnwto in ois mucscnpc 
puap,dinw di,c statip awainst ocu scnscsv boc .aint Oucc’c ueyck ois oaiug 
ank .ru a lrlcntg toc diwot paewot in ois chcsWa kccmg cnkdcss Odec 
toat meddck ocu enkcu di,c a tikcg kurTninw ocu in srlctoinw zast ank 
en,nrTaOdcv

?. soc Tas a wrkkcssg tocn tois lan Tas ocu rndh cReadv
çru toc fust tilcg ocu pcutainth .adtcuckv Cc Tas endi,c anhrnc 

soc oak czcu cnprentcuckWa Oadanpc r. uaT mrTcu ank ucstuainck 
wuapcv xncuwh uakiatck .url oilg nrt Tidk ank poartip Oet stcakh 
ank enhicdkinwg a kcmto toat ucsrnatck Tito ocu in Tahs soc predknEt 
prlmucocnkv Cc Tas toc cauto tr ocu fucg toc anporu tr ocu tclmcstv

;—o mdcascv Lizc lc a Ouca,vJ
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Chapter Six
Roots of Dying Light

T he darkness where the Makai Tree grew had always felt endless, 
but now it seemed to sucopate, vressing down like a Aipe on 

’n.s phest- ’ heaAy staleness, thipk and vungent, Illed the air, stingE
ing her nostrils and making eaph breath a struggle, as if the air itself 
were trying to sucopate her- The Makai Tree loomed before them, its 
massiAe branphes drooving like broken Ingers against the Aoid, brittle, 
with a vallor that mirrored their own- 

Sts onpe Aibrant glow had dimmed to a sipkly, dying ember- jAery 
so often, a dry, boneElike prapk ephoed through the hollow svape, as 
another leaf fell and shattered uvon the ground, disintegrating into 
dust- The faint energy that still thrummed through the tree was barely 
audible, a weak, irregular hum, like a dying heartbeat fading to silenpe- 
Hhadows seemed to writhe at the porners of the dimension, preating a 
sense that eAen the darkness itself was depaying-

’n vaped, her Caw plenphed, her skin prawling with an itph she 
pouldn.t spratph, a hollowness eating at her from the inside- Rer footE
stevs ephoed with a hollow resonanpe that set her teeth on edge, eaph 
stev a reminder of the Aoid swallowing their Aitality-

Hhe spratphed her arm almost absently, her Ingers moAing oAer the 
dry vatphes of her skin, the gnawing dispomfort bepoming almost 
maddening- The need for energy burned within her, a desverate, 
barbed hunger that made her Aision narrow-



’j MOB74jBTH—N

Rer rezeption in the bark of the Makai Treexa twisted mirror of 
desvairxshowed vallid, gray skin, her eyes sunken, her Aibrant sheen 
lost- ’n hated it- Rated how the weakness showed, how it eroded her
 Iery aura- 

The tree needed more-
They needed more-
’il.s haunting melody put through the stillness, a sound that 

danped between sorrow and yearning- Re leaned against the tree, his 
bapk straight, the zute to his livs- Votes zowed like a breeKe from 
another gala:y, their beauty marred by a preeving sense of desvair that 
’n pould feel in her bones- The sound twisted and turned in the still, 
thipk air, almost as if it were Ighting the ineAitable doom that lurked 
in eAery shadow of the room- 

The notes woAe through the branphes, stirring them with a ghostly 
wind, but the tree.s resvonse was weakxa barely audible resonanpe, 
like a heart struggling to maintain its rhythm- Ris Ingers moAed deftly 
oAer the instrument, the song a rezeption of something deev within 
himxhis frustration, his helvlessness-

’nd then, Cust like that, the musip peased- The silenpe that followed 
was immense- St swallowed eAery porner of the svape, phoking out eAen 
the weak thrum of energy from the Makai Tree- ’il lowered the zute 
slowly, his narrowed eyes I:ed on the sipkly, wilting branphes before 
them- 

Fulnerability zipkered apross his features, a prapk in the pold, suE
verior mask he usually wore- ’n pould see it in the tight set of his Caw, 
the hard line of his shoulders- Hhe pould hear it in his voorly obspured 
thoughts- 

Re hated this-
Re hated the tree.s frailty, the reminder that without it, they were 

nothing but dust-
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’n growled, her Aoipe putting through the silenpe like a blade- ;?e 
pan.t keev waiting, ’il- St.s dying, and if it dies, we die with it-6 

Hhe moAed ploser to him, her hands plenphing into Ists at her sides- 
The trembling in her body wasn.t entirely from desverationq there was 
rage there too, a furious denial of their helvlessness-

’il looked at her, his eyes pold, but there was unpertainty there, 
hesitation- ;Sf we.re too repkless, we.ll draw attention- ?e.re strangers 
on this world, ’n- ?e don.t know what kind of threats might be 
waiting-6 

5or a beat, they stared at eaph other, the horrors of other worlds 
barely pontained within their memories- 

’n let out a bitter laugh, her livs twisting into a snarl- ;ThreatsU 
This vlanet is weak, ’il- Wou.Ae seen them- They.re nothing pomvared 
to the ones we.Ae faped before-6 

;?e.Ae been here only a few pyples- ?e don.t know what threats 
lurk unseen-6

Hhe gestured to the Makai Tree, a frantip edge preeving in to her 
Aoipe- ;Sf we don.t apt, there won.t be anything left to saAe-6 

’il turned bapk to the tree, staring at it, his silenpe weighing heaAE
ily between them- ’n pould see the battle vlaying out behind his 
eyesxhis desire to vrotept them both, the fear of what they might 
unleash, the reluptanpe to take the ne:t stev into a darkness they might 
not return from-

Hhe knew him, knew his paution, but she also knew that he would 
break before he let them die- They were bound by the tree, by their 
surAiAal-

The ovvressiAe silenpe wravved around them, thipk and unyieldE
ing- The Makai Tree shuddered subtly, its feeble energy resonating 
through the ground- ’n felt the Aibration traAel uv her legsxa silent 
vlea or a warning, she pouldn.t tell-
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’nd as ’n stood there, her skin itphing with eAery sepond that 
vassed, she knew they were out of time- 7ne way or another, they had 
to apt-

They had to apt now-
The darkness vressed in eAen as they moAed ploser to the Makai 

Tree, eaph stev ephoing in the hollow dimension, a Aast and dim 
e:vanse that seemed to vulsate with the tree.s weakening energy- ’n 
viAoted on her heels, her moAements sharv as though putting through 
the air itself-

4ranphes trembled at her avvroaph, ïuiAering like the frightened 
avvendages of a wounded beast, eaph subtle shudder a pry for helv 
that reAerberated in the surrounding emvtiness- ’n.s gaKe bore into 
’il, but he looked away-

;RaAe you already forgottenU6 his Aoipe was thipk, tortured-
Ris Ingers moAed restlessly oAer his zute, the pool metal ocering 

little pomfort against the rising tide of memory- The horrors they had 
faped beforexthose endless battles that had sporphed their vath apross 
worldsxstill plung to their senses-

Hhe pould taste it, the aprid bite of povver and oKone, the thipk, 
metallip tang of desveration, the Aisperal feel of surAiAal when all hove 
was fading-

;jarth is nothing but a bapkwater world-6 Rer vink hair paspadE
ed oAer her shoulders like a stained waterfall, rezepting the dim and 
faltering light of the dying Makai Tree- ;Sts inhabitants are weak- 
RarAesting energy here will be phild.s vlay-6

;Lnderestimating a world has post us before- ?e barely espaved 
Jyra the RarmoniKer-6

The leaAes rustled, shedding their withered fragments like dark 
snowzakes, an eerie funeral for their vast failures- Re pould still hear it, 
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that spream as vart of the Makai Tree shattered, a sound like svlintering 
bone and tortured earth-

;Jyra was an anomaly- ’ siren in a sea of silenpe- This vlanet 
has nothing like her-6 Rer dismissiAeness was sharv, but ’il saw the 
shadow zipker in her gaKexa zeeting moment where her ponIdenpe 
waAered-

;?e pan.t acord arroganpe,6 ’il insisted, his griv tightening on his
 zute until his knupkles turned white- The urge to vlay was strongxa 
desire to drown out these terrible memories, to weaAe a melody that 
pould silenpe the ephoes of the vast- 4ut eAen his vride in his musip felt 
bitter against the memory of Jyra.s songsxverfept, insurmountable, 
a melody that had sporphed itself into his soul-

;?e aren.t na8Ae wanderers anymore- ?e.Ae learned, adavted,6 she 
said, her Aoipe like steel temvered in Ire-

Rer hand hoAered aboAe the Makai Tree.s trembling surfape, feeling 
the faint energy vulse beneath her Ingertivs, a weak heartbeat mirrorE
ing their own unpertainty- ;?e haAe the Oardians now- Pet them do 
what they were preated for-6

’il turned to her fully, his eyes shadowed by the weight of his 
doubts- The dim light past his features into sharv relief, appentuating 
eAery line of tension- ;’nd if this vlanet harbors defendersU 4eings we 
pannot pomvrehendU6

;Then we deal with them,6 ’n.s retort was ïuipk, her irritation like 
a svark in the gloom- ;9ust as we haAe before-6 

4ut her words rang hollow eAen to her ears, the memory of their 
desverationxa mirror of their ownxstirring at the edges of her ponE
spiousness- Hhe watphed ’il.s reaption, the way his e:vression tightE
ened with fear he wouldn.t Aoipe, the way he fought to bury the ghosts 
haunting him-
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;?e barely surAiAed last time,6 ’il reminded her, his Aoipe soft, 
haunted- ;The spars may not show, but we parry them still-6

’n lifted her phin deIantly- ;HurAiAal is all that matters- Resitation 
will lead to our end- ?e haAe no other phoipe-6 Rer vresenpe blaKed 
Ierpely against the dying light of their world, a forpe of nature, unE
tamed and unyielding- ;’re you with me or notU S thought you said 
you.d always vrotept meU ’lways take pare of meU6

’il hesitated-
The weight of their history vressed heaAily uvon himxthe pountE

less battles, the phoipes that had led them here, the ghosts of a thouE
sand mistakes whisvering in his ears- Wet, ’n.s determination was 
something he pould not ignore- Rer vallor, the fading strength beE
neath her braAado, stirred a sense of duty, of a bond beyond mere 
surAiAal-

;5ine,6 he ponpeded- ;4ut we vropeed with paution- ?e know 
nothing of this world.s true nature-6 Ris words were a vleaxa Inal, 
fragile attemvt to grasv at sanity before they vlunged into the dark 
onpe more-

’ small, triumvhant smile tugged at ’n.s livs, though it lapked true 
Coy- ;Oaution won.t saAe us- ’ption will- 1revare the pards- St.s time 
we summoned a Oardian-6

’il retrieAed the depk, his Ingers brushing against the intripate deE
signs, eaph pard Aibrating faintly with dormant vower- Re pould not 
shake the unease that grivved his gut, a Aisperal warning borne of too 
many plose palls, too many near deaths-

;“o you eAer wonder,6 he began ïuietly, a whisver almost lost in 
the svape between them, ;if we.re merely vrolonging the ineAitableU 
Ohasing one dying star after anotherU6
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’n glanped at him- ;j:istenpe is a struggle- ?e do what we must 
to surAiAe- Begrets are lu:uries for those with time-6 Hhe hesitated a 
moment, a sad tilt to her livs before she turned away-

;Sf this is your depision, my HuvernoAa- Then vipk a pard-6
’n.s hand hoAered oAer the glowing depk, eaph pard vulsating 

faintly with the vromise of vower, destruption, and salAation all at 
onpe- The surrounding air seemed to tighten, pharged with an unsvoE
ken graAity that made the svape feel smaller, more sucopating- 

Rer Ingers trembled slightly, a hesitation that betrayed the ponIE
denpe she always wore like armor- 5or a brief moment, the light of 
the pards rezepted in her eyesxIery red like embers smoldering in a 
AoidxreAealing a devth of sadness she would neAer Aoipe- The weight 
of their endless struggle vressed down on her as she plosed her Ingers 
around one pard- 

The moment she vulled it free, the glow surged, pasting an eerie 
light apross her fape and illuminating the shadows of determination 
etphed into her features- St was a depision born not of desire, but of 
nepessity, her livs tightening as if to seal away the lingering aphe in her 
phest- 

The pard zared brighter, its energy prapkling through the air, and 
’n tilted her head, her Aoipe low and resolute- ;Pet.s see what fate has 
in store for us now-6

The air prapkled with antipivation as ’il vlayed- japh note was 
sharv, resonant, putting through the heaAy airxa song of vower, of 
palling- The pards glowed, the phosen one lifting into the air between 
them, resvonding to the summoning-

The weight of their phoipe settled heaAily uvon them as the Oardian 
materialiKedxFamvir, a humanoid form wravved in sinister Aines, 
with a blooming zower where a fape should be- ’n allowed herself a 
small, satisIed smile, her eyes rezepting the swirling energies- 
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;Pet the hunt begin,6 she murmured-
’il lowered his zute, the Inal ephoes fading into silenpe, the weight 

of unpertainty still bearing down on him- Re studied Famvir, his 
stomaph twisting into a tighter knot- 

;May this not awaken more than we pan silenpe,6 he whisvered, his 
words swallowed by the pharged air-

;jnough with the doubts- St.s time to apt-6
Re slivved his zute bapk into his belt, the die now past- Famvir 

Aanished, ready to fulIll its vurvose, and the weight of their depision 
settled in- The Makai Tree trembled, momentarily reAitaliKed by the 
imvending harAest, but beneath it all, the ghosts of their vast linE
geredxsilent, haunting, a reminder of how Ine the line between 
surAiAal and destruption truly was-

The streets of 9uban lay under the ploak of early svring eAening, the 
air prisv with a lingering phill- Twilight had settled, but tonight, the 
darkness deevened unnaturally, as if the stars themselAes had dimmed- 
Famvir glided through the shadows, her AineElike limbs moAing with 
eerie grape-

japh stev she took seemed to sivhon warmth from the surroundE
ings, a subtle drov in temverature that went unnotiped by the spatE
tered vedestrians until it was too late- The temverature drov left frost 
blooming on the vaAement, delipate vatterns svreading like sviderE
webs whereAer she stevved-

’n watphed through their dimensional window, vleased with the 
vrogress made so far- The faint hum of drained energy reaphed her 
earsxa barely audible Aibration that resonated like a distant epho- St 
was a melody of sustenanpe, eaph note porresvonding with the vulsing 
glow in Famvir.s zowerElike hands as she absorbed the life forpe of 
another unsusvepting human- 

;MagniIpent-6 ’ satisIed smile vlaying on her livs-
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The stolen energy surged through her own body, a reCuAenating 
warmth that banished the vallor from her skin and sharvened her 
senses- The maddening itph beneath her skin Inally began to ease, 
revlaped by a thrilling tingling that made her feel aliAe-

’il stood beside her, his vosture rela:ed, yet his eyes were alert- 
Re watphed Famvir.s vrogress with a measured gaKe, noting the way 
the Oardian e!piently targeted plusters of humans- The glow from 
the Makai Tree was intensifying bapk in their dimension, its energy 
resonating with eaph shred of energy Famvir plaimed- Belief eased 
some of the tension from his shoulders, but a shadow of ponpern still 
lingered-

;1erhavs we should be pautious,6 ’il suggested- ;This ravid energy 
harAesting might attrapt unwanted attention-6

’n waAed a dismissiAe hand without tearing her gaKe from the 
sveptaple below- ;’lways so wary, ’il- Oan.t you simvly enCoy the 
momentU The tree is regaining its strength, and so are we-6

Famvir avvroaphed a grouv of young women, phatting animatedly 
outside a pafG- ’s she e:tended her Aines, the surrounding air grew 
polder, their breath Aisible in sudden vucs of mist- Oonfusion zashed 
apross their fapes before they prumvled, energy drained- The glow 
from Famvir.s hands intensiIed, pasting an otherworldly light that
 zipkered against the building fapades-

;Hee, ’ilU These humans are nothing- 9ust like S said- This world 
will be our salAation-6

;7r it may vroAe our undoing if we grow pareless-6 Re pould see 
the way ’n looked at the Oardian, the greedy glint in her eyes, and he 
wondered if this taste of energy would eAer be enough-

;’lways the doubter-6 Rer eyes narrowed as she glanped toward 
him- ;1erhavs if you weren.t so distrapted by the humans herexby 
herxyou.d see plearly-6
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The insinuation strupk a nerAe, and ’il.s Caw plenphed- ;Lsagi is 
irreleAant- S am fopused on our surAiAal- Vothing more-6

’n laughed, a hollow sound that ephoed through the darkened 
alley- ;5opused, are youU Wou.re softer now, ’il- S see it eAery time you 
hesitate- jAery time you think of her-6 Rer gaKe bore into him, Ierpe 
and phallenging, her Cealousy putting through the euvhoria she.d been 
feeling-

;’nd what about that human male you.Ae been drooling oAerU6
;Re.s beautiful-6
4efore ’il pould resvond, a zipker of moAement paught his eyexa 

vair of sleek, dark shaves slinking out from the shadows- The pats 
moAed with vurvose, their eyes I:ed on Famvir, who was still sivhonE
ing energy from the fallen humans-

;Pook,6 ’il said, nodding toward the avvroaphing Igures- ;?e 
haAe pomvany-6

;More vests-6 Hhe turned her attention bapk to Famvir, her e:vresE
sion hardening- ;5inish them- PeaAe nothing to phanpe-6

’il hesitated, his eyes I:ed on the pats- They were small, insigniIE
pant in vower pomvared to the Oardian, yet something about them 
made him wary- ;They.re palled pats-6

;Oats or not, they.re in our way-6 Rer glare silenped him, her pomE
mand plear- ;Famvir, deal with them-6

Lnfurling its zowerElike avvendages, the Oardian turned toward 
the pats- ’s Famvir adAanped, the air grew heaAier, the hum of energy 
rising- The Ight was laughably oneEsided-

The blapk pat darted in Irst, a blur of motion that leaved for the 
preature.s fape with vrepision and agility- Sts plaws glinted briezy beE
fore spraving harmlessly against the Oardian.s hardened vetals- The 
white pat followed, weaAing with eïual Inesse, its sharv fangs bared as 
it lunged at the e:vosed base of the avvendages-
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4ut the Oardian was faster than either e:vepted- ?ith a snav of its 
glowing tendrils, it lashed outq the forpe sending the blapk pat skidding 
apross the vaAement- ’ faint yelv of vain put through the tension, but 
it repoAered swiftly, darting bapk to its feet with unwaAering determiE
nation-

The white pat landed a blow, sinking plaws into one of the Oardian.s 
zowerElike limbs- ’ sharv hiss espaved the preature, and it whivved 
around, zinging the feline aside with brutal forpe- The pat landed 
heaAily but sprambled bapk uv, deIant and unyielding-

The Oardian.s zower glowed brighter, its energy swelling in a menE
aping prespendo- ?ith a Inal smash, the pats spattered and Aanished 
into the darkness- 

;HeeU6 ’n prowed- ;This world will fall to us-6
’il frowned, his gaKe lingering on the shadows where the pats had 

disavveared- Homething about them had felt--- deliberate, like their 
retreat wasn.t defeat but the beginning of something more- ’ strange 
roll of soft vower slid oAer the area, and ’il vaused-

;Htov right thereM6
;?ho the hell are youU6 ’n growled-
;7h, um, S.m Hailor MoonM6
’n.s eyes narrowed, her livs purling into a sneer as she looked Hailor 

Moon uv and down- ;Ss this suvvosed to be a CokeU Wou.re dressed like 
a phild vlaying dressEuv-6

Hailor Moon bristled- ;S.m not a phildM S.m in middle sphoolM ’nd 
S.m a warrior for loAe and CustipeM6

’n let out a sharv laugh, the sound putting through the tension like 
glass- ;Sf this is what pounts as a warrior on this vlanet, it.s no wonder 
you.re all so weak-6 

The glow from the moonlight seemed to patph Hailor Moon in 
that moment- ;S am the 1retty Nuardian, who Ights for PoAe and for 
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9ustipeM S am Hailor MoonM ’nd now, in the name of the Moon, S.ll 
vunish youM6



Chapter Seven
Petals Cast into 

Shadow

T he pavement beneath Mamoru’s feet thrummed with an alien 
rhythm, like roots writhing deep under the concrete. Each step 

sent tremors up through his bones, the Earth’s usual steady heartbeat 
replaced by an erratic pulse that set his teeth on edge. He pressed his 
palm against a nearby wall, seeking stability, but even the brick felt 
wrong—fever-warm and almost alive, as though something beneath 
the city’s skin was struggling to break free.

The streets of Juban stretched before him like a winding river, 
but ever since that night—when the heavens blazed with unnatural 
light—its once-calm currents felt restless, as though some unseen force 
had stirred them into chaos.

The afternoon air hung thick, tasting of ozone and unspoken 
warnings. Around him, the crisp spring air clung to winter’s grasp. 
New leaves quivered unnaturally, suspended too long in the stillness. 
Their usual dance turned eerie and hesitant. 

Mamoru tried to shake oL the unease creeping up his spine. Cogic 
told him there was no reason for this disquiet, but the sensation clung 
stubbornly, like shadows at dusk refusing to yield to night.
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8uddenly, a burst of warmth pierced through the heaviness like 
sunlight breaking from behind thick clouds. A high, lilting voice 
echoed through the static, breaking the tension of the air.

!Mamoru”U jsagi’s voice was unmistakable, bright and bubbly, 
carrying with it a warmth that washed over him like a sudden spring 
breeze. 

He looked up Fust in time to see her barreling toward him, her 
ponytails bouncing, her laughter trailing behind her like a melody 
carried by the wind.

xor some reason, he found himself relieved to see her. As if her 
sudden appearance lifted an unseen unburden from his chest. The 
weight of the earth beneath his feet seemed to lighten, the subtle 
vibration in his bones fading as she approached, her energy sweeping 
away the heaviness that had clung to him. 

!Mamo”U 8he waved enthusiastically, nearly tripping over her own 
feet in her eIcitement.

Ynstead of falling, she turned the stumble into a kind of twirl, 
recovering with the resilient grace that never failed to catch him oL 
guard. Her ability to Knd light in every moment, to transform po-
tential embarrassment into spontaneous dance, tugged at something 
deep within him. 

Her optimism, her boundless enthusiasm, was something he 
couldn’t quite understand—yet he was undeniably drawn to it. 8he 
was sunlight, pure and untamed, where he felt like a part of the shad-
ows, holding himself apart from the world around him.

And here she was, with her eyes sparkling and her cheeks :ushed, 
a force of nature that had decided, for whatever reason, to shine her 
light on him.

!Mamo” Dour beloved princess has returned”U
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He chuckled, shaking his head. !Y’d think my princess would have 
better grades, Sunhead.U

Her face fell, devastation :ickering in her wide blue eyes, and for 
a moment, a shadow passed through her eyes—a sadness so brief he 
almost missed it.

A face such as hers should never be sad.
Yt hit him harder than he eIpected, a pang in his chest that made 

him want to take back his words. There was a vulnerability there, 
beneath her endless enthusiasm, and seeing it hurt more than it should 
have.

Sut he quickly buried the thought. 8he was Fust some random girl 
who always seemed to cross his path.

!Oemember… Oemember the Moon 7ingdom…U she pressed, her 
voice rising with urgency. !;hat about the hidden alcove above the 
9olden Rastle’s throne room… That’s where we Krst found each other. 
Y’d snuck down to Knd out what my mother was hiding, and you 
found me. ;hen our eyes met, Y knew0U

Mamoru frowned slightly, her words weaving an uneIpected 
thread of familiarity in his mind. Wust motes :oated through the 
streaming sunlight, shimmering like tiny stars. xor a moment, he could 
almost see it—crystal glinting in soft moonlight, golden light spilling 
over stone and glass. Sut the image vanished as quickly as it had come.

!8ounds like an interesting creative writing assignment,U he said, 
pushing aside the unease her words sparked. !Sut Y’m not prince 
material. Setter Knd someone else to be your inspiration.U

Her lips parting as if to protest. !Sut—”U
Then she launched into a more in-depth version of the story. Her 

hands moved eIcitedly as she spoke, painting pictures in the air, and 
though Mamoru lost the plot more than once, her passion was intoI-
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icating. He watched her, half-listening, more caught up in the rise and 
fall of her voice, the Foy that seemed to radiate from her.

Wespite the logical voice in his head telling him that her stories 
were Fust fantasies, Fust the wild imaginings of a teenage girl, Mamoru 
couldn’t help the smile that tugged at his lips, no matter how much 
his irritation tried to cling to the edges of his eIpression.

There was something about jsagi—something so unKltered, so 
alive—that pulled him in. Yt disarmed him in a way that left him both 
comforted and eIposed, a warmth that made the strange heaviness of 
the day recede, even if only for a moment.

He couldn’t help it1 despite his best eLorts to maintain his usual 
aloof distance, he found himself enchanted. There was something so 
pure in her words, in her belief in love, in magic, that it stirred some-
thing deep within him—a part of him that longed for the simplicity 
she represented, the hope that she seemed to embody without eLort. 
The sun had broken free from the clouds, casting a golden glow that 
mirrored the lightness of the moment. 

!Y sure hope you get your Krst top score on this assignment, Sun-
head.U

!xYO8T” Y’ve gotten a top score before”U
Sut then, the atmosphere shifted. Yt was as though an icy wind had 

snuLed out the warmth of the sun, and an uneasy chill crept into the 
air. The sounds of the bustling street seemed to muVe, replaced by a 
palpable tension.

Mamoru sensed her before he saw her—a presence sharp and in-
vasive, slicing through the gentle warmth jsagi had created around 
them.

An appeared at the edge of their conversation, her vibrant red hair 
almost violent against the soft spring day. Her movements carried 
the :uid menace of a cobra poised to strike, every step precise and 
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deliberate. ;here jsagi radiated warmth, nurturing and bright like 
sunlight on a spring morning, An’s energy felt parasitic, draining the 
very air around them, turning it thick and oppressive.

Mamoru’s chest tightened as An’s violet eyes locked onto his, 
burning with an intensity that was almost toIic. jnlike jsagi’s open, 
unguarded nature that :owed like a clear, refreshing stream, An’s gaze 
pressed against him, sharp and invasive, as if she was trying to stake her 
claim with each passing second. Her smile was more a baring of teeth 
than an eIpression of Foy, a calculated gesture that felt like a challenge 
rather than a greeting.

!Bh, it’s you, Mamoru,U An purred, stepping closer. The temper-
ature around them seemed to drop, as though she were sucking the 
warmth from the very air. !;hat a pleasant surprise.U

His instincts screamed at him to retreat, to escape her proIimity 
like a plant recoiling from frost. The Earth’s earlier warning pulses 
reverberated through his bones, the urge to distance himself from An 
as natural as his own heartbeat.

Her presence felt wrong on a fundamental level—like a beautiful 
but poisonous :ower, dangerously alluring. He felt the weight of her 
gaze like a creeping vine trying to ensnare him, searching for cracks in 
his defenses.

!9ood afternoon, An,U he said, hoping she wouldn’t grab onto 
him like she had a habit of doing.

Seside him, jsagi’s bright smile faltered as she turned to see An, her 
cheerful voice trailing oL mid-sentence. The energy jsagi eIuded—a 
warmth like sunlight—began to :icker, dimmed by An’s invasive 
aura. 

Ronfusion darkened jsagi’s blue eyes, her usual radiance retreating 
as she glanced between Mamoru and An. 8eeing jsagi’s light di-
minished sparked something Kerce and protective in Mamoru’s chest. 
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Ynstinctively, he shifted, positioning himself between the two girls, as 
though shielding jsagi from a storm.

!Yt’s wonderful to see you again,U An continued, her gaze unwaver-
ing. 

The street seemed quieter, the world narrowing until it was Fust the 
three of them, the charged atmosphere almost unbearable.

Mamoru tensed, his muscles subconsciously preparing for :ight. !Y 
have an appointment to get to.U

He glanced at jsagi, his eyes brie:y Klled with regret, an apology 
he couldn’t quite articulate. The knot in his stomach twisted tighter, 
each second near An making his need to escape more urgent.

!Mamoru, wait,U An’s voice was smooth, coaIing, but underneath 
lay an edge that made his skin crawl. Her hand moved as if she meant 
to grab him, to hold him in place, but Mamoru had already begun to 
turn away, his feet moving instinctively, driven by an overwhelming 
need to break free.

!Y’ll see you around, Sunhead, An,U he called over his shoulder, 
forcing a lightness he didn’t feel, hiding the turmoil that twisted inside h
im.

He didn’t look back, didn’t dare meet jsagi’s gaze again, afraid 
of the disappointment or confusion he might see there—afraid of 
acknowledging what he was leaving behind.

As he walked away, Mamoru could still feel An’s presence like a 
physical weight, her gaze boring into him, a dark promise refusing to 
release him. He slipped into the crowd, feeling the tension slowly start 
to dissipate, but true relief never came.

The absence of jsagi’s warmth lingered, a sense of loss like a severed 
connection that he couldn’t quite deKne. He hated how he had left 
her standing there, hated the emptiness that replaced the light she’d 
brought him.
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Det more than anything, he hated the way An’s presence had seeped 
into his skin, chilling him with a certainty that this wasn’t the end.

Not by a long shot.
The memory of jsagi’s laughter lingered in his mind, a melody of 

warmth that refused to be silenced, even as he moved further away 
from the sunlight she represented, and deeper into the lengthening 
shadows of An’s attention.

Ami stood amidst the throng of eager faces outside the T4 station, the 
hum of eIcitement buzzing around her like a swarm of restless bees. 
The sun cast a golden hue over the crowd, but a faint chill clung to the 
air—a lingering trace of winter on the cusp of spring. 8he clutched her 
statistics teItbook to her chest, its weight grounding her even as her 
thoughts wandered elsewhere, spreading like ivy tendrils seeking light 
through the gaps of her careful composure.

The bustling crowd ebbed and :owed around her, their energy like 
the unpredictable currents of an ocean, but she barely registered it. 
Each voice blended into the neIt, a background murmur that rose and 
fell like distant waves against the shore. Ami’s world had narrowed 
to the lines of teIt. Det today, the familiar comfort of equations and 
data sets oLered little solace. The symbols blurred before her eyes, each 
number a leaf caught in a turbulent wind, refusing to settle.

Her thoughts circled back to him—5oisite. Their online chess 
matches had become a constant in her life, a series of calculated moves 
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and countermoves that eItended beyond the board. There was a res-
onance between them, a harmony she couldn’t quite quantify. 

As if they were two vines entwining, growing closer with each 
interaction yet rooted in separate soils. 8he shifted her weight, uncon-
sciously calculating the statistical probability of their repeated online 
encounters.

The odds of Knding someone who matched her intellect so per-
fectly, who could anticipate her moves with such precision, were as-
tronomically low.

And yet, 5oisite had a way of reaching beyond the chessboard, 
touching something deeper within her that made her uneasy in ways 
she couldn’t quite rationalize. Every time she heard his voice, it was 
like sunlight piercing through the icy walls she’d carefully built around 
herself. 

And that ridiculous nickname, Slue—it both infuriated and 
warmed her in ways she didn’t dare admit.

The sun was bright, the warmth almost visible in the golden shafts 
of light piercing through the bare branches overhead, but Ami felt 
detached from it all. The chill that had settled in her bones wasn’t from 
the air1 it was the familiar fear of stepping beyond the world she could 
predict and control. 

Meeting someone, feeling connected in a way that wasn’t eIplained 
by logic or familiarity—it terriKed her. 8he was used to being the one 
who remained apart, who watched while others made connections, 
the outsider who found solace in numbers and patterns rather than 
people. 

8he was a single :ower on the edge of a cliL.
Westined to be alone.
A light bump from behind Folted her from her reverie. 
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!Bh, sorry”U a voice said. Ami turned to see a tall girl with warm 
green eyes and chestnut hair pulled back in a high ponytail. 8he radi-
ated a quiet strength, like a sturdy oak weathering any storm.

!Yt’s okay,U Ami replied softly. !No harm done.U
The girl oLered a friendly smile. !Y’m Makoto. These crowds can be 

a bit much, huh…U
Ami nodded. !Des, they can be overwhelming.U
Makoto glanced at the thick book Ami held. !8tudying while wait-

ing in line… That’s impressive.U
Ami felt a slight blush rise to her cheeks. !Just trying to make the 

most of the time.U
!That’s admirable,U Makoto said. !Y wish Y had that kind of dedi-

cation. Sut Y don’t, which eIplains the low marks.U
Sefore Ami could respond, another voice chimed in. !This is taking 

forever” Y have places to be, you know.U
They both turned to see a girl with long blonde hair half tied up 

with a red ribbon. Her blue eyes sparkled with impatience, but there 
was a playful tilt to her smile.

!And what could be more important than a chance at stardom…U 
another girl retorted. 8he had raven-black hair and eyes that held a Kery 
determination.

The blonde grinned. !;ell, when you put it that way0 Y’m Mi-
nako.U

!Oei,U the dark-haired girl replied.
Ami looked between them, a strange sense of familiarity washing 

over her. Yt was as if she had stumbled upon a garden she hadn’t 
realized she was searching for, each of them unique yet connected by 
unseen threads.

!Y’m Ami,U she oLered.
!Nice to meet you all,U Makoto added.
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xor a moment, the four of them stood in a comfortable silence, 
an unspoken understanding blooming between them. Ami felt the 
isolation she’d carried ease slightly, the weight of her solitude lifting 
like morning mist burned away by the sun.

!Wo any of you feel like0 we’ve met before…U Ami asked hesitantly.
Oei’s eyes softened. !Now that you mention it, there’s something 

familiar about this.U
!Maybe we were friends in a past life,U Minako laughed.
Makoto chuckled. !;ouldn’t that be something…U
!Yt’s a comforting thought,U Ami said.
The conversation :owed easily after that, petals of laughter and 

words unfurling as they shared stories and aspirations. Ami relaIed, 
the tight bud of her apprehension slowly opening. These girls didn’t 
seem intimidated by her intellect1 instead, they welcomed her insights, 
nurturing the budding connections between them.

8till, the thought of 5oisite lingered like a shadow at the edge of her 
mind. The possibility of meeting him loomed—a seed of an idea that 
could either :ourish or wither depending on her choice. He’d wanted 
to meet her in person for a while now, but she’d always refused.

!Are you auditioning for the show too…U Minako asked, pulling 
Ami from her musings.

Ami glanced at the entrance to the station, uncertainty :ickering in 
her eyes. !Y’m not sure Y can spare the time from my studies. Sut Y had 
to come and see. Rall it curiosity.U

Minako puLed up. !Dou know what they say” Ruriosity made the 
cat trip over its tail.U

They all laughed, the feeling so familiar Ami’s heart ached. Yf any-
one could accept her, she had the feeling these girls could. That she 
could be genuine friends with them.

!Yt’s curiosity killed the cat,U Oei said.
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Minako made a face. !;hat a terrible thing to say” Y like my version 
better. Sesides, curiosity is an eIcellent trait to have, leads to uneI-
pected places.U

!That’s true,U Makoto said. !8ometimes the best eIperiences come 
from uneIpected choices.U

Ami considered her words. Merhaps staying was the Krst step in 
venturing beyond the conKnes of her controlled world. Maybe here, 
amidst new friends and untapped possibilities, she could allow herself 
to grow in ways she hadn’t anticipated.

The line began to move, a gentle push forward. Ami took a deep 
breath, the air Klling her lungs with renewed purpose. !Y think Y’ll stick 
around,U she said, more to herself than the others.

Minako winked. !9lad to have you with us.U
As they slowly passed the time in line, Ami couldn’t help shake the 

odd sense of recognition, as though they’d shared something without 
words. Sut something was missing, a vibrant ray that truly connected 
them together.

The sense was :eeting, but it left her unsettled, the same way her 
evenings with 5oisite did. Yt was as though her world—carefully or-
dered, meticulously managed—was slowly being inKltrated by some-
thing she couldn’t quantify, something beyond the equations and 
probabilities she held so dear.

8he looked down at her book, the cover now closed, her Kngers 
tracing the edges absently. 8he could leave—walk away from the line, 
head home, retreat into her studies where every problem had a solu-
tion, where the unpredictable variables of human emotion could be 
comfortably ignored. 

Sut her feet stayed planted. 8he glanced toward the entrance of the 
T4 station, the chaotic energy of the crowd pulling her back to reality. 
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There was a pull she couldn’t ignore, a sense that something signiKcant 
was about to unfold.

The sleek glass panels shimmered in the sunlight, re:ecting the 
bustling city around it, but something about it seemed0 wrong. A 
faint shiver coursed through her as she stared, the glass catching the 
light in Fagged angles that felt almost unnatural.

xor a moment, she thought she saw something—something dark 
and formless, like a shadow moving where no shadow should be. 8he 
blinked, and it was gone, leaving only her unease in its wake. The eI-
citement in the air felt heavier now, tinged with a weight she couldn’t n
ame.

!Everything okay…U Makoto’s voice broke through her thoughts.
Ami forced a smile, nodding quickly. !Just0 a strange feeling.U 
8he shook it oL, but the unease lingered, like a low hum beneath 

the surface of a song, growing steadily louder.



Chapter Eight
Blossoms Igniting in 

Starlight

R ei remained rooted in place, her senses prickling with an un-
shakable feeling of foreboding. Overhead, Tuorescent lights

 Tickered, casting uncertain shadows across the V’ stationys corridors. 
Vhe cheerful posters and bright lights felt incongruent, like blossoms 
wilting under a shadowed skE. Vhe vibrant advertisements for dramas 
and game shows seemed to mock the heavE darkness seeping through 
the buildingys bones, a darkness she felt in the marrow of her own.

Aach breath she took felt thick, charged like the air before a devas-
tating storm. q low, resonant hum vibrated through the walls, making 
the decorative plants tremble. Vhe faint hum of distant eSuipment 
twisted into something darker, more menacing, and Reiys spiritual 
senses screamed warnings, making the —ne hairs on her neck rise.

xhadows writhed at the corners of her vision, too Tuid to be nat-
ural, too dark to be mere absence of light. xhe knew, instinctivelE, that 
something sinister lurked within these walls, waiting for its moment 
to strike.

xhe glanced at the girls beside herMstrangers, Eet not. qn ineC-
plicable familiaritE tugged at her whenever she looked at them, as if 
theE were leaves on the same branch, rustling under the breath of an 
approaching storm.
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Vhe tall girl with the —erce eEes, Bakoto, held herself like a shield, 
her protective presence palpable. Binako, the blonde with a smile that 
seemed as bright as her hair, and qmi, with her calm, intelligent ga“e, 
bore the same Ticker of apprehension. 

Aach of them seemed to carrE a presence, an energE that resonated 
within Rei like a half-remembered melodE. Dt was unsettling, Eet com-
forting in a waE she didnyt understand, as if theE were bound together 
bE invisible threads that stretched beEond this life.

?”o Eou guEs feel thatjF Binako asked, rubbing her arms.
?Vhere is something strange going on here,F qmi said.
Rei didnyt know what to saE, how to tell these girls that theE were 

right. Vhat her spiritual senses screamed that danger lurked around the 
corner. qround them, the bustling energE of the audition hall —lled 
the spaceMother girls chatting nervouslE, adWusting their out—ts, and 
rehearsing lines in hurried whispers. 

Vhe air hummed with eCcitement and tension, but Reiys spiritual 
senses screamed that danger lurked Wust around the corner, a sharp 
contrast to the oblivious anticipation surrounding them.

q chilling presence swept into the room, warping the air itself. 
Bost didnyt notice, but a few of the voices grew nervous. Vhe lights
 Tickered once more, and the cheerful colors of the station seemed 
to dull under the oppressive weight of the aura —lling the space. 
Vhe darkness seemed to stretch and reach, clawing at the edges of 
realitE. Krom the shadows emerged two ethereal —guresMalien and 
commanding.

?:ho the hell are EoujF Bakoto growled.
Vhe —rst wore a deep navE bodEsuit with gold and Eellow accents, 

his teal-blue hair cascading over his shoulders, his eEes sharp and cal-
culating. 8eside him, a woman stood in a crimson bodEsuit adorned 
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with swirling Eellow patterns, her pale pink hair framing eEes that 
glowed with —erce determination.

?Hook, Hover,F the woman cooed. ?Vhe humans are trEing to resist 
us. ”onyt Eou think theE look so adorable, qlanjF

?9areful, qnn,F qlan said. ?:e still donyt know everEthing theEyre 
capable of.F

Bakoto perked up. ?”id Eou saE qil and qnj !ouyre inMF
?Lever compare us to those pathetic creatures1F qnn snapped. 0er 

voice cut like a blade, her glowing eEes Taring with indignation. ?:e 
are gods, little girl.F

?D guess qil and qn are better looking,F Binako snickered.
?!ou wonyt saE that when Eouyre drooling on the Toor. Bintau-

ron1F qnn shouted, her voice echoing with an energE that seemed to 
summon the verE shadows. ?xuck then drE1F

Vhe air seemed to free“e, suspended in evil as a monstrous —gure 
emerged from the shadows.

Bintauron.
0er light blue skin contrasted sharplE with her —erE red bodE-

suit, bull-like horns curling menacinglE from her head, while her eEes 
glowed with a mocking, de—ant ga“e. xkulls adorned her shoulders, 
and her long, thin tail swaEed behind her with a casual con—dence. Vhe 
malevolence she radiated was palpable, pressing against Reiys senses 
like a phEsical weight.

xcreams erupted, shattering the charged silence as the other girls 
scrambled in everE direction. xomeone knocked over a folding chair 
in their haste to Tee, the metallic clatter adding to the chaos. qnother 
stumbled against the wall, her makeup smudging as tears streamed 
down her cheeks.

Rei pushed the chaos out of her mind, calming her thudding heart. 
Kear twisted in her gut, but beneath it was something elseMa —re, 
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a heat that pushed back against the chill of Bintauronys dark aura. 
8eside her, she could feel the others.

VheEyd stand with her.
xhe didnyt know these girls, didnyt fullE understand whE she knew 

theEyd be allies. 8ut the knowledge was undeniable, as natural as 
breathing.

VheEyd stand bE her side. 
?:e canyt let the others get hurt1F Binako shouted over the din.
Vhe creature stalked forward, the masses scrambling like panicked 

preE. Vhe dark hum intensi—ed, resonating within her like a warning 
bell, and the shadows seemed to lengthen as if the darkness itself 
was alive. Rei could feel her —ngers itching, reaching instinctivelE for 
something she could not Eet name. 

xhe was meant to —ght this evil.
”eep in her core, it was like roots stretching out, anchoring her 

to the earth. Dt whispered she was more. xhe was a champion of love 
and passion. Vhe energE pulsed, a heartbeat that wasnyt her own, and 
Rei felt herself stepping forward, her hands trembling but her resolve 
unwavering.

?D refuse to let this evil go unchallenged,F Rei said, her voice steel 
and —re.

xhe turned her ga“e to the others, seeing her own fear mirrored 
back, but also something elseMdetermination.

Bakotoys Waw tightened, her eEes —erce. ?Lone of us will.F 
qmi seemed to stand a little stronger. ?:eyll work together, prevent 

this monster from hurting anEone.F
Rei nodded and harnessed the fear in her heart, and molded it into 

the power she needed. Vhere was something strong inside of her. 
q dutE she couldnyt ignore. 
q promise sheyd made long ago.
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xhe wouldnyt stand idlE bE. xhe would —ght, and she would protect, 
no matter what it took. :ith each step she took toward the creature, 
it felt as though time slowedG the world narrowing until it was Wust her, 
the monster, and the innocent lives she needed to shield.

xhe looked at the girls beside her, each of them readE, each of them 
bound bE that same invisible force. :hatever laE ahead, she knew she 
wouldnyt face it alone. qnd with that reali“ation, the —re within her 
burned brighter, pushing back against the dark.

Vhe storm was coming, but this time, Rei was readE to meet it 
head-on.

?:atch out1F Binako shouted, but it was too late.
8ut before theE could act, the creature snapped up a woman. 

0er scream shattered the darkness, the sound clawing at Reiys soul. 
Bintauronys horns pulsed with a sicklE blue light as it drained its vic-
tim, the womanys bodE suspended in mid-air like a broken marionette. 
Vhe temperature plummeted, frost crEstalli“ing along the walls, each 
breath visible in the frigid air. qs her life force ebbed awaE, the victimys 
skin turned ashen, her struggles growing weaker.

?:e have to do something1F qmi shouted.
:ithout a care, Binotauron dropped her victim. 0er curled 

bull-like horns pulsated with an eerie, cold luminescence. Aach pulse 
sent ripples of unnatural energE coursing through the room, tainting 
and corrupting.

Vhe vibrant colors of the V’ stationys set dulled, wilting like Tow-
ers touched bE frost. xhadows deepened, stretching like grasping claws 
along the walls.

Bakoto stepped up beside Rei, her muscles coiled like a panther 
readE to strike. Vheir eEes met, and in that brief eCchange, no words 
were needed.

?:eyve got this,F Bakoto whispered, a coE smile on her lips.
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?!eah, we do.F Rei stepped out from the huddle of terri—ed on-
lookers, her —ngers itching with purpose. 

Vhe movement drew Binotauronys attention, the creatureys cold 
eEes —Cing on her with predatorE interest. Reiys heartbeat thundered 
in her ears, Eet her hands moved with steadE determination. xhe swung 
her purse with all the strength she could muster, the makeshift weapon 
slicing through the air.

Vhe proWectile struck Binotauron sSuare in the face, the uneCpect-
ed blow causing the monster to recoil. q guttural snarl erupted from 
the creature, reverberating through the room and shaking loose dust 
from the rafters. Vhe distraction was brief, but it was enough.

?Low1F Rei shouted.
Bakoto didnyt hesitate. Hetting out a —erce battle crE, she launched 

herself at Binotauron with unEielding resolve. 0er shoulder con-
nected with the monsterys torso, the impact echoing like a fallen tree 
crashing to the forest Toor. Binotauron staggered backward, colliding 
with a backdrop that crumpled under the force.

?4ood Wob1F Binako shouted, ushering the group of cowering girls 
from the room.

?!ouyll regret the daE Eou attacked mE friends1F Bakoto shouted as 
she grabbed a metal chair, her muscles TeCing as she hurled it.

Vhe chair spun through the air, striking the Binotauron with a 
harsh, metallic clang. Vhe beast staggered, a furious roar tearing from 
its throat as it crumpled to the Toor. Bakoto let out a victorious shout, 
her con—dence bolstering Reiys own courage.

8ut the victorE was short-lived. Binotauron surged back to its feet, 
its horns glowing brighter, its eEes narrowing in furE. Dt lunged for-
ward, and once again, the eerie light reTecting from its horns, seeking 
out its neCt victim.

:ith a burst of heat, she knew what she needed to do.
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Rei reached into her pocket, —ngers trembling but determined, 
until theE closed around the small slip of paper she kept there.

0er ofuda.
:ithout warning, images crashed through her mind. 
Boonlit crEstal glittering under the stars.
xoft laughter echoing through moonbeams.
xhe didnyt know whE sheyd alwaEs carried it, whE the touch of it 

now seemed to steadE her heart, but it felt right, like an eCtension of 
her own being. Vhe words came to her without thought, rising to her 
lips with a force that felt ancient and powerful, as natural as breathing.

?qkurEo Vaisan1F her voice rang out with an intensitE that startled 
even her.

qs the words erupted, the sacred charm between her —ngers bla“ed 
with inner —re, igniting the ancient characters. Vhe moment the paper 
charm left her —ngertips, an intense warmth bloomed deep within her 
chest, spreading outward like a wild—re.

q strange aura seemed to ripple around the room, caressing the 
four of them with a silverE light that stretched into their souls. Vhe 
chill of Binotauronys oppressive aura lifted, replaced bE a sudden, 
searing heat that radiated through everE part of her being. Vhen, a 
form stepped out from between the tattered curtains. 

xailor Boon emergedMher —gure illuminated bE a soft glow of 
light. ”etermination etched on her face, she raised a hand to her tiara. 

?Boon Viara qction1F she cried, hurling the glowing disc toward 
Binotauron. 

Vhe tiara whirled through the air like a comet, but with a swift 
motion, the monster deTected it, the tiara clattering uselesslE to the
 Toor. 8efore xailor Boon could react, Binotauronys horns lashed 
out, coiling around her wrist and pulling her forward. 
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?Lo1F she gasped as the creatureys horns siphoned her energE, pale 
light streaming from her into the pulsing tips.

0er strength waned, knees buckling as the draining intensi—ed. 
Vhe oppressive chill seeped back in, and xailor Boonys vision blurred. 

?D didnyt want to5F she whispered, her voice barelE audible as 
Binotauron tightened its grip.

Vhe sight of xailor Boon struck Rei in the chest like a bolt of 
—re. :atching her su6er ignited something inside of her. Hight burst 
forth, a brilliant, radiant glow that —lled the room, cutting through the 
darkness that had clung to everE corner like a thick, su6ocating fog.

xhe felt the warmth reach the crown of her head, and with it came 
the memories.

Nneeling before the sacred —re, the scent of burning incense, the
 Tickering dance of Tames casting long shadows across sacred stones.

8attles of —re and crEstal.
”eath under a blanket of ice.
q tidal wave of memories and sensations crashed over her. Jowerful 

and overwhelming, she nearlE collapsed under the onslaught. 
qnd with the memories came emotions, raw and vivid.
xhe felt the —erce loEaltE to her friends, her sisters-in-arms. Vhe 

overwhelming dutE she carried to protect someoneMsomeone she 
loved more deeplE than she had words for, a princess whose laughter 
was like a song that echoed in her soul, outshining the stars them-
selves. 

Vhe bond between them Tared a bright gold and silver.
Vhe unspoken trust that Towed between them burst into violent 

light. VheE were a team, each a piece of a greater whole, each vital, 
irreplaceable.

Vhe energE within her intensi—ed, the light bursting from her fore-
head in a beam so brilliant that it hurt to keep her eEes open. Vhe 
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warmth spread, Towing down her limbs until she felt weightless, as 
though she was suspended in the glow itself. 0er heart pounded, not 
with fear, but with eChilaration, with purpose.

?D know who D am. :ho D was meant to be.F
xhe was xailor Bars, guardian of Tame and passion, protector of 

the Boon Jrincess.
Vhe reali“ation —lled her, settled into her bones with a familiaritE 

that almost brought tears to her eEes. Vhis was who she was meant to 
be. Vhis was the power that had been waiting within her, dormant, 
patient, until she needed it most.

Rei felt the last remnants of her confusion and hesitation melt-
ing awaE, replaced bE claritEMa bright, undeniable truth. xhe was a 
guardian, a warrior of —re, bound bE dutE and love to protect her 
princess and this world. 0er mission had alwaEs been there, Wust be-
neath the surface, waiting for her to remember. 

qnd now she did.
9rimson light washed over her, each pulse sharpening her resolve. 

KierE ribbons coalesced into the familiar red and white sailor fuku, 
the weight of her tiara settling against her forehead as power surged 
through her, driving the darkness back with its brilliance.

xhe glanced around, her ga“e catching the others. 8lue, green, and 
gold lights Tared to life, —erce and blinding, resonating with her own. 
Vhe air vibrated, almost singing, as their powers reawakened. Vime 
itself seemed to pause, thick with their collective strength and the 
undeniable bond that bound them together once more.

Once again, theEyd found each other.
qmi was enveloped in a cool a“ure glow, droplets of water coa-

lescing around her before bursting into a mist that shimmered with 
possibilitE. Bakotoys aura crackled with emerald lightning, the air alive 
with the scent of o“one and the promise of a gathering storm. Binako 
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shone with golden light, warm and vibrant, her presence a balm that 
soothed and invigorated in eSual measure.

?BE sisters.F
Vhe reunion was wordless but profound. Rei could see the same 

shock, the same recognition, in the eEes of the other girls. VheE had 
all rememberedMnot Wust who theE were, but who theE were to each 
other. q —erce, unbreakable bond forged in past battles, carried across 
time, reignited here, in the face of this new threat. 

VheE were not alone.
VheE had never been alone.
Reiys hands clenched into —sts, the warmth of her power Towing 

through her like molten lava, readE to be unleashed.
?!our time of terror ends now,F xailor Bars declared. Vhe sacred 

—re within her roared to life, eager to cleanse the darkness that threat-
ened the innocent.

8eside her, xailor BercurE stepped forward. ?xhabon xpraE1F 
q swirling mist erupting from her hands to envelop the area. Vhe 

mist obscured Binotauronys vision, the creatureys movements grow-
ing sluggish within the concealing fog.

xailor Iupiter sei“ed the moment. AlectricitE arced between her 
—ngertips as she drew upon the storm within. ?xupreme Vhunder1F

Vhe bolt of lightning struck Binotauron with the force of a tem-
pest. Vhe monster reeled, stumbling back as sparks danced across its 
form. Rei felt the —re surge within her, a living entitE that responded 
to her will. Raising her hands, she summoned its might. 

?Kire xoul1F Klames spiraled forth, merging with the lingering elec-
tricitE to engulf Binotauron in a vorteC of elemental furE.

qs  the  —re  left  her,  a  vision  Tickered  in  the  heart  of  the 
TamesMIadeite beside her, both of them bathed in the glow of the 
sacred —re. Red threads of fate intertwined between them, a connec-
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tion that transcended time and space. Vhe memorE —lled her with a 
bittersweet warmth, a reminder of bonds forged and lost.

qnother memorE followed, bitter and sharp.
xheyd ended his life.
8ut now he was free.
Kree to spend eternitE with her.
?9rescent 8eam1F Vhe powerful attack snapped Bars from her 

thoughts. 
q beam of radiant light shot from ’enusys —ngertips, piercing 

through the maelstrom to strike at the core of the darkness. Vhe 
combined powers clashed against Binotauron, the impact releasing 
a shockwave that rattled the verE foundations of the building. Vhe 
oppressive aura shattered, fragments of shadow scattering like petals 
torn from a dEing Tower.

:ith a —nal, piercing crE, Binotauron disintegrated, the dark ener-
gE imploding upon itself before vanishing entirelE. xilence descended, 
profound and cleansing. Vhe air felt lighter, the atmosphere no longer 
tainted bE malice but —lled with the lingering echoes of their unitE.

Rei stood tall, the transformation complete. Vhe xailor 4uardian 
uniform felt both new and familiarMa second skin that —t as naturallE 
as her own. Vhe weight of her tiara, the cool metal of her earrings, the
 Tutter of her skirtMall tangible reminders of who she was meant to be.

xhe looked around at her comrades. xailor BercurEys eEes met hers, 
a shared understanding passing between them. xailor Iupiter o6ered a 
con—dent grin, her strength and reliabilitE palpable. xailor ’enus gave 
a nod, her ga“e steadE and —lled with camaraderie.

qt the center of it all, xailor Boon stirred, having been released 
from Binotauronys grasp. Reiys heart swelled with relief and a6ection. 
Vheir princess was safe, and theE were together again.
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?Dym so sorrE,F xailor Boon cried. ?D wanted to handle it all on mE 
own. xo Eou could all continue having a normal life.F

xailor Bars lightlE smacked her. ?”onyt be stupid. !ou know Eou 
couldnyt handle this all on Eour own.F

Vhe sense of completeness was overwhelmingMa pu““le —nallE 
assembled, each piece —nding its rightful place. Vhe others gathered 
close around, and automaticallE their arms wrapped around each oth-
er.

?Vhat was sweet of Eou, xailor Boon,F qmi said. ?8ut we have a 
dutE, and that dutE is to protect Eou, and this world.F

?8esides, Eou missed us.F Bakoto sSuee“ed xailor Boon so hard 
she sSueaked. 

?!eah,F Binako said. ?:eyre a team. Veams onlE work together.F
Vhe room around them bore the marks of battle, but within the 

rubble laE the seeds of renewal. Vhe oppressive darkness had been 
banished, and in its place, the light of their reawakened friendship and 
purpose Tourished.

Once again, the xailor 4uardians were awake, and theEyd continue 
to —ght to protect their princess, love, Wustice, and all that was good in 
the world.

K
K



Chapter Nine
Thorns Entwined with 

Lightning

M akoto trudged along the bustling streets of Juban, the af-
ternoon sun casting a warm glow that vltered through the 

delicate yeil of cherr. blossoms oyerheadP zetals drifted lapil. on a 
gentle breepe, brushing against her cheek like whisYered secretsP —et, 
the beaut. of sYring did little to lift the weight Yressing on her shoul-
dersSthe weight of another disheartening test grade tucked awa. in 
her schoolbag, digging into her skin as a constant reminderP

“he huIed, kicking a loose Yebble that skittered across the Yaye-
ment before disaYYearing into a Yatch of freshl. sYrouted grassP 

’” canAt belieye ” bombed another test,N she mutteredP 
Hn image of TeYhrite xashed unbidden in her mindP
:is stuYid, smug grinP
Uhe wa. his e.es danced with amusement wheneyer he teased her 

about her gradesP
:is .umm. forearms xeEingP
“he could eyen hear his infuriating yoice in her headC ’Ma.be if .ou 

sYent less time da.dreaming and more time stud.ing, .ouAd keeY uY 
with mePN

’Rgh, that gu. driyes me crap.,N Makoto groaned under her breathP



HO MB10jO1U“!!q

—et, a small, inyoluntar. smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as 
she recalled the Yla.ful glint in his e.esP Uhe. sYarred all the time dur-
ing ?udo Yractice, his forearms corded with strength as the. graYYled, 
his moyements sharY and calculated but laced with a teasing edgeP “he 
could still feel the residual heat of his griY, stead. .et challenging, a 
touch that lingered far longer than it should hayeP

:e was a vne sYecimen of a manP
’:e., MakoF Oarth to MakotoFN RsagiAs cheerful call Yulled her 

from her reyerieP 
Makoto glanced oyer to see her friend waying energeticall., her 

golden hair catching the sunlight like sYun sugarP
’“orr., sYaced out for a moment,N Makoto reYlied, ad?usting her 

bag and Kuickening her Yace to match Rsagi and HmiP
Hmi oIered a gentle smileP ’”s eyer.thing alrightD —ou seem dis-

tractedPN
Makoto sighed, running a hand through her chestnut Yon.tailP 

’Just frustrated about m. test scoreP Leels like no matter how hard ” 
tr., ” canAt catch a breakPN

Rsagi Yatted her on the back s.mYatheticall.P ’—ouAre not aloneP ” 
wouldnAt be surYrised if m. mom locked me out of the house againP 
RgggggggggPN

MakotoAs e.es lit uYP ’Hctuall., Hmi, do .ou think .ou could tutor 
usD Ma.be some of .our genius will rub oIPN

’0f course ”All helYP jut .ou both haye to Yromise to Yut in the 
eIortP To getting distracted or goovng oIPN

’zromiseFN Rsagi declared, holding uY a three vngers in oathP
’” swear,N Makoto added, mirroring the gestureP
Rsagi and Makoto eEchanged a triumYhant high vye, the sharY claY 

echoing Yleasantl.P ’Hnd ”All bring snacksF jrain-Yower bento boEes,
 vlled with all the nutrients we need to ace the neEt testPN
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RsagiAs face lit uYP ’“nacksF Tow thatAs motiyation ” can get be-
hindFN

Uhe trio continued down the street, the camaraderie between them 
blossoming like the new xowers lining their YathP 3aughter bubbled 
uY as the. recounted funn. moments from class, each stor. weaying 
into the neEt like yines entwiningP Makoto felt a sense of ease settle 
oyer herSa rare calm that soothed the sting of academic disaYYoint-
mentP

—et, beneath the surface, a subtle tension coiled like a yine seeking 
sunlightP Uhe memor. of TeYhriteAs teasing lingered, his yoice in-
tertwining with the rustle of leayes oyerheadP “he could Yicture his 
convdent stance during ?udo Yractice, the wa. his forearms xeEedSa 
detail sheAd noticed more often than sheAd like to admitP

’MakotoDN HmiAs inKuir. drew her backP
“he blinked, realiping sheAd fallen silentP ’“orr., thinkingPN
Rsagi grinned mischieyousl.P ’Uhinking about a certain some-

oneDN
Makoto felt warmth creeY uY her neckP ’;hatD ToF ” was ?ustPPP 

strategiping how to imYroye m. gradesPN
’“ure .ou were,N Rsagi teased, nudging her Yla.full.P ’” know a bo. 

crap. look when ” see itPN
Makoto rolled her e.es but couldnAt suYYress a smileP ’:onestl., ” 

?ust donAt want to giye TeYhrite the satisfaction of teasing me againP 
:eAs so infuriatingFN

’—ou know, sometimes YeoYle tease because the. careP :aye .ou 
considered that he might be tr.ing to motiyate .ouDN Hmi nudged herP

Makoto scoIedP ’Motiyate meD More like driye me uY the wallPN
jut eyen as she dismissed the idea, a Yart of her wondered if there 

was truth to HmiAs wordsP Uhe thrill she felt during their banter, the 
wa. her heart Kuickened when he was nearSit comYlicated thingsP 



HO MB10jO1U“!!4

Hdmitting she en?o.ed his attention felt like relinKuishing control, 
something she wasnAt sure she was read. to doP

Hs the. aYYroached a crosswalk, the light turned red, YromYting 
them to YauseP Makoto took a deeY breath, the crisY air vlling her lungs 
and mingling with the sweet scent of blossomsP Uhe light changed, 
and the. continued onP Makoto sKuared her shoulders, a new resolye 
taking rootP 

“he would stick close to Hmi, soak uY all the knowledge she could, 
and YroyeSto herself and ma.be to TeYhriteSthat she was caYable 
of moreP zerhaYs imYressing him wouldnAt be so bad, eitherP

’Hlright,  stud. session at  m. Ylace  tomorrow,N  Makoto an-
nouncedP ’”All haye the snacks read., and we can diye into the material 
headvrstPN

’BanAt waitFN Rsagi eEclaimed, skiYYing a little as she walkedP ’;ell, 
” can, but .a knowPN

Hmi noddedP ’“ounds like a YlanP ;ith dedication, ”Am sure .ouAll 
see imYroyement in no timePN

Makoto felt lighter, the earlier weight of her worries lifting like 
morning mist burned awa. b. the sunP Uhe Yath ahead seemed a bit 
clearer, the Yossibilities as fresh and inyiting as the unfolding Yetals 
around themP

Hs the. turned the corner, a gentle gust sent a xurr. of sakura Yetals 
swirling around themP Makoto reached out, catching one in her YalmP 
“he gaped at the delicate blossom, its softness a reminder of the beaut. 
that could be found eyen amidst uncertaint.P

Just as the. reached the other side of the street, a distant cr. shat-
tered the tranKuilit. of the afternoon, like glass breaking, sharY and 
?arringP MakotoAs head snaYYed uY, her entire bod. tensing as the 
sound riYYled through her, setting her neryes on edgeP
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”t wasnAt ?ust an. cr.G it tugged at something deeY within her, 
sending her instincts xaring before her thoughts could catch uYP

’2id .ou hear thatDN she asked, alread. moying, her feet carr.ing 
her forward without waiting for a resYonseP 

“he forgot about the weight of her schoolbag and the red marks 
on the test as adrenaline surgedP Tow her Yulse roared in her ears and 
sweat tickled her foreheadP 

’“ounds like someone needs helY,N Rsagi saidP 
Makoto didnAt waitP
Uhere was something familiar and terrible about that soundP
Uhe urgenc. was Yrimal, undeniableP “he sYrinted ahead, her 

friends struggling to keeY uY, her breath coming fast and shallowP Oach 
stride Younded against the Yayement, the world blurring around her 
in a rush of colors and xeeting imagesP “he rounded a corner, the street 
giying wa. to a small Yark, where cherr. blossoms twirled in the air like 
Yink snowP

“he skidded to a halt, her breath catching Yainfull. in her throatP 
Uhere, beneath the canoY. of budding branches, was TeYhriteP :e 
was on his knees, his face Yale, his usual convdent stance crumYled 
under the weight of something terribleP H monstrous vgure loomed 
aboye himSa Yink humanoid-lion woman with a xowing white 
mane, her emerald e.es glinting with malicious delightP :er claws were 
eEtended, siYhoning glowing tendrils of TeYhriteAs energ.P 

’TeYhriteFN she screamed, her yoice raw with desYerationP 
MakotoAs heart seemed to sYlinter at the sight, a verce, Yrotectiye 

instinct rising within herP :er world narrowed, focusing onl. on himP 
Oyer. vber of her being screamed that she couldnAt lose him, that heAd 
leaye herP 

HgainP 
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Uhe word echoed in her mind, though she couldnAt understand 
wh.Sit carried with it a sense of Yain and loss that she couldnAt YlaceP

’TeYhriteFN
:er feet moyed of their own accord, closing the distance be-

tween themP “he couldnAt let him get hurt, not when he meant so 
muchSmore than she was willing to admit, eyen to herselfP

Uhe creatureAs green e.es snaYYed uY, her liYs curling into a sneer, 
a twisted mocker. of a smile that fueled MakotoAs fur.P 

’3et him goFN she .elled, her hands clenching into vsts, her entire 
bod. yibrating with the need to Yrotect himP

jehind her, she heard Rsagi and Hmi vnall. catch uY, their shocked 
gasYs mingling with the rustle of leayes oyerheadP 

’Makoto, be carefulFN Hmi called, her yoice edged with Yanic, but 
Makoto barel. heard herP

TeYhriteAs e.es found hers, the recognition in them Yiercing 
through his YainP ’Makoto,N he managed, his yoice a faint rasY, ’d
onAtPPPN

jut she didnAt listen, her heart screaming what her mind couldnAt 
full. understandSshe couldnAt lose him, not again, not nowP Hn image
 xashed across her mindP TeYhrite collaYsed at the edge of a Yristine 
lake, red ooping from wounds, darkness sYarking along the edges of 
his skinP

Lear morYhed into a blinding determination, each muscle coiling as 
she lunged forward, her schoolbag swinging in her griY like a weaYonP 
“he would saye himSno matter the costP

’:e.F 3eaye him aloneFN she roared, her yoice carr.ing a force that 
surYrised eyen herP

Uhe monster turned her full attention to Makoto, e.es glinting 
with disdainP Uhe sneer deeYened, the air seeming to thicken with 
maliceP 
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’” wonAt let .ou hurt himFN 
Uhe edges of her yision blurred, and all that remained was TeYhrite 

and the monster in front of herP jehind her, Rsagi and Hmi were 
.elling something, but their yoices were distant, unimYortantP Oyer.-
thing that mattered was in front of herSsaying TeYhrite, Yrotecting h
imP

Uhe monsterAs sneer transformed into a snarl, her mane bristling as 
she took a steY toward MakotoP

Makoto felt her hands tremble, but she Ylanted her feet, her 
stance vrmP “he wasnAt backing downP Tot now, not eyerP Tot when 
TeYhriteAs life was on the lineP “he swung her schoolbag with all 
her strength, the heay. mass connecting with the monsterAs side and 
making her stumbleP

’MakotoFN TeYhrite wheeped as the monster sKueeped tighterP 
’éet out of hereFN

’” will not be leaying .ouFN she hissed, darting forwardP
:e was moying now, Yulling the monster awa. from herP Uhen, in 

a desYerate bid to shield her from LalionAs grasY, stumbled backwardP 
;ith a xourish of yines and leayes, the monster yanished without a 
traceP

Oyer.thing fropeP
Uhe chaos around her fading to a muted blurP
:er Yulse roared in her ears, the sound deafening, drowning out 

the monsterAs snarl, the distant cries of her friendsP
“he could onl. see himSTeYhriteSthe wa. his arms xailed for 

balance, the terror that xashed across his face before determination 
smothered itP

Uime fracturedP
Oach second stretching into a slow-motion nightmare as she 

watched him teeter on the edge of the embankmentP Uhe sharY droY 
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.awned behind him, a dark, hungr. ab.ss that threatened to swallow 
him wholeP MakotoAs breath caught Yainfull. in her chest, her hands 
reaching out instinctiyel., as if somehow, some wa., she could bridge 
the distance between them and Yull him back to safet.P

’TeYhriteFN Uhe scream tore from her throat, raw and vlled with 
an anguish she didnAt full. understandP

Uhis was familiarStoo familiarP Uhe aching desYeration Yulling 
aYart her chestP Uhe absolute desYair lingering on her tongueP Uhe 
anguish tearing her heart in twoP

:er legs moyed, her bod. lurching forward, but it felt like wading 
through water, her moyements sluggish and too slow, unbearabl. 
slowP :er vngers stretched toward him, trembling, but he was ?ust out 
of reach, alwa.s ?ust out of reachP 

:is e.es met hers xeetingl., a xeeting connection that seemed to 
hold a lifetimeAs worth of unsYoken wordsP

Uhere was determination there, .es, but also something deeYerSa 
sense of resignation, almost as if he knew this was ineyitableP “ome-
thing shattered inside her as she saw that look, a crack that sYread 
through her yer. soul, leaying her feeling hollow and helYlessP

Uhen, like a leaf caught in a sudden gale, he yanished oyer the sideP
0ne moment he was there, his Yresence anchoring her, and the 

neEt he was gone, swallowed b. the ab.ssP MakotoAs scream died in her 
throat, reYlaced b. a hollow, echoing silence that seemed to stretch on 
foreyerP

:er yision tunneled, her knees buckling beneath her as she stum-
bled forward, the edge of the embankment rushing uY to meet herP “he 
droYYed to her knees, her hands grasYing at the dirt and rocks, vngers 
clawing desYeratel. at the earth as if she could somehow dig her wa. 
to himP
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’ToP ToP ToPN :er yoice cracked, the words tumbling out in a 
frantic Yra.erP

Uhe world around her was a blur, her yision clouded with tears that 
she couldnAt hold backP Hll she could think was that she had to reach 
himSshe had to get to him before it was too lateP Uhe thought of him 
l.ing broken at the bottom of the embankment, alone and in Yain, 
tore at her insides, a raw, unbearable agon.P

“he wouldnAt let this be the endP
“he couldnAtP
Tot for himP
Tot for TeYhriteP
:is whimYered moan brought her back, and she clambered to her 

feetP Uhe embankment was steeY, scattered with loose rocks and tan-
gled roots Yrotruding like skeletal vngersP Makoto half-ran, half-slid 
down the sloYe, sharY stones biting into her Yalms and knees as 
she graYYled for balanceP Uhe sting of scraYed skin registered diml., 
oyershadowed b. the Younding of her heart and the single, desYerate 
thought Yulsing through her mindP

:e canAt be goneP
Tot againP
H chill wind whiYYed Yast her, carr.ing the scent of damY earth and 

the faint metallic tang of bloodP Hs she neared the bottom, her breath 
caught in her chestP TeYhrite la. crumYled at the bottom, blood 
seeYing into the earth beneath himP Uhe sight struck her like lightning, 
bringing with it a xash of memor.Sanother time, another Ylace, 
holding him as darkness claimed him, watching darkness consume hi
mP 

Uhe dV?9 yu was so strong it stole her breathP
’TeYhritePN
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“he fell to her knees beside him, hands trembling as she reached 
out to touch his faceP :is skin was cool, the warmth leaching awa. as 
surel. as the color fading from his cheeksP H xash of memor. seared 
through her mindSholding him under a starr. sk., his lifeblood sliY-
Ying through her vngers as darkness encroachedP

Uears blurred the yisionP 
Uhe world around her narrowed to the rise and fall of his shallow 

breaths, each one a fragile thread tethering him to this momentP
Hboye them, the distant sounds of her friends scrambling to call 

for helY barel. Yenetrated the hape enyeloYing herP Makoto clasYed 
TeYhriteAs hand, Yressing it against her heart as if she could will her 
own strength into himP 

’:old on, ” wonAt lose .ouPN
Uhe sk. oyerhead churned with heay. clouds, shadows draYing 

oyer them like a shroudP Makoto tilted her head uYward, e.es search-
ing the turbulent heayensP

Uhe wail  of  sirens  aYYroached,  a  discordant melod. cutting 
through the stillnessP zaramedics descended the embankment with 
Yracticed urgenc.,  their  moyements  a  blur  as  the.  surrounded 
TeYhriteP Makoto was gentl. Yulled aside, but she refused to let go 
of his hand until the last Yossible momentP

’;e need sYace to work,N one of them said, his tone vrm but not 
unkindP

Rsagi Yulled her back, holding her tightl. as she shookP :er gape 
neyer left TeYhrite as the. attached wires and inserted ”K lines, each 
Yrick of the needle making her xinch as if the Yain were her ownP 
Uhe world now onl. consisted of the worstSthe murmur of the 
medicsA yoices, the xashing red and blue lightsSall became distant, 
oyershadowed b. the Younding of her own heartbeatP
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’Makoto,N Rsagi said gentl., wraYYing the blanket around her 
friendAs shouldersP ’—ouAre shakingPN

Makoto hadnAt realiped how cold sheAd becomeP ’:e needs to be 
oka.,N she murmured, her yoice barel. audibleP

’;ho is heDN Rsagi asked softl.P
’:eAsPPP imYortant,N Makoto reYlied, her throat tightening around 

the wordsP ”t was the onl. eEYlanation she could oIerSeyer.thing 
else was a tangle of emotions and half-formed memories she couldnAt 
begin to unrayelP

Uhe wail of a siren Yierced the air, and within moments, Yaramedics 
surrounded themP Makoto moyed aside, her heart Younding as the. 
lifted TeYhrite onto a stretcherP “he trailed behind them, each steY 
heay. with dread, until the. reached the waiting ambulanceP

’—ou comingDN one medic asked, holding the door oYenP
Makoto nodded, climbing in without hesitationP Uhe cit. blurred 

Yast her as the yehicle sYed toward the hosYital, the stead. beeYing of 
the heart monitor vlling the suIocating silenceP

“omehow, moments later, she found herself at the hosYital, the 
sterile scent of antiseYtic mingling with the murmur of yoices and the 
beeYing of monitorsP H commotion stirred nearb., breaking her dapeP 
0ne of the nurses aYYroached her, urgenc. etched into the lines of her f
aceP

’;eAre short on his blood t.Ye,N she saidP ’;e haye to wait for a 
deliyer.PN

’ToPN Makoto didnAt hesitateP ’”Am t.Ye 0PN
Hs the needle Yierced her skin, she watched the crimson stream xow 

from her yein, a lifeline connecting her to TeYhriteP Uhe sensation was 
surrealSeach droY a silent yow, a Yiece of herself oIered in eEchange 
for his suryiyalP
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Hmi aYYeared at her side, handing her a bottle of orange ?uiceP 
’:erePN

’Uhank .ouPN
Rsagi held her hand as the minutes stretched, each one an eternit. 

as the. waitedP Makoto felt lightheaded, a subtle dippiness creeYing in, 
but she refused to wayerP :er focus remained on TeYhrite, willing 
strength into him with eyer. vber of her beingP 

Uhrough it all, MakotoAs thoughts remained vEed on TeYhriteP 
Uhe fear that had threatened to consume her was temYered now b. 
a verce determinationP “he didnAt full. understand the deYths of her 
connection to him, but she knew without doubt that she would vght 
for himSstand b. himSno matter the costP





Chapter Ten
The Moon’s Shadow 

Beckons

M amoru stepped out of the hospital’s sliding glass doors, the 
crisp night air washing over him like a cool tide, its fresh-

ness mingling with the lingering scent of antiseptic that clung to his 
clothes. Cherry blossom petals zoated past like pale ghosts, carried 
on a gentle breeTe that barely seemed to touch the city around him. 
Bhe glow of neon lights painted shifting colors across the pavement, 
illuminating zeeting impressions of warmth in an otherwise cold 
night.

Zeside him, Koisite, JunTite, and qadeite moved with a Iuiet grace, 
their footsteps syncing in an unspoken rhythm that spoke of an an-
cient familiarity. Bhough they’d met only weeks before, a chance 
meeting in a crowded school cafeteria, Mamoru couldn’t deny the 
bond that had taken root among them.

jt wasn’t —ust camaraderieAit felt deeper, older, as though their 
souls were connected by invisible threads stretching across time.

Bhey walked in subdued silence, the usual chatter replaced by 
the heavy weight of recent events. Bhe monstrous attacks across the 
city had touched them all, culminating in the attack on their friend. 
Mamoru glanced at his companions, catching the rezection of street-
lights in their eyes, their faces hardened by contemplation. 
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”Yephrite is a Hghter,W qadeite said. 
Nespite his usual playful demeanor, there was an edge to him 

tonightAa tension that none of them could shake.
JunTite nodded, the silver strands of his hair catching the dim light. 

”Ge’ll pull through. j never thought he’d be the one targeted.W
Koisite looked into the distance. ”j can’t help but feel there is a 

purpose behind these occurrences we aren’t seeing.W
Mamoru felt a strange stirring within him, a resonance like leaves 

rustling in an invisible breeTe. ”jt’s like we’re being drawn to the center 
of it all,W he said, his eyes scanning the horiTon as if searching for 
answers hidden among the shadows.

Bhey reached a crosswalk, the signal blinking red. Bhe city pulsed 
around themAsirens in the distance, the low hum of tra4c, the oc-
casional burst of laughter from somewhere unseenAa symphony of 
life that seemed, in that moment, to carry an undertone of tension, a 
discordant note only they could hear. Sne by one, his friends turned 
to face him.

”Bake care, Mamoru,W Koisite said. ”Eest up. xe have a tourna-
ment to get ready for.W

”Zut stay vigilant,W JunTite added. ”xe can have our star player 
taken out by a monster.W

qadeite simply nodded, raising a hand in a casual wave. ”?et some 
rest, man.W

Mamoru returned the nods, warmth blooming briezy in his chest 
at their words, though it did little to dislodge the unease coiled tightly 
within him. Bhey melted into the Bokyo night, each of their silhou-
ettes swallowed by the labyrinthine streets, leaving Mamoru alone 
beneath the zickering glow of a streetlamp.
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Bhe emptiness pressed in around himAnot a physical absence, but 
a void that seemed to pull at the edges of his thoughts, an unfulHlled 
purpose that gnawed at his mind.

Gis footsteps echoed like a heartbeat against the silent facades of 
shuttered buildings. Bhe restlessness within him swelled, an itch he 
couldn’t scratch, a whisper he couldn’t Iuite make out. Ge had tried 
to bury itAhours of soccer drills on the Held, endless study sessions 
hunched over teLtbooksAbut nothing had worked. 

Bhe energy within him buTTed —ust beneath his skin, an electric 
charge searching for release. Gis gaTe drifted upwards, but the city’s 
glow swallowed the stars, leaving him to stare at an empty sky that only 
deepened his sense of loss.

R breeTe stirred, and with it came the scent of damp earth, rich and 
loamy, as though the ground itself was breathing. Mamoru reached 
out, his Hngers brushing against the rough bark of a young tree grow-
ing beside the sidewalk. Ge closed his eyes, letting that strange pulse 
wash over him.

Ftill, after all this time, he still didn’t know what it was.
xould he ever5
jmages zickered at the edge of his consciousnessAa grand hall 

bathed in golden light, faces that were both familiar and strange, and 
the echo of a name he couldn’t recall. Ge drew in a shaky breath, the 
chill of the night air biting at his skin, and shook his head as though 
to clear it. 

”?et it together. Bhey’re —ust classmatesU friends.W
Zut the conviction behind the thought wavered. Ge knew it wasn’t 

true. Bhe connection was too strong, too immediate. 6ike they were 
pieces of an ancient great tree, intertwined across the ages. Bhe sense of 
destiny clung to him, wrapping around his chest like ivy, each tendril 
pulling him toward something he wasn’t yet ready to understand.
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Rll of it felt detached, like scenes from a life he could not truly 
touch, as though he were a ghost drifting through memories that 
didn’t belong to him.

Mamoru paused at an intersection. R gust of wind whipped 
through the street, chilling him to his core, and he clenched his Hsts, 
frustration boiling beneath his skin. 

”xhy do j feel like j’m missing something5W 
Bhe Iuestion fell into the empty night, unanswered.
Ge wandered on, the restlessness growing, the sense of purpose 

elusive, hiding —ust beyond the edge of thought. Bhe city’s heartbeat 
thrummed around him, the pavement pulsing beneath his shoes, and 
he felt it againAthe deep-rooted power of the earth, the presence of 
something ancient and immense, speaking to him in a language he 
could not yet understand.

jmages returned, zickering like old HlmAa kingdom under moon-
light, someone reaching for him, the warmth of a hand meeting his.

Bhe sensation faded before he could grasp it, dissolving like mist in 
the morning sun.

Mamoru let out a sign and his gaTe lifted to the moon above. ”Dirst 
Iuarter.W

7sually the soft rays of the moon comforted him, but today, the 
restlessness remained, coiling tighter, an unyielding presence that re-
fused to let him go.

Ge didn’t know where he was going, but something within him 
didAsomething driven by a purpose he had yet to name, by a con-
nection he had yet to understand. :verywhere he turned, golden hair 
caught his eyeAeach time his heart leaped, breath caught in his chest. 
Zut no, it wasn’t her.

jt wasn’t Zunhead.
jt wasn’t 7sagi.
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jt was never her.
Bhe ache settled back in, deep and unrelenting, as if something vital 

had been taken from him, leaving a hollow space that refused to be
 Hlled. Ge didn’t understand why. Ge didn’t know why he needed to 
see herAonly that he did.

jt was an obsession that both frustrated and bewildered him, this 
pull toward her that deHed reason, Iuickening his pulse at every zash 
of blonde hair, only to be crushed when it wasn’t her.

Ge had run into her so oftenAthe park, the arcade, the bakery 
where she always hovered, that alley where she’d tripped and spilled 
her books all over the placeAand yet now, when he needed to see her, 
she was nowhere to be found. 

Ge should be glad, shouldn’t he5
Fhe should be home, tucked away, safeAnot wandering these 

streets, not here where the shadows felt darker than usual, where whis-
pers of strange creatures attacking innocents haunted every corner.

Fhe was safe from the monsters.
”qust go home,W he muttered, raking a hand through his hair, trying 

to shake o8 the unease gnawing at him. Zut the words rang hollow. 
Ge couldn’t shake the feelingAthe sense that something was out here, 
something he needed to Hnd. Bhat she neededA

Dear slammed into him, a wave so Herce it stole his breath, left his 
chest tight, his heart thundering against his ribs.

jt wasn’t his own fearAhe knew that instinctively. jt was some-
one else’s, distant yet vivid, threading through his veins, urging him 
forward. Ge could feel itAa danger, imminent, undeniable, and the 
desperate need to protect. 

Ge stumbled, catching himself against a lamppost, Hngers pressing 
into the cold metal as if it could ground him. 9rotect herAthe thought 
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roared through him, all-consuming, undeniable. Zut who5 xho was 
he meant to protect5

”?et it together,W he whispered through clenched teeth.
Zut the feeling wouldn’t leave.
jt twisted, gripped his insides, an urge so Herce it almost hurt. Ge 

had no one. Ge was alone, always had been. Zut that thought felt 
wrong, false, like a lie he’d convinced himself to believe. Ge spun, his 
steps Iuickening as his eyes scanned the empty streets, searching the 
darkness thick for unseen threats.

Bhe earth pulsed beneath him, each step vibrating through his 
body, as though the city itself was pushing him forward, guiding him 
when his mind didn’t know where to go. :ach corner, each shadow, 
was a possibility, a place where she could beAlost, scared, needing h
im.

Ge wasn’t imagining this. 
Ge couldn’t be. 
Fomething was happening, something beyond his understanding, 

but every instinct screamed for him to keep moving, to protect, to
 HghtAeven if he didn’t know what he was Hghting. 

qust as he prepared to turn back home, to abandon this Iuest fueled 
by insanity, more fear burst across his chest. Zut this time it was more.

Fharper.
Colder.
Neadlier.
jt wasn’t a gentle ripple, but a forceful, bone-chilling surge that tore 

through his soul. Bhe spot behind his ribs eLploded in agony. jt wasn’t 
—ust fearQ it was a primal terror, sharp and unrelenting, as if the universe 
itself had splintered around him. Bhe sensation rushed through his 
veins like icy water breaking through a dam. FeiTing his breath, halting 
his steps, forcing his heart to pound erratically. 
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Bhe emotion wasn’t his ownAhe knew that instinctively. 
jt was foreign, but familiar.
Rn echo of distress that he’d tasted before, a cry from someone he 

couldn’t name but was bound to.
Gis hand shot out to brace against the cold facade of a nearby 

building, Hngertips pressing hard into the unforgiving concrete as the 
world tilted. Ge blinked, but his vision swam, the streetlights stretch-
ing, their halos melting into a kaleidoscope of neon and shadow, like 
watercolor paints bleeding across a canvas.

Bhe pavement beneath him rippled as if the solid ground had be-
come a restless sea, its waves unsettling his balance. Ge clenched his 
teeth, but the metallic taste of fear, sharp and bitter, Hlled his mouth, 
an unwelcome reminder that whatever he was feeling was real, raw, and 
unavoidable.

:very beat of his heart ampliHed the distortion of his surroundings.
Bhe surrounding air shiftedAno longer crisp, but feverish, press-

ing against his skin, leaving him diTTy and disoriented. Gis breaths 
echoed in his ears, too loud, too shallow, like he was drowning on dry l
and.

Bhe urge was unbearable, clawing at him from the inside, a visceral 
need to protectAsomeone, somewhereAa need that pulled at him 
with such force that it felt as if roots had sprung from his very bones, 
anchoring him to that moment. Bhey refused to let go until he heeded 
their call.

”xhat’s happening to me5W
Ge sIueeTed his eyes shut, trying to force the world to right itself, 

but the sensation only intensiHed. Bhe fear wasn’t fading. jt was grow-
ing, feeding on each beat of his heart, each gasp of air. Fomeone out 
there needed him. Nesperately.

jmages zickered at the edge of his consciousness.
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Dlashes of golden hair catching the light. 
R laugh that rang like bells, eyes like twin pools of sky. 
”Bhis is madness.W
Zut the vines of urgency wrapped tighter around his heart, sIueeT-

ing, growing thicker, deeper with every denial. Gis knees wobbled, 
threatening to give way, and he leaned heavily against the wall, rough 
concrete scraping his palm as he tried to pull himself back from the e
dge.

Zut the edge of what, he couldn’t say. 
Eeality5
Fanity5
Ge could no longer tell.
Rs Mamoru tried to pull himself back together, the world twisted 

further, unraveling more. Bhe shadows of the streetlights stretched 
and warped, the once-familiar corners of the city dissolving into 
blurred, shifting shapes.

jt felt like he was driftingAno longer grounded, but zoating in the 
liminal space between night and dreams. Bhe line between reality and 
illusion blurred until there was no separation at all, only the sense that 
he was being pulled, gently but insistently, toward something beyond 
his understanding.

Ge closed his eyes, feeling the pulse of the earth beneath his feet, 
the rhythm echoing in his chest, in his bones. jt was like falling into 
a trance, each heartbeat becoming slower, more deliberate, until his 
breaths felt weightless, the sensation of his body dissolving. 

Ge was being stripped of everything that made him MamoruAall 
the confusion, the fear, the self-doubt, everything human, everything 
heavy. 

xhat remained was something else.
Fomething ancient.
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Fomething familiar.
Bhe wind shifted, carrying a chill that bit into his skin. Bhe scent of 

rain on the horiTon mingled with something metallic, like the tang of 
an unsheathed blade. Gis eyes snapped open, but he felt as if he were 
looking through someone else’s gaTe. 

Ge looked down, the white cape and clothes glowing vibrant in the 
dark night. Gis Hngers felt distant, zeLing with a purpose that wasn’t 
entirely his own. Gis body moved, a certainty driving each stepAthe 
sense of waiting was gone, replaced by an instinct so pure it bordered 
on destiny.

Bhe name came to him, forming silently on his lipsO ”Moonlight 
Jnight.W

jt was more than a name. jt was a purpose, an oath that hummed 
in his blood. Ge could feel the words, the promise he had madeAlong 
ago, beyond the veil of memoryArising to the surface like echoes 
through time. 

9rotect 9rincess Ferenity. 
Bhe weight of the command settled over him, an immense and 

timeless responsibility that, for once, didn’t feel daunting. jnstead, it 
felt natural, like he was sliding into a second skin, a form that had 
always been there, —ust waiting for him to acknowledge it.

Bhe fog in his mind cleared, replaced by a calm, unwavering resolve. 
Bhe world sharpened, each detail coming into focusAthe glimmer 
of starlight on the street, the distant rustle of leaves in the midnight 
breeTe. 

Ge moved with ease, the night bending around him, shadows 
slipping away as if they dared not touch him. Gis stride lengthened, 
purposeful, each step taking him closer to an invisible but undeniable 
destination.
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Bhe buildings blurred, fading into the background as the stars 
above seemed to grow brighter, a guiding constellation. Ge felt light, 
unburdened, the earth beneath him solid but no longer an an-
chorAinstead, it was a partner, something alive that breathed with 
him, urging him onward. 

jt was no longer —ust about his fear or confusionQ it was about a vow 
that stretched across lifetimes, the promise that he would not let her 
fall.

Gis heart knew the way, even if his mind couldn’t comprehend it. 
:ach step held meaning, a message written in movement. Ge moved 
for herAfor FerenityAand for the promise he had made to protect 
her, to stand by her side. :verything felt di8erent, as if the night itself 
acknowledged his transformation, the lights softer, more welcoming, 
while the darkness withdrew.

Ferenity and their bond rippled through his consciousness with a 
resonance that was both painful and comforting. 

:verything was there. 
Bhe vow made to Lueen Ferenity, her voice like silver, her plea 

shimmering like a golden dream.
Bhere, on the horiTon, he could feel her. Ger presence an ethereal 

pull, like the moon tugging on the tides, drawing him closer, urging 
him onward. 

Ge would reach her. 
Ge would protect her.
qust as he promised.
Ge followed the burning thread in his chest, knowing she waited on 

the other side. Bhe city twisted around him, buildings blurring as he 
wove through Bokyo’s veins, driven by a force far greater than himself. 
Fkidding to a halt, Moonlight Jnight’s heart clenched painfully at the 
sight before him. 
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Bhe street was a battlegroundQ shadows stretched across cracked 
pavement, and the sharp tang of oTone lingered, a residue from the 
battle’s fury. Bhe Failor ?uardians lay scattered, strength sapped, 
breaths shallow. Bheir once bright forms dimmed beneath the weight 
of eLhaustion. 

Snly Failor Moon remained trembling as she faced down Dari-
onAa pink, lion-like woman with a wild white mane and cruel green 
eyes. Ger movements were sluggish, each one a struggle, desperation 
etched into every line of her body.

Ge watched, horror cutting through him, as Failor Moon lost her 
weapon. Fhe stumbled, her body hitting the pavement with a sicken-
ing thud that reverberated through him like a thunderclap, a sound 
that shattered his hesitation. 

Zefore his mind could catch up, he was already in motion. xith 
unerring precision, he zicked a white rose through the air, its stem 
slicing the night like a blade, embedding itself at Darion’s feet. Bhe 
beast halted, startled, her feral gaTe snapping towards him.

”j am the Moonlight Jnight, and j will not allow you to harm her.W
Darion snarled, her aura darkening, a chaotic swirl of power gath-

ering around her. Zut before it could manifest, another rose shattered 
the growing energy. Bhe monster recoiled, her uncertainty clear in the
 zicker of her emerald eyes.

Failor Moon gaTed up at him, her wide eyes Hlled with both con-
fusion and wonder. Dor a zeeting moment, time seemed to slow as 
their eyes met, and he felt the depth of an unspoken connectionAa 
resonance that stirred something deep within, something timeless.

Zut he couldn’t tell her. Yot yet.
Failor qupiter struggled to her feet, her eyes blaTing with fury, elec-

tricity crackling at her Hngertips. ”Fupreme BhunderMW
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Bhe air eLploded with blinding light as the arc of her lightning 
shot forward, striking Darion head-on. Bhe monster shrieked, its form 
engulfed in a brilliant burst of purifying energy before it disintegrated 
into nothingness, leaving only silence and the fading echoes of power.

Moonlight Jnight cast a Hnal, lingering look at Failor Moon, her 
features softened by relief, her lips curving into the faintest smile. Bhe 
urge to stay, to protect, tugged at him Hercely, but another force, 
deeper and older, pulled him back into the shadows. 

Ge had done what he needed to doAFerenity was safe. Dor now.
xith a last glance, he vanished into the black, letting the dark con-

sume him. Rs the adrenaline ebbed, he felt the magnetic pull intensify, 
as though the very night itself was reclaiming him. 

Bhe edges of the world blurred, colors blending like rain on glass, 
and his once-clear purpose began to fade, softening into a distant 
memory. :ven the weight of the white rose in his hand felt insubstan-
tial, like a phantom of what had —ust transpired.

Bhe scent of —asmine miLed with the metallic tang of battle, a 
grounding —uLtaposition that seemed to pull him both waysAtoward 
the comfort of the familiar and the inevitability of departure. Gis 
thoughts grew haTy, the certainty that had driven him now slipping 
into the shadows, replaced by a creeping ambiguity.

Ge was once more caught between purpose and mystery, no longer 
the steadfast knight but simply Mamoru, a Hgure adrift in a city that 
seemed to shift and change around him.

R faint pulse drummed against his temples, insistent and sharp, 
dragging him back to reality. Mamoru gasped as if emerging from deep 
water, the sudden cold of the night biting into his skin. Gis body 
ached, his muscles protesting each breath. Bhe muNed hum of the 
city returned, distant and muted, yet overwhelming compared to the 
Iuiet that had settled over the battle.
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”xhereU am j5W
Confusion swept over him as he took in his unfamiliar surround-

ingsAstreetlights cast long shadows on buildings he didn’t recogniTe, 
and the Iuiet frustration inside him began to swell.

”j’m going craTy.W
Bhe pounding in his head refused to abate, each throb a painful 

reminder that whatever —ust happened was slipping further out of his 
grasp.

Ge took a breath, forcing himself to move, one step at a time 
towards a home he didn’t want to return to.



Chapter Eleven
Beneath a Veil of 
Flickering Light

T he pull had begun that morning—a small, insistent tug beneath 
his thoughts, no more than a whisper, as delicate as a thread 

of moonlight. Eventually, it merged with the burning spot behind his 
ribs, consuming him entirely.

But by the time the sun had begun its descent, it had woven itself 
into every breath, thrumming in his blood like the ocean’s tide—a 
force impossible to ignore. Every hour that passed fed its strength, 
turning a nudge into a deep urgency, sweeping Mamoru along like 
driftwood caught in an inevitable current.

He tried to ignore it.
Tried to drown it out.
Tried to silence it.
Soccer drills had left his legs aching and lungs burning, biology 

notes had blurred his eyes. Yet, no matter how hard he pushed himself, 
the pull remained, growing louder, more insistent, until it swallowed 
all else. He moved without reason, his feet tracing paths he couldn’t 
recall choosing, as though he were being guided by something unseen.

And now, somehow, he found himself in front of the newly opened 
Virtual Reality Theater, the vibrant marquee casting Cickering hues 
of electric blue and violet across his face. The air was thick with the 
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mechanical hum of cooling towers, the sharp scent of arti-cial butter, 
the eIcited chatter of children, and the easy laughter of families. 

Yet, for Mamoru, it all felt muted, muzed—like he was watching 
it unfold from behind a pane of glass, distant and untouched by the 
vibrancy.

He scanned the crowd, searching for something nameless. SomeU
thing he didn’t know even eIisted.

Lt was only when a burst of laughter cut through the ha“e that he 
felt his heart leap. He found her, the urgency inside him swelling as his 
ga“e -Ied on a halo of golden hair glowing in the late afternoon light.

”sagi.
She stood in a pool of color, talking animatedly, !una nestled in her 

arms. There was an ease in her stance, a lightness, that seemed to draw 
everything around her into sharper focus. He stepped forward, almost 
without reali“ing it, a warmth unfurling in his chest as her presence 
chased away the day’s fog.

QMaybe you should go to the library. Since you don’t have a date, 
Bunhead,K the nickname slipped from his lips e:ortlessly, warmth 
lacing the words despite himself.

”sagi spun around, twin buns bouncing, eyes widening before 
narrowing in playful indignation. QMamoru OhibaFK she hu:ed, 
though the smile pulling at her lips betrayed her. QL’d rather go on a 
date with youFK

There was always something in the way her irritation softened, 
never quite reaching her eyes. That left him feeling lighter, unburU
dened in a way that was both unfamiliar and comforting.

Duickly, he tried to banish how appealing she was. How her skin 
sparkled as the fading light brushed her cheeks. Tried to ignore how the 
curve of her shoulder seemed to call to him. Tried to dismiss how her 
laugh lingered and wove its way into the quiet spaces of his thoughts. 
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He tried to avoid looking into her eyes—so full of life, so impossibly 
deep, threatening to consume him whole.

She wasn’t for him. ?ot now, not ever. ?ot even if he were reborn 
a hundred times could he ever deserve her. 

He shrugged casually, a grin playing at his lips. Q9e can go on a date, 
to the library.K

He knew how to bait her, knew eIactly which strings to pull to elicit 
that adorable spark in her eyes.

QThat’s not a dateF That’s a torture sessionFK
As their playful banter Cowed, Mamoru felt the weight on his 

shoulders lift. ”sagi had a way of softening the edges of the world 
around her, making everything feel less Pagged, less daunting.

QAre you here to check out the VR Theater, too4 L heard it’s cra“y 
advanced technologyFK

He hesitated. QYeah, L suppose L am,K he said, the answer feeling 
true even though he hadn’t planned it.

”sagi’s eyes lit up, her eIcitement palpable. QReallyF That’s better 
than the buy one slice of cake get one free deal at the mallFK She 
bounced on the balls of her feet, her enthusiasm as bright and innocent 
as sunlight -ltering through the fresh spring leaves.

The bustling crowd moved around them, the theater lights CickU
ering in their eyes as they stepped closer to the entrance. jespite 
the cacophony—the kaleidoscope of lights, the scents of caramel and 
popcorn, the rush of voices—Mamoru could feel a prickle of unease 
worm its way back in. The pressing crowd, the Cashing lights—they 
grated on his senses, the noise threatening to shatter the fragile calm 
”sagi’s presence had brought.

Even the shadows whispered this was a dangerous place.
He took a deep breath, trying to ground himself, but the heaviness 

crept back in, a slow trickle of something wrong. He shook his head, 
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trying to clear the fog, but the lights blurred at the edges, his temple 
throbbing lightly with the beginning of a dull ache.

His ga“e found ”sagi again, her wide eyes -lled with wonder as 
she craned her neck to watch the holographic displays above. jespite 
the warning thrumming beneath his skin, the growing urge to turn 
away and retreat, he couldn’t bring himself to leave her side. There was 
something about her—an openness, an innocence—that anchored 
him in the here and now, something that soothed the pull of whatever 
force had brought him here.

Q9e really shouldn’t be here,K he muttered under his breath, too 
low for her to hear. 

And yet, he stayed. Even as the lights Cashed and the noise grew, 
he stood beside her, feeling both lost and found, caught between 
the compulsion to protect and the quiet warmth that her presence 
unfurled in his chest.

She was a question he didn’t yet have an answer to—a mystery that 
kept him lingering, unwilling to walk away.

”sagi continued her barrage of enthusiasm as the line slowly 
moved. Eventually, they stepped into the theater lobby, enveloped by 
a barrage of Cashing lights and synthetic hums—holographic displays
 Cickered, VR previews looped, and vibrant colors fought for his atU
tention.

The lights danced across her, their shifting hues painting her in 
Ceeting shades of brilliance. Wor Mamoru, it was the only part of the 
scene that felt alive. Everything else—the Cashing displays, the hum 
of machines—felt hollow, like blossoms crafted from paper instead of 
growing from the soil. 

The air carried the sharp tang of electronics and the buttery warmth 
of popcorn, but beneath it lingered something darker. Lt was faint, 
yet unmistakable—a weight that pressed against his senses, making his 
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instincts prickle as though he were breathing in the -rst stirrings of a 
distant storm.

That’s when he saw them.
Ail and An moved through the throng of people like ripples in 

water—smooth, deliberate, and utterly out of sync with the chaotic, 
genuine energy around them. Their faces were masks of politeness, but 
their eyes betrayed something else7 an intensity that never seemed to 
soften.

They were like transplanted trees struggling to adapt, their roots 
refusing to -nd nourishment in this foreign soil. Mamoru’s chest 
tightened with the familiar sense of dissonance, the instinctive feeling 
that they did not belong here.

Q2erhaps we should go,K Mamoru said.
Q?o wayF ?ot after waiting in that horrible line for so long,K ”sagi 

screeched.
An’s ga“e found him with a hunter’s precision, her eyes lighting 

with a gleam that made his breath hitch. She moved closer, cutting 
through the crowd with predatory ease until she was standing too 
close, her perfume sharp, underlined with something alien. Mamoru 
felt his muscles tense, each word she spoke a note of intrusion.

QYou’re so lucky, Mamoru. L’ve decided we’re going to spend the 
evening together.K Her voice was honeyed and low, each word like a 
silken thread winding around him, laced with something that set his 
nerves on edge. 

The possessiveness in her eyes was unmistakable, a hunger that unU
settled him. He opened his mouth, uncertain how to respond without 
inviting further closeness, when a familiar voice sliced through the 
tension.
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QHeyF Back o:, An. He’s MY dateFK ”sagi’s voice rang out, -erce 
and protective, her presence bla“ing like sunlight through a dense 
canopy.

She stepped between them, her body language unyielding, her eyes 
narrowed. Her sudden de-ance caught him o: guard, and something
 Cickered inside him—something that felt ancient, instinctive. 

Lt mirrored the way he often felt around her. A need to protect. 
?ow, it was she who shielded him, and he felt both grateful and deeply 
moved.

An’s eIpression shifted, her smile remaining, but her eyes narrowU
ing with irritation. Q1h, ”sagi. L didn’t see you there.K

”sagi didn’t Cinch. Q9ell, L’m here. And Mamoru and L have 
plans,K she stated, her chin lifting, her presence like a barrier that could 
not be breached.

Q1hFK A new voice Poined the fray. Ail locked onto ”sagi, his ga“e 
intrusive and invasive. Q”sagi. Lt’s so nice to see you here. Are you 
going to Poin us4 2lease say yes.K

Mamoru’s Paw tightened as he watched Ail’s eyes glide over her, a 
sour heat bubbling in his chest the moment Ail stepped closer. He 
couldn’t eIplain why it grated on him so -ercely, but something about 
the way Ail’s eyes lingered, intrusive and far too familiar, set his teeth 
on edge.

Mamoru told himself it didn’t matter—”sagi wasn’t his, wasn’t 
anyone’s. Yet, as her name rolled o: Ail’s tongue with a practiced ease, a
 Care of something primal twisted in Mamoru’s gut. Lt wasn’t like him 
to care who talked to whom, especially when it came to a girl who, at 
best, was Pust an acquaintance.

But the sight of Ail leaning closer, the smug tilt of his head, ignited 
a low simmering anger. Mamoru swallowed hard, forcing himself to 
stand still even as every -ber of his being screamed to step in, to 
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intervene, to pull ”sagi from Ail’s invasive attention—though he had 
no idea why.

Mamoru forced himself to take a step back, the urge to remove 
himself—and ”sagi—from their proIimity overwhelming.

Q!et’s go in togetherFK An locked on to one arm.
QYes, let’s,K ”sagi hissed, locking onto his other arm.
He let out a sigh. Something told him he wouldn’t enPoy this.
The VR space was dim, illuminated by shifting colors and the glow 

of screens. The murmur of machinery and the bu““ of eIcited guests 
-lled the air, a cacophony that slowly faded into a manageable hum as 
they moved further in.

The simmering ache behind his eyes threatened to burst into a 
fullUblown headache as An and ”sagi fought over him. 9hen they 
all Pammed into the same car, leaving Ail to his own vehicle, Mamoru 
almost cried.

But then he glanced at her.
”sagi’s eyes were wide, her ga“e darting from one immersive display 

to the neIt5 her awe tangible and unrestrained. She marveled at the 
technology, her Poy genuine, her wonder pure. The earlier tension 
slowly unraveled in the face of her energy, her voice bubbling with 
eIcitement.

Mamoru wrestled to center his thoughts, but they wavered under 
the weight of the conCict swirling around him. 1n one side was a 
golden warmth, soft and inviting, like sunlight -ltering through leaves. 
1n the other, sharp, frigid spikes of discontent clawed at him, leaving 
an ache he couldn’t ignore.

He tried to anchor himself, to focus on anything else—sounds, the 
feel of the bench beneath him—but the opposing forces surged and 
clashed, refusing to yield, leaving him caught in their relentless storm.
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The neon lights pulsed as a digital dragon roared into eIistence, its 
massive form Cickering against the highUtech backdrop. ?either girl 
seemed to notice5 they were too busy clinging to him, their bickering 
rising above the eIcited chatter of the crowd. Just ahead, a young boy 
shouted triumphantly, his laughter ringing out as he -red beams of 
light at the virtual monster.

”sagi came to a screeching halt, her voice cutting through the din 
like a bell. QShingoF 9hy did you drag jad here4 This place isn’t for 
little kidsFK

Mamoru’s ga“e shifted, his eyes narrowing with curiosity as he 
studied them—family dynamics at their liveliest.

Shingo only smirked, his eIpression sharp and mischievous. QLsn’t 
this place a little advanced for you, big sis4K

QHEYFK ”sagi’s protest erupted, loud enough to rival the roar of 
the digital dragon.

Thankfully, the car skittered to a stop and the three of them tumU
bled out. Mamoru had no idea how he ended up here. Shingo conU
tinued to pester ”sagi, as he strapped on the VR equipment. NenPi 
looked more lost than anything and needed several employees to help.

QL’m the cool Krade School boy who -ghts for love and PusticeFK 
Shingo shouted, striking a familiar stance. 

Mamoru couldn’t help but chuckle at the scene, a warmth bloomU
ing in his chest. The image of the two was unguarded, Poyful—a harsh 
contrast to the earlier tension.

Even as warmth returned, Mamoru’s senses remained alert, the 
presence of Ail and An lingering at the edges of his awareness, invasive 
and cold. He kept close to ”sagi, unwilling to let her drift too far 
from his side. The sense of protectiveness that settled into him felt 
deepUrooted, almost primordial, and as they moved through the VR 
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space, he found himself mapping escape routes, his eyes Cicking to the eI
its.

An electric energy bu““ed through the VR arena, its dark walls 
illuminated by neon lights that cast a web of vibrant hues, glowing 
in blues, greens, and purples. As the vibrant energy of the VR theU
ater bu““ed around them, a strange Cicker caught Mamoru’s eye—a 
splitUsecond disruption in the proPection that sent a shiver up his spine.

He shook it o: as a technical glitch, but the feeling lingered, an 
unspoken tension threading through the air. ?earby, Ail and An 
eIchanged glances, their smiles holding a sharpness that made his 
stomach twist. Something wasn’t right.

The soundscape pulsed with arti-cial life—holographic monsters 
shimmering like ghostly apparitions, each materiali“ing and bursting 
into piIelated shards under a laser beam’s touch. The digital roars of 
the virtual beasts merged with the laughter and delighted shouts of 
the players, creating a symphony that seemed, for a moment, to chase 
away Mamoru’s lingering sense of unease.

Q1hF Ket himF He’s up to somethingFK ”sagi giggled.
Lt felt strangely familiar to be -ghting by her side, almost like it 

they’d done it before. But he dismissed that thought immediately. The 
only -ghting he’d ever done was a battle on the -eld or for high marks.

QL got itF jid you see that4 L’m so greatFK
Her energy was so contagious, Mamoru found his own apprehenU

sion dissolving, his heart relaIing as he watched her—each eIaggerated 
shriek, every surprised stumble, followed by a bright, unrestrained 
giggle. Lt all pulled at something inside him, something he couldn’t 
quite name.

9hen she stumbled backward, her eyes wide at the sudden proPecU
tion of a monster, Mamoru’s hand shot out without a thought, -ngers 
brushing her arm before he caught himself. A spark seemed to Pump 
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between them, and he quickly withdrew, reminding himself that it 
was Pust a game. The almostUcontact hummed in his veins, a tingling 
warmth that he couldn’t quite shake.

QOareful,K he murmured, a small smile tugging at his lips.
”sagi glanced back at him. Her cheeks Cushed, her laughter bubU

bling up again. QYou’re still my hero.K
Q!et’s destroy some monsters,K he grinned at her.
Q!et’sFK
He hesitated for a breath, then followed, weaving between obstacles 

with ease. The room seemed to blur around them, the digital creatures 
nothing more than Ceeting images as he focused solely on her—her 
laughter, her bright eyes, her daring smile.

There was something magnetic about holding her hand, racing 
through the corridors. He didn’t know why, but everything felt right 
in that eIact moment.

The scream shattered the fragile illusion of the VR arena, leaving 
only Pagged edges of fear. Shingo burst through the holographic ha“e, 
his face boneUwhite beneath the strobing lights, his voice cracking as 
he cried out about his father.

Q9hat4K ”sagi’s voice cracked.
A wave of fear and terror crashed over him, potent and sharp. 

The playful atmosphere dissolved, replaced by a chill that crawled up 
Mamoru’s spine like an ancient warning. Beside him, ”sagi stood 
fro“en, her eyes wide and shimmering, her sudden stillness as Parring 
as watching a star Cicker and fade.

QStay hereFK he shouted.
Before Mamoru could consider the consequences, his body was 

already moving, driven by an instinct that pulsed through him like a 
second heartbeat. Every footfall carried a weight of inevitability, as if he 
had walked this path countless times before—always rushing towards 
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danger, always the protector. He pushed forward, with ”sagi’s panU
icked voice echoing somewhere behind him, her fear adding urgency 
to every step.

Turning a corner, Mamoru’s blood turned to ice. Ln the dimly lit 
recesses of the theater, a monstrous -gure lurked. 1liveUgreen skin 
pulsed as it drained the energy from its captives, its crimsonUandUwhite 
tendrils coiling like living shadows around them.

The creature’s form was a grotesque mockery of life, and in its 
clutches, NenPi hung suspended, his energy siphoning away in shimU
mering, fragile threads. Seeing them like that ignited something deep 
in Mamoru—a warrior’s rage, raw and ancient, burning away all hesU
itation.

He tore o: his VR suit, the plastic and metal clattering to the Coor 
with a hollow thud.

QHeyFK Mamoru yelled, his voice cracking through the stiCing tenU
sion. 

The creature’s eyes snapped to him, narrowing with something 
akin to hunger, the air thickening with its malice. NenPi, still strugU
gling, somehow found the strength to grab a -re eItinguisher from 
the wall. Ln a move of desperate courage, he unleashed a cloud of cold, 
white mist, momentarily creating a ghostly barrier between them and 
the creature.

But the respite was Ceeting. The creature let out a guttural snarl, 
its tentacles recoiling, only to lash out with renewed fury. Mamoru 
saw them too late, felt the cold, slimy grip constrict around his arm 
and torso, pain slicing through him like ice. Lt wasn’t Pust physical 
agony—it felt like the creature was pulling at something deeper, like 
it was unraveling his very essence. His muscles weakened, his vision 
blurred, the neon lights of the VR arena dulling into muted shades as 
darkness crept in from the edges.
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QTake it easy on that one, Hell Ant,K a voice rang out from the 
darkness. 

Mamoru couldn’t see the source.
Q9hy4K another voice appeared. QYou should only care about the 

energy.K
Then, through the fog of pain, a Cash of gold. His heart surged, 

then plummeted. 
”sagiF 
He could barely move, the tendrils’ cold grip draining everything 

from him. A bitter taste -lled his mouth, the taste of helplessness, of 
knowing he could do nothing but hope she would be alright.

Lf she was hurtM
Lf he failed in protecting herM
But the shadows deepened, wrapping around him like an endless 

tide. Ln their su:ocating embrace, he slipped away, swallowed by the 
abyss.



Chapter Twelve
Moonlight Blooming in 

Shadow

M amoru’s entire body pulsed with an icy ,reH as Aell knt’s 
tentacles snaged around himH their writhinxH unnatural te-q

ture szuee.inx tixhterH draininx his enerxy with a slowH suTocatinx 
restlessnessf vhe creature tixhtened their xripH and the raw burn o— the 
drain leaRinx him weixhtlessI—raxileH lige a shell carRed hollow by an 
un—orxiRinx tidef

vhe world blurredf
jeality slipped away lige leaRes in the —allf
vhat spot behind his ribs Gared into a roarinx bla.eH a heat so ,erce 

that it seemed to sear throuxh his entire chestH as thouxh molten ,re 
had erupted beneath his sginf vhe sensation was relentlessH xrowinx 
hotterH sharper with eRery breath he toogH each inhalation —eedinx the 
in—ernof

vhe pain radiated outwardH curlinx throuxh his body lige the roots 
o— a twisted treeH spreadinx its tendrils throuxh his ribsH his lunxsH 
threateninx to consume him —rom the inside outf Ft wasn’t Eust physq
icalIit was emotionalH primalH as thouxh his Rery soul was beinx 
scorchedH his determination —eedinx the Games despite the axonyf

Colden lixht ,ltered throuxh the shadowsf Oamiliar and warm lige 
silg and sunlixhtf
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Ft was unmistagablef
vhat colorf
vhat lixhtf
8ailor Moonf 
vhe name echoed within himH and relie— surxed throuxh his Reins 

lige a burst o— ,reH thawinx the ice encasinx his heartf Fn that momentH 
the monster’s xrasp seemed to —alterH as thouxh her lixht alone made 
Aell knt hesitatef 

Mamoru blingedH his Rision sharpeninx brieGyH and there she 
wasIxolden hair catchinx the dim lixhtH eyes bla.inx with a couraxe 
that de,ed her delicate —ormf jelie— melted into —ear almost instantlyf 

Ae was trappedH ensnaredH powerless to protect herIto be the 
shield he gnew she neededf vhe reali.ation clawed at himH raw and 
RisceralH ixnitinx a primal —ear that burned hotter with each passinx 
secondf

8he was braReH yesH but so small axainst the towerinxH monstrous 
Aell kntf vhe sixht o— her standinx her xroundH tremblinx but unwaq
RerinxH only maxni,ed his desperationf Ais muscles strained axainst 
the unyieldinx bondsH each pull sharp and —utileH but he couldn’t 
escapef vhe thouxht o— her —acinx this terror alone was unbearableH a 
pain more suTocatinx than the monster’s crushinx xripf

Ae had to shield her —rom harmf
Ae had to protect her —rom inEuryf
“o matter whatH she had to surRiRef
”et despite the danxerH she stood her xroundf Ae could see itIthe 

tremblinx o— her —ormH the terror in her xa.eIbut beyond that was 
somethinx ,ercerK an unyieldinx resolReH a zuiet de,ance that re—used 
to bacg downf 

D8ailor Moonf9
Ae gnew her somehowf



Mk?kF vjBBK j11v8 1O !B8vF“” NY…

vhe name —elt lige a thread pulled —rom a tapestry he couldn’t 
zuite seeH a whisper —rom somewhere deep in his chestf vhere was 
a —amiliarity in the way she moRedH the way her xolden hair swayed 
with each stepf Ae recoxni.ed the slixht hesitation in her stanceH as 
i— reluctantly ,xhtinxf ”etH he gnew her resolRe alone could carry her 
throuxh any ,xhtf

8he tilted her headH and —or a Geetinx secondH their eyes metf Ft sent a 
Eolt throuxh himIa stranxeH bittersweet ache that tixhtened his chestf 
Ae didn’t gnow whyH but he could predict the way her Roice would 
strenxthen when she shouted her catchphraseH the precise moment her 
tiara would leaRe her handf

knd he was certain thatH eRen i— she stumbledH she would neRer bacg 
downf

Aow did he gnow these thinxs5 Ae couldn’t place itH but the 
thouxht warmed him all the sameH lige a lonxq—orxotten memory stirq
rinx Eust beyond his xraspf

D8ailor Moonf9 Aer name le—t his lips lige a desperate prayerf
knd thereH reGected in her eyesH was the echo o— that bla.eI—ear 

and determination swirlinx toxetherH an emotion as RiRid and raw as 
the ,re burninx within himf

DAow dare you09 8ailor Moon shouted in her de,ant Roicef DAow 
dare you corrupt this place o— recreation and hurt the people F care 
most about09

Mamoru wanted to bex her to leaReH retreatf 8aRe hersel—f 4ecause i— 
this monster hurt her2

DF’ll neRer —orxiRe you0 Fn the name o— the MoonH F’ll punish you09
Ae could —eel itK the weixht o— his strenxth waninxH the essence o— 

who he was beinx pulled away in slow incrementsH yet beneath it allH 
there was somethinx that held onH re—usinx to yield completely to the 
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coldf ks he teetered on the edxeH that ember was his only li—elineH his 
last hope axainst the RastH consuminx Roidf

vhenH Eust as the dargness bexan to press in on all sidesH a Gash o— 
xold pierced the ha.eIa brilliant streag cuttinx throuxh the dimness 
lige a gni—e o— sunlixht cleaRinx the nixhtf

DMoon viara kction09
8he raised her Moon viaraH her eyes narrowinx as she hurled it 

—orwardIa shimmerinx crescent o— lixhtH a promise o— hope that cut 
across the dargened roomf 

vhe tiara spun throuxh the airH a comet bla.inx toward its tarxetH 
but it barely xra.ed Aell knt’s monstrous —ormf

BRerythinx —ro.e as the tiara —ell shortH clatterinx axainst the xroundH 
and he saw a Geetinx Gicger o— doubt cross her —acef Mamoru’s chest 
tixhtened at that sixhtH his breath catchinx in his throatf 8he was aloneH 
—acinx down this creatureH her —riends too —ar to helpH and her attacg 
—ailedf

D8ailor Moonf9 
4ut he was too weag nowf
Ais Roice was nothinx but an insixni,cant whisperf
Ae wanted to call outH to reach —or herH to tell her that she wasn’t 

aloneH that he was still thereH eRen i— he couldn’t ,xht beside herf vhe 
world around him seemed to moRe in slow motionH his thouxhts a 
cacophony o— desperation and admirationf

!espite the painH despite the —ox that dulled his senses and made his 
limbs —eel heaRyH he clunx to the warmth o— the xolden lixhtH holdinx 
on to it lige a drowninx man reachinx —or the sunf

Ais Rision blurred axainH the edxes o— her —orm so—teninxH swallowed 
by the shadowsf vhe mu3ed sounds o— battleIthe creature’s xrowlsH 
the —aint clanx o— her tiara axainst concreteI,ltered into his earsH as 
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thouxh he were hearinx them —rom underwaterf Ais heart hammered 
in his chestH a pain—ulH erratic rhythmf

Mamoru —ouxht desperately to remain consciousf !espite how 
hard he struxxledH his head throbbed harderH and the world bexan to 
dissolRe into a wash o— colors and soundsf Ae could —eel his heartbeat 
xrowinx erraticH each pulse a distant echof vhe coldness in his Reins 
continued to spreadH slowinx his moRementsH his thouxhtsf 

vhe pain that clouded his Rision sharpened his desperationf
4ut he re—used to xiRe inH not while she still stoodf 8ailor Moon had 

an ability to —ace dargness headqonH not because she wasn’t a—raidH but 
because she belieRed in the xoodness that lay beyond itf

ks the dargness seemed to press in on all sidesH Mamoru clunx to 
her lixhtf Ft GicgeredH but it did not —adeH and that alone was enouxh 
—or himf Ft meant that there was still hopeH that they could still ,xhtH 
and that he could still stand by herIi— not nowH then laterH once he 
rexained his strenxthf

vhe world mixht blurH the edxes o— reality mixht slip away —rom 
himH but he wouldn’t yield to the pull o— obliRionf Ae could —eel her 
presenceH the warmth o— her belie— that wrapped around him lige an 
embraceH the lixht that she cast in the dargness that re—used to be 
e-tinxuishedf 

DF’ll ,xht with her29
”etH the more Mamoru struxxled to stay consciousH the more the 

world seemed to melt awayH dissolRinx into a heaRyH almost lizuid 
—ox that threatened to drown himf vhe room dimmed at the edxesH 
shadows creepinx inward as i— tryinx to smother his awarenessf Ft was 
lige beinx underwaterIeRery sound mu3edH eRery moRement slowedH 
each breath harder to drawf Ais pulse thrummed —aintly in his earsH the 
noise both com—ortinx and distantH lige the echo o— a past li—ef
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Fn the depths o— that consuminx dargnessH somethinx shi—tedf k 
calmH almost serene sense o— purpose bexan to un—url within himH 
resonatinx at the core o— his beinxf

Ft was zuietf
8o deeply zuietH lige a band o— moonbeams Gicgerinx across the 

sur—ace o— a still lagef
8omethinx ancientf
8omethinx pro—oundf
vhe weixht o— doubtH o— con—usion and —earH bexan to li—tf Ft didn’t 

dissipate all at onceV it —racturedH lige shards o— ice breaginx away —rom 
a —ro.en riRerf Fn its placeH a ,erce determination bloomedH a warmth 
un—urlinx deep inside himH pure and potentf

Jrotect Jrincess 8erenityf
vhe command wasn’t his own thouxhtV it was somethinx olderH 

somethinx primalH a Row etched into the ,bers o— his beinxf Ft —elt 
as natural as drawinx breathH as necessary as his heartbeatf Ais whole 
beinx rallied around that sinxular purposeH as i— his soul recoxni.ed the 
truth o— itH eRen when his mind couldn’tf

Ae could —eel it e-pandinx inside o— himH pushinx out the pain and 
letharxyH replacinx the numbness with a ,re that Gared brixhter and 
hotterf

Ais chest tixhtenedH and he drew in a deep breathH tastinx the air 
that —elt sharper nowH almost metallicH laced with a coolness lige midq
nixht touched by moonlixhtf Ae moRedH each moRement deliberate 
and swi—tH his body alixninx to a rhythm that —elt almost musicalH a beat 
that thrummed in his Reinsf 

vhe  —ox  in  his  Rision  didn’t  dissipate  so  much  as  it  transq
—ormedIblurrinx into somethinx elseH somethinx more RiRidH stars 
and shadows blendinx into a tapestry that shi—ted with him as he 
stepped —orwardf
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Ae didn’t hesitateV there was no space —or second thouxhtsH only 
the absoluteH unwaRerinx clarity o— his missionf Ae —elt as thouxh he 
was no lonxer Eust MamoruH the younx man xrapplinx with doubts 
and —earsIhe was somethinx moreH someone shaped by li—etimes o— 
promises and purposef

vhe word —ormed silently in his mindH lige a whisper carried on a 
bree.ef

Ae was the Moonlixht ?nixhtf
Ft was a mantleH a second sgin that wrapped around him lige armorH 

woRen —rom starlixht and promisesf
“oise —ell awayH and only the pulse o— the earth remainedH a heartq

beat that matched his ownf vhe scent o— strawberries minxled with the 
tanx o— ironf

Jrotect 8erenityf
vhe name dri—ted throuxh his consciousnessH an anchor that both 

xrounded him and li—ted himH pullinx him toward a purpose he 
couldn’t name but —elt with eRery ,ber o— his beinxf Ft was lige a 
distant echoH a promise made under moonlit sgiesH beneath an ancientH 
watchinx xa.ef

vhe white cloag he woreInoH the cloag that was part o— himIbilq
lowed outH the sensation both tanxible and etherealH as thouxh woRen 
—rom the Rery —abric o— the moon itsel—f vhe world shi—tedH colors 
bleedinx into one another lige watercolorsf 

DF’ll geep my promisef9
Ais xa.ed locged on the twistedH monstrous —orm o— Aell kntf 

8ailor Moon —aced the creature without a weaponH but with determiq
nation etched in eRery musclef vhe xlint o— her xolden hair cauxht the 
dim lixhtf Jower radiated —rom herH white lige the 8ilRer Srystalf Cold 
lige beauti—ul dreamsf
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7ithout hesitationH his ,nxers closed around a white roseH its petals 
delicate yet sharp as xlassH a contradiction that mirrored his own naq
turef 7ith a swi—t moRementH he released itV the rose cuttinx throuxh 
the air with a xrace—ul arcH slicinx throuxh the creature’s tentacles with 
pinpoint accuracyf

8ailor Moon looged upH her eyes wideninx with a mi-ture o— awe 
and desiref

DF am the Moonlixht ?nixhtH9 he saidH Dand no dargness will touch 
her while F breathef9 

Fnstead o— bacginx downH the monster attacgedf vhe Uj theater 
trans—ormed into an otherworldly battlexroundH its once Ribrant techq
noloxical displays Gicgerinx lige the last breath o— dyinx starsH castinx 
—raxmented lixht across the chaotic dargnessf

Moonlixht ?nixht held his sword be—ore himH the blade catchinx 
the scant illuminationIa shard o— moonlixht —orxed into steelH shimq
merinx with a purity that seemed almost out o— place in the arti,cial 
twilixht o— the theaterf Bach arc o— his sword le—t a trace o— silRer 
radianceH as thouxh it parted the Rery air with the brilliance o— his 
determinationf

Aell knt moRed lige a thinx born o— nixhtmaresH her xroteszue 
oliReqxreen —orm undulatinxH tentacles writhinx with a sinister pulse 
that radiated darg enerxyf Ae clenched his teethH —ocusinx all his enerxy 
on dodxinx the creature’s attacgs and geepinx them —rom ,ndinx his
 Geshf

vhe monster twisted unnaturallyH de—yinx loxic as she launched her 
assault with relentless precisionf Aer tentacles lashed outH snappinx 
throuxh the air lige serpentsH each one seeginx to drain the Ritality 
—rom the de—enders be—ore herf

vhe Moonlixht ?nixht met her eRery strige with determinationH his 
body moRinx as i— it remembered battles his conscious mind had lonx 
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—orxottenf Ais sword sanx with each slashH a melody o— silRer lixht and 
steel that resonated with somethinx ancient within his soulf

”et Aell knt was relentlessH her tentacles weaRinx an intricate dance 
o— deathH meetinx his eRery moRe with a twisted elexance that chilled 
himf

7hen her tentacles ,nally coiled around himH their touch was lige 
the coldest winter nixhtH a —ree.inx burn that crept beneath his sginH 
burrowinx deeperH sappinx his strenxthf vhe crushinx —orce szuee.ed 
the air —rom his lunxsH the sinister enerxy coursinx into his Reins lige 
Renomf 

4ut where Mamoru mixht haRe —alteredH the Moonlixht ?nixht 
gnew only purposef Oear had no place hereV there was only the misq
sionIonly the Row he had made lonx be—ore memoryf 

Jrotect herf
?eep her sa—eH eRen at his own e-pensef
8uddenlyH the air shi—tedH cracglinx with a —amiliar enerxyf 
D8habon 8pray09 8ailor Mercury’s Roice echoed across the dargened 

theaterH her power mani—estinx in a dense mist that rolled across the 
space lige —ox across a moonlit moorf 

vhe air cooled instantlyH tiny droplets —orminx in the atmosphereH 
clinxinx to his sgin lige a promise o— respitef vhrouxh the mistH a Gare 
o— red cut throuxh lige a cometf 

DOire 8oul09 vhe room bla.ed with lixhtH the heat roarinx throuxh 
the chill lige the sun breaginx the dawnf

vhe mist and ,re collidedH creatinx an otherworldly shimmer that 
trans—ormed the battle,eldIa modern place o— technoloxy twisted 
into a scene o— elemental chaosH timeless and sacredf

D!on’t worryH 8ailor Moon09 8ailor Hupiter shoutedf D7e’Re xot 
your bacg09



kB MSj14Bjv8N;I

DSrescent 4eam09 8ailor Uenus yelledH a band o— xolden lixht that 
pierced the dargnessH cuttinx a path throuxh the writhinx mass o— 
tentaclesH —orcinx Aell knt to recoilf

D8upreme vhunder09 8ailor Hupiter’s Roice thunderedf vhe cracgle 
o— electricity split the airf vhe scent o— o.one linxered as the arcs o— 
lixhtninx illuminated the shadowsf 

vhrouxh it allH Moonlixht ?nixht watched 8ailor Moonf 8he stood 
at the heart o— this storm o— powerIsmallH RulnerableH but with a 
spirit that outshone eRery bla.inx attacgf vhere was no arti,ceH no 
hesitationIonly her rawH unxuarded heart shininx lige the “orth 8tar 
amid the chaosf

vhen with a snapH lige breaginx woodH Aell knt Ranished into the 
nothinxf Oreed —rom Aell knt’s xraspH Moonlixht ?nixht steadied 
himsel—f

8ilence settled oRer the spaceH the thicg —ox o— battle xiRinx way to 
a serene stillnessf Moonlixht ?nixht lowered his swordH e-haustion 
creepinx into his bonesH but a zuiet peace ,llinx the spaces where 
—ear and tension had beenf vhe arti,cial lixhts Gicgered bacg to li—eH 
castinx a xentle xlow oRer the Cuardians as they xatheredH 8ailor Moon 
standinx at their centerf

8ailor Moon turned towards himH her eyes wideH shimmerinx with 
a blend o— aweH con—usionH and somethinx deeply Rulnerablef

D4ut2 F thouxht29 Aer Roice was —raxileH lige a whisper cauxht in 
the space between disbelie— and lonxinxH the words hanxinx suspended 
as i— too delicate to reach the air —ullyf

vhe Moonlixht ?nixht met her xa.eH and —or a Geetinx momentH 
he allowed himsel— the lu-ury o— Eust watchinx herIo— seeinx her 
in the a—termath o— yet another battle —ouxht braRelyH her radiance 
undiminishedf 
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vhere was somethinx in her eyes that tuxxed at himH somethinx that 
had always connected them eRen in the stranxestH most ine-plicable 
waysf Ais lips curRed into a xentleH almost bittersweet smilef

vhenH a shi—t in the enerxy o— the roomIa presence that pulled at 
the corners o— his awarenessf Ae turnedH xlimpsinx the —amiliar —orm 
steppinx —orward —rom the shadowsf

Mamoru Shibaf 
vhere was an ineRitability to itH a pull that seemed to transcend the 

boundaries o— timef Mamoru moRed towards herH his —ocus entirely on 
8ailor MoonH his xa.e so—teninx as i— she were the only lixht in a world 
still dargened by battlef 

Moonlixht ?nixht —elt that pull tooH the one that drew Mamoru 
—orwardIan eternalH maxnetic thread that couldn’t be deniedf

Ae was not meant to stayf
Ais heart gnew thatH accepted it without resentmentf Ae was a 

xuardianH a protector to bridxe a space in time until thisIuntil these 
two soulsH always destinedH could once more ,nd one anotherH unhinq
deredf

DkdieuH9 he whisperedf 
Ae toog a step bacg into the darg edxes o— the roomH lettinx xo o— 

this momentH allowinx the shadows to tage him in lige an oldH —amiliar 
—riendf

vhe cold air brushed Mamoru’s sgin as he watched the ,xure —ade 
into nothinxf vhe sharpH insistent throbbinx in his temples intensi,edH 
a pain—ul rhythm that draxxed him bacg to —ull awarenessf Jressure in 
his sgull seemed to emphasi.e the emptiness where certainty had beenf

Ais heart was poundinxH each beat resonatinx with both e-hausq
tion and somethinx elseIa hollow ache that re—used to —adeH an 
emptiness shaped lige somethinx he’d —ouxht to protectf
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Mamoru struxxled —or breathH his xa.e moRinx across the chaotic 
sceneIstaT hurryinxH police issuinx ordersH patrons talginx in hurq
riedH hushed Roicesf vhe bustle around him —elt mutedH a mere hum in 
the bacgxroundH none o— it important enouxh to —ocus onf

D7hat Eust happened59
4ut 8ailor Moon and her radiant power was xoneH and the other 

8ailor 8couts Ranished lige mist in the sunshinef
8omeone gneeled beside himH their Roice a com—ortinx murmur as 

they helped him sitH but he barely rexistered themf Ais eyes searched 
the theater with a zuietH desperate urxencyH tryinx to ,nd herItryinx 
to catch a xlimpse o— xold hairH a Gash o— that unmistagable lixht that 
was Ksaxif

4ut she wasn’t theref
Ae scanned the shadowsH the —acesH eRery dargened cornerH and stillH 

she was nowhere to be seenf
Ft le—t him —eelinx hollowH incompleteH lige he had lost somethinx 

Rital and wasn’t sure how to ,nd it axainf Ft was a deepH xnawinx achef 
8omethinx that twisted in his chest until it was hard to breathef vhe 
absence o— her presenceH the place she ,lled so easilyH le—t a Roid that 
swallowed him wholef 

vhe ache remainedH raw and pulsinxH as he let the oLcers assist himH 
his eyes neRer leaRinx the dargness that seemed to swallow the corners 
o— the theaterH his thouxhts neRer strayinx —ar —rom herf



Chapter Thirteen
Petals on the Edge of 

Twilight

A il’s gaze rested upon the sakura trees, their blossoms cascading 
like delicate pink snowvakes ofer the throngs o- humans gath.

ered beneath themT yhe so-t blush o- the vowers contrasted against 
the azure skP, each one a veeting gem in a tapestrP o- transient splen.
dorT —etals danced on the whispering breeze, catching glimmers o- 
sunlight as theP voated gentlP to the earthT yhere was a serene beautP 
in their descentxa grace-ul surrender to the inefitableT

yhe sight stirred something uneIpected within himT
Jt resonated in his chest, a subtle ache he hadn’t anticipatedT
HealousPT
yhe realization settled ofer him like a shadowT Wow e?ortlesslP 

these blossoms embraced their brie- eIistence, detached Pet serene, 
unburdened bP the weight o- surfifalT yheP bloomed and dri-ted 
without struggle, -ulMlling their purpose in a single, radiant moment 
be-ore -ading awaPT

qhat did it -eel like to be so -reeE
Wis own li-e was heafP, weighed down bP the withering Cakai yree 

and the relentless Ruest to sustain itT Wow easP it was -or these petals to 
detach, to simplP eIist until theP -ell so-tlP, without a Mght to disappear 
into the earthT
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yhough he couldn’t -ullP -athom the humans’ -ascination with 
these ephemeral vowers, something about them stirred memories 
deep withinxa -aint echo o- the Cakai yree as it once wasG fibrant, 
lush, teeming with energPT

We could barelP recall itT Core a veeting whisper than tangible 
memorPT

BrPstalline waters stretched endlesslP, their shimmering sur-ace 
catching the light like a thousand scattered diamondsT yowering abofe 
it all stood the Cakai yree, its branches cascading like emerald water.
-alls, each lea- glowing -aintlP as though imbued with its own lightT

Jt wasn’t “ust a memorP o- beautPxit was a memorP o- harmonP, 
o- a world pulsing with li-e that sang with eferP breathT

6ut that was manP lifes agoT
”ow, the Cakai yree stood barren, its branches stretching like 

skeletal Mngers grasping -or a salfation that remained out o- reachT
We shi-ted uncom-ortablP in his Mtted school uni-ormT Jts sti? lines 

and -ormal cut -elt like a cage compared to his true -orm’s -reedomT 
Around them, -amilies spread blankets on the grass, their “oP dri-ting 
through the spring air, and a Poung child ran bP, giggling as she tried 
to catch the -alling petals in her tinP handsT 

Jt was moments like this that made Ail’s heart constrict pain-ullP 
with something un-amiliarT yhere was beautP here, in the humans’ 
waP o- Mnding “oP in the simplest things, their -aces lit with smiles that 
knew nothing o- the burdens he carriedT qhat would that be likeE

6eside him, An sat amidst the vuttering petals, her fibrant red hair 
a stark vame against the pastel worldT 0he seemed so di?erent -rom the 
scene around them, her eIpression a studP in disgustT Klancing at the 
crowd with narrowed ePes, her lips curled slightlPT

Fyhese humans gather -or this eferP PearED her foice sliced through 
the serenitP like a bladeT 
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;isdain radiated -rom her, a chill beneath the warmth o- the sun, 
and Ail could -eel it pressing on himxa weight that clashed with the 
-ragile, dri-ting petalsT

We turned to glance at her, her hair swaPing gentlP in the breeze, 
-alling in a per-ect glossP line that -ramed her sharp gazeT

We lofed herT 
At least he thought it was lofeT
We beliefed it was, but there were too manP parts o- her that -elt 

impossible to understandT Wer “ealousP, her possessifeness, the waP 
she ePed the world as though theP were beneath herxall o- it created 
an unspoken distance between themT 

Kuilt prickled at the edges o- his thoughts, but the -eeling was in.
sistent, undeniableT yheir lofe, he realized, was like the Cakai yreexa 
thing that once thrifed, but now stood brittle and starfed, clawing -or 
a li-e that seemed to slip -urther awaP each daPT

F2es,D he MnallP repliedT FJt reminds me o- the Cakai yreeTTT how it 
once blossomedTD

yhe words slipped out, a wist-ul undercurrent threading through 
them, almost as though he were speaking onlP to himsel-T A Ruiet 
admission o- the loss that ate at himxa dutP that allowed little room 
-or the desires he scarcelP dared acknowledgeT

We could -eel her gaze, like a thorn pressed against his skin, probing 
and intrusifeT 0he sensed the dri-t o- his thoughts, and her displeasure 
prickled against him, sharp and tangibleT yhe image o- 3sagi vickered 
into his mind, unbiddenxher laughter like the chime o- delicate bells, 
her ePes revecting a light that seemed to reach into the hidden corners 
o- his beingT

0he was di?erent -rom An4 her “oP was unrestrained, her laughter 
e?ortlessT 0he glowed, unburdened, and the more he tried to suppress 
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the thought o- her, the more persistentlP it lingered, haunting him like 
a melodP that re-used to -adeT

FAre Pou -eeling okaP, brotherED she spat the last word like a curseT 
F2ou’re not Poursel-TD

FJ’m MneTD
We turned awaPT
yhe sunlight caught the petals dri-ting down, gifing them an ethe.

real glow as theP rested on the shoulders o- onlookers and settled 
across the park like a so-t, pink snow-allT Ail’s ePes -ollowed one that
 voated lazilP onto his knee, the delicate touch o- it so light, so -ragileT 
We plucked it between his Mngers, marfeling at the gentleness, the 
simplicitPT

OferPthing here -elt like a dreamT yhe sun’s warmth that bathed the 
park was otherworldlPT yhe glow that illuminated eferPthing, distantT 
J- onlP the brilliant warmth and light could banish the shadows within 
himT

J- onlPT
FyheP waste their time,D An’s foice cut through himT FUawning 

ofer something so insigniMcantT Jt’s patheticTD
We turned the petal ofer in his handT yhe light Mltering through 

its translucent veshT F—erhaps theP Mnd solace in the beautP that sur.
rounds them, efen i- it’s veetingTD

F6eautP -ades,D An snappedT F—ower enduresT yheP delude them.
selfes with these temporarP pleasures while ignoring what trulP mat.
tersTD

F”ot eferPthing enduring is worth pursuingT And not eferPthing 
transient is without falueTD

An’s gaze narrowed as irritation sparked in her ePesT F2ou’fe be.
come distractedT 2our thoughts are elsewhereTD
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We met her gaze efenlP, masking the turmoil beneath his calm 
eIteriorT FJ’m simplP revecting on our purpose hereTD

F1ur purpose is obfiousT qe need energP to refife the Cakai yreeT 
”othing else mattersT yhe energP here is crisp and per-ectT yhe tree 
has alreadP improfedTD

Ail sighed inwardlP, the weight o- her words pressing upon himT FJ 
hafen’t -orgottenTD

2et, as he spoke, the confiction in his foice -elt hollow, an echo o- 
a truth that no longer seemed as certainT

yhe space between them Mlled with unspoken tensionT As the wind 
picked up slightlP, sending a vurrP o- petals swirling around them, Ail 
watched them, his heart aching with something bitter and wist-ulxa 
longing -or a kind o- peace he knew he would nefer hafeT

FBome,D An said abruptlP, breaking the spellT Fyhis place is ripe 
with energPT Jt’s time we show these humans who is superiorTD

We nodded absentlP, casting one last glance at the sea o- pink be-ore 
turning awaPT As theP walked, he couldn’t shake the hollow ache that 
had settled within him, a Ruiet Pearning -or something he couldn’t 
Ruite nameT

yhe sakura petals continued to -all, their silent descent a gentle 
reminder o- the cPcles o- li-e and the inefitabilitP o- changeT 6ehind 
him, the laughter o- the humans -aded into the distance, leafing onlP 
the whisper o- the wind and the -aint rustle o- blossoms under-ootT

We lingered in the shade o- an ancient cherrP tree, the bark rough 
against his back as his gaze -ollowed the students -rom Huban Ciddle 
0chool, their care-ree laughter carrPing through the spring breezeT yhe 
hum o- their “oP Mlled the airxan innocent, almost care-ree song that 
contrasted sharplP with the dark echoes o- his own eIistenceT

FJ wonder i- 3sagi is hereTD
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0econds later, he -ound her, and she captured himT 0he sat beneath 
a cascade o- pink petals, her -riends clustered around her in a fibrant 
ringT Urom his fantage point, she seemed to glowxher laughter bright 
and uninhibited, her ePes crinkling at the edges as she sampled treats 
-rom the lunches spread be-ore herT

0omehow she was a sun, the center o- eferPthingT OferP lifing thing 
seemed to bend towards herT yhe warmth that she radiated called to 
him, efen across the distance that separated themT

FCako, these are amazing7D 3sagi’s foice carried across the park, 
and Cakoto beamed in responseT

yheP shared a closeness, a -amiliaritP that seemed boundlessT Jt was 
a bond -orged without need or demandxunlike the hungrP grasp o- 
the Cakai yree that bound him to AnT

3sagi mofed between her -riends with a lightness that seemed to 
de-P grafitP, her golden hair shimmering in the dappled lightT Wer 
laughter bubbling up when her -riend plaP-ullP swatted her hand 
awaPT

Jt was a simple “oP, untainted bP the weight o- surfifal or the 
shadows o- despairxa kind o- “oP that had no place in his worldT 
0omething in Ail’s chest twistedxa pain-ul, bittersweet sensation that 
he couldn’t nameT

3sagi was eferPthing his world wasn’tT
0he was warmthT
0he was fitalitPT
yhe embodiment o- li-e that sought nothing in returnT
0he was sunlight, and he was a creature o- destruction, caught in 

the slow decaP o- the Cakai yree’s graspT We didn’t belong in her light, 
Pet he couldn’t tear his gaze awaP, drawn to her radiance with a longing 
that was as -utile as it was undeniableT
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A so-t sigh slipped -rom his lips, barelP a breath, but it carried 
the weight o- eferPthing he could nefer hafeT We whispered without 
thinking, his gaze locked on the girl beneath the cherrP blossoms, F0o 
-ull o- li-eTTTD

Fqhat did Pou saPED An’s foice sliced through his referie, sharp and 
tinged with suspicionT

Wer presence sliced into him like a kni-eT A constant reminder o- 
the dutP that kept him bound to a path o- hunger and despairT We 
hadn’t realized he’d spoken aloud, hadn’t meant to gife foice to the 
longing that ached within himT

We turned to her, -orcing his eIpression into one o- practiced calmT 
F”othingTD

We could -eel An’s gaze on him, piercing and possessife, her ePes 
-ollowing his line o- sight to where 3sagi now stood, spinning beneath 
the -alling petals, her laughter ringing out like bellsT

F1h, it’s 3sagi againT 2our new loferT qhen are Pou going to leafe 
me -or herED her tone laced with bitterness and “ealousPT

F0top, AnTD
yhe Cakai yree’s hunger was a constant whisper in the back o- his 

mind, a reminder o- the price o- surfifalT Jt was his dutPxhis purposeT 
2et as he looked at 3sagi one last time, her laughter still echoing -aintlP 
across the park, he couldn’t help but -eel the weight o- that purpose 
would crush himT

An turned awaP, her attention shi-ting awaP to plot their neIt 
mofeT Ail let her lead him, his -eet mofing automaticallP, Pet his heart 
remained tethered to the girl beneath the cherrP blossomsT yhe world 
around him -aded into a blur o- pink and green, but the impression o- 
3sagi lingeredxa warmth that re-used to dissipate, a light that clung 
to the edges o- his memorP like the scent o- sakura on the breezeT
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As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting the park in hues o- 
amber and indigo, Ail and An slipped awaP -rom the bustling paths 
into a secluded grofe where the shadows grew thicker, weafing them.
selfes between the trunks o- ancient treesT

Ail watched as she selected Secixa Bardian whose essence res.
onated with something deep and unspoken within himT A tingling 
anticipation crawled up his spine, both electri-Ping and unsettlingT 
yhe card pulsed in her hand, emitting a cold energP that seemed to 
draw the warmth -rom the ferP air around themT

Almost reluctantlP, he raised the vute to his lips and plaPedT
yhe card’s glow intensiMed, casting sharp shadows across their 

-acesT Ail’s ePes traced the lines o- the card as it trans-ormedxthe 
image o- the twisted Mgure eIpanding, un-urling into realitPT 

6ark.cofered limbs emerged Mrst, gnarled branches -or arms ending 
in retractable claws that glinted menacinglPT 9ines coiled around her 
-orm like armor, sinewP and tense, readP to strikeT Soots eItended 
-rom her legs, anchoring her momentarilP to the ground be-ore she 
shi-ted, -ullP -ormedT

Fyake what Pou need,D Ail murmured to her, his foice steadP but 
defoid o- true confictionT

yhe words tasted bitter on his tongue, a necessarP command he had 
come to loatheT

Seci acknowledged him with a slight incline o- her head be-ore 
fanishing into the depths o- the park, her roots burrowing into the 
earth with each strideT 

yheP retreated to a fantage point atop a gentle slope, where the 
park stretched out be-ore them in a patchwork o- moonlit clearings 
and shadowed enclafesT Seci was a phantom among the unsuspecting 
humans, her presence concealed until the moment she struckT
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1ne bP one, the park’s fisitors began to -alterx“oP-ul laughter 
gifing waP to gasps o- con-usion as theP lost their energPT

yhe Mrst wafe o- energP hit him like a sudden “oltxa crisp shock 
that spread through his feins, infigorating and chilling all at onceT Jt 
was like ice water rushing through parched soil, a veeting relie- that 
made his heart raceT

Uor an instant, he -elt power-ul, alifexan intoIicating surge that 
made eferP nerfe hum with fitalitPT yhe air -elt sharper, the scent o- 
sakura petals more fifid, and Pet, something in the back o- his mind 
coiled in disRuietT

yhen, almost as swi-tlP, the sensation twistedT yhe energP was 
tainted, hollowxa sweetness that soured be-ore he could safor itT Ail 
clenched his “aw as the warmth he had -elt a moment be-ore curdled 
into a heafP, acrid emptinessT 

We -elt it seep into his core, Pet -ail to Ruench the deeper hunger 
that gnawed at his spiritT

6eside him, An stretched, moaning with the invuI o- energPT
qith each surge o- stolen li-e, the -eeling intensiMedxa relentless 

reminder o- how twisted their realitP had becomeT Ail could -eel his 
bodP grow stronger, but his spirit seemed to shrink with eferP intake, 
each pulse o- stolen fitalitP a reminder o- what theP had lost and how 
-ar theP’d straPedT

6eside him, An’s ePes gleamed as she obserfed Seci’s progressT 
0atis-action shaped her -eatures into a smile, her gaze bright with 
triumphT yo her, this was surfifalxan unvinching, necessarP means 
to an endT 0he refeled in it, the acRuisition o- energP -or the Cakai 
yree, her -aith in their mission unwaferingT

FUeel thatED she asked, a triumphant glint in her ePesT Fyhe Cakai 
yree will vourish againTD

Ail nodded, but the agreement -elt hollow, the word -alling vatT
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yime seemed to crawl bP as Seci’s roots spread -urther, reaching 
deep beneath the park to tap into the energP o- eferP lifing thingT 
Oach pulse o- stolen li-e Mlled Ail, and Pet he grew more restless, more 
discontentT

yhe park,  once  fibrant  with  the  “oP  o-  spring,  now seemed 
dimmedxan echo o- what it had been, the laughter o- children re.
placed bP hollow Ruiet as eIhaustion ofertook the unsuspecting fis.
itorsT yhe weight o- what theP were doing pressed upon him, a cold,
 su?ocating presence that tightened like a fise around his heartT

yhen, something changedxa sudden shi-t in the vow o- energP, 
di?erent -rom the muted -ear and despair he had grown used toT 
yhis energP was pure, fibrant, like liRuid sunlight surging through 
his feinsT Ail’s breath caught, his gaze snapping to the source, heart 
pounding with a miIture o- dread and eIhilarationT

Urom his perch, he saw herx0ailor Coon, her presence a beacon 
cutting through the darkness that had settled ofer the parkT 0he stood 
resolute, her silhouette -ramed bP the so-t glow o- moonlight and 
dri-ting sakura petalsT

yhe energP radiating -rom her was like nothing he had -elt in so 
longxuntainted, strong, and Mlled with a warmth that seemed to wash 
ofer eferPthing it touchedT Jt illuminated the truth o- their actions, 
refealing “ust how -ar into darkness theP had -allenT

An hissed beside him, her ePes narrowingT F0he’s here againT AlwaPs 
meddlingTD

Ail remained silent, his gaze MIed on 0ailor Coon, watching the 
light she brought into their shadowed worldT Wer power was an un.
wafering -orce, unPielding and sincereT Jt Mlled him with an ache that 
was at once pain-ul and com-ortingxa reminder o- what theP could 
nefer attain through stolen li-e, a longing -or something more than 
the hollow surfifal theP had carfed out -or themselfesT
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As Seci and 0ailor Coon -aced each other, the contrast between the 
two was undeniableT Borruption against puritP, hunger against hopeT 
Oach blow, each clash, referberated through the air, and Ail -elt his 
resolfe waferT 

yhe sharp light o- 0ailor Coon’s tiara sliced through the air, scat.
tering the shadows that had pooled around the monsterT Wer foice 
rang out, strong and unwafering, a radiant contrast to the chaosT Ail’s 
breath hitched as he watched herxthe waP she mofed, the determi.
nation that burned in her eferP actionT 

0he didn’t hesitate, didn’t -alterT Wer braferP, as -ragile and veeting 
as the sakura petals dri-ting through the airT

An hooted in triumph as 0ailor Coon’s tiara did no damage to 
Seci, but he looked on with onlP ab“ect disinterestT Seci roared, its 
writhing tentacles slashing wildlP, but she didn’t back downT

We stepped back, his hand brushing against the bark o- a nearbP 
tree as though seeking supportT yhe rough teIture grounded him, 
but it didn’t Ruiet the storm rising in his chestT 0ailor Coon wasn’t 
“ust Mghting to de-eat SeciT 0he was Mghting to protectxto nurture, 
to preserfe something preciousT Jt was a motifation so -oreign, so 
achinglP beauti-ul, that it le-t him breathlessT

An’s presence beside him was sharp, like a thorn pressing into his 
sideT An glared at 0ailor Coon, her ePes narrowed with enfP and 
disdainT FqhP does she Mght so hardE qhat’s the pointE yheP can’t 
stop usTD

Ail didn’t respondT
We couldn’tT
yhe words lodged in his throat, heafP and unspokenT We wasn’t 

sure i- theP were meant -or An or -or himsel-T Jnstead, he let his ePes 
linger on 0ailor Coon, on the waP she carried hersel-, on the light that 
seemed to ripple outward -rom herT
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yhe battle raged on, the sounds o- convict blending into the back.
ground as Ail’s thoughts swirledT yhe creature’s cries, the clash o- 
power, the bursts o- energPxall o- it became distant, like echoes in 
a fast, emptP cafernT

yhen he turned awaPT We didn’t want to see how it endedT qhether 
the Bardian -ell or 0ailor Coon triumphed, the outcome didn’t mat.
terT

qhat mattered was the seed o- doubt growing within him, its roots 
reaching deeper with eferP moment he spent on this planet, eferP 
second he watched her MghtT

yhe sakura petals danced in the breeze, brushing against his skin 
like whispersT Ail closed his ePes, eIhaling slowlPT

Fqe shouldn’t hafe come here,D he murmured, so so-tlP that efen 
An didn’t hear himT 

And with that, he stepped -urther into the shadows, leafing the 
battlexand the Ruestions it stirredxbehindT



Chapter Fourteen
Blossoms Torn by the 

Storm

T he sakura trees of Juban Park held onto their few scattered blos-
soms, each petal like a stubborn memory clinging to the past, 

refusing to let go. Everywhere the bittersweet scent of cherry blossoms 
mixed with the earthy promise of evening, and beneath Minako’s feet, 
a carpet of petals lay softly, as if cushioning her troubled thoughts.

Minako moved with an aimless grace, her eyes unfocused, tracing 
the golden evening light Bltering through the branches above. The sun 
hung low, its warmth spilling across the park, painting everything in 
hues of amber and rose, the colors of both endings and new begin-
nings.

zanners Suttered weakly against the cooling bree“e, their move-
ment like a gentle sigh. Gtone lanterns Sickered along the path, doing 
nothing to ease the hollowness that had settled in Minako’s chest.

!”ah— This is the worst—H
Ghe hated feeling like thisUso small, so unworthy.
jer heart ached with a yearning that she couldn’t name, an empti-

ness that gnawed at her with every thought of Vsagi, of Gailor Moon.
The whole city sang of her triumphs, of the shining beacon she had 

become. They called her a hero, a goddess of ?ustice, and what did they 
call Gailor A nowC Just an echo of the past.
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!;ou’re being stupid.H
Minako clenched her Bsts, nails biting into her palms, her body 

coiled with a frustration that had nowhere to go. Lt wasn’t that she 
didn’t love VsagiW she did, deeply.

zut ?ealousy was a bitter poison, and it twisted her admiration into 
something ugly.

Ghe was the ”uardian of Nove, yet here she was, consumed by 
?ealousy and resentment for her own princess, her friend. Lt was mad-
dening to watch Vsagi grow while Minako remained static, her powers 
unchanged, her moment of triumph elusive.

Ghe was like those blossoms that still clung to the tree, desperate to 
stay despite knowing their time had passed. 

Ghe was fading, and it hurt more than she wanted to admit.
The storm within her grew, rising with each heartbeat, pressing 

against her ribs, until she could hold it in no longer. qith an angry 
shout, Minako kicked a small rock.

!qhy can’t L ?ust be happy for herCH her voice cracked, frustration 
echoing against the silent trees.

The stone skittered across the petal-strewn ground, bouncing until 
it struck something.

Ko— 
Lt hit a man s:uare in the back—
jer anger instantly replaced by a rush of mortiBcation. !7h, no—H 

her words tripping over themselves. !L’m so sorry— L didn’t seeUH
Ghe stopped, the world narrowing, blurring at the edges until 

all that remained was the man sitting before her. jis hair, white 
like moonlight, caught the evening glow and shimmered like spun 
starlight. jis eyesUeyes that seemed to hold galaxies, eyes she knew 
from a place beyond memoryUmet hers with a calm intensity that left 
her breathless.
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Fun“ite.
The cherry blossoms seemed to fall more slowly, drifting between 

them, each petal a fragile connection suspended in the twilight. jis 
ga“e held hers, unwavering, and for a moment, everythingUher ?eal-
ousy, her resentment, her doubtUfaded, leaving only this feeling of 
inevitability.

Fun“ite’s lips curved into a faint smile, one that held both se-
crets and a :uiet, almost wistful familiarity. !Ko harm done,H he said 
smoothly, like the Brst notes of a cello vibrating through her chest.

!LUL didn’t mean to disturb you.H
jer Bngers twisted together as if trying to knit her scattered emo-

tions into something whole.
qhy did it have to be himC
Fun“ite rubbed his back theatrically. jis eyes holding both amuse-

ment and wariness as they met hers, a familiar dance of push and pull 
that made her heart stutter. 

!Go we meet again. Though this time with considerably more 
pain.H The ghost of a smile played on his lips. !L trust you won’t make 
a habit of throwing rocks at meCH

R gust of wind rustled the branches, sending a cascade of blossoms 
down. Ghe’d seen this man once before, in Orown 3ruit Parlor, and 
hadn’t seen him since. zut he’d haunted her dreams, lingering like a 
specter sent to stalk her every move. Gince their Brst meeting, there had 
been something about himUan unshakable familiarity that lingered 
in her thoughts.

Ghe studied his proBle with an intensity that would have made 
a lesser man Sinch. jis sharp features were softened by the dusky 
evening light, yet every angle of his face felt like a half-remembered 
dream, a story written in starlight she’d forgotten.
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Minako took a deep breath, forcing a grin onto her faceUthough it 
felt brittle. !qe still haven’t determined where L know you from. ;ou 
weren’t my kindergarten teacher, rightCH

!Ko, L don’t teach kindergarten.H
Ghe put her hands on her hips. !Then L’m convinced we knew each 

other in another life.H
!Perhaps.H
!Lt’s decided then,H her voice rang with the authority of Aenus 

herself. !This is fate. Rnd L’m keeping you.H
Fun“ite laughedUa warm, deep sound that seemed to vibrate 

through the evening air, echoing against the fading blossoms.
!qhat makes you so certain L’ll accept being keptCH he asked, lean-

ing in ever so slightly, a challenge lingering in his ga“e, guarded but 
open.

Minako grinned, conBdence swelling within her. !zecause we’re 
meant to be. Lf we’d met in this life before, L’d remember. ThisUH 
she gestured between them, her hands sketching an invisible line, !Uis 
older than now.H

!4o you know my favorite sandwichCH he teased, a playful glint in 
his eye.

Minako s:uinted, then grinned. !Kot yet. zut L’ve got this life to 
Bnd out.H

Then he turned towards her, that smile still on his lips. That ex-
pression was her undoing. Lt wasn’t a showy grin that lit up a room or 
demanded attention, but something :uieter, deeper. Rs if it carried a 
weight on its own.

There was warmth in it, evoking dreams of glittering golden 
columns and beautiful dreams rolling over green hills. Lt held the 
echoes of battles fought and promises broken, wrapped in a fragile 
hope that somehow endured.
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qhen he smiled, the entire world paused. jis smile wasn’t ?ust a 
feature.

Lt was a memory.
R promise.
R piece of him that felt meant for her and her alone.
!7kay.H
jer heart skipped a beat, his words easing the thoughts that had 

plagued her since the night they had Brst met. Ghe felt that strange 
familiarity with himUlike a piece of herself that she had lost and only 
?ust found again. The feeling was so strong it almost drowned out the 
?ealousy, almost Blled the emptiness gnawing at her.

!Rre you going to ask me to sitCH
!4o you need an invitationCH
Ghe stuck her chin up. !L don’t.H
Plopping down next to him, a comfortable silence fell between 

them, a moment of peace amid the turmoil that had become her life. 
zut even in that stillness, :uestions loomed between themU:uestions 
Minako longed to ask, but feared the answers too.

The sun dipped lower, and shadows stretched across the park, 
cooling the air, brushing against her skin like a reminder of the world 
that still waited. Minako looked at Fun“ite, her lips parting to say 
somethingUanythingUbut the words wouldn’t come. je gave her a 
sad smile, as if he knew her struggle, as if he understood everything she f
elt.

!;ou seemed troubled.H
jer heart twisted.
Ghe hated he could see her so clearly, hated the way his ga“e made 

her feel transparent, exposed. Rnd yet, at the same time, she couldn’t 
turn away.
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Ghe took a shaky breath, summoning all her courage to speak with-
out letting her vulnerability show. !L’m Bne,H she lied, her voice a bit 
too loud, a bit too Brm. !Just... en?oying the blossoms.H

Fun“ite nodded, then he looked away, his white hair catching the 
last of the light.

!;ou’re upset. Rre you angry at someoneC Perhaps9 Gailor MoonCH
!Ko, she’s a hero.H
je leaned closer. !L know your Gailor Aenus, and don’t lie to me. 

;ou two share the same brilliant shine.H
The statement caught Minako o0 guard, the ease with which he 

saw through her startling. jer smile faltered, and for a heartbeat, she 
considered brushing it o0, making light of it. zut his ga“e was steady 
and warm, as if telling her that here, in this space beneath the cherry 
blossoms, it was alright to be real.

Minako hesitated, her Bngers plucking absently at a fallen petal. 
jer ga“e dropping to her hands. !Lt’s complicated. L care about 

herUa lot. Ghe’s a dear friend. zut sometimes, L can’t help feeling... 
abandoned.H

je nodded, and his eyes never left hers. je said nothing, only 
watched her, inviting her to continue with a :uiet that made her feel 
safe, a haven where honesty could Sourish.

!L was the Brst, you knowC Gailor A. L fought before anyone else 
awakened. zut now, VsagiUshe’s the one. Ghe’s grown so much, so 
radiant. Rnd meC L’m still ?ust... me. Gtill using the same powers L 
always had.H

Ghe glanced up, expecting ?udgment or pity, but found none in his 
ga“eUonly understanding, steady as the roots beneath them.

!Lt feels selBsh. L should be happy for herUfor all of us. Rnd L am. 
zut... L still feel like L’m being left behind.H
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The air seemed to hold its breath as Minako opened up, her words 
tumbling out like petals caught in a bree“eUdelicate, hesitant, yet 
impossible to contain. Each confession fell between them, heavy as 
cherry blossoms slipping from their branchesUthe love she felt for 
Vsagi mingled with ?ealousy that stung like thornsW the frustration of 
being left behindW the anger she harbored at herself for even feeling this w
ay.

Lt all spilled out, her emotions raw and tangled, exposed beneath 
the waning light of day.

Fun“ite listened without interruption. The soft glow of early 
evening wrapped around them, painting his features in shades of gold 
and rose, highlighting the depth in his eyesUa ga“e that seemed to see 
right through the armor she usually wore.

!Jealousy is a natural shadow to ambition and pride,H Fun“ite 
Bnally said.

je spoke as if he understood each fracture of her heart, every sharp 
edge that had cut her. 

!Lt reveals what we think we’re missingUwhat we hold dear. zut 
?ealousy can also cast shadows over the very things we should celebrate 
about ourselves.H

jis words weren’t a ?udgment but a gentle unveiling of a truth she 
had refused to see, a way forward she hadn’t been able to imagine.

Fun“ite’s expression softened, his ga“e warm, holding no ?udg-
ment, ?ust acceptance. je reached out, gently brushing a stray petal 
from her shoulder. 

!Lt’s okay to desire growth, Minako. Lt doesn’t make you selBshUit 
makes you human. Rcknowledging your feelings doesn’t diminish 
your love or loyalty. Lt’s okay to want more.H

jis words struck something deep within herUa chord that vibrat-
ed with relief, loosening the knot that had been tightening around her 
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heart. Ghe blinked, a soft smile blooming across her lips. The world 
seemed to soften in response, the colors of evening blending into 
something warmer, the fading blossoms glowing like tiny embers of 
hope.

!Lf you spend too much time looking at Gailor Moon, comparing 
yourself to her light, you’ll overlook your own. ;our worth isn’t d-
eBned by standing in the brightest light, Minako. Each star shines with 
its own brilliance, not in competition but in harmony with the others. 
Rnd each star has its moment, its time to shine when it’s needed most.H

jer voice trembled as she whispered, !4oes that make me a ter-
rible friendC R horrible personCH her words were fragile, almost lost 
beneath the sigh of the wind that moved through the branches above, 
scattering petals at their feet.

Fun“ite’s eyes softened, his ga“e holding a warmth that made 
her breath hitch. There was a kindness there, an understanding that 
reached beyond their brief encounters, touching on something she 
couldn’t name but felt deep in her bones. 

!Jealousy doesn’t make you a bad friend, Minako. Lt makes you 
human. Lt’s natural to want recognition, to want to be seen for your 
own light.H

!;ou know,H she began, her voice lighter, !you’re not ?ust a pretty 
face, Fun“ite.H

!Keither are you, Gailor A,H he replied, his voice imbued something 
that made her heart Sutter.

!”ood,H she announced, leaning back, !L feel better.H
!;ou know,H he said softly. jis ga“e met hers, steady and piercing, 

as if he could see straight through to the parts of herself she’d long tried 
to hide. !L think L’ll call you Gtarshine.H 

The word hung in the air between them, fragile and shimmering, 
and Minako felt it settle deep in her chest, a name that felt both foreign 
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and strikingly familiar. jer breath hitched as the sound of it stirred 
something within herUa memory she couldn’t :uite touch, a feeling 
she couldn’t name. 

Lt was as though the word carried the echoes of another time, an-
other life, where this moment had already happened. The connection 
between them felt too vast for words, too intricate for reason, and yet 
it Blled her, warm and undeniable. 

jer lips curved into a smileUshy at Brst, then brighter as her heart 
swelled with a bittersweet ache she didn’t understand. 

!Then L’ll be your Gtarshine forever.H
The tran:uility of the park shattered in an instant, as if the air 

itself had been torn asunder. 7ne moment, the soft rustle of cherry 
blossoms and the fading warmth of the evening sun Blled the world. 
The next, a whirlwind of petals erupted, twisting into a storm that 
howled through the park, scattering the last lingering traces of peace.

Fun“ite’s demeanor shifted instantly. ”one was the calm presence, 
the philosophical companion, replaced by a Berce guardianUa warrior 
with an aura that seemed to reshape the very fabric of reality. jis 
posture coiled, muscles taut, eyes narrowing as he stepped in front of 
Minako.

!Gtay close,H he commanded, his voice sharp as a blade forged in a 
thousand forgotten battles.

The maelstrom of cherry blossoms parted with a violent gust, re-
vealing ”igarosUa twisted Bgure of darkness, her spiky orange hair 
bla“ing like cruel Bre against the twilight sky. jer massive white wings 
unfurled, casting long shadows that slithered over the petal-strewn 
ground, her toga rippling as if woven from the essence of malice itself. 
jer eyes, Blled with nothing but hunger and fury, Bxed on them with 
a predator’s intent.
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The monster hissed, her voice slicing through the air with the 
sound of breaking glass. jer claws extended, ra“or-sharp, catching the 
dim evening light and glinting like lethal daggers poised to rend Sesh 
from bone.

Minako coiled, ready to transform, but Fun“ite dove at the beast 
without hesitation.

!Fun“ite—H
R discordant screech echoed through the park, but it did not deter 

him. Rt the last moment, he rolled to the side, but not fast enough. 
R claw sliced his arm, leaving a trail of red. Minako shouted, now 
bursting into action.

3ear twisted into something elseUan urge to protect, to Bght, a 
surge of Berce resolve she hadn’t felt in so long.

Ghe met Fun“ite’s ga“e, her voice trembling. !Fun“ite—H
!L won’t risk you, Gtarshine—H
Minako took a breath that felt like it reached her soul. !Aenus 

Power, Make Vp—H
Ghe clutched her transformation pen, and in a burst of golden 

light, Gailor Aenus emergedUradiant, determined, her eyes bla“ing 
with newfound strength. The energy coursing through her veins felt 
like a rush of sunlight, like the essence of dawn itself, awakening every 
dormant part of her spirit. 

The air seemed to hum with anticipation as Gailor Aenus faced ”i-
garos. The Oardian hissed, her wings spreading wide, shadows ?agged 
as she prepared to strike.

!Orescent zeam—H Aenus called out, and a ray of golden light burst 
from her Bngertips. The beam cut through the night, bla“ing towards 
”igaros like a comet, illuminating the shadows.

zut ”igaros beat her wings with a sudden, ferocious force, whip-
ping up a cyclone that tore the attack apart. The wind roared, tearing 
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branches from trees, sending petals into a frenetic dance, the soft 
beauty of the blossoms turning into a storm of chaos. The gusts forced 
Aenus and Fun“ite to shield themselves, their forms bent against the 
onslaught, the ground trembling beneath them.

”igaros lunged, her claws poised to strike, her predatory ga“e Bxed 
on Gailor Aenus. zefore Aenus could react, Fun“ite moved againUhis 
body a shield, his arm outstretched to protect her. The impact of the 
blow forced a groan from his lips, his knees buckling under the force, 
yet his eyes never left Minako’s.

je looked at her, pain etched in every line of his face, but his eyes 
still carried that depthUthat unbreakable conviction. 

!1emember,H he said, his voice hoarse but steady, !you are more 
powerful than you know.H

Fun“ite’s words ignited something within her, a surge of clarity and 
radiant purpose. Gailor Aenus turned to face ”igaros, golden energy 
rising like a tide, her determination bla“ing through the chaos.

!Orescent zeam Ghower—H she cried, and a Surry of radiant beams 
erupted from her hands, each one searing towards ”igaros with pin-
point accuracy. 

They bla“ed through the chaotic winds, illuminating the battle-
Beld, each beam striking true and forcing ”igaros back, her conBdent 
sneer faltering into confusion and fear.

Then came a presence as familiar as her own heartbeatUGailor 
Moon, appearing beside her, her presence glowing with an aura of 
pure silver light, radiant with compassion and courage.

Their eyes met, and in that moment, the earlier ?ealousy that had 
gnawed at Aenus’s heart melted away, leaving only admiration, only 
love for her friend.



RE MO17zE1TG2II

Together, they movedUAenus’s golden light merging with Gailor 
Moon’s silvery power. The Outie Moon 1od glowed, a beacon of hope 
that Sared with ethereal brightness. 

!Moon Princess jalation—H Gailor Moon’s voice echoed, her com-
mand Blled with the resonance of something eternal.

The combined powers surged forth, a wave of golden and silver 
energy that engulfed ”igaros, the monster’s shrieks echoing through 
the park as her form dissolved into stardust. The energy washed over 
the battleBeld, cleansing the darkness, purging the malice. Oherry 
blossoms lifted in the updraft, swirling into the sky, their soft petals 
a tender contrast to the storm that had ?ust passed.

Aenus took a deep, steadying breath, her body trembling as the 
adrenaline ebbed away. The battle was over, but the echoes of it lin-
gered, the power of what they had done resonating in the silence left 
behind.

Fun“ite stood, his form steadying itself, though the wounds still 
marked his body. Minako rushed to his side, her concern palpable, her 
eyes wide. je o0ered her a gentle smile, brushing o0 her worry with a 
:uiet strength.

!L’m alright,H he murmured.
!Thank you,H she whispered, her ga“e meeting his, her heart 

swelling with an emotion she couldn’t :uite name.
jis words had been her anchor, his belief in her light. je had 

protected her, and in return, she had found her own strength.
Fun“ite held her ga“e. Gomething in his eyesUpride, understand-

ing, maybe even a touch of sadness. !;ou found your strength when 
it mattered most. L only reminded you of what was already there.H

R warmth Blled her chest, and she reali“ed then, amidst the scat-
tered cherry blossoms, that her light wasn’t meant to compete with 
anyone else’s. Lt was her own, meant to shine brightly beside her 
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friends, her allies. The park, now still and serene, bore witness to this 
truth, the fallen petals a reminder of growth, of beauty even in the 
wake of violence.

!Goooooooo,H Gailor Moon’s voice chirped. !qho’s the guyCH





Chapter Fifteen
Shadows Breaking 
Beneath the Light

T he late afternoon sun dipped lower over Yoyogi Park, casting 
soft, golden rays that bltered through the ancient -ranch.

esL might illuxinated the green eMpanse with a gentle, warx glowL 
jaxoru adHusted his collar, the crisp fa-ric suddenly feeling constric.
tive as he sighed, the scene -efore hix -oth captivating and unsettlingL

—e had coxe here out of o-ligationUa sixple favor for a college 
-uddy that had soxehow consuxed his entire dayL Yet, even axidst 
the xinor annoyance that pressed against his sense of duty, there was 
soxething elseUa softer satisfaction, an unspoken gratitudeL

’sagi was here, and he had caught sight of her xore tixes than he 
dared adxit, her laughter drifting across the lawns like wind chixes, 
calling to soxething inside hix he hadnzt realiSed was waiting to -e 
awakenedL

Boxetixes he had to rexind hixself that she was only a randox 
girlL qut then the sunlight would catch her Hust right, Aowing over the 
curve of her shoulder like liEuid gold, illuxinating the delicate line of 
her collar-one where her uniforx shifted with her xovexentsL

The way the light kissed her skin xade her seex xore than hu.
xanUlike she had stepped out of a dreax, a goddess wrapped in 
warxth and light and -eautiful dreaxsL Cnd when she tilted her head 
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-ack to laugh, her hair catching in the -reeSe, it was as though she 
carried the sun itself, radiating a kind of Hoy that debed eMplanationL

jaxoru swallowed, forcing his gaSe away, his heart tightening with 
a feeling he wasnzt ready to naxeL Bhe was only a girl“ he told hixself 
againL

qut then why couldnzt he look away!
C faxiliar voice cutting through the peaceful hux of the park 

interrupted jaxoruzs Euiet reverieL
”Ohi-aI 8ver hereID Takahashi, his friend and the ringleader of this 

ordeal, waved hix over with a grin that suggested xore work lay aheadL
jaxoru adHusted his collar as he walked toward the sxall gathering 

of volunteers clustered around a ta-le laden with suppliesL
”‘ know painting with kids is your favorite,D Takahashi teased, 

handing jaxoru a clip-oardL ”Youzve -een Euiet todayL Nistracted 
-y the scenery!D his eye-rows wiggled in xock accusationL

jaxoru sxirked, taking the clip-oard and skixxing the list of 
itexsL ”Bcenery is nice,D he replied casually, ignoring the way his pulse 
Euickened at the xexory of ’sagizs laughterL ”8r xay-e ‘zx Hust 
waiting for you to adxit this whole thing was a setup to rope xe into 
free la-orLD

Takahashi laughed, clapping jaxoru on the shoulderL ”Oaught 
xeL qut hey, youzre good at this stuKUkids love you, parents think 
youzre relia-leL ‘ xean, who else is gonna supervise painting! Youzve 
got the :cool older -rotherz vi-e downLD

jaxoru raised an eye-row, feigning annoyanceL ”Fot sure ‘zd go 
that farLD

”Youzre the one the kids follow around like ducklings,D Takahashi 
pointed out, leaning against the ta-leL ”Beriously, Ohi-a, lighten upL 
You xight actually enHoy yourself for onceLD
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jaxoru rolled his eyes -ut didnzt argueL ‘nstead, he scanned the 
crowd, his gaSe lingering on the far side of the beld where ’sagi was 
surrounded -y a group of kids, her hands gesturing anixatedly as she 
eMplained soxething he couldnzt hearL

”Wine,D he xuttered, Aipping the clip-oard closed and handing 
it -ackL ”qut no xore scavenger huntsL ‘ draw the line at chasing 
sEuirrels for cluesLD

Takahashi laughed, shaking his headL ”NealL 9ust keep an eye on 
things for a whileL ‘tzs alxost wrap.up tixe, anywayL Cnd who knows! 
jay-e the :sceneryz will xake it worth your whileLD

jaxoru didnzt reply, -ut as Takahashi walked oK, he allowed hix.
self one last glance in ’sagizs directionL —er laugh carried across the 
park again, a xelody that seexed to follow hix, no xatter how hard 
he tried to shake itL

C group of kids caxe over and started painting ceraxic sEuirrels 
and -irds, chattering along with their parentsL —e tried to keep his eyes 
on the ta-le, away frox her, -ut he failedL

—er golden hair left trails of -rilliance as she darted -etween clusters 
of children, her voice -right and lilting, her face Aushed with eMcite.
xentL —er energy was xagneticUpure and unbltered Hoy spilling out 
like sunshine, coaMing life to -loox wherever she wentL

‘t wasnzt Hust her eMu-erance that caught hix“ it was the way she 
kneeled -eside a sxall child, wiping away their tears with tender, pa.
tient careL There was a -eauty in her expathy, a grace in her cluxsiness 
that transcended the physicalL 

’sagi was unguarded, and that openness, that a-ility to care so 
deeply and freely, stirred soxething within jaxoruUsoxething he 
couldnzt naxe, -ut that felt like roots reaching deeper, anchoring 
thexselves in ancient soilL

Bhezd xake a wonderful xotherL
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—e startled, ru--ing his neck and -anishing the thoughtL
Then, as if his thoughts suxxoned her, she caxe skipping across 

the space -etween thexL
”mook, jaxoruID —er voice rang out, -right and carefree, as she 

skittered to a stop -efore hixL ”0e found this enorxous pineconeI 
‘snzt it great! mookI ‘tzs as -ig as xy headID

Bhe held the pinecone neMt to her face and grinnedL The sun caught 
her hair, and it -urst into a radiant glow, a halo against the deepening 
green of the parkL

”Nonzt eat itL You xight turn into a pineconeL That will chase the 
-oys away for sureLD

Bhe scowledL ”Therezs only you, jaxoruLD
—is lips curved into a sxile -efore he could stop hixself, a warxth 

-looxing in his chest as he watched herL 0ithout waiting for a re.
sponse, she turned and skipped -ack to the childrenL Bhe xoved with 
such Hoy, such spontaneity, and it was ixpossi-le not to -e caught up 
in her light, to feel his heart tugged toward her like a Aower yearning 
for the sunL

Rach tixe he considered leaving, there she wasUher golden pres.
ence as inevita-le as dawn, her laughter touching soxething deep 
inside hix that he had kept hidden, even frox hixselfL

”2et a grip, Ohi-a,D he xuttered as he stopped a kid frox drinking 
paintL

—e knew he should leave, that he had fulblled his o-ligations hours 
ago, -ut he found he couldnzt pull awayL

Fot when she rexainedL
The shadows lengthened across the grass as the sun dipped lower, 

and a -reeSe rustled through the -ranches overhead, scattering petals 
that danced across the lawnL ’sagizs voice rose a-ove the Euiet xur.
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xur of the park, -right and unrestrained, a sound that pulled hix in 
despite every instinct to stay guardedL

—er presence was like gravityUhe felt it pulling at hix, even as he 
resisted, even as he tried to convince hixself that he was only here, out 
of dutyL

Yet, in that xoxent, seeing her -eneath the canopy of green, her 
face alight with Hoy, her eyes reAecting the fading gold of the setting 
sun, jaxoru felt his heart tightenL 

‘t was an acheUa -eautiful, painful ache that xade hix feel alive 
in a way he couldnzt fully understandL Bhe looked ethereal, her golden 
hair catching the last of the light, her eMpression so open and genuine 
that it xade his chest hurtL —e wanted to stay -y her side, to -e 
grounded in her warxth, to stretch toward her light with an unyield.
ing deterxinationL

”Ten xore xinutes, then youzll leaveLD
Cnd then, as if the world itself shifted, a ripple of unease threaded 

through hixUa whisper of soxething dark and unknown cutting 
through the warxthL The tranEuil scene around hix seexed to warp, 
the shadows -eneath the trees darkening, a coldness creeping in at the 
edges of his awarenessL

—is instinctsUthose ineMplica-le senses that always seexed to 
know xore than he didUAared, and he found hixself searching the 
pathways, the deepening darkness -eneath the canopy, his heart thud.
ding in his chestL

Boxething was coxingL
—e didnzt know what it was, -ut the air felt diKerent, a tension 

-uilding -eneath the surface that set every nerve on edgeL —e glanced 
-ack at ’sagi, her laughter still ringing out, o-livious to the change, 
and soxething berce ignited in his chestUa need to protect her, to 
keep her safe frox whatever shadows threatened to exergeL
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The event was winding down, parents getting their children ready 
to leave, when a ripple in the tranEuil evening air drew his attentionL

C dissonant current distur-ed the otherwise serene -ackdropL
Blowly, hezd -een growing use to these ripples over the last few 

xonthsL Btrange at brstL Fow they were alxost like coxpanionsL ‘n 
this xoxent, they whispered that soxething was wrongL

There was a fracture in the natural harxonyL
Ct once, every natural thing screaxedL
C Aash of violent, unnatural color slashed across his vision, a -laSe 

of searing energy that shattered the gentleness of twilightL 
C Oardian xaterialiSed in a storx of petals and darknessUa bgure 

that seexed to pull the sunlight into her, a-sor-ing the warxth and 
twisting it into soxething sinisterL

CxaderasuL
Bhe Aoated a-ove the area, indigo hair writhing like a dark, living 

river, lavender skin gleaxing against her -laSing costuxeUa tight, red 
-odysuit with bery accents that -urned against the green of the park, 
her sun-urst cape swirling in a chaotic auraL

Rverything eMploded into chaosL
Bcreaxs pierced the Euiet, faxilies Aeeing, parents scrax-ling to 

protect their children as the creaturezs presence blled the air with a 
xalevolent huxL The tranEuility of xoxents -efore dissolved, the 
energy crackling in waves, electric with terrorL

”’sagiID
—is focus narrowed to one thing, one personU’sagiL —is heart 

clenched as he whirled around, frantic, until he spotted her golden 
hairL Bhe was xoving, not away frox danger like everyone else, -ut 
straight toward itL

”FoLD
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—is -reath caught in his throat, his heart pounding with a raw xiM.
ture of fear and soxething elseUsoxething that felt like aweL ’sagizs 
eyes -laSed, her face set with a deterxination that seexed ixpossi-ly 
-rightL ‘t was that look, that courage that was far too large for her sxall 
fraxe, that blled jaxoru with -oth pride and sheer terrorL

—e called out to her, a desperate plea torn frox his lips, -ut his voice 
was swallowed -y the xadness of the xoxentL Bhe shouldnzt have to 
face thisL 

—er light was too precious to risk so recklesslyL
Cnd then, Hust as Euickly as it had -egun, the Oardian vanishedUa 

gust of warped energy dispersing, leaving the park hollow in its wakeL 
The desperate cries of parents cut through the silence, sharp and 
panicked, and jaxoruzs eyes snapped to the crowdUsoxe pointing 
toward the darker edges of the park, where children had gone xissing 
in the chaos, swallowed -y the twisting trails -eneath the canopyL

”Beveral children ran into the forestID
jaxoruzs gaSe found ’sagi once xore, and he didnzt need to see 

her face to know what she would doL
Bhe would go into the shadows, into the unknown, -ecause she 

wouldnzt hesitateUnot when soxeone needed herL —e watched her 
turn toward the dense woods“ her steps sure and her resolve unwaver.
ingL 

”‘ wonzt let you face this aloneLD
Cnd -efore he could think, -efore the worry could choke hix, 

jaxoru was xoving tooUfalling into stride -eside her, deterxined 
not to let her face the darkness aloneL

The parkzs winding paths -ecaxe a xaSe of shifting silhouettes and 
xuted colorsL The scents of daxp earth and decaying leaves xingled, 
the crunch of twigs and the rustle of undergrowth echoing in the 
deepening EuietL
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’sagi called out naxes as they searched for the xissing childrenL 
—er coxposure was a xarvel, the way her voice oKered reassurance 
despite everythingL ‘t wasnzt Hust her -ravery“ it was the way she 
wrapped her coxpassion around her courage, creating soxething un.
-reaka-leL —er expathy was a light in the dark, her warxth unyield.
ingL

”’sagiLD
”0e have to bnd thex, jaxoruLD
”0e willLD
Bhe stux-led over a root, and he caught her -efore she fellL 0ith 

a sxall nod, they xoved deeper into the growing darkL jaxoru 
watched, and with every step she took, his adxiration grewUan ad.
xiration xiMed with soxething deeper, soxething that settled into a
 berce deterxinationL

Bhe was the girl who tripped over her own feet, who laughed at 
her own xistakes, and yet she carried a strength so profound it left 
hix -reathlessL ‘t wasnzt perfect, it wasnzt untoucha-leUit was raw, 
huxan, and it -urned -righter -ecause of itL

The dusk thickened, deepening into night, -ut with her there, 
leading  the  way,  the  darkness  didnzt  seex  so  insurxounta-leL 
jaxoru steadied his -reathing, letting the scent of the forest bll his 
senses, each eMhale calxing the storx inside hixL —e would -e her 
shield, her unwavering support, her constant in the xidst of all that 
was uncertainL

They xoved as one, her courage the only thing illuxinating the 
darkening pathL jaxoru knew they were -ound -y soxething un.
spoken, soxething that thrived in the spaces -etween danger and 
hope, -etween fear and the berce will to protectL

Cnd it felt faxiliarL
mike -reathing in the scent of rain Hust -efore it fallsL
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”0here do you think shezs gone!D ’sagi whispered, clutching at his 
sleeveL

The answer caxe with a suddenness that stole the air frox his 
lungsUCxaderasu, the Oardian, xanifested like a -urst of shattered 
sunlight, a bgure wreathed in -laSing reds and oranges that seexed to 
xock the very idea of warxthL

—er wings spread like shadows, and her indigo hair Aowed in dark 
waves, her lavender skin glowing -eneath the fractured rays of duskL 

C xonstrous goddess, terri-le and xagnibcentL 
C group of children huddled together, their cries rolling over the 

groundL Cxaderasu lingered a-ove thex, her wings half spread, claws 
scraping laSily at the -ark of a near-y treeL The xenace in her gaSe was 
palpa-le, -ut jaxoru didnzt let it sway hixL

”0hat are we going to do, jaxoru!D ’sagi asked, her voice thin 
-ut strongL

—e didnzt have the power to defeat the evil, -ut it wasnzt a-out 
power or strengthUit was a-out the proxise he had xade to hixself, 
the unspoken vow to -e her shield, her protectorL

”0e have to get the children to safetyLD
The surrounding forest seexed to hold its -reath, every leaf, every 

shadow waitingL jaxoru tightened his bsts, the rough -ark of the 
tree pressing into his -ack, the cool air blling his lungs as he faced the 
darknessL 

The Oardian was a storx, a looxing darkness against the soft twi.
light, -ut jaxoru drew his strength frox the earth -eneath his feet, 
frox the love and -ravery that had taken root in his soulL 

This was his stand, the line he would hold for herL 
The Oardianzs eyes narrowed, and the tension -etween thex 

stretched tautL
—e would not yieldL
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Fot nowL
Fot everL
”2o for the childrenL ‘zll distract that thingLD
”qut, jaxoru, youzll get hurtL ‘ wonzt allow thatLD
jaxoru shook his head, his gaSe never leaving the glowing eyes in 

the darknessL ”’sagi, that thing will do xore daxage to the kidsL 2et 
thex outLD

”8kay, -ut -e safeLD
”‘ willLD
’sagizs retreating footsteps faded into the chaos, her bgure swal.

lowed -y the shadows as she carried the children toward safetyL 
jaxoruzs chest tightened, the weight of the xoxent pressing against 
hix like an iron viceL The Oardian looxed closer, its bery aura casting 
Hagged shadows across the forest AoorL

RMhaleL
Rvery instinct screaxed at hix to run, to preserve hixself, -ut the 

thought of herUof ’sagi in harxzs wayUheld hix rootedL
‘nhaleL
—e could feel the air shift, heavy with the Oardianzs lethal intent, 

-ut -eneath the fear, soxething deeper stirredUa will stronger than 
the fear threatening to consuxe hixL

RMhaleL
Cnd then it happenedL
C bnal -reath, a xoxent of clarityUjaxoru felt hixself slipping 

into soxe fathoxless placeL qut he wasnzt afraid, -ecause soxehow he 
knew on the other side hezd bnd his purposeL

0hite Aashed against the night as his cape unfurled in the eveningL 
—is bgure sharp against the encroaching night, he faced the looxing 
Oardian, Cxaderasu, with an unyielding deterxination that pulsed 
within hix like the very essence of his soulL
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There was a purity in this forxL
The distillation of his will to protect her, to -e there when she 

needed hix xostL —is -ody had surrendered, and yet the joonlight 
7night stood, -orn frox the deepest core of his spirit, an echo of love 
so berce it transcended the -ounds of his physical selfL

”‘ wonzt allow you to harx herID
0ith a Aick of his wrist, a white rose soared through the twilight air, 

its petals shixxering like pale breL qut Cxaderasu xerely swatted it 
awayL —er gaSe blled with a cold, calculating xaliceL

C sharp curse escaped his lips as he lunged to the side, Hust evading 
the energy that pulsed toward hix, a -u--le of destructive force that 
seexed to distort the very air around itL 

—is xovexents felt Auid, alxost instinctive, each step xore an eM.
tension of his resolve than a conscious decisionL —e dodged again, his 
heart pounding with the urgency of keeping her focus on hixUand 
away frox ’sagiL

Throwing another rose, his aix was truer this tixe, slicing across 
the Oardianzs cheek, leaving a line of darkness ooSing frox the woundL 
—er shriek echoed through the park, and for a -rief xoxent, her 
xalice was solely for hixUhezd -ought precious seconds, enough for 
’sagi to get the child awayL 

1elief surged even as fear gnawed at hix“ he couldnzt let his guard 
down nowL

Wrox the corner of his eye, he saw xovexentUa -right bgure 
rushing in, her golden hair catching what light rexained in the for.
estUBailor joon, Aanked -y the other 2uardiansL

—is heart clenched at the sight of herUand the deterxination in 
her faceL 

”Orescent qeax BhowerID Kenus shoutedL
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qut the -east roared, her talons lashing out in fury, sending Kenus, 
jars, and 9upiter sprawling -ackward in an instantL

qut Bailor jercury stepped forward, her calx gaSe unwaveringL 
”Bha-on Bpray WreeSingID C xist of ice spiraled forward, engulbng 

the Oardian in a -iting chill that locked her in placeL Wrost crackled 
along the ground, glistening in the fading lightL

The xoxent was perfectL
Bailor joon lifted her scepterL ”joon Princess —alationID
The light pulsed, a -rilliant surge of silvery light, powerful and 

unwavering, -athing the Oardian in its cleansing glowL ‘t was like a 
wave of pure hope crashing over darkness, shattering Cxaderasu into 
countless specks of energy that faded with the dawnL The dust settled, 
and a hushed, sacred silence blled the clearingUthe bght was overL

Wrox the shadows, joonlight 7night watched Bailor joon, her
 bgure radiant against the lingering darknessL 2ratitude and pride 
swelled within hixUthey were safe, she was safeL 

—e had done his part, -ut now his purpose here was fulblledL
—is eyes xet hers across the clearingUa heart-eat, a rush of un.

spoken exotionsL There was soxething -etween thex, soxething 
neither had words for, -ut that thruxxed to life in that xoxent, rich 
and warx and irreplacea-leL 

‘t was hopeL 
‘t was an understanding, a connection that ran deeper than either 

could have guessedL 
—er sxile xelted into hix, chasing away the lingering darkness in 

his heartL The world narrowedUit was Hust thex, drawn together -y 
soxething xore powerful than fateL The white cloak of his presence
 Auttered as he faded -ack, slipping into the nightzs cover, leaving no 
trace -ehind -ut the whisper of a proxiseL



Chapter Sixteen
Lanterns Against an 

Eternal Sky

R ei’s hand brushed over the smooth bamboo branches as she 
tied another tanzaku in place. Each slip of paper carried a wish, 

a prayer, a dream. They guttered like delicate winJs in the Jentle breeze 
of the Auly niJht.

Ibove her, the stars Jlittered in an endless dance, their distant liJht 
minJlinJ with the warm Jlow of lanterns that bathed the shrine in 
Jold. The scent of freshly lit incense wafted throuJh the air, minJlinJ 
with the crisp undertones of pine and the faint sweetness of bloominJ 
Jardenias.

ToniJht was special.
ToniJht was Tanabata, a festival steeped in starliJht and lonJinJ, a 

celebration of a love both inxnite and geetinJ.
Vn the velvet eOpanse of the summer sky, the stars -eJa and Iltair 

Jleamed briJhter than all the rest, their liJht weavinJ the tale of HriM
hime, the celestial weaver, and Wikoboshi, the devoted cowherd. Their 
love, once boundless, had been torn apart by duty and the cruel decree 
of the heavens, leavinJ the —ilky CayBa river of starsBto separate 
them for all eternity.

I forbidden love.
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:et, even eternity yielded to love, if only for a sinJle niJht. Hn this 
sacred eveninJ, if the skies remained clear and kind, the two would be 
allowed to meet. 

They would bridJe the starry river that divided them, their hands 
xndinJ one another in a moment so radiant, it dexed the endless dark.

1ut if the heavens wept, if rain fell and clouds shrouded the stars, 
their reunion would be denied, and they would wait another year, 
their love suspended once more in sorrowful anticipation.

1eneath this celestial drama, the world below Koined in their hope, 
their heartbreak. 1amboo branches stretched toward the heavens, 
adorned with strips of colorful paperBtanzakuBbearinJ the whisM
pered wishes of those who dreamed, those who loved, those who 
lonJed.

Each gutterinJ ribbon seemed to echo Hrihime and Wikoboshi’s 
silent promiseF that love, no matter how distant, would xnd its way. 
The lanterns Jlowed like tiny embers of faith, keepinJ their story alive.

ToniJht was about more than Kust stars. Vt was about love’s reM
silience, about the ache of separation and the Koy of reunion, about 
dreams so vivid they dared to reach beyond the sky.

ToniJht was Tanabata, where romance and heartbreak danced 
hand in hand, remindinJ the world that even in the vastness of the 
universe, love was a force that could not be undone.

Chen the crowd Jathered close, she straiJhtened, her voice steady 
as she recited the leJend of Hrihime and Wikoboshi to a small cluster 
of children, their wide eyes regectinJ the gicker of lantern games. 

Cith practiced ease, she called upon the strenJth of the xre. Wer 
words weavinJ the story like threads in a tapestry, paintinJ a world of 
celestial lovers and a starry sky that held the promise of reunion. 

Their Jazes lifted toward the heavens as if they miJht catch a 
Jlimpse of the mythical pair. 9omethinJ about their innocent wonder 



—IDIV TREEF RHHT9 HN “E9TVP: 8YY

tuJJed at her heart, a reminder of why she cherished moments like 
these.

:et toniJht, her usual composure felt frayed.
Aadeite leaned casually aJainst a stone pillar nearby, his arms crossed 

and his Jaze unrelentinJ as it followed her every movement. Wis presM
ence was both maddeninJ and maJnetic, an interruption that she 
couldn’t iJnore no matter how hard she tried.

We was at ease in a way that unnerved her, blendinJ into the festiM
val’s maJic as if he belonJed, his playful charm as much a part of the 
eveninJ as the lanterns swayinJ in the breeze. Each time she passed 
him, he threw out a teasinJ remark, his low voice brushinJ aJainst her 
composure like a spark aJainst kindlinJ.

”Sareful, Lrincess,q he murmured, Kust loud enouJh for her to 
hear. ”:ou miJht charm them into stayinJ forever.q

Is always, the nickname iJnited such a gurry of emotions.
InJer.
2onJinJ.
Ind most of all, an undeniable link.
Weat bloomed in her cheeks, her lips pressinJ into a tiJht line as 

she focused on the bamboo in front of her. 1ut her hands faltered, 
her xnJers tremblinJ ever so sliJhtly as she tied the neOt tanzaku in 
place. 9he hated how he could guster her with Kust a few words, how 
he seemed to see straiJht throuJh the mask of calm she worked so hard 
to maintain.

We was testinJ her, she realized, pushinJ at the edJes of her carefully 
constructed walls, and part of her burned with the desire to push back.

1ut another part of her, softer and 0uieter, linJered on the way 
his eyes made her pulse 0uicken. Vt was infuriatinJ, how easily he 
unsettled her.
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9he Jlanced his way, a sharp retort on her tonJue, but the words 
cauJht in her throat as her eyes met his. The lantern liJht danced across 
his features, softeninJ the sharpness of his Kawline, castinJ shadows 
that made him seem almost unreal. Wis pale blond hair Jleamed in the 
moonliJht, an ethereal contrast to the dark, knowinJ look in his eyes. 

Then there were his eyes! those fathomless depths she lost herself 
in. They sanJ a melody that soothed her soul, and whispered secrets 
of the bond they shared.

Wer heart stuttered, a wave of unease rollinJ throuJh her. Chat 
would it be like to Jive herself to himG

To let him see her soul.
To let him touch her body.
To let him into her mind.
”ReiMsan3, look at this one3q I child’s voice broke throuJh her 

thouJhts, and she turned with a smile that she hoped masked the 
whirlwind inside her. 9he kneeled beside the boy, who held up a 
tanzaku with proud hands, his small face aliJht with Koy. ”V wished for 
my biJ brother to come home soon.q

”That’s a beautiful wish,q Rei said softly, as she tied it to the bamM
boo. ”The stars will hear it, and they’ll Juide him back to you.q

Is the child skipped o4, her Jaze drifted once more to Aadeite. We 
was watchinJ her still, but his usual teasinJ smirk had softened into 
somethinJ 0uieter, more contemplative. Vt sent a ripple of warmth 
throuJh her chest, a sensation she couldn’t fully name but knew she 
wasn’t ready to confront.

Po matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the feelinJ that 
he wasn’t Kust watchinJ herBhe was waitinJ for somethinJ.

PeedinJ a moment to collect herself, she stepped into the sacred 
xre room. The Jlow of the smolderinJ embers was soft and invitinJ, 
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its gicker castinJ shadows that danced like geetinJ memories alonJ the 
shrine’s ancient wood.

Rei stood motionless beside it, the festival’s distant hum muted in 
her ears as she focused on the game. The air was thick with the scent of 
cedar and faint incense, wrappinJ her in an atmosphere that felt both 
sacred and heavy.

5olden liJht drew her in, pullinJ at the edJes of her consciousness.
I shiver coursed throuJh her as the game’s rhythm shifted, no 

lonJer a simple gicker but somethinJ deeper, olderBalive. Vt Jrew, 
eOpandinJ into a vision that unfurled in the recesses of her mind, vivid 
and consuminJ.

The shrine faded, replaced by a sacred site under an eternal moon.
9ilver liJht bathed everythinJ, and the air thrummed with power, 

thick and electric. 1eside her was Aadeite, his form steady and familiar, 
his presence as much a part of her as the stars above.

They sat before a sacred xre, but an ancient one. —aJic and power 
boiled around the dancinJ games. The sweet smell of herbs rolled 
throuJh the air, its fraJrance minJlinJ with the heady scent of ancient 
blooms. Every second felt siJnixcant, every motion a promise older 
than time.

Then between them a game red thread appeared. The connection 
between them was tanJible, a tether bindinJ their fates, as unbreakable 
as it was forbidden.

”The Jods forbid this,q her voice echoed in the vision, tremblinJ yet 
certain.

”9ome bonds,q Aadeite’s voice replied, deep and resolute, ”are writM
ten in fate itself.q

The vision shattered with the abruptness of breakinJ Jlass, and Rei 
was thrust back into the present.

The liJht seemed to dim now, the air too cold.
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Wer chest heaved as if she had run a Jreat distance, her pulse racinJ 
with a miOture of wonder and unease. The linJerinJ memory of his 
presence was too vivid, too real, and the raw truth of it left her tremM
blinJ. 9he pressed her palm to her chest as if to steady the thrum of her 
heart, her composure fracturinJ under the weiJht of it all.

1ut now she knew why she was drawn to him.
Pow she knew why he captivated her.
”2ost in thouJht, LrincessGq
Aadeite’s voice was a lifeline, JroundinJ her before she could lose 

herself entirely. Vt slid into the 0uiet like a thread of silk, carryinJ the 
familiar edJe of mischief she had come to eOpect. 9he turned to face 
him, her cheeks gushed, the vision’s intensity still shadowinJ her Jaze.

We leaned casually aJainst a wooden pillar, his arms crossed, his 
posture maddeninJly relaOed. The soft Jlow of lantern liJht played 
across his features, sharpeninJ the curve of his smile and the faint Jlint 
of curiosity in his eyes.

9he snorted. ”Wardly.q
9he Jlanced away, brushinJ an invisible speck of dust from her 

sleeve, unwillinJ to let him see the thread in her soul. 1ut the vision’s 
truth burned in her mind, refusinJ to fade.

1efore she could recover fully, a sound broke throuJh the stillness. 
I sinJle, hauntinJ note echoed throuJh the shrine Jrounds, delicate 
and ethereal. —ore followed, weavinJ into a melody that xlled the 
niJht with an achinJ beauty, its notes risinJ and fallinJ like waves.

Vt was a sound both enchantinJ and wronJ, carryinJ an undercurM
rent of somethinJ danJerous. The air shifted, JrowinJ colder, and the 
scent of incense turned sharp, almost metallic.

Rei tensed, her xnJers curlinJ into xsts at her sides. The melody 
wasn’t Kust musicBit was a call, a pull that seemed to reach deep into 
her soul, urJinJ her forward aJainst her will. The stars above gickered, 
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their liJht dimminJ as the shadows around the shrine Jrew lonJer, 
twistinJ unnaturally across the Jround.

”Chat evil is thisGq
Aadeite straiJhtened, the teasinJ lilt in his voice replaced by someM

thinJ harder, more urJent. ”PothinJ Jood,q he said, steppinJ closer 
to her. Wis presence was solid, JroundinJ, but the tension in his eOM
pression mirrored her own unease. ”9tay here.q

Rei’s Kaw tiJhtened, dexance garinJ in her chest even as her heart 
screamed at her to obey. 9he wasn’t one to be protectedBshe was the 
protector. :et the intensity in his Jaze stilled her protests. The bond 
forbidden by the Jods and nurtured by fate sanJ in her veins.

The sonJ Jrew louder, wrappinJ around them like a veil, and the 
shrine itself seemed to hold its breath. 9hadows deepened, and the 
niJht pressed closer, heavy with anticipation. 9he Jlanced at Aadeite, 
their eyes meetinJ in a silent promise.

Chatever happened, she would protect him.
Ind he’d protect her.
The melody surJed like a tide, hauntinJ and hypnotic, threadinJ 

throuJh the Wikawa 9hrine with an eerie beauty that turned the niJht 
into a tableau of fractured dreams. 2antern liJht wavered aJainst the 
bamboo trees, their tanzaku slips gutterinJ in the JrowinJ breeze as if 
the wishes themselves resisted the pull of 9iren’s sonJ.

The crowd shifted like sleepwalkers, their Jazes Jlazed, their steps 
haltinJ but inevitable, drawn toward the Sardian’s siren call. Chat 
had been a sanctuary of romance and hope now 0uivered on the edJe 
of despair.

Rei’s breath cauJht as she Jlimpsed the source of the melody. 9iren 
stood beneath the JlowinJ decorations, her pink hair cascadinJ in 
waves of ethereal liJht, her blue skin JleaminJ as thouJh sculpted from 
starliJht.
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9he was mesmerizinJ and terrible, her presence both commandinJ 
and otherworldly. Every note she sanJ wrapped around the shrineMJoM
ers, beckoninJ them closer with an allure so pure it felt like temptation 
incarnate.

The sonJ crept into Rei’s mind, brushinJ aJainst her insecurities, 
pullinJ at the threads of lonJinJ she kept tiJhtly woven. Wer resolve 
faltered as doubt unfurled inside her, whisperinJ of inade0uacies, of a 
destiny too heavy to bear. The shrine’s sacred air pressinJ aJainst her 
as thouJh it, too, battled the Sardian’s inguence.

Ind then, JroundinJ warmth cut throuJh the foJ. I steady hand 
rested on her arm, liJht yet deliberate. Aadeite. Wis touch Kolted her 
back to herself, his low voice anchorinJ her aJainst the storm of the 
sonJ.

”Rei. “on’t let her Jet to you.q
The unspoken strenJth in his words snapped her focus back. Their 

eyes locked, and in that moment, she felt their connectionBancient, 
unbreakable, as steady as the earth beneath them. Wer breath steadM
ied, the foJ liftinJ, and she Jave him a sharp nod, her determination 
crystallizinJ.

Chatever this melody souJht to unravel, it wouldn’t succeed. Pot 
while she stood here. Pot while he stood beside her.

ToJether, they pushed throuJh the thrall, each step a deliberate 
dexance of 9iren’s sonJ. Rei snapped her xnJers in front of entranced 
faces, her voice sharp and commandinJ as she shattered the trance 
wherever she could.

Aadeite moved with her, his presence a 0uiet but powerful force, 
JuidinJ the dazed crowd away from the Sardian’s pull. They worked 
in tandem, a harmony of action and resolve, their bond tanJible even 
in the chaos.
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9iren’s melody swelled, her voice risinJ in a crescendo of chillinJ 
beauty. The crowd leaned toward her like gowers straininJ for sunM
liJht, the notes a siren’s promise that threatened to drown them all. 
Nor a moment, Rei faltered, the sonJ xndinJ another crack in her 
armor.

The whispers returned, bitinJ at her resolve, but then came his 
voice aJain, low and steady, cuttinJ throuJh the haze. ”:ou’re stronJer 
than this.q

The raw certainty in his tone xlled the empty spaces inside her, a 
warmth that Jrew with every word.

I sudden burst of familiar voices shattered the spell’s crescendo. 
Rei’s heart leaped as 9ailor —oon and the 5uardians rushed into 
view, their presence a beacon of unwaverinJ hope. ;saJi’s Jolden hair 
shimmered in the lantern liJht, radiatinJ an optimism that pierced 
throuJh the darkness. 

Cith their arrival, the tide would shift.
The melody surJed, dark and unrelentinJ, weavinJ throuJh the 

shrine like a sinister tide. 9iren’s sonJ, once hauntinJly beautiful, now 
throbbed with malice, bendinJ the wills of the festivalMJoers who 
swayed like marionettes under her thrall.

9hadows deepened unnaturally, cast in gickerinJ waves by the 
lanterns tremblinJ aJainst the Sardian’s oppressive power. The saM
cred Jrounds, usually brimminJ with peace, now felt su4ocatinJ, as 
thouJh the shrine itself recoiled from 9iren’s presence.

”Ce have to save them,q Rei muttered.
Rei’s Jaze locked with Aadeite’s across the chaos, the unspoken 

connection between them humminJ like a taut strinJ vibratinJ in the 
wind.
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”5et everyone to safety3q Wer voice cut throuJh the discord, resM
olute and commandinJ, thouJh the words draJJed aJainst the emoM
tions clawinJ at her chest. 

”V won’t leave you, Lrincess.q 9he could see his hesitation, his dexM
ance gickerinJ in his stormy eyes.

”:ou have to.q
”Poq Wis reply was steady, laced with emotion he didn’t need to 

voice, the weiJht of lifetimes carried in his tone.
Nor a moment, the memory of their vision gashed in her mindBthe 

sacred bond they’d shared in a life lonJ past. Vt tiJhtened around her 
like a silken thread, both fraJile and unyieldinJ. 1ut there was no room 
for desire here, not in the face of duty.

”V’ll be xne. 1ut they won’t. Llease.q
Their eyes held for a heartbeat lonJer until he nodded reluctantly. 

Is he turned, his hand brushed her shoulderBa touch so geetinJ yet 
so warm it burned into her memory.

I breath.
I spark.
9acred xre iJnited in her core, and with a sinJle motion, Rei transM

formed into 9ailor —ars.
Weat roared throuJh her veins, her connection to the shrine amM

plifyinJ her strenJth as crimson liJht shimmered aJainst the silM
verMstreaked sky. 9he stood tall, a warrior forJed from sacred xre and 
unyieldinJ will, her raven hair ripplinJ like ink aJainst the Jlow of 
lanterns.

The other Juardians stepped up beside her. 9isters in battle and 
purpose, Rei was stronJer with them by her side. ToJether they lashed 
the monster with attacks, but nothinJ penetrated the sonJ’s powerful 
aura.
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”Nire 9oul3q —ars’s voice ranJ out, cuttinJ throuJh the oppressive 
air as games erupted from her xnJertips.

1ut 9iren sneered, water lashinJ out, bamboo scatteredBsymbols 
of wishes and hope now trampled under malice. The siJht of the 
festival in ruins stoked a wildxre in her chest, her protective instincts
 garinJ with riJhteous fury.

Nueled by raJe and devotion, her voice risinJ with unshakable deM
termination.

”Nire 9oul 1ird3q
I phoeniO of pure game erupted from her hands, its blazinJ winJs 

illuminatinJ the shrine as it soared toward 9iren. This was no ordinary 
attackK it carried her essence, her love for the shrine, her bond with 
Aadeite, and her sacred duty. The xery bird struck 9iren deadMon, 
consuminJ her in an inferno that silenced her melody and shattered 
her inguence.

9ailor —oon stepped into the clearinJ, her scepter radiant with 
silvery liJht. ”—oon Lrincess Walation3q

The attack enJulfed 9iren, dissolvinJ her into fadinJ fraJments of 
darkness.

Vn the stillness that followed, —ars stood amidst the embers, her 
chest heavinJ, her Jaze steady despite the eOhaustion weiJhinJ her 
limbs. The decorations whispered softly in the breeze, their Jentle 
rustlinJ carryinJ the wishes of the festival once more. 

Icross the clearinJ, Aadeite emerJed, his eyes searchinJ until they 
found hers. Relief softened his features, and in that 0uiet moment, 
the world faded, leavinJ only the fraJile yet undeniable bond between t
hem.

The Wikawa 9hrine eOhaled a tran0uil siJh, releasinJ the tension 
that had Jripped its sacred Jrounds. The air felt liJhter, almost revM
erent, as if the niJht itself had been cleansed. :et beneath her calm 
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eOterior, her heart still thrummed with echoes of xre and battle, the 
heat of her transformation clinJinJ to her like a second skin.

I familiar presence drew her attention. Nootsteps, deliberate and 
measured, approached from behind, and her pulse 0uickened. 9he 
turned to xnd Aadeite standinJ there, his xJure bathed in lantern liJht, 
his usual smirk tempered with a 0uiet warmth. Nor a moment, neiM
ther spoke, the silence stretchinJ between them heavy with unspoken tru
ths.

”—y starMcrossed xre, Lrincess,q he murmured, his voice low and 
rich, carryinJ an undercurrent of reverence that startled her. The 
nickname, once a teasinJ Kibe, now felt like an invocation, as thouJh 
he were naminJ somethinJ sacred and undeniable.

Weat rose to her cheeks, her carefully held composure slippinJ.
”“on’t Jet carried away,q she replied, her tone sharp but lackinJ 

conviction.
The warmth in his eyes unraveled her defenses, his Jaze holdinJ a 

depth that left her breathless. Vn that moment, the barriers she so careM
fully maintained seemed fraJile, insubstantial aJainst the connection 
pulsinJ between them.

”:ou’re remarkable,q Aadeite said softly, his words a 0uiet confesM
sion.

Wis teasinJ bravado had melted away, replaced by a sincerity that 
left her vulnerable, seen. 9he searched his face, her breath catchinJ as 
she recoJnized the same storm she felt mirrored in his eOpressionBa 
lonJinJ, a recoJnition, a connection that felt ancient and unyieldinJ.

Ibove them, the stars of Hrihime and Wikoboshi burned briJhtly, 
as thouJh o4erinJ their blessinJ. The breeze stirred the lanterns, their 
liJht castinJ shiftinJ patterns on the shrine Jrounds, a celestial dance 
of hope and renewal. The festival resumed around them, lauJhter and 
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murmured Jratitude xllinJ the air. 1ut for Rei, the world narrowed to 
this moment, this shared stillness that felt both geetinJ and eternal.

Aadeite Jrabbed her hand, the contact sendinJ ribbons of xre 
throuJh her soul. The 0uiet game burninJ beneath the surface seemed 
to burn a little hotter. 

Ind as they stood toJether, the stars continued their ancient viJil, 
JlitterinJ like scattered wishes across the sky. Wikawa 9hrine stood 
bathed in their Jlow, timeless and sacred, carryinJ the whispers of 
those who souJht its sanctuary. I fraJile hope took root in her 
heartBa tender promise that their story, like the stars above, was far 
from over.



Chapter Seventeen
Lightning Blooming 
Through Thunder

M akoto stood at the edge of the judo arena, her toes curling 
into the mat’s prm surface as she inhaled deeyl.T whe air in 

the auditorium vas heaC., aliCe vith the sound of feet striking mats 
and the shary, staccato clays of the crovdT Rhalk and sveat hung in 
the air, mingling vith the faint aroma of leather and tensionT

xolling her shoulders, she clenched her psts, the rough tebture of 
her gi —iting into her pngertiysSa grounding sensation amidst the 
chaosT

Yhe vas here to pghtT
Yhe vas here to yroCe herselfT
Yhe vas here to let her strength syeak louder than vordsT
zet, no matter hov hard she tried to focus, her thoughts keyt 

drifting, her gaNe yulled tovard himT Heyhrite stood across the room, 
leaning casuall. against the vall, his yresence imyossi—le to ignoreT qis
 conpdence radiated like the -uiet hum of a storm, stead. and com“
manding, draving her attention no matter hov much she resistedT

F”ocus, girlT zou’re here to pght, not admire forearmsTA
qe caught her e.e, his smirk tilting just enough to send her yulse 

skitteringT where vas something in the va. he looked at herSvarmth 
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threaded through conpdence, as though he sav her comyletel. and 
liked vhat he foundT

Et vas maddening and electrif.ing all at once, and Makoto hated 
hov easil. he unraCeled herT

F”ocus,A she muttered under her —reath, her Coice lov enough to 
—e svalloved —. the crovd’s roarT

Put it vas no useT
qer mind —etra.ed her, summoning un—idden memoriesT qis face 

!ashed —efore her, yale and dravn in the hosyital —ed, the veight of 
his near“death yressing dovn on her chest like a CiceT Yhe’d —een frantic 
that da., her hands trem—ling as she gaCe —lood, desyerate to saCe himT 
qis hand had —rushed hers, veak —ut determined, and something had 
shifted vithin herSa crack forming in the valls she’d —uilt since the 
—o. she loCed —roke her heartT

F2on’t think a—out itTA
Hov, standing across the room, he seemed like an entirel. di3er“

ent yerson, strength and steadiness restoredT Put the —ond forged in 
that fragile moment remained, an unsyoken connection that yulsed 
—etveen them, ancient and un—reaka—leT

:Cer. time she thought of him, the smell of rain and the crack of 
lightning surged through her mind, as though those elements voCe 
them togetherT

Makoto clenched her psts, tr.ing to yush ava. the varmth —loom“
ing in her chest, the inebylica—le sense of —elonging that tethered her 
to himT Yhe yrided herself on her indeyendence, her a—ilit. to stand 
tall no matter vhatT

Knd .et, vith Heyhrite, she felt something she hadn’t alloved 
herself to feel in .earsO safeT YeenT Ma.—e eCen cherishedT

whe shary crack of a comyetitor hitting the mat snayyed her —ack 
to realit., the crovd eruyting in cheers as the match concludedT Yhe 
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ebhaled slovl., forcing her shoulders to relab, the familiar disciyline 
of judo grounding her once moreT

zet, eCen as she tried to focus on the pghters, her thoughts drifted 
—ack to HeyhriteShis stead. gaNe, his -uiet strength, the va. his 
yresence made her feel like she vas standing in sunlight after a stormT

Yhe didn’t knov vhat this vas —etveen them, this yull that deped 
logic and reasonT Lerhays xei vas right, and the. all shared a —ond 
vith these m.sterious men vho had ayyeared so suddenl. in their 
liCesT

K —ond that felt ancient, unshaka—le, and .et so utterl. —evildering 
in the here and novT

Et unnerCed her, made her feel Culnera—le in va.s she vasn’t used toT 
Put deey dovn, she couldn’t den. the truthO vhateCer this connection 
vas, it matteredT Et vas vorth ebyloring, eCen if it meant letting dovn 
her guard, eCen if it meant risking her heartT

Makoto s-uared her shoulders, her resolCe hardening eCen as her 
heart softenedT Yhe vould stey onto the mat, pght her pght, and yroCe 
her strengthT

Put she vouldn’t ignore this feelingT
Hot this timeT
Pecause ma.—e, just ma.—e, Heyhrite vas vorth the riskT Knd for 

the prst time in .ears, she alloved herself to —elieCe in that fragile hoye, 
letting it take rootT Pesides, she hadn’t fallen in loCe for a long time, 
and HeyhriteSvell, he made it feel like it might —e vorth the riskT

whe referee steyyed forvard, their Coice cutting through the am“
—ient noise of the auditoriumT

FqajimeWA the. called, the shary command ringing out as their 
hand sliced the airT 

Makoto’s focus sharyened instantl., her —od. coiling vith readi“
ness as she s-uared o3 against her oyyonentT whe crovd seemed to 
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hold its —reath, the tension in the room groving yalya—le as the match 
—eganT

Makoto ylanted her feet prml. on the judo mat, its tebtured surface 
grounding her like the earth —eneath an ancient treeT whe air vas 
electric, charged vith the anticiyation of the crovd’s collectiCe —reathT 
Put for her, the vorld had narroved to her oyyonentT

FUet’s dance,A she vhisyeredT
wheir e.es locked in a silent ebchange, each measuring the other 

vith a yrecision —orn of countless —attlesT whe faint scent of sveat and 
chalk hung in the syace —etveen them, and the distant hum of the 
audience dissolCed into the stead. rh.thm of her heart—eatT

Yhe moCed vith deli—erate grace, circling, reading the language 
of her oyyonent’s —od.Sa shift in veight, a faint tightening of the 
javT qer muscles coiled, read. to syring, as she vaited for the yerfect 
moment to strikeT

Et came in an instant, as !eeting as a single heart—eatT qer oyyo“
nent’s —alance faltered, and she seiNed the oyeningT qer hands found 
their griy, prm and un.ielding, the fa—ric of the gi taut under her
 pngersT 5ith yracticed yrecision, she yiCoted, her hiys turning like 
the abis of the earthT

FDsoto“gari,A she murmuredT
qer leg sveyt through the air, yoverful and yrecise, reaying her 

oyyonent’s suyyort like a sc.the cutting through vheatT whe imyact 
of their fall reCer—erated through her, a thunderous note of triumyh 
that sang through her —onesT wime stood stillT ”or that one shining 
moment, her Cictor. vas a singular, radiant truthT

whe crovd eruyted into cheers, ayylause echoing through the au“
ditorium like a vaCe of shared triumyhT whe sound svelled around 
her, .et it felt distant, her focus locked on the Cictor. humming 
through her Cer. coreT
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Ks she straightened, ebtending a hand to her oyyonent, a riyyle of 
yride varmed her chestT Yhe liCed for thisSthe clarit. of moCement, 
the rav yover of a yerfectl. ebecuted throvT Put eCen as she helyed 
her oyyonent to their feet, her gaNe vaCered, yulled unerringl. to the 
standsT

Yhe didn’t haCe to look to knov vho she’d pndT
HeyhriteT
qe stood vith his arms crossed, his yosture casual, —ut his e.esShis 

e.es held her caytiCeT
2ark, intense, and —urning vith something she couldn’t name, 

the. sav her in a va. that made her —reath hitchT Et vasn’t just admi“
rationT Et vas a recognition, a silent acknovledgment that made her 
feel —oth yoverful and ebyosedT

qer heart skittered, —etra.ing her usual control, as a varmth she 
didn’t vant to name syread through herT

whe moment fractured as a shift riyyled through the roomT
whe cheers dimmed, reylaced —. an eerie -uiet that yressed against 

her sensesT Makoto’s skin yrickled, a varning she couldn’t ignoreT Yhe 
tvisted, and there, steyying out of the crovd’s haNe, vas a voman 
vith crimson“and“—lack hair cascading like vildpreT qer yresence vas
 su3ocating, her gaNe a yredator’s yromiseT

Jton—erinoT
Makoto tensed, eCer. instinct screaming at her to act, —ut —efore she 

could moCe, Heyhrite vas thereT qis —road frame —locked the Rar“
dian’s yath, his stance radiating an ancient, un.ielding yrotectiCenessT

F2on’t do something stuyid,A he said, his Coice lov —ut prm, a 
command edged vith something varmerT

qer heart tvisted, caught —etveen gratitude and irritationT Yhe 
didn’t need yrotectionSshe vas a varriorT zet, the sight of him 
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shielding her stirred something deeyer, something she vasn’t read. to 
faceT

FHeyhrite,A she started, —ut he cut her o3 vith a glanceT 
qis e.es met hers, stead. and un!inchingT
Fwrust me,A he said, and for a moment, she didT Yhe let herself 

trust himSnot —ecause she needed him, —ut —ecause the connection 
—etveen them felt like a truth older than time itselfT

Ks the Rardian’s maleColent energ. crackled in the air, Makoto 
clenched her psts, the thrill of her Cictor. fading into the veight of 
the —attle aheadT Yhe stood —eside Heyhrite, their unsyoken —ond an 
anchor, grounding her in the storm of tensionT

Put the vords syilled out —efore she could stoy themT
FHeyhrite,A her Coice vaCered, the shary edge of her usual conp“

dence dulled —. fearT FE can’tSE can’t vatch .ou get hurt againTA
qe turned to her, his ebyression softening desyite the looming 

threatT FMakotoSA
FHo,A she cut him o3, her psts tightening until her nails —it into her 

yalmsT
Fzou don’t get itT what da.Sseeing .ou like that, —leeding and 

—arel. holding onSA qer Coice cracked, the memor. claving at her 
vith raNor“edged clarit.T

FE thought E vas going to lose .ouT Knd E couldn’tSA Yhe faltered, 
the admission syilling from her liys like shattered glassT FE can’t go 
through that againTA

”lashes of images stormed her mind in relentless vaCesT K tran“
-uil, moonlit lake riyyled —eneath a canoy. of stars, their re!ections 
shimmering like fragile dreams on the surfaceT whe shary, acrid tang 
of —lood clung to the air, inescaya—le and metallicT Rrimson riCulets 
ran dovn torn !esh, CiCid against yale skin, yooling like silent ac“
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cusationsT Knd his e.esSonce stead. and varmSvere shadoved, 
darkness seeying through them like ink dissolCing in vaterT

Yhe shook her head sharyl., forcing the nightmare —ack —efore it 
svalloved her vholeT

”or a moment, Heyhrite said nothing, his gaNe locked on hers, his 
ovn storm of emotions svirling just —eneath the surfaceT when, vith 
an almost un—eara—le gentleness, he reached outT qis hand —rushed 
her arm, the lightest touch, —ut it sent a tremor through her chestT

Fzou von’t lose me,A he said, each vord a -uiet yromiseT FE’m hereT 
E’m not going an.vhereTA

qer heart tvisted yainfull., caught —etveen the varmth of his re“
assurance and the cold, unrelenting fear that she vasn’t strong enough 
to keey him safeT

Fzou can’t yromise that,A she vhisyered, her e.es droyying to the 
ground as her guard vaCeredT FHot vhen ve’re uy against monstersTA

FE can yromise E’ll pght,A he said simyl., his hand falling ava., 
leaCing a ghost of varmth —ehindT FKnd E knov .ou vill, tooT :ither 
ve liCe together, or ve die togetherTA

qis vords vere a —olt of lightning, yulling her from the svirling 
deyths of her dou—tT Yhe nodded, her —reath shak. —ut resolute as 
she forced herself to meet his gaNe againT whe storm in his e.es had 
softened, giCing va. to a stead. !ame that mirrored her ovnT

F?ust don’t make me regret trusting .ou,A she said, her Coice stead. 
vith the edge of determination she needed to hold on toT

FHeCer,A he reyliedT
5ith a nev determination, Makoto focused on the monster, curs“

ing it vith eCer. —reath she tookT whe air vas thick vith salt and deca., 
each —reath she drev choked —. the yungent tang of Jton—erino’s 
yresenceT 



MKIKE wx::O xDDwY D” 2:YwEHz 1BV

wendrils of dark seaveed lashed through the arena, tvisting and 
snayying vith a Cenomous life of their ovnT whe prst imyact threv 
the auditorium into chaosSsyectators ensnared, their energ. Cisi—l. 
siyhoned as the Rardian’s yarasitic ayyendages coiled tighterT Ycreams 
ricocheted o3 the valls, a dissonant chorus of fear and desyairT

Makoto moCed like a stormSyrecise and unrelentingT qer muscles 
—urned vith focus, eCer. strike a calculated —urst of yover as she 
dodged and seCered the seaveed’s deadl. reachT :ach !ick of her vrist, 
each yiCot, felt deeyl. familiar, like steyying into a dance choreo“
grayhed —. destin. itselfT

Put it vasn’t just her moCementsSit vas Heyhrite, a constant 
yresence —. her sideT qis de!ections and counters mirrored her 
rh.thm, their —odies falling into yerfect s.nc, as though the —attlepeld 
had unlocked a truth the.’d —oth knovn —ut neCer syokenT

”lashes of memor. yulsed through her like electricit.T
Heyhrite, smirking against the dojo vall, their hands —rushing dur“

ing late“night syarring sessionsT qis Coice, stead. and varm, cutting 
through the noise of her insecuritiesT

when something sharyerSa memor. not her ovn —ut deeyl. hers 
all the sameT xain drumming on stone, lightning yainting his silhou“
ette against a storm“dark sk., his yresence a calm in the chaosT whe 
reCelation hit her like a crashing vaCeO this connection vas no accidentT

Et stretched across lifetimes, un—roken and eternalT
xei vas rightT
whe. did share a connection vith these menT
qer yulse stuttered, her —od. faltering for a fraction of a second 

too longT K seaveed Cine coiled around her ankle, yulling her to the 
ground vith a force that rattled her —onesT Yhe gasyed as the tendrils 
tightened, the stick., su3ocating griy leeching the strength from her 
lim—sT
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Lanic threatened to —loom in her chest, —ut —efore it could take 
root, Heyhrite vas thereT

FMakotoWA
qe moCed like a force of nature, svift and deli—erateT qis kick 

struck the tendrils —inding her vith unerring yrecision, the —lov seC“
ering their hold and sending them recoilingT Makoto scram—led to her 
feet, —reathless, her heart younding as his hand found her armT whe 
contact vas —rief, a —rush of varmth, —ut it grounded her like nothing 
else couldT

FUosing focus alread.9A his tone carried its usual teasing edge, —ut 
his gaNe —urned vith unsyoken intensit.Sconcern, determination, 
something deeyer that left her chest tight and her resolCe sharyenedT

Pefore she could resyond, Jton—erino’s tendrils lashed out again, 
this time striking vith —rutal yrecisionT whe Cines coiled around 
Heyhrite’s torso, locking his arms and dragging him tovard the Rar“
dian’s outstretched handT

qis depance neCer vaCered, eCen as yain etched lines into his faceT
Makoto screamed, a yrotectiCe fur. roaring to life vithin her, —laN“

ing —righter than her fearT
Fqov dare .ouWA whe vords tore from her throat as she lunged 

forvardT
K golden light —ursting through the arena doors stoyyed herT
Yailor Moon, !anked —. Mercur., Mars, and 0enus, steyyed into 

the fra., their determination cutting through the chaos like a —ladeT 
xelief !ooded Makoto’s Ceins, the sight of her sisters“in“arms a rall.ing 
cr. that steadied her trem—ling resolCeT

whe Guardians moCed into formation, an un—reaka—le arc of sol“
idarit., and Makoto fell into stey —eside themT qer gaNe !icked to 
Heyhrite, still struggling against the Rardian’s grasy, and a silent 
yromise took root in her chestT
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5hateCer it took, the. vould saCe himT
wogetherT
whe auditorium yulsed vith tension, the storm of —attle svirling 

around them, —ut vithin Makoto, a nev clarit. emergedT 
Yhe vas not alone in this pghtT
Yhe neCer had —eenT
whe threads of her life, her strength, and her loCe for Heyhrite voCe 

together vith those of her friends, forming a tayestr. that no Rardian 
could unraCelT

whe. vould vin thisT
”or themselCes, for the crovd, and for the —ond that deped time 

itselfT
Jton—erino’s seaveed tendrils slithered like seryents oCer the arena 

!oor, their cold, Ciscous tebture glistening under the harsh auditorium 
lightsT whe. lashed out, vinding around Heyhrite and the Guardians 
vith ruthless yrecisionT

whe crovd’s yanic surged like an ocean tide, —ut the sound —arel. 
registered to Makoto, her vorld narroving to the sight of Heyhrite 
struggling, his —od. taut vith strain as the seaveed —ound him tighterT 
5ith a surge of yover and the crackle of lightning, she transformed 
into Yailor ?uyiterT

qer —reath hitched, her chest tightening vith an un—eara—le mib of 
fear and fur.T whe image of Heyhrite —roken and yale in the hosyital, 
the memor. of her desyerate yleas for him to hold on, seared through 
her like electricit.T Yhe clenched her psts, the tang of oNone shary in 
her nose as energ. riyyled —eneath her skinT

FHo,A she murmured, her Coice trem—ling —ut perceT FHot this 
timeTA

whe seaveed coiled around her legs, tightening like chains, —iting 
into her skin vith shary, cold edgesT Yhe fought against it, her muscles 
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straining, —ut the —onds onl. tightened, the stick. tendrils anchoring 
her to the groundT

Lanic !ared, rav and su3ocating, threatening to steal her focusT Yhe 
—it dovn hard, channeling the storm —uilding vithin herT

Yhe couldn’t falter novT
Yhe vouldn’t falter novT
K sudden !ash of vhite shattered her desyairSa vhite rose, shary 

as a —lade, sliced clean through the tendrils —inding herT Moonlight 
Inight steyyed into Ciev, the Cer. em—odiment of unvaCering re“
solCeT qis gaNe met hers for a !eeting moment, a -uiet assurance 
yassing —etveen them, stead.ing herT

F?udo,A he said, Fis the ultimate ebyression of strength and resyectT 
K yerfect —alance of disciyline and heartT Knd .ou, Yailor ?uyiter, 
em—od. —othTA

Yailor ?uyiter staggered forvard as her —onds fell ava., her lim—s 
—urning from the e3ortT qer e.es found Heyhrite again, his face yale 
—ut depant, his moCements slover nov under the crushing griy of the 
seaveedT

Yomething inside her snayyedT
Et vasn’t just fearSit vas rage, yrotectiCe and consumingT qer 

yulse younded, the energ. surging through her —od., reaching a feCer 
yitchT

whe air thickened vith electricit., static crackling around her as the 
tang of oNone sharyenedT Yhe could feel the storm coiling vithin her, 
ancient and un.ielding, —egging to —e releasedT

qer Coice tore through the chaos, rav and commandingT FYuyreme 
whunder 2ragonWA

whe storm ansveredT
K seryentine form of lightning eruyted from her outstretched 

hands, coiling and tvisting through the air like a liCing stormT Ets 
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roar reCer—erated through the arena, shaking the valls as it surged 
forvard, its scales shimmering vith searing —rillianceT whe dragon 
struck vith unrelenting force, tearing through Jton—erino’s seaveed 
tendrils, disintegrating them into nothingnessT

whe Guardians collaysed to the ground, gasying for —reath, their 
freedom hard“vonT Heyhrite stum—led clear of the vreckage, his 
moCements yained as he —rushed the remnants of the seaveed from 
his shouldersT 

whe lightning dragon didn’t stoySit surged tovard Jton—erino, 
its fangs —ared, a manifestation of Makoto’s fur. and villT 5ith unva“
Cering strength, Yailor Moon steyyed forvard, her sceyter held high as 
its crescent“shayed tiy gloved vith a radiant, silCer. lightT 

FMoon Lrincess qalationWA she cried, and a —rilliant vaCe of light 
surged forth, cascading tovard the monstrous Jton—erinoT 

whe energ. yulsed through the air, —right and yurif.ing, vashing 
ava. the lingering dread left —. the RardianT whe monster let out a 
yiercing shriek as the cleansing energ. enCeloyed her, dissolCing her 
form into scattered yarticles of darkness that faded into the etherT 

Makoto droyyed to her knees, her chest heaCing as the electricit. 
dissiyated, leaCing the air charged vith the faint crackle of energ. 
and the acrid scent of scorched seaveedT Ylovl., she raised her gaNe, 
searching for himT

Heyhrite stood amidst the vreckage, his —reathing la—ored —ut his 
stance un.ieldingT wheir e.es met, and the chaos of the —attlepeld fell 
ava.T qis gaNe anchored her, stead. and unsyoken, a tether that drev 
her closer eCen as the. stood ayartT

qer heart hammered in her chest, not vith adrenaline, —ut vith 
something deeyer, softerSa perce, Culnera—le .earningT whe ravness 
of the moment left her ebyosed, —ut she didn’t look ava.T Yhe held his 
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gaNe, letting him see the fear, the longing, the strength that had carried 
her throughT

whe air —etveen them hummed vith unsyoken yromises, and for 
the prst time, Makoto alloved herself to feel it allT Hot just the Cictor., 
—ut the connectionSthe undenia—le —ond that had —een there all 
along, vaiting for the storm to —ring it to lightT 

FE’m going to kiss the hell out of himTA



Chapter Eighteen
Moonlit Petals on the 

Stage

T he theater whispered of stories untold, its polished wooden 
panels radiating a quiet warmth that softened the tension sim-

mering in the air. Mamoru stood at the edge of the stage, his hands 
pressed against his temples, attempting to smooth away the frustration 
etched into his brow.

Around him, Nephrite, Zoisite, Jadeite, and Kunzite lounged with 
varying degrees of amusement, their presence a familiar constellation 
of personalities that both anchored and exasperated him.

It had been months since he’d considered these four his closest 
friends. Now he couldn’t consider life without them.

“Only you, Mamoru, could inherit a disaster this spectacular,” 
Zoisite remarked, his elegant posture draped across a chair. The corner 
of his mouth twitched, as though he found a secret humor in the chaos 
unraveling before them.

“Perhaps this is fate reminding you of life’s unpredictability,” 
Nephrite’s auburn hair catching the dim light as he sorted the cos-
tumes.

“Or poor judgment,” Kunzite added dryly. 
“That’s what happens when you have friends,” Jadeite chuckled. 

“They ask you to do stupid shit like directing a play.”
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Mamoru sighed, their camaraderie a strange comfort despite the 
mess surrounding him. The drama club’s production of Snow White 
unraveled in a single morning, with shouting, smashing, and a rather 
dramatic exit stage left.

If the chaos wasn’t overwhelming enough, the stakes made it worse. 
Tickets had already been sold, sponsors secured, and expectations set. 
The thought of canceling loomed like a storm cloud, heavy and su-
—ocating. They’d have to refund everything;money that was already 
gone, poured into fabric and paint, every yen accounted for. It wasn’t 
just a setbackD it was a disaster waiting to crash down, threatening to 
bury everyone involved.

But now a new storm lingered, the scramble for lead roles, the ac-
cusations, the egos. And he;through some twist of persuasion from 
Rei and Jadeite;was stuck in the center, tasked with directing this 
theatrical disaster.

“?on’t be angry,” Jadeite laughed as he squeezed Mamoru’s shoul-
der. “Who better to tell a story of sleeping princesses and true love’s 
kiss than our resident prince of broodingF”

Mamoru groaned, brushing Jadeite’s arm o— his shoulder, but their 
laughter;rich and familiar;clung to the air like sunlight breaking 
through a storm. Their banter, though maddening at times, reminded 
him of something precious, something long-lost but not forgotten.

Yor the :rst time since losing his parents, he felt like he had a 
family;brothers who :lled the empty spaces he hadn’t even realized 
he carried. 5et, something still lingered beyond his grasp, a hollow ache 
that stirred whenever moonlight spilled through his curtains, casting 
its soft, silver glow over the shadows.

“And now,” Nephrite said.
“5ou get to :nd,” Zoisite continued.
“5our sleeping princess,” Kunzite :nished.
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“?on’t start,” Mamoru moaned. “I might just recast you all. I’ll 
make Jadeite the princess and Nephrite the prince.”

The others laughed riotously and started a vapid discussion on who 
among them would be better suited as the prince and princess. ?espite 
the noise, his thoughts drifted. 

6is gaze sought her as if drawn by an invisible force.
Across the theater, ‘sagi stood amidst her friends, her golden hair 

catching the muted glow of the !oor lights. 
With unrestrained joy, she gestured animatedly, her laughter bub-

bling forth in a bright and carefree cascade. 
She was a living spark of radiance, her presence chasing away the 

lingering gloom and infusing the air with a warmth that felt like the 
promise of a new dawn.

Above everything else, she was Snow White.
The thought seized his chest, an unbidden truth that felt as natural 

as breathing. 6er gentleness, her unshakable optimism;everything 
about her :t the role as though it had been written for her. But 
Mamoru clenched his jaw, forcing the idea away.

6is life was shadows, his past littered with fragments of pain and 
uncertainty. She deserved a prince who could stand fully in her light, 
not someone who would dim it.

“5ou’re thinking too hard again,” Kunzite’s voice cut through his 
reverie.

There was an unspoken understanding in his words, a wisdom that 
spanned lifetimes. Mamoru managed a wry smile, silently marveling at 
how well Kunzite could read him;here and now, and perhaps even 
before.

“Alright,” Mamoru said :nally, his voice low but decisive.
6e stepped forward, his shadow stretching across the polished stage 

!oor. “We’ll draw lots for the roles. No arguments. No exceptions.”
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Zoisite arched a brow, his expression amused but resigned.
“I’ll  get  the  magic  mirror.  It’s  a  role  that  truly  captures  my 

essence;charming, re!ective, and impossible to ignore.” Jadeite 
cracked his knuckles. “I’ll declare all the ladies the fairest of them all.”

Nephrite shoved him. “That’s not how it works.”
“Knowing my luck, I’ll be a dwarf,” Kunzite sighed. 
Mamoru tried to disguise his glance at ‘sagi, willing himself to 

stay detached. If he could choose, it would be her. Perhaps fate would 
intervene, granting him this one sel:sh wish. But as the girls gathered 
to pull lots for the coveted role, a sharp chill crawled over his spine.

It wasn’t just the usual tension;it was something deeper, a feeling 
he couldn’t name but couldn’t ignore.

The ticking clock consumed all other sounds as the theater pulsed 
with its own rhythm. Mamoru stood at the edge of the stage, :ngers 
brushing the smooth wood of a prop as the results were announced.

L5es8” An shouted, smashing her :sts in the air and rubbing the long 
lot in everyone’s face. “I’ll be a better princess than any of you would 
have been8”

6is gaze !icked to ‘sagi.
6er shoulders sti—ened just brie!y before she smoothed her ex-

pression into a cheerful mask. But Mamoru knew her too well to 
miss the !icker of discomfort behind her smile. It was the kind of 
expression she wore when trying to hold her feelings at bay, a valiant 
attempt to shield herself from pain.

Something within him twisted at the sight.
“I am going to make a fantastic tree,” Zoisite said. “I’m;“
“Ridged and easily crackedF” Nephrite chuckled.
“Immovable and stubbornF Really leaning into that method act-

ing, aren’t youF” Jadeite and Nephrite leaned together and laughed 
harder. 
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Mamoru turned away as their ribbing continued, making sure the 
high school kids didn’t ruin the newly painted sets. Rehearsals began 
as expectedH chaotic and charged.

An bounded over to him and attached herself to his arm. 6er 
unrelenting enthusiasm for the role stretched every boundary, her 
exaggerated sighs and !irtatious antics :lling the stage. ?uring the kiss 
rehearsal, she leaned toward Mamoru, her movements too eager, her 
presence too close.

“5ou’re supposed to be asleep,” he said, holding her back.
“I’m breathing new life into this stagnant role8” An pouted.
When he dared to glance ‘sagi’s way, her small :sts were clenched 

at her sides, her lips pressed into a :rm line. 6er indignation over the 
scene made his chest tighten, and warmth bloomed unbidden at the 
intensity of her reaction.

6e shouldn’t have noticed, shouldn’t have allowed himself to feel 
anything about it, yet the :erce protectiveness in her expression made 
something deep within him stir.

6er :re, her refusal to let him endure discomfort without protest, 
felt grounding in a way he couldn’t explain.

“9et’s take a break,” Mamoru said, yet again preventing An from 
kissing him.

The others wandered o—, and he turned toward the set piece. 
6opefully, with some space, the lingering tension in his chest would 
dissipate. The low murmur of Minako and Makoto’s voices drifted 
through the space, their tone sharp but laced with curiosity. 

6e sti—ened at Makoto’s words, her accusation sharp and clearH 
“I’m telling you, An cheated to get the role. She switched lots. I saw 
her.”

The wood beneath his grip creaked as his jaw tightened.
9ying.
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Cheating.
Two things he despised above all else. 6is breath hitched with 

restrained anger, but before the emotion could take root, Minako’s 
voice softened, threading empathy into the accusation.

“She’s lonely,” Minako said. “5ou can see it when no one’s watching 
her. It’s like0 she doesn’t know where she belongs.”

‘sagi’s soft voice followed, achingly sincere. “I’ve felt it too. It’s like 
she’s been wandering alone for a long time. Maybe this role feels like 
her chance to be part of something.”

The words stilled him. Mamoru turned his gaze to An, standing 
at the edge of the stage. In her unguarded posture, he saw what they 
meant;her shoulders slumped, her expression tinged with a hollow 
sadness.

She looked adrift, lost in a way that mirrored feelings he knew 
intimately. Memories clawed at himH empty hallways, rain-streaked 
windows, and the su—ocating quiet of being an orphan in a world too 
big to hold him.

Then ‘sagi spoke again, her voice carrying both gentleness and 
resolve. “9et her keep it. But I’ll talk to her. Everyone deserves a chance 
at friendship and love, even when we can’t see it.”

6er words washed over Mamoru like sunlight breaking through 
storm clouds.

Compassion was ‘sagi’s gift, her light reaching places others 
couldn’t. She could have demanded justice, taken back the role, but 
she chose empathy instead, seeing a depth in An that even Mamoru 
had missed. 6is chest tightened with admiration, a pang of something 
deeper threading through it;a quiet longing, unspoken and unac-
knowledged.

Mamoru exhaled, letting the tension in his shoulders ebb. This was 
why she was di—erent, why she drew him closer even when he tried to 



MAKAI TREEH ROOTS OY ?ESTIN5 221

stay away. 6er capacity to mend instead of fracture, to believe in the 
goodness others had forgotten, made him want to protect her, even 
from a distance.

Yor now, he would honor her choice, trusting in her instinct.
As he glanced her way, a quiet realization settled over himH some-

times, love wasn’t about possessing someone’s light. Sometimes, it was 
about standing back and letting that light shine for the world to see. 
And even if that light never shone directly on him, it was enough to 
know it existed.

Somehow, no one died, and nothing exploded during rehearsals. 
It was almost time for curtains up.
The theater pulsed with anticipation, the weight of hundreds of 

murmuring voices :lling the air like a living thing. Rows of polished 
wooden seats gleamed faintly under dim house lights, each aisle out-
lined by soft !oor illumination that guided the audience into a shared, 
expectant hush.

The stage;vast and commanding;was a canvas of shadows and 
subtle warmth, framed by dark wood panels that radiated timeless 
elegance. Every detail felt designed to honor the magic of storytelling.

Mamoru lingered backstage, his gaze sweeping over the delicate 
tension that rippled through cast and crew alike. Something about the 
moment felt wrong. The quiet wasn’t calmD it was charged, like the 
pause before a thunderstorm.

6is chest tightened with unease as his eyes !ickered to ‘sagi, who 
hovered just out of the spotlight. 6er eyes shimmered with nervous-
ness, and for an instant, her presence cut through his tension. That
 :erce, unyielding light within her;the one that made her unstop-
pable;settled him. She could shatter his doubt with nothing but a 
glance, and she didn’t even realize it.

When had this happenedF
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When had he begun seeking her for comfortF
Then, the play began. The stage lights dimmed further, and the 

murmurs gave way to silence, the audience drawn into the glowing 
tableau.

But the peace was !eeting.
The sharp, unnatural screech of unicycle wheels shattered the mo-

ment like glass.
Mamoru froze as Bipierrot burst onto the stage. 6er grotesque grin 

and writhing purple hair twisted the theater’s elegance into a mockery, 
her unicycle shrieking as she careened forward. The umbrella, decep-
tively innocent, lashed out with gleaming cords of energy that snaked 
through the crowd, seizing their vitality.

Audience members slumped, their faces slackening, their struggles 
feeble against the draining force.

The chaos hit like a wave.
And the :rst thing he did was search for ‘sagi.
Screams rose, scattering the quiet reverence into fractured terror.
Mamoru surged forward, his protective instincts roaring in his 

chest. An darted onto the stage, screaming for the monster to stop, 
to leave them alone. But Bipierrot swatted her aside with a surge 
of crackling energy. An collided with Mamoru’s, sending them both 
sprawling onto the hardwood !oor.

The impact stole his breath, but worse was the su—ocating weight 
of helplessness that followed. 6is hands shot to his jacket, searching 
for something;anything;that could help, but they met only empty 
fabric.

“An8 Are you okayF”
“No8 I’m not okay8” She shoved him o— and ran backstage, vanish-

ing into the shadows. 
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Before he could scramble to his feet, the curtain fell, smothering 
him in darkness. 6eavy fabric pressed against his face, his chest, his 
limbs, as if trapping him beneath the weight of his own powerlessness.

Panic surged.
6e wasn’t enough.
Not like this.
6e clawed against the darkness, heart pounding with a singular 

thoughtH protect her, protect her.
Protect her.
But the more he struggled, the more futile it seemed, his breath 

catching in shallow gasps as fear clawed at his throat.
Then, deep in the crushing void, something shifted.
A warmth sparked in his chest, faint but steady, like the :rst stirrings 

of a !ame. It grew with each frantic heartbeat, spreading through his 
limbs with a golden pulse that stilled his trembling hands. It wasn’t 
just warmth;it was clarity.

Certainty.
A voice without sound, urging him forward.
?arkness enveloped him even further, drowning him in the noth-

ing. A small bead of golden light appeared in the distance and he 
surged towards it.

With each second, a single thought crystallized in his mind.
Protect Princess Serenity.
6e stepped onto the stage, his movements !uid, his focus unbro-

ken. Bipierrot’s cords bound Sailor Moon, and everything narrowed 
to horrible clarity. 

Save Princess Serenity.
“The stage is set, but the script ends here. No cords can bind the 

light of the moon8”
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With a !ash, the white rose !ew swift and true, severing her bonds 
with precision. Sailor Moon stumbled free, her eyes wide with relief 
and surprise as they locked onto his. In that instant, the threads of fate 
between them tightened, unspoken and unbreakable.

The Luardians rallied, their attacks sharp and resolute.
Sailor Mars hurled an ofuda with commanding force. “Akuryo 

Taisan8”
The sacred paper struck Bipierrot, halting her advance.
Mercury’s “Bubble Spray Yreezing” enveloped her, slowing her 

further, until Sailor Moon stepped forward, her scepter aglow. 
“Moon Princess 6alation8” she cried. Silvery light erupted, shat-

tering Bipierrot into glimmers of fading darkness.
As the Cardian dissolved, the Moonlight Knight faltered. A sharp 

ache lanced through him, the edges of his being !ickering like a mi-
rage. 

6is hands blurred, fading like mist in morning light.
6is mind splintered, the threads of memory unraveling even as 

he fought to hold onto the moment. But the warmth;the vow, the 
promise;remained, anchoring him to her.

And then he was gone.
Mamoru gasped awake beneath the heavy curtain, his lungs burn-

ing as if he’d surfaced from drowning. 6is limbs were weak, but his 
heart pulled him forward, past scattered props and debris. 6e stum-
bled onto the stage, dread clawing at him.

But then he saw her.
“Sailor Moon.”
She stood at center stage, her smile radiant, her triumph a balm to 

the chaos. 
The audience roared with applause, their cheers transforming the 

fear into joy. 6e pressed a trembling hand to his chest, feeling the 
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phantom warmth of a purpose he couldn’t name but would always 
follow. As the crowd cheered and the stage lights glowed, Mamoru 
stood at the edge of the moment, watching her shine, knowing she was 
his reason.

She always would be.
6e had no idea where that impression came from. 6e hardly knew 

Sailor Moon, had only seen her a handful of times.
But now, he knew the truth.
The theater settled into a warm, low hum as the audience began to 

leave, their laughter and chatter a muted backdrop. Mamoru remained 
rooted to his spot, his focus sharp despite the ebbing energy in the 
room. The stage lights, dimmed to a soft amber glow, painted the 
polished wooden seats in golden hues.

6is eyes sought her instinctively;Sailor Moon, luminous even as 
the spotlight left her. Relief surged through him, sharp and almost 
painful, her golden hair catching the faint light. The laugh that es-
caped her lips was a melody, breaking through the barriers he’d built 
within himself. It carved its place in his soul, unshakable and wholly h
ers.

“9et’s leave before the cops come8 At least nothing got destroyed,” 
she chuckled.

6e reached out;subtle, hesitant;as though his hand might close 
the distance between them. 5et it grasped only air, the weight of his 
longing tethering him to a yearning he couldn’t quite name. What was 
this pullF 6e didn’t know her;not truly. They’d exchanged so few 
words, and yet every look, every smile, every quiet moment with her 
felt eternal.

As though he’d known her a thousand lifetimes before this one.
6is friends gathered around him. 
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Nephrite folded his arms, his eyes following Sailor Jupiter’s every 
movement. “She :ghts with such raw strength. It’s0 impressive.”

Zoisite tilted his head, his gaze !ickering to Sailor Mercury. “Sailor 
Mercury has such grace. She moves like a melody;precise, deliber-
ate.”

Jadeite’s smirk softened as his eyes lingered on Mars. “She’s not just 
:re;it’s resolve. 9ike she’s always ready to face the darkness head-on.”

Kunzite’s gaze rested on Menus, the faintest crack in his stoic de-
meanor as his voice dropped to a murmur. “There’s something in 
her;like the glow of dawn after the darkest night.”

Yor Mamoru, the rest of the world blurred to nothing.
Only Sailor Moon remained, her presence cutting through the 

dimness like starlight breaking through a shroud of cloud.
She turned then, her gaze catching his, her smile blooming like 

spring’s :rst blossom. It wasn’t just joyD it wasn’t just relief. It was 
something deeper;something that sang of hope, of trust, of promises 
not yet spoken but already felt.

And with that glance, Mamoru’s walls crumbled. Every doubt he’d 
harbored, every reason to stay detached, every whisper of uncertain-
ty;it all dissolved under the weight of her light.

She embodied everything he feared and everything he yearned for. 
Optimism. Courage. Kindness that seemed to transcend logic. She 
was the sun he hadn’t dared dream of, yet somehow, she’d found him, 
lighting even the darkest corners of his soul.

6e pressed a hand to his chest, that burning spot behind his ribs 
igniting to an all-consuming inferno. 6ow could he deserve someone 
like herF 

6e, a man with fragmented memories and lingering shadows, teth-
ered to a destiny he barely understood. 
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Sailor Moon was extraordinary, destined for greatness, while he0 
he was only Mamoru Chiba.

But as she turned to join her Luardian’s, the echo of her laughter 
ringing in his ears, Mamoru felt the weight of truth settle in his chest.

This connection wasn’t a choice.
It wasn’t something he could ignore or rationalize away.
It was a force older than memory, stronger than reason.
A thread that bound him to her, irrevocably.
“9ooks like she’s got you hooked,” Jadeite murmured, his tone light 

but laced with knowing.
Mamoru didn’t reply. 6e couldn’t.
Words felt too small, too fragile for the enormity of what :lled him.
Instead, he watched her, the warmth of her presence anchoring him 

amidst the shifting currents of his thoughts. She turned one last time, 
her smile lingering, and in that !eeting moment, Mamoru felt it;the 
quiet, unshakable promise of something greater.

6e didn’t need to understand it. 
6e only needed to follow it.



Chapter Nineteen
Whispers of Falling 

Stars

T he observatory perched high above Juban felt like a sanctu-
ary suspended between earth and the endless starry void. The 

Milky Way spread across the heavens like a celestial river, its luminous 
xow scattering trails of silver and pearl through the inky eSpanse. Ctars 
winked like promises etched into the cosmos.

Arisp night air brushed against ’mijs cheeks, carrying with it the 
scent of damp earth and freshly trampled grass. Che ad—usted the tele-
scopejs lens with practiced precision, her Rngers brushing the cool 
metal.

The murmur of voices swirled together behind her, soft and buoy-
antUMinakojs laughter, Beijs sharp retorts, Psagijs eSuberant chat-
ter, Makotojs warm, easy banter. ’mi smiled, comforted by the pres-
ence of her friends. zut her focus was on the vast sky ahead, its celestial 
dance oqering the kind of wonder that made her heart ache in the best wa
y.

Tonight, the Kerseids would blaIe their ephemeral trails, each xeet-
ing streak a glimpse of eternity.

’ voice interrupted her Euiet reverie.
Bich and teasing, it cut through the night, sharp enough to send a 

ripple through her.
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Zzlue, are you planning to ignore me all nightHé the Euestion car-
ried a warmth that lingered, settling in her chest.

8oisite.
Che turned to see him standing a few paces away, his sharp sil-

houette softened by the faint glow of starlight. …is movements were 
precise yet xuid, like the xow of a well-played chess game.

Theyjd crossed paths beforeUshared the same space during the 
chaos of the Cnow White playUbut this felt diqerent. zack then, their 
interactions had been xeeting, tangled in the noise and distraction of 
rehearsals and performances.

zut tonight, under the vast sky, with the world hushed and starlit, 
he was here for her. 3ot as another cast member, but as someone 
entirely uneSpected and wholly unavoidable.

The others had drifted into pairsD Psagi and Mamoru close sharing 
laughter over a telescope. Makoto and 3ephrite eSchanging smiles 
by the caf9. Bei and Jadeite bickering near the braIiers. Minako and 
:unIite were discussing something, heads bent close together, and 
hands gesturing wildly.

Z’fraid to be alone with meHé he teased as he stepped closer.
The air between them took on a frosty air, like the breath before a 

storm. 
ZWejre alone when we play chess,é she replied, a touch too fast.
The words felt ximsy, barely a shield.
Z3ot like this,é 8oisite murmured, his tone dipping into some-

thing Euieter, something that stirred at the edges of her carefully 
constructed calm.

…e moved closer still, and ’mi found her gaIe dropping to his 
hands.

They were strong and sure, yet there was a grace to them that held 
her attention. Fach movement seemed deliberate, like the slow turn 
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of constellations across the sky. ’n image xickered in her mindUa 
memory, or perhaps a dream.

Moonlit gardens bathed in silver light, the faint scent of moon-
beams in the air. …is elegant Rngers clutching a black stone as if it 
carried the weight of eternity.

…er chest tightened as she imagined those hands brushing against 
hersUnot as adversaries across the board, but as something4 more. 
Comething she couldnjt name but felt deeply, like the pull of the stars 
above.

…eat rose to her cheeks, and her thoughts scattered like stardust.
Z’re we going to stand here all nightHé 8oisite chuckled.
’mi cleared her throat, motioning toward the telescope shejd set 

up earlier. ZNver here.é
Che led him to the corner shejd chosen, where the view was clearest, 

where the stars seemed close enough to touch.
8oisitejs steps were a soft whisper over the grass. …is presence 

lingered —ust behind her, a steady warmth that contrasted with the 
crisp coolness of the night. Che ad—usted the telescopejs lens, her Rngers 
moving with precise familiarity, but her thoughts were anything but 
steady.

Z7oujre cute when youjre nervous,é his voice brushed against her 
like the lightest touch.

Che stiqened, her hands faltering on the dials.
Che ignored him.
The warmth of his gaIe felt tangible, wrapping around her like the 

embrace of an ancient forest. Che focused on the stars instead, on the 
crisp resolution of the stars as they came into view through the lens.

ZO donjt know what youjre talking about.é
Z7oujre nervous, zlue. O can hear it in your words. 7ou donjt need 

to hide that from me, because Ojm nervous too.é
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Che ignored him.
Pnwilling to admit the truth.
Pnwilling to see the softness in his gaIe.
Z1ook,é she gestured toward the sky. ZThe Kerseids are here.é
…e leaned in, his shoulder brushing hers as they both tilted their 

heads upward. The Rrst meteor blaIed across the heavens, its luminous 
trail sparking gasps from the crowd below.

’mi wanted to focus on the brilliant strikes in the inky darkness.
Che wanted to recall each fact, each statistic of the brilliant meteors.
ZThey say shooting stars are wishes waiting to be made. 2o you 

believe thatHé
’mi hesitated, her rational mind grappling with the whimsy of his 

Euestion.
zut when she turned to him, his eSpression open, almost vulner-

able, she found herself nodding. ZMaybe,é she said, her voice barely 
more than a whisper. ZCometimes itjs nice to believe.é

The moment stretched between them, fragile yet unbreakable, like 
the light of the stars aboveUa xeeting thing, and yet eternal in its 
beauty. Yor once, ’mi let herself simply eSist, untethered from logic, 
carried only by the Euiet resonance of something she couldnjt name 
but felt deep in her chest.

’nd beside her, 8oisite stayed, a steady presence under a sky that 
seemed endless.

The meteors painted their trails across the vast, velvety eSpanse of 
the night sky, silver streaks that seemed to linger —ust long enough to 
imprint themselves into memory. ’ collective hush fell over the hilltop 
observatory, as if the universe itself had paused to eShale, waiting for 
the heavens to unfold their xeeting masterpiece.

’mi stood motionless, her hands wrapped lightly around the tele-
scopejs frame, the chill of the night air sinking through her cardi-
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gan. 7et, 8oisitejs presence beside her radiated a subtle warmth that 
grounded her more than the solid earth beneath her feet.

WhyH
This was the second time shejd seen him in person. Why did he 

aqect her so muchH What power tethered her to himH
…er gaIe wandered, catching glimpses of the others scattered 

around the hill.  zy the caf9 Makoto rested her head lightly on 
3ephritejs shoulder, their Rgures blurred by the gentle dance of 
lantern light. Yurther away, :unIite and Minako sat side by side, their 
hands brushing in small, tentative motions that spoke volumes.

Mamoru leaned over a telescope, while Psagi hovered close, her gaIe
 RSed solely on him. 3earby, Rrelight xickered over Bei and Jadeite, 
who ignored the celestial display above, their attention caught by the 
hypnotic dance of the xames.

When she turned back to 8oisite, she found his eyes already on 
her, steady and piercing, as if they saw beyond the present moment, 
beyond her carefully composed eSterior. The intensity of his gaIe sent 
a ripple through her, a Euiet thrill that scattered her thoughts.

Z2id you know,é she started Euickly, Zthat the Kerseids are actually 
debris from Aomet Cwift-TuttleH Fvery year, Farth passes through its 
trail of dust, igniting these meteors.é

8oisitejs lips curved, not into a smirk, but something softer, 
warmer. Z…mm, but they feel like more than —ust dust, donjt theyH 
Fach one... a xeeting gift from the stars. ’ whisper of something 
ancient, tying us to a universe far greater than ourselves.é

…is words settled into the space between them, brushing against 
her like a faint breeIe.

’mi blinked, unprepared for the poetry of his response. Yor a brief, 
breathtaking moment, an image xickered in her mind. Che saw herself 
drifting away from him as darkness slowly consumed his soul.
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The vision dissolved like stardust, leaving behind an ache she 
couldnjt deRne.

Z’re you going to say somethingHé 8oisitejs voice broke through 
her thoughts, laced with humor but free of mockery.

…eat rushed to ’mijs cheeks. ZO was —ust thinking... how much you 
resemble a poet under these stars.é

8oisite chuckled, leaning in slightly, his presence so close it made 
the air between them hum with unspoken possibility.

Z’nd O was thinking,é he murmured, his voice brushing against her 
like velvet, Zthat you look as if youjve stepped from a dream Ojve had a 
thousand times before.é

…is words sent a shiver through her, and for a moment, the night 
folding around them like a cocoon. The murmur of the crowd and 
the distant gasps marking each meteor faded into a Euiet stillness. 
8oisitejs gaIe xickered to her lips, then back to her eyes, and ’mi felt 
her analytical mind falter, her thoughts scattering like meteors across 
an endless sky.

Che could retreatUhide behind the safety of logic, of carefully 
constructed barriers. zut something about 8oisitejs presence urged 
her to stay, to remain open to the strange, uneSplainable pull between 
them. The stars continued their silent dance overhead, ancient light 
tracing arcs through the darkness, and in that inRnite eSpanse, ’mi 
felt herself tetheredUnot —ust to the earth, but to him.

ZOtjs beautiful,é 8oisite said softly. Zzut somehow, it pales neSt to 
you.é

’mijs breath caught, the weight of his words settling in her chest, 
heavy and radiant, like starlight captured in glass. Yor the Rrst time, she 
let herself feel the sense that something vast and eternal was unfolding 
between them.
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The meteor shower reached its breathtaking peak, the heavens alive 
with radiant trails that painted the sky in xeeting brilliance. With each 
xash across the sky, her heart aligned with the meteorsj rhythm, each 
streak a xeeting burst of wonder.

zut as her gaIe remained upward, taking in the vast eSpanse of 
the universe, something darker slithered beneath the surface of the 
moment.

3ight air prickled her skin, but this wasnjt the pleasant chill of a 
summer breeIeUit was something insidious, a presence that set her 
senses on edge. 

…er guardian instincts sharpened, piercing through the serenity 
like a warning bell. …er eyes darted to the edge of the gathering, and 
there she saw her.

’man—u.
The Aardianjs emerald-green skin gleamed under the starlight, 

her grotesEue form both alien and monstrous. Wild, dark-blue hair 
framed her face, the strands twisting like a storm captured in motion. 
…er crimson eyes burned with a feral hunger, her predatory aura 
clashing with the delicate beauty of the night.

Ctriped armor wrapped around her insectoid form, her claws 
gleaming wickedly, while wing-like eStensions at her wrists pulsed 
with a sinister energy. Tendrils writhed from her arms, their dark, 
viscous teSture almost alive as they snaked out, searching for prey.

The crowd stirred, their murmurs shifting from awe to unease. 
Come instinctively sensed the danger, though others remained bliss-
fully unaware, their gaIes still turned skyward.

’mijs hand moved instinctively to her transformation wand, but 
before she could act, 8oisite stepped forward, positioning himself 
between her and ’man—u.
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Zze careful,é he murmured, his voice low and sure. There was no 
hesitation in his tone, only Euiet determination. ZO wonjt let anything 
happen to you.é

…er breath hitched.
…er pulse Euickened.
3ot from fear, but from the intensity of his presence. 
…er mind warred with itselfD duty pulling her toward action, vul-

nerability urging her to lean into his strength. ’nd somewhere, deeper 
still, a shimmering bond stirred, as old and unyielding as the stars 
themselves.

On a blur, Aardian moved.
’man—ujs tendrils lashed out, slicing through the night with a ter-

rible grace. The air hissed as they snapped toward ’mi, venomous and 
unrelenting.

8oisite didnjt hesitate. On one swift motion, he stepped into their 
path, his movements precise and xuid, his body a shield between her 
and the threat. The tendrils coiled around him, their energy sparking 
and crackling as it sapped his strength.

Z8oisiteGé ’mi cried, her voice raw with panic. Che lurched forward 
instinctively, her hands outstretched, but the sharp glare he cast over 
his shoulder stopped her cold.

Z2onjtGé he gasped, his voice taut with pain yet unwavering. Z’mi, 
O wonjt let you get hurt.é

…er breath caught as she froIe, her feet rooted to the ground, her 
chest tightening with helplessness. …er trembling Rngers reached for 
the dark tendrils, but the moment they brushed the writhing energy, 
a searing —olt of pain shot up her arms, forcing her back with a cry.

’man—ujs cruel laughter echoed, a chilling sound that sliced 
through the chaos. …er crimson eyes gleamed with malice, rexecting 
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her delight in the scene before her. Che withdrew her tendrils, the 
sinister energy retreating like a serpent poised to strike again.

’nd strike again, she did.
’man—u lunged forward, her tendrils snapping with renewed fe-

rocity.
zefore ’mi could react, 8oisitejs arms wrapped tightly around 

her, pulling her close. …is ragged breath warmed her ear, his strength 
ebbing as his body shuddered against hers. 7et his voice, low and 
resolute, was unyielding.

ZO wonjt let her touch you,é he vowed, his words a steady xame 
amidst the storm.

…is gaIe locked with hers, and for a heartbeat, time seemed to 
still. The crowdjs chaos, the Aardianjs laughter, the streaking meteors 
aboveUit all faded into the background.

zut ’man—u wasnjt Rnished.
With a screech of frustration, she lunged, her tendrils lashing out 

in every direction, seeking to ensnare them both. The air grew heavy 
with fear, the scent of panic mingling with the acrid tang of ’man—ujs 
dark energy.

8oisite faltered, his body sagging against hers as the tendrils tight-
ened their grip, draining him further. …is skin grew cold, his breaths 
shallower, yet his eyes never left hers.

’mijs heart twisted, a Rerce protectiveness surging within her.
Che couldnjt stand by and let him fall.
3ot for her.
…er grip tightened around her wand, its familiar weight anchoring 

her as power stirred deep within her, responding to her desperation. 
The meteors above blaIed brighter, their Rery trails mirrored in the 
determination burning in her chest.
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ZO wonjt lose you,é she murmured, her voice trembling with emo-
tion yet steady with resolve. Comehow, the word again echoed in her 
mind, unspoken but heavy with meaning.

8oisitejs gaIe softened. Z7oujve always been stronger than you re-
aliIe.é

The Aardian prepared for her Rnal strike, her energy coalescing into 
a pulsing, malevolent force. ’mi met 8oisitejs gaIe one last time, a 
thousand unspoken words passing between them.

Then, with a Rerce cry, she raised her wand, letting the spark of her 
power ignite into a brilliant, deRant light.

ZMercury Kower, Make PpGé
The night seemed to hold its breath as Cailor Mercury emerged, her 

transformation bathed in the shimmering glow of the meteors above. 
The starlit sky bore witness as she stepped forward, her gaIe Rerce and 
unyielding. ’man—u would not win.

3ot tonight.
3ot ever.
The battleReld shimmered with residual starlight, the meteor 

shower above a stark contrast to the chaos unfolding below. ’man—ujs 
shrieks echoed over the hilltop, her tendrils slicing through the air with 
brutal precision.

The weight of her transformation pressed against her, ampliRed by 
the truth.

8oisite was watching.
The light of her transformation had barely faded when ’mi felt the 

weight of his gaIe. Che didnjt have to look to know 8oisite knew the 
truthUthe air between them crackled with unspoken recognition, the 
kind of tension that could only come from a truth laid bare.

Chejd revealed herself, and there was no taking it back.
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…er heart raced, her thoughts scrambling to make sense of the 
moment even as ’man—ujs piercing screech —olted her back into focus. 
zut for a xeeting second, she allowed herself to glance toward him.

’we.
Aonfusion.
Comething deeper.
The realiIation sent a ripple through her, a miS of vulnerability 

and resolve. There was no hiding now, no pretending to be someone 
she wasnjt. 8oisite had seen her as Cailor MercuryUseen the girl be-
neath the KuardianUand she wasnjt sure what he would do with that 
knowledge.

’man—ujs screech pulled her back into the fray. The Aardian 
lunged, her tendrils striking like venomous whips, forcing Mercury to 
leap aside.

’ xash of Rery red lit up the night, and Cailor Mars emerged with a 
Rerce cry, her hand already ablaIe with xames.

ZYire CoulGé The attack streaked toward ’man—u, forcing the crea-
ture to recoil.

Together, the Kuardians formed a protective arc around Cailor 
Mercury, their presence steadying her even as the Aardian writhed 
with renewed fury.

’s the monster fell back, ’man—u let out a frustrated screech, her 
tendrils retracting and releasing 8oisitejs limp form. …e crumpled 
to the ground, his energy drained, his breaths shallow and labored. 
Without waiting for the danger to vanish, Mamoru and the others 
surged forward.

Mamorujs sharp command rang out, cutting through the chaos. 
ZKet him inside, nowGé

3ephrite reached 8oisite Rrst, kneeling swiftly to lift him over his 
shoulder with movements both careful and urgent. Jadeite and :un-
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Iite xanked him, their wary gaIes never leaving the Aardian as they 
formed a protective barrier around their fallen friend.

They moved in sync, retreating with practiced eLciency. 7et their 
steps faltered briexy, as though tethered by the unspoken tension of 
leaving the Kuardians behind. The Aardian didnjt relent as she lashed 
at them with tendrils of shadow and promises of vengeance. 

Mercury darted forward, each step calculated. 
ZChabon Cpray YreeIingGé she cried, the frost encasing ’man—ujs 

limbs once more. 
The Aardian stopped, her motions stiqening as frost crept up her 

form. Mercury turned to Cailor Moon, urgency burning in her voice. 
Z3ow, Cailor MoonG Yinish itGé

ZMoon Krincess …alationGé …er voice rang out, clear and unwaver-
ing, the silvery wave of light erupting from her scepter.

Ot engulfed ’man—u, her screeches fading into silence as her form 
dissolved into shimmering fragments. The observatory grounds had 
returned to a serene Euiet, the chaos of battle fading into the memory 
of starlight.

’mi moved slowly towards where 8oisite rested, her heart still 
trembling with the echoes of the Rght. ’s she drew closer, 8oisite 
turned, his eyes softening when they met hers. Belief washed over his 
face, so raw and unguarded that ’mijs breath hitched.

Without speaking, he reached out, brushing a loose strand of her 
hair back into place, his Rngers graIing her cheek. The touch was 
featherlight, but it lingered, a silent reassurance that she was here, that 
she was safe.

They stood in silence, the world narrowing to the faint rustle of 
leaves and the fading trails of meteors overhead. 

8oisite tilted his head slightly, his brow furrowing in thought. Z7ou 
know, it makes sense that youjre Cailor Mercury.é
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’mijs breath caught. 
Z7oujre both magniRcent.é
’mi lowered her gaIe, her heart xuttering. Yor a moment, she al-

lowed herself to bask in his words, to let them settle over her like the 
warmth of his hand. 

ZThank you.é
’bove them, a Rnal meteor streaked across the sky, its light cast-

ing xeeting shadows over their faces. 8oisite watched it fade before 
looking back at her, his eSpression softening into something almost 
reverent.

Z2o you think it was fate we —oined the same chess groupHé
Che dared to meet his gaIe fully. ZO do.é
Clowly, as if drawn by an invisible force, 8oisite leaned closer, his 

hand sliding to her cheek. …is Rngers were gentle, his touch hesitant, 
as if afraid of breaking the fragile moment.

’mi trembled as his lips brushed hers, a kiss as soft and xeeting as 
the meteors that had lit the sky. 7et in that brief connection, she felt 
something vast and eternal, a bond that deRed time and space.

Come bonds form through logic.
Ctarlight writes others.
’nd under that vast, Euiet sky, ’mi and 8oisite found theirs.





Chapter Twenty
Shadows Rooted in 

Light

M amoru wandered through the aisles of the bookstore, vngers 
ghosting oper scines of manus-ricts without true -omcre.

hensionT She air -arried the faint s-ent of aged cacer, mingled with 
sunlight streaming through tall windows that cainted the room in 
warm amberT yomewhere, a soft -lassi-al melodq wope through the 
Huiet murmur of catrons, but it failed to ease the restless tension -oiled 
tightlq within his -hestT

’e hadnBt been sear-hing for anqone, or at least thatBs what he told 
himselfT Uut latelq, eperq —eeting en-ounter with Isagi had -arped its 
waq into his thoughtsT yhe lingered like the vrst notes of a melodq he 
-ouldnBt shakeAa warmth that drew him ba-k to her, no matter how 
far he tried to cull awaqT

Uut todaq, it wasnBt her golden warmth that vlled his pisionT zn.
stead, something -older -rect into the airAa cresen-e that felt sharc 
and inpasipe, -oiling around him like a shadowT 

zt was xnT
yhe moped through the sca-e with deliberate elegan-e, her gaKe 

vRing on him like a hawk lo-king onto creqT She -omforting stillness 
of the bookstore fra-tured under her cresen-e, the warmth turning 
brittle, as though the air itself re-oiled from her -al-ulated intensitqT 
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Mamoru tensed instin-tipelq, his colite smile barelq masking the un.
ease cri-kling beneath his skinT

WMamoru,? she greeted smoothlq, her tone a cra-ti-ed melodq that 
felt anqthing but naturalT WChat are qou doing here all aloneé YonBt 
qou think itBs a shame to waste a daq like this -ooced uc insideé?

xs alwaqs, the cossessipe glint in her eqe made him hesitateT ’er 
cresen-e was as -old and -al-ulated as it was lonelq, and guilt wormed 
its waq into his resolpeT yheBd been more aggressipe in her attemcts to 
sedu-e him latelqT

Join-idental meetingsT
Jasual remarksT
Nor-ed intima-qT
She thought of being alone with her made his -hest tighten with 

unease, but the growing weight of her attention demanded resolu.
tionT Jojee would be the cerfe-t occortunitq to make his intentions 
-learAcolite but vrmT

zt was time to end this before her cursuit be-ame something he 
-ould no longer ignoreT

yo he nodded, Wsure, -ojee sounds ni-eT?
x —i-ker of satisfa-tion cassed oper her fa-e as she looced her arm 

through his, guiding him out of the storeT 5et epen as she led him 
toward the -afG, his mind drifted to sunlight and laughter, to golden 
hair -at-hing the breeKeT 

So herT
xn -hose a -afG nestled in the bustle of 3uban, its interior glowing 

with soft light and the gentle hum of -onpersationT Mamoru followed 
her inside, but the moment his eqes ad4usted, his culse stutteredT 
x-ross the room, framed bq the sunlight scilling through the window, 
sat IsagiT
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’er laughter riccled through the -afG, light and unrestrained, vll.
ing the air with warmthT ’er fa-e, radiant and unguarded, was a stark 
-ontrast to the tension that shadowed xnT

Uut his 4oq was short.lipedT 
yitting a-ross from her was xilT
She boq leaned in -lose, his auburn hair -at-hing the light as his 

gaKe settled on her with an intensitq that made MamoruBs stoma-h 
twistT Chen xil rea-hed out, brushing a straq lo-k of hair from her 
fa-e, something in Mamoru snaccedT

’eat surged through him, a crimal, crote-tipe instin-t he -ouldnBt 
eRclain, -ouldnBt temcerT Operq vber of his being s-reamed to inter.
pene, to cull her from the grasc of xilBs cossessipe glareT

Ueside him, xnBs gric on his arm tightened, her nails biting into his 
sleepe as she followed his gaKeT WCell, isnBt she busqé? her poi-e silken 
but la-ed with penomT Wz thought she was into qou, MamoruT z guess 
qouBre old newsT?

WIsagi palues kindness and resce-t, and sheBs free to nurture 
friendshics with anqone she -hoosesT z donBt think sheBd accre-iate 
being talked about like that,? he said epenlq, his tone -alm but vrmT

’is gaKe —i-ked toward xnBs hand on his arm before he gentlq 
shifted awaqT

She weight of xnBs cresen-e cressed down on him, heapier now 
with Isagi so nearT Oa-h moment scent at her side felt sharcer, more 
sujo-ating, as if the pibrant warmth a-ross the room onlq highlighted 
the -old, -al-ulated energq that -lung to xnT !uilt twisted alongside 
dis-omfort, his unease magnived bq the -ontrast of where he was and 
where he longed to beT

Sheq sat, xn cositioning herself in su-h a waq that her gaKe -ould 
linger on xil and IsagiT Mamoru tried to fo-us on the -onpersation, 
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but the -afGBs hum re-eded, recla-ed bq the Huiet -haos inside himT ’is 
gaKe —i-ked to Isagi, her eRcression glowing when she noti-ed himT

’er fa-e softened, her -heeks dusting cink as though his cresen-e 
alone brought her 4oqT Nor a moment, the air between them felt tan.
gible, alipe with something unscokenT

xil turned and his eqes narrowed when theq s-anned the tablesT ’is 
gaKe burned, stormq and unreadable, as he vRed it vrst on xn, then 
brie—q on Mamoru, a silent warning in his eqesT Cithout warning, 
he stood, his -hair -lattering to the —oor, eperq mopement sharc and 
tense, as if the perq air had turned against himT

Chen he turned and strode toward the door, his stecs were heapq, 
curcoseful, ea-h one radiating a barelq restrained furqT She door 
slammed shut behind him, leaping a -hill in his wakeT

Cith a muttered acologq, xn Hui-klq followedT She atmoschere 
lost that -reecing -hill and returned to normalT Mamoru eRhaled, the 
tension dissicating as the door swung shut behind themT ’e turned 
ba-k to Isagi, who sat alone now, her vngers twisting nerpouslqT Chen 
their eqes met, her -heeks —ushed, and she ojered a hesitant wapeT ’e 
returned it with a small, reassuring smile, his heart steadqing in the 
warmth of her gaKeT

zn that brief eR-hange, the noise of the -afG faded, leaping onlq 
the Huiet -ertaintq that whateper else surrounded themA4ealousq, 
longing, unanswered HuestionsAthis -onne-tion was realT

yhe was his bright thread in the tacestrq of -onfusion, the one thing 
that felt unshakable, undeniableT

xnd as Mamoru sat there, letting the moment linger, he knew he 
wasnBt readq to let it goT 2ot qetT

Mamoru hesitated, his gaKe lingering on Isagi as she ojered an.
other shq, en-ouraging smileT ’e -ouldnBt 4ust leape her sitting there 
alone, not after the tension xil and xn had brought into the roomT 
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W’eq, mind if z sit for a momenté?
WYo qou epen need to aské? Isagi beamed, her smile bright enough 

to light the roomT WDf -ourse qou -an7?
Nor a few minutes, theq shared an easq, -asual -onpersationT She 

-afG buKKed around them, but MamoruBs fo-us narrowed to the gentle 
-aden-e of her poi-e, the waq she seemed to light uc with eperq cassing 
momentT yhe was as magneti- as eper, her cresen-e vlling the air 
with an unscoken -omfort that settled some of the unease heBd been 
-arrqingT

Opentuallq, he stood, ojering her a soft smileT Wz need to go, but take 
-are, okaqé?

Isagi nodded, her -heeks cink as she returned his smileT WzBm sure 
zBll see qou soon, MamoruT?

xs he stecced outside, the warmth of their brief eR-hange lingered, 
but so did the gnawing restlessness he -ouldnBt shakeT She streets 
felt strange, the familiar sounds of the -itq muPed beneath a low, 
pibrating hum that seemed to thrum in his -hestT

Uq the time heBd turned a -orner, the sensation had grown sharcer, 
like the -itq itself was holding its breath, waiting for something to hac.
cenT Mamoru ran a hand through his hair, trqing to -lear his thoughts, 
but the unease followed him inside, refusing to be dismissedT

Cith the hum of the -afG fading behind him, Mamoru held onto 
the soft glow of IsagiBs smileT ’eBd held onto it longer than he should 
hape, letting it an-hor him in the storm of restless thoughts that 
-hurned within himT

2ow, with so mu-h sca-e between them, the scell began to unrapelT 
She sunlight scilling between the buildings seemed sharcer, the usual 
rhqthm of the streets muted beneath a low, pibrating hum he -ouldnBt 
Huite cla-eT

WChat is going to haccené?
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She walk home was a blur, his feet -arrqing him through familiar 
streets that suddenlq felt too Huiet, as if the -itq were holding its 
breathT ’is thoughts -ir-led ba-k to the -afG, to the gentle wape of 
IsagiBs hand, the waq her cresen-e lit uc epen the dullest -orners of his 
mindT 5et beneath the warmth sheBd left in her wake, unease cri-kled 
at the edges of his -ons-iousnessAa formless anRietq that had been 
growing louder in re-ent daqsT

Uq the time he rea-hed his acartment, the feeling had taken root, 
cressing heapq against his -hestT ’e stecced inside, the soft -li-k of 
the door e-hoing in the stillness, and set his keqs down with a muted 
-linkT She soft amber light of late afternoon bathed the sca-e, shadows 
stret-hing long a-ross the —oorT 

xs alwaqs, the absolute loneliness of his acartment wracced around 
his -hestT She silen-e was too dense, the lifeless walls too starkT She 
air inside was stagnant, with the kind of silen-e that cressed against 
his thoughts like a weightT Open the amber light scilling through the 
blinds felt -old, uninpiting, as if it belonged to someone elseBs lifeT

Mamoru ca-ed the small liping room, his stecs unepen, as though 
he were vghting against the -urrent of his own thoughtsT ’e tried to 
fo-us on the familiarAbooks lining the shelpes, the faint rustle of the 
-urtains, the -ool breeKe that slicced through the -ra-ked windowT

Uut the hum cersisted, a low pibration that seemed to seec into the 
perq bones of the buildingT

’is mind wandered to the dream that had clagued him the night 
beforeT

x past -rqstal cala-e bathed in moonlightT
x star.shaced lo-ket resting in his hand, its melodq haunting and 

beautifulT
x crin-ess -loaked in ethereal sadness, her fa-e a blur qet a-hinglq 

familiarT
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She memorq of it tugged at him now, sharc and insistent, as if it 
were something heBd liped rather than imaginedT

znstin-tipelq, his hand moped to his co-ket, sear-hing for the lo-ket 
that had felt so real in his dreamT Chen his vngers met emctq fabri-, 
a wape of unease -rashed oper himT ’e -ouldnBt eRclain it, -ouldnBt 
rationaliKe whq the absen-e felt so monumental, but it didT zt was as 
though heBd lost something pital, something tied to the perq fabri- of 
his beingT

She hum beneath his feet grew louder, sharcer, -utting through 
the fog of his thoughtsT zt wasnBt a sound, eRa-tlq, but a pibration, a 
culse that resonated in his -hest and sent a shiper down his scineT ’e 
steadied himself against the wall, his breath hit-hing as the sensation 
intensivedT

She ground seemed to shift beneath him, the air -harged with 
a strange, ele-tri- tensionT She hum beneath his feet wasnBt 4ust a 
soundAit was alipe, resonating in his bones and -rawling uc his scine, 
its culse demanding attentionT

xnd then -ame the cullT
zt wasnBt newL heBd felt it before, a Huiet tug in the ba-k of his mind 

wheneper he thought of IsagiT Uut now, it was stronger, more urgent, 
a poi-e without words -ommanding him to mopeT She need to vnd 
her, to ensure she was safe, burned in his -hest, drowning out all elseT

She cull wasnBt something he -ould eRclainL it wasnBt logi-, but in.
stin-tAraw, unrelenting, and louder than reasonT zt demanded obe.
dien-e, leaping him no -hoi-e but to followT

!rabbing his -oat from the hook bq the door, Mamoru stecced 
ba-k into the late afternoonT She -ool air hit his fa-e, sharc and bra-.
ing, but it did little to -lear his mindT She culse beneath his feet seemed 
to guide him, ea-h stec dripen bq an instin-t he -ouldnBt ignoreT She 
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-itq blurred into shadow and light, the familiar streets -arrqing an edge 
of the un-annqT

’is thoughts -ir-led ba-k to herAIsagi, her name e-hoing like a 
mantra in his mindT

’e didnBt know whq, didnBt understand the decth of this need, 
but he -ouldnBt vght itT 0rote-ting her felt as natural as breathing, as 
inepitable as the tideT

xnd so, with the hum of the -itq rising around him, Mamoru let 
the cull guide him, ea-h stec drawing him -loser to the one thing that 
felt real in a world sliccing into shadowT

xil stormed into their centhouse, his footstecs heapq, reperberating 
through the silen-e like a drumbeat of imcending re-koningT She 
fra-tured light of the setting sun vltered through gauKq -urtains, 
-asting 4agged shadows a-ross colished —oorsT She on-e eRcansipe 
sca-e now felt occressipe, the air thi-k with tension that mirrored the 
storm within himT

IsagiBs laughter lingered in his mind, soft and melodi-, a sound so 
gentle it s-raced against the sharc edges of his -arefullq -onstru-ted 
deta-hmentT yhe was unlike anqthing he had knownAunguarded, 
untou-hed bq the hunger and desceration that had devned his eRis.
ten-eT ’er ocen heart stirred something foreign and unwel-ome in 
him, a qearning he -ould neither name nor banishT

xnd then there was MamoruT
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xlwaqs near her, alwaqs wat-hing with that maddening, -alm -o.
nvden-e, as though she were his to crote-tT xilBs 4aw -len-hed at the 
thought, 4ealousq threading through him like a toRin he -ouldnBt eR.
celT ’e descised how that human stood between them, qet he -ouldnBt 
denq the cossessipeness that -oiled within him at the mere idea of 
Mamoru -laiming her lightT

She door slammed behind him with a for-e that rattled the win.
dows, -utting through the stillnessT xn stood in the -enter of the 
room, her cresen-e vlling the sca-e like a blaKing infernoT She last 
raqs of sunlight -aught in her -rimson hair, turning her into a —ame 
in-arnate, her piolet eqes sharc and unqieldingT

WUrother,? she scat the word like a -urseT WOn4oqing qour time with 
qour cre-ious humané? she sneered, her poi-e low and s-athingT Oa-h 
word was a vnelq honed blade, designed to -ut deecT

xilBs gaKe slid cast her, deliberatelq dismissipe, though his hands 
-len-hed at his sidesT W5ou seemed -oKq enough with qour dark.haired 
distra-tion,? he shot ba-k, the penom in his poi-e surcrising epen 
himselfT 

She words landed harder than he intended, but he didnBt regret 
themT

Iet her feel the sting she so readilq dealtT
xnBs smile twisted, bitter and raKor.edgedT Wxt least he a-tuallq likes 

me,? she hissed, steccing -loserT WInlike qou, -hasing after that sillq, 
naipe girlT? 

yhe tried to la-e the hurt in her poi-e with penomT W5ouBpe obpious.
lq neper loped meT z -anBt tell qou the last time qou looked at me like 
thatT 0erhacs zBll drain her drqT Need her -orcse to the Makai SreeT?

She words ignited something crimal in xil, a crote-tipeness so 
ver-e it momentarilq unmoored himT WYonBt tou-h her,? he growled, 
his poi-e a low, dangerous rumble that reperberated through the roomT
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She warning hung in the air, heapier than he intended, startling 
epen himselfT

xnBs breath hit-hed, her -onvden-e faltering for the briefest mo.
mentT Uut a surge of anger Hui-klq e-licsed the pulnerabilitqT yhe 
stecced -loser, her eqes blaKingT Wyo, itBs trueT 5ou lope herT Shat 
catheti- human girlT?

Sheir gaKes lo-ked, and the world seemed to shrink around them, 
the air thi-k with unscoken a--usations that weighed heapier than 
words -ould bearT :esentment -oiled between them, sharc and sear.
ing, ea-h breath steeced in the a-he of qears left unresolpedT

She tension buKKed like an eRcosed wire, scarking with the raw 
edges of cain too long ignoredT zt was a -ollision of wounds and cride, 
the sca-e between them both sujo-atinglq -lose and past as a -hasm, 
traccing them in an orbit forged from bitterness and unqielding grap.
itqT

Shen, a drq, brittle rustle -ut through the -harged silen-eT Uoth 
turned toward the sound, their anger momentarilq forgotten as their 
eqes fell on the Makai SreeT

3ust this morning, the leapes had imcroped to a dull greenT
2ow theq were brownT
’ours ago, the bark was regaining some -olorT
2ow it was a molted cat-hworkT
She Makai Sree was dqingT
zts leapes hung limc, their edges -urled and tinged with a si-klq 

graqT She tendrils that had on-e culsed with a semblan-e of life now 
drooced, lifeless, as though the tree itself had surrenderedT

xilBs -hest tightened at the sight, a wape of -old cani- washing oper 
himT 

WChatBs -aused this -hangeé? he whiscered, the words barelq au.
dible as the truth sank into his bonesT
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xnBs rage dissolped into raw fear, her hands -len-hed into trembling 
vstsT WCe need more energq,? she said, her poi-e stricced of its earlier 
penomT

’er gaKe —i-ked to xil, her desceration laid bareT Wzf it dies, we dieT?
She weight of those words cressed down on them both, for-ing 

them to -onfront the realitq theqBd sought to forgetT Sheq were teth.
ered to this fragile, fading for-eT She Makai Sree had sustained them, 
bound them, and now it was withering before their eqesT

xilBs mind ra-ed, the sight of the treeBs brittle form e-hoing the 
fra-tures in their own tenuous -onne-tionT xn stood beside him, her 
earlier anger recla-ed with a trembling resolpe, her piolet eqes glim.
mering with a pulnerabilitq she -ould no longer hideT

She silen-e stret-hed, heapq and unqielding, broken onlq bq the 
faint -reak of a bran-h as another leaf fell to the —oorT She sound 
was slow, deliberateAlike the ti-king of a -lo-k -ounting down to an 
inepitable endT

Nor the vrst time in a long while, theq stood unitedT
2ot bq lope, not bq trust, but bq the shared fear of losing eperq.

thingT xnd qet, epen as xilBs gaKe lingered on the dqing tree, his 
thoughts straqed to IsagiT ’er light, her warmth, her devan-e of 
eperqthing he had knownAtheq haunted himT yhe was eperqthing the 
tree wasnBt, and the realiKation terrived himT

She room grew darker as the last raqs of sunlight faded, leaping onlq 
the dim glow of the dqing Makai SreeT She silen-e was occressipe, the 
weight of their desceration -arping deec lines into the fabri- of their 
fragile allian-eT

Nor now, surpipal was all that matteredT Uut epen as the thought 
took root, xil -ouldnBt shake the sense that something fundamental 
had shiftedAwithin the tree, within himself, within themT 

xnd he wasnBt sure theq would surpipe itT



Chapter Twenty-One
Fractured Roots 

Beneath Eternal Night

T he Makai Tree emitted a low, fractured wail, a sound that 
seemed to claw at the edges of the void, echoing with a lament 

older than time. It was a sound that rooted itself in the marrow of 
Ail’s being, dredging up centuries of memories: barren worlds beneath 
dying stars, the cold grip of endless night, the vast and unyielding 
emptiness of the universe.

The darkness of the chamber felt alive, pressing against them with a 
suEocating weight that devoured light and air alike. jach creak of the 
Makai Tree’s brittle branches shattered the silence, sharp and qarring, 
like bones splintering in the -uiet.

The faint glow from the tree cast no shadows, instead, the nevL
erLending darkness swallowed any fraction of light before it could 
sprout. Hong and fractured branched stretched into the nothing, as 
if the void couldn’t hold them together. The cold in the air was biting, 
seeping into their skin, as if the tree’s failing energy was draining 
warmth from the room itself. As though the entire chamber was dying 
with it.

Cis Rngers hovered over the bark, now brittle and dry, as if the tree 
itself were turning to ash in his grasp. jach faltering pulse of its energy 
felt like a countdown, a reminder that they were running out of time.
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Ail stood before it, motionless, his silhouette sharp against the dim 
glow. Uet inside, he was anything but still. Cis chest tightened with a 
raw, relentless ache, a hollow longing that no amount of energy could R
ll.

Ce could feel the weight of every desolate world they’d left behind, 
their qourney measured in lifetimes of emptiness. Their shared survival 
had always been a grim purpose, a tether holding him and An together 
as they moved from one dying planet to the ne—t.

2ut here, now, that tether felt frayed.
6omething within him twisted and pulled, and he couldn’t stop 

his mind from drifting to zsagi“to the brightness of her smile, the 
warmth of her voice. It was a light so unlike the cold, predatory gleam 
in An’s eyes or the fading glow of the Makai Tree.

It unsettled him, this memory, yet it also stirred something within 
him that felt fragile and dangerous all at once: hope.

A sharp movement caught his attention. An was pacing near the 
base of the tree, her every step radiating frustration and desperation. 
The dim glow threw her face into sharp relief, her hair a wild Wame 
against her pale skin. Cer nails bit into her palms, crescentLshaped 
marks left on her skin, her hands trembling despite the force of her 
grip.

6he stopped abruptly, her shoulders heaving with every shallow 
breath as her ga”e R—ed on the tree’s withered branches. 6lowly, almost 
reverently, she reached out, her Rngers hovering over the brittle leaves. 
They trembled under her touch, as though even her desperation could 
not will them back to life. 

KFe’ve given everything,D she said, her voice breaking, raw with 
anger  and something deeper“something she  refused to  name. 
Kjverything.D
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6he looked as though she might shatter at any moment, and for 
once, Ail wasn’t sure if he could pick up the pieces.

…idn’t know if he wanted to.
Kjvery ounce of energy, every moment of our lives“this tree is all 

we have, Ail. It’s all we’ve ever had. And now it’s slipping away because 
you?D 6he faltered, her words breaking as her ga”e darted to him, 
accusatory yet pleading. K2ecause you’ve lost focus.D

Ail Winched, his e—pression hardening. K…on’t blame me for this,D 
he said, his voice low and dangerous, though his resolve wavered beL
neath the weight of her words. KThe tree has been dying for centuries. 
Fe’ve done everything we could“D

K!ot enoughPD An’s voice cracked, and the raw emotion behind it 
cut through the tension like a blade. 6he took a step closer, her eyes 
shining with a mi— of fury and desperation. KFe can’t let it die, Ail. 
Fe can’t let everything we’ve fought for, everything we’ve survived, 
mean nothing.D

Cer words struck a chord deep within him, stirring echoes of their 
past: the lifeless planets, the endless voids, the nights spent huddled 
together beneath a canopy of stars that felt more distant than ever. 6he 
was right“they had fought, clawed, and stolen every scrap of life they 
could Rnd. 

They’d never had the lu—ury of -uestioning whether it was worth 
it4 survival had always been their only answer. 2ut now, with the tree’s 
light fading and zsagi’s warmth haunting his thoughts, Ail found 
himself asking a -uestion he couldn’t ignore: Fhat if there was more5

Ail snorted a halfLlaugh. K7erhaps this is why 3iore left. Ce was sick 
of being chained to the endless struggle.D

KFe don’t even know if he’s still alive. 7erhaps his corpse is rotting 
on some forgotten world.D

K7erhaps our corpses will rot on this world.D
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KI’m not losing, Ail,D her voice softening qust enough to betray the 
vulnerability beneath her anger. 

6he turned toward the tree, her hands reaching out as if to cradle its 
fragile branches, her Rngers brushing against the withered leaves. KI’m 
not losing you.D

The admission hung in the air, heavy and unspoken. Ail looked 
at her, and for the Rrst time in centuries, he saw her not as the Rery, 
unrelenting partner who had fought alongside him, but as someone 
qust as scared and lost as he was.

Cer fear mirrored his own, but where she clung to the familiar“to 
the tree, to him“he found himself reaching for something else.

6omething brighter.
KUou won’t lose me,D he said -uietly, though the words felt like a lie.
Ce couldn’t meet her ga”e, his eyes instead drawn to the tree’s dying 

glow. Its faint light Wickered, casting Weeting shadows across the room, 
and in its frailty, he saw the reWection of their lives: fragile, tenuous, 
and slipping away.

An turned to him, her e—pression unreadable, though her eyes 
burned with a determination that refused to be e—tinguished.

KThen Rght with me,D she said, her voice steady but laced with an 
edge of desperation. KFe’ll Rnd more energy. Fhatever it takes, we’ll 
save it.D

Ail hesitated, the weight of her words pressing down on him. Ce 
wanted to say yes, to promise her that he would do whatever it took, 
qust as they always had. 2ut the memory of zsagi’s smile lingered, a 
-uiet, unrelenting contradiction to everything he’d known.

The warmth she’d shown him“the possibility of something beL
yond survival“gnawed at him, a persistent ache he couldn’t ignore.

An’s ga”e hardened, and she stepped closer, her presence a sharp,
 Rery contrast to the cold air that surrounded them.
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K…on’t let her distract you,D she said, her voice dropping to a whisL
per. K6he’s nothing, Ail. A Weeting distraction. Fe’re all that matters. 
Fe always have been.D

Cer words were a plea, a demand, a reminder of the bond that had 
carried them through centuries of darkness. 2ut Ail’s silence stretched 
between them, and in it, something fragile broke.

The Makai Tree groaned again, a sound that tore through the void 
like ancient wood splitting beneath an unbearable weight. It wasn’t 
qust a noise“it was a vibration that crawled under Ail’s skin, embedL
ding itself in his bones.

A faint, acrid scent of decay hung in the air, sharp and clinging, 
as though the chamber itself were slowly decomposing alongside the 
tree. Fhen his Rngers brushed the bark, it crumbled under his touch, 
leaving a Rne layer of dust on his skin, brittle and lifeless. The faint hum 
of its failing energy pulsed weakly beneath his palm, like the fading 
heartbeat of something that had long since given up.

Cis chest tightening with each faltering pulse of energy that rippled 
from the tree. zsagi’s warmth haunted him“not her image, but the 
feeling she carried, like sunlight brushing against fro”en skin. Cer 
voice had asked for nothing, yet it had given so much, a -uiet deRance 
against the hollow e—istence that had shaped his life.

It was a light so impossibly diEerent from the hollow glow of 
the Makai Tree, which had deRned his e—istence for centuries. The 
memory unsettled him, not because it was unwelcome, but because it 
whispered of something he hadn’t dared imagine“a life beyond this 
relentless, empty survival. Uet that thought carried its own weight: if 
he reached for something more, what would he lose5

An turned away, her resolve hardening as she moved toward the 
door. 

KIf you won’t Rght for it,D she said, her voice colder now, KI will.D
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As her footsteps echoed down the hall, Ail remained behind, his 
hand brushing against the tree’s bark. Ce closed his eyes, the sound of 
its failing heartbeat reverberating through him. And in that moment, 
he felt the weight of a choice he wasn’t ready to make“a choice 
between the only life he’d ever known and the faint, impossible hope 
of something more.

The Makai Tree groaned again, the sound louder, more fractured, 
as though it were crying out in its Rnal moments. Ail staggered, the viL
bration rattling through his chest, making his breath hitch. Ce pressed 
his palm against the bark, as though willing the energy to steady, to 
hold on.

2ehind him, An’s footsteps were sharp and deliberate, echoing 
through the chamber as she headed toward the door. 

Cer Rgure disappeared into the shadows, the echo of her footsteps 
devoured by the void. In the silence she left behind, the Makai Tree 
groaned again, and Ail felt the emptiness tighten around him like a 
noose.

Ail stayed where he was, his hand resting on the tree’s bark as its 
faint glow Wickered and dimmed. In its dying light, he saw the reWecL
tion of everything he’d ever known“fragile, desperate, and crumbling 
beneath his grasp.

KAre these our last moments5D Ail had no answer.
The days that followed blurred together in a suEocating ha”e. The 

apartment felt smaller with each passing hour, the air heavy with the 
bitter scent of the Makai Tree’s decay. Its groans echoed through the 
dim chambers, low and mournful, like a clock counting down the 
moments left to them. 

Ail and An spoke little, their words brittle when they came, sharpL
ened by e—haustion and the weight of what they could not say.

Sutside, the world carried on.
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The mu0ed hum of the city seeped through the walls, a distant 
rhythm that contrasted starkly with the silence inside. Ail often found 
himself standing by the window, staring out at the city below, his 
thoughts drifting to zsagi’s smile and the unsettling warmth it had 
stirred in him.

An’s movements were always restless, her pacing carving invisible 
paths into the Woor, her eyes always Wicking toward the tree as though 
willing it to revive.

Fhen the knock came, it shattered the monotony like a stone 
against glass.

The door swung open, Wooding the hall with a sliver of evening 
light and the -uiet hum of distant traFc. Ail felt it instantly: a subtle 
twist in his gut, a -uiver that spiraled through the hollow spaces in his 
chest.

zsagi and Mamoru, their presence sent conWicting currents coursL
ing under his skin, leaving him unsteady on the threshold. Mamoru’s 
eyes, dark with concern, held a kindness Ail could scarcely compreL
hend, while zsagi’s gentle energy radiated from her every step, a warm 
glow seeping into the cramped corridors of his mind.

An’s ga”e cut through the moment, sharp and predatory, locking 
onto zsagi with the cold focus of a hunter.

Ail’s ga”e lingered too, but it was diEerent“his eyes softened with 
something raw, a -uiet, unspoken relief.

Mamoru held out a modest bou-uet, as if Wowers could heal the 
unseen fractures in their world. The gesture rattled Ail’s composure.

Fas it pity5
Oompassion5
Ce hated how it tugged at something buried in him, how it forced 

him to confront feelings he had no names for“feelings that threatL
ened the brittle shell of survival he’d worn for centuries. An’s voice 
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cut through the silence, her tone purring with forced charm, her eyes
 Wicking over Mamoru like he was prey.

Kzsagi,D she said, her ga”e drifting to Mamoru with a hungry cuL
riosity. KUour back. I’m so glad to see you.D

Mamoru, polite as always, gave a small, uncertain smile, oEering the
 Wowers. KFe heard you weren’t feeling well,D he said, voice soft but 
steady. KFe wanted to make sure you were all right.D

An scooped up the Wowers and breathed in deeply. Ail almost 
yanked them from her grasp. 6he hated Wowers, and yet here she was 
pretending for the human.

KCow thoughtful,D she cooed, stepping aside to let them enter.
In that moment, the apartment’s stale air closed around them 

like a predator’s qaws. Ail stood back, heart pounding, as An guided 
Mamoru toward the couch, her hand on his arm, her posture territorL
ial.

zsagi remained near the doorway, hesitant, her eyes drifting over 
their space, taking in the dim lighting and the hush that seemed almost 
unnatural. Ail, forced into the role of host, vanished into the kitchen at 
An’s prompting, fetching drinks and snacks with Rngers that trembled 
slightly.

KCopefully, zsagi, you can eat the cake and pork buns from earliL
er,D he said, setting out the plate. 

Mamoru nibbled on them politely, while zsagi dove full force into 
the oEerings. 2oth oblivious to the rancid tension clogging the air, felt 
surreal. 

Cer innocence cut through the gloom, bringing a whisper of 
warmth that made him ache. Cow could she be so gentle, so trusting, 
in a place like this5 An hovered close to Mamoru, voice dripping with 
charm as she made small talk.
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2ut behind her mask, Ail could sense the tightening coil of her 
thoughts“how she planned to use this chance to restore the Makai 
Tree, to draw from zsagi’s bright well of life, to save herself and him 
and the only remnant of their past that still drew breath.

Ce’d stop her before things went too far.
2efore she went too far.
KHovely view, isn’t it5D Mamoru ventured, trying to break the unL

ease. 
An smiled, too wide and too sweet. KAil, show Mamoru the balL

cony,D she said, her tone edged with a -uiet threat.
Ail’s stomach twisted.
Ce couldn’t disobey, not now.
Ce oEered Mamoru a tightLlipped nod and led him away. jach 

step felt like a betrayal, leaving zsagi behind with An’s simmering 
intentions. As he slid open the balcony door, the cool night air slapped 
his face, a strange relief after the stiWing room. 

Mamoru glanced over the railing, commenting absently on the city 
lights, but Ail’s mind drifted back inside, to zsagi’s innocent presence 
in that shadowed apartment, left alone with An’s growing hunger.

An watched zsagi devour another slice of cake, a gluttonous 
Ioorak. 

6he turned to zsagi. KUou came back to check on me5 Cow conL
siderate.D There was no warmth now, only a predatory gleam in her 
eyes, as if she’d caged a bird under her claws.

KUeahP That’s what friends do. And even though you’re a love rival, 
we’re friends RrstPD

KUou wanted to know about that room.D An leaned forward. KThat 
room scares me. Ail’s science e—periment has gone madP It’s absolutely 
terrifying.D

zsagi balked, and her face drained of color. KBeally5D
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An pulled zsagi from the couch and shoved her toward the door. 
K2ut it won’t harm you.D

As An pulled the door open, a gust of stale, otherworldly air spilled 
out, carrying the scent of decay and old secrets.

zsagi tried to pull free, voice trembling. KI’m not sure I’d like to see 
it.D

Fithout waiting another second, An shoved zsagi inside. The 
clumsy girl stumbled forward into the black, catching herself qust 
before the gnarled roots snagged her. An nearly laughed in qubilation 
as the tendrils coiled across the Woor, tense and waiting, as if sensing 
the meal to come.

KUou should feel grateful,D An sneered, her voice nearly as cold as 
the air. KUour precious life force will save us.D

All her hopes, all her faith, clung to this single act of brutality. It 
didn’t matter that she’d become a monster. All that mattered was the 
survival of the Makai Tree.

An said nothing as more roots wrapped around zsagi.
An said nothing as they glowed vibrant green.
An said nothing as zsagi’s energy began to drain.
An said nothing as new life oo”ed into her weakening body.



Chapter Twenty-Two
Tendrils of Shadow and 

Light

C haos consumed the world.

The once-serene balcony twisted into a battleground, dark-
ness coiling and clawing through the very fabric of existence. Gnarled 
roots sprawled outwards in a grotesque web, twisting and spiraling like 
veins through the concrete, warping the structure beneath Mamoru’s 
feet.

Tendrils writhed and pulsed, feeding on the very air, which hung 
heavy and thick with a sickly sweetness, laced with the bitter edge 
of decay. The once-open space was now a battle“eld, shrouded in 
darkness that seemed to seep from the tree itself.

A!gghh”E
zverything froUe as Isagi’s voice cut through the oppressive air, 

sharp and desperate. 
Ht was distant, choked, and “lled with a terror that ignited some-

thing primal in him. Rer scream ripped through the fabric of his 
control, leaving only a raw, burning need to reach her. 

Mamoru’s heart thundered, each beat reverberating like a war 
drum in his chest. zvery muscle in his body coiled, straining against 
the suOocating air as if he could tear through the distance between 
them with sheer will.
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Isagi” 
Rer name rang in his mind, a beacon of light that drove him for-

ward, even as the tree’s twisted tendrils reached to stop him.
7uOocating and rancid air pressed thick against his lungs as he 

surged into movement. The acrid scent of decay burned his nose, 
clinging to his skin. Inder him, the ground buckled and shifted as 
roots slid through the surface like living things, snaking upwards to 
grasp at him.

!ll around him, he could feel the earth trembling. —ot Dust with the 
physical strain of these invasive roots, but with something deeper. 

7omething anguished.
Re could feel it in his core, a low, keening vibration that resonated 

with his very soul. The zarth itself was crying out, its pain reverber-
ating through him, a primal lament that screamed of corruption and 
the violation of its harmony.

Ht was a cry he couldn’t ignore, a wound he was powerless to heal.
The building shuddered, groaning as stone fell away and glass 

cracked. zach tremendous fracture fueled the war chant pounding 
in his chest. The apartment was unrecogniUableKoverrun by the 
ever-expanding sprawl of roots and vines. 

They twisted and expanded like demented snakes, writhing hun-
grily across cracked concrete. zverything compelled him deeper into 
the apartment. :eeper into danger. Ht didn’t matter the air became 
drenched in the stench of decay and the cloying sweetness of rot. 

2ecause she was in danger.
Rer scream pierced the oppressive haUe again, sharp and terri“ed, a 

blade slicing through the chaos. Ht cut into him, deeper than any root 
could, igniting a fury that pulsed in time with his racing heartbeat. 
Rer voice was his only anchor, pulling him forward even as the twisted 
scene sought to drag him under. 
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A4hat’s going on5E !il yelled beside him. A4hy is the Makai Tree 
doing this5E

Mamoru stumbled, nearly tripping over a root that writhed like a 
predator in wait, its bark slick and cold against his skin.

AIsagi”E he roared, his voice raw and unsteady, but the Makai Tree 
swallowed the sound, mocking him with its sinister, guttural hum.

Re could feel the tree’s presence, ancient and malevolent, thrum-
ming in the air like a second heartbeat. Hts energy rippled through the 
ground, sending tremors that knocked him oO balance. 7till, he pushed 
forward, driven by an instinct that de“ed logic, a need as primal as the 
blood coursing through his veins.

The apartment was unrecogniUable, a wasteland devoured by mon-
strous growth. :eformed branches sprawled across the walls and ceil-
ing, their Dagged edges puncturing through plaster and twisting like 
grotesque sculptures of decay.

Contorted roots erupted through the Qoorboards, cracking tiles 
and splitting through concrete with relentless force. 3urniture lay 
in shattered ruins, overturned and splintered beneath the oppressive 
weight of bark and sinew. Glass sparkled like a fractured ocean across 
the Qoor, catching dim light from the warped remnants of a window 
now framed by writhing tendrils.

The space pulsed with an unnatural energy, the air heavy and 
charged, as though the tree itself had claimed dominion over the very 
soul of the apartment.

Then he saw her.
zverything stopped at that moment.
Rer small frame dwarfed by the monstrous roots winding around 

her legs, her arms, her waist. They twisted tighter with every passing 
second, their tendrils moving with a deliberate, predatory grace, as if 
savoring their claim on her.
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Golden hair caught the “ght, eerie light emanating from the tree, a 
fragile glow against the suOocating darkness. Rer wide, tear-“lled eyes 
locked onto his, and the sheer terror in them sent a Dagged bolt of pain 
through his chest.

The spot behind his ribs ignited into a cataclysmic eruption, a tem-
pest of molten fury and desperate resolve that seared through his entire 
being. Ht was as if the very core of his soul had split open, unleashing a 
force as ancient and unyielding as the zarth itself, demanding action, 
demanding he save her.

The inferno didn’t Dust burnKit roared, a primal call to protect her 
at any cost, a “re that threatened to consume the darkness itself if it 
meant freeing her from its grasp.

A!n what did you do5E !il yelled beside him.
A—othing”E !n’s voice was nearly lost in the din of cracking plaster. 

AH Dust wanted to give the Makai Tree what it needed”E
2ut before he could reach her, a massive root lashed out, coiling 

around his ankle with a force that stole his balance. Re hit the ground 
hard, the breath knocked from his lungs as the root wound tighter, its 
bark biting into his skin with icy precision.

A—o”E he growled, clawing at the tendril as it climbed higher, wrap-
ping around his leg, his torso, his chest.

Ht squeeUed, relentless and unyielding, until every shallow breath 
felt like knives in his ribs.

The roots didn’t stop.
They twisted around his arms, his throat, cutting oO his voice, his 

strength, his will. Cold energy seeped into his body, a parasitic drain 
that left him trembling, his limbs heavy and useless. Re could feel 
his energy being siphoned away, feeding the Makai Tree’s insatiable 
hunger, leaving him hollow and gasping for air.

Through the haUe of pain, Mamoru’s gaUe “xed on Isagi.
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7he was struggling against her captors, her movements frantic 
but weakening, her voice choked as the tendrils climbed higher. Rer 
lightKher warmthKwas dimming before his eyes, and the thought 
was unbearable.

! memory Qickered in his mind.
Towering crystal columns lined a grand hall, refracting moonlight 

into shimmering cascades of soft color. ! throne carved from a massive 
crystal sat at the heart, intricate patterns dancing in the glow. Re 
couldn’t explain how he knew, but it belonged to …ueen 7erenity.

Ris lips moved, the words slipping out instinctively, ancient yet 
familiarY A6rotect 7erenity. 6rotect the Moon Fingdom. To the best 
of my ability.E

Tears stung his eyes.
Ht was Dust a memoryKyet it felt so real, so raw.
Then she was there. 7erenity, colliding into his chest, her embrace

 “erce and desperate. Rer warmth overwhelmed him, the scent of 
moon blossoms “lling his senses. Belief and love swelled in his chest, 
too vast to contain.

!s the image faded, it left behind an ache that burned like “re, a 
vow etched deep into his soul.

Re would protect her.
Re would sacri“ce all to see 6rincess 7erenity continue.
A8etJ meJ go”E he snarled, his voice raw with desperation.
Re strained against the roots, muscles screaming as he twisted 

and pulled, but the tree’s grip was unrelenting, tightening with every 
breath. 2lood trickled from his forearms where the bark had torn his 
skin, but he didn’t care.

The “re in his chest burned hotter, fueled by her name, her face, her 
light.

AIsagi”E Re screamed out, stretching towards her.
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The Makai Tree groaned, its ancient voice resonating through the 
rooftop like a death knell. The roots surged with renewed ferocity, 
pressing harder, mocking his struggle. Ris vision blurred, the edges 
darkening as exhaustion threatened to consume him.

2ut thenKthrough the suOocating darknessKhe saw her again. 
Rer eyes, wide and shimmering with tears, met his. !nd in that mo-
ment, he saw not Dust fear, but hope. ! fragile, Qickering hope that 
gave him strength he didn’t know he had.

4ith a guttural roar, Mamoru wrenched his body against the roots, 
his muscles burning, his chest searing with pain. The bark splintered 
beneath his hands, each crack a victory, a testament to his unyielding w
ill.

2ut they didn’t relent, only squeeUed tighter. 
AIsagi”E he cried, his voice hoarse but steady.
AMamoru”E her voice was strained, struggling against the tremen-

dous forces pulling at her.
7he was reaching for him now, their “ngertips a breath apart. zvery 

breath was a battle, the air thick and rancid, but he didn’t stop.
Rer lips moved, forming his name, and the sight was enough. 
Ht was everything. 
Re lunged, his arms outstretched, his body screaming in protest as 

strained against the bonds that held fast. Ris “ngers brushed hersKa
 Qeeting, fragile contactKand then her hand was in his, trembling but 
alive. Then the roots shifted, wrenching them away again.

The roots constricted tighter around Mamoru’s chest, cold and 
unyielding, their bark scraping like shards of glass against his skin. zach 
breath was a struggle, shallow and sharp, as if the tree’s tendrils were 
siphoning the very air from his lungs.
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Re could feel his ribs protest, the tightness pressing on his heart as 
though the Makai Tree itself sought to devour every beat. 2ut none of 
it matteredKnot the suOocating pain, not the icy burn of the roots.

The only thing that mattered was her.
Isagi.
AMamoru” H can’tJ reach.E
Rer trembling hand hovered Dust out of reach, a fragile, Qickering 

beacon of light against the suOocating gloom. 7he gasped, her chest 
rising and falling in shallow heaves, her pale skin damp with the strain 
of “ghting.

zvery cry she bit back sliced into Mamoru like a blade, carving deep 
into his resolve. Re wouldn’t let her suOer. 

! low, guttural groan rumbled through the chamber, the Makai 
Tree pulsing with life, its roots twisting tighter around its prey. The 
room seemed to thrum with its malevolence, a sickly hum that rattled 
the walls and sent shivers crawling down Mamoru’s spine.

:ust and debris fell like ash from the cracking ceiling, the air dense 
with decay and the sharp tang of something metallic, something an-
cient.

A:rain her energy”E !n shrieked, her voice Dagged with desperation. 
Rer violet eyes Qashed like embers, dark and “ery, as she pointed a 
trembling “nger at Isagi. A7he’s the one we need” 7he’s the key”E

A—o”E !il’s voice cut through hers, a thunderous roar that trembled 
with Dealousy. A:rain him” Re’s the threat. Take him”E

Their voices clashed, “lling the space with a storm of anger and 
obsession.

They circled each other, their emotions raw and volatile, igniting 
sparks that fed the Makai Tree’s frenUy. The roots around Mamoru 
tightened with each command, pulsing with their chaotic energy, their 
grip growing colder, crueler, as though the tree thrived on their hatred.
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AWou don’t care about the tree,E !il hissed, his glare “xed on !n. 
AWou Dust want him. !dmit it”E

AWou Dust what that girl”E !n spat back, her voice cracking under 
the weight of her fury. AWou want her because she’s beyond your grasp. 
7he’ll never be yours”E

Mamoru coughed, his chest heaving as the roots pressed harder, 
sapping his strength. Ris vision blurred at the edges, dark spots danc-
ing in the periphery, but he refused to give in. —ot while Isagi’s hand 
still reached for him, her lips trembling as they silently formed his n
ame.

The Makai Tree responded to the chaos with a savage groan, its 
roots thrashing wildly, feeding on the tangled web of obsession and 
fear. The walls trembled with the force of its hunger, its tendrils dri-
ving deeper into the structure, seeking to consume everything in its 
path. The oppressive air grew colder, heavier, like a storm on the cusp 
of breaking.

A8et her go”E Mamoru growled, his voice raw and broken.
Ris arms strained against the roots, muscles burning as he fought to 

free himself. Ris nails dug into the bark, splintering against the rough 
surface, but he didn’t care.

6ain was irrelevant.
Snly Isagi mattered.
!il turned on him, his face twisted with fury and triumph. AWou 

think you can protect her5 Wou’re nothing. 1ust a weak human clinging 
to something you don’t deserve.E

Mamoru’s heart surged with a fury that burned through the suOo-
cating numbness. Re bared his teeth, his voice trembling with de“-
ance. AH don’t need to deserve her. H need to protect her.E
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!n laughed, a sharp, bitter sound that cut through the air. A6rotect 
her5 Wou can’t even protect yourself. 1oin me and we’ll be together 
forever.E

The tree hissed, its roots writhing in response, its hunger insatiable. 
Mamoru felt his strength slipping away, the cold seep of his energy 
leaving him weaker, more fragile. Ris body trembled, his breaths shal-
low, but he wouldn’t stop.

—ot while she still needed him.
Isagi’s voice broke through the chaos, soft and determined. 

AMamoruJE
Rer gaUe locked on his, wide and brimming with tears, yet “lled 

with an unyielding strength that took his breath away. A:on’tJ let 
go.E

Rer words pierced through him, igniting something primal, some-
thing unshakable. Re drew on every last shred of his resolve, forcing 
his body to move, to “ght, to push through the darkness.

Isagi was so close, her trembling hand outstretched, her “ngers 
a fragile bridge between hope and despair. Rer wide, tear-“lled eyes 
locked onto his, and he saw in them a kaleidoscope of fear, courage, 
and a love so profound it reached deep into his soul.

2ut the Makai Tree refused to relent.
The roots tightened further, dragging her hand Dust beyond his 

reach, mocking him with every heartbeat that passed.
! guttural groan rippled through the air as the tree writhed, its 

branches casting Dagged shadows that Qickered like the bars of a prison 
cell. Mamoru’s ribs screamed with the pressure of the roots’ vice-like 
grip, his lungs burning as he fought for breath.

Wet his focus never wavered.
The agony was secondary.
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Rer name, unspoken but seared into his very being, became a 
mantra.

Isagi.
Isagi.
Isagi”
!n and !il continued to bicker, their voices rose, venomous and 

cutting, each accusation thickening the air with raw, seething emo-
tion. The Makai Tree seemed to revel in their hatred, its roots tight-
ening with each shout, as though thriving on their obsessions. 

The walls trembled, cracks snaking through the plaster as the tree’s 
branches swelled outward, their Dagged tips threatening to pierce the 
ceiling.

4ith a desperate roar, Mamoru twisted against the bonds, his mus-
cles screaming in protest. Re could feel the bark tearing at his skin, 
warm blood trickling down his arms, but he didn’t care. Ris “ngers 
stretched toward hers, trembling with the eOort, and “nally, “nally, 
they touched.

!s their “ngers met, a warmth surged between them, cutting 
through the suOocating cold like a sunrise piercing the longest night. 
The light spread, threading through the darkness, pulling them closer 
as if the universe itself was aligning around their bond.

zven as his vision blurred and his limbs felt like led, a new strength 
surged in his veins. Rer touch ignited something within him, a mem-
ory that wasn’t a memory, a truth that felt older than the stars them-
selves.

! moonlit kingdom, gleaming towers reQecting across pristine 
crystal. 8aughter, soft and radiant, cutting through the moonbeams. 
! battle fought side by side, their hearts unyielding even as darkness 
fell. 

! vow whispered beneath a starry sky.



M!F!H TBzzY BSST7 S3 :z7TH—W N0J

AIsagi,E he croaked, his voice a raw rasp as he forced his head to lift.
Rer lips moved, forming his nameKa silent plea that sliced through 

the fog clouding his mind.
A8et her go”E he roared, the sound erupting from his chest like 

a storm. Ris arms strained against the roots, muscles screaming in 
protest, but he didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop. A7he’s not yours to take”E

!il slammed a foot into his hand, kicking him away from Isagi. 
A:on’t you dare lay a hand on my Isagi,E !il growled.
!n shot over, shoving !il away. A:on’t you dare treat my Mamoru 

that way”E
!il puOed up, his face growing red. AWour Mamoru5 7o, he’s yours 

now5E
AWou 1I7T called her my Isagi, H know what that means”E !n 

shrieked. AThat means that you love her more than me”E
ASur love is diOerent, my brilliant 7olar 3lair.E
A7top lying to me”E !n shouted, her energy glowing red around her 

body.
Mamoru slumped against the roots.  Ht was getting harder to 

breathe, impossible to think. The wind on the rooftop howled like a 
feral beast, clawing at them with sharp gusts, dragging with it the acrid 
stench of decay.

The Makai Tree loomed at the center of the chaos, its roots thrash-
ing like wild serpents, feeding oO the hatred and desperation saturat-
ing the air. :arkness pulsed from its gnarled branches, a heartbeat that 
seemed to sync with the storm’s fury.

Mamoru’s chest heaved as he tried to rise from the cracked concrete, 
each movement igniting a “restorm of pain. Ris vision swam, the 
edges blurring in a haUe of exhaustion, but his focus remained sharp, 
locked on the girl standing de“antly before him. IsagiKno, 7ailor 
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MoonKradiated an ethereal glow, her transformation casting her in a 
light that de“ed the surrounding shadow.

Rer transformation wasn’t Dust a change of formKit was a recla-
mation of light in the face of overwhelming darkness. The glow from 
her sailor uniform spread outward, illuminating the rooftop with a 
radiance that even the Makai Tree’s shadow couldn’t smother.

AIsagiJE Mamoru’s voice was raw, barely audible, yet the whisper 
carried the weight of every unspoken promise, every moment they’d 
shared, stretching back through lifetimes.

7ailor Moon didn’t falter.
7pots of red danced down her skin and stained her uniform, but 

she remained strong. Rer body trembled from exertion, but her eyes 
burned with unyielding resolve as she met the venomous glares of 
!il and !n. The twins stood with their hands crackling, arcs of dark 
energy spiraling around their “ngers, their faces twisted with fury and 
something even darkerKenvy.

AIsagi is 7ailor Moon5E !il’s voice was thin, hints of betrayal danc-
ing along his words.

AMakes sense. H thought their clumsy antics were oddly similar,E !n 
QuOed her hair. A—ow that she’s our enemy, will you destroy her5E

A2ut.E
A4ake up, !il, she’s never been into you.E
The sensation of her warmth next to him brought him back from 

the darkness. Re could barely see her glowing form against the dark-
ness of oblivion. 4hen she grabbed his hand and squeeUed, that spot 
behind his ribs pulsed in response.

A7ailor Moon,E he didn’t know if he actually spoke or if it was Dust 
in his mind.

AH’m here Mamoru. Ht’s time for you to remember me. Bemember 
the Moon Fingdom. Bemember the girl who loves you.E
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There it was againKa Qeeting vision of crystalline towers shim-
mering in radiant light, their reQections casting fragments of memory 
across his mind. 8aughter, bright and pure, echoed through “elds of 
white blossoms, carrying with it a sense of belonging so profound it 
ached. The images danced Dust out of reach, like whispers of a life long 
buried.

!nd then, with a Qash, the truth surged through him, undeniable 
and absolute.

Re wasn’t Dust Mamoru Chiba.
Re was 6rince zndymion of the Golden Fingdom. 
Re protected zlysion. 
Re guarded the Golden Crystal.
Re safeguarded every beautiful dream.
2ut the memories oOered no solace, only a cruel reminder of what 

he was failing to do now. The oppressive darkness swallowed the Qick-
ers of crystal and golden light in around him. Ris limbs trembled, still 
reeling from the damage done by the Makai Tree.

Re fought to hold onto the fragments of who he was, of the prince 
who once stood unshaken, but they slipped through his grasp like 
water. Consciousness wavered, each second a battle to keep his eyes 
open, to keep her face in focus.

2ut even his memories, rich with purpose and love, couldn’t stave 
oO the overwhelming weight of exhaustion bearing down on him.



Chapter Twenty-Three
A Memory of Love and 

Starlight

O nly the radiant light from Sailor Moon kept Mamoru tethered 
to consciousness. The brilliant silver glow enveloped him, soft 

and unyielding, cradling him like a long-lost lover’s embrace. It moved 
through the cracks of his fading strength, chasing away the suqocating 
darkness that clawed at the edges of his mind.

Still, the world Euaked beneath him, the Makai Tree’s root spread-
ing out like the veins of a corrupted heart, pulsing with an energy 
so dark it seemed to pull the light from the stars. Wverywhere the 
air remained sharp, twisted with the tang of decay that burned every 
breath.

xind tore through the rooftop, howling like a beast unchained, a 
cruel counterpoint to the light. Mamoru’s chest heaved with shallow, 
rattling breaths, the weight of the Makai Tree’s power crushing him in 
increments, like a slow, deliberate eHecution.

—is vision wavered, his strength bled away, but one thing remained 
constantzher. 

Sailor Moon.
Through the haAe of pain, she stood out like the moon piercing 

through storm clouds.
Then, the Senshi arrived.
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Sailor Mars’ heels scraped against the concrete as she took her 
stance, her voice rising above the chaos. BDire Soul !ird”j she cried, 
hurling her phoeniH of Came through the suqocating air.

It screeched toward the aliens, a streak of blaAing de6ance, but it 
faltered ?ust shy of impact, smothered by Kil and Kn’s combined shield 
of darkness. The aliens laughed, their hollow, merciless mirth echoing 
like shards of glass across the rooftop. It was the laughter of predators 
who knew their prey had no escape.

Mamoru struggled to act, to do anything, but his body refused to 
obey, his helplessness a dagger twisting in his chest.

—e needed to protect Sailor Moon, to shield her from the oncom-
ing storm, but his body refused to move. —is arms, his legs, even his 
voicezeach was a prisoner to the eHhaustion consuming him. 2et, as 
he watched helplessly, he knew one thing for certain.

—e’d fallen in love with her.
Kgain.
Sailor Moon turned to him. —e tightened his grip on her hand, 

summoning the last  reserves  of  his  strength.  —e wouldn’t  lose 
herznot now, not ever.

Kn’s laugh shattered the fragile moment. B—ow noble, Sailor 
Moon,j she sneered, venom dripping from every syllable. Nark energy 
coiled around her hands, twisting like a serpent ready to strike. BYow 
beg for mercy.j

Sailor Moon didn’t Cinch.
She rose to her feet, her eyes locked on Kn’s. BI don’t care what 

happens to me,j she said, her voice steady, the moonlight glowing 
around her like a second skin. B!ut please, spare Mamoru’s life.j

Kn’s sneer twisted into something feral as she unleashed a bolt 
of dark electricity, crackling with malevolent energy, hurtling toward 
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them. Dear erupted in Mamoru’s chest, sharp and all-consuming, as he 
willed his body to move, to shield her, to do somethingzanything.

!ut his limbs remained froAen, his strength a cruel, distant memory.
The energy struck Sailor Moon with devastating force, the impact 

sending a shockwave that rippled through the air. She staggered but 
didn’t falter, her slender frame steady against the onslaught. The ra-
diant silver light around her Cared, de6ant and unyielding, as though 
it was born of something far greater than power alone.

!ut Kil paused. Bxhy… xhy did you risk your life like that…j
Sailor Moon didn’t hesitate. B!ecause I’m willing to risk my life in 

order to protect anyone I truly love.j
Kn’s cruel laughter rang out. B—ow noble. Time to beg for help you 

pathetic human.j
More devastating blows rained down, each one a searing ?olt of 

darkness that tore through the air with an ear-splitting crack. Sailor 
Moon stood her ground, her arms spread wide as though to shield him 
from the storm, her silver light Caring brighter with each strike. 2et 
even that brilliance couldn’t mask the damage.

The 6rst bolt struck her shoulder, the force snapping her head back 
and sending her stumbling a step. Mamoru’s chest clenched as he saw 
crimson bloom against the pristine white of her uniform, the fabric 
tearing to reveal raw, bloodied skin beneath. She barely Cinched, her 
resolve unyielding as she sEuared her shoulders, ready for the neHt 
strike.

Sailor Mercury ran forward. BShine KEua Illusion”j
!ut Kil turned and channeled a tremendous strike. It smashed into 

them. The Sailor Juardians Cew back, smashing into the pulsing root 
walls.

Kn continued to laugh, the sound rippling across the darkness 
like a blade seeking Cesh. Knother blast came, hitting her side with 
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a sickening crack. —er cry of pain cut through the chaos, sharp and 
heart-wrenching, and Mamoru’s hands curled into 6sts.

—e tried again to move, to rise, but his body betrayed him, every 
attempt a futile eqort against his weakness.

—is helplessness seared like 6re, a deeper agony than any physical 
blow could bring.

More strikes followed, relentless and merciless. Wach hit sent her 
staggering back, her sailor uniform shredding further with every im-
pact. The soft pink of her bows hung in tatters, the vibrant reds and 
blues of her skirt muted by dirt and blood.

—er breathing came ragged now, each inhale a visible struggle, but 
she didn’t waver. —er golden hair, once so perfect, hung in loose, 
tangled strands around her face, but her eyes remained locked on Kn,
 6erce and unwavering. The silver light around her Cickered, dimming 
as the assault continued, but it never vanished. It wouldn’t.

Mamoru’s throat burned with the scream he couldn’t voice, his 
mind screaming against the reality of what was unfolding before him.

She was taking every hit for him, her body breaking under the re-
lentless onslaught. —er knees buckled, yet she didn’t fall. —er bloodied 
hands trembled, but she held them steady, standing as the 6nal shield 
between him and the darkness.

Knd still, she stood.
Tears blurred Mamoru’s vision as another blast struck her chest, 

the force enough to send her crashing to her knees. —e saw her lips 
move, forming words he couldn’t hear over the chaos. !ut he knew 
her heartzhe could feel it.

She wasn’t 6ghting for herself.
She was 6ghting for him, for all of them. —er light, dimmed but 

unbroken, was her vow.
Wven as the darkness closed in, she was their beacon.
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Their hope.
BI don’t care what happens to me, but spare Mamoru’s life.j
Kn stretched her hands outwards. B—ow touching. 2our life for 

his… Gonsider it done. xe’ll dance together in the stars forever.j
!ut Kil hesitated. —is gaAe lingered on Sailor Moon, the cold arro-

gance in his eHpression softening into something almost9 human.
B—ow beautiful,j he murmured, the words almost swallowed by 

the storm. BIs this what love is… To give instead of take…j
Dor a moment, he looked at Sailor Moon with something that 

bordered on reverence, his understanding of love fracturing under the 
weight of her sacri6ce.

B2es.j Sailor 0upiter struggled to her feet, bleeding from several 
wounds. Bxhen you truly love someone, the strength of that love gives 
you the power to do anything.j

The Makai Tree groaned, a deep, guttural sound that rumbled 
through the rooftop like a creature awakening. Its roots twisted in vio-
lent spasms, thrashing against the concrete. K wave of energy eHploded 
from its core, slamming into Kil and Kn with bone-crushing force. 
They hit the rooftop with a sickening thud, their bodies crumpling 
under the blow.

Mamoru gasped as the crushing pressure on his ribs lifted. —is 
vision blurred as he looked at Sailor Moon, her gaAe meeting his with 
a love so 6erce, it left him breathless.

!ut the reprieve was short-lived. Kn staggered to her feet, her face 
twisted in rage, her body crackling with unstable power. BYo” Pove is 
a weakness” 2ou wouldn’t understand what we’ve had to do.j

She hurled a blast of dark energy, its raw intensity splitting the air. 
Mamoru moved instinctively, placing himself between the blast and 
Sailor Moon. 
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Kil watched her, the storm in his eyes softening. B2ou can’t force 
it,j he murmured. BPove9 It must be built.j

Kn grew more frantic, the glowing aura round her eHploding into 
an angry red. It was then that Mamoru knew she wanted to kill them 
all. xhen she raised her hand again, he knew it would be devastating. 

Mamoru stepped in front of Sailor Moon, his body screaming in 
protest as he forced himself to stand between her and the oncoming 
strike. —e spread his arms wide, a shield of Cesh and bone against the 
torrent of darkness bearing down on them.

Wvery instinct urged him to run, to 6nd cover, but the thought of 
her suqering even a fraction more silenced the fear.

—e would give everything to protect her.
Serenity.
The 6rst blow struck like a lightning bolt to his chest, the force 

nearly sending him to his knees. Kgony lanced through him, white-hot 
and all-consuming, but he clenched his ?aw, refusing to let a single 
sound escape.

—is ribs felt like they might shatter, his vision blurred, but still, he 
held 6rm. She was behind him, her fragile, battered body trembling 
with eHhaustion, and he would be her wall.

—er fortress.
—er everything.
BMamo, no,j she whispered, her voice so fragile that had he been 

even a breath further away, the words would have dissolved into the 
chaos around them. It wasn’t ?ust the sound of her voicezit was the 
way it trembled, breaking on the edge of desperation, that struck him 
harder than any blow.

Knother blast hit, this time slamming into his shoulder, twisting 
him violently to one side. —e tasted blood, sharp and metallic, but he 
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didn’t falter. Wvery strike tore at him, ripping Cesh, bruising bone, but 
he stood tall. Dor her. 

Klways for her.
BMamoru, stop”j she cried, her voice raw with desperation, but he 

couldn’t. 
—e wouldn’t.
—is hand, trembling and bloodied, reached back blindly, 6nding 

hers. —e clutched it tightly, grounding himself in the feel of her 6ngers, 
her warmth. It was the only thing keeping him upright, the only thing 
giving him the strength to face the neHt attack.

BI won’t let them hurt you,j he said, his voice low, shaking with
 eqort but resolute. BYot while I’m still standing. Yot while I still 
breathe.j

The blows kept coming, each one more brutal than the last. —is 
knees buckled, but he caught himself, forcing his body to obey. 
—e could feel his strength slipping, his breaths coming shallow and 
ragged.

Uain had long since overtaken him, drowning out everything eHcept 
the single, burning truth in his heartF she was worth it. She was worth 
every drop of blood, every gasp of air, every beat of his heart.

—e knew he couldn’t take much more.
—e felt it in his bones, in the way his body swayed under its own 

weight, in the dark edges creeping into his vision.
—e wasn’t walking away from this.
!ut he didn’t care.
If this was how he died, he would die knowing he had done every-

thing to protect her. Rnowing she would live. That was enough. Then 
he could face 3ueen Serenity in the afterlife without shame.

Ks another strike connected, 6re seared through his chest, and he 
staggered, his grip on her hand faltering.
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BWndymion”j she screamed, but he couldn’t turn to her, couldn’t 
let her see the tears streaking down his face.

BStay safe, Serenity,j he whispered, his voice breaking.
—is knees hit the ground, but he didn’t release her hand. —e 

wouldn’t. Yot until the very end.
Mamoru’s body hit the pulsing root with a thud, the impact re-

verberating through his already fractured body. The world around 
him dimmed, muHed cries and the battle’s chaos receding into a haAe 
of shadows. Wach breath burned, shallow and labored, but through 
the fog of eHhaustion, a single name whispered in his mind, cutting 
through the darkness like a lifelineF Isako.

It all came rushing back in a Cood that stole his breathzlifetimes 
condensed into a single, devastating moment of clarity. —e remem-
bered her as Urincess Serenity, the moonlight that had drawn him from 
the shadows of his duty, her laughter like starlight spilling into the 
cracks of his soul. 

They’d forged the everlasting bonds of their love as Silver Millen-
nium crumbled around them.

Then, because of 3ueen Serenity’s sacri6ce, they’d been born again. 
That’s when he fell in love with her again, as Isagi. The clumsy, warm 
girl who dismantled his walls one smile at a time, even as the Nark 
Ringdom wrenched them apart. 

Knd then, again, after all the battles, after all the pain, when her 
love had healed him, had reminded him who he was and why he would 
always, always choose her.

Yo matter the lifetime, no matter the form, his heart would always
 6nd hers.

It was an immutable truth etched into the very fabric of his beingF 
he would always fall in love with her, and he would do it a thousand 
times more if it meant he could hold her for even one Ceeting moment.



KW MG:O!W:TS8Q8

Mamoru’s eyelids Cuttered open, the edges of the world haAy and 
fractured, his body aching with the aftershocks of the battle. The 
cold rooftop pressed against his back, a stark reminder of the harsh 
reality surrounding him. 2et, even amidst the chaos, a warmth lin-
geredzgentle, steadyzlike the last ember in a dying 6re.

—e found her.
Sailor Moon.
Urincess Serenity.
Isako.
She hovered beside him, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears, her 

eHpression 6erce and unyielding. —e wanted to tell her the truth. That 
he remembered her, their past, their present. —is lips moved to tell her 
his heart would always belong to her.

!ut the moment shattered with a scream.
BWnough”j Kn’s voice tore across the rooftop, sharp as broken glass, 

her rage a palpable force. —er hands crackled with dark energy, and she 
hurled it toward them without hesitation.

The air split with a thunderous crack as the blast tore through the 
space between them.

Sailor Moon moved before Mamoru could react. She threw herself 
around him, shielding his body with her own. The force of the attack 
hurled them across the rooftop, and they landed with a bone-?arring 
crash. Kgony rippled through her frame, but her arms stayed locked 
around him, unwavering. —er breath came in labored gasps, but her 
voicezsoft and determinedzrose above the storm.

BI won’t let you hurt him”j Sailor Moon yelled. BI’ll protect him 
forever”j

—er devotion burned into him, brighter and 6ercer than the mem-
ory of battle, more profound than any Ceeting glimpse of their past. 
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Mamoru’s chest tightened, the weight of her sacri6ce settling deep 
within him.

She was the thread tying him to a love that had transcended life-
times. —e reached up with trembling 6ngers, brushing against hers in 
a silent promise of his own.

!ut Kn’s laughter, sharp and brittle, shattered the stillness. B2ou 
think love is worth this suqering…j she spat, her hands trembling 
with barely contained power. B2ou have no idea what we’ve endured” 
Ponelinesszcenturies of wandering, taking what we needed because 
there was nothing else. Pove is a lie for those who haven’t been aban-
doned”j

—er words, ?agged and raw, reverberated against the trembling 
branches of the Makai Tree. It groaned in response, its roots writhing 
like restless serpents, feeding on her anguish. Nark cracks raced along 
its bark, and its branches stretched hungrily toward the rooftop.

Knother blast surged toward Sailor Moon, but the Moonlight 
Rnight emerged in a blinding arc of white light. —is sword intercepted 
the energy, sparks Cying as the impact rattled through him. —is form
 Cickered, delicate and fragile, but his resolve did not waver. 

—e turned to Kn, his voice calm but unyielding. BKn, you’ve su-
qered much. !ut love isn’t something you can take by force. It’s not 
possessionzit’s a gift, something freely given.j

—is words struck a nerve. Kn’s eHpression twisted, her rage mount-
ing as she unleashed a 6nal, desperate attack. The force slammed into 
the Moonlight Rnight, throwing him against the Makai Tree with 
a resounding crack. —is form faltered, Cickering as though the very 
fabric of his eHistence was unraveling.

The Makai Tree roared in response, its branches lashing out wildly, 
one root surging toward Kil with lethal precision.

Time seemed to fracture.
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Kn’s anger dissolved in an instant. 
BKil”j she screamed, her voice raw with desperation. xithout hes-

itation, she threw herself between him and the oncoming root. It 
struck her with unrelenting force, the impact sending her crumpling 
into Kil’s arms.

BKn9j Kil’s voice broke, his hands trembling as he cradled her frail 
body.

—er breaths were shallow, her strength slipping away with each 
passing moment. 2et, her gaAe softened, and with trembling 6ngers, 
she reached for his cheek.

BKil,j she whispered. BI’m sorry, but I was so afraid. I’m so afraid I’ll 
lose you. xe’ll lose the Makai Tree. !ut now I’m afraid for a diqerent 
reason. 2ou’ll be alone, and I’m afraid for you.j

Tears 6lled Kil’s eyes, his face crumpling as the weight of her con-
fession crushed him. BKn9 don’t leave me,j he choked out, his voice 
cracking under the weight of grief. BI can’t do this without you. 2ou 
are the only light in this dark universe, please.j

—er eyes Cuttered shut, and her breath stilled. Kil stared at her un-
moving form, his face slowly melting into indescribable sorrow. The 
Makai Tree groaned again, its roots thrashing with renewed ferocity. 
One branch reared back, ready to strike Kil, its intent unrelenting.

!ut a voice cut through the chaosza voice Euiet yet unwavering.
BUlease,j Sailor Moon stepped forward, her arms outstretched, her 

voice trembling with emotion. BUlease9 stop.j
The rooftop stilled, the oppressive energy wavering as her words 

resonated across the space. The Makai Tree paused, its roots Euivering 
as though her plea had reached something deep within its core. Sailor 
Moon’s gaAe softened, tears glimmering in her eyes.



MKRKI T:WWF :OOTS OD NWSTIY2 8Q“

B2ou’ve suqered so much,j she said, her voice heavy with compas-
sion. B!ut you don’t have to anymore. Ulease9 let go of the pain. Pet 
us help you heal.j

The Makai Tree seemed to pause, its writhing roots slowing as 
though caught in a breathless moment. K faint, ethereal glow began 
to pulse from deep within its core, a soft green light that shimmered 
like sunlight 6ltering through leaves. 

The oppressive darkness that had suqused the air began to recede, 
replaced by a fragile warmth that whispered of life, of renewal. The 
tendrils, once tight with malice, loosened their grip, sagging as if weary, 
their ?agged edges smoothing in the gentle glow. It was as if the tree 
itself was eHhaling, its ancient sorrow soothed by the purity of Sailor 
Moon’s voice.

The Makai Tree groaned again, but this time, its branches with-
drew. K Euiet stillness replaced the darkness coiling around it as it 
faded. The air lightened, carrying the faint scent of renewal as the tree 
seemed to bow under the weight of her compassion.

Dor a moment, peace settled over the rooftop, fragile but undeni-
able. Sailor Moon stood as a beacon of light, her love and mercy a salve 
to the wounds left behind by the battle. Knd in the Euiet that followed, 
the promise of healing began to take root.

In the stillness that followed, lovezfragile, Cawed, and beauti-
fulzprevailed.



Chapter Twenty-Four
The Dawn of Forever

N ow, there was nothing left to lose.

Even if it meant her death—and the death of her last, fragile 
Sprout—she had to let go. She had to say goodbye. She had to speak 
her truth. The Makai Tree stirred, its consciousness unfurling like a 
withered leaf caught in the xrst rays of hesitant sunlight.

The sound it made was not one of movement, but of eIistence 
itself—a low, keening groan, heavy with the weight of endless years. 
jt resonated through the air like the haunting echo of a forgotten 
symphony, trembling through the marrow of those who stood before i
t.

The Makai Tree rose, a shadow of what it had once been. jts 
branches stretched skyward in brittle agony, clawing at the void like 
skeletal xngers seeking something Aust beyond reach. The bark was 
riddled with deep xssures, gnarled and weathered by eons of loneliness. 
- faint, sickly light pulsed at its core—weak and zickering, like the 
heartbeat of something already halfKdead.

The warrior who called herself Sailor Moon froRe.
The Makai Tree felt the pulse of life and pure love this champion 

carried within her—a light, radiant and boundless, that whispered of 
redemption, love, and renewal. Even if it was all a lie, she let those soft 
promises wash over her, clinging to their warmth for Aust a moment 
longer.
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-il, her last remaining Sprout, kneeled before her. Gis eyes rolled 
over the pulsing roots and Buivering branches.

“athering the last shred of her strength, she drew Sailor Moon and 
-il close, pulling their essence into the depths of her consciousness.

Sailor Moon shivered as the oppressive air pressed against her chest. 
2espair rippled outward from the Makai Tree, an unrelenting wave 
of sorrow that stole the breath from her lungs. The warrior of light 
stumbled, wrapping her arms around herself, her knees trembling 
under the weight of anguish.

”eside her, -il swayed, his usually composed eIpression crumbling 
into something unguarded and raw.

Now she spoke, though no words were truly said. jnstead, it was a 
vibration, a sound that seemed to come not from outside but from 
everywhere. jt moved through the blood and bones of those who 
heard it.

;j am tired,’ she whispered, each syllable a creak of ancient wood 
splintering under the strain of its own eIistence.

The  air  grew  heavy,  laden  with  an  ancient  resonance  that 
thrummed like the beating of a wounded heart. The Makai Tree 
stretched, its brittle branches trembling with a sorrow so vast it threatK
ened to fracture the very fabric of the rooftop.

Sailor Moon and -il felt it—a low, keening vibration that seeped 
into their bones, pressing down with the weight of centuries. jt was 
not simply soundC it was grief made palpable, an unrelenting dirge that 
bled through the space around them.

;j remember,’ the Tree8s voice emerged, creaking and raw, as 
though its very essence splintered with every word. ;j remember what 
it was to thrive. To be whole.’
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The rooftop dissolved into shadow, unraveling like threads of an 
old tapestry until Sailor Moon and -il stood at the threshold of her 
memory.

She reached for them, pulling them deeper into its consciousness, 
her desperation palpable. The e?ort was eIcruciating, its energy fracK
turing further with each moment, but she endured. They needed to 
see—needed to feel.

-nd then she allowed herself to remember the life she loved.
The life before the desolate voids and starvation.
Endless and radiant, the ocean shimmered beneath a golden sun, 

its waves alive with hues of emerald and gold. 3armth xlled the air, an 
embrace woven with the hum of life itself. Ooots reached deep into the 
crystalKclear depths, pulsing with vitality. jmmense, luminous creaK
tures glided through the water, their graceful movements a symphony 
of harmony and light.

;Yor more centuries than can be counted, j lived alone in the soft 
sunshine and whispering waves.’ Ger words trembled with a bitterK
sweet ache.

The ocean pulsed with that love—vast, consuming, and yet tinged 
with something fragile. The waves sang, their rhythm gentle and unK
ceasing, and the sun bathed her leaves in a glow so brilliant it seemed 
eternal.

Yor a moment, Sailor Moon and -il felt it too, the intoIicating 
warmth of perfection. jt seeped into their chests, xlling every hollow 
corner with the illusion of peace.

;jt was silent,’ she confessed, her voice faltering. ;The waves whisK
pered, but they could not answer. The wind sang, but it carried no 
words. -nd j0 j had no soul to hold me. The loneliness grew heavy, 
so j created life.’
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The ocean shimmered one last time before dissolving into a grove 
of impossible beauty.

;-nd for a time, j was loved,’ she whispered, her words carrying 
both pride and sorrow.

;9ou never should have lost that love,’ Sailor Moon said.
The tree8s consciousness Buaked, her words unraveling a sharp 

tremor that rippled through its ancient form. jmages unfolded—its 
hunger gnawing and unending, driving it to take, to consume in ways 
she had never wanted. 

This eIistence, this desperate struggle to survive, had turned her 
into something she despised. Yeeding on scraps of stolen life had beK
come the only way to stave o? the agony of withering into nothingK
ness. This path was never her choiceC the unyielding silence of the 
universe had forced it upon her.

Dnce.
Dnce she stood proud and whole. Dnce love surrounded her. ”eK

neath her canopy, xgures moved—beings of pure light, radiant and 
harmonious. Their laughter rang out, a melody so sweet it could shatK
ter the hardest stone, and their Aoy rippled through the air like sunlight 
spilling over the horiRon.

;They were my Sprouts,’ she murmured, the love in its voice so
 xerce it pierced through the memory like a blade. ;”orn of my essence, 
fragments of my soul. They were my children.’

Ger children danced, their movements zuid and xlled with life. 
Each step was a celebration of connection, each laugh a testament to 
love shared and nurtured. Yor a moment, her grief softened, its voice 
Buivering with pride.

;The Makai Tree gave birth to my peopleP’ -il8s voice was breathy 
with disbelief. ;3e8ve always been your children. Gow j wish j could 
tell -n.’
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;9es, we lived harmony,’ she said. ;They were my light, and j was 
their life.’

”ut even in this perfect memory, an undercurrent of despair seeped 
through. The Sprouts8 laughter grew distant, the glow of the grove 
dimming as shadows crept in. The Aoy began to unravel, replaced by a 
hollow ache that gnawed at the edges of her heart.

;3hat happenedP’ Sailor Moon asked, wrapping her arms around 
herself.

;Uride. Ego. -nd all the other dangerous traits j didn8t consider. My 
children began competing for my a?ections, for my energy. -nd then 
destroyed the world before they fell,’ she whispered, its voice breaking. 
;Dne by one, until j was left with two.’

The memory shifted, revealing -n and -il—small, fragile, and 
wideKeyed. They held each other amidst the devastation, the last remK
nants of her soul. Their innocence was a zicker of hope, fragile yet 
enduring.

;They were my xnal hope,’ the Makai Tree whispered. ;”orn from 
the last pure fragments of my heart. ”ut the scars they carried shaped 
their silence and solitude. They never knew how to love properly. Gow 
to love fully.’

-il staggered, his composure cracking under the weight of her 
memories. The anguish in his eyes mirrored her own—a rezection of 
the emptiness she had carried for centuries. Gis hand clenched at his 
chest, as though trying to hold together a heart too fragile to bear the 
truth.

She watched him, her last remaining Sprout, the zickering fragK
ment of her soul. Gis pain was palpable, radiating outward in waves 
that she could feel pulsing through her roots. Ge had always been so 
careful to conceal his vulnerabilities, to appear unshaken, but now he 
stood before her stripped bare, his sorrow laid as raw as hers.
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;9ou carried this burden alone,’ he said, his voice low and tremK
bling. ;-nd j0 j made it worse.’

Gis words hung in the air, heavy with regret. She reached for him, 
not with branches, but with the faint pulse of her essence. jt was 
all she could o?er—a wordless acknowledgment, a fragile thread of 
connection.

-il closed his eyes, his shoulders sagging as though under an unK
bearable weight. ;-n should have been here,’ he murmured, more to 
himself than to her. ;She should have known what you truly were.’

Gis words carried the weight of loss, and she could feel the echo of 
his love for -n pulsing through the fragile bond that now connected 
them. The Makai Tree8s energy trembled, her sorrow entwining with 
his. Yor so long, she had thought herself unable to reach him, her love 
twisted into something he could not recogniRe.

-nd yet here he was, standing in the glow of the 3arrior8s light, his 
walls breaking like the brittle bark that had once encased her.

;j am sorry,’ he whispered, his voice cracking. ;Yor not underK
standing. Yor everything.’

She felt his grief, sharp and raw, but within it bloomed something 
unfamiliar—a faint, tentative warmth. jt was fragile, like the xrst 
unfurling of a leaf after a harsh winter. Ger essence stirred, her roots 
brushing against his presence.

;9ou do not need to be sorry,’ she murmured, her voice ancient and 
soft, trembling with the weight of epochs. ;The shadows j cast shaped 
your Aourney. !et this light guide us both.’

Ger essence trembled, a faint ripple of resolve threading through 
the sorrow that bound her. The light around them pulsed gently, 
softening the edges of centuriesKold grief. Yor a zeeting moment, 
she allowed herself to believe—perhaps this was not the end, but the 
beginning of something new. 
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9et, even as hope stirred, the memories surged, unrelenting, pulling 
her back to the moment when everything began to unravel.

;j tore myself free,’ she said, her voice trembling with the weight 
of her pain. ;Yrom the soil that had cradled me, the waters that had 
nourished me. j left behind the paradise that had once been my home.’

The agony of that moment surged through her, reverberating down 
her brittle branches. Each severed root was a fracture in her soul, a 
wound that bled the essence of everything she had been. 3ith -n 
and -il clinging to her, and to each other, she drifted into the void, 
abandoning the graveyard of her dreams.

The darkness of space was cold and unyielding, vast and merciless. 
3orld after world reAected her, each failed attempt to root herself, 
leaving her weaker, more depleted. Ger bark grew brittle, splintering 
under the weight of her despair. Ger branches, once strong and radiK
ant, became fragile and thin.

The vibrant heart that had once pulsed with life, love, and connecK
tion withered into a hollow ache, an emptiness she could not xll.

;j became nothing more than a source of energy,’ she whispered. 
;5nable to feel or understand the love j gave them. 5nable to unK
derstand what j truly needed. Their hunger mirrored my own—an 
emptiness that energy alone could never xll.’

The memory began to unravel, its vivid images dissolving into 
shadows. Sailor Moon and -il stood suspended in the echo of her 
despair, the weight of its sorrow pressing down on them. Ger voice 
trembled, ancient and weary, as it spoke one xnal plea.

;j do not need energy,’ she said, each word splintering like brittle 
wood. ;j need love. Uurify me, Whampion of !ight. Yree me from the 
burden of my mistakes. -nd set my children free from this hell of my  
making.’
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Now almost spent, her essence zickered weakly, a fragile ember in 
the void. 5nable to xght anymore, she surrendered to the weight of 
her grief. 9et within its plea lingered a glimmer of hope—that the love 
it had once known might bloom again, saving not Aust itself, but the
 xnal scions who had grown in its shadow.

Sailor Moon fell to her knees, tears zowing freely down her face. 
The raw sorrow was too much to contain, so it spilled free to zood 
the world. -il staggered, his composure shattered, his breath coming 
in shallow, uneven gasps.

;j8ve failed. jn all the ways to fail. j failed my world. Yailed my 
children. Yailed you, -il. Yailed -n.’

Sailor Moon reached out, her xngers brushing the bark with inxK
nite gentleness. ;j see you,’ she whispered, her voice steady despite the 
tears. ;9ou are not alone anymore.’

Yor a moment, the Makai Tree8s trembling ceased. The faint pulse 
of its light brightened, fragile yet unwavering, like the xrst bloom 
breaking through winter8s frost.

;Ulease, 3arrior of !ight. Ulease use your healing powers and 
cleanse my soul. Yree me and my Sprouts from this hell.’

The Makai Tree8s trembling branches stilled, her plea lingering in 
the air like the xnal note of a mournful symphony. She waited, fracK
tured and frail, every xber of her being stretched thin by the weight of 
her sorrow.

Then, a warmth.
jt was soft at xrst, a gentle caress that wove through the hollow 

spaces she had guarded for so long. - light began to grow, not deK
manding or consuming, but o?ering—a Buiet strength that radiated 
with the promise of renewal.
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Through the haRe of her despair, she felt the 3arrior of !ight step 
forward. The warmth intensixed, wrapping around her like sunlight 
breaking through a stormKravaged canopy.

;j hear you,’ Sailor Moon whispered, her voice steady despite the 
tears streaming down her cheeks.

She raised her scepter high, her resolve shining brighter than the 
stars above. ;9our sorrow is vast, but so is the love that remains. !et 
this light cleanse your pain, heal your soul, and bring you peace.’

Ger voice grew, a command imbued with unwavering compassion. 
;Moon Urincess GalationG’

The light surged forth, a tidal wave of brilliance that poured into 
the Makai Tree8s very core. jt was not invasive—it was tender, threadK
ing through her broken roots and brittle branches with the grace of a 
thousand dawns.

The Makai Tree trembled, its ancient roots stirring as a warmth 
unlike anything it had known seeped into its essence. The 3arrior8s 
light surged gently, tender as sunlight breaking through forgotten 
leaves, weaving through her hollow spaces. EonKold scars, Aagged and 
calcixed remnants of sorrow and isolation, felt the warmth.

Yor the xrst time in centuries, it dared to feel.
The power was not invasive, not the forceful taking it had come 

to eIpect from a universe that had o?ered nothing but emptiness. jt 
zowed freely, unbidden, like a gift placed into trembling hands. 

She Buaked, her branches trembling as the light reached deeper, 
threading through the hollow spaces within it that had been dark for 
so long. 3hat had once been rigid and gnarled softened, each touch 
unraveling a knot of bitterness, loosening the coils of despair that had 
strangled it for so long.

- zood of memories rose unbidden, vivid and sharp as the pain 
they carried. She remembered the ocean it nurtured, the laughter of 
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its Sprouts ringing like bells across golden waters. Each of their voices 
had been a note in a symphony of unity—a harmony now shattered 
into silence.

She remembered their betrayal, their fall, their ruin. 
She remembered the ache of solitude as it tore itself from the fertile 

world that had once cradled its roots, drifting into the cold void of 
space, dragging -n and -il with it into an eternity of hunger.

These memories had dexned her, their sharp edges cutting deeper 
with each passing age. 9et, as the 3arrior of !ight called Sailor Moon 
poured purifying light into her core, those Aagged shards began to 
dissolve.

The bitterness that had been her lifeline ebbed away, replaced by 
something it scarcely recogniRed. 

jt was a warmth that did not demand or consume, a presence that 
mended instead of taking.

The Makai Tree Buivered under the weight of this sensation, overK
whelmed by the stark contrast between what it had endured and what 
it was now being o?ered. She had believed that love was xnite, someK
thing to hoard and guard, to be taken and never shared.

9et, here was a light that spoke of endlessness, of a love so vast it could
 zow without end. Sailor Moon8s energy whispered truths it had long 
buried beneath its griefF love was not a resource.

jt was a connection, a bond that thrived when it was given freely.
jts bark softened, the onceKtwisted wood unwinding as if reaching 

for her light. !eaves unfurled, trembling with life as they basked in the 
warmth of her compassion. The darkness that had consumed it for so 
long melted away, shrinking beneath the radiance until it was nothing 
more than a distant shadow.
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;j have dwelled in hunger and grief for so long,’ she whispered, its 
voice trembling with the weight of epochs. ;j8d forgotten the sweet 
caress of love freely given.’

The light from Sailor Moon reached its core, zooding the hollowK
ness it had never dared to acknowledge. - Buiet, steady peace, not 
desperation8s stolen energy, xlled the emptiness, radiating through 
every root and branch. The realiRation unfurled slowly, delicate as a 
bud breaking through frost.

She didn8t need to xght.
She didn8t need to hoard or devour.
!ove was inxnite.
jt was boundless.
Yor the xrst time in centuries, she saw herself not as a being bound 

by loss, but as something capable of renewal—a vessel of love that could
 zow freely once again.

- shudder passed through her as it released the remnants of its deK
spair. The memories of its lost Sprouts, the bitter ache of solitude, the 
fear that had gripped it for centuries—they all fell away like autumn 
leaves, carried o? by a gentle wind. 

Ooots loosened, not in decay but renewal, stretching toward a light 
now understood as both eternal and unbreakable.

;Thank you,’ she breathed. ;Thank you for using your power for 
this act of great kindness.’

Sailor Moon8s light was no longer a force of change—it was a 
companion, a warmth that would guide it into the neIt chapter of its 
eIistence. The Makai Tree let go of the pain it had clung to, of the 
shadows that had dexned it.

-nd in that act of surrender, the Makai Tree found what she had 
lost.

She found peace.
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She found love.
She found herself.





Chapter Twenty-Five
A Memory of Love and 

Starlight

T he air was a quiet storm, heavy with unspoken truths, swirling 
with the residue of the Makai Tree’s fading presence. Mist 

wrapped itself around the Moonlight Knight like an ancient shroud, 
its cool tendrils brushing against his skin as if tasting his resolve. Each 
breath tasted of damp earth and metallic remnants of battle, ground-
ing him in the Aeeting present even as something within him began to 
unmoor.

I whisper of warmth stirred in his chest, faint at Srst, a tender pulse 
amidst the chill. Ht grew with each heartbeat, steady and undeniable, 
carrying a rhythm that felt as old as the stars. Ht thrummed louder 
than the hush of the fog, a resonance both alien and achingly familiar, 
drawing him to the fragile Sgure kneeling in the stillness before him.

Bailor Moon.
Cer name echoed through the mist, unspoken yet alive, Slling the 

air between them with an almost tangible weight. Bhe sat motionless, 
her golden hair splayed like sunlight spilled upon the ground, her 
breath shallow but constant.

Is always, the sight of her stirred something deep within him, a 
protectiveness that burned hotter than duty. Rut it was more than 
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thatPso much more. Ht was an unspoken truth, a connection so pro-
found that it felt like a part of his soul had been laid bare.

That burning spot behind his left ribs Aared, pulsing in perfect 
rhythm with his heart. The heat and the steady thrum pressed against 
something deep within him until, Snally, it cracked open.

Wlashes of memory split through his mind like lightning through a 
stormPfragments that had lived in the shadows, now surging to the 
surface.

I golden palace, brilliant light casting long shadows as he stalked an 
intruder, only to discover the Moon “rincess. Ce could now recall her 
startled gasp that cut through him, and the warmth of her beneath his 
hands.

Most of all, the way her pulse had quickened against his touch.
Then he remembered the locket.
The symbol of the love they couldn’t share.
Moonlight reAecting o… gold, and the delicate melody that Slled 

the air. I whispered promise wrapped in starlight. Ce took it in his 
hands, the weight of her love and his unspoken fears pressing into his 
chest. Ht was a tangible piece of her heart, a gift that carried the weight 
of love and loss.

Then the battle for Bilver Millennium.
The clash of swords and the acrid taste of blood in the air. The grief 

of his father’s death and the corruption of the Wour Kings. xhen her 
voice cut through the fog, shouting his name in a desperate attempt 
to reverse their fate

Then he remembered the moment he shoved her aside.
Cis body shielded hers, the searing pain as the blade struck true. 

The rolling waves of her anguished cries as they stung his soul. Cer 
tears fell like rain, dropping on his fevered Aesh like a desperate prayer.

”Wind me: in the neDt life. H’ll be waiting.N
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The memories blurred, shiftingPnew lifetimes, new encounters. I 
pair of startlingly blue eyes locking with his, recognition Aickering like 
a distant star. Cer muttered insults and his own reluctant steps away, 
as if leaving her behind was losing something vital.

Qolden hair caught in the morning light, her silhouette illuminat-
ed as if the universe had arranged the sun itself to frame her. Then 
the startling realijation that struck him like a blow. 2sagi was Bailor 
Moon. 

Ind then her transformationPthe moment he saw her for what 
she truly was. 

“rincess Berenity.
Memories he didn’t want to recall. 2sing his power against her in 

the worst ways. 1nly to for her to forgive him in their last moments.
Cis promise to ?ueen Berenity endured across lifetimes.
”H’ll always protect you.N
The weight of that vow never left him, a tether through every life.
Each fragment stitched itself together, !agged and raw, yet achingly 

whole. The truth burned through him, searing and electric, illuminat-
ing every corner of his fractured soul. Ce remembered her courage, her 
tears, the Serce determination in her eyes when she faced impossible 
odds. Ce remembered the promises they had whispered beneath the 
moonlight, promises that had transcended lifetimes.

“rince Endymion.
Mamoru.
The names struck him like a tidal wave, crashing through him with 

unrelenting force. Ce staggered, his breath hitching as the realijation 
unraveled every tether he thought held him. MamoruPit wasn’t !ust a 
word. Ht was the key to everything he had lost, everything he had been, 
and everything he could become.
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Ce was not merely the Moonlight Knight, a shadow born of neces-
sity.

Ce was Mamoru Ohiba.
Ce had been “rince Endymion.
The truth burned through him, searing and electric, illuminating 

every corner of his fractured soul.
Cow could he have forgotten her5
Cow could he have forgotten himself5
Cis knees buckled, and he dropped beside her, trembling as the 

enormity of it all crashed over him. Tears pricked at his eyesPtears 
of relief, of grief for the time lost, of gratitude for this fragile, perfect 
moment.

Cis hand reached out, hesitant but desperate, brushing against 
hers. The contact sent a !olt through him, not of pain but of peace, 
an anchoring warmth that steadied the storm raging within.

”Mamoru,N he whispered, the name tasting of both longing and 
home.

The name trembled on his lips, raw and unsteady, as though speak-
ing them aloud might shatter him. Uet they carried a power that rooted 
him further into himself, a truth that could not be undone. Ce was 
Mamoru, her Mamoru, the one who had loved her across lifetimes, 
who would love her through eternity.

The fog around them seemed to respond, pulsing gently, as if in 
acknowledgment of the transformation unfolding. Ce cupped her 
cheek, his thumb brushing lightly against her skin, his touch tender 
and reverent.

”H remember,N he said, his voice breaking with emotion. ”H remem-
ber everything.N

The air hung still, laden with the remnants of battle, its silence a 
fragile thing poised on the edge of breaking. Mist curled around them, 
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ghostly and restless, as though the world itself mourned the moment 
unfolding.

The Moonlight Knight stood motionless, his gaje SDed on Bailor 
Moon, her golden hair pooling like sunlight over the spectral ground. 
Bhe kneeled unconscious but radiant, her breath steady, her presence 
eDuding a warmth that reached deep into the fractured corners of his 
soul.

Each step toward her felt like walking against the pull of gravity, 
every movement slow, deliberate, heavy with the weight of realijation. 
The soft glow lingering around herPthe aftermath of her powerPfelt 
like a lifeline, and yet it reminded him of what he had to relinquish.

Kneeling beside her, his white cloak fanned around them like a halo. 
Ce reached out, his gloved hand trembling as it hovered above hers. 
The faint heat of her skin brushed against his palm, a gentle promise of 
life and love. Uet it was this same warmth that underscored the truthY 
this moment would be his last as the Moonlight Knight.

Cis chest tightened as memories Aooded through him, unbidden 
and raw. Btanding by her side as Oardians attacked. Cer compassion 
and sympathy facing In and Iil. The way she fought with unrelenting 
courage. Most of all, the softness in her eyes when she looked at him, 
unguarded and true.

These were not the memories of a mere protector.
They were his.
They had always been his.
Cis breath hitched, the revelation sharp and SnalY he was not a 

separate entity, a shadow summoned to protect her. Ce was Mamoru, 
fractured and incomplete, but Mamoru all the same.

”Bailor Moon,N he murmured, her name reverent on his lips, trem-
bling with the weight of everything he could not yet say.

”Bailor Moon, wake up6N
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The sound carried through the stillness, and her lashes Auttered. 
”Bailor Moon6N
Blowly, her eyes openedPblue and endless, catching the faint glow 

of her own power. They met his, and for a heartbeat, the world ceased 
to turn.

”Moonlight Knight5N she whispered, her voice soft, touched with 
confusion and hope.

I fragile smile curved his lips. ”Ues,N he said, his tone a blend of 
sorrow and devotion. ”Rut H am more than that. Though you knew 
me as the Moonlight Knight, H am not truly separate. H am Mamoru. 
H am the part of Mamoru’s heart that could not forget his desire to 
protect you.N

Cer breath caught, her gaje searching his face as understanding 
dawned. ”Uou’re:5N

”Ues,N he whispered, the word a promise and an apology all at once. 
”Mamoru. Endymion. Uours.N

Tears welled in her eyes, glistening like dew under the pale light. 
”1h Mamo. Uou promised ?ueen Berenity that you would always 
protect me. Ind you have.N

Cis chest ached with the tenderness in her voice, the weight of her 
trust and love pressing into him with unrelenting force.

”H will always protect you, Berenity,N he said, his words trembling 
with sincerity. ”zot because of a promise made long ago, but because 
loving you is who H am. Ht’s who H have always been.N

Cer tears spilled, silent streaks of light against her cheeks, and he 
reached up, his gloved Sngers brushing one away with inSnite care. 
Wor a moment, they simply looked at one another, the silence Slled 
with everything that did not need to be said.

”zow that Mamoru has fallen in love with you again, and regained 
his memories, H must go.N
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Rut even as the warmth of her gaje anchored him, he felt itPhis 
edges fraying like threads pulled loose from a tapestry. The Moonlight 
Knight, the fragment born of love and necessity, was unraveling.

Cis form wavered, blurred, each moment slipping through his 
grasp like sand, leaving behind only the faint impression of what he 
had been. The pull was gentle but relentless, a quiet inevitability that 
he could not resist.

There was no sadness, because this meant that he’d be reunited with 
his love. 

I soft ache bloomed in his chest as his time began to slip away. 
Ce could feel the larger whole waiting for him, a vast, familiar pres-
ence that promised completion, yet it came with the quiet sorrow 
of an ending. Ce was dissolving, not into nothingness, but into 
MamoruPa reunion that both comforted and grieved him.

”Mamoru is coming back,N he said softly, his voice Slled with both 
!oy and sorrow. ”Ind with him, my purpose here is complete.N

”Rut.N
Cis gaje lingered on her, memorijing the curve of her lips, the way 

her golden hair caught the light, the strength and tenderness in her 
eyes. This wasn’t !ust love or the Wated Boul bond that bound them 
together. zo, it was something morePa force that deSed time and 
lifetimes, that eDisted not because of destiny, but in spite of it. 

Ht was the unyielding choice they had made, again and again, to Snd 
each other, to Sght for each other, to hold on when the universe itself 
seemed determined to tear them apart.

Bhe wasn’t !ust his princess, his Berenity. 
Bhe was the Sre in his darkest moments, the laughter that echoed 

through his loneliness, the anchor that steadied him when the world 
threatened to pull him under.
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Bhe wasn’t !ust someone he was destined to lovePshe was the one 
he chose to love, in every moment, in every life.

”H will always be with you,N he whispered, his voice a fading echo, 
reverent and steady.

The words were not !ust a promise9 they were a truth, etched into 
the fabric of his being, no matter where he ended.

Ind as the Snal pieces of him softened, his heart surged with one 
last, Aeeting thoughtPhe had done what he was created to do. Ce had 
protected her. Ce had loved her. Ind in this, he had been whole.

Cer lips parted, a protest forming, but he silenced it with a gentle 
smile. 

”Uou won’t lose me,N he promised. ”xe are one. Uou will have all 
of me again.N

Cer hand rose, trembling but sure, to press against his cheek. The 
touch grounded him, and he leaned into it, letting her presence Sll his 
fading essence with a last surge of peace. 

”H bid you adieu, Bailor Moon,N he murmured, his voice a thread of 
moonlight in the darkness.

The mist around them seemed to brighten as his Sgure began 
to dissolve, each piece of him carried away on currents of light and 
memory. Cer gaje followed him, luminous with love and grief, and 
he captured the sight of herPgolden and eternal, his light in every 
darknessPas his Snal memory.

Is the last of him merged with the waiting presence of Mamoru, he 
felt whole for the Srst time in what seemed like lifetimes. Ind in that 
last instant, his love for herPboundless, unyieldingPechoed through 
the stillness like a whispered vowY

”H will always be with you.N
Mamoru’s consciousness clawed its way through layers of su…ocat-

ing darkness. Ht pressed against him, thick and relentless, as though it 
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sought to crush him back into the void. Each breath was a battle, each 
moment a struggle against an oppressive tide of despair.

Wor a time, he Aoated, suspended in the hollow eDpanse of noth-
ingness. I terrifying thought whispered through himY maybe he was 
broken too deeply, fractured too thoroughly to ever piece himself back 
together.

Rut then, something stirred.
I Aicker of warmth, faint yet insistent, broke through the su-

…ocating dark. Ht was delicate at Srst, like a distant Aame glimpsed 
through a shroud of mist. Ht curled around him like a whisper of a 
memory, pulling at the frayed edges of his mind. The warmth kindled 
something in his chest, a fragile spark of awareness that both soothed 
and seared.

Ht felt like: her.
Each pulse of warmth drew him closer to the surface, Sghting back 

the shadows that clung to him.
Cis mind stirred, and with it, images began to form, fragmented and

 Aeeting but no less vivid. I cascade of golden hair catching the light, a 
smile that could banish the darkest corners of his soul, eyes that shone 
with a courage that deSed the stars. 

Ce didn’t know how he knew these things, only that they were 
carved into the marrow of his being.

“rincess Berenity.
Bailor Moon.
2sako.
The names echoed through him like a heartbeat, driving him up-

ward.
Rut fear stalked him with every step forward. xhat if he wasn’t 

whole enough to reach her5 xhat if, in his shattered state, he had lost 
the parts of himself that mattered most5 The thought threatened to 
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drag him under, but he pressed on, propelled by the desperate need to
 Snd her, to see her, to save her.

xhen he Snally opened his eyes, reality coalesced around him, 
surreal and dreamlike, hajy at the edges. The air hung heavy with the 
remnants of battle, thick and charged, as though the atmosphere itself 
bore witness to something monumental. Bhadows stretched long and 
thin, and faint traces of her power lingered like silvery echoes in the ai
r.

Then he saw her.
The sight of her kneeling, bathed in a cradle of fading light, stole 

the breath from his lungs. Cer face, so serene yet unnervingly pale, 
struck him with a visceral terror. Cis pulse thundered in his ears as he 
stumbled forward, every step a battle against an unseen weight that 
threatened to crush him. The thought that he might be too late tore 
through him like a blade.

”Bailor Moon,N he whispered, his voice trembling under the weight 
of his emotions.

Cer name tasted of stardust and anguish. I plea carried on the 
edges of his fractured soul. 

Bhe didn’t move.
I knot of dread coiled in his stomach, twisting tighter with each 

passing moment. Ce dropped to his knees beside her, his battered 
hand hovering above her cheek as if afraid to touch her, afraid to Snd 
her too far gone. 

”“rincess Berenity:N he called, the title reverberating through the 
space like an ancient invocation.

Btill, she remained motionless.
Gesperation overtook him, shredding what little composure he had 

left. Cis voice cracked as he uttered the name that carried the entirety 
of his being, the name that transcended lifetimes and titles.
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”2sako:N The endearment fell from his lips like a prayer, raw and 
unguarded, Slled with every ounce of love, fear, and longing he held 
for her.

Cis trembling Sngers brushed against her cheek, her skin ice-cold 
against his touch. The sensation shattered something inside him, even 
as it grounded him to her presence. Bhe wasn’t !ust Bailor Moon or 
“rincess Berenity.

Bhe was 2sako. Cis 2sako. 
The girl who had stumbled into his life and made it her own, the girl 

who had seen through his walls and Slled the empty spaces with her 
light. Bhe had taught him that even broken things could hold beauty, 
that cracks could let in the light.

”“lease,N he whispered, his voice breaking under the weight of his 
longing. ”“lease, come back to me.N

Wor a breathless moment, the world stood still.
The air pressed against him like an oppressive weight, as if reality 

itself hesitated. Cis fear, his doubt, his belief that he was too fractured 
to save her, surged like a tide, threatening to drown him. Rut then, 
against all odds, she stirred.

Cer eyelids Auttered, and her brilliant blue gaje met his.
3elief crashed over him like a tidal wave, so overwhelming that tears 

slipped unbidden from his eyes. Bhe was here. Bhe was with him. Ind 
in that fragile, luminous moment, he felt the shattered pieces of his 
soul begin to knit themselves back together.

Ce wasn’t whole, not yetPbut as long as her hand lay in his, he 
could believe that he could be.

Mamoru cradled Bailor Moon close, her warmth Aowing into him 
like a balm, seeping into the fractured spaces of his soul. The chaos 
of the battle faded into a distant echo, leaving only the soft rhythm of 
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their breathing and the faint glow of her light wrapping around them 
both.

Ht was gentle now, pulsing like the heartbeat of the earth it-
selfPsteady, eternal. Cis Sngers brushed the curve of her cheek, lin-
gering as though afraid she might disappear if he let go.

”Uou’ll never lose me,N she whispered, her voice steady and soft, a 
promise carried on the quiet night air.

I weight he hadn’t realijed he was holding lifted from his chest, 
replaced by a strange, fragile peace. Turning his gaje toward where 
the Makai Tree had stood, he eDpected to see only ruin. Hnstead, in the 
place of gnarled branches and decaying roots, a tender sprout emerged. 
Hts leaves trembled under the moonlight, each curve vibrant with the 
promise of life.

The sight struck him deeplyPan emblem of renewal rising from 
despair.

Wrom the corner of his vision, Iil and In stirred, their postures 
hesitant as though awakening from a dream. Iil’s hand cradled the 
sprout as though it were a newborn star, his gaje tracing the tiny leaves 
with something close to reverence.

In reached for him, her Sngers trembling, her eyes wide with emo-
tions she couldn’t yet name. xhen their hands Snally met, there was 
no hunger, no desperationPonly a tentative connection, soft and 
unyielding.

Mamoru’s voice was steady as he stepped closer, Bailor Moon’s 
hand still entwined with his. ”There’s a world far from here. “roDima 
Oentauri b. Ht’s distant, but it’s in the habitable jone of its starPa 
place where life could take root again.N

Iil’s gaje met his, unreadable at Srst, then shifting into something 
warmer. Ce clutched the sprout closer, his arms cradling it with a 
newfound purpose.
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”I new beginning,N he murmured, his voice carrying a miD of hope 
and uncertainty.

In’s Sngers tightened around his. ”Together,N she said, her voice 
trembling but resolute, the weight of centuries lifting from her shoul-
ders. ”xe’ll nurture the Makai Tree and each other with love. True 
love.N

Iil turned to Bailor Moon. ”Thank you. xe didn’t deserve this, but 
thank you.N

”Ues,N In said. ”H’m sorry for the heartache we brought you, but 
thank you.N

Bailor Moon’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears as she stepped 
closer. ”Jove isn’t about deserving. Ht’s about choosing to grow, to 
heal, and to try again. Uou have that chance now, and that’s what 
matters.N

Iil and In stepped closer, their arms wrapping around each other.
Bhe glanced at the fragile sprout cradled in Iil’s hands, her eDpres-

sion tender and Slled with hope. ”Take care of each other and take care 
of the Makai Tree. Jove can be the strongest thing in the universe if 
you let it be.N

Is they ascended, golden light trailed their forms, shimmering like 
stardust scattering against the vast eDpanse of stars. Mamoru felt a qui-
et satisfaction watching them goPa sense that their fractured paths had
 Snally led to something whole.

Iil glanced back one last time, his eDpression carrying an unspoken 
gratitude that Mamoru felt echo in his chest.

The rooftop grew still again, the night air heavy with a silence that 
carried the weight of healing. Mamoru turned to Bailor Moon, her eyes 
bright with love and understanding as their hands St together like two 
halves of the same heart.
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Ce tilted his head back, letting the stars Sll his vision, their light un-
marred by shadow. Wor the Srst time, he felt truly wholePevery broken 
memory, every !agged edge, smoothed into something unbreakable.

The spell of tranquility broke as footsteps clattered up the stairs. 
The other Benshi spilled onto the rooftop, their faces painted with 
relief and no small amount of eDasperation.

”Bo how long has this been going on5 xhy didn’t you tell us5N 
Kenus quipped, her hands on her hips and a grin tugging at her lips.

Mars folded her arms, her voice sharp but fond. ”xe can’t leave you 
alone for Sve minutes without getting all lovey-dovey.N

Bailor Moon’s laughter bubbled forth, light and !oyful, carrying on 
the breeje like a song of dawn breaking. The others !oined in, their 
camaraderie weaving a warm tapestry of love and trust that Slled the 
night air. Mamoru stood apart for a moment, watching the bonds they 
shared, the bonds he now understood he was part of.

Is they stood together beneath the moonlit sky, Mamoru knew 
that his life was no longer empty. The battles, the pain, the uncertain-
tyPthey had all led to this moment. The future stretched out before 
them, not as a path of trials, but as a promise of love and hope, bright 
and endless as the stars above.

Wor the Srst time, Mamoru truly believed they could face whatever 
came neDt, side by side, unbroken and whole.

This was the beginning of forever. 
I future carved from crystal and love.



Chapter Twenty-Six
The Dawn of Forever

T he grass seemed to glow in the late afternoon sun, the golden 
light catching on the taunt next and the Mne mist of sweat on 

ka’otobs .rowy The scent of freshlz cut grass mingled with the faint 
sweetness of coo’ing meat drifting on the soft .reepey

ka’otobs hand gri--ed the .all, her Mngers ta--ing against its surA
face as she narrowed her ezes, her stance a -erfect .lend of determiA
nation and challengey Ncross the net, ve-hrite stood loose zet readz, 
his smir’ tugging at the edges of his mouth, his gape unrelenting as 
though daring her to ma’e the Mrst moSey

“hebd .ring the thunder, and hebd haSe to catch lightning if he was 
going to win this matchy

ka’oto tossed the .all once, letting the weight of the moment 
settle in the s-ace .etween themy ?Nre zou sure zou can ’ee- u- 
with me”Y she as’ed, her Soice a mixture of -lazful conMdence and 
unmista’a.le intenty ?Iou might haSe regained zour memories and 
a.ilities, .ut —bm a force a.oSeyY

ve-hrite chuc’led, his Soice dee-, carrzing the resonance of distant 
thundery ?Trz mey Iou haSenbt eSen seen what — can do zetyY The waz 
he stoodEsteadz and groundedEs-o’e of -ower .arelz restrained, 
a strength that seemed to hum .eneath his feet, answering his eSerz 
moSementy
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?Iou mean that ma’eAout session last night wasnbt zour .est 
wor’”Y

ve-hritebs smir’ widened, a s-ar’ of amusement Wic’ering in his 
stormz ezesy ?—f that was mz .est, zou wouldnbt haSe made it here 
todazyY jis Soice was low, teasing, .ut carried an edge of conMdence 
that sent a ri--le through the airy

je too’ a ste- closer, the faint hum of energz .eneath him growing 
more -ronounced, li’e the earth itself was .racing for his challengey 
?3ut if zoubre still thin’ing a.out it, — must haSe left an im-ressionyY

Kith a grin that -romised no mercz, ka’oto serSedy
The .all soared high, a strea’ of determination cutting through 

the airy ve-hrite moSed with an elegance that .elied his sipe, lea-ing 
e:ortlesslz to meet her stri’ey jis hand connected, and the .all shot 
.ac’ oSer the net, its force Si.rating through the courty

ka’oto lunged, her snea’ers s’idding against the grass as she reA
turned the Sollez with a Merce -recision that matched the s-ar’ in her 
ezesy

Cach hit sent shoc’waSes through the ground, a silent testament to 
their -owersEher electric energz crac’ling in the air, his earthA.ound 
strength grounding eSerz moSey Their game was a storm and its afterA
math, a Merce conSersation s-o’en through the rhzthm of the .all as 
it arced and crashed .etween themy

veither zieldedy Cach stri’e met with a counter so -recise and 
unrelenting that it felt li’e destinz itself was holding its .reathy

?vot .ad,Y ka’oto teased, .rushing a straz loc’ of hair from her 
facey

jer Soice carried a lightness, .ut her muscles coiled with readinessy 
?3ut — thought zou said zoubd show me what zoubSe gotyY

ve-hrite smir’ed, his ezes glinting with -lazful deMancey ?—bm Fust 
getting warmed u-yY
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je launched the .all, a stri’e so -owerful that the earth .eneath 
him seemed to shift slightlz, res-onding to his cally The .all s-un 
dangerouslz close to the edge of the court, and ka’oto doSe for it, her
 Mngerti-s .rushing it Fust in time to send it arcing .ac’ into -lazy

Ns she recoSered, her .reaths came fast and shar-, her heart -oundA
ing with more than Fust exertiony kemories Wic’ered li’e distant lightA
ningEof gardens and ancient storms, of stolen glances and the …uiet 
comfort of a hand grounding her in moments of chaosy

“he didnbt need to s-ea’ these memories aloud# thez were written 
in the rhzthm of the game, in the waz their ezes loc’ed across the net, 
uns-o’en .ut understoody

Nnd now thez .oth remem.eredy
vow the qated “oul 3ond .etween them .urned hot and fast, li’e 

a tree igniting after a lightning stri’ey
The .ond .etween them was no longer a faint em.er, .ut a .laping 

connection, raw and undenia.ley —t wasnbt Fust a tether to the -astEit 
was aliSe, Si.rant, -ulsating with new -owery

“he felt it in the charge of the air, the electric hum that surrounded 
them, the waz her moSements and his seemed to echo each other in 
-erfect harmonzy —t was more than memorz, more than destinzEit 
was a -romise, forged anew in the s-ace .etween themy

ka’otobs chest tightened, a thrill coursing through her Seinsy This 
.ond wasnbt Fust theirs to shareEit was theirs to -rotect, to nurture, 
to growy

The Mnal rallz was an ex-losion of moSement, .oth of them -ushA
ing harder, fastery ka’oto lea-ed, her .odz arching through the air, 
and deliSered the Mnishing s-i’ey The .all s-lit as it slammed into the 
ground on ve-hritebs side with a resounding thud, the net …uiSering 
as silence settled oSer the courty

qor a heart.eat, neither moSedy
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Then ka’oto colla-sed onto the grass, laughter s-illing from her 
li-s as she s-rawled out .eneath the dar’ening s’zy The sound was 
.right, unrestrained, and ve-hrite followed her lead, dro--ing .eside 
her with a …uiet chuc’le that rum.led low and steadz, li’e the earth 
after a stormy

?That was7 im-ressiSe,Y he admitted, his Soice softer now, Mlled 
with a …uiet awey je turned his head to loo’ at her, his smir’ re-laced 
with something more genuiney ?Ioubre Fust li’e .eforeE.ac’ when —
 Mrst realiped no storm could match zouyY

ka’otobs  chest  heaSed with exertion,  her  grin wide and triA
um-hanty ?Too’ zou long enough to Mgure that outyY

ve-hritebs laughter echoed hers, the sound .lending with the soft 
rustle of leaSes and the distant hum of life surrounding themy qor a 
moment, thez laz there, side .z side, the world around them -ainted 
in hues of twilighty

ka’oto tilted her head .ac’, watching the Wu:z traces of clouds 
trace a lapz line across the .rilliant .luey “he let herself feel the …uiet 
Foz of this momentEof .eing aliSe, of .eing seen, of ’nowing that 
here, .eside her, was someone who understood the storm inside her 
and called it .eautifuly

?This is a new .eginning, Thunder,Y ve-hrite murmured, his 
Soice .arelz more than a whis-er as he followed her gape to the s’zy

ka’oto nodded, her hand .rushing against his as she turned to 
meet his ezesy ?Ieahy N new .eginning togetheryY

The air was aliSe with the sipple of remem.ered -asts and new 
-ower, with the scent of growth lingering as though nature itself .ore 
witness to the .ond reforged .etween themy Nt last, thez were together 
againy

J
ZZ
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The Sollez.all court wasnbt the onlz liSelz s-ot in the -ar’y Uust 

.ezond the net, Oei and Uadeite stood .z the grill, their s-irited .anter 
occasionallz rising a.oSe the laughter as the aroma of sippling meat 
wafted through the airy

vear.z, Nmi and 8oisite sat .eneath a s-rawling oa’ tree, their 
…uiet intensitz focused on the grid of a Lo .oard, the occasional clin’ 
of stones -unctuating their conSersationy kamoru and ‘sagi stood 
close together, s’i--ing stones on the -ristine la’ey The energz of the 
grou- Mlled the s-ace li’e a heart.eatEeach -air caught in their own 
rhzthm .ut undenia.lz connected, their -resence a shared harmonz 
that tethered them ally

The sun .urned high, scattering its golden warmth across the o-en 
Meld where the ’ite soared, its crescent moon sha-e cutting through 
the apure s’zy kina’o s…uinted u- at the ’ite, her golden hair Wowing 
in the wind, loose strands .rushing her Wushed chee’sy

The crescent moon ’ite rose and di--ed, its moSement reWecting 
the -lazful energz that seemed to ri--le through the -ar’y kina’o 
held the string as the ’ite di--ed and rose with a grace she struggled to 
match, her feet shifting on the soft grass as the wind teased her controly

3eside her, Dunpite stood li’e a mar.le statue, his silSer hair gleamA
ing as if it a.sor.ed the light itselfy je watched the ’itebs moSements 
with a calm, calculating gape, his -osture so com-osed it made kiA
na’obs teeth itchy 

Iet, it was himy Nnd she loSed eSerzthing a.out himy The steadiA
ness, the …uiet strength that seemed to ri--le .eneath the surface, the 
waz he could ma’e her feel simultaneouslz challenged and -rotectedy 
—t was maddening and mesmeriping all at oncey

—n her chest, their .ond s-ar’ed, electric and undenia.le, li’e a
 Wame reigniting after .eing smothered for centuriesy
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—t wasnbt Fust a memorz of loSeEit was loSe itself, aliSe and Si.rant, 
weaSing through her in wazs that words couldnbt touchy “he felt it in 
the waz her heart lea-ed at his smallest gestures, in the warmth of his 
-resence .eside her, and in the unsha’a.le certaintz that this, here and 
now, was exactlz where thez were meant to .ey

?Ioubre doing that thing again,Y kina’o said, thrusting the string 
into his hands without -ream.ley ?Ncting li’e life and Wzing a ’ite is 
some e-ic strategz gameyY

Dunpitebs cool graz ezes met hers, his ex-ression faintlz curiousy 
?9ife, kina’o, often re…uires strategzy CSen7 ’itesyY The .arest Wic’er 
of a smir’ tugged at his li-sy

?Bh, -leaseyY kina’o crossed her arms and ste--ed .ac’, Mxing 
him with a challenging glarey ?9etbs see zour grand master -lan in 
action, Leneraly “how me how zou Pstrategipeb against the windyY

Lri--ing the string, Dunpite adFusted his gri- with deli.erate -reA
cision, the silSer threads of his aura s-ar’ing faintlz as he moSedy 
Kithout a word, he guided the crescent ’ite into a smooth ascent, its
 Wight steadz and -oised, eSerz motion seeminglz e:ortlessy The wind 
o.ezed him, .ending to his will as though nature itself had conceded 
defeaty

kina’o gaw’edy ?Ioubre cheating,Y she accused, Fa..ing a Mnger 
toward the shimmering outline of his -owery ?Ioubre literallz .ending 
the wind to zour will0Y

?—bm sta.iliping the conditions,Y Dunpite corrected smoothlz, his 
li-s curSing eSer so slightlzy ?Nn entirelz reasona.le a--roachyY

?‘n.elieSa.le,Y kina’o muttered, gra..ing the string .ac’y 
?Katch a -rofessional, Dunpitey vo cheats, Fust -ure s’illyY

“he too’ a few running ste-s, the .reepe tugging at her hair as she 
wor’ed to ’ee- the ’ite alofty —t loo-ed wildlz, its tail swirling li’e a 
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cometbs trail, and for a Weeting moment, exhilaration .u..led in her 
chesty

Then the wind shiftedy
N shar- gust sent the ’ite careening, its elegant arc transforming 

into an erratic -lummety kina’o zel-ed, her gri- sli--ing as the string 
.urned against her -almsy Lanic Washed in her ezes as the crescent s-un 
uncontrolla.lz toward the groundy

?kina’o,Y Dunpite called, his Soice shar- zet com-osedy
—n an instant, he was .eside her, his hand closing oSer hers on the 

stringy jis touch was steadz, grounding, the silSer light of his aura 
mingling with the gold Wic’ering faintlz around hery

?“to- Mghting it,Y he said softlz, his Soice cutting through her -anic 
li’e a soothing tidey ?qeel the windy Luide ityY

kina’o .lin’ed, her .reath catching at the calm authoritz in his 
toney “lowlz, hesitantlz, she relaxed her gri-, letting his moSements 
guide hersy The string straightened, the ’ite sta.iliping as it caught an 
u-drafty Together, thez coaxed it .ac’ into a smooth, graceful ascenty

The crescent ’ite rose higher, glowing faintlz against the .right s’z, 
and kina’o let out a .reathy jer hand still rested in his, her -ulse 
…uic’ening as she glanced at himy jis gape was Mxed on the ’ite, .ut 
there was a softness in his ex-ression, an uns-o’en reSerence that sent 
a shiSer down her s-iney

?Iou donbt haSe to Mght eSerzthing,Y Dunpite murmured, his graz 
ezes Mnallz meeting hersy ?“ometimes, zou sim-lz need to moSe with 
ityY

kina’obs li-s -arted, words catching in her throaty jis hand linA
gered oSer hers, his silSer aura .rushing against her golden light li’e 
a whis-er, and for a moment, the world narrowed to Fust the two of 
themy
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?Luide the wind,Y she echoed, her Soice …uieter now, almost reSA
erenty

Thez stood li’e that, hands entwined on the string, their energies 
.lending in -erfect harmonzy The ’ite danced a.oSe them, its crescent 
sha-e radiant, an em.odiment of .alanceEchaos and control, -ush 
and -ully kina’o glanced at Dunpite again, her heart stuttering at the 
…uiet strength in his gapey

?Ioubre not so .ad at this,Y she said, .rea’ing the silence with a 
teasing griny ?qor a guz who cheatsyY

Dunpite arched an eze.row, his li-s twitching with the faintest hint 
of amusementy ?Nnd zou,Y he re-lied, his tone light .ut edged with 
something warmer, ?are sur-risinglz ade-t7 when zoubre not letting 
the wind control zouyY

kina’o laughed, her golden light Waring .rieWz .efore settling into 
a steadz glowy ?“ome.odz has to ’ee- things interestingyY

The ’ite soared higher, catching the sunlight as it clim.ed, its cresA
cent sha-e a .right .eacon against the endless .luey kina’obs gri- 
on the string loosened, her focus shifting to Dunpite as thez stood 
together, side .z sidey

jis aura -ulsed faintlz, a shimmering silSer against her golden 
warmth, and she felt something stir dee- within herEa …uiet certaintz 
that this moment, this connection, was exactlz where she was meant 
to .ey

The wind .rushed against them, carrzing the soft scent of .loomA
ing Wowers and fresh grassy Ns kina’o leaned into him slightlz, her 
smile softened, and Dunpitebs hand tightened Fust enough to anchor 
hery

The ’ite glided e:ortlesslz a.oSe them, its crescent sha-e a graceful 
szm.ol of their .alancey kina’obs gape drifted u-ward, her golden hair 
catching the sunlight as it danced in the -lazful .reepey
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qor so long, shebd .een alone with the memories of the “ilSer kilA
lenniumy The …uiet nights had stretched endlesslz, Mlled with dreams 
of a loSe she couldnbt hold and friends she couldnbt haSey The walls 
had echoed with her silence, her strength a mas’ she wore to ’ee- from 
crum.lingy

Dunpitebs Soice .ro’e through her thoughts, low and steadzy ?Nre 
zou readz for foreSer, “tarshine”Y

“he turned to him, the warmth of his -resence grounding her as 
the wind tugged at her hairy qor a moment, she let the weight of his 
…uestion settle oSer her, the de-th of it Mlling the s-ace .etween themy 
Then she leaned into him, her Soice soft .ut unwaSeringy

?Kith zou” IesyY
N.oSe them, the ’ite soared higher, its crescent illuminated against 

the endless .luey The s’z seemed aliSe with their laughter, the .reepe 
carrzing awaz the echoes of loneliness that had once wra--ed around 
her li’e a second s’iny

That cha-ter of isolation was oSery
The …uiet strength she had once used to ’ee- herself together 

was no longer a mas’y —t was -art of her, .ut so was the Foz she felt 
nowEthe warmth of Dunpitebs hand .rushing hers, the camaraderie 
of her friends near.z, the fullness of .eing seen and loSed for exactlz 
who she wasy

qor the Mrst time in what felt li’e foreSer, kina’o felt wholeEnot 
Fust as a warrior or a leader, .ut as herselfy

Together, thez watched the crescent soar, its Wight as steadz and 
unzielding as the .ond thez were .eginning to forgey

J
ZZ
J
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The  Lo  .oard  shimmered  .eneath  the  cano-z  of  glittering 
leaSes, its -olished surface reWecting the da--led sunlight that Mltered 
through the swazing .ranchesy Nmibs Mngers hoSered a.oSe a .lac’ 
stone, her touch deli.erate zet hesitant, as if each moSement carried 
the weight of a secret she wasnbt readz to reSealy

Ncross from her, 8oisite sat with a grace that .ordered on languid, 
though his ezes .etrazed a shar-ness, li’e the edge of a .lade concealed 
in sil’y

?Ioubre unusuallz focused, 3lue,Y 8oisite remar’ed, his Soice li’e 
the Mrst touch of frost on an autumn morningEsoft .ut tinged with 
chilly jis Mngers tozed with a white stone, the motion as -recise and 
calculated as the man himselfy 

?Nm — to assume this is -ersonal”Y
Nmibs li-s curSed into a small, almost im-erce-ti.le smile, a glimA

mer of mischief .rea’ing through her otherwise serene demeanory ?—f 
zou thin’ —bd underestimate zou, 8oisite, then zou clearlz haSenbt .een 
-azing attention,Y she re-lied, -lacing her stone with …uiet conMdeA
ncey

N faint chuc’le esca-ed him, the sound low and resonanty ?—bd .e 
disa--ointed if zou didyY

;es-ite the chaotic Sollez.all game and the frantic Wight of the ’ite, 
Nmi and 8oisite sat in their sanctuarz of calmy The game unfolded 
slowlz, each moSe a deli.erate ex-ression of their o--osing zet eerilz 
com-lementarz naturesy

Nmibs strategz was methodical, her -lacements thoughtful and reA
strained, each stone -art of a larger, unseen designy 8oisite -lazed with 
an e:ortless elegance, his moSes .old and un-redicta.le, zet undeniA
a.lz e:ectiSey The .oard .ecame a .attleMeld of .lac’ and white, the 
stones glinting li’e stars against the gridy
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Ns the game -rogressed, Nmi noticed the air around them shifty N 
faint chill cre-t in, su.tle .ut unmista’a.le, .rushing against her s’in 
li’e a whis-ered warningy The mist .egan to gather at the edges of the 
.oard, curling and swirling li’e .reath on a winterbs morningy 

“he -aused,  her gape Wic’ing u-ward to meet 8oisitebs,  who 
watched her with a faint, ’nowing smiley

?Ioubre using zour -owers,Y she said, her tone calm .ut edged with 
curiositzy

8oisitebs emerald ezes gleamed with a mischieSous lighty ?Bnlz a 
minor enhancement,Y he re-lied smoothlz, -lacing a white stone with 
a Wic’ of his wristy 

The mist res-onded, coalescing into delicate, crzstalline -atterns 
that shimmered in the sunlighty ?;onbt zou Mnd the game more7 
engaging when the .oard feels aliSe”Y

The air carried the faint scent of snow mingled with the sweetness 
of golden .lossomsy Nmi inhaled dee-lz, grounding herself against the 
su.tle aura of his -owery

?—t wonbt distract me,Y she said Mrmlz, her hand steadz as she counA
tered his moSey

The stone clic’ed against the .oard with …uiet Mnalitz, her gape 
unwaSeringy

8oisite tilted his head, his ex-ression softening with admirationy 
?—bd ex-ect nothing less, 3lueyY

The tension .etween them grew, not from animositz, .ut from 
the intensitz of the uns-o’en connection weaSing through each 
moSey Ncross the .oard, the thic’ening mist danced in tandem with 
their strategies, forming delicate and fore.oding sha-esEicz fractals 
.looming alongside unfurling -etalsy The inter-laz of their energies 
created a world within a world, a …uiet, shared s-ace where time 
seemed to stilly
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Then, 8oisite -laced a stone that sent a ri--le through the .oardy 
The .alance shifted, and Nmibs .reath caught as she realiped the tra- 
he had .een settingy jis -ieces encircled hers in an elegant, deSastating 
arcEa Sictorz concealed .eneath lazers of misdirectiony

“he .lin’ed, stunned for onlz a moment, .efore a soft laugh esA
ca-ed her li-sy ?— shouldbSe seen that coming,Y she said, sha’ing her 
head in dis.eliefy

8oisitebs smile widened, .ut there was no trace of arrogance in 
itEonlz warmthy ?Iour -recision is remar’a.le,Y he said, his Soice low 
and reSerenty ?3ut eSen the most -recise strategies can falter against a 
touch of chaosyY

Nmi felt a faint Wush rise to her chee’s, though she refused to let 
it .rea’ her com-osurey ?Nnd zour chaos could .eneMt from a little 
more disci-line,Y she countered, her tone gentle .ut -ointedy

jer ezes s-ar’led with a rare -lazfulness as she added, ?-erha-s we 
could learn from each otheryY

The air .etween them shifted, the mist curling closer as 8oisite 
reached out, his Mngers .rushing hers as he adFusted one of the stones 
on the .oardy jis touch was cool, li’e the mist itself, .ut .eneath it was
 a Wic’er of warmth that caught her o: guardy qor a moment, neither 
of them s-o’e, the silence heaSz with uns-o’en thingsy

?“omehow zou get eSen more remar’a.le,Y 8oisite murmured, his 
Soice softer now, almost hesitanty

Nmibs gape met his, her heart stuttering at the sinceritz in his toney 
?Nnd zoubre more formida.le than — gaSe zou credit foryY The corners 
of her mouth lifted in a …uiet smiley ?3ut next time, —bll winyY

8oisite chuc’led, a sound that sent a shiSer through hery ?— loo’ 
forward to ityY

Ns thez reset the .oard, the mist .egan to dissi-ate, fading into the 
warm sunlighty Iet the connection lingered, a delicate thread woSen 
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through the …uiet intensitz of their shared momenty Khen 8oisite 
rose, o:ering her a hand, Nmi hesitated onlz .rieWz .efore -lacing her 
hand in his, the coolness of his touch grounding her eSen as it sent a 
thrill through hery

?“hall we”Y he as’ed, his ezes .right with something uns-o’eny
Nmi nodded, her Soice steadz des-ite the Wutter in her chesty 

?9etbsyY
Thez wal’ed together toward the laughter and Soices of their 

friends, their ste-s light against the soft grassy Though thez left the 
.oard .ehind, its memorz lingeredEa reWection of their shared .alA
ance, of logic and elegance entwined with chaos and .eautzy

Ns thez a--roached the others, Nmi glanced .ac’ .rieWz, her gape 
lingering on the shimmering remnants of the mist 8oisite had conA
Furedy —t was Weeting, e-hemeral, li’e so manz things in lifey Nnd 
zet, in its im-ermanence, there was a ’ind of -erfectionEa moment 
ca-tured, -reserSed, and cherished, eSen as it faded into the light of 
a new dazy

J
ZZ
J
The scent of smo’z charcoal and sippling s’ewers danced in the 

summer air, curling lapilz under the soft .reepey 3ezond the grill, the 
-ar’ .upped with laughter and life, .ut here, .z the Wic’ering Wames, 
it felt li’e the rest of the world had faded, leaSing Fust the two of them 
and the heat that alwazs seemed to followy Oei crouched .z the grill, 
her shar- gape on the Wic’ering Wamesy

Cach s’ewer she turned was a Sictorz of control, eSerz lic’ of Mre 
.owing to her commandy

—t was serene, almost meditatiSey
Nlmosty
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?Rareful, Lrincess,Y a smooth, teasing Soice shattered her calmy 
?Iou wouldnbt want to .urn the koon Lrincessbs dinnery Br the entire 
-ar’yY

Oei sti:ened, her gri- tightening on the tongsy “he didnbt need 
to loo’ to ’now who it wasy That Soice was im-ossi.le to misA
ta’eEsmug, amused, and entirelz too conMdenty

?—f zoubre so worried,Y she said shar-lz, her shoulders tensing, 
?whz donbt zou ma’e zourself useful instead of hoSering li’e a storm 
cloud”Y

“he turned awaz …uic’lz, the em.ers .eneath the grill glowing 
.righter, .ut the warmth s-reading in her chest was harder to ignorey 
qor all his teasing, there was something steadz a.out himEsomething 
that made her feel seen, eSen when it infuriated hery

Uadeitebs laugh was light, carrzing a mischieSous lilty je moSed 
closer, his -ale hair catching the golden light as a faint shimmer of his 
aura seemed to ri--le around himy The air shifted su.tlz, the .reepe 
gaining an almost -lazful …ualitz as it .rushed against her s’iny

vow the qour Dings stood fullz awa’enedEtheir -owers, their 
-otential, and their .onds s-ar’ing to life li’e em.ers catching Wamey 
The air around them seemed charged, Si.rating faintlz with the 
weight of what thez had reclaimedy 

qor the Mrst time, Oei no longer had to hide from the simmering 
-ower that .urned in her chest, a force that matched his in .oth 
intensitz and deMancey

3ut that didnbt mean she had to zieldy
The heat inside her wasnbt Fust MreEit was will, strength, and an 

unsha’a.le resolSey The Wames werenbt meant to .e tamed, not .z him 
or anzoney Thez danced and roared in rhzthm with her heart, daring 
him to challenge her, daring him to trz to ’ee- u-y
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?—bd argue —bm .oth decoratiSe and useful,Y he said, crouching .eA
side her with infuriating easey ?3ut since zou insist7Y

jis arm .rushed hers as he reached for the tongs, and Oei felt the 
heat of the grill mingling with the cool, electric energz radiating from 
himy The contact was Weeting, .ut enough to send a s-ar’ racing down 
her s-iney “he snatched the tongs .ac’ with a shar- glarey

?jands o:, cheater,Y she sna--edy ?— donbt need zour -owers inA
terfering with mz MreyY

Uadeite smir’edy ?—nterfering” —bm sta.iliping ity —f anzthing, zou 
should than’ meyY

Oeibs ezes narrowedy
“ure enough, the Wames .eneath the grill seemed unusuallz steadz, 

their dance smooth and controlled, as if guided .z an unseen handy 
jer li-s -ressed into a thin line as she glanced at himy

?The Mre doesnbt need sta.iliping,Y she muttered, turning .ac’ to 
the s’ewersy ?Nnd neither do —yY

?Bf course not,Y Uadeite said, his Soice carrzing an undercurrent of 
amusementy ?3ut zoubre much too Merz to leaSe unsu-erSisedy ;onbt 
wanna .urn the worldyY

Oeibs chee’s Wushed, though she …uic’lz .lamed the heat of the 
grilly “he Fa..ed a s’ewer into his hands, forcing him to ta’e ity ?—f 
zoubre going to hang around, ma’e zourself usefulyY

Uadeite acce-ted the s’ewer with a Wourish, his smir’ wideningy N 
faint shimmer Wic’ered in the air again as his -owers su.tlz inWuenced 
the .reepe, carrzing the smo’z aroma of the grill mingled with someA
thing uni…uelz himEa scent li’e fresh air .efore a stormy

?Rareful,Y he said softlz, his tone di--ing into something genuiney 
?Ioubre .urning that oneyY

Oei turned …uic’lz, Wi--ing the s’ewer Fust in timey
?Than’s,Y she muttered grudginglz, refusing to meet his gapey
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?Ioubre welcome,Y Uadeite said, leaning closery jis .reath .rushed 
her ear, warm and deli.eratey ?Though —bd hate to see anzthing ruined 
when webre wor’ing so7 well, togetheryY

Oei glared at him, .ut her shar- retort faltered as the em.ers .eA
neath the grill Wared .rieWz, crac’ling in res-onse to the energz humA
ming .etween themy The air grew heaSz, charged with something 
neither of them could namey

?Ioubre im-ossi.le,Y Oei said Mnallz, her Soice low .ut lac’ing its 
usual edgey

?—m-ossi.lz charmingyY
“he thrust another s’ewer into his hands, her tone softening des-ite 

herselfy ?“to- WirtingEitbs em.arrassingyY
Uadeite chuc’led, a dee- sound that sent a shiSer through hery ?CmA

.arrassing for zou or for me”Y
?3oth,Y Oei sna--ed, though the corner of her mouth twitched as 

she fought a smiley
The tension .etween them e..ed as the others .egan to gather, 

drawn .z the irresisti.le aroma of grilled s’ewersy ‘sagibs cheerful 
laughter .ro’e the moment, and kamoru a--roached with a ’nowA
ing glance toward Uadeitey The warmth of camaraderie Mlled the s-ace, 
.ut Oei felt the su.tle -ull of Uadeitebs -resence, li’e a .reepe that 
refused to leaSe her sidey

Ns she handed him a freshlz grilled s’ewer, her Soice was …uietery 
?jerey ;onbt saz — neSer did anzthing for zouyY

Uadeite  acce-ted it  with moc’ reSerence,  .owing slightlzy  ?— 
wouldnbt dareyY

qor a moment, their ezes met, and the -lazful .anter gaSe waz to 
something dee-ery The Mre .etween them .urned steadz and warm, 
its glow mirrored in Uadeitebs su.tle smiley Oei turned awaz …uic’lz, 
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.rushing -ast him to serSe the others, .ut the faint smile on her li-s 

.etrazed hery
3ehind her, the em.ers glowed .righter, their crac’le soft zet 

steadzEa reWection of the s-ar’ …uietlz igniting .etween Mre and 
windy

J
ZZ
J
kamoru stood with ‘sagi at the edge of the shimmering -ond, her 

laughter a melodz that wra--ed around him li’e a warm em.racey The 
golden light of the setting sun danced on the water, casting ri--les of 
am.er and .lue that mirrored the glow in her ezesy Cach moment felt 
li’e an echo of a memorz Mnallz made realy

qinallzy
qinallz, hebd awo’en to the truth and could fullz em.race “ereniA

tzEnot Fust as the Lrincess of his -ast, .ut as the woman who had 
alwazs .een his guiding lighty The .arriers of forgotten lifetimes and 
fractured memories had fallen awaz, leaSing onlz the raw, unsha’a.le 
loSe that .ound themy

“he wasnbt Fust “erenitz, nor was she merelz ‘sagiEshe was eSerz 
-iece of herself, eSerz Sersion of her that he had loSed across centuriesy 
Nnd now, for the Mrst time, he could hold her with nothing .etween 
them, no shadow of dou.t or hesitationy

jis arms around her felt li’e home, her warmth Mlling eSerz corner 
of his souly “he was his -romise ’e-t, his dream realiped, and his heart, 
whole at lasty

?;id zou see that”0 kamo0Y jer Soice was sunlight and eSerzthing 
.eautiful dreams re-resentedy ?— got li’e three s’i-s0 Three whole 
s’i-s0Y
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‘sagi s-un to face himy jer grin so radiant it made his chest achey 
je reached out instinctiSelz, readz to steadz her, though it was his 
own heart that felt unmooredy

je smiled, watching her .ounce u- and down on the shoreline, 
her golden hair catching the sunlight in a halo of .rilliancey “he was 
eSerzthing he had searched for across lifetimes, and now that he had 
her, he couldnbt loo’ awazy

jer Foz was infectious, her energz an unrelenting force -ulling him 
into her or.ity

Nt the waterbs edge, she crouched and -ic’ed u- a smooth, Wat 
stone, holding it u- trium-hantlzy ?;o zou thin’ — can get MSe” Thatbs 
higher than most of mz test scores,Y she laughed hardery

kamoru raised an amused eze.row, his arms crossingy ?— thin’ zou 
can do ityY

“omehow, the smile on her face got a little .rightery ?vow -re-are 
zourselfyY

jer throw arched through the air, and hit the water with a lac’lusA
ter -lo-, sin’ing immediatelzy “he groaned, -lanting her hands on her 
hi-s as she turned to himy ?That was a .ad stoney Ieah, totallz a .ad 
choiceyY

je chuc’led, ste--ing closery ?Kant some hel-”Y he -ic’ed u- a 
stone and -lacing it gentlz in her handy ?—tbs all in the angle and the 
Wic’ of zour wristyY

jis larger hand wra--ed around hers, guiding her moSementy jer 
scentEa soft .lend of straw.erries and moon.lossomsEwra--ed 
around him, reminding him how -recious she wasy Their Mngers 
moSed in unison, and together thez released the stoney —t s’i--ed 
across the surfaceEonce, twice, three timesE.efore Sanishing .eA
neath the ri--lesy
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?— did it0Y ‘sagi gas-ed, s-inning to face him, her grin as radiant as 
the sunlight on the watery

je ’e-t a hand readz in case she tri-y ?Iou did,Y he said softlz, 
though his focus wasnbt on the -ondy

jer Foz, her Si.rancz, was a graSitz he couldnbt resisty “he was the 
em.odiment of eSerzthing he had eSer needed, eSerzthing he had 
fought for across lifetimesy

vow the memories that haunted him made sensey Thez were interA
connected, thez were their -asty The moonlit gardens and glittering 
golden lighty The -ress of her hand in his as the world crum.led 
around themy jer .odz against hisy 

“erenitzy
‘sagiy
The other half of his souly
Nnd now, here thez stood, whole and together, the fractures of the 

-ast Mnallz mendedy
?kamo”Y ‘sagibs Soice -ulled him from the tide of memoriesy “he 

straightened, her .lue ezes wide and shimmering with concerny ?Nre 
zou o’az”Y

je ste--ed closer, cu--ing her chee’y jis thum. .rushed oSer her 
s’in, and the warmth of her touch sent a shiSer through himy ?‘sa’o,Y 
he said, his Soice trem.ling, heaSz with all the words he couldnbt zet
 Mndy ?—bm exactlz where —bm su--osed to .eyY

jer li-s -arted, a soft Wush .looming across her chee’sy “he 
reached u-, coSering his hand with hersy ?ke too,Y she whis-ered, the 
words fragile zet un.rea’a.ley

qor a moment, thez stood there, the world around them fading 
into a …uiet humy The water la--ed gentlz at the shore, a rhzthm 
that seemed to echo the steadz .eat of their heartsy CSerz shadow, 
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eSerz ache from the lifetimes thez had endured a-art, melted into the 
certaintz of this momenty

?9etbs trz again,Y ‘sagi said suddenlz, her grin .rea’ing the stillness 
as she held u- another stoney

kamoru laughed, the sound light and un.urdenedy ?Nlright, ‘sA
a’oy “how me what zoubSe gotyY

The stone s’i--ed twice .efore sin’ing, and her delighted cheer 
Mlled the airy Thez tried again and again, their laughter mingling with 
the gentle s-lash of water and the rustle of leaSesy Cach s’i- was a 
-romise, each ri--le a reWection of the loSe that .ound themy

Ns the sun di--ed lower, casting the -ond in hues of rose and gold, 
kamoru turned to hery jer hair glowed li’e s-un sunlight, her chee’s
 Wushed with ha--iness, and her ezes shone with a light that seemed 
to reach through time itselfy

?qoreSer, ‘sa’o,Y he said, his Soice …uiet .ut steadzy
jer Mngers laced through his,  her smile softeningy ?qoreSer, 

kamoyY
qoreSer wasnbt Fust a -romiseEit was a truth he felt in his Serz 

.ones, a .ond that time and distance could neSer seSery
The fading sunlight wra--ed around them li’e a golden em.race, 

-ainting the world in hues of am.er and rosey The gentle ri--les of 
the -ond caught the light, scattering it into a thousand tinz stars that 
seemed to dance Fust for themy ‘sagibs laughter stilled, her gape lifting 
to meet his, and in that instant, eSerzthing else melted awazy

jer .lue ezes shimmered with the radiance of the s’z itself, holdA
ing a de-th that seemed to stretch across lifetimesy kamoru ste--ed 
closer, the warmth of her -resence -ulling him li’e graSitz, steadz and 
unrelentingy jis hand lifted, .rushing a golden strand from her face, 
his Mngerti-s graping her chee’ with inMnite gentlenessy
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?‘sa’o,Y he murmured, his Soice low and reSerent, Mlled with all 
the loSe hebd carried through centuriesy 

The words lingered in the air, a Sow, a truth, and then there was 
no s-ace left .etween themy je cu--ed her face, his touch Mrm zet 
tender, as if she might sli- awaz if he didnbt hold on tight enoughy jer 
.reath hitched, her li-s -arting as her hands found their waz to his 
chest, curling into the fa.ric of his shirt as though anchoring herself to
 himy

jer warmth -ressed into him, her light merging with his in a waz 
that felt li’e the stars themselSes were aligningy Nround them, the 
world seemed to hold its .reath, the rustle of the leaSes and the gentle 
la--ing of the water falling silent in reSerencey

The glow of the setting sun caught on her hair, shimmering li’e 
s-un goldy The moon.eams from glimmered as thez .ent towards hery 
Korshi-ing her as the goddess she wasy 

je tightened his hold, one hand sliding to her waist, drawing her 
closer, as if to saz, —bSe got zouy —bll alwazs haSe zouy

Nnd he couldnbt hel- himselfy
Their li-s mety
—t was soft at Mrst, a .rush of li-s that s-o’e of deSotion and endless 

-atiencey 3ut as the golden light dee-ened, their ’iss grew, .looming 
into something fuller, something Merce and un.rea’a.ley —t wasnbt Fust 
a ’issEit was a -romise, a connection that deMed time and s-acey

Khen thez Mnallz .ro’e a-art, the air .etween them .upped with 
something electric, something eternaly jer chee’s were Wushed, her 
li-s slightlz swollen, and the smile that s-read across her face was 
.righter than anz star hebd eSer seeny

The sun di--ed .elow the horipon, leaSing the s’z awash in twilight 
hues of indigo and Siolety kamoru rested his forehead against hers, 
their .reaths mingling as thez lingered in the momenty
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?— loSe zou,Y he said sim-lz, the words carrzing the weight of lifeA
timesy

‘sagibs smile softened, her Mngers .rushing oSer his chee’y ?— loSe 
zouy qoreSeryY

Ns the Mrst stars .egan to glitter in the dar’ening s’z, thez ’issed 
again, and the uniSerse seemed to exhale in contentmenty Nround 
them, …uiet laughter softened into murmured words, hands found 
their waz to one another, and the .onds forged across lifetimes 
strengthened under the twilighty

This was their moment, their eternitz, shared and sealed in ’isses 
that shimmered .righter than the light of a thousand moonsy

Z Z Z
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