(Foreword: An explanation. 

This is a spontaneously written story. That means whenever I feel like writing I sit down and do it. Chapters are not very long. Feel free to post in this very thread. Any coincidence between the story narrated in this thread and logs retrieved from http://www.cyberbotx.com/RPG.php is unintentional.) 

Minichapter 1. Remembering. 

It was a quite pleasant evening. Caila was playing in front of her house with her mother. She was happily enjoying her life as a child, which was quite uneventful. 

Until she suddenly stopped and gazed forward, as if she had just entered a trance. She then uttered the phrase, 

"Mother, I am remembering." 

The emphasis on "remembering" made her mother feel anxious. She yelled Caila's name, but Caila was already oblivious to the outside world. She was fighting an intense fight with her eyelids. 

Come on, eyelids. Don't close. Please don't close. Am I not good for you? Please be good to me. Don't close. But they did. And then she remembered. 

Minichapter 2. The guild. 

Caila opened her eyes. She had no idea what had just happened; she had no idea what her life had been like before she opened her eyes; she had no idea what made her enter the large building she had just entered. 

The place was quite familiar, but seemed quite run-down and abandoned, compared to - compared to what? She didn't bother much with this question, and walked past four or five people who were sitting down, waiting for their turn, and talked to the odd silver-haired man and the funny-looking lady who were sitting behind a desk. 

"Can I join?" she said. 

"What?" said the woman. 

"You know... Join your..." She stopped to think for a few seconds. "Your guild." 

The man opened his mouth, as if he were about to give his answer, but the woman interrupted him. 

"You see what happens when you advertise in the pub, Casper? As if all the weirdos we got weren't enough - now we have a child. A little girl wants to join our guild of mercenaries!" 

"I still say it was a good idea! Sure, we get a lot of rubbish, but we can always select the good ones, and tell the bad ones to just go away!" 

"Casper, how many good fighters did we select today?" 

"Um... None..." 

"Yes." She then started shouting quite loudly, quite intentionally, so the people who were waiting for their turn could hear them. "And from what I see here - seems like that's it for today. We're just gonna send everyone home!" 

"We should at least talk to them!" yelled Casper. "So, let's start with this girl. Say, what's you-" 

"She's not a recruit. She's, at most, a quest. We turn her over to her parents and get our reward." 

"Come on! You know how things are in Crim, maybe she's... uhh... older than she looks? Before you say no - remember Slade?" 

"Oh, alright. We get to ask her name, ask where her parents are, wheter she wants some cookies... After we've talked to everyone else. Business first. Next!" 

And the next one got up and took a seat beside Caila, facing Casper and the angry interviewing woman, who realized Caila was still there, and said, while shrugging: "Yeah, I suppose you can stay there and watch the other interviews..."
Minichapter 3: Coin toss. 

Before Casper or his fellow interviewer got to say anything, the person who had just taken a seat right next to Caila yelled out, "We are the Lucky Number Gang!" 

Casper and the woman were startled by the unexpected yell. The woman then sighed, and said, her voice full of frustration: "Great, another weirdo." 

"Oh no, ma'am, I assure you, I'm no ordinary weirdo! I'm a member of the famous Lucky Number Gang." 

"I never heard of you guys! And if you're in a gang, what's your business with this guild?" 

"Well, it's a quite embarassing story... You see, I got separated from the rest of the gang. But no, ma'am, don't think I see this as an unlucky event, oh heavens forbid, no! This is an extremely lucky event, for I get to travel with different people, which may (or may not) be extremely helpful for my studies on fortuity, and on my quest for the Sacred Fortuity Generator of Corvus B. Xing!" 

Before Casper could say anything, the woman growled out. "So you're really into luck, eh?" 

"Oh, yes! It is a quite fascinating thing, luck, for you see-" 

"Let's put your luck to test, then." The woman reached for her pocket, and took out a shiny coin. "Heads, you're in. Tails, you're out. Ready?" 

The Lucky Number Gang member nodded gleefully. And then, the woman tossed the coin - heads! The woman was very much surprised at the outcome. 

"C-Casper! Look! Heads!" 

"That means I'm in the guild! Hooray!" 

"Shut up, you, I'm talking to Casper! And Casper, look, look closer!! Heads!!" 

Indeed it was heads. 

"What's so surprising about it?" 

"This is a two-tailed coin!" 

Casper picked the coin and examined it. It was a two-tailed coin indeed, but wait - hadn't he seen the coin land on heads just a few seconds ago?! He flipped it again, and got tails. He then said "Ok, if heads, then I agree that he gets to join the guild, tails, he's out", tossed the coin. Heads again. 

The woman grinned at the Lucky Number Gang member (and nearly scared Caila with her grin), and said, while nudging Casper "You know, there's a casino in Ardolia that-" 

Casper said no, but she wouldn't listen to him. So she turned to the lucky one and said, "The coin says you're in - who am I to say otherwise?" 

"Hooray! Many, many thanks! I'll head to the inn at once, get my belongings, and return as quickly as I can!" 

But then an odd scene took place. As he got up, and walked towards the exit, he took a coin from his pocket and started tossing it in the air before every step he took. It then dawned on to Caila, Casper, and the interviewer that he was doing that before he took his seat, too, but only now they noticed it. 

And then he stumbled. He got up, groaning, and said "Oww... That was a tails." 

The interviewer yelled, "You flip a coin to see wheter you'll be able to walk like a normal person or not?!" 

To which he replied, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, "Of course I do!" 

"But- you just stumbled! You're not lucky all the time!" 

The lucky one was startled upon hearing such an obvious phrase. "Of course not! If it weren't for fortuity, there would be no such thing as luck!" 

He then resumed his coin tossing and walking jig, while the woman, whose dreams of rich had just been shattered, muttered: "There goes the perfect cheat..." 

Minichapter 4: Before calling the next one. 

Katie sighed heavily. "I think we're the last good fighters in the land, Casper. Let's give Caila her cookies and leave it at that." 

"Don't give up just yet, Katie... You might be surprised. Let's just keep the tryouts for a little longer..." 

"Surprised?! Oh, I'm plenty surprised - in a month, we've only gotten three new members. Three. Out of, what, hundreds of weirdos who wanted to join?" 

"But..." 

"There was that Sasha girl. I liked her, I really did... But turns out she had already received training, and from the Crim Black Army no less! You wanna bet that once she's done recovering, she'll hop back to the Army faster than you can spell 'army'?" 

"I don't think so, she was..." 

"And then Aloysius. He's Millie's student, Casper; Millie's f..." She glanced at Caila for a second before resuming. "...ffftudent. He doesn't count as a surprise at all!" 

"Millie would be pleased to hear that. But..." 

Katie smirked for a second. "Millie's awesome... And a good teacher, too, isn't she?" But then her smirk turned upside down as she resumed talking about her new recruits. "And now we just hired Lucky. I'm sure I don't have to comment on him. Do I?" 

"...no. Not really. But I still think we should just keep trying." 

Katie smiled to Casper in a somewhat cynical way. Casper always cheered her up with his brainless optimism. But this very same optimism also annoyed her to no end. Specially when the guild was falling apart, with all the good soldiers aging, the paint on the walls cracking, the windows on the walls broken, no good recruits, a guild war breaking out in the distant Ardolian continent, and another about to begin much, much closer - on that very country. 

She slammed her desk and yelled, "Next!"

Minichapter 5: Blue scarves 

Two more days of tryouts, and still, no one was hired. The last new recruit was Lucky. Once in a while, Katie would mutter "I still say we should take him to that casino..." under her breath. 

Casper took Caila to Crim city and searched for her parents, but no one seemed to know who the girl was. Katie didn't allow her to join the guild, since she thought it was cruel to turn a girl as young as Caila into a mercenary. Casper took Caila to his house, where he and his family took care of her. He occasionally took Caila to the Guild Hall, which Katie disapproved as that was no place for a child, but she always gave Caila many cookies whenever she dropped by. 

One day, Caila was startled when the glass of a nearby window was shattered. Some kids outside were throwing rocks at the Guild, while yelling and laughing. Katie quickly took Caila to a safer place, away from the windows, and rushed outside. 

"Hey! What do you think you're doing?" 

"Look! It's that General dude who runs the Crim Guild!" said one kid; "Yo, General man! We're gonna thrash your Guild, and then we're gonna kill you!" said another; "We're not gonna let you take over the world!" said the third and last one. 

"You stupid brats! I'm not General Aolos! I'm not a dude, either... And for the last time, this is not the Crim Guild! Why don't you go toss those rocks in the right direction?!" 

One kid looked at Katie, and uttered, as seriously as he could: "Dude! Are you kidding?! The Crim Guild has, like, tons of guards; if we get too close to it, we're toast!" 

Katie slapped her forehead. "And that's why you come here. Because I'm easier to annoy than General Aolos." The kids agreed gleefully. Katie responded by unsheathing her rapier and waving it menacingly at the kids, yelling at the top of her lungs. 

Casper, who was just arriving from an errand, saw the kids running away from Katie. "Um, Katie, you weren't actually going to..." As usual, Katie interrupted him before he could finish his phrase. "No, I wasn't actually going to stab them... But they sure deserve a beating or two." 

"By the way, did you notice something funny about those kids?" 

"Funny? No. That wasn't funny at all." 

"Er, I mean... They were all wearing blue scarves." 

Katie pondered for a second. Yes, they were really wearing blue scarves. Ding! One second had passed, and thus she stopped pondering. "Must be the latest fashion. We should start selling blue scarves, too." 

"I'm not sure Minister Alus would allow that. Blue scarves are a symbol of protest against the Crim City Guild, that's why so many people are wearing it." Katie nodded in annoyance. Casper should have stopped talking at this point, but he didn't. 

"You know, Kuroma used to wear a blue scarf on top of his army uniform..." 

"And that's the worst thing about those blue scarves." After saying that, Katie stormed into the building. She nearly ran into Sasha as she ran back to her office. 

Casper meant to follow Katie and tell her something (altough he had no idea what he would say), when he saw someone else approaching his Guild.

Minichapter 6: Dan and them 

Casper was approached by a retired guild member, Danshaw. When Danshaw filed his retirement, he wrote that he was doing it because of his old age. But Danshaw looked decades (many, many decades) younger than he really was, and he wasn't physically tired of fighting. However, he was emotionally tired, and everyone in the guild knew that personal reasons had driven him to retirement. 

This was one of Danshaw's occasional visits to the Guild. He and Casper talked about how they were doing, how the Guild was doing, the new recruits, Casper's wife and her sister... But they were interrupted by the sound of marching. 

Danshaw wasn't the only one who decided to pay Casper a visit. Soon, the King's advisor, Lord Alus, was in front of the Guild Hall main door. Him, and a large group of soldiest in black uniform, wearing strange straw hats which obscured all of their faces, and another, smaller group of critters. 

Casper usually described those critters as "happy cannonballs dressed in yellow". Katie was less polite and used such rude terms as "those damn things", which was ruder than "happy cannonballs" but nonetheless, the name stuck and they were wildly referred to as "those damn things". 

"Why, why, good morning, er, evening, I mean, morning indeed, Mr. Xenon, Guildmaster of the Crim Sub-Guild called Guns of Crim." 

"Morning... Uh. Lord Alus, why did you bring those soldiers here? And those, the hap..." 

"These are not happy cannonballs, Mr. Xenon! They are Adjutant Recruiters, as you well know!" 

"But why did you bring them here?" 

"Ah, Mr. Xenon, it is about the orders we of the Crim Guild Administration have given you." 

"Yes, I remember that you asked me to recruit new members. I didn't have a whole lot of luck, you see, but..." 

"Tut, tut! There is no need for words, Mr. Xenon. As you can see, my Adjutant Recruiters have done their job already." 

While Alus distracted Casper, another group of happy cannonballs had sneaked into the Guild through the back door. They quickly gathered the new recruits, analyzed each and every of their abilities and weaknesses according to the interest of the Guild and following the Guild's standards, "as you well know, Mr. Xenon, for it is what they are in the Guild for, and I must say, the Adjutant Recruiters do their job exceedingly well!" explained Lord Alus whenever anyone near him made even the slightest reference to the happy cannonballs. 

Well, they had done that. Sasha, Aloysius, Lucky and Caila were brought before Alus. They wore cuffs on their wrists and legs, and a piece of paper was taped to their chests. Casper was confused, and Danshaw, while not visibly outraged, was using up all of his willpower to avoid driving an arrow through Alus' skull using his handy crossbow. 

"Only four of them... That's not excellent, I say, nor is it exceedingly good, nor is it good at all, but well, it's not bad, considering the time you were given, and that the Guns of Crim are actually a secret front for us to recruit elite fighters. Ah, let's see what grades the Adjutant Recruiters gave our Stasis Cell members!" said Alus gleefully. 

"Wait a minute! You didn't tell me that we were recruiting new people for you!" 

"And why should I? Now, let's see those grades..." 

Before Alus could look at the grades, however, Casper underwent a violent transformation. 

"Is that how it's going to be, Alus? You should mind your manners. Give me news from the castle." 

Alus stopped in his tracks. 

"And about His Majesty... I mean, Her Majesty, Sefiay." 

Alus felt a chill down his spine. 

"Your arrangement with her is quite convenient. In fact, considering that it was after she usurped the throne that you became 'King' Sefiay's right hand... One is almost tempted to think you were involved in his death." 

Alus was terrified to turned back to Casper. There was no way he could possibly know that Sefiay had died not too long ago, and that a woman - an exceedingly smart foreigner who happened to find her way into the castle - was temporarily posing as Sefiay, as to avoid a political turmoil. But Sefiay wasn't murdered, much less by him! 

Surely that meant Casper was bluffing. But was it even possible for him to bluff about everything? Maybe he had heard a distorted version of the facts? But from whom? 

Then Alus turned towards Casper. His face had undergone a terrifying transformation. He had removed his goggles and was looking directly into Alus' eyes. Casper seemed entirely emotionless, and yet, perfectly capable of making Alus realize that, up until then, he had never truly experienced fear. 

"I know you didn't kill Sefiay." said Casper in a voice that was entirely unlike his usual voice; in fact, it barely sounded human. "But do you have the slightest idea how easy it would be to convince all of Crim otherwise..?" 

Alus didn't reply. He merely fainted. 

Minichapter 7: HOORAY! 

When Casper came to his senses, he saw the oddest scene: the soldiers, the happy cannonballs and his recruits were completely motionless, as if frozen, and Alus was laying on the floor, unconscious. 

He blinked, put his goggles on, and turned to Danshaw. Before he could discern what he was seeing as he looked at Danshaw, Casper fainted too. 

Danshaw sighed, and started a little monologue. "Say, what day is it?" 

"9th, eh... That explains it. Well, that was disgusting as always, but at least it was for a good reason... " 

"...no, you're not going to get any profit out of this. I won't let you." 

"What? Now that's curious... He can actually hear me?" 

Somehow, the entire world had been stopped, so that Casper and Alus could speak privately, not in front of a crowd of living people, but a bunch of statues. However, one of them was not a statue, but someone pretending to be a statue. Danshaw noticed that. 

"I know you're just pretending. Stop it now, and speak to me." 

"Ah, mister! I don't know! You look particularly dangerous!" 

"Just talk to me. Please." 

"No! I won't talk to... Oh wait, too late now, isn't it? Ha ha ha!" 

"Tell me. Do you understand what just happened here?" 

"Oh, of course, mister! You used your psychic powers, and you made Casper say things about Alus, that Casper doesn't know, but you do, and you made him say it, and then it seemed like Casper was blackmailing Alus, everyone fainted, and now you're being crazy and talking to yourself and that's plain silly!" 

"Astounding! ...no. No, I won't let you do that. Stop. Get out of my head!" Danshaw slapped his own face strongly. Once, twice, thrice. But then he stretched his arms out in Lucky's direction, gave him the same glare that made Alus faint, and recited a chant in an arcane language. 

This made Lucky even more confused. Lucky now held Danshaw in very low regard. "You're the silliest person I've ever seen, Mr. Danshaw!" 

Lucky's face then started beaming. Not that Danshaw could tell, since Lucky's face was obscured by an ornate mask. But it was. He had just realized something. "Danshaw has seven letters! Seven is a lucky number! Congratulations, mister!" 

Danshaw replied with a growl. "My name is not Danshaw! I am Stabes Moon, the Marquis of Lunaris!" 

"Lunaris has seven letters too. Hooray!" 

Stabes Moon groaned. This situation was absolutely ridiculous! Wasn't it enough for him to be weighted down by the weak, lowly, peasant-minded character of Danshaw, who had dominated his body for so long? Stabes had been trying to reclaim his body, and when Danshaw lost control of himself, he saw the perfect opportunity to put his plans in motion. 

But he didn't foresee the Lucky Number Gang member resisting his powers. How was it done? At the same time, it was fascinating, and an annoyance. An annoyance that had to be dealt with, quickly. No problem - Danshaw always carried his trusty crossbow, which Stabes Moon was also quite proficient at. 

He took out his crossbow, having decided that Lucky was more useful dead than alive. But Lucky didn't figure out that that was the beginning of a murder attempt. 

"Ah, Mr. Lunaris, you're quite an odd fellow, but I like you! And oooh, I see why you were stretching your arms earlier, you were warming up to use your weapon... thing!" 

Stabes was about to shoot, but he glanced over to the big grandfather clock which decorated the Guild Hall. It was exactly 7:07 AM. He couldn't tell the seconds, but he knew that he had just frozen time at exactly 7 hours, 7 minutes, 7 seconds in the morning. 

This confirmed the theory he came up with as he was drawing out his crossbow, but thinking about where Lucky drew his power from, and confirming his theory, also proved that Stabes Moon had rusted a bit for the time he was dormant, as it provided Lucky enough time to stretch out his arms, yell out "HA!" and start chanting, obnoxiously, the same chant Stabes had chanted. 

"HI! DUUUUR, I AM STABES MOON, I AM A SILLY GUY! I LIKE TEA! I REALLY, REALLY, REALLY LIKE TEA! I WOULD LIKE SOME TEA FOR TWO AND THEN LET'S HAVE CRUMPETS!" yelled out Stabes Moon, in an odd, high-pitched voice which was profoundly out of character. 

Stabes Moon quickly regained his senses. Now that was unacceptable - him, the Marquis of Lunaris, have his mind controlled by some weirdo? It was almost enough to make his blood boil. But he knew that it was futile to attempt to kill Lucky - as long as it was 7:07:07 AM. It would be simple to undo the freezing of time, but that would mean everyone would unfreeze, and killing Lucky without leaving evidence would be slightly harder. His only option for now was to retreat. 

But Lucky was dancing madly, and making a different kind of chant. 

"Seven, seven, seven, seven, seven, seven, seven. Seven, seven, seven, seven, seven, seven, seven. Seven, seven, seven, seven, seven, seven, seven." 

"What are you doing now?" 

"Ah, I cannot possibly miss this opportunity, oh one-who-really-likes-tea-because-I-made-you-say-so! I will try my luck and see what happens when I say 'seven' seven times in a row, seven times, during 7:07:07!" 

Stabes Moon's eyes widened. "No you are not!" 

"Yes I will! Seven seven seven seven seven seven. Oh, three more to go, how exciting! Seven..." 

And even though Stabes tried to interrupt him, Lucky was lucky enough to manage to succeed doing whatever he thought he was doing. Stabes then decided to retreat, but in a far more radical way than he initially planned. If Lucky were to destroy someone, that would be Danshaw, not him. So Stabes retreated. 

But Lucky had ran out of luck, and once he said "seven" for the last time, that merely resulted in undoing Stabes' doing and making time flow as normal. 

Minichapter 8: Aftermath 

When Danshaw came to his senses, he saw the oddest scene: the soldiers, the happy cannonballs and Casper's recruits were moving as normally, but Alus and Casper were laying on the floor, unconscious. 

Danshaw looked at Lucky. He then said, "I don't know what just happened, but Stabes seems terrified... I love you." 

"I love you" were Dan's last words before he fainted. 

"Luck be praised, what's with the fainting? Seems like everyone's doing it. Oh, oh, I know, I'll faint too!" 

And Lucky fainted. 

Alus, Casper, Danshaw(/Stabes Moon) and Lucky utterly confused the crowd. Except for Sasha, who was not confused, but having a hard time believing that Danshaw had just turned to Lucky and said that he, out of all people, had left Stabes terrified.

Minichapter 9: The good rememberer 

Sasha approached Caila. Most of the time, she looked serene and collected, but as she walked towards Caila, her face betrayed that she was very concerned. 

"Caila... Do you see Danshaw and Lucky on the floor, over there?" 

The question confused Caila. Why, Danshaw and Lucky were right over there; sure, they had just fainted, and Caila didn't know why, but apparently... 

"Answer me, Caila. Don't stop to think about what you're seeing. Just tell me wheter you can see Danshaw and Lucky or not." 

"Uh... Yeah, I can. Why do you ask?" 

"Because you're not supposed to." 

"What?" 

Sasha then looked in Danshaw's direction. "Wouldn't it be nice? Wouldn't it be great if things always happened the way we wanted them to happen... And whenever something bad happened to us, there'd always be an easy way to fix it? Wouldn't it?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"Stabes Moon cannot be so easily contained. It takes something stronger than that to stop him. And it takes more than just pure luck to defeat him, once Danshaw loses control over him." 

"I still don't get it!" 

"And the happy cannonballs? Once they are given a mission, they will never fail to carry it out. If their mission is to take us to Crim and make us the Crim Army's new recruits, that will happen, wheter Alus is commanding them or not. The cannonballs obey only Crim itself, not this or that general." 

Sasha then turned back to Caila, and uttered terrible words. 

"What you have just seen... Never happened." 

Hearing those words had a strange effect in Caila. She didn't understand what Sasha meant... Or at least not until the world around the two started melting, and another terrifying phrase came to her: "Mother, I am remembering." 

Caila asked Sasha, her voice hinting that she was a little desperate, but only a little: "What's going to happen now?" 

"I don't know... Perhaps you're going to see what really happened, but maybe not." 

"Sasha, when am I going to wake up?" 

Sasha scratched her head. "I'm not entirely sure." 

That wasn't a very satisfying answer. But Sasha wouldn't be addressing this sort of issue again for a while, so she wasn't embarassed at all to say she had no idea when Caila would wake up. 

Minichapter 10: The friendly visitor 

The world was once again solid. Well, except for the liquid parts. The parts that are normally liquid. But mostly everything was in its place. 

Caila yawned peacefully. She felt like she had just woken up from a very pleasant night of rest; even though she still distinctly remembered the melting Guild Hall. She looked around, and instantly recognized her own room, and her father standing right beside her. 

"Good morning, Caila. How do you feel?" 

"Oh, hi dad... I'm ok, I guess." 

"That's good to hear. You were really sick last night, you even had a fever..." Caila's father then placed his hand on her forehead. "Hey, the fever's gone." 

"I was sick?" 

"Yes... And that's why I gave you some of your aunt's medicine. Seems like it really worked." 

Caila had forgotten all about her feverish night. Maybe she wasn't remembering, she was just having a nightmare because of the fever? At any rate, she was glad to be home, and no longer in the Guild Hall; even though everyone was so nice to her, she missed her family. 

Her father then reached for the curtains, to open them and let some sunshine in. He opened it a little, and his golden collar gleamed in the sun; he opened it fully, and there was a man behind the curtain. 

Danshaw reacted by reaching out for his crossbow, which was mounted on the wall of Caila's room, and pointing it at the stranger, who in turn reacted by screaming "Mercy! It's me! Don't kill me please!" 

"What are you doing in my daughter's room?" 

"Ah, well, I went downstairs, and no one was home, and then I went into your room, and you weren't there, and I figured you might be here..." 

"Who gave you permission to enter my daughter's room?" 

"Oh, come on, Dan, you don't have to be so finnicky about it, I mean, heavens, it's not like I'm trying to ambush you and Caila or something! Come on Caila, help uncle Dmitri here, tell Dan I'm your friend!" 

The name was strangely familiar. Caila didn't remember Dmitri well, but she felt that he could be trusted. She waved to him, weakly. 

Danshaw lowered his crossbow. "You know I hate discussing the stuff you like to discuss in front of Caila, Dmitri." 

Dmitri gave Dan a sarcastic grin. "It's no use hiding behind Caila, Dan. I know you don't like to discuss it... At all." He then glanced at his golden collar. "Say, had any luck with your jewelry yet?" 

"...No. I still couldn't find that one book." 

"Good news, then. I've got it. Here you go!" 

Dmitri took a handbook from his cap and handed it over to Danshaw, who froze over upon seeing it, right in front of him, in Dmitri's hands. 

"How did you...?" 

"Well, I've got my contacts. You'll never guess where it was." 

"King Sefiay's library?" 

"Ho ho ho, Danshaw, you're such an ace at guessing games! No, that's not where it was. But it's alright, the book's still yours." 

Danshaw was reluctant to take the book. Dmitri became irritated at this. 

"I'm not charging you anything, and I assure you the book's not laced with poison. I mean, I was carrying it in my hat, if it were poisoned I'd be dead already. Just take it!" 

Danshaw sighed and took the book. "Dmitri, I know you're trying to get me wear a blue scarf too. But I've got nothing against Crim. Moreover, I've got a family to protect now..." 

Dmitri grinned a malicious grin. "Page 146." 

And page 146 was read... Danshaw then looked up to Dmitri, his face completely expressionless. "I see." 

Dmitri shrugged, his grin unchanged. "That's exactly how it goes. You want to get rid of your curse, you gotta save a million people... And hey, considering that Crim is behind a lot of bad stuff, if you help us put a stop to Crim..." 

"Then the curse might undo itself." 

"That's right, that's right!" 

"...no wonder why she's always beating you up, Dmitri, you really are as dangerous as they say." 

"Speaking of which. Shouldn't she be taking care of her daughter?" 

Danshaw then turned towards the bed. Caila. He couldn't just follow Dmitri and leave Caila behind. Not now... 

Caila then got up. "Stop, both of you! I've got some things to say, too! I... I..." 

Dmitri then approached Caila. Danshaw didn't do anything about it, even though Caila thought that maybe he would point his crossbow at Dmitri again... "Caila, you're a smart girl. A very smart girl. Your only problem is that sometimes you don't remember things as well as you should..." 

Caila froze. So it wasn't a feverish dream? She really was remembering (or misremembering)? 

"No, you're not misremembering, this is exactly how things went... Er, how things had gone, up to this point." 

"What happened then?" 

"Oh, it's no fun if I spoil it!" 

"You jerk!" 

Dmitri's face then took a serious expression, for the first time since he had been found behind the curtains. "Listen, Caila. I may be dishonest about a lot of things, but I'm worried about you. As I was worried about your father, and did everything I could to undo his curse." 

Caila was surprised by Dmitri caring about her. 

"As soon as I learned about your... er, the deal with your memories... I started looking for a way to help you. Unfortunately, at this point, there's nothing I can do." 

"A-are you really going to help me?" 

"As soon as I figure out what's going on. And oh..." 

"Hmm?" 

And then that mischevious grin returned to Dmitri's face. "Should you remember something interesting about the government of Crim, or should you feel a sudden craving to wear blue scarves... You know who to talk to." 

And her room melted again.

Minichapter 11: First shadow 

Once everything around Caila melted and disappeared, Caila felt disoriented and confused. Not because of the melting; she had seen it before, and she had gotten quite familiar with the feeling of seeing the world melt and reform before her eyes (altough she wondered how, or why, she became familiar with it so quickly). The confusion stemmed from the feeling that this time, something was wrong. 

And in fact, it was: an unknown ammount of time passed, without Caila being spirited away to some other place, to see more memories unfold. She was just standing there, in the middle of her own mind, which seemed pretty empty at the moment. 

Caila walked around a bit. After walking an unknown ammount of steps, she arrived to a small, badly-lit street. The street looked quite unfamiliar; Caila was sure that it wasn't part of any memory. For some reason Caila thought she was dreaming; but was that even possible, to dream and be aware that you're dreaming? 

"It's quite possible", said a shadow. 

Caila didn't feel like talking to the shadow. Its presence alone was unsettling. But Caila had to. And thus, without turning around to face it, Caila spoke to the shadow. 

"Please let me wake up. I want to go home." 

"The world outside is cold and ugly. But this world... I can fix it." 

"No." 

The shadow giggled. "Did you like the fight between Stabes Moon and Lucky? I thought that was clever." 

"No..." 

"First, Stabes Moon came along and boom, he got rid of Alus forever! But then Stabes Moon himself would be a huge problem. So I thought, something crazy might work here, heheh, something crazy enough to-" 

"No!" 

Caila yelled that last "no" in such a coarse manner that she herself was frightened at the sound of her voice. The shadow was frightened too. But moreover, when it spoke, it seemed like it was hurt. 

"Gasp... You never listen to me! I could fix the world! I could fix the entire world. I have the revolution in me, Caila, the revolution!" 

Revolution? Caila was no longer afraid of the shadow, for it seemed a little familiar now... Revolution? Who was it who always kept rambling about a revolution? 

"Your uncle just wants to rearrange things. Your aunt likes keeping things the way they are. Your father doesn't know what he's getting into... Oh, if only he knew, but you're not gonna tell him, are you? Because you're afraid of the revolution. Of breaking things." 

The voice itself was familiar. The rhythm of the footsteps. Even the smell. Caila was almost remembering where she knew the shadow from - certainly, that shadow was not her own shadow; oh, heavens forbid, such an awful thing could not be a part of herself! This thought made Caila feel a little comfortable, and she closed her eyes as she sighed in relief. 

But once she opened her eyes, all relief was gone, as the shadow was right there, glaring at Caila. 

It was Kuroma. 

Caila had no idea how she knew it was Kuroma; what stood before her was a misty, shady, quivering image, and not the figure of a man; however, the blue scarf, the long, flowing hair, the black clothes, the red knife and the burning eyes were all there. "There", as if they were blotches of paint on a washed out painting, but they were recognizable enough. 

"Why don't you ever listen to me?" growled out Kuroma at Caila. Caila felt the air became hotter as Kuroma spoke. 

"I'm going to... I'm going to burn everything down. The world's cold and ugly, but fire can fix that! Fire is hot, and fire changes things. It makes things different! Hehe... Heheh... Ka... Kakakakaka!" 

Now the air was definitely hotter, and sparks started flying in the air. Soon everything would be aflame... Caila had to drive Kuroma away, but how? It was so unbearably hot, Caila couldn't concentrate to come up with a way of defeating him. So she yelled out for help. 

Kuroma's laughter became louder and louder... Until Kuroma himself noticed that his laughter was becoming too loud. He stopped laughing, but the laughter continued, and it was then that Dmitri showed up. Unlike Kuroma, Dmitri looked pretty much like a normal human being. 

Now this was too much. Weren't Kuroma and Dmitri the same person? They even had the same laughter! Or was her mind infested with Kuromas? 

"Ah, if it isn't my friend, my good old friend, Kuroma!" said Dmitri, in a voice so full of sarcasm that Kuroma was visibly hurt. Kuroma meant to reply, but he found himself unable to. 

Dmitri continued. "My apologies. I see you're busy... Harrassing a little girl. Are you having fun, Kuroma?" His face then twisted itself, from a cynical grin into a frightening scowl. "Are you having fun? Kuroma?" 

Caila interrupted Dmitri. "What's going on? Who are you? I mean... Who is he?" 

In response, Dmitri nodded to Caila. "Ah, young princess, you shouldn't worry about Kuroma. He's a pretty ugly figure, and he seems like he could set your brains on fire, but it's nothing more than flashy special effects. Don't mind him." 

"That doesn't really explain a lot..." 

"Well excuse me, princess. I have to discuss a few... matters... with Kuroma. And you're not invited. This means you're free to resume whatever you were doing before." 

"No! I want to know what's going on!" 

"Ooh, ooh, how about a nice little trivial memory for you to relax a bit? I know one that's great!" 

Before Caila could object further, the dimly-lit street started melting, and shortly afterwards, she found herself in a dimly-lit Guild Hall.

Minichapter 12: The gang's all here 

Caila seemed like she had just woken up from a very bad dream, and hugged Casper tight, holding back her tears. But Casper wasn't paying much attention, as he was bewildered by what was happening in his own guild hall. It took Caila a few moments to realize Casper wasn't paying attention to her at all. But then she looked at what Casper was facing, and she stopped paying attention to Casper, too. 

A loud roar echoed in the Guild Hall. "Hooray!" said the small crowd that had gathered in front of a desk. Behind the desk was Lucky Number Gang Member Number One, who was imparting his wisdom to the crowd. 

"And remember! Seven is a number so lucky, it was lucky enough to be chosen as a manifestation of sacred things!" 

"Hooray!" 

"When a die is thrown, there is a 100% chance that it will land on a number ranging from 1 to 6! But if you were to get a 7, then you're very lucky, or the man who crafted your die is not very trustworthy!" 

"Um, hooray?" 

"And listen, friends! One time, a very powerful evil wizard used some kind of weird hand gesture and he caused time to stop flowing, but it was exactly 7 hours, 7 minutes and 7 seconds, and this illuminating experience gave me incomparable wisdom, and I defeated the evil wizard!" 

"Hooray!", said a portion of the crowd; another portion kept silent, and one guy had the guts to say "That never happened!", altough in a shy and unconvincing voice. 

"And lo! As I was wandering through the streets of Crim, I ran into a sign which said, 'Now hiring'! I went through the door, and asked to be hired! And I became the 7th new person they recruited since they put that sign up!" 

"Hooray!" 

Lucky then added, "Um, actually, I had been sneaking into this Guild through the kitchen and checking the list of new recruits, just so I knew exactly when I'd be the seventh." 

"Hooray...?" said one voice in the crowd; another person in the same crowd answered with a "Shhhh!" 

"And I also grabbed some cupcakes whenever I snuck in. Then after I joined Katie found out it was me and now she's deducting a 'Cupcake fee' from my monthly wages!" 

The crowd had no idea how to respond to that. 

Lucky then regained his confident voice. "And how much does she deduct from my wages? Seventy seven!" 

"Hooray!" roared the crowd once more. 

"Speaking of which, there'll be cupcakes later. For dessert, that is." 

"Hooray!" screamed the crowd even louder. 

"Uhhh, what else, what else... Oh, oh! Dear friends of luck, in Handa village, people don't belong to one gender or the-" 

Before Lucky could finish the phrase, Sasha said, in a calm, but freezing cold tone of voice: "Watch your mouth, luck boy, I'm from Handa." 

The crowd responded to Sasha with a hearty "Hooray!". 

"Er, right, nevermind then... Well, where was I? Oh, yes, yes, the perils of unlucky numbers!" 

"Hooray!" 

"No, you dummies, didn't we rehearse this before?! When I say something that's 'lucky', you say hooray; when I say something 'unlucky', you say boo!" 

The crowd remained silent. Then one girl in the crowd rose her hand. "Number one, you just said 'lucky' and 'unlucky' in the same phrase. Do we go 'hooray' or 'boo'?" 

"Aha! An excellent question!" 

The crowd was still silent. 

"...a lucky question?" 

And once more, they went "Hooray". 

Meanwhile, Katie walked past the crowd and set a platter full of cupcakes on a nearby table. Casper slowly approached Katie and asked her the question that Sasha and Caila probably wanted to ask as well. "What's going on in here?" 

"Oh, didn't you hear, Casper? When we hired the Lucky Number Gang, we didn't hire just Lucky. We hired the entire Lucky Number Gang! For the price of one!" 

"What? They all get paid for the price of one?" 

"Yeah. You see, since they all consider themselves the Lucky Number Gang, each and every one of them is the 7th recruit, which makes them happier than being paid. Lucky explained that to me earlier, and I think that's a great deal, too! And by the way, I'm the one who let him throw his reunions here in the Guild Hall." 

"Ah, I was wondering how those people got here. And what's with the cupcakes?" 

"They're paying for the cupcakes." 

Not that Casper was in any position to complain. Alus had been harrassing him for months, because they weren't getting any new recruits, and the arrival of the Lucky Number Gang meant the Guild would get some peace... As far as Alus was concerned, that is. 

Thankfully, this time the world didn't melt around Caila. But she wondered how long that would last.

Minichapter 13: The girl who couldn't dream 

The night the Lucky Number Gang held their first reunion in the Guild Hall was also the first memory Caila had that wasn't abruptly interrupted and replaced by a different memory. Caila remembered eating cupcakes with the Lucky Number Gang, she remembered being the only person in the Guild who wasn't charged for the cupcakes (even Casper had to pay!), and she remembered going to bed. 

Caila lied down, not knowing what was going to happen next. Would she get some sleep? Or would that be the end of that memory? The thought made her anxious, and she ended up tossing and turning in bed for hours. "Perhaps my mind will just cheat its way out of those questions by making me an insomniac", Caila thought. 

But her mind did give her an answer, eventually. Frustrated at her apparent inability to sleep, Caila shut her eyes tight, and when she opened her eyes, it wasn't dark anymore; the sun was already high in the sky. 

Caila got up from her bed and yawned. So that's how it was going to be - her mind would just skip forward whenever she was supposed to fall asleep. 

At least, the continuity of her memories hadn't been disrupted. She looked at the calendar hanging on the wall, and indeed, yesterday had been the 8th, and today was the 9th. 

It was then that it occurred to Caila that the 9th was the day she saw Stabes Moon use Casper to blackmail Alus. "Good," thought Caila, "Now I can see what actually happened." 

Minichapter 14: A defeat 

Things occurred as she had remembered them before - kids in blue scarves throwing rocks at Katie, Katie scurrying somewhere else after being confronted by Casper about the blue scarves, Danshaw showing up and talking to Casper before Alus and his "happy cannonballs" showed up. 

What changed was that this time, Casper didn't reply to Alus' harrassing with insider knowledge from the castle. And Danshaw, rather than becoming an evil wizard and fighting the head of the Lucky Number Gang, was seized by the happy cannonballs too. 

Alus' Adjutant Recruiters would approach each Guild member, in groups of four. One would take point and use a strange machine on their target, pressing a button which caused a loud noise and a flash. Afterwards, a small piece of paper would come out of the machine. The other three quickly immobilized their target, tying them in a yellow rope from head to toe. 

Caila watched powerless as the happy cannonballs ran back and forth, binding people and flashing their weird machine at them. She thought about running away, but as soon as she gave two steps towards the front door, she suddenly found herself tied in yellow rope and blinded by a bright flash. 

After some time, the cannonballs calmed down, and they formed a line near Alus to deliver the pieces of paper they had gotten. Casper, the only one in the Guild who hadn't been seized, looked over at a piece of paper Alus was handed and remarked, "Hey, this isn't a photography - it's just text..." 

Alus replied, "Not 'just text', Mr. Xenon, it's a detailed report on each and every Recruit in your Guild. Now, let's see here..." 

Alus hastily gave a glance at each report he was given, tossing away the ones he didn't like. In the end, he decided he would take Katie, Sasha, Jolly, Caila and some three members of the Lucky Number Gang to the Crim Guild. 

As soon as Alus finished giving the happy cannonballs his orders, they nodded and started running around the Guild Hall like crazy. The ones who weren't deemed fit to join the main Crim Guild were untied, while the ones Alus liked were taken away to the Castle. As Caila was being unwillingly escorted to the Crim Castle, she could hear the voices of Alus and Casper in a heated argument. But it didn't matter - the happy cannonballs carried Alus' orders out, and in a couple of hours, Caila and company were in the center of the government of Crim and home to the Crim Guild, the Heavenly Palace.

Minichapter 15: The girl who disliked jewelry 

After the happy cannonballs carrying Caila and company crossed the gates of the Heavenly Palace, Caila felt like she was given a complete tour of the castle. The happy cannonballs walked down every corridor and every staircase in sight, sometimes going through the same corridors and the same stairs over and over. 

At one point, Sasha said something. 

"No. From here, you go upstairs, not downstairs." 

The happy cannonballs all stopped on their tracks and turned to Sasha. She just said, "Trust me." 

And they followed Sasha's advice. Not too long after that, the cannonballs arrived at the Throne Room. The King wasn't there, only a knight in black armor, who was apparently waiting for them. 

The knight was holding a piece of paper. He cleared his throat and started reading from it. 

"Ahem... Congratulations, new recruits. You have been chosen to join the ranks of our Guild. Our Adjutant Recruiters, as well as our High Minister himself, Alus, have recognized your talents, and that is why you have been brought all the way from your Guild to our Heavenly Palace. And I, Sir Shadowmurk, have been entrus... en... entristed... no, entrusted... with the task of training you and making you fine soldiers." 

He then stopped reading and faced the "new recruits", speaking in a far more natural tone of voice: "Any questions?" 

"Oh! Oh! I have one! What happens if we refuse to join your guild?" asked one of the members of the Lucky Number Gang. 

Shadowmurk snickered, and replied menacingly: "You see, it is because of an order, from the King himself, that we started gathering recruits for our new unit. Disobeying an order from the King is a crime, and will result in you being executed. Here and now." 

"Do it." 

Shadowmurk gleefully drew his sword as soon as he heard those words. However, he didn't even the chance to say the witty phrase he came up just for the occasion - he was expecting that at least one recruit would refuse to join the guild, thus giving him the chance to test the brand new Shiny Sword of Infinite Power he had bought last week. 

As soon as Shadowmurk saw that it was Sasha who was daring him, he sheathed his sword. "Now what kind of prank is this? What are you doing there?" 

"Tell these things to let me go." 

Sasha's voice was intimidating enough that the happy cannonballs obeyed immediately, while the other happy cannonballs (and their hostages) could do nothing but stare at the argument that ensued. 

"Thank you. Goodbye." 

"Hey, wait! Where do you think you're going?" 

Sasha glared at Shadowmurk for a moment before answering. Shadowmurk glared back, struggling to keep eye contact, and using all of his strength to keep himself from flinching before Sasha's glacial stare. Sasha, on the other hand, was also struggling - but to keep herself from laughing at how pathetic it was that a tall armored man was afraid of a girl who was unarmed and in her civillian clothes. 

"I'm going back to the Guns of Crim. Your guild does not interest me at the moment." 

"Sasha, listen. There is no choice between going back to the Guns of Crim or being a part of the Crim Guild's new elite unit. That said... In respect for your former rank in our Guild, I suppose I can afford to, er, demonstrate the benefits of staying." 

"You are trying to persuade me to stay." 

"No! You're..." 

"Go ahead. Try." 

"...fine. Well, you see, the rules of this Guild state that, if you leave duty without permission from the Administration, which is what you did, that constitutes desertion, and should you try to return, you'd have to rejoin the Guild as the lowliest soldier and work your way to the top all over again. You got all that?" 

Sasha didn't reply. 

"Er, of course you did. Anyways... This is an opportunity for you to rejoin the Guild as a member of our brand new elite unit! Eh?" 

"I don't want to." 

"...It's the rings, right?" 

Again, Sasha didn't reply. 

"It was rude of you to leave without telling anyone your reasons for deserting... Not that we didn't find out later, of course we did, but it was only through rumors, things our spies overheard here and there..." 

"I had no reason to tell you anything back then. And I still have no reason to tell you anything about my progress recovering what I lost. But I'll tell you two things." 

This time it was Shadowmurk who didn't reply. He imagined he had finally annoyed Sasha, who probably never lost her coolness even once when she was a part of the Crim Guild - a remarkable feat. Imagining this put a wide, dumb grin on his face. 

"First. Contrary to what you think, it's far more convenient for me to stay at the Guns of Crim. That guild does less questing than yours, thus giving me some free time to study the circumstances behind the loss of my powers, but I still get paid. And more importantly, the guildmaster is Casper Xenos... husband of Kia Purity, who is a telepath. I could use her help." 

Shadowmurk nodded. "I suppose." 

"Second. Yes, you're right, it's about the rings. I didn't need them before... I'm sure you remember that none of your rings were match to my natural mastery of the cold." 

"Why, yes, I'm forced to agree..." 

"I want my power back. I'll never get used to needing those crutches, like the other people in this guild." 

"Yes, I understand, but you see..." 

"Shadowmurk. Hasn't it occurred to you what might happen if you force me to use a magitek ring?" 

Shadowmurk's grin disappeared. 

"Assuming that this unit of yours uses magitek rings." 

"Y-yes. It does." 

"I don't want to regain my mastery of cold through artificial means. But it's only a matter of priorities; I can use magitek to kill you if I have to." 

"You're f-free to go!" 

"Not just me... Them too." 

"What?!" yelled out Shadowmurk in a high-pitched yell, which definitely didn't suit his stature. 

"I can understand why you'd want to recruit Katie and leave just Casper in charge of the Guns of Crim. He's powerless against you people, while Katie could, at least, cause some ruckus. But she's competent and I'd rather obey her than him. Release her." 

Without even waiting for Shadowmurk's opinion on the subject, the happy cannonballs (which, at this point, were on the verge of crying) hastily obeyed. 

"Jolly too. Kia and Millie are excellent healers, but Kia stays at home, and Millie's not in Crim right now. Jolly is the only healer who can go with us on quests. Release him." 

"...fair enough." 

"The two robed ones. I don't know what the happy cannonballs saw in them. I want to know. Release them." 

"Now wait a minute! That's just..." 

"And the child too. It's obvious you shouldn't let a small girl into fights... Isn't it?" 

"You can't take all of my recruits away! T-this isn't just disobeying, this is treason!" 

"No it's not. I'll rejoin your guild as soon as I can. But for the time being, I'm a member of the Guns of Crim, and I want some decent fighters to aid me on my quests." 

Sasha then walked towards the door and told the rest of her guild to follow. Deep down, Shadowmurk was relieved that Sasha was going home, but he still mustered the strength to utter one last question: 

"What am I supposed to tell the King, then?!" 

"The King..? Send the Queen my best regards." 

Sasha's reply nearly made Shadowmurk faint. Thankfully, his resistance was a little bit higher than Alus'.

Minichapter 16: Business 

Sasha and company were free to go back to the Guns of Crim, but no one seemed to be happy. On the contrary; Jolly and the Lucky Number Gang members were just indifferent, but Katie seemed to be worrying about something, and Sasha, who was leading the group outside the Heavenly Palace, was even more worried. 

Staircase. Corridor. Another staircase. Longer corridor. Hall. Gate. Outside. Only after everyone was already pretty far from the palace, walking down a busy street in Crim city, Sasha spoke to Katie. 

"You didn't say anything... Were you going to let them take you away from your own guild?" 

"I had spoken to Alus earlier... You know, to get some details about the job. The pay was better." 

"Oh." 

"No, no! Don't worry, despite the money, I wasn't all that interested... There was going to be some stupid training, with that guy in the black armor you talked to. And we were going to be sent to Ardolia, which means lots more work." 

"Glad to hear I didn't ruin a good deal, then" said Sasha in an unconvincing tone. 

"And most importantly, back in our Guild, I'm the boss, and not the underling of some guy who lets himself be pushed around." 

Sasha gave Katie a strange glare. 

Katie noticed the strange glare and looked away. 

"So, what do you think is going to happen next?" 

Sasha pondered for a second before replying. "Shadowmurk is going to have to report this to his superiors, and I'm sure they're not going to be pleased. I assure you, there's very few people in the Crim guild who can be pushed around, Shadowmurk just happens to be one of them." 

"And then?" 

"I... I have the feeling we'll be getting more quests. Dangerous ones." 

"So dangerous one could think they're trying to, you know, kill us?" 

"Yeah." 

Katie smiled weakly. "Yeah. I can look forward to that. We're not gonna die, are we?" 

Sasha didn't smile back; then again, she usually didn't smile. "No." 

Caila started worrying, too.

Minichapter 17: Coffee 

Later that night, Alus paid the Guns of Crim another visit. Katie, Casper and Alus went to the office, closed the door and spoke very softly, thus keeping the more curious guild members from knowing what they were discussing. 

After a couple of hours, the three left the office. As Alus was on his way out, Katie asked him a question in a stern voice that didn't exactly match the defying glance she sported. 

"Any other quests for us?" 

"Not on our behalf, no. But you know, there's a bounty on Deatheye... Catch him, and you'd solve your money problem." 

Katie gave a polite laugh, with which she hid her intention of screaming a thousand swear words at Alus, insulting relatives he didn't even know he had. 

"Are we that expendable?" said she. 

Alus gave an unreadable smile. "Not that much. I was, obviously, joking." 

Katie nodded, and Alus left through the front door. It was then that Katie noticed that Sasha, two members from the Lucky Number Gang and Caila were there. 

One of the Gang members was shrivering and looking at Katie anxiously. The other, who Katie vaguely recognized as being Number One, was just shaking his head, trying to calm the shrivering one down. 

The shrivering Lucky then asked Katie in a frail, frightened voice. "A-Are we actually going to look for the Deatheye?" 

Katie smiled as she replied. "So, are you afraid of the Reaper?" Upon hearing this, Number One gave two steps back, thus exiting the frightened one's range of vision, and started waving nervously at Katie, who solemnly ignored him. 

"Well you shouldn't be. You're a member of the Lucky Number Gang! Deatheye may be pretty scary, but he's just one guy. Your gang vastly outnumbers him, so don't worry about it anymore, ok?" 

The frightened one stopped shrivering. He shouted out "hooray!" and gave Katie a big hug. 

"Th-that's just what Number One told me the other day! Thank you so much, Miss Guildleader-ringleader-bossmaster-type-person!" 

Number One gently tapped his shoulder and said, "Uh, perhaps you should go to the kitchen help Jolly with the dinner." He nodded and ran off elsewhere. 

Katie laughed a bit. "I'm starting to get used to your gang, Lucky. You guys are really silly." 

Lucky gave a nervous laugh. "Ah, yes, Sir Guildmaster-boss-leader-type-person..." 

"Just Guildmaster will do." 

"...fine. Well, there's something we've got to discuss about that one." Lucky then turned towards Casper and said, "we could discuss this while drinking a cup of coffee!" 

Casper was a bit infuriated by the implied request. "Hey, I'm the Guildmaster too! Why are you looking at me like that?" 

Sasha grumbled and headed to the kitchen. 

While Katie, Casper, Lucky and Caila waited for the coffee, they sat around a nearby table. Lucky started talking, but he didn't sound as silly or enthusiastic as usual. Katie thought Lucky was incapable of talking as if he hadn't just won the lottery or some similarly lucky event, but turns out he was. 

"Ah, you see, Guildmaster, the gang member you just talked to was one of the two that got carried away by those... Ah, how do you call them? Happy curtain calls? You know what I'm talking about, right?" 

Katie nodded. "I still wonder what the happy cannonballs saw in them. Not everyone in your gang is a fighter, right, Lucky?" 

"Some of us are. When they're not in the Lucky Number Gang, I mean... I'm one of the few Lucky Number Gang members who's a full-time member. Everyone else has other jobs, a family, so they stick around just for a while." 

"Oh, is that so?" 

Lucky's speech briefly regained the usual enthusiasm. "That is the only way we can have a variable number of members, you see... A random number! Thus sometimes, we have an ammount of members that just happens to be a Lucky Number Gang!" But shortly, he went back to the unusually serious tone he had adopted for the moment. 

"I... You see, Number Seven told me what happened when he was taken to the Heavenly Palace. He said some guy in an evil black armor said things about the happy manor halls always choosing the strongest warriors, and fighting, and those terrible things." 

"That's true. And hey, I was there too, so I know what Shadowmurk said." 

"Good, good. What I wanted to say is... This whole talk about fighting and magitek rings and whatnot made me realize something." 

"What?" 

"Your guild. What it's about. I joined without thinking, because it was going to be a lucky event, and then you people said this was a 'guild' and I thought, oh, maybe it's like, the seamstresses of Crim guild, or the blacksmiths of Crim guild, maybe you were librarians, bakers or something." 

Lucky added a dramatic pause, and then resumed. "But you're not. You're all sellswords. Mercenaries! Of the kind who work for a living but get themselves killed working! Live by the sword, die by the cannonball! The prostitutes of murdering! That sort of thing? Yes?" 

Katie didn't know wheter she wanted to punch Lucky's face for calling her a 'death whore' or to applaud his way of putting things so honestly. She decided for the latter. "I thought the name 'Guns of Crim' would be a giveaway?" 

Lucky nodded. "But Seven also told me the things that Sasha said. She said this was such a lousy guild that it never got any quests to do, so she'd have plenty of time to research why she lost the ability to kill people with her will alone." 

And then Lucky coughed seven times. He meant to cough only once, but figured he should do it seven times; by the seven cough he was running out of air, but he managed to do it anyways. 

"I don't mind that you people kill for a living, or at least you would if the main Crim Guild let you. I don't mind at all. The problem's Seven. You see... Ah, wait, here comes coffee." 

It was then that Sasha showed up with five cups of coffee. Caila drinked hers, and much to her surprise, it caused the memory of talking to Lucky end abruptly, and she was taken elsewhere.

Minichapter 18: Death 

In the next memory, Caila found herself in the middle of a raging storm. She felt that the night sky was falling apart; at that moment, nothing else could explain why it was raining so hard. 

Caila started running. She didn't know where she was running, nor why, but she was overwhelmed by a feeling of panic. She was absolutely certain that staying where she was would endanger her. She tripped on something and fell over. When she got up and looked around, she realized that it was too dark to see what had made her stumble, but during a flash of lightning, she clearly saw a corpse. Whose corpse it was, she couldn't tell. 

A second flash of lightning allowed Caila to see a slightly livelier person. It was a man wearing ragged clothes. His left arm was completely covered in bandages, and his right hand was... was... Ah, but lightning doesn't last forever, now does it? 

Caila resumed running. But after running for a while, she was paralyzed upon hearing an inhuman howl. At least, Caila thought that no human could produce such a sound - it would take a mortally wounded beast to do that. But the howl once again echoed through the barren plains, and as Caila looked around, another flash of lightning allowed her to see that it was the man who was chasing her that did the howling. 

She also caught a couple more glimpses of the man. With his right hand, he was holding a sword, but more alarmingly, he was missing his right eye. 

It occurred to her that she was being chased by Deatheye. 

Caila pondered. "Oh", she thought, "so that's who Alus and Katie were talking about". It then occurred to her that she had heard the name earlier than that - he was an infamous assassin who, after working for a while as a mercenary, started targeting people at random, never leaving any survivors in his wake. 

But none of that was real, Caila thought. It was just a memory - thus there had been at least one survivor. Herself. 

The thought that she was surely going to survive her meeting with Deatheye consoled Caila as Deatheye attacked her mercilessly. 

Minichapter 19: Anxiety 

Caila couldn't tell when one memory ended and the next began. But she was definitely not in those barren plains anymore, nor was Deatheye chasing her. Not that it helped much - Caila was suffering excruciatingly and bleeding copiously. 

And yet, she felt safe. Somebody said to her, "I... I'm so glad you're awake now! Don't worry, I'm going to heal you... You'll see." 

Unable to recognize the voice, and in fact unable to do anything properly except to hurt and bleed, Caila opened her eyes with much difficulty. All she could see was a blur that vaguely resembled the face of her aunt, Kia. At least, she thought it looked like her aunt, but now she wasn't even sure wheter Kia was her aunt or not. 

But then that horrible howl echoed again. Kia looked somewhere alarmingly and shouted, "No! I won't let you have her... I'll take care of you myself!" And after saying that, Kia left.

Minichapter 20: Redemption 

And just as suddenly as Caila had been whisked away from the guild hall, she returned. Katie, Casper and Lucky were there, as was Sasha. Sasha had just placed five cups of coffee on the table, and Lucky was about to resume talking to Katie about the purpose of the Guild. For the first time, Caila was seeing a memory stop, and then resume from where it had stopped. 

Lucky took a sip from his cup and then set it down. "Ahh, that's good coffee." Sasha just stared at her own cup, probably waiting for it to cool down a bit. Caila was still shaken due to the last memory. And neither Katie nor Casper actually had their coffee that night. 

"So, Lucky. You were talking about... um... Seven." 

"Oh, yes, yes. Seven. You saw how frightened he was when Alus mentioned Deatheye?" 

A chill ran down Caila's spine upon hearing the name. 

"Yeah... Then again, he does sound like a frightening guy, doesn't he? Travelling everywhere, killing anyone who's unfortunate enough to run into him..." 

"Ah, unfortunate indeed. Interesting choice of words, Guildmaster. You see, the Lucky Number Gang had problems with Deatheye in the past." 

And thus everyone started paying attention to Lucky, that is, really paying attention. 

"There was a group of Lucky Number Gang members, travelling from one town to another... I don't remember how many people were travelling. But when they were near the Ikana ruins, they found Deatheye roaming around the place, howling and looking for new targets." 

"Oh my... So you saw what he looks like?" 

"Nope. I wasn't there. This gentleman, who also happened to be on the same road, was an eye witness... He hid when he heard Deatheye's howl, but he ended up seeing the whole massacre." 

As if to answer a question that Katie was about to ask, Lucky added; "No one from our Gang survived. The gentleman was the only one who lived to tell the tale." 

"But he also told me something unusual. Our gang members didn't yell, or cry, or run, or anything. They just stood there; some singing and dancing; but everyone seemed pretty resigned to their fate." 

Katie's eyes widened. "They what?! But..." 

"Deatheye never chose his victims, of course; so getting killed by him or not is a random event. If it's random, then you could be lucky, or unlucky! And thus, they were unlucky." 

Caila couldn't believe Lucky had just said that. Sasha also seemed somewhat surprised. Casper's jaw dropped. Lucky calmly took a sip of his coffee before resuming. 

"We may dislike bad luck, but we respect it as well. Without bad luck, there's no such thing as good luck, since everything would be deterministic. The group that got killed knew this as well." 

"And even thought nobody reacted, Deatheye just killed them?!" asked Caila, even though she felt like she knew the answer. 

But "Hah! That's where things started to become unusually lucky!" was the unexpected answer. 

"The strange reaction, or lack thereof, left even Deatheye bewildered! I'm absolutely certain that this unlucky event is what sparked Deatheye's interest in the tenets of our Lucky Number Gang. So he started looking for the rest of us!" 

"He hunted you down? Or rather... is he still hunting you down?" asked a slightly concerned Sasha. 

"Oh, no worries, Sasha! He found us. That wasn't too long after the gentleman told me about the massacre; I think Deatheye figured that all he had to do was follow the path to get to where the group wanted to go." 

"And then?!" asked Katie, Casper, Sasha and Caila, almost in unison. 

"I invited him to join the Lucky Number Gang!" 

No response. 

"...and he joined us." 

Sasha got up from her chair, unable to stay still after hearing such a thing. Caila involuntarily shrieked in horror, as did Casper. Katie was the only one who mustered the strength to ask Lucky to continue his strange story. 

"D-Deatheye? Is a Lucky Number Gang member?" 

"Yes. Which is why he was so scared when Alus talked about hunting Deatheye." 

"So he's the one who hugged me." 

"This reminds me! I must compliment you for your magnificent choice of words." 

Again, no response. Lucky thought it was better to continue telling the story by himself, rather than waiting for Katie to encourage him. 

"You see, Deatheye turned out to be a rather fragile boy, killing edge aside. He was tired of his life as Deatheye, and when I told him what the Lucky Number Gang was about, he agreed to join." 

"You see, he's no longer Deatheye; now he's number Seven in the Lucky Number Gang. We always agreed to not ask about each other's past, or about our lives outside the Lucky Number Gang, and this makes us closer to our goal of making it so each and every member by himself represents the whole Lucky Number Gang, and when one member is lucky, everyone is lucky!" 

Lucky continued, even though at this point everyone was just staring at him with a distant gaze. "And the boy has been making incredible progress! He knows all our songs about the lucky numbers by heart, and he also dances pretty well." 

Then, Lucky leaned forward, facing Katie. "Which brings me to what I've been meaning to discuss." 

Katie asked, with a weak voice, "There's more?" 

Lucky nodded. "Sometimes he talks about his past. He only talks about his past to me, probably because I'm in charge of deterministic stuff in the gang." In response to Katie's confused look, he added, "You know, like chores, taking care of the budget and... talking to the Guildmaster." 

"And I must tell you; he's awfully frightened of not being able to contain his old instincts. His biggest fear is ending up in a situation where he has to resort to brute force, and not being able to stop using brute force again. You understand?" 

Katie gave a weak nod. 

"He loves the Lucky Number Gang, he really does. It's like the family he never had. And he'd also be terribly ashamed if he did something like that. He thinks that not being Seven, even for just a moment, would be like betraying the Lucky Number Gang. And Seven doesn't cut people in half with an ultra-sharp sword. None of the Sevens do that." 

"Sevens?" asked Casper. 

"Oh, every other member in the Lucky Number Gang is number seven. I'm one of the few Ones, since One gets to deal with the most boring aspects of the Gang." 

Sasha then regained her strength and said, "So that's why the other day you asked for Number Seven and a dozen of people showed up." 

"Exactly! Everyone is Number Seven and everyone is the Lucky Number Gang. Thus you can't single out any Lucky Number Gang, everyone's interchangeable, and thus when one member is lucky, everyone's lucky." 

Lucky leaned even closer to Katie. "Which is why you should never put any of us in dangerous quests." 

"Since there's the risk I might be picking Deatheye. And he could freak out in the middle of the quest and kill everyone" said Katie, terrified as she imagined the scene as she spoke those words. 

"Ah, very wise, Guildmaster-type. I knew I could count on you." 

Casper, however, was skeptical. Altough he didn't have the courage to dismiss the entire story as one big lie, an excuse Lucky came up with to keep him and Katie from assigning the Lucky Number Gang to any quest, as he wanted to, he still managed to convey his skepticism. 

"How do you know for sure that he's Deatheye, and not... you know... someone posing as him?" was the question Casper asked. "Are you capable of proving to us that Deatheye really joined your gang?" is the question Casper wanted to ask. 

Lucky was expecting this. In fact, that was one of the reasons why he told the story of Deatheye in a slow, calm manner. He was thinking of ways of proving Deatheye's identity without him knowing that his identity was being revealed. 

All Lucky Number Gang members wore long green hooded robes, high boots, a pair of white gloves and an ornate mask, everything bearing the lucky number seven written all over. Even Number One was hard to spot when he was surrounded by the rest of the gang. 

Obviously, getting Deatheye to remove his mask was the worst possible thing to do. But Lucky had a plan. So he got up from his chair, cleared his throat, and yelled out, in the enthusiastic voice of the leader of the Lucky Number Gang, "Number Seven! Come here!" 

Four different lucky number gang members showed up. One was wearing ridiculously huge pink oven mitts. 

"Behold, Guildmaster-boss-leader-chief and Guildmistress-boss-leaderess-chiefette!" 

"What did you just call me?!" asked Katie, exasperated. Lucky ignored her. 

"The five of us will prove the four of you wrong. You! Come here!" and he pointed at one of the gang members. 

Lucky took his gang member by the arm and nearly dragged him (or her, it was impossible to tell) next to Caila. "Number Seven! Show her which number is written on the boots worn by the Lucky Number Gang!" 

The gang member proudly raised his foot to Caila and said, "It's three!" 

Lucky then yelled out "Three!" and the other gangsters shouted a hearty "Hooray!" in unison. Save for one of them, who was shorter and fatter than the others, it was impossible to tell them apart. 

"You! Come here." And Lucky dragged another gangster towards Sasha. The gangster nearly lost his balance and fell on top of her. "Show this lady here the number on the gloves of our uniform!" 

"It's forty two!" said the gangster. "Hooray!" yelled the others. 

"You over there!" and Lucky dragged one more, this time nearly tossing the short gangster on Katie's lap. "Show her the number that adorns the back of our robes!" 

The short one turned around to show Katie. "See? It's thirty three. Hooray!" 

"And now, you!" Lucky dragged the gangster bearing oven mitts to Casper, bringing him so close to Casper and with such force that Lucky made the gang member stomp on Casper's foot. 

"...what's with the oven mitts?" asked Lucky, in an amused tone. 

"You told me to help Jolly with the dinner, remember?" 

"Er... Right! Of course! Anyways. Show Guildmaster-boss-goggles-goggles-type the sacred number, which decorates our beloved mask!" 

The mitts-wearing gangster leaned over to Casper, pointing at his mask. "It's seven!" 

"And now, they know! Hooray!" shouted Lucky. "Thanks to you, these ignorant people are now closer to fortuity! You sure showed them! That was..." Lucky drew in his breath, and then yelled at the top of his lungs, "brilliant!" 

In response, the four gangsters started dancing a weird jig that Lucky taught them, and while still dancing, they went somewhere else. 

Lucky calmly took his cup of coffee from the table and followed the four. He was confident that Casper had seen conclusive proof that the story he just told them was true. 

It was very hard to see anything of the Lucky Number Gang members under the heavy uniform they wore. Their masks obscured the entire face, but if you got close enough, and looked from a good angle, you could see the eyes of the wearer. 

And Lucky brought the gangster close enough to Casper that he was able to tell that he was beaming under the mask, proud to show off the number seven that adorned his mask. 

His left eye was gleaming with joy. 

Just the left eye.

Minichapter 21: House 

And night came. It was time for Caila to go to bed and not sleep, something she definitely didn't look forward to. 

As Caila rested her head on the pillow, something occurred to her. She could remember what it was like to sleep in Mr. and Mrs. Xenos' house, and she was obviously in her room, but she didn't know how she got there. 

Caila got up from her bed and tried to remember what happened after Lucky finished talking about Deatheye. She spent some time in the Guild Hall (but she couldn't remember how much), and Casper remarked that it was getting late, and he took Caila home. 

So far, so good. She remembered what the outside of Casper's house looked like, and then he opened the door, and immediately afterwards Caila was in her own room. No. That was not it. 

Caila headed to the door. She figured that remembering what the rest of the house looked like was as easy as opening her door and seeing what was on the other side. 

Her memories proved her wrong: as soon as she touched the doorknob, the world around her changed once more. 

Minichapter 22: No jewelry, no lies 

Sunshine was gleaming through the windows of the Guild Hall. 

"Wait. Guild Hall?" yelled out Caila. "My bedroom is not in the Guild Hall! And it's not morning yet, it's night!" 

Caila then covered her mouth with her hands. She was saying the truth, of course, but no one but her knew that. So she looked around to see wheter anyone had heard her seemingly nonsensical objection. Only Sasha and Jolly were near. 

Sasha glanced at Caila for a moment before resuming her conversation with Jolly, who didn't even bother to look. 

"I do intend to forgive Kuroma eventually," said Sasha. "But I think it's much easier to forgive the dead than the living" she added, matter-of-factly. Despite the tacit threat in her words, Sasha didn't seem like she was bragging, or merely adding a darkly humorous twist to her words. To her, that was a simple remark. 

"B-but... Do you think he did that intentionally?" asked a visibly frightened Jolly. 

"I don't care. He might have recognized me as a member of the Crim Guild, even though I was dressed as a civillian... Or he could have been just pulling a prank. But either way, he lied to me, and his lie made me lose my powers. If I find him, I'll kill him." 

Jolly laughed nervously. "Wow, Miss Sasha, you're really spiteful when it comes to lying!" 

Sasha glared at Jolly, and he stopped laughing. "No, you're right, Jolly. I just can't tolerate liars." But then she looked towards Caila. "Speaking of which..." 

"I'm not a liar!" blurted Caila. Sasha didn't reply; instead, she unexpectedly grabbed Caila by the arm and started dragging her elsewhere. 

"Sasha! What are you doing?! Stop! You're hurting me! Let me go!" cried Caila, to no avail. She then looked back and pleaded for help. "Jolly! Help me! Help!" 

"Jolly can't help you", said Sasha in her usual cold voice. "He is nothing but a memory." 

"Well, aren't you a memory too?" 

"Sometimes, I'm the memory of the girl who dislikes liars like Kuroma. But right now... I'm more than that. I'm your very desire of unveiling the truth." 

Sasha then let Caila go abruptly, nearly causing her to lose her balance. Caila looked around and realized that Sasha had taken her to the Guild's armory. 

"What truth are you talking about, Sasha?" 

"Something you've been trying to hide, Caila. You've been trying to hide the truth from yourself with all of your strength. That's why there are some things you fail to remember. Take a look around..." 

Caila's arm was still sore from her being dragged all the way to the armory. But she knew she could trust Sasha, and that if she did as Sasha said, she could finally find her way out of the whirlpool of memories she was in. 

"But you didn't have to drag me like that!" said Caila, thinking out loud, before carefully looking at her surroundings. 

There were three suits of armor, all of them badly battered and rusty beyond repair. There were also many weapons mounted on stands: swords, showing varying degrees of use; a few axes; two unused lances; a pair of shiny scimitars; a complicated-looking gun and two belts full of ammunition; what seemed to be a jewel case resting on top of a cute little table; and a huge blur that was painful to look at. 

"S-Sasha! What's that?" said Caila, while shutting her eyes tight. 

"Proof that I'm right when I say you're still misremembering... And possibly, your ticket to the real world." 

"Why is it so painful to look at it, Sasha?" 

"I don't know. I wish I knew why you're misremembering things the way you are... It certainly has to do with this... weapon." 

"Is... Is it a weapon? Whose weapon is it?" 

Sasha looked at the weapon and shook her head. "I'm not sure wheter I can call it a weapon... And something's keeping me from telling you what exactly it is. But it's yours." 

Caila dreaded just thinking she had seen that terrible object, even though she had no idea what it was! Sasha sounded almost cruel when she said "touch it". 

"No! I'm not going to!" yelled Caila, at the top of her lungs. 

But as Caila's eyes were closed, she didn't see when Sasha grabbed Caila and shoved her towards the terrible object. Caila screamed in pain as she touched it, and the world reluctantly melted, to give room to a distressing memory. 

Minichapter 23: The second shadow 

This time, Caila didn't know where she was. All she could see around her were rapidly moving lights, swirling around her, forming shapes she didn't want to see. 

And in front of her was a shadow, vaguely shaped like a human. Caila had seen a shadow before, and it turned out to be Kuroma, but being near the shadowy Kuroma was merely unsettling. Being near this shadow made Caila's heart ache terribly. 

Caila called out "Kuroma?" reluctantly, wondering wheter it was the same shadow she had seen earlier. 

But it wasn't Kuroma, and being near it was gradually driving Caila insane. Caila suddenly realized that the shadow was the reason of all of her sorrows! The shadow was the reason why everything in her life had gone wrong! 

"You!" cried Caila in a violent voice that she didn't even know she was capable of producing. "You're the reason why my memory fails the way it does! You robbed me of my past... It's all your fault, your fault, your fault!" 

The shadow started moving towards Caila. It was nothing more than a shadow, and yet, Caila could feel that it was not angry at her. How extremely annoying! "Stay back!" Caila shouted in a voice that was not entirely hers. "I hate you! I loathe you more than you could understand! You're the source of all of my sorrows... I wish you were dead!" 

And all the shadow did was shake its head. This made Caila even madder. 

"How can you just stay there, shaking your head? You... You know what you did to me! You know how much it hurt! And now you won't even fight me?" 

The shadow nodded. This was it, Caila thought. Now she had a burning desire to kill the shadow. Ah, but she needed a weapon, something that would hurt a lot, something to kill in just one blow. But there was nothing nearby that was sharp enough, or blunt enough... 

"Are you... Are you apologizing?" 

The shadow nodded again. 

"No! Don't apologize to me! I don't need your apologies, I don't need your help!" Caila reached for something. She didn't know how appropriate it was for her purposes. "I want... I want you to die!" And she swung. Thud! 

Suddenly, all the shimmering lights went out. All Caila could see was blood. She had finally done it; she had gotten rid of that stupid shadow. 

But this only made Caila feel worse. All of her anger had suddenly turned into agony. She had commited a murder. The murder of someone she loved! How could she have been so angry at the shadow? All it wanted to do was to help. 

Horrified by how irrational she had just been, Caila noticed that she was holding something. But whatever she was holding was also a blur. The same blur she had seen in the Guild Hall armory. Her weapon. The weapon she used to kill the shadow. 

"No... This can't be! I'm... I'm so sorry!" Caila shouted, as her eyes welled up with tears. "Please wake up! I didn't mean to... You've got to live!" 

Caila screamed the shadow's name. Screaming that name, which she could not understand, made her return to the Guild Hall. 

Minichapter 24: The blurred weapon 

Caila stood in front of Sasha, holding her weapon, which she quickly tossed to the ground. 

"Sasha! Tell me it isn't true! Tell me I didn't kill her!" 

"You didn't" answered Sasha cooly. 

"I... I didn't?" 

"No. You did make her bleed a lot, but it's not like you struck her with one of these..." and to demonstrate, Sasha took a rusty axe from a nearby stand and swung it twice, effortlessly. 

"You mean she's ok?" 

"Yes, she is, and I must say I'm surprised at how exaggerated your memory of that event was." 

"But... Who was she?" 

"You should know, and the fact you act like you don't annoys me. However, I'm glad you're addressing her using the correct gender." 

Caila pondered. Indeed, she started referring to the shadow as a "she" after she came back to the Guild Hall. On top of that, looking at her weapon, while still unsettling, wasn't as painful as before. But quite a lot of questions still went unanswered. 

"If I'm the one who's remembering... And you're, well, a part of me... How come you seem to know more than I do?" 

"That's just the way your mind works." 

That was the least satisfying answer Caila could expect. "And you're going to leave it at that?" 

Sasha nodded, to Caila's despair. "Even though I'd like this to end as quickly as possible, you have to find the way out by yourself", Sasha added. 

Before Caila could ask anything else, the world started melting. It was time to relive another memory.

Minichapter 25: Who's the boss?

Caila found herself in a very dark and very narrow corridor. The walls were cold and stony, and Caila noted that they were placed too close to each other; so close that she couldn't move in any direction but sideways. Thus, she started moving to the right, which seemed like the only thing to do (besides moving to the left, which Caila decided not to).

After some minutes of crawling around in the suffocatingly narrow passage, Caila saw two odd holes in the wall. The holes seemed to invite her to look through them, and Caila chose not to refuse the invitation. Once she looked, it occurred to her that the holes in that wall were exactly what she was looking for: a view into High Minister Alus' office.

The office was richly decorated, and it was clear to Caila that it was a far more comfortable place than the secret passage she was in. Every piece of furniture seemed to bear the intention of letting any guests know that the office belonged to a powerful, rich person, who occupied a high position in the Crim Guild.

This caused the minor problem of making Alus himself seem highly out of place in his own office, as he was just a frail old man wearing an uniform that seemed to belong to someone else. For a moment, Caila thought that the office didn't belong to Alus, but to the woman he was talking to.

The woman's elegance, both in the way she dressed and in how she addressed Alus, gave Caila the impression that she was even higher in the ranks of the Crim Guild than Alus - perhaps she was an important noble, or even the Queen herself! The beautiful diamond tiara she wore only reinforced this impression. Her voice and the graceful movements she made as she talked hypnotized Caila for a while - that is, until she decided to start paying attention to what she was actually saying.

"...but I do agree that the behavior of both of them was entirely unacceptable."

"I think it's a little humorous, as well. An unarmed girl managed to submit Shadowmurk to her will effortlessly!"

"As a result, Shadowmurk is no longer responsible for the new elite unit, is he?"

"Of course not. He's been sent to Ardolia, to lead a party that is going to... uhh... distract the enemy, so that we can strategically prepare a surprise attack, and, well..."

"And thus he dies as a hero, not as the man who bowed before a defenseless little girl. Am I correct?"

Alus grinned. "Oh, Laura! He wasn't sent to his death, not necessarily, no, but... there's no greater glory to a soldier than to die in combat, is there?"

Laura smiled politely. "I guess not."

"But, back to the topic at hand... We can both conclude that the idea of using the Guns of Crim to recruit talented units was a failure."

"That's not surprising. Other than a handful of weirdos, and the occasional ex-elite fighter who lost her natural psychic powers..."

"Who is completely unreliable," added Alus.

"Right. Well, having the choice between a shady guild no one has ever heard of, and the mighty Crim Guild, it's hard to expect anyone would choose the former."

"What do you suggest?"

The woman grinned smugly. "How about using the Guns of Crim for covert operations?"

Alus coughed. "Care to explain, Miss Dominique?"

"It's always been obvious that the Guns of Crim are no good for fighting, and now it's clear they're no good for recruiting anyone, either. But the Crim Guild has the entire Magitek army at its disposal, not counting your elite units. But there's one thing the Crim Guild is not."

"And that would be?"

"Shady. The Crim Guild is pretty famous, isn't it? The uniforms you could spot from far, the widely known elite fighters..."

"I see an obstacle. Is any of the units of the Crim Guild fit for covert operations?"

Dominique smiled once again. "Just leave the Guns of Crim to me. I'm perfectly capable of making good use of the people under my orders, no matter how weak or unreliable they seem to be." She then added, with a defiant glance, "but since I'm working for you, I need to be given the right orders, too."

Alus grimaced. Without saying a word, he pulled a file from a drawer in his desk and handed it over to Dominique.

"How's this, then? A small test. If the Guns of Crim succeed in this quest, then we'll start using them for covert operations. If not..."

"Ah, excellent. This might be too easy for them, but nonetheless, I'll relay it as quickly as possible."

"You interrupted me, Miss Dominique. Are you not interested in what happens if that guild fails?"

"No, not at all. Thank you very much, Minister Alus."

Dominique then shook Alus' hand and left the office.

Minichapter 26: The first quest

Caila was relieved when that memory ended. She dreaded the thought of moving around in that secret passage again; disappearing from there and reappearing in the Guild Hall was far more convenient.

Everyone had gathered around the door to Katie and Casper's office. Caila overheard someone comment that the two were discussing a new quest, the first one the Guild had seen in a long time! Caila wondered wheter anyone knew about the Guild being handed over to a "Miss Dominique"; the anxiety made her bang on the door repeatedly.

Casper let Caila in and closed the door. "Something wrong, Caila?"

Before answering, Caila glanced towards Katie. "Casper will certainly understand why I'm in such a hurry", she thought, "but will Katie?" She was probably discussing how much the Guild would make if they completed the quest. Caila was prepared to hear a rude remark from Katie, since she had been interrupted while talking about money.

Rude. Indeed, Caila concluded that her boss was a rude person; not because she disliked her employees, but simply because she had no time to waste making herself sound nice. Even Katie's clothes revealed her curt demeanor: altough they were always spotless clean and patchless, she never bothered to buy expensive dresses, and this usually meant wearing rather masculine clothes, and no jewelry at all.

But when Caila looked at her, she was wearing Laura's diamond tiara.

"K-Katie! You're wearing Dominique's tiara!"

Katie's eyes widened. She then placed her hand on top of her head and giggled as she felt the tiara. "Look at that, Casper! I remembered to put my earrings and necklace in the safe, but forgot about the tiara! And you didn't notice either!"

"Oh... I guess I, um, yeah, the tiara... I forgot too." said an embarassed Casper. "So, Caila. Is that why you knocked on the door so furiously? To tell Katie about her tiara?"

Confused, Caila turned towards Katie. "Sir Guildmaster! If I'm allowed to ask, uh... What's your full name?"

"Why, it's Laura Saint-Catherine Dominique!" she said, still giggling.

Casper seemed even more confused than Caila. "You came here to tell Katie she was wearing her tiara and ask what her full name is?"

"Oh, kid, feel free to ask me anything! I promise I'll answer honestly. Because I'm a saint." Katie gave Casper an amused glance. "You know, Saint is my middle name!"

Casper groaned. "At least you're in a good mood."

"Of course I am! I tricked that old fool into giving us such an easy quest! And more easy quests will come, Casper! We're going to be rich!"

Katie then turned to Caila. "Here's an important lesson, kid: if you want things to go your way, you've got to learn how to behave like a real lady. Take me, for example! I bet I'm the only Guildmaster Alus knows that behaves like a Guildmaster should, compared to those brute sword-swinging nitwit he must deal with!"

"What about me?" asked Casper.

"You've got potential, Casper! You get to learn from the best. And you're about to get another lesson: how to give your Guild a quest."

And so Casper, Katie and Caila left the office.

Minichapter 27: Drifter 

Katie ended up not giving Casper a lesson on how to relay quests. Soon after she left the office, she realized she was still wearing her tiara, despite Caila's efforts to remind her to take it off. So she went back into the office, and Casper took the opportunity to tell everyone about the Guns of Crim's first serious quest. 

He explained that after lots of negotiating, Katie convinced the main Crim guild to give the Guns of Crim a new purpose, in stealthy missions, that their new quest was going to be about investigating and retrieving a stolen airship, and many other things that Caila paid no attention to. 

She did get the overall impression that Casper was pretty good at speaking to his Guild, and that he was actually a notch above Katie when it came to leading his recruits, but Caila already knew beforehand what Casper was going to say, as she had spied on Katie and Alus. 

When Caila decided to resume paying attention, Casper was saying that they would catch a train to the city of Eaglewing and wait for further instructions, and until then, they were supposed to pack up and get ready for the trip. 

Caila didn't know who "they" were, as her mind was drifting blissfully when Casper picked who would go with him to Eaglewing, nor did she know how much time she had to pack up. But since she decided to go to Eaglewing too, wheter Casper wanted or not, she thought it was better to pack up as quickly as possible and then get back to the guild hall. 

Minichapter 28: Little angel? 

Altough Caila imagined her mind would skip past her memory of packing up the luggage, but unfortunately, that didn't happen, and thus she was forced to do the chore. 

Once she returned to the Guild Hall, she met Sasha, Jolly and a Lucky Number gangster, all three carrying the stuff they would take to Eaglewing. 

Sasha said, "You're twenty minutes late. What gives?" 

Caila scowled at Sasha. She was not fond of having to pack up, since that meant having to choose what clothes she'd take and which ones she'd leave behind, a cruel decision that... 

But then a thought occurred to Caila. "I'm being vain! And lazy! What's going on? I don't normally complain about my chores, and I know for sure I'm not always this vain..." 

So instead of yelling at Sasha, Caila shouted, "I'm a very sweet little girl who is always happy, never angry!" while giving Sasha the widest smile she could give. 

Sasha widened her eyes, disturbed by Caila's odd grimace. As she noticed that her attempt at reassurring Sasha failed horribly, Caila asked, "I'm misremembering again, right?" 

"Yes, and it's quite unpleasant. Please stop." 

Casper joined the group. "Katie's not going, she's going to stay here with the Lucky Number Gang to keep an eye on the Guild, but we've got a contact in Eagleland to help us. Shall we go?" 

Minichapter 29: Unlikely ally 

The train arrived at the station an hour late, but all was forgiven once they got into the cabin that the main Crim guild had reserved for them. 

"Do the trains in Crim always arrive this late?" asked Jolly, who wasn't as forgiving as the rest of his party. 

"I've seen them take longer. And I've also travelled in far less comfortable trains than this one." said Sasha as she took a seat. 

"Five... five... I don't know wheter five's a lucky number or not." said Lucky. 

"Say, you're not Number One, are you?" asked Casper. 

"No, I'm Number Seven! I got randomly chosen to go with you guys. I'm also taking a letter to the Lucky Number Gang members in Eaglewing." 

"Ah, ok then. And by the way, no need to worry about number five; this cabin has six seats, and I was told that someone's going to join us on this trip." 

"That's just how the Crim Guild acts. The cabin has room for six people, but since it's reserved for just five people, they won't miss the chance to sell that extra ticket for a complete stranger to join us." remarked Sasha, with a sigh. 

"And just who are you calling a complete stranger?" asked a voice from behind the cabin door. 

As everyone turned towards the door, it opened abruptly. The sixth passenger was none other than Dmitri. 

Casper was outraged. "You're not the one supposed to travel with us! Alus told me the sixth ticket was bought by someone called Frank Hayworth!" 

"Right. But let me tell you what really happened. I killed the real Frank Hayworth two days ago, took his documents, bought a ticket, and here I am!" 

"Excuse me for a second, young man." 

A short, elderly man with a weird mustache passed by Dmitri and took a seat next to Sasha. 

"Mr. Hayworth, I presume?" asked Dmitri. Mr. Hayworth nodded. 

"I'm glad you could make it. My friends and I were anxious to meet you!" 

Mr. Hayworth glanced at Casper's party, confused. "You were? Really?" 

"Oh, you're quite a celebrity. Sasha, the lovely lady sitting right beside you, was so eager!" 

Mr. Hayworth gave Sasha a flirtatious look and blushed slightly. Sasha groaned and asked Casper, "Who's this clown?" 

"Quite frankly? He's Kuroma." 

Sasha glared at Dmitri. "You've got to be kidding me." 

Dmitri laughed heartily. "Don't listen to Casper, ma'am. I'm not Kuroma... I mean, I haven't stolen any airships lately." 

Mr. Hayworth's jaw dropped, both at the mention of Kuroma and the talk of stolen airships. But the rest of the passengers in the cabin were also surprised by Dmitri mentioning the stolen airship they were after.

Minichapter 30: Eaglewing guild 

"Yeah, I know about the airship you're trying to recover. And I think I know where it is. Not too sure." 

"Who told you about the airship?" asked Casper, even though he knew the answer. 

"Katie" replied Dmitri. "She told me about the new quest before she went back to the Guild Hall" he added, maliciously. 

"Listen, Kuro, I already knew that the 'blue scarves', as they call themselves, were behind the theft. Katie knew, too. So, in case all you wanted to do was annoy me, then you've done it, so feel free to go back to your cabin." 

Dmitri smiled. "Good to see we're on good terms as always, Casper. But I'm not here just for amusement. I've got some useful info, too." 

"Not interested." 

"You're not supposed to trust your contact in Eaglewing." 

"What?" 

"I'm sure Katie told you that the Eaglewing guild ran into 'Kuroma' and his henchmen in Falling Clouds Town, but were unable to locate the airship, right?" 

"Yes. That's why we're going to talk to them in the first place, they must know where Kuroma ran to after their skirmish." 

"Of course they know, Casper! But why would they tell you? Kuroma's one of them." 

"Do you have any proof of what you're saying?" 

"Why should I bother with proof? You and your pals are on the case, and being as brilliant as you are, I'm sure you'll find the truth in no time!" said Dmitri, while grinning oddly. Casper couldn't tell wheter his compliments were sincere or not, but knowing Dmitri, he was inclined to believe the latter. 

"Why are you so interested in proof that one of the Eaglewing guild members is Kuroma, though?" 

"Because people like you insist on saying I'm Kuroma" said Dmitri, as he turned to face Sasha, with a slightly less friendly, but less sarcastic voice. "But I'm not. Idiots all over the country have been putting a blue scarf on their necks, laughing like maniacs and calling themselves Kuroma. As if being Kuroma let them get away with anything." 

Dmitri leaned closer to Sasha and said, almost whispering, "But you can't get away with everything, right, General Sasha?" 

"Probably not." 

"Ah, by the way, General Sasha! I've been working on your case as well." 

"Excuse me?" 

"I'll let you know you're not the only one who lost your psychic powers. A few friends of mine report losing their powers on similar circumstances... But of course, none of them remember everything about the moment it happened. Their memories of it are fuzzy, hazy. Know what I mean?" 

The mention of the loss of her powers was unexpected, but Sasha managed to keep Dmitri from noticing that she was startled. "Yes, I know what you mean. I can't remember what happened exactly, either." 

Dmitri nodded, and glanced at Caila for a moment. The glance didn't last longer than a moment, and Caila was probably the only one who noticed Dmitri looking at her. But Caila knew what that glance meant; or at least, she felt like she should know. 

But then Dmitri said, "Consider yourself lucky to have gotten past it mostly unscathed. Some people had it much worse" and grinned. Caila felt that she was about to remember something terrible: something Dmitri intended her to remember, right there. 

And it worked. The world around Caila had started melting. And before she could lie to herself, saying she was getting used to it, something new happened: Caila started melting too. 

Minichapter 31: Caila's shadow 

Something was somewhere. 

Something did not know what it was. Something did not know what "knowing" was. Something was lost. Until something felt strange. Something was moving towards a direction. And then something stopped moving. It felt wrong to stop moving. 

Something didn't know, but it had just learned the concepts of "gravity" and "pain". Something disliked both of them. 

Then, something realized that there was a thing moving around nearby. Something felt panic, and afraid of feeling more pain. But then it realized that it had control over what was moving around. It was its body. It took something an amount of time to get the hang of moving its own "body", and, at any rate, "gravity" seemed to keep it from moving as freely as it wanted. 

After moving around for another arbitrary ammount of time, something noticed that, when it moved, there were other things that did not move. Something realized that it was different from the rest of the other things, which was the "rest of the world". Something disliked the rest of the world, since it was boring and did not move. 

It took an eternity for something to realize it was called Caila, and that she had been wriggling on the floor for hours. Sure, something wasn't sure her name was really Caila, nor did she remember how much time had passed. 

Caila got up and shook her head. She was still recovering from whatever caused her to momentarily lose all of her memories, with loss of perception as an added bonus. She then looked around. 

And then, Caila noticed someone looking back to her. It was a shadow, vaguely shaped like a human. Being near this shadow made Caila's heart ache terribly. She frantically looked for a way out, to go away from the shadow; unfortunately, she couldn't find any escape route, and besides, Caila still couldn't remember how to run, all she could do was walk. 

The shadow started staggering toward Caila. It was then that Caila screamed something she still couldn't fully understand: "You're the reason why my memory fails the way it does! You robbed me of my past... It's all your fault, your fault, your fault!" 

Caila still didn't know why it was the shadow's fault. But she knew that the shadow was there when Caila lost all of her memories, and started her painful process of learning how to be human again. That was enough for Caila to be taken over by a burning hatred. "Stay back! I hate you! I loathe you more than you could understand! You're the source of all of my sorrows... I wish you were dead!" 

And then she stopped. Caila remembered that she had already gone through this memory, and she knew how it ended. But now, she knew how it started, altough she didn't know why she lost her memories. It was something the shadow had done, something horrible, but what? 

Minichapter 32: Arrival 

"The Sinful Hermeneut." 

Casper, Jolly, Sasha, Lucky, Dmitri and Mr. Hayworth all gave Caila an odd glance. Caila looked back at them, and realized she was back in the train, headed to Eaglewing, and that she had yelled out the moniker "Sinful Hermeneut" completely out of context. 

"Sounds interesting. Anybody we know?" asked Dmitri, with the usual dose of malice. 

"The Sinful Hermeneut... He or she... Is responsible." 

"Ah, there we have it, the Sinful Hermeneut is the culprit. Thanks for the help, my friend; you speak those words with such authority that it leaves me no room to say otherwise!" said Dmitri, in a quirky, rushed manner. "And now, I depart. Bye!" and he ran out of the wagon. 

The piercing train whistle sounded. "We're here", said Casper, and the party got up to get out of the train, to the Eaglewing station. 

As Sasha was leaving, Frank Hayworth gently tapped her shoulder. 

"Excuse me, my dear, I must talk to you for a moment..." 

Sasha groaned, and said, without facing him, "Be quick. My group's leaving, and we're in a hurry." 

"I'd like to say that... Well, even though it is none of my fault, I'd like to apologize for that young lad's deplorable behavior. It took me a few moments to realize how he seemed to derive pleasure from bothering you and your friends, but as soon as I did, why, I felt ashamed for not having challenged him to a duel, right then, right there!" 

Sasha then turned around to face Hayworth. 

"However... If it is true that you were anxious to travel alongside me... Which I think is not very likely, but ah, an old man can dream sometimes... I must say, it is just not meant to be; alas, I am too old, and you are such a lovely lady." 

Hayworth then took Sasha's hand. "I wish you the best of luck on your quest. And I thank you for the most exciting trip I've ever had!" And then he kissed her hand, and departed. 

"Did he just say I'm... lovely?" said Sasha, thinking out loud.

Minichapter 33: Gypsy mother 

Caila was bewildered by the Erutoru train station. All train stations ran by the Crim guild looked pretty much the same, differing only in size, when they did differ. But whenever Caila disembarked onto a train station, she was delighted by the crowds, the rush, the chaotic sounds. 

"Caila, watch where you're going or you'll be lost", said an unrecognizable voice, partly drowned by the incessant jabbering of the crowd. But Caila decided to ignore the advice and stray from the group, to watch a couple of gypsies. 

He wore wearing light blue clothes and played a melancholic but still jumpy song on an old violin. She wore a beautiful purple dress and lots of jewels, and accompanied her partner playing a flute and dancing. Caila felt like she had been hypnotized. 

In just a few minutes, the train station became dull and uninteresting. What fun was there in watching people run from one place to another, desperately trying to climb aboard a train in time, or hurry out of the station? That was just the boring daily life of people who had no time for art. A listless, colorless life. 

But the gypsies had enough color to fill the entire train station. Every note that came out of the violin and the flute, every single gem in the gypsy woman's jewels, every thread in the purple bandana that covered her auburn hair, made Caila's heart flutter. 

It was like being home. 

It felt like being with mother. 

Minichapter 34: On a Yuriatin street 

Caila was no longer at the train station. She was in a bar, hiding behind the counter, crouching. She could see a shelf full of bottles and funny looking glasses. "Now this is a weird memory. What am I doing here?" pondered Caila. She got up and peeked above the counter. 

The bar's walls were decorated with bright, colorful paintings, which seemed to spring to life, thanks to the combination between soft purple and white lighting. Strangely, Caila noticed the paintings, depicting jungles, forests, wild flowers and parrots, before she realized that the walls had been painted a striking shade of purple. 

On top of the counter was a bucket helm covered in purple clothes. For a moment, Caila felt that there was a pair of eyes inside the bucket helm, looking at her, but when she took a closer look, she saw that the helm was empty. 

The tavern was almost empty, too. There weren't any customers in sight, except for two people, who were sitting around a table that was close enough to let Caila see them clearly and listen to what they were saying, but far enough to allow Caila to remain in stealth. 

"...and I figured I could just keep the paintings. They came with the bar, after all!" 

"Yeah, but you did change everything else." 

Caila's heart skipped a beat. It was her mother! She was right there, talking to... to Dmitri, of all people. Caila didn't know wheter to run to her mother's arms and scream in joy, or to smash the bucket helm on Dmitri's face and scream bloody murder. She opted to just stay where she was. 

"Of course I did! Do you remember how awful this place was before?" 

"Sure. You turned the gloomiest place in Ardolia into the life of Yuriatin city!" 

Mother laughed. "Kuro, it's so weird when you give people compliments!" Dmitri snickered nervously in response. 

"Normally, I don't believe a word that you say... But this time I will, because, as it happens, I really am the life of Yuriatin!" said Mother, before taking a swig from a fancy glass. 

Suddenly, Caila couldn't recognize Dmitri anymore. The smugness was gone, his voice didn't sound malicious, and he didn't seem to mind being jeered at by mother. 

As if reading Caila's mind, her mother said to Dmitri, "why do you act so different when we're alone? Where's the jerk who laughs 'kakakakaka' in everyone's face?" 

Dmitri gave a half-smile. "Where's the star who rocks the stage of Varykino Bar?" 

Mother then reached out and held Dmitri's hand. She spoke, in the softest, most affectionate voice, "you're a loser, Kuro..." 

Dmitri blinked. Mother then continued, "and so am I! That's why we get along so well. You're a wimp who hides behind your smugness, and I'm a nutcase who hides behind a microphone." 

"Isn't that great, though? Being normal must be boring!" 

Mother laughed for several minutes straight. When she caught her breath, she took another swig from her glass and resumed talking. 

"I'm glad you exist, Kuro. The dawns after my shows get too lonely when you're not around." 

"Jia... What about your family?" 

Upon hearing the word "family", all happiness disappeared from Jia's face. "You know I don't like talking about my past, Kuro." 

Dmitri facepalmed. "Ack... I'm sorry, Jia. I really..." 

"I just... I think what matters is the now and here. I'm the owner of Varykino Bar, and I play the guitar like no one around here can! I don't have a family, don't have a man, don't have anyone..." 

"You have me." 

Jia then gave Dmitri an amused glance. "Yes. You're my best friend. But you should stop hitting on me! What would Laura think?" 

Dmitri's eyes widened. "You know about Katie?!" 

Jia laughed again. "I've got contacts! I know all about you." 

"This isn't fair..." said Dmitri, before his face took a somewhat nervous expression. 

"What is it, Kuro?" 

"I... I don't know how to say it, but... I do know... something about you." 

"Yeah?" 

"There's a girl in Crim... Well, she looks just like you..." 

"Oh, don't worry about it. I've heard about her." 

"You have?" 

"Yeah. And since you brought her up, I'm forced to hit you with my guitar" said Jia, as she got up from her seat. 

"You wouldn't!" shrieked Dmitri, half amused, half frightened. 

"Wouldn't? I will!" as Jia headed to the counter. "Now where did I put it..." 

Seeing that her mother was approaching, Caila tried to crouch as quickly as she could. But then she felt something poking her in the side: Jia's guitar. And thus, Caila was found. 

"Caila?" said Jia, in a panic-stricken voice. "You're not supposed to be here! Go back! Go back!" 

And as if obeying Jia's command, Caila's flashback ended and she found herself in the Erutoru station again. 

Minichapter 35: The painter 

When she came to, the gypsies had finished their song, and they were both staring at her. They seemed slightly confused at Caila, who was just standing there, glaring at them with hazy eyes. 

Still slightly stunned by the abrupt change of setting, Caila started clapping, hurriedly and clumsily. She then walked over to the tin can on the floor, and emptied her pockets, giving all her money to the gypsies, who were now even more confused. 

"I- I'm sorry! This is too little, I wish I had more!" cried out Caila, who then ran in the opposite direction. In her hurry, Caila tripped and nearly fell down, but Sasha held her. 

"What's wrong?" asked Sasha. 

"Th-the gypsy..." said Caila, her eyes welling up with tears. "She reminds me of my mother..." 

"So you miss her." 

Caila nodded, sniffling. "She... she kept saying she was a loser... I don't know why. But I wish she were here." 

"Do you think she's a loser, Caila?" 

Caila then started crying. She wanted to cry out "no", she wanted to yell at Sasha for asking that, but instead all she could do was cry. 

"Now then, don't cry... Casper and the others are waiting for us at the Red Hedgehog Inn. I'll take you there." 

Once the two had left the train station and Caila had stopped crying, she asked Sasha "Do you think all artists are losers?" 

"Why would I?" 

"Well... You used to be a general, or something... You were a fighter. You were useful. Artists don't really... do anything." 

"I'll let you know I'm a painter, too." 

"A painter? You? Really?" 

"Yeah. No one in the Crim Guild knows, though. But not because I'm ashamed of painting... It's just that I think none of those idiots have the sensibility to appreciate anything but money." 

Once again, Caila tried to speak, but found that she couldn't. 

"No one lives from money alone, or from fighting alone. Don't let anyone convince you otherwise, Caila." 

"Thank you..."

Minichapter 36: Defiance 

As Sasha and Caila headed to the Red Hedgehog Inn, they were joined by Jolly. 

"I was looking for you two!" said Jolly. His face was flushed, he breathed heavily, and clung to his staff as though he were about to fall apart. 

Sasha asked, "Is something the matter?" 

"Casper realized you had stayed behind, so he sent me to... wheeze... take you to the Inn." 

"I appreciate the thought" said Sasha, in a voice that conveyed no gratitude, only annoyance. "but that was hardly necessary. I know Eaglewing pretty well, and I've spent a few weeks at the Red Hedgehog Inn back when I was in Crim's army. I can find the way on my own." 

"But what about Caila?" 

Before Caila could say anything, Sasha replied, "Caila's with me, there's no need to worry about her, either." 

"I... I figured as much. You... gasp... you must know all the cities near Crim pretty well." 

"That I do... Well, let's head to the inn." 

And so, the two girls resumed walking. Jolly waited a few seconds, to catch his breath, and then followed. After the three walked a moderate distance in an uncomfortable silence, Sasha remarked, "That was an unneeded order. Casper should know I'd never get lost, or run away." To which Jolly just nodded. 

"And yet, you seemed eager to carry out a stupid order, Jolly. Why." Sasha's question sounded more like a statement; being called incompetent would have been more aggressive, and far less polite, but probably wouldn't have hurt Jolly as much. 

"Ah... Well, I'm a new recruit, I guess, I just wanted to... You know..." 

"I'm a new recruit as well, Jolly. And I don't feel the need to prove anything to my Guildmasters." 

Jolly lowered his head. 

Sasha added, perhaps to sound less harsh, "Guildmasters aren't all-knowing saints. No one is. Sometimes, they give stupid orders... I try to not to spend too much of my energy on them." 

"I wouldn't like to seem defiant..." 

"Fine, then", concluded Sasha, irritated. And the three said nothing else until they arrived. 

Minichapter 37: Or should we ask? 

The Red Hedgehog inn was a three-story building, with just the painting of a red hedgehog above the front door and the sounds coming from the pub in the first floor setting it apart from the neighbor houses. Casper and Lucky were waiting for Sasha, Caila and Jolly. 

"Hey, what took you two so long?" 

"You sent Jolly after us. I appreciate the thought." Spoken in the same tone as before. 

"Uh... Right. Well, I already talked to the inkeeper. Jolly and Lucky will share a room with me. You and Caila will get your own room." 

Caila looked over at Lucky for a second. He waved back to her. Caila then turned to Casper and asked, "Uh, are you sure this Lucky's a guy?" 

Casper also glanced at Lucky, who just waved to him. It was pretty hard to tell his gender under the heavy clothes, and only now it occurred to Casper that Lucky himself didn't bother to clarify things during the trip. "I'm not too sure, actually. I want to keep an eye on this one, regardless." 

"Yay! I feel important! Or dangerous! ...and sexually ambiguous!" 

"Can't you just tell us wheter you're a man or a woman?" 

"I can, but this is fun!" 

Lucky responded to the glares by waving to everyone. 

Minichapter 38: On Crime (old)

The next day, early in the morning, after eating a small breakfast, Casper and Lucky headed to Eaglewing's Hangar, operated by the Crim Guild, to meet their contact and gather information on the theft of the airship. 

Casper decided to leave Sasha, Jolly and Caila behind because he had very little to work with. He figured once he had more information, he could find something for the other three party members to do. 

As the three were in the Inn lobby, Jolly tried to start a conversation with Sasha. 

"Miss Sasha, you told me you had lost your powers... But I believe you never told me what exactly such powers were." 

"I think I already told you... I had control over the temperature of things. I could freeze whatever I wanted, just by focusing my thoughts on the object." 

"Oh, yes, now I remember. Yes, you did tell me about it... You said you couldn't make things warmer, only cooler." 

"That's right." 

"Sounds like a very effective way of killing." 

Sasha gave Jolly a sideway glance. "Well, it's gotten me out of quite a few fights." 

"And no one would ever be able to prove you did it. It would always seem like hypothermia... An accident, something that happens naturally... No one would think it's murder." 

Jolly then looked away from Sasha, before remarking, "Of course, if you joined the Crim Guild, you would never need to hide the fact that you did it." 

"What?! That's... That's not why I joined the Guild." 

Jolly kept glancing outside, through the window. 

"I know, I was... just saying." 

"I went to Crim because of a promise I made. And because I wanted to understand my powers. I was told that Crim was very advanced in the study of 'magic'..." 

"But what they do isn't magic... They call it magitek." 

Sasha nodded, even though Jolly still wasn't looking at her. "A technology so powerful, a non-engineer can't begin to understand how it works. It had little to do with my powers." 

"Didn't keep you from becoming one of them." 

The odd tone in Jolly's voice started to upset Sasha. "Some of them actually had psychic powers, not all of them used magitek. Talking to them helped me a lot... It helped me understand what kind of gift I was born with." 

"Ah, now I see..." 

"Why are you so worried about magitek, though? As far as I know, you're a healer, not a fighter", noted Sasha. "Your job is to save people's lives, isn't it?" 

"Heh, I know! It's... silly, isn't it?" 

"Silly? What do you mean?" 

"Healing is such a... a weaker art, compared to what fighting is nowadays. A hand motion, and someone gets burnt to death; another hand motion, and boom! Eletrocution! Yet all I can do is clean a wound here and there, patch people up, and hope they'll react..." 

"But Jolly, that's very important! People need someone to take care of them when they get hurt." said Caila, speaking for the first time in a while. Sasha merely nodded in agreement, glad that someone was helping get Jolly's attention away from her. 

Jolly shrugged. "Well, yeah, I became a healer because of a promise, too. Miss Wilkes saved my life when I was a kid, so I told her I'd save people as well." 

"You mean Millie? She's very good at what she does." 

"Miss Sasha was very good at what she did, too." Turning to Sasha, Jolly continued, "I believe you still are." 

Sasha merely glared back at Jolly. 

"That's why I decided to join a Guild, Sasha. So I could be around people who aren't afraid to... do what they must. So I could learn from them" 

"Why didn't you join the Crim army instead, then?" 

"Just look at me! The army would never accept me! I'm shy, scrawny, short-sighted, weak-kneed and weak-willed! And I've never commited murder before! I could hesitate in battle, and that would be the end of me!" 

"Stop it, Jolly! I'm not an assassin just because I joined the Guild!" 

Upon seeing how much he had upset Sasha, Jolly apologized, apparently. "Miss Sasha, I'm... I'm sorry. I never meant to insult you, nor do I think ill of you. Please forgive me if I sounded like I... It's a misunderstanding, I didn't mean to." 

Sasha gave a small, discreet sigh in relief. 

"What I meant to say is, I think your actions are fully justified!" 

And upon hearing this, Sasha became tense again, nearly holding her breath. 

"I mean to say... The Crim Guild is moved by feelings of dignity! Peace! Freedom! Strength! That other people may die for those values is just a way of making progress happen!" 

"Do you... Do you honestly believe that?" 

"That's the way it is, isn't it? I mean, the Crim Guild doesn't kill for the sake of killing... There must be something behind it all. Something that justifies what the black mages do." Nervously, he continued, "It must be progress! And they do bring progress, just look at Crim city itself! All because the members of the Crim Army never hesitate... It's something I want to learn." 

At this point, Jolly himself was breathing heavily, and he seemed about as upset as Sasha and Caila. "Whew, this is one heated conversation... I think I'm going outside to catch some fresh air." 

"Wait", said Caila as Jolly was getting up from his chair. "You say that the creed of the Guild justifies what they do. Suppose that it's all a lie. Are their deeds still justified?" 

"If it's all a lie... If there's nothing behind the Guild but the personal interests of a chosen few... If the values of the Guild are actually the opposite of what it claims..." 

"Yes?" 

Jolly walked towards the front door. His back facing Sasha and Caila, he turned the doorknob and gave his reply, in a flustered voice. 

"That's... An even bigger reason for me to learn to not hesitate." 

And then he left, slamming the door behind him.
Minichapter 38: On Crime 

The next day, early in the morning, after eating a small breakfast, Casper and Lucky headed to Eaglewing's Hangar, operated by the Crim Guild, to meet their contact and gather information on the theft of the airship. 

Casper decided to leave Sasha, Jolly and Caila behind because since he had very little to work with, the other three party members would be little more than a nuisance. He figured once he had more information, he could find some way of making them useful. 

Even though Caila had just woken up, she was still very sleepy. "This makes no sense," Caila thought, as she was dragged by Sasha to the lobby, "I'm in a dream! Why do I feel sleepy?" 

Thankfully, in the lobby, there was a very comfy couch. Caila lied down on said couch, while Sasha and Jolly sat by a nearby table. The fresh air of the morning, the occasional sound of footsteps, and the soothing sound of Sasha's and Jolly's voices finally made Caila fall asleep. 

Caila even managed to dream! She dreamed of the darkly lit street where she first found the shadow of Kuroma. Indeed, there he was again, mumbling something she couldn't understand. It sounded like, "When the time comes, must never hesitate". Caila slowly approached Kuroma, and just when she was about to ask what he meant, she was brought back to the Inn, to the sound of a fist meeting a table in an unfriendly manner. 

"Stop it, Jolly! I'm not an assassin just because I joined the Guild!" said Sasha, clearly in an annoyed state. As if the sound weren't enough, now Caila had to deal with the uncommon sight of Sasha openly displaying her emotions - at the moment, rage. 

"Miss Sasha, I'm... I'm sorry. I never meant to insult you, nor do I think ill of you! Please..." 

"Stop calling me Miss Sasha! Either call me Sasha or Miss Bianca!" 

"Ah, alright then, Miss Bianca. You see, I didn't know your last name, so I..." 

Sasha covered her face with both her hands. Her voice came out slightly muffled, as a result. "No, really. Countless people find my powers interesting, but you must be the first one who envies me because I'm a psychotic mass murderer. Which I'm not!" Caila couldn't tell wheter Sasha was embarassed for losing her temper, or holding herself to avoid lunging at Jolly's throat. 

"Of course you're not! I didn't say that! You're distorting what I said; I said that you could easily commit the perfect crime, and that you had the Guild supporting your actions!" 

Sasha glared at Jolly, who thanked the heavens for Sasha's loss of powers; or else, he would surely be frozen already. 

"Oh my... Miss Bianca, I... That came out really bad, didn't it?" 

Sasha kept glaring. 

"Let's just... Change the subject, please. I... I'll just make things worse..." 

Sasha shuddered, and looked away from Jolly, who silently sighed in relief. But the truce between the two was short-lived, as Sasha decided to keep the conversation going. 

"As irritating as your views on the Crim Guild are... I must admit they're... new to me." 

"Hmm? Oh, you mean my hypothesis on crime?" 

"Yes. You think that the only difference between criminals and heroes is the side they're on, right?" 

"That's not exactly it... What I propose is, an act should be judged based on the benefits it brings to other people, to mankind as a whole. Just pick up any history book; you'll see that there are a few who murdered millions, and yet, History doesn't look upon them as selfish killers." 

"So... about the Guild?" 

"Well... They act in name of things like peace, freedom and strength... If the wars they wage are just a path for them to achieve those things, I... I guess they're heroes." 

"You don't sound so sure of it." 

Jolly looked around nervously. After a few moments, he mustered the strength to tell Sasha what she expected to hear. "I'm... I'm not sure I agree that the Guild really acts in name of any of that." 

"Hmph. That means I'm a criminal too, right?" 

"No, no... You see, that's the very reason why I joined the Guild." 

"Excuse me?" 

"It's easy to pass judgement on a big target like the Guild. But the Guild never kills, the Guild isn't even a physical entity... It's always the black mages that kill. And I want to know wheter their actions are justified or not... And that's why I must test my hypothesis personally." 

"In other words..." 

"I have joined this guild, the Guns of Crim, to become a killer, myself." 

Sasha rose her right eyebrow. "But you're a healer. How do you hope to accomplish that?" 

Jolly gave an embarassed grin, and set his courier bag on the table. "Ah, I've already planned that. You see, I..." 

But just as Jolly was about to open his bag, Casper and Lucky stormed into the Inn, accompanied by a female black mage. 

"Sasha, Jolly and Caila; I'd like the three of you to follow me immediately" said Casper.

Minichapter 39: Festivities

"You sound like you're in a hurry" said Sasha, slightly upset that Casper interrupted Jolly just as he was about to show her what was inside the courier bag he carried all the time.

"I am. Our contact's leaving for Ardolia."

"He's what?!" cried out Jolly.

"I have no time to explain! We've got to run!" said Casper, as he ran outside as quickly as he came in. Lucky and the mage followed, as did everyone else. Casper led the group to a crowded street. Loud music could be heard, coming from not too far away.

"Where is he?" asked Caila.

"He's... He should be following the parade. Somewhere on the city square." Casper tried to move around, but the mob was stronger than him; he kept repeating "Excuse me, I'm sorry, excuse me, pardon," while trying to make his way to the city square, but all he managed to do was get his feet stepped on and walk in circles.

"No worries, no worries! I'll get through!" yelled Lucky. He then grabbed Casper's arm unexpectedly and started violently pushing people aside. The rest of the group followed, and they ended up in a spot with an excellent view of the parade, at the small price of being hated by several strangers who got quite a lot of bruises.

Casper, still catching his breath, thanked Lucky weakly and addressed the female mage. "So where exactly is he supposed to be?"

"Ah, he's following the parade, but he's not a part of the parade, you understand me? He should be here in a minute!"

Casper nodded in response, and thus, he and company waited, as they watched the parade. Tiny flags had been handed to the townspeople, who gleefully waved them in the air as Crim's mage army marched by. The air was filled by the sounds of the very loud Crim marching band; loud enough to make Caila uncomfortable.

Every drum beat seemed to toss Caila's heart around in her ribcage; the cymbals were a painful strike against her skull; each brass note caused her entire body to shake; and the crowd was screaming and yelling with such fervor that she didn't know wheter they were happy or angry at the parade.

What she did know, was that Sasha was certainly angry at the parade. Her expression was that of thinly disguised horror, and she constantly yelled at the marching soldiers.

"What's with the festivities? Seriously, what are you people doing?!"

"You people are going to war! Are you really going to waste your energy on this?!"

"Who do you think you are? The Crim Mage Guild or the Lucky Number Gang?"

Meanwhile, Jolly seemed like he had phobia of crowds, but he managed to not scream and run away as fast as he could. Casper anxiously waited for the contact. Only Lucky and the mage looked like they were enjoying the parade.

After a while, a black mage who stood out from the rest walked past Casper. He wore a long red trenchcoat over his uniform, and rather than marching along with the other mages, he walked in the middle of the crowd.

"Scott!" yelled out Casper. He turned around upon hearing his name.

Chapter 40: Knight

"Hey, Casper. I'm glad you got here in time." said Scott. "Let's keep walking, please. I can't stop to talk right now."

"Ok then. So, are you really going to Ardolia?"

"Yeah. Things are getting pretty rough there. They need the reinforcements, and I'm leading them."

"I see. I guess you haven't had much time to deal with the stolen airship, then."

"It caused some uproar at first, but whatever impact the theft had was soon drowned by the news that they were sending more troops to Ardolia."

"Well, Crim sent us here to investigate. Is there any way you could help us?"

"Ask Julia to give you a tour of our hangar. You'll see there's no way the airship could have been stolen. But it was, nonetheless."

"What about the blue scarves? And Kuroma?"

"Don't worry too much about blue scarves. A scarf is just a piece of clothing..."

"But... Do you have any suspects?"

After thinking for a moment, Scott said, "No names I could drop in the middle of a crowd."

"Should I talk to the Eaglewing guild, then?"

"Talk as little as possible. The less people you ask about the incident, the better."

"That gives me very little to work with..."

"I'm sorry I'm not being very useful, Casper. I haven't had much time to think about the airship incident. I can't help you under these conditions. I'm nothing but a fighter... And it's time for me to fight. See you later, and send my regards to Guildmaster Laura as well."

Casper and his group stopped walking, and Scott continued to follow the parade.

Chapter 41: Reflection

Later that day, the noises and crowds on the streets had dwindled, and altough littered with torn paper flags and other assorted litter, they were empty.

The Inn seemed only slightly livelier. No one could tell what Casper thought about Scott's strange lack of cooperation, as he refused to comment on Scott's behavior. He simply warned his group that everyone would have to wake up early the next day, as Julia was going to give them a tour of the Hangar, as promised.

Sasha and Caila went to their room. Caila meant to ask Sasha her opinion about Scott, about Casper, about anything, to break the silence. However, she was distracted by a decorative mirror hanging on the wall.

Caila walked toward the mirror. It seemed very old; older than the rest of the furniture in the room. The layer of dust covering the glass was very old, as well. But what caught Caila's attention was neither the beauty, nor the uncleanness of the object, but her own reflection.

"I'm a blonde", thought Caila. She was unusually surprised at noticing her hair color, but then again, she had been drifting in her memories for a while, and this was the first time she saw herself in a mirror. Caila gently brushed her hair with her fingers, and then turned around to look at herself from several angles, as if to make sure that she was really blonde, and that this wasn't because of some lighting trick.

Thinking about her hair made Caila remember her parents. It was a distant, vague memory, not like the ones she was reliving. Mother was brushing her own hair, just as Caila was doing... Danshaw was behind her.

"I had never seen you with your hair loose like that" said Danshaw, surprising Jia. She turned around, nodded nervously to him, and quickly started braiding her hair.

"I... I think you have pretty hair. You should let it loose more often."

Jia was speechless. She smiled and stuttered out "Thanks".

Caila remarked to herself that it was a cute little scene. Nobody could make Jia as nervous as Danshaw did, and she wouldn't care about a compliment about her hair, unless it came from him. In fact, Jia was complimented often by other guys...

But Caila couldn't bring herself to finish that phrase. A chill ran down her spine at the mere thought of the "other guys". A noisy crowd, crammed in a bar lavishly decorated in purple, came to Caila's mind. She made a grimace and tried to think of something else.

"Are you alright?" asked Sasha, who watched as Caila spent a couple of minutes gazing at her own reflection, then made a grimace, for no apparent reason.

"Oh? Oh! Right! I'm alright, I was just..." In lieu of coming up with a good idea, Caila told Sasha the truth, in a way. "I was looking at my hair."

"Well, what's wrong about it?"

Caila knew Sasha had asked that because of the grimace. But to explain that the grimace had nothing to do with her hair, would be too much. Caila's thoughts flew back to her mother. She had auburn hair. Her father thought her hair was pretty. He had black hair...

"Both of my parents have dark hair, Sasha."

"And..?"

"Well, I'm... I'm..." Caila thought hard before saying it out loud, at the risk of sounding stupid. But she mustered the courage and said, "I'm not a blonde."

Saying those words made the room melt. Caila was once again taken to the dark street.

Chapter 42: Self-deception

Being in the dark street all of a sudden frightened Caila. Last time she had been there, she was haunted by a disembodied shadow who claimed to be Kuroma. The same shadow also claimed to alter Caila's memories, to make them seem more pleasant. But being near the shadow of Kuroma was not pleasant at all.

"There's no need to be scared. Kuroma can't hurt you if you don't allow him to."

Caila smiled as she realized Sasha was there. "I'm glad you're here! I was afraid of being here all by myself."

Sasha gave a weak smile in response. "It's ok. As long as you try to find the truth, you can count on me."

After sighing in relief, Caila glanced to the side and found the same decorative mirror from before, now hanging on a stone wall. "I'm not really blonde, am I?"

"No, you're not. Your hair is auburn."

"Just like my mother's."

Caila took a closer look at the mirror. "But why do I look blonde?"

"You wanted to. This is your mind, after all."

"Ok, I want my hair to look auburn now."

But Caila's hair refused to listen. It was still blonde. She glanced at her reflection from a different angle, again trying to make sure her blonde her wasn't an optical illusion. But as she moved in front of the mirror, she saw the reflection of Dmitri.

"Changing one's own hair color, now that would be an interesting psychic power! I bet Sasha would trade her ice powers for hair powers in the blink of an eye, eh?"

"Dmitri, what are you doing here?"

"Don't you remember?" Dmitri smirked. "I saved you from Kuro's shadow last time. I'm here to save the day once again!"

Sasha scowled at Dmitri. "She doesn't need your help. Leave at once."

"And if I don't? What are you going to do, wish I was freezing to death, and then feeling really sad that you're entirely powerless?"

"No. Instead, I will punch you. In the face."

"Now, now! There's no need to get violent. I come in peace! I'm here to give Caila this present." After saying this, Dmitri took a thin package from his cap and handed it to Caila.

"What's this?"

Caila had the impression that Sasha said "don't take it", but it sounded quite distant, and Sasha's lips didn't move. While giving Dmitri a suspicious look, she took the package and opened it. Inside was a closed hand-held fan.

"Why did you give me a fan?" asked Caila. She held the fan open. It was yellow, with the drawing of a green eye in the middle.

"Wave it thinking about what you want to look like. Go ahead, give it a try!"

Without giving it a second thought, Caila closed her eyes and imagined herself with auburn hair, then waved the fan. She then looked at the mirror, and sure enough, her hair had turned auburn.

"That's nice, but... You still haven't answered me. Why did you give me a fan?"

"Didn't you want to change what you look like in your memories? All I did was give you the means."

"But why? You're not helping me get closer to the truth, are you? Sasha's the one who personifies my wish of finding the truth. Who are you?"

"Quite frankly... I am the devil."

Dmitri laughed manically as Caila's eyes widened at the response. "No, I'm sorry, I'm not literally the devil. The answer's a little more subtle than that. Let me put it this way... One part of you wants to find the truth."

"That would be Sasha, right?"

"Sure. It can be Sasha if you want. But let's get back to what matters. A different part of you abhors the truth. And you've given me that role."

"But I want to know the truth, whatever it is!"

"You're a liar! You don't really want to know the truth. In fact, you want to do just the opposite. You want to crawl into the deepest hole in earth and hide from it! You despise the truth, you reject anything that even remotely points at it!"

"No! Stop it! I'm not a liar!"

"Then tell me, where's Sasha?"

Caila looked around frantically. She was gone! "What did you do to her?"

"I did nothing! You willed her out of your mind while you were entranced by the fan I gave you. You see what you're like? It takes you some courage to even admit you're misremembering your hair color, but a fan that lets you be whatever you want to entices you!"

"Lets me be whatever I want to be?" asked Caila, who tried her best to hide the curiosity in her voice, but failed.

"Yeah. You can change your identity at will, too, and your memories will change accordingly. You can turn into anyone, and the people in your memories will address you by the name of whoever you've turned into."

Caila quickly closed her eyes and waved her fan. She transformed into Sasha.

"Now I will punch you in the face!"

Dmitri let out a loud, scatching laughter. "Of course, Sasha! You do that! If you can't solve your problems as Caila, turn into someone else! That's my girl!"

Shaking with anger and fear, Sasha gripped the fan harder. "No! You can't trick me! I know I'm Caila!" She waved her fan and turned back to Caila.

"Sure! Use the fan again! You're Caila now, right? Well, I'll do as you wish and call you Caila!"

"But I am Caila! I really am!"

Dmitri kept laughing. Caila wanted to hurt him, to prove that he was wrong, that she wasn't a coward hiding from the truth. But she needed a weapon, something harder than the fan, which looked pretty flimsy and would probably break upon impact. 

"Here, take this." 

Caila turned upon hearing Sasha's voice. She had returned, holding the cursed weapon Caila had used against the Hermeneut. 

"Do you really want me to use that?!" 

"Unlike that fan, this weapon will help you remember things right." 

Dmitri snickered. "Of course, precisely because your weapon points toward the truth, you turn away from it. See?" 

"No, Dmitri! You're wrong! It hurts me to use that thing, but I can stand the pain!" yelled Caila, as she took her weapon from Sasha and slammed it against Dmitri. 

And thus, she remembered that she had hit Dmitri with that same weapon before. But before she could remember anything else, her mind took her back to the Inn room.
Chapter 43: Exploring

The sun was shining radiantly, and its light flooded the Inn room. "Wait! No! It's not supposed to be morning yet! I didn't sleep!" yelled Caila. She wanted to argue with the sun, convince it that it was too early; but it was too late, and besides, arguing with the sun was too silly. But she insisted, yelling "I didn't get any sleep! Or rather... I don't remember sleeping."

Caila turned around and glanced at Sasha's bed. It was neatly made, with military perfection. Thus, Caila decided to take her cursed weapon and the magic fan and go to the Inn lobby, only to find no familiar faces.

"Excuse me, mister, have you seen my guild? You know, the goofy engineer, a crazy luck number guy, the like?" asked Caila to the innkeeper.

"They all headed to the Crim guild hangar a couple hours ago."

"What? They didn't wait for me?!"

"Haha! I guess not!"

Upon hearing that, Caila rushed outside, in an attempt to catch up with the rest of the gang. However, once she found herself in the middle of a busy street, she realized that was lost, and alone in a strange town. Again.

"As if getting distracted by the gypsies didn't teach me anything" she muttered.

However, as Caila wandered around aimlessly, it occurred to her that it wasn't so bad. She discovered that she liked wandering for the sake of wandering, and most of all, enjoy new sights.

Caila completely forgot that she was supposed to be with the rest of her guild, inspecting the hangar. She only vaguely recalled that she was supposed to be somewhere when Caila's stomach reminded her she rushed out of the Inn without having breakfast.

"I guess I should either go back to the Inn, or find the Hangar", she thought, altough unsure of how to do one or the other. Caila wandered some more, only to end up at the city square. The townspeople were busily cleaning the square, getting rid of the leftovers from the mage parade.

Feeling her legs slightly weary from all the walking, Caila sat down by the shade of a cherry tree. She wondered where Casper and company were. But her mind didn't dwelve too long on thoughts of her party; soon, she started wondering where her mother was.

Caila missed her mother. "I hope I get out of this stupid dream soon, so I can see mother again..."

Unwittingly, she triggered another memory. The city square faded away, and Caila started remembering about her mother.

Chapter 44: Uncursed

"Where are we now?" asked Caila.

"This is Orran... I think."

It was easy to notice that Caila's mother had no idea where she was. She anxiously took Caila by the arm and dragged her by the streets of a city, which could be Orran or not.

"Mom, I'm pretty sure we're lost. And I'm hungry!"

It was upon saying that phrase that Caila realized the two memories were very similar: getting lost in an unknown city, running in circles, the hunger. But this time, Jia was there, firmly grasping Caila's wrist with one hand, and holding a strange, large case with her other arm.

Remembering that just a few moments ago, Caila was thinking about how she missed her mother, she quickly added: "But it's ok, because I'm with you."

Jia abruptly stopped running and glared at Caila with a surprised look.

"Huh... What happened?"

"That's the first time you ever said that!"

"It is?! But... But I feel safe when you're around!"

"You what?! Caila, are you ok? You must have a fever from having walked so much... Here, let's rest a bit, ok?"

Jia took Caila to the shade of a cherry tree and told her to sit down. Caila did so, while trying to make sense out of Jia's reaction. But "what kind of a daughter am I?" was the only thought that resonated in her mind, nonstop.

Meanwhile, as Jia made an effort not to cry, even though her eyes were welled up with tears, she took something out of the case she was carrying. It was the cursed weapon.

"What are you going to do?" shrieked Caila, at the sight of it.

"I'm going to get us some money so we can have a nice lunch!"

This only confused Caila further. She associated the weapon with so many bad memories, her head hurt as she tried to come up with a way of making money using the strange, nightmarish artifact. But Jia made a sound come out of it. Somehow, she managed to make the cursed weapon sound just like a guitar.

Then, she started singing.

Soon, a small crowd formed around Jia. Her voice was bold, loud, and sometimes even a little harsh; nothing like the angel-like voice of the sopranos that were all the rage in Iwote. But Jia's voice surpassed those of the angels, in that it was hot, down-to-earth, and sensual.

Accordingly, Jia's songs told stories about broken hearts and shattered dreams. At the end, Jia assured her listeners she'd get up, gather her own pieces, and move on.

"You did it, and now you pity me, but I couldn't care less. I'm the one who fell - I'm the one who'll learn to get up!"

As she finished her last song, Jia bowed as the crowd cheered. Her guitar case was showered with coins, and the crowd then dispersed.

"Look, Caila! We can have lunch now! We can even stay at a good inn and get some sleep!"

Not knowing what to say, Caila barely managed to stutter a compliment. She had no idea what she said, but she could tell her mother was very pleased.

"That's right, kid! I'm the best singer you'll ever know!"

Chapter 45: Inheritance

Slowly, Caila returned from that memory, to the Falling Clouds city square. Caila quickly glanced at her weapon, only to realize it was no longer there. Instead, she found a purple guitar.

Caila got up and instinctively grabbed the guitar by the neck with both hands. She swung it, and realized that the weight of the guitar was the same weight of her cursed weapon. She also vaguely remembered hiding behind the counter of a bar, hearing Jia threaten to hit Dmitri with her guitar.

Holding the guitar in the correct position (for playing it, not for hitting someone with it), Caila smiled. She had finally figured out what happened: she had been using her mother's guitar to defend herself.

"Time to put it to better use", she thought. And Caila started playing the same song from the earlier memory.

The people who were cleaning the streets stopped to listen to Caila. She decided not to sing, and just play, as she was too happy at her discovery to be in the right mood for singing her mother's songs. Even so, the crowd clapped as she finished, and she repeated her mother's deed of getting enough money to buy her lunch.

She was glad to see that amongst the people in the crowd who clapped her, was the gypsy couple from the train station. And not so pleased when she realized Casper, Sasha, Jolly, Lucky, Julia were all glaring at Caila in confusion.

"What in blazes are you doing?!" yelled Casper.

"Is this where you've been all day?" asked Sasha.

"I... I liked it." said Jolly, timidly.

"You're in real trouble" mouthed Julia.

Chapter 46: A guildmaster's job

Caila's face became red. She couldn't remember having ever been so embarassed; a thought she quickly dismissed, lest her mind decide to prove her wrong and take her to an even more embarassing memory. In order to break the silence, Caila blurted out a question, that sounded more defiant than intended.

"So, how was the tour?" asked she.

"To be frank, you didn't miss anything important. The visit to the hangar didn't help us any." replied Casper. "In fact, it was quite boring" added he, much to the shock of the members of his guild.

"Nonetheless, I expected you to be there. This matter will be dealt with in due time."

Having no argument against this, Caila simply nodded. She then joined her guild as they went back to the Inn. Once they were in the lobby, Julia announced that she was going back to her quarters.

"I'm sorry the visit to the hangar wasn't helpful, Sir Xenos."

"No need to apologize. I'm glad we can count on you. In fact, I do believe we'll need your assistance once more."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Tomorrow, we're going to ask the Eaglewing guild about their encounter with Kuroma. I've heard some distressing rumors, so I'd like you to join us. Just in case."

"Right! I'll be here tomorrow, then. Good evening, everyone!" said Julia, as she waved and left.

Casper then turned to his group and said, "You're all dismissed for the rest of the evening. Except for you, Caila. I'll go upstairs and change my clothes; I expect you to be here in the lobby when I return."

Caila felt a chill. She had never been scolded, not even by her own mother! "And yet, I'm about to get yelled at, by uncle Casper no less" she thought. The fear of being reprimanded was the first thing in her mind - in fact, the only thing she could think of. She didn't even stop to ponder that she had no idea how angry Casper really was, or how odd it was that Casper decided to change out of his Guildmaster uniform (a somewhat impressive-looking military outfit that didn't seem to fit Casper very well) before scolding her. In fact, Caila didn't even know why she was sure she was going to be scolded.

Meanwhile, the other guild members had taken seats near a table and were discussing the visit to Falling Clouds' airship hangar. Caila was so terrified that she didn't dare move away from where she was, even if that meant standing up in the middle of the lobby. Casper told her to wait, so she'd wait, in the same place. She could barely pay attention to what her guild colleagues were saying.

"Do you think he's going to pay any attention to what Dmitri said back in the train?" asked Jolly.

"Of course not! Dmitri didn't know where the airship was, so he must have made everything up." replied Lucky.

"He's hiding something from us" said Sasha, in an irritated tone. She was clearly ignoring Lucky, but she didn't seem like she was directing her words at Jolly either.

"Of course he is! There must be some reason for him to have said those things..."

"I mean that our guildmaster is hiding something" replied Sasha, interrupting Jolly.

The sound of footsteps cut the conversation short. Casper was coming downstairs, now wearing civilian clothes: the black shirt and overalls he wore all the time back at the guild hall. Rather than lunging at Caila's throat, he simply said "Let's go" and walked out of the inn, completely ignoring Sasha, Lucky and Jolly.

Caila looked at her colleagues, shrugged as if asking "what else could I do?" and followed. Sasha got up and decided to follow Casper as well. She quickly caught up with the guildmaster.

"What was up with that? Who do you think you're fooling?"

"I don't know what you're refering to."

"Ok, so you went to the hangar wearing your Guildmaster uniform instead of the overalls you wear all the time. But you certainly didn't convince that C. B. Brown guy."

"Convince him of what, Sasha?"

"When he started explaining his inventions to improve airship manuevering, you said you didn't know anything about it!"

"Are you angry for any particular reason? Were you specially interested in his lecture?"

"Casper, everyone knows what you did before you became a guildmaster! It's useless to hide it like that!"

"That's precisely the problem, Sasha. Everyone knows everything about everyone. I've got the word 'engineer' written all over my face, you're one of the most famous generals in the Crim Guild, and probably Caila's guitar skill is going to be the latest rage in town. The only thing no one seems to know is where a certain airship has gone!"

Casper then stopped in front of an old house. He knocked on the door three times and waited. After a couple minutes, the door opened and a shy young man peeked out.

"Ah... Casper! What a nice surprise. To what do I owe the visit?"

"Nice to see you, Corvus. Actually, I'm looking for the Eaglewing Guild."

Corvus' eyes widened a bit. "Why, you're in the right place! Eaglewing happens to be my guild."

Casper smiled discreetly. "We need to talk."

Corvus moved aside, and motioned for the trio to go inside. The Eaglewing guild hall seemed to be nothing more than the place where the guildmaster himself lived. A middle-aged woman and a tall man were standing in front of a nearby window, chatting loudly.

Minichapter 47: Old friends

"I see you've brought company. Are they your apprentices, Casper?"

"No, not quite. Allow me to introduce Sasha and Caila, they are members of my guild, the Guns of Crim."

"Guns of Crim? Never heard of that one! And I'm surprised you became guildmaster too!"

"It's funny, isn't it? These days, Crim will let anyone have their own guild!" said Casper, in a puzzling tone of voice. Corvus couldn't tell wheter that was a joke or an insult; in fact, neither could Sasha or Caila.

"Nonetheless, I'm here to serve as a backup of sorts. I heard you've had some trouble with Kuroma as of late."

"Th-that's correct. It was a nasty fight, some of us are still recovering from the wounds. You see, we found him when..."

Casper quickly interrupted Corvus. "Oh yes, yes, I know! I hate it when it happens!"

"Huh? When what happens?"

"Running into Kuroma. Or having to fight anyone who wears a blue scarf, really. Let me tell you something: I've had trouble with the so-called 'blue scarves', too."

"Really?" Corvus' eyes widened once again.

"Yes! Three of them. They assaulted our Guild hall, our very own Guild hall, can you believe that?"

"Three blue scarves? And you fought them?"

"Oh, it was a nasty fight. Our hall was in ruins by the time it was over!"

"I remember that fight too", said Sasha. "Our windows were in a deplorable state afterwards." As she finished her phrase, Caila had the impression that Sasha very discreetly nodded to Casper.

"Good thing we got reinforcements from Crim, though!"

"Crim sent you reinforcements?!"

"Yes. You see, the attack was actually directed towards Guildmaster Aolos; Kuroma thought he was going to be at our guild hall that evening. However, we warned Minister Alus just in time, and he sent his own personal troops to aid us!"

"Wait... So those rumors about Alus and an army of happy cannonballs visiting a run-down Guild Hall last week... They were true? And it was you?!"

Casper nodded exaggerately. Corvus clapped his hands in excitement. "Wow! That must mean your Guild is really important!"

"What do you mean?"

"Crim never cares about what happens to the smaller guilds... All they do is collect taxes! On the other hand, the rewards from the quests we get from them are barely enough to let us pay our debts!"

"Oh, is that how it is around here? Why, my guild gets its orders directly from the High Minister himself!"

"That's ridiculous! How many quests have you gotten from them? And how big are the rewards?"

"Well, it's not enough to let me build my own Crim Guild, but the cash flows in nicely."

"It's not fair! I wanna get my quests from Alus too..."

"Who do you get your assignments from? I could talk to them, maybe I could arrange something for your guild."

"Usually, it's from Scott. But since he's off to fight in Ardolia, Eyi from the engineer section of the Guild is filling in for him."

"An engineer eh? I'll talk to him, then. Now, I'm not promising anything..."

"Oh, Casper, I'll be glad if you help me out!"

"In case you need anything else, I'll be at the local Inn. I'll be heading there now, Corvus, see you later" said Casper, as he shook Corvus' hand.

"Wait. What about the Kuroma business?"

"Don't you worry about that! I'll come back tomorrow just to talk about that."

Minichapter 48: Burden

"What just happened?!" asked Caila, as loud as she could, once the trio had walked a fair enough distance from the Eaglewing guild.

"Nothing out of the ordinary. Two guildmasters talked about how badly Crim treats us."

"Why do we get our quests from Alus himself anyways?"

Casper grinned as he replied to Sasha. "That would be my merit. Back when Katie and I travelled as adventurers, we managed to assemble quite an impressive group of fighters! When I became Guildmaster, word of it must have reached Alus, and he decided to make us a front for recruiting new members for his elite squad."

"What's this about fighting blue scarves, though? I don't remember any such fight!"

"Of course you do, Caila! Well, at any rate, maybe you do, you can't really rely on your memory... But I was refering to the three kids who were pretending they were fighting General Aolos, shortly before Alus arrived..."

"And those three kids left our guild hall in ruins?!"

"We still haven't managed to fix those windows."

"What was the point of talking to Corvus today, though? Aren't we going back there tomorrow?"

"Yes, but tomorrow, we're going with Julia. It'd be bad etiquette to rant about the Crim guild in front of a mage."

"What about me?"

"You, Sasha, lack any ties to our contact, Scott."

"So you think Dmitri's right?"

"I never said that."

"You can tell him that personally" remarked Sasha. Indeed, Dmitri was on the other side of the street, walking right towards the trio.

Minichapter 48: Dangerous place

Casper turned to face Dmitri, and was surprised to see that instead of sporting the usual grin, Dmitri gave him a contorted grimace, which owed, no doubt, to the black eye and bruised lip. Besides that, he was also clutching his left arm, breathing heavily and walking somewhat hurriedly; it was clear that he had bruises in many more places, covered by his once speckless, now battered trenchcoat.

Dmitri spoke before Casper even insinuated he was going to say anything. "Nice to see you, Casper, but I'm in a hurry. Leaving on the next train to Crim."

Casper tried to reply, but Dmitri interrupted him. "Yeah, I got into trouble. It's none of your business, though; and it has nothing to do with your dumb airship hunt. Do enjoy the sight, though; you don't get to see me in this state very often."

Altough Casper had really spent quite some time looking over Dmitri and noting, somewhat sadistically, how hurt he was, he tried to make up for his evil thought. "You know, I have a healer in my guild. He could at least patch you up before you go."

Dmitri tried to laugh, but his cheek hurted. "Are you talking about Jolly? Thanks, but no. I'd rather not accept any favors from you, much less from him."

"Say what you will. It was an honest offer."

"No, seriously. I've been travelling alone for too long, I... I don't want to become dependant on a guild. On any guild."

Casper took the opportunity to raise his voice. Oddly, he started sounding as cynical as Dmitri himself. "Tell me about it. Is there any guild you can trust in this land? I mean, any guild that won't demand that you surrender your soul if you do as little as to look in their direction?" Hastily, Casper added, "Besides mine, of course."

"Now that's unusual. I didn't know you were critical of other guilds. Besides yours."

"Why do you think I made my own guild? There were no other good options."

"But what about the most obvious one?"

"Yeah, I'm an engineer, I could have re-joined the Crim Technical Institute. But they haven't gotten any better since I quit them. You know, they were so bad, I was actually this close to getting myself a blue scarf, back then..."

Casper didn't sound like he was joking about it, which made both Sasha and Dmitri wonder if that was the real Casper or a rebellious lookalike. Caila, however, wasn't paying attention to any of that.

Upon seeing how hurt Dmitri was, her thoughts flew all the way to Yuriatin, to the city her mother called home. Dmitri would show up at her bar after a fight, or sometimes he'd pick a fight inside the bar. Mother also picked a lot of fights too, and she loved to swing her guitar at the drunks who tried to make passes at her.

Caila, however, hated violence. She always hid when there were fights in the bar, because she knew no matter how good of a brawler Jia was, she'd always get hurt, even when Dmitri helped her out, and once all the drunks had been kicked out of the bar, it was up to her to take care of the wounds, and she'd stay up all morning doing just that.

She then asked herself how much time, exactly, had passed since then. It had been a long time since Yuriatin, but even her memory of Falling Clouds was something that belonged to the past. "None of this is any but a dream, a memory", Caila thought. "But even so..."

Caila didn't finish that phrase. Seeing Dmitri stand before her, shielding his obvious frailty behind a never-ending stream of witty responses, anguished her. She knew Casper was in trouble too; it wasn't easy to run a small guild, specially when there's a far bigger, older and more important guilds overshadowing yours. "I wish I could do more... I wish I could be useful!"

With that thought, Caila reached out and touched Dmitri's left arm. When she did so, a loud zap was heard and Dmitri pulled his arm quickly, wincing in pain.

"What's the big idea?! Why'd you do that? Sneaking behind people's backs and using lightning magitek is not something a small girl should do!"

"I... I'm sorry, I... I didn't mean to! I don't..."

"No, really, what was that for?! My arm's already broken, what more do you want?"

As Dmitri yelled at Caila, he flailed both his arms in the air. After yelling some more, he stopped to realize what he was doing - flailing both his arms. He then moved his left arm around for a bit and said, "You fixed it?"

Caila blinked. "Did I? Really?"

"Really. You fixed my arm... It stopped hurting. I... Thanks, Caila. Well, I guess I gotta catch that train now. See you later, Casper." And after saying this, Dmitri left, walking as hurriedly as he was before.

"Caila! What was that? How did you do it?!" asked Sasha.

Instead of replying, Caila just blushed. She had no idea what happened, and it crossed her mind that maybe Dmitri had just faked the whole thing. But before she could say anything, the streets of Falling Clouds disintegrated, to give room to a different memory.

Minichapter 49 - A phrase inbetween memories

"Whose name do you call when you use your powers?"

Minichapter 50 - Staircase

The transition from one memory to another was usually the same: one setting melts, and another takes its place. But Caila was getting used to the idea that sometimes, stranger things would happen. Hearing a phrase between memories was one of such things. Caila expected the next memory to be an explanation of the random phrase, but she simply found herself in a small room, with concrete walls, lit by a pair of fluorescent tubes, one of which looked like it was about to burn out.

A frail voice then echoed. "Run, Caila... I think I can hold him for just a little longer... But please, stop drooling and standing in place like that, just run!"

It was a battered Sasha, who had difficulty even standing up, telling Caila to run. Run from what?

"Just open that red door and go!"

It was then that Caila heard footsteps. They seemed to belong to a large person. She didn't know who it was, but the footsteps filled Caila with panic. She hastily reached out for the red door, opened it, and went inside.

On the other side of the door was a spiral staircase going down. Caila started running, nearly tripping on the steps. She tried to strain her memory, but none of that was familiar. "Maybe this is still Falling Clouds?" she pondered. But her thought was interrupted by a small tremor. Caila felt it, rather than hearing it - she knew the person who was chasing her had just hit Sasha.

Then the footsteps resumed. "Now he's coming for me" said Caila, thinking out loud. Apparently, she was heard, as the footsteps became faster and faster.

This prompted Caila to run faster, too. She was now leaping, two steps at a time. She looked down, and for a moment, it seemed like a good idea to just roll all the way downstairs. After running for who knows how long, Caila passed by another red door. She had the option to enter the door, or keep running downstairs. 

Caila wanted to ponder the variables, think which would be a better strategy, but her legs made her throw herself against the door, opening it and flying inside. "It would be useful if I shut the door after going in", Caila thought, but this was way after she had already ran into a different door, and down a different set of stairs. Not only it was too late, the footsteps were still echoing behind her.

In the midst of the crazy race, while her heart beated like it knew it wouldn't have the opportunity to beat after the running was over, Caila had the time to realize that the room she had just passed by was very similar to the one where she saw Sasha. There was a number painted on the ceiling of this one - Twenty-nine. Caila wondered which number was on the ceiling of the one she left Sasha in...

As she kept running downstairs, she noticed another door, and she flew inside. This time, she looked around to see if there was anything useful for her to barricade the door with; unfortunately, there was nothing. Caila simultaneously thought "So much for that idea!", "It just made me waste time!" and "It's getting closer!". The confusion of voices in her head caused her to shriek, and the shriek made the footsteps sound even more furious, as if the chaser had gotten larger upon noticing Caila's fear.

Caila shook her head, resumed running, this time her mind turning into a complete blank. When she came to, she was in yet another room identical to all those before, but with a "32" written on the ceiling.

"What?! Thirty two how? I'm going downstairs, not upstairs!" Before Caila could say out loud her stupid idea about an upside-down tower, she resumed her frantic running.

But at one point, she had to stop. Her body couldn't take it anymore. Her youth helped her quite a lot, as she was now in room 37, but running like mad wouldn't make her unknown villain stop. She needed to stop and face him, but how? Even Sasha wasn't a match to him. But she didn't have her powers...

"Powers! Of course!" yelled Caila, gasping desperately and wasting her breath on thinking out loud. "That's what I used to fix Dmitri's arm! But... What use is it going to be now?"

"I knew I was hearing a familiar voice!"

Caila turned around and saw Lucky on the other side of the room. "I came as fast as I could. Hurry up!"

Before Caila could do anything, Lucky grabbed Caila by the wrist and started running. Caila's wrist started hurting very quickly, as Lucky was much faster than Caila and didn't bother asking wheter she could keep up with him or not. Soon, she was being dragged by the steps so forcefully, she started thinking that maybe facing the unknown chaser would have been a better choice than Lucky.

"Where are you taking me?"

"To sir-Guildmaster-type! He's been looking for you!"

"You came to save me?"

"No! I was trying to find a room with a lucky number in it, to see if I could find something lucky inside!"

"Is thirty-seven a lucky number?"

"I don't know for sure! But it ends in seven, doesn't it? Hooray! Oh, hold on, I think this door's locked."

Lucky then raised his other hand, which was holding a large red cilinder-like object, and brought it down. The door flung open and the two ran inside.

"What's that?"

"Oh, Casper says it's a fire extinguisher, but I call it an obstacle-remover!"

It didn't look like a fire extinguisher anymore, having so many dents - inflicted by Lucky, probably - that turned it into just a nearly shapeless red piece of metal. Not that Caila was in any position to complain, but she thought it was strange that Lucky was strong enough to use the poor extinguisher like that.

"Oh hey! Sir Guildmaster! Look who I found."

"Move out of the way!"

Lucky threw Caila accross the room, and then jumped sideways. The footsteps kept coming closer and closer, until Casper started quietly counting "Three... two... one", while holding a box-like object - "I'm sick of not knowing what's in people's hands anymore", noted Caila - and caused a surge of lightning to shoot out of the box and hit the person who had been running after Caila so insistently.

"What was that? Did you kill him? Are we safe now?"

"Yes you're safe, and no he's not dead. This stun script is almost harmless; the quasiparticle substreams intertwine with the hyperspacial nanoshocks to generate a field of semisonic transducing variations in the - Agh!"

"You should use less of those stupid non-lethal inventions and more magitek, Casper" said the man. It was Corvus, who, with great difficulty, was holding his left hand up, pointing a finger at Casper. On this finger was a large ring, with a sparkling gem that seemed to be a topaz. Casper had just been struck by lightning as well, but unlike Corvus, he fell unconscious.

Minichapter 51 - Learning from pain

"No! What did you just do to the Guildmaster?!"

"You. Guy with the green hood. Stay quiet, or you're getting it too."

Corvus tried to move his finger, presumably to cause another bolt to strike Lucky, but he was faster in leaping at Corvus and grabbing his wrist.

"Let go you dumb fanatic!"

"I don't know what's in that ring! I can never figure out what's in those rings!" yelled out Lucky, now speaking in a flustered, high-pitched voice. Corvus glared at Lucky, frightened by the desperation of the crazy hooded man, and by the fact that said crazy hooded man was holding his arm.

"So I thought things would be okay if I crushed every ring! I thought it was right to crush every hand so no one would ever use those rings again!" And after saying so, Lucky twisted Corvus' wrist. Corvus screamed as the bones in his wrist cracked and snapped.

"But pay attention! That does no good! For every ring-bearing hand that you crush, thirteen more appear!" Corvus was too busy writhing to actually pay attention. Lucky still had a firm, painful grip on his wrist.

"Violence is not the solution! Things will be as the Providence wants them to be! And we of the Lucky Number Gang call it Fortuity." Bothering to note Corvus' reaction for the first time, Lucky asked, "Say! You don't really understand, do you?" Corvus managed to stutter out a "no".

"Then join the Lucky Number Gang! It's the perfect chance for people who like to understand things. You'll join, won't you?"

Corvus glared at Lucky with a defiant, enraged glare. "Is that a no? You won't? You won't stop your evil ways of using magitek to hurt people?"

Lucky then raised his "obstacle remover". He yelled, full of anguished frustration, "I won't let you!"

Lucky's scream took Caila to another memory, for a brief second. She caught a glimpse of Deatheye standing before her, yelling with the same anguish, raising his sword in the same manner as the fire extinguisher.

"I'll join! I'll join!" shrieked Corvus.

"Good! Congratulations on joining the Lucky Number Gang, out of your own free will!" replied Lucky, letting go of Corvus' hand and regaining the happy-go-lucky attitude that was common to all Number Sevens of the gang. Corvus held his own hand, but found that he was unable to trigger the magitek ring anymore.

"Oh, in case you're wondering, that'll probably take a while to heal. I've fought many black mages in the past, I'm very good at what I call the anti-magitek grip. In fact, it might even never heal at all!" Lucky then laughed proudly.

Corvus gazed at Lucky in disbelief. "Why am I laughing, you ask? It's simple! This wonderful girl will fix you in a second!"

"Me?" Caila asked. The terror of being in that room, where both the man who was chasing her a while ago and the man who had attempted to kill her long ago were, had paralyzed Caila. 

"Yes you! By the way, you should probably do something about Guildmaster-type here."

"Oh!" Prompted by Lucky, Caila reached out for Casper and touched his shoulder. Casper regained consciousness and looked around in confusion. He saw Caila touching his shoulder, Corvus holding his own left hand, and Lucky standing proud before him.

Minichapter 52 – Lesson learned

“Well, isn’t this convenient?” said Casper. “Everything’s been solved while I was unconscious.”

Caila then tried to explain to Casper what had happened. Not that she succeeded, since the anxiety of being chased and the physical exertion from running for her life had greatly affected her ability to produce coherent speech, altough this didn’t keep her from mumbling for quite a while.
“What language was that?” asked Lucky in response.

The frustration of not being able to talk made, added to everything else, caused Caila to start crying. Casper comforted his niece, giving her a hug.
“It’s alright, Caila. It’s all over. The case’s been solved, and now Corvus was caught. We can go home.”

“Really? Am I... Am I going home now?” asked Caila.

The question was quite sincere. Caila couldn’t remember what she considered to be her home anymore: wheter it was her uncle’s house in Crim, or her mother’s bar, back in Yuriatin.
It occurred to her that while she felt safe in Crim, she couldn’t shake off the feeling that she was a stranger in somebody else’s house. Casper was part of her family, but she grew up without knowing him; their first contact was when she entered the guild hall and asked to join.

The thought arose when Caila stopped, for the briefest moment, to ponder her uselessness. She was hurt when the thought popped up in her mind, but she had no arguments to fight it; she had done nothing to solve the case of the airship theft, nor had she caught the culprit. All she did was run away. Even when she cured Casper, it was because Lucky told her to.
It even occurred to her that Casper could have died. Lightning, even if generated by magitek, isn’t something to be toyed with. What if she took too long to heal him, and it were too late?

“I’m terrible! I’m useless in this guild!” Caila cried out loud. She remembered when she failed to wake up to go to the Crim hangar, when she started playing on the streets rather than catching up with everyone else, and when she did nothing when Alus came to take people away with those horrible happy cannonballs.

As Casper gently stroked Caila’s hair, still trying to comfort the poor girl, she tried to remember what had happened back then. The cannonballs were there to choose who was good enough to be transferred to the Crim Guild, and much to her surprise, she had been chosen too.

But she didn’t want to go. She hated the Crim Guild, altough she wasn’t very sure why. She had the feeling that something would go terribly wrong once she was there; and indeed, after Sasha refused to rejoin, Casper’s guild started being offered to do dangerous quests, and it was after a lot of negotiating that Katie convinced Alus to give them a doable quest.

It would have been much easier if things had gone the way she dreamed up. Even if it was a lie, it was a comfortable one. Danshaw would become the wizard Stabes Moon, who would blackmail Alus, who’d let everyone go. Sure, Stabes Moon was an evil man, but Lucky would save everyone from him.

Too bad that was a lie. None of that had happened.

Caila pondered about that false memory. Something went horribly wrong, but in the end, things would solve themselves, without Caila having to do any effort. Everything solved itself, by sheer luck. A pleasant dream which hid the truth: only Sasha had the guts to speak against Crim, but she and everyone else suffered the consequences.
“So what happens now?” asked Caila.

“We’re taking Corvus to Crim and going home now.”

“And that’s it?”

“Yes, that’s it.”

“Corvus alone stole an airship? And nobody else noticed?”

Casper didn’t reply.

“Besides, where is the airship? Did we find it? And where’s the rest of Corvus’ guild? Are they guilty too?”

“You don’t have to worry about that. It’s over now.”

“No it’s not!” screamed Caila, as she shut her eyes tight. “Because none of this is real!”

Once she opened her eyes, she found herself in the same room, but Corvus and Casper were no longer there. Where Corvus was, now stood Sasha and Dmitri. Caila discovered she was being hugged by the shadow of Kuroma.

“That’s my girl” remarked Sasha with a smug grin.

Caila shrieked and shoved Kuroma aside. “Get away from me!”

“But... Didn’t you like this memory either?! This whole airship deal is getting boring! I wanna go back to happier memories!”

“Stop it! No more false memories! I want the truth!”

“Caila, my little princess, it’s remarkable that you were able to correctly identify a false memory,” said Dmitri as he approached her, “but I’m afraid you’re not taking full advantage of the circumstances.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re right when you say none of this is real. But don’t you realize what this means? You can do anything you want, be anyone you want, have anything you desire! All you have to do is will it, and it’ll happen!”

“Shut up, Dmitri. Admit your defeat. She already said she wants the truth.”
“Aww, don’t be such a spoilsport. Let her have some fun!”

“I don’t want fun! I want to wake up!”


“You have no reason to wake up! Or do you?”

“I do too!”

“Really now. And what is it?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Ah! See, Sasha, she does not remember. It’s useless to struggle, then.” Dmitri took a bow. “Time to acknowledge your defeat, Miss Bianca.”

“What defeat? She simply doesn’t remember it yet. But she will.”

Sasha and Dmitri argued some more, but Caila stopped paying attention to them once she realized Lucky was still there. “What is he doing here?”

Minichapter 53 – Coin toss

“Who? Me? I’m here? Oh, I guess I am!”

“What do you want?”

“Nothing, really! Unlike those three, I’m here just because I’m a fan favorite.”

“What?”


“I mean, I don’t want to tamper with your memories. Those three already try hard enough. But I seem to be in every false memory of yours!”

“Now that you mention it. But why are you...”
“Because I’m Lucky! You must think I fill in nicely for when you need a random savior.” After a pause, he then added, “So that afterwards you can say, oh! How Lucky! And that’s me.”

Before Caila could say anything, he resumed. “That’s also a gross misunderstanding of what the Lucky Number Gang stands for. We acknowledge both good luck and bad luck, but you won’t know wheter you had good or bad luck unless you flip the coin!”

“What coin?”

“The proverbial coin! I mean that you must take things into your own hands, to see what the outcome will be! But I could be talking about the coin you were given.”

Caila gave Lucky a blank stare. “Should be somewhere in your bag” he said, to Caila’s surprise.


She didn’t remember carrying a bag until Lucky mentioned it. And indeed, there was a bag holding from her left shoulder, and inside was a shiny golden coin.

“I don’t remember when I got this.”

“Oh, I have faith that you’ll remember soon enough!”

Noticing that this Lucky spoke in the same tone as Number One, Caila felt compelled to ask wheter he was Deatheye or not. “Are you... Er, are you that guy who was wearing oven mitts the other day?” she asked.

“Currently, I’m just your memory of the Gang as a whole. As for wheter Deatheye was ever in this quest or not, you’ll never find out unless you look for him in your real memory of it!”

“Then I want to remember what really happened.”
“Hah. You heard that?” said Sasha, without enthusiasm. “She wants the truth. That means the two of you are getting out.”

Dmitri tipped his hat to Caila as he walked out of the room, without saying another Word. Lucky wished Caila good luck, and left as well. Once Caila and Sasha were alone in the room, Sasha started stretching her arms.

“What happens now?”

“I suggest you take a deep breath. Yes, inhale as fully as you can, hold it in for three seconds, then exhale... Good, like that.”

“Yeah, but you still...”

“Once more. Inhale, hold it in, then exhale. Pretty good. Feeling better now?”

“Sure. I feel a little more relaxed. But I’m anxious...”
“You ought to be. Your real memory is scheduled to start soon.”


“Wait... So am I really gonna have to...”

"Yes, Caila, you’re gonna have to run. I think I can hold him for just a little longer... But please, would you care to stop drooling and standing in place like that? Just run!”

“Not again!” shrieked Caila as she opened the nearest red door and flung herself downstairs – once again.

Minichapter 54 – Staircase again

As predicted, on the other side of the door was a spiral staircase going down. Caila ran desperately, nearly tripping on the steps. She also heard footsteps, that seemed to belong to a large person. But this time, Caila knew who it was – it was Corvus, and he wasn’t all that large; it was his boots that made the footsteps louder.
“If only I had that fire extinguisher” thought Caila. She pondered, as she ran as quickly as she could; “Lucky’s not going to save me this time, but maybe that extinguisher is still around!”
As she wondered where it could be, Caila’s legs made her throw herself against a door, opening it and flying inside. "It would be useful if I shut the door after going in", Caila thought, but this was way after she had already ran into a different door, and down a different set of stairs. Not only it was too late, the footsteps were still echoing behind her.

“Wait. It can’t be here. I’m taking the same route as before, and there were no extinguishers anywhere. I have to go to a different room!”

Caila then did what she realized she could have done before: stopped running. She quietly hid herself in a corner and watched as Corvus unwillingly zoomed by. That’s when she did the unthinkable – she started running the opposite way. Upstairs.

It was obviously easier to go downstairs than upstairs, but nonetheless, Caila giggled. Her life was in danger, no one was going to save her, and if she were caught, she’d have to face, unarmed, a man who had lightning magitek. But she couldn’t help but find the situation funny – she had just outsmarted her chaser, and about to find the one weapon Corvus was afraid of.

As she traced her way back, she eventually returned to the room where the memory began, and found Sasha lying on the floor, breathing heavily.

Caila screamed. She had forgotten about Sasha! Earlier, she was worried about Casper, since she took too long to cure him – but she had forgotten completely about Sasha, whom she wouldn’t have healed at all if she didn’t come back upstairs.

The guilt caused Caila to throw herself over Sasha. She wanted to apologize, to take her out of there, to bring Sasha to full health, to defeat Corvus, all at the same time – but the confusing thoughts came to a halt when Sasha jumped, as if she had been zapped by a bolt.


“Caila! Why did you... You... You came back for me?” asked Sasha.

Caila started mumbling “I’m sorry”, over and over, as she grabbed Sasha’s wrist and resumed her frenzied upstairs race.
“Why are we going upstairs?”

“I think I saw an extinguisher up there!” yelled Caila.

From the sound of the now-familiar footsteps, Corvus had realized that Caila tricked him, and was now running upstairs as well. But Caila and Sasha still had some advantage. They rushed into another red door, and inside was no extinguisher.

For a brief moment, it crossed Caila’s mind that maybe the false and the real memories were nothing alike, and there was no extinguisher to be found nearby. But Caila soon pushed that thought away, and rushed to a nearby blue door. “Keep the other door closed ‘til I come back!”
Sasha nodded as Caila went through the other exit. On the other side of the blue door was a corridor, and on that corridor, was the fire extinguisher. She grabbed it, and quickly made her way back.

“On the count of three, open it” said Caila to Sasha, as quietly as she could. Sasha nodded once again, and the three started counting.

“Three... Two... One.” Sasha let go of the door, which Corvus opened hastily; immediately, and with all her might, Caila threw the fire extinguisher at his forehead. Both extinguisher and Corvus then started heading downstairs.

“Sasha! Sasha! I... I think I killed him!”

“I sure hope you did” said Sasha, who then calmly went downstairs.

Minichapter 55 – Unanswered

Caila didn’t kill Corvus, but he was writhing in pain on one of the steps. She quickly leaned to touch him, but Sasha grabbed her hand.
“Oh no, you’re not going to heal this one.”

“You can’t be serious! You want me to let him die?”

“Not exactly. I want you to let me kill him.”

“No! I won’t let you! He was chasing us, but he won’t do it anymore! You can’t kill him!”

“Oh, it’s not just because he was chasing us. This man made me lose my powers, and I’ve been waiting for a long time for this opportunity.”

Caila glared at Corvus. For the first time, she noticed that he was not just wearing boots; he was wearing the full black mage uniform of the Crim Guild, which included a large straw hat which overshadowed his entire face. But he was also wearing something which didn’t belong to the black mage uniform: a blue scarf.
“Is that...”

“Yes. It’s Kuroma.”

“Uh, sorry to disappoint you, but no, he’s not.”

Sasha scowled. “How can you be so sure?” She turned to the fallen man and took his hat off. Sure enough, it was Corvus below the hat.

“Hey, this is the boss of Eaglewing. So he’s a blue scarf, too...”

“No I’m not!” yelled Corvus. “They made me! I never wanted to! I’m so sorry!”

“They who?”

“I can’t tell! They’d kill me?”

“Listen, scarf boy. I’m this close to killing you, so you’d better start talking.”

“Okay, okay! I’ll talk! But get me out of here first! I think I broke all my bones! And my skull!”
Caila could no longer bear Corvus’ pleading; in every word, it seemed like he was begging for his life. She touched his right hand, which he quickly drew away from Caila, shrieking; but his wounds had recovered. Except for one inflicted after Caila healed him.

While neither Caila nor Corvus were paying attention, Sasha firmly seized Corvus’ wrist and twisted it. Corvus screamed as the bones in his wrist were snapped.

“See, Caila, this is one of the reasons why I don’t like magitek. Once you grab their hand and seize their rings, all black mages are powerless” said Sasha, as she put the stolen lightning magitek ring on her right hand.

Caila shrugged, and the three headed out of the building.

Minichapter 56 – The wrong beginning.

Once the three were outside, Sasha addressed Caila once again. “I’m glad you chose to remember things as they really happened.”

Caila shrugged. “It wasn’t as bad as I was expecting... But it doesn’t seem like I’m any closer to the truth.”

“Of course you are! Why do you say that?”

“The only difference is that Lucky didn’t save me, and I threw this fire extinguisher at Corvus...” Caila then realized that she had dragged it through the whole building, and was still carrying it. She tossed it aside before she resumed talking. “How is this going to help me find the truth?”

“It’s not the particular memory of catching Corvus that’s important, Caila, but that you have learned to compare memories. Now you can tell the truth from the false memories on your own.”

Caila gave Sasha a suspicious look. “But that’s nothing special. I could have done that from the beginning, right?”

“Yes, Dorothy, but you’ve been obstinate in not thinking about your own memories.”

“Then... Then I’m a big fool.”

Sasha could have comforted Caila, who was on the verge of tears. She could have hugged her, or maybe give Caila some comforting advice, or give Caila a hint as to what she was supposed to remember. But instead, Sasha simply said - “Yes, you’re stupid.”

Upon hearing Sasha’s brutal words, Caila gave a sad sigh. “I’m... I think I’m not usually like this, you hear? I’m calm and controlled. I always stop and think before I act. I...”

“You don’t hurl extinguishers at your enemies since that’s not ladylike. You don’t pretend you’re going to cry to get sympathy. You don’t get angry when things don’t go your way. None of those things are fitting for a sweet little girl like you, correct?”

Once again, Caila gave no reply. Sasha looked away, to avoid having to bear yet another funny face coming from her. “I know all those thoughts occurred to you. And yet, all of those memories where you show your angrier, more selfish side, are true.”
“But I don’t understand.”

“Then think about it. I’m not giving you any hints.”

Frustrated at Sasha’s advice, Caila decided to follow it anyways. She thought about the first thing she remembered, walking into the Guild Hall all by herself, without knowing anything about who she was, other than her own name.
Katie’s voice echoed in her mind. "She's not a recruit. She's, at most, a quest. We turn her over to her parents and get our reward."

She remembered that Casper walked all over Crim city looking for her parents, but failed to find them, so he and Katie decided to take care of her until they showed up.
But then she also remembered that Casper knew Danshaw, and he was there when Alus seized recruits for the Crim guild. And she remembered that at one point she started calling him “uncle Casper”, and his wife “aunt Kia”.

“Why didn’t they realize I was the daughter of Jia and Danshaw?!”

“Bravo! Now you’re finally getting closer to the truth” said Sasha, with a big, warm smile that seemed out of place in her face.

“I... That memory of how I joined the Guild. The very first thing I remembered... It didn’t happen that way!”

And with those words, the streets of Falling Clouds started melting, to give place to a new memory. Caila found herself alone and on a different street, in the middle of a harsh blizzard.
Minichapter 57 – Back to Yuriatin.

Caila felt a little anxious. Sasha was gone, and she knew she was now remembering something that took place far away from Falling Clouds. She didn’t even know how the Corvus case had ended! “I’ll make sure to come back to that memory later”, she thought, even though she didn’t have the ability to remember things at will.

The icy weather made Caila realize she ought to look for shelter. She had to hurry, too, as her short-sleeved blue shirt offered very little protection. And thus, she ran to an alley, to shield herself from the piercing wind, but she still felt cold.

“I guess it’s about time I use this, I guess.” Caila took a folded fan from her bag and opened it. She waved it once, and thus, she remembered that she was wearing a very comfortable and warm coat, a fancy blue scarf that covered up to her nose and a large cap that covered her ears.

“Excellent choice of color for the scarf.”

Caila shrieked. “I didn’t mean to summon you! Go away!”

“Hahah... So you finally use the fan I gave you, and it’s for a cosmetic change? You’re weird!”

“I... I’m not a blue scarf! I mean, this is a blue scarf, but I...”

“Alright, alright! Can’t you take a joke?” As Caila didn’t reply, Dmitri snickered. “Fine. Sorry for startling you. Come on, let’s get out of this dumb alley.”
“Why? Where are we going?”

“Doesn’t this street look familiar? It’s home” said Dmitri, as he started walking away, hands stuffed firmly in the pockets of his trenchcoat.
Caila decided to follow him. Unexpectedly, Dmitri took her to a bar, decorated with a garish purple neon light that said “Varykino”.
“Home!” echoed Caila, as she giddily ran past Dmitri. Inside, the air was warm, and she could take off her coat and cap. The bar was crowded, full of all sorts of ruffians, thieves, sellswords and thugs; overall, the worst of the worst delinquents. And yet, Caila felt she was safer there, than anywhere else in the world.
An upbeat rock tune blared from loud speakers mounted on the corners of the bar. Caila immediately recognized the guitar as being her mother’s. “Hey Dmitri! Where’s Jia?”

“Right there, serving the drinks.”

And there she was, doing what she did best: being the personification of charm itself. A quick glance at the customers, and Caila realized that they’d be willing to empty the contents of their pockets just for a glass of water, if that allowed them to have a glance, and exchange the briefest words with the very life of Yuriatin.

“She’s... She’s not usually like that, you hear?” said Caila to Dmitri.

“I know.”

“I mean... This happy.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Caila stopped to think about this memory. As glad as she was to be home, she wanted to know wheter that was a true memory or not, and why she was there. The answer came quickly enough as the door was opened with such force, that it slammed against the wall, making a loud noise. The crowd became silent and turned to the strange man who was walking into Varykino.
He had a disheveled appearence, but he was still unique amongst the regular customer, for on top of his ragged clothes, he wore a long black cloak with golden trim, that seemed to not belong to him. But what caught the crowd’s attention was the blank stare in his eyes.

Sure, everyone in Varykino had committed one atrocity or another in their lives, but Varykino was precisely the place where the toughest evildoers showed their soft side (to Jia, no less). This man, however, had a completely empty, glazed look. He gave the impression he didn’t know what human emotions are – in fact, he casted doubts as to wheter he was indeed human or not.

After staying still in front of the door for long enough to let everyone make detailed mental notes about his appearence, he staggered towards the counter. Blood was dripping from his shoulder; people gasped in surprise at how large the wound was, and that he was still alive even though he lost blood continuously.
He took a seat and merely said to Jia, unimpressed by her legendary charm: “Give me the strongest drink you’ve got.”

And then he fell over, unconscious, as both Jia and Caila shrieked in unison.

Minichapter 58 – The man without a star
“Thanks for taking care of me, I guess” the man said.

Caila blinked. She had been taken to another memory without realizing it. It was now a clear, cold morning, and the sky outside was completely gray. The crowd was gone, the chairs were upside-down to let Jia do the morning chore of cleaning the bar, and the man was now sitting upright, on the same seat he had chosen the night before to fall unconscious.

“It was nothing” said Jia. “It’s what I usually do. Take care of the wounded guys who show up in my bar. Happens all the time, they know they can count on me.”

The man stood silent, so Jia kept talking.

“My... Sister... She works as a healer in Crim. At least, that’s what Dmitri told me...”

“The guy in a cap and trenchcoat.”

“Yeah, that’s him. Oh, speak of the devil... Excuse me for a second.”

Dmitri looked from outside the window, and motioned for Jia to go outside. As she left hurriedly, Caila followed her.

“Well? Who is he?”

“You know what? I have no idea!”

Jia punched Dmitri’s arm. “I thought you were going to tell me something useful!”

“Ow! I do know where he came from, if that’s useful enough!”

“Fine. Go ahead.”

“A group of rangers recently got lost in the woods outside Yuriatin. A guy wearing a very expensive-looking mage-like cloak helped them out, giving them food and water and pointing them the way out of the woods. They’re not the only ones who have seen them, but no one knows where he lives.”
“I knew it! He’s got that weird... glare... But he’s a kind man.”

Dmitri scoffed before he resumed talking. “He got that wound because some guys tried to mug him. They even stole the crossbow he uses to hunt for food.”

“Oh... Wait a second, where’d you get that crossbow?”

“Let’s just say Yevgraf won’t be stealing other people’s weapons anytime soon! Hahah...”

“Good! He’ll be happy when I give it to him...”

“Hands off, Jia. Lemme finish speaking” said Dmitri, with a grin that didn’t match the annoyed look in his eyes.

“He’s always alone. Never travels in a group, never been in a guild. Except for one particular group, which had no one than General Sasha in its ranks.”

“A General?”

“Or rather, an ex-general. She deserted the Crim Guild for some reason. She’s not the one I talked to, of course, but I found a picture of her in an old edition of Who’s Who in the city library. Let me tell you – she’s the most gorgeous blonde I’ve ever seen pictured!”
“Whatever! Tell me more about him.”

“Heh... In the old days, you’d pretend to be jealous when I talked about beautiful girls like that.”
“Oh! Uhh, I’m sorry, Dmitri. It’s just that, well, I’m very worried about him.”

“Worried, huh.”

“Dmitri, you don’t understand... When he woke up this morning, I asked him about his family, or his friends, anyone I should warn, to tell them he was alright! You know what he answered?” Jia added, almost whispering, “I don’t remember.”

“Now where did I hear that before?”

“See? I think... I think he’s like me. He’s the first person with whom I can relate...”

“Yeah, forget about the loser here. I guess that’s how it is, then. Oh whoops, look at the time, I gotta get going, now I depart, bye!” said Dmitri hurriedly, as he turned and started walking away.

“Don’t get mad at me! Please!”

He stopped for a while, said “This guy, Danshaw... He’s a bad omen. I just know it. The peaceful days are over” and immediately resumed walking.

